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      “Fuck, look at her.” Ethan gestured. “The blonde one. She’s banging.”

      “Yeah,” I said, hardly looking up, and shook my head.

      “Sorry, man. You were saying?”

      “Yeah, man, I don’t know. I’m fucking trapped,” I lamented to Ethan. “I hit a wall. You know I want to open my own firm. But I can’t make it work without that money. And the only way to get the money? Get married.”

      “So,” he shrugged. “Get married.”

      I burst into laughter, which he couldn’t help but join in on. We watched the blonde dancer take the stage and ordered another round of shots. She was banging. Gorgeous tits. Nice ass. I liked girls with some meat on them.

      Tony’s Squiffy Room was a grungy old biker bar and evening strip club on the edge of town. A line of motorcycles spread out in front of the lot. It was one of our frequent hangouts when my buddy, Ethan, and I were out on a weekend ride. Tony, the owner, had tried to revamp the place and stolen the new bar’s name from a cool biker location in Providence, namely Suzi’s Tipsy Motor Shack. For some reason, it worked, he lucked out. The old name, Tony’s Dirty Dogs, for some reason, didn’t attract the right crowd. This one did. It was packed.

      Normally, I loved blowing off some steam coming here—watching hot chicks take their clothes off while we threw back shots and chugged beers. But the whole club had an odd vibe that night. Maybe I was the one to blame. I had been in a restless mood for months, and it was officially coming to a pique.

      “No thanks.” I waved my hand.

      I had my taste of love, and that’s that. Sure, I saw the happiness my parents and grandparents had in their marriages and longed for the same thing. But I was in no rush. Right now, it wasn’t in cards for me. I had bigger plans. But hey, at least I gave it the old college try before calling it quits. There was no wife or kids in my near future. That much I was sure of.

      Ethan and I worked at Harrington—a top tier real estate company. He worked in hiring, while I held the prestigious role of Vice President in the Finance department. Plenty of guys would have killed to have that title on their business card, but I had been aching to branch out on my own for a long time. The longer I was stuck under someone else’s thumb, the more suffocated I felt.

      “Who says your marriage has to be the real thing?” Ethan proposed. He kept his eyes glued to the stripper on stage while talking to me. “A guy like you could arrange something. You’re the second-best looking guy in the room.”

      “Second-best?”

      He pointed at himself, then took a swig of his beer. “You’ve got money and a successful career. Your whole family is loaded. Chicks are dying to shack up with a guy like you.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I scoffed. “Only for my money. And last name.”

      “Yeah, so what. They want your money and name? Give it to ‘em. And in return, you pick and choose what you want out of it. You want your cock sucked at precisely 5.32 a.m. every day? Tell them so. You want a side chick? Tell them that, too. You make the rules. Engineer your ideal arrangement and give it to them to take it or leave it.”

      “So, my ideal arrangement is centered around me bossing her around and being a complete dick?” I shook my head.

      “Exactly.” He nodded, enthusiastic. “But with marriage it’s, you know, fine.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know, man. Not for me. I’d rather be a bachelor than sign up for an arranged marriage like that.”

      “Jax. Listen.” He paused, too distracted by the blonde dancer dancing towards us. “You’re forgetting the most important part.” He stood to slide a dollar bill into the dancer’s thong—getting a look from the bouncer that said, “Don’t grab her, man. Keep your hands off her”, so he quickly lowered his hand, turned back to me, and patted my shoulder instead. “You just need a wife on paper, for appearances. Then you get that inheritance, and you’re free to start your own thing.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know,” I repeated.

      “Your grandfather,” he sighed, shaking his head and leaning back, looking back to the stage. “Sounds like he’s pretty old fashioned, otherwise he never would have written such a ridiculous stipulation into his will.”

      His words didn’t fall on deaf ears. Ethan was drawn into watching the next girl’s performance like a moth to a flame. I sat back and considered his idea. An arranged marriage. I could see plenty of pros and cons. I’d have to find a girl who plays along to parade around at work events and social things. If she was any fun, I’d even bring her to family functions so I wouldn’t have to be bored out of my mind. Drinking and parties and—of course—hot, no strings attached, wild sex. Morning BJ, Jax has had worse ideas. If she was boring, then it’d be for appearances only.

      I’d get my inheritance. I’d start my own firm. Done.

      It all sounded too good to be true. And it probably was. The cons included being tied down to an arrangement, being legally married, and having some money-grubbing woman butting into my life.

