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Antonio Romero, Sr. (5th marriage to) Shelly Munro


/

Antonio Romero II (deceased) m. Ruby Ann Devereaux

>  Antonio Romero III  (m. Lucy Shillerton)

- Alexander



Jack Romero m. Janissa Milano (deceased)

>  Lucas Romero (m. Maxine Summers)

- Mary-Louise

>  Zack Romero (m. Blue Monroe)

- Jefferson

>  Carl Romero (m. Venus Jackson)

- Tristan

- Daniel 

>  Jules Romero (m. Amber Johnson-Murray)

- Crystal

>  Dion Romero (m. Jenna-Lynn Greene)

- Cherry-Rose

>  Troy Romero (m. Pamela Alvarado)

- Janissa Marie

>  Dr. Alonso Romero (m. Britney Andropoulos)

- Joshua Elijah



George Romero

>  No known children



Santos Romero

>  No known children





PROLOGUE

“Four children. Eight grandchildren. All successful college grads and professionals yet no great-grandchildren. No wedding invitations on the horizon. What is wrong with this picture?” Antonio Romero, Sr. wasted no time in chastising his grandchildren as they were seated in the cozy study of Romero Manor on the grand Romero Estate.

Seated in his temporary wheelchair, Antonio, Sr. looked out at the verdant garden through the French doors of the study. He had gathered the group for a family meeting to discuss his wishes following his fall down the marble staircase the previous week. He was lucky to have survived the ordeal. He had just finished riding his horse and had gone inside the mansion to change. Eager to get going to a meeting, the eldest Antonio lost his balance and toppled right on over the hard stone of the stairwell. His bones were fortunately strong but apparently not strong enough. 

His nurse Shelly had just finished changing his dressing on his knee when the meeting was called.

“Grandfather, you know it’s not that simple. We don’t want to just bring anybody into the family,” Antonio Romero, III, his grandson, chimed in. He leaned over by the fireplace with his elbow resting on the counter. He had just finished work in the city of Toronto and flew in by helicopter and landed on the family property. The Romero estate was situated two hours from Toronto and was a four-hour drive from Buffalo, New York. They truly had the best of both worlds. The family owned real estate across the globe-buildings, skyscrapers, clubs, restaurants and hotels but the real estate Antonio, Sr. had in mind was the property located within the heart. When would his scions ever settle down and provide heirs for the Romero dynasty? It was a coincidental disaster that none of his eight grandchildren from four different children had settled down with anyone. 

In addition to being philanthropists and mighty good-looking young men, if the patriarch may say so himself, the boys were gifted in their own areas of expertise. Antonio III was highly successful in property development, while Lucas founded a highly in-demand app and software for the medical industry. Zack owned and ran the vineyard and winery, while Carl and Jules operated world-renowned fitness centers. Dion and Troy were leaders in the global online educational community, and Alonso, a top med school graduate, opened medical clinics around the world. All talented trendsetters. But were any of them hitched? Not even close. They dated plenty and often made headlines in the tabloids but if only Antonio, Sr. could get them married off before he put one foot in the grave. If only. 

Were the Romeros blessed with success in business while cursed in love as to their personal lives? 

No.

Antonio, Sr. refused, absolutely objected to any notion to believe that. 

“Baggage, Gramps. A lot of girls have baggage these days,” Lucas added as he fiddled with the display on his smartphone.

“That’s rubbish. I know you’ve been heartbroken before and for that I am sorry. I’ve had broken bones many times in my life but that’s nothing compared to a broken heart. The bones heal faster, I agree,” Antonio, Sr. rebutted. “But you will never be happy if you continue focusing on the terrible things you’ve gone through and judge everyone as if they’ve hurt you. You’ll find whatever you look for in life, grandson. Remember that. Too many times you see a nice young woman or a girl in her thirties and you assume the worst. You look for the worst. And trust me, you will find it. Everyone has something unfavorable about them, but they also have redeeming qualities. If you keep thinking something’s wrong with people, you’ll end up alone. And that would sadden me immensely.”

The old man continued, breathing hard.

“You should probably rest now, Mr. Romero,” Shelly urged.

“No. I’m not finished yet,” he declared, waving her off before turning again to his grandchildren. “Stop trying to find the perfect soul mate and start trying to think of ways you can be the perfect soul mate to someone else. I’m telling you this for a good reason. You don’t want to end up alone in your advanced age because you’re looking for someone who will never exist. A flawless human being. Heck, you are my grandchildren and I love you more than I love anything else, but you sure as heck aren’t flawless either. Nor am I. I’ve been married so many times already. People aren’t perfect, but love...love is. A woman may not be perfect but that doesn’t mean she won’t be perfect for you. Your other half. The yin to your yang. Give love a chance.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” Shelly said, looking at Antonio, Sr. Her voice sounded urgent. “There’s a call for you, Toni.” Shelly often addressed Antonio, Sr. by his short name. “It’s the secretary from the Dream Weddings agency. She called to remind us of our upcoming consultation.”

“Consultation?” Antonio III interjected, obviously perplex. “What is that about, Granddad? Consultation? Dream Weddings?” He shifted his position from the fireplace and stood erect. A fierce expression on his face.

Antonio, Sr. sighed. “Yes, that’s right, boys. I don’t just talk the talk, I walk the walk. And I’ll be taking that walk right down the aisle. I didn’t want you boys to find out this way, but as you know, I’m quite fond of Shelly here, and well, life is too short—for me, life could be shorter still. We have been spending a great deal of time together, and so, Shelly and I are getting married.”

Antonio III’s body stiffened in response. Shock, and a hint of horror, filled his dark eyes.  But Antonio, Sr. did not wait for his grandson’s reply. 

“I’ll be taking this call in the den. If you will excuse me,” Antonio, Sr. concluded. And with those final words, he walked away, accompanied by his new fiancée, to the disbelief of his grandsons. 

CHAPTER ONE  
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“We’re being sued for how much?” Lucy Shillerton asked over the speakerphone. Her jaw fell open. She could feel the air being sucked out of her lungs. She dared not take a breath. 

“Twelve million dollars.” The voice sounded cold on the other end of the phone. 

Lucy closed her eyes and placed her hand on her forehead. Her heartbeat pounded fiercely in her throat.

Twelve million dollars? My life is so over.

She was dead.

She was so dead and it wasn’t even funny.

She could not believe her burning ears. Her company could never recover from a civil suit of that magnitude. Heck, it couldn't recover from a twelve thousand dollar suit. Her insurance alone would fly through the roof! Lucy hunched her shoulders as she sat down in her leather chair at Dream Weddings Inc. Welcome to your new, and possibly the last, job as its CEO. 

It hadn’t been six months since her eccentric late aunt left her the business in her will to take over and Lucy barely knew said auntie. And now?

How in God’s name had she gotten herself into this business? 

Why didn't she contest her aunt’s will? 

