


[image: 001]




[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

 


CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 


Teaser chapter

THE CHASE

Titles by Erin McCarthy




PRAISE FOR

  HOT FINISH

 

“The sexiest series I’ve ever read . . . Sizzling hot, jam-packed with snappy dialogue, emotional intensity, and racing fun.”

—Carly Phillips, New York Times bestselling author

 

HARD AND FAST

 

“Hard and Fast hit me like a ton of bricks and didn’t let up until I finished the last word . . . A great second installment from Erin McCarthy! I was captivated and completely enamored of both characters and the love they shared.”

—Romance Junkies

 

“McCarthy has done it again! This follow-up to Flat-Out Sexy is a thrill ride that’s unexpectedly funny, sentimental, and thoroughly entertaining. It’s full of real women and sexy men, and these authentic characters, their unexpected love, and a few twists will make you a stock car racing fan.”

—RT Book Reviews

 

“A wild ride. This delightful tale entices the reader from page one . . . The passion is as hot as a firecracker . . . Buckle up, ladies, this is one fun read.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“This is Erin McCarthy at her best. She is fabulous with smoking-hot romances! Hard and Fast is witty, charming, and incredibly sexy.”

—The Romance Readers Connection

 

“Author Erin McCarthy has written another fun, sexy, and humorous story that engages readers from the first page to the last . . . The sensuality between these two will have readers fanning themselves as they race through the story, eager to cross the finish line.”

—Fallen Angel Reviews

 

“This book had my heart racing with passion, laughter, and happiness for these characters from start to finish. Erin McCarthy has the magic touch when it comes to contemporary romance!”

—A Romance Review

 

FLAT-OUT SEXY

 

“Readers won’t be able to resist McCarthy’s sweetly sexy and sentimental tale of true love at the track.”

—Booklist

 

“A steamy romance . . . Fast paced and red-hot.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“This is one smart, sassy, steamy, and flat-out sexy read. McCarthy will have you giggling on page one, fanning yourself by page twenty-five, and rooting for the hero and heroine the whole way through. Buckle your seat belt and hold on—this is a fast and fun ride.”

—RT Book Reviews

 

“A new series that sizzles both on and off the field.”

—Romance Junkies

 

“The searing passion between these two is explosive, and the action starts on page one and doesn’t stop until the last page. Erin McCarthy has written a fun, sexy read. The love scenes are sizzling, and the characters are memorable.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“A runaway winner! Ms. McCarthy has created a fun, sexy, and hilarious story that holds you spellbound from start to finish . . . A must-have book for your bookshelf!”

—Fallen Angel Reviews

 

HEIRESS FOR HIRE

 

“If you are looking to read a romance that will leave you all warm inside, then Heiress for Hire is a must read.”

—Romance Junkies

 

“McCarthy transforms what could have been a run-of-themill romance with standout characterizations that turn an unlikable girl and a boring guy into two enjoyable, empathetic people who make this romance shine.”

—Booklist

 

“Amusing paranormal contemporary romance . . . Fans will appreciate Erin McCarthy’s delightful pennies-from-heaven tale of opposites in love pushed together by a needy child and an even needier ghost.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“One of McCarthy’s best books to date . . . Heiress for Hire offers characters you will care about, a story that will make you laugh and cry, and a book you won’t soon forget. As Amanda would say: It’s priceless.”

—The Romance Reader (5 hearts)

 

“A keeper. I’m giving it four of Cupid’s five arrows.”

—BellaOnline

 

“An alluring tale.”

—A Romance Review (5 roses)

“The perfect blend of sentiment and silly, heat and heart . . . Priceless!”

—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, Top Pick)

 

“An enjoyable story about finding love in unexpected places, don’t miss Heiress for Hire.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

A DATE WITH THE OTHER SIDE

 

“Do yourself a favor and make a date with the other side.”

—Rachel Gibson, New York Times bestselling author

 

“One of the romance-writing industry’s brightest stars . . . Ms. McCarthy spins a fascinating tale that deftly blends a paranormal story with a blistering romance . . . Funny, charming, and very entertaining, A Date With the Other Side is sure to leave you with a pleased smile on your face.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“If you’re looking for a steamy read that will keep you laughing while you turn the pages as quickly as you can, A Date With the Other Side is for you. Very highly recommended!”

—Romance Junkies

 

“Fans will appreciate this otherworldly romance and want a sequel.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“Just the right amount of humor interspersed with romance.”

