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Prologue
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IT WAS ONLY A JOB. At least that’s all it was supposed to be. Despite student loans, the occasional loan from my brother, Grant, and income from waitressing at T.G.I Fridays, I struggled to make ends meet. Grant was the head of security at Crimson, one of Philadelphia’s top nightclubs, and he helped to get me a job there as a cocktail waitress, but I had to agree to one of his “conditions” first.

“This is just temporary, until you graduate, okay?” 

“Relax and believe me when I tell you I don’t have aspirations to be a career cocktail waitress,” I reassured him. We were grabbing a slice of pizza before heading into work together.

“Well, believe me when I tell you a number of people have gotten sucked into the glamour and money – the whole scene – and are still there.” 

“Are you talking about yourself? It was the glamour that lured you in, wasn’t it?” I teased, but really was curious what it was about Crimson that caused Grant to drop out of college. 

He didn’t answer and gave me one of his “don’t mess with me” stares. I laughed and stood, picking up my grease soaked paper plate for the garbage. “Grant, I’m just kidding. Come on, I don’t want to be late on my first day.” 

Grant drained the rest of his soda and I followed him out to his car which was parked in front of the pizza joint. He drove a new Lexus sedan, silver and fully loaded. This alone was probably the reason he never left Crimson. Obviously he was doing alright for himself without a college degree. 

My brother was quiet during the brief ride from South Street until we pulled into the employee parking lot in the rear by the loading docks. Crimson was a refurbished brick warehouse that sat hulking over the Delaware River in the old industrial section, near the decommissioned Navy Yard. Blue, an after hours club owned by the same development company, was located in a twin building directly next to Crimson. We parked and a neon sign cast an eerie bluish glow across the hood. 

“I want to give you some advice for your first night,” Grant said, turning to face me. 

“Okay...”

“First of all, if anyone gets inappropriate with you or too handsy, let me or one of my guys know. We’ll take care of it. Second, there are a lot of egos that work here, so there will be drama. You’re better off not getting involved, which leads me to the last thing...don’t get involved with any of the guys here. Dating a coworker is not a good idea.”

“Company policy?” 

“No, company policies are kind of loose. It’s my policy...for you.”

“Oh a Big Brother policy,” I said and tried not to roll my eyes. “I get it Grant, all work and no play. You don’t have to worry.” He didn’t because I had no interest in hooking up with anyone. I’d done enough of that in high school. I was here for the money until I graduated college in the spring. 

Turns out agreeing to Grant’s policy was easier said than done. While he warned me that I would be tempted by the whole scene, he didn’t tell me just how seductive it would be. Turns out, Grant didn’t tell me a lot of things. 
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THE CLUB THUMPED AND I watched the crowd pulsate with the beat while waiting for drink orders to be filled. Dominic, one of Crimson’s bartenders, smiled and winked as he put two beers plus an assortment of shots on my tray, which I hoisted up onto my shoulder before proceeding to weave through the wall of people. My short skirt and tight top showed more skin than I felt comfortable with, but it was hard to curl inwards like I wanted to without spilling drinks all over the place. Even though this was my first night working at Crimson, it didn’t take long to realize how many men considered the skimpy uniform an open invitation to grab at my body. I didn’t see any of the other girls running for security every time someone pinched their ass, so I followed suit and ignored Grant’s earlier request. 

When the club cleared out, I joined some employees around Dominic’s bar.  He was busy stacking clean glasses, the steam from the dishwasher causing his black hair to curl. He smiled when I approached, a flash of even white teeth, and this made me squirm a little. The fact that he was able to trigger such a visceral reaction from me with one glance was bothersome. I reminded myself of Grant’s “policy” before sitting down on a stool furthest away from Dominic. I should have been relieved to find his attention no longer focused on me, but on one of the shooter girls, and for obvious reasons. Her cosmetically enhanced boobs tested the confines of her top. She had sculpted curves and platinum blonde hair, a regular Barbie doll. Instead of relief though, annoyance and a hint of jealousy pulsed through me. I glanced down at my B cups and silently urged them to grow on command, but no such luck. 

I noticed the rest of the employees around the bar maintained various stages of perfection. The women could be bikini models and not just because our uniforms were that skimpy. Their hair and makeup were still as immaculate at the end of the night as in the beginning. I, on the other hand, felt disheveled and droopy.  The men were equally flawless in their black t-shirts which stretched across fierce physiques. Shaking off the moment of low esteem, I turned my attention back to counting out tips. Peroxide Barbie sat down to my right. 

“Hi, I’m Brittany. We didn’t get to meet earlier. Are you Natalie, Grant’s sister?”  

I nodded and Brittany retrieved a wad of cash from in between her breasts and said, “Tonight rocked!”

