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      Hello Friend!

      

      Do you love heartwarming and page-turning stories written with you in mind? If you do, I know you’ll enjoy my VIP Readers Club. It’s absolutely FREE to join and will give you access to all my sales, promotions, and new release news!
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      I’ll see you on the other side!
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      The world outside flew by in a blur as Raul De Luca gripped the steering wheel of his candy apple red race car. The number seventy-seven was painted on the nose in bold, white numerals. Double sevens for double the luck. He wasn’t a particularly superstitious guy, but with his sorry driving record, he could use all the help he could get.

      The speeds he reached while driving his custom-built Formula One vehicle were almost enough to free him from the grief that continually haunted the back of his mind. Almost.

      But no matter how fast he went, it was always there. A part of him was convinced it always would be, and that’s why he lived a fast life both on and off the race track. He had to outrun the pain. If it caught up to him—no, he couldn’t let that happen. So, he raced, every year pouring more than a hundred million dollars into his hobby.

      Raul’s eyes narrowed, tension building in his face. The pulsating, descending tones of downshifting engines filled his ears as the racers around him slowed to navigate a sharp turn ahead. He worked the paddles on the back of his steering wheel, downshifting to keep from overshooting his angle. Exiting the turn, the red and white rumble strip sounded off as he hugged the edge of the track, searching for an opening.

      The low, aerodynamic design of his car gave him an advantage when driving along the open road. But with the air turbulence coming off the race cars surrounding him, his advantage was gone. If he could just break free from the pack and find some clean air, he knew he’d leave them all behind sucking his fumes.

      With every muscle in his body taut, Raul competed for the inside lane. He raced dangerously close to a sleek, black vehicle. A pair of red and gold stripes decorated the door in a diagonal pattern that stretched from one corner to the other, echoing the colors of the German flag.

      A small smile spread across Raul’s lips as the black car hit a section of track littered with tiny pieces of rubber shed by racers as they completed their laps. The German driver may as well have been driving on a bed of marbles for all the control he had. He spun out, ending up in the gravel trap at the side of the road.

      Seeing his chance, Raul muscled his way through the opening and down the inside line. His heart raced as fast as the pistons driving his engine as he pulled away from the racers who’d had him hemmed in for so long. The leaders were still a good distance ahead, but that was okay with him. He was on pace to have his best finish ever.

      The digital readout on the steering wheel told him he was traveling at two hundred seventy-two miles per hour, but he didn’t need a speedometer to tell him he was tearing down the track. He reveled in the power of the g-forces as they pressed his body into the sculpted foam of his seat.

      His pulse thundered in his ears as he rounded the final turn of the race and opened up the throttle, releasing every bit of horsepower his turbocharged engine had to offer.

      A bolt of excitement shot through his body at the thought of the special someone waiting for him at the finish line. For the first time since calling off his engagement to another woman almost ten years ago, he’d have someone meaningful to celebrate with.

      She was so different from the woman he’d almost married, never badgering him with talk of starting a family in the future. It was bad enough that his mother never let the subject rest; he didn’t need it from the woman he loved, too—that’s what had come between him and his fiancée, eventually damaging their relationship beyond repair.

      He could never be a father; it would hurt too much. But no one seemed to understand that—not that he’d ever really tried to explain it. How were you supposed to tell someone the grief you carried around in your heart was so heavy that it actually caused physical pain at times? Maybe he should have said the words, but he didn’t know how.

      That’s why Marie was so perfect for him. She was willing to let him be true to himself. Life was just right with only the two of them. She was all the family he would ever need.

      Not even traveling at speeds in excess of two hundred miles per hour could get his heart pumping quite like the thought of the curvy Italian fireball he called his own.
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        * * *

      

      Marie Maranzano sat at the final turn of the raceway with a hand lifted to her brow, shading her brown eyes from the intense light of the August sun. The wide bell sleeves of her zebra print tunic blew in the light breeze as she waited for her hunky American-born Italian racer to come into view.

      She grabbed a handful of thick, dark brown hair and lifted it off her neck. Gazing off into the distance, the steely-blue silhouettes of the mountains near Sazuka, Japan beckoned her, promising cooler temperatures and relief from the relentless sun.

      Raul had offered her VIP access to his stall in the paddock, but she’d opted to watch in the open air. It was the first time she’d been out of the country since college, and she didn’t want to waste a single moment surrounded by the smell of oil and axle grease.

