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        Repeat after me… No one can find out.

        No one.

        Especially not the press.

      

        

      
        My boss broke her heart… and now it’s become my job to protect her.

        Protect her body, not her heart.

        Although, I’m up for the other task as well.

        But first, I’ll punish her if she gets herself into trouble.

        Punish her in a way that she’ll love.

        In a way that she’ll never forget.

        Her curves beg for me to teach her a lesson.

        To leave my mark on her.

        But being a councilwoman’s bodyguard doesn’t entitle me to anything.

        I have to keep my hands off her.

        A damaged man can’t be trusted around her.

        Especially if he’s supposed to be her one big secret.

        A secret that might turn into her next big heartbreak…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: MARILYN

          

        

      

    

    
      I was living a fairy tale, I mused as I luxuriously soaked in the hot bath in my hotel room in Spain. My prince was a bit rough around the edges, but still handsome and sweet, and goodness he knew how to touch me.

      If someone had told me two months ago that I’d be touring Europe and having sex with Giorgio Spanos, I’d have said they needed their head examined. Giorgio was Claude Monroe’s henchman, which made him someone I didn’t want to know. Not after Claude had duped me into an engagement for his business gain. What was even worse was that it turned out that Claude was capable of love, as he proved with his marriage to Felicia Collins. But apparently, he couldn’t love me. It was tough on the ego to be both duped and not good enough.

      Maybe that was why I was susceptible to Giorgio’s advances. I told myself I wasn’t interested in a relationship, but Giorgio was always there, being helpful and supportive to me. And now, in Spain, I was feeling beyond anything I ever felt with a man before. I had to concede that my accepting of Claude’s proposal was a bad idea beyond his betrayal, because I hadn’t really loved him. I thought I had. I thought he was the perfect man to be at my side as I built my political career.  In that respect, maybe I wasn’t that much different from him. He wanted to marry me for my political clout, and I’d wanted him because he was successful and could help me in my career.

      I should have known it wasn’t a good match. Claude could barely kiss me. He’d never touched me. That too was a blow to my ego. A sexual ego that had been restored by Giorgio’s insatiable appetite for me.

      I finished my bath, noting the oils I’d poured in left me smelling exotic. I hoped Giorgio liked it. I put on the plush robe offered by the hotel and went into my bedroom. The scent of oranges wafted in on the Valencian breeze through the window.  I decided that this was my favorite stop on our trip, although they’d all been wonderful.

      I stepped out on the balcony, lifting my head to the sun, and closing my eyes to soak in the warmth. Last night on this balcony, Giorgio made love to me, and I knew, without a doubt, that I loved him. I was a strong woman in a leadership role back at home in Long Beach, California. I wasn’t a woman who could be bullied or dominated, and yet, when Giorgio would make demands on my body, I was happy to submit to him.

      Giorgio was a take-charge sort of man, but he was sweet and gentle too. I didn’t think he had a great deal of traditional education, but he was intelligent and street smart. I could see why Claude handpicked him to work for him.

      I didn’t have much time, so I left my musings and headed back into my room to get dressed. I slipped on bright red underwear and a matching bra, remembering how Giorgio had ripped my panties off in Antwerp. I thought that only happened in romance novels, but no. Giorgio did it and then he went down on me, and I’d never experienced anything like it before. I had orgasm over orgasm, and even then, he kept feasting me. It was definitely the longest any man had spent focused only on my pleasure. Just thinking about it, my panties got wet. But that was okay. He’d like that.

      I stood in the mirror looking at the woman I’d become during this trip. I wasn’t a prude or a frump before, but I wasn’t sexy or sexually outgoing. I left my long hair down, knowing he liked to wrap his hands in it. Yes, Giorgio would be thrilled at me tonight.

      I found the silky red rope that went with my undergarments hanging in the closet. I put it on and tied the sash. I kept the top part open enough to show the swells of my breasts. I laughed at myself for being so blatantly sexy. This was a part of me I didn’t know existed until him.

      I put on my makeup, including bright red lipstick, and with a final look in the mirror, I decided I was ready.

