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      A few years ago my friend Georgia Cates and I decided to start an adventure: writing stories that were outside of our brand. Our endeavor was successful on many counts. It opened a world of possibilities and let us shake off the chains of expectation. Though we each wrote different titles, we ventured into that new world under one name.

      While that pen name no longer exists, it helped us to expand our horizons and try new things.

      The story you're about to read started as a short and sexy, predictable novella written by me as Jade Sinner and entitled DUNCAN: The Deal. My reviews were good and I learned that while writing dark twists and turns, I could also be funny and light.

      If any part of this story seems familiar, it could be because you read the 12K-word short novella. That was just the beginning.

      PLUS ONE is more! It is now a full-length, contemporary romantic-comedy novel.

      I hope it makes you swoon, laugh, and finish the last page with a smile.

      I know that I did all of that while writing.

      Thank you for allowing me to shed the other name and embrace this side of Aleatha. Thank you for giving Leatha, the lighter side of Aleatha, a chance!

      I hope you enjoy PLUS ONE!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCITING NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      If you love fun and sexy stories don’t miss Aleatha’s newest light and fun, contemporary romance MY ALWAYS ONE. This is her first addition to her “Lighter Ones” in over three years.

      MY ALWAYS ONE is a small town, friends-to-lovers, stand-alone story you don’t want to miss.

      Each of Aleatha’s “Lighter Ones” are unconnected stand-alones and may be read in any order. So, don’t miss her latest, MY ALWAYS ONE.
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      PLUS ONE: Standalone romance

      

      Blackmailing my sexy boss, the one with a panty-melting smirk into being my plus-one for a wedding in my hometown while staying at my parents’ house for the long weekend—what could possibly go wrong?

      

      Duncan Willis is sexy and confident, the kind of man every woman notices. You know, the one with the to-die-for body. And then there's the way his designer suits drape over his broad shoulders and big...well, we've all heard the rumors, the ones that say he's up for any challenge.

      

      Men like him don't notice women like me, and they don't date them. Until that one time that I catch him in a compromising position when I'm also in need of a last-minute date for a wedding...and then it's not a real one, simply a plus-one.

      

      It's blackmail.
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        * * *

      

      That’s what Kimbra Jones thinks.

      

      Letting her believe she blackmailed me may not be the most conventional way to get on her radar, but I didn't get this far in business without knowing when to seize an opportunity. If this sexy, little firecracker with perfectly kissable lips thinks she can trick me into attending her cousin's wedding, I'm going to jump at the chance to be her plus-one.

      

      A sexy, fun stand-alone from New York Times bestselling author Aleatha Romig. You love her darker side. Now it's time to meet Leatha, the lighter side of Aleatha.
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        Kimbra

      

      

      As the Midtown breeze blows between the tall buildings, I brush strands of hair that have escaped my workday bun away from my cheeks and freshly painted lips. Shielding my eyes from the early evening sun, I gaze up at the giant limestone building in front of me. In a few minutes, I'm supposed to meet my best friend and roommate on the top floor at one of the newest, swankiest restaurants in Manhattan, Gaston's.

      Everyone is talking about this place. Gaston's boasts the best panoramic view of the city from its rooftop patio. The service is supposed to be unrivaled, and the chef is world-renowned. And those are only some of the qualities I've heard. With its recent grand opening, getting a seat at the bar, much less a reservation, is only for the elite.

      That's why as I stand on the busy sidewalk and gaze upward, I can't help but wonder what in the world I'm doing here. What is Shana doing here? A place this nice isn't our normal stomping ground.

      While the glow of the setting sun and the warm spring breeze give me the promise of summer, I continue to formulate questions.

      How in the world did Shana get a table at Gaston's?

      And more importantly, why didn't she give me more notice so I could dress properly?

      As it is, I came straight from work, responding to her surprise text message. Not having a chance to go home and change, I'm still wearing the gray sheath dress and black pumps I donned this morning. They're fine for the pharmaceutical logistics company where I work, but knowing what I've heard about this restaurant, I anticipate I'll be a little too blasé for the likes of Gaston's.