—Love Romances

 

“Ghostly matchmakers add a fun flair to this warmhearted and delightful tale . . . An amusing and sexy charmer sure to bring a smile to your face.”

—RT Book Reviews

 

“Offers readers quite a few chuckles, some face-fanning moments, and one heck of a love story. Surprises await those who expect a ‘sophisticated city boy meets country girl’ romance. Ms. McCarthy delivers much more.”

—A Romance Review

 

“Fascinating.”

—Huntress Reviews




PRAISE FOR THE OTHER NOVELS

BY ERIN McCARTHY

 

“Will have your toes curling and your pulse racing.”

—Arabella

 

“The sparks fly.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Erin McCarthy writes this story with emotion and spirit, as well as humor.”

—Fallen Angel Reviews

 

“Both naughty and nice . . . Sure to charm readers.”

—Booklist




Titles by Erin McCarthy

A DATE WITH THE OTHER SIDE 
HEIRESS FOR HIRE

 

The Fast Track Series 
FLAT-OUT SEXY 
HARD AND FAST 
HOT FINISH 
THE CHASE 
SLOW RIDE

 

The Vegas Vampires Series 
HIGH STAKES 
BIT THE JACKPOT 
BLED DRY 
SUCKER BET

 

The Deadly Sins Series 
MY IMMORTAL 
FALLEN 
THE TAKING

 

Anthologies

 

THE NAKED TRUTH 
(with Donna Kauffman, Beverly Brandt, and Alesia Holliday)

 

AN ENCHANTED SEASON 
(with Maggie Shayne, Nalini Singh, and Jean Johnson)

 

THE POWER OF LOVE 
(with Lori Foster, Toni Blake, Dianne Castell, Karen Kelley, 
Rosemary Laurey, Janice Maynard, LuAnn McLane, Lucy Monroe, 
Patricia Sargeant, Kay Stockham, and J. C. Wilder)

 

FIRST BLOOD 
(with Susan Sizemore, Chris Marie Green, and Meljean Brook)




THE BERKLEY PUBLISHING GROUP 
Published by the Penguin Group 
Penguin Group (USA) Inc. 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA 
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada 
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) 
Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England 
Penguin Group Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) 
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia 
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) 
Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, Auckland 0632, New Zealand 
(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, 
South Africa

 

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

 

SLOW RIDE

 

A Berkley Sensation Book / published by arrangement with the author

 

PRINTING HISTORY 
Berkley Sensation mass-market edition / October 2011

 

Copyright © 2011 by Erin McCarthy. Excerpt on pages 287-289 by Erin McCarthy copyright © by Erin McCarthy. Cover art by Craig White. Cover design by Rita Frangie. Interior text design by Kristin del Rosario.

 

All rights reserved. 
No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without 
permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the 
author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions. 
For information, address: The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

 

ISBN : 978-1-101-54482-2

 

BERKLEY SENSATION® 
Berkley Sensation Books are published by The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014. 
BERKLEY SENSATION® is a registered trademark of Penguin Group (USA) Inc. 
The “B” design is a trademark of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 



 



 


http://us.penguingroup.com




For my father

 

Even after ten years you are greatly missed.




PROLOGUE

TUESDAY Jones stared at the minister in front of her, watching his mouth move, but unable to process what he was saying. The sun was hot on her arms, the breeze flapping her skirt, heels sinking into the soft grass, while her mother wept quietly beside her. None of it seemed real. It was like her entire body and her brain had been dipped in analgesic, and she was completely numb as she watched them lower her father’s casket into the ground.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. He was supposed to beat cancer, be one of those miraculous stories of triumph.

Instead, he was dead just three months after diagnosis, and Tuesday couldn’t believe it was real.

She hadn’t cried. She couldn’t cry. It was like all of her emotions were locked inside her, frozen solid.

It even took her a second to realize when her sun hat was  lifted off her head by a gust of wind. She actually stared at it blankly as it tumbled past her mother’s legs.

Only when it appeared her grieving mother was going to give chase did Tuesday react. “I have it,” she murmured to her mother, squeezing her hand as she moved across the grass.

If it had been up to her, she would have just let the hat fly away to God knew where. She didn’t care about the hat. She didn’t care about anything.

A man a few headstones over bent down and caught her hat.

“Here you go,” he told her, holding it out with a wisp of a smile.

