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CHAPTER ONE: SCAR

My love for bad guys started at an early age. 

I have a memory of watching a children’s animated movie featuring a bunch of African animals. 

You know the one. I was maybe nine years old, sitting on our living room floor and eating a stale Pop-Tart that I’d pilfered from the cabinet when my mother wasn’t looking. My older brother, Wes, and his friends had banned me from the No Girls Allowed treehouse, and I’d been left to my own devices as I tried to fill an empty Friday afternoon. Cartoons it was. 

Anyway, I was halfway through the Pop-Tart when this devilish, dramatic lion with the voice of a mother-lovin’  God took the screen. He was cruel. Wicked, even. Sheesh, within just a few more minutes of movie, he’d successfully committed fratricide and banished his nephew from their kingdom. 

And I was Lit. The frik. Up. 

There’s probably a psychology paper begging to be written about that sexual awakening, isn’t there? I’m not sure what it was exactly. Maybe it was the lion’s dry, biting sense of humor. Maybe it was the dark head of hair he swung around like fuckin’ Fabio—I’m still a sucker for a dashing brunette to this day. But I tend to think it was his gnarled face, which was truly, horribly,  deliciously screwed up from a nasty scar. 

Make of that little reference as you will, copyright attorneys. 

I liked him so much, over time my own name—Scarlett—turned into Scar. Everyone needs a badass nickname, and I’m particularly proud of mine. 

Anyway, that lion was my gateway drug. From there, I found myself rooting for Darth Maul from Star Wars. Draco from  Harry Potter (yes, I gave him a pass for being a blonde). I had a special love for Mystique from  X-Men, which probably adds another interesting layer to my psychological profile. 

When I was old enough to date—with one exception I will  not be commenting on—I didn’t waste any time on the good boys. 

Give me piercings, the more and the weirder the better. Give me tattoos, let no inch of flesh go un-inked. Give me a spotty work history, mommy issues, and a crippling addiction to drugs, porn, or alcohol… Okay, so those last qualities aren’t exactly on my list of desires, but they are an unfortunately frequent byproduct of lusting after the men that I do. 

Case in point: Chaz Hunter. The latest ex-boyfriend on my roster and the douche bag who just rolled up to my front desk at work, waving around his tricked-out firearm like it’s a metaphor for his tiny peen. 

“You can get me my three large, or I can take some other form of payment. Your choice, Scar.” 

He snarls, revealing a mouth full of square, white teeth and the edge of his inner lip tattoo:

“Insert Here.” God, did I pick a winner. I still remember when I thought those teeth and that tattoo were hilarious and sexy. I… might have a few issues to work through. 

I jut out my chin and cross my arms. “Please. You gonna shoot me in this small-town auto shop? 

What a well-constructed plan. Chief Marshall will never suspect you, especially not after you manage

to magically evade the six men working just on the other side of this door.” 

Chaz frowns, flipping his gun sideways. It takes every ounce of my self-control not to roll my eyes at the gesture. 

“You brought that dickbag to my house party to try to make me pay after our breakup. He never would have had access to the cash if you hadn’t chosen my apartment to give him the full lap dance experience.” 

“He wouldn’t have had access to your cash if you kept your money in a bank  like a normal person,” I snap back, palms slapping down on the counter. 

“You know I don’t trust corporate America, bitch! My mattress is safer.” 

“Oh my God.” I take a step back, throwing my hands into the air in desperation. “I let you screw me without a condom on more than one drunken occasion. Can you imagine if I was saddled with raising a mini Chaz?” 

I cross myself. Of course, this only infuriates Chaz further. He takes me by surprise, leaping over my service desk to get up in my face. My chest seizes up as his pretty little pistol points between my breasts and my “Can’t We All Just Get A Bong” coffee mug flies off the laminate, shattering into a million pieces on the tile floor. 

“You’ll get me my money, Scar,” Chaz growls. His frown gives way to something more like a smirk as he draws the pistol up my chest to rest at my jawline. “And I suspect that by the time you come up with three thousand dollars, that’ll be about the same time you come crawling back for my dick, too.” 

“How am I supposed to find it to come crawling back for it, Chaz?” I say innocently, despite the continued heart-pounding in my ears. “It took me long enough to find the little Tootsie Roll the first time around.” 

“Ugh, you b—” 

Chaz freezes with his arm in the air. The door to the garage has come flying open. 

Thank  God. My savior. That’ll be Wes to come rescue his little sister or maybe Remy to come flash those big athlete muscles of his or—

Or, of course. It would be the one person in this garage who I would rather not have come to my rescue, even if Chaz already had a bullet planted somewhere in my body. 

Dom Bianchi looks like a bear woken up from hibernation. His bristly black beard is too-long and untamed, giving him a positively feral look. His broad shoulders take up the entire door frame, blocking any natural light leaking in from the garage. And his dark brow is furrowed in Chaz’s direction, clearly ready to defend his shop and my honor whether I want to accept the help or not. 

“I’ve got this, Dominic,” I tell him. 

“I think your ghost would still assure me of that fact even as I hired a team to clean your brains off my reception wall.” He points an accusing finger at Chaz, who turns an unnatural shade of white. 

“You. Leave on your own or I’ll escort you out. This is a respectable shop.” 

Chaz snorts, straightening his shoulders and standing up tall. Aw—look at him, instinctively trying to compensate in the face of a mean burly man twice his size. 

“This bitch won’t answer my texts. Won’t take my calls. She’s told her neighbors to keep me out of her apartment complex. I’m getting my money one way or another.” 

Dom’s nostrils flare, and I roll my eyes, prepping for the same speech he’s been giving since he was ten and I was eight and he felt the need to defend my honor with all his Southern gentleman goodness, even though Wes taught me how to throw a punch at least two years earlier and I’d been making threats at my school bullies even earlier than that. I can defend myself. 

“You will apologize to Scarlett,” Dom growls, stepping closer to Chaz. “You will not use language like that with a woman in my garage.” 

“Ugh, it’s always  not in my garage with you…” I grumble. He shoots me a dark look that shuts me right up. 

“I say what I want,  bitch.” Chaz swings his gun to point it at Dom. He’s got the confident voice down, but I dated Chaz on and off for a year (too long)—I know better. He’s shaken. Nevertheless, he grits his teeth and refuses to back down. He looks back at me, that vile smirk dancing across his lips again. “I know Scar here. Probably better than you do. She’s the lowest form of bitch. She will get my money like a good little girl; she just needs me to jog her memory a bit. And then, when that’s done, she’ll probably show up at my front door after begging for me to take her back. She’ll cry like a little slut and jump right into my bed, even when I tell her to screw off. Because in the end, she is a dirty little wh—” 

The punch to his jaw sends Chaz reeling backwards. 

His gun goes flying out of his hand and across the tile to Dom’s feet. Dom calmly picks up the piece, opens the clip, and takes a peek. He snorts. 

“Not even loaded. Now, who’s the bitch again?” 

I raise an eyebrow. 

I’m used to Dom sticking his good boy nose where it doesn’t belong, but the actual violence surprises even me. And a big boy swear word to top it all off? Chaz must have really gotten under his skin. 

Chaz scrambles up to his feet. His lip is busted, bleeding a steady stream of crimson down his chin and onto his T-shirt. 

“This guy won’t always be around to protect you, little girl. I’ll get my money.” His eyes flick back to Dom. “And I’ll get you back, too, Scar. Bet on it.” 

Dom steps forward. I swear I can actually feel the heat coming off him, the unadulterated rage directed at Chaz Hunter. 

Dom is disorganized and messy, but he runs a respectable garage. It’s got a solid reputation, a great Yelp page. Heck, he was smart enough to hire me, even if we’ve never been each other’s biggest fans. 

All this is to say, Chaz has crossed the one line you cannot cross with Dom Bianchi. Insult the man’s appearance, his intelligence even, but  never damage his garage’s pristine reputation. 

Dom pushes past me, bumping me out of the way as he strides over to Chaz. 

“How do you know I won’t be around to protect her, low life?” He cocks his head. Chaz gulps—

he actually  gulps. “How do you know it for sure?” 

Chaz’s mouth opens and closes, like a fish out of water. I suppress a satisfied smirk of my own at the sight. 

“Please,” Chaz fumbles. “What? You’re just going to follow Scarlett Cooper around day in and day out?” 

Dom turns to look back at me. Sheesh, man, I don’t know what to say. You were the one who volunteered to cross the counter and go threaten Chaz. I’m not about to undermine the intimidation you’ve got going on here, but I don’t exactly have my own decent quip to chime in with, either. 

Dom’s dark eyes rake over me, and my breath catches in my chest. It’s like he’s coming to some decision, thinking something through about which I don’t have any details. 

I’ve known Dom since what feels like the dawn of time. He’s best friends with my older brother. 

Our parents are best friends, too. Family vacations together. High school carpool. And I don’t think

I’ve ever seen him look at me with anything so far from disdain or disgust. He looks… sympathetic? 

But then he turns back to Chaz, and the moment between us is over. He takes another menacing step in my ex’s direction. 

“Scarlett Cooper will never look twice at you again,” he growls. “She will never speak to you. 

Never even entertain pleasantries if she runs into you in town.” 

Chaz scoffs. “Because…?” 

“Because she’s mine.” 

 What? I think my eyeballs might actually leap off my face if they bug out any more. Dom was quick with that one. 

“She’s my girlfriend, and now that’s with me, she will never come ‘crawling back for that dick’

ever again. Why settle for the cub when she can have the lion?” 

I snort, then slap a hand over my mouth as both men turn to look at me. Chaz shakes his head. 

“No fucking way,” he says. “No chance Scar is with a man who has a dad bod.” 

Dom’s breathing is so deep now, I can hear it from my spot behind the counter. He steps even closer to Chaz. 

“You will leave now. You will forget about whatever money you’ve convinced yourself Scar owes you. And you will never look at her again.” 

Chaz’s gaze darts over to me, one last question in his eyes. My stomach twists. He turns back to Dom. 

“I don’t believe you.” 

Dom grabs Chaz by the worn-out collar of his T-shirt, picking him up before tossing him back onto his ass. He strides over to me, grasps the back of my head with both hands, and pulls me into a kiss. 

Then he calmly turns back to Chaz and flips him the bird. 

“Believe that? Now  get out.” 

CHAPTER TWO: DOM

Thank the Lord for long legs: I make it all the way to my office before Scarlett gets to me. She doesn’t bother knocking or asking if she can come in. Typical. She just pushes open the door, blue eyes slanted and hands going straight to her hips. 

“Should I be more worried about getting tested for herpes, or that you might be having a midlife crisis now that you’ve  kissed me?” 

I twitch. I don’t usually like anyone in my office; it’s my private little bubble. I especially don’t want  her in my office, even if the interruption was to be expected. 

I sigh, sitting on my hands so I don’t instinctively start pulling my personal items out of her reach. 

“Can you shut the door?” 

I can already see our lube tech, Grant’s, head poking out from behind a Camry. I get up, pushing the door closed behind Scar. She huffs, a lock of her short, silvery hair  poof ing up off her forehead to accentuate her frustration. 

“What was that?” She asks. “I have so many thoughts. Where do I start? Um, first of all, how about  feminism? I could have handled Chaz the Spaz all on my own, thank you very much. Second—

also feminism-related—aren’t you supposed to get permission from a woman before you violate her body?” 

“That was far from a violation.” I roll my eyes. “I think Wes still has a framed photo in his locker of the three of us plus Luca and Remy skinny-dipping at Lake Lanier when we were kids.” 

“Yeah, I’ve  got to get him to take that down…” 

I raise an eyebrow. “I believe you were listing your grievances with me?” 

“Thank you,” she snaps, eyes narrowing once more. “Third, since when are we dating? Since when can you even stand to be in the same room with me without making some snide, judge-y comment or complaining to my brother about me? Chaz would have backed off eventually, even without the fake dating story. So, what was all that about?” 

She purses her lips into a tight line. 

I sigh, leaning back into my desk chair. I rake my fingers through my beard, enjoying the tug against my skin. It’s become a kind of nervous tic lately. I’ve been feeling the pressure, and the integrity of my beard has been paying the price. I gather my courage and turn back to Scarlett, straightening my back just a bit before I give her the whole story. 

“Okay, so hear me out.” 

“Wait, there’s an actual backstory here besides just saying anything you could to piss off my douche bag ex? Shit, I’m in deep now…” 

“Can you please just act like a lady for two seconds to listen to me?” 

Her pupils flare, all ice. “Yes,  sir.” 

I sigh again, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Listen, I’m going to get married next year.” 

Her eyes widen. “That is  not where I saw this going. Did you take up drugs recently, Dom? 

Should I call 9-1-1?” 

“I’m not getting married to  you.” I roll my eyes and cross my arms. “Look, I don’t expect you to understand my position. This is a natural next step for me. Later this year my father retires from his law firm and officially signs the shop over to me, and I’d like to start getting my life in shape. A business, a wife, a young family.” 

Her brow furrows. “You know your grand scheme means that there has to be an actual human woman willing to marry you and make babies, right? And that is definitely  not going to be me.” 

I snort. “It’s Greer Anderson.” 

She shakes her head. “What? Greer—like, your father’s secretary Greer? How long have you two been—” 

“We aren’t together,” I admit. I roll back my shoulders. 

Suddenly, I feel really stupid saying all this out loud. It’s one thing to make this plan on my own, to think about in the shower or when I’m falling asleep or just driving down some country road. Then, it makes sense. It’s time, right? I’m in my early thirties. I’m inheriting the family business. Last year I even moved into my own house. The husband and father thing is a natural next step. 

And Greer Anderson is perfect. I knew it from the moment I met her six months ago. She’s got this gorgeous head of auburn-brown hair that cascades past delicate, sloping shoulders. She wears tight little cardigans and pencil skirts and tiny heels, regardless of the unpredictable Georgia weather outside. And besides all this—which is superficial, I know—she’s smart. She’s hardworking. And at the company Christmas party she made me laugh, and she cooked up these truly killer lemon bars. 

What more could I want? 

It was just her long-term boyfriend that got in the way. Aiden Something-Or-Other. A slick blonde working out in Athens. They’d been dating since college. 

That is, they’d been dating until one month ago, when Greer took off a week from my father’s firm to surprise Aiden on a work trip… and found him hard at work on his business partner in the Presidential Suite. 

I tried to swoop in. I’m not exactly  smooth, but I am determined. I checked in on Greer, took her out for ice cream one night so she could cry it all out over Aiden, even sent her flowers the next day. 

And all it got me was the friend zone. 

“Look, I need a way to show Greer that I’m boyfriend material,” I tell Scarlett. I can’t look at her while I’m making this admission. Instead, I stare out the window where the boys are working on this morning’s cars. Grant’s got his ass in the air as he dangles over the hood of his Camry. I sigh, resigning myself to having to look back to Scarlett. “I’ve been debating what grand gesture might win her over. I think there’s a chance we can be mutually beneficial to each other here.” 

“Mutually beneficial?” Scar’s voice is dry. 

“We pretend to date…” I start slowly, already seeing Scarlett’s limbs twitch like she wants to dart for my office door. “You get Chaz scared off for fear of your massive boyfriend beating the douche bag out of him. I get an effective way to show Greer that I’m dateable. It’s a great plan.” 

“How long have you been sitting on this plan, genius?” 

Hot blush creeps up the back of my neck. 

“I haven’t been, not really,” I assure her. “It was just that I looked at you and the pieces clicked into place. It would make sense, right? Long-time family friends finally fall for each other. We’d only have to keep up the ruse for a little while anyway. Give it a month and our Friendly Neighborhood Blockhead will have taken enough meth to deplete his remaining brain cells and make him forget about the money you owe him.” 

“I do  not owe him money,” she growls. 

I just shrug in response. “You have to admit this sounds good.” 

Scarlett pauses, softening for just a moment. She looks me up and down, her brow furrowing even tighter than before as she makes her assessment. 

“… This feels like the set-up at the beginning of a horror movie.” 

I roll my eyes. “Okay, crazy idea on my part.  So sorry.” 

“I mean,” she continues. “If you told people we were dating, then no one would blink an eye if you took me to your house late at night. You could tie me up, tattoo me with a picture of your ugly face, and then distribute my body parts around the city all in one weekend with no one suspecting for a while.” 

“Does the idea of a real man touching you for once get you all dizzy and excited?” I counter. 

“Because let’s be real, your ex back there wasn’t exactly a winner.” 

Her eyes narrow further. “I would be nuts to agree to fake date you.” 

“Obviously. Terrible idea on my part. Can’t believe I suggested it. Can I have my office peace back now, please?” 

She pauses for a moment, biting her bottom lip. She takes a deep breath, her brow furrowing. 

“You’d really beat up Chaz if he tried to come for me?” She asks. “Because if you go all Ghandi on me, I’m really getting the crappy end of the deal.” 

“I’d beat him up,” I promise. “Any time he decides to show his face around work…” 

“Not just at work,” Scar interrupts. “You have to stay at my house. Chaz broke in through my bathroom window once during a break-up. I am not risking that ish again.” 

I balk. “Stay at your  house? You’ve met my devout Catholic mother in all these years we’ve known each other, right? The same woman who says goodbye to her framed picture of the Pope on her way out of the house every day? If I pretended to move in with you, she’d have an aneurysm.” 

“You know you could just not tell her, right?” 

“She would find out,” I insist. “She likes to… bring me dinner. Every other night or so.” 

Scar’s face goes bright red. I can tell she’s holding back a laugh. At least she does me the courtesy of holding her tongue this time. 

“Okay, so you don’t move in with me,” Scar corrects, sticking her tongue out at me. “But maybe we can do, like, sleepovers. That’s a normal couple thing to do. And something you definitely don’t have to tell your Ma about, just the boys at the shop. You can come after your Mommy and Me dinner.” 

I side-eye her, surprised she’s coming up with her own addendums so fast. 

“… You come to my place. It’s bigger. And new. No roommates. More believable.” 

She groans. “You’d have to have clean sheets in your guest room for me. I’ve seen the state of your office, even on days you claim to have picked up your stuff.” 

“But you’d play nice around Greer if I did?” I probe. “You’d attend at least four social functions as my girlfriend—” 

“Three,” she counters, eyes slanting again. 

“Fine.” I sigh. “Three. And you agree to tell no one. Not even Wes. I wouldn’t want a word of this plan getting back to Greer and making her think I’m some kind of trickster.” 

“Trickster?” Scar repeats. “Who uses a word like that?” She shakes her head as though she’s trying to clear it. “Fine. I tell no one. But same goes for you. I’ll be requiring your services for at least a month and a half…” 

“I was thinking a little less than that.” I snort. “You went all in fast. Having second thoughts about how fake this relationship might be?” 

“You wish.” Her nostrils flare. “A month.” 

“Three weeks. You underestimate how quickly my charm works on women.” 

“What charm?” She grinds her teeth. “Three weeks. Okay. Now a few stipulations to protect my reputation—” 

I groan. She smirks. 

“You tell the garage guys I’m game-changing in bed. Ruined all other women for you.” 

“You wear a dress to all three social outings,” I snap back. “With  heels.” 

“Bastard,” she hisses. “You don’t get to go to that nasty sandwich shop you love the whole time I’m staying at your place. I don’t want the house reeking of garlic.” 

“You find a private time to pull Greer aside and tell her you think you might be falling in love with me. Actual tears. I want to see Meryl Streep come out, baby girl.” 

Scarlett stomps her foot at that one. “Honestly, how is it our families get along so well? What made  you this way?” 

“Oh! The breakup can be at my father’s retirement party. We make a big show, you admit to cheating on me—” 

“Admit to cheating on you?” 

I shrug, grinning. “I can’t come off like the bad guy. Otherwise you aren’t holding up your end of the deal.” 

“I’ll think it over.” Her fists are shaking at her sides. “You are a mother lovin’  psychopath, Bianchi.” 

“There! That’s the passion you should show Greer! Angsty and ardent!” I chuckle, which only serves to make her cheeks redden further. 

Scar swings open my office door, but pauses before she leaves. She turns back to me, softly closing the door behind her. 

“Wait, when do we start?” 

I shrug. “Right away? You need protection and I need a fiancée.” 

She rolls her eyes. “It is so gross that you think you can get Greer all barefoot and pregnant with one little fake relationship. But fine. Tonight. I’ll bring my stuff over after work.” 

“Cool.” 

Scarlett starts for the door, but I grab the back of her uniform shirt. She turns, lips pursing as she looks at my hand, then back up at my face. 

“One more rule,” I say. “No falling in love with me.” 

I burst into laughter. 

She scowls, and I can feel the fury coming off her in waves. Her clenched fists shake, like she’s considering hitting me. Instead, she bends forward, whispering right into my ear. 

“That’s real cute, Bianchi. Just remember that I know where you sleep.” 

“Same goes for you, Cooper.” I grin. 

She flips me off as she leaves my office, headed back to man her front desk once more. 

I collapse back in my chair, heart racing. It’s happening. A real plan, finally in place. In one month I’ll have caught Greer’s attention, and from there it’s just staging a breakup with Scar, asking Greer out, and putting her through the whirlwind of our relationship before asking her to marry me, taking over the family business, and getting everything I ever wanted. 

I’m a genius. An actual, real-life genius. 

I glance through my little office window and watch the men work. My chest swells a little as I think back to something Scar and I discussed. I smile; it doesn’t exactly hurt that the men are going to think she was so excited to get with me that she moved stuff over to my house right away. I’ll be a sex god. 

Just don’t tell my Catholic mother. 



CHAPTER THREE: SCAR

I’m convinced Dom needs a CPAP machine. He snores like a freight train when he sleeps. 

I moved in yesterday. I waited until after his precious dinner with Mama Bianchi (I chilled behind some bushes like some kind of stalker) and then shuffled over with my two duffel bags and the quilted blanket I’ve been sleeping with since I was a toddler. It should be noted that the famously gentlemanly Dominic Bianchi did  not offer to take my bags when he let me in through the front door. 

His house is a little different than I thought it would be. It basically looks like no one lives there at all. No decorations, no books or movies floating around the living room, not even any food in the fridge—thank you, Bianchi Dinner Delivery Service for that. All that mess Dom lives in back at the garage doesn’t extend to his house; there aren’t enough personal belongings here to get messy. I wouldn’t be surprised if I find a man chained up in his attic before my little stay is over. 

I spent at least half the night in my boring little guest bed in my boring undecorated room, staring up at a boring white ceiling. With each rumbling snore from the room beside mine, the desire to renege on our plan grew. No way I was getting an equal end of our deal. 

But then it started to storm outside. 

Typical Georgia. Storms roll in quickly and skip the drizzle phase. They are powerful and unrelenting, flooding neighborhoods and washing away loose odds and ends. 

The storm had whipped a branch against my window. Probably wouldn’t have been a huge deal if I was on my own back in my apartment. And if I hadn’t had a gun waved in my face just a few hours earlier. 

But as it stood, when the bark and leaves cracked into the glass and sent spidery shadows dancing across my walls, my whole body seized. I was paralyzed, eyes glued to the ceiling and hands itching to grab my quilt and yank it all the way up to my ears. My mind had gone back to one of the last fights Chaz and I had. 

He hadn’t been mad about money then; he’d thought I was flirting with some other guy at the bar. 

I’d holed up at my place after, ignored his messages. And then, around three am, he’d broken in through my bathroom window, pocketed some pills I had around from a surgery the month before, and woken me up with a pocketknife to my throat. 

I get it. This is where I get the lecture from my mom and dad. My brother. My girlfriends. 

Basically, from anyone sane. Only an idiot would go back to Chaz. Only an idiot would go back to anyone like him after that. 

But I did. I can’t explain it. I don’t have a good reason. I went back, and then I returned to him the time after that. And that night, taking residence in Dom Bianchi’s house and wondering if Chaz has the brain capacity to find me here, I knew full well what he can and will do to me if he finds me. 

There was no more sleep after that. I stayed up ‘til six watching  Gilmore Girls on my phone. 

When I wake up after my meager hour of sleep, I feel like I’ve been hit by a bus. I open my eyes, temporarily startled by my unfamiliar surroundings. 

Shit. I’m still at Dom’s place. That wasn’t a nightmare. 

I sigh and head for the shower attached to my guest room. When I get under that stream of water, I turn it up as high as I can, holding onto a weird hope that I might somehow burn the memories of yesterday and the circumstances of today from my life, and I’ll magically open my eyes to my own shitty little shower in my own shitty little apartment. 

Alas, no such luck. I’m still in Dom’s impersonal prison cell. He has miniature shampoos and conditioners in here, like you’d find in a hotel. I don’t get it. 

After I towel off and apply a little eyeliner, I pull on my clothes for the day. I straggle down the hall, nose perking up at the familiar smell of coffee. 

“Yes,” I groan. 

Okay, so it turns out Dom is good for something. He’s left a hot pot out with just enough for my mug. Maybe I won’t poison his milk or strangle him in his bed anytime soon then. 

I pour the cup, wrapping my fingers around the mug as I pull it up to my face and let its heat steam up my cheeks. I close my eyes, leaning just a little too close to that soft, floating feeling. I’m still so tired from last night…

“Seriously?” 

I open my eyes. Dom is glowering from the doorway, arms crossed. 

“I’ll be taking that back, thank you.” He plucks the mug from my hands, downing a sip. “I only ever make enough for one. Not changing that habit for you.” 

Even though I know for a fact how hot that fresh coffee was, his face gives nothing away. He just scowls and finds a seat at the breakfast table, pulling out his phone to hunch over and scroll like I’m not really there. 

It’s the hunching and scrolling that sends heat coursing through my veins and wakes me up. Never in my life have I seen Dom Bianchi use his phone for anything other than absolutely necessary calls with clients or vendors. I don’t think he’s ever even been on Facebook. This is a move manufactured purely to annoy and ignore me. 

I search the cabinets for more coffee grounds. I find them, ready a new batch, then turn and cross my arms as I let it brew. I’m smarter than this, really I am. I know better than to poke a bear when I’m in his den, but…

“Anyone ever tell you that you snore?” 

His nostrils flare and he looks back up at me. “You’re one to talk. Did you notice how no birds were twittering this morning? I think your terrifying sounds scared them off some time last night.” 

I raise an eyebrow. 

He’s here to play. Dom is ready to fire right back at me. I can’t help myself; after a sleepless night when I felt simultaneously helpless and alone and needy… I want to push this further. 

“So, what’s the plan, big guy? Are we going to head into work hand in hand on Monday? Are you going to plant a chaste kiss on my cheek? If so, I just ask that you brush your teeth that morning. I’m not sure that’s a habit for you, so I wanted to cover my bases.” 

“Cute.” He hunches back over his phone, thumb scrolling furiously. “That one wasn’t your best, Scarlett. You must really be tired. Go back to bed.” 

I point a finger at him and grin. “Ah, but you’re admitting that  usually my insults are on point. I’ll take this victory, thank you.” 

Dom looks back up at me, eyes dark and narrowed. “You and I will take it slow for the first little while. No need to jump right in with touching or… kissing. It would hardly be believable.” 

I slide into a seat across from him, planting my chin on my fists. “Have you thought this through, Dom? Made a little play-by-play plan for how to introduce our budding relationship to the public?” 

He grunts. He doesn’t want to play my games anymore. 

But I can’t help but press. 

“Did you consider whether we might hold hands? Kiss a little? Did it turn you on thinking about how you’ll get to touch a real life girl, and not just whatever plastic toy you’ve bought to get you

through these last few lonely years?” 

He slams his fist on the table. “Why are you always so gross?” 

I grin. “Are you hard right now thinking about it?” 

“I swear I can go back on our deal, Scarlett. I can find some other—” 

“Please, Dominic, you’d have to hire a prostitute to fill in for me. No girl is going to pretend to date  you.” 

We huff at each other in silence. My prodding has led to a full-blown fight. 

For some reason, though, it’s made me feel better. More in control. More awake. 

After feeling so ill last night, it feels good to have a little power back. 

It wasn’t a kind way to get it. I know that. But watching Dom stew and have to force down the swallows of his remaining coffee… well, I can’t help but like that. I can deal with my immaturity later. Right now, it just feels good to win one. 

“You look extra special this morning. Did you do new makeup? Drink some extra water or something?” 

I’m at a birthday party at my parents’ house. Wes’ oldest daughter, Kennedy, is turning six. He’s cornered me in the kitchen where I’ve been nursing a beer, occasionally going slack-jawed and drooling out my drink as I fall asleep standing up. 

I open my eyes, narrowing them to slits in my brother’s direction. 

“Long night,” I grumble. 

He grunts and grabs his own beer from the fridge. A group of blonde-haired girls fly through the kitchen, screaming and giggling and yelling something about “Sadie’s new boyfriend.” Wes and I look at each other, faces cracking into identical smiles. 

“So, is that what kept you up?” Wes asks me. “Did Chaz make his grand return? Or was it Josh from Lucky Lucy’s or Smitty from that one concert with the, uh…” 

He gestures at his face and grins, clearly indicating a musician with face tattoos. One of any of the musicians with face tattoos that I favor. 

“Um, no.” I cross my arms, shifting my weight to my other foot. “Upset stomach.” 

“Ah, yes.” Wes snatches the drink out of my hand and slides it in the opposite direction across the counter. I try to snatch it, but as usual, he’s too fast for me. “Because beer and birthday cake are gonna help that.” 

Wes raises an eyebrow at me as he takes a sip of his own beer. “So you were with a man last night. Just own it.” He glances down the hall at Kennedy and her friends before leaning forward to poke me in the stomach. “You preggers, Scar? Maybe Chaz finally wised up and presented you with one of those fancy rings from the arcade quarter machines?” 

My mother appears in the doorway, clearly having sensed that someone somewhere in the universe was discussing her only daughter’s marriage prospects. In the dim light of the hallway, the shadows make her look like the Grim Friggin’ Reaper. 

“Scarlett? Did I just hear Wesley say there’s a man in your life?” 

Wes snorts and I smack him on the back, making him choke on his swallow of beer. 

My mother puts her hands on her full hips, eyes narrowing as she sizes me up from head to toe. 

“Wait, it’s not that guy with the—” She makes a gesture at the side of her face. 

“What’s with you guys and the facial tattoo stuff today?” I complain. I reach across Wes and snag my beer back. “I went to  one Post Malone concert and now y’all are convinced I’ll be impregnated by some Hollywood gang stereotype.” 

“So, who is the boy?” 

My mother makes a flitting motion with her hand, gesturing for me and Wes to get out of her way so she can get to the birthday cake behind us. 

“It’s no one,” I insist. “Wes was talking out of his ass.” 

My Ma doesn’t even bother to look at me as she reaches sideways to flick me on the forehead. 

“Language. You know, Rosie doesn’t allow that kind of crassness in her home. You wouldn’t catch a Bianchi boy using words like that around their mother.” 

“If we’re talking about Dom, then we should be clear that Rosie Bianchi wouldn’t be having a conversation about her child’s dating prospects  at  all.” 

I roll my eyes. My mother’s hand shoots out to flick me on the forehead again, but this time I jump back just in the nick of time. 

“That’s my best friend’s family you’re talking about, Scarlett Analicia Cooper. If you were one of Rosie Bianchi’s children, you would know better than to insult—” 

“If I was Rosie’s kid, there’s a high chance I’d have an overworked therapist or an affinity for picking up hitchhikers to bring home and eat their livers with a side of fava beans.” I smirk, crossing my arms once more. “You should  see  Dom’s new place, Ma. It’s like a scene from  American Psycho.” 

“You’ve been to Dom’s new place?” Wes asks. “I haven’t even been there. Kennedy had a school play the day he needed help moving.” Suddenly, his eyes widen and he smacks my arm. “Hold up—

context, Scar. We need context  now. Why were you at Dom Bianchi’s new house? I would have thought you wouldn’t go to his home if he was the last safe house in the apocalypse.” 

“Um…” I stutter, a good lie not coming to me fast enough. 

I thought I wasn’t supposed to be quizzed this soon into the fake relationship? I’ve downed too much beer and the lack of sleep already has me fuzzy. I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to sort things out. 

“Sweet Jesus.” Wes gasps. My mother flicks him on the forehead as she did with me. “It’s Dom. 

All that trash talk finally turned into something… dirtier.” 

He winks. When my mom goes for her fourth forehead flick, he catches her wrist in mid-air. 

“You’re making sex jokes in your mother’s house now?” Mom asks. “Are you trying to put me in an early grave?” 

“I am  not with Dom,” I insist. “I just swung by his place last night because I… um…” 

Seriously, where the  hell is my brain this morning? 

“… I needed to borrow some sugar,” I finish lamely. 

“Oh, I bet you did.” Wes’ grin makes him look like the Joker. 

My mother snorts. “There’s no universe in which your sister fell for Dominic Bianchi,” she announces. “Believe me, I stopped praying for a union of our families years ago. God clearly didn’t want it. I’m sure Scarlett was just…” 

Her voice fades off and she eyeballs me, allowing for me to fill in the blank. But my mouth just opens and closes. I’m sweating—actually sweating—along my hairline, and my cheeks are flushed. 

“I was… I just needed…” 

My mother slaps a manicured hand to her ruby lips. She puts her other hand to her heart, eyes already welling with tears. “Oh. My. Lord. I’m calling Rosie. Thank you, Jesus!” 

She skips a little, every motherly curve and swell bouncing up and down in her excitement. 

“I’m  not dating Dom!” How does that sentence sound like a lie? 