      At the very least, if I'd known I'd be going out to dinner in a place like this one, I would have brought some fun accessories. I'm a fan of brightly colored necklaces, earrings, and even shoes.

      Shaking my head and running my palm over my dress, I make the decision to stop worrying about my attire and instead enjoy this unexpected night of fine dining. Just as I'm about to step into the large glass revolving door that leads to the marble lobby, my cell phone vibrates and chirps.

      Taking a deep breath, I open my purse and move out of the crowd's way. Pressing myself against the giant limestone wall, I hit the call button and place my phone to one ear.

      "Hello," I say without reading the screen.

      The whoosh of wind and traffic and murmurs of others rushing around me drown out the voice on the other end. Turning toward the building, I cover my other ear and speak again "Hello?"

      "Hello!" my mother's voice yells. "Can. You. Hear. Me?"

      I shake my head and speak louder. "I hear you."

      Passers-by look my direction as if I'm yelling at them.

      "Kimberly Ann?" she asks, her volume still louder than necessary.

      "Mom? It's me. Is everything all right?"

      "Can you hear me?"

      "Yes, Mom. What's wrong?"

      "You know," she says, dragging out her words in a way that tells me this isn't a quick call. "You never call me anymore."

      I don't have time for this. "That's not true. We spoke just last week. Is Dad okay?"

      "We'll find out soon. He has that appointment."

      I rack my brain trying to remember what appointment my father has. "The appointment?"

      "With the urologist. They're going to—"

      I cut her off. Not because I don't care about my dad, but because the streetlights are brightening and the sun is sinking near the horizon. Shana's reservation is for six o'clock. I don't want to make her wait in one of the best restaurants in the city. "Mom, sorry. I'm about to go to dinner with Shana. Can I call you tomorrow?"

      "Yes, just don't forget. You know how you are. First..."

      I hold my breath, wondering what could possibly be so important.

      "First," she goes on, "can you tell me Timothy's jacket size, waist measurement, and pant length?"

      I press my other hand over my free ear tighter, certain I've misunderstood her question. Timothy and I dated months ago. More accurately, we broke up months ago. Why in the world would she care about his suit size?

      "Mom, why?"

      "Kurt's friend from California broke his leg. It was a skiing accident. From what I heard..."

      Kurt...my mind searches for Kurts. The company where I work has one who is employed here in New York and also one at our Chicago office, but that wouldn't make sense.

      "... three places," she continues. "Can you imagine? Kurt's heartbroken. And you know how Scarlett is. She has six bridesmaids and it wouldn't be right if Kurt only had five groomsmen. Thankfully, the tux shop said he could get another size and your aunt asked if Timothy would mind. As you know, Kevin is already in the wedding and then there's Jimmy..."

      The wedding!

      The figurative light bulb above my head illuminates.

      Kurt is my cousin Scarlett's longtime boyfriend and fiancé. Shit. Their wedding is coming up soon. How soon? I'm afraid to ask.

      "...happy that you're dating someone, anyone. The entire family can't wait to meet Timothy. Everyone is so excited that you have a plus-one."

      My temples pound as I slouch against the building. I never told her that Timothy and I broke up because I didn't want to hear about how I'd never find a man, how I should move home, or mostly, how Darrin McKinney from my high school class is still single and owns a shoe store in Cartersville. The only shoe store. It's the only one because the town has one stoplight and one grocery store. Why do they even need a shoe store?

      "Mom...go...will...Tim...tomor..." I speak between taps of my fingernail on the microphone of my cell phone.

      "What was that dear? You're breaking up."

      "Bad...problem..."

      "Kimberly Ann?" she asks, back to yelling.

      I disconnect the line.

      No, we didn't have a bad connection. The fingernail against the microphone is an old trick, one you'd think she'd figured out by now. I inhale and exhale as I look around, reminding myself that I'm in one of the biggest and most exciting cities of the world. I'm about to have dinner with my best friend, and I love my life. I won't let thoughts of my perfect cousin's wedding, or my need to tell my mother that Timothy isn't able to attend, or my eventual admission that I no longer have a plus-one, ruin my night.

