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      “I’m not going,” Drew announced. “I’m too busy.”

      “You’re lounging by my pool. How busy can you be?” I shook my head in frustration. Depressed Drew made Eeyore seem positively giddy.

      “Well, I am right now, but I have lots of stuff I need to do.” He crossed his arms over his chest and burrowed deeper into the cushion.

      “You’ve been working on your tan at my place since we left Vegas a week ago,” I grumbled. “As far as I can tell, your ‘stuff” has consisted of rolling from stomach to back and back to stomach while drinking me out of my best Scotch.”

      “I said I’d replace it. You know I’m good for it.” Drew sat up and glared at me. He cleared his throat and I knew exactly what he was about to say, because he’d said it roughly six times a day since he took up residence at my place seven long, miserable days ago.

      “Wait. Let me guess. You inherited a ton of money from your recently deceased uncle, which, along with your trust fund, probably makes you the richest among us. Oh, and you’ve also decided you’ve inherited his lifestyle and fully expect to die sad and alone.” My brow rose in challenge. “Did I leave anything out?”

      He shrugged. “That about covers it, I guess.” Then he lay back down on the lounger. “I mean, I couldn’t even find a hook-up in Vegas. How pathetic is that?”

      “Not as pathetic as you staying drunk for more than a week,” I muttered while I stood and grabbed my towel from the back of my chair.

      “What was that? If you have something to say, don’t worry about holding back now.” Drew stood rather unsteadily to look me in the eye. “Just let it all out.”

      “Lay off the booze. You’re becoming a drunk.” I wrapped my towel around my shoulders. “If you don’t give your liver a break, you won’t get to die old, sad, and alone. You’ll die young. Is that what you want?”

      The color drained from Drew’s face. “No.” His chin dropped and he stared at the patio. “I don’t want to die, but right now, I don’t know how to live.” He blew out a breath.

      I sank back down in my chair. “Are you suicidal? Do I need to get help?” I swallowed hard, but this was as close as Drew had ever come to admitting he was depressed.

      He dropped onto the end of the lounger. “No. I said I don’t want to die.” He huffed like I was an annoyance. “I don’t know what to do with myself.”

      “Like a career? Because having a job and responsibilities is a good start.” I leaned on my knees and studied him more closely than I had before.

      Drew shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s nothing I like.”

      “You could buy a bar?” I had to dig deep for that one and winced as soon as I spoke the words.

      He let out a hollow laugh. “I don’t think being around alcohol is the best idea for me anymore. As you’ve been so kind to point out, I’m quick to climb into a bottle when faced with adversity.”

      “Didn’t you go to school for something?” I scratched my head, which felt tender and hot.

      “Law.” Drew sighed.

      “Oh, well then, go be a lawyer.” I grinned, thinking the problem would be solved.

      He shook his head. “I can’t.”

      “Why the hell not?” I threw my hands in the air.

      “I never took the bar.” He paused and glanced at me weakly before sighing and explaining. “I was finishing my law degree when my father suggested I intern at his firm. After spending a week there, I’d already changed my mind about being a lawyer. Then he actually suggested I should join the firm.”

      “That bastard.” I rolled my eyes.

      Drew leaned forward. “You don’t understand. I saw my life flashing before my eyes.”

      “Whoa.” I stopped him before he could say another word. “Like death? You equate being a lawyer with a near death experience? You’re truly insane.”

      “Did I say that, jackass?” He glared at me. “No, I thought of working with my father, slowly morphing into him and copying his life was a death sentence. Got it?”

      I tugged at my chin. “Okay, I can see that. I don’t want to be my father either. Still, I knew I had to be something, someone. I had to have a job.”

      “Why?” Drew shrugged lazily. “You’re rich. You already have everything you need. Why work?”

      “Did no one teach you about money?” I frowned. “If money only goes out and never comes in…”

      “Fresh inheritance.” He laced his fingers behind his head and released a sigh of relief.

      I groaned. “Yes, but how many more people have to die to support your lifestyle, Drew?”

      “What? It’s not like I kill them. They die. I inherit. No big deal.”

      “Hard to believe you’re single.” I stood, stretched, and then started toward the patio doors.

      “Where are you going?” Drew stared at me, eyes wide.

      “I told you. I’m going to support our best friend. Ty has invited us to the hotel. He says he has news. I plan to be there for it.” I laid my hand on the door handle. “Come if you want. Don’t if you don’t. I’ll be fine either way.” I pulled open the door and started to walk inside.

      “Fine. How long are we staying?” He wore an exaggerated frown as he stood.

      “A couple of days, I guess. I cleared my schedule for the week. I’m overdue for a vacation.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket.

      “You were just in Vegas last weekend. Damn. I want your job.” Drew shuffled over to me in his sandals.

      “No, you don’t. I work with…”

      “Starlets. I know what you do. Let’s drive so you can bore me with stories of your casting couch.” He snickered.

      I rubbed my forehead. “Maybe you should stay. You’re absolutely exhausting. I could use a break from you too.”

      “That may be the meanest thing you’ve ever said to me.” Drew stumbled into the house behind me. “There were some zingers in middle school, a few ‘your mama’ jokes that may have crossed the line, but deep down, I knew we were still on good terms.” His shoulders drooped. “This time, I’m not so sure.”

      I draped the towel over the back of a stool, then leaned heavily on the kitchen island. The marble was cool to the touch, exactly what my fair skin needed. “Honestly, Drew, you’re wearing me out.”

      “How so?” He stiffened.

      “You’ve been moping around, drunk and miserable for over a week. In the words of Elsa, let it go.” I leaned way over the counter so my bare chest could benefit from the stone against my skin.

      “Who the hell is Elsa?” His hands fisted at his sides.

      “Disney princess? Blonde hair, blue eyes, the ability to shoot ice out of her fingertips.” I shrugged.

      Drew spluttered for a moment before he burst out laughing. “Oh, my God! I can’t believe I worried over what you think. You’re a complete and total loser.”

      “I’m not a loser. I’m a big brother,” I grumbled.

      “Whatever.” He wiped at his eyes. “Whew. That was a close one.”

      “What? Afraid you might have to develop a conscience, or a work ethic?” I gasped dramatically. “The horror!”

      “I…”

      My brow rose as I watched him struggling with a comeback. I pried myself off the counter and watched him while trying to hide my smirk.

      “I have a conscience,” he objected weakly.

      I shook my head. “Two minutes ago you were celebrating your uncle’s death, since the influx of cash and assets enabled you to continue on your worthless path.”

      “I’m not worthless,” he grumbled. “I have two estates. One has a private lake. Countless acres…”

      “Stop.” I held up a hand. “Actually, I was referencing your lifestyle. You do nothing to leave the world better than you found it.”

      “Only you would quote Robert Louis Stevenson at a time like this.” Drew rolled his eyes. “And I improve the world all the time. Why, the other day, while we were in Vegas, I left a hundred percent tip.”

      “You were flirting with the waitress. I hardly think that counts.” I glanced at the time on the microwave. “I really need to shower and go. I’m leaving in half an hour. If you want to come, be showered, dressed, and packed. I refuse to disappoint Ty.”

      “I could change.” Drew sank down on a stool.

      “Good. And shower. You smell like a distillery.” I wrinkled my nose.

      “No, I mean I could be a different man, a better man, if only I found the right woman.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I bet…”

      I shook my head fervently. “Oh, no. We already have one bet going. I can’t manage two at a time.”

      “Fine. If you need me, I’ll be in the master bath, showering.” Drew stood and stormed off toward my room.

      “Drew.” I watched as he ignored me and continued on his way. “Drew, it’s my bathroom. Use the one in the guest suite so I can get ready!” He neither flinched nor acknowledged my request. I stalked into the ground floor master bath, then leaned on the vanity and struggled to control my temper. I peered at my reflection in the mirror and blew out a breath. I’d had too much sun. As a ginger, I should’ve been more careful. Then my eyes narrowed. Dealing with a ginger, Drew should’ve been careful not to poke this bear. In all these years, he still hadn’t learned. What did he have to worry about where our relationship was concerned? After all, the three of us always swore we’d have a lifelong friendship. At the moment, I still believed this pledge would hold, but only because Drew was either going to be the death of me, or I was going to kill him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Laney

      

      

      “Listen, I’m not asking you to do a bad job.” Kate shrugged. “I’m just asking you to ease up a little.”

      I frowned and rolled my chair back from the conference table. “And how is that different from asking me to do a bad job, exactly?” I crossed my legs, then wrapped my hands around my knee with my fingers laced.

      Kate gripped the back of the chair opposite mine, then closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. She was annoyed. I could tell. She wasn’t the first corporate type I’d infuriated in my career. Finally, she opened her eyes and addressed me. “Laney,” she murmured.

      “Miss Jenner,” I corrected. I’m pretty sure I saw a twitch under Kate’s eye. “You may continue.” I nodded.

      “Thank you,” she gritted out. Her knuckles were white as her grip tightened on the back of the chair. “My father is just now recovering from a serious heart attack. Could you just…ease up a little?” Her lips pursed and I sensed her sorrow.

      “I understand that you’re concerned for your father’s well-being.” I stood and smoothed my skirt.

      “He doesn’t even know you’re here. We’ve pretty much kept him in the dark, hoping this would be done before his return.” Kate held her hands out, palms up, before clasping them under her chin.

      My head tilted. “Then maybe you should keep him home longer. This could take a while.”

      The door to the conference room opened and her husband smoothly entered the room. “How’s everything going in here, ladies?” He smiled warmly at Kate, then nodded at me before he strode over to her and wrapped her in his arms.

      My cheeks must’ve gone pink because I was decidedly warm as I watched him interact with her. Kate absolutely transformed with his affection. Her shoulders relaxed and I heard her sigh. A moment later, she looked up at him and he brushed his lips against hers, then planted a kiss on her forehead. “You seem stressed, Kate. How can I help?”

      She groaned and jerked her head toward me. “Laney…”

      I cleared my throat. “Miss Jenner.”

      Kate’s hands fisted as her sides. “See?” She pushed on his chest and propelled herself out of his arms, which made zero sense to me because if I had a man like Mr. George, I couldn’t imagine not wanting to be close to him every minute of every day. “She’s taking forever.”

      “In my defense, I’ve only been here for four days,” I interjected. Suddenly, I had two sets of eyes on me. I licked my lips. “I’m going as quickly as I can, given the circumstances.”

      Mr. George grinned. “Kate, you heard the woman. My father swears by her firm.” He shrugged. “She’s salaried.” He quickly turned to me. “You are salaried, right?”

      I averted my eyes. “More or less.”

      He turned to me and frowned. “Well, which is it? More or less? Explain.” He crossed his arms over his chest while he waited for my explanation.

      “I’m not sure I should be discussing my pay scale with you.” I could feel my palms growing sweaty and tried to rub them discreetly down my skirt. His brows rose and I knew I’d failed.

      “Okay. So, don’t discuss.” Mr. George tugged at his chin and walked around the table until he was only a few feet away from me.

      I shrank back apprehensively. I couldn’t count the number of times my job had resulted in tantrums and violence, which was one of the reasons I was paid so well. “Yes, I think that’s best.” I nodded nervously and started to move back to my seat, hoping they’d take the hint and leave the room. Instead, Mr. George continued to study me while Kate seethed on the other side of the table.

      “I’m going to tell you how I think your pay works and you simply confirm or deny. No discussion needed. Got it?” His eyes narrowed and as he seemed like a perfectly reasonable man, I felt no need to defy him.

      “Okay,” I murmured. Then I stared longingly at the stack of files piled around the conference table.

      “You have a set salary, and then receive a percentage of the money you find and we collect.” Mr. George had a grim look on his face.

      “Yes.” I blew out a breath.

      Kate slapped a hand over her mouth to try and hide her gasp. Then she glared at me and slowly lowered her arm. “Twenty years of accounting and you’re going to go through every damn day of it, aren’t you?”

      I cleared my throat. Suddenly, the room seemed incredibly hot. The situation appeared rather volatile, and I could feel my knees threatening to buckle. I reached for my chair, pulled it out, and sank into it. Truth be told, I’d never handled stress well. My mother liked to tell everyone I was like one of those fainting goats. The least little thing would land me on the ground. As I’d done countless times before, I bent over, head between my knees to pull myself together.