But Wes is cackling and my mother is already pulling the old landline off our wall that she’s kept

since the nineties, and even Kennedy and her younger sister, Brynn, are poking their heads into the kitchen to see what’s going on. I sigh, running my hands through my short silver hair. 

“Look, it’s not anything serious…” 

Mom yelps. 

“Parents are going to start coming back here to check on us!” I hiss at her. 

“I need to know everything. I have so many questions. And I’m definitely going to have to harass that jerk for my blessing. This is gonna be great.” Wes’ face is lit up like the Fourth of July. 

I scrub at my eyes with the palms of my eyes. 

“Don’t call him,” I insist. “Seriously, this thing between us is new enough that he’ll probably be telling you himself Monday at work. I just wasn’t planning on telling you now. I thought I’d have at least twenty-four hours to prepare a statement on our behalf.” 

“Rosie?” Mom is already on the phone. She pulls the cord along with her down the hall, hollering to the living room for my father to get off his favorite armchair and come speak with her and her best friend. 

There’s a pressure picking up in my chest, and I’m finding it harder and harder to breathe. Wes is still chuckling beside me, and he’s got his phone out, surely texting his best friend for the dirty details. 

It feels like the kitchen is closing in on me. 

I grab the remnants of my beer and make a beeline for the back patio. 

When the humid Georgia air hits, it feels like I can finally breathe again. I keep walking, all the way to the edge of our backyard where grass meets untamed woods. I draw my drink to my lips, finishing off the beer in one hearty swallow. 

What have I gotten myself into? 

I wasn’t prepared for this. Sure, I knew I would have to tell my family about my little

“relationship” eventually, but I wasn’t prepared to have to face that so early or when I’m running on such little sleep. How is Dom dealing with this? 

I put the still-cold bottle to my forehead, closing my eyes and embracing the cool. 

Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I was overreacting yesterday when I agreed to this arrangement, and even more so last night when the thunderstorm had me spooked into remembering old battles with Chaz. I can handle this on my own, right? I always have in the past. 

My stomach turns. I need another beer. I grit my teeth, glancing back at the house. Going back inside means I’d have to face the interrogation squad again. 

I think I’d prefer a firing squad. 

CHAPTER FOUR: DOM

Shoot. 

I’m the last one to get to work. Of course I am. Wes must have told everyone to beat me here, the bastard. I’d been playing out a fantasy all night of sequestering myself in my office, locking the door and not answering any dumb questions about me or Scar. That business with Sandy Cooper calling my mother on Saturday was almost enough to make me renege on the whole arrangement. 

Well, that and Scar’s snoring in the guest room. Good God, the woman sounds like a walrus in heat. Truly terrifying stuff. 

I set my jaw and get out of my car, walking the short path up to the garage. I close my eyes as I push through the entrance. 

“Mazel tov!” 

I wince. It’s every last one of them here, on time and in uniform, beaming up at me like it’s my birthday. 

At least Scarlett is hiding out in a corner, blocked from the door to her front desk by an overeager Wes. She might be even more miserable than I am, and she’s not offering up one of her usual smart remarks at my expense. So, that’s a win, right? 

My brothers, Luca and Remy, swoop over to sling their arms around my shoulders. They push me toward Scar. 

“Alright, you two love birds,” Remy trills. “Now just ‘cause you’re with our brother, Scar, doesn’t mean you can send all the good jobs his way. No favoritism.” 

She shoots him a sickly sweet smile and reaches forward to slap-pat his cheek. “Don’t worry, Remy. Nothing will change. I’ll still be sure to send all those delightful clients who know  exactly what’s wrong with their car, thank you very much… straight to you.” 

I can’t help it; I chuckle at that. Remy’s face sours, and he leaves us to return to his workstation. 

“Everyone back to work!” I demand. 

“It’s not even opening time,” Grant shoots back. 

“So, you’re finally on time to do your morning prep work?” I grin. His ears turn red. 

I catch Scar’s eye before heading to my office. Her mouth is pulled into a thin, drawn line. She follows me over. 

“Thought you could beat them all to the shop?” She mutters. 

I nod. 

“I had the same idea. I was in my Jeep before you were out of your PJs. Wes staged a coo and called everyone sometime early this morning. I’m thinking of taking him out of my will.” 

“Mm, so he’ll be robbed of your fortune of ripped band T-shirts and takeout menus?” 

Her face sours and she purses her lips. “You’re welcome for the extension of a little empathy,  my love…” 

She turns on her heel, ready to march back to her desk. Her silver bob whips, and I get a whiff of something peachy and sweet from her shampoo. To my surprise, I feel bad for burning her. She’s not exactly wrong: our arrangement isn’t exactly fun for either of us, but it’s a lot less fun if we have to deal with the crap from our coworkers with no support. I start after her, catching the door to the front before it can swing closed. 

“Scar, wait—” 

I stop short. 

“Morning, Dom.” 

Greer Anderson is at the counter, beaming at me and waving her tiny thin fingers in my direction. 

Scar shoots me a look over her shoulder; I can’t decide if she’s glaring at me in lingering frustration or if this is her “you’re welcome, douche bag” sort of expression. 

Whatever, I’ll take it. I step forward, running my hands through my messy morning hair before I lean across the counter. 

“Greer Anderson. To what do we owe this pleasure?” 

“Christ…” I hear Scarlett murmur before disappearing into the tiny front office and leaving us alone. 

Greer’s face lights up with an easy smile. She produces a thin file and waves it. “Your father just needs this signed. The shop is on my way to the firm, so I figured I’d just stop in and say hello.” 

I’m grinning like an idiot. I fumble for the file, my fingers feeling too-big and awkward as they slip across Greer’s small, pale hands. I open the papers, my eyebrows sliding up as I scan them. 

I signed copies of these last week. Greer took the papers herself. And she rarely—no, never—

makes mistakes. It’s one thing I like about her. Her precision, her precociousness. Such an easy complement to my own disorganization and scatter-brained tendencies. 

… This is a fabricated visit. A reason to come see me in person. My chest tightens. My mother must have made a few calls, just as Sandy Cooper did yesterday. 

For once I’m ecstatic that I come from a family of unstoppable gossips. 

“No problem.” I grin. “Any excuse to see you is a good one.” 

She blushes furiously, biting her bottom lip as she glances down at her tiny heels. Dang. She really is the perfect catch. 

She clears her throat, leaning forward the slightest bit. “Hey, are you going to make it to your father’s retirement party at the end of the month? I know the shop has been dealing with a lot of paperwork lately, your father talks about it non-stop—” 

“I’ll be there,” I assure her. 

“With bells on.” 

We both turn at the sound of Scar’s voice. She sidles up next to me, slipping her arm through mine and looking up at me. 

Greer takes a breath so big, I hear it. When I look back to her, the smile plastered on her face looks like the only thing holding her back from physically prying Scarlett off me. 

“Mrs. Bianchi mentioned you two were together,” Greer says. “We all think it’s about time. With the way you two have always bantered and joked…” She stops to clear her throat. “Well, best friends always seem to get together in the end, don’t they?” 

“Best friends?” Scar and I say it in unison. We both look at each other, and I can feel my eyes narrowing as I see hers do. 

She recovers first, turning back to Greer with another plastic smile. “I just couldn’t help myself. 

Who could with this adorable teddy bear, am I right?” 

Both women look at me, and I swear Greer melts just a little bit. 

Dang it—okay, so pretending that Scar is my girlfriend is just as annoying as I might have predicted. But I’ll admit, it’s working like a charm. Greer isn’t the type of girl to steal another woman’s boyfriend, but I’ve already got the gut feeling that she’ll be eagerly waiting to help me pick up the pieces of my broken heart in three short weeks. 

“I mean,” Scarlett continues, jerking me back to reality. My stomach twists. Didn’t realize she’d

continue… “Handsome  and  sensitive? We watched  Marley and Me together for our first date. I had to rock Dom in my lap as he cried afterward.” 

Scarlett puts a hand to her heart, positively cooing. I might poison her coffee tomorrow. Greer turns to me, her hand going to her own heart. 

“And.” Scar continues. I elbow her where she is pressed against my body, but she pays me no attention. “Between you and me, he’s quite the lover. Seriously, I could monologue like  Meryl Streep on the matter…” 

I choke out a laugh. “That’s enough, babe…” 

“What he might lack in size, he makes up for in vigor.” Scarlett makes an emphatic gesture with her fist, and Greer’s chocolate eyes widen. “After all, it’s about the motion of the ocean, not the size of the sh—” 

“Well, Greer, it’s been lovely seeing you, but I’m sure my father will kill me if I make you late getting back to work.” 

Both women glance back at me. I can sense Scar’s satisfied smirk without looking at her. 

“Of course,” Greer says. She walks off quickly, waving as she pushes open the shop door. Her eyes linger on me for just a moment too long, flicking up and down my body. My chest swells; perhaps Scar did more good than damage, even if I question her methods. “See you two at the party!” 

“Buh-bye!” Scar raises her hand to her chin, waggling her fingers at Greer as she leaves. 

As soon as the shop door closes, I whip around. “Motion of the ocean?” 

She shrugs, turning away from me to walk back to the tiny office. “It’s not like I have any frame of reference, Dominic. This was a test of my improv skills and I think I proved myself to be a true Will Ferrell.” 

I snatch at her arms, flipping her around so she has to face me. 

“Hey!” 

Her gaze flicks down at my hand on her arm, then angrily back up at me. 

“Well,  for future reference, you’re wrong,” I growl. “If I ever… if we…” I stumble over the words, suddenly unable to make my mouth obey my brain. “You’d remember. And no amount of vindictiveness toward me would compel you to tell lies about the experience. It would be burned into your brain. Branded.” 

She holds my gaze. Shit… I’m panting. It’s like I was holding my breath the whole time I was coming at her, and I’m only just now catching up. 

Those icy eyes flick across my face, and then the corner of her mouth quirks into a smile. She pats my cheek before turning on her heel and heading to the office. 

“Impressive, Bianchi. I almost believe you. Turns out you’re a regular Will Ferrell, too.” 

My hands curl into fists so tight, I’m sure there will be tiny bruises on my palms. I wrench open the door to the garage, storming through and holding up a hand to silence any nosy coworkers as I stalk back to my office. 

Once inside, I slam the tiny door and collapse into my chair. I run my hands through my hair, rolling my neck and trying to regain some composure. 

I’m not going to make it. Maybe Scarlett was able to sell Greer a bit this morning, but it can’t be worth enduring another  three weeks of her crap. My plan was a bust after all. 

I’ve piqued Greer’s interest, got the ball rolling. Surely, I could keep that momentum up on my own, right? 

Scarlett Cooper is and always has been unmanageable. She’s the definition of everything I’m not: crass, snarky, full of it. Ever since we were kids, she was always trying to  prove something. Always

trying to show that she was one of the guys, even though she was several years younger and had one X

chromosome too many. 

And if that wasn’t annoying enough, she always treated me like I had the plague. I have a distinct memory of coming out of the bathroom on prom night to find Scarlett telling my date she felt sorry for my having “the unfortunate curse of having been born without a personality.” 

I’ve been annoyed by her for so long, it’s hard to remember a time when I  didn’t dislike her. If it wasn’t for the convenience of her scumbag ex showing up the other day and his setting up the second half of the perfect bargain, I would never have thought of her for this arrangement at all. Heck, I wouldn’t have even hired her at the shop if it hadn’t been at my parents’ insistence. 

And it’s clear now that she’s really milking this set-up for all it’s worth. Just the thought of her self-satisfied smirk as she talked to Greer, her ready-to-go one-liners makes my skin prick. Her eyes straight-up  sparkled with mischief. I could throttle her. 

I look down; I’ve crumpled an invoice I need in my furious fist. I’m letting this get to me. Letting it consume me. Something has to change. 

Most of the time, I can ignore Scarlett Cooper. Let her stay in her little corner of the shop and I keep to mine. But there have been times—I can count them on one hand—when I’ve probably been a little unhealthily preoccupied by my hatred for her. 

Seventh grade. She’d caught me having my first kiss with Wren Mobley and she’d shot me with a Nerf bullet. I’d spent a long time avoiding her after that, sometimes daydreaming of ways I might torture her in return. 

Senior year, the summer after she and Wes spent eight weeks with their grandma in Florida. 

She’d come back to Copper Springs looking… different. And her tongue must have sharpened, too, because she was ready to humiliate me at any party we saw each other at or tell her cute girlfriends all my embarrassing childhood incidents. 

And then there was when she’d come out to UGA for her first year of college. Wes and I were already students there. Scar had dated her way up and down Greek row, and it had positively made me burn. Didn’t she have any sense of restraint? Any instinct to hold back? 

I’d almost confronted her about it at a party one night. I’d caught her alone in a hallway with some skeevy guy who didn’t look too dissimilar from the guy in my front office the other day… She’d gotten in my face about being overprotective and controlling, and I’d given it to her right back, successfully sending the guy running for the keg downstairs. 

I’d smelled that peachy-honey scent when I’d gotten so close to her. I remember that now. I’d been surprised by the soft touch of femininity, such a stark contrast to the ripped jeans and colored hair and dark eyeliner Scar usually favors. 

And as my blood had boiled and my skin had lit up and I’d been all too aware of the sweat at the back of my neck, I’d wanted nothing more than to pin her up against the wall and finally teach her the lesson she’s been asking for all these years. 

I scowl and cross my arms. She’s always had it coming. And if I can’t renege on our deal because it’s working… well, maybe I can torture her back in other ways. I chew on the inside of my cheek, reminding myself to tell her I’m allergic to peach so she’ll stop using that damn shampoo at my house. 

CHAPTER FIVE: SCAR

I head into Enzo Bianchi’s birthday party with a secret flask of whiskey and a plan. It’s the last celebration before his retirement blowout. I need to be prepared. 

Dom is walking just a little too close to me as we come up on his parents’ split-level. I side-step, nearly running into a bunch of heather they’ve planted by the walkway. When he catches my arm to stop me from falling, I scowl, mentally going over my vital list of steps to success. 

One. Distance, distance, distance. I enter the party with Dom and “disappear” to some back room as quickly as possible. Once he’s off my tail and I’m sure none of the Coopers or Bianchis have made a scene about my absence, I’ll meander back into the group, keeping a watchful eye on my  beloved mechanic foreman and staying at least a mini van’s worth of distance away. 

That’s only logical, right? Whatever disease Dom has that makes him stuffy and insufferable could be airborne. Since I’m staying at his house, I’ve got to limit my exposure. 

Two. Even though I’m keeping my distance from Dom, I’ll still talk to everyone who will listen about how protective he is. I hint at his temper, saying that he got a little physical when my ex showed up at the shop. Chaz and I have a few mutual friends with parents who will be at Enzo’s party, and I’d be stupid not to take advantage of the small-town gossip mill. 

With any luck, reports of my fake boyfriend’s borderline sociopathic protectiveness (sorry, can’t help but needle at Dom, even if it’s just behind his back), will get back to Chaz by tomorrow morning. 

I’ll be well on my way to having one scared-off ex, and one butt-hurt soon-to-be ex (at least, hopefully Dom will be nice and butt-hurt once he hears the sweet little rumors I’ll spread about him tonight). 

When we get to the front door where Rosie Bianchi waits wearing a  Kiss the Cook apron and what can only be described as a terrifying clown smile, I wriggle against Dom’s arm. He pulls me closer. 

“Scarlett. My love.  Patatina.” She welcomes me with open arms. 

Lord. 

“Dominic, get your lady friend inside and feed her something. You need to fatten her up so she doesn’t run away.” 

“You’re onto me, Mrs. Rosie,” I murmur as we step past Dom’s mother and into the party. 

As soon as we’re in the entryway, I let out a sigh of relief. The party is  packed. 

There are plenty of faces I recognize, sure (my stomach turns as I spot my mother passing out hors d’oeuvres and waggling her eyeballs at me), but also plenty I don’t. It’s wall to wall suits and pencil skirts, lawyers and paralegals and rich clients who have used Enzo for years. I let myself slip into the folds, smiling to myself as Dom is forced to relax his grip and then finally let go of my arm. 

“Hey!” He calls to me over the din. “I thought we might make our rounds. See who’s here—” 

Code:  I thought we might zero in on Greer Anderson like heat-seeking missiles. 

My cheeky charade the other day worked a little too well, despite the jabs I got in at Dom’s expense. When I arrived at his place after work that night, I’d found him cooking up some kind of noodle on the stove and  singing to himself. It’s going to take my entire arsenal of wit if I want to torture him while still keeping Greer on the line. 

“Pee break.” I shrug in Dom’s direction, and don’t wait for an answer from him before I turn back to the packed hall and meander through the crowd. 

In a moment, I’m swallowed up by the party-goers. I keep my head down, eyes trained on the Christian Louboutins and polished black dress shoes that surround my feet. Somehow, I make it to the bar in the Bianchis’ kitchen, snagging two beers for myself while Enzo has his back turned, talking to some guy in a ridiculous purple blazer. I duck through the kitchen doorway, making a beeline for the closest bedroom. 

I slip inside. It’s Remy’s old room, still outfitted with all the football posters and memorabilia. 

My nose crinkles up. Still smells like him, too. But it will do in a pinch. 

I kick off these god-awful kitten heels, hike up my skirt, and collapse onto Remy’s University of Georgia comforter. I crack open the beer, managing not to spill a single drop as I bring it to my lips while lying down. 

Five minutes. I’ll give myself five minutes to let Dom get good and lost, then I’ll work up the nerve to confront my friends and neighbors and pretend I’m in love with the man-ape. My stomach twists at the thought. 

I roll over, setting the beer on Remy’s nightstand as I draw up my knees and hug them to my chest. 

There’s a picture of the three Bianchi brothers, plus their sister, propped next to a reading lamp. 

Dom has got his arms slung around Remy and Luca, a goofy grin plastered across his face. He must be only sixteen or so, clean shaven and still kind of skinny. 

It’s weird to see him like this. My chest tightens a little at the sight. 

I’d had a crush on him then. Hopeless and nonsensical. Okay, so I’d had a crush on him since I was old enough to like boys. I can still remember waiting until Wes brought the boys over for video games, how I’d steal my mom’s lipstick and sloppily apply it since I didn’t have any sense of fashion or makeup. I’d casually walk through the living room, swaggering my hips just  so. 

Dom was the only good guy I can remember liking. And maybe he’s the reason I got burnt out on the concept and went all in with the Moriartys and the Hans Grubers and Chazes of the world. 

I’d caught him getting his first kiss in my very own backyard, right outside my bedroom window. 

He’d swung by to ask Wes’ opinion on his hair before his first date. 

I had the sneaking suspicion he’d even gotten his first hand job in our living room watching  The Princess Bride. 

That’s when I really should have caught on to what a weird loser he is, right? Who loses their hand virginity to a scene featuring mustached Mandy Patinkin? 

Dom hadn’t cared that I’d seen any of that. He hadn’t cared about  me. 

Because that’s the thing about good guys. In the end, they’re just like the bad guys: they don’t give a shit about the girls who really care about them. And when you strip both types down, at least the bad guys have some nice tattoos or piercings to keep things interesting. At least they bring the passion. 

Remy’s door opens, and I scramble to sit up and pull my skirt down. 

“Ocupado—” My breath catches. “… Shit.” 

Dom’s standing in the door, his face white. “Uh, hey.” 

“Hey.” 

“You running away from me?” 

“Nah.” I shrug. “Just…” My mind is blank. “Somehow fake-dating you is sucking all the good lies from my brain. You’re an energy vampire, Dom Bianchi. Yes, I was running away from you.” 

He sighs and sits down on the edge of the bed. The mattress shifts under his weight a little. He drags his hands through the dark beard. He’s cleaned it up a bit; I must not have noticed before. It’s trimmed closer to his jawline and smooth up the neck. He looks a little more like his sixteen-year-old

self. Younger. Sweeter, even. My stomach flips. 

“You know, the deal was that we come to the party  and you talk me up.” 

“I’m working on that part.” I pick up my open beer and jiggle it. “Just gathering a little liquid courage before I have to dance out there and sing praises about your abilities as a gentle lover.” 

Dom eyes my second, still unopened beer. I sigh and pass it over, twisting off the top before he takes the bottle. 

“Takes me a little liquid courage to be seen with you, too.” He winks. I scowl. 

“How old is your dad tonight?” I ask. 

“Old.” Dom snorts. “Well past retirement age.” 

“So, he’s ditching everything thing at once when he retires at the end of the month? His law firm and the garage?” 

Dom nods and downs his first sip of beer. “Yep. All part of my master plan, right?” 

“Do you keep a calendar for your shit schedule, too?” 

His brow darkens. “And moment over.” 

He stands up and heads toward the door, then stops, thinking better of it. He turns back around. 

“You know, you might catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.” 

“Does that make you the insect in this scenario?” 

Dom takes a step back in my direction. “I don’t get it. I like your mom and dad, they’re like second parents to me. And I love your brother. What made you this way?” 

“Maybe you just bring out the best in me.” I shrug. 

“Clearly.” He frowns. “Look, you can take a few more minutes in here, but then I expect you to get back out there and hold up your end of the bargain. No more  motion of the ocean talk needed, but I would like you to have at least one conversation with or near Greer Anderson.” 

I roll my eyes. “Did you just refer to your intended by both her first and last names? Frikkin’

weirdo.” 

“Scar…” He growls. 

“Fine, but I need you to go find Henry Wilcox,” I counter. “He’s the old dude with the gray bowtie. Can’t miss him. His son is Chaz’s best friend. If you could, like, flex a bit in his direction while you talk about how obsessed with me you are, that would be very helpful to my cause.” 

“What an intricate plan.” 

“Just as well thought out as your idea to make a recently dumped girl petty and jealous.” 

Dom’s face reddens. “I’ll have you know, we’re a great match and I’m sure she would have fallen for me if it wasn’t for the business with her ex. It’s just that Greer’s in a weird place right now and I got kind of friend-zoned in my attempts to comfort and get close to her…” 

“Mm-hmm, is that why you got friend-zoned?” I raise an eyebrow and smirk. “You think that if it wasn’t for the emotional turmoil she’s dealing with, Greer would have been all about your primitive caveman aesthetic?” 

Dom steps toward me again. He’s close enough now that I can see the tendons in his neck straining with tension. His fist twitches, as though he’d like nothing more than to poke his finger right in my chest. 

“Being boring seems a hell of a lot better than being the person whose ex brings a gun to their work.” 

“Please, at least I locked down a guy who wanted me enough to come threaten me with a weapon and swear up and down that he’d get me back… even if he does border on the psychotic. At least I didn’t have to  fake a relationship to get a little attention from the opposite sex.” 

“You’re a drama queen.” 

I stand up, doing my best to get up in Dom’s face despite our foot and a half height difference. 

“You’re desperate.” 

“You’re—” 

Remy’s door whips open again, and we both turn to see Enzo and Rosie Bianchi stumbling through the doorway, whispering and giggling to each other as they balance wine glasses. Enzo sees us first, his cheeks reddening despite the smile that overtakes his lips. 

“Sorry to interrupt, kiddos! Didn’t mean to catch you in a moment of passion!” 

Rosie lets loose another giggle. It turns into a hiccup, and she chastely puts a hand to her lips as she laughs again. 

“We’re so glad to see you two together.” She starts to guide Enzo out of the room, but stops to look back over her shoulder. “I do feel compelled to remind you that we don’t believe in birth control in this house. But if we did… Remy might have kept some under his mattress. I’m in no mood to raise a grandchild.” 

Enzo spanks her and Rosie’s face lights up. She giggles on their way out the door, with Enzo murmuring that he’ll “still put a baby in her yet.” 

“Lord,” Dom mutters. 

Lord, I repeat in my head. The idea of using Remy’s secret condoms is making me feel like that beer might come back up. 

CHAPTER SIX: DOM

“Hey.” 

“Hey.” 

We meet back at my car at eleven, the agreed upon hour to make our subtle exit from the birthday party. We get in and start back to my house just a few blocks away. 

For a while, we drive in silence. It’s not exactly comfortable, but at least it’s familiar. But halfway home, Scar turns in her seat, her blonde brow furrowing like she’s assessing me. It’s unnerving. 

“What?” My back straightens on instinct and I force myself to keep watching the road instead of looking back at her. 

“So, did you steal a kiss from Greer in the broom closet?” 

I bristle. “I’m a gentleman. Yes, I know I’m partaking in a plan to make her jealous. But I wouldn’t cheat… not even for pretend.” 

“Well, I mean, that would require a consenting adult female, and you’re hard-pressed to find any that will ignore your grumpy attitude and piss poor sense of humor these days, right?” 

I pull the car off the road, screeching to a halt in the Walmart parking lot. Suddenly, it’s like all the tension we felt back in Remy’s room can’t be shelved any longer. Hell, all the tension we’ve felt for years of working together can’t be shelved, either. I can’t stand the idea of spending another night with this woman living under my roof, probably praying that I die in my sleep. 

I turn to her, fully aware that my grouchy demeanor must feed into her caveman view of me, but I can’t care. Her gaze has gone wide when I make eye contact with her. 

“Alright, that’s enough.” 

“What?” Scar’s blue eyes flicker. 

“No innocent act now,” I growl. “If we’re going to do this—really do this—I think it’s time we come clean. Time we put aside our weapons of war and sue for peace.” 

“That’s a big ask, general. Aren’t you going to bribe me with some kind of olive branch?” 

For a moment, we pause, just staring at each other. 

God, she is fierce. Her chest is heaving in the black dress I made her wear and her crimson lips are pressed together tight. I can feel the heat coming off her, the waves of unadulterated anger. 

My dick stirs in my jeans. 

At the same time, I feel my cheeks go all hot. A sweat picks up on my back, and I cast my eyes to my lap. 

“Do you always act so vicious, or is it something special just for me?” 

She scoffs. “The idea that Dom Bianchi might be  special in any regard…” 

But her voice fades out. I force myself to look back up at her then, and I see a wavering in those blue eyes. Her mouth closes, and I see the most delicate lump slide down her ivory throat as she swallows. 

“Oh my God.” 

“… What?” I ask, not feeling entirely sure I want to follow Scar wherever this is going. Her conversational set-ups usually end in a joke about the size of my penis or the horrors of my personality. 

“I’m putting aside my weapons,” Scar mumbles. “I just… I just can’t fucking believe I’m about to

do this. If I confide in you about  anything and come to regret it when the conversation is over, I’ll need one of those weapons back so I can shoot myself and be done with it.” 

I raise an eyebrow. 

“I… um… I had a crush on you when we were kids,” Scar confesses. She’s not meeting my eyes. 

The eyebrow I’ve raised slides up further. I bite my tongue so as not to interrupt. I might never get a moment of honesty and repressed snark from Scarlett Cooper ever again. 

“I’m sure Wes told you at some point—” 

“He didn’t.” I shake my head. 

Her eyes dart back up to me, tentative and maybe a little embarrassed. “Well, it doesn’t matter. 

You were older, and you went off kissing Wren Mobley and playing drunken Spin the Bottle on weekends our parents were away and you never noticed me. And I guess I resented that. And… and well, I’m pretty good at letting things fester.” 

I snort. “You? Holding a grudge? Say it ain’t so.” 

Her mouth quirks into something close to a smile. “There were a lot of voodoo dolls during one phase I went through. One or two attempts to draw on your face in Sharpie when you slept over with Wes. And by the time I was old enough to feel like I might actually be sort of attractive and dateable, I’d long since written you off and moved on to my real type of men.” 

“Losers?” 

“I was going to say  characters,” she corrects, sticking her tongue out at me. The wry smile has pulled all the way onto her mouth now. “Even though we weren’t ever going to be each other’s type in the end, I think I held onto my resentment for a long time. It’s a lot easier to come up with snappy insults than to admit I might have been wrong about you.” 

“Well, thanks.” 

She bites her lip at that, looking just about as vulnerable as I’ve ever seen her. I shift in my seat, tugging at my jeans. 

“… I’m surprised we never just talked about this before.” 

“I was kind of busy planning how to show naked baby pictures to your girlfriends or slip Ex-lax in your Budweiser for a while there.” 

“Well, I’m glad we got it out now.” I cross my arms. My heart rate is high, and I find myself having to take a deep, steadying breath. “… Do you really think I was born without a personality?” 

Her smile grows. “Oh man. That one was one of my better one-liners, wasn’t it?” 

“I was pretty pissed.” 

“God, I’m clever.” 

“And full of it.” 

Another pause. We’re both sitting there, smiling at what was once a sore memory. 

I clear my throat. Welp, if we’re already trotting down memory lane and admitting things…

“You know I lost my virginity the night you said that to my date?” I ask Scar. 

She shakes her head. “Really?” 

“Yeah, after the prom. We all came back to Troy Miner’s place to watch a movie and cuddle the girls. I took Ally Reed in a back bedroom and when we were done and I felt like king of the world, she turned to me and said, ‘Hey, if this accidentally gets me pregnant, I promise to take our kid to museums and stuff. You know, cultivate a great personality.’ And that’s when I knew: she was coming up with her back-up plan in case she ever had a kid born with Dom Bianchi’s famous  lack of a personality.” 

Scar bursts into laughter at that. “Yeah, see, when  I lost my virginity, the guy told me after that if I

got pregnant I could move in to his mother’s garage with him and she’d be ‘like, totally cool with it or whatever.’” 

My smile cracks and I’m laughing, too. I shake my head. “Seriously, what do you like about those guys? What was it about Tattoos McPiercing the other day that kept you coming back to him?” 

She shrugs, pulling at a loose string at the top of her dress. “Come on…” 

“Is he a secret billionaire who is sitting on the cure for cancer? Shoot… tell me he’s not well hung. I can’t believe that from any man carrying a gun that big.” 

Scar snorts. “He was totally overcompensating, right?” 

I grin. “Totally.” 

She sighs and shrugs again. “I’ve always had a thing for the bad boys. Um…” she falters, breaking eye contact with me for just a moment. “Some might call it reactionary. You know, to having been brutally rejected by my older brother’s good boy best friend.” 

“Not rejected,” I correct her. 

“Right. Ignored.” She winks. “Perhaps even more damaging.” 

I clear my throat and unbutton the top of my shirt. 

“Um, are you undressing? It’s a little late to make it up to me after all these years.” 

“Can it,” I chastise. I free my shoulders from the shirt and pull it the rest of the way off. I’m left in my undershirt, a thin white tank top. I fight back the blush that threatens to overtake my whole body as I pull down the top, exposing my right pec. 

Scar’s eyes widen. “Shut up.” 

“Got it in college. You’ll be thrilled to hear I was wasted and don’t even remember consenting to getting inked.” 

“Your mother’s name, huh? Original.” She grins at the dark tattoo scrawled across my chest. 

“Told you. Black out drunk. My mom doesn’t even know I have it.” 

I shift in my seat, grasping the back neck of the shirt and pulling it over my head. Even in the dimness of the street lights, the rippled white skin that streaks across my abdomen is fully visible. 

“Saved some kids from a burning building. I was twenty-three.” 

“No way.” She shakes her head. “I would have heard about that from your mother. Or  mine.” 

“Alright,” I crack with a laugh. “It was a jet-skiing accident. Engine caught fire when I ran into a dock. But I still have to get a little credit. My overprotective Italian mama banned me from all aquatic vehicles as soon as I learned what water was. It was an act of rebellion!” 

She rolls her eyes. “Well, I guess it  does say something that you withheld one thing from your Ma, Oedipus…” 

I shrug. “My mother doesn’t know everything about me.” 

She gets a funny look on her face, her eyes drifting down to where my shirt is still lifted. 

Suddenly, I feel a little self-conscious; I lower the shirt, shifting back to my normal modesty. 

“I didn’t know you had… a burn.” 

“Oh, it was nasty,” I blurt. “Your brother was there. Made him make an actual blood oath to swear his secrecy.” 

I clear my throat before I pull out my last trick. I push back my dark hair, training it behind my ear. I lean over the center console, getting up in Scar’s face to show her the pierced lobe. 

“Did it myself. Tenth grade. Screamed like a little girl.” 

When I pull back, she’s grinning. “Now the screaming I don’t doubt for a second.” 

I cross my arms again, smirking at her. “So I’m not a perfect little good boy all the time,” I say. 

“So there’s no great need for you to throw yourself at Shiv or Scab or whatever his name was. No

need to retaliate just because of one teenage slight.” 

She snickers. “It’s Chaz. Although admittedly, Chaz isn’t much better than Shiv or Scab as far as names go.” 

“Definitely not.” I grin. “Does this prove I have any semblance of a personality, then?” 

“It’s a start.” She smiles. 

“Can I have you call Ally Reed and tell her that yourself?” 

She leans over to smack me. “Dream on.” 

Again, there’s another loaded pause between us. But this time it doesn’t feel awkward. It doesn’t feel tense. It feels like… like we’re just two old friends, sharing a laugh after a party. Reminiscing. 

It’s kind of nice. 

Wild. 

“So, what do you do when you’re not trying to trap gang kings into unplanned pregnancy?” I ask her. 

“Uh…” She looks down at her lap, chewing on her bottom lip. “Well, I watch a lot of TV. I read.” 

“Riveting. Of the two of us, you were definitely the one born with a fully developed personality.” 

Her eyebrow twitches up, and she purses her lips. “Alright, smart ass. If you must know, I have a thing for vintage cars. Work keeps me busy—thanks for that, by the way—but when I have the time, I do like to make it out to a car show now and then.” 