      Maybe I could make up an accident like the one Kurt's friend had. Would two ski accidents be too coincidental?

      As I ride the special elevator up to Gaston's and tap my finger against my chin, I contemplate possible stories. Perhaps in a series of unfortunate events, Timothy stepped off the curb and got hit by a car. I practice the story in my head. "It was so sad. He never saw the taxi and it didn't see him. You know how traffic is in the city..."

      A smile forms as I add gory details: broken leg, arm, and maybe a rib or two. That could work, but depending when the wedding is, this terrible accident would need to happen soon. My mood lightens as I ponder the consequences of his morbid demise. No, not demise. Just an injury. The pieces start to fall in place. Timothy's make-believe accident could be more beneficial than just saving him from the wedding. It could also save me. After all, what kind of a girlfriend would I be if I left my nonexistent boyfriend alone to recuperate from his pretend accident?

      As the elevator doors open, a smidgen of relief fills me. Just as quickly, the thoughts of my cousin's wedding and ex-boyfriend's injury fade away into the chic ambiance of Gaston's. Stepping into the dimly lit foyer, I'm enthralled with the decor. High above, the ceiling is filled with small, twinkling lights mimicking a starry sky. Near the entrance the hostess stands in a pool of blue light. The couple who rode the elevator with me moves ahead and speaks to her.

      Not only must guests clear the sentry on the first floor, we also must make it past this woman to get inside. As I wait, I gaze toward the wide archway leading to the prize—Gaston's. My breath catches as I take in the beauty. Beyond the array of tables covered in linen and lit by flickering candles, the walls don't exist. Instead, they're made up of floor-to-ceiling windows filled with the most beautiful view I've ever seen.

      Through the glass, the sunset's final orange and purple blush beams from the horizon, illuminating the restaurant and showering it in a bronze glow. Outside, the windows of Manhattan's buildings blaze in radiant glory.

      Even after nearly three years, I can't help but marvel that this is where I live, that the grandeur of New York is all around me.

      "Miss?"

      The hostess brings my attention back to my mission at hand—getting inside the archway. "Yes, I'm here to meet Shana Price. I believe we have a six o'clock reservation."

      After a quick search of the electronic tablet, the hostess smiles. "Yes, I see the reservation. Let me show you to your table. Ms. Price is already seated."

      I follow the petite hostess as she weaves between tables. Even at this early hour, most of the seats are filling with happy patrons. Their hushed murmurs add to the posh feel as I think about Shana.

      We've been roommates since we both moved to New York. It was a lucky match. Both recent college graduates and from small towns, we were paired by a realtor site when we both followed our dream jobs to the big city.

      My job is with Buchanan and Willis Pharmaceuticals while hers is with Saks. Yes, Saks Fifth Avenue, as in the one on the actual Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. Though if you saw Shana, you would swear she looked like a model, her dream job is being a buyer.

      When she's not in New York, she's flying to fashion shows and inspecting textile companies.

      After receiving her text earlier today, I texted back and asked why we were going to Gaston's and how in the world she got a table. Her answer was that we're celebrating and money talks.

      I've heard that before about money; however, as I gaze around the upscale surroundings, I'm pretty sure that even if all my money got together and shouted, it would barely make a whisper compared to the monetary clamor of the other patrons.

      Near a large window filled with the majestic skyline, I spot Shana. When our eyes meet, her perpetual smile grows and her arm pops up as she waves my direction.

      "Your table," the hostess says as she pulls back my chair.

      "Thank you."

      The hostess's response is a quick nod—maybe only the movement of her chin, it's hard to be sure—and a pivot as she disappears into the maze of tables.

      "I'm so happy you could meet me," Shana says with her blue eyes sparkling.

      I shake my head as I lift the satin napkin. "What in the world happened? Did you win the lottery?" I lean closer. "I didn't know you even played."