      I left my room heading to Giorgio’s down the hall. I’d always been a good girl who normally went after good guys. I’d thought Claude was a good guy. He was definitely charming and had impeccable manners. But it turned out he was bad. At least to me. Giorgio was a bad boy personified, but I suppose my missed teenage opportunity to go after the bad boy had me not caring. When I was with him, I felt strong and yet cared for. He made me feel beautiful and sexy.

      I reached his room and knocked on the door. My skin knew what it felt like when his large hands were on it and tingled in anticipation. My lips knew his taste and were hungry to drink him in. My body knew his size and length, and was needy to feel him moving, pulsing inside me. All of me was eager to have all of him again, and again.

      The door handle jiggled, and my nipples hardened as my anticipation ramped up more.  I was ready to throw myself at him. Inwardly I laughed at how brazen I’d become.

      The door drew open and my heart raced to see him. To touch him. To have him do whatever he wanted to do to me.

      Petra appeared and at first I was a little embarrassed that I was half-naked in the hall while coming to Giorgio’s room when he was clearly in a meeting with her. But then I noticed she was in her bra and panties too, showing off her strong, toned body, which was much different from my softer, rounder curves. Her long auburn hair was pulled to one side, showing off her long neck.

      Her gaze scanned me, taking in my similar outfit, though I didn’t wear it quite as well as her.

      She laughed. “Giorgio is busy.” She shut the door.

      I stood in the hallway trying to wrap my brain around what was happening. Or more accurately, it was trying to come up with a plausible story for what just happened. It couldn’t be possible that once again I’d been duped and used, could it?

      Had Giorgio been playing me the entire time?
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            GIORGIO - TWO MONTHS EARLIER

          

        

      

    

    
      I clasped my hands together down in front of me doing my best to avoid tugging on the bow tie around my neck. It felt like a noose and my tux felt like a straight jacket. I always felt out of place at these events that my boss, Claude Monroe, asked me to attend with him. It was one thing to be his bodyguard, but I could do that waiting outside. Instead, he insisted I join in. He said it was important that I develop the ability to mingle with his class of people, which made little sense because he’d hired me off the streets not because I was couth but because I was big and burly, and open to doing his devious deeds.

      Considering my background, the things he asked me to do had never bothered me until recently when I'd been a part of his scam to arrange a loveless marriage between him and Councilwoman Marilyn Embers. The problem was that on her end, the marriage wouldn’t have been loveless. He'd wined and dined her and even earned a yes to his proposal. Meanwhile he was lusting after his nemesis’ VP, Felicia Collins.

      Now Claude was married to Felicia and from all looks of it, happily so. That was another thing that I never thought I'd see happen. I never imagined Claude was capable of falling in love or in having a real meaningful relationship with a woman, aside from Eleni, but that was professional.

      Tonight, we were celebrating the upcoming opening of the Williams-Manion Shipping Terminal not as party crashers, but as invited guests. Shocking considering months ago Claude was conniving his way into forcing Ryker to sell his shipping company.

      Now, Claude was a part of them. Sort of. I could see that many were wary of him. Good for them. It was wise to always keep an eye on Claude.

      Claude took Felicia’s hand and made his way to the podium after Ryker made his welcoming speech.

      "If I may take a moment to say a few words," Claude said. He did get their attention, but most of their stares were confusion and even hostility. "I want to congratulate Ryker Williams and Troy Manion on their achievement."

      One thing I admired about Claude; he was happy to take the spotlight even if he was in a hostile room.

      "I came to California with the singular purpose of taking over Williams Shipping,” he said.

      There were a few low-volume boos and hisses.

      “I came here expecting a business much like mine and the others that I have worked with. A business solely focused on profit margins and being the biggest and the best at all costs. But with Williams Shipping I found something quite different. I found a business that operated like a family. And because of that they were the richest company in the world and probably didn't even know it."

      In the past, sappy comments like that were part of his method of lowering their defenses before he’d strike. Claude has always been able to say the right things to get people to listen to him and trust him, but I could see in him that he was speaking with sincerity as he talked about becoming friends with the people that not so long ago, he vowed to destroy.