      Her mind wandered as she waited for the racers to reach her end of the track again. A shiver of excitement traveled across her body as she pondered the meaning of a call she’d received in the wee hours of the morning. She’d finally gotten the green light from the Department of Human Services to become a foster mom. The thought of it both thrilled and terrified her.

      Fostering was something she’d set in motion at the end of last year, before meeting Raul. She’d decided to go after her dream of becoming a mother and pursue fostering, in spite of the fact that she was still unmarried at the age of thirty-five. Her inability to land a good man was something that her mother rarely let her forget, and she was through letting it affect her chances of becoming a mother. She had so much love to give, and if she couldn’t have a biological child of her own, she was determined to shower that love on precious children in need.

      Now that her clearance had come through, it was only a matter of time before she stepped into the brand-new role of motherhood. She’d tried to tell Raul about her fostering plans before, but their three-month-old romance had been quite a whirlwind so far. Each time she brought up the subject, conversation seemed to swing around to something else before she could tell him.

      But things were really starting to pop now. There was no time to lose—she couldn’t wait to tell him. He had such a big heart; she just knew there was no way he wouldn’t love the idea. Maybe—just maybe—they’d be fostering together one day. A warm shiver raced down her back at the thought of it. Dared she hope?

      Staying single into her thirties hadn’t been a part of her plan. The idea of marriage had consumed most of her thoughts for years, but after a certain number of failed relationships she’d figured it was time to update her relationship status to #foreveralone.

      Then she met Raul. Things were different ever since he came into her life. He wasn’t the typical schlep she usually dated. Where she’d once given up on the idea of ever having a lasting love, she now found herself thumbing through the bridal magazines her mother not-so-subtly left lying around her house.

      Raul was special. He was a billionaire, of course, but that wasn’t what was special about him. He had an appetite for life that energized her soul every time they were together. If it was his energy that drew her, it was his sincerity that kept her. He was the real deal, and that’s what she loved about him.

      Marie leapt to her feet as the first distant sounds of wailing engines fell on her ears.

      “Come on, baby.” She clapped her hands and bellowed the words before realizing that she was the only one standing. Glancing around at the wide-eyed spectators staring at her, a soft shade of pink bloomed in her olive cheeks. She sank back into her chair and nibbled the tip of a glossy red fingernail as the high-pitched engines roared ever louder on their approach to the finish line.

      The rolling terrain obscured the racers until they rounded the corner. The pop of their engines rattled Marie’s chest. The crowd waved hundreds of tiny checkered flags as the racers buzzed by, jockeying for position. Unable to contain herself at the sight of number seventy-seven as he came into view, she jumped to her feet, throwing her fists into the air.

      “That’s my man—whooo!” The surge of excitement at seeing Raul speed toward the finish pushed Marie through the gallery, racing toward the finish line herself. Her voice carried over the sound of the crowd as she ran along the spectator’s side of the wall lining the track, waving her arms overhead as she went. “I’m coming, baby.”

      Flashing her VIP badge once she reached the paddock, she was granted access to an exclusive area reserved for the racers and their teams. There he was, a mere twenty feet away on the other side of a metal gate. Her heart skipped a beat when he stood to exit his cockpit.

      It was like something out of a movie. Removing his helmet, he glanced over his shoulder and flashed her a bold flirtatious smile—the same smile that had made her go weak in the knees the night they’d met in New York City.

      He had swept her off her feet at a swanky charity art gala, and they hadn’t touched the ground ever since. Raul seemed to have one motto in life: “What Marie wants, Marie gets.” The amazing part about it was that she never even had to say what it was that she wanted. He had some sort of superpower where she was concerned; an ability to anticipate what she wanted before she even knew she wanted it. They were so in-sync it was ridiculous.

      Raul tucked his helmet under his arm and scrubbed his fingers through dark, wavy hair, tousling his shaggy mane. A thousand goosebumps erupted across the surface of her skin when he hopped to the ground and made straight for her, his eyes locked onto hers. It was three months to the day since fate had brought them together, and she still got butterflies in her stomach every time she saw him.

      Marie grabbed the bars of the gate in front of her and jumped up and down. “You did it!”

      Raul hopped over the barricade, and stretched his arms wide. “Fifth place. How about that? Forget number seventy-seven. You’re the only lucky charm I need. I should have started bringing you to all my races from the very beginning.”

      Fifty cameras went off when he wrapped his arms around her curvy figure and lifted her off the ground in an enormous bear hug.

      “Oh, no. They’re watching again,” she said.