      "I don't, but I did."

      "I'm so confused."

      "Well, it was kind of like winning the lottery and we need to celebrate."

      The word celebrate brings back memories of Scarlett's wedding. I push the thought of my mother's call away and concentrate on Shana. As I do, the slippery napkin escapes my hold. Quickly, I slide from my seat to retrieve it.

      "Excuse me," a deep voice says as black leather loafers stop precariously close to where I'm now kneeling to rescue my napkin.

      Seeing the shoes, I look up and suck in a deep breath.

      Towering above me are long legs covered in tailored trousers. As I follow them up, they lead to a trim waist, a black belt, and a white shirt that buttons over a broad chest. I barely swallow the lump in my throat as I recognize the wide shoulders covered with the matching suit jacket. Seizing the napkin, I stand, suddenly face to face with one of the owners of the company where I work.

      My face burns with embarrassment as his shimmering green eyes narrow and head tilts. Inches away from me is one of the handsomest men I've ever met. He should be on the cover of GQ, not gracing the halls of Buchanan and Willis.

      His firm lips form a tight smirk and cheeks rise in amusement. "Miss Jones."

      Staring into the sea of emerald, I try to pretend I wasn't just on my knees in a chic restaurant in front of Duncan Willis.

      "Mr. Willis," I respond, my voice cracking. Nervously, I take a step backward. As if the moment weren't awkward enough, I wobble, teetering precariously on my high heels.

      Swiftly, he reaches out, grabs my elbow, and steadies my footing. Though he just saved me from making an even bigger fool out of myself by falling face-first into what I can only imagine is a hard, defined chest, my mind is suddenly consumed with the electricity of his touch. The energy heats my skin as his grasp lingers.

      When I finally tear my gaze from his, I notice the woman behind him, Jennifer Miller. She is a recent Buchanan and Willis hire who currently works in marketing. Being in human resources at Buchanan and Willis, as I have been since I came to New York, there isn't an employee at our New York office who I don't know by name and face. There also isn't a name from our satellite offices I don't know.

      Though my mind is filled with the warmth of his touch, I immediately make the assumption that Miss Miller's agenda for this evening includes doing whatever she can to climb the corporate ladder. Rumor has it that no one tells Mr. Willis no. Then again, I'm not sure why anyone would.

      "Mr. Willis. Ms. Miller," I say with a nod, freeing my arm and filling the silence.

      Jennifer appears as uneasy as I feel. She's right in thinking that HR just caught her out with the boss—though that will be a thought for me to ponder at a later time because right now I'm too overwhelmed by the jolt from Mr. Willis's skin against mine.

      "Have a nice dinner, Miss Jones."

      "And you, too."

      I hug my napkin to my chest as I ease back into my chair.

      After they're gone, Shana leans forward. "Was that...that's the Duncan Willis you've told me about?"

      I shrug nonchalantly. "I may have mentioned him a time or two."
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      Shana looks at me with that knowing grin as I reach for my glass of water. The clear liquid sloshes within the crystal as I do my best to steady my nerves, hoping not to add dousing the linen tablecloth to part of my dinner hijinks.

      The encounter wouldn't have been so bad had it been anyone else.

      Instead, I'm speechless, trying to wrap my mind around the fact that in the poshest restaurant in Midtown, I was on my knees in front of Duncan Willis. He isn't only smart—he's half the brains behind Buchanan and Willis Pharmaceuticals—but he's also wealthy as sin and undeniably sex on a stick. He was recently named one of New York City's most eligible bachelors. The way he wears his tailored suits on his over six-foot frame should be illegal. With jet-black hair and stunning green eyes, he can melt panties with just a smirk.

      No doubt as I squirm in my seat, mine are currently nothing but hot wax.

      I press my legs together and add kneeling in front of Duncan Willis to my list of things not to think about right now.

      "No, honey," Shana says, "you've mentioned him more than a few times, but now I see why. He's hot with a capital H."

