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The air in La Cocina de Rosa was thick with the scent of charred peppers, slow-cooked carnitas, and the sharp tang of lime cutting through the hum of conversation. I sat at my usual table by the window, fingers drumming against the worn wooden edge, my third margarita sweating onto a napkin I’d folded into a useless square. The ice had long since melted, leaving the tequila watered down, but I wasn’t drinking for the taste. I was drinking for the liquid courage, for the way it loosened the knot in my chest every time she walked by.

Angelina.

Even her name sent a jolt through me, something electric and stupidly hopeful. She moved through the restaurant like she owned it—hips swaying in those tight black slacks, the white button-up she wore for work straining just enough over her curves to make my throat go dry. The top two buttons were undone, revealing the swell of her cleavage, the shadow between her breasts a teasing promise. Her skin was this rich, warm tan, like caramel left in the sun too long, and her black hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders, catching the light every time she turned. That beauty mark above her left eyebrow was the only thing keeping me from staring like a complete creep. Almost.

I’d been coming here every Tuesday and Thursday for the past three months, ever since I moved to D.C. for the accounting job. The food was good—great, even—but it was her that kept me coming back. The way she’d flash that smile when she refilled my chips, the way her fingers would brush mine when she handed me the check, like it was an accident, like she didn’t know exactly what she was doing. I wasn’t stupid. I knew she flirted for tips. But tonight, I was done pretending I didn’t want more.

The restaurant was packed, the usual post-work rush, but I barely noticed the noise. My eyes were glued to her as she balanced a tray of margaritas above her head, her biceps flexing just enough to make the muscles in her arms ripple. She set the drinks down at a table of laughing women, leaning in to say something that made them all giggle, her hand resting on one of their shoulders like they were old friends. That was Angelina—she made everyone feel like they were the only person in the room.

And then, like she could sense me watching, her gaze flicked toward me. Our eyes locked. Just for a second. But it was enough.

My pulse kicked up, my fingers tightening around my glass. Fuck it. Tonight was the night. I was going to talk to her. Really talk to her. Not just the usual “how’s your meal?” small talk. I was going to ask her about her. And if I was lucky—if the tequila held out—maybe I’d even ask her out.

She finished at the table and turned, her hips swaying as she made her way toward the bar. I watched the way her slacks hugged her ass, the fabric pulling tight with every step. My cock twitched in my jeans, and I shifted, pressing my palms against the table to keep from adjusting myself. Pathetic. I was twenty-two, not twelve, but something about her turned me into a stammering, hard-up mess.

I took a deep breath, forced myself to stand, and intercepted her before she reached the kitchen.

“Hey, Angelina.”

She turned, her dark eyes widening just a fraction before that slow, knowing smile spread across her face. “David.” My name on her lips sounded like a caress, her voice low and warm, the kind of voice that made you lean in just to hear it better. “You’re still here? I thought you’d have headed home by now.”

“I, uh.” Smooth, David. Real smooth. “I was waiting for the check.”

She tilted her head, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “You’ve been nursing that same drink for twenty minutes. You sure that’s all you’re waiting for?”

Heat flooded my face. She knows. Of course she knew. I was transparent as hell. But instead of backing down, I met her gaze, letting my eyes drop just for a second—to her lips, then lower, to the way her shirt gaped just enough to tease the lace of her bra. “Maybe not.”

Her laugh was rich, throaty, the kind of sound that made my stomach clench. “Bold tonight, huh?” She stepped closer, close enough that I could smell her—cinnamon and something floral, jasmine maybe, mixed with the faintest hint of sweat from a long shift. It was intoxicating. “You gonna tell me why, or am I gonna have to guess?”

I swallowed hard. “I was hoping you’d sit down for a minute. When you’re done, I mean.”

She raised an eyebrow, that beauty mark lifting with it. “You asking me out, chico?”

“Yeah,” I said, the word coming out before I could second-guess it. “I am.”

For a second, she just looked at me, her expression unreadable. Then she bit her lower lip, her teeth sinking into the plump flesh, and my cock jerked in my jeans. Fuck. “You’re cute when you’re nervous,” she said, stepping even closer, her body nearly pressed against mine. The heat of her radiated through my polo shirt, her breath warm against my neck as she leaned in, her lips brushing the shell of my ear. “But I don’t date customers, David.”

My stomach dropped. “Oh. Right. Of course.” Idiot. I should’ve known.

But then she pulled back just enough to meet my eyes, her own glittering with something I couldn’t quite read. “But I do take breaks. And I am off in twenty minutes.” She reached out, her fingers trailing down my arm, sending a shiver through me. “You gonna wait that long?”

I exhaled, my shoulders loosening. “Yeah. I’ll wait.”

She smirked, stepping back with a sway of her hips. “Good. Don’t go anywhere.”

I watched her walk away, my pulse hammering in my throat. Twenty minutes. I could do twenty minutes. Hell, I’d wait twenty hours if it meant getting to talk to her like this.

True to her word, she appeared twenty minutes later, her apron untied, her hair slightly messy from the shift. She’d unbuttoned one more button on her shirt, the lace of her black bra now fully visible, the swell of her breasts threatening to spill out with every breath. My mouth went dry.

“Ready?” she asked, grabbing her purse from behind the bar.

I nodded, standing so fast I nearly knocked over my chair. “Yeah. Uh. Where to?”