      “Are you okay, Miss Jenner?” Mr. George had come over and squatted a few feet from me.

      “I’m fine. Don’t mind me.” I took a few gulping breaths. “Sadly, this happens more often than I care to admit.”

      “She’s never gonna leave,” Kate moaned.

      Mr. George stood and chuckled. “Of course, she will. It’s not like the company set her up in a house or anything.”

      I sat up weakly. “Actually, they rented me a fully furnished home in Henderson.”

      Kate’s eyes widened and she threw her hands in the air. “See!” She began pacing back and forth on the other side of the table.

      “Calm down, beautiful.” Mr. George walked over to her, grabbed her arm, and spun her into his arms. “What if heart trouble runs in the family? Please remain calm. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.” He drew her to his chest and laid his chin on the top of her head.

      “Inherit a fortune.” Kate snickered. “If anything happened to me, you’d inherit a fortune.”

      “Money really isn’t everything.” He positioned her so he could look her in the eyes. “Take my friends, for example. They have money and they happen to be two of the most miserable people I know.” He shrugged.

      Kate giggled maniacally. “Somehow I managed to forget we have our big reception tonight.” She shrugged. “No big deal. I’m sure it will take care of itself, right?”

      “Why don’t you work on the dinner? You’re amazing with organizing events and thinking of all the important details.” He brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. “I’ll handle everything here.”

      She blew out a breath. “You mean it? I’m terrified if my father finds out about this, it will land him back in the hospital or worse.” She swallowed hard. “I know this is protocol with these types of deals, but I never imagined it would take so long. I never expected it to be so…intense.” Kate made a sweeping gesture with her hand to encompass the file covered table. “I’m sorry I’m handling this so poorly.”

      “Is that what you think? Kate, you have a lot on your plate. I think you’re holding up remarkably well.” Mr. George smoothed her hair back away from her face. “Now, go on. I’ve got this. Promise.”

      For the first time in my presence, Kate smiled. “I’m so lucky to have you. Thank you for this.” She stood on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss.

      As she turned to walk away, he wrapped an arm around her waist, then leaned low to whisper in her ear. “Nah. I’m the lucky one.” Then he released her and she practically danced out of the room.

      Immediately, I felt better and worse. My shoulders sank. I’d never have that kind of relationship. And now, because I’d been upset, my glasses had fogged up. I pulled them off to wipe them on the hem of my skirt. When I pushed them back onto my face, I found Mr. George staring at me. “Yes?” I asked weakly.

      “Truth time. Kate’s father has owned the casino for twenty years. How far back are you going with this audit?” He leaned on the back of the chair a few feet away.

      I licked my lips and tried to prepare myself for an angry reaction. “All the way.” Then I braced myself.

      “All the way. You mean to the previous owner?” His brow furrowed.

      “Yes. The transfer happened when he won a bet. There was no audit of the books done at that time. I’ve been instructed to make sure the books reconcile from as far as we have records.” I stared up at him sadly. I didn’t enjoy this part of the job. What excited me was solving the mystery, tracking the money.

      Mr. George straightened and then reached out to hit a button on the phone. “Janet, can you please have Marie bring in all the books?”

      “Which ones, sir?” She sounded confused.

      “All of them. Every single thing we have about the accounting for the hotel and casino…ever.” He began to rub his forehead.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll help. Marie hasn’t been herself today.” Then the intercom clicked and I knew the conversation had ended.

      “This should help speed things up.” Mr. George stepped away from the table and walked over to the stare out the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      Since his attention seemed to be elsewhere, I settled in and began sorting the files by year. If they were going to give me access to the books all the way back, it made more sense to start there. Less than ten minutes later, the door to the conference room opened again and two women entered. The first one was older and more uptight than the younger woman.

      Mr. George turned to face them. “Ah, thank you, Janet.” He smiled at the older woman as she placed the files and books on the table, then nodded and exited the room. “Marie?” He frowned at the younger woman.

      She shook her head and seemed to be frantically searching for a place to set the box she carried. I thought to help her so I took a few steps her direction with my arms outstretched to take the box from her. Marie shoved it into my hands and started to retreat, but I stopped her. “Is this everything?” I shifted to drop the box on the table, then faced her. Her eyes were wide with fear. I frowned. “I’m happy to help carry…”

      Marie seemed to cough and choke at the same. Her mouth opened, her eyes widened, and before I could duck or move or even really register what was happening, my skirt, my blouse, and my neck were splattered with hot, smelly vomit.

      “I’m sorry,” the woman wailed as she reached for some tissues from the box on the table.

      Rushing over to help, Mr. George directed Marie to the nearest open chair. “You should go home. Take tomorrow off too. Hell, stay home until you feel better.”

      “That’s not necessary. It’s morning sickness,” she whimpered.

      The fumes turned my stomach. The reality of the situation hit me like a punch in the gut. My legs turned to jelly and I crumpled onto the floor. Then everything went dark.
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      I pulled up to the valet, exited the BMW, and passed the guy my keys. “Thank you.” A bellhop rushed out to grab our bags.

      Drew slowly opened his eyes and began grumbling immediately. “What are we doing here?”

      After mentally counting to ten, I responded. “We’re here to support Ty. We’ve discussed this.”

      He pushed the door open and stumbled to his feet like an elephant on roller skates. For a moment, I wasn’t sure he’d make it, but he surprised me and finally managed to stand erect without looking like he was about to fall over. Then he held out his hands and waved away the assistance of the bell hop. “I got it. Geesh. I just woke up.”

      I sighed. “Right, because the stumbling has everything to do with being sleepy and nothing to do with being drunk.”

      “Harry, when did you become such a judgmental asshat?” Drew shook his head while tsking to demonstrate his disappointment.

      For a moment, I gazed off into the distance while I combed through my beard. “I think it started when you moved in, although you’ve been quick to point out you have multiple estates in California.” I rolled my eyes. “Or it could be when you decided to take over my master suite.” I shrugged. “Drinking me out of house and home didn’t help. And since I couldn’t self-medicate, you should cut me some slack.”

      Drew wandered to the back of the vehicle. “Do I have a bag?” He leaned over and peered into the open trunk. “Hey, why would I bring everything?” His brow furrowed. “And when did I pack this?”

      “Actually, you didn’t pack. You dirtied my bathroom…”

      “Your maid loves me. It’s not like she’ll complain,” he grumbled.

      “Oh, but she already has. Apparently, Marta is not so fond of you slapping her on the backside every time you pass her.” I glared at him.

      “I’m just being friendly,” he moaned. “Why’s everyone so cranky?”

      “You wear people out. You’re disrespectful, lazy, and arrogant.” I reached into the trunk and pulled out all of his bags.

      “Well, I still don’t know why I packed everything. I don’t remember. Must’ve been really tired.” Drew rubbed the back of his neck after passing his luggage to the bell hop.

      I chuckled and shook my head. “You literally dressed then passed out in the passenger seat, leaving me to pack your bags. Yes, I brought everything.”

      “Great, but why? Now I have more stuff to keep track of.” He huffed.

      “That may be, but I have less to worry about. You’re not coming back to my estate after this trip. You’ll be going back to yours, and probably sooner than I’ll be leaving. I told you: I’m taking a vacation.” I turned on my heels and moved through the automatic doors, making my way directly to the registration desk.

      “I love vacations. I don’t mind staying longer.” Drew grinned as he looked around, and then his face fell.

      “I do. I want some alone time.” I watched him and recognized his displeasure.

      “Why are we here?” His frown deepened.

      I licked my lips before responding. The desk clerk was shifting uncomfortably while she waited for us to speak to her. “I’m sorry,” I murmured before facing Drew. I prepared by clearing my throat. “We’re here to support Ty. How drunk are you?”

      “I know about Ty, but why are we here, at this hotel? Couldn’t we stay at the Bellagio, the Venetian, the Four Seasons…anywhere but here?” He grimaced.

      “Ty made our reservations. Just dig deep and try to be nice.” I sighed. Now that I’d finally managed to silence him, I pasted a smile on my face to address the clerk. “Hello. There should be two reservations. One for Harry Spencer, and the other for Drew Morgan. Could be Andrew Morgan. All I know is it better be two suites or things are going to get messy.” I leaned heavily on the granite counter.

      “Messy? Messy how?” She wasn’t even looking at me, but seemed focused on the screen as she searched for our reservation.

      “Simple. I’ll slit my wrists right here. I’m done.” I stared at Drew pointedly while he wandered around the lobby like a damn kid.

      “That seems a bit extreme, Harry.”

      I whipped my head around and found Kristen, or Kandi, or…I glanced at her chest, hoping to find a name tag, but since she wasn’t wearing one, I merely looked like a pervert. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t remember your name, but hello…you.” I grinned and knew my skin was an unfortunate shade of red which didn’t go with my hair at all.

      She chuckled and held out a hand. “Kate. Please call me Kate.”

      With a frown, I murmured, “I could swear it was Miss…crap, weather…”

      “Close.” She leaned over the counter conspiratorially. “It was a season: Summers.” She shrugged. “Alas, it’s not even that any longer.” Then she winked at me and moved to the computer. “May I?” She spoke to the clerk who nodded and stepped aside.

      “Thank you for your help.” I stared down at her as she punched information into the computer. “Oh, different name. I see the rings! Congratulations. I didn’t know you were engaged.” I frowned as I tried to recall every detail about her from our last encounter.

      “I wasn’t.” She laughed. “And thank you.” Kate sighed happily. “You’ll be pleased to know we booked you for two separate rooms.”

      “Thank God,” I muttered as I rubbed one temple with my fingers.

      “Here are the room keys.” She scanned the lobby and watched as Drew wandered from one planter to another sniffing the flowers. She tilted her head. “Apparently, he hasn’t picked up on the fact that they are fake.” Kate inhaled deeply. “Some things never change.” She shook her head.

      “Well, some things do.” I gestured to her and the rings on her hand.

      Her cheeks turned pink. “Yes, some things change. I’ll let Ty know you’re here.”

      “Huh. There’s another change. Last time you called him Mr. George. Must be you two are on good terms.” I grinned. At least there would be no drama and animosity from the management, despite Ty’s plan to purchase the hotel and casino, daddy’s orders. “Hey, are we here because my boy struck a deal?” My brows rose. I needed Ty back in California to balance out Drew. This was why the friendship between the three of us worked. Ty was happy-go-lucky, downright optimistic; Drew was miserable. Me, I was normal, mostly pleasant, with bouts of unease due to stress.

      “You could say that.” Her smile widened. “Listen, I’m not going to be the one to spoil his surprise. Dinner will be served in the private dining room at eight. Cocktails are the hour before.” Kate glanced over at Drew who was sitting on a nearby couch and seemed to be making the elderly woman on the opposite end rather nervous.

      “I’ll handle him. Don’t worry.” I sighed.

      “Thank you.” She reached out and laid a hand on mine for a split second. “You seem like a really great guy, Harry.”

      I shrugged. “I try.”

      Kate shook her head. “Hard to believe you’re single.”

      “Hard to find a girl willing to give a ginger a chance.” I chuckled. “Plus, it seems like all the good ones are taken.”

      This time, it was her turn to blush. “Oh, I don’t know about that. I can think of lots of great ladies who would be interested in a man like you.” She seemed to be sizing me up. “In fact, I know one in particular who really needs to loosen up. You might be just what the doctor ordered.”

      “Well, send her my way. I’d love to meet her.” For the first time in days, I could feel myself relaxing. I’d forgotten what life without Drew could be like.

      The phone on the desk rang and the clerk answered it. A split second later, she passed it to Kate. “It’s for you. Sounds like you’re needed in the conference room.”

      Kate bit her cheek and her shoulders sank. “Tell them I’ll be right there.”

      “Wow. Looks like you have no desire to go there. I have no wish to babysit Drew. Wanna trade?” My brows waggled playfully.

      “If only I could.” She frowned.

      The clerk interrupted her again. “They sounded desperate. They asked that you hurry.”

      “Of course they did.” She blew out a breath. “Well, I wish you luck.” She pointed to Drew, who was peeking over the old woman’s shoulder while she tried to read.

      “Dammit. Thanks. You too. Sounds like you’re going to need it.” I frowned.

      “Oh, I think it will take more than luck.” Kate studied me a moment. “I really am glad you’re here.” Then she exited through the door behind the desk.