For all she knew, Lucy didn’t even believe in the institution of marriage. Her own father had left her mother for his secretary when Lucy was in her teens. Later, her mother, who had suffered from a rare congenital heart defect, died of a broken heart. Then, just when Lucy was about to embark on happiness with Jeff Samuels, her first and only love, he perished in a car crash two years ago—along with his mistress, apparently. So much for happy endings. It seemed as if Dream Weddings was nothing more than nightmare weddings for her now.

“Okay, let me get this straight. We’re being sued by the bride and groom-”

“No, dear. The parents of the bride and the parents of the groom are suing the company for endangerment.”

“But it was their dream wedding. We warned them about the dangers of bungee jumping off a bridge while screaming their vows. It’s all written in the disclaimer, Mr. Petri. We can’t possibly be liable. I’m truly sorry that the bungee jump off the bridge didn’t go as planned but-”

“Sorry, Lucy. You’re a sweet girl. You really are but such are the dangers of running a business like Dream Weddings. These days brides and sometimes the grooms want to go all out to have the most unusual adventurous nuptials, and they don’t think about the consequences or the risks involved.”

Lucy was beset with a massive headache at that moment. She rubbed her throbbing temples while talking on the speakerphone of her new corner office. The headquarters of Weddings Inc. was situated near the lake on Front Street in Toronto’s artsy business district. The loft-style office was on the top floor of a four-story building and had the shiniest hardwood flooring she’d ever stepped on. The walls were adorned with the coolest artwork she’d ever seen. Apparently, her elusive actually great-aunt, who really knew how to decorate, had won some lottery draw in the province and invested in helping others secure the weddings of their dreams. The company was previously called Weird Weddings Inc., then it was changed to Have It Your Way Weddings, but her aunt received some sound legal advice about changing its name. If Lucy could have it her own way, she wouldn’t even be in this situation right now.

This whole scenario was getting weirder by the moment.

Regardless, Lucy would always be eternally grateful to her aunt for sending her some of her winnings so that she could secure her own place and finish her studies. That was so kind of her, even if they weren’t close. Her aunt was ever-so-elusive and travelled considerably. The saving grace was that her aunt’s assistant, Maxine Summers, who knew the business very well, still stayed on after Lucy took over. 

It wasn’t as if Lucy currently had much of a life. She wasn’t in touch with her father, had very few friends and rarely went out. She recently graduated with her Masters in Philosophy and Psychology and was about to complete her PhD. Since teaching jobs at area universities were scarce it seemed like a blessing in disguise at the time to have this opportunity to turn over her aunt’s business and perhaps complete her studies later. 

At twenty-nine, Lucy wasn’t exactly a social animal but she really needed to get a life. A proper one.  

“Okay, fine. I will get in touch with my lawyer, Mr. Petri, and someone will get back to you on that one.” After Lucy hung up the phone she rubbed her temples again.

“Girl, you are not having a good day, are you?” Her assistant, Maxine, walked in as if on cue after she’d disconnected the phone call. Maxine juggled two steaming lattes in her hands.

Thank God for Maxine!

“Thanks, Maxine,” Lucy said and took one of the cups from her assistant. Maxine always knew what to get Lucy when she really needed it.

“Oh, no worries, Lucy.” 

Maxine plopped in the chair in front of Lucy and surveyed her. She was five-ten and had dark hair with a touch of blue and blond highlights and wore a pencil dress with tights and thick dark-rimmed glasses. Her long hair was pulled up into a ponytail. She was fun to work with and catty enough when she needed to be to keep Lucy on track and full of valuable knowledge about the business. Of late, Maxine was in talks with the Home network. She was trying to secure a spot so their business could do a segment on one of its popular reality TV shows, but Lucy could not even entertain that thought with the recent chaos in her life. Yes, she had other proverbial fish to fry.

“You sure you’re okay?” Maxine continued. “You really don’t look too good.”

“Maxine, I...I don’t know what to do. Was this what Aunt Chris went through every day?” She gave her left temple a break from massaging and picked up the latte and took a sip of the warm, smooth drink. Its rich, creamy texture melted down Lucy's throat and soothed her inside. That was just what she needed.

“Oh, every day, girl.”

“Okay, that’s all I needed to know.” Lucy hadn’t had a chance to go through all the paperwork when she took over. Mr. Petri, the part-time business manager and bookkeeper, had only informed her of her current contracts that had to be fulfilled but still went through other business matters and tax documents that needed to be processed. 

“What do you mean by that?” Maxine placed her latte on the table and pulled out her iPad.

“Aunt Chris must have really hated me.”

Maxine chuckled. “Really, I don’t think it’s that bad, honey. Besides, this business really gave your aunt a lot of love.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.”

“You know what your problem is?”

“Oh, boy! Yes, Dr. Phil?”

“No seriously, girl. When was the last time you got laid?”

“Maxine!”

“No, really. Have you even been on a date this century?” Maxine playfully arched a brow.

“Um...when was the last time you got...some?” Lucy shot back, knowing full well Maxine hadn’t been on a date as long as she had.

Maxine shot her a playful scorn. She reminded Lucy of the little sister she never had. When things got stressful around the office, Maxine was always there to lighten the mood and remind her not to take herself too seriously all the time. It just wasn’t worth it. 

“Besides, you know I was engaged two years ago,” Lucy’s voice trailed off as she continued. The memory was way too painful to conjure up right now. The conversation was going to a darker place she’d rather not revisit.

“Sorry, Lucy. I totally forgot. But listen, just because you lost love, it doesn’t mean you can’t go out and find someone else who would really appreciate you.”

“Maxine, you’re a sweetheart. Ever the romantic enthusiast. But seriously, I’ve learned that marriage is not for everyone.” And boy, did Lucy really mean it. It hadn’t worked out for her own parents, and although her heart still ached over losing Jeff in such a horrific accident, he was with another woman at the time. Imagine that! He was with his mistress. Apparently, according to news reports, they were in a compromising position, both partially undressed below the waist in the car, when the collision occurred. Jeff was definitely distracted when that accident occurred.

Lucy squeezed her eyes shut as if to push that horrific scene out of her mind. 

No. I will not go back into the past. It’s gone. The past is gone. I will not let the past hurt me. It’s gone. I will live in the present and dream about the future.

At least that was what months of therapy had taught her during that time period. 

She had to move forward. But Maxine, as well-meaning as she was, was wrong about marriage. It really wasn’t for everyone. And it certainly wasn’t for her. Okay, so she’d create dream betrothals for other people but that was as far as it would go for her. No dream weddings for Lucy Shillerton. No way in hell. 

“Okay, now tell me about the outstanding contracts my aunt left...I mean, that we at Dream Weddings have left,” Lucy corrected herself.

Maxine started fingering across the screen of her iPad and pulled up a few files. She sure was quick with her fingers on the tablet. Thank God for technology. It wasn’t long ago Lucy remembered digging through stuff in a regular file cabinet and pulling out stacks of paper files on documents she needed at one of her old summer jobs. 