      I eyeball the water in the tall glass. It's ripple-free, indicating that my nerves have settled, or at least I appear steadier than I feel. My panties...well, that is a problem for another time. "He is," I agree. "No doubt, Jennifer is on her way up the corporate ladder."

      "Well, duh. If he's the ladder, why aren't you climbing? Instead, you dated that loser Timothy Cole. I think you need to give company dating another go. After all, you've been there for nearly three years." Her eyebrows wiggle. "I'd bet the view from the top—on top of him—would be mighty fine."

      I giggle, trying not to imagine what that would be like. "That's not really my thing, and besides, he doesn't even know I'm here."

      "He knew your name."

      "The only time he talks to me is when he wants me to do some menial task: book a hotel or check on an invoice. His requests never involve anything in my actual job description." I shrug. "Of course, that doesn't mean I tell him no."

      Shana tilts her head to the side, her blonde hair falling over her shoulder. "If I recall the rumors you've told me, there aren't many people who tell him no. I wouldn't."

      "Okay," I confess as I nibble my lower lip. "I admit. There's been more than a few times that I've imagined him asking me to do other things—things that go against company policy."

      "They only go against the policy when you're in the office," Shana clarifies.

      My cheeks warm as erotic images infiltrate my thoughts.

      "Look at how pink your cheeks are," she says. "Who knew there was a sex kitten under all your prim and proper business attire?"

      After the waitress fills our wine glasses and takes our orders, I speak. "Enough about Duncan Willis. Tell me what we're celebrating and how you can afford this restaurant..." I turn toward the window. "...and a table with a view."

      Shana practically bounces in her chair. "I got a promotion."

      "You did?" I raise my wine glass. "Congratulations. To you."

      As the two glasses clink and just before she takes a sip, Shana's smile dims.

      After our congratulatory swallow, I ask, "What, what's wrong?"

      "Kimbra, I've been practicing this all afternoon. I don't know how to say it."

      "Say what? Is it about your promotion? You know I'm thrilled for you. On to bigger and better things. Make your dreams come true."

      "That's the thing. It is a dream, one I didn't even know I could accomplish."

      "Isn't that what dreams are all about?" I ask.

      "It's not that simple. The promotion is in London."

      It's my smile's turn to fade. "London...as in England?" I knew she didn't mean Kentucky, but still, I'm shocked beyond making sense of geographical locations.

      "Yes. It's a great opportunity. The position opened unexpectedly and they need me to fill it right away." She reaches out and covers my hand. "Saks is going to help me with my move, get me a place in London, and even give me money to fulfill my rent obligation with our apartment. I promise, I'm not leaving you high and dry."

      I feign a smile. "I never thought you would. They must really want you over there."

      Her grin returns full force, bringing light back to her blue eyes. "They do. They want me to oversee the Junior line. Oversee the whole line. It's going to be amazing."

      I respond, saying all the right things, all the things a friend would say. "I understand. I'll be fine. Don't worry about me. Of course, I'm glad you took the job." I say all of that, but inside I'm imagining my life without my best friend. I'm imagining coming home to an empty apartment. "I'm just going to miss you," I confess as we finish our meal.

      "Honey, we'll talk. We'll Skype and text. It's London, not the middle of nowhere. And you can visit. I've been dying to show you some of the places I love to go when I'm over there buying. Now we'll have time."

      "I can't wait," I say enthusiastically.

      "Hey, when you first got to the table you looked a little frazzled."

      For the first time since seeing Duncan Willis and learning that my best friend is moving, I remember my mom's call. "When do you need to leave?"

      "In two weeks. What does this have to do with the frazzle?"

      I shake my head. "Don't worry about it. Just before coming in, my mom called. The entire way up in the elevator I was planning some massive injury for Timothy."

      Shana's eyes opened wide. "What did he do? You haven't given a shit about him since New Year's. I mean, I'm not against him having some horrific accident, you know, falling off the observation deck of the Empire State Building or something, but what does that have to do with your mom."

      "My cousin's wedding."

      Shana's nose scrunched. "Scarlett?"