      “Let them watch. I’m in love and I don’t care who knows it.” He flashed a million-watt smile toward an area reserved for the press, igniting another round of frantic photo snapping.

      “Mr. De Luca, I am a respectable school administrator in New York City. I can’t afford to be seen in cheap tabloids at the checkout line of the grocery store. We can’t give them the shots they want.”

      There was humor in her voice, but truth in her words. She needed to protect her image if she wanted to be effective at work, and being on the wrong end of paparazzi camera lenses was not the best way to do it.

      “Whatever you say, Miss Maranzano.” Raul lowered her to the ground, smothering a playful grin. “I have to admit, even with as much fun as it is to be in the spotlight, hiding out from the press is pretty hot in its own kind of way.”

      Marie slapped his arm when he looked at her out of the corner of his eye, raising his brows several times in quick succession.

      “At least tell me you’re a respectable school administrator who has managed to score a week off in September to come to Italy for my next race.”

      “You know it. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. What good is seniority if you never take advantage of it?” She threw her head back and laughed. “And it doesn’t hurt that my old sorority sister is the superintendent. It helps to have friends in high places.” Her next round of laughter was punctuated by a small snort that brought a smile to Raul’s lips.

      The sudden clatter of a crowd of children congregating at the gate leading into the paddock caught their attention. Raul wrinkled his nose and pulled his face into a grimace. “Let’s hurry up and get out of here before they let those kids in.”

      Marie’s breath froze in her chest as she took half a step backward. “What’s wrong with kids?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with kids, as long as they’re far away from me,” he said with a laugh. Marie didn’t feel like joining in with his laughter and stared at him with a deadpan expression on her face.

      “Come on, Marie. You know I’m only joking. Kids are fine, but I don’t want to be stuck here for another hour signing autographs. I have a press conference to attend, and we’ve got big plans for tonight.”

      Kids are fine? Had he really just said that? Raul was always so over-the-top that she’d never heard him describe anything as fine before. Everything was always fantastic, amazing, or awesome whenever he talked. For him to say that something was just fine almost felt like he didn’t like it at all.

      She wasn’t sure what he meant by the remark, and she didn’t think she liked it very much. But she’d find out one way or another that night what his feelings about children really were when she told him about the call she’d received. Somehow the thought didn’t bring her much comfort.

      He leaned close to speak privately as they headed toward the press-free zone behind the paddock. His warm breath tickled her ear, sending a warm shiver down her spine. “I’m all yours after the press conference. There’s a private island and beach with our name on it just begging for a romantic candlelight supper this evening,” he said.

      Once they were out of sight, Marie slipped her arm around his, deciding that she could forgive his bad joke. But was it really a joke? Sighing deeply, she resigned herself to recapture the joy she’d felt before Raul’s comment about children. “Happy anniversary to us. An evening alone on the beach sounds wonderful. It’ll be the perfect place to tell you my big news.”

      “I can’t wait to hear it.” He slipped his arm out of her grasp and draped it around her shoulder. “Any chance you’ll give me a hint?” Raul bent down and nuzzled her with the tip of his nose. Kissing her softly on the temple, he gave her shoulders a squeeze as they walked in step toward the lot where his driver awaited them.

      “Let’s just say that life is about to get a whole lot more interesting,” she said.
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      Being in the limelight definitely had its perks, and Raul enjoyed each and every one of them. But being center-stage had lost a little bit of its sparkle today. He hadn’t been able to slip out of the press conference as early as he’d hoped—everybody seemed to want a piece of him.

      A fifth-place finish wouldn’t normally be enough to warrant all the extra attention. But he was Raul De Luca, the biggest human interest story the sport of Formula One racing had seen in decades. He was the “unlucky” billionaire who, for ten years, hadn’t managed to post a finish higher than eighth place; the lovable loser who seemed to have everything but a win. The media couldn’t get enough of him.

      The electric atmosphere of press conferences usually energized him, but today was different. It was the anniversary of the day he and Marie met. As much as he enjoyed the attention of the press, all he wanted to do was ditch them and go find a quiet place to spend time with the woman he loved.

      Yes, he did love her. There was no question about that. He’d known he wanted to marry her ever since their first date. He hadn’t told her, of course, but that was the finish line he was racing toward. The thought of spending the rest of his life with her caused his pulse to thunder in his ears.