      It seemed like a strangely familiar thing to say, but I had bigger concerns. The older woman had clearly had enough. While I walked over to intercede, she rolled up her magazine and whacked Drew in the head with it. “Scoot! Go! Get away from me!”

      “Hey! You don’t need to yell,” Drew complained while rubbing his eye. “I think you gave me a papercut on my eyeball.”

      “Serves you right,” she hissed. Then, probably since he hadn’t moved away, she began to roll up the magazine again.

      “Ma’am, I’m sorry. I’ll take care of him.” I held out a hand to Drew. “Come on. Our rooms are ready.”

      “I can’t see. I think she broke my eye.” He sat there facing me with his lids shut.

      “Have you tried opening them?” I rubbed my forehead.

      Drew shook his head. “Hurts.”

      “Know what you need?” I murmured while I hauled him off the couch.

      “A drink?” he asked hopefully.

      I laughed. “No, that would be the last thing you need. Dinner is at eight this evening. Why don’t you take a nice nap until then?”

      “Good idea. Thank you, Harry.” He laid a hand on my shoulder. “Okay. I’m ready. Let’s go. Take it nice and slow.”

      “Right. This should be…fun.” With a sigh, I steered us toward the elevator, which seemed to be the only way anything in my life would be looking up.
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      “Look. Her eyelids are fluttering. I think she’s coming to,” Kate murmured. “One problem solved. Now, to figure out how to solve the rest of it.”

      “Did you know Marie was pregnant?” Mr. George whispered.

      “News to me. In fact, this is the first I was made aware of it.” She groaned. “Okay, has housekeeping been called?”

      “I think Janet is on it.” He exhaled, then sucked in a breath. “Try breathing through your mouth. It’s easier that way.”

      “Poor Laney.” Kate’s voice was incredibly close and had me working harder at rousing myself.

      As I grew more aware, I discovered my blouse was stuck to my skin. What had once been hot and damp had now turned into cold and wet. I inhaled deeply and gagged. “I smell.” I coughed a few times. “I smell a lot.”

      Kate laid a hand on my arm. Her frown deepened. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea. I…” Then she hiccupped and I suspected she might cry.

      Mr. George pulled her into his arms. “Oh, Kate. Ms. Jenner can’t possibly blame you for this. Right, Ms. Jenner?” He looked at me, his eyes wide and insistent.

      I clicked my tongue. “Right. Not your fault.” At the moment, the fact that Kate was getting all the attention and comforting while I was covered in vomit was truly beginning to irritate me. “I’ll just get up all by myself. Don’t worry about me,” I grumbled, while I struggled to sit up. Everywhere I touched felt moist. And even though they had apparently attempted to clean around me while I was unconscious, they’d done a poor job of it. I lifted my hand from the commercial carpet to find a chunk of something soft and gooey on my palm. “Dear God,” I groaned. “I should’ve stayed unconscious.”

      Moving in a pencil skirt was challenging enough. Now, I was trying to figure out how to stand without ripping it. After all, it’s not like I had other clothes laying around. I didn’t pack spare outfits in my purse. I tilted my head. From now on, I’d pack a tote. I’d have clothes and shower supplies. No way was I going to be caught unprepared again. Frustrated, I rolled onto my knees. They immediately sank into the smelly carpet. “I’m so sorry I took this job. Why would anyone put themselves through this? Oh, that stupid promotion they’ve been dangling in front of me like a carrot for the better part of six months,” I muttered under my breath. Then I pushed up on my hands, hoping I’d end up in a standing position.

      “Oh, let me help you.” Mr. George moved closer, but I knew he was having hard time trying to figure out how to help, where to grab. My arms were holding me up and the highest part of me was my butt. “Um, Kate?”

      “I’ll grab one arm, you get the other?” Her shoes whispered on the ugly brown carpet as she walked over to stand at my side.

      “I’ve got this. I can do it,” I announced, confident they could hear the panic in my voice.

      “Nonsense. We’re happy to help,” Mr. George responded. Then he reached for me.

      Of course, in my warped mind, I had to do this. I couldn’t be beholden to anyone, couldn’t feel even the slightest sense of obligation. In this position, not the ‘only my knees on the carpet’ part, but the forensic accountant job…being indebted made us vulnerable. I had a reputation to protect. No one in the office was more thorough, more rigid, more equipped to handle this situation. So, I jerked away from him and toppled over, right into a puddle of bile. “I guess you didn’t have a chance to clean that yet,” I whimpered. I stared up at Kate.

      She clapped a hand over her mouth. Her eyes watered with the effort to hold in the laugh. “I’m sorry,” Kate whispered. She shook her head. “You should see it from my perspective. Never mind.” She removed her hand and inhaled a few times. “Okay. I’m better now.”

      Mr. George smiled warmly at her. “That’s my girl. God, I love you.”

      A second later, Kate’s cheeks colored. “Stop. Let’s handle this.” She gestured to encompass the entire mess, but I couldn’t help but think I was the biggest problem she saw in the room.

      “Maybe I’ll take a little help.” I closed my eyes. Admitting a weakness? My boss would be shocked.

      “Good idea.” Mr. George nodded. “Kate, let’s each take a hand. Then we need to pull her back before we try to stand her up. The table is in the way.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.” My eyes widened. I could feel the wet currently stopped in the middle of my back. If they dragged me, I’d be soaked. Skirt too. For some reason, however, they ignored my objection as if I’d never spoken. Kate grabbed my left hand as Mr. George snagged my right, even though I’d begun to wave it in an effort to get their attention. Suddenly, my arms were yanked over and behind my head. They were really going to lug me through the puke. “Wait!” I made one last ditch effort to halt their progress. Unfortunately, they only seemed to have eyes and ears for each other. A second later, I was towed through the disgusting wet mess under me. Then they hauled me to my feet.

      “Nice job, Kate.” Mr. George stood in front of me, hand up, ready to high five Kate.

      My head hung as I tried to process the extent of the situation. My butt felt wet. I’m pretty sure I was soaked all the way through to my super sensible cotton panties. I started to cover my face while I whimpered, but as my hands neared my face, I realized they reeked. Soon I was choking back puke and tears. Puke and tears. That would be the title of my memoirs, not that anyone would read them. I shook my head in utter dismay.

      “What’s wrong, Ms. Jenner? You’re off the floor.” Mr. George frowned and looked over my head to speak to his wife.

      “Oh, my Lord.” She sighed so hard, I felt it on my back. “She’s soaked. Completely covered in it.” Kate sounded more annoyed than sympathetic. “Think, Kate.” She walked around to my side and began to pace. I’d seen her do this many times before. This reaction almost made me feel better. In a matter of seconds, she’d have some brilliant brainstorm, save the day, and earn more compliments from Mr. George. “We’ll get her clothes from the shop downstairs. I can have them sent up in a matter of minutes. She can use the employee locker room to shower and change. We’ll send her clothes out for cleaning.” Kate threw her hands in the air and beamed.

      I frowned, since I’d now have to burst her bubble. “I can’t let you buy me anything. And chances are, I couldn’t afford anything from the boutique.” I sighed. “You are talking about the boutique I passed, right?”

      Kate nodded. “Yes, but why not? Your clothes are essentially ruined. You don’t want to smell like that, or ride like that, or pretty much leave the room like that.” She pointed at my soiled clothes. Then she walked closer. “God, it’s even in your hair.” She reached for a tissue from the table and positioned herself to pull the offending remnants from my hair.

      I held my hands up to stop her. “I can do it.” With a frown, I reached for the tissue. “If you point me toward a mirror.”

      “I have one in my purse, down the hall. I can go get it.” Her hands were on her hips now, a telling sign of her displeasure.

      “I’ll get your purse, Kate. You two need to figure this out.” Mr. George gave her a quick peck on the cheek and then slipped out the conference room door.

      “You can pay us back if you don’t want us gifting it to you. It’s not like I’m trying to make you feel like you have to give me a break if we treat you with respect.” She sighed. “You hate me for some reason. I have no idea why.”

      I opened my mouth, but before I could object or explain, Mr. George had returned. He held her compact out to me. “Thank you,” I murmured glumly. Armed with a mirror, I worked to get Marie’s stomach contents out of my hair.

      “Okay. Nothing that costs anything.” Kate pursed her lips and swished them from one side of her face to the other. Her nose was twitching like in Bewitched. Mr. George watched her with rapt fascination. Who could blame him? She was adorable. Even I could admit it. “Aha! I’ll be right back.” Then she dashed from the room while I waited uncomfortably with her husband.

      “I’m sure she’ll be right back. Don’t worry. Kate will fix everything. She’s absolutely amazing.” He grinned and I could see the love positively shining from his eyes.

      “Yeah. I’m sure she is.” I struggled to hold up my end of the conversation.

      In a flash, she returned with a dry-cleaning bag and a small paper bag. “These are from the lost and found. They’ve been cleaned. They have all been here at least six months. So, free and you don’t have to return them.” Kate smiled triumphantly. “Now let me show you to the showers.”

      Yeah, she was brilliant. There was no way I could find fault with her solution, which was why I trudged behind her on the way to the locker room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Harry

      

      

      As expected, Drew passed out the moment I managed to lead him to his room. I watched him flop on the bed. Like a good friend, I pried off his shoes and lined them up beside his nightstand. Then I found my room, right next door. I knew there were doors in between. Last trip, Ty had been quick to open them so we could all have easy access to each other. This time, I sat on a chair and stared at the door for a few minutes before deciding against unlocking it. After a week with Drew, I needed a break. I also needed to talk to Ty. He would help me feel better about my choices.

      I glanced at the time on my phone, which showed I had a solid hour and a half before the cocktail hour began. Desperate for some face time, I sent Ty a text.

      

      Me: We’re here. Drew passed out. Can we meet somewhere and talk?

      

      I hauled my toiletry bag into the bathroom and began to lay everything out on the vanity. Then I wandered back to the bedroom to organize my clothes. If they remained in the suitcase, I’d have to deal with wrinkles. For now, for Ty, my appearance mattered. When I moved to a different hotel and started treating this as a vacation, I’d restrain myself from taking the time to unpack. Yes, I was quite the rebel. My phone chimed almost as soon as I’d finished hanging the last of the items from my garment bag.

      

      Ty: Looks like I have time before the big dinner. Want to grab a drink in the bar? Doesn’t even have to have alcohol.

      

      I didn’t hesitate. After all, we’d been friends long enough that Ty probably could smell how desperate I felt from wherever he was at the moment.

      

      Me: Thank God. See you in a few.

      

      I threw a navy blue sports coat over my sensible white polo shirt and khakis. Then I made my way back to Drew’s room. The clerk had been kind enough to give me a key to his room…just in case. This seemed like such a situation. I entered the room and tiptoed to stand roughly five feet from his bed. “I’m going to meet up with Ty. Wanna come?” I whispered so quietly I doubted the CIA could’ve picked it up. “Okay then. See you at dinner. Eight o’clock. Don’t be late.”

      Then I hustled out of the room, holding the door as it closed so there was barely a click when it shut. For the first time in a week, I felt nearly carefree. I danced to the elevator. I pressed the button and the doors opened, a sure sign my luck was changing. When I stepped off the elevator in the lobby, I found Ty a few feet away. He’d apparently just arrived too. I caught his eye and he stuffed his hands into his pockets then shrugged in an effort to appear all relaxed. “Good to see you.” I held out a hand and we did the bro hug.

      “I barely recognized you!” His eyes widened. “What made you start growing out the facial hair? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you with a mustache and beard. You look very much like…that other Harry.” Ty grinned.

      I sighed. “My mother would be so proud. She’d finally have her wish.”

      “Yes, she was always a tad obsessed with the royal family.” He snickered. Then he frowned. “So, seriously. The face. Why?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Drew.”

      Ty tilted his head. “What about Drew? Is this some bet?”

      “I wish.” I scratched my chin. “See, Drew flew home with me. Then he came home with me. And he pretty much hasn’t left since.” I blew out a breath. “Help.”

      “Let’s go grab a drink. That’s a lot to digest.” He shook his head and then directed me toward the bar.

      We were quiet on the walk and I began to feel badly for overwhelming him with this after I hadn’t seen him for a week. I started thinking about how I could be a better friend, because he’d always been so good to me. “You know, I show up here after not hearing a word from you in a week. And I never even asked what you’ve been up to.”