“Okay, so we have at least three or four left and then we can take that much needed break that you so crave, girlfriend,” Maxine said.

Lucy grabbed her old-fashioned notepad and braced herself to take notes. 

“Okay, what have you got?” Lucy prompted Maxine.

“Right now, we have Debbie and Luke.”

“And their wedding theme is...?” Lucy asked, taking another sip of her coffee.

“Mud-style wedding.”

Lucy spewed her coffee all over the desk.

“Girl, you okay?” Maxine got up and immediately went around the table to pat Lucy on the back as she choked.

“I’m good,” Lucy said after she composed herself. “Mud. Style. Wedding?”

“Yeah, it’s supposed to be a popular theme.”

Lucy sighed.

“Listen, I’ve got to be heading out soon,” Maxine said. “Got a dentist appointment and I don’t want to miss this one.”

“Okay, who are the other wedding contracts?” Lucy asked quietly sucking in a deep breath. Breathe, Lucy. It’ll be okay. Just breathe. You are granting wishes here. It’s not about you, it’s about these wonderful people who want a chance at a happily-ever-after. And who could fault them, right? Maybe a little thing called...fate!

“Well,” Maxine continued, leaning back in the chair with a grin. “Crystal and Randy, who still don’t have a theme, but they want us to decide.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

For some reason, Lucy felt a small sense of relief. She thought of doing a risk-free romantic celebration. 

“If you want, I can take that one over.” Maxine raised a brow with a wicked grin on her face.

“Okay, Maxine. I know it’s always been your dream, so...” Lucy breathed in then exhaled calmly. “We’ll do that one together. Okay?”

Maxine frowned. “Fine.”

“What’s the timeline on these?”

“Well, the mud-style is in two months and the unknown one is in two and a half months.”

“Great!”

“We’re not done yet, hon.”

“We’re not?”

“Nope.”

Maxine suppressed another wicked grin.

“Okay, Maxine. Cough it up.”

“Antonio Romero, that wealthy real-estate tycoon.”

“Romero? Romero Realty? No. Way.”

Maxine nodded slyly. “Yes. Way. And he’ll be the biggest client your aunt ever secured. God rest her soul.”

“Wow. I don’t believe it. But wait a minute. Isn’t he like, ninety?”

“Not quite. He’s seventy-six.” Maxine paused for a moment. “But he looks fit for his age and does scuba diving and stuff like that. Oh, this dude is young at heart. He’s got the body of a forty-nine-year-old. You know—like Joseph Pilates had.”

Lucy leaned back and relaxed in her soft-leather seat of her executive chair. Finally. A safe wedding. So, what could they do for a sweet elderly man and his equally senior bride? Perhaps they were both widowed and wanted a second chance at love. Maybe Dream Weddings could set up a romantic, authentic forties-style old Hollywood wedding theme from the era of the silver screen. That would be appropriate.

“Have they chosen a theme?” Lucy asked eagerly.

“Fun Birds!”

“Huh!” Okay, Lucy did not see that one coming. “Fun Birds?”

Maxine nodded emphatically. “It’s sort of like Angry Birds, only it’s not!”

Lucy could not imagine two seventy-something-year-olds having a Fun Bird wedding. “Okay, you’ve lost me. Exactly how are we going to do this?” Lucy leaned forward in her chair and pressed her elbows on her desk. 

“Well, the bride wants to meet her groom at the altar by way of a human-sized slingshot.”

Lucy thought she was going to collapse. “Just...how old is this bride?” Or how young?

“Forty-six.”

Lucy flopped back in her chair and placed her palms on the edge of the desk. She pinched her lips to either stifle a hysterical laugh ... or a hysterical cry. 

“Okay.” She nodded and hunched her shoulders. This was about the couples. This was about granting wishes to happy couples. “Okay,” she said again quietly.

“Are you sure you’re not having a meltdown?”

“Yep. Yep. I’m...sure. I think. Have fun at the dentist, Maxine. See you in the morning.”

“Um. Tomorrow is Saturday.”

“Right. See you Monday, Maxine.”

Maxine grinned and got up slowly. She grabbed her iPad and coffee and proceeded to walk about but paused at the door. “You know, Lucy. For what it’s worth, I’m proud of you.”

“You are? Why?” Lucy asked.

“For not contesting Chris’s will. She was an odd one at times but this business meant the world to her. She was able to make dreams come true for people just like her, I guess. You’re sort of cool. I thought you were some prude Miss Proper who was going to sell this company to the highest bidder and here you are...” Maxine seemed as if she was going to be teary-eyed but Lucy could tell she was only teasing her. “Doing your best to make this work. Kudos to you, girlfriend.” She strode out of Lucy’s office.

Lucy smiled and shook her head. She glanced at the clock on her computer screen and it was almost four-thirty in the afternoon. The young receptionist outside her door would be leaving soon, too. Lucy continued her aunt’s tradition of letting employees leave earlier than five o’clock on Fridays.

Just then the receptionist buzzed her office.

“Yes, Darla?” Lucy called out over the speakerphone intercom. 

“You have an appointment, Lucy.”

“I do? I thought I was all clear for the afternoon.” This was the last thing Lucy wanted to hear. She was looking forward to going home early on this Friday after a hectic week at the office and soak in a nice aroma-therapy Epsom salt-soothing bath, sipping champagne to celebrate that she was still alive after a crazy week. Heck, just celebrating breathing. 

“You have a Mr. Antonio Romero here to see you,” Darla answered back over the intercom.

Antonio Romero? Antonio Romero? Lucy glanced down at her notepad. Holy shit! The seventy-six- year-old tycoon with the Fun Birds themed wedding!

“Right. Please send him in, Darla.”

“Will do.”

Lucy straightened out her skirt, which had ridden up while she was seated. She looked as if she’d just worked a busy workday but she knew how respectable she needed to look for her clients, especially the elderly ones who were used to prim and proper back in the day. When the door swung open, Lucy’s jaw fell wide open.

Lucy was stunned, dazed, confused.

Standing before her was the most gorgeous, possibly six-foot, dark-tanned and sexy as hell young man she’d ever seen in her life. He was dressed in a stunning, expensive-looking suit that seemed to complement his obvious muscular frame and broad shoulders. He had dark, silky cropped hair and deep, rich dark eyes and high chiseled cheekbones. He was to die for. She wasn’t good with ages but he sure as hell was nowhere near seventy-six. There must have been a mistake. The other thing Lucy noticed was that Mr. Drop-Dead-Sexy was not smiling. He appeared not in a good mood. He glared at her through dangerously dark eyes framed with the longest lashes she’d ever seen on a man.

“Mr. Romero?” Lucy queried, still stunned!

“I’m his grandson, Antonio.”

Oh. My. God. “You’re Antonio Romero the third?” Lucy extended her hand then quickly withdrew it when she saw his jaw was clenched. Did he bite?

“I’m sorry, I thought it was your grandfather. We’re not allowed to discuss contracts with anyone other than the client and his or her spokesperson, sir.”

