
  
    [image: Control Freak]
  


  
    
      CONTROL FREAK

    

    
      
        JILL WESTWOOD

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Drama Queen

      

      
        Also by Jill Westwood

      

      
        Acknowledgements

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters and places are either the invention of the author or are used in a fictional context. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, are coincidental.

      Control Freak. Copyright ©2019 by Jill Westwood.

      ISBN: 978-1-948516-04-4

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means without written permission from the author.

      Cover design by The Red Leaf Book Design / www.redleafbookdesign.com.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Arriving at least ten minutes early for meetings and appointments is my power move. I need that much time to get the lay of the land and choose the best seat at the table, preferably one looking out at the room. If this makes me sound like a paranoid mafia boss, so be it.

      I check my watch and see that I’m eight minutes early to meet my little sister Olivia for lunch. Two minutes later than I’d like to be, but that’s okay. There will be plenty of time to peruse the menu and make a mental list of benign conversation topics while I wait for her. I’ve already mentally noted a few, such as tips for avoiding skin cancer and anniversary gift ideas for our parents.

      As I walk past the window of the restaurant I chose for our meet-up, I see someone inside who resembles my sister with straight black hair, graceful neck, and the devil’s mark on her forehead. I’m kidding about that last bit—there’s no way to see this woman’s forehead because she’s bent over her phone. It can’t be my sister though. Olivia is habitually late, sometimes even a no-show—that’s her power move—which is why I texted her a reminder this morning about our lunch date. I’m sure she was annoyed because chronically late people hate being reminded of their failings.

      The hostess greets me, and I smile back at her.

      “I have a noon reservation for Dr. Jordan Chu,” I say.

      “Your party is already here.” She gestures across the room. “I’ll show you to your table.”

      I peer across the restaurant and, sure enough, Olivia has looked up and is smiling at me. My face flames with irritation, even though I know it’s ridiculous to be annoyed with her for being punctual for possibly the first time ever.

      When I get to the table, she stands and kisses me, European style, on both cheeks. This pretentious show of affection takes me by surprise. It’s the first time we’ve touched in years. I inhale the delicate hints of orange blossom and jasmine on her skin, a far cry from the noxious celebrity-of-the-moment perfume she drowned herself in as a teenager.

      “Hey, Jordan, how are you?” she asks.

      “I’m fine. Sorry I couldn’t get here sooner. Traffic was awful.”

      I don’t know why I’m apologizing for being eight minutes early, except that she’s thrown me off my footing by being on time. I take the chair across from her, bristling with irritation as I realize I’m right below a vent that’s spewing ice-cold air. Fortunately, I have a light cardigan packed in my bag because I always have a backup plan.

      “Thanks for coming to Durham.” She settles back into her chair with an ease I’ve never mastered. “I could have come to you.”

      She’s traded her New York City pallor and saggy, black wardrobe for what must be her Los Angeles look—tan, toned, and chic. The soft, white jersey shirt she’s wearing plays beautifully against her golden skin.

      “No problem. I know you don’t have a car here.”

      Olivia flew in from Los Angeles two days ago to visit our parents, and she shocked the hell out of me by asking if we could get lunch while she’s in town. We don’t usually hang out, certainly not just the two of us, and I can’t help wondering what’s on her agenda today.

      “How is life in Foster’s Creek?” she asks.

      She’s referring to the small town I moved to three years ago when I got my position at the county hospital.

      I unfold my napkin and place it on my lap. “It’s still mainly tractors and flannel. My drive to work is ten minutes though so it’s convenient.”

      “Really? I hear it’s the hip, new place to be. Mom was talking about it last night, the cool restaurants and shops downtown. She was raving about the yarn store.”

      I think back to the two-stoplight town Foster’s Creek was when we were kids. It has changed tremendously over the years, especially since a tech company set up headquarters a half hour away. Olivia hasn’t been around to see its slow transformation.

      “It’s not exactly Brooklyn, but we have a microbrewery and a yoga studio. There are some cool places to hang out.”

      She smiles and rests her chin on her hands. “It would be nice to get out of the city for a little while. No one warns you about the smog in LA, especially when we’ve got wild fires raging. It’s awful.”

      I hold myself back from telling her that, actually, everyone who reads the news knows about the smog and wildfires in LA.

      “Don’t tell me you miss North Carolina?” I say.

      We both know she sped out of here for the bright lights of Manhattan after high school graduation and never looked back. About a year ago, she gave up on getting acting jobs in New York and moved to LA to do voice-over work.

      “Just because I left doesn’t mean I hate it here.” There’s a hint of defensiveness in her tone, but she’s still smiling. I may have underestimated her acting skills. “I miss my family, of course.”

      Of course? We’ve hardly spoken in recent years, and I know she’s not in close contact with our brother, Jack. She talks to my parents on the phone, but I would guess it’s mostly when she needs money. I don’t call her on her BS though because I don’t have the energy to be snarky today. I’m coming off of two days of working twelve-hour shifts in the ER, and what I wanted to do this afternoon was take a long nap.

      The waitress shows up at our table and asks if we’re ready to order.

      “Just give us a few more minutes,” Olivia says sweetly. “My sister needs time to look at the menu. Thanks.”