“Thank you.”

“My condolences.” He nodded toward her father’s funeral, now complete.

Her family and her father’s friends were murmuring to each other, standing around in small groups. Tuesday swung her head back to the man in front of her. “Thank you. The same to you.”

He nodded.

When Tuesday just stood there, staring at him without even really being aware of what she was doing, he cleared his throat.

“I guess you were close with him?”

“Yes. It’s my father.” And she couldn’t go back. She knew it was weird and awkward that she was just standing there staring at this man, intruding on his grief, but she knew that if she turned, if she walked across that grass and had to face her mother, she would lose it. Which she couldn’t do. She needed to keep it together for her mother, who was  beyond devastated. Her mother had lost her life partner and she was walking around in a haze. Tuesday needed to be strong.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“And you?” she managed, determined to force normal conversation from her mouth, to focus on this man standing in front of her in a white dress shirt and black pants. As long as she concentrated on being normal with him, she could hold the tears, the hysteria at bay.

“My cousin.” His thumb jerked behind him. “My mother.” He pointed to the left. “My kid brother.” His finger stayed in the same direction, then slowly fell to his side. “It does get easier with time, I promise.”

And suddenly Tuesday lost it. The lip started to tremble, then the tears sprang out, while the low, deep sobs burst forth from her chest. She fought for control, but grief was winning. His eyes went wide, then suddenly his arms were around her, holding her.

“Shh, it’s okay, let it out. Stop fighting it.”

So she did. She let the sobs wrack her body, let the tears stream onto his gray-striped tie and shirt, even as she held her arms awkwardly at her sides, unable to wrap them around him. He had a muscular, solid chest, and arms that held her with gentle yet strong confidence. He smelled like aftershave, and his deep voice was soothing as he murmured in her ear over and over.

When she finally got a rein on her crying, and was able to step back, too upset to even feel embarrassed that she had sobbed on a stranger, he reached out and wiped her cheeks with callused fingers. “Everyone needs a good cry now and again.”

Tuesday sniffled, using her arm to wipe her nose like a little kid.

“I’m Daniel, by the way.”

“Tuesday.”

“I think you should get back to your family, Tuesday,” he told her. “Take care of yourself. Again, I’m sorry.”

He squeezed her hand in good-bye, his green eyes flooded with sympathy before he turned and left.

Tuesday glanced down at the headstone he had been standing over. Peter Briggs. The stock car driver, killed in a wreck a few years earlier. His cousin, he’d said.

She watched Daniel walking across the grass, a slight limp to his gait, and she knew immediately who he was.

Daniel “Diesel” Lange.

Pete Briggs’s cousin and a driver of considerable reputation and success until his car had kissed the wall head-on, leaving doctors and officials alike wondering how the man was still alive. He’d suffered a broken neck, a punctured lung, and a shattered leg, but he had survived, though he had retired.

A good ol’ boy, Tuesday’s father had called him.

And her dad’s favorite driver.

As she made her way back to her mother, she found herself glancing up at the sky, like she could somehow see her dad there.

Her father’s favorite driver had been standing ten feet away during his funeral. She thought her dad would have appreciated the irony of that.

It was the first peaceful thought she’d had all day.




CHAPTER ONE

GRATEFUL that her toast as maid of honor was behind her, Tuesday also appreciated that her orange bridesmaid dress looked remarkably better under the muted ballroom lights than it had earlier in the day. Heading for the bar—because one glass of champagne clearly wasn’t enough—she veered at the last second to the dessert table. She was supposed to meet Evan Monroe, the man who had been smart enough to marry her best friend, Kendall, and throw her a big old wedding reception four months after their impulsive elopement. When Evan had commented during dinner that women couldn’t do shots of whiskey, Tuesday felt it was her duty, orange dress and all, to stand up for her gender.

But first she wanted a piece of cake.

To coat her stomach for the liquor.

Or maybe just because she liked cake.

She had to admit she was feeling weird-happy for Kendall, but also like she still wasn’t totally enjoying herself. Like she couldn’t. Yet for the first time in the three weeks since her dad had died, she didn’t feel like she might burst into tears at any given moment, so that was progress. Baby steps. Little tiny almost nonexistent baby steps, because there was nothing easy about losing her father. Death sucked. Grief sucked.

On that very unpleasant thought, she grabbed a piece of cake from the assortment and crammed it into her mouth.