“Miss Shillerton, I’ll make this short. I know you’re probably as pressed for time as I am but I want you to cancel this wedding of my grandfather's. And I want you to do it pronto.”

“What?” Lucy almost fell over. Who does he think he is? “What are you talking about?”

“I’m aware you took over the business from your aunt and I appreciate what you are trying to do.” Antonio sounded more curt and authoritative, if that was possible. “But I will pay you any amount of money for your inconvenience to prevent my grandfather from making the biggest mistake of his life.”

“Do tell. What makes you think he’s making a mistake?” Lucy was growing hotter by the second. Was the heat climbing in the office all of a sudden—or was it the tension between them? It wasn’t merely the fact that this bossy man just barged into her office uttering commands for her to follow but, yeah, he was hot as hell. Focus, Lucy. Focus. 

Lucy fought hard to keep her composure but it wasn’t easy when someone so good-looking and sinfully sexy was distracting your professional thoughts. “L-l-listen. My clients are my business. I’m sorry you are having family issues but-”

“Family issues?” Antonio repeated as he shoved his hands in his tailored pants pockets, swiftly pacing side to side in her office. Oh, she caught the soothing scent of his delicious cologne and it stirred some naughty feelings inside her. He smelled good! She noticed the way he moved. Powerful. Manly. It had been too long since she’d been with someone. Maxine was right.

Focus, Lucy. Focus. 

“This has nothing to do with family issues, Ms. Shillerton. This is my grandfather’s life and I'm protecting him from some two-bit gold digger.”

“Gold digger?”

“Are you planning on echoing every select word I speak, Ms. Shillerton, or do you plan on following through on my wishes?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Romero.” Hell, even his name sounded sexy. It just rolled around and off her tongue. Mmmm. “But your grandfather is my concern. I work for him and his bride-to-be. We’re here to make his dream wedding come true and who are we to tell him he can’t have it or to tell him he can’t fall in love? Besides, why didn’t you tell him to call it off?”

For a moment, Antonio paused. He locked gaze with Lucy causing a wave of hot emotions to spring through her body. She was shivering inside. Holy cow! No man had ever had that effect on her body. And just from one look. There certainly was some sort of indescribable magnetic pull between them. She just couldn’t quite pinpoint it. This man oozed sexual power and something else. 

He pulled his gaze from her and left her cold for a moment. How odd. He glared her as if undressing her with his eyes but then he stopped himself and regained his composure.

“I did,” he admitted curtly. “I asked him to halt this foolishness and come to his senses but your agency had already convinced him that this was the best decision he was making. You need to undo this! You have until the end of next week to call this thing off. This is not a request. It is an order.” He spoke so calmly and quietly and so deadly cool that Lucy’s knees weakened and almost buckled.

What the hell was that about?

Antonio Romero, III, the hot and sexy grandson of her client uttered some sort of ultimatum and stormed out of her office as quickly as he’d blown in.

The end of next week?

What would this man do to her then?

CHAPTER TWO
––––––––
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Moments later, Antonio headed to his BMW parked outside the headquarters of Dream Weddings Inc. What just happened? His intention was to really put Ms. Shillerton in her place for taking his vulnerable grandfather’s money and planning some high-risk, embarrassing wedding that would probably aggravate his grandfather’s heart condition but he just couldn’t.

That was so unlike Antonio. 

Antonio was always a man in control. And he’d seen plenty of beautiful women in his lifetime and dated the most eligible high-society bachelorettes, but Lucy Shillerton? Damn! She was stunning!

She had almost thrown him off balance. Good thing Antonio caught himself and got back on track with his demands. Antonio slid into the driver’s seat of his car with his jaw clenched. No way in hell was he about to be that easily distracted by a pretty face. A beautiful face. 

He thought back to her smooth-looking, tanned skin and her large, brown, beautiful eyes framed by long lashes, her high cheekbones and well-defined, full lips that looked so damned kissable. Her long, dark hair looked so silky he was almost tempted to reach over the desk and run his fingers through it. 

When she rose to greet him, Antonio noticed she was nicely filled out. She had optimal proportions. Lucy didn’t look like some of those malnourished and boney models he’d seen. She had the hour-glass shape. Small waist, shapely hips and a full bosom. He was an expert at detecting boob jobs. She, thankfully, had no sign of plastic surgery that he could discern. Lucy was the real deal. But it wasn’t just her physical assets, it was her aura. Yes, that’s what it was. Her aura.

Antonio could tell there was something sweet and humble about Lucy. The way she extended her hand so sincerely, and despite his coarse introduction, she retreated humbly and recomposed herself. She didn’t seem to hint at all at having an attitude or being hostile. Antonio could not be sure, of course, but he was often right in his assessments of people he’d meet.

“Start car,” Antonio commanded in a deep, forceful voice using his sophisticated voice-control engine-start system. The engine of his luxury vehicle promptly revved. He then navigated his way through the streets of downtown Toronto towards his high-rise condominium near the waterfront.

Still, his mind was on pretty Ms. Lucy Shillerton. He’d caught the fact that her ring finger was completely bare and had no sign of a ring ever being on it.

So there was a strong possibility that she was available.

Just then a tone rung from the speakers of his vehicle.

“You have a call from...Lucas,” the disembodied female voice stated through his speaker.

“Answer,” Antonio directed. He was still deep in thought, but he could take a call from his cousin and business associate. 

“Hey, man. You okay?” Lucas Romero’s voice pierced the speakerphone.

“Just a little distracted right now. I’m on the road.”

“I see,” Lucas hesitated at first. “Listen, I just wanted to check on the latest with our granddad. Any news? He’s still not going through with the crazy wedding, is he?”

“Not if I can help it,” Antonio answered coldly.

“Did you speak to the people at the agency to get them to stop it?” 

“Not quite. I got...a bit distracted. But I gave her an ultimatum.”

“Her?” Lucas sounded surprised. “Ultimatum?”

“Yes, it’s a young woman who has apparently taken over from her late aunt who owned this agency. They grant wishes to couples to put on interesting wedding ceremonies.”

“But you told them they can’t go through with it, right?”

“I gave her till next Friday to break it to him gently ... or else.”

“Or else what?” Lucas paused. “What a minute. Is she cute?”

“Lucas.” Antonio’s tone was sharper than he had intended but he was so not going there. Usually, he would entertain his playboy cousin’s juvenile sense of humor but he wasn’t in the mood for it now.

So why had his crotch jumped when Lucas pried as to whether Lucy was cute? Just thinking about Lucy made Antonio hard. Because she was hot as hell. He’d never seen anyone so stunning, so naturally beautiful. And then there was that sweet perfume she was wearing. What was it called? Angel? Yes, she certainly was an angel. How fitting. 

Damn! Why did Lucy have to be so good looking in every way? That would only serve to complicate matters. Antonio was a man who usually focused on a mission and got it done. Period. But Lucy Shillerton was proving to be a distraction already and he hadn’t even known her long. 