She laughed, shaking her head. “Relax, mijo. We’re just talking.” She gestured toward the back exit, away from the crowded dining room. “There’s a bench out back. Quiet. Unless you’d rather go somewhere else?”

“No, the bench is good,” I said quickly. Anywhere was good, as long as it was with her.

The night air hit us as we stepped outside, cool after the heat of the kitchen. The alley behind the restaurant was narrow, the dumpsters lined up against the brick wall, but the bench she led me to was tucked into a corner, half-hidden by a trellis of overgrown ivy. It was private. Intimate. The kind of spot you’d take someone if you didn’t want to be seen.

She sat first, crossing her legs, the fabric of her slacks pulling tight over her thighs. I sat beside her, leaving a careful inch between us, my hands clenched in my lap to keep from reaching for her.

“So,” she said, turning to face me, one arm draped over the back of the bench. “David Garner. Accountant. Moved here three months ago. Comes in twice a week, always sits at the same table, always orders the carne asada with extra guac.” She tilted her head, her waves falling over one shoulder. “What else should I know?”

I blinked. “You—you remember all that?”

She laughed, the sound rich and warm. “I remember my regulars, chico. Especially the cute ones.” Her fingers brushed against my shoulder, light as a feather. “Now tell me something I don’t know.”

I swallowed, my mind racing. What did you tell a woman like her? Someone who’d probably heard every line in the book? “I, uh. I play chess. Online, mostly. And I—” I hesitated, then forced myself to say it. “I think you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

Her expression softened, her lips parting just slightly. “David,” she murmured, her voice dropping to something lower, something that sent a shiver down my spine. “You’re gonna make me blush.”

“I doubt that,” I said before I could stop myself.

She threw her head back and laughed, the sound echoing off the bricks. “You’re funny. I like that.” She sobered, her fingers tracing idle patterns on my shoulder. “What else?”

“I don’t have many friends here,” I admitted. “I mean, I have coworkers, but... it’s not the same.”

She hummed, her thumb brushing the curve of my neck. “Lonely?”

“A little.”

Her eyes darkened, her gaze dropping to my lips. “You shouldn’t be lonely, mijo. Not with a face like yours.”

I snorted. “My face?”

“Mhm.” Her fingers slid up, cupping my jaw, her thumb brushing over my bottom lip. “You’ve got this... I don’t know. This look. Like you’re always thinking too hard.” Her thumb pressed just slightly, parting my lips, and my breath hitched. “Like you’d be real focused if someone let you.”

My cock was painfully hard now, straining against my jeans. I shifted, trying to ease the pressure, but it was no use. Not with her this close, her scent wrapping around me, her fingers on my skin. “Angelina,” I managed, my voice rough.

“Mhm?” Her thumb slid into my mouth, just the tip, and my tongue darted out instinctively, tasting the salt of her skin.

“I—” I didn’t know what I was going to say. I want you. I’ve wanted you for months. Please let me touch you.

But before I could get the words out, she pulled her thumb free, her lips curling into a smirk. “You’re sweet, David.” She leaned in, her breath hot against my ear. “But I don’t do relationships. Not right now.”

My stomach twisted. “Oh.”

She pulled back, her expression unreadable. “I’m crashing on my friend’s couch. Been there two weeks. She’s got a kid, a husband, a dog—it’s crowded.” She laughed, but it was hollow. “I need a place to stay. Just for a little while.”

I blinked. “You—you’re homeless?”

She shrugged, but I saw the way her shoulders tensed. “Temporarily. I’m saving up for my own place. My own restaurant,” she added, her voice fierce. “But right now? Yeah. I’m couch-surfing.”

Something reckless and stupid and hopeful surged through me. “I’ve got a two-bedroom,” I blurted. “You could stay with me. Just—just pay what you can. Or don’t. I don’t care.”

She stared at me, her dark eyes wide. “You’re serious?”

I nodded, my heart hammering. “Yeah. I mean, it’s not fancy, but it’s clean. And you’d have your own room. No strings,” I added quickly, even though the idea of her in my apartment, in my space, made my skin buzz with possibility.

She bit her lip, her gaze searching my face. Then, slowly, she smiled. “You’re too sweet, David Garner.” She leaned in again, her lips brushing my ear, her voice a whisper. “But I’ll take it. For now.”

The drive to my apartment was a blur.

She sat in the passenger seat, her duffel bag—her only bag—resting between her feet. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was charged. Electric. Every time I glanced at her, she was watching me, her expression unreadable in the dim glow of the dashboard lights.

I parked in the underground garage, my hands shaking as I turned off the engine. She didn’t move, just sat there, her fingers tapping against the armrest.

“You okay?” I asked, my voice rough.

She turned to me, her eyes dark in the shadows. “Yeah. Just... thinking.”

“About?”

She smirked. “About how nice you’re being. And how I should probably warn you—I’m not always nice back.”

A thrill ran through me. “I don’t need nice.”

Her laugh was low, husky. “No? What do you need, David?”

I met her gaze, my pulse pounding in my ears. “You.”

For a second, she just stared at me. Then she reached out, her fingers curling around the back of my neck, pulling me toward her. Our lips crashed together, her mouth hot and demanding, her tongue sliding against mine with a confidence that made my head spin. I groaned, my hands flying to her waist, pulling her closer, needing her closer. She tasted like lime and tequila and something uniquely her, something I wanted to drown in.

She broke the kiss with a gasp, her forehead resting against mine. “Fuck, David,” she breathed. “You’re gonna be the death of me.”

I was panting, my
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