      "In the end, I don't own Williams Shipping, something I'm sure all of you are very pleased to know."

      There were a couple of shouts of “hell yeah.”

      "But in the end, I still won." Claude smiled at Felicia and then reached out his hand, which she took. He brought it to his lips kissing the back of it.

      "I understand that I'm still an outsider, despite the fact that I've married one of your own. I completely understand why and hope that over time you will be able to call me a friend. But I want to let you know that I have made an investment into the Williams Shipping family business."

      At that, everyone tensed, including me. After thinking perhaps Claude had gone to the light side, had it all been a scam to still try and take over Williams Shipping?

      Claude looked at Felicia who nodded at him. He turned back to the audience as he slipped his arm around her, tugging her closer. "Felicia and I are expecting a new member of the family. And while you might be suspicious of me, I am hopeful, and in fact feel confident, that you will accept our child into your family."

      Jesus Christ and now they were having a baby?

      A group of people rushed up to Felicia and Claude to congratulate them, but I hung out in the background knowing I would have my own opportunity later. I was happy for him. I liked to think some of the pep talks I gave him over the course of the last few months, encouraging him to stop fucking with Marilyn and pursue what his heart desired, made a difference.

      But that didn’t mean I wasn’t angry at him for what he did to Marilyn.

      I scanned the room filled with people from Williams Shipping, from the owner, Ryker Williams and his wife Nina, and their partner in the terminal construction, Troy Manion, and his wife Lizzie. Also in attendance was Troy's right-hand man Zach, who despite the fact that I'd gotten into a physical altercation with him not too long ago, I sort of respected. Like me, he seemed to enjoy living on the rough and dark side of things, although he had a vibe about him that suggested it didn't come from a difficult upbringing like mine did.

      I didn’t care about any of them though as my eyes continued to search the room until I stopped on the object of my interest.

      Marilyn Embers.

      I was surprised she came to tonight's reception. Since Felicia was the VP of William Shipping, she had to know that Claude would be here, so it took a lot of guts for her to come after all that he had done to her. But as I studied her lovely, and particularly her sharp dark eyes, I saw fierceness in them that told me nothing would have kept her away. She was here to prove to herself, if not to everyone else, that she was a strong woman, despite what Claude had done.

      Of course, she wasn’t the only city politician here at the reception. There were several of them from the city Council, who I guess were making good with Ryker Williams showing their support. No doubt, they hoped for a donation to their election campaigns in return.

      On the other side of that was that it was good for Ryker to have them here as well, considering not that long ago, the site was shut down for an unsafe working environment. It was all bullshit of course. The site was only unsafe because I did what Claude asked me and sabotaged it. At the time, it was just another one of those nefarious jobs that Claude would ask me to do from time to time. But when he took the pictures and gave them to Marilyn and used her to get the site shut down, something shifted inside me. It was bad enough to pretend that he loved her and wanted to marry her, but to use her in a way that could jeopardize her career and ruin her reputation, didn't sit right with me.

      Thankfully, Felicia's impassioned speech to her about the site led Marilyn to take a look for herself, including bringing along the construction inspector. They found no problems with the site and reopened it as soon as they could get the paperwork done.

      While they were there, Claude showed up and he and Marilyn had it out. I wasn't completely sure who ended things, but I knew that she left the site that day no longer engaged to him, and I was fucking happy about that. I knew that while Claude didn’t love her and was using her, he would have married her. He’d talked himself into thinking that it would be an advantageous marriage for the both of them, and that he liked her enough that they could be compatible and happy.

      My opinion of Felicia Collins hadn't been a good one, until I noticed that Claude’s desire for her was beyond his control. Because of Felicia, Marilyn was free of Claude.

      Would I have liked to take his place? Yes. Absolutely. But Marilyn didn’t know I existed, so I settled for being happy that she wasn’t duped into a marriage that would have broken her spirit.