      Then again, it wouldn’t have to be forever. My grandfather’s will mentioned marriage, but never said how long the marriage had to last. I guess gramps didn’t think this all way through. If I could make it three months to, what, six months, hell, even a year, I could pay the girl off and get a quick divorce. We’d both be free, like the whole thing never happened.

      I’d still have my money and my own firm, of course.

      Sounded like a plan. A good one actually, the best I had so far.

      It didn’t feel great to think about lying to my parents, my grandma or aunt. But what choice were they really leaving me with? I could even say it was their fault for placing such a big, impossible caveat on my whole inheritance. If they thought they could force me into a boring old white picket fence kind of marriage, I’d just have to take matters into my own hands. Even if it meant selling them a small tiny lie for a while.

      Ethan and I went back over to the bar while the dancers were taking a break. By that point, I was a little tipsy and pretty intrigued on this whole arranged marriage idea. Even if I came to my fucking sense later in the sober light of day—for the moment, I was sold.

      “Okay, fuck it, I’ll do it,” I blurted out.

      “Really? The arrangement?” Ethan raised his hand to high five me.

      “Why not?” I returned the gesture. “My family really backed me into a corner on this one.”

      “They really did.” Ethan agreed.

      “I don’t see what’s so bad about negotiating a deal with a chick, so we all win.”

      “That’s my man! Hey, Glenda! Give us another round of shots. Tequila! We’re celebrating! My buddy’s getting married!”

      Glenda, a dark-skinned beauty with an afro, one of the long-time employees, lined up the shot glasses and started pouring. “Ohohohooo, Jax Verbeck getting married? Congratulations. Who’s the lucky girl?”

      I shrugged.

      “He doesn’t know that part yet,” Ethan chuckled. “You wanna get married, Glenda?”

      She rolled her eyes, thinking we’re full of shit, and went back to her other customers, leaving us to throw back our drinks.

      “You better throw me one hell of a bachelor party,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Because it was my idea?”

      “Exactly. Your crazy idea.”

      “Who knows? Maybe you’ll even fall in love,” he said, mocking a swoon.

      “Right.”

      He started flirting with the other girls around, getting chastised by the bouncer for getting too handsy a second time that night. Anyone else would have been kicked out, but we were regulars. They offered a little more grace than a random sleazy biker guy off the street.

      “Don’t get carried away with crazy shit like that,” I warned, knowing damn well I wasn’t going to fall for that one. “Now I just need the right girl.”

      “Just pick one!” He wrapped his arm around me, waving his arm around the room. “You’re in a room filled with beauties. You can’t go wrong. Impossible. “

      “Beautiful strippers.”

      “Yeah man! Even better! Just go up to the first one that jumps out to you and propose your BJ terms.”

      “For fucks sakes. This whole thing feels seedy enough as it is. I’m not going to go into this with a stripper on top of that. It’s asking for problems.” One of the girls next to him, Danielle, shot me a dirty look. “Sorry, no offense.” I had no problems with strippers, but this was already sketchy as fuck. Who’d believe me?

      “My buddy here just meant, you girls are busy enough as it is, you know?” Ethan said.

      She huffed off as Ethan went on with his advice. “You can’t pick a girl you know or someone who works for you. They know too much about you. You can’t trust them to not spill the beans. No, there has to be a degree of separation between you. And hey, not all of these chicks are strippers.”

      He started scanning the room, looking for the perfect candidates.

      “Ethan, jeez, I don’t think I’ll find her he⁠—”

      “Hey, what about that one over there with the perfect tits?” He asked, pointing to a waitress across the bar with a white top. Jeez, he was driving me nuts. “God damn, she’s fucking hot,” he continued. “But I hate it to break it to you. With her, you have exactly zero chance. Bet she won’t say yes. Bet you can’t even get her number.”

      I glanced over to her.

      “You’re right, I can’t.” I shook my head. “No one can. I’ve tried before.”

      She was one of those kinds of women that had an alluring, irresistible air to her. The kind you gravitated towards and just wanted to be around. She probably made a killing in tips just for flashing a few smiles and giving dudes the time of day—not that I ever saw her giving dudes the time of day.

      I didn’t know her name, but Ethan was right about her great tits. She was curvy with glistening tan skin that looked good enough to lick under the neon lights in the club. Her honey blonde hair was pulled into a high ponytail on the top of her head, giving a clear view of her plump smiling lips, glinting hazel green eyes, beautiful naked shoulders, and flawless curves.

      Images of me bending her over the bar, rolling that short skirt up, her panties down and spanking her bare butt flooded my mind. Let’s face it. She deserved a spanking for ignoring me. A thorough one.