      Ty clapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. This is more important.”

      “Nah. It’s Drew. I’m coping.” I mumbled, “I’ve been coping, but I could use the support.”

      “We’re friends and I know how challenging it can be to handle Drew alone.” He chuckled. We sat on stools at the bar. Within seconds, the bartender had made his way over to us.

      “How are you today, Mr. George?” He set out two napkins. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “I’ll just have a Coke.” Ty turned to me. “What would you like, Harry?”

      “Well, I’m not going to drink alone. Make that two Cokes.” I shrugged.

      “Thank you, Stephen.” He nodded as the bartender backed away to fill our order.

      I shook my head in wonder. “You’ve been here a little over a week and look at how everyone here treats you with such reverence. It’s crazy.” I sighed. Then I frowned. “Hey, where are you staying?”

      Ty stiffened. “What do you mean?”

      My brow furrowed. “I mean, are you in a different room in the hotel? Did you finally manage to get a penthouse suite? I thought it was strange we weren’t given rooms near you.”

      He cleared his throat. “Actually, I moved out of the hotel. I’m in a house…”

      A moment later Stephen returned with our drinks. “Here you are, sir.”

      Ty pulled a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet, laid it on the bar, and pushed it toward him. “Thank you.”

      After the bartender pocketed it and disappeared, Ty picked up his drink and motioned for me to follow him. Soon we were outside, sharing a poolside cabana. “I thought you might feel right in your element here,” he joked.

      “Yeah, because this ginger can’t get enough sun.” I chuckled. “So now, about the accommodations.”

      “How do you like yours?” He gazed out over the pool and I realized he was being intentionally evasive.

      “What’s going on, Ty? You’re making me nervous. Why are we here?” I set my drink down hard on the cocktail table between us.

      “Breathe, Harry. You’re even paler than normal. I didn’t think that was possible,” he teased.

      “No. I think you’re about to tell me that you’re not coming back. I feel like you’re making Vegas your home and I have no idea why.” I rubbed my hands down my pants. Then I stared at him until he broke down and spoke to me.

      “Is Drew making you that crazy?” Ty forced a smile then took a big swig from his drink.

      I raked a hand through my hair. “I’m growing a beard and mustache because he has taken over my house. I can never get in my own bathroom.  My maid is threatening to quit because she can’t walk past him without getting a smack on the ass. And despite being the richest one among us, he has drunk his way through my wine cellar and my most expensive liquors, eaten me out of house and home, yet he has not offered to share a dime.” I started to stand, but Ty raised his hand to halt my progress.

      “It’s that bad?” He frowned.

      I shook my head. “No. It’s worse. It’s so much worse, I don’t even have words.” I sucked down some Coke through my straw and began to rethink my stance on drinking alone. “This is your department. I was transportation. You were the handler. It takes a team to manage Drew.”

      “Have you tried sending him home?” Ty said little, but his face spoke volumes. The man looked decidedly guilty.

      My eyes narrowed. “Of course I did. I dropped him off. He took a taxi back. I sent him by Uber, he found a Lyft. I can’t win. There’s no escaping him.”

      He chuckled. “Sorry. I can actually picture that. It’s funny.” He shrugged. “So, stay in Vegas a while. Drew hates Vegas.”

      “Yeah. Well, Drew hates being alone more. The guy needs a purpose.” I drummed my fingers on the cocktail table. “And I need a drink. I’m too worked up. Look at me.” I gestured to my face.

      “You certainly do.” He motioned and a cabana boy came running. “Crown and Coke. Light on the Coke.” He winked and pointed to me by way of explanation.

      I covered my face with my hands. “I feel like I’m losing it. I’ve been the anti-ginger for years. I’ve controlled my temper. I’ve built a solid career.”

      “You’ve built a company.” Ty shook his head. “Your father wanted you to come to work with his studio, but you refused and started your own. Hell, rumor has it you have several of the major studios looking at your work for joint releases.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “Never discount your work. You’re amazing.”

      “I don’t feel amazing. I feel like shit. I’m a shit friend, a shit employer. I’ve lost my backbone.” I slumped in my seat.

      “You’re here. As a friend. I think you’re pretty awesome.” Ty smiled. “Forget about Drew for a moment. You’re here to support me.”

      “Yeah, but how? Why? You’ve never been so secretive before. We’ve always shared everything.” My brow furrowed.

      He shook his head. “I can’t share this. Not yet. Lean back and relax. Here comes your drink now.”

      A moment later, the drink was set on the cocktail table. I lifted it to take a sip and grimaced. “I think the fumes burned my corneas.” Then I felt the warmth spreading through me and sighed. “Totally worth it.”

      “I thought so.” Ty watched me for a few minutes before speaking again. I was so focused on the drink, I didn’t even care. “Why don’t you stick around for a while? Send Drew home. Relax. We’ll go sight-seeing.”

      “Who are you? We gamble. We bet. We play hard. We don’t do the tourist thing.” I set the half-empty glass on the cocktail table and studied him. “Hell, you used to be the biggest player of us all.”

      “I know, but people change.” His lips twitched as he tried not to smile.

      I sighed. “If you truly believe that, then help me change Drew.”
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      We reached the end of the hall and Kate used a key to unlock the door. I scanned the area, watching for a sign indicating this was the locker room, but there was nothing. For all I knew, I was willingly entering the room where I met my demise. I paused for a moment, then shrugged and entered the darkened room. A second later, the lights flickered on and I realized we were in a fancy bathroom. The floor and walls were covered in marble. There was a huge steam shower, a fancy vanity, and a tub with a television. Kate turned and seemed to be watching me for signs of approval.

      “What? No fireplace?” I tried to joke, but I knew it fell flat.

      Kate began to wring her hands. “I can’t stress enough how sorry I am. I had no idea Marie was pregnant. I never meant for…any of this to happen.”

      I bit my cheek. She seemed sincere. “One can rarely plan for these things.”

      Immediately, her gaze fell to the floor. Then she shook her head. “Your shoes too. I swear. Didn’t miss a spot.” She huffed and closed her eyes a moment. “Okay,” Kate murmured, “I’ll grab a bag for the dirty clothes. I’ll see if there are shoes in the lost and found. Then I’ll return as quickly as possible and wait for you in the hall.” She started toward the door, but I stopped her with a question.

      “This is the employee locker room?” My brows shot up.

      She shook her head. “The employee locker room will be overflowing right now.” She showed me the screen of her phone. It was after seven. “Shift change.”

      My stomach growled and I laid a hand on it. “I have no idea why my body wants food,” I grumbled. “I cannot even think about eating.” I gestured to my clothes by way of explanation.

      Kate bit her lip as if trying to hold back, then she tilted her head and spoke. “I’m sure you’re going to decline, but we’re having a special dinner tonight. And there’s plenty of food. Private dining room. Eight o’clock. You’re more than welcome to join us.” She wore such a hopeful expression on her face, I actually believed she wanted me there. And for all of a split second, I considered going.

      Then I shook my head. “Company policy. I really can’t.” Her face fell and I truly felt guilty for declining.

      “Okay. Well, I guess I’ll let you be. There’s a dispenser for shampoo, conditioner, and body wash in the shower.” Then Kate hung the garment bag on the hook protruding from the door, set the paper bag on the vanity, and backed out of the room.

      As soon as I was confident I was finally alone, I began to undress and then started the shower, making the temperature as hot as I could handle. There wasn’t enough soap and scalding water to make me feel clean again. Still, I was willing to give it a go. So, I stepped into the stream and filled my lungs with the moist air. Soon, my shoulders were relaxing and I began to sing.

      This had been my thing for as long as I could remember. I loved the acoustics in the bathroom, and this one promised to be amazing. “Raindrops on roses and whiskers on kittens.” I started tentatively as I wet my hair down and started rinsing off. While I shampooed, I went with a classic. “Beauty school dropout,” I crooned. By the time I had finished washing my body, I was belting out, “Five hundred twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes.”

      Finally, I turned off the shower, stepped out and grabbed one of the ultra-plush towels on the bar. “My God, I’ve never felt anything so soft in all my life.” Then I stared at my reflection in the mirror. There was a hint of pink in my cheeks and my long, dark hair fell in wet waves around my shoulders. Since my hair tie reeked, I tossed it in the garbage. Still, I felt pretty good about my reflection. A foggy mirror was the best filter. I shook my head and opened the paper bag on the counter. Sticking my hand inside, I moved my fingers around, but felt nothing. So, I picked up the bag, shook it a few times, and dumped it on the vanity. To my dismay, a tiny black triangle and two loops of silken string slid out onto the marble.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?” I grumbled before I picked it up between my thumb and forefinger. Studying it up close didn’t make it seem bigger. I considered my options for all of three seconds. At the moment, I didn’t have the luxury of being choosy. It was this joke of a thong or commando, and my time in the uptight New England boarding school wouldn’t allow me to go the latter route. With a sigh, I stepped into the loops and began to pull the panties up to my hips. They managed to get tangled partway up my thighs, but finally, they were in place. Thankfully, the bathroom mirror was still coated in condensation. If I had to see my reflection, I might’ve lost my nerve and never opened the garment bag. Taking a deep, fortifying breath, I moved to the door where the bag hung and began to unzip it. As I pulled the zipper down and peeked in, I gasped. At least these two items of clothing seemed to go together.

      The black velvet mini-dress made me happy I wasn’t some six-foot-tall model. At just over five feet, this might actually cover my va-jay-jay. I slid the straps off the hanger and held it in front of me. Naturally, I had no bra and for the first time maybe ever, I was pretty glad I was only a B-cup. I might make it to my car without humiliating myself.

      There was a knock on the door. “How’s it going, Miss Jenner?” Kate called from the hall.

      I sighed. I’d forgotten about her. After I managed to slip my hands through the arm holes of the dress, I lifted it over my head and began to yank it down over my body. It could’ve been a second skin. And the seams on the sides were strangely thick and scratchy. I examined them more closely and felt my spirits sink even lower.

      The bathroom door flew open. “Oh, sorry! When you didn’t respond, I feared you’d fainted again. I…” Kate bit her lip and studied me. “It fits.” She smiled, but I knew it wasn’t genuine when it didn’t reach her eyes.

      I began to bend over and we both heard the ripping sound coming from my thighs. I sucked my lips in. I had no words.

      “Velcro,” she murmured as she reached out to secure it. Then Kate smoothed out the side of my dress. “There. All better.” She smiled warmly, but I could feel a tension under the surface. Finally, Kate held up her other hand. “So, I found these. They are a half size too big, but I thought they might be better than your own shoes, if only because they don’t have puke splatter on them.”

      I licked my lips and dug deep. She was being so nice, trying so hard. Hell, I almost believed she didn’t want anything in return. “They match the dress.” I reached out to take the clear platform heels from her hand. “And how much damage can I do? They have a strap.”

      “Listen, I know you mentioned that you can’t be beholden to us or risk compromising the audit, but I think you should pop by and grab some food from our dinner.” She frowned before continuing to make her case. “There’s an hors d’oeuvre buffet during the cocktail hour. You could just eat and run.”

      Her suggestion was tempting. “I couldn’t do that.”

      Kate huffed. “Well, you should. I could practically hear your stomach growling from the other side of the door.” Then she moved to stand behind me. “Your hair. Let me help. You don’t want to walk through the hotel with a wet head.”

      I smirked at her in the mirror. “Yeah. I wouldn’t want to be embarrassed.”

      We both giggled. Kate grabbed the blow dryer and began to dry my hair. I let her. I felt too worn down, too broken, to object. Once in a while, it might be nice to have someone take care of me since I’d spent years doing it for everyone around me.  In less than fifteen minutes, she finished my hair. For the first time ever, it hung loosely around my shoulders.

      “I almost feel pretty,” I whispered.

      “Girl, you’re ridiculously attractive. You just hide it.” She moved to stand in front of me. “May I?”

      I wasn’t entirely sure what she meant, but I didn’t feel like arguing and I was more than a little curious. “Whatever. It’s too late to worry about my reputation now.”

      Kate laughed. “Miss Jenner, you’re in Vegas. No one else will ever know.” She rifled through her purse, which she’d set on the counter. “We have similar coloring. So, I’m pulling out all the stops.”

