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            I’M THE GIRL WHO’S ALWAYS HAD A PLAN.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        College (not marriage).

        Career (not babies).

        Conquer the world (not happily ever after).

      

        

      
        Then I met the perfect guy...

        Fate really is my least favorite F word.

      

        

      
        Despite my long list of accomplishments—all my family seems to care about?

        The lack of a diamond on my ring finger.

      

        

      
        My dad won’t even consider voting to approve my business proposition until I’ve got a man on my arm.

        And my mom won’t quit with her endless string of awful blind dates till I’ve got babies on the brain.

      

        

      
        So I panicked—and told my family a teensy little white lie.

        Okay, it was more like a massive lie that has since snowballed into a full blown, five-alarm avalanche that’s on a never ending path of destruction.

      

        

      
        And the best part?

        That perfect guy agreed to go along with it...or at least the part he knows about.

      

        

      
        Fake Fiancé? Check.

        Fake Baby? Double Check.

        Positive Pregnancy Test? Oops...
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            BIANCA

          

        

      

    

    
      I feel a headache coming on as I push my blonde hair away from my face and pick up my glass of wine. I take a sip and pray that it will somehow triple its ability to erase the night I’m about to have from my memory. I place my glass back down on the table in front of me and smooth out a wrinkle in the pristine white tablecloth.

      I glance around the restaurant—taking in every man who walks through the door as I wait for the one my mother set me up with. I look at the time on my watch. It’s now going on 8 p.m. and our date was scheduled for 7:30. I vow to give him until the hour—four more minutes—before I get up and leave, though I’ll make sure to tell my mother how long I sat waiting for the man she declared to be my “perfect match.”

      I lift my glass of wine and finish it off before picking up my clutch from the table and pushing back my chair. I stand just as a man approaches.

      “I’m so sorry I’m late,” he says around a nervous-looking smile. Small wrinkles form around his green eyes and as he runs a hand through his thick blond hair. “You’re Bianca, right?”

      I force a smile on my face. Damn . . . I was so close to getting out of this. “Yes. You’re Max?” I ask.

      He nods. “I am. Please don’t tell your mother how late I was. She’s been putting so much pressure on me about this date. I can’t believe I’ve already blown it.” He takes his seat across from mine and I have no choice but to sit back down. I flag down the waiter and motion toward my empty wine glass.

      “I’ll make you a deal: I won’t tell my mother you were late as long as you don’t tell her how much wine I’ll be having with dinner tonight.” I offer up a flirty smile.

      He lets out a quiet laugh and nods. “Agreed.”

      The waiter is back with the bottle of wine and he quickly fills our glasses.

      “Thank you,” I say as I pick up my glass and take a sip. “So, Max, tell me about yourself.”

      He straightens his back and sits taller as his eyes move to focus on mine. “Well, my full name is Maxwell Weaver III. My family owns the Weaver Distillery. I’m currently working there as head of operations.”

      “My mother told you to say all of this, didn’t she?”

      He pauses his speech and his face goes slack. He was hoping I didn’t see through his well-thought-out speech to win me over with old family money, a name everyone knows, and the promise of a bright and luxurious future. “She did,” he finally admits, hanging his head.

      I laugh and that causes his eyes to lift back up to mine. “She’s always doing this, you know.”

      “What’s that?”

      I roll my eyes. “She’s so determined to find me a suitable husband that she latches on to anyone who has social status and forces them down my throat. No offense, Max, but this is never going to work out between us. It’s only our first time meeting and it already reeks of Rebecca Greer.”

      “Well, that’s good news. I’m sort of engaged,” he says around a nervous chuckle.

      That makes me burst out laughing. “Does my mother know?”

      He laughs and nods. “She does, but she’s had it in her head that I would like you better than the woman I’ve been dating for the last four years, so . . .”

      I laugh and take a sip of my wine. “This is a new low. Her list of men must be dwindling.” I place my glass of wine back on the table. “So, what does your fiancée think you’re doing right now?”

      “I told her I had a business dinner—that the Greer family was looking to invest and I needed to convince you.” He shrugs one shoulder and offers up a crooked smile. “It was the only thing I could think of.”

      “My mother . . .” I breathe out, running my fingers up and down the stem of my wine glass. “Does your mother do this to you?”

      “She tried to. That is, until I finally met a woman on my own and brought her home. She hasn’t set me up for two years now.” His brows draw together as he thinks back.

      “I thought you said you’ve been with her for four?”

      “I did,” he says around a smile. “She didn’t give up until we were engaged. The wedding is set for this fall.”