      “What do you mean you tried before?” Ethan asked.

      “Just what I said. I gave it my best shot. She blew me off.”

      “You didn’t try again?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. “Man. You need to try harder.”

      “Listen. No one wants to be the guy who can’t take a hint.”

      “Naw, man. You’ve got it all wrong. Chicks love playing hard to get. They act like they’re not interested, but trust me, it’s just a test.”

      “A test? For fucking what?”

      “They want you to prove you’re down for the chase.” Ethan nodded and grabbed his drink.

      “What makes you the expert? I see no girls lined up behind your ass.”

      “Don’t you fucking get it? We don’t have castles and dragons to deal with, so they expect us to show that we’ll fight for them in other ways. Isn’t that right, honey?” He raised his glass to Glenda.

      Glenda let out a heavy sigh. “Whatever you think, handsome. That mentality is part of what keeps me in a job at least.”

      “And what about your co-worker over there,” he pointed to the chick in question. “Do you think she feels the same?”

      For fucks sake. “Shut up, Ethan.”

      “She gave my buddy here the cold shoulder. You think she meant it, or is she just playing games?”

      The woman’s face sank when she saw who we were talking about. She started laughing, obviously knowing something we didn’t. “Who, Hailey!?” she cackled.

      “We have a name. Hailey,” Ethan raised his brows. “I like the sound of it.”

      “Shut up, I said,” I repeated. I didn’t know why I was suddenly so annoyed by his stupid comments.

      “Good luck with that one, cowboy,” she winked at me. “She’s my bestie. You better watch yourself. She has a bite to her.”

      “I bet she’s just playing coy,” Ethan said.

      “Nah, she’s not working here to meet men,” Glenda said, polishing a glass. “She’s just trying to get by like the rest of us. But she’s a real tough cookie. She’s been chewed out a few times for throwing drinks in pervy customer’s faces when they crossed a line. Tony’s offered her bonuses for doing a dance or two a week, but she’s refused. She won’t take her clothes off for nothin’.”

      Something in me perked up at that. I liked that she couldn’t be bought. Which didn’t really make it easier for me, considering the fucking plan I was cooking up.

      “How come you’re not up on stage tonight shaking your titties, Glenda?” a customer yelled from the other end of the bar, motioning for a re-fill of his whiskey.

      “Magdalena’s sick. Just helping out,” she yelled back and gave him a nod, then turned back to us. “Anyway, some of the girls think she’s a snob.”

      “But you don’t?” I asked.

      “Of course not. I think she’s giving Tony the run around…trying to get him to drive up the going rate before she caves in.”

      “Sounds like a winner to me,” Ethan whistled. “She’s hot. She’s smart. She’s got standards, but she’s obviously not too uptight or she wouldn’t be here in the first place. And I know how much you like a challenge. Sounds to me like a match made in heaven. She’s the perfect trophy wife.”

      A trophy wife. I fucking hated that expression. I sipped my drink and watched Hailey from across the room. She was captivating. Every guy around her was like putty in her hands. With a bat of her eyelashes or a gentle touch to their arms or backs, I watched one after another reach towards her body with a twenty. She always intercepted them with grace and charm, not letting them anywhere near to touching her gorgeous curves. She still got her money though.

      “Whatdya think, buddy? Is that your lucky bride to be?” Ethan asked.

      Maybe I should just go up to her, I thought, try my luck again. It had been months since the last time I hit on her. I didn’t know her name or anything else about her then. But this sure as fuck felt like some stalker shit.

      “Naw,” I clicked my tongue. “She blew me off once. I got the message.”

      “What’s the message?”

      “What do you think? It’s obvious. She has a man.”

      “That’s the message you got? That she’s not single? Nah, I know the real problem, dude. You’re not ready for another brush-off, huh?” Ethan smirked.

      His tease annoyed the fuck out of me—but I didn’t want to waste my breath. “I’m not ready for another brush-off.” I repeated. Fucker.

      “Suit yourself,” Ethan said. “Enough wife hunting for tonight. I’m ready to call it a night.”

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      We paid our tabs and headed out, stopping into the nearby diner. After scarfing down some food and drinking coffee to sober up, we hopped onto our bikes and rode back into the city.

      I’d figure it all out eventually—how to get my inheritance and how to start my own firm. Without some fake marriage BS. Until then I’d just keep working at Harrington, waiting for my escape route to open.
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      Finally, my shift was over.

      The hours stretched on slower than usual because, for once, I had something other than my second job to look forward to when I got off.