      I pick up my menu and study it, not wanting the waitress to leave.

      “I can make up my mind quickly,” I say.

      “No hurry, I can come back in a minute,” the waitress says, oblivious to our tension. “I guessed you two were sisters. You look so much alike.”

      We do resemble each other, although Olivia got the perfect teeth, and I got the generous bra cup size. Olivia smiles warmly at the waitress, which is another surprise. She used to hate it when people said we looked alike because she thought I was ugly. At least that’s how I interpreted it when she rolled her eyes and gagged in response to comments about our likeness.

      We spend several minutes discussing the menu choices, a nice neutral topic, and I start to feel bad about my poor attitude toward my sister. She’s clearly trying to be pleasant and even asks about my work, a topic she has zero interest in. I want to let go of my resentment and mistrust, but every time we’re together I regress to who I was in high school. Something about Olivia pushes all my buttons.

      “Thanks for inviting me to lunch today,” I say, after we’ve ordered our meals.

      She runs a finger through the condensation on her water glass.

      “There’s something I want to ask you.”

      Record scratch. Here it comes. If she needs cash, she goes right to the Daddy and Mommy ATM so this must be something else. Maybe she needs some clean urine for a drug test or my passport so she can leave the country for a while. Nothing would surprise me coming from her. She looks much more together than she has in years, but looks can be deceiving.

      The last time she asked me for a favor was four years ago when she called me to post bail for her. She claimed she was in the wrong place at the wrong time with her then-fiancé, the Russian oligarch, and they just happened to get caught up in a drug bust in a fancy hotel suite. He had friends in high places to spring him from jail, but she spent two nights locked up until I posted bail. Then I paid for her lawyer, who was able to get the charges dropped. My parents still don’t know about the incident.

      “Okay,” I say skeptically. “What is it?”

      She holds up her left hand, and on the fourth finger is a  diamond engagement ring. She wiggles her fingers at me as if I couldn’t see that giant rock from outer space. She’d been keeping one hand hidden under the table until now so she could do a big reveal.

      “You’re getting married.”

      I attempt to keep the derision out of my voice, but it’s difficult. At least I manage not to snort. This is my sister’s third engagement. The first one at age twenty to a fellow actor ended in his-and-her restraining orders, and the second one, to the Russian oligarch, ended when Olivia chucked her engagement ring off the Brooklyn Bridge. Apparently, she thinks the third time will be the charm.

      “Aren’t you going to congratulate me?”

      She rests her hand on the table, and I can’t blame her—it must be tiring carrying that massive stone around all day.

      I work hard to muster up any sort of enthusiasm. “Congratulations. Who’s the lucky man?”

      This should be good. The last boyfriend she had in New York, a doofus named J.J., was an MMA fighter who dumped her when he got a spot on a reality dating show called Love at First Fight.

      “He’s a tech entrepreneur and a legit genius,” she says. “He’s actually in Mensa.”

      I’m guessing that by tech entrepreneur she means guy who sits around all day in his Mom’s basement playing video games. And I’ll believe the Mensa claim when I have proof.

      “Wow.”

      “He was profiled in the Times last year.”

      Tech guy profiled in the New York Times? All I can think is that he must be a hacker.

      I set down my menu. “Please tell me you’re not marrying Julian Assange.”

      “Who?”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “Never mind. What’s his name?”

      “Bodhi Green.” Her face lights up as she says his name. “He invented several popular apps, like Habitactics and Quikpic. The Times called him one of the most forward-thinking minds of his generation.”

      I have no clue what either of these apps are, although Quikpic sounds familiar, like something my brother chastised me for not knowing about. Med school and residency left little time for keeping up with things like technology. Unless it pertains to what I do at work, I don’t have much use for apps and social media.

      “Sounds like an accomplished guy,” I say.

      If what she’s saying is true, this is nuts. My sister, whose idea of deep reading is wading through an entire issue of Vogue, is engaged to a brilliant nerd. This is not her normal pattern. All of the guys she dated after the Russian collectively had the I.Q. of a cantaloupe.

      “We’ve been dating for about three months or so, and last week he completely shocked me by proposing.”

      “Three months,” I repeat. “Wow.”

      Maybe the third time isn’t going to be the charm. I need more than three months to decide what kind of car I want to buy.

      “I know it’s a short time, but when you know, you know,” she says in a dreamy voice.

      I do not bring up the fact that she thought she knew the first two times she got engaged. My self-restraint is commendable.

      “I look forward to meeting him.”

      It’s the truth. Meeting Olivia’s boyfriends is always an interesting experience and makes me feel better about my own lack of a relationship. If those are the men attracted to my gene pool, I’d rather be single.

      “You’re going to have a chance. He’s flying in for our family dinner on Thursday.”

      “Awesome, sounds great.”

      Olivia’s face brightens, like she actually cares what I think about the amazing Bodhi Green.

      “We decided not to drag out our engagement. We’re planning a destination wedding for later this month in Cozumel.”

      “What?” I say. “You’re joking, right?”

      Who can possibly plan a wedding in a couple of weeks? I’m getting nauseated just thinking about the logistics of a destination wedding. Passports, plane tickets, hotel reservations, not to mention the venue, the dress, the invitations. I feel a stress hive forming on my neck.