      "Are you as bored as I am?" Eleni, my colleague, asked in Greek. She was Claude’s second in command and while not as ruthless as he was, she was still a tough woman.

      We would speak to each other in our native tongues whenever we didn’t want anyone to know what we were talking about. Of course, it didn’t work with Claude, who not only spoke Greek, but also half a dozen other languages. Now that he was preoccupied with his new wife, Eleni and I spent even more time together than before. We respected and trusted each other, but there wasn’t an attraction. We were colleagues and friends.

      I kept my eyes on Marilyn when I responded to her. "How can you be bored when there's all these men here drooling over you."

      Not far behind Marilyn, I caught sight of Zack's gaze staring back our way. I couldn’t help having a feeling that something was going on between Zach and Eleni, but I figured it was none of my business, so I didn’t ask.

      "You know me, Giorgio. I have no interest in men." She paused for a moment. "Do you think it will last between Claude and Felicia?"

      "I thought you were all for their union." We both pushed him to pursue it.

      "I was. I am. But we've known Claude for a long time, and I've never seen him like this. I just wonder if it will last. Both he and Felicia are pretty volatile people."

      "I think that makes them perfect for each other." I watched as Claude kissed Felicia on the cheek and excused himself making a beeline to Marilyn. I knew his intentions weren't devious. He wasn't setting out to scam or dupe her again. But the anger I felt at what he did lived deep in my belly and watching him make his way over to her made it burn even hotter.

      "Why don't you tell Councilwoman Embers how you feel about her?" Eleni said.

      I was surprised that Eleni knew that I had feelings for the councilwoman because I never said anything. On the other hand, Eleni was extremely astute. She was a keen observer, noticing minute details, so I suppose it wasn’t a surprise that she could see the tension in me when I was around Marilyn.

      "I was a part of the plan that hurt her. I doubt she'd give me time of the day. And even if I hadn't helped Claude, she would never look in my direction."

      Claude took Marilyn by the arm and gently led her out of the room.

      "It looks like he's trying to do another round of remorse and redemption with her," she said.

      I nodded, knowing that was likely what Claude was doing, but it still didn’t alleviate the resentment I had for him. And to a certain extent, I resented Marilyn as well because she chose the attentions of a man like Claude who used her and duped her, when she could've had a man who had the utmost respect for her. I couldn't say I loved her, but I definitely felt something in my chest every time I saw her. I cared far more than Claude ever did, and she didn't give a shit.
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      The only reason I was letting Claude lead me out of the room was because I didn't want to make a scene and have everyone who knew of my situation with him, pity me again. The media was there as well, and I didn't want to jeopardize my career by having them put something in the paper that suggested that I did anything untoward as a Councilwoman.

      I had been foolish enough to believe in Claude and the pictures of the construction site he brought to me when he asked help in getting the site closed down for safety violations. I had done as he asked because I trusted him, I loved him — or I thought I loved him. Now, in hindsight, I think I was just dazzled by his charm and his wealth. I was duped by it all just as he had wanted me to be. I blamed him for nearly all of it, but I knew I had some responsibility on my own. I could've simply called the inspection office and suggested they go out and look at the site again. I could've gone out and looked for myself. So, in that respect, I let myself down, as well as the people of the city I represented. I wouldn't let that happen again.

      He led me into a small conference room and I moved  towards the windows away from him because I couldn’t stand to be in close proximity with him.

      "I wanted to apologize to you again, Marilyn, for how despicable I was to you." His voice sounds sincere, and maybe he was a changed man now. But I wasn’t going to risk being duped again.

      I shook my head and waved my hands wanting him to stop. "I don't know what you want from me, Claude, but these continued efforts to apologize actually just make things worse. The best thing you can do for me, is leave me alone."

      Every time I saw him, or even heard his name, all the anger and humiliation boiled in my gut until I felt like I was the most pathetic woman in the world.

      "Perhaps you won't believe me, but I am very fond of you Marilyn."