      “I hate to admit it, but I’m actually glad you guys talked me into going out to dinner tonight,” I told Glenda and Chantal as we crammed into the tiny ladies’ bathroom to change.

      The dressing room at the bar was filled with dancers gearing up for their evening shifts, and we also didn’t want to squeeze in there and give ourselves away. We each made up our own little lies to make sure we all had the same night off. If the other girls saw us getting ready to go out, they would rat us out to our boss, Tony. That left us with the ladies’ room to change in before slipping out the back door one by one. Since our typical patrons were men, the women’s restroom was easily half the size of the men’s.

      But the three of us and our big bags stuffed with change of clothes managed to fit, even if it was a little snug as we stripped out of our skanky uniforms to get into something more presentable.

      I paused in front of the long mirror as I adjusted the tight-fitting burgundy dress I picked to wear that evening. It covered too much skin to wear at work, but it hugged all of my curves in a classier way and still looked sexy as hell.

      “This body is going to waste,” I frowned jokingly. “With no boyfriend to enjoy it, it’s spent on all our loser pervy customers. Such a shame.”

      “It’s not lost on me,” Glenda grinned, only in her black thong, as she leaned over the sink to reapply her lip gloss. “I for one love seeing you strip and squeeze your titties into little dresses like that. Hot.”

      “Gee, thanks. At least someone appreciates it,” I winked at her, and she winked back at me. I knew Glenda wasn’t coming onto me, not like that. She was bi, but she loved to joke around and flirt just for the heck of it.

      “I’m not going to say it again,” Chantal said, adjusting her panties and black stockings, giving me a deep stare.

      I turned to her. “Exactly. Don’t.”

      “You could definitely strip,” Chantal reminded me for the millionth time, before facing the mirror and putting a sheer black bra on. “Don’t let that body go to waste!”

      She said it as if it was as simple as becoming a bank teller or supermarket cashier. I guess because to Chantal, it was. With her sleek straight black hair, white satin skin, and big blue eyes—she looked the part of an ice queen and acted like it too. All those years of dancing had hardened her a bit—or maybe a lot, even if she did love her job.

      “I’ve told you, Chantal,” I said. “I have nothing against stripping.”

      “But you’re too good for it?” she arched a brow.

      “Not too good, just…a wuss!” I said, and both Glenda and Chantal laughed. “We can’t all be as ballsy as you two,” I continued. “It takes a special something to take off your clothes and shake your ass on stage like that every day.”

      “I’m just saying…the money is better than waitressing,” she sang.

      “Way better,” Glenda agreed, brushing her afro, still wearing nothing but her thong.

      “And you have the tits for it,” Chantal said. “Girl, I swear with those tits you’d make more than us combined. You can do it. I mean come on. Don’t be a wuss. Who cares? I mean seriously.”

      “If I can do it, you can do it. I started as a waitress, just like you,” Glenda said, stepping into her dress. “It’s no biggie. Plus, you wouldn’t need to work two jobs anymore.”

      “No biggie?” I mumbled, shaking my head.

      “Yeah. It’s not rocket science.”

      “It’s just showing off your titties.” Chantal agreed, a smirk on her lips. “That’s all.”

      I chuckled and toyed with wearing my hair up or down. Glenda put her hands on my shoulders from behind, smiling at me through our reflection in the mirror.

      “It’s good to see you laugh again, girl.” She flashed her gorgeous big smile, her perfect teeth popping against her flawless skin and teased afro. “Help me with that zipper, will ya?”

      

      We finished getting ready and snuck out the back door, as planned. Then it was off to the Lidor—a very fancy restaurant on the other side of town. It was a much nicer area—one that would never be home to a sleazy hole in the wall like Tony’s, where we worked. And not just worked, worked our asses off, so we decided a long time ago to start a new tradition. We’d pinch pennies and save. So once a month we could splurge and treat ourselves to a really nice meal and drinks.

      But as they led the way, I realized the area didn’t look familiar.

      “Girls? Where are we going? Lidor is the other way. My feet are killing me,” I groaned, wincing inside with each new clack of my heels on the pavement. “Why are we going so far?”

      “The nicer the place, the nicer the men that go there,” Glenda said.

      “You’re not feeling like getting some tonight?” Chantal asked. “Didn’t you just complain how your pussy goes to waste?”

      “Yeah, but–”

      “You are getting dicked down tonight, cutie,” Chantal whispered. “Sorry. No arguments.”