      I nodded. "Before the invitations came, I told my mom to RSVP for me and—"

      "Plus-one?"

      "Yes. For Timothy and me. I totally forgot about it. I need to confirm when the wedding is. I know! If it's before you leave, you could be my plus-one."

      "And I totally would," she says, "if I wasn't leaving. I know! We could dance together and get your family talking."

      Laughter rumbles from my chest. "I'm going to miss you."

      With our dinner done, Shana says, "Come with me now. I'm meeting a few friends from work for a drink down the street."

      I decline, being a tad overwhelmed with Shana's news and my upcoming phone call with my mother. "I think I've had enough excitement for one night. You have fun celebrating with them. I'll see you at home."

      Shana and I make it to the elevator when I turn and notice the bar attached to the patio, now covered in see-through plastic windows. The view is still stunning and I imagine that in the summer, without the plastic, it's even better. The bar is relatively empty.

      "I think I'm going to get another glass of water before heading home. Clear head for the subway, you know?"

      Shana gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. "Good girl. Probably by the end of the night I'll need an Uber." And with that, the elevator doors begin to close. She waves her fingers as she disappears.

      The bartender only nods at my order of iced water, no doubt thinking I'm a big spender. It isn't a money thing. It's the three glasses of wine that I drank with dinner.

      Since I don't own a car, riding the subway is the best way to get home from Midtown, and as I said to Shana, I prefer to do that with a clear head. When I first moved here, the two of us made a few trips on the subway that we probably shouldn't have. We were lucky. There is safety in numbers. Tonight, I'm on my own.

      As I will be once she's gone.

      A long sigh escapes my lips as I think about her promotion.

      I am happy for her. I am. It's me. Just like my RSVP for Scarlett's wedding, I'm plus zero...alone.

      After the bartender places the water in front of me, I take a long pull of the straw, allowing the fresh water to clear my head. It helps to give me focus. But then, as I believe I'm ready to leave, I turn and see him walking toward me.

      Duncan Willis.

      I blink my eyes, trying to erase the mirage. Am I imagining him? Maybe it's the wine that's making my imagination come to life.

      I tilt my head and take in his exquisite form. Perhaps it's my subconscious way to deal with the impending loneliness. Whatever it is, I like it. I like that in my hallucination, he's coming toward me alone. I wonder if I can relive this vivid image again at home, in my bedroom...

      My eyes flutter as I mentally change the surroundings.

      It's my room and Duncan Willis is moving toward me with determined steps. My breathing stutters. His unbuttoned jacket hangs perfectly from his wide shoulders while his forward motion causes it to gape, revealing his fitted shirt covering... Before I can imagine what is under that shirt, his eyes zero in on me as if I am his target.

      My body heats at the thought.

      Duncan is the arrow and I'm the bull's-eye.

      I shake my head and turn away, seriously concerned that I'm delusional. Giggling at myself, I take another sip of my water.

      "Miss Jones."

      Shit!

      The water forgets its downward trajectory as I cough and nearly spit.

      Fuck!

      He isn't in my imagination. I was actually fantasizing over and ogling the real him—my real boss.

      Before I can respond, Mr. Willis gestures toward the empty barstool beside me. "May I?"

      My head bobs before my lips move. "Y-yes."

      "I'm glad I caught you. I wanted to say something before we return to the office tomorrow."

      His casual, deep voice reverberates to my soul, mixing with the swoosh of my coursing blood. His closeness fills my senses with the spicy scent of his cologne and gives birth to a swarm of butterflies in my tummy.

      Duncan Willis is sitting beside me.

      I try to ignore my juvenile reaction and concentrate on his words. As I do, I come up with the reason I'm acting like I'm sixteen instead of twenty-five. It's because wine, lust, the fear of loneliness, and Duncan Willis all work together to create a dangerous and somewhat embarrassing concoction.

      "Ms. Miller, Jennifer," he begins.

      I lift my hand. "Mr. Willis. You're one of the owners of Buchanan and Willis. The company doesn't have a policy against fraternization outside the office."