      “Do you even wear makeup?” My eyes narrowed as I scrutinized her face.

      “Barely. Powder, lipstick, some eyeliner so my eyes don’t completely disappear.” She shrugged before she began to work on my face. With her help, my face was finished in a matter of minutes. “This is my lucky lipstick.” She sighed happily as she opened the tube.

      “What’s so lucky about it?” I tilted my head. The brand seemed pretty common. Something from Ulta.

      “I was wearing this when I met Ty, in the lobby of the hotel. Maybe you can have the same luck.” She smiled.

      “Oh, you’re one of those who thinks a woman isn’t complete without a man.” I nodded, thinking I’d reached some deep realization.

      Kate scrunched up her face. “Hell, no.” She stuck out her tongue for emphasis. “Oh, but if you get a chance at love, you take it, you hold onto it with both hands. Got it? Love transforms.” She sighed happily as she applied the color to my lips. “Done. You look beautiful.” She grabbed my glasses from the counter.

      I studied my reflection in the mirror. Even without the condensation, my image seemed blurry. I should take the glasses, but if I had to wear stripper clothes, I might as well go all the way. “Glasses don’t really go with this outfit,” I joked.

      “Are you sure?” She frowned. “I can’t have you suing the hotel if you trip and break a bone.” Kate winked.

      “I’ll be fine!” I responded more confidently than I actually felt as I grabbed the glasses and stuffed them in my purse. “I know you have places to be. I’m going to go home.”

      “Okay, but you’re still welcome, if you change your mind.” She opened the bathroom door for me. “I’m going to collect all this and have it cleaned. See you tomorrow.”

      I disappeared out the door with as much grace as I could muster in those heels. As I walked, half stumbling to the elevator, I couldn’t help but notice my dress hiked up as I walked. “This should be fun,” I muttered as the doors opened and I stepped inside. On the ground floor, I wandered through the employee door. My car had been valet parked and I needed to retrieve it.

      On the way through the casino, I couldn’t help but feel like people were staring at me. I tried to remain calm, but it made me nervous. I liked to blend in. I was perfectly content being a wallflower. I stumbled on the step up into the lobby and a security guard leered at me as he helped me regain my balance.

      Finally, I made it to the valet. Reaching in my purse, I found the ticket and passed it to him. The kid took it and paused while he looked me over. My hip popped and my brow rose. “Car. Please.” He nodded and disappeared, but I forgot my purse was open and when I moved to slide it up my shoulder, somehow the contents spilled out all over the sidewalk. My face turned many shades of red as I squatted to pick everything up. Of course, this only made things worse, because seconds later I heard the familiar sound of the dress tearing apart at the seams. I squealed as I tried to hold it all together, the dress and my emotions. Both were a wreck. Suddenly there were khaki legs beside me and I looked up to see a ridiculously handsome ginger smiling at me.

      “Hi, you looked like you could use some help,” he murmured. He blew out a breath. “So, drop the purse, I’ll throw everything into it. You can fix the dress. Do you need help standing? Those shoes look…dangerous.”

      “They’re not mine,” I blurted out. For some reason, how this guy saw me mattered immensely.

      He nodded. “Your feet are sliding in them. I rather suspected they were borrowed.”

      “Dress too!” My hands were shaking.

      He took my hand in his. “You don’t have to explain anything to me. I’m just trying to help.” He stood and made sure I did too. I held one side closed and he held the other side. Then when I was safely covered, he finished picking up all the Tic Tacs, pens, and notepads that had fallen out. When he stood and passed it to me, I stared up at him shyly.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “That was really nice. You didn’t have to do that. Can I repay you somehow?”

      His brow furrowed and he chuckled. “For this? Nah. This isn’t a payment thing. Of course, if you truly feel compelled…” He seemed to be distracted by someone behind me.

      “Can you please go get Drew? He’s not answering his phone. Dinner will be starting in fifteen minutes. I need him to be there.” I immediately recognized Mr. George’s voice and froze, but refused to turn around.

      “Sure thing, Ty.” The ginger reached out to take my hand in both of his. “Just pay it forward.” Then for some reason, he leaned in impulsively and kissed me on the cheek. My skin tingled as teeny tiny shock waves emanated from the spot. When he pulled back, he stiffened. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that. Just seemed natural, I guess.” His cheeks were pink as he released my hand. “I better go before I get myself into trouble. Nice meeting you!” he called out on his way through the door.

      “But we never even exchanged names,” I muttered. I laid a hand on my cheek as I watched him rush to the elevators. The door to one opened and he disappeared inside. A split second later, another elevator opened and a good-looking, clearly drunk, man stumbled out. I scanned the lobby and saw a couple of guys on the couch. They seemed sketchy. They eyed him and nodded before one stood and moved toward him.

      Fuck. He was going to get robbed. I bit my lip. My car would be here any minute. And yet, I couldn’t help but think I should take care of this guy, pay it forward, so to speak. As confidently as possible, I strode into the lobby. “Babe, there you are!” I called out, hoping he’d at least turn. From the corner of my eye, I realized the two guys who had made him a mark fell back. The drunk turned to me.

      “Do I know you?” He frowned. “I mean, I’d like to know you. Look at you.” His hand slid to his inside pocket and I guessed he was about to offer me money.

      “I’m Laney Jenner and I’m not that kind of girl,” I gritted out through my fake smile.

      “Are you sure?” He waggled his brows at me. “In my experience, with the right incentive, every girl is that kind of girl.”

      “Wow. You’re a special kind of pig. I’m actually sorry I saved you now.” I sighed.

      “You haven’t saved me yet…unless you get me out of this hotel. My best friend has some big announcement, and in my experience, big announcements are bad announcements.” He tugged me toward the door. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      My brow furrowed. “I’m not sure I want to go anywhere with you. Let’s find your friend.” I scanned the lobby hoping to find someone who might claim him.

      “Look, Harry hates me right now and Ty merely indulges me on occasion. Let’s go.” He jerked his head toward the door.

      The moment he said Mr. George’s first name, I closed my eyes. Obviously, I now had to drag him to the private dining room. “I can’t escape her. I swear.” I blew out a breath and opened my eyes. Then pasting on a smile, I looped my arm through his. “I know precisely where to take you.”

      “I bet you do,” he murmured and then he planted a kiss on my cheek.

      I couldn’t help but compare. The first kiss from a strange man made me tingle. This one, who seemed to have alcohol seeping out of his pores, I found mildly revolting. Still, I had to get him back to his friends before something happened to him. “Come with me.”
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      I raked a hand through my hair as I rushed back to the private dining room. Apparently, I’d lost Drew. Ty had never been angry at me before. Tonight, when I ruined his announcement, he might make an exception. While I tried to imagine his reaction and prepare for the worst, I rounded the corner and nearly ran smack dab into him. His presence wasn’t what caught my attention, actually. The woman I’d seen earlier outside, the woman with the skin-tight Velcro dress, was with him. Immediately, I halted. “Whoa, how’d you two meet up?” I frowned. This was coming out all wrong.

      “I’m paying it forward.” She sighed. “This was your brilliant idea.” She glanced at Drew, who seemed to be stumbling around even more than normal.

      “You took a nap. How can you still be this drunk?” I rolled my eyes.

      He grinned. “Hair of the dog. You should try it sometime.” He slapped my chest.

      “Water instead of liquor. You should try it sometime.” My brow rose in challenge. “Then you wouldn’t need hair of the dog and you wouldn’t be acting a fool in front of…” I smiled at the woman who was almost wholly holding him up. I watched as her legs seemed to begin to crumble from his weight. “Let me help you, Miss…”

      She mashed her lips together like women do when they’re applying makeup. I stared in rapt fascination. Then she smiled and revealed some of the most perfect, pearly white teeth I’d ever seen. “Are you trying to get my name?”

      “Trying, yes. Succeeding? Apparently not.” I grinned. “Can’t blame a guy for trying. After all, if we’re going to continue to run into each other like this, I’d love to have something to call you.”

      Her head tilted and I noticed a spot on her neck where I’d love to bury my face and begin a trail of kisses. “Laney,” she murmured almost shyly.

      Together, with Drew between us, we seemed to be making some progress. “Nice to meet you, Laney. I’m Harry.” At the moment, I had one arm around the lush and one hand gripping his wrist to keep his arm slung around my shoulders. “Dammit, Drew,” I grumbled. “Okay, I’d shake, but…” I jerked my head toward him by means of explanation.

      Laney smiled. “I completely understand.” Then she moved her arm, which was also around his waist, up just enough so we touched.

      I inhaled sharply. This might be the closest I’d come to a true crush in a really long time. Those Hollywood starlets I dealt with on a frequent basis had ruined women for me. I studied Laney, then our eyes met and I wondered if she felt the same thing I did.

      “Too much?” she asked, her eyes sparkling innocently.

      “Just enough.” I could feel my cheeks burning. God, I hated being a ginger.

      “Good Lord,” Ty grumbled as he strode out of the private dining room toward us. “Well, how the hell is he supposed to sit through a dinner?”

      “He’s getting heavy,” Laney murmured.

      I glanced around. “Bench.” I nodded at the tufted backless settee behind her.

      “Whew. Perfect. He was becoming a bit much.” She smiled as we sat him on it and rested his back against the wall.

      “You think he’s heavy now, try knowing him your entire life. Positively excruciating,” I joked.

      Laney chuckled and threw a hand up to cover her mouth. “Sorry.” She glanced shyly at Ty. “You’re very funny, Harry.”

      Suddenly, I was speechless. All I could do was soak in the sound of her saying my name. I wanted to hear her say it again and again. For several seconds, I stood there and blinked at her while Ty glanced back and forth between us. Naturally, Drew interrupted our silence by falling forward and landing in a crumpled heap on the floor. “Oh, fuck me,” I grumbled. Then I looked at Ty standing just off to the side, staring at Laney with a curious expression on his face. “Can you help me, please?”

      When Ty moved to pass her to stand on Drew’s other side, she stepped back and murmured, “Sorry, Mr. George.”

      His eyes widened. “Miss Jenner. I thought I recognized you.”

      She ran her hands down her dress. “Yeah. Still me.” Her cheeks turned an utterly beguiling shade of pink.

      “You look…different.” He smiled at her. Then he addressed me. “Harry, can we agree Drew won’t be attending the dinner? After all, he can’t even sit up.”

      I shrugged. “I concur. Shall we?” Then we each grabbed an arm and hefted him off the floor.

      Drew groaned when we finally had him back on his feet. “Sick. So sick,” he muttered.

      “Well, you should slow down on the alcohol,” I mumbled. Then I glanced at Laney and murmured, “I’m so sorry you have to see this.”

      She smiled and shrugged. “No big deal. I’ve been through worse today.”

      Seconds later, Drew belched. Only, it turns out it wasn’t the average drunken burp. No, this time it packed some punch in the form of projectile vomiting. Laney, standing a few feet away, took the brunt of it.

      Kate seemed suddenly aware of the commotion just outside the private dining room. She came rushing out and took one look at Laney before slapping a hand over her mouth. “Oh my God.”

      “He never pukes,” Ty noted. “I think we need to see about medical attention. I’m worried about alcohol poisoning. He’s been on a binge for the past week or so.”

      “I’ll call for an ambulance.” She rushed back into the room, presumably to grab her phone.

      Then Ty looked at Laney. “Are you holding it together? You’re not going to faint, are you?” He held out a hand as if he were waiting to intercede.

      She nodded then shook her head. I immediately let go of Drew, rushed to her side, and wrapped an arm around her waist. “I got you,” I whispered in her ear.

      Her lower lip trembled. Kate raced back into the hall. By the time she returned, seconds later, she was already on the phone with 911, relaying the hotel’s address. Then she passed the phone to Ty. “They want some information. You know more than I do.”

      “Okay, love,” he murmured as he took her cell.

      My eyes narrowed. “What’s going on here?” I glanced back and forth between them. Neither would meet my eyes.

      “Oh, Miss Jenner,” Kate murmured. “We’ll fix this.”

      “Let me guess,” Laney whispered. “I get to take a shower and you’ll find me fresh stripper clothes.” She hiccupped as she peeked up at me. Then I felt her knees give and she crumpled, but I caught her.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” I murmured as I scooped her up into my arms.