And discovered that she had chosen the damn coconut slice, one of her very least favorite flavors ever. There was good, there was bad, and then there was coconut. Her mouth automatically opening in horror, she looked around for a napkin, the flavor invading and offending every single one of her taste buds. Feeling like she might gag from the texture, she worked the cake forward with her tongue, debating just chucking it out of her mouth and into her champagne glass.

A hand shot out in front of her mouth and Evan said, “Just spit it out.”

She only paused for a second before depositing the vile waxy coconut hunk into Evan’s hand. “Oh, my God, thank you. Coconut. Ick. That was so freaking gross—”

Tuesday forgot the rest of her sentence when she looked up and realized that it wasn’t Evan next to her. It was Diesel Lange. Retired driver. The man she had cried on at her father’s funeral.

And the man she had now just spit chewed-up cake into his outstretched palm.

Oh. My. God. She felt heat flood her face as she stared at  him, trying to think of something, anything to say. “Sorry,” was the best she could manage. “I thought you were Evan.”

It was a lame explanation, but how did you really explain regurgitation onto total strangers?

His eyebrows furrowed. “Why would you think I was Evan?”

“Because I was meeting Evan.” Tuesday licked her lips, still tasting the coconut, still feeling like an ass. “I don’t usually just spit out food into random people’s hands, you know.” Food she realized he was still holding. “God, that’s so gross, I’m sorry.”

She reached out and grabbed the cold, mushy, spit-filled blob off his hand. It left a slimy smear across his skin. “Crap, sorry.” She was tempted to lick it off, but figured that would make it worse. A lot worse. She didn’t imagine any man wanted a woman to just lick them at a wedding reception.

Then again, maybe men did.

The oven her face had become burned a little hotter.

But he just gave her a lopsided smile. “Quit apologizing. I’m the one who stuck my hand out. I don’t like coconut either, so I’m glad I could help. The texture makes me want to hurl.”

She felt slightly better, or at least she would when that saliva trail across his hand was gone. First she’d snotted on his dress shirt at the funeral, now she’d spit on him. Classy.

“Let me get you a napkin.” Which now that she was glancing around, she saw they were plenty on the corner of the table, but they were blending into the tablecloth, which had created this moment of horror for her. “Here.” Grabbing several off the top of the stack, she scrubbed at his hand with it. “I can’t believe I spit on you.”

His other hand reached out and stilled her, wrapping loosely around her wrist. “Stop. A little saliva never killed anyone.”

“I don’t have any communicable diseases, just so you know.” Oh, God, did she really just say that? Tuesday downed the rest of her glass of champagne.

Diesel burst out laughing. “That is good to know. But I wasn’t worried.”

Then he just . . . looked at her. Tuesday wondered if he remembered who she was. Wondered if she was supposed to acknowledge that she had cried on him. But what if she said something and he didn’t recognize her? She glanced ruefully into the bottom of her empty glass.

What was the most disconcerting of all was that she had never been the type of woman who worried about things like this. She was no stranger to voicing her opinion, and she had never lacked for confidence. You couldn’t be missing either if you wanted to be successful in the field of sports reporting. So why she was standing there wide-eyed and mute like an anime cartoon girl she did not understand. That shit had to stop.

“I was meeting Evan at the bar. I should head on over there,” she said. “Come with me and I’ll buy you a drink.”

“It’s an open bar.”

She grinned. “I know. But it’s the thought that counts.”

He smiled back, a crooked smile that sent a shiver racing up her spine. Hello. She’d just felt the first jolt of sexual interest she’d had in months. It had been instantaneous when the corner of his mouth had risen slowly and slyly, and Tuesday cleared her throat, suddenly unnerved. He was tall,  with shaggy dark blond hair and some short facial hair that she felt the urge to touch to test its softness.

She knew he was single.

And she knew herself well enough to know that she needed to get the hell away from him as soon as possible.

But he held his arm out for her. Like a gentleman does to escort a woman somewhere. “Lead the way, Tuesday,” he told her.

There was no way to avoid slipping her own arm through his without being totally rude, so she did, clutching the empty glass in her free hand, and trying not to look up at him. He had used her name. Did that mean he did remember her or he had just heard her name announced as maid of honor at the beginning of dinner?

But she was Tuesday Jones, damn it, and even though she hadn’t felt stronger than a wet napkin the last few months, she at least needed to thank this man. “By the way,” she told him, forcing her head to lift to look at him, “thanks for letting me bawl on you in the cemetery. I appreciate you tolerating the crazy girl.”