      I let out a derisive laugh. "Well, gee Claude. Thanks. You are fond of me and at the same time used me and betrayed me. You humiliated me, and you compromised me in more ways than you could know. You're just going to have to be resigned to the fact that I don't accept your apology. Now why don't you go back to your pretty pregnant wife and live your life and leave me alone."

      He took a few steps toward me, and my instinct was to back away not because I was afraid but because I couldn't stand to be around him. But I was also worried that stepping back would make me look weak, so I stood my ground.

      "Okay Marilyn, I’ll leave you alone. I hope that maybe over time I will have the opportunity to —"

      "There will be no over time Claude. I don't want to ever see you again." His eyes flared with annoyance, but he gave me a curt nod that made me think he was finally getting the message.

      "I would like to ask that whatever you think of me that you don't hold it against my wife, or more specifically, Williams Shipping. They are good people —"

      The laugh I let out this time probably sounded like a crazy woman. "Good people? Since when do you recognize good people, Claude?" Now I was incensed, and I leaned toward him, slapping my hand on my chest. "I'm good people, Claude, but apparently not good enough to make you want to change your ways." I snapped my mouth shut as I realized I'd said too much. I didn’t want him knowing that, along with all the other humiliation he brought my way, that a big part of my issue was the fact that he'd been reformed by love from another woman.

      Not wanting to let him catch on to that I continued, "Besides, being petty or vengeful is you, Claude, not me. I'm not like that. I want to be honest with you Claude. I hope that all that lovey-dovey stuff I see between you and Felicia is true and real because if not you are even more vile than I ever imagined. It was bad enough what you did to me but if you married her and impregnated her as a means to get a hold of Williams Shipping.…" I searched my brain for a word that was adequate for how despicable I thought he was. "You're soulless bastard."

      I’d had enough so I pushed him aside and made my escape from the conference room. I knew I had to look a wreck, so I went in search of the ladies restroom where I could take a moment to pull myself together emotionally and hopefully get my composure back. Of course, having never been in the building before. I couldn't figure out where it was. When I reached the lobby section of the front area, I saw the couch and decided I would just plop myself down there. I dropped my head back resting it on the back of the couch and closed my eyes focusing on my breathing.

      "Are you lost?" A deep Greek accented voice asked. I kept my head back on the couch, but opened my eyes and turned to see Giorgio, Claude's goon, standing there. I could never figure out what to make of him. He dressed up nice enough to fit in at a reception like this, but he had the eyes of a man who looked like he’d come out the victor in more than one back-alley brawls. Yet sometimes, like now, his expression was soft and gentle, belying his size and the potential violence he could wreck.

      "No, I'm not lost," I lied. "Just catching my breath." I hoped that my answer was enough to send him away, but when he took a seat next to me, I realized it wasn't.

      He put as much distance between us on the couch as he could, and yet, because he was such a big man, he was close enough that I could feel the heat of his body, and the scent of his cologne.

      "Tell me what upset you." His voice wasn't soft and gentle. Underneath it, there was a hint of simmering anger. I watched him as I realized he expected me to follow his demand to answer his question.

      I turned my head back towards the ceiling and closed my eyes again. "You wouldn't understand."

      "Tell me." Again, it sounds like a command more than a sympathetic urging.

      Apparently, I'd hit my last nerve because I bolted up straight. I swung my gaze to him, hoping he could see the venom in my eyes. "Your boss." Thinking that was the end of it, I sank back on the couch to resume my meditative state.

      "What did he do?"

      Seriously? I was trying to decide if Giorgio's gruff demeanour was on purpose, or simply a part of the fact that English wasn't his first language. On the other hand, I'd heard him speak English before and he seemed to have an impeccable command of it.

      I sat up again and glared at him. "Why would I talk to you? Why are you even here? Everything has turned out all peaches and cream for Claude, and the rest of you. Look at Claude now. Reformed. Happily married. He's now the hero. I think I almost liked him better when he was a villain."

      "I'm sorry —"

      I lifted my finger and poked him hard in the chest, although I'm not sure he felt it because his chest felt like a plate of armor. "Don't you pity me. I don't want you or anybody else's pity.”