      I take a long sip of my wine. The more I drink, the funnier this whole thing is, but the funnier it gets, the more angry I feel. I can’t believe my mother set me up with a man who’s getting married in a few short months. I plan on giving her a piece of my mind. All this matchmaking has to stop. I don’t know why she’s so adamant about marrying me off. It’s not like it’s the early 1900s. A single woman isn’t looked down on anymore. In fact, these days, we have a higher standing than ever.

      She thinks something is wrong with me because I prefer to focus on my education and career. According to her, a woman my age should be focusing on finding a man, getting married, and having children.

      “Look, you obviously have someplace better to be, so this fake meeting/date can wrap up at any time.” I reach for my purse to pay for the wine, but he holds up his hand.

      “The way I look at it, this saved me from having to pick out wedding flowers—something I couldn’t care less about. So how about we continue with our meeting? And since this is now a business dinner, it’s on dear old dad.” He smiles. “Go ahead and order the most expensive steak on the menu. Hell, steak and lobster—surf and turf!”

      I smile. “That’s nice of you, but I really would like to get out of here. It’s been a long day.” I pick up my purse and pull out my card.

      He holds up his hand. “Don’t worry about paying for the wine. I’m going to stick around and have some dinner. If I get done with this too early, I’ll have to join my fiancée at the flower shop around the corner, and as you can probably guess, I really don’t want to do that.”

      I laugh as I slide the card back into my purse. “Well, thank you.” I stand up and smooth out my dress.

      He stands with me. “It was nice to meet you, Bianca. I hope you figure out a way to get your mother off your back.”

      I laugh. “Well, I’ll probably have to get married before that’ll happen, but thank you for the wine.”

      He takes my hand and shakes it gently before releasing me and allowing me to walk away.

      I swear this is the last date I let my mother set me up on.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m Chad. It’s nice to meet you. Your mother has said wonderful things about you.” He kisses the top of my hand with his wet lips, and while it makes me want to shudder, I refrain.

      I force a smile into place. “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you, too.”

      He releases my hand and pulls out my chair. I take a seat and he scoots me forward. I look around the restaurant that’s all too familiar. This is my mother’s favorite restaurant and she assumes it’s my favorite too, because every time we go out, we come here. Little does she know that I hate this place. I only pick it to make her happy.

      “So, Chad, tell me about yourself,” I say. It’s the same way I start all of these dates.

      “Gee,” he wiggles in his seat. “I don’t really know what to say.”

      I reach for my glass of wine—the only thing that gets me through these dinners. “Just say whatever comes to mind. Where do you work? What do you like to do in your spare time? You’re not about to get married, are you?” I joke, but am also completely serious after that last date.

      He lets out a laugh with a snort. “No, not getting married. I’m 32 and know I need to settle down, but I like my life, ya know? Plus, if I got married, that would leave Mother alone.”

      I nod. I can completely agree with enjoying life, but the part about his mother is a little concerning. He’s cute in a nerdy way, but still not my type. His dark hair is parted down the middle and combed to either side. He’s wearing black plastic-framed glasses, and the only thing they’re missing is some white tape across the nose. And he’s wearing a bowtie with sailboats on it. If J.Crew were a human, it would be him. What’s wrong with my mother?

      “I still live with my mother,” he confesses completely out of nowhere.

      “You’re 32 and still live at home?” I ask, reaching for my wine again.

      He nods. “Yeah, Mother’s getting older and needs some help around the house.”

      I nod, trying not to be judgmental. “Well, that’s nice of you. So you moved back in?”

      He shakes his head. “No, I never moved out. I was living in the pool house, but when she got sick, I moved back into my childhood bedroom to be closer to her.”

      I motion for more wine. “So you and your mom are close?” I say, trying to be polite rather than feeling creeped out a bit.

      “Oh, we’re very close. Mother likes it that way. She doesn’t like it when I spend too much time with friends or playing video games. She insists that I be with her for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. We also have our evening snack and tea together in the living room as we watch reruns of I Love Lucy. It’s her favorite show.”

      I nod and force my smile in place. “What’s your favorite show?” I ask, wanting to lead the subject away from his overbearing mother.

      “Oh, anything Mother likes.”

      I nod and press my lips together. “What do you watch when you’re not with your mother?”

      “Oh, I’m always with Mother. She wasn’t too happy about me missing dinner tonight. She said she was going to punish me and not let me have snack time tonight. But the joke’s on her! I’ll just have dessert here with you.”