He sidled a look down at her that she couldn’t read. It was sympathetic, yes, but there didn’t seem to be any pity in it. It was something else, another emotion, but then again, maybe it was just the light playing off his pale blue eyes.

“No problem. I’m glad I could be there for you. Your dad was a good guy, and I’m really sorry for your loss.”

Tuesday drew up short a foot from the bar. He knew her dad? Well, duh, of course he knew her father. Over the years her dad had probably interviewed him a dozen times. Her brain wasn’t firing at full neurons lately. “Thanks,” she  murmured, setting the champagne glass down on the bar before it slipped from her sweaty palm.

“What the hell took you so long?” Evan asked, grinning from ear to ear as he swaggered over to them, his tie askew. “Change your mind, wimp out on me?”

Her emotions were swirling close to the surface, thoughts of her father’s extensive career as a sports journalist suddenly thrust in front of her by Diesel Lange, and she wiped her hand down the front of her pumpkin-colored dress. Who thought of pumpkins in August? It made no sense. But the orange color scheme was what Kendall had wanted, and Tuesday guessed maybe it was supposed to be more tropical than fall foliage.

Evan’s grin started to slip. “Are you okay?”

No, not really. She was feeling far from okay. And that feeling like she might cry at any given second had returned full force. “Yeah, of course I am. Bring it on, Monroe.” She turned to Diesel. “Do you want to do a shot with us?”

He shook his head. “No, thanks.”

Why was he looking at her like that? Those eyes just bore into her, like he was seeing something she didn’t want anyone to see. Tuesday was intensely aware of how close he was standing to her, how tall he was even though she was five foot eight. There weren’t a lot of men who towered over her, but he did. He had a presence, too, that seemed to surround her, that made her want to both lean on his chest for comfort, and strip him naked and get thrown against a wall.

Neither of which were appropriate to do at the moment.

“Don’t be a wuss.” Evan tried to hand a shot glass filled  with whiskey to Diesel. “It’s my wedding and I never see you anymore, so I say you owe me.”

“Seriously, no thanks. I take pain meds and trust me, it ain’t a good combination.” Diesel shrugged. “I’ll take a Coke though.”

Tuesday thought about the limp she had seen Diesel use at the cemetery. For some reason, she had assumed that’s all it was, that there wouldn’t actually be pain anymore. It had been at least two years since his accident, if she was remembering correctly. But if he limped, she imagined it was because he was in pain.

Yet he always looked so calm.

Suddenly confused, her emotions pinging in multiple directions, Tuesday turned to the bartender. “Can we get a Coke, please?” She took the shot of whiskey Evan was holding out to her. God knew the last thing she needed was to throw back some Jack, but the truth was, she felt a little afraid of the direction her thoughts and feelings were going in. Maybe the liquor would take the edge off.

“Are you sure your wife doesn’t want a shot?” Tuesday asked Evan.

“Are you kidding? Kendall can’t hold her liquor. She’s not drinking at all tonight because she doesn’t want to wind up trashed and doing the worm on the dance floor in her wedding dress.”

Tuesday sniffed her drink. “So that’s what you have me for, right? I’ll be the one making an ass out of myself in a few hours.”

Evan grinned. “We can only hope.”

Unfortunately, given the way she was feeling, Tuesday  thought that might not be that far from the truth. For a split second, she hesitated. Maybe the whiskey was a bad idea on top of the champagne. But then Evan lifted his glass and tossed it back and she was just competitive enough that she had to follow suit, taking it cleanly and quickly. As the burn raced down her throat, she tried not to wince.

Diesel raised his eyebrow, his soft drink lifted to his lips. “You don’t play around.”

No, she didn’t. And she wasn’t going to let this night descend into melancholy for her. It was Kendall and Evan’s wedding, for crying out loud. New beginnings, a celebration of hope and love and the future. She needed to shake the sadness off.

“Hell, no,” she told him. “You have to take drinking seriously, you know. You want to dance?”

He shook his head. “No.”

It was amazing how fast alcohol could loosen her limbs. She ought to be worried, but the truth was, she was glad the knots in her shoulders had unfurled just a bit. “What? Well, that’s just rude. Why wouldn’t you want to dance with me?”

“I can’t dance.”

“Pfft.” She looked at Evan. “He can’t dance, and he does it anyway.”