      “It’s already in the works. Don’t look so worried. I hired a wedding coordinator.”

      Of course she did. Olivia won’t do a lick of work. She’ll just show up at the wedding looking flawless and take all the credit for making it happen. I’m not going to complain though. She’s given me the perfect excuse to get out of attending her wedding.

      “I don’t know if I can get off work with short notice. They usually require at least a month before we can get a day off, much less several days in a row.”

      This is true, and it’s quite ridiculous and self-centered of her to think everyone can drop their lives and run off to Mexico for her spur-of-the-moment wedding. Hell, I won’t be surprised if she drags everyone down there and then the wedding gets canceled at the last minute. That would be classic.

      “You have to be there.” Olivia’s forehead puckers with concern. “I want you to be my maid of honor.”

      I tilt my head to the side like a confused cocker spaniel. “Sorry, what?”

      “I want you to stand up with me when I get married.”

      I say the first word that comes to mind. “Why?”

      Her mouth becomes a straight line and I kind of regret my harsh delivery, but not that much.

      “I didn’t mean it to sound that way,” I say. “But wouldn’t you rather ask one of your friends? Let’s be honest. We’re not exactly close, Olivia.”

      That’s putting it mildly. Over the years, interactions between us have reached “Trump at a NATO meeting” tension levels.

      Olivia picks up her water glass and takes a sip before answering.

      “Friends come and go,” she says mildly. “I’m not really close to anyone right now, especially since I moved to LA.”

      I struggle to come up with the name of one of her female friends. She’s always been more of a boyfriend kind of person. Surely, there has to be someone who would love being in the spotlight as her maid of honor.

      “What about what’s her name? The girl you met in acting school.”

      She twists her engagement ring. “Tori and I don’t really talk anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      Olivia hesitates, and I already have an idea of what the answer will be.

      “I hooked up with her ex before I moved to Cali. They’d been broken up for a full year, but she was still pissed about it.”

      Some things never change. Any sense of pity I had for her dissolves when I’m reminded of her disloyalty.

      “So you want me to be your maid of honor because you don’t have anyone else. Is that it?”

      “What am I supposed to do?” Her eyes fill with tears, as if on cue. They must teach that in acting school. “Bodhi has, like, one million friends. When we first started planning the wedding, he was debating what to do because he had so many people he wanted in the wedding party. Guys and girls. And I had no one. Just you and Jack.”

      “Thanks for that,” I say, chafing at my brother and me being called nobodies.

      “I didn’t mean it like that. You guys count, but you’re my family.”

      “So is this the reason for the quickie wedding? He won’t have time to round up all his buddies?”

      She has the decency to look ashamed and doesn’t deny it.

      “And we’re super excited to be married, too,” she says. “There’s no point in being engaged for a long time if we’re going to get married eventually anyway.”

      I’m pretty sure there is a reason, which is that they would have time to get to know each other better and decide whether they really want to spend their lives together. Maybe she’s afraid that Bodhi won’t stay keen on her that long, although Olivia is usually the dumper not the dumpee. Then again, she’s never dated a genius entrepreneur.

      “Have you talked to Jack yet?” I ask.

      “Yes, and he’s going to try to come to the wedding.”

      I silently curse my brother for agreeing to be part of this sham.

      “I really don’t think it’s possible with my work schedule. You’ll have to find someone else.”

      It’s a legit reason, honestly. And although I feel slightly guilty for refusing her, she’s not going to overturn my resolve. Olivia closes her lips in a pout, and I’m reminded once again that this is a girl who isn’t used to hearing no for an answer.

      “I don’t believe you,” she says.

      “Seriously? Do I need to give you a note from my boss?”

      “I don’t think ‘work’ is what this is all about.”

      She makes air quotes around the word “work,” which enrages me. Unlike her, I have a career that took a tremendous amount of training and dedication. She’s been dallying around for years doing minor acting gigs, many of them unpaid, while my parents supplemented her main source of income, which was housesitting for the offspring of celebrities.

      I slow blink at her. “Actually, it is.”

      “Let’s just be honest.” She drums her French-manicured fingernails on the table. “You’re still mad at me for the things I did in high school a million years ago.”

      I could pretend that I don’t know what she’s talking about, but we both know I do.

      “Do you mean how you went to my senior prom with the boy I had a crush on while I sat home with mono?” Mono before I was even kissed. Damn right I’m bitter about that. “Or how after that you dated the cretin who bullied me for six years?”

      “I never knew Stassi bullied you!” she argues.

      “Really? He gave me the nickname Chewbacca and made Wookiee noises during my valedictory address. You don’t remember that?”

      I may or may not have been a little late to the shaving game in my pre-teen years.

      She slaps a hand on the table. “See, you’re still holding grudges!”

      I try to look less frustrated than I feel.

      “They’re not grudges, they’re facts. Facts that explain why we aren’t friends. Loyalty matters in friendship, Olivia.” I want to add “just ask Tori,” but I hold back.

      “Sisters do that kind of stuff to each other. Besides, I thought you were happy staying home watching The X-Files. I didn’t know you cared that I went to the prom with…”

      I let her dangle there for half a minute, but she can’t come up with his name.