I pulled out a less impressive wad of tips, which I’d kept in my skirt pocket, not my cleavage.

“Yeah, I had a good night. I made more than I would have in a week at my old job.”

“Where?” 

“Fridays.”

“Oh yeah, totally. This is the place to work. Everyone wants a job at Crimson and they’re hard to come by.”

“It’s who you know, isn’t it?” I looked over at the opposite end of the bar where my brother sat, drinking a beer. He was surrounded by a bunch of the other waitresses. If I wasn’t his sister, I would probably find him attractive. He was tall, muscular and had an air of confidence about him. He walked with his broad shoulders straight, ready to carry the weight of the world. In some ways he did and even carried my burdens every once in a while. Grant gestured for me to come down so I gathered up my tips and said good night to Brittany.

“Everyone, here’s my little sis, Natalie,” Grant said to his groupies. They would be lining up, vying to be my best friend, just to get to him. They usually did, like my freshman year in high school when he was the big senior football star. Fake, shallow bitches, I thought to myself as I smiled and said hi. 

“I assume you two met?” Grant asked when Dominic replaced his beer.

“Yes.”

Dominic regarded me with deep green eyes and I had to keep myself from busting out in a goofy grin. I didn’t date much and mainly focused on my studies, but I would have been blind not to notice that out of all the Crimson men I had seen, he was by far the hottest and like my brother, moved with this cocky assurance which appealed to me more than his biceps. I imagined what he might look like naked just before he asked me if I wanted a drink and I found myself incapable of answering. Grant nudged my arm and glanced sideways at me. I needed liquid courage in order to have a normal conversation with this guy. So I ordered something I hadn’t had in a couple of years.

“I’ll take a shot of Cuervo.”

“Whoa, Grant you didn’t tell me your sister was so hardcore... or beautiful,” he winked again. “You’ve been holding out.” 

Grant responded with an uneasy laugh and eyed me with caution, worry that this was going to be one of those nights clearly etched on his face. I used to drink...a lot, and Grant had to cover my ass on a number of occasions in the past. Even though I’d behaved for close to three years, those memories will reside in the forefront of his memory until I’m eligible for Medicare. 

Alcohol made my muscles tingle and relax after a few sips. After a couple of drinks, I gained the confidence my brother came by naturally. Just being near Dominic made me nervous so I needed all the help I could get. Dominic set the shot down on the bar in front of me. Quickly glancing at Grant, I slammed it back without a flinch; no salt or lime. It didn’t take long for the warmth to start coursing through my veins, loosening my muscles. I ordered another one. Like a turtle creeping out of its shell, with each shot I became more gregarious. After my third Cuervo, I was ready to flirt the pants off of Dominic, literally. 

Miranda, the club manager, joined us at the bar. The way she orbited around my brother, I had a pretty good idea about their relationship. I found this discovery interesting because Grant hadn’t mentioned that he was seeing anyone. “Grant, you have a phone call. You can take it in my office.”

“Okay. Nat, hang out for a bit and I’ll give you a lift home.” 

He and Miranda walked away, leaving me alone at the bar with Dominic. Brittany joined me and sat on the stool, adjusting her low cut shirt to reveal more cleavage. She smiled at Dominic, but he turned away and focused on wiping down liquor bottles. Interesting, I thought to myself and snuck a glance at his ass which, like everything else, was perfect. 

“So Natalie, are you up for a smoke session?” Brittany interrupted. I turned towards her. She tucked her hair behind an ear, mimed holding a joint up to her mouth and inhaled.

“No, I’m good with the shots. I stopped smoking pot a long time ago.”

She raised her eyebrow and gazed at me with intensity. So she wanted to test the new girl. 

“I’m in,” Dominic said, his eyes scanning me up and down. My insides did a somersault and at that moment I tossed the “Big Brother Policy” out the window – in less than twelve hours I might add - a new record. Brittany eyeballed Dominic in a completely different manner. Her bright blue eyes glittered, not with tears, but some other emotion. 

Moments later we were sitting in Brittany’s car. She introduced me to Allegra, one of the two chesty shooter girls.  Allegra smiled and passed me a joint which I almost dropped the first time around because I was shaking so badly from the cold and from being out of practice. Weed was something else I hadn’t had since high school. One night at my new job and the old vices were popping back up. 

The January night was frigid and the car took a while to warm up. Allegra and Brittany sat up front while Dominic sat in the back with me. Feeling brave after the tequila and a few tokes, I inched closer to him and the temperature instantly got a lot warmer. We leaned towards each other, our shoulders touching. Brittany occasionally glanced in the rearview mirror and scowled, which made me uncomfortable, so when Dominic placed his hand on my thigh, I adjusted the position to where she couldn’t see. I placed my hand on top of his and linked our fingers together. Then I held my breath as he moved in for a kiss. 