“No you don’t.” I shake my head. “I would have known that.” 

“Uh, have we ever had a conversation that lasted over one minute?” 

“Fair enough,” I concede. “But  I’m  into vintage cars. Wes would have said something to me, at the very least.” 

“You’re into vintage cars?” She repeats. “Really?” 

“I restore them,” I say with a shrug. “Why do you think I park this car on the street when I have a perfectly good garage? It’s loaded up with old cars that are half-done. It’s a wreck in there.” 

“Huh.” Her brow furrows. “So  that’s  where all your stuff is hiding, John Wayne Gacy…” 

“Excuse me?” 

She grins. “You  would be into restoring cars, Mr. Safe and Predictable.” 

“Do I need to show you the drunken tattoo again? The abdomen burn? Kindness, please. What do you like about vintage cars if restoring them is too boring for you?” 

“Riding them.” She says it with a smirk, like it’s the most obvious answer in the world. And I’ll admit—my chest tightens a little as I consider how lame the slow, thorough process of car restoration sounds compared to actually riding the vehicles. 

“… That does not make you cooler than me.” 

“It makes me about a thousand times cooler than you,” she scoffs. “Come back to me when you’ve pierced something crazier or scarred up your face. Then we’ll talk.” 

“God, you’re annoying.” 

But as I say it, we both smile at each other. 

I turn back to my steering wheel, shifting the car into drive and heading back toward the road. 

What was that? 

All the usual repartee, the same old insults… but it’s different. She’s different. And I guess I am, too. At least I’m different from who Scar thought I was. And maybe that counts for more than we both realized. 

Maybe this fake relationship thing doesn’t have to be so bad. 


CHAPTER SEVEN: SCAR

“… Morning.” 

Dom stops in the doorway to his kitchen, clearly surprised to find me awake and sitting with my Doc Martens propped up on his breakfast table, reading a romance novel. He’s still wearing pajama bottoms and his hair is smashed to one side, like he spent the whole night not moving. 

I bite my tongue so I won’t tell a joke. So many good opportunities here. The hair, the bewildered expression, the morning breath which I  can smell from here, the—

My face splits into a grin despite myself. “So, were the pretty princess jammies not on sale when you picked up those pants, or what?” 

Alright, I couldn’t help myself. 

He scowls, heading directly to the coffeemaker. “Ma gets us matching Christmas pajamas every year. Last Christmas the family theme was… ponies. Kennedy and Brynn picked.” 

“I take my coffee with one scoop of sugar and a splash of cream,” I say over my shoulder, opening my book once more. 

Dom whips around, and the smirk returns to my face, even though he isn’t privy to the expression. 

“You’re already staying in my house. I’m not your butler service, too.” 

I make a big show of sighing, then get up from my chair to hip-bump him out of the way and steal his mug. 

“Are you kidding me?” Dom’s growl sounds genuinely frustrated. The cabinet bangs as he opens it again, looking for another mug. 

For whatever reason, I find myself breathing a sigh of relief as I locate his coffee grounds and start in on my drink. He’s surly and withdrawn again. Just how I’ve come to know him. 

Whatever it was we shared back in the car last night… it was probably just the beer talking. 

Enzo Bianchi has a reputation for spiking the punch at all his parties, too, so maybe the lemonade I’d followed up my drink with had packed more of a punch than I’d realized. 

Beside me, Dom clears his throat. “Do you want… a ride… to work?” 

He grinds the words out like they pain him. My stomach twists. 

Is this some stab at generosity? Did our conversation last night actually change something in him? 

My breathing picks up, and I force myself to focus on prepping the coffee. No part of me is prepared to deal with a Dominic Bianchi who is actually trying to play nice. Especially not this early in the morning. 

Last night was one concession in an entire adulthood of resenting one another. We can’t just magically go from enemies to best friends overnight. I can’t start taking carpool rides and singing Kumbaya with him in my spare time. It just doesn’t  feel  right. It feels… it feels…

“Dom,” I start. His name comes out of my mouth sounding strangled. “I don’t think—” 

He sets down his mug and crosses his arms as he turns to look at me. “It’s one car ride,” he says. 

“I’m not propositioning you.” 

“… Only because you already did that once by asking me to be your fake girlfriend.” A small smile cracks my lips. 

Dom breaks down into his own smirk. “Fair enough.” 

Much-needed air floods my lungs. “Okay. But we listen to  my music.” 

“There is no amount of caffeine that could make me okay with your head-banging crap.” 

“Don’t worry, I’m at peace with you not being happy.” I smile at him sweetly. 

“And  there’s the Scar I remember…” Dom mutters as he picks up his coffee cup and shuffles back down the hall to his bedroom. 

“What the fuck?” 

I blink as I stare at our trashed garage. Dom just used a big boy cuss word. I don’t have the bandwidth to razz him about it right now. 

“It was like this when I got here fifteen minutes ago,” Wes says. “I’ve been around back and it looks like whoever did this came in through—” 

“The office window?” I provide. 

Both Wes and Dom turn to me. 

“It’s definitely Chaz. He’s got, like, a  thing for breaking and entering through the window. 

Dumbass probably didn’t even bother to check for that hide-a-key rock we use.” 

Dom’s face is pure fury. He pushes past us, marching around the garage to kick at destroyed tools and scattered paperwork. He stops in front of a Volvo that came in yesterday. 

“I’m going to neuter your ex, Scarlett.” 

My stomach sinks as I follow Wes over to where Dom stands. On the hood of Miss Carpenter’s new Volvo is a long key scratch shaped in the letters “F U.” 

I sigh. “Lord, he’s not even original in his revenge…” 

“Fuck probably had too many letters for the idiot to spell,” Dom mutters. He walks around the car, tracing the damaged spots with the tip of one finger. 

“Whoa.” 

The three of us turn. Grant and Jack are standing in the shop's door, faces frozen in disbelief. 

“Is this why everyone’s always getting on me about putting away my leftovers after lunch?” Grant asks. “Did a raccoon make it in and go rabid over my Kung Pao Chicken?” 

“Not the time,” Wes says to him, jerking his head in Dom’s direction. 

Dom is raking his hands through his hair again, pacing around the garage. His face is getting more and more red with each step; the guilt in my stomach is burning a bigger and bigger hole through my gut in response. 

“No.” Dom stops by the door to the front of the shop. “Scarlett, how much was left in the register before the weekend?” 

“Not a lot,” I promise, tugging at the bottom of my T-shirt and twisting the fabric around my fingers. “I stopped off at the bank on the way home.” 

“Well, at least there’s that.” Dom’s face has turned an unnatural shade of purple. 

Suddenly, my feet are carrying me past the other guys and over to where he stands by the shop door. I wave back at the men as I push Dom through the door and let it swing shut behind me. 

“Make yourselves useful and clean something,” I call back to them. 

“If you screw Dom on the counter to try to make him feel better, I am  not  responsible for cleaning that up!” Grant calls after me. 

I hear Wes mumble something about my being his sister, and then the satisfying sound of Grant wincing with pain. He must have gotten dead-armed; it’s a go-to move I remember well from childhood. I suppress a small bit of pleasure in his chastisement as I finally get Dom alone. 

“Okay,” I say, collapsing to sit on my desk. “I’m letting you off the hook. Officially. I’ll call in the cops, the cavalry, whoever to come deal with Chaz.” 

Dom blinks. “What?” 

I sigh. “This is retaliation. Chaz lacks the cherries to stand up to you in person, so he came for you when everyone was gone for the weekend. He’ll probably start sending me gross texts soon. 

Unsolicited dick pics and the like, in some childish attempt to get me back like he promised he would.” 

I kick at the wheels on my rolling chair, focusing on them instead of Dom. “You couldn’t have known you were getting yourself into all this when you made the deal with me. I can talk to Greer. I’ll tell her some bullshit about how you founded Greenpeace if you want, but we can break this off now before Chaz does something even uglier.” 

“Oh, we’re not breaking up.” 

Dom steps toward me, eyes flashing. My breath catches in my throat. 

“Are you kidding me?” He asks. “I’ll amp up security, buy a few cameras. But that lowlife is not about to have the satisfaction of making me back off. And he is certainly not about to try to claim what’s mine.” 

A shiver races down my spine.  What’s mine. 

I know it’s all for show. I know our relationship isn’t real. But damn if the way Dom says that doesn’t sound like…

… well, like something I’ve thought about for a very long time. 

I put a hand to my abdomen, praying he doesn’t notice how ragged my breathing has gotten. 

Something is clicking in the back of my brain. It’s coming in fast and clear, leaving me unsteady and weak in the knees. I grasp at the counter behind me as Dom steps even closer. 

“From now on, we’re ramping things up,” he declares. “No more subtle nights out, no passing along weak rumors about my protectiveness, hoping Chaz hears them and gets scared off. I want this jerk to see me in town with my hand on your ass. I want the mental image of us together to haunt his nightmares and make him sweat. I want him to hear your name whispered by a friend of a friend and go running for the hills out of fear that I’ll show up and snap his neck for just thinking about you.” 

I can’t breathe. It’s certifiable. I have died. I’ve been reduced to a puddle of molten hot nothing, unable to see, hear, smell, or think about anything that isn’t Dominic Fucking Bianchi. 

“Don’t worry, Scar.” He reaches out for me, putting a hand to my upper arm. My skin ignites at his touch. “We’re going to make this guy pay. He’s going to rue the day he ever crossed us. I’ll make sure of that.” 

All at once, all the men I’ve ever dated flash through my mind. They run the gamut, each with a quirk worse than the next. They were wild and irresponsible and uncaring and…

… and passionate. 

Just like Dom is now. 

Because I’m starting to think—dear God, I cannot believe I’m putting this thought into words—

I’m starting to think maybe that’s what I’ve been craving all this time. I didn’t want the good guy who went through your standard hero’s journey to fight for my heart. I wanted blood. I wanted sweat. I wanted true undeniable grit from a man who would go through hell and back to take what he wanted. 

To take  me. 

… Is it possible I was looking for passion in all the wrong places? I must be having a stroke right now. 

“Hey.” Dom squeezes my arm. Something in his face changes. Just like that, there’s a return to quiet, serious Dom. “Are you okay? You’re super pale.” 

I manage a nod, biting my tongue so hard that it bleeds in my mouth. 

“Hey, Wes! Bring us some water!” Dom picks me up off the counter and sets me in my rolling

chair. He reclines it back. “Just breathe. Chaz isn’t coming near this place ever again. He’s not coming near  you ever again. Everything is gonna be okay.” 

He turns toward the door to the garage, looking annoyed that Wes hasn’t brought the water faster. 

“One sec,” he tells me, disappearing into the garage. 

My hand goes straight up to slap to my chest. Is this a heart attack? Am I about to die at my place of work? 

And is everything really gonna be okay like Dom promised? 

It’s not my ex-boyfriend I’m worried about. It’s not any threat on the garage or my life or even my virtue. 

I’m worried about the undeniable heat between my legs, the pulsing I feel low and deep within me. I clamp my thighs together, eyes closing as I try to think of  anything  that isn’t Dom Bianchi’s face. 

Anything that isn’t the face of the man I promised to help hook up with another woman. 

And, now that Chaz has ensured the full extent of Dom’s wrath, it’s the face of the man I’m stuck fake-dating. No going back now. 

What the hell have you gotten yourself into, Scarlett? 

CHAPTER EIGHT: DOM

“All I’m saying is she’s invited. You don’t  have  to take her with you, but I wouldn’t throw a fit. Remy has had his teammates over for family dinner on more than one occasion.” 

Luca snorts from his spot down the dinner table. “Yeah, but Remy wasn’t sleeping with his football teammates…” 

My mother shoots him a look so vicious it scares  me. 

“It might be nice to have some more female company,” Luca’s fiancée, Adriana, pipes up from down the table. “Ever since your sister and Greg moved to Savannah, Rosie and I have been getting lonely. We need a third to really get into gossiping about you boys behind your backs.” 

“We’re girls, Aunt Adriana!” Kennedy chimes in pointedly from the kids’ table. 

Adriana makes a show of smacking her head. “Course. How did I forget? But still… it might be nice to gossip with someone that can drink our wine, too.” 

“I’m sure Scar has her own family dinners,” I tell everyone. I’m staring down at my pasta, not daring to make eye contact with my mother across the table as I lie to her. 

“Why don’t I call up Sandy right now? I’m sure that if it’s in the name of  love, she wouldn’t mind giving up her little Scarlett for a dinner now and then—” 

“Rosie, you’re overstepping,” my father murmurs from behind his glass of wine. 

My mother sends him his very own death glare that leaves him choking down his drink. 

“You’re lucky you didn’t scare off Adriana, Ma,” Luca says with a wink. “There’s still plenty of time before the wedding day. She could call it off…” 

“Look, can I just get one night off from the matchmaking and the couple talk?” I ask. “It’s been a long day with the break-in at the shop, and I just want to refocus.” 

“All the more reason to have a woman around,” my mother says, tapping the side of her nose. 

“After dinner she could massage your back, bring you a nice beer…” 

“Rosie, the therapist has talked to you about this.” My father instinctively shifts away from my mother at this latest objection. 

“I will murder you in your sleep, Enzo Bianchi, and I won’t feel a shred of guilt if my oldest son is finally married off and happy.” 

I toss down my napkin and push back my chair. “I think I’m done.” 

“Darling!” my mother calls after me. “I’ll ease up on the Scarlett talk, I promise. We can put a pin in that until it’s time for dessert, then we can invite her over for the apple pie and—” 

I step into my childhood bedroom, slamming the door behind me. 

I take a moment to catch my breath, scratching my fingers through my beard as I sort through my thoughts. 

Stupid me. I thought family dinner might actually be some sort of escape from all this time I’ve been spending with Scar at home and work. 

I walk over to my old bed, collapsing onto the mattress and closing my eyes. As soon as I do that, though, I see an image of her again as she was this morning, sitting on the front counter as I laid out my plan to put her ex back in his place. 

There was something about the way she’d looked at me, the way she’d held my gaze with such unwavering focus. No biting remarks. No hint of mocking at all. It has to be the surprise I felt that’s left me so disoriented. It has to be my confusion that’s got me hung up on that moment, replaying those

two minutes on an endless loop through oil changes and invoices and Excel sheets. 

My door opens. Remy and Luca pop their heads in wearing identical grins. 

“Mom’s in there toying with baby names,” Remy tells me with a laugh. 

“For the first time in months, she’s not hounding me and Adriana for wedding details. Thank you so much for that.” Luca’s smile widens. 

I groan and close my eyes again. “I just escaped interrogation. I don’t need to rehash it with you two.” 

They jump onto my bed, rolling onto me like we did when we were kids. My groan is from pain this time, and I have to think quick to cover my balls with my hands as Remy heaves himself up again to land with an elbow on top of me. 

“Spill,” he insists. 

“We want full girly girl sleepover details. We’re talking first kiss, pet names, everything. Come on, Dom.” 

I pop open one eye to see both my brothers propped on their elbows like those girly girls from the sleepovers Luca just referenced. My stomach clenches. 

“This isn’t as cute as you two think it is. I’m not in the mood.” 

“So sour,” Remy complains. “Maybe if we put Dom’s bra in the freezer, he’d perk up and play with us again?” 

“Back off.” 

“Dom, we have known Scar for almost as long as we’ve known you,” Luca says. “If you don’t give us the details, we can come up with them on our own. Maybe we’ll write a little fan fiction and distribute it around the garage?” 

He and Remy exchange high-fives. 

“I said,  cut it out! ” 

“We’re not Mom,” Remy says. “Come on, we’re dying to hear more.” 

“Just one little—” 

“It’s not real.” 

They both go quiet. 

“Wait, what?” Luca shakes his head. 

I push up off the bed, sighing as I rake my hands through my beard again. I’ve been indulging in this nervous tic so much lately, I might start losing beard hair. 

“You two can’t tell Mom. You can’t tell anyone. Not even Wes—I mean it.” 

“Okay,   this  you’ll give us details about, right?” Remy asks. 

“Scar’s shitty ex—the one who left us that very generous present at the garage this morning?—he threatened her with a gun in the office the other day.” 

“Jeez.” Luca’s face goes white. 

I nod. “So I made her a deal. We, um, fake date. She gets the all the benefits of my protection and she’s been sleeping over at my place in case he comes for her at her house.” 

“And in return you get… what exactly??” Luca probes, brow furrowing. 

I clear my throat. “The satisfaction of doing a Christlike good deed?” 

Remy snorts. “Please.” 

I slap my hands to my face. “… I get to make Greer Anderson jealous.” 

“Oh my God.” A peek through my fingers reveals Luca turning to Remy with a look of unadulterated excitement. “This just turned into a  for real girly girl sleepover gossip sesh.” 

“I’m close with her, okay? After she broke things off with her fiancé, we started hanging out and

texting and—” 

“I don’t get it.” Remy shakes his head. “Honestly, this thing you have with Scar just felt so real.” 

“But it’s not,” I say firmly. “It’s an arrangement. That’s all.” 

Remy shrugs. “I just thought you guys had really been getting along lately. Today when you came out of the front after she pulled you aside, you looked like you were damn near ready to burn her ex at the stake, and for a lot more than just messing with our garage. You’ve been talking to her more—” 

“Insulting her less,” Luca adds with a snort. 

Remy nods. “And, I don’t know, it just felt… different.” 

“It’s not,” I repeat. “Nothing has changed.” I swallow down a lump that’s formed in my throat. 

“She’s still crass and chaotic and coming at me over stupid things like what pajama bottoms I wear at my own breakfast table.” 

I don’t add that the repartee over my pajamas had felt more like teasing than an actual stab. I don’t tell my brothers how the cadence of our traded insults has started to feel more like a dance, like some electric transference rather than a clash of swords. 

I clear my throat. “Trust me, Scarlett Cooper and I would never work out in real life. If anything, her staying in my house has only further solidified that fact. You two should hear her snore. The woman sounds like a hog in heat. Complete turnoff.” 

Remy’s grin returns. “You’re one to talk.” 

“I  do not snore.” 

“Please!” Luca laughs. “Your snores would scare off the monster under your bed. It’s the stuff of horror films.” 

I roll my eyes. “Shove off.” 

Remy and Luca are both still laughing. I find myself beginning to smile, too, finally feeling the weight of the conversation shift back to a comfortable zone for me. 

In a moment, Luca has started in on dissecting the status of UGA’s football team this year, and Remy is quick to jump in with his own opinions. I just lay back and listen, trying to get lost to the beat of their familiar voices. 

Staring up at the ceiling now, I try to picture Greer. My end goal. The reason I’m bothering to put up with all my mother’s and brothers' crap. She looked so lovely the other night at Dad’s party. Her brown hair was tucked into this pretty little knot at her neck, and she had on that kind of winged eyeliner thing I like when girls do. 

But her eyes aren’t blue. They’re chocolate. I blink. My mental picture was off for a second there. 

I’d found Greer to say goodbye at the end of the night, and we’d stood in the kitchen for way too long talking about my father’s firm and her dreams for her own career and family one day. She wants to stay at home for the first three years, then go back to work part-time. She’s got a whole life laid out. It sounded steady. Stable. 

Even if it wasn’t exactly exciting. Even if she didn’t really have any passions outside of her work, anything that made her  feel something. 

Anything that got under her skin. Riled her up. Made her want to curse and scrap and fight for something. 

I sit up suddenly. My head rushes; I’ve been holding my breath. 

“Dom?” 

I shake my head. “Sorry,” I say. “I don’t know what came over me.” 

CHAPTER NINE: SCAR

Enzo Bianchi’s birthday party? Not my scene. But his law firm softball game? Now  this  is my jam. 

I am fully outfitted. Got my bob tucked into a cute red cap, I’m loaded down with snacks, and—

even though Dom gave me shit for it as I placed it in his backseat before the ride over—I’ve got my favorite foam finger on full display. 

As I watch Dom dart around the outfield with his brothers and his father’s law partner, I can’t help but feel a little proud. There’s just something about being at a game, losing yourself in the cheering and the excitement. I won’t admit it out loud to the man-bear, but this might be the most fun I’ve had in a while. 

“GO BIANCHI AND POWERS! KICK SOME ASS!” 

There’s a snort behind me. “You’re making me look bad.” 

Adriana Belfort steps down the bleachers to come join me. My chest tightens—she’s Dom’s brother, Luca’s fiancée. 

“Luca had to drag me here,” she admits, slipping her hands into the front pockets of her jeans as she watches the boys with me. “I value my Saturday morning sleep. But you look like you might be here regardless of Dom.” 

“I’m here in  spite  of Dom,” I assure her with a wink. “Have you seen his arm out there? The man is not built for softball.” 

Adriana chuckles. “God, I like you.” 

I blush, despite myself. 

“The last girl I heard Dom was dating was basically a walking Barbie doll.” She groans and rolls her eyes. “Straight up plastic. It’s a relief to have someone so real around.” 

“Hold up, am I not as perfectly pretty as a Barbie?” I smirk. 

“You’re more like one of those Bratz dolls that were popular when we were kids.” Adriana winks. “A little sass. Outfits that are way more fun.” 

I laugh. “I’ll accept that. Just wish I had their boobs.” 

“Yeah, how the  hell did they get away marketing those dolls to children?” 

“Beats me.” 

There’s a pause between us as we watch the game go on. In the still, my gaze flicks down the bleachers. Greer Anderson is sitting on the first bench, hair pulled back into a perfect high pony, an adorable little tennis dress her on-brand outfit of choice for an office sports day. 

Barbie. 

She’s the reason we’re here today, the reason Dom picked the game as one of our agreed-upon dates. Greer might not be what Adriana wants, but she’s what Dom wants. I bite my lip. 

“He looks good out there, right?” She asks, stepping slightly closer to me. “Dom, I mean. 

Although I’ll keep Luca.” She laughs. “You might give him shit over his bad arm, but at least Dom looks built for that uniform.” 

She’s needling at me. She must have been honest when she said she liked me, because there’s clearly an undercurrent to our conversation intended to steer me closer to Dom Bianchi. 

… And I have to admit, she’s not wrong about the softball uniform. 

Dom has a dad bod, Chaz wasn’t kidding when he insulted him that first day back at the shop. 

He’s a little soft around the middle, and the way he dresses in all those boring off-brand jeans and

plain T-shirts doesn’t help the aesthetic. But he’s also got those broad shoulders, and some positively fucking  stacked  arms that are on full display in the tight little uniform. I fidget with my collar, trying to relieve some of the heat there. 

Right now, he’s got control of the ball. He’s got one of those long arms pulled back as he prepares to fire a pitch over to the next base. 

“Shit! ” 

I blink. Dom is in motion, darting over to where Luca has crumpled on his base. In half a second, Adriana is running, too, somehow taking the bleacher steps two at a time on her way down to her fiancé. 

“It’s fine,” Luca calls, even as Dom scoops him up like a storybook princess. “I think I pulled something is all. Just get me a Powerade and an ice pack and call in a sub.” 

“You are so damn lucky, Luca Bianchi,” Adriana lectures. “If you’d had a black eye in our wedding photos…” 

Enzo steps out of the dugout, scanning the bleachers. His eyes land on me, and my stomach turns. 

“Scarlett! You played a little ball back in high school, dincha? Get down here!” 

I feel Dom’s gaze before I see it. His brow has furrowed as he watches me step down the bleachers to follow Adriana down to the diamond. I contort my face in apology as Enzo tosses me a too-big uniform. 

Luca reaches out to grab the sleeve of my shirt as I pass Dom placing him on a bench. “You gotta win this for us, Cooper. All the pressure’s on you. It’s completely on your shoulders.” He grins, positively devilish. 

I stick my tongue out. “Thanks for that.” 

I trot out to my spot. I wave awkwardly at Dom as he finds his spot once more. The sight of Greer standing up to call out and cheer for me catches my eye, and my stomach tightens yet again. 

“Game on!” Enzo calls. 

I brace myself, trying to remember all the tricks I knew back in high school. 

To my surprise, I fall into an easy rhythm. It’s not exactly like riding a bike—my body is much older, stiff and a little awkward—but at least my muscles remember what to do. And it feels good to flex and push myself, to be active in a way I haven’t been in a long time. 

I work well with Dom. He does a good job intuiting my needs and responding the right way. 

Eventually, I find myself excitedly anticipating the savvy plays we pull off. We’re catching the other team off guard and it’s not even taking much effort. 

After a particularly smooth execution, I glance over at Dom and find him grinning in my direction. My body tenses, and I trip over my own feet. 

He was beautiful. No other word for it. The sun was catching on his face, lighting up the subtle scattering of freckles on his cheeks. It brought out red streaks in his dark beard. A hint of gold in his happy eyes. 

I shake my head, refocusing on the game. Gotta get my head back. I glance at Greer again. She’s on the edge of her seat again. And—I force myself to take a long moment to look at her and watch—

her eyes are glued on Dom. It’s working, this little plan of his. She’s fucking  jealous. 

And… and maybe I’m jealous, too. 

Oh. My. God. 

A ball comes flying over and I put up my glove to shield the sun as I go to catch it. “Got it!” 

But I yell at the same time as Dom. Suddenly we’re careening into each other, the ball skipping along the ground past us as we slam bodies, a tangle of limbs and gloves. I smack into the dirt, my

ears ringing as my head whacks the unforgiving ground. 

“Christ, Scar, are you okay? Hey! Hey, someone get over here!” 

There’s a hazy vision of Dom leaning over me, one hand running fingertips through my hair as he feels for cuts and blood. 

“How many damn people can I injure in this game today…” 

I think maybe… maybe I’m concussed? I blink, and the action feels just a second too slow. 

“Dom?” 

“Hey, Scar, hey.” Dom turns back to me. He lowers his face closer to mine, eyes scanning mine. 

“Jeez…” 

“Dom,” I murmur. It feels like I’m in a video game. Floating. “Your eyes are  beautiful.  But they aren’t brown.” 

“Lord. You’re concussed. A compliment  and you get the color wrong?” 

“They’re gold.” I smile a big, goofy smile and put a hand to his cheek, my fingertips just grazing the edge of his beard. 

We pause, and Dom lets my hand linger there for just a moment longer. 

The world is already coming back into focus. I blink, and while I have a splitting headache, the past few minutes are starting to make sense again and I think I’m going to pull out of this alive and okay. 

But we’re still frozen like this. I’m still touching him. And he’s not pulling away. 

My gaze darts to his lips, and there’s a bloom of heat between my legs. When he’s not saying such grumpy mean stuff or making fun of me, Dom has a rather pretty mouth. I want it this way all the time. Before I can stop myself, my fingers glide over his rough beard and find the edge of his pink lips. 

“Scar…” 

“Alright, the cavalry is here!” 

Enzo pushes his son out of the way. He looks me over. “I’m a lawyer, you two. No picking the girl up or anything like that to inflict further damage. Don’t want her suing.” He winks at me, knowing full well I’d never sue him or Dom. “Greer, you said you have painkillers?” 

“Definitely.” Greer swoops over me, offering me a manicured hand to help me up. When I’m sitting, she reaches into her bag and retrieves some Tylenol. “We can take my car to the urgent care?” 

I wave her off. “Totally unnecessary. I’m fine now. I’ve been concussed before, and this is mild.” 

“I’m not so sure.” Dom pushes past his father, his mouth pressed into a tight line. My chest tenses. 

“Just take me to the house,” I say. I bite my lip as I push up to my feet. I’m still a little unsteady, but I ignore the shaking and plaster on my bravest smile. “I’m all good.” 

“Back to  your house…” Dom agrees. 

I glance back over at him. Somehow, his brow has darkened further.  Back to my house. I can hear the correction without him saying it. He still doesn’t want his old school parents to know I’m staying with him while we’re fake-dating, so he won’t correct me out loud. But I know without him saying so that my returning to the place where we both live and sleep these days sounds more dangerous than any concussion after that loaded moment we just had on the ground. 

There’s room for some joke here. Old instinct tells me to jump on it, to take an opportunity to make Dom squirm over our secret that I’m living under his roof and he’s forced to be so close to me. 

But whatever joke there might be available for me, I can’t make it. I can’t do anything except chew on the inside of my cheek. 

I’m losing my touch. 

“On second thought, maybe I’ll just lay down on one of the benches and sip some water. I think I’ll be fine.” 

“No chance,” Enzo says. He motions to his son. “Dominic, pull your car around. We’ll load her up. Game’s over, everyone! I’m calling it a day.” 

“No!” I protest. “Don’t stop on my account.” 

Enzo leans in toward me to whisper in my ear. “Meh, we were going to lose. This is a good excuse to cut our losses early.” 

“You’re making me look like a bitch, Mr. Bianchi.” 

“Don’t make me tell your mother you used such language with your elders, missy.” He winks at me anyway. 

I follow Enzo and Greer off the diamond, headed toward the parking lot. Dom runs ahead, already nearly to his car. 

While my head is feeling better than it was a minute ago, there’s a new sense of nausea overtaking my body. Every part of me has gone stiff as I watch Dom run. And every time Greer turns around to make sure I’m still alive and walking, the feeling intensifies. 

I can’t stop thinking about what I felt when Dom was leaning over me. I can’t deny it anymore. I wanted him to kiss me. I wanted him to bridge that last gap between us, silence all my biting remarks and one-liners with a kiss that both punishes and heals. 

The last thing I want right now is to go back to his house. I won’t be able to look him in the eye. 

Hell, I don’t even know if I could brave looking in a mirror right now. 

Greer reaches out, grabbing me by the elbow. “Scarlett? You look like you’re going to pass out.” 

“I’m fine, I promise.” But it sounds like a lie, even to my own ears. 

CHAPTER TEN: DOM

“Look, you might not have opted for urgent care, but you’re still not going to just go about your day on my watch.” 

“God, you are stubborn.” Scar’s face sours. 

She made a big scene about my picking her up and carrying her out of the car. She wrestled me like an alligator when I tried dropping her on my couch, but ultimately gave in when I trapped her down with a quilt from my closet and brought her Ben and Jerry’s from my fridge. She still looks grumpy as ever now, but at least she’s being calm now. I’ll take that as a win. 

I shove a water bottle in her direction. “Drink.” 

“Bossy, too. You’re never going to win over your woman with an attitude like that, mister.” 

“You underestimate the stubbornness you mentioned.” I grin impishly. 

She sticks out her tongue as she takes the water bottle. I find a seat at the other end of the couch, raking my hands through my hair as I unwind from the chaos of our afternoon. 

Now that we’re back in the quiet of my house, alone, a strange feeling hits me. There was a certain level of intimacy I was able to ignore in taking Scar home, in making her give in to my taking care of her and babying her. 

And that’s not even to mention the way she looked at me back on the diamond. 

She’d been friggin’ concussed, but I’d—and it probably indicates some severe psychological deficiency in my personality—I’d been transfixed by the way she was looking at me. It felt like she was seeing me for the first time. No history. No claws out. And I was looking right back at her, taking in the soft pink of her cheeks and the sweet slope of her upturned nose and the barely there gap between her teeth. 

I clear my throat, staring down at my hands now. 

“So, you were pretty great out there,” I say. “You know, before the violent head trauma.” 

“Dom.” 

Her voice is low, different from usual. I turn to Scarlett to find her watching me, clutching at her half-empty water bottle as she assesses every part of me. Goosebumps ripple down my arms under her gaze, and I fight the sudden instinct to pull up a corner of her quilt and bury myself in it. 

“What are we doing?” She whispers. 

I don’t ask her to clarify. I can’t have her elaborate. I can’t talk about this. 

“We’re just—” 

“Only a few days ago you would have helped me up from my injury, sure, but you would have jumped on the opportunity to make me stay home from work so you get a break from my smart mouth. 

You’d probably have some joke ready about how you hope the concussion changes my personality for the better.” 

Her lips quirk up into the beginning of a smile. 

“You’re stubborn, remember?” She whispers. “Always have been. But out at the field, and then in the car, and then again when you brought me into the house like I was Cinderella without my slipper…” Her eyes flick down to her lap for a moment, and her chest heaves as she draws a deep, sustaining breath. “It just feels like something has changed is all.” 

I feel it. 

The change between us has charged the air with stunning electricity, left a palpable tension

between us that makes me achy and hot and confused every time I look at Scarlett Cooper these days. 

I don’t know when something changed between us, or how. But she’s not wrong. It happened. 

And… I don’t think I’d go back to the way things were. I think allowing myself to grow, to mature…

it feels good. Unexpected, but right. 

She pulls the quilt back from her legs, shifting so she sits on her knees and faces me. As soon as Scar meets my eyes, I am locked in. Frozen. I am lost in the deep blue, overcome by the familiarity there, but also all the tiny wonders in her gaze that I somehow never noticed before. It’s taking all my self-control now not to reach out and touch her, to drag my knuckles down the side of her face and then knot my fingers in her hair. 

“I have a plan,” I manage to say. “It hasn’t changed, don’t worry. Just because I’m not your enemy doesn’t make me your…” 

But my voice fades off. Doesn’t make me Scar’s what? Her friend? 

More than her friend? 

“The more we get to know each other, the more convincing this is. That’s all. The more Greer will want me and Chaz will be intimidated and we’ll both get what we want.” 

I say the words almost to convince myself as much as I’m trying to convince Scar. They sound false. Forced. 