      I push my chair back and stand. “I’m sorry, Chad, but I have to go.” I don’t look back as I rush out of the restaurant alone.

      This is absolutely the last time I let my mother set me up.
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        * * *

      

      “So, Jason, what is it that you do? Tell me about yourself.” I pick up my glass of wine and force myself to sip it instead of tossing down the whole glass like I want to.

      “Well, I really like animals.”

      Okay, this is good. I get excited. “Really? That’s awesome. I have a friend who just recently opened up her own animal shelter. You two should meet.”

      He smiles and nods excitedly, causing his red hair to bounce. “I would love to take in some foster cats if she needs the help. I already have seven of my own.”

      My eyes double in size. “You live with seven cats?”

      He nods. “Well, it started with just Sassy. She’s my oldest. But she got out one day and the next thing I knew, she was having kittens. So now I have her children: Razzles, Buttons, Bubbles, Sparkles, Rainbow, and Charlie.”

      “Charlie. That’s different in comparison to the other names. Why did you choose that one?”

      “Oh, I named her after my favorite movie, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.”

      I swallow down the whole glass of wine. “A children’s movie?”

      He smiles and nods. “It’s always been my favorite.”

      I nods and press my lips together. “Of course.”

      “So this friend of yours, does she have any cats that need fostering?”

      I think my eyes bug out of my skull. “Don’t you think you have enough? I mean, she could probably take some off your hands.”

      He gasps like I’ve slapped him across the face. “Oh no! My cats are family. They’re my children. I wouldn’t dream of getting rid of any of them. Just the other day, Bubbles sat on my chest when I was asleep. So when I opened my eyes, all I saw was her staring at me. I swear, it was like she was telling me she loved me. They all have their own personalities. It’s really cute.”

      I nod and wave down the waiter for more wine.

      “You always drink this much?” he asks, watching as the waiter pours more wine into my glass.

      “Only on dates,” I say, lifting my glass.

      “I don’t drink. I actually don’t allow alcohol in my house. It’s dangerous, you know? If you have a glass sitting on the table, the cats like to stick their head in and lap at the liquid. I only drink water, so they’re always free to drink anything that’s out.”

      I feel my stomach roll. “You drink after your cats?”

      He nods. “Cats are very clean animals.”

      I push my chair back and stand, leaving without another word.

      I’m serious this time. Never again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            BRETT

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m dead asleep when my phone rings and pulls me back to reality. With a groan, I roll over and grab the phone off the table. “Yeah?”

      “Someone sounds hung over.” I can immediately tell that it’s Harley. Once upon a time, I had it bad for Harley, but I couldn’t expect her to wait around for me, and while I was gone, she found the man she’s married to now. I had no choice but to let her go and hope someone better came along—someone better suited for me, that is.

      “Nope, not hung over. Just tired,” I say, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as I sit up on the couch and look around my trailer. Trophies, ribbons, and photographs line the shelf on the far wall.

      “How was the race last night?”

      “Managed to pull third. Not exactly a win, but still pretty good considering how fucked my bike was.”

      “Ah, I bet you’ll get ‘em next time. Where are you now?”

      I shrug as I rub my eyes and try to remember. “Georgia . . . I think.”

      “When will you be home?”

      “What’s with all the questions?” It’s too early to think this hard.

      “I just want to see you and hang out.”

      I snort. “Yeah, right. What’s the real reason?”

      “Well, if you’re going to pull it out of me . . .” she starts. “I have someone I want you to meet.”

      “No! No, Harley. No hookups.”

      “Please?” she whines. “I swear, Brett, she’s perfect for you. She’s tall, tan, and thin but nicely stacked. She has long blonde hair, dark eyes, and she’s super smart.”

      I hear my phone chime through the earpiece.

      “There. I just sent you a picture.”

      I pull the phone from my ear and look at the screen, tapping on the message and pulling up the picture. The woman in the photo is gorgeous. She’s wearing a wide smile, showing her perfectly straight white teeth. Her eyes are dark brown and they’re framed by long, thick lashes. And her blonde hair is a mixture of natural tones that give perfect highlights. Her cheekbones are high, her lips are plump, and her nose is straight. I’m convinced that this woman is a model. She’s too perfect not to be.

      “Umm, hello?” I hear Harley shout through the speaker on the phone.

      “Oh, sorry,” I say, pulling the phone back to my ear.

      “Did you see the picture?”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “Annnnnd?”

      “And I’ll be home Friday.”

      She squeals. “Perfect. We’ll all go out to dinner on Saturday. Sound good?”