Still, he had to shift his focus back on track to his grandfather. The old man meant the world to him and he sure as hell wasn’t going to let some broad in her forties take his grandfather to the cleaners and leave him cold. 

Antonio has had his own share of gold diggers in the past. Every society woman he’d ever met wanted to date him or would take “selfies” on their smartphones if they were with him. Subsequently, they would post to their Instagram accounts or Facebook pages with captions of “me and my boo” or something childish like that. Or “out with my baby on a date.” Those women would often give the impression that something serious was going on between them when he was only there at a party or event and even though they may know each other, there was nothing going on between them. The only way he’d found out was through his cousin Lucas who happened to be a social networking fanatic and would happily flirt with women online, exchanging hot poses of themselves. 

Mind you, Lucas happened to go into one of the women’s online albums and saw a picture of Antonio there and promptly alerted him. That was another reason why Antonio wasn’t a huge fan of some social media sites. In fact, he tried to stay off the Internet most times unless he truly had to be "connected." Business was crazy enough with him. He’d left all that online work to his associates or the assistants who worked in his organization.

“Now that I have you on the phone,” Antonio continued, “how is that deal going with the community center?”

“Oh, that?” Lucas changed his tone. “Well, we still have a ways to go before we can get the green light. Something about zoning issues in the area. Everything is on schedule otherwise, so we'll make the deadline.”

“Right. Keep me abreast if anything changes.”

“Will do, cuz, but I am sure we are fine.”

“And did you get any more information on this Shelly character?”

“Oh, right. The lovely lady who will be our forty-six-year-old step-grandmother.”

Antonio was thirty-three years old so he cringed at the thought of having a grandmother thirteen years older than he was. “Lucas. Enough of that!”

“Sorry, cuz. Yeah, she’s coming up all clean so far.”

“Well, no information doesn’t mean she’s in the clear yet. I want to know what forty-six-year-old would want to marry a seventy-six-year-old man. End of story.”

“Gotcha.”

“Besides, Granddad’s not doing so well and this would be his fifth marriage. We know how the others ended after Grandmother passed away.”

“I know. They took him to the cleaners every time. It’s amazing he still has any assets left. Don’t worry, cuz. We’ll protect our grandfather from any more heartbreak.”

“The thing what bothers me the most is that I don’t think he realizes what he’s getting himself into. He only just met this woman three months ago.”

“Well, she is his nurse, cuz.”

“Yes, I know. But she is also aware that he has that heart condition. Any unnecessary excitement and that would be it for him.”

“I know,” Lucas agreed.

“Keep your men on it, Lucas. I want to find out everything about this woman and how she got to know Lucy Shillerton and this Dream Weddings company. I want to find out if there is a connection. Something is not adding up and I don’t like loose ends.”

“I hear ya, man!”

After Antonio finished his phone conversation he pulled up at one of his glass condominium high-rise buildings. He had already inherited his share of the Romero Realty from his own father but had merged it with his own investment firm and created his own corporation. It wasn’t like him to pull himself away from his work, but after hearing that his grandfather was going to tie the knot with a woman old enough, or young enough, to be his granddaughter, Antonio gave his right-hand person and chief administrative officer, Mariam, the go-ahead to take charge of his affairs for a while as he tended to “personal business.”

He was going to focus his energies on making sure no harm came to his grandfather. None what so ever. The doorman nodded to Antonio as he entered the marble lobby of his building. “Good afternoon, sir.”

Antonio absentmindedly nodded back while taking out his smartphone. He couldn’t wait until he got upstairs to his suite. There was something he had to Google and fast. As he entered the private area where his own personal elevator would bring him to his penthouse waited, he moved his fingers fast across the screen in the search box and typed in “Lucy Shillerton, Toronto, CEO.” 

And sure enough, hundreds of sites popped up. He tried to see if she was on Facebook or LinkedIn. He went to her Facebook page to see if she had left it open for anyone to see who was on the system. Since he’d already logged in he should have no trouble if it was not private. Sure enough, there she was. She posted a beautiful photo for her profile picture yet it was not recent. The photo looked as if it was a few years old. Maybe from her college days. There was that reaction again. The cloth covering his groin area grew snug. Why on earth did that girl have that kind of effect on him? This was all too crazy. He wasn’t looking her up to stalk her. He was trying to see if he could see her Friends list to see if she knew Shelly, his grandfather’s new fiancée. Lucy had 127 friends and most of them were women. He scanned her page to see if she was one of those women who took selfies of themselves posing in sexy photos. None. Good. She wasn't a complete tart. 

Why was he even going there? This was about business. This was about keeping his grandfather safe from scammers after his fortune. After all, his grandfather had made some Top 100 Wealthiest billionaire list some time this year, so it was only natural he would be concerned about gold diggers popping out from under rocks to be with him. 

His grandfather’s last wife used him while she had her own boyfriend on the side. It was no wonder Antonio did not trust the not-so-fair feminine gender. All his life he’d seen them claw after his family’s money, fame and fortune. The sprawling estate north of Toronto hosted some of the finest parties—his father bequeathed him that home. But his parents had a bitter divorce and Antonio himself was hurt one too many time by opportunists. That was why he swore he would never marry. He would let his girlfriends know up front that it could never be anything more than physical and that was that. Sex but no love suited his lifestyle just fine, thank you very much. 

Antonio entered his suite before long and continued to glance at the screen of his phone looking at any evidence or useful information he could find on Lucy. Who was she? What were her interests? He quickly scanned her likes, her friends list again, the type of quotes she posted on her wall and the type of stuff she in fact posted. The more he wanted to find something about her to dislike the harder it was. How on earth could he hate this woman?

One of her shared quotes caught his eye: "It’s not about who is real to your face...It’s about who stays real behind your back!”

Antonio’s gut clenched. He didn’t know why he reacted to that post but he did. He’d known all too long how much he could trust very few people. And that post really grabbed him. He was utterly amazed at the fact that Ms. Lucy Shillerton loved that quote enough to post it on her page.

Again, he was always assessing people. What you choose to like and post says a lot about you as a person. He thought Lucy was going to have only pinups of hot looking men or crazy, self-serving tenets but no, Lucy seemed different. She was a woman who thought deep. Antonio couldn’t argue with that. But it meant he would have to tighten up his game plan. She seemed like a woman who wouldn’t change her mind that easily with what he had to say. Still, he was going to do what he had to do. Whether or not he liked her. Business was business and his grandfather was his business and she’d better not go through with her plan to give him a heart-attack-inducing wedding to the gold-digging girlfriend he’d found ... or else.

Antonio powered down his phone and attached it to his charger in the kitchen before grabbing a drink from the fridge and heading to the solarium. He sat down on his patio chair and scanned the gorgeous Toronto skyline with all the skyscrapers and the lake nearby. The sun was setting and the sky was a reddish hue now mixed with blue.  He leaned back and took a swig of his lager. He should be out with his cousin Lucas winding down at one of the exclusive clubs in the city for guys like them. But then that would be a distraction he didn’t want right now. His mind was on one subject. And it killed him inside to think about it.