      “Jeremy. His name was Jeremy. You can’t even remember his damn name.” I put a hand on my purse, ready to walk out the door. I don’t need this crap on my day off.

      “You hate me.”

      There are tears in her eyes again, and I take my time assessing whether they’re real or contrived. She is a professional actress, after all, and I’ve seen her work up tears many times when she was in trouble at home. This looks legit though, and even my shriveled little heart can’t help but feel something.

      I gather my thoughts before I speak. This conversation has been years in the making, and I’m ready to show my cards.

      “Olivia, if you wanted me to like you, you didn’t try very hard to make it happen. When we lived in the same house, you barely spoke to me and refused to even acknowledge me in public. And after you moved away, I never heard from you. You didn’t even come back for my college or medical school graduation. Hell, you didn’t even text me on my birthday.”

      “I’m not good with dates!”

      “Neither am I! I put your birthday on my calendar though so I’d remember to do it. It’s what thoughtful people do.”

      Olivia rolls her eyes. “So you dutifully send me a birthday text every year and that makes you a better person than me.”

      “I’m not saying I’m a better person,” I say tightly, even though I obviously am a better person than she is. “I’m just explaining why we aren’t close.”

      “And being my maid of honor is a way for us to get closer,” she says in a wheedling tone that I recognize as the one she uses to get my father to hand over his credit card.

      “That would be great if I could get off work. Which I can’t.”

      She regards me for a few moments, then smiles with condescension. “Oh, I think I get it.”

      “Get what?”

      “Is this because you don’t have a date for my wedding?”

      I gape at her audacity. “What?”

      “I know it’s probably awkward that you’re my older sister, and you’re not married or engaged or even with a significant other. And I can see why you might feel weird showing up to the wedding alone. But no one cares about that, Jordan.”

      My throat and chest are so tight I can barely get out any words. “That is not why I won’t come to your wedding.”

      She acts like I haven’t even spoken. “Bodhi has a million guy friends, and we could bring one of them to be your date for the weekend⁠—”

      “Not necessary. I don’t need anyone to get me a date. If I needed a date, I’d have one.”

      Olivia arches one eyebrow, another trick I could never manage. “Oh, really? Who is he? Are you seeing someone?”

      “Yes, I am seeing someone.”

      The words are out of my mouth before I even realize I’m about to tell a lie. She doesn’t live here. She’ll never know.

      “Really? Wow. Does Mom know about this? Because she didn’t mention it.”

      I hate myself for lying because it shouldn’t matter whether or not I have a boyfriend. In this day and age women should be able to say they’re single without feeling any shame. I’m accomplished and ambitious, and I don’t care that I don’t have a man. And that is what I’d say if anyone else were sitting across from me, anyone but Olivia.

      “I haven’t told her yet because it’s no one’s business but mine.”

      “Who is he?” she asks.

      I can tell that she doesn’t believe me.

      “Why?” I ask dryly. “Do you want his number in case things don’t work out with your fiancé?”

      She puts her hand on her water glass, and for a brief moment I think she’s going to toss it in my face. Instead, she takes a slow sip.

      “I would appreciate it if you would check on your work commitments and see if you can get the time off for my wedding.”

      There’s no point in prolonging our argument.

      I mirror her by picking up my glass. “I’ll check my calendar.”

      The truth is, I already know my schedule for the next two months, and her wedding isn’t on it. And it never will be.

      “And Jordan,” she says sweetly. “Jack’s bringing his girlfriend Whitney to dinner on Thursday. Bring your new man. I’d love to meet him.”

      “Great,” I say. “I will.”
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      You’d think finding someone to pretend to be your boyfriend for one evening would be easier than finding the love of your life. It’s not. Or at least it’s not for me. Left to my own devices, I can’t think of a single guy who would be overjoyed or even willing to accompany me to a family dinner. I don’t have to scramble through my contacts list because I know the only guys in there are relatives, a few old friends I haven’t spoken to since med school graduation, and my dentist. Of course, I have another cell phone I use at work, and there are plenty of names of male colleagues in that one, but I’d never consider pissing in the professional swimming pool that way. Work life and private life are kept separate. Period.

      I must still believe there’s a solution to this conundrum because I call my best friend Alicia, who works with me in the ER, and ask her to come over before our hospital’s yearly benefit dinner to help me brainstorm. Since we’re low on time, she brings her outfit and makeup with her, as well as a bottle of wine. The wine means she heard the desperation in my text message. While I work on straightening my hair, she lounges on my bed, talking me through my date dilemma.

      “All our guy friends from med school are engaged or married,” she says, scrolling through Facebook to confirm this theory. “How are we still single? These guys aren’t nearly as attractive or interesting as we are.”

      I pull my hair through the flat iron, pressing out the waves that naturally want to curl the ends. “It’s easier for them. When you’re a man who works all the time, women are like ‘ooh, he’s so successful, what awesome earning potential, what a great provider.’ When you’re a woman who works all the time, men just see you as a workaholic loser who has no life.”

      Alicia tosses her phone on the bed. “I am a workaholic who has no life.”

      I wave my flat iron at her in protest. “You’re not! You’re a talented, brilliant doctor who’s committed to her career.”