      I roll my eyes. I’ll probably hate myself for this later, but I say, “Fine.”

      She giggles with my approval. “I’m so excited! See you this weekend!”

      The phone goes dead and I let it fall from my ear onto the couch as I throw myself back. My eyes close as I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. I know I just agreed to meet this woman, but my mind fills with all the same warnings it always does when I think about trying out the dating world again. It never ends well. And at this point, I don’t really expect it to. I mean, how could it? How could anything last when I’m never home, given that I’m always racing around the country? Back when I chose this career—when I was just a teenager—I never thought about love, life, or anything other than racing and being the best. Well, I got my dream, but somewhere along the way, the dream changed.

      I’m at the top of my career, winning race after race. What I don’t have is anyone special to share it with. I see the other guys who race, and they all have wives and families. When I asked a few how they managed to maintain a relationship given the lifestyle we live, almost every single racer told me that his woman was the one who’d always been by his side. A good woman who’d waited for the man she loved.

      When I started out, I broke up with the girl I was with, not wanting her to waste her life waiting around for me. Not to mention, I didn’t want anything holding me back. I haven’t been in a good relationship since. Every time I tried starting something up, it always ended in heartache—mostly for me. While I was on the road, whichever woman I was seeing was usually running around behind my back doing whatever she wanted. I stayed faithful but she didn’t. It only took a couple times before I learned my lesson. Having a normal relationship with my lifestyle isn’t possible. Since then, I’ve stuck to casual dating. When I meet a woman, I make it clear that I’m not a relationship kind of guy—that I won’t be around for long, and I’m only meant to be a good time.

      I keep my options open, but honestly, I haven’t found a woman who’s made me want to settle down and change my life. I thought that maybe Harley could be that girl. We met and hung out a few times, taking things slowly and building a friendship. When I returned home, I asked her on a date and she accepted. However, we didn’t make it far, because I was already too late. The man she’s now married to snuck in and stole her heart. As happy as I was for her, I was also turned off to relationships even more. A lot can change in the time I’m gone, making it impossible to grow a relationship at the usual pace.

      While the woman in the picture is beautiful, I’ll make it known that I’m not available for any kind of long-term relationship. If she’s cool with that, then we can have some fun. However, if this woman is looking for the love of her life, I’ll get out of her way before either of us gets hurt.

      “Come on, Brett! Let’s hit the track!” my manager, Bill, says from outside the trailer.

      My eyes open and lock on the phone at my side. The picture is still on the screen, her smiling face watching me. I pick up the phone and stare at the picture one last time. My heart starts to race and a tingle forms in my stomach. I wonder where the weird feeling is coming from then shake my head clear as I push myself up, heading for the door.

      The week passes by rather quickly with practice, travel, and races. We make our way closer and closer to Chicago with each passing day, and by Friday night, I’m walking back into the house I haven’t seen in months. Fortunately, I have a cleaning lady who keeps things up for me around here. She keeps the house clean, the bills paid, and the kitchen stocked. She knew I’d be home tonight, so when I open the fridge, I find a fresh steak waiting to be thrown on the grill.

      I call a few friends to let them know I’m home as I grill and toss back beer after beer. Before I know it, a party is in full swing with half-naked girls swimming in the pool and more liquor being passed around than anyone could possibly drink. I enjoy catching up with old friends and kicking back. The night drifts into a fuzzy memory I know I’ll barely remember tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      I come stumbling out of my room and the brightness of the day blinds me. I trip and bump into the wall.

      “Whoa, Mr. Moore,” the cleaning lady, Susan, says, reaching out to steady me.

      I manage on my own, placing my palm flat against the wall.

      “You must’ve had one hell of a party here last night. The kitchen was trashed.” She laughs and the sound reminds me of my late grandmother.

      “I’m sorry about that, Susan. You can leave it and I’ll get to it later.”

      “It’s already taken care of, Mr. Moore.”

      I turn and look at her, confused.

      “It’s going on 3 p.m. I’m nearly done for the day.”

      I shake my head, unsure of how I managed to sleep all day.

      “Why don’t you go get cleaned up and I’ll run down and make you some lunch to kill that hangover?”

      “Thank you, Susan.”

      She laughs. “You’re welcome, dear.”

      I swear, when I’m home, Susan takes care of me like I’m her own son. She cleans up after my parties, cooks, and even unpacks my bags from the road without me having to ask her to. I couldn’t ask for a better woman to share my life with. Too bad she’s my one and only staff member.