Her hand reaches out, slowly and cautiously. My breathing has picked up. I should back up. I should get up off the couch, let my actions back up what I’ve just been saying. But instead, I let the barest tip of her pinky slide across my finger. Her touch sends a shock wave up my arm, and in a moment, I am so hard and so wet and so desperate for her that every part of me hurts. 

“This—this isn’t as big of a deal for you as it is for me,” I stutter. I can’t make my mouth form the right words. She’s leaning closer… closer… “You’re impulsive. Wild. It’s part of what has always put us at odds. I have a plan. I know what I want and I know how to get it. I’d be stupid to—stupid to

—” 

Scar’s mouth pulls into a full smirk. Her lips hover only an inch from mine. I can smell that sweet peach and honey; it consumes my senses, blocks out anything I was trying to say. 

“It would be so stupid,” she agrees with me. “Now there are two things I can say in response to that, Dom Bianchi.” 

Her fingers find my chin, tilting my mouth toward hers. 

“First, I could make a joke about how I’ve always found you stupid. But I think that after nearly thirty years of our bickering, that might be low-hanging fruit.” 

Our eyes are locked. At some point, my hands have found the back of her head as I’d imagined. 

My fingers have threaded through the silvery strands, knotting tight. When Scarlett exhales, I breathe it in. 

“Or?” I ask. 

“Or I could tell you how I think a little stupid might be good for you. Just like all your boring, practical planning might be good for me. That somehow—even though it sounds like a fucking joke, even as I say it out loud—two opposites might be good for each other. That a little bit of stupid in our lives might also make us a little happy.” 

Another loaded pause. I hear her draw a breath. Feel her fingers twitch against mine. 

And then I crush my mouth to hers. 

Scar’s hands find my cheeks, locking me to her plush lips. Her tongue slips inside my mouth, tasting and testing me. I groan against her. 

All at once, the fire that’s been building inside of me overtakes my body. My hands go to her

waist, and I flip her down, pinning her on the couch. I find the bottom of her softball uniform without looking, tossing it back and letting my fingers glide against the smooth skin of her abdomen. 

In response, Scarlett’s fingers find my bulge, rubbing deep, slow strokes into my baseball pants. I was already impossibly hard, but somehow her touch only further intensifies me. I leak through the fabric into her palm, my hips grinding involuntarily against her touch. 

I’ve never let loose like this with a woman before. I’ve never given over to pure instinct. My sleepovers have ended like a honeymoon scene in a movie: the girl coming out in planned lingerie, the mood lighting set and the Marvin Gaye playing. 

Being with Scarlett bucks all my expectations. I have the violent urge to strip her down now, scratch my nails across every inch of her alabaster skin, then lick the red marks better. I want to taste between her legs, feel her thighs wrap around my head as she throws her hair back in ecstasy. 

My hand explores further. I crest the edge of her lacy bra and rip it back in my haste. In a moment, my fingers are on her nipple, pinching and kneading and rolling as Scarlett moans onto my lips. 

With my other hand, I pull her shirt the rest of the way up, exposing her chest. When I pull away from her mouth, Scar watches me with smoldering eyes, tits heaving for me. I race down to her, my mouth seeking out her nipple to suck and nip. Her back arches up off the couch in response. 

I’m losing control of my hands. They are everywhere, not showing any restraint. And in a moment, they’ve left Scar’s breasts to find her jean zipper. I yank it down, then push my fingers past her panties and over her mound to find that warm, sweet spot I so desperately want. 

Scar’s hands clutch at the back of my shirt as I slip a finger in, stroking as deep as her body will allow me. I’m grinding the heel of my hand into her clit while I work, and when she gyrates against my touch as I did with her, my cock jerks in response. I need her  now. I need to—

“Dom.” She clutches me tighter, her breath hot in the shell of my ear. “Dom, you’re going to make me… I’ve never…” 

“What?” I grind out, biting at her neck as I work. 

“It feels so urgent.” She shakes her head. “I’ve never felt this. I think I might need to stop and pee. I might—” 

And then, all at once, her body bucks, and my hand is filled with her sweet squirt. I groan as my own body responds in kind, the friction from rubbing myself up against her thigh finally becoming too much. I release into my pants, gasping and sliding my fingers deeper into her throbbing pussy. 

She squirted. I just made Scarlett Cooper squirt. 

For a moment, all is still. I’m still inside her. My mouth is still at her neck, lips poised to suck. 

All at once, what we’ve done hits me. 

I slide my fingers out, feeling dizzy and out of sorts. I can’t look at Scarlett. I wouldn’t have been able to if we had merely  kissed, but now that we’ve…

I wipe my fingers off on my shorts and rush up from the couch, doing my best to ignore the wet splotch on my crotch from where she’s made me come. 

“I’m so sorry,” I say, shaking my head. 

“Dom.” She pushes up from the couch, chest heaving again as she starts after me. 

“I think I need a second,” I say. 

I hurry off to my room, shutting and locking the door behind me. I press my back to the wood and slide all the way to the floor. 

I’ve been questioning the change in us for days now. But I think part of me still thought we were faking it. That we’d somehow just gotten really good at the deception, and maybe we’d even deceived

ourselves a little. 

But then I glance down at my fingers, still sticky from her release. 

From the very first time a man ever made Scar squirt. And my spent cock twitches at the thought of getting to do it again. 

There was no faking that. Whatever this is… there’s some part of it that is undoubtedly real. 

I’m terrified. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN: SCAR

I barely leave my room for most of the weekend. I can’t. 

I don’t even leave the spot of carpet directly in front of my door. I stay curled up in a ball on the floor, closing my eyes tight and trying to erase the image of Dom leaning over me, his eyes flooded with primal need. 

This is fake. He has a plan to win over Greer. I need a decoy to keep Chaz off my back. We’ve been using each other for over a week now. 

That’s all this is. And maybe that’s all that afternoon after the softball game was. Maybe it was just the two of us using each other yet again. Finding a new way to torture one another. Simultaneous punishment and reward. 

Whatever it was, I’ve got to get my shit together. I’ve got to remember the literal thousands of things that have annoyed me about Dom Bianchi since the dawn of time. Sure, he’s relaxed an iota or two since I moved in and we started faking this thing together. But he’s still uptight. He’s still surly and defensive and…

And he’s funny. Somehow I never noticed how well he can take what I give to him. 

And he’s more interesting than I ever gave him credit for. Sometime after my high school crush, I started to equate  good guy with  boring guy. 

And he looked like a damn good in those baseball pants. And even better when he was pinning me against his couch, panting as he commanded me with his touch. 

He didn’t feel like some boring, stereotypical good guy then. He felt powerful. Confident. And he’d felt damn experienced at what he was doing. All those years of my making jokes about how Dom couldn’t get a hooker to sleep with him, and the truth was he had a set of skills that left all those tattooed, pierced exes blown out of the water. 

A liquid heat pools in my belly and I scramble up, panting again and squeezing my thighs together. I’m walking a dangerous road here. 

I force myself up off the floor and start pacing, gnawing at my nails as I circle the empty guest room. 

It’s not like I’m good for Dom, either. As much as it still pains me to admit he could be right about anything, he wasn’t off-base when he said before that I was wild and impulsive and irresponsible. I go beyond having a tendency to chase the next thrill; I build my life around it, getting a high off of risk. 

When we were on the couch, when he was—

 Stop thinking about it, you horn-dog. 

I slap at my own face, jogging in place a little like you see football stars do to get amped up before some big game. I can conquer these feelings. I can forget—

How Dom sensed just how my body would move. How his hand was ready at the curve of my ass to lift me up and draw me nearer to him. And how, in turn, my body seemed to forget all those years of barbed insults and play into him and what he wanted like I had no choice in the matter. 

We worked well together then. We didn’t seem like two people with nothing in common. 

I sit down on the edge of my bed and lay back. My hand glides over my tummy, my pointer finger curling down low at the base of my zipper. Just that tiny bit of friction lights me up all over again. My nipples are standing at attention. My skin is pebbled with goose-bumps. And my breathing has slowed

into something deep and concentrated. 

I’m being betrayed by my body. But God… it feels good. 

I tug down my zipper and use that same pointer finger to stroke over my mound and down to my clit. It’s just a graze, a barely there touch, and yet my back arches up off the bed. 

I can see Dom above me once more. But this time he doesn’t stop when I come. He continues to stroke and massage, his thick, bristly beard tickling my neck as he plants warm kisses along my neck. 

My hips lift off the bed as I grind into my own hand. My free hand floats up to one breast, slipping under the bottom of my shirt to push aside my bra and find that pointed, perky nipple. 

In my head, it’s his wide, rough fingers rolling the nipple. Teasing it, torturing it. He pulls back, grinning that wicked smile I’ve come to expect from years of back and forth between us. But this time it’s not just an expression intended to hurt me. It’s intended to goad me on, to bring me further into Dom’s lair. 

And it’s fucking working. 

I reach for his zipper, tugging it down as fast as I can and slipping my hands past his boxers. God, his head is soaking through. I fist his crown and smirk as I watch Dom respond in kind, squeezing his eyes shut and grunting as he thrusts that velvet weapon into my hand. 

I can’t stand it anymore. I wrench down his pants, and he rips off my shorts. In this moment, we are magnets: inextricably bound to one another and craving to be united. I guide his cock to my entrance, unable to help but tease him one last time as I swirl his wet crown in my cream. 

“Scar,” he growls. I fucking love how he says my name. Like it’s a warning. Only this time when he says it, it’s warding me away from something I very much intend to get. 

“This is a mistake…” 

I nod. But I don’t care. We lock eyes. And then he plunges inside. 

A low, imploring moan slips between my lips. 

I clap a hand over my mouth and sit right back up. 

Jesus, could Dom hear me in his room? I hold my breath, listening out for the sports show he’s had playing nonstop since we got home from the game. It’s still on. 

I collapse back onto my bed. And for once in my life, my mind is blank. No imagined witty repartee. Not even a forbidden fantasy about my fake boyfriend. 

I’m at a total loss. I think I might be sick. 

“Hey, do you have a second?” 

I look up from the smut book I’m reading at my front desk. Grant’s head is poking through the garage door, and he’s gesturing for me to follow. 

I make a big show of leaning over my counter and checking around for non-existent customers. “I think… I’m good.” 

Grant rolls his eyes. “Come on, Dom has something to show you.” 

I raise an eyebrow. This request is coming from Dom? 

I get up, my heart picking up pace. Somehow I got through the weekend. God must have taken pity on a Chreaster Catholic whose last real prayer was uttered back in high school. Guess I’ll have to come back to church and pay him back for that one. 

I got up before Dom this morning, slipped out the door, and killed a full hour drinking too much coffee at the bakery down the street before heading in to work. For a second there, it had felt like I was winning. How cute. 

“This way.” 

I follow Grant through the maze of cars and tires and tools. Most everyone else has already cleared out for lunch hour. I’d opted to stay at my desk, taking the bet that I’d have better luck avoiding Dom by not risking a crossed path than by actually leaving the building to eat. 

“Alright, Grant,” I start, clearing my throat and attempting my most sarcastic tone. “If this turns out to be a ruse for me to come kill another cockroach for you, I swear…” 

I freeze at the last station. 

“Holy shit.” 

A 1953 Chevy Corvette—polo white, just the way God intended—is parked at Jack Goodwin’s station with the hood popped open. 150 horsepower. Slick, shining paint. Only 225 are left in the world today, from a whopping total of 300 at the time of production. 

And one of them is in my shop, in our tiny little nowhere town in North Georgia. 

I walk down the side of the vehicle, running my fingertips along the cool exterior. I hold my breath as I reach in, stroking the cherry red seats. Feels like I’m touching something sacred. 

“His owner is a friend of mine.” 

I look up. Grant has slipped away sometime while I was fantasizing about the car, and now Dom stands propped against the doorway to his office. He walks over, reaching out for himself to finger a shining side mirror. 

“Who’s your friend? Jeff Bezos? Elon Musk?” 

He raises an eyebrow. “You work at a garage and claim to know cars, and yet you suggest that Elon Musk  would own something other than a Tesla?” 

“He could collect.” I shrug. “He’s got the money—he  should collect.” 

“Maybe.” Dom snorts. “But this little guy belongs to the father of a kid I met in college. He’s in town to meet with my dad, and when I heard he brought the car, I couldn’t exactly help myself. I asked

—” 

“You mean you badgered him until you wore him down?” I provide, my own eyebrow sliding up. 

“I  asked politely if we could take a look at it while he’s in his meetings.” 

“Hey, no judgement here.” I shrug. “If I had a friend with a ’53 Corvette, I probably wouldn’t have asked at all. I would have stolen it under the cover of darkness. Maybe I would have propositioned him with my body. Oh! Maybe I would have seduced him, gotten him to write me into his will over his own children, and then arranged his death. It would have been tasteful, nothing bloody. The point is, the car would be  mine.” 

Dom bursts into laughter. “It legitimately sounds like you’ve thought through how to obtain a vintage car if the opportunity ever arose.” 

“Girl’s gotta be prepared.” I smile. 

For a moment, we just look at each other across the car. It’s like we both forgot about all the weirdness after the softball game. 

I break eye contact and pull open the car door. I slide into the driver’s seat, running my hands lovingly over the thin steering wheel. I hear a door open and look over; Dom is sliding in to the passenger side. 

“He’s gorgeous, ain’t he?” 

I turn to him, brow furrowing. “See, that’s the second time you’ve referred to this treasure as a man. All cars are supposed to be female, buddy. Don’t you know anything?” 

He scoffs. “Please. One of America’s first powerhouse cars? No way. He’s all man.” 

“She  is beautiful, expensive, and knows how to give her passenger the ride of his life. Definitely female.” 

Another pause. He’s just staring at me, probing me with those dark eyes. I feel naked and vulnerable. I glance back at the steering wheel, trying to pretend that I’m actually taking this beauty out on the road. 

“I’m surprised you decided to show me,” I admit. 

“I knew you’d appreciate it.” 

I swallow a lump that’s formed in my throat. There are a million thoughts racing through my head all at once, fighting for attention. My fingers are clamping down on this steering wheel so tightly, the knuckles have gone white. 

“Dom,” I start, my voice hoarse and hesitant. “About the other day…” 

He clears his throat and opens his passenger door. “I’ve got to be on my way. I’m heading over to my dad’s firm for lunch. Gonna go thank the guy who owns the ‘vette and also talk to—” 

“—To Greer.” I provide. I can’t look at him. I just stay focused on the steering wheel, chewing at my bottom lip. “Yeah. See you after lunch.” 

Dom leaves. I sit in the car for a long time, still staring straight ahead. My eyes are burning. 

After what feels like forever, I force myself to get up and head back to my front desk. There’s a sad little tuna sandwich calling my name from the mini fridge. 

I push open the door to the front of the shop. Maybe I should treat myself today, buy a soda from the machine and—

“Princess.” 

Chaz is behind my counter, fingers steepled as he takes me in with a stomach-turning smile. 

I step back. “My boyfriend is—” 

“On lunch,” Chaz says, the smile morphing into more of a smirk. “I know. I just saw him go.” 

“I don’t have your money,” I say. 

“See, I figured you’d say that. I checked your register while you were in the back, just to cover my bases.” 

Anger flares up my chest, and my fingers curl into fists. This mother  fucker. I’ve gone beyond feeling nervous he might pull a gun on me or keep harassing me at work—I’m straight-up mad he has such audacity. 

“Chaz, I swear—” 

“I’ve got friends outside.” 

I stop cold, my fists going numb. He brought men with him. Chaz’s audacity has gone beyond pilfering through my cash drawer or mere harassment. He’s become something far more dangerous; a douche bag with an actual plan. 

“I had them wait outside today,” he tells me. Chaz reaches across the counter. He pushes back a rogue lock of my silver hair, tucking it back behind my ear. I fight back a shiver. “No storming the castle while my princess is inside.” 

“Your princess?” I growl. 

He snickers. “See, that’s where all this got interesting. Maybe I’d be able to forget about the money—I could take what’s in your drawer and move on. There’s enough in there to make a decent dent, even if it doesn’t cover your whole debt. And maybe, given a few drinks and strip clubs down the road, I could forget you.” 

His eyes narrow. The soft fingers that were tucking the hair behind my ear a moment ago now scratch down the side of my neck. I hold my breath, pressing my lips together tight, not wanting to give Chaz the satisfaction of even a whimper. 

“After all,” he continues. “You’re just a worthless piece of pussy. Somewhere warm where I can

stick my dick.” 

My insides curdle. 

“But then your little boy toy had to come stick his nose in my business. He had to make it a point to defend you and claim you as his.” Chaz laughs and shakes his head. “I can’t tolerate that, princess. 

Because even though you’re not worth more than the worn out hole between your legs, I still can’t have someone telling me I can’t have you. A challenge has been issued. And I will make you come back to me. I will get you back, one way…” His dark eyes sparkle. “Or another.” 

“Get out,” I grind out. 

“I’ll be seeing you soon, love.” Chaz winks and blows me a kiss before he turns and walks out the front door. 

CHAPTER TWELVE: DOM

“Did you know there are different shades of pink?” 

Luca’s face is grim as he downs another shot. He’s gotten pretty deep into the rounds. Remy and I exchange a look over his head, both holding back smirks; Luca doesn’t get drunk often, but when he does, he always provides us with gold. 

Luca holds up his fingers, ready to list off shades. “Rose pink. Shocking pink. Flamingo pink.” 

His eyes light up and he smacks his head. “Oh yeah! There’s  salmon, too. And that’s Adriana’s favorite one, guys. She wants us to have a fish wedding. I’ll wear my scuba gear instead of a tux.” 

Remy snorts and puts his arm around Luca’s shoulders. “Alright, buddy. I think you’ve blown off enough wedding planning steam. Let’s get you home to Adriana so you can throw up on her jeans instead of mine.” 

“There’s  mauvelous pink, too.” Luca bursts into giggles as Remy and I shove him up off his stool. “Isn’t that the greatest name?” 

“It’s  fuschia-tastic…” Remy grumbles as Luca collapses onto his side. 

Luca breaks down laughing again, and we both struggle to keep him standing up. “Remy! That was hilarious!” 

“Sure, pal.” I shake my head as we haul him toward the exit of Lucky Lucy’s bar. 

My car is parked right out front, so we don’t have to battle with Luca for too long. Remy heaves our brother onto my side and runs to open the back door. When he returns, together we push Luca into the car; he collapses onto his back, already snoring. 

“Really makes you want to get married, doesn’t it?” I muse. “True love really brings out the best of us.” 

“It must, if he’s agreed to have pink as one of their wedding colors,” Remy says. “I’m  not wearing a pink tux. Sorry, Adriana. No way.” 

“I’m sure it will be a pink cummerbund, max.” I laugh. “Although you’ve gotta admit, if we were in a wedding party outfitted in salmon pink scuba gear, it would make for some pretty great wedding pictures…” 

“Just get in the car.” Remy laughs as he waves me off. 

We walk around, opening our doors and getting in. I turn down the radio, eyeballing Luca in my rearview mirror to see if we’ve woken him. He’s just curled into a ball, a puddle of drool collecting on my back seat. 

“So, what about your wedding?” Remy asks. “Should I put a down payment on my scuba gear now?” 

“Hilarious,” I say as I swing out of the parking lot. 

“Call me crazy, but I swear something is changing between you two at work. I haven’t had to break up a fight in at least a few days.” 

“Just flexing my acting chops.” 

“Don’t forget I went to see in  The Sound of Music that year you were chasing after the drama club president. Your solo high note as Kurt von Trapp continues to haunt my dreams.” 

I shoot him a look and jerk the steering wheel so Remy flies into the window. A groan from my backseat reminds me that Luca is still there, probably on the verge of throwing up now that I’ve so carelessly flung him around. 

Remy laughs, even as he rubs his smarting shoulder. 

“Sorry.” He puts his hands in the air, the picture of innocence. “I just hadn’t noticed any bloody scraps or HR complaints about you two lately.” 

“We don’t have an HR department.” 

“I mean that everyone usually comes to me, thinking I have some kind of magical influence over my older brother.” Remy smirks. “But I don’t. At least, I don’t have the kind of influence one Scarlett Cooper seems to have over you lately. Is this for real, Dom? She’s living in your house, pretending to date you, laying it on thick every time Greer Anderson looks your way… and none of it feels real to you?” 

In my mind, there’s a flash of Scar’s pointed white chin, tipped back in ecstasy. 

“Nothing’s changed,” I insist. “She’s still got that smart mouth that never seems to know when to shut up…” 

A flash of plush pink lips, just parting. My cock, jerking with the need to fill the open hole. 

“She still hates me…” 

A flash of her hands clawing at my back, urging me closer.  I think a little stupid might be good for you, Dom. 

“Jeez, watch the road!” 

Remy waves his arms, forcing my attention back to the road. I swerve just in time to avoid a deer camped out in the middle of the street, eyes reflecting the shine of our headlights. I stop the car, gripping the steering wheel tight and panting. 

“Dom, are you—” 

“I would just be another wild hair for her, okay?” I sound angry. Too angry. I’m giving something away that I never intended to show my brother. Maybe something I never intended to come to terms with myself. “I would just be some new impulse, some ride to try once just to say she’s done it. In the end, I’ve got a solid plan, and it’s  working. Why would I do anything to mess that up?” 

For a while, Remy just looks at me. His eyes look eerily similar to those of the deer we almost hit; wide, discerning, bright. He cocks his head, like he can see straight through my skull to my brain. 

“God, you two are seriously the most stubborn people I’ve ever met in my life.” 

“Thanks,” I mutter. 

“Dom…” Remy starts slowly, avoiding my eyes as he fidgets with some junk trapped in my cupholder. “Forget your history with Scar for just a second. Pretend you meet her at some bar or some grocery store or some softball game—” He pauses, his mouth twitching in the corner like he might smile. A quick wave of panic washes over me as I wonder what he  thinks he knows. “You feel that surge of emotion when you see her. Your heart rate quickens. You’re sweating. And you feel compelled to say something to her, even though whatever comes out of your mouth will undoubtedly be stupid or coarse or push her away.” 

He pauses, crossing his arms. 

“Now tell me: is that hate or is that love?” 

“… They’re pretty freakin’ close.” 

Remy nods. “Pretty freakin’ close.” 

I hate how my body has tensed at his make-believe description. I resent how, even just talking about her, I feel this insane need to call up Scar and say something to her—anything—even if it’s an insult. Just to hear that snap in her voice. That passion. 

To feel that surge of emotion in my gut. To feel my heartrate quicken. To sweat. I want it all; all those blurry things that straddle the line between love and hate. Because they’re her. And I can’t help

myself—I crave her. 

“I have a plan.” I say it as much for myself as I do for Remy. 

His mouth fully pulls into that smile that’s been threatening to overtake his lips all conversation. 

“Ah, the best laid plans of mice and men…” 

Finally taking my hands off the steering wheel, I fold them and place them in my lap. I study the shadowed lines of my fingers in the darkness. 

“What if I say something to her and she decides she errs more on the side of hate than the side of love?” 

“Well, then I guess you’ll just get to go back to familiar territory and start trading insults again. 

Only this time, you’ll have more ammunition to pull from.” 

I run my hands through my hair, then rake them down through my beard. 

“How am I supposed to—” 

Remy laughs, cutting me off. He shrugs. “Hell if I know. But a good start might be downing a few shots of whatever Luca was drinking back at Lucky Lucy’s.” 

Luca sits up as if on cue, looking around the back of my car like one of those meerkats poking its head up to scan for predators. He lays back down just as quickly, grumbling something about “cake knives and photo sessions” as he flips around to face my seats. Remy and I turn to each other, exchanging amused smiles. 

“If that’s what love does to a man, maybe I should just settle for hate.” 

“Don’t worry,” Remy says. “I can’t imagine any wedding where Scarlett Cooper would allow her bridal party to wear salmon pink.” 

We both laugh at that. I put the car back into drive and pull back onto the road. The ride back is brief and quiet, with both Remy and I seeming to have settled into our own thoughts. Finally, I arrive at Luca’s house, where Adriana is already waiting to help us get Luca into the house. I turn back to Remy as she walks over to the car. 

“If I say something to Scar and it all falls apart… you’re buying those shots for me.” 

“Deal,” he agrees. 

We set to work on getting Luca up. 

The whole time I help, though, my mind is back at my home. Is Scarlett still awake? Will I come home and find her at my breakfast table, settled in with a cup of tea and a romance novel, wearing those ridiculous short pajama bottoms she loves trotting around in? 

Or will she be locked away in her room as she was all weekend, back to ignoring me despite the moment we shared in the Corvette today? I’m not sure which option intimidates me more. 

But I do know one thing. I’m doing this. I’m going to talk to her. I’m going to find out how much of this is fake… and how much is real. I’m pretty sure this is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done in my life. 

But here we go. 

I make the drive home alone, my heart so loud in my ears it’s a distraction from driving. By the time I get to my drive way, my palms are drenched in sweat. I’m shaking. I head to the front door, fumbling with my key as I try to slide it into the lock. 

I open the door. Darkness. She’s not here. 

She’s gone. 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: SCAR

I knock on Wes’ door. Girlish screaming ensues, as well as the distant bark of his dog, Mister, who must be sequestered somewhere in the back of the house. After a moment, Wes opens the door with shaving cream on his face and no shirt. 

I raise the expensive wine I brought (Okay, sue me, it was  middle shelf. But Wes doesn’t know the difference) and waggle it in front of his face. 

“Want a babysitter?” I push past him into his house, my nieces immediately swarming me and hugging my knees. 

“Um, a drunk one?” Wes turns to me, bewildered, razor still in his right hand. 

“The wine is for you. A little incentive to let me in just in case you showed any resistance or, God forbid, had some woman over who would be in my way.” 

His brow furrows. “You’re just showing up out of the blue, volunteering to watch my kids? 

What’s going on? Is everything okay?” 

I chew on my lip. “I need my own space, okay?” 

“So you surrounded yourself with talkative, needy children. Makes sense.” He snorts. “I take it that if you say you’re baby-sitting, I’ve officially been uninvited from my own house?” 

“That was the hope.” I dig the toe of my Converse into his carpet. “I just… I need some time away from the big humans. Little humans I can handle. Big ones… I can’t do big ones right now. I was hoping I might spend the night, too.” 

Wes’ eyes narrow. “Is this a fight with Dom or something? I can talk to him.” 

“Don’t talk to him,” I blurt. “If you must know, it is something with Dom, but it’s not—” Damn it. 

The right words aren’t coming. “—It’s not anything I can’t handle. One night. I just need to regroup, and we’ll be fine.” 

Wes eyeballs me, his skepticism more than apparent. I can’t exactly blame him. Wes has seen me through more than my share of crappy relationships. This isn’t the first time I’ve come running to his house to be by myself. It just might be the first time I’ve run from a  nice guy, and one I’m not actually in a relationship with, at that. 

“Dom is being a perfect gentleman,” I assure him. I cast my eyes to our feet, digging my toe into the carpet again. “It’s a me problem.” 

“Now  that believe,” he says, pointing his razor at me and winking. I pretend to bat at his head with the wine bottle. 

Wes heads back to his bathroom and I follow the hall to the kitchen. I deposit the wine on his counter and open his fridge in search of carbs. 

 Buzz. Buzz. 

I jump at the vibrations of my phone ringing, nearly dropping a handful of leftover birthday cake I was about to deposit directly into my mouth. With my frosting-free hand, I fumble for my phone. One eyebrow slides all the way up my forehead. 

Hannah Leese. It’s been a while since I’ve heard from her. Hannah only ever calls if there’s a party and she’s run out of girlfriends to drag along as her designated driver. Going out with her always promises to be a fun time, even if not one I can remember clearly. 

“Han! What’s up, lady?” I balance the phone between my shoulder and my ear as I swallow down the cake and lick the purple frosting from my fingers. 

I hear the club beat before I hear Hannah. “Foster Forrest!” She trills into my ear. Her voice is already unsteady and wavering. I glance at Wes’ stovetop clock. It’s barely seven. Christ. “Get your butt over here, lady! There’s a DJ here with an eyelid piercing. Isn’t that one on your  list?” 

“Oh,  shoot.” It is on my list. I’ve been unofficially collecting men with weird piercings for years now. 

A blur of blonde hair shoots past the kitchen doorway. There’s a mad scramble, and then both Kennedy and Brynn are tumbling over each other into the kitchen, dashing for my knees. 

“Aunt Scarlett!” 

“Scar!” 

I smile, having to fight the urge to run my hands through their wild hair with my frosting fingers. 

“Kiddos!” 

“Kiddos?” Hannah repeats on the other end of the line. 

“Sorry, Han.” I shake my head, trying to clear it. “I’m talking to my nieces.” I walk over to the kitchen sink, turning on the warm water to wash off my hands. 

“Well, turn on the  Paw Patrol and get over here, baby girl! This place is killer tonight.” 

My hands freeze under the faucet, they actually  freeze. 

This is an easy solution for a night like this, presenting itself for me on a silver platter. A night out with a wild girlfriend. A DJ with a facial piercing that hints at weird piercings in  other special places. A way to forget everything that’s been on my mind. 

But I’m torn. Because as soon as I consider Hannah’s proposition, it’s like I can already hear what Dom might say. Or rather, what he probably wouldn’t say out loud. 

He’d eyeball my nieces, reminding me I just gave my brother the go-ahead to enjoy a night off. 

That’s a treat he rarely gets to enjoy as a single dad. I can’t hype him up and then bail. 

Dom would hear Hannah’s whiny, high-pitched voice over the line and roll his eyes, the picture of an irritable old man annoyed by what he’d probably dub  street youths. Maybe he’d reach out a hand to touch my arm, reminding me I don’t need to drown myself in loud music and bright lights and free drinks from strangers to feel alive. 

Reminding me that maybe, just maybe, if I let myself pursue something deeper… something more intimate, more emotional… the thrill will be an even greater high than going out with Hannah. There can still be a passion in the quiet, steady touch of a lover’s hand. 

How is it I can pursue so much risk in my life—the scumbag exes, the loud clubs, the wild impulses—and still feel so damn afraid of taking a risk with him? 

“Aunt Scarlett? The sink is flooding.” 

“Shit!” I jump back. 

Kennedy and Brynn giggle as the water floods my Converse, splashing across the tile. Wes must have left the plug in the bottom of his sink. I was too distracted to notice. 

“Scar?” Hannah whines over the line. 

I glance at the girls, who are already happily retrieving rags from under the sink and setting to work cleaning up my mess. 

“I think I’ll pass tonight,” I say. 

Hannah starts in on her objections. I cut the call before she can continue. 

“You girls don’t have to do that. I made the mess.” 

I get down on the floor with them, wiping up droplets that have made it all the way over to the fridge. When we finish, I collect all the rags and deposit them in the adjoining laundry room. 

“Looking good, ladies. You did good work. Is your dad using you two as slave labor?” 

The girls break into giggles. 

“I resent that,” Wes says as he walks into the kitchen, pulling a T-shirt over his head. “Are you sure this is okay? Because Jack just called and invited me over to watch the game while Rasha and the kids are out of town. I’d love to go, but I don’t want to—” 

“Go,” I say, waving him off. “Stay out late, drink all the beer, go crazy. We’ll be fine here.” 

My brother cocks his head at me. “I’m just surprised, I thought…” His voice fades out, and he shakes his head. “I could have sworn I heard you talking to Hannah Leese from the hallway.” 

I make a show of twirling and waving my arms. “Look at me, growing up!” 

“I’m very impressed.” Wes laughs as he throws an arm around my neck and pins me to his side, messing up my hair with a rake of his knuckles. The girls collapse into screams and laughter, running over to team up on him and wrench his arm back. 

When I’ve recovered and my hair is back out of my eyes and where it belongs, I straighten up to see Wes looking at me funny. He’s got a strange little half-smile and there’s something sentimental in his eye. 

“Good Lord, are you about to tell me you love me?” 

“Something’s changing in you lately,” he says. “And it’s making me happy, is all.” He heads toward the front door, but pauses, turning back. “They can stay up for  one more hour. No TV, no juice, and definitely none of the good candy. They know which one I’m talking about. And Scar?” 

“Yeah?” I cross my arms, weirdly on edge about what he might throw at me next. 

“Take all the time you need away from Dom,” he says. “But you should know that whether he’s your fated mate or whatever—” He makes a show of rolling his eyes before smiling back at me “—

He’s bringing out something that I like in you. So don’t stay away so long that you can’t come back to him. If you like him, make sure he knows.” 

Wes blows kisses at his girls, then heads for the door. When it shuts behind him, I realize my eyes are stinging. I blink too many times and clear my throat before turning to the kids. 

“Alright, ladies. What exactly is this good candy and am I tall enough to reach its hiding spot?” 

The girls are more than excited to show me around. We play games, we eat bad food, and we blow off the bedtime Wes gave us. Eventually they fall asleep nestled into both of my armpits as Frozen plays on silent in the dark living room. 

And that’s when the burning in my eyes finally gives way. I feel like a fucking idiot, crying alone in the dark and trying not to shake hard enough to wake the girls. 

I’ve got to go back. I know it now. I know it even though running to Dom and admitting that I feel something for him is more terrifying than any other risk I’ve ever taken before. Wouldn’t my life be easier if I was tasked with facing off with some terrifying monster or battling with a supervillain? 

I’ll stay here tonight, like I told Wes I would. Regroup. Get things straight in my mind. But I know where I’m headed now. 

And the path leads right to Dom. 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: DOM

“Nope. No chance.” 