      “I’m a woman who’s starved for sex, never mind male companionship. Seriously, we need to get out more on our days off or your mom is going to keep asking why we’re not dating each other.”

      “I wish I were a lesbian because you’d be my soulmate. Ow!” I suck on the finger I just burned with the iron.

      “Run it under cold water,” Alicia tells me, like I’m not an ER doc who knows how to handle a minor burn. “Yeah, but our relationship would be doomed, remember? You just said a minute ago you’d never consider dating anyone at work.”

      “For you, I’d move to a different ER.” I let the water cool my skin and stare at my reflection in the mirror. “I can’t believe I got myself into this situation. I’ve never lied about anything in my life.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.” She rolls off the bed onto her feet and stretches her arms in the air. “Usually, I love getting dressed up, but I’m not feeling it tonight.”

      I tug at a stray hair on the bridge of my nose, amazed at its length. “Why did you not tell me about this hideous hair growing out of my forehead? I’m scared to know how long this has been here. It looks like it should be attached to a witch’s wart.”

      I’m not surprised I didn’t see it. I’m always in such a rush to get to work or to bed that I don’t bother to examine my appearance. This is the kind of thing your best friend is supposed to alert you about.

      Alicia squints her eyes to where I’m pointing. “Didn’t notice it, but those things can grow an inch overnight, I swear.”

      “The dressing up part is one thing.” I rifle around the drawer for tweezers. “The small talk, now that’s what I really dread.”

      “You know these people though,” she says. “You work with them every day. If you open up a little, you might actually like some of them. Yessenia is cool. I made sure she’s at our table. And I put Lynn at Sean’s table. He deserves it.”

      Sean Carberry is an ER doc who thinks he can pawn bad shifts off on us because he has a family. Apparently childless, single people should want to work nights and weekends. I hope he has to sit directly next to Lynn, the most irritating nurse on the planet.

      I locate the tweezers and pluck out the hair. My eyes involuntarily fill with tears. “I’ve actually considered hiring a male escort to come with me to my parents’ dinner, so you know I’m in full panic mode.”

      I’m half serious. The thought of hiring a date did cross my mind, but I haven’t gone so far as to Google it. Yet.

      “Wait, that’s it!” Her cry is muffled because her T-shirt is halfway over her head. She flings it across the room before continuing. “The bachelor auction tonight. You can bid on someone and take him to your parents’ house for dinner!”

      I’d forgotten a bachelor auction was part of the fundraising scheme this year. They’ll also have the ubiquitous silent auction tables set up around the room. Last year Alicia and I bid on a trip for two to Paris, but we didn’t win. It was a silly idea anyway, the two of us being able to take off work for five days at the same time.

      “Yeah, right. I’m not going to make my desperation known to the entire hospital staff by bidding on some rando in an auction. Plus, who knows if the guy would even be available that night? And then he’d tell everyone about my situation? No way.”

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures.” She strips off her leggings and reaches for her dress. “Do you have any other options? And don’t tell me Doctors Without Borders. You can’t relocate to another country that quickly.”

      Dammit, she’s right. I’ll have to cross that backup plan off the list.

      “What about your cousin Marcus?” Hope floods through me at this genius idea. “He’s always trying to make money. Maybe I could pay him to go with me.”

      “Nope.” She steps into her red dress and shimmies it up her curvaceous figure. “He got engaged two weeks ago. Yep, my cousin who is up to his balls in credit card debt and couldn’t hold down a job at the Honey Baked Ham store? He’s engaged. Me? Single for over a year with no decent prospects in sight.”

      “Try being single for ten years,” I mutter.

      “We’ll figure something out.” She smooths the front of her dress. “For now, let’s do a little pre-gaming with some of that wine I brought. We need to tone down your social anxiety.”
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        * * *

      

      “We’re down to the last four guys,” Alicia reminds me as bachelor number eleven leaves the stage. “Have you noticed that this bachelor auction has been quite white?”

      Alicia is one of four black doctors on staff at our hospital, and the only black female doctor. The fact that I’m half Chinese, half Jewish makes it easier for us to talk honestly about race. We both experience everything from micro-aggressions to patients who flat out refuse to be treated by us. Going through it together has made our friendship even stronger.

      “Yes, and I can’t say I’m surprised.” Bachelor twelve struts onto the stage, and I recognize him immediately. “This guy is the worst.”

      Alicia studies him with narrowed eyes. I keep telling her she needs to get her distance vision checked. “Who is he?”

      “Don’t you remember the insufferable mansplainer we met at the staff softball game last summer? He tried to school us on cardiorenal syndrome.”

      She makes a sour face. “Ew, that’s him? I didn’t recognize him without his Vineyard Vines and Croakies. Still, the question is, could you stand him for one night?“

      “Stop. I know what you’re suggesting, and it’s not going to happen.”

      I have to keep my voice low because we’re sitting at a table with eight co-workers from the hospital’s emergency department. The ER docs chipped in to purchase three tables, and we invited the nurses, aides, and techs from our department to join us for the evening. Everyone looks different tonight, out of their scrubs and in their evening wear. I wish I’d taken the time to buy a new outfit instead of wearing the same little black dress I wear for every special occasion. Weddings, funerals, fundraisers, it does the job, but it’s not particularly flattering.