      By the time I get out of the shower and exit the bedroom, the smell of food is filling the house and wafting up my nose. I walk into the kitchen and find the table set. There’s a plate with a BLT sandwich and crinkle-cut French fries. I plop down in the seat and start shoveling it in.

      She laughs. “You act like you haven’t eaten in a week.”

      I shrug. “It feels like I haven’t eaten in a week.,” I say around a mouthful.

      “You want me to fix you another one?”

      I shake my head. “No, thank you. I have dinner plans and don’t want to spoil it with eating too much.”

      “Dinner plans, hmm?” She starts cleaning up the mess she made while cooking. “Anyone special?”

      “Just a friend and her husband . . . and the friend she’s trying to set me up with.”

      “Oh, a date?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Maybe this will be the last first date you’ll ever have to go on.” She sounds too cheerful. She of all people should know that it won’t lead to anything. It can’t.

      I laugh and nearly choke. “Any woman who ends up with me will have to be crazy. It won’t last with my lifestyle. I mean, would you want to be married to a man like me who’s gone all the time?”

      She shrugs. “You’re a good man, Brett. One of these days, a very special woman will notice that and it won’t matter how long you’re gone. She’ll wait.”

      I roll my eyes at her motherly speech. “Yeah, right,” I mumble.

      She comes over and sits beside me at the table. “You’ll see. When you’re least expecting it, it’ll happen. Is there anything you want me to do before I take off for the day?”

      I shove the last fry into my mouth. “No, I think you’ve done more than enough for today. Thanks.”

      She stands up, takes off her apron, and hangs it on the hook on the wall. “There’s wine in the fridge. There’s also a nice cheese and fruit platter if you need a little snack later.”

      I laugh. “You think I’m going to drink wine and snack on a cheese and fruit tray by myself?”

      She smiles and shrugs. “You never know,” she says, walking out of the kitchen.

      Harley ends up texting me her address and asks to meet there. I agree and make the drive over. I haven’t been to her new house yet, and pulling up into the drive, I’m amazed by the size of it. It looks like Harley did pretty well for herself after all. Right next to the house is the new shelter she’s opened up. The property is big and well-maintained. I park the car and climb out, making my way up to the door. Before I can even knock, the door opens and Harley is holding a baby to her chest with a big smile on her face.

      “Hey, I’m so glad you made it!” She pulls me in for a hug and I’m careful not to crush the baby in her arms.

      I laugh. “Who’s this?” I ask, motioning toward the baby.

      She looks down at the baby and her eyes light up. “This is my son, Sidney, and Foster has Steph in the living room. Want to meet her while we wait for the sitter?”

      I feel my brows lift. “Two babies?”

      She nods with wide eyes. “Yeah, when Foster does something, he really does it,” she jokes, leading me into the living room.

      I hold out my hand as I approach Foster. “Hi, it’s nice to finally meet you.”

      He smiles and shakes my hand. “Likewise. Look,” he leans in, “thank you for going along with this plan of hers. She just has it in her head that you and B would be great together.”

      I nod my head. “No problem. I mean, what else would I do with my time off?”

      “So, Harley tells me you race motorcycles?”

      I nod. “That’s right.”

      “How do you get into something like that?”

      “I was born into it. I think most people are. Growing up, I lived, breathed, and slept racing. If I wasn’t racing, I was working on my bike or trying to figure out how to get to the next race. I’m just one of the lucky ones, because it’s actually paid off.”

      “Yeah, Brett’s always traveling to the next big race, which is why I think he and B would be perfect together. She’s so busy with work that it’s hard for her to have a relationship anyway. So in this case, neither of them would have to feel bad about being absent,” Harley says as she takes the baby out of Foster’s arms and lays her down on the baby bed that’s set up in a corner of the living room.

      “So what does Bianca do, anyway?”

      “Oh, she’s, like, super smart,” Harley responds. “She’s passionate about robotic prosthetics. In fact, this dinner we’re going to is actually a charity event for her father’s company. One of the leaders is retiring, and they’ll be introducing Bianca as the newest member of the management team.”

      I feel my eyes roll. “Seriously? You know how I feel about these big corporate parties.”

      Harley shrinks down. “I know, but B needs someone by her side tonight. Her mom finds any single man she can and shoves him down her throat. Since this is her big night, she could use the deflection. That’s where you come in.”

      “Sometimes the men her mom sets her up with aren’t even single,” Foster points out.