Luca stands at the doorway of the strip club, arms crossed. He shakes his head and even goes so far as to shut his eyes, like somehow not seeing the club might erase its existence. 

“It’s a betrayal of Adriana,” he says. “Can’t we just play poker for my Bachelor Party?” 

“It was Adriana’s idea,” Remy tells him with a chuckle. “Something about the wild oats you need to sow because you’ve loved each other for so long?” 

Luca turns to his younger brother, huffing. “I’m not going to like it.” 

“Don’t worry, I’ll take any lap jobs sent your way,” Grant chimes in. Jack elbows him. Grant just shrugs. “It’s a kindness. Consider it my wedding gift!” 

“I’m sure lap jobs were on the registry.” 

Luca turns at the sound of Scarlett’s voice. “Shouldn’t you be backing me up, Scar? Aren’t strip clubs offensive to women or something?” 

I make myself turn. I haven’t been this close to Scarlett since the day I brought in the Corvette. I came home that night after the bar to talk to her, to feel around for where this might be going… and she was gone. It felt like some sort of cosmic sign. 

I’ve stayed busy since. I met up with an old buddy the past two nights and we worked on his El Camino together. There was no reason to linger on what could have been. No need to get myself worked up. 


But she’s here now, standing off to the side of our group of coworkers and smiling and shrugging at Luca like it’s absolutely nothing to be going to a strip club with the man she hates… the man who just had his hand down her panties a few days prior. 

I hadn’t even noticed Remy had invited Scar into the group text for tonight. Either he figured she might be the kind of girl who was into the club, or he forgot she had a uterus. Both options seem possible. 

Besides, I guess I figured that if she had been invited to Luca’s bachelor party, she would have turned down the invite. Clearly, she doesn’t want to see me. She hasn’t been home in a while. We haven’t talked to each other. 

I force myself to glance over at her again, to try to read what she might be thinking. She catches my eyes, and I immediately divert my gaze to the god-awful club logo of a woman straddling a giant peach. 

“Get your ass in there, Luca,” Wes calls from beside me. He elbows me in the ribs, cackling at Luca’s obvious discomfort. 

He and Remy step forward to push Luca through the front doors. The rest of us follow. I can’t help but notice Scar is lingering slightly behind the guys, her eyes trained on the ground. But I push forward, sticking to Wes’ side. I chew at the inside of the cheek, damn near drawing blood from what has become a bit of a nervous tic. 

The club is loud and dark. Blacklights line the edges of a wide room, with a bar and stage set in the center. On one side are the bathrooms, on another are little rooms with privacy curtains. 

Remy has a table reserved just off the stage. He waves us over, and I jog forward to grab him by the collar. 

“Should I be concerned that my little brother seems to know this club like the back of his hand?” 

He turns to me, grinning. “I had to research the perfect place for Luca’s party, didn’t I? It was all in the name of true love.” 

“Yeah.” I snort. 

We take seats around the little table as a synthy beat blasts out of the speakers beside us. I’m sandwiched between Jack and Grant. Scar is at the other side of the table, eyes still carefully trained anywhere but my direction. My stomach tightens. 

Some girls come out, heading for the poles in the center of the stage. One of them catches my eye, waggling her fingers and blowing me a kiss. 

Grant makes a show of slapping money down in the center of our table, but it’s not for the dancers. He looks around our little group, grinning. 

“My money’s on Scarlett.” 

“What?” Jack asks. 

“A woman just looked twice at her man,” Grant says. “I’m betting on the fight. Anyone want to call whether she’ll use her nails or throw a right hook?” 

“I’m not going to fight someone wearing pasties,” Scar grumbles. 

Jack pushes back from his seat, motioning for her to switch. “I should have thought this through to begin with. Take my seat next to Dom. No girl fights needed.” 

Grant sticks out his tongue. “You’re no fun.” 

Scarlett hesitates for a moment, eyes flicking over to me. My breath catches. In the black lights, her silver hair looks unearthly. She’s got her eyes rimmed in dark, smoky liner, and she wears a lipstick that makes her lips look black in this darkness. It’s the exact opposite of what I would normally want from a woman. It’s bold, unique, even a little weird. 

And it’s got my dick straining against my jeans, aching with need. I place my folded hands in my lap, cursing whoever invented make-up. Scar’s look tonight should be illegal. It’s a crime, the way it’s making my body respond after a week she’s stayed away from me. 

She slides into Jack’s chair, tucking a strand of that silver hair behind her ear. I get a wave of that peachy honey scent again, and bite harder at the inside of my cheek. 

The girls have started dancing, and just like that, the guys have settled in and forgotten all jokes about girl fights and pasties. I try to watch, try to lose myself in the show like any normal man would. 

But the second Scar leans over to whisper in my ear, my cock jerks back to attention, and every cell in my body tenses and strains. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I chose that seat because I thought it would give you some space. I didn’t mean to make you… mad.” 

“Mad?” Is that what she’s been getting from my stiff demeanor? 

“Please, Dominic, your face is so strained you look like you’re taking a shit right now.” 

An unexpected flare of heat dances under my collar. I side-eye her, struggling to keep my face calm as we pretend to watch the dancers. 

“Thanks for that,” I grumble. “I’m not… mad. I was just trying to give you some space, too. I thought I had offended you after the softball game. Thought maybe I’d hurt you or confused you or something. And I guess I look l like I’m  taking a shit because I was feeling a little weird about everything myself. You didn’t come home, Scar. I tried to smooth things over with the Corvette, and then you just disappeared. I guess I would have understood if you were at your mom’s house crying it out or something, but then you showed up tonight at the strip club looking like you could hop on stage and fill in for one of the dancers. Maybe you’re not as torn up as I thought.” 

“Excuse me?” She turns to me now, eyes narrowing. No longer bothering to hide our

conversation from the guys. 

Shit. I said the wrong thing. Let my insecurities and discomfort from the past few days play out in the worst way possible. 

I blink, all the proper words escaping me. “I shouldn’t have said that. I meant… it was just the make-up… it’s pretty…” 

“Pretty?” She balks. “So, now you think it’s pretty, rather than Burlesque chic?” 

I reach out a hand and touch her forearm. “Scarlett, I’m sorry. That was reactionary. I just—” 

“You would just rather be seen with someone who looks like Greer Anderson,” she says. “Not some hussy with  blowjob lips.” 

She gets up from the table, throwing her purse down on her chair before stalking off. The guys look over at us, bewildered. Even Grant stops what he’s doing, and he’s got a face full of stripper ass as he tucks a five in the side of some girl’s g-string. 

“Be right back,” I mutter, pushing back from my own seat. 

I push through the crowd to follow Scarlett. She’s not exactly taking a straight path, so trailing her proves difficult. I bump into men and dancers alike, and nearly topple a waitress carrying a tray of drinks. 

“I’m so sorry!” I call over my shoulder as I continue to hurry after Scarlett. 

She turns at the sound of my voice, realizing now that I’m following her. The tips of her ears go red, and she hurries over to the closest escape she can find: an empty private dance room. She waits until a big group of excited frat bros pass between us, then slips inside and draws the curtain. She must think she’s escaped me, thrown me off her trail. 

But I push forward, making a beeline for the room. When I get to it, I whip open the curtain and go inside, shutting it back behind me. 

“What the  hell, Dom?” 

I turn to see her sitting on the luxe velvet bench on the opposite wall. Tears are shining in her blue eyes, and she’s biting that bottom lip something fierce. 

My heart instantly surges. At once, I feel guilty for having followed her against her wishes, desperate to reach out and touch her and make her feel better, confused for having any of these thoughts at all. She was supposed to be a fake girlfriend. A plan. 

But she’s anything but. 

“Scarlett, what is going on?” 

“I don’t know!” She spits angrily. The tears are flowing freely down her face now, leaving subtle trails through her carefully applied makeup. “I feel like I don’t know anything anymore.” 

“Where were you the past two nights?” 

“I was at Wes’ house. Then my parents’ place.” She takes a deep breath, the pale skin of her chest catching the low light as it heaves. “I couldn’t come back after what we did. I didn’t know if you were just blowing off some steam or maybe you thought because of my ex-boyfriends that I was the type of girl who was just down to mess around a little. Hell, maybe you got tired of waiting on Greer and just needed something to fill the time. I don’t know. But when you locked yourself in your room…

it didn’t feel good. And then we didn’t even talk about it after. You just showed me that Corvette at work like nothing at all had changed, and you changed the subject when I tried to open up to you. I came here tonight hoping I could get some clarity, and instead… Well, what the hell am I supposed to make of that?” 

Somewhere in her last thought, Scar’s voice has changed. She looks up at me now, chin jutting out in defiance even as her eyes continue to well with tears. 

The next thing I know, I’m striding over to her. I pick her up off the bench in one seamless swoop, pulling her close so her legs naturally curl around my waist. And then I kiss her, so deeply and so earnestly I can’t think straight. 

When I pull back, she’s panting. She’s staring into my eyes with so much surprise and curiosity and wonder. It’s beautiful. 

“Well, Scarlett, did that feel fake?” 

Her mouth opens and closes like she might say any number of things, but thinks better of it. 

Outside of our little room, the synthy music is still pumping. There’s a wave of applause, presumably as some dancer has finished her set. Our friends are distracted. We’re all alone. Forced to confront whatever this is between us. 

And then she’s crashing onto my lips again, her thin fingers clawing and tangling at the back of my head. Her legs are wrapped so tight around my middle, I can hardly breathe. 

Not that I want to. I want to die in this moment, right here. With her. 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: SCAR

I’ve never been with someone this big. 

Dom wraps me up in those powerful arms, and suddenly I’m a rag doll. Helpless. Defenseless. 

Totally at his mercy. 

And nothing could turn me on more. 

I’m ravaging his throat, clasping his bearded chin in one hand while I suck and bite and kiss the side of his neck. Although the music is still loud and the crowd in the club is still cheering, I know he groans, because I feel the powerful vibrations from his throat against my needy lips. 

As he cradles my ass and holds me tight, I can’t resist: I snake my hand down between where my body meets his, searching for his jeans. I slide my hand down the front of his pants, stroking his hard cock as it weeps through the fabric. 

 Fuck. I wanted this so badly that day on the couch, wanted to feel him in my hand, on my skin, in my mouth,  inside of me. And now that I have him in my palm, I feel fucking powerful. To feel his next groan vibrating against my lips sends a surge of liquid fire pooling between my legs. 

You can’t fake desire like that. And for all the years I’ve teased Dom about being the perfect little good boy… he doesn’t feel very good right now. He feels just as hot and desperate and shattered as any man I’ve ever been with. More so: he’s taking what he wants. He’s taking me. 

In a moment, Dom is pushing me away, sitting me back down on the bench with my legs splayed open. I am paralyzed by the sudden fear that he’s changed his mind. Panting, I brace my hands on the seat and look up at him with wide eyes. 

“Do you need—” 

But that’s all I get out. 

He has fallen to his knees, his hands finding my waistband and ripping the pants down without bothering to unzip them. My lacy black panties are still on, just a thin triangle of fabric separating Dom from me now. He eyes them hungrily, and in another moment, he’s flicked two fingers under the band and ripped them off, as though they might as well have been made of paper. 

I’m exposed now. Slick and swollen with need. He’s slid his shoulders under my legs, propping my knees up around his neck. 

“Dom,” I pant. “Dom, I don’t understand. What are you—” 

“You’re mine, Scarlett Cooper,” he growls. He looks up at me, pupils blown out with lust. 

Starving. “Maybe it didn’t start out that way, but you’re sure as hell mine now. And I’ve come to claim you.” 

He buries his head between my legs. His tongue laps at my clit, then sucks mercilessly, stretching the sensitive skin up as he pulls back his lips. At some point, Dom’s fingers find my pussy, and he strokes with his index and his pointer all the way up to his highest knuckle. 

I can’t hold back. I’m clawing at the bench, at Dom’s back, anywhere I can get a hold. And the moan escaping my lips is primal and loud, drowned only by that music still blasting through the club. 

My back is arched, head tossed back and eyes closed. I’m completely overcome. 

“You don’t have to—” I start, panting. “We can finish togeth—” 

He pulls back, the corner of his mouth pulled into a smirk. It’s the most devilish I’ve ever seen him. As bad as Dom Bianchi gets. “You really think I’d move on without making you squirt after last time?” 

Then he’s back between my legs, somehow even more vigorous than before. He eats me like he’s fucking insatiable, savoring every square inch of my taste with his curious tongue. And then, when his fingers find that soft, high part of me that rarely gets touched by anything other than my vibrator—

“Jesus Christ.” 

I melt into him, my body going slack and boneless. This time, when I feel that sensation to relieve myself, I let it go completely. I only just manage to crane my neck and look down as Dom hungrily laps up my juices, more than a little pleased with himself for finishing me off again. 

When he pulls back, my cream is in his beard. His pink lips are shining as they stretch into another hungry smile. His two fingers are still in me, though; he strokes them deep, enjoying the way I writhe and twist at being toyed with so soon after a release. 

“My turn,” he growls. 

He flips me over, and I barely have a moment to catch myself on my hands as I’m bent over the bench. My ass is up in the air and Dom is already running his fingertips over my exposed cheeks, sending goosebumps rippling across the skin. When he stops to lick me all the way up again, I nearly come undone. 

“Who is this Dom Bianchi?” I tease, looking back over my shoulder at him as I pant. “This can’t be the same guy who drones on about inventory and paperwork and marketing—” 

“Lord, Cooper, do you ever give that pretty mouth of yours a break?” 

I gasp as his fingers reenter me, hooking me and stroking so deep that I ache and my knees buckle. 

I hear a metal clang over the din of the music and realize Dom is unbuckling his pants and belt. 

“Wait!” I spin around and out of his grasp just as he drops to only his boxers. I place my hands on either side of his waistband. “You seriously expect me to fuck you without seeing what I’m working with? You’re not going to give me any opportunity to make a joke about your dick size? Maybe about

—” 

But tired of my jokes yet again, Dom cuts me off by reaching down and pulling it out himself. 

He grasps his long, thick cock in one hand, while his other slides around to cup my chin. His crown is shining, nearly dripping as a heavy bead of precum forms at the tip. Dom steps forward, pressing his head to my bottom lip and smearing me with the cum. 

“Now Scarlett Cooper,” he lectures, looking down on me with another one of those impish grins. 

“Your jokes are cute, but I always thought you could put that mouth to better use.” 

My hands slide around his ass, and I dig in my fingernails to pull him forward and sink his cock into my mouth. Dom is salty and wet and pulsing. His head bobs against the back of my throat, damn near making me choke. I fucking love it. 

“No,” he snarls suddenly, pulling back. “I’m not finishing that way. Not this time.” 

He picks me up from under my arms again, and his mouth is on mine once more as I get to wrap my legs around his middle like we did before. He presses me to the wall, his massive weight crushing into me and his rigid, dripping shaft pressed between us. 

“Please tell me you have a condom,” I murmur against his lips. 

“Still don’t trust me?” 

I push him on the chest. “Don’t even with me.” 

Dom chuckles. “I have a condom.” 

He presses his chest to mine, holding me up against the wall with only his body weight as he fumbles in his back pocket. After what feels like a small eternity, he produces his wallet and slides a condom out. 

“Just had that ready, huh?” I tease. “Pretty optimistic, don’t you think?” 

I can’t help but still make jokes. It’s so fucking fun to tease him, to see what he’ll give me back. 

Dom’s letting me slide down the wall so he can place the condom on his tip and roll it down. He glances up at me, dark eyes sparkling as he runs his fist down his shaft, teasing me back with the view of his cock hard and ready for me. 

“Maybe we should just call it a night…” He says, even as he swirls his head with his fist. Even as his eyes roll back with the pleasure of the sensation. “Maybe we should put a pin in this and talk more about our  feelings first.” 

I can’t do this anymore. Not when he’s so close, and not when I’m so wet. I grab his shirt and yank him to me. 

“Be bad with me, Mr. Bianchi.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” he growls. 

He scoops up my ass, lifting me once more against the wall. He finds his cock in one hand, positioning the tip at my sopping pussy. For just a moment, Dom looks at me once more, face outright wicked as he looks like he might just change his mind and leave me high and dry. 

He thrusts inside of me. 

My world is spinning. 

Dom is still cradling my ass, pressing his chest against mine as he slams into me over and over again. He curves just right against my silken walls, his head sinking a little deeper with each thrust. 

There’s a rush in my chest. My belly draws up and tightens. My eyes close. I can’t go off again on him. At this point it would just be fucking embarrassing to admit what he does to me…

But then I feel Dom shudder and there’s a warm heat where his head spreads a path inside of me. 

Even through his pleasure, Dom’s hand comes down and finds my clit to rub circles while he gives me his load. 

And I fucking lose it. My squirt is hot and wet and mind-numbing. I’ve gone totally weak; I have no control over my limbs or my voice or even staying pinned against this wall. My hands are positioned helplessly on Dom’s shoulders. 

We stay that way for a moment. He rests his head between my breasts, and even over the continued loud music outside our room, I can hear his heavy breathing. 

Finally, he pulls out, and the sudden emptiness inside of me is overwhelming. I slide down the wall and hobble over to collapse onto the bench. Dom sits down beside me, erect cock still standing straight up in the air, condom filled to bursting with his hot ropes of cum. 

Quiet. 

And then we look at each other. And burst into laughter. 

It’s not fucking funny. Nothing about this was funny. It’s just like a wave of relief has washed over both of us, and for the first time—maybe since we’ve known each other—we can finally relax. 

“We ought to get back,” Dom says, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. He’s still grinning. 

“Don’t want your brother to think I’m spanking you back here.” 

“Mmm, why not?” I purr. “We could just take another minute or two…” 

Dom laughs and elbows me. He reaches down to the ground, retrieving our clothes. He passes over mine and then stands to redress in his boxers and jeans. 

I grumble, but eventually concede to cleaning up, too. We leave the private dance room flushed and hot, both of our hair a little mussed, but otherwise intact. It takes everything I have to suppress my smile as we approach our table. 

Luca is getting a lap dance from a dancer wearing a police uniform. He’s got both hands over his

eyes as Remy and Grant cackle and toss dollar bills. Wes looks up from his seat beside them as we approach. 

“… Really, guys? Did you…?” He groans. “Dom, that’s my  little sister. At the very least you could wait ‘til you got back to your place…” 

The grin gets the better of me now. I glance over at Dom and he’s smiling like a proper idiot, too. 

Because this time we didn’t have to pretend to have been messing around, or fake feelings for our fake relationship. It was real. It felt like a fucking dream… but it was real. 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: SCAR

Luca and Adriana’s wedding song is “Georgia on My Mind.” An unconventional pick. It’s not a traditional love ballad, rarely something you hear outside of piano bars or state conventions. But it’s fitting now. It’s downright magical. 

Dom is sitting beside me. We haven’t spoken since the Bachelor party last night. We were out ‘til late, him mostly making sure Luca didn’t get too drunk at the club last night to be able to make it to the altar this morning. Me, nursing a Manhattan from my spot at the table, unable to think about anything other than Dom. 

How did I never think of him this way before? How did I never notice the strength in his gentle touch? How did I write him off as boring and stiff when there’s so much passion there? 

He went home with his brothers. I went back to Dom’s house alone. I sat at the kitchen table for the rest of the night, a cup of tea that I never drank clasped between two hands as I considered the events of the past few days. 

And now we’re here. He’s finally sitting beside me again. And the soft, slow notes of Ray Charles’ classic are sounding through this tiny reception hall, echoing off the high beams and catching as vibrations in my chest. 

A whisper brush against my knuckles. I look down, my stomach suddenly awash with butterflies. 

Dom isn’t looking at me, but his hand is brushing mine. His pinky curls over mine, a small claiming of me. Binding me to him. 

Fuck that. 

I snatch his whole hand, beaming and pressing my smile into a tight line. We stand that way for a moment, neither one of us wanting to speak and break the spell. When the music shifts from Ray Charles, he gives my palm one last squeeze and slips away to join his brother at the front of the room. 

Every part of me quivers, hating to let him go. 

In a moment, the wedding march takes over. We all turn. 

The hall doors open. Flower girl first. Ring bearer. Bridesmaids. And at last, the bride. 

Adriana looks like a dream. She wears a simple white dress, scooping in a modest neckline that somehow still accentuates her curves. Her hair is pulled up in a dreamy knot at the top of her head, curling wisps framing her chin and cheekbones. 

There’s a stab in my chest. For the first time in my life… I think I might be jealous of the bride. 

I glance back at Luca. 

He’s beaming. Literally rocking on his heels, face glowing. There’s that stab in my chest again. 

The quickening of my breath. 

… Do I want this? 

The rest of the ceremony goes by in a blur. I can’t pay attention, and yet I am dazzled by the flashes of white satin and black suits. And through it all, I’m having to fight not to watch Dom standing beside his brother. 

He looks so different in the black suit and light pink tie. His hair is styled, beard trimmed and combed. There’s none of his usual surliness from back at the shop, no hint of a frown or irritation. 

When it’s ending and Luca and Adriana share their first kiss, I’m the first one to clap. 

The sun set not long ago, and the sky is still a pink-orange haze, making the water of the tiny pond

out back sparkle. I found this little gazebo and sequestered myself while the wedding party shook hands and spoke to relatives. It’s an outside reception and the perfect night for it. With a fresh beer in my hand, it feels like I can finally catch my breath out here. 

“Hey.” 

I startle at Dom’s voice, turning. Both hands go to my beer, like I might somehow forget myself and drop it. 

“Hey.” 

He walks over to the spot beside me at the railing, folding his arms and leaning onto them as he looks out at the pond with me. 

“Scar, I wanted—” 

“Dom, I thought—” 

We laugh at how we both spoke in unison. And just like that—magically—any lingering weirdness that had remained after the strip club last night, it’s fading. 

I look up at him, mesmerized by how the light is playing on the strong planes of his face. 

“It’s a beautiful wedding,” I say. “And I know the guys were giving Luca shit about all the pink last night, but actually think you all look really nice.” 

“Thanks.” 

“And did you try those hors d’oeuvres? Smoked salmon polenta. My Lanta.” 

“Scar.” 

“Should we head back over to the party? If you talk sweet to me, I might let you dance with me. 

Maybe Greer will see and—” 

“Forget about Greer.” 

My breath catches. He called my bluff, my last little test to see if he wanted out. 

“Forget about—” 

“I had all night to think about it,” Dom says. He looks down at his own drink, his cheeks turning rosy. “Hell, I don’t know what I’m saying. I’ve had days I’ve been thinking about it. She’s the kind of girl I’ve wanted for forever. But—” 

I can’t help myself, my stomach steels. 

He shakes his head. “But I think maybe she’s actually the kind of girl I’ve been  telling myself I wanted for forever.” 

He steps closer to me, so close now that I can smell the sweet alcohol of his aftershave. The light rose of his boutonniere. He takes my beer, setting it aside on the railing. 

“Scarlett, you have always been my best friend’s little sister. And when you’re an eighteen-year-old boy, that means a lot. You were off-limits. Forbidden. I never let myself consider you.” His cheeks bloom even rosier. “And I think that sent us off down a path of misunderstanding we were both too stubborn to come back from.” 

I chuckle. “That, and you’re like the human equivalent of a bear at work. You go hide out in your little office den, you emerge only for caffeine, and you bite when you’re irritated.” 

“I bite when  provoked,” Dom counters, his mouth quirking into a smirk. “And to be fair, you’re very good at provoking.” 

“You mean I’m very clever. Very funny. Very charming.” 

“God, do you ever stop talking?” 

“Not when there’s an opportunity to correct you.” I grin. 

There’s a quiet moment as we both look at each other, wearing these stupid sappy smiles. I don’t think I’ve ever looked like such a dope around a hot guy in my life. 

I kind of love it. 

Dom steps forward, one hand sliding around the small of my back. I stumble toward him, just catching myself with my hands on his chest. His free hand finds my chin, tipping it up to look at him. 

There it is again. That passion from last night. We’re not naked, we’re not desperately kissing any square inch of available skin… but it’s still there. Quiet. Controlled. Like Dom. But there. 

My eyelashes flutter, like I’m a girl in some 80s rom-com. I’m leaning in, and so is he and—

There’s a wave of noise from over at the reception. We both turn. 

“Shoot, I hope that wasn’t the garter toss,” Dom mumbles. “Luca and Remy have been giving me a hard time about catching the dang thing ever since you and I—” 

He pauses. His cheeks turn that endearing shade of red again. He clears his throat. 

“Anyway, they’re going to give me a hard time if I miss it. They’ll say I was avoiding my destiny or some crap like that.” 

“Are you?” 

 Scarlett Cooper, I cannot believe you just said that. I can feel the blush overtaking my own face. For once, I regret that non-stop mouth. 

As if on cue, Remy bursts out of the reception crowd, garter in hand. He spots us in the gazebo, pointing an accusing finger at Dom. 

“I caught it,” he grinds out. “Before the garter toss, I had finally broken down and danced with Emily George, per Mother’s request. When I caught the damn thing, she yelped and tugged on her sister’s sleeve. You’ve gotten me into a hole here, brother.” 

“Is Emily George the girl with the—” 

Remy’s eyes flash my way. “She’s the girl the Gollum eyes. The ‘Remy Bianchi could be My Precious eyes.’ And now, thanks to a garter I never should have caught, she thinks she’s my future wife.” 

I hold back my chuckle. 

“I’m sorry?” Dom says, not bothering to hold back his own laugh. He turns to me, grinning. 

Remy fidgets in his pocket and produces a key card. “You’re missing the cake for this,” he says. 

“You’re in charge of decorating the honeymoon suite now. I’ve officially got the rest of the evening off.” 

“Fair enough.” Dom takes the key and slides it into his own pocket. 

Remy flips him off before turning back to the reception and jogging back to the crowd. 

Dom looks at me, the darks of his eyes shimmering. 

“You gonna come help me or what?” 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: DOM

We don’t bother with the overhead lights. 

God—this is dirty. Luca and Adriana can never find out. But with the way Scar is kissing me and pulling at my shirt buttons, it doesn’t look like she’s inclined to stop me. Not when I’m doing God’s work. 

I scoop her up the way I did back at the club, shutting the door to the honeymoon suite closed behind us. Scar’s mouth is at my neck, her tongue blazing a hot trail that leads up to my earlobe. I’ve got my hands cupped to her ass; I’m holding on for dear life. 

When she bites the soft skin of my ear, something triggers in me. I throw her down onto the bed. 

She pushes up onto her elbows to watch me as I pull my shirt up and over my head, not bothering to undo the rest of my buttons. 

Fuck—she looks so beautiful, smirking up at me like that. Moonlight streaks through the open window, dancing across the curves of her breasts and the soft slope of her shoulders. I’ve come to like Scarlett in her ripped jeans and band T-shirts but, admittedly, there’s something about seeing her in a sexy little cocktail dress that is doing things to me. 

She is all at once mischievous and reserved, dirty and classy. I couldn’t possibly rip that dress off her because I might actually die if I never get to see her in it again. 

“Aren’t we supposed to be dousing this bed in rose petals right now?” She raises one eyebrow, still smirking as I hurry to undo my belt. 

“Mmm, we’ll douse it in  something…” I murmur, finally free of my suit pants and down to my boxers. My cock is hard and ready for her, straining against the tight fabric. 

She giggles. “Dominic Bianchi, you are proving more and more each day to be naughtier than I ever thought possible.” 

“This is only the fucking beginning,” I growl, crawling up on the bed. 

Scar giggles again, inching back as I paw for her legs and pry them open. “You said a  bad  word, Dom.” 

“So, fucking punish me,” I tease as I lick my way from her knee up her thigh. 

She locks her knees back together, nearly clamping down on my head before I can pull back. Her eyes sparkle. Freakin’ vixen. 

“Okay.” She shrugs. “I think I would like to punish you.” 

With that, she leaps off the bed. I snatch at her, catching only air. Scar shrieks, making a mad dash for my crumpled suit and shirt at the base of the bed. She snatches them up, hurtling toward the door. 

But I’m quicker than she expected: I leap after her, scooping her up over my shoulder and hauling her back to the bed. I pry my clothes from her arms. 

“Were you going to leave me naked? In the honeymoon suite? Now is a big, hairy, naked brother really the best gift to leave Luca and Adriana when they roll up in here in another hour or two?” 

She smirks. “It’s the kind of gift I wouldn’t complain about.” 

“I think I might have to punish  you for that, darlin’.” 

I reach down, yanking back the top of Scar’s dress. She gasps as her breasts spill out, perky nipples pointed up in the air, moonlight washing over the exposed skin. 

My hand instinctively goes to my cock, cradling the head through my boxers and giving it a quick tug. I dive down, burying my head between her breasts as I lick up toward her throat. Scar groans, her

back arching off the bed. As her chest pushes up, I catch one small breast in my hand. She watches—

eyes tortured—as I slowly lick a circle around the nipple, then bite down softly with my front teeth. 

She squirms, one hand reaching up to smack me back and relieve the anguish. 

I catch her wrist, pulling back. “Scarlett Cooper. Did you just hit me?” 

Her cheeks turn a delightful shade of pink and she presses her lips tight together for a moment before responding. “… Maybe.” 

“Oh no.” I push off the bed, then scoop her up again. “You’re just begging for a real punishment, aren’t you?” 

She whimpers as I pull the dress up off her head, then rip her panties with one strong tug of my fist. She’s standing there, naked for me, her hands drifting to her mound and her tits in some shy, strange impulse to cover herself. 

I jerk my head at the open window. “Over there. Against the glass.” 

“Woah.” She swallows, the cutest lump sliding down that ivory throat. “You really are bad, Dom.” 

“Never question it again.” 

Scar backs up to the window and I walk to join her. I grab her waist, flipping her around so her naked breasts press up against the glass. From here, we can see the party below. It’s not really even that far away. I can see my brothers talking by the wedding cake. Wes is with his girls at a table to the side. 

“You scared, Scarlett? This too dirty for you?” 

She’s panting, her hot breath clouding the glass. My left hand goes up to one of her breasts while my right hand snakes down between her legs. I find her slick with need, her clit already swollen for me. When I graze my pointer finger across the sensitive skin, she moans. 

“Keep going,” she manages. “I want it so bad.” 

“Yes, baby.” I kiss her neck as I start to circle her clit. I slip a finger inside of her, enjoying the truly delicious way her body melts against me. 

She’s squirming. Her hips are twisting and her head turns this way and that, as though it doesn’t quite know where to settle. By now, I know this reaction. A warm excitement rises up, hardening me further. I grin and nip at the back of her neck. 

“You’re going to come for me again.” 

“Isn’t—” she stops to pant. She’s overcome. Amazing. “Isn’t it a lot to ask to make me squirt  four times? Before you, I had never even squirted onc before.” 

I rub my hard dick onto the back of her leg, enjoying teasing myself with the cotton of my boxers still separating us. 

“Cooper, at every step you  doubt  me.” 

She snickers. “Feel free to prove me wrong. Please.” 

I slide two more fingers into her, and her chest bucks against the glass. I press forward, trapping her more tightly. 

“You’re going to come,” I purr into her ear. “You’re going to come as you watch all your friends and family beneath us, knowing any one of them could look up and see you at any time. How’s that for bad, baby?” 

She can’t answer. All that comes out is the most precious squeal as she twists and strains against me. The walls of her pussy are clenching against my fingers, urging them as deep as they can go. I stroke her just the way I remember, that magic touch that made her come so good for me the last few times. 

How has Scarlett gone so long without squirting before me? How has every man she’s been with not worshipped her body, not begged to make that teasing mouth gape open and pray for more? 

She’s close. So close. There’s a gush of wetness against my fingers, and I know that at any second she’ll release. 

I pull out. 

Scar smacks the window, screaming. “What the  fuck, Bianchi?” 

I yank down my boxers, letting them drop to the floor. Half a second later, I’m pinning both of her arms up to the glass, and my mouth is at her ear. 

“I never said you were going to come in my hands this time, baby.” 

I thrust inside, sheathing myself all the way to my hilt. My head rolls and I groan as my balls slap. 

Scar is pawing down the window, bending over to allow me deeper entry. My hands leave her wrists to grasp her waist, then to glide over and caress the goose bumped skin of her plump ass. 

“Please,” she’s begging me now. It makes me so fucking hard to hear how she pleads with me, how she yearns for me. It’s like we’ve been battling it out for so many years, and now I’ve got my sword in here and I can finally relish the sweet sound of Scarlett Cooper being conquered. “Please make me come now, Dom. I want it so bad.” 

“How bad?” 

She bangs her fist against the glass again. “So  fucking bad. Fill me up, Dom.” 

I pause—I’m too close. I need to get a condom. But it’s so hard to slow down. I edge back my pace for just a moment, grinding a deep circle into her pussy. 

“We have to pause for just a second, baby,” I pant as I stroke the back of her hair. “I need to get a condom on—” 

To my surprise, her right hand shoots back from the window, cradling my ass to keep me sheathed inside of her. 

“I’m on birth control and I’m choosing to trust you, Dominic. If you don’t fucking come inside of me right now, I swear—” 

I grit my teeth, thrusting into her one more time. I explode between her legs, my back hunching forward as I give her every drop. 

She groans, her pussy still pulsing around my dick. She’s so close. If I had only held out one more second… I reach around while I’m still inside her, thumbing that swollen, aching clit. 

Scar shivers. And then she’s painting the window with her own release, and I close my eyes, enjoying her clenching down on my cock in her moment of need. 