      “I just want a girls night,” I argued. “I’m so not in the mood to meet a guy. Please. And after you two were gawked at and groped all week at work, I wouldn’t think you’d be in the mood either.”

      “The men aren’t for us,” Chantal noted as she held the door to this new joint, which was even nicer than the Lidor. And from the looks of it, more expensive too. There wasn’t even a sign with a name outside. Probably some nameless insider location.

      “Are you sure we can afford this place?” I whispered, hesitating in the doorway.

      “Tonight’s our treat,” Glenda told me, pushing me inside.

      “Alright, what gives?” I asked as we settled into our table. Marcel’s—a small gold-lettered Serif typeface on one of the cloth napkins caught my eyes. “You two are being way too nice…offering to buy my dinner when this place is obviously pricey as hell.”

      “You’ve been through a lot lately,” Glenda replied. It was her nice way of telling me that I’ve been a complete bitch lately. “We just wanted to help cheer you up. Anyways, you are in desperate need of a hottie to show you a good time now that you’re a single woman again.”

      “What she means is, a sexy-as-sin-hunk-of-a-man needs to finally screw your brains out.” Chantal added. “Maybe then you come to your senses.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” I said.

      “That’s what you say now.”

      “Trust me, I’m not–”

      “You need a dick in you. And soon.” Chantal opened the menu.

      “Chantal, stop pushing her.” Glenda looked back at me. “It’s an option, girl.”

      “Yes,” Chantal said, “And by option we mean you have to do it. And I see several good prospects already, over there by the bar.” She subtly gestured her head to the right. “If the blond one in the middle doesn’t make your pussy throb, nothing will. I mean, I’m already wet.”

      “Truer words have never been spoken,” Glenda said glaring over there, adjusting her hair and her top.

      I quickly glanced over my shoulder at the row of men in expensive suits, likely all lawyers or investors, lined up with their drinks as they surveyed the room—more like stalked the room, hunting for fresh prey with their hungry eyes. I caught the blond one glaring at my legs. Thing was, I wasn’t that opposed to getting laid. But somehow, I just wasn’t ready. Well, that’s not entirely true, either. Part of me did like the idea of waking up next to a warm, muscular, manly, breathing body—and not just my vibrator. But I guess I just wasn’t ready for any more drama with a man. Even less with some wannabe mama-boy who thought he was the shit because he graduated from Harvard.

      “No, thank you,” I sighed.

      Chantal snapped for the waiter to come over and get our drink order before tilting her head to me. “The best way to get over somebody is to get under somebody.”

      “Truer words have never been spoken,” Glenda said, again.

      We ordered our drinks and appetizers, but I already felt like there was a cloud over the evening. I guess this was their version of an intervention. Okay, maybe I had been a bit of a bummer lately. But what did they expect?

      On top of everything else that was going on in my life, including recently losing my dream job through no fault of my own (you won’t believe it when I tell you later. No Hollywood-movie writer could have come up with that shit) and being forced back into working for Tony, my boyfriend, Darren, of four years had just left me. No, wait. It was I that left him. I left him because: asshole. Our last fight was too big of a blow out for me to even know anymore. It all happened so fast.

      After four years together, I was expecting a proposal. Looking back, I can’t say that I was looking forward to the proposal. I was just expecting it. It was the next step…what happened next. The natural order of things. Right? We had the careers, the apartment, and a handful of years together under our belt. All that was left to do was to tie the knot.

      What I got instead was a vicious stream of arguments over my job, followed by a huge fight that ended in him moving out to stay with a friend. No matter what I could say about our relationship, good or bad, after that many years with a person—when they just up and leave, it hurts. I was no exception. I still thought of him, sometimes. You know, mostly when I was lying in bed at night. Then, I remembered his good sides, because, he had his good sides. He did have a nice dick and girls, he did know how to use it, sigh. But I did not miss the prickface Darren.

      “I’m too busy for a man anyway,” I decided as the waiter left. And it was true. To try and match my former salary, I was not only working every shift I could at Tony’s, I was also working a second part-time waitressing job at a diner, Jean’s Place. I really did need the money for my bills, but deep down I knew I was using the busy rush of juggling two jobs as an escape.

      “That’s the problem,” Glenda groaned. “You are too busy. You’re overworked and underpaid.”

      “And underfucked.” Chantal added.

      “Jeez, keep your voice down. I’m not underfucked,” I tried to argue, just as the waiter returned with our drinks. He gave me an amused look.

      “Chantal is right.” Glenda reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “We’re worried about you, sweetie.”

      “When’s the last time you had sex? I mean sex with a real man?” Chantal asked.