A loud bang pierced the silence around us. I jumped and my head jerked up, almost colliding with Dominic’s face. “What the hell was that?” 

“Probably a car backfiring,” Dominic whispered against my neck, trying to get my attention back. It almost worked. His very presence distracted me especially when I inhaled his spicy scent.

A second bang cracked, ricocheting off of the old, brick buildings which surrounded the parking lot. This time I recognized the sound. 

I waited for the sirens. In any big city, gunfire was pretty common and Philadelphia was no exception. There were many times I heard gunshots in the distance, but this was different. These were really close. A few minutes passed and the atmosphere in the car grew tense. Headlights whipped around the corner and a gray sedan pulled up to the loading dock located at the rear of Blue.  A man in a long trench coat got out and the back door to the club opened up.  He spoke to someone who remained in the shadows and something was exchanged. When the guy moved to get back in the car, his coat moved to the side and the light caught his badge that was clipped to his belt. The officer got back in his car and left. 

My jaw dropped. Did I really just witness this? I turned and noticed everyone in the car staring at me. “Did you guys see that? I think the cop just got paid off!” Allegra and Brittany shrugged their shoulders and directed a weird look towards Dominic, who squeezed my hand.

“It’s nothing. Probably a gun from the gun check went off. No big deal.”  

“But there was more than one shot.” 

“Happens all the time, don’t worry about it and just don’t go telling everyone. We...” He stopped mid sentence. 

“What?” 

“Nothing. Forget you saw anything.”  Dominic breathed this against my neck, but this wasn’t as distracting as a few minutes earlier, I couldn’t take my eyes off of the darkened back door of the club. 

Finally I blinked, but still didn’t say anything. Focusing back on my co-workers, I caught Brittany smirking at me in the rearview mirror, almost daring me to panic. My instincts were screaming at me to get the hell out of the car and run, but I quickly silenced them. I considered how excited I was to work at Crimson, how all my college friends thought it was cool, and plus I needed the money. Dominic massaging my thigh, just under the hemline of my skirt, provided another reason to ignore my gut.  
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ALLEGRA LIT ANOTHER joint and passed it around, but the atmosphere had become subdued. Dominic, sensing my distance, backed off. The gunshots seemed to have sobered everybody up. 

I’d just inhaled when my door was yanked open. I screamed and began to choke on the smoke, dropping the joint on the floor mat when Grant popped his head in. 

“Why are you out here? I told you to wait for me.” 


“I wasn’t going anywhere. What took you so long anyway?” 

“Last minute work stuff...come on, I’ll take you home,” he said, moving aside so I could step out. 


Dominic decided to leave too and started walking to his car, a black classic Mustang, and turned back to me. “See you tomorrow night?” 

“Err, uh, yes,” I answered, internally cursing the return of my awkwardness.

“Good.” 

My mouth, already dry from the weed, dried up completely and I smiled. 

“Let’s go, Natalie,” Grant said, while glaring at Dominic. 

Grant drove me back to my apartment and I wanted to talk to him about what I had witnessed, but he was absorbed in his own thoughts. He would glance at me every few minutes until I had to break the silence.

“What?” I snapped. 

“Nothing.” 

“Why the hell do you keep looking at me like that?”

“Like what?”

I huffed and crossed my arms over my chest. My typical reaction when he was being annoying.

“I’m thinking I shouldn’t have gotten you a job at Crimson.”

“Are you firing me?” I paused. “Do you have the authority to fire me?” I asked in a quieter tone.

Grant didn’t answer right away which did nothing to encourage me. He still had a nervous, far-away expression; his eyebrows furrowed together in concentration.

“What happened tonight – well, it happens a lot. Crimson may seem all shiny and exciting, but there is a dark side too.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The gunshots, the cop –“

“Oh, you saw that too!” I didn’t recall seeing Grant anywhere, but I felt relieved that he knew.

“Yeah and I wish you hadn’t.”

“Dominic said that Blue has a gun check and sometimes there’s an accidental discharge. It’s no big deal.” 

“He did?” Grant seemed surprised, but his brow soon creased together again. He stopped talking as he pulled his Lexus up in front of my apartment building. I didn’t get out of the car.

“Will you stop being so overprotective? I’m a big girl and can handle myself. Besides if you’re the ‘Head of Security’,” I emphasized this by making quotation marks with my fingers, “how much trouble can I get into?” 

Grant sighed, rubbing his hands over his face before looking at me. His face was a male version of mine with the same wide set hazel eyes, sharp cheekbones and full lips. We even had the same dark chestnut brown hair. He wore his short and slicked back, which emphasized his square jaw. Mine fell past my shoulders in thick waves. 