“I can so dance. I own that dance floor. If Lange won’t dance with you, I will.”

Tuesday would rather spend more time with Diesel, but he was shaking his head. She ought to be offended, but there was something about the way he looked at her, she just couldn’t believe it was that he didn’t want to be with her. There was that something . . . there was a word for it  but she was starting to suspect she was drunk because she couldn’t figure out what it was.

“Okay. Let’s polka.”

“But they’re playing Donna Summer,” Evan protested.

“Perfect. We’ll polka and hustle at the same time. It’s all about creating your own path, my friend.” Tuesday leaned over the bar. “Another champagne, s’il vous plaît.” Oh, yeah, she was drunk. Busting out high school French was always a sure sign of that.

“See you later,” she said to Diesel, taking her drink from the bartender. “Stay away from coconut.”

Did that make sense? She wasn’t really sure, but he just nodded. “Have fun.”

“Always.” Not exactly true, but if she stated it often enough, maybe it would become true.

Fun. Yeah. That’s what she was having.

Tuesday grabbed Evan by the arm and went to prove it.

 

 

DIESEL watched Tuesday head out onto the dance floor with no small amount of regret. He had thought about her a few times since her father’s funeral, wondered if she was okay, felt compassion for that grief he knew all too well. She was a gorgeous, vibrant woman, a daughter her father had spoken very proudly of, but she had Diesel curious. He suspected that she was very close to the edge of cracking at this wedding, and he didn’t imagine that a shot was going to prevent that from happening.

Dancing was probably good for her though. Leaning on the bar, Diesel discreetly bent his knee to ease the stiffness in it. It was really giving him hell today for some reason,  prompting him to take the pain meds he usually avoided before he’d left for the wedding.

“Hey, what’s up?” Ty McCordle sidled up to him. “What are you drinking?”

“Coke.”

Ty raised an eyebrow. “Boy Scout, huh? I need a beer myself.”

Diesel fought the urge to sigh. He hated explaining himself. He hated admitting that he couldn’t do certain things like dancing or drink. Not that he had ever danced before his crash, but hell, he would like the option. Now he couldn’t, plain and simple. It was annoying. But it was what it was. No sense whining about it.

“So Evan finally took the plunge. Have to say I didn’t see that coming.” When Diesel had been driving in the Cup series with Evan, he had always thought of him as a perpetual bachelor. Unlike some of the other guys, he’d never had a serious girlfriend.

“Did you know he and Kendall were an item ten years ago?” Ty took his beer from the bartender and took a sip. “Guess they were supposed to be together all along.”

He shouldn’t say anything, shouldn’t draw attention to himself, but Diesel couldn’t resist. “Do you know Kendall’s maid of honor?”

“Sure. She’s Tuesday Talladega, the blogger. Bob Jones’s daughter. She actually just asked me to do an interview about her father, give some memories of him. She’s arranging some kind of cancer benefit in his name.”

“Really?” Diesel thought it sounded like a great idea, and a positive way for her to channel her grief. Unlike whiskey.

He watched her doing maneuvers on the dance floor that  seemed to defy gravity, her hips swiveling and her body dropping down between her bent knees. He coughed into his palm. Jesus, he had just felt a kick of lust, his junk jumping into a semi-erection faster than he would have thought possible.

Not cool. He was supposed to be showing her sympathy, not a tent in his suit.

“Wait a minute.” Ty nudged him. “You got the hots for Tuesday, don’t you?”

He hadn’t thought about it that way. He had thought he’d been feeling sorry for her pain and loss. But at the moment, as she booty-grinded on the dance floor, he thought maybe there was something a little more primal drawing him to her than just sympathy.

“I don’t know Tuesday.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

“No, I don’t have the hots for her. I just feel bad for her because she lost her father.” And maybe he was a little attracted to her. And technically, that could probably be called the hots.

“Uh-huh. Whatever.” Ty slapped him on the shoulder. “I know that look, buddy. You should go dance with her. Dancing is the gateway to sex, you know.”

“No, thanks.” He wouldn’t even if he could. Wasn’t his style. “And why is it whenever a guy is in a relationship, he’s always trying to fix his friends up with whatever single woman is standing around? Jefferson was trying to pawn me off on Kendall’s cousin.”

Ty grinned. “Because we don’t want single friends reminding us of our lost freedom.”