      I looked at the waiter. He raised his eyebrows, clearly in no rush to hurry up.

      “Eh… can we discuss this later?” I asked.

      “Anything else, ladies?” the waiter asked, looking into the round.

      “Our friend here needs cock,” Chantal raised her vodka glass towards me.

      “Chantal!”

      “What? It’s the truth!”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said to the waiter. “I can see you’re wearing wedding ring. I hope you’re not offended. We weren’t trying to come on to you.”

      “Not at all. It’s a wonderful suggestion, if I may say so. I’ll tell the chef to add that onto the menu,” he bowed, smiled, and left. Aw, what a nice waiter.

      “And I think you’re not just a wuss, you’re complete chicken shit,” Chantal sighed and leaned back and surveyed the room.

      My eyes darkened. “What did you just say?”

      “You’re chicken shit,” she shrugged. “Too chicken to strip and make the big bucks. Too chicken to go find some hot man to have mouth-watering, salacious, primal sex with, all night long.”

      “You’re wrong,” I insisted, while Glenda snickered at both of us. “I bet I could find a man and have sex within 5 minutes!”

      Just as I said that the nice waiter came to serve the appetizers.

      “Did you hear that?” Glenda asked him.

      “Not a single word, ladies.” He put the plates in front of us. We were his favorite table, I was sure. “Bon appetite!”

      The second he left, Glenda raised her head: “Did you just say you can have sex with a man in only 5 minutes?”

      “Yep,” I said.

      “Never.” Chantal shook her head, looking bored.

      “Hell, I could be married in 5 minutes if I wanted to.” I bragged, not sure where the sudden spur of ridiculous confidence sprouted from.

      “5 minutes!?” Glenda glared at me.

      “Yeah, right. Lay down the crack pipe, girl,” Chantal said.

      “Okay, maybe not 5 minutes. Make that a month.” Even as I said it, I felt the stinging reminder inside that Darren hadn’t proposed. Even after 48 months. Maybe I wasn’t wifey material as much as I thought I was. “But I don’t want a man, as I said.”

      “Game on,” Chantal shot back. “It’s a bet.”

      Huh? “What’s a bet?” I blinked.

      “One month to find a man to marry,” she replied, her tone so flippant once again.

      “Love it!” Glenda nodded, her expression happy and excited.

      “What!?” I shrieked. “No. No way. I’m not agreeing to that.”

      “It was your idea,” Chantal said, taking a sip of her vodka cocktail.

      “You tricked me into it,” I argued. “If Darren had proposed, sure I would have accepted. But he didn’t and actually, to be honest, it really got me to thinking, especially in the last few days…I don’t even think I want to get married.”

      “You don’t have to actually marry the guy,” Glenda proposed. “Just get him to a point where he wants to marry you. You don’t have to go through with it. Right, Chantal?”

      “Oh, how nice,” I said sarcastically. “We toy with men’s lives now?”

      “Well, I don’t know what you’ve been doing,” Chantal answered, shrugging casually. “But I’ve been toying with men’s lives—their dicks that is. Which is essentially the same thing. It’s fun. For him, and me. Makes life a little more… interesting. They never complain.”

      Glenda nodded in agreement. “Besides, since when do you feel bad for men?” she scoffed. “Especially after what Darren did to you.”

      “That bastard,” Chantal said. “We all see what garbage men can be firsthand at the club.”

      I laughed and shook my head.

      They had a point. Men were shit. Mostly.

      But there was no way I could ever consider actually agreeing to a bet like that.

      …Or could I?

      Glenda continued. “Think about it. If Darren hears some other guy proposed to you, I guarantee you he’ll come running back in a heartbeat—with a ring in hand and everything. He’ll propose just like that.” She snapped her fingers in the air.

      “He’ll come back with his tail between his legs. His balls all shriveled up.” Chantal nodded.

      “Men always want what they can’t have.” Glenda added.

      “Or what they think other men want.”

      Honestly, something in me liked the thought. But I wasn’t even sure if I wanted Darren back anymore. Sure, I wanted a nice warm body preferably with a nice warm dick, but, at this moment, preferably not attached to Darren. But it would be a much needed self-esteem boost to have a man falling head over heels for me in such a short period of time. And something about it felt vindicating. It could be a sort of revenge for what Darren did, and for the kind of things we saw men do day in and day out at work. I was sick and tired of lying pricks who hid their rings in their pockets as soon as they entered Tony’s. The guy I’d attract would be a bastard anyway, there was no doubt. No way would I attract a decent guy. So, I really had nothing to be feel bad for. But what’s the point then?