      He surprised me by taking my hand in his and his eyes again turned soft. "I don't pity you Councilwoman Embers. I think you’re powerful and intelligent and successful. And if I might add, I think you're the most beautiful woman here tonight."

      My jaw dropped.

      His hand squeezed mine lightly and his thumb caressed my wrist. I was shocked at the shimmer of sensation his gentle soothing touch sent up my arm.

      "It's the truth,” he said.

      I tugged my hand away, and immediately the warmth that I was beginning to feel ended, which was a good thing because this was Claude's henchman. In fact, I wouldn't put it past Claude having sent him out here to do what he couldn't do; make sure that I didn't hurt Claude's fiancés company.

      I stood and lifted my chin, gathering what little dignity I had considering I felt like I was on the verge of dissolving into nothing.

      "I'm not interested in anything you have to say. I know full well that you do whatever Claude tells you to do. You probably don't have an independent thought in your head."

      He flinched and for a minute I thought maybe I was being too mean. But then I reminded myself who I was dealing with. So, I continued on. "You can all go to hell."

      I pushed past him, intending to head out to my car to leave. I’d made my appearance. There was no reason to stay.

      But his meaty hand wrapped around my forearm. It was gentle but firm enough that my momentum stopped me and pulled me back around until I bumped into him. I stared up at him, ready to punch or kick or bite or whatever I had to do to make him let me go. But all that stopped when I saw his eyes looking down on me.
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      A part of me knew trying to talk to her was a waste of time. She saw me as Claude’s muscleman and nothing else. In fact, she seemed to think I was devoid of intellect or free will. I wanted to be offended, and yet, I could understand why she’d think that. I was smart and could think for myself, but for so long, I’d gone along with Claude. For all those reasons, I should have let her go.

      But I didn’t.

      I took her arm, wanting to be gentle so I didn’t hurt or scare her. She swung around and I half expected her to kick or hit me. Her angry gaze latched on to mine. Something shifted in her eyes, and I took my chance.

      “I have many of my own thoughts. All of them are of you.” I wasn’t sure I was getting through, but I continued on. “Claude was a fool. You didn’t deserve what he did. He might be my boss, but he doesn’t own me. No one tells me what to think.”

      She didn’t respond and instead stared up at me like she was searching for something. I hoped she found it.

      Finally, she said, “I agree with you. Claude is a fool. You can let your boss know that I bear no ill will against Williams Shipping. I won’t be doing anything to get back at them for what he did.”

      I wasn’t sure why she was telling me that except maybe she thought Claude sent me to deliver a message about Williams Shipping.

      It frustrated me that she thought I was talking to her on behalf of Claude. Didn’t I just tell her I was my own man?

      “I have no interest in delivering that message. That’s not why I’m talking to you. Not everything I do is at his behest.”

      She scoffed. “Yeah right.”

      The frustration flared into irritation. Why wouldn’t she listen to me? Why couldn’t she see how much I admired and respected her?

      “You don’t believe me? Do you think Claude would send me to do this?” I bent down, capturing her lips with mine. I had only this moment to make her see, to make her understand how much I wanted her. I gave her a moment to push me away, but she didn’t. So, I fused my mouth to hers, tamping down my frustration and instead, soaking in the taste of her. She surrendered to the kiss parting her lips, and I felt victorious as my tongue gently glided against hers. The moment was perfection.

      She stiffened and pulled away, breaking the magic of the moment. Her eyes widened and she covered her mouth with her fingers. Her horrified expression gutted me. She backed away and then turned, rushing toward the exit.

      I desperately wanted to follow her, but I didn’t. What would be the use? It was clear that I repulsed her. I took a minute to get my emotions in control and for my arousal to shrink. The image of how she looked at me in horror did a great job at that.

      I was thinking of leaving. Claude didn’t need anything. He already had everything a man could want. A loving wife. A child on the way. A fortune he couldn’t spend if he lived a thousand lifetimes. I didn’t resent him for his success and happiness. But I did resent him for being the hindrance to mine.