      I look at Harley and she nods. “It’s true. She once set her up with an engaged man hoping he’d like B better than he liked his own fiancée.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “What kind of shit are you getting me involved in?” I ask, rubbing a hand over my jaw.

      “Oh, that’s nothing. I was supposed to marry her,” Foster says with a sheepish grin.

      Harley laughs and I just stare at Foster, confused. “It sounds like Bianca’s family is the weirdest one I’ll ever meet,” I tell him.

      Harley moves up to Foster’s side and slips her arm through his. “Yeah, but they’re worth it. You’ll see.”

      I now feel more nervous than excited, but it’s too late to back out now. When the babysitter arrives, the three of us load up in the car and head toward this big business function. My stomach is in knots the whole way, but the moment we step inside, I’m handed a glass of scotch and my troubles melt away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            BIANCA

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, Harley. This is a very important night for me and I don’t want to deal with another horrible matchmaking scheme.”

      She laughs over the phone. “It’s not horrible. It’s perfect, I’m telling you. Plus, you know that if you don’t have a date, your mom is just going to bombard you with man after man. Just meet him, talk, dance, and keep your mom off your back. If you guys don’t hit it off, fine. I’ll never ask again.”

      Dammit. I know she’s right. For the past week, my mom has asked if I had a date to this function, and every time, I’ve told her no. That probably means she’s sent out invites to every single man she knows. She’ll have them all in one room, ready to pounce on me one after the other.

      “Fine,” I agree regretfully.

      She squeals. “Yay! I can’t wait for you to meet him. Seriously, B . . . he’s perfect for you. You’ll see.”

      I roll my eyes as I watch the topcoat being applied to my freshly-done nails. “If you’re wrong and I don’t like this guy, you will lose all credibility in the future. Got it?”

      “Agreed. That’s how sure I am. The two of you would be perfect together.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, you’re all finished with school, huh?” Uncle Eddie says as he walks up to the open bar for this fifth whiskey.

      The function has only just begun. Not everyone is even here yet, but he’s already three sheets to the wind.

      “Yep, all done,” I tell him, lifting a glass of wine to my lips and taking a sip. I have to remember to take it easy on the wine tonight. I have to give a speech when the position is presented to me. I’ve trained my whole life for this day. I’m finally done with college and will be starting work at my father’s company on Monday morning. From there, I plan to meet with him and the board to present my ideas on how to expand into robotic prosthetics—the thing that drives me the most.

      “You know, you can come and work for my company if your dad doesn’t want you at his,” Uncle Eddie offers.

      I offer a kind smile. “Thank you, but I don’t think I’d use much of my college education being a waitress at one of your chain restaurants.”

      He laughs. “Probably not, but I am looking for a waitress. Know any?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll keep my eyes open for you, Uncle Eddie.”

      The bartender hands him his drink and he holds it up as a silent cheers before turning and heading back to his table.

      Mom bumps into my side. “Please tell me you found a date for tonight.” She pushes her blonde hair into place.

      “I did. Foster and Harley are bringing him.”

      She rolls her eyes. “That one never should’ve gotten away,” she says, referring to Foster.

      “Mom . . .” I start, but she cuts me off.

      “I know, I know. You didn’t love Foster,” she mocks.

      “Exactly. Plus, look how happy he is being married to Harley with twins!”

      Her nose wrinkles. “Those could’ve been your twins.”

      I laugh at her little pout. “I’m not sure it works like that, Mom.”

      “White wine, please,” she orders, ignoring me. “So, who’s this guy? Someone Foster works with?”

      “No, I think he’s one of Harley’s friends.”

      She scoffs. “Great, so he’s broke, probably rides a motorcycle, and has a beard down to his nipples.”

      “Mom, did you just say ‘nipples’ to me?” My mouth is hanging open but the corners are already turning up into a smile.

      She playfully smacks me on the arm. “Shut up. This is an important night. I’m just nervous.”

      I take a sip of wine. “Why are you nervous? I’m the one giving the speech.”

      “Why am I nervous? This is a very important night for this family, young lady. Not only is this whole thing in our family name, but your father, your brother, you, and by association, myself, will all be in the limelight tonight. Our faces will be in every paper by morning. I just need this to go smoothly.”

      “If that’s the case, you may want to check on Uncle Eddie. He’s on his fifth whiskey sour.” I nod in his direction.

      She gasps. “I didn’t think of that. Moron didn’t even RSVP until this afternoon, leaving me to scramble to find a place for him.” She nearly chugs her wine.