“I can’t fire you Nat and I am overprotective for a reason.” He raised an eyebrow when he said this.  

I knew Grant was referring to an episode that happened during my senior year of high school. Someone slipped rufies in my drink at the local dive bar in our hometown of York. I remembered taking a few sips and seconds later my body began to freak out. The room started spinning and I lost control of my limbs. I barely made it to the bathroom, where I collapsed in one of the stalls. I didn’t care about the dirty floor or the mystery puddle my knee was submerged in. Who worries about something like that when you think you’re dying? Somehow I managed to call Grant on my cell.

I screamed something unintelligible into the phone, but he must have been able to understand. His prior experience with “Natalie in crisis” helped. I managed to tell him where I was and minutes later, he came barging into the ladies room. Thank God he was home on holiday break. Philly was a good three hours away from York and I don’t know what I would have done. 

He scooped me up off the floor and rushed me to the Emergency Room where they pumped my stomach, hooked me up to an IV and lectured me about my choices. 

Grant stayed by my side at the hospital and he insisted on paying right away. He gave the stunned receptionist $1,500 in cash and asked for the bill for any balance to be sent directly to him. I didn’t ask where he got the wad of bills he had in his pocket and he never said a word to our mom. This is when I began to learn we both had secrets to keep. 

Grant didn’t go back to Drexel after that winter break and began working full time at Crimson. He quickly moved up to Head of Security. When the time came for me to pick a college, I chose the closest art school to Grant. Even though I cleaned myself up after the rufies incident, he was handy to have around whenever I decided to have a damsel in distress moment.

If our mom knew about half of the shit I had gotten into, shit Grant had bailed me out of, I would be in a convent. We sat in silence and he tapped his finger against the steering wheel – an indication he was thinking. 

Finally he said, “Alright, you’re only working there through graduation, the summer at the latest. Just keep a low profile, okay?”  

“I already agreed to that,” I reminded him before climbing out of the car.  

Just before I could shut the door Grant threw out another caveat. “Keep some distance between you and Dominic. He isn’t a good guy to get involved with.” 

“Grant, you said yourself that there isn’t a company policy in place about dating co-workers and I’m twenty-two years old. I’ll date who I want,” I said and slammed the door. He was not going to tell me who I could or couldn’t see. Typical Grant, he was always trying to act like my father. 

I marched up the stairs to the second floor, calming down after reaching the landing. By the time I stood in front of my apartment, I was laughing at myself about how I got all worked up over a guy. I was truly acting irrational over a drunk and brief encounter. Taking a deep breath and swallowing the laughter, so as not to disturb my roommate, I turned the key in the deadbolt and quietly pushed open the door. To my surprise the light in the living room was on, my roommate practically pounced on me. 

“Oh my God, how was your first night? Was it awesome? Did you see anyone famous?” I took a step back and laughed. Chelsea had taken her contacts out and wore her broken glasses, the same pair she’d had since eighth grade and which hung crookedly across her face; magnifying an already manic expression. 

Any remainders of the bad mood Grant had put me in quickly vaporized as I had a captive audience. I couldn’t wait to tell Chelsea about the club, leaving the part out about the gunshots though, having already had enough lectures for the night. 

“I am so jealous! What a freakin’ cool job. You are so lucky!” Chelsea declared. I sat back on the futon and agreed with her. “So, you didn’t see anyone famous?” Chelsea asked again. 

“No, but there’s some sort of NBA charity event next weekend.” 

Chelsea’s glasses almost fell off her face when her blue eyes bugged out, “No freakin’ way! Can I come?” 

I laughed again and yawned, “Maybe.” 

“Cool.” Chelsea smiled at me like I was a celebrity. Yeah, there was no way Grant could convince me to not work at Crimson. 
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CRIMSON PROVED TO BE busier the next night and the guys grabby, again. At the end of my shift I made my way over to Dominic’s bar. 

“Hi Natalie,” he said as I approached.  

“Hi back.” Out of the corner of my eye I spotted Grant observing our exchange. Dominic seemed really uncomfortable which made me self-conscious and this bothered me. Why was I all of sudden concerned about how a guy felt? Sure I was physically attracted to Dominic, but there was something else lurking there under the surface I couldn’t place. 

“Did you want a drink?” he asked as he wiped the counter in front of me with a white towel that reeked of bleach, making my eyes burn. The wet surface reflected the blue and red lights that hung over the bar. 

“Sure, I’ll have a vodka tonic.” I enjoyed the view as he walked to the other end of the bar. Before he could catch me obviously checking him out, I turned my head. Grant stood off to the side frowning at me, most likely none too pleased I had ordered a drink. 

“So, do you think we’ll hang out in Britney’s car again tonight?” I asked after the alcohol instilled some courage. 