      “Not entirely.” Kate sighed.

      Ty covered the cell phone to speak with us. “Actually, I think she took it rather well, considering this is the second time she has been puked on today.”

      I cradled her closer in my arms. “Poor Laney.” I planted a kiss on her forehead. I didn’t even care that she was soaked in stomach contents or smelled for the same reason. Then I frowned. “You put her in stripper clothes?”

      Kate nodded sadly. “She refused to let us buy her anything. Long story.”

      “Well, she’s unconscious so she can’t stop me,” I grumbled. “What’s open?”

      “Our boutique.” Kate bit her cheek, like she was trying not to say too much. “What are you going to do?”

      Silently, I stared down at the raven-haired beauty in my arms. “I’m going to take care of her.”

      “What does that even mean?” Kate threw her hands in the air.

      Laney began to stir. “Rest,” I whispered in her ear.

      “Who are you?” Ty narrowed his eyes at me. “You didn’t even want a goldfish. ‘Too much upkeep,’ you said.”

      “I was seven,” I reminded him.

      “What about the puppy when you were twelve?” His brow rose.

      I shook my head. “That was an apology, not a pet.” I felt compelled to explain to Kate. “My parents separated for a few months. My father tried to gain my forgiveness for wrecking their marriage with a dog.” I grimaced. “Like I can be bought that easily.” Laney’s eyelids fluttered. “I’m taking her upstairs. Can I get a raincheck on dinner?”

      “Of course.” Ty nodded. Then he threw an arm around Kate and kissed her head. I walked away and didn’t look back, but when I turned the corner, I realized Kate was still staring after us, head tilted, obviously deep in thought.

      We made it onto the elevator before Laney began to regain consciousness. “I’m so sorry.” She sighed.

      “For what?” I frowned. “Being overcome? Please, we all experience stress in our own way.”

      She started looking about. “An elevator?” Her brow furrowed. “Where are we going?”

      I blew out a breath. “My room. You can shower there.” I waited for her to object. I expected her to refuse. After all, we didn’t know each other, not really. And yet, I felt so comfortable with her, it was as though we had a history.

      Laney nodded. “Okay. One thing though.”

      I stared at her, taking every bit of her in. I didn’t want to forget a moment. “Of course. Anything.”

      “Can you set me down? Years from now, I want to be able to tell people I walked into your room of my own volition.” Her eyes shined up at me.

      My lips twitched as I tried to hide my smile. “You got it.” Then I carefully set her on her feet.
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      I’d been puked on. Again. And yet I’d never felt so happy, so at ease, in all my life. After setting me on my feet, he reached for my hand. Because it seemed so natural, standing there with our fingers intertwined, I didn’t even think to question it until he did.

      “Is this okay?” he asked as he raised our hands in explanation.

      I nodded. “Yes,” I murmured. Then a thought occurred to me. “I’m not staying here.”

      “With me?” His brow furrowed.

      I inhaled sharply. I’d never considered the possibility. “No.” I chose my words carefully. “I mean at the hotel. I have a place off the strip.”

      Harry smiled and seemed to relax slightly. The elevator door opened and he tugged on my hand. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      I followed behind, my heart beating erratically, as he steered me through the door of his room and directly to the bathroom. I bit my cheek in an effort to hide the smile eager to spread across my face. My whole life, I’d sucked at hiding my emotions. Why would tonight be any different?

      “Do you need help with anything?” Harry sighed. “I saw the dress nearly fall off of you when you squatted. Forget I offered. You’ll be fine.” He laid a hand on my lower back, leaned over, and kissed my temple. “Take your time. I need to take care of a few things.”  He backed out of the room and pulled the door closed.

      At first, I felt amazing, so happy. Then I remembered I didn’t have any clothes. My shoulders sank. I might actually be worse off than I was before because at least the first time, I knew Kate was bringing me clothes. I peeled off the dress, determined to worry about this later. I practically slid out of the shoes. Turning, I started the shower and watched the room fog up. Luckily, the door was already opaque, which was perfect since I tended toward being overly modest. My mother always thought it was one of my worst qualities.

      I dropped the dress in the sink, thinking I could hand wash it later, and then I ripped off the panties. There would be no more recycling of those. Finally, I stepped into the spray and reveled in the soothing effect of the massaging head. Apparently, Harry had moved in already, since there was shampoo, conditioner, and body wash already in the shower. While I cleaned up, I couldn’t help but sing. Seriously, these days, it was subconscious, my one outlet. Right now, I couldn’t hold the happy in. “Somewhere, over the rainbow,” I sang.

      The bathroom door opened and I stopped immediately. “Hey, don’t stop on my account. You sound amazing. I thought I should give you a bathrobe, since your clothes were completely destroyed.”

      “Well, they weren’t my clothes, so no big loss.” I laughed as I continued to wash the odor from my hair.

      “Gimme a few minutes and I’ll make sure you have something to wear,” Harry announced before I heard the door click and I knew he’d disappeared once more.

      A few minutes later, I managed to begin singing again. I couldn’t help it. The music bubbled out of me. When I was done, I stepped out of the shower and toweled off. Sure enough, there was a plush white robe hanging on the back of the door. I slipped it on after making a towel turban for my hair. For some reason, I was anxious to see Harry again.

      The hinges creaked slightly as I pulled on the handle and stepped out of the bathroom. Immediately, my eyes searched him out. He was on the balcony, leaning on the railing, hands clasped as he stared out over the strip. I stepped through the open slider to join him. “Hi,” I murmured shyly.

      “Laney.” Harry stood and smiled at me, then shook his head. “Come with me. I have something for you.”

      He brought me back into the bedroom and opened the closet door. “These.” He gestured to encompass roughly five dresses. “Oh, and these.” He lifted a fancy bag with tissue paper sticking out of the top and I swallowed hard.

      “You bought me panties?” I chewed on my lip while I worried over the contents of the bag. “I’ll be right back.” Grabbing the bag, I ducked into the bathroom once more, shut the door, and leaned against it while I tried to regulate my breathing. I was entirely too excited, but strangely not fearful. I peeked inside and discovered his choices were perfect. A couple of bikinis, a few cheeksters, and a pair of boy shorts. Tears pricked my eyes. Why did this guy have to be perfect? Why did the women in my family have to specialize in impossible relationships?

      I grabbed a pair of black cheeksters, yanked off the price tag, but dropped it into the bag before I pulled on the underwear. The gift was nice, but I’d learned to never rely on a man. The fit was perfect, and I rather liked the way they looked on too. Maybe for the first time ever, I felt sexy. Smiling, I wrapped the bathrobe around me again before I sashayed back into the bedroom.

      Harry leaned against the wall. “I’d ask what you thought, but your smile says it all. I’m glad I didn’t foul this up.” He pulled a hand from behind his back. A black bra dangled from his finger. “I thought this might be useful.”

      My head tilted. I moved closer and reached for it. When I checked out the size, I realized he’d selected correctly. “Wow.” I frowned. “Oh, you’re one of those guys.” I pulled the bathrobe more tightly around me.

      “What guys?” He frowned.

      I shrugged. “You know, the kind that can guess a girl’s bra size just by looking at her.” My disappointment was obvious.

      Harry chuckled. “Do I look like that guy?” He shook his head. “Actually, I’m the guy who asks Kate what size bra she sent to the laundry earlier.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t know what to say. “So, you’re the kind of guy who uses his head. I like that.” My cheeks burned.

      He reached out and rubbed my arms with his hands. “Yeah. I use my head, but something tells me my heart is about to get a workout and a half.”

      I stared up at him through my lashes. “You think so?”

      “Definitely.” Harry leaned close and pressed his lips to my forehead. “Now I need to feed you before you drop from hunger.”

      “I don’t even know what I want to eat. I’m so tired. This has been a day,” I murmured as I let my head lean on his chest.

      “Then let me take care of you.” Harry held me more tightly. “I’ll make sure you don’t regret it.”

      I wanted to tell him it was early to make such a proclamation, but when he pulled me around the corner into the living area, I found he’d set up a veritable buffet. “How?”

      “Room service. You can get pretty much whatever you want as long as you’re willing to pay for it.” He shrugged. “Sometimes it pays to be a billionaire.”

      I shrank back. “Do you think to impress me with your wealth? If anything, that turns me off.”

      Harry blew out a breath. “I don’t know why I said that. I guess I wanted you to know I was financially secure. I guess I thought you might find it a little attractive. Most girls do, I’ve heard.”

      My brow furrowed. “You’ve heard? You don’t know?”

      “You’ve seen my traveling companions, my best friends since childhood.” He sighed as he began to pull the lids off the various plates covering the coffee table. “Won’t you have a seat?” He gestured to the couch, but I sat on the floor instead.

      “Continue,” I urged. Somehow, I had begun to think we might have more in common than I expected.

      “Ty, Mr. George, was the handsome, witty, playboy billionaire. Every woman we ever met was drawn to him. He could’ve been truly terrible, but instead, he was a gentleman.” Harry passed me silverware and a napkin. “Help yourself.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured as I eyed the French toast.

      Obviously, he noticed because he pushed it closer to me, along with the bowl filled with scoops of butter and the small warm pot of syrup. “It’s all yours.”

      “Tell me more. I want to know you.” Then I averted my eyes because…who says that?

      Harry sat beside me. “Okay. I’m not that interesting. Ty was the one the ladies wanted. Drew was the one they settled for. After all, he was fun. I was the token ginger.”

      “Nah. You’re more than that.” I stuffed a bite of the French Toast in my mouth and moaned. When I glanced at him, Harry wore a funny look on his face. “What?”

      “Are you always like this?” He grinned.

      “Like what?” I turned my attention back to my plate and prepared to scarf down more food.

      “You just seem so real.”

      I laughed. “Oh, I’m real.”

      “So direct.” He raked his fingers through his beard.

      “I’m direct.” I snickered. “I’ve been told that’s one of my worst qualities.”

      “I like it. I hope you’ll always be that way with me.” Harry leaned over and planted a kiss on my temple.

      “Careful what you wish for,” I teased.
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      I’m pretty sure it was the best and worst sleep ever. My phone woke me and I realized I was sitting on the floor with my back against the couch and Laney draped across my lap. I vaguely remembered moments where my head would flop back on the cushion and when my neck began to ache, I’d lift my head again until it rolled around on my chest. This cycle was repeated again and again for the few hours we actually slept. Apparently, I managed to hit snooze at least once, but the incessant ringing of my phone woke Laney.

      “Make it stop,” she moaned.

      “Okay,” I mumbled, but I didn’t move.

      She rolled onto all fours. “Where is it? Oh, my God. Harry,” she whined.

      I blinked a few times and tried to reach for my phone all of six inches away, which was when I discovered I was suffering from a condition known as dead arm. “I can’t reach it.”

      “What are you talking about? It’s right there. I can see it!” Laney motioned to the phone on the other side of my legs.

      I lifted my left arm with my good arm and dropped it. “See? Nothing.”

      “You have got to be kidding me.” Laney crawled across my lap, dragging her chest over my morning wood. Then she reached for my phone and glanced at the screen while lying chest down on my thighs, her back side high in the air. “It’s Ty. Do you want to take this?”

      I sighed and threw my head back, which exacerbated my neck pains. “Ow!” I growled. “Yes.”

      Laney sat back on her feet as she slid a finger across my screen to accept the call. Then she held it up to my ear and smiled shyly while the robe gaped open at the top. It took everything in me not to look.

      “Morning, Ty,” I grumbled. “How did the dinner go?”

      “Really well. I mean my best friends weren’t there, so there’s that, but otherwise my news went over reasonably well.” He chuckled. “My father isn’t speaking to me. My mother burst into tears. All in all, I feel pretty good about things.”

      “I’m sorry I missed it.” I frowned at Laney, wondering what could have caused so much strife.

      “You should be. So, anyway. I think I figured out how to improve the presentation. You need to meet me at the hospital this morning. We’ll have breakfast with Drew. I’ll fill you in. And then if they release him, you can take him with you.” He sighed and I’m sure he thought it was all settled.

      “Do you think that’s a good idea? I mean, I don’t know if Sin City is good for him. Maybe he should go straight home. I’ll book him a flight.” I used my good arm to rub my eyes.