      I purse my lips. “I’m glad you stuck him next to Aunt Martha. At least I don’t have to hear about her boring hobbies of quilting and candying bacon. Now that I think of it, that’s probably why he’s drinking so much.”

      Her eyes nearly bug out of her skull. “I didn’t think of that. That woman could drive a nun to get blackout drunk and end up topless and snorting cocaine off a stripper’s ass.”

      “Mother!” I breathe out.

      “What?” she asks, confused by my shock.

      I burst out laughing. “I think you need cut yourself off, too,” I say around giggles as I reach for her glass.

      She skillfully slides it away, out of reach. “This is the only thing holding me together, so don’t toy with me tonight.” She points a long index finger at me before gracefully lifting her glass and taking another dainty sip.

      I dry my eyes before the tears can fall and ruin my makeup from laughing so hard.

      “Go over there and switch out his drink for a virgin.” She points in Uncle Eddie’s direction.

      I look around us. “You know any?”

      That earns me another smack on the arm.

      My mouth drops open. “What? You can talk about blackout drunk nuns who strip and snort coke off an ass, but I can’t look around for a virgin to sacrifice to Uncle Eddie?”

      That makes her smile and roll her eyes. “Go. Get away from me,” she says, shooing me.

      I grab my glass of wine and walk away, heading in the opposite direction of my drunk mother, even more drunk uncle, and his annoying sister. As I’m walking away, I catch a glimpse of Harley, Foster, and a man I don’t know as they walk in the front doors.

      Panic sets in from seeing the man Harley is setting me up with. He’s handsome, that’s for damn sure. From the quick glimpse I got, he’s tall and thin. He has dark, shaggy hair and a slight five o’clock shadow growing on his jaw. He’s completely different from the type of guy I normally get stuck with. Mom only sets me up with corporate guys. You know the type: pressed suit, expensive car, better-than-you attitude. But this guy looks like a man’s man. I can imagine him working on engines, getting grease under his fingernails, and throwing back a case of beer before bending his woman over and screwing her still fully dressed. That thought makes the hair on my arms stand on end.

      Harley spots me the moment she walks into the great room, and she pulls Foster along with her. The man I’m meeting is following along behind them.

      “Hey,” Harley says, releasing Foster and hugging me.

      “How are you? You’re looking good! I think you’re thinner now than you were before you had the twins.”

      She rolls her eyes as she pulls away. “Please. Don’t make me drag you to the restroom to see all my stretch marks.”

      Foster leans in for a hug. “She doesn’t have any. She’s dramatic,” he whispers when his mouth is next to my ear.

      I giggle as he pulls away. Harley steals my attention away.

      “And this is Brett Moore, fancy motorcycle racer.” She shoves him in front of me.

      “Oh, hi,” I say around a smile, holding out my hand to shake.

      “It’s nice to meet you. Even under these circumstances,” he says, shaking my hand and offering a flirty smile.

      I laugh. “So, you’re a fancy motorcycle racer?”

      He smiles. “Well, I race motorcycles. I don’t know about that whole ‘fancy’ part.”

      Harley leans in. “Foster and I are going to go get a drink and mingle. We’ll leave you two alone.”

      The two of them walk off.

      “I wonder what’s wrong with the drinks in their hands?” Brett jokes, lifting his own glass and taking a sip.

      I chuckle. “She thinks she’s sneaky. Would you like to have a seat? Get to know a little more about each other?”

      “Sure,” he agrees, and I lead the way to an empty table.

      “So, Brett, what made you want to get into racing?” I ask as I sit down and scoot up my chair.

      He shrugs as he places his glass on the table. “It’s something I’ve done all my life. It’s just one of those things you’re born with, you know? Some people are born with the talent of being able to write, or paint, or sing. I . . . race,” he chuckles.

      “That sounds exciting. I mean, isn’t that pretty dangerous?”

      He nods. “Yeah, we take all the precautions we can, but many racers have gotten seriously hurt or even died because of it. It’s all part of the fun: not having a sure thing.”

      I smile as I watch him talk. His jaw is sharp enough to cut glass. I couldn’t see the definition before due to his dark scruff. And his cheekbones are high, making his cheeks slightly hollow, but in a good, sexy way. He has a small dimple on his chin and his nose is slightly crooked, but not to the point that many people would notice. It’s just slightly imperfect, leading me to believe it’s been broken before.

      “Have you ever wrecked?”

      He laughs. “Thousands of times.”

      “Ever been injured?”

      “I’ve had bumps, bruises, scrapes. Last summer I got into a pretty bad accident. My helmet got knocked off. I broke my jaw, nose, and eye socket. I also broke my right arm and right leg, plus a few ribs, which punctured my lung.”