Lucy Shillerton.

He wondered what she was doing now—on a Friday night?

CHAPTER THREE
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Lucy did not have a good weekend.

It had all gone to hell. 

It was Monday morning and she was still worked up over the events of Friday afternoon. All she could do was think about Antonio and his threat to her and her business. What on earth was she going to do? She’d just finished up a general meeting with the rest of her team in the boardroom to prepare for the outstanding weddings they had upcoming. She was not happy about the report from Mr. Petri, their bookkeeper. Their company was a little behind in some of their payments with their contractors. Thankfully, the deposit Mr. Romero, senior, had given them for his Fun Birds themed wedding helped pay their lease or it would not have been renewed.

“Okay, so what’s going on, girlfriend?” Maxine probed as she crossed her legs in a chair across from Lucy.

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, come on now. I can tell something’s on your mind.”

Yeah, I need to get a life. Heck, maybe she's right about me needing to get laid, too.

Lucy didn’t want to admit it but as much as Antonio Romero, III terrified her, she was deeply attracted to his charm and his seemingly sexual prowess. There was something present she just could not describe. Heck, she’d fantasized about him all weekend when she wasn’t lying awake wondering how she was going to pull off the next weddings without any more possible lawsuits from stunts gone wrong.

“It’s nothing.”

“Yeah, right. You’re talking to me. Maxine!”

“Okay, fine.” Lucy spilled it to Maxine as to what happened on Friday night after Maxine left for the dentist.

“Oh, that guy I saw coming out of his Beemer? I knew he looked familiar. He was Antonio Romero the third, wasn’t he?”

“Yes,” Lucy said evenly, trying to hide the shaking in her voice.

“Girl. He. Is. Hot!” Maxine gushed, fanning herself with her right hand. She then grinned leaning forward in her chair waiting to hear more.

“Girl. He. Is. A. Hot. Head!” Lucy shot back.

Maxine leaned back shaking her head and playfully rolling her eyes. “What is wrong with you? He only wants to do what’s best for his grandpa. Who can fault him?”

“I can. We have a business to run, remember? Wait a minute. Aren’t I supposed to be the one avoiding these unusual weddings and you’re supposed to be the one defending them?”

Maxine laughed. “Listen. You’re right. We have a business to run, but really, what’s the worst he can do?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t want to find out.”

“So what are you going to do? Dump the poor old guy and send him into shock and heartache?”

Lucy thought about that for a moment. It wasn’t going to be as easy as it sounded, was it?

“Look, we have until the end of this week, right?”

“I guess.” Maxine shrugged her shoulders.

“Get out your notepad or iPad. We’re going to go through what we need for this wedding first and consider all the options and start looking at the vendors.”

“Okay. It’s your funeral.”

“Maxine!”

“I’m only teasing, girl.”

Lucy really had to get used to Maxine’s wry sense of humor. It wasn’t always easy. But she did have a point. Lucy had to look at this thing from all angles. The last thing she wanted was for it to blow up in her face. Or worse, her client’s face. Heck, she really didn’t want to face Antonio III again. Then on second thought, maybe she did want to see him again. Maybe she secretly loved the way his presence revved up her temperature and made her heart pitter-patter in her chest and caused butterflies to explode in her belly. Maybe, Lucy really liked the way he gazed into her eyes making her tingle between her thighs. Oh, God!

They discussed the Fun Bird ten-tier wedding cake that the bride-to-be, Shelly, requested. And the human slingshot, the location of the trees involved, the plate holders, napkins, decorations, the dressing ensemble for the wedding party and so on. It was to take place on the 16,000-square foot Spanish-style winery and estate. It was a beautiful sprawling acreage with breathtaking views. The mansion had a massive flower garden, a park, a five-hole manicured golf-course, state-of-the-art gymnasium and tennis court. The main house consisted of a 22-bedroom luxury mansion and plenty of guesthouses and employee quarters. How convenient for the live-in staff at the estate.  

The Romeros were also one of the few billionaires in that area that had a private helipad for their lavish home. Their own helicopter was housed there within minutes in case they wanted to, or needed to, fly off at a moments notice. 

Imagine that! A helipad.

Lucy could not wrap her head around that one. How decadent it must be to live like that. She had heard that the elder patriarch of the family had grown up impoverished as an immigrant and had to fight hard, study hard, network hard and create the empire that he currently owned from the ground up. Literally.  

Lucy hadn’t actually been to the estate as of yet but she saw the beautiful pictures on the Internet. It was intimidating. Breathtaking. Surreal. Yes, these folks were certainly out of her league. If it weren’t for taking over her auntie’s business, she would have probably never brushed shoulders with the Romero clan. She felt blessed to have had this opportunity. And she also prayed to God that she would not screw this up for Mr. Romero, senior or his grandson, either way.

As hot and sophisticated as Antonio Romero III was, Lucy still could not believe how a man who had such privilege growing up in a world that was foreign to her and in a world that seemed more like a fantasy than reality, was now accessible to her. 

He still had this sort of down-to-earth, prosaic feel to him. Or maybe, slightly more than mere common. He made her heart flutter in her chest when she was near him. Heck, he had that effect on her all weekend when she kept thinking and fantasizing about him. 

Hot damn!

Just dreaming about Antonio lifted Lucy's mood. It was true then that a little healthy fantasy could go a long way in improving one’s attitude.

“Listen, we’d better get back to business at-hand,” Lucy said shuffling some of the loose sheets on her desk. Her table was an utter mess. She had opened files and brochures spread out everywhere. 

Lucy placed the file containing Romero’s wedding to the side. 

“Okay, let’s deal with the other outstanding weddings.” Lucy picked up the pages and the contract signed by the next couple. “I’m going to be meeting with the venue manager for Debbie and Luke’s mud-style wedding.”

“Oh, that should be interesting.”

“Yes, it should be and you’ll be coming with me.”

“Sweet. I’m looking forward to that. I’ve never planned a mud wedding before.”

“I’m sure they haven’t either.” Lucy grinned. “Well, we need to have an idea of the floor plan and speak to the person in charge of designing the hall. I believe they want to make it exotic, right?”

“Yes, something like that,” Maxine concurred as she ferociously typed away on her iPad. “Good, how does this look?” Maxine showed Lucy an idea on the screen and Lucy gave her the thumbs-up.

“What would I do without you, Maxine?”

“Probably nothing,” Maxine teased.

Lucy rolled her eyes in jest and shook her head.

After an hour of discussing what they would be doing for the mud-style wedding of their client, they sent off some emails and had Darla arrange the appointment for the following week with the venue manager of the hotel where that wedding’s reception would be hosted. 

“Great!” Lucy said as she placed the file aside. “Now, what do we have planned for this week?”

“Well, there is the Bridal Show at the Convention Center.”

“Already?”