It takes all my concentration to pull out. Everything in me. 

I watch myself as I go, every inch of my dick shining from our work together. When my crown is finally free and a drop of cum clings to my head connecting to her pussy, I can’t help myself: I lick my first two fingers and stroke it back, pushing it into her. She’s  still pulsing. My God. 

We both step away from the window. Scar goes for the bed, but I pull her back at the last second, dragging her down to the ground with me. 

“Um, it’s bad enough that I couldn’t stop myself from taking you in here,” I say, my familiar sense of decorum  finally returning now that my cock has been fed. “We probably shouldn’t further desecrate the marital bed with what’s dripping down your thighs right now.” 

Scar laughs, and we both sit down with our backs to the window. 

“Dom…” she starts slowly. She looks over at me. “Never in my life…” 

“I know,” I say. “I never thought we’d hook up either.” 

She shakes her head. “No. No, I, um… I’ve actually thought about what it might be like to sleep with you. You know, just once or twice. When I had that teenage crush.” 

I smile, feeling a wave of ridiculous pride. 

“But,” she continues. “I never let myself want it. It seemed like too much of a risk, even for someone like me.” 

I look at her then, pushing her hair back behind her ears and then leaning forward to kiss her forehead. I pull her into my lap, slinging her legs to the side, and hold her head close to my chest. 

I think, maybe, something in the way she says that resonates with me. That I’ve always been attracted to her, too, but the risk of our being too different seemed too much. 

My mind goes back to when I had Scar pressed up against the window and every part of me craved her. Every part felt so right, seemed so perfectly matched. 

I had noticed Greer down there. Just for a second. 

I’ve never felt that way about her. She was purely a sensible pursuit. Someone I could logically see fitting into my life and complementing the way I already do things. I’ve never wanted to throw her up against a window or pull her into my lap and never let her go. 

Part of me doesn’t recognize who this version of Dom is. My heart skips a beat. I can’t tell right now if I’m excited…

… or if I’m afraid. 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: SCAR

“Scarlett, you sit next to  me.” 

Rosie pats the seat at the table beside hers. Remy is barely holding back a chuckle, and Dom has stiffened on his way into the dining room beside me. 

“Ma, if you launch into an interrogation before we even open the wine…” he mutters. 

Rosie shoots her son a look of unadulterated chastisement. “Did I say anything incriminating, Dominic Lorenzo Bianchi? Did I pull out the lie detector machine?” 

“Darling.” I notice Enzo has the paper carefully trained in front of his face, like it might serve as some sort of shield between himself and his wife. Remy is still sitting beside him, grinning like a jackal. “Dr. Buford would remind you—” 

“I’m sorry, Enzo. Are you a doctor in addition to an attorney now?” Rosie huffs, her plump cheeks turning cherry red. 

Dom’s father sets his paper aside and puts up his hands. “I did my best, kids. You’re on your own.” 

“How long exactly have you been the sub in your relationship, Dad?” Remy cracks from behind a bottle of beer. Enzo simply snatches the bottle and drains it himself. 

“It’s fine,” I insist, placing my plate of pasta next to Rosie’s. Dom pulls my chair out for me, then slides into the seat beside mine. “Mrs. Bianchi changed my diapers. I’m pretty sure there’s nothing about me she doesn’t already know.” I eyeball Dom and squeeze his thigh under the table. “Besides, I can hold my own.” 

“So, Scarlett, my dear. Your mother tells me you’ve been very sexually active the last few years. 

Do you think we should set aside money for a big baby christening now, or do we have another few years to save up?” 

Dom chokes on his first bite of spaghetti. 

Enzo raises a hand, gesturing. “Rosie! Dr. Buford—” 

Rosie just steeples her fingers and places her chin on her hands, batting her eyelashes around at all of us. “Darling,  you heard Scarlett. I changed her diapers. Is this any more personal than that?” 

Remy isn’t bothering to hide his laughter anymore. He’s set aside his new beer, clutching at the tablecloth as he chuckles. Dom shoots daggers in his brother’s direction. 

“Ma, ” Dom interjects, managing to turn his loathing back toward his mother. “I’m not discussing this at the table. I’m not discussing this with you at all. Jeez, I haven’t even discussed this with Scarlett!” 

He glances quickly toward me, and I can sense a hint of anxiety in his expression. Dom’s family has always been a lot, I know that. After all, I grew up in this house almost as much as I did my own. 

But this is different. This is beyond talk of diapers—it’s a consideration of the private parts covered up by said diapers. 

Oh. My. God. 

We’re discussing the state of my vagina at my boyfriend’s family dinner table. 

“Cut it out, Rosie,” Enzo insists. “One dinner. Dom and Scarlett agreed to spend time with us. 

The least we can do is be accommodating.” 

The doorbell rings. Rosie taps her nose and then points at Dom. “Don’t think this is an out, sir.” 

She gets up and heads for the front door. 

“Way to dominate, Dad.” Remy smirks as his mother exits. 

“Remy, I will remember these remarks the next time you come asking for help with your rent or to get the phone number of our latest intern at the office.” 

“Worth it.” He grins and shrugs. 

Rosie slips back through the dining room entrance, hands clasped behind her back like she’s some kind of well-mannered school-girl. 

“What are the odds—” she starts. 

And my mother enters right behind her, arms full of some fru-fru jello dessert. 

“I was in the neighborhood,” my mother says in a too-loud voice. “But to get to see you and Dominic together, Scarlett, after these past few days of refusing to come by the house with him…

Well, it does my heart good.” 

There’s a pause. Mom glances over at Rosie, and her best friend’s cheeks blush. 

“Yes, it does both of our hearts good!” She chimes in. 

There you go, Rosie. Remembered your line just in time. 

“Coincidence, huh?” I ask, one eyebrow raising. 

“Darling…” Enzo starts. 

But it’s too late. Rosie is already pulling out the empty chair across from mine, and my mother sets aside her dessert to take a seat. Suddenly we have the discerning gazes of two pesky middle-aged women on us, with apparently no greater joy in this life than tag-teaming their children to probe about grandkids and God knows what else. 

Dom’s hand squeezes my thigh again. I glance up at him as I slide my hand over his. 

He’s not wrong to be worried about me. Dinner interrogations about the future and commitment…

Usually I’d require something stronger than this weak home brew Enzo has provided for a conversation like the one we’re surely about to have. 

My heart  is  racing, and I  am sweating. But when I look up at his eyes… it helps. 

“I never got the details on this.” My mother waves her hand between me and Dom. “Dinner and a story, perhaps?” 

Rosie claps her hands. “Yes, please! I’ll get a plate for you.” 

She stands up and disappears in the kitchen, returning in less than twenty seconds with a plate for my Mom and a glass of wine poured and ready. I guess all pretense has run its course. 

“What pushed you over the edge to start dating?” My mother asks. 

“Tell me Dom was courteous on the first date,” Rosie interjects. “I trained him up to bring flowers and wear a tie. Did he wear a tie?” 

“I’m sure he wore a tie,” my mother assures her. “Your boy is always the picture of a Southern gentleman. Scarlett, on the other hand… You didn’t wear ripped jeans, did you?” 

“Is this a breakdown of their relationship timeline or simply a test of your children’s Southern manners?” Enzo asks. 

Rosie and Sandy shoot him identical glares. In a moment, though, they’re turned back to me and Dom, faces soft and ready to ply us with their full list of questions. They don’t actually bother to wait for our answers. 

“It’s not an open relationship, is it?” My mother asks. 

“Like Will and Jada?” Rosie turns to her. 

“Yes, I read about it in the  People magazine.” My mother nods her head seriously. 

Rosie puts a hand to her heart. “Tell me it’s exclusive, Dominic. Tell me you’re doing this the right way.” 

“Ma,” Dom starts. “I—” 

“It’s Scarlett I’m more worried about,” my mother tells Rosie. “She brought home a boy once who practiced  polyamory.” 

“Poly-what?” 

“All the guys. All the girls. It’s just a fruit salad of body parts.” My mother meshes her fingers together and I wince. 

“How did you learn  that about him?” Rosie presses. “And how did this not come up before at one of our  Bachelor nights?” 

“Honestly, Rosie, with the number of men I’ve seen pass through our house with Scarlett Analicia Cooper, it’s amazing I can remember singular details about any of them.” 

“Mother.” 

My mom just glances at me, raising an eyebrow. She turns back to Rosie without another moment’s hesitation. 

“Anyway, this particular gentleman was practicing polyamory, but he didn’t tell my Scarlett about his lifestyle. Apparently, she came home to her apartment to grab something one day, and he was knee-deep in both their neighbor  and  their neighbor’s boyfriend. Shocking stuff.” 

I choke on my spit. “Mom! ” 

I glance over at Dom. He’s really getting the full baptism by fire tonight. God, help us. My stomach tightens. 

“Good Lord, I need all the details,” Remy chimes in from down the table. 

Enzo smacks him on the back of the head. “I am compelled to mention this to Dr. Buford, Roslyn

—” 

He gets the full heat of Rosie and my mother’s glares again, and shuts right up, looking back down at his half-eaten plate of spaghetti and sighing. 

“Can’t we just eat instead of detailing the personal lives of our dinner guests?” Dom pleads. 

“She’ll never come back for family dinner again, you know.” 

Rosie just waves her son off. “We’ll just make it even, then.” 

“Make it even?” He repeats. 

“Sandy, did I tell you about the time—” Rosie starts. 

Dom’s chair screeches back from the table. “Dinner’s over.” 

I glance over at him. I press my lips into a tight line, doing my best not to laugh… just a little. “I don’t know, baby. I kinda want to hear about ‘the time.’” 

Dom takes my hand and pulls me out of the dining room, my mother and Rosie already rolling their eyes and onto the next animated discussion: baby names that sound good with Bianchi. 

He guides me into his childhood bedroom, shutting and locking the door behind him. He stalks over to his window, hands compulsively pulling at his short beard. 

It surprises me to realize how fast my heart is beating, and how flushed my face and chest feel now that we’ve escaped the Bianchi/Cooper power couple. Dom was getting the full Scar Cooper experience back there. All my dirty details, all the little things I never wanted to get into with him throughout years of bickering and all the little things I couldn’t dare broach now that I actually have Dom as my own. 

He’s seeing it all. All my risk. All my crazy. 

It goes beyond a gun-waving ex. Sorry, Dom, I’m a fucking mess and always have been. If my mother didn’t tell him, he’d find out eventually. He’d catch me after a bout of late-night anxiety or too many drinks and see me as I really am. He’s going to get scared off. He’s going to remember why we

didn’t get along before all the sex we started having. He’s going to—

Dom turns back to me. For a second, we both just stare at each other. I see it in his eyes, that register of everything I’ve been thinking just now. He sees the crazy. He gets it. 

But then he starts laughing. 

It starts as a low chuckle, and then he’s collapsing onto his bed, back flat as he nurses a stitch in his side and wipes a tear from his eye. He pats the spot of bed beside him. 

“Get down here.” 

I step over and then crawl up, still feeling a little hesitant. 

“So you have a colorful history,” he says. 

“Maybe you do, too.” I bristle on instinct, even as he puts a reassuring hand on mine. “You simply had the luxury of cutting off your mother before she told any of your embarrassing dating stories.” 

“Fair enough.” 

Dom rolls over and tucks my hair behind my ear in that way I’ve come to savor. As soon as his fingertips graze my ear lobe, there’s a familiar rush of heat between my legs, betraying my intentions to be cross with him. 

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t intimidated,” he says in a quiet voice. 

“That’s probably fair enough, too.” 

“You’re different from me, Scar,” he says. “You’re… you’re different from anything I ever had planned.” 

There it is again. The disconcerting flicker in his eyes. The thing that makes my stomach flip and quiver. 

But then he’s pushing up on his elbows and planting the softest kiss on my lips. 

Fuck it—I melt. 

“I think I might be learning to enjoy a little risk,” he says. 

I smile. I don’t have the right response. For once in my life, the perfect words aren’t coming. I’m just grinning like an absolute dope. 

“Now,” he says, sitting up all the way and pulling me over to straddle his lap. “Should we blow off the rest of dinner and fuck on my childhood bed?” 

I moan, my head tossing back in exaggerated ecstasy. “You’re making all my teenage crush dreams come true.” 

He growls, flipping me and pinning me down to bury his face in my chest. 

Screw my dating history. Screw Dom’s. All I can care about in the whole damn world is this right here. 

CHAPTER NINETEEN: DOM

I take a deep breath. 

“Let’s talk insurance.” I grasp the thin steering wheel and turn to Scar. 

She throws her hands up. “Come on! Didn’t you drive the Corvette to the shop the other day? 

Were you worried about insurance then?” 

“Heck no I didn’t drive it!” I balk. “Mr. Smith drove it over and then carpooled with my dad back to the office. I was not about to risk a pileup on Main in that thing. It would go beyond being a crime against Mr. Smith’s property. It would be a crime against nature.” 

“… Do you, like, write poetry about transmissions and tailpipes on your days off?” 

Scarlett grins. I flip her off. 

The Pontiac Firebird is a 1977. Probably worth around $240,000. Straight out of  Smokey and the Bandit. 

I already have a mental image of my flipping the thing as soon as I turn out of the shop’s parking lot. I would have to die in the fiery explosion that followed. It would be the only way I could ever get back my clear conscience. 

Scar reaches across the console and slips her hand through mine. “Fully insured. We have it rented for the next hour. And if you really want, I can drive it and you can just stick your head out of the passenger window like a dog.” 

She pats my cheek. But her fingers linger at the edge of my beard, and her mischievous smile softens. She breaks eye contact, glancing out through the windshield. 

“All teasing aside, I know that dinner with the family last night was a lot. You got a taste of my crazy. So if this is too much—” 

I reach my hand up to grasp her wrist. “Not too much. Let’s test out some Copper Springs speed traps, baby.” 

I let her go and turn on the ignition. It’s loud. Almost loud enough to cover the distant ringing in my ears. 

She’s not wrong. I’ve thought about what she said before she ever gave voice to it. Hell, I’ve been thinking about Scarlett Cooper’s brand of crazy since the first time my dick stirred thinking about her and I wondered if all our bickering might translate to some pretty intense hook-ups. 

Last night, we fell asleep in my bed. She was snoring five minutes in. I made a mental note to remind Remy and Luca that Scar is, indeed, the one of us who sounds like a broken foghorn. 

And then I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. 

And about the stupid, silly things her mother and mine were talking about at dinner. I thought about how they shouldn’t matter. Hell, I determined right there in bed that they  didn’t matter. 

And how they still made me itch. They still needled under my skin. I didn’t judge Scar for anything in her life; I also couldn’t help that it differed from what I spent years imagining for myself. 

Can I keep up with her? Do I  want to keep up with her? 

But then she’d shift at my side and cuddle her face into my neck and those ridiculous snores would soften a bit, and I’d want to kiss her and pin her down all over again. I’d want to make her laugh and bring out that insatiable back and forth between us. 

I’d think about how I’ve known Scarlett Cooper for my whole life, but somehow missed all the most delicious little intricacies of her personality. 

The pinch of her lips when she’s sitting on a particularly good insult. The quick bray of her laugh when she can’t hold it back. The anxiety and insecurity I feel in myself reflected back in her eyes when I hold her and kiss her and invite both of us deeper into whatever this thing is. 

And then the itch quiets for a while. Not for forever. But for long enough to get me through. 

I fell asleep after all that thinking last night and was able to put aside the itch this morning. 

I step on the gas, listening to that engine purr. The whole car vibrates, and it sends my every fiber of my body into a steady, excited rhythm. I look over at Scar and when I see her own enthusiasm at the prospect of our drive, I can’t help but grin. 

She’s a challenge. Driving a vintage car and not having a heart attack from fear of crashing it is a challenge. But I can do this. 

“We getting ice cream in this thing or just cruising back streets?” 

She giggles and slaps her knees in excitement. 

“I’ll lock up. Have a good night, Jack.” 

Jack waves at me as he slides down the garage door. I start my walk up front. 

Scarlett is gone for the night, too. She’s running back by her apartment to water plants. Grant gave her a lift. I’ll pick her up when I’m done with the register. 

I always kind of like the shop in the evening. It’s somewhere I go sometimes to steady my mind. 

There’s a peace in the quiet, and I favor the heady scent of lingering gasoline. 

I stop just outside the doors to the front and glance around. So soon. It’s all going to be mine so soon. Dad’s retirement, signing Bianchi and Sons over to me, and then…

My mind flashes to Scarlett, getting up to her knees with her head out the window as we’d crossed the bridge into Foster Forrest. Her silver hair streaking in the sun, smile big as I’d ever seen

—even if I did razz her later that it made her look like the dog she’d told me I’d be just a little earlier. 

Maybe part of my future has adjusted. And maybe I’m okay with that. 

I push open the shop door. 

“Dom.” 

I step back, surprised by anyone being left in the shop. I blink twice, not really believing my eyes: the timing seems too surreal. 

“Greer?” 

She blushes and smiles, waving a thin file. 

“More paperwork,” she says. “From your dad. I told him I’d stop by on my way home. But it looks like I caught you after closing before you locked the doors. I can come by later…?” 

“It’s fine,” I tell her, waving her back behind the counter. “What am I signing?” 

There’s a quickness to her step as she walks over to me. Her kitten heels clack on the tile floor. 

“I’m not entirely sure,” she admits. “I’m just a glorified courier today.” 

I take the file and set it on the counter to open it up. It’s the same papers as last time. This makes the third signing in a row. I glance back up at her, one eyebrow raising. 

She’s rubbing her arm, smiling down at her shoes. “Scar must keep you busy these days, huh? I haven’t heard from you in a while.” 

“Yeah. Yeah, she keeps me busy.” 

Greer steps an inch closer. “I was at the coffee shop on Main yesterday and it made me think of you. I remembered how you said their Flat White was crap and that you’d never spend that much money on terrible coffee again. So indignant.” She giggles. “It was endearing.” 

We went to coffee once. One time, after which Greer very firmly told me we’d be dividing the

check and she’d “catch me around sometime.” 

“Still true,” I smile and tell her, signing the last line and handing back the file. “Um, I probably ought to—” 

“I saw that there’s a car show coming to Ash Creek next month. I thought maybe you and I—” she pauses, eyes darting back down to her tiny heels “—you and me and Scar, I mean. We should go.” 

I blink. She’s  coming onto me  right now. 

The fake dating plan. It’s working. 

No—it already worked. 

Greer is looking up at me now with these big chocolate doe eyes. They’re rimmed to perfection in sleek black liner, the perfect complement to her crisp, pink lipstick. 

She’s not coming onto me with a plunging neckline or a stolen kiss. This is chaste. It’s Greer, waiting for her opening when Scar and I inevitably fall apart. Because that’s what it must look like to the outside, right? Two opposites, burning bright and burning  fast. Something like us can’t make sense to most people. 

This is exactly the endgame I had in mind. Hell, it’s playing out better than I even imagined. If I wanted, I could set up this little car show for just after the agreed-upon breakup date and—

My breath catches. 

Another flash in the back of my mind: Scar rolling her eyes and stealing my coffee cup after I poured the last of the brew this morning. 

Another flash: Scar biting that bottom lip as I kiss my way down her neck and across her collar bone. 

And another: Scar covering her eyes and shrieking with laughter as I finally summon up the courage to floor the Firebird down the highway. 

I’m frozen. I’m standing here in front of Greer, fully aware that she’s staring at me with the doe eyes, and I can’t move. I’m suddenly aware that my hands are shaking. 

“Hey, why don’t you follow me out the front door? I’ll lock it behind us.” 

“Definitely.” She smiles at me again, rocking on her toes. 

We head toward the door. I open it for Greer, let her pass, and then lock it. She lingers a breath too long beside me, clearly waiting for more conversation. More eye contact. Anything. 

“I’ll see ya around,” I mumble, forcing my own smile back before I head toward my car. Her smile falters a bit in return. 

I get in my truck and close my eyes, my palms going up to the sockets to scrub and sand out this afternoon. Couldn’t God have just left things with that awesome Pontiac Firebird? 

I glance at the clock. There’s still a little time left until I said I would pick up Scar. No need to rush over there. I pull out of the parking lot and hit the gas. My own car isn’t a precious antique. I have insurance. And it’s time to blow off a little steam. It’s time to clear my mind, at least for a second. 

CHAPTER TWENTY: SCAR

“Lord, you are kidding me. You watch TV shows about vintage cars?” I pause, looking past the couch where Dom sits as I drop my car keys into his bowl. 

He beat me back to the house; I stopped for a coffee with a friend after work. And in my absence he chose to watch…  Antique Car Show. Reconciling this man’s boring versions of my own interests with the passion I saw back in that honeymoon suite is maybe the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Well, next to switching to decaf coffee. And that took a  lot. 

“When do you ever actually  ride  in a car?” I ask, plopping down on the couch beside him. “Or do you just prefer them in theory?” 

“Oh, I have a theory,” he says. I can tell he’s having to focus real hard on watching the TV and suppressing a smirk. “I think your main hobby isn’t really vintage cars. It’s thinking up insults to fling at me. What a sad little life you live, Scarlett Cooper.” 

I huff and cross my arms. “Bet you feel so witty right now,” I mumble. I side-eye him. “I like your mouth better when it’s working between my legs.” 

He looks over at me, mouth gaping open. He flies at me, pinning me down to the couch. I collapse into giggles, turning my head as his lips find the hollow of my throat. 

Yesterday evening was exactly this. All night. No breaks. 

We fell asleep in Dom’s room after he picked me up. I woke in the night to him sliding on top of me, working in the darkness like the animal I always tease that he is. 

This morning, I took a shower and he stole my towel. When I marched into the kitchen where he was eating breakfast, he told me I had the choice to earn my towel back or air dry. Needless to say, my breakfast left my stomach empty but my mouth full. 

Today after work we watched movies on the couch and ended up on the living room rug. 

We went out to grab Chinese takeout and didn’t make it out of Dom’s driveway. 

Work today was a damn trial. I looked for any excuse I had to go back to his office. Paperwork was a chore. Customer interaction was excruciating. 

And now here Dom is now, nuzzling my neck as his hands work their way down my body. I can’t get enough. 

There’s a beating at the front door. Not a knock—something angrier. We both sit up, Dom combing through his hair to fix where the style has already mussed. He gets up and heads for the door. 

As soon as he twists the knob, two men come bursting in. I yelp, my knees drawing up to my chest like some kind of protection. One man has a knife: a long, ugly thing. 

Chaz sent them. 

There’s no doubt in my mind. This is a final warning. A last “back off, she’s mine” before Chaz shows up at the garage with another gun… or more. He’s not coming himself this time, because he’s fucking peacocking. Showing us that he has a whole crew of wannabe gangsters to back him up if we dare oppose him. It’s fucking showmanship. 

But it’s working, at least on me. I’m shivering despite myself. 

Dom holds his ground, hands in tight fists as he assesses the men in his house. 

“Get out of my home,” he growls. His chest puffs out a bit, and even though it’s a ridiculous show of his own strength, I feel just a bit proud. 

Then the man with the knife steps toward him, raising his weapon, and any pride I feel turns back

to ice cold fear. Dom can’t take these guys, not on his own. He’s bigger than either of them, but when they can tag team and they have a weapon? It’s not a fair fight. Nothing with Chaz ever is. 

“No need to raise your voice at us.” The man with the knife smiles and glances my way. “We’re here to do you a kindness.” 

“A kindness?” Dom scoffs. 

The man turns back to him, eyes pure steel. “We’re a warning, brother. We’ll be back to collect in a few days. The girl, the money. All of it. This is a heads up to be prepared.” He glances my way once more, and snorts. “Get any last rides out of your toy. Then walk away.” 

Dom’s nostrils flare. He’s not used to these types. 

But me? I’m steeped in their world. I recognize these two goons from some party I went to with Chaz, although I can’t remember which one. Versions of these guys are everywhere when you run with a Chaz Hunter. They’re low-lifes, taking turns intimidating outsiders for one another because individually they don’t have the balls or the means to stand up for themselves. 

“Get out. Of my home.” Dom repeats the words slowly, clearly. 

The man with the knife puts his hands in the air, a show of innocence. He smiles a shark-toothed smile, exposing a tacky gold grill. “So angry.” He chuckles. 

His friend is less cavalier. He’s a twitchy mother fucker, with wide eyes and scabbed arms. He steps toward me, eyes narrowing. “Why you freakin’ out over some slut, man? You can get this anywhere. Hell, you can have my little sister if you wanna give her a dime bag.” 

The two men look at each other and crack into knowing grins. 

“I’m not going to ask again,” Dom says. 

There’s another knock on the door. Everyone freezes. The man with the knife goes scary still. 

“I know you’re in there, Dom,” Remy’s voice calls through the door. “I need to borrow your stud finder.” 

The man with the knife puts one skinny finger to his lips. Dom’s mouth twitches, like it’s taking everything he has not to jump him right now. I clutch the couch pillows, hardly daring to breathe. 

These men might not be big, scary bad guys. They might be worse. They’re addicts, and the one next to me is in deep. He scratches even as we all wait in our stand-still. Addicts are unpredictable. 

Reckless. 

Remy is grumbling on the other side of the door. We can hear a scratching and a shifting, and then suddenly the front door is opening, and he’s standing there, holding Dom’s hide-a-key rock. 

“… Shit.” 

“I’ve got this,” Dom says, not moving even to turn back to his brother. 

The man beside me twitches like he might move on me, and Dom’s body visibly goes rigid. 

“Not a hand on her, scumbag,” he warns, voice low and rumbling. 

Remy glances over at me. “You okay, Scarlett?” 

“Peachy,” I mutter, my mouth dry. 

“Yeah, you are,” the man next to me purrs. 

“Don’t fucking touch her,” Dom growls. My chest tenses. Big boy swear words. He’s losing his control. 

The man grins over at Dom before stepping closer still. 

“I see why Chaz likes you.” And then he’s reaching out to tuck a loose strand of hair back behind my ear. 

Just like Dom does. 

Dom moves faster than I can piece together what is happening. He punches the man with the knife

first, sending him flying back into the kitchen island. Remy is on the man next to me, responding to his brother’s impulse by grabbing the man’s collar and throwing him down. Dom joins him in a second, flying down to pin the man down to the floor. His fist flies back, and he’s pummeling, pummeling, pummeling. 

It’s over in a moment. Remy is pulling his brother back, and Dom listens. 

In the end, he’s not an animal like I tease. But he still has that passion, that burn. 

He’ll protect me. He’ll fight for me. He won’t let Chaz or his goons come for me. 

Dom grabs the addict by his collar then drags him back to grab the knife guy the same way. He hands Knife Guy off to his brother, and together they drag them, moaning, out onto the street where some beat-up sedan waits parked on the curb. They drop them there and turn back for the house, not even bothering to see if the goons got up. They come back into the house, shutting the door behind them. 

“Anyone wanna tell me why I just walked into a fight?” Remy asks. He walks over to the cabinets and pulls out Dom’s good liquor and a glass, pouring a drink. He hands the cup to Dom, then takes his own swig directly from the bottle. 

“It’s my fault,” I say. “Dom didn’t tell you—he didn’t tell anyone—but…” I glance over at Dom, but he’s just got his arms crossed and he’s staring at the floor. “We were faking this, in the beginning. 

He was saving me from a shitty ex. A shitty ex who just sent two cronies over to intimidate Dom into giving me up.” 

Remy winces. “Dom kind of… told me and Luca a little while ago.” 

I raise an eyebrow in Dom’s direction, genuinely surprised that he would break the terms of our old agreement. He’s still staring at the ground though, his dark brow furrowed tight. 

“Should I be worried they’ll show up for you guys again later tonight? With reinforcements?” 

I shake my head. “No. I know how Chaz works. If his little warning didn’t work, he’ll make it a point to pay us a personal visit next time. He might bring more than a knife.” 

Dom looks up at me then. My gut clenches—I didn’t expect the probing way he assesses me from across the kitchen, the dark flicker in his eyes. It’s the first time since we started hooking up that he’s looked at me like—

“Should we warn the guys at the shop to watch out for him?” 

“Um, probably.” I turn back to Remy. “It wouldn’t hurt to let the cops know, too. I don’t… I don’t want to risk anyone getting hurt.” 

I glance back at Dom and find myself locked in his studying gaze. There’s something there, something that I thought had dissolved as we got to know each other over the past few days. 

Something hard. Something skeptical. 

A sweat picks up at the base of my neck, and I cross my arms to fight the sick feeling that is spreading through my body. 

Dom is looking at me the way he used to when he wrote me off as some irresponsible, wild thing. 

It’s not quite the same. There’s certainly no hatred in his gaze, no judgement. But what I do see in his eyes is something worse: he looks fucking worried. Worried like… like he’d forgotten who I was, for a little while, and he’s getting the reminder now of all the chaos Scarlett Cooper brings with her. 

But then, in a blink, it’s gone. 

He walks over to me, picking up off the couch so that I wrap around his body. My body instantly relaxes, and I melt into him, clutching him close and trying to memorize his scent. 

“We let the cops know,” Dom agrees. “And I’m also bringing that hunting rifle Dad keeps to the shop tomorrow. We’ll keep it under the front counter. Just in case.” 

I nod. “I’m sorry, guys,” I say to both of them. “I know my ex brings a kind of baggage you couldn’t prepare for.” 

Remy, at least, cracks into a wry grin. He shrugs. “Hey, I just got in my first fist fight. Do you even understand the street cred I just earned?” 

Dom bops his brother on the back of the head, sets me down, and starts off toward the garage, motioning for Remy to follow him. 

“Come on, kid. Stud finder is in here.” 

I walk back to the couch and sink down onto it. For a while, I watch Dom’s boring ass vintage car show on low, not having the energy to turn the channel. Besides, my mind is in other places. 

I’m not sure I can forget whatever it was I saw in his eyes just now. And I’m not sure he’ll forget anytime soon, either. Is Dom second-guessing me now that he’s seen my world in action? Am I lesser to him? Not worth the risk? 

I close my eyes. I will not let myself go down this path. He came back to me and held me close. 

Hell, he fought for me. 

I’m okay. We’re okay. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: DOM

I watch Scar in the bathroom from my spot on my bed. She’s braiding back the front of her hair into this intricate weave that snakes behind her skull, exposing the creamy nape of her neck. She leans into the mirror and places three earrings down the side of her ear: two tiny things that sparkle, and something eclectic and gaudy I can’t quite make out from here. 

I glance down at my phone screen, my message with Luca still pulled up. 

 D: You sure I’m not putting you out? 

 L: Scar can have the guest room. We won’t even be back from HM for two more days. 

 D: Thx. 

 L: Just use our room. Bigger bed. BUT CHANGE THE SHEETS. 

 D: All good. It’ll just be her. 

I close down the screen and set my phone on my nightstand. I feel better with some sort of plan in place. 

At dinner tonight, I’ll ask Scar if she wants to stay at Luca’s place until we can finish this nasty business with her ex. She can stay home from work. Take some time from herself. 

Take some time from me. 

It’s not that I don’t want her. I steal another glance at her as she applies a shade of vibrant purple lipstick. God—I definitely want her. 

This is just simple logic. She needs to stay safe and I need some time to breathe. I’ve felt that slip of control for days now, and it was at its worst when those two idiots were in my living room. I need to figure some stuff out. Then I’ll be ready for her when I’ve gotten my head back on my shoulders. 

I’ll be a better partner. The guy she deserves. 

Finally ready, Scar turns off the bathroom light and steps back into my room. She slides onto my bed and straddles me. 

“Alright,” she announces. “I look like a proper human again.” She waves a hand in front of my face like she’s casting a spell. “You will forget what Scar Cooper looks like without makeup…” 

She’s being goofy. Animated. 

She’s compensating. 

And as soon as I sense it, Scar clearly knows that I’ve found her out. Her silly expression falters, and her eyes leave mine to train down on her hands at my chest. 

“I know we agreed on going to your father’s big retirement dinner tonight, but I’m sure we can survive on whatever’s in your fridge. Between the two of us we can come up with some meal made from old beer and baking soda. No one will notice we aren’t there!” 

Scar forces another bright smile. I manage to smile back. There’s another twitch in the corner of her lips, another quick casting down of her eyes. 

“Chaz isn’t going to drive by the restaurant and shoot at us,” she says. “I promise. But we don’t have to… Going out isn’t…” 

I push myself up, wrapping my arms around her lower back. Scar tips her chin up to look at me, eyes bright and earnest. 

She’s not wrong in her assessment of things. I’ve been thinking about our friendly visitors all last night, today, and into this evening. 

“I’m not scared,” I tell her, rolling my eyes. 

Tell her the truth. There’s safety in sticking to the truth. 

I push back a strand of her hair the way I like, and let my thumb linger at the base of her neck. 

She nuzzles into it, making a show of pretending to be some kind of puppy needy for affection. 

“Chaz can bite me,” I tell her. “We’re going to the retirement party tonight because if I don’t my mother will skin me and hang the hide in her living room. Look, Scar. Chaz played his best cards when he brought out his backup dancers and tried to make a show of his strength. Now the worst thing Chaz has left is coming back to Bianchi and Sons, and we spent this morning putting in cameras and taking precautions in case that braindead zombie has the mind capacity to find where you work again and stumble into the right building.” 

She grins, finally easing up. I lean forward and kiss the tip of her ski-slope nose. 