      “All of this talk about marriage and picking up guys is killing my buzz,” I announced. “Were we planning to have fun tonight or not?”

      We threw back a couple more rounds of drinks along with some more appetizers, then made our way to the dance club that was on the top floor. The kind where women kept their clothes on, at least until some lucky guy took them home for the night.

      I was all too ready to lose myself in drinking and dancing with my girls, and I did just that. At least for a little while. But after about half an hour of bright lights and loud music I saw the creepy blond guy who had been staring at my legs earlier approach me, I knew I needed to call it a night.

      “I have to work tomorrow,” I shouted to them over the speakers. “I should get out of here.”

      They whined and begged me to stay, following me as I paid my tab and a round for the girls, too, and headed out to call a taxi.

      “Noooo, Hailey! You can’t leave yet!” Chantal slurred, already a “little” tipsy from the sound of it.

      Glenda laughed and stumbled behind her. “Yeah, girl. This is exactly our point. It’s what we’ve been talking about all night. You work too hard. You have got to have more fun!”

      “All work and no play makes Hailey a dull lady,” Chantal teased.

      “I’ve had a blast with you lovely ladies tonight,” I assured them, stepping up to the cab that stopped on the curb in front of me. “I’m just trying to avoid the biggest hangover tomorrow. When you two show up to Tony’s with horrible headaches and bags under your eyes, you’ll wish you had done the same. Care to join me, ladies?”

      They booed me, but stopped long enough to hug me goodbye.

      “Okay, gotta run. I’ve got a dick appointment, in there.” Chantal chirped.

      “Cheerio, see you.”

      I watched them laughing and rushing back into the club as I drove off. I envied them. I could have stayed longer. How boring of me. There was a time when I never shied away from a late night out, even if I did have to work the next day. But maybe that was how I managed to be so oblivious to all the illegal activity going on at my accounting job for so long.

      At least when I realized they were fudging numbers and lying to commit tax fraud among a slew of other felonies, I refused to play any part of it. A lot of good that did me since it resulted in the loss of my job and my boyfriend. Darren insisted I should have gone along with it. He said anyone in my shoes would. But I didn’t play those kinds of games. I appreciate honesty and integrity. And if working in accounting meant I had to help people break the law, I’d rather kill myself working two shitty waitressing jobs. He didn’t seem to think that was anything to admire…or stick around for.

      No matter how much I missed him or my job, I never regretted my decision. I knew I did the right thing, and that maybe karma really was a thing, and it would all pay off for me one day.

      

      That is until I got home that night to find the notice on my door.

      I could see it all the way from the other end of the hall, the moment I stepped off the elevator. That dreaded white letter with the big red words printed across the top. I didn’t have to be close enough to read it to know what it said.

      
        
        NOTICE OF EVICTION.

      

      

      It was the last step before a final eviction notice.

      Darren had always been the favorite when it came to the neighbors and building committee. He threatened me about that as he left. He said no one would want me staying in the apartment on my own, and that the second I paid rent so much as a day late or had even one noise violation, they would have me kicked out on the streets. It turns out he was right.

      I ripped the warning down from the door and shoved my way inside. Coming home didn’t feel nearly as good when you knew it wouldn’t be your home for much longer.

      As I leaned over to pry my heels from my aching feet, I wondered if maybe I should have just gone ahead with all the illegal activity instead of being so high and mighty. My life sure would look a lot different now if I had, and I really did miss accounting. Numbers and finance had always been passions of mine. If only I could manage my life as well as I managed a spreadsheet of numbers.

      At least I had the memories from that night to keep me warm as I crawled into bed. I thought about Chantal’s bet and laughed. A man to marry in just one month, psh. I maintained to myself that it wasn’t that I didn’t think it was totally impossible, but what a timesuck it would be.

      Then I remembered that damn eviction warning and started to wonder…Maybe bagging a husband wouldn’t be so bad after all?

      Especially if he was rich and would pay my rent. A sugar daddy. A rich handsome sugar daddy.

      I needed to google that. I started drifting to sleep to fantasies of being a rich trophy wife, never having to work another waitressing shift again.
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      I sat, slumped over my office desk, staring at the computer screen. The cursor flashed in the search bar as I hesitated. You know what, fuck it. I hovered my fingers over the keyboard and started to type…

      Mail…Order…Bride…

      No, Jax. Stop. I clicked again furiously, backspacing several times until it was gone. Don’t be ridiculous.