“Yep. And don’t forget we have someone from our company there in a booth. They’ll be handing out flyers and other enticements while we look around.”

“Oh, wonderful. Can you have Darla make all the arrangements for our business cards and other swag that would be needed?”

Maxine tapped away on her iPad and whipped off an email to Darla, their receptionist and administrative assistant. “Done. Now what are we going to do about the ball, Cinderella?”

Lucy looked lost for a moment. “Ball? What ball?” Her heart palpitated again. All she could do was think about a glass slipper, and for some reason, Prince Charming was that hot and stubborn Antonio Romero III. Lucy blinked hard and tried to push the naughty thoughts about Antonio out of her head. He was way out of her league. And a super sexy distraction she did not need nor want at this time. Back to business. “What ball are you talking about, Maxine?”

Maxine feigned being shocked. Her mouth opened into a perfect O. “You mean you forgot about the ball of the year?”

“Maxine, what are you talking about?” Lucy sighed heavily.

“Girl, it’s the Diamond Ball and Fundraiser for Economic Empowerment.”

Lucy waited to see if Maxine was going to elaborate. Should Lucy even know about this ball thingy? She’d been briefed on so many of her aunt’s old business dealings and projects during the past few weeks but this one did not ring a bell. Perhaps she’d forgotten. She hoped it wasn’t something in which she was supposed to be involved. “Maxine. I...I don’t know anything about the Diamond Fundraiser.”

Maxine rolled her eyes in exasperation. “It’s the event of the year, Lucy. Besides, your dear aunt Chris had agreed to do her part this year...before she passed away, of course.”

“Oh. I see.”

“The Diamond Ball and Fundraiser is about helping young people from all kinds of backgrounds from disadvantaged to the privileged. Basically, it helps people with great ideas thrive in life and do something to change the world.”

“Sounds good. And?” Lucy knew there must be something else forthcoming.

Maxine grinned sheepishly. “And, girl, the hottest, sexiest businessmen in the industry will be in attendance.”

Lucy leaned back, shook her head and laughed. “Now how did I know that was coming?”

“We have to go, Lucy. It’s for a good cause.”

“Why do I get the impression that if this was a fundraiser to help ants in the wild you’d still want to attend?”

“Honey, with all those rich, eligible hotties in one place. Hell yeah!”

Lucy leaned forward with a grin. “Fine. We’ll attend but only because it’s a good cause. How much are the tickets and how are we involved?”

“Well, they’re about one thousand dollars for the cheapest.”

“One thousand dollars? A little steep for our budget. Are you insane?”

“No, but I will go insane if I can’t be there.”

“Maxine!”

“Lucy!”

“Okay, fine. It’s going for a good cause so okay. I'll try to make it work. Now how are we involved?”

“Well, each year somebody helps out with the planning or donates ideas. And your aunt and I had already made suggestions to some of the song selection for the dance.” Maxine swayed her hips on the seat as if she could hear music pumping through some imaginary speakers. “I thought we could open up with a song about making a difference in the world or making a change...'”

“Yeah, and it seems as if we’re gonna have to make a bit of change, too, if we want to afford this thing. Literally. Our cash flow has decreased over the past few months according to Mr. Petri. I hope you know what we’re doing.”

Maxine stopped moving and glared at Lucy. “Of course, I know.” 

Maxine then showed Lucy some of the lineup and playlist she previously approved. They would play some oldies and some new music to please the entire crowd that would consist of A-listers in the Toronto area and icons in the industry. The age of the participants would be mixed. Somehow, Lucy felt good about having a break this week to take her mind off things. It would be good to get out and dance for a change. She couldn’t honestly remember the last time she had fun at a musical event of any sort. She really needed to get a life, like seriously. Like yesterday.

“Okay, fine. The ball is when?”

“Thursday evening starting at six.”

“Thursday? That’s so soon.” Lucy glanced at her desk calendar and scanned her other commitments for the week. Her heart turned over in her chest when she saw Friday. She had scribbled down something about Antonio and a decision that had to be made. Why had she written that? She wasn’t about to cower to this man’s ridiculous demands. Or was she? No. It was her business and his grandfather was her client and that was final. She worked for Antonio I not Antonio III. 

So then why had images of him slid into her memory? Her mind drifted back to his tall, muscular frame. The man obviously worked out—a lot. He was built like a Greek god. A sex god. Why was he suddenly dominating her every thought? She had to learn to control that. She had to learn how to squish thoughts of him out of her mind. But it wasn’t as easy as it sounded. Antonio Romero III. 

The smooth, silky deep voice that danced from his beautifully defined lips. The way he said her name, smooth like warm honey and how it slid down her spine and brought shivers of delight coursing through her body. 

Stop it, Lucy! He’s only a man.

And a hot, sexy one at that. One who would ruin her world if she didn’t meet his demands this Friday.

This Friday.

This Friday.

Oh, why was she both terrified and eager to see this Friday appear? 

She was terrified of what he might do to her or her business. He acted like a man not to be reckoned with. At the same time, she would be seeing him again this week, right?

Stop it, Lucy! You’re not that desperate, are you?

Lucy and Maxine both went through the playlist one more time. Journey’s Don’t Stop Believin’ would be amongst the tunes blaring through the speakers in addition to some classical tunes, the Beatles’ Come Together, Avril Lavigne’s Hot, some Beyonce, Britney Spears, Motown artists, Nat King Cole, and all other tunes including Bob Marley’s One Love near the end.

“Wow, that’s quite a collection. So...eclectic.”

“Thanks.” Maxine blushed. “Your aunt was an eclectic-loving woman, you know.”

“I just hope the crowd is okay with that.”

“Oh, trust me. They’ll love it. It’s a mixed audience, you know. A lot of young folks will be in attendance.”

“Okay.” Lucy just thought about something. “What are we going to wear? I haven’t been to any black-tie affairs in so long...” What she had meant to say was that she could not ever remember going to a black-tie affair.

“Don’t worry, girl. I’ve got it covered.”

“You do?”

“Yeah! We’re going shopping before the Bridal Show anyway. We’re going to Yorkdale Shopping Center.”

“I hope this is all in our budget, Maxine.” Lucy sighed deeply. She wanted to look good but she’d recently taken over her auntie’s business and right now finances were tight. Not to mention that impending lawsuit from one of their former bride clients.

“Here’s the invitation.” Maxine handed her a digitally-designed sheet of parchment paper.

Lucy paused.


Romero Realty Inc.

Cordially invites you and a guest to attend its annual Diamond Ball fundraiser to benefit the 

Society for a Brighter Future: Helping Young People Succeed 

Thursday, September 30th 

6:00 p.m. – 11:00 p.m. 

The Romero Estate - Banquet Hall

18550 Young Street 


Black tie.



A night of dinner and dance.

Cocktails 6:00 pm

Dinner 6:30 pm

All proceeds will fund the Society for a Brighter Future: Helping Young People Succeed

If Lucy had been standing, she knew she would have probably collapsed. She felt weak in her limbs. Her mouth was as parched as a desert landscape. She was sure her jaw had dropped to the ground. It sure as hell felt like it. “Maxine, you didn’t tell me that the Romeros were hosting this thing.”