And I’m not lying. It’s not fear that’s got me on edge. Not fear of Chaz, anyway. 

“What did you order for dinner at the party tonight?” I ask her, attempting to refocus the conversation. 

“French onion soup, I think? No, maybe I went with the fish.” She shrugs. 

I balk. “No, you’re not.” 

She snorts. “You telling me what I can and can’t order now?” 

“I believe one term of our fake relationship was that I couldn’t go to my favorite hoagie restaurant. Sound familiar?” I raise an eyebrow and smirk at her. “I’m not kissing you if you order either of those meals tonight.” 

She shrugs. “Fine. But I have to insist that if you’re picking out what I eat, then I get to pick what you eat. I vote you start with a little  dessert…” 

I snort. “You are  wicked.” 

Her blue eyes light up as she pushes me back down onto the bed and crawls farther up my chest. 

“You know, I will not elaborate on how I know this, but there’s a remarkably clean alley behind the restaurant where they’re having the party—” 

“My Lord.” My eyebrow raises again. “You’ve boned back there before. You are  wild, Cooper.” 

She grins. “I think you’re becoming addicted to it.” 

She takes me off guard then, licking all the way up my neck to the prickled stubble beneath my jawline. That now-familiar peach-honey scent washes over me, sending every tiny muscle in my body into near paralysis. 

I close my eyes as she nips at my throat. 

I want to lean into this. I want to get lost in this perfect moment, where Scar is making jokes and kissing me and we can forget about anything outside of this one small room. 

It’s easier that way. I’ve learned to like her brand of crazy. Scarlett is unlike any other woman I’ve ever been with, and it’s thrilling and mind-boggling and unpredictable and I  love it. 

I love…

Well, I don’t think I can say that. Even just to myself. 

Because while I might not be scared of Chaz and his goons, there’s part of me—some shameful, small, but  powerful part of me—that’s scared of following Scar down a path I haven’t planned. Being with her means letting go. It means taking risks and crossing my fingers and trusting that we care about each other enough to push through hard things. 

Can I do that? 

I’m a solo driver. Hell, I’m not even a driver—it took Scarlett forcing me behind the wheel of that rented Firebird to ever even take charge of one of the vintage cars I love so much. 

Ceding control is a big ask. It’s one thing to sleep with Scarlett, it’s even something to admit to

her my small secrets and let her into my life. 

It’s another to drop my vision for the future and let her steer with me. I’m not sure I—

Her lips are at my collar now, and I grip the bedspread beneath us. She’s pulling me back, entrancing me into that happy place where I forget, for a minute, who Dom Bianchi has spent more than thirty years becoming. 

I can’t tell if I’m being selfish or stupid or… or  wise in allowing her to lead me by the hand. But whatever I’m doing with Scar, I’m damn near powerless to stop it. When she touches me like this, when she kisses me like this…

She’s scooting back on my lap, her delicate fingertips finding the waist of my jeans. 

“We’re not going to make it to the party on time, are we?” 

In response, Scar just reaches out and bats my alarm clock off my nightstand. 

Her fingers are at my zipper, tugging it down. Meanwhile, her lips are peppering the thin skin of my waist. It takes all of my self-control not to writhe and twist. I clench that comforter for dear life, head rolling back and eyes squeezing tight as she pulls back my boxers and shimmies them down just a bit. 

Her breath is hot where my pubic hair starts. She runs her fingernails through it, scratching at the skin beneath. Her hands work down, down,  down, and in a moment she is dragging those fingertips over my bare shaft. My cock lifts in response, stiffening more and more at each second that passes. 

When her other hand reaches down to cup my balls and scratch along their base, I could swear I’m going to lose my mind. 

Every part of me wants to give her a level of control over me. Let her take that wheel. Let her in. 

I know there’s that small stubborn part of my brain that insists on maintaining who I’ve always been, but God, is it shutting up right now. 

Scar’s fist wraps around my head and slides down my shaft, her palm spreading the bead of precum that has been pooling at my crown. 

Okay. Okay,  yes. That’ll shut me right up. 

I reach down, trying to pull her up by her armpits. 

“Mount me,” I order. 

One of Scar’s tiny hands shoots out to prop against my chest. She shakes her head. 

She keeps that hand at my chest while her other continues to work my shaft. I’m helpless: all I can do is watch her pump over my crown, my cock getting wetter and wetter with each teasing stroke. 

“Scarlett…” I growl in warning. “I want to be inside of you now. I can’t wait. Get over here.” 

I make to grab her again, but she forcefully presses me down. In a heartbeat, her head has dipped, and she’s taking my dick into her warm mouth. 

There it is. I’m helpless now. She has full control. 

Scar finally stops pushing me back to take my cock in both of her tiny hands. She wraps them tight around my shaft, rubbing them up and down in rhythm with her bobbing head. I crane my neck to get a better view; the sight of her skinny fingers lacing together around me and those lips stretched to take me nearly all the way to my balls makes me feel like a  monster. 

My hips respond on their own. I grasp the back of her head with one hand, maintaining my grip on the comforter with the other. I thrust slowly into her mouth, testing how deep she can take me. 

But like the rest of my control, that wears within a moment. Soon, my hips are picking up speed and I’m thrusting at a steady beat. Scar doesn’t complain as my head grazes the back of her throat. 

Something changes in me. I’m letting her have me, letting her do what she wants… but my thrusts become almost punishing in their intensity. All that anxiety I’ve been feeling, that growing loss of

control, manifests with each pump of my hips. Scar continues to take me, not showing any reservations as my fingers knot in her hair now and my release pulses in my balls, aching to be set free. 

Something in the back of my brain almost tells me I should be comforted by that. I’m giving her my worst, and she’s guiding me through it. 

I give into that instinct. 

“Scarlett…” I murmur. “Scarlett, I need to pull out of your mouth, baby girl. My cum… this is going to be too much…” 

In response, she only reaches around to grasp my ass cheeks, pushing me in deeper. 

“Scar!” 

I explode at the back of her throat. Thick, hot, pulsing ropes of my cum splatter her mouth. She swallows them down, the soft vibrations of her own satisfied moan humming along my sensitive head. 

She pulls off and crawls up beside me, snuggling into the crook of my arm. 

My heart is racing. 

“Well.” I clear my throat. “Now I don’t know how I’m expected to sit at some stupid party and not take you to the alley afterward.” 

Scarlett snorts. She pushes herself up, kisses me on the cheek, and slides off the bed. 

“I think I just ruined any effort I put into my hair.” 

“You still look incredible,” I assure her. 

Watching her move now, watching the way she goes right to my top drawer and retrieves one of my jackets before she lets herself into my bathroom… There it is. She’s made herself at home here. 

And I think—finally—I might be ready for that. I might have it in me to try. 

“Party still even gonna be going on?” I tease, as I continue to watch her from the bed. “That was a helluva long BJ.” 

“Oh, you haven’t had a long BJ yet, Dom.” She winks at me. Another lightning bolt of feeling shoots down to my dick, making it twitch and fight softening. 

As my alarm clock is still on the floor across the room, Scar grabs my phone off the nightstand. 

“Okay, Time Nazi, we have—” Her voice fades off. 

But then she turns back to me, smiling just as she was before. 

“We’ve got time,” she assures me before she disappears into the bathroom. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: SCAR

I can’t help myself. I have to say something about the text messages. 

I shift in the passenger seat as Dom drives, trying to keep my voice casual. 

“So, I’m staying at Luca’s house tonight, huh?” 

“Woman, have you been sitting on that since we left the bedroom? I  knew those messages were bothering you.” 

I clasp my hands together and place them between my knees. I turn to Dom, putting on my fiercest expression. And believe me, I’ve got practice. 

“Look, I don’t do miscommunication. I don’t do secrets. I don’t even like those tropes in my romance novels.” I swallow. He’s raising an eyebrow as he drives, his gaze darting back and forth between me and the road. 

“So, I’m freaking you out.” I don’t ask it like a question when it’s so clearly a statement of fact. 

“Was it the Cutco brand representatives Chaz sent our way or something else that finally turned you onto the package that comes with dating me?” 

“Cutco brand reps?” He snorts. 

We’re in front of the restaurant now. Dom pulls into the lot, finding a parking space near the back. 

He turns to me and takes my hands. I can’t help myself—I pull back just a bit. Everything in me wants to squeeze his fingers tight and bury my face in his chest again and pretend I  wasn’t having the thoughts that I’m having, but I can’t. I have to defend myself. 

Right? 

Dom lets me pull away without a fight. He rakes his fingers through his thick beard while he thinks. 

“I was freaked,” he admits. “I thought I needed some time by myself to make sure this is really what I wanted…” 

It’s like all the air has left my body. Suddenly, every one of these last few days of sex and vulnerability and  passion is evaporating, leaving me deflated. I feel like I’m on one of those hidden camera shows. I get all excited…

… but did I just get tricked in the end? 

“Hey.” Dom takes my chin in his hand, making me look up at him. My heart skips a beat as I see that now-familiar spark in the darks of his eyes. The passion. It’s still there. Some part of him still wants me. I wasn’t wrong. “For the record, I’m okay with helping you back up if you’re ever insecure. I’ll be there for you. But the Scarlett Cooper I know would have some joke ready to go at my expense when I admit to being a pansy-ass little boy.” 

He grabs my hands now, this time not allowing me to pull away. 

“I’m freaked,” he says again, nodding. “But with every interaction I have with you, I see more and more clearly that with a little risk…” He pauses to clear his throat, his eyes darting down to our hands. My stomach flips. “… With a little risk comes great reward.” 

He looks back up at me, those dark eyes shining. Damn, I’m back under the spell. I want to pull his face to mine, hop over the center console,  drag  him back to that alley we talked about. 

Since when is vulnerability in such a good boy more of a turn on than tats and piercings on a bad one? 

“Please don’t make a joke about my manhood when I say what I’m about to say.” His face has

gone stony and serious. 

I blink. “What?” 

“Scar.” He reaches up to run his thumb lightly across my cheekbones. I shiver, chest tightening. 

Dom swallows. “I love you. I’ll take all the risk. Bring on a whole gang of Cutco goons. I’m ready.” 

My heart is pounding against my chest. My mouth is opening and closing, and I can feel the words forming on my lips even before I have the power to say them aloud. 

This is just what I needed to hear. It’s just right. Now I can—

There’s a knock on my window. I swear, I almost fucking jump through the roof of the car. 

Rosie and my mother are standing, arm in arm, outside my window, flashing us sugar-sweet smiles. 

I clear my throat. I tilt my head in Dom’s direction, plastering my smile back at the moms as I say through tight lips, “They didn’t hear that… right?” 

“Don’t think so,” Dom says, pulling his own ventriloquist act as he turns off the car and unbuckles his seat belt. “We’d never heard the end of it.” 

I unbuckle my seatbelt and the moms back up as I push open my door. 

“Come inside with us!” my mother trills. 

She slips an arm through mine as Rosie slips her arm through my other elbow. I glance over at Dom, who is holding back a laugh at the sight. 

I can’t be too mad that he’s not interjecting on my behalf. Every cell in my body is still on fire from our conversation back in the car. All my doubts, all my fears, were just put to bed. And now I just need to catch him alone so I can finally— finally—tell Dom I love him back and we can start this relationship the way it should really go. No more lies. No more pretend. I want everyone in fucking Copper Springs, Georgia to know I landed Dominic Bianchi. 

“You’re sitting next to me. I’ve got it all arranged.” Rosie winks at me. “The boys can’t stop us this time. I was in charge of the seating arrangements.” 

“Fabulous,” I murmur. Dom snorts behind me. I flip him off with both hands behind the moms’

backs. 

We enter the restaurant. They really went all out. The whole place is reserved for us, with nearly every inch of ceiling and wall covered in  Congratulations, Enzo!  banners and balloons. Enzo himself is holding court at a large table in the center of the restaurant, regaling a group of stiff-backed old men. What I hear of his story doesn’t sound particularly entertaining, but the whole group brays with laughter and there’s a loud shatter as someone’s glass hits the floor. 

I smirk to myself. Ah, that’s what it is. Enzo’s spiked the punch even at his own retirement party. 

Man can’t resist a wild get-together. Maybe he has his own quirks to work through with the infamous Dr. Buford. 

Rosie and my mom guide me over to the center table. We pass Remy and lose Dom as he joins his brother in heading toward the restaurant’s bar. Lucky bastards. 

My mother deposits me in my seat as Rosie sits. She walks around to take the seat on the other side of her best friend. In tandem, both women lean forward to rest their chins on their elbows and look at me. I swear, they would kill at synchronized swimming or something. They make more intuitive partners than Rosie or Enzo or my mom and dad. 

“What’s the latest, darling?” Rosie presses. “Dom doesn’t tell me a thing.” 

“It’s been three weeks,” my mother interjects. “I was engaged to your father after four.” 

 Oh, God. 

“I think we’re just taking it a day at a time.” 

“Well, you should know that Dominic hasn’t been in a serious relationship in forever,” Rosie assures me with a light touch to my arm. “He brought one girl around the house for two weeks or so a few months back, but between you and me, I don’t think it was because he loved her sparkling personality.” 

She makes a motion around her already heaving breasts to pantomime a surgically enhanced bosom. 

I laugh, glancing back at Dom and Remy by the bar. Surely this is exactly what he wants his mom telling me when she’s got me alone. 

“But does it  feel serious?” My mother asks. “Can you envision a future with him?” 

Dom’s eye catches mine from across the room. The corner of his mouth quirks up into a smile, sending my stomach tumbling. 

A future. 

When have I ever wasted time thinking about  that? Historically, my relationships were designed to be short term. Have your fun, git-r-done. I rely on myself. 

But with Dom… my breath catches. 

He told me he loved me back in the car. He told me he loved me and in that moment I knew unequivocally that I loved him back. Maybe the greatest risk of my life. But I think I’m ready to take it. 

“I thought for sure there had been a mistake when my invitation told me I’d be sitting at the main table.” 

I turn around, the stupid grin still hanging on my face. Greer Anderson takes the seat next to mine. 

“There’s still time to ship me off to a table by the bathroom,” she assures Rosie with a sweet smile. 

Rosie laughs and waves her off. “Nonsense. You’re practically a Bianchi yourself, what with how you see my husband more than I do. You’re at the main table and that’s that.” 

My mother glances at her watch. “Do I have time to grab more champagne before this thing kicks off?” 

Rosie’s eyes light up. “Only if you take me with you!” 

They collapse into ridiculous giggles and push up from their chairs to leave. 

I should be relieved—I’m finally free of prying mamas. I make myself turn to Greer. 

She did nothing wrong. Hell, she didn’t even know she was ever a part of Dom’s crazy plan at all. I smile at her and cross my arms on the table. 

“You don’t realize it, but you just saved me. The vultures were circling.” 

Greer laughs. “The vultures?” 

“Those two have been on a mission to inter-marry their families since the dawn of time. I’m convinced my parents only ever had me because one son and one daughter would up the chances of one of their kids marrying a Bianchi.” 

Greer’s dark brow tightens at that. “I can’t picture your mother or Mrs. Bianchi as a vulture. 

They look like the female equivalent of that cranky old man duo from  The Muppets.” 

“Oh my God!” I snort, clutching at my chest. “They  do. Years of my wondering who it was they reminded me of, and you nailed it in less than a minute.” 

Greer smiles and shrugs. “Should I be your barrier tonight? I can steal you away to the bar when they come back from it. Always stay moving, gotta play smart.” 

“I like how you think, Anderson. They’ll be on their way back now. Let’s go and maybe we can miss them. Get drunk on Enzo’s punch? I guarantee it’s stronger than whatever legal liquor the

bartender is serving.” 

“Deal.” Greer laughs and pushes back her chair. She glances over at the bar. She pauses, her face darkening. 

I follow her gaze. It’s just Dom and Remy over there, still standing and chatting as they wait for the party to start. 

“Maybe the bar isn’t the best idea,” she says. “Wanna step outside and chat? Weather’s great.” 

“Greer?” 

She sighs, turning back to me. “I think I made an idiot of myself in front of your boyfriend the other day.” 

“Oh, yeah?” I raise an eyebrow. 

My stomach has already steeled. Dom didn’t mention seeing Greer the other day. 

“What happened?” 

“I mean, we’re friends,” Greer starts, fumbling to find the right words. My chest tightens further. 

The tendons in my neck are strained as I hold my head in place, forcing myself to keep looking at Greer and not at Dom. “We got kind of close after my fiancé and I split. Dom’s a great guy. Honestly, I think I even had a crush on him for a minute. But then he got together with you and—come on—you’ve got the whole sexy rock band singer thing going on. Heck, I’d date you!” 

She laughs at her own joke. I can’t laugh along. My face is frozen in a strange smile. I know Greer is trying to be straightforward with me. It’s not on her that I feel this way. But I still can’t bring myself to interact like a human being. I blink, moving slowly and deliberately. Like a robot. 

Greer clears her throat and fidgets with the collar of her dress. “Anyway, I came by the shop the other night after you guys closed, and I invited him to come out with me sometime. I think it came off like I was needling around for a date.” 

Her eyes widen as she looks up at me, clearly noticing now how I’ve gone stiff and awkward. 

“Which I  wasn’t,” she assures me. “That’s not who I am. It was just, like, a friendly outing. But I think I weirded him out by not immediately saying you should come along, too. I think it crossed a line. You know how old school and traditional Dom can be. He’s such a…” 

“Great guy,” I murmur in supply, glancing back at the bar. Dom is watching us talk. 

“Don’t worry,” I say to Greer. “I believe you.” 

And I do. She sounds genuine. Hell, she didn’t have to tell me any of this at all, but clearly her conscience got the better of her. She’s a good person. Beautiful, too. Funny. I can see why Dom picked her all those weeks ago. 

The problem is, I can’t help but wonder why Dom didn’t tell me about this encounter himself. 

Or why he didn’t bring up what I saw in his text messages himself. 

He sounded so genuine in the car, and I  believed him. I wanted to believe him. And maybe there’s some chance that he dealt with all this stuff privately and he’d tell me eventually, but was he was just reveling in the happiness of finally coming to a firm decision when it comes to me. I know I was on a high myself just a few minutes ago. 

But I’m certainly not on that high anymore. I can feel the sweat picking up at my hairline. My knees have gone weirdly shaky, and I clutch at the back of my chair. Greer cocks her head. 

“Whoa. Scar, are you okay?” 

My hands have gone all cool and clammy. It’s a struggle to breathe normally. 

I shake my head. “I’m fine. Really.” 

“I can get you—” 

But I don’t let her finish. My feet are already moving me across the room and over to the bar. I

can’t stop them. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: DOM

When Scar gets to the bar, Remy has a drink waiting for her. He offers it up now. 

“Scotch on the rocks,” he says. “You’re gonna need it sitting next to Mama Bianchi. Although I can assure you, she told no one of her master plan for the evening or Dom would have—” 

Scar takes the drink and drains it in one go. Then she reaches over to grab my Jack and Coke, and she finishes that off, too. 

My brow furrows. “Scarlett?” 

She crosses over to the bar behind us, signaling to the freckled young man behind the counter. 

“Another Jack and Coke for this guy, please.” 

I put a hand to her forearm, but she shrugs me off. When Scarlett turns back to me, her expression turns my stomach. 

I’ve never seen her quite like this before. Her eyes have a shining quality to them, like the blue of her irises have been drawn from water. Her blonde brow is pinched tight in the same way she might look if she’d been physically injured. The color is drained from her cheeks. 

She’s in pain. 

“Scar, what’s going on? Is everything okay?” 

“Why didn’t you tell me Greer came onto you the other day?” She whispers the question, but I know Remy hears. 

My back stiffens. “Scarlett…” 

“I don’t do miscommunication, remember?” She grits her teeth, jaw clenching. “This is your chance to explain. Your only chance, but at least you can be grateful I’m giving you one.” 

My grasp on her arm loosens. It suddenly feels wrong to be holding onto Scarlett, wrong to be touching her at all when she’s looking at me with such disdain. The girl I’ve gotten to know the past three weeks—well, wherever she is, she’s buried deep now. 

“Scar, I was going to tell you,” I insist. I rake my fingers through my beard, the usually soothing scratch doing nothing to calm my insides. “I just needed more time to get there. When Greer approached me at the garage, I still wasn’t sure about where we were at. I knew I cared about you—” 

Scar snorts. “I hope you cared at least a little. We’d already been sharing a bed by that point.” 

The warmth of a spreading blush overtakes my cheeks. “There was a lot to consider, okay? My whole life I’ve been one path, and abandoning all my plans felt like…” 

My voice drifts off. I don’t have the right words. 

“I felt like a risk,” she provides. “A risk you didn’t want to take.” Her face is stony. 

And the real irony is that right now, as Scarlett stares at me so fiercely, her little fists clenching and unclenching at her sides, I want her more than ever. I’ve never been so sure about a goddamn thing in my life. If she’s a risk—with her wild impulses and crazy exes and that mouth she can’t seem to control—then she’s a risk I’d take over and over again. She’s worth whatever price there is. I’d pay it every time. 

“Scar,” I start again. “I want you. I choose you.” 

Her chin bucks up at that. Her eyes are still shining, and a tear threatens to fall down onto her cheek. She won’t let it. Scarlett has a strong will, and she calls on it now so as not to show me that weakness. 

“I think I was fooling myself,” she says quietly. 

“Scarlett, please.” I reach out for her arm again, and she waves it away. 

Remy takes an awkward step in our direction, like he might need to intervene. I put my hand up, not allowing him any closer. I have to fight this battle for myself. 

“All my life, I’ve been chasing after the bad boys,” Scar says. She crosses her arms, her gaze leaving mine to train on the ground. “I know they’re toxic. I know they’re dangerous.” 

She chuckles darkly, clearly remembering Chaz with his gun and his knife-wielding cronies. She looks back up at me, and the expression she wears now damn near breaks me. There’s so much hurt in her eyes, so much betrayal. 

“But at least they’ve got some fight in them,” she tells me. “At least in the brief time they want me, they’re willing to wage war for me. There’s a passion there I thought I couldn’t find with the good guys. I spent all that time crushing on you when we were growing up, and you never looked at me with that fire in your eyes. Not once. I didn’t think it was possible for you to ever feel that way for me.” 

I swallow. I’ve felt that fire recently. I know I have. Every time I touch her, smell her,  look at her, I feel that fire. 

Scar raises her chin, almost like she’s daring me to defy what she’s telling me. “I think maybe I always had a thing for the bad guys, but I wrote off all good guys forever after you made it clear you didn’t want me. After you made it clear you outright disliked me, and I’d never have a shot at winning you over.” 

All at once, a thousand petty arguments play through my mind. Scarlett at the front desk, arms crossed and cheeks pink as she tells me I should ease up on her deadlines. Scarlett in my office, making jokes about my manhood and my dating prospects even as I offer her protection against her ex. 

And me, giving it all right back to her. Saying things I never should have said to anyone, much less to a girl I’ve since come to learn that I care about. A girl I care about more than anyone—

anything—in the world. 

“But I was stupid.” 

Scar’s voice brings me back to the present. She’s so cold, standing right in front of me but somehow a million miles away. 

“Because I think the truth is that good guys, bad guys… you’re all the same. You’ll all hurt me in the end. There’s nothing noble in how you made me care about you, but didn’t tell me your whole truth. There’s nothing good in how you’re making me feel now. At least with the bad boys, I know what I’m getting up front.” 

My throat is thick. Remy tries to step forward again, but I shake my head at him. This is my battle. This is my time to step up, to show Scarlett that passion she so clearly desires. 

“Scar—” 

Suddenly, she lets her face collapse. The tears flow freely and she puts out her arms, waving them dramatically. 

“I’m so sorry, Dom!” she says too loudly. 

A group of my father’s friends nearby turn to see what she’s going on about. 

My chest tightens, and sweat picks up at my brow line. 

“Scarlett, what are you doing—” 

“I told you I’d give you tears,” she hisses low enough for only me to hear. 

Her voice is laced with anger, but also with heartbreaking sadness. I’ve hurt her and now she’s ending things the way she promised she would. She’s holding up her end of the deal. 

And maybe I held up mine in keeping her physically safe from her ex… but I hurt her my own

way. Maybe I deserve this. 

“I didn’t mean for you to find out this way!” She calls, glancing over at the crowd of party-goers as she puts on her show. 

I can see both of our mothers perking up in a crowd near the bathroom. Greer stands by the center table, hands clenched and face pale as she watches this play out. 

“Scarlett,  please,” I murmur. 

“You’re a good man, Dom Bianchi.” Scar turns back to me. “Too  good for me.” 

Her eyes steel at that. Every cell in my body aches in response. 

“I’m sorry I hurt you,” she says in conclusion, voice hardly above a whisper. 

But I know what she really means to say.  I’m sorry I ever let you hurt me. 

Scar turns on her heel then, hands going to her eyes as she darts through the crowd and toward the exit. I’m left standing by Remy, my mouth gaping open as I watch her go. I am paralyzed. Completely dumbstruck. 

That was my one and only shot with Scarlett Cooper, and I fucked it up. No other word fitting enough to describe it. 

“What was  that?” Remy steps up to my side, rubbing the back of his neck. 

“We broke up,” I say quietly. “Just like we planned.” 

Remy shakes his head. “Go after her! I know I don’t know all the details, but I know enough to tell you you’ll hurt if you let her walk away now. This is your window. Don’t let it pass you by.” 

I shake my head back. “No. The past three weeks were my window. It’s over. She’s gone. And there’s not getting her back.” 

The bartender slides up to the counter then, clearing his throat in the most awkward way possible. 

“Do you… do you still want that Jack and Coke the lady ordered?” 

I turn and take the drink, draining it quickly and placing it back down on the counter. “Another.” 

Remy slides into a bar stool and pats the one next to me. “We’ve got a lot to talk about, bro.” 

“No. No, we don’t.” 

But I sit down anyway, crossing my arms and slumping over them onto the bar. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I sense Greer taking a tentative step in my direction. But no part of me wants her over here. I turn my back in her direction. 

It’s gonna be a long night. I hope this bar is well-stocked. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: SCAR

I wake up to Kennedy’s nose touching mine. I scramble up to a sitting position, holding back the literal thousands of curse words ready to pour out of my mouth. 

“Did you like my bed?” She asks, crawling up onto my feet to curl her legs and cock her head at me. “Sometimes I still pee on it at nighttime. But don’t worry, my dad cleans it up.” 

Cool. 

I run my hands through my messy bob, trying to clear my head. I could swear I took a battle ax to the frontal lobe. Every muscle is sore, and the skin on my cheeks itches like I’ve been… My fingers go to my cheekbones. 

Like I’ve been crying. 

The mascara has crusted in long tracks down to my jaw line. A quick glance at Kennedy’s pink pillow reveals that it’s pooled there, too. 

“Ken, what time is it?” 

“Nine. Dad told me to let you sleep in.” 

“Lord.” I collapse back, prying the pink pillow out from under my head to place it over my face. 

Maybe if I have the willpower, I can suffocate myself. “Tell your dad that nine o’clock does not count as sleeping in.” 

Kennedy giggles. 

“Oof!” 

I sit straight back up, legs crying out in pain as another tiny body slams down onto my kneecaps. 

Brynn is sitting next to her big sister, a syrup-stained grin on her face. 

“Dere’s pancakes in da kitchen, Aunt Scar.” 

“Thanks, ladies,” I grumble as I pull my legs out from underneath them. “Be there in a sec.” 

The girls jump off and head for the door, already laughing together about the next project of the morning. Hopefully nothing too loud or involving one Peppa Pig. 

I lay back on the bed and roll onto my side, curling my legs into a ball. And as I stare at the clutter of Barbies and dress-up and books crammed against Kennedy’s east wall, all the memories from last night come crashing back. 

I squeeze my eyes shut, relying on my last ounce of optimism to wipe clear the image of Dom’s disappointed and bewildered face as I ran out of the restaurant. 

I don’t want to see that face again. Hell, I don’t know how I’m going to make it into work tomorrow. 

My stomach quivers. It had to be done. I felt it so deeply in the moment, that petrifying sense of betrayal and—worse—the staggering realization that my gut had been right about Dom for all those years and I had ignored it. What an idiot. 

He should have told me about Greer. He should have told me about those text messages with Remy. He should have voiced any concern he had as soon as we started sleeping together. No—as soon as we started to trust each other. Dom had every opportunity to tell me those things himself, but instead, he waited for me to ask. Maybe he’s not as good of a guy as he’d like to believe, but he’s not as fun as my typical bad boys either. 

Worst of both worlds. 

Maybe the worst part of all this, though, is how I had to talk myself out of running back to him. I

walked straight to Wes’ house nearby after I left the party, and texted him before I let myself in with my spare key. I went right to bed in Kennedy’s room and even thought about locking the door, like that might somehow prevent me from running back to Dom and making a fool of myself. 

I’d lasted maybe thirty minutes in bed before I’d gone to Wes’ liquor cabinet. He never has much. 

Curse of being a single dad with two inventive young girls who can climb up to the booze, I guess. 

But I got lucky: there was Champagne in the top cupboard, clearly something he was saving for a special occasion. I opened it and brought it back to my room with me anyway, figuring I’d repay Wes when I was sober and had a new job with a new paycheck. 

It hadn’t been enough. Wes and the girls were still at the party. And I was alone, in the dark, drinking away my sadness. It was too quiet. 

I missed Dom’s fucking snores. Who misses that? 

The quiet pressed in on me. It wore away at my skin and bones and left me trembling and raw. 

My thoughts were too loud. My memories too potent. I drank and drank and drank until I fell asleep, only to be left with unnerving dreams in which I pictured Dom’s face too clearly. 

I eyeball Kennedy’s messy floor now. There’s the half-empty Champagne bottle, propped against the foot of the nightstand. I sigh and pick it up, throwing back another drink. At least it will be noisier this morning with Wes and the girls here. 

I push up from the bed, finding my discarded bra draped over a dollhouse and pulling it on without taking my shirt off my neck. I straggle out into the hallway, scrubbing at my eyes with the palms of my hands. My eyes are still half-shut; it’s really only the smell of pancakes that guides me to the kitchen. 

“Woah. You look terrible.” 

“Fuck you, too,” I mumble. 

“Uh, language?” Wes elbows me as I pass him on my way over to a bar stool at his counter. 

I wave him off, not bothering to suppress my irritation. “The girls are watching cartoons. Let me wallow.” 

“So,” he starts. His voice is careful, measured. Clearly, Wes has had time to think through what he might say to me. “Do I get to find out what all that business was about back at Enzo Bianchi’s party? Is there at least a predicted time-table for how long you’ll be sleeping my child’s bed and therefore evicting her to come sleep in mine? Kennedy kicks.” 

“There are worse problems to have.” My face sours. I clasp my hands, shoving them down between my knees. 

Wes leaves his sizzling pancakes walks over to the counter. “So, you broke up?” 

I nod. It’s all I can manage. 

“Scarlett, you two got together after years of the rest of us thinking you’d murder one another if given the chance. You’ve gotten through tougher stuff than this.” 

My stomach sinks. That’s right: Wes doesn’t know all the gritty details. My chest tightens at the prospect of having to fill my brother in. I can’t do it this morning. I don’t have it in me. 

“It’s over this time,” I tell him. “Murder is back on the table.” 

“What happ—” 

“Can we just not do this right now?” I interrupt. I knead at my temple, my fingers do absolutely nothing to relieve the pressure building there. “I’m hungover. I’m single again. And I came to your house instead of my apartment because I had hoped you might take care of me without asking questions.” 

“Scarlett, I’m allowed to worry about you.” 

“Okay, Mom.” 

Wes’ lips pinch at that. His shoulders slump, and he raises his hands in surrender. “Alright, no questions. Just pancakes. All the pancakes.” 

There’s a strange sense of deflation in my chest as Wes stops arguing and turns back to the griddle. No fight. I got my way, almost right off the bat. 

It doesn’t feel right. 

My mind wanders back to Dom’s house. A million jokes on the tip of my tongue when I catch him watching those boring antique car shows. The electric back and forth between us in the bedroom, where we take turns torturing and pleasing each other. 

I think I might be addicted to the fight. That can’t be healthy. 

“So, what’s the plan today?” Wes asks me. “Am I allowed to ask that?” 

“You’re allowed to ask that,” I say. “I think I might need to start looking for a new job.” 

He turns around, one eyebrow raised. “You can’t even work with Dom after this?” 

No, no I can’t, Wes. I can’t work with him, I can’t think about him, and I certainly can’t stand to be within twenty feet of him, smelling that familiar intoxicating scent of him and watching him rake his hands through that thick beard and hearing the growl in the way he says my name. I can’t do any of that. 

“Can you give me a ride back to Dom’s house after breakfast?” I ask. “I can grab my keys and my car. Head out on the town and hit up a few potential job opportunities.” 

“… Okay.” 

Wes slides a pancake onto a plate and walks over to me, sliding it across the counter. It looks amazing and smells even better, but my stomach curdles at the thought of having to actually eat it. I push back the plate. 

“On second thought, I might just stick with the Champagne I’ve been drinking.” 

Wes’ eyes widen. He darts to his top cupboard, throwing back the door to reveal an empty shelf. 

“Come on!” 

He walks back to me, rubbing the back of his neck as he struggles to regain control. “Look, Scar. 

You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like. You can drink my beer—not my Champagne, damn it

—but my beer. You can complain about Dom and curse his name, if you’d like. But I feel like there’s something I’m missing here. You hated each other for decades. You dated for three weeks. What gives?” 