“Is that what it is? Then sign me right up.” Diesel hadn’t  had a serious girlfriend in almost four years and he had to admit, he missed knowing he had someone to go to the movies with, or say, a wedding reception. But most men bitched about being trapped. It was just expected. Standard guy talk.

“Aside from being with the woman I love, the best thing is regular booty.” Ty cleared his throat. “Can’t beat that, man, I’m telling you.”

Diesel wasn’t even sure he remembered what sex with a partner felt like. It was safe to say he hadn’t been getting out much. “Hell, I’d settle for irregular booty.”

“Well, there it is, waiting for you out on the dance floor.” Ty gestured to Tuesday. “She’s looking for donations of items for a silent auction for the cancer benefit. You should donate something, like an engine rebuild or some of your vintage parts. It’d give you a good excuse to talk to her, and it’s for a good cause.”

Diesel had been rebuilding vintage stock cars and selling them since his accident. It kept him busy and gave him something to do with his hands. He liked the idea of somehow helping Tuesday’s cause. “Yeah, I could do that.” In fact, he could actually donate a completely rebuilt car. That would bring in a shitload of cash. “I’ll talk to her about it after she’s done dancing.”

Which didn’t look like would be happening any time soon. Tuesday was breaking it down with a guy who was at least a hundred and twelve. He was just shuffling in front of her in awe, a shit-eating grin on his face while she shimmied all around him.

There was no denying that Diesel would give anything to stroll out there, grab her, and kiss the stuffing out of her.  In fact, if he were totally honest, he wanted to throw her down on the nearest table and lift her ugly orange dress.

“She’s a live one,” Ty commented. “Good luck with that.” He grinned. “Sucker.”

Diesel was about to remark that Ty was the one planning the wedding of the decade with his fiancée Imogen, but just as he opened his mouth, a pack of kids hell-bent on hitting the chocolate fountain went flying by him. Or three of them did anyway. The fourth plowed right into Diesel, the impact causing his knee to buckle as the boy tried to shove back off of him.

“Sorry!” he said without a backward glance, his shirttail untucked and floppy hair bouncing as he ran to catch up with his friends.

For a split second, the pain was so bad Diesel thought he might puke. But the sharp biting agony settled down into a standard throb and he took a deep breath. It was cool. He was cool. No big deal.

Ty was looking at him in concern, but much to Diesel’s relief, didn’t actually say anything other than, “Punk kids. We were never that rowdy.”

“Yes, we were,” Diesel said, but his words were ground out through clenched teeth. “I’ll catch you later, I’m going to hit the head.”

“Sure. Good seeing you, man.”

“You, too.” It was sheer willpower that allowed Diesel to walk across the room to the exit with only a slightly more exaggerated limp than normal. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself, but he needed to get the hell out of there and sit down for a minute.

Fortunately, the attention of everyone in the room shifted  to the dance floor as the DJ announced the father-daughter dance. All eyes swung to the bride, so Diesel managed to navigate his way around the perimeter of the room. Once in the hallway, he found a tufted bench between two potted plants and eased himself down onto it.

He’d forgotten his drink at the bar and right now he could use a swig of Coke to get rid of the hot saliva that had flooded his mouth. Resting his head on the wall, he just concentrated on relaxing his shoulders and breathing deep. It was fine.

But when Tuesday came out of the ballroom carrying two glasses of champagne, he had to admit he was tempted to take one from her, meds or not. “Is that for me?” he asked her, forcing a nonchalant smile.

“Hell to the no,” she said, bringing both glasses to her chest covetously. “These are both for me. It saves time if I just get two at once.”

Part of him wanted to laugh, but the party girl persona, that devil-may-care attitude wasn’t ringing true. There was something far too bright and shiny in her eyes, and an air of desperate bravado clung to her.

“Have a seat.” He patted the bench next to him. “I promise not to steal your bubbly.”

“Thanks.” She sat down and stretched her long, graceful legs out in front of her.

“So why aren’t you inside?” he asked.

There was a pause. “It was hot in there. How about you?”

Diesel thought about giving her the same pat response in return, but if he wanted the truth from her, he needed to give her the truth. Since he strongly suspected she needed someone to talk to, he was willing to be honest. “Some little kid ran into me and my bad knee twisted. I needed a breather.”

She winced, glancing down at his leg. “Does it hurt really bad?”

“Like a motherfucker.”

“I’m sorry. You should have one of these drinks.” She tried to hand him the glass but he shook his head.