      Stephanie, the physician assistant sitting next to Alicia, leans over her to ask me, “What’s going on? Are you thinking about bidding on him?”

      The neckline of her plum-colored dress falls lower in the front, and I avert my eyes from her cleavage.

      “No, of course not,” I scoff.

      I pretend to listen to the emcee interviewing the mansplainer, but I honestly can’t hear anything over the throb of panic in my ears.

      “Of course not,” Stephanie echoes.

      She’s mocking me. I know I have a reputation in our department for being standoffish and uptight. It’s why I never get invited out for drinks after work or to any of their baby showers or weddings. Not that I care. Aside from Alicia, whom I’ve known since med school, I keep a professional distance from my co-workers because it helps me do my job well. Unlike them, I don’t see the need to share information about everything from my sex life to my bathroom habits.

      Yessenia, the nurse on the other side of me, must have overheard our conversation, too. “You should bid on someone, Dr. Chu. Just for fun.”

      My stomach squeezes with anxiety. Nothing about bidding on a bachelor in front of my co-workers sounds fun to me.

      Alicia says into my ear, “It could solve your problem. And it’s a good cause. Win-win.”

      I know she thinks she’s whispering, but she’s had several glasses of wine at this point and her words are audible to everyone.

      “What’s your problem?” Stephanie asks.

      I can imagine what she and Yessenia are thinking: Dr. Chu can’t get laid. Or worse, maybe they think I’m looking for a sperm donor. As each possibility pops into my mind, I feel sicker.

      “She just needs a plus-one for a family event,” Alicia says. “You know how it goes.”

      There are murmurs of understanding from Yessenia and Stephanie, as women begin bidding on the mansplainer. The process is slower than it has been with some of the other men. Apparently, he’s not a hot commodity with this crowd.

      Stephanie leans toward me again, practically shouting to be heard above the din of the room, or at least that’s how it feels. “If that’s all you need, you should ask Eli. He went with me to my cousin’s wedding last year. I couldn’t face the interrogation from my family about why I was thirty-four and still single. We had a great time.”

      Eli Hayden is the only male nurse in our department, and I can’t imagine asking him to be my pity date. I whip my head around to see if he’s at one of our other tables. If he overheard her, I’m going to die of humiliation.

      “So he’s open to friend dates?” Alicia asks Stephanie, bumping my knee with hers.

      Stephanie smiles. “Yes, he was a total gentleman. I actually ended up going home with one of the groomsman, which is a whole other story.”

      I try to keep the look of disapproval off my face as Stephanie overshares. I don’t judge her for going home with a groomsmen—women have needs, too—but why share that info with your work colleagues?

      “Where is Eli?” Yessenia asks, searching for him at the other tables as I did a few seconds ago.

      “I don’t know,” Stephanie says. “He said he’d be here.”

      The emcee announces that the bachelor on stage is going, going, gone.

      “Well, we missed out on that guy,” Alicia says before drinking the rest of her champagne.

      Under the table, I clasp my hands together. “By choice.”

      Alicia squeezes my shoulder, her hand freezing cold from holding on to her wine glass. “You are not going to that dinner alone, not when there’s a solution right here.” She picks up my paddle and places it in my hand. “You could be a winner if you’d just lift this thing in the air.”

      She raises my hand to demonstrate, and I resist her, banging my elbow on the edge of the table.

      “Stop.“

      I rub my bruised bone and set down the paddle. Thankfully, the other women at our table are occupied commenting on the next bachelor’s bubble butt and thick head of hair.

      “Doesn’t this feel a bit exploitative?” I ask. “If a bunch of guys were judging women this way, we’d be mad.”

      “People do judge us this way,” Alicia says. “All the time. That’s why half of every store’s health and beauty section is crap that we’re supposed to buy to make ourselves look youthful and attractive. I spent a hundred bucks today on hair care products.”

      “Good point.”

      I take another swig of champagne only to find my glass is empty. A moment later a waiter appears and offers to refill it. I should refuse, but I don’t.

      “Are there any paramedics in the auction?” Stephanie asks.

      I shrug and Alicia flips through her program. “I don’t remember seeing any paramedics in here.”

      The program for this evening has descriptions of each bachelor—job, hobbies, favorite things—but doesn’t include their names or photos. They want to give us a little taste, but also keep us in suspense. It seems to be working. The bidding has gone as high as eight hundred dollars for a podiatrist who promised foot massages. You’d think he’d be worried about attracting someone with podophilia.

      Stephanie looks glum. “Well, that sucks.”

      Even I know that she has a tremendous crush on one of the paramedics who serves our emergency room, and, frankly, I’m embarrassed for her. Totally unprofessional.

      The bachelor with the nice butt is snapped up for seven hundred dollars by a woman twice his age. Maybe she’s bidding for her daughter or niece, but if not, good for her. Many of the male docs at the hospital have wives who are young enough to be their daughters.

      “We’re getting real food after this,” I tell Alicia, scowling down at the pale lump of chicken on my plate. “We need to stop at the all-night pizza place on our way home.”

      “Interesting,” Alicia says.