      “I don’t think he should be alone right now. Obviously, he needs a keeper.” Then Ty did his usual salesman thing. He quietly waited for me to speak.

      We were in a battle of wills. Laney looked at me curiously. Her finger hovered over the red button, but I shook my head and smiled at her. Using my good hand, I reached out and brushed the hair away from her face and cupped her cheek. She bit her lower lip and I wanted to lean in for a kiss, but the way my ass was tingling, I figured that had fallen asleep too.

      Finally, Ty growled. “You’re his friend.”

      My brow shot up. “I’m well aware. That’s why I let him stay at my house for so long.”

      “You didn’t let him, you gave up fighting him,” he argued. “You told me as much.”

      “Are you suddenly not his friend? Why is everything falling on me?” I growled.

      “You know I’m working. I can’t watch over him every minute of the day. If you want to stay here longer, Drew needs to be your job.”

      “And if I go home?” I could feel my blood pressure rising. This was as close as we’d ever come to an argument. Laney inhaled sharply, but I shook my head at her.

      “Be his goddam friend, Harry.” Ty listened a moment and when I didn’t respond, he added, “I mean it. I’ll see you at the hospital in an hour.” Then he ended the call.

      I rubbed my forehead as Laney pulled the phone away from my ear. My eyes were closed as I pondered my next step. A second later, Laney straddled my lap. My cock jerked. “Careful,” I warned playfully.

      She leaned in and whispered in my ear. “I’ve been careful my whole life. The second I dressed recklessly, however, I met you.” Her tongue darted out and she guided my lobe to her mouth and began to nibble on it. “I think we should explore what’s going on here or we’re both going to regret it.”

      Electric currents shot through my body. I opened my eyes and wrapped my arms around her. “Will you look at that?” I grinned. “I’m healed.”

      “It’s a miracle!” She winked. “Honestly, I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

      “And clearly, so are you.” I leaned in and finally kissed the spot I’d been eyeing since last night, the one near the base of her neck just above the clavicle. “Damn, your hair smells good.”

      Laney giggled. “Well, I used your shampoo and conditioner.”

      I buried my face against her throat. “And your skin…”

      “Your body wash,” she teased.

      “I must have excellent taste.” I let my teeth graze her skin as I carefully pulled some of the robe back to expose her shoulder. “You’re a beautiful woman, Laney.”

      She lifted my chin and forced me to look in her eyes. “If you mean that, then I think you should stay.” She nodded a few times, probably to reassure me of her conviction.

      I reached out and grabbed the back of her neck. “I’m not planning on going anywhere.”

      A smile brightened her face. “Are you serious?”

      I pulled her closer and pressed my lips to hers. Once again, I was assured of the chemistry between us. “Definitely.” Then I glanced at my phone. “Okay, breakfast. I have to go to breakfast with Ty. Wanna come?”

      Laney leaned away. “Oh, no. I’ll take my chances at work.”

      “Why is that taking a chance?” I frowned.

      She hopped to her feet. “Where do you think I was puked on the first time?” Then she winked at me and started toward the bathroom. At the door she paused and looked back. “You make me feel sexy. You make me want to try new things.”

      “Am I one of the things?” I asked while my heart raced.

      Laney grinned. “You are most definitely the thing.”

      Then she disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door. I rushed to Drew’s room so I could use his shower. Someone might as well make use of it, especially since mine was already taken. When I peeked in the bathroom, which was essentially undisturbed, and then saw his bags right where I left them, I knew he hadn’t unpacked yet, so I rummaged through his luggage to find what I needed. Instead, I kept finding alcohol. There were mini bottles in his toiletry bag. Every pouch in his suitcase had liquor in it. In fact, I never actually found body wash or anything else that would enable me to be clean and fresh. Instead, I grabbed the samples from the vanity and used them. The whole time, I wondered over Drew while blaming myself. How could I have missed all this?

      Feeling rather numb, I trudged back to my room, showered and dressed. Deep in thought, I almost failed to notice Laney standing in front of the closet wearing one of the dresses I bought her. Inhaling sharply, I murmured, “You look beautiful.”

      “You think so? My shoulders are showing.” She bit her lip. “I’m supposed to work like this?”

      “Definitely.” I walked over and planted a kiss on the back of her neck. “You still smell amazing. I didn’t fare so well.”

      “Oh no.” She shook her head.

      “Instead of toiletries, Drew packed liquor. Apparently, he has a serious drinking problem. I…don’t know how I missed it.” I blew out a breath and felt my cheeks color.

      “In my experience, alcoholics are really good at hiding things.” She turned and walked into my arms. “That, however, is a story for another time. Tonight?” She smiled up at me hopefully.

      “Yeah. See? Direct. You don’t play games. I love it.” I studied her for a moment. “Shoes.” I pointed to the boxes on the floor. “You pick. Then I have to go. Shall I walk you out?”

      Laney giggled. “Sure. My commute is really short today.”

      “Yeah?” My brow furrowed.

      “Oh yeah. I’ll be taking an elevator.” She shrugged. “I’ll explain tonight.”

      Fifteen minutes later, we were in the lobby and parting ways. I watched her walk away, then I made my way to the door. I held my keys in my hand, but Kate was watching for me in the lobby. “We have a car for you.” She gestured to the Lexus sedan at the curb out front. “We thought it might be easier than trying to have you navigate.”

      I licked my lips and wondered over her use of the word ‘we’ so many times in one conversation. “You and Ty?”

      Her cheeks turned crimson. “Right. So, you don’t want to be late,” she murmured as she hustled me out the door. “Enjoy your breakfast!” Then she positively ran back into the hotel.

      Before I had a chance to truly process everything going on, we’d arrived. “I’ll be waiting for you in the parking garage. Please call when you’re ready for me to meet you out front,” the driver murmured while passing me a business card.

      “Thank you.” I nodded and wandered through the front door, only to find Ty in the hospital lobby.

      He strode over to me. “I’ve been watching for you.”

      I blew out a breath. “Obviously.”

      “Listen, I’m sorry for the tension. I’m worried about Drew and I have a lot going on too.” Ty held out a hand. “Forgive me?”

      “Of course,” I murmured stiffly before holding out my hand and preparing for the bro hug. Ty didn’t disappoint.

      “I don’t know how this is going to go. The doctor will address all of us. Drew managed to authorize them to release medical information to you and me, mostly because I tricked him into doing so.” He chuckled sadly, then gestured toward the elevators. “Let’s do this. I need to get back to the hotel.”

      My brow shot up. “Does this have anything to do with Kate?”

      The elevator dinged, the doors opened and as soon as the car was empty, we entered and Ty punched the button for our floor. I waited for him to respond, but he remained silent. Soon the doors opened and we exited. I followed him down the hall. We reached the room and he murmured, “Ready?”

      I shrugged. “Is anyone ever ready for this?”

      He nodded and pushed the door open. I followed him into the room. Drew was awake, facing away from us, staring out the window.

      “How are you feeling?” Ty began.

      “Like I was hit by a bus.” Drew groaned, and then rolled toward us. “Was I hit by a bus? Because then the way I feel would make a lot more sense.”

      Ty shook his head. “Nope. You did this all on your own.” He sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Here comes the judgement. Go ahead. Lay it on me. I can take it.” Drew offered a bland look.

      For a second, I rubbed the back of my neck. I partially knew what I wanted to say, but the doctor knocked and entered the room before we could respond. “I see you arrived in time for rounds.” He leaned against the wall at the end of the bed. “I’ll be off soon, but I wanted to check in before I left. Drew and I had a conversation about his drinking.”

      Drew crossed his arms over his chest and stared out the window again. I studied him, shocked by his quiet demeanor. I expected snappy comebacks. I had prepared for snarky remarks. This…worried me.

      “We did a CT scan. The results show some liver damage. And he has been complaining of other ailments. He’s suffering from pancreatitis at the moment.” The doctor studied his patient. “How’s the pain today?”

      “Well, it could be better if you’d actually give me anything to make it go away.” Drew grumbled.

      The doctor nodded. “About that.” He released a sigh. “We’ve discovered that when we treat pancreatitis with pills, the alcoholic trades methods to dull the pain and the problems. Then he’ll be addicted to painkillers and create more problems.”

      “Makes sense,” Ty admitted.

      “I’m not an alcoholic.” Drew sank down under the sheets. “I’ll take the pills, thank you.”

      “Listen.” The doctor stood and I sensed he was considering caving.

      “Yes, you are,” I murmured. The fact that I spoke up seemed to shock everyone in the room. I moved closer to the bed and waited for him to meet my eyes.

      His chin jutted out. “I’m not. Stop saying that. Do you want me stuck here? Do you want me in agony?”

      I shook my head. “No. I want you well. I want you interested in anything besides laying around drinking. I want my friend back.”

      He shrank back at my words, but recovered quickly. “I’m right here. Same as always.”

      “You’re not the same as always. You used to eat food. Now you drink your meals. You sleep, drink, and lay around.” I raked a hand through my hair. This was going to get brutal, but maybe this was what he needed. “I’ve made excuses for you long enough. I’ve covered for you more than I should’ve. Now you’re out of control. You’re slowly killing yourself.”

      “Lies,” he hissed. “You’ve always been jealous of me.” Drew looked away.

      “What’s there to be jealous of? My suitcase was filled with clothes. Yours was so full of liquor, you didn’t have room for toiletries. What kind of life is that?” I threw my hands in the air, but before I could say anything else, the alarms sounded on his machines.

      A nurse soon popped in and the doctor murmured, “Let’s make him more comfortable.” Then he turned to face us. “Let’s talk in the hall.”

      We stood and followed him. At the door, Ty paused. “We’ll be back soon, Drew. Get some rest.”

      I sighed. “I’m not trying to hurt you. I’ll do whatever I can to help you get better.”

      Then we exited the room. “I hope you meant that,” the doctor said as he turned to face us. “He’s going to need all the help he can get. Honestly, he’ll be a full-time job. I’d recommend a rehabilitation center.”

      “Rehab?” Ty sucked in a breath.

      “Right now, it’s an option, but he’s one drunk and disorderly from being sent there whether he wants it or not. If he ends up here again, we’ll have no choice.” He frowned. “I’d be violating my oath to let him continue to harm himself. So, before we release him tomorrow, we need to have a plan in place.”

      “What do you recommend, doctor?” Ty frowned and crossed his arms over his body.

      “He can’t be left alone,” the physician began.

      “He stayed with me for a week and it didn’t help,” I grumbled.

      “Yes, but now you know what to look for. You search for hidden liquor. You make sure he can’t sneak drinks. You become his mother and father all rolled into one.” The doctor scribbled something on a piece of paper. “I’ll have a printout for you at the nurse’s station. Be sure to pick it up before you leave.”

      We watched as a nurse slipped out of Drew’s room. “He’s resting comfortably,” she announced.

      “I guess we’ll let him be. Obviously, we have much to prepare in order for him to be discharged.” Ty turned and motioned for me to follow him, but the doctor had one parting thought.

      “The key is to break up his routine. He’s used to laying around and drinking all day. He needs a purpose. He needs a schedule. He needs a change.”

      “Don’t we all.” I sighed.

      We grabbed the information the doctor suggested from the nurse’s station, then we hopped on an elevator and rode to the lobby. “Let’s grab something in the cafeteria. We can talk this over,” Ty suggested.

      Knowing we were in this alone frustrated me. We might have parents, but we’d become the family and support system for each other since we were young. “Yeah.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets. Somehow, I had a terrible feeling this was going to ruin my plan to get to know Laney better.

      We picked up food in the cafeteria. Nothing appealed to me at the moment. I was merely trying to hold it together until we sat at the table and could really talk. Once we did, I blurted out, “I’m losing my mind. Please don’t make me take care of Drew right now.”

      “I’m a little busy at the moment,” Ty murmured. “It really needs to be you. I’ll chip in where I can.”

      I huffed. “That’s what you say to placate me, then the chipping in never happens.”

      He didn’t even try to convince me I was wrong. Instead he blew out a breath and I braced because historically speaking, when he did that, he was preparing to drop something huge on me. “I didn’t want to tell you like this, but here it goes.” Ty’s shoulders heaved as he prepared to dump on me. “I’m married.”

      “You’re what?” I scratched my head. “How the hell can you be married?” My mind raced and I said the first thing that came to mind. “Wow, you’ll do anything to win a bet.”