“I don’t know,” he answered and turned away. His distance bothered me again and I thought about it as I took another sip. I adhered to one self-imposed rule: don’t get attached. This was established six years ago, during my junior year of high school, after my last experience with a relationship. Toby Donovan was captain of the soccer team and also a gifted artist. We were in the same AP art class the first semester and he sat across from me. We spent hours using each other as models for sculpture, painting, you name it. He was different from the other guys I knew and we hung out on weekends. After soccer season, we started getting together during the week, despite harassment from his friends because I wasn’t in the right “circle”. One thing led to the other and we became an official couple. I felt so comfortable with him that when he asked me to pose nude for him, I did. No question. 

My mom raised me to not trust men. My father left us and she became a bitter, abandoned ex-wife. She had the tendency to be a cruel mother too. I spent my childhood trying to live up to her high expectations and failing miserably. Where Grant could do no wrong, I couldn’t do anything right. Toby helped me think about myself differently. When we made love for the first time, my first time, I never felt more wanted, appreciated and beautiful. With him, my insecurities disappeared. 

How quickly they returned though, when two months after I lost my virginity, I caught Toby hooking up with Marlene Perkins, co-captain of the cheerleading squad, at a party. The pain and humiliation manifested in my chest, making it hard to breathe. I couldn’t even say anything to him and just ran away from the house party. That following Monday a drawing of me, where I had posed nude, was taped to the front of my locker. I wanted to crawl inside my locker and hide from the world. My mom had been right, men can’t be trusted. If she was right about that, maybe she was right about everything else; like I wasn’t smart or pretty. Toby’s betrayal sent me into a downward spiral. During the day I remained super-disciplined at school. I didn’t need my mother to approve of my art work. My instructors’ praise and awards from competitions told me I was a promising artist. My personal life derailed. I started sneaking out to get drunk and hooking up with random men. Since Toby, I hadn’t had a relationship last longer than 24 hours (if that even qualifies as a relationship).

Since I started college I’d been on a few dates, stopped sleeping around and avoided getting involved with anyone. All of my focus went towards my course work. Dominic, however, made me feel unfocused and disoriented. I didn’t know how to handle the physical reaction he triggered in me. An attraction was there and it was difficult to suppress.

As I zoned out at the bar, it dawned on me; I was beginning to like Dominic in more ways than lust. Or maybe it was just lust and he was right in distancing himself. I chugged my drink and stood up. 

“Well, good night,” I said, hoping he couldn’t hear the panic in my voice. I walked up to the employee lounge to get my things. Brittany was getting ready to leave too. 

“Hey! A bunch of us are going over to Blue, want to come?” 

“Yes!” I jumped at the opportunity, grateful for the distraction. 

We passed Grant on the way out. “Be careful. Remember what I said about drama?” He tilted his head toward Brittany. “Call me if you need anything.” I rolled my eyes, but knew he would be the first I’d call if things got out of hand.

A huge line of people stood outside Blue. Many swayed in place and probably should have been home sleeping the booze off and not waiting to get into another club. I recognized several customers from Crimson as we walked past. I followed Brittany’s lead and we were ushered inside by a bouncer at the door. 

Blue was packed and steaming hot; the air heavy with perspiration and the stench of stale beer. We left our coats at the coat check and filtered through the crowd to the bar. Once I had my drink, I spun around to people-watch and instead came face to chest with Dominic. Vodka and tonic splashed all over my shirt. 

“Shit!” I gasped as an ice cube fell down the front and became lodged in my bra, instantly beginning to melt against my hot skin. I reached in and fished it out.

“I would have gotten that for you,” he teased.

“So you’re talking to me now?” The smile vanished from his face. 

“Yeah, sorry about earlier, your bro didn’t like us getting so friendly in the back of Brittany’s car last night.”

“That’s Grant for you. It’s really none of his business.” 

“I can’t say I blame him. I’d probably do the same if my little sister started to get involved with someone like me.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, he’s being a big brother. I get it.” He leaned over to order a drink, sandwiching me between his body and the bar. His closeness made my stomach flip. I shook my head slightly in an attempt to focus. Don’t do it, Nat. don’t start liking this guy, I warned myself. The counter dug into the small of my back so I shifted, resulting in me being pressed closer to Dominic. He smiled down at me. “I owe you a drink, don’t I?” His voice was soft and husky. 

Minutes passed while we waited for the bartender to return with our drinks. Dominic kept me pinned, but I wasn’t complaining. “So what’s your story, Natalie?” 

“I don’t have a story, well, not an interesting one anyway. I go to the University of the Arts and will be graduating in May.”

“What are you studying?”

“My major is sculpture and my minor is art history. Do you go to college?”

“I took a couple semesters, but school didn’t appeal to me. Besides, I’m going into the family business anyway.”