      "I wanted you to know that tonight wasn't about that, about fraternization. I had dinner reservations. My date canceled. Jennifer had a marketing proposal. It was late. I'd heard good things about Gaston's and well, I didn't want to let the reservations go unused. I figured two birds, one stone. You know?"

      "You don't need to tell me any of that."

      His cheeks rise as his smile grows. "I didn't. I wanted to. You're HR. I didn't want you to think less of Jennifer. She's a valuable employee."

      He does know my title.

      I look beyond his broad shoulder. "Is she waiting for you?"

      "No. After the dinner and proposal, she went home...to her fiancé," he adds.

      A twinge of guilt pierces through the childish butterflies, maybe even a hint of shame for assuming the worst of Jennifer and her willingness to climb the corporate ladder.

      "Sir," the bartender asks, appearing before us, "may I get you a drink?"

      Mr. Willis turns toward me. "Are you staying?"

      "I'm just getting my head clear before heading home."

      "Highland Park, neat," Mr. Willis says.

      "Yes, sir. Coming right up."

      I take a deep breath, trying to ignore the masculine scent that has settled around us in an intoxicating cloud. The longer I'm near it, the more I wonder if its aroma could be more intoxicating than the wine. Clearing my head in his proximity isn't easy.

      "Scotch man?" I ask.

      "Yes. You know your scotch."

      I shrug. "Not really."

      He grins, nodding toward my glass. "I see you take your water on the rocks. Or do you really like vodka?"

      "Only water. You know, living dangerously? With your recent order, I suspect that clearing your head isn't on your agenda?"

      Mr. Willis laughs. "I'm not driving."

      "Neither am I, but you know how the subways can be."

      His eyes widened. "What? You're not taking the subway at this hour by yourself. Where is your friend, the one with you at dinner?"

      "I am taking the subway," I say, determined. "It's how I get home—really how I get anywhere. And she's my roommate, or soon I can say that she used to be."

      My fingers run over the smooth rim of my glass as I pour out my lonely story to my boss, to the man who before tonight, I'd never said anything to that wasn't business related. As time goes by, I tell him about Shana, how we met, and how she's been the perfect roommate. I even divulge that when I applied for the job with Buchanan and Willis, I'd never been to New York. I just wanted to see more of the world.

      I blame my long-winded response on the wine and his magical cologne. I'm not thinking straight, yet as I talk, so does he. He asks questions like he's really listening to my words and my dreams. With each phrase or statement, his deep voice sends shockwaves to my core, but more than that, to my heart.

      His glass is almost empty, and most of my ice is melted.

      I stand and reach for my purse. "I'm sorry I've bored you with all that. The truth is that I'm happy for Shana. I am. This promotion is her dream."

      Mr. Willis reaches toward me, touching my arm. The same energy from earlier, that connection at the table, zaps through me, stopping my retreat. "What is your dream?" he asks.

      For the first time since learning of Shana's promotion, I remember why I came to New York. "This may sound funny," I say, "or like I'm buttering up the boss, but I'm living it." I gesture about the bar and toward the plastic barriers. The lights of Manhattan glow and twinkle beyond the transparent barrier. "This is it. What I always dreamed of doing."

      "Please don't take the subway," Mr. Willis pleads. "I have a driver waiting for my text."

      "That's not necessary. The subway is part of my dream."

      Mr. Willis shakes his head. "Miss Jones, I admire you."

      "Me? Why?"

      "I admire people who know what they want and take it, even when an easier solution is right in front of them."

      I tilt my head to the side. "Sometimes...the easy way doesn't have the same destination."

      "You're saying that to fulfill a dream, you have to work hard, not take the easy road?"

      "I think I'm saying, easiest isn't always best. Thank you, Mr. Willis, for taking the time to listen. I'll see you tomorrow."
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      I don't see Mr. Willis the next day or at all the rest of the week. I even avoid talking to my mother. We shared a few quick texts. She told me the wedding is rapidly approaching. It's this coming Saturday. And even though she's asked more than once for Timothy's tux size, I haven't yet had the courage to tell her about his dramatic fall from the Empire State Building observation deck. Although the story makes me chuckle, I'm concerned that she'll be able to fact-check me on that one. I give more thought to the taxi story.