      I poised my fingers to type again, this time trying…

      Pay a woman to—autofill generated have my baby, nope, not the one—…marry you.

      What the fuck am I doing? No, no, no. That’s laughable. But instead of backspace, this time, I accidentally hit enter. I moved the mouse to click the ‘go back’ button, but the search results made me pause.

      Why All Modern Women Should Marry for Money.

      Hmmm. Well, at least some women feel empowered by this type of thing, I thought and continued scrolling.

      Bride Shop: Find True Love Today. Yes, Even You.

      Ugh, pathetic.

      I Bought My Wife Online, Turns Out, She’s a Man.

      Okay, what else?

      I Paid My Wife to Marry Me, and it was the Best Decision of My Life. Here’s Why.

      Now we’re talking.

      I was intrigued. I didn’t react right away. I stared at the screen a moment longer before scrolling the mouse over the article link. I knew all the reasons not to entertain Ethan’s suggestion. But, the smart way to make any well-rounded decision was to know the pros and cons of both sides. I had to do my due diligence at the very least.

      The second I clicked the button on the mouse to read more, my office door flung open.

      Gary, from the team of execs, peeked his head in, sending me into a rushed frenzy to slam my laptop shut. I shifted in my chair and tried to act normal.

      “Hey, Jax. How’s it hangin?” he asked, stepping in.

      “Hey, Gary,” I greeted him, trying to sound as casual as possible, and put on the face all men learned since youth (the no-mom-I-don’t-even-know-how-to-spell-porn-face).

      “You look like you’ve been busy looking for pussy.”

      “No, I wasn’t looking for pussy, I was shopping for a wife,” I said.

      He laughed. Yeah, it was funny. I mean, who would believe it? Nobody ever believes the truth. I wouldn’t believe it.

      It was still surprising how many people searched for a wife apparently, judging by the lengthy variety of search results.

      “That was some meeting this morning, huh?” He marched in like he owned the place and invited himself to sit down across from me. “I expected to walk in and find you celebrating with a glass of Scotch, not jacking off.”

      “Celebrating? Oh. Oh yeah, sure. It was great,” I mumbled, still distracted by the taunting presence of what was waiting on my screen when I opened the laptop again.

      His brows twitched as he watched me with a baffled smirk. “You don’t seem too happy? They were singing your praises like a church choir, man! All the higher ups are very pleased with the numbers this term, and it’s all thanks to you.”

      I was happy alright. But kind of like a kid on Christmas morning who just tore through all of their presents, and now that they finally had the thing they had been anticipating for months, they felt oddly unsatisfied.

      “No, it’s all great news,” I assured him, jumping to my feet. I grabbed my jacket from the back of my chair and started sliding my arms in, one at a time. “And you’re right. I should be celebrating, but I think I’m going to do that by cutting out early and enjoying that scotch at a nice restaurant.”

      “I’ll join you,” he decided, standing with me.

      Fuck. “No, no. I’m meeting someone,” I lied.

      A big grin spread across his face. “You sly dog. Of course you are. Does she have any single friends?”

      “You’re married, Gary.”

      He tilted his head in a give me a break-feigned innocence sort of way. “Never hurts to ask.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow morning. Hey, don’t forget to send over those final report summaries to me.”

      I snatched up my briefcase and started for the door, stopping at the last minute as I remembered to grab my laptop to take with me. I didn’t have the energy to stay behind long enough to usher Gary out of my office, risking getting stuck in a longer talk with him. But I also wasn’t about to take the chance of leaving my computer behind for him or anybody else to potentially snoop in. Not that I really thought that somebody would go through my stuff and check what I was jerking off to. But: Murphy’s law. Everything that can happen, will happen. No one needed to know I was jokingly looking up mail order brides. Because that’s all it was—a fucking joke. A funny one, sure, but a fucking joke nonetheless.

      
      Speaking of fucking joke. A snobby, expensive restaurant was the furthest thing from my mind. Instead, I ran home and changed into jeans and a t-shirt before hopping on my motorcycle. A good ride was exactly what I needed to clear my head of all the discontentment and ridiculous fantasies about swindling my way into my own inheritance through an arranged marriage.

      And after that, I intended to take that Scotch at Tony’s—where the environment was no nonsense and the view was nicer (not that I usually gave a fuck). It was the kind of place I could actually relax and not worry about keeping up the rich, corporate guy persona. Mostly, there was a chance I could run into one of my buddies.

      I took the long scenic route around the edge of the city before pulling up to the club. The moment I walked in, I was surprised how
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