“Pain meds, remember? Not that they’re working much at the moment.”

Tuesday set both glasses down on the floor and said, “That sucks.”

“It is what it is. I am lucky to be alive, you know.” It was true. The doctors had told him the impact he’d sustained should have killed him. So if that meant he had some aches and pains, hell, he’d take it. It was better than pushing daisies for damn sure.

“I’m glad you’re not dead,” she said vehemently.

Diesel wasn’t sure what to say to that, exactly, but Tuesday wasn’t finished.

“Death sucks. It really, really sucks. Do you know why I left that ballroom?”

He shook his head.

“Because they’re playing the father-daughter dance, and you know what? I’ll never get to dance with my father at my wedding, and that really bites the big one.” Her face scrunched up and the tears came. “It’s not fair.”

Oh, damn. Diesel felt his own heart squeeze at the sheer agony in her voice. She looked so miserable, so shocked, so vulnerable, and drunk. “No, it’s definitely not fair. Not even close. Come here.”

Diesel put his arm around her shoulders and drew her into his chest. She came willingly, burying her face in his dress shirt.

“I’m happy for Kendall, obviously. I mean, I’m thrilled for her.” Her voice was trembling, her words punctuated by sobs. “But it just hurts.”

“I’m sorry, Tuesday. I can’t tell you how much. But I think what you’re doing, planning a cancer benefit in your father’s honor, is awesome. I’ll be happy to make a donation.”

Stroking her back, Diesel tried to think of additional words of comfort, but he wasn’t sure what else he could say. Grief was hell and you just had to work it through it, step by step.

“As long as it isn’t coconut,” she said, her sobs settling down into sniffles.

“Hell, yeah, it’s going to be coconut. It’s going to be coconut cream pie with coconut shavings on top. Coconut cream pie for a year, that’s what it will be.” It was a stupid thing to say, but he was looking for anything to distract her.

“I’ll toss it in your face then.”

“Love to see you try.”

Tuesday pulled back and stared at him, her eyes searching his. Sniffling, her nose red, she said, “You’re a nice guy, aren’t you?”

Bemused, he told her, “We do exist. Hard to believe, I know.”

She nodded. “An endangered species. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one in the wild.”

“Just so you know, I can be badass, too.” He wanted to make sure he didn’t come off as a total pansy.

Tuesday laughed, wiping her cheeks free of tears. “Well,  that just proves you’re clearly all male. I give you a compliment and you want to make sure you’re not appearing too sensitive. Typical.”

Feeling slightly sheepish, he just shrugged. “Hey, I’m not perfect. Just very nice and extra manly.”

“Well, are you man enough to go back into that ballroom and dance with me?”

The thought made his nuts draw up into his body. He did not want to dance, under any circumstances. “It’s more manly not to dance. I’ll just stand on the edge of the dance floor and grunt while I watch you.”

She cocked her head like she was about to argue, but then she nodded. “Alright, I’ll take it. But you can skip the grunting.”

Tuesday stood up, but not before retrieving her champagne glasses, which she drained, one right after the other, in a move that reminded Diesel of movies about fraternity parties. Impressive.

“I’ll grunt if I want to.”

She burped, a no-holds-barred belch that seemed at complete odds with her slender body, elegant hairstyle, and bridesmaid dress. Diesel laughed.

Tuesday held her finger out to him. “And there’s more where that came from.”

“I can’t wait.” Diesel stood up.

She hadn’t backed up, so when he stood, they were close, his thighs brushing against her dress. From this vantage point, Diesel could see how plump and moist her lips were, how smooth her skin was, and he could smell the sweetness of her perfume. Thoughts of kissing her flooded his mind, his fingers itching to dive into her dark hair and  mess up that perfect knot twisted on her head. He liked that she was tall, that she could look him in the eye without having to totally strain her neck like most women did. He liked that he could reach right out and rest his hands on her waist if he wanted to.

Those eyes were watching him now, darkening with what he hoped like hell was desire.

All he would have to do would be to lean down and drop his mouth onto hers and take a taste of those sexy red lips.

But then she jerked back, grabbing his hand. “Oh, my God! The chicken dance. You have to dance with me!”

Diesel gritted his teeth as she dragged him to the ballroom. The chicken dance didn’t excite him nearly as much as a hot make-out session did.

He who hesitates has to make an ass out of himself on the dance floor.
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