      “Oh my! That sounds serious.”

      He shrugs. “I pulled through.”

      “You must be lucky.”

      He offers up a lopsided grin as his blue eyes meet mine. “I like to think so.”

      I feel the heat from his stare and it warms my cheeks as I pick up my glass of wine and take a sip.

      “So, this whole thing is for you, huh?”

      I glance around the room, which is getting more and more crowded by the minute. “Well, it’s not all for me. It’s really just a big function so people can donate money to the charity. A few years ago, they decided to start using it as a retirement party. Two birds, one stone. And this year is special, because the man who’s retiring is being replaced by me.”

      He whistles. “You’re going to be some big-time fancy corporate leader? You don’t strike me as the type.”

      I smile. “I don’t?”

      He shakes his head and points at one of the board members. “Now, he looks like the type. Old, fat, bald . . . reeks of money, wealth, and privilege. He’s probably got a wife he’s been with for 60 years and a girlfriend on the side who’s probably younger than his daughter.”

      My mouth drops open. “He’s been married for 50 years, his girlfriend isn’t even old enough to drink, and his daughter is pushing 30. That was a good guess. How did you do that?”

      He laughs and fakes disappointment that he was off by 10 years. “I’m good at reading people.”

      I lean in just a bit. “Yeah, and what do you see when you look at me?”

      His brow lifts. “Are you sure you can handle it?”

      “Try me.”

      He looks over me for a long moment. I watch his eyes as they start at the top of my head and slowly make their way down my face, neck, chest, legs, and feet. “Well, I see that you have money. That’s easy to guess by the perfectly-highlighted hair, manicure, and shoes. I bet that you only buy designer makeup—none of that drugstore stuff for you. You buy cheap shampoo, though. It’s not about price. It’s about aesthetic to you. You hang out in bars and drink beer, but you would never turn down a glass of fine wine. You can play dirty, but prefer to keep things clean. You’re all about hard work, but you go with the work-smart-not-hard approach. You know you’re spoiled, but you also know you shouldn’t flaunt it. And based off these few minutes of actually talking to you, you’re smart, sympathetic, and caring.”

      I hold back a smile as I tear my eyes from his and take a sip of my wine.

      “Was I right?” he asks, waiting for my reply with a smirk.

      I nod once. Everything he said was true. Other than what he could see on my body—like the money I put into my hair, shoes, and nails—I do only buy designer makeup. I love the way an expensive foundation feels on my skin. It’s indescribable and something I’ve never experienced with a drugstore brand. It’s something no one knows about me. It’s certainly nothing I would brag about. The amount of money I spend of makeup would be enough to make even my father—the king of overspending—blush. I also know that I’m spoiled, but it’s something I refuse to indulge in. I don’t ask for things that would be too much, and I don’t expect anything other than what I deserve.

      “Am I really that easy to read?” I ask, feeling my cheeks heat up even more.

      He shakes his head. “No, you’re more difficult than most. You keep yourself locked away, only letting people see what you want them to see. It takes training to pick up on all the things I did.”

      “Well, that’s good to know,” I say, wiping the fake sweat off my brow.

      “What I want to know though . . .” he leans in slightly as he whispers the rest, “is why are you so bored with your life?”

      Bored? Who said I was bored?

      My brows pull together. “What do you mean? I love my life. I’m well-educated. I have a great job lined up, and come Monday morning, I’ll finally be living the life I’ve been planning. Everything is perfect.”

      He arches one eyebrow. “Is it though?”

      I try to think about what his question could mean. I was rather bored at this party earlier, before talking with my mom and then him. Maybe that’s what he’s picking up on. “Well, this party was rather dull until you arrived.”

      He shakes his head. “No, that’s not it.”

      I smile and roll my eyes. “Then what is it, Mr. Know-It-All?”

      “You’re bored because you need a challenge.”

      I freeze.

      “Everything’s been too easy for you. You’re bored with the men you date. You were bored with school, with friends, with family. And I bet come Monday morning, you’ll find that you’re just as bored there too. You need someone in your life to challenge you.”

      I tear my eyes away from his and look down at my glass of wine. “Let me guess . . . that person is you?”

      This makes him sit up higher, back ramrod straight. “I’m not a ‘relationship’ kind of guy, Bianca. I’m only here for a good time. I’m always coming and going and never stay anywhere for very long.”

      “If that’s not challenging, then I don’t know what is,” I say, surprising us both.
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