“Which is?” 

The bartender arrived and I never got an answer to the question. 

Dominic kept me pinned beneath him and he leaned down. “I wanted to do this last night,” he whispered in my ear. I closed my eyes, anticipating his next move. Sure enough his lips found mine and he moved closer. I grabbed his bicep when he pulled me against him. This kiss was like nothing I had ever experienced. Not wet, not sloppy, it was...incredible. His lips were soft, warm and fit perfectly over mine. I stopped holding back and fell into the moment. The loud club ceased to exist. When we pulled apart I had to catch my breath. My insides were begging and pleading for more. I could very easily have taken Dominic back to my apartment, slept with him and then been done. I was about ready to propose this, but stopped myself as another realization hit me.

I didn’t want just a one night fling.

We moved in at the same time for another kiss. Our lips barely touched when Brittany suddenly emerged from the crowd, pulling me away from Dominic and onto the dance floor. 

“Brittany, I was kind of in the middle of something back there,” I yelled over the music. 

She ignored me, or pretended to be oblivious, but the glittering in her eyes made me suspect she knew exactly what she was doing. I glanced back towards the bar, but Dominic was gone. 

Damn. 
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RETURNING TO CLASS on Monday was a harsh reality check. The number of projects that were due was overwhelming and it didn’t help that I couldn’t get thoughts of Dominic out of my head. I was in a permanent state of distraction. Mornings were difficult in the first place, but I had to go back to my apartment three times in a row because I kept forgetting things. This seriously amused Chelsea who laughed harder and louder each time I came through the door.

When I did arrive at my first class, a creaky hinge alerted the professor to my late entrance and he glared at me. I crept to the back of the classroom. To make matters worse, the teacher called on me and caught me mid-fantasy. I was too busy thinking about the effect of Dominic’s body pressed against mine that I stammered out the wrong answer. Usually I would have had the correct one. This earned me a disapproving frown from my professor before he moved on to another student.

“You were off your A-game today Miss Ross,” he commented as I tried to hurry past after class.

“Yes, I’m sorry.”

“Well, must be something good because you’re always so focused.” He had no idea how good; I thought to myself and suppressed a chuckle. “Since you’re here - have you given any more consideration about pursuing your MFA? You mentioned you were interested in the Art Institute of Chicago.”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Well, let me know. I would be more than happy to write you a letter of recommendation.”

“Thanks, I will. I have the application, but haven’t filled anything out yet.” 

“You shouldn’t waste any time. You are one of my best students and I think they would accept you right away.”

“Okay, I’ll think about it more this week,” I promised before I left the classroom. Great, now my mind was going to be really preoccupied. I needed to get my shit together. Once back at my apartment, I dropped my backpack on the floor by my desk and changed to go for a run. 

As I settled into a steady pace, my head began to clear. It felt good to do something positive with my body after the long weekend of working and partying. Running gave me a sense of clarity and by the time I rounded the corner of my block, I had put thoughts of Dominic aside and focused on post-graduation plans. 

I had been considering getting a Masters in Art Therapy or Art Education so I could teach and support my independent projects. The 400-level courses this semester were grueling and I hadn’t had time to focus on those pursuits. Philadelphia was soon going to be part of my past as I set out to create a future for myself. Sure I did a lot of growing here, but the time had come to move away from the crutch Grant provided. I needed to figure out the type of person I wanted to be. Getting romantically involved with anyone now would be ridiculous. This was reason enough to put any and all thoughts of Dominic aside. 

Chelsea was home and cooking dinner when I returned. “What did you forget this time?” she joked. 

“God, I’m lucky I even made it to class. The run helped and I’ll feel even better after a shower.”

“Good idea,” she said, wrinkling up her nose. 

“Shut up!” I laughed and chucked the dish towel at her. She was still laughing when I stepped into the bathroom. 

The shower worked wonders and helped me get the last of my hormones in check. I felt better about myself and in control of the situation. After slipping on pajamas, I checked the messages on my cell phone. There were three; one from Chelsea to see if I was home, the second from our friend Jillian to see if we were still on to watch our Wednesday night shows and the last was from Dominic. My pulse quickened the instant I heard his voice. 

“Hey Nat, it’s Dom. Sorry I had to leave Blue last night – my uncle needed me to take care of something. Call me some time or I’ll see you at work.”

I jumped up and down and did a little happy dance before I realized what I was doing. Get a grip girl, no emotional attachments, remember? My calm, cool and rational self quickly reminded me. It didn’t help. I took a couple of deep breaths and dialed his number. 

We spoke for over two hours and it only felt like a few minutes. Chelsea kept peeking in to my room and I had to wave her away. Turns out we had a lot in common. He was a huge music fan, we both liked alternative rock. He loved horror movies and we shared the same favorite movie – Silence of the Lambs. And like me, he considered himself a foodie.