      At first, I think she means my pizza idea until I look up and see the next bachelor walking onto the stage. She pokes me with her elbow, as if I’m not already paying attention.

      Holy crap. This guy should be in an ad for the tuxedo he’s wearing because every woman would buy one for the man in her life. Of course, they’d be disappointed because no one else would look this good in it. My ovaries just woke up after ten years of hibernation and let out a roar. When he turns to face the crowd, my entire table gasps.

      Yessenia claps her hands like a gleeful toddler. “Holy shit, it’s Eli!”

      Stephanie scoots forward on her seat, as if she’s going to get a better view that way. “What? It can’t be.”

      Eli can’t possibly hear the rumpus being made by the emergency room staff, considering our tables are squished into a back corner, but he looks in our direction and gives us a grin that’s both charming and devilish. There’s a collective sizzle as our underwear singe off from his hotness. Or maybe that’s just the waiter pouring me another glass of champagne.

      The emcee announces his name—Eli Hayden, ER nurse.

      There’s a good reason why I didn’t recognize him immediately. Eli had overgrown curly hair and a face full of stubble as of a few days ago, when we last worked a shift together. I always thought of it as his hipster alt-country look. Now he’s ready for GQ with his short, styled hair and smooth, kissable face. He’s gorgeous either way, but a debonair man in a suit is my catnip.

      “He looks amazing,” Alicia says.

      I can’t disagree. If we were in a cartoon world, my eyes would be pulsating hearts as I sigh and gaze at Eli. This is not good. I already found it discomforting to be around him at work, what with his piercing green eyes and sexy smile. Now he’s a panty dropper no-brainer. My eyes run down the length of him in that nicely fitted tux. Good luck trying to ignore his pulchritude now.

      “This explains where he is tonight,” Yessenia says. “That dog. I can’t believe he didn’t tell us he was in the auction.”

      Everyone at our table is buzzing about how adorable, funny, and generous Eli is. And good-looking. There’s no shortage of comments on his appearance. The buzz turns into a full-on swoon as he answers the emcee’s questions, telling the audience that in his free time he camps, plays fiddle in a bluegrass band, and makes his own bread. Based on the rising temperature of the room, I sense a bidding war.

      “Let’s open the bidding with one hundred dollars,” the emcee says.

      A woman on the other side of the room lifts her paddle and shouts, “Three hundred dollars!”

      Even the emcee looks surprised that she’s offering two hundred dollars more than the opening bid.

      “Excellent!” she says. “Can I get four hundred?”

      Alicia leans toward me. “Women are seriously frothing over Eli. I can’t blame them. He is looking tasty in that tux.”

      I slap her hand. “Stop.”

      “What? Don’t give me that crap about not objectifying men. He put himself in a bachelor auction, for God’s sake.”

      Stephanie says, “I bet Jordan thinks he’s looking hot, too, even if she’d never say so.”

      She likes to jab at me because I don’t vomit personal information like she does. Some of us have a filter.

      “He’s very skilled at placing a PICC line.” I take another sip of champagne, hoping that I’m not blushing.

      “He’s a sweetheart,” Yessenia says. “When I had my baby, he cooked dinner for my family and delivered it to the house. I love Eli.”

      “You should bid on him,” Alicia whispers to me.

      I snort in response, which isn’t something I’d normally do, not out in public anyway. I need to stop downing this champagne.

      “He’d be cool about your parents’ dinner party,” she says.

      “Shhh!” I glance around the table to see if anyone is listening to us. “I would never go out with someone we work with. Plus, he’s a nurse. Docs who date nurses are gross. There’s a power differential.”

      “This is unbelievable,” Yessenia says as the bidding zooms up to seven hundred and fifty dollars. “Go, Eli!”

      I look around the room, at my plate, anywhere but the stage, but my eyes cannot stay away from Eli for long. He’s got his hands in his pants pockets now, and I catch him biting the side of his mouth and looking slightly embarrassed.

      “Cute, he looks nervous,” Alicia says. “I’m surprised. He always seems so confident and outgoing.”

      “He’s a natural-born charmer,” Stephanie says, as if this were a good thing.

      I’ve never found charming people to be trustworthy, a bias based on my interactions with my younger sister. She’s all charm, no substance.

      “Do I hear eight hundred?” the emcee says.

      A paddle rises into the air and a voice calls out, “One thousand.”

      There are murmurs of surprise around the room, followed by another paddle being raised.

      “Eleven hundred.”

      The emcee leans toward the mic. “Ladies, fiddle players need to be very dexterous, if you know what I mean. Do I hear twelve hundred?”

      Eli covers his face with his hands and shakes his head. I can’t blame him. This auction has taken a tawdry turn for the worse.

      The woman who bid a thousand dollars raises her paddle again and shouts. “Two thousand dollars!”

      There are more gasps and pearl clutching, but no one else challenges the high bidder. I can’t imagine paying that much for a date. Even I’m not that desperate. Then again, am I really any better than that woman? I was considering hiring an escort to be my pretend boyfriend. At least her money is going to charity.

      Eli waves and leaves the stage, having earned the highest bid of the night by far. I’m relieved when he’s gone because I couldn’t stop thinking that he looked like James Bond in that tux, and the only Bond girl whose name I can remember is Pussy Galore. Thinking about Eli and the word pussy in the same sentence was making my armpits sweat.