      I headed for the door to leave, but Claude entered the lobby area. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      I put on the mask of duty, which was probably why Marilyn thought I was void of independent thought. "What do you need?"

      "I tried to talk with Marilyn but I’m thinking it was a mistake.”

      No shit. “How so?”

      “I’m worried she might equate my behavior to Williams Shipping or this terminal and do something to retaliate.”

      “I don’t know why. Your actions were against Williams Shipping. They were a victim like she was.”

      Claude flinched and then gave me a hard stare. “Are you upset about something?”

      I shook my head. “No. I just don’t think you have anything to worry about. She’s a consummate professional. She has integrity and values her reputation. She’s not prone to petty grievances.”

      He let out a long sigh. “I fucked up.”

      “Yes.” It wasn’t like we hadn’t had this discussion before about how vile Claude’s plan to use Marilyn was. It had been difficult to watch. It had been worse to think he’d planned to follow through. He’d have married her. Maybe they’d have been content, but I didn’t think so. She would have caught on eventually, but by then, she’d be in a loveless marriage.

      I had many choice words for my boss, but Claude saved me. I owed him everything I had. I’d have never met Marilyn if not for him, so I bit my tongue.

      Claude ran his hands through his hair and sank down onto the couch. It reminded me that he was a changed man. He now had a conscience and could experience remorse. I wished he’d found that about himself before he’d hurt Marilyn, but at least it came before he ruined her life.

      “I want to be a better man,” he said.

      “You are.”

      He stared up at me. “I want people to know it.”

      I shrugged. “But it’s not about you, is it? You want Marilyn to forgive you so you can feel better about yourself, but that’s you. What does she want?”

      Claude let out a laugh. “To leave her the hell alone.”

      “Then you should. Maybe over time she’ll come around. She doesn’t believe in your miraculous change. She’s not the only one. Others are skeptical too.”

      “What about you?”

      “I believe you changed. In fact, I wonder how long before you decide you don’t need me around to do your devious deeds.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m your fixer. Your enforcer. The man who makes things happen. You don’t need that anymore.”

      “But I do need you, Giorgio. I might not need you to do some of the questionable tasks I’d asked for in the past, but I do value you.”

      “You know I’m here for as long as you need me.”

      “You helped me see what was going on in my heart with Felicia. I always thought Eleni was my conscious, but you were too. I’ll need you both for guidance when my baser, more nefarious instincts arise.”

      I didn’t need to work for Claude anymore. He’d paid me so well, and I’d socked away what I had left over after sending some to support my family in Greece. I had my own little fortune saved.

      But I owed him for all I had, so as long as he needed me, I’d be here. Plus, staying here meant I might see Marilyn again, although that seemed like a fools wish.

      “Like I said, I’m here.”

      He sat back. “Fuck.”

      “Problem?”

      “I’m going to be a father.”

      “Yes. You are.”

      He shook his head. “Even you question if I’ll be a good one.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “Why not? Look where I came from. My parents didn’t give a shit about me. If I didn’t control the purse strings, they’d forget I existed.” He shook his head as it hung down. “I don’t want to fuck up my kid.”

      I watched this new Claude sharing his fears and concerns. Normally he’d have a don’t-give-a-shit attitude, but now he cared deeply. He cared that Marilyn still thought he was vile. He cared that might not be a good father.

      I sighed. “I’m sure you won’t make the same mistakes your parents did.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Well, for one, Felicia will chop your dick off before she’ll let you mess up your kid.”

      He smiled despite the fact I talked about castration. I knew that smile was because he loved how outspoken and hard-ass his wife could be.

      “Second, you already love that kid. I can’t imagine you won’t love it more when it’s finally here.”

      The tension in him dissipated.

      “Third, you’re a new man. No more using people. No more games. In my world, we’d call that going legit.”

      Claude laughed. “When did you get to be so smart?”

      “I’ve always been smart; you’ve just been too self-centered to notice.”

      He barks out a laugh. “I was a fucking asshole.”

      “The fuckiest of them all,” I agreed.

      Claude stood and put his hand on my shoulder
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