“Speaking of food, I haven’t eaten dinner yet and I am starving,” I didn’t want to end the call, but needed to eat. 

“I won’t keep you. I’m glad we had a chance to talk outside of work. Also, I’m sorry we couldn’t hang out at Blue last night.”

“That’s okay. It’s not like we were on a date or anything.”

“Yeah, but it was turning out to be a very interesting night.” I laughed in response, knowing he was referring to our kiss. 

“That’s a whole other conversation, Mister,” I joked. “This girl’s gotta eat!”  

He laughed, “Alright, I’ll talk to you later. Are you working Thursday?”

“Yup, Thursday through Sunday.” 

“Cool, see you then.”

I hung up the phone and fell back against the pile of pillows on my unmade bed. Chelsea must have been waiting in the hall, eavesdropping, because she popped up in the doorway within nanoseconds. Before she even sat down next to me, questions were flying out of her mouth.

“Who was that?” 

“Dom, the guy from work I told you about.”

“Really?” she asked; her eyebrow arched high. “Wow, you had a two hour conversation with a guy. When are you getting married?”

“What?”

“Geez Nat, I’m just kidding. Two hours is like the longest commitment you’ve given a guy since Toby – ha ha?”

“Oh, I get it. Not funny. Besides, I’ve already decided I’m not getting involved with anyone because I’m leaving Philly after graduation.”

“Wait a second. So you actually considered getting involved? Wow, Nat, that’s progress.” Chelsea sat back and looked at me. “I’m proud of you. I know Toby really fucked you up and maybe now you’re beginning to realize you’re not completely broken after all.”

“I wouldn’t go that far! Like I said, this isn’t going anywhere.”

“Uh huh,” she said and she stared at me like a parent whose baby just spoke her first word.  

I rolled off the bed and Chelsea followed me down the hall into our small kitchen. I dropped a bagel in the toaster then chopped an apple, smearing the slices with peanut butter. 

“Did Jillian call you about watching our shows?” Chelsea asked. She knew me well enough to stop discussing Dominic.  

“She left me a message, but I haven’t called her back.”

“Well, the girls and Danny are going to come over here tomorrow night to watch. Everybody’s going to bring a snack and a drink.” 

“Sweet should be fun,” I said and took a bite of my bagel.

“So you’re thinking about grad school again?”

I nodded as I chewed. 

“It’s going to be weird not being roommates anymore. I’ll really miss you Nat.” Chelsea was leaving for Italy for the summer after landing an internship. This was the first time I really thought about how we were going to be so far apart. We had been inseparable since fourth grade. 

“We still have a few months,” I put down my bagel and pulled her into a hug. “And I’ll miss you more than you know.”  My voice grew thick with unshed tears and she was quick to return the hug, as usual. 
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I WAS RUNNING LATE for work. Every pair of pantyhose I pulled out of the dresser had a run. Finally, I found a new pair shoved in the back of a drawer and managed to put them on without ruining them. I stepped into black high heels and threw my winter coat over my work clothes, a tight black skirt and low cut top. The cab was waiting at the curb and I caught the driver checking out my legs as I approached. I made a mental note to buy a longer coat.  

“Club Crimson, Columbus Ave. and Oregon, please,” I instructed the driver. 

The closer we got, the more nervous I became. I was excited to see Dominic and seriously annoyed with myself for feeling that way. As the cab pulled up in front of Crimson, I decided I wouldn’t go out of my way to seek Dominic out. It was better not to pursue anything with him. At least Grant would be happy about this decision. 

I didn’t see Dominic when I walked past his bar on the way to the employee lounge. Brittany and Allegra were sitting on one of the black leather loveseats smoking. 

“Hey Nat, ready for a busy night?” Brittany asked.

“Are Thursdays busy here?”

“Definitely, they’re crazy. Allegra and I are planning on going to Blue again after work, if you want to come?”

“I don’t know. I have school tomorrow.” 

Brittany shrugged, put out her cigarette and stood up. I was amazed her tiny frame could support such giant breasts and wondered if her plastic surgeon had any ethics at all. “See you on the floor,” she said and left the lounge. 

Brittany was right, Thursday nights were crazy. I was grateful though because it kept my mind off of Dominic, although it didn’t keep my eyes from seeking him out.  I purposefully avoided his bar, even if it meant a longer trip to fill my drink orders. The other bartenders weren’t as captivating. At the end of the night, however tempted I was to wind down at Blue after work, I knew I needed to behave and be prepared for class. Grant dropped me off and seemed more at ease. I think he was pleased I was being responsible. 