I bite my bottom lip. Fuck. 

“We were faking it.” 

“What?” 

I take a deep breath. “I needed Chaz to leave me alone and Dom wanted Greer. He came up with this plan for us to fake-date so we could both get what we need. He’d protect me and I’d make Greer jealous. For the most part, it worked.” 

“So, why are you crying in my kitchen?” 

I glare at him, even as fresh tears roll down my cheeks. “Because I might have only been fake-dating Dom for three weeks… but I’ve spent a lifetime loving him. I’ve resented my feelings for most of my life, and tried my best to convince myself that my type is about as different from Dom Bianchi as a guy could get. But somewhere in all our pretending, I remembered my old crush. And he wasn’t as bad as I thought he’d be. And maybe—maybe—he liked me a little, too.” 

“Scar,” Wes says. He reaches out, taking my hand is his. “So, why are you crying in my kitchen?” 

“Because in the end, all our fake relationship got me was real feelings that turned me into a fool. 

I’m reliving my one-sided crush from my preteen years. Only this is about a million times more humiliating.” 

For a minute, Wes is quiet. He just holds my hand and lets me cry as he stares down at the counter, brow furrowed. Finally, he squeezes my fingers and looks up. 

“Don’t get a new job,” he says. “That’s drastic. You can… um, maybe…” 

“I need to get a new job,” I insist, utterly miserable. “I can’t see him, Wes. I can’t let myself feel like this ever again.” 

“Like a human, you mean?” He raises an eyebrow. 

I sigh. “I liked myself better when I was badass and unfeeling. That girl knew how to take care of herself.” 

“I might have liked that girl better, too. She didn’t steal my good Champagne.” Wes’ mouth curls into a smile small. He squeezes my fingers again. “Not really, Scar. I like this version of you. I don’t want you to be sad, but I want you to feel something. You’ve got to put yourself out there, allow yourself to really live. Life can suck… but the highs make it worth it. And if you had three weeks of a high with Dom, then maybe that was good for you.” 

“Maybe,” I say. “But it just sure feels like shit right now.” 

Wes sighs and smiles again. He turns to his fridge and produces two beers. He opens one and slides it across the counter. 

“It’s nine a.m. I’m a single dad. This is so irresponsible.” He downs a sip anyway. 

“Thanks,” I say, bringing my bottle to my lips. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: DOM

I call her nearly forty times. I leave so many voicemails, I fill up her mailbox. When I’ve worn out that option, I drive to my house to look for her, then to hers. The lights are out. Her car is still at my place. I text her. Nothing. Text her again. 

After a while, I don’t give up exactly, but I’m at a loss. I park outside of Bianchi and Sons garage, rolling down my windows and resting my head on my steering wheel as I close my eyes. 

I screwed up. There’s no nicer way to put it. 

Nearly three decades of habit insist that I blame Scarlett for the fight. I want to tell myself she was acting rashly, she was misunderstanding my behavior, she was finding fault where there was none. But none of that is true. 

Because honestly… I had been holding back. I hadn’t told her about Greer coming to the shop or making back-up plans to send her to Remy’s place because I’d been keeping my options open. Maybe I wasn’t formally thinking “Okay, Dom, this is your Plan B,” but I still withheld the information from her. It’s like I needed to have an escape route ready, just in case I was wrong in allowing myself to get close to Scar. 

She stuck to our plan. She ended things the way we agreed to end them and still allowed me to come out looking like I was the good guy in all this. 

Screw being the good guy. 

I bang my fist on my dashboard. I sit back up, running my hands through my unruly hair as I stare out into the darkness. 

I shouldn’t have driven here. Once, Bianchi and Sons was a safe place for me to go to when I needed to clear my head and think. Not now. Now, if I leave my car and step through those doors, I’ll see Scar’s office chair. I’ll smell her honey-peach scent lingering on the jacket she’s left behind. If I walk into the garage, I’ll see a bunch of cars that will only serve to transport me back to our rented Pontiac Firebird. I’ll imagine the thrill of driving, of Scar clutching my hand and laughing as the open window sends sheets of wind to tangle her blonde hair. 

Instead, I settle for leaning back into my seat. I lock the car doors before I close my eyes. 

“Let’s lift the couch. Come on.” 

I wave Remy back into my father’s office building. We’re clearing out his office today. Official retirement begins with the old furniture being moved to my parents’ basement and my father likely still fielding calls from his partner for the next six months. Workaholic. 

“Can’t we take a break? I need water.” Remy pouts, looking like an overgrown toddler. 

“No.” 

I can’t fight the urge to punish myself. To push myself past my limits. Anything to clear my mind and stay busy. Anything to avoid thinking about…

“Office. Let’s go.” 

I head back inside. I’m getting that couch out, with or without my brother. 

It’s been a week. One week of life after Scarlett. 

When I came home from my night in the garage parking lot, her car was gone. So were the few items she’d brought over for her stay. Leftovers were thrown out. My bed was made, her side looking close to untouched. It was like she’d never been there at all. If I wanted, I could pretend she hadn’t. 

She made arrangements for some friends to start grabbing her things from work. They took her pictures and her plants, some pens and office supplies she’d brought from home. Her jacket is still there, though, so I assume they’ll be back for that next. Scar turned in her notice to me via email, and I wrote back letting her know she didn’t have to come in for the requisite two weeks. I don’t think either of us would have benefited from that. 

Scar is gone. No trace left. 

But I can’t stop thinking about her. 

I turn into my dad’s office. My stomach sinks: Ma is collecting his potted plants, her arms full to bursting with leaves and vines and ceramic pots. I turn on my heel, ready to head back exactly where I came from. 

“Dom, wait.” 

My back stiffens as I pause. I force myself to turn back to my mother. “You need a hand or something?” 

She nods, shifting so one of the plants tilts in my direction. I take it and scoop up a second, all the while being sure not to make eye contact. We start back down the hall. 

“I haven’t seen you since the party,” she starts. 

“I know,” I say tersely. “Been busy.” 

She nods. For once, my mother isn’t ready with a chastising one-liner. She clears her throat. 

“Have you seen Scarlett? Sandy says—” 

I stop walking. “Ma, I love you, but I can’t have this conversation right now.” 

She turns to me, face contorted with sympathy. For some reason, it’s her expression that makes me feel even worse than the prospect of her peppering me with questions. She feels  sorry for me. 

Did everyone know before I did that my relationship was the real thing? I clench my jaw and balance the plants in one arm so I can reach out with my free hand. Ma takes it. 

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m working on some things right now.” 

She nods. “We can leave it at that.” 

“Thank you.” 

We start down the hall again. But even though Ma has gone quiet, the damage is done. I’m thinking about Scar all over again. Playing through the night of the retirement party like I’m going over a crime scene: what exactly happened and how can I make it right? 

I already know who the guilty party is. My stomach twists. 

“Mrs. Bianchi! Dom.” 

We stop. Greer is letting herself through the main glass doors, a trash bag in her hands. She holds it up. “I’ve been put on shredder duty. Gonna clear it out for Mr. Bianchi.” 

Ma looks up at me and sends me a grim smile, probably assuming I’d be happier in Greer’s company than in hers. She nods at Greer, stepping up to kiss her cheek before she lets herself through the doors. 

“I think you just got put on Mental Health Watch,” I tell Greer. “My mother cleared out of here fast after the uncomfortable conversation we just had.” 

Greer’s face contorts. “Still hurting, huh? I’m so sorry.” 

“Me, too.” 

A moment of silence. Then Greer brandishes her trash bag. “Want to come lose yourself in a million tiny shreds of paper? They’ve got a habit of flying out all over the carpet. Could give you a good twenty minutes of distraction.” 

I shrug and set down my plants by the door. “Sounds good.” 

I shove my hands in my pockets as we walk back down the hall. 

All at once, it hits me: this is it. This is the moment I had been preparing for. A fake relationship ended. A smart, beautiful woman walking alone with me, inviting me to open up and be vulnerable with her. This is everything I wanted. 

This is everything I wanted… once. 

We turn into my father’s office, and Greer quickly locates the shredder. She sets the top aside and I brace the bottom of the can. I lift it up as Greer opens her trash bag, then dump the contents inside. 

“Teamwork,” Greer says with a sparkling smile and a wink. She starts to tie the bag. She wasn’t wrong—a million tiny shreds of paper are littered around us. We might need a vacuum. “So, do you think I’ll still see you now that your father is leaving the firm? I’m not worth much for Mental Health Watch if I’m nowhere near you.” 

I force a smile as I bend down to pick up paper pieces. “We should meet up sometime. I’m sure it would be good for me.” 

“What about tea on Saturday?” 

I shrug. “I’m more of a coffee man.” 

Greer smiles. “Coffee, then. We can go to Sweet on Me Bakery? They’ve got incredible cinnamon rolls.” 

“Oh man, the cinnamon rolls. I haven’t had those in a while.” I chew on the inside of my cheek. 

The thought of drowning my feelings in sugar and pastry sounds like a dangerous road to start down. 

“Maybe we could do lunch instead?” I offer. “Would that be okay?” 

Greer’s face lights up. “Even better. I know this incredible little French place in Ash Creek—” 

“What about something a little more local? There’s a hoagie place on First with this great garlic sauce on their sandwiches. It’ll change your life.” 

Greer’s smile only widens. “Hoagies it is. Whatever works for me.” 

There’s a stab in my side at the way she says that. 

God—am I so sick that I miss Scarlett’s push back? She’s in my head. Can’t I just like things the way I like them? Can’t I be happy getting my way and having someone who agrees with me for once and…

And…

All at once, I’m overcome with a bout of dizziness. I drop to my ass on the floor, hands going instinctively up to the beard. 

I offered up that hoagie restaurant as an idea, ready and expecting for Greer to reject it. I was outright eager for the banter, and—what’s more—part of me was looking forward to going to whatever restaurant we agreed upon. Somewhere new, probably. Somewhere I never would have tried if I were on my own. 

Scarlett Cooper is infuriating. She is impulsive and wild and has exes that ought to make me question what she sees in  me. 

But she also pushes me to grow. She pushes me past my simple plan, forcing me to confront why I am the way that I am and who it is I really want to be. 

My heart aches. Shit—I miss her. 

That feeling from the Bianchi and Sons parking lot comes crashing back over me. And suddenly it’s like it hasn’t been a week at all since the party. These feelings are still ravaging me. They hold me with so much power, they might just break me. 

My hand inches toward the phone in my front pocket. I’ve got to keep trying. I’ve got to find Scar, convince her to give this a second chance. Convince her that she was right, and I was wrong: Dom

Bianchi is the biggest fucking idiot this side of the Mississippi. 

No more holding back. No secrets. She can have my soul, strip it bare and scavenge for parts, if she’d like. Scar can have all of me. 

I stand up, still reeling from that wave of dizziness. “Greer, I’m sorry. I think I have to go.” 

Her brow furrows, but she nods. “I’ll finish up here. Is everything okay?” 

I’m already halfway out the door when she asks that. Where do I go? Where could she be? 

“I’m good,” I promise. “But I’m about to be better.” 

I dash down the hallway, no solid plan yet formed in my mind. I can try Wes’ house. Her parents’

place. Maybe my Ma knows where Scar is. Sandy must have told her something. 

I’ll go to the shop first. I’ll regroup there, clear my mind in the garage like I have a thousand times before. Like I wanted to, but couldn’t do that night in the parking lot. 

And then I’ll get her back. Scar can win every argument for the rest of our lives if she wants. As long as I get her… for the rest of our lives. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: SCAR

I’ll miss the garage when it’s empty. I always liked it best this way. 

I’m not a morning person—obviously—but now and then I’d brave the Starbucks drive-thru line at six a.m. just to come here and clear my head. There’s peace in all those powerful vehicles coming to a standstill inside our garage. I like the way the gasoline smells, and the warmth of the rising sun shining through our window before the Georgia heat and humidity transforms the office into an oven. 

I sit down at my empty desk one last time. All my stuff is already gone. I just forgot my jacket, and it was as good an excuse as any to drive myself back here for a final goodbye while all the Bianchis were busy with Enzo’s move-out day. 

I cross my arms and hunch my back over the counter, letting my head drop to rest on the laminate. 

What the hell am I supposed to do now? 

Still no job prospects. I should have figured that—Copper Springs is crazy tiny, and I’m not very willing to drive out to Foster Forrest or Ash Creek for a job making less money. I’ve been passing the last week with eighties movies and too much ice cream, but I can’t do that forever. I need to move on. 

I just wish I knew how. 

It’s one thing to remind my head that my relationship with Dom was fake, and another thing entirely to remind my heart. No matter how much I push him away from my thoughts during the day, he finds me at night. I see that dark beard, those brooding eyes, those smirking pink lips. Sometimes I feel his hands on my arms. His breath on my neck…

Shit. I sit up. I’d closed my eyes. Let him get to me again. Maybe I should remind myself of all the snoring I endured at Dom’s house. 

I snag my jacket off the back of my chair and stand up. I push through the door to the garage, leaving the office behind. I immediately trip over a misplaced tool kit. 

Damn it, Dom. Okay, so maybe I get through this by reminding myself of all the things I won’t miss about the garage. 

I swallow. Maybe I get through this by reminding myself of all the things I won’t miss about  him. 

The mess in the garage is just a start. It doesn’t even extend to Dom’s creepy impersonal house, which looks like he could just get up and move any day. 

Then there’s the general surliness to contend with. We didn’t agree on shit. Probably still wouldn’t, even if Dom’s little omissions hadn’t come to light and I was still back at his house fawning over him. 

Then there’s—I pause. I’m standing right outside his office. My chest contracts tight. I push through his door. 

God, it’s a wreck in here, too. I can’t help it: my mouth curls up into the barest smile. Dom called me in here once after we started hooking up. He’d drawn the little blinds and pulled me into his lap and I’d squirmed and protested that he wouldn’t be able to find my clitoris in all his garbage. The memory lightens something inside of me now. 

But just as fast, I steel again, remembering that it’s in the past. Never to return to me again. 

I let myself out, shutting the door behind me. 

“Well, shit. Ain’t this lucky.” 

I freeze. I’m holding my breath as I turn away from Dom’s office door. 

Chaz is standing between me and the exit to the front, a knife levelled in my direction. 

He shrugs, his smile wicked and disgusting. “Well, I always did like an audience. Let’s see you make a joke about my cherries when you see me using this thing on your pretty little boy toy.” 

“He’s not here. Like you said, it’s Sunday. Did you miss the lessons on days of the week in your special reform school?” 

Chaz’s dark eyes flicker. “Oh, dear. This is  delicious, princess.” 

My stomach tightens. “What are you talking about?” 

“You don’t come here to meet him, did you? You came on your own.” Chaz is walking down the side of a minivan. He drags his knife down the metal siding, the squeal making me shudder despite myself. “Your boy comes here and chills in the parking lot every night. God knows what he’s doing. 

Jacking off to pictures of his cousin on his phone?” 

He grins and chuckles, the sound stirring up a wave of nausea in my gut. I still can’t help but buck my chin out and put my hands on my hips, though. 

“Sweet Chaz, did you come up with that one-liner so fast because it’s what  you like to do in your spare time?” 

In one quick movement, his knife is at my throat. My breath catches, and my hand goes feebly to his wrist, like I might somehow stop him by sheer force of will. 

“I figured I’d wait for him here tonight. After the message he sent back with my boys, it’s only time I paid my respects in kind.” 

“What? Did you think you were gonna kill him, Chaz? You’re an asshole, but not a murderer. All this for three thousand stolen dollars and a girl who doesn’t want you? Newsflash: you might have had the three thousand dollars at some point, but I never once wanted you. Not really. You were a toy. 

Disposable.” 

 Shut up, woman. 

Chaz’s breathing is picking up. His knife scratches against my throat as his hand shakes. His brow is furrowed so tight, his lips pressed together in such a firm line. And the darks of his eyes are blown out, making him look like a shark closing in on its prey. 

I can’t help it: I’m flooded with fear. No more quips. No more insults. Suddenly, I have the distinct impression that I might pee my pants. 

I’ve crossed a line, finally pushed my ex over from grandstanding idiot to knife-wielding maniac with a legitimate vendetta. And he’s got that knife at my throat. And despite any big arrangements or fake relationships, I find myself alone. No Dom to protect—

“Scar.” 

Well, ain’t that some fucking timing. 

My eyes widen at the sight of Dom in the doorway to the shop. “Run,”  I rasp out. “Run and call the cops on this mother fuck—” 

My head spins. Chaz hit me with the handle of his knife. I stagger back, clutching at my forehead. 

I pull back my fingers: a thin smear of blood lines my skin. 

“Back away from Scarlett.” 

Dom’s voice is cold. No hint of good old boy in there now. I look up in time to see him taking a menacing step in Chaz’s direction. 

I seize up, frozen with anxiety. This isn’t how I wanted this to play out. This isn’t how I ever wanted things to go down between Dom and Chaz, even when I hated Dom and thought any relationship between us could only be fake. I can’t see him get hurt. I can’t let anything happen to him. 

But as I try to push up to my feet, the blackness washes over me. Chaz hit me good. I’m dizzy, too dizzy to stand, and certainly too dizzy to fight anyone. 

They’re crossing over to each other now. With each step one of them takes, my heartbeat grows louder in my ears. 

“I don’t think I will let Scar go,” Chaz muses. He’s grinning again. That expression is going to haunt my nightmares. “I think I’ll have some fun with her first. Maybe show her that dick she insists she would never run back to.” 

Dom’s nostrils flare. “You’ll do well to stop talking now. For each word you speak against her, it will cost you something precious.” 

Chaz has his knife raised now. I’m sure he brought it to make Dom suffer, thinking he might catch him off guard and rough him up a bit in a way he couldn’t do if he simply shot a gun and caused all of Main Street to come running. But now it looks almost comical raised against an approaching Dom. 

He’s a wall of a man. A fucking mountain. 

And every last fiber of my being is crying out for me to run to him now, to tell him I’m sorry for overreacting and to beg him to look past all the crazy I brought into this shop and into his life. 

I know it now, maybe too late. 

I know I love Dom. 

I know that in all these years of looking for passion and chasing thrills, it was all reactionary. I allowed myself to care for the grumpy, brooding brother’s best friend, and when he didn’t immediately love me back, I went running in the exact opposite direction. Maybe I do have a taste for the bad boy aesthetic, but right now I think it pales compared to my desire to just have the man who complements me. The man who challenges me and keeps me on my toes and argues with me like it’s fucking sex. 

I want Dom any way I can have him: partner, friend, enemy. But I want him alive. I need him alive. 

“Put up your fucking hands,” Chaz growls. 

Dom’s face gives nothing away. He steps ever closer to the deadbeat, head bent low. Like an animal. 

“You’re in my territory now, Scab.” 

He glances at me. And in that split second of eye contact, I feel it. It’s not too late. He cares for me, too. The wave of relief that washes over me is enough to send more dizziness careening through my body. I blink, struggling to stay watching and listening. 

“Do you know what used to compare me to when she would tease me?” Dom asks Chaz. Another step closer. Chaz is still holding strong with that knife, though. It’s wavering just a little bit, but he doesn’t back down. Another step. And another. 

“She used to call me a bear.” Dom snorts. There’s nothing funny about the sound. “A big bear, woken straight from hibernation. I used to resent the nickname. Thought it was demeaning. But do you know what, Scab?” 

Chaz’s second hand joins his first on the handle of the knife. He holds it up like a last defense. 

Which feels truly fitting, because Dom has now almost completely closed the distance between them. 

His chest is puffed and proud, shoulders thrown back. Eyes glowering. 

“If I’m a bear,” he growls out. “That means you’re in my lair.” 

The next movement is a blur. 

Dom is rushing Chaz, tackling him without regard for the knife still held in his direction. I cry out

—I know it, although I’m never conscious of actually saying the words. When Dom pushes up from the ground, his face and hair are streaked with blood. But his fist pulls back, and he pummels over and over and over again. He’s every inch the bear I’ve always called him, only it’s not because he’s

sleepy or grouchy or just big: it’s because he’s a powerhouse. Unrelenting, unforgiving, and protective. 

Protective of  me. 

In another moment, the door to the shop is opening again and Remy is running in, mumbling something about following Dom here after he left the office. He’s trying to pull him off, but when that doesn’t work he settles for pulling out his phone, presumably to dial 9-1-1. 

Don’t worry, Remy—my bear doesn’t kill. He’s just taking what’s his. He’s giving me years’

worth of passion, so much I couldn’t possibly take it any other way. 

When the lights from the cop cars flash through the garage and Dom finally pulls back, I get a good look at his face. He’s bloodied. Cut with a deep line down his cheek. 

My world is fading to black. I’m overcome by the injury and the emotion, like some kind of dainty socialite. 

I think—the words come fuzzy to me as I slip away—I think Dom is going to have himself a scar. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: DOM

“What a piece of  shit.” 

I’ve never heard my dad use language like that before. I rarely hear him get too riled up in general; that’s my mom’s department. But now, as both Chaz and I are getting checked out by the paramedics, Enzo Bianchi is 100% Italian fury. 

Remy is having to keep a hand on his arm, gently reminding him that assault and battery charges can be applied to him, too. Only he’ll have less of a defense since he wasn’t provoked. 

I know that’s why Remy called Dad after he called the cops. He wanted to make sure I had my bases covered, in case the piece of crap woke up and decided to sue. Which, according to my still-muttering father, he definitely will. Because “Dom, kid, these idiots  always  sue.” Dad got here before the police did, nearly crashing his convertible into the garage doors as Remy helped me outside. 

I’m finding it hard to care. I’m finding it hard to even notice my injury, although the paramedics have told me I took a pretty nasty cut to the side of my face. All I can focus on is Scar as she talks to the cops just outside the garage. Stitches can wait. She can’t. 

She glances over at me, and for a second we lock eyes. My muscles all tense at once. All good guy jokes aside, right now I want to straight-up hurdle over some cops and risk more assault charges if it means I can get to her. 

But I know that for now, all I can do is watch. All I can do is wait. 

“Ma, how many soups does one person need? Dom’s bowels are going to be 95% tomato basil before this little bed rest is over.” 

I shoot Luca a grateful look from where I lie on my bed. He and Adriana came rushing home early from their honeymoon, and while I wouldn’t have asked them to do that, I can’t help but be grateful now as he and Remy defend me from my mother’s aggressive  mothering. 

She scowls at him, deliberately placing a bowl of something creamy next to my head on my nightstand. 

“I’m not sure your being here is a good idea, boys. Maybe you should go—” 

“Ma.” Remy and Luca say it at the same time, their faces identical expressions of chastisement. 

She bristles but follows directions, disappearing down my hallway. 

“Have you heard anything yet?” I ask as soon as she’s gone. 

Remy and Luca exchange a look. 

“Well, that’s not promising…” I mutter. 

“Are you sure you want to see her right now?” Remy asks. “Are you sure you’re up for—” 

I nod. “Get her in here. This cut is nothing. Every second that passes by when I can’t talk to her and explain myself is a lot more painful.” 

“Wow, that was quite the dramatic line. They must have put you on the good meds.” 

I look toward the door, my heart skipping a beat. 

Scarlett leans against the doorframe, arms crossed and face gray as she looks me over. There’s a nasty purple-green bruise along her hairline. 

But she’s gorgeous anyway. Even now, even confined to my bed like a kid with the chicken pox, I want to get up and go to her. I want to smother her in kisses, take her in my arms and—

“This sap has been waiting in the living room since just after we got here. Ma talked about

sending her home and we only narrowly avoided a fist fight between the two of ‘em.” Remy grins. 

Scar rolls her eyes. “Please.” 

Remy and Luca get up and head toward the door. Luca stops by Scar, putting a hand to her arm. 

“Just don’t get him too excited. It could kill him, ya know.” He winks. I groan. 

When they’re gone, though, Scar hesitates, as though she’s doubting now whether her coming in is really the best idea. 

“Dom—” 

“Baby—” 

We pause, realizing we’ve spoken at the same time. Stilted laughter. She rubs her arm and looks up at me from under hooded eyes. 

“You called me baby. You must really have a helluva head injury.” 

“Scarlett, the only reason I came to the shop was to find you. To talk to you.” 

Her gaze casts to the floor, and she digs a toe into the carpet. “So, you’re telling me I’m responsible for this?” 

“No,” I say quickly. “That’s not it.” 

She looks back at me. Those blue eyes are shining bright. There’s a twitch inside of me, and the corners of my vision blur. I take a deep breath. 

“I’m saying that all I’ve been able to think about since my dad’s party is you,” I tell her. “Hell, all I’ve been able to think about for  years is you, even when it was just because we were always bickering. Scarlett, I got my shot with you and I messed it up. But I can’t let that be the end. I’m going to fight.” 

“… Even if you take another slice to the face?” Her face softens a bit, the corners of her mouth turning up into a wry smile. 

“Whatever it takes.” 

She cocks her head and bites her lip. Seeing her do that now sends a jolt of lightning through my body. “This is what I come with, you know. It’s part of my package. Maybe I can be a little more restrained in the future, but my history is riddled with Chazes.” 

“I want all of it,” I breathe. “Give me all your crazy.” 

She draws her own sharp breath. Scar braves a tiny step in my direction. Her body is still closed off, like she’s worried that at any moment she might have to cut and run. It’s taking everything I have not to get out of this damn bed and pull her over. 

“You are what I want, Scarlett Cooper,” I tell her. “You are all I want. Do you… do you want me, too?” 

She pauses. “Admitting I want you, too, sure feels a lot like I’m losing an argument. Can I just say that I’m interested?” 

I chuckle. The laugh immediately sends pain rippling through the side of my face, but I don’t care. 

I wave Scar over, and she steps up to my side. I reach out, my fingertips lacing through hers. 

“You can win every argument from now on.” 

Her eyes widen, and the smile grows into something more mischievous. “Whoa. That really is quite the head injury you’ve got.” 

“Just take the win already.” 

She rolls her eyes. “Bossy, bossy.” 

“Oh my God,  shut up already.” 

I take her hand fully then, pulling her down to my level. Her breath catches as her lips line up with mine. I kiss her, losing myself in her touch, her scent, her electric energy. I never want to be

found. 

She pulls back after a moment, resting her forehead on mine. 

“… You know you’re gonna be an extra ugly son of a gun when that scar heals.” 

I laugh. “Please. I’m going to look like a badass. It will be everything you ever wanted.” 

“No chance,” she insists. “I won’t want to be seen with you. I’m going to make you wear a paper bag over your head when we go to the grocery store. You won’t be allowed to look me directly in the eye when we’re at home.” 

My chest surges. “So, you’re coming home with me, then?” 

She pulls back, blushing profusely. “Um…” 

I grin. “I have some terms.” 

“Please!” she balks. “Terms? For  me?” 

I nod. “You have to make the coffee in the morning.” 

“Well, you have to watch real TV shows. We’ll come up with a thorough course for your education; no more antique car shows.” 

I roll my eyes. “I get to start eating at my favorite hoagie place again.” 

“Once a month,” she concedes. “No kissing after.” 

“No  kissing?” 

I pull her forward again, planting a deep kiss on those pretty pink lips. My tongue slips inside, sweeping over her own. My satisfaction runs deep when I hear her give out a familiar moan. 

“Oh!” I pull back, looking at her very seriously. “One more thing. You have to start wearing a Breathe Right at night. You snore like an elephant in heat.” 

“Is that a joke? You’re the one who snores. Your night noises have probably permanently scarred your neighbors.” 

“I’ve lost some hearing while you’ve stayed at my place.” 

“I’m going to record you while you sleep and then play it back.” 

I snatch her then. Scar collapses into giggles as I pull her into my lap. 

“I wouldn’t complain much if you recorded me in the bedroom,” I growl. 

My mother comes running in. She stops short in the door, her eyes widening and her hand going to her heart as she takes in the sight of Scar and me cuddling up. 

“I thought something happened,” she says. “God alive, Dominic. I thought I was about to have to carry you to the hospital on my back. Are you trying to kill me?” 

“Really?” I ask. “No comment on how I have your favorite God daughter curled up in my lap? 

Do the women in my life only know how to complain?” 

“Please. ” Scar and Ma say at the same time. They glance over at each other, smiling. 

Ma walks into the room and plants herself on the chair beside my bed. She crosses her legs, settling in. My stomach twists. 

“… I’m about to get the full inquisition now, aren’t I?” 

Her smile widens. Positively wicked. “You’re well enough for Scarlett to be sitting on your lap. 

It’s time the two of you answered some of my questions.” 

Scar barks with laughter. “You don’t give up.” 

“I think it’s clear by now that Dom likes a woman with some spark.” She grins. “Now, shall I call Sandy to come over here for this, or what?” 

I roll my eyes. “Really?” 

“… You already called her, didn’t you?” Scarlett asks. 

My mother shrugs and nods. “The second I heard the first laugh coming from this back room.” 

“You’re the worst,” I tell her. 

“You love it.” 

EPILOGUE: SCAR

The game is in full swing. Enzo is playing, even though he left the firm three months ago now. Part of me wishes I was playing, but I’m enjoying Adriana’s company on the bleachers too much to complain. 

“Oh my God.” Her face turns green. She turns around, searching for something. “Is that relish? I swear I smell relish.” 

“Alright, preggers, you need a second job as a hunting bloodhound.” I point ahead of us, where a large bald man prepares to down his hot dog. “Three rows ahead. Just came back from the snack cart.” 

Adriana slaps a hand over her mouth. “Nope. I’ve gotta run. This ain’t gonna be pretty.” 

She darts down the bleachers, making the turn to the massive trash cans just before I hear the nasty sound of her losing her lunch. 

Even though it’s disgusting, I can’t help but smile. She’s cute pregnant. And Adriana and Luca’s honeymoon baby means that a little of the attention has been let off me and Dom. 

He’s down on the field, preparing to pitch to a gangly kid who—I think—works in the law firm’s mail room. Dom catches my eye, and he winks. My heart swells. 

He’s going to come home nasty. He’ll be dirty and sweaty and grass-stained. I’ll have plenty of excuses to give him my usual hell. Can’t let him know I like him this way—I favor my big, burly bear. 

There’s a blossom of heat between my legs at the thought. I never moved out of Dom’s house, I just moved rooms. I get what I want from him anytime that I want it… plus a few times Dom convinced me to want it despite my having my pajamas on or retainer in. 

And I couldn’t be happier

God. I’m going to make myself throw up. I’ll have to join Adriana down by the trash cans. 

“Alright, is something going on there?” 

Rosie slides onto the bench on one side of me, and my mother slides to the other. Rosie points down at Remy, who is laughing and talking with a ginger girl near the dugout. The girl puts a hand to his forearm, which sends the women into titters. 

“Isn’t that Remy’s best friend?” I ask. 

“Since kindergarten…” Rosie mutters. She’s rising half-up off her seat, straining her neck to get a better view. “All the more reason to keep an eye on them.” 

“I never touched my best friend like that,” my mother adds, shaking her head. 

I snort. “Your best friend is Rosie. If you ever touched her like that, we’d all assume that dad was your beard.” 

“I’d run off with you Sandy,” Rosie cracks, turning to us to smile. 

“You’d probably let me have the wedding I always wanted,” my mother says, nodding. 

“Destination?” Rosie asks, raising an eyebrow. 

Mom nods. “Of course. And we’d serve—” 

“Mm, the expensive cake from that French bakery in Alpharetta?” 

“Naturally.” 

I burst into laughter. “You two get along better than me and Dom.” 

“Darling, the Hatfield and McCoys got along better than you and Dom,” Rosie says. 

“So… since you opened the line of conversation, can we ask if you two have picked a ring yet?” 

“Mom.” I stare straight ahead, using every ounce of my willpower to keep the blush at bay. “It’s

been three months. I’m not going to entertain this from you two. You’re children.” 

“Now, Scarlett Analicia…” 

But I’m not listening. My heart is picking up speed, and there’s a vague, pleasant ringing in my ears. I’m looking down at Dom again, admiring the way his broad shoulders curve as he lets loose a pitch. 

I insisted we do the shopping in another city. For all my badassery, I didn’t have the balls to go to a jewelry store where we might run into friends or family. Felt too girly. Too expected. 

Dom had accommodated my wishes. After some resistance, naturally. 

We’d settled on a princess cut. It’s super modest, but beautiful. I never pictured myself buying an engagement ring. Hell, I never pictured myself getting married. But when Dom pointed it out in the display window, everything about the ring just felt right. 

Everything about what we were doing felt right. 

He’s buying it sometime soon, though I don’t know when. If he proposes in front of everyone at the garage, though, I’ve already warned him that I’ll outright reject him. 

As each day goes by and Dom still hasn’t gotten down on one knee, the buzz in my gut picks up power. My skin runs hot, and I’m jumping at little noises. It’s not anxiety; it’s something happier than that, something that has me positively vibrating. 

You know what? Maybe I’ll propose to  him. That would really piss him off. 

I smile at the thought. My mom is still chattering on, and she and Rosie show no signs of leaving. 

My smile is a little secret for myself. 

Dom’s not a bad guy. He’s not impulsive or wild or anything like that. But he’s mine. 

And damn if that isn’t the most attractive quality I could ask for. 

THE END


***

Did you enjoy  Engineered? The next book in the series,  Fueled, is available for purchase on

Amazon now. Each book in the Mechanics on Main series features a different couple and may be

enjoyed in any order. 
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