      The final bachelor of the night walks out on stage, and the emcee introduces him as a pharmaceutical rep named Jake. In his free time, he enjoys reading historical non-fiction, playing chess, and swimming. He’s thirty-five, so he’s age appropriate, and he’s physically attractive, although not my type. There’s something about him that makes me think of Lucius Malfoy from Harry Potter. He’s definitely a Slytherin. That’s fine because Slytherins are great at deception which would make him an excellent temporary boyfriend…

      Wait, what the hell am I thinking? I’m not actually considering bidding on him, am I?

      “This is your guy,” Alicia says. “Doesn’t work with us, has a good job, cute face. Do it.”

      “Go for it,” Yessenia says lightly, as if this decision has no repercussions. “Live a little.”

      As the bidding begins, I’m gripped with panic. Even if I make an excuse for my boyfriend’s absence at dinner, Olivia will gloat. She’ll know that I lied and that I am indeed as pathetic as she thinks I am.

      “Bid,” Alicia hisses.

      A history of my solo appearances at family weddings, bar mitzvahs and graduation parties flashes in front of my eyes. I’m so sick of always being the one who shows up alone to everything. Relatives send their husbands and college-aged sons to ask me for a dance because they pity me. I’m perpetually single. Unattached. Dateless. And I rarely have time to care about that, except when I’m at social functions.

      I will myself to raise my paddle in the air so I won’t have to show up alone, just this once, but I can’t lift it more than half an inch. I let my hand fall back down on the table.

      “I can’t,” I whisper.
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      “I heard five hundred,” the emcee says, “Do I hear six?”

      Alicia coils her fingers around mine, and yanks the paddle into the air before I have a moment to consider what’s happening. I have to snap my lips shut when I realize I’m wide-mouthed and gulping down air. We’re both waving the paddle, but I’m not really struggling because there’s no way to fight her. Her hand is wrapped so tightly around mine I’d have to make a scene to get loose from her grip.

      “Six hundred at table thirty-one!” The emcee says.

      “Yes!” Yessenia nudges my shoulder. “Go, girl!”

      Oh. My. God.

      “What are you doing?” I glare at Alicia, who has finally let me lower my hand to the table. I’m clenching the paddle like a weapon I might use to club her.

      “You need a fake boyfriend,” she hisses in my ear. “And he’s tax deductible.”

      “Do I hear six hundred and fifty?” the emcee asks.

      The women on the other side of our table openly gape at me. The big stunner of the night is that Dr. Jordan Chu has bid on one of the bachelors. If there was someone they least expected to make a bid tonight, it was me. No doubt, I’ll be the talk of the staff room for the next week. I stare down at my lap and fight the urge to vomit.

      The emcee announces that Jake is going once, going twice… holy crap, I’m going to be the highest bidder. Alicia is lucky I’m wearing matronly pumps instead of pointy-toed heels like she is because it’s going to hurt a lot less when I kick her under the table. Just when I’m about to snap my foot in her direction, some woman across the room has the audacity to outbid me.

      “Wait a minute,” the emcee says, “we have a bid of six hundred and fifty at table seven! This is fantastic. Let’s see if we can get the bidding to seven hundred!”

      “Are you gonna let her outbid you?” Alicia asks.

      A surge of competitive spirit rushes through me, and I consider standing up so I can see across the room to the person who thinks she’s going to steal my fake boyfriend. She doesn’t know who she’s dealing with. I’m a high school valedictorian who scored a perfect sixteen hundred on the SATs. My MCAT scores were in the top one percent. I was the goddamn Mathletes champion of the Piedmont Triad. I don’t beat the competition, I crush them.

      Stephanie, who has no shame, stands up to get a better look at who outbid me.

      “Table seven is full of neurosurgeons,” she announces to groans from all the women at our table.

      Neurosurgeons are the worst. I cannot, I will not, be taken down by some arrogant brain surgeon who probably wants to parade Jake around in her convertible Porsche.

      “Seven hundred going once, going twice…”

      “C’mon, Dr. Chu,” Yessenia says.

      My hand grasps the paddle, but I’m frozen again.

      “Bid!” Alicia commands, and for some reason I do it.

      It’s almost like the paddle rises in the air without my consent. My competitive nature has overridden my rational mind.

      “A bid for seven hundred at table thirty-one!” the emcee sings out.

      Everyone at my table starts talking to me at once, but I’m so overwhelmed that it all becomes a drone in my ears. It’s like I’m underwater and can’t understand a word they’re saying to me. Strait-laced Dr. Chu bid on a man and blew their minds, but no one is more surprised than I am. No one. People around us are craning to look at me, and I sink down lower in my chair, attempting to hide my face behind the paddle.

      The emcee waits for another bid, which never comes, and then pronounces that Jake is all mine. I see Jake squint his eyes in an attempt to see all the way to our table in the back of the room before the emcee shakes his hand and directs him off the stage.

      Alicia leans back in her seat and starts cracking up, like this is the funniest thing she’s ever seen in her life. She’s seriously beside herself, gasping for air. My face is in flames, and I want to run out
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