      Now, he stood in the hotel lobby, waiting anxiously for Marie to make her appearance. Chewing on the inside of his bottom lip, he glanced at the oversized clock on the wall behind the reception desk. She was late. A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he took a deep breath. She knew what it did to him when she made him wait—it drove him wild, and they both loved it.

      The soft chime of the elevator caught Raul’s attention. He inhaled sharply at the sight of Marie as she stepped into the lobby, a flirty asymmetrical skirt dancing about her shapely legs with each step she took.

      “I was beginning to wonder if you were going to stand me up,” Raul said with a wide grin on his face.

      “Stand you up? Never. I just wanted to remind you that good things come to those who wait.” Marie drew her index finger along his jaw, punctuating the sentence by tapping the end of his nose.

      With eyes half closed, he inhaled the spicy aroma of her perfume. It had just as much spunk and flair as Marie herself. He couldn’t get enough of the scent.

      “You look amazing,” he said. His jaw hung open as Marie placed her hands on her delicious hips and did a mini-shimmy, the black sequin of her cowl neck shirt catching the light.

      “You really think so?”

      “Marie, you are the one and only woman on the planet who could pull off a sequin shirt on a date at the beach. You are…” Raul gestured toward her with open palms at a loss for words.

      She placed a hand on his chest, sending a wave of heat radiating throughout his body from her touch. “Keep on talking. I think I like where this is going.” A sly smile snuck onto the corner of her mouth.

      Raul ran the back of his index finger down the length of her arm. He took her hand in his when he reached her fingertips, placing a soft kiss on the back of it. He gazed deeply into her brown eyes. “You are beyond description.”

      With lips still burning from the kiss he’d placed on her hand, images of what a future with Marie would look like flashed through his mind at lightning speed. Romance, travel, excitement—just the two of them, living life to the fullest. His heart pounded against his ribs as heated blood crept up his neck. It was a perfect future, spent with the perfect woman.

      The soft thud of something hitting his leg brought him back to the present. Looking down, he saw a small ball lying on the ground next to his foot. A wide-eyed boy with sandy-brown hair stood a few paces away with his mouth hanging open.

      Raul stooped over and picked up the ball. “Is this yours, buddy?”

      The boy came closer. “You’re one of the racers, aren’t you?”

      “I sure am.” Raul flashed the boy a bright smile.

      “Me and my dad are here for the races, but I never thought I’d meet a real racer though.”

      “I guess anything is possible.” Raul chuckled.

      A short man with thick-rimmed glasses rushed over and rested his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “Mr. De Luca, I’m sorry if my son has been bothering you.”

      “Not at all. He was just showing us his mad skills with a ball. Are you staying here at the hotel?”

      “Until the end of the week, then it’s back home to Iowa for us,” said the boy’s father.

      “Check with the reception desk tomorrow. I’ll leave a little something there for your son after I get back in tonight.”

      The boy leapt into the air. “Really? Thanks, Mr. De Luca! Sorry I hit you.”

      “No harm done.” Raul grinned and tossed the ball to him.

      Memories of special times spent with his own father crossed Raul’s mind as he watched the boy and his dad walk toward the elevator together. It had been more than ten years since his father had passed, but the loss still stung just as sharply as the day he’d heard the news. He never knew when his emotions would ambush him, bringing the pain of his father’s untimely death back to the surface with a vengeance. How he missed him.

      He swallowed hard against the lump forming in his throat just as Marie’s pointed elbow dug into his side.

      “Aww, I knew you liked kids. You were great with that little boy just now.”

      Why did his opinion of children matter so much to her all of a sudden? Raul didn’t have time to contemplate the question before Marie stepped in close and took a fistful of his shirt in her hand. Pulling his face down to her eye level she spoke in a hoarse whisper. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re one hot slice of man pie?” she asked, offering an overly exaggerated wink.

      They both burst into laughter. No one could make him laugh like Marie. She had a way about her that could take any moment and infuse it with a whole new life. “No, I don’t think anyone has ever told me that.” He wiped tears of laughter from his eyes. “We should probably get going. The limousine is waiting.”

      Marie gasped. “You hired a limo to take us to the beach?”

      Raul took her by the hand and led her toward a black limousine with a uniformed driver holding the door open for them. “Nothing is too good for you.”

      “But it’s only a ten-minute drive.”

      Raul climbed in after her and poured an ice-cold glass of lemon-infused mineral water. “Well, we’d better get busy enjoying the ride then.” He pinned her with his eyes as he handed her the drink.

      Marie crossed her legs, adjusting her skirt before taking a sip. “You remembered,” she
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