Lucy read over the heading of the invitation: Romero Realty Inc.

It could not be. How could it be? How had she missed this? Romero Realty hosted the annual Diamond Ball fundraiser? An event they were committed to attending but she had no idea about beforehand?

“But I thought you knew. I mean, everyone knows it’s the RR Diamond Ball fundraiser. Romero Realty.”

“I didn’t,” Lucy said quietly trying to swallow the hard lump surging in her throat. She thought she would choke any moment. This entire situation was getting to be more difficult than she imagined. No way could she attend now. And then what about Antonio I’s wishes? And Antonio III’s crazy demands that she end it for his grandfather?

“Girl, you look as if you’re turning blue. You okay? You need oxygen or something?”

Lucy let out a deep breath. She hadn’t realized she’d not inhaled.

As if things could not get any worse, Darla pinged her on the intercom.

“Yes, Darla?”

“Hi, Lucy. Antonio Romero is on the phone.”

Fear and anxiety knotted inside Lucy. A sense of inadequacy swept through her but it was too late. She couldn’t handle this. She should have never gotten into the business. There went her heart fluttering about in her chest again.

She sucked in a deep breath.

“Lucy speaking,” she said answering the phone. 

“Hello, my dear,” the other voice on the end of the line was the cheerful voice of Antonio Romero I. “It’s Toni here. Antonio Romero.”

She was relieved it was the elder Romero on the line. She didn’t know if she could possibly handle speaking to anyone else right now. Certainly not his gorgeous, overbearing grandson who was about to make her life a living hell. That much into the future she could see.

“Hi, Mr. Romero.”

“No. Please, call me Toni. I feel like a young man again. It’s Toni.” A hearty chuckle followed on the end of the line.

Toni.

Okay, I’ll call the older Romero Toni from now on. Good. That makes things easier. 

Lucy felt as if her heart plummeted to her knees. How could she possibly ruin this happy man’s life? How could she turn around and tell him she wasn’t going to do his high-risk wedding to his young sweetheart? It wasn’t for her or his grandson to decide. He was, after all, a big boy. But then again, she saw Antonio’s point about not wanting any harm to come to his grandfather. She could just see it. The older Romero having a heart attack after being slung from a gigantic human slingshot to the funny tune of Fun Birds and then Romero the third fuming mad and holding her fully responsible for his death.

Lucy blinked her eyes shut and opened them again. She fought hard to stifle a tear.

“Yes, sir. Yes, Toni.”

“Listen, I need to see you right away. It’s very important. How soon do you think you can come over to the house?”

House? Come over to the house? Well, if that isn’t the understatement of the year. Try mansion or palace. 

“Um. We’ll be there as soon as possible.” 

When Lucy concluded her phone call, she collapsed into her chair and held her head in her hands.

“You okay, Lucy?”

Lucy shook her head. “What have I gotten myself into?”

CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––
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“We need to tighten things up, Antonio,” Mariam told her boss, Antonio Romero III, at his headquarters. “Your expenditure on the Brighter Future project has gone through the roof. I know you want to help our community's younger people but-”

“The matter is closed.” Antonio’s reply was curt. His tone was sharper than he had intended. After all, Mariam had always been his faithful assistant and advisor for as long as he was in business. A friend of his own late father. She had been in the family forever. She was an older woman but charming and had her days. But she was stellar at keeping the family assets in tune with changing times. They’d even survived the great economic meltdown that had adversely affected the real estate market in Toronto many years ago, all thanks to her astute financial planning and management.

“It is for a good cause,” Antonio continued.

“I know it is, sir.” Mariam grew more defensive and formal. “But every little Tom, Dick and Henrietta who comes to your project with a business idea gets your approval for a sizable grant to fund their new business venture and you haven’t even looked at any of their business plans to see if they are solid.”

Antonio leaned back in the leather executive chair behind his oak desk. He gave thought to what Mariam was saying. It was true that during the past year he hadn’t bothered to see if the recipients of his grant program had solid plans but he was extremely preoccupied for some reason. And just this morning he had given more funding to groups of university students who had requested additional sums of money. Why had he done that? Was he displacing emotionally? No. It must have been something else. 

Maybe he was tired of the underdogs being kicked and he wanted to overextend himself to give them a good start. Something they would have difficulty securing anywhere else. Or maybe he was simply rebelling against his own grandfather and everything his materialistic family stood for. 

Perhaps he secretly wanted to give away every dime he inherited to the underprivileged because he knew it would tick off the gold-digging leaches that sucked the lifeblood from his family. And even though Mariam was a loyal associate and assistant, she was a throwback from his father and grandfather’s time and she seemed to worship money more than people and that irked him more than anything.

Antonio’s mind drifted to the flowers he’d sent for his biological mother earlier that day. The mother who turned her back on him and abandoned him many years ago.

His biological mother made it clear to him when she was young and married his father, producing a child in the marriage was part of a business deal. A way for her to earn some extra cash. In fact, she told Antonio that she never really wanted to have children and that she was hired to be a bride for his father. When his father died, Antonio thought for some reason he would be able to get close to his mother but she was cold and hard as he’d ever seen her. She maintained that she would keep her distance from Antonio and that he should do the same. 

So much for love and money.

So much for true love and marriage.

The thought left a bitter taste in Antonio’s mouth. Perhaps that was why he never truly trusted women. Because it was always about what a man could do for them. Men were to be providers and nothing more. Still, the pain of the rejection was too much for Antonio, who had always craved his mother’s approval. Why would a mother reject her own child?

At least sending the flowers to her anonymously assuaged his soul in a way no one could possibly understand. It was just his own crazy way of coping. It was wrong for a woman to give birth for money and the hell if he was going to think of himself as some purchased object, some stock option. 

Still, Antonio vowed he was never going to get married.

And he was never going to have children.

Heck, if he could change his last name and live anonymously somewhere else in the world—somewhere exotic and unknown, he would do it.

“Are you okay, Antonio?” Mariam’s voice pierced his thoughts. And it was probably a good thing, too.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Antonio lied with conviction. He recomposed himself. He knew what this was all about now, didn’t he? That woman marrying his grandfather. 

And then there was that other woman who was running through his mind and his system from the day he laid eyes on her. The girl who owned that crazy wedding agency. Lucy Shillerton. There was something about her he just couldn’t shake off and it drove him out of his mind.

What was it about her?

He’d never felt that way about any woman before. Was it because she didn’t seem to give a damn about his wealthy background or his assets? And the fact that she was so hot? Not only that but whenever he spoke and gave a command, women, especially, heeded it. That was because they were all about men and power. He could clock their reactions automatically. 

But Lucy Shillerton. 

She was unpredictable. She was different. She really didn’t seem to give a damn. The thought of him shutting down her business by Friday if she didn’t heed his order to stop
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