Adrenaline from the busy night still coursed through my veins and I wasn’t ready to sleep when I got home, so I pulled out grad school applications for a couple of the schools I was interested in attending. The Art Institute of Chicago, Cal Arts and the Rhode Island School of Design rounded out the top three. I managed to fill out all the necessary forms and made a list of what I needed to include from the school such as a transcripts, recommendations and my digital portfolio. It felt good to make progress and I slept peacefully.

The next night I wasn’t as successful at avoiding Dominic. After the club closed, all of the other employees gathered around Dominic’s bar to count out. It would have been too obvious if I didn’t join them so I walked over. Dominic saw me approach and smiled. “Hey you, it’s about time you came over. I thought you were avoiding me or something.” 

“No, just busy. You were pretty busy tonight too.”

“I would have made time for you,” he admitted. I smiled in response. Damn, he was making it hard for me to resist him. 

Grant walked up to us with Miranda at his side. “Miranda is having a little after work gathering at her place, Nat, care to join us?” 

“Sure!” I was still pretty wound up from the night and not ready for sleep, plus since it was Friday night, I didn’t have to worry about classes the next day.

“I’m in too,” Dominic announced. Grant glared at Dominic, but didn’t say anything. 

Grant and Miranda walked ahead to her car. Dominic and I followed close behind until he slowed to a stop and I stopped with him.

“Did you forget something?” 

“No, I wanted to talk to you while we’re alone.”

“Um, okay?”

“Were you avoiding me last night and tonight? 

I looked into his eyes prepared to lie, but found it impossible. “Sort of,” I laughed and stared down at the tops of my shoes. He waited for me to continue. “I don’t want things to get weird or complicated and –“ 

Placing a finger under my chin, he raised my head, and silenced me with a kiss. The kiss was anything but weird and it certainly complicated things. My knees went weak and I fell against him. He held me up, pulling me closer. His lips on mine felt so natural and way too good for me to try to stop. 

He pulled away and I caught my breath. “You were saying?” he prompted me.

“What was I saying?” I joked. He smiled and moved in for another one. I put my hands on his chest and pushed away. “Grant is probably watching and I’m really not in the mood to deal with him. Besides, I need some time to think about this, about us. Okay?”

He nodded. “That sounds reasonable, but you don’t have to avoid me.” I was beginning to think I wouldn’t be able to avoid him, especially if he kept kissing me like that.
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CRIMSON WAS PACKED. The celebrity NBA event drew a crowd. A line of people, desperate to get in, wrapped around the building. They stood there patiently dressed like it was summer, oblivious to the sub-zero temperatures. Inside the club felt tropical, the air was thick, moist and uncomfortably warm. Bodies writhed together on the dance floor and couples were entwined on large plush sofas that lined the walls. Each of the three bars had crowds of people waiting to get drinks. I didn’t have to wait. Dominic gave me priority when he filled my orders.

It only took me a week to get used to making my way through the throngs of people, but I was not getting used to being grabbed by strangers. If my brother had his way, he’d throw out every guy who touched me. Fortunately, he was busy and distracted in the VIP Section; otherwise I wouldn’t make any tips. 

Weaving my way through the crowd, I spotted Grant talking to a group sitting at a table in VIP. One of the men in the group was staring at me. He was older and his beady, black eyes were intense. His eyes combined with heavy jowls that hung off of his jaw reminded me of a bulldog. His unwavering gaze made me uncomfortable. I looked away, but couldn’t help but peer back to see if he was still staring. This time the guy was talking to Grant and pointing at me. The fear on Grant’s face when he saw me was terrifying. I’d rarely seen him afraid. He was always so sure of himself. Shocked, I turned away and refused to hazard another glance.

It was too busy the rest of the night and I had forgotten all about it until I was walking over to Dominic’s bar to count out my tips. The creepy guy was sitting on one of the stools and talking to Dominic. I stopped short and contemplated turning around, but it was too late because Dominic spotted me and waved. The guy swiveled around on his stool to see who Dominic was waving at. He watched me walk the rest of the way to the bar, making every step an extremely uncomfortable one. I had no choice but to go up to Dominic. 

“Hi Nat. Did you have a good night?” 

“I did. Thanks for helping me out with my drink orders,” I answered, trying to ignore the penetrating gaze of Mr. Creepy. 

“Natalie, this is my uncle. Marco Grabano.” Dominic introduced me to Mr. Creepy. “Uncle Marco, this is Natalie Ross, Grant’s sister.” 

Not wanting to, but not wanting to be rude, I held my hand out to shake his hand. “Nice to meet you Mr. Cr – Mr. Grabano,” I said. 

“You can call me Uncle Marco, doll,” he said in a gravelly voice. Instead of shaking my hand, he bent over and kissed the top. “I’ve been anxious to meet
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