      It's a little scary how much detail I've added in my head.

      All in all, getting hit by a moving vehicle in Manhattan is more believable than plummeting to your death from a busy tourist landmark. My parents have been to New York twice to visit, but with that limited experience, they aren't aware that traffic is more often at a standstill than it is whizzing around city curbs.

      The truth is that I wouldn't mind if Timothy actually had an accident. With all the talk of him at Scarlett's wedding, I can't help but recall New Year's Eve, searching for him at the party, opening that door, and finding him with Carla from accounting. When that memory comes to life, it really isn't that hard to envision him maimed or at the very least, missing a few key body parts.

      As I emerge from the subway tunnel onto the bustling street, my phone's chirp fills my ears via my Bluetooth. A quick glance at my watch and I know it's my mom. Taking a deep breath, I decide it's time to bite the bullet. In my defense, for the last week I haven't only been avoiding my mom's calls; I've been helping Shana pack and get ready for her move. It may be a defense mechanism, but I figure if I keep denying that I have to tell my mom the truth, I'll come up with a fail-safe plan.

      I haven't, and other than making Shana my plus-one, I'm out of options.

      "Mom," I say, pressing my Bluetooth closer to my ear. The morning sunlight causes me to squint as I concentrate on her voice.

      "What time do you get in?"

      "Get in?" I ask, guilt filling me as I decide how best to break her heart.

      As I play dumb to her twenty questions, I realize that I never made airplane reservations. Shit, it's Monday. The big day that the entire family—minus me—has prepared for is Saturday. Five days away.

      To say I'm unprepared is a gross understatement. I don't have transportation. I don't have a dress...

      "Thursday, dear. Your dad has that appointment. We tried to make it for another time, but the doctor is well-known for his work with those kinds of problems. We didn't want to wait longer, and we want to be sure we can pick you up at the airport. If we can't, Susan said—"

      "Thursday?" I say, interrupting more conversation of my sister-in-law. "Mom, the wedding isn't until Saturday." I try again to deny the time has arrived to come clean. "Which appointment does Dad have?"

      "The urologist. Oh, I've told you. Remember, it used to be with stress, but now—"

      Okay, that isn't where I wanted to go. "Sorry to interrupt, but I need to get to work. You were saying Thursday. I figured Friday..." Or Saturday, ten minutes before the ceremony. I don't say that, because I know it won't fly.

      Speaking of flying, why didn't I book a flight before now? A last-minute flight will cost a fortune and will probably take me to Indiana via Texas. I'll chalk that one up to denial too.

      "Just tell me what time your flight arrives," Mom says. "You know it's race weekend. I told you not to book a hotel, and if you listened, there's not one available for miles. Besides, we have plenty of room. I have a surprise for you."

      "You do?" I ask sheepishly.

      "Yes," her voice brims with excitement. "I've talked with your father and even he agrees: Timothy can stay with you in your room."

      "What?" I choke.

      "Yes, you're a grown woman and we want him to know that if it'll get your man to propose, he can stay in your room."

      "M-Mom..." I struggle to find appropriate words. How on God's green earth does she think that sleeping with someone in my parents' house is going to be romantic?

      "It's all right. You know, despite this issue that we're seeing the doctor about, your dad and I are still quite active—"

      My body shakes in denial as I interrupt. "The race. Crap. How did I forget about the race?"

      "Well, I don't know, dear. It's only the biggest spectacle in racing. Your dad and brother aren't too happy about missing it. They were hoping to take Timothy. But there's the big family pig roast on Sunday. Dad had to give the tickets away. He gave them to Scott McKinney. You know, Darrin's father. By the way, your dad said Scott seemed disappointed that you are bringing a plus-one from New York. Apparently, Darrin was hoping..." she rambles.
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