      “It wasn’t about the bet. My father sent me here to do a job. Kate’s father just so happens to own the hotel.” He paused to take a sip from his coffee mug.

      “That’s even worse! You’ll do anything to close a deal.” I glared at him.

      “Well, it’s not like I can throw this trick in my repertoire,” he joked. “I plan to only marry once.” Ty set his mug down and began to turn the ring on his left finger.

      “And you’re wearing a wedding band? You once equated them with dog collars and refused to even consider one in the past.” I shook my head, hoping something would begin to make sense.

      “Yeah. That was when Paisley asked.” He grinned. “For Kate, I offered. That’s how I know it’s real.”

      I blew out a breath. “Great. Thanks to Drew, I may never get to find my real.”
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      The morning started off quietly enough. As usual, I sat in the conference room, diligently poring over the various files and reconciling all the money going into and coming out of the hotel and casino. The task was time-consuming, but also incredibly satisfying. I loved unraveling the mystery of the books. I thrilled in uncovering secrets and hidden funds. I practically danced out of my seat when I found missing money, mostly because recovering it meant a big, fat fee for me. Here, with more than twenty years of numbers to work with, I should see a huge payout.

      Normally, this excitement was enough. This would keep me focused and driven. In me was a deep-seated need to have security in all of its glorious forms, most specifically financially. I’d never had that growing up, which was why I’d forgone my true passion in order to ensure my independence and stability. I blew out a breath. Ever since I’d finished college, I’d worked toward this goal. At the moment, it seemed silly and I was overwhelmed with everything I was missing out on.

      By lunch time, I was losing my mind. Instead of staying in and ordering food brought up, I decided to go down to the restaurant, stretch my legs, and eat there. At one in the afternoon, I stood and pushed in my seat before striding toward the door. Suddenly, it opened and Kate stood there with a smirk on her face.

      “Come on.” She gestured for me to follow her.

      I stiffened. “I was on my way to eat lunch downstairs.” I glanced past her and stared longingly at the elevator doors. “Can we talk when I return?”

      She chuckled and crossed her arms over her body. “We could, or we could have lunch together.”

      “Oh, I think that’s a terrible idea.” I frowned. “You know, the whole fraternization policy.” I bit my cheek and moved to pass her in the hall.

      “That’s too bad. Ty invited Harry to join us for lunch so he wouldn’t have to eat alone. You know, since Drew is still in the hospital.” She released an exaggerated sigh. “I wouldn’t want him to feel like the third wheel…”

      I knew she’d paused intentionally, and I shifted uncomfortably as I tried to figure out how to rescind my refusal. “Well, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt this once. I mean, since it’s not just us.” I shrugged and looked away to hide my embarrassment.

      Kate grinned. “I thought you might be interested.” Then she looped an arm through mine. “So, the guys are waiting for us downstairs.”

      I frowned. “Their breakfast took that long?”

      She shook her head. “Oh, no. Apparently, they barely ate breakfast, but they wandered around talking. They had never really enjoyed the gardens or the fountains, and I think there was a gondola ride in there somewhere.”

      I snorted. “The two of them in a gondola. I’d have paid money to see that.”

      “Right?” Kate chuckled. “Let’s hear them out before we tease them mercilessly.” She seemed so happy. There was a bounce in her step as we walked through the elevator doors and Kate hit the button for the lobby.

      “Nothing happened with Harry,” I murmured quietly as I stared at the floor. Then I glanced at her to see her reaction.

      Her brow furrowed. “Okay. You’re an adult. What you do is your business.” She laid a hand on her chest. “I’m in no place to judge anyone. The minute I met Ty, I was a goner.” A smile spread across her face. “Listen. I didn’t say anything to my husband because he has his own ideas, but I thought you might be perfect for Harry. I don’t know him well, yet, but what I do know tells me he’s a good guy, especially if nothing happened between you last night.”

      My cheeks burned and I rubbed my hands together anxiously. “He bought me clothes. He let me use his shower. And then when I was done, I discovered he’d ordered room service.” I shook my head. “We flirted. There may have been a kiss or two, but that’s it. I’m not some common whore.” I blew out a breath. “I didn’t mean... Dammit.”

      Kate chuckled. “I know I’m no whore. Sometimes…you just know. You know?” She pressed the back of her hand against her lips and I guessed she was remembering something about her husband.

      “Actually, I don’t know. I’ve never known. I’ve barely dated.” I frowned. “This is crazy. I shouldn’t be doing this.”

      The doors opened and I stood there, making no move to exit. Kate’s brow rose. “You go, I go, we go.”

      “And if I don’t go?” My head hung.

      “I’ll have lunch with you upstairs. We’ll order in.” She shrugged like it was no big deal.

      “Why would you do that?” My mind struggled to process her words.

      “You spend too much time alone, Miss Jenner. You’re in a new town. You are surrounded by new people.” She looped her arm through mine again. “Vegas is the perfect place to leave your past behind. Reinvent yourself. Let it all go.”

      I inhaled deeply as I considered her words. Then I let her drag me out into the lobby. There was something bubbling inside me. The first time I noticed it was last night, when Harry and I settled in for our late dinner on the floor. This morning, before my shower, the feeling became more insistent, but was so unfamiliar, I couldn’t name it if pressed. Now, however, I felt more comfortable with it, this hope inside me. Maybe I didn’t need to keep up my defenses to prevent a repeat of my mother’s mistakes. Maybe I just needed to let go of my fears in order to let hope grow.

      “There they are.”

      I lifted my head in time to see Harry and Mr. George briskly walking toward us. Unfortunately, my spirits fell the moment my eyes met Harry’s. He looked positively miserable. His brow was furrowed, his shoulders were rounded like he was carrying the weight of the world on them. If I had any doubts as to how troubled he felt, I merely had to glance at the deep frown on his face. “I should go,” I announced as I yanked my arm out of Kate’s. I started to spin away, but Harry and Ty reached us.

      “Hello, gorgeous.” Ty wrapped Kate in his arms.

      Something about their obvious affection for each other made me freeze in my tracks and sigh.

      “Hi,” Harry muttered.

      “Listen, I can leave.” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder at the elevator. “I’ll let you hang with your friends and I’ll just go back to work.” I started to move, but I passed when I saw the pleading look in his eyes. “Oh, it’s not me?”

      “It’s most definitely not you.” He shook his head. “Although this will impact you, I’m afraid.” Harry scowled at Mr. George.

      “Stop being so negative. I told you I’d help.” Mr. George rolled his eyes.

      “Yeah. And I’ve known you our whole lives. I know how your help works. Mostly, it doesn’t.” He narrowed his eyes at his friend before reaching out to take my hand. “It’s not my idea. I’m sorry.” He laced his fingers through mine and squeezed gently.

      “Why are you apologizing?” I tilted my head as I studied him.

      “I have this horrible feeling I’m about to disappoint you,” he whispered.

      My heart beat erratically in my chest. He was upset over me. Suddenly, I found myself struggling to hide a smile. “You’re ridiculous. Let’s go eat. We can talk over lunch.” Then I towed him behind me, but when I glanced over my shoulder, he didn’t look nearly as unhappy as he did when he arrived.

      At the table the guys sat on one side of the booth, while the women sat on the other. I was on the inside, opposite Harry. He still seemed bothered so I reached out with my foot until I found his legs, then I hooked my ankle around one of his calves. He jumped at first as if startled.

      Mr. George noticed. “You okay, Harry?” His brows quirked in confusion.

      Harry’s cheeks turned this adorable shade of pink. “Absolutely, I just remembered something.”

      “Was it that you like Laney touching you?” Kate snickered as she glanced under the table.

      For once, I didn’t correct her, but I did look away, unable to meet her eyes. Despite my embarrassment, I didn’t move my foot. Touching him felt right. I found it to be incredibly comforting and, obviously, he did too. Soon he was squeezing my ankle between his legs. For once, I wanted to take a really long lunch.

      “What looks good to you, Laney?” Harry stared across the table at me.

      “Hm. I’m torn. I feel like I should have a salad. The southwestern chicken one looks good.” I sighed.

      He rolled his eyes. “Let me guess. All the carbs last night weighing down on you like the guilty pleasure they were?” He chuckled at his own cleverness.

      “Maybe. Force of habit.” I turned my attention back to the menu.

      “Force of habit?” He sounded confused and I was too shy to explain.

      “She was a dancer,” Kate explained.

      I whipped around to look at her, wondering what made her say such a thing.

      Instantly, she shrank down in the booth. “I mean, you have a dancer’s body.” Her eyes widened and she suddenly focused on her menu. “I was thinking steak.”

      “For lunch?” Harry questioned.

      “I could use the iron,” she murmured as she studied the entrees. “Life is kicking my ass these days.”

      “I’ve got you, babe.” Mr. George reached across the table and rested his hand on her forearm.

      Seriously, I normally hate PDA, but these two melted me every damn time. I couldn’t think about food. The whole focus of my attention was on how much I wanted that. I wanted to be loved and allow myself to love someone in return.

      “What else?” Harry interrupted my musings.

      “Excuse me?” I shook my head, hoping to pull myself together.

      “What was the other food you wanted? You said you were torn.” He smiled indulgently at me.

      “Oh, the steak fajitas.” I giggled.

      “Perfect.” He turned to the waiter who had suddenly appeared for our order. “She’ll have the southwestern chicken salad. I’ll have the steak fajitas. And could we have two extra plates?” Harry grinned. Then he looked at me and explained. “We’ll share. This way you can have both.”

      “I love you,” I blurted out. All eyes were on me and I felt like a prime candidate for spontaneous human combustion. “It’s an expression.”

      “For now,” Kate murmured knowingly.

      “Not helping,” I hissed as I covered my face. There had to be some way for me to change the subject. I removed my hands and studied Harry. He was still there. He hadn’t climbed over Mr. George in a desperate attempt to exit stage right. He wasn’t avoiding my eyes. Instead, he seemed to be lost in thought while wearing a strange expression on his face. And since I’m so lousy with segues, and so good at word vomit, I asked, “Well, misery loves company. Why are you upset?”
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      The more I knew about Laney, the more charmed I became. How the hell had someone like her stumbled into my path? What were the chances someone like her would actually be interested in a guy like me? Judging by her face, I had a shot. Her cheeks were pink and though I wanted to postpone the news weighing on me for as long as possible, I wanted to explain what was eating at me even more. Her grip on my calf tightened and the reassurance she provided gave me the confidence I needed to share. “It’s about Drew,” I began, once the waiter had taken Ty’s order for himself and Kate, then disappeared.

      “Is he doing okay? I know he’s still in the hospital.” She frowned. “Does he need to be…institutionalized?”

      The way she so carefully chose her words was positively adorable. I sat up straighter so I could lean over the table. Even though Ty and Kate were sitting with us right now, it felt like me and Laney were the only two people in the booth. Then Ty spoke.

      “We’re trying to avoid that.”

      I glared at him, but it did no good.

      “What?” He shrugged. “She asked.”

      My brow rose. I’d never been so assertive with Ty. I’d been the passive one, the peacemaker, quick to go along with anything. Now, I was standing up to him. Hell, I was standing up for myself. None of this jived with the roles we’d been playing for so long. “Yes. Laney asked me.” I turned to her and murmured, “I’m sorry.” I blew out a breath. “Apparently, because we had Drew picked up by ambulance, and since the police weren’t involved, this is his one pass.”

      Laney nodded. “Now he has to walk the straight and narrow, work on recovery.” Then her brow furrowed and she asked, “So, how is that going to happen, especially if he doesn’t seem to want to recover?”

      My scowl returned. Being reminded of everything currently dumped on me had turned me an ugly shade of bitterness with more than a hint of resentment. “And that’s where my mood turns,” I grumbled.

      “He’s going to have to watch over him for a bit.” Ty sighed and rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why it’s such a big deal.”

      While I watched, Laney’s face darkened. “Probably because it’s a huge responsibility.” She folded her hands while she stared at Ty. I swear, if she’d had sleeves, this was the part where she’d have rolled them up. Every bit of her screamed that she was getting down to business. “Have you ever been responsible for someone’s sobriety?” She watched him and waited a moment.

      I was pretty sure I already knew the answer. Ty had never been good at hiding anything. If he’d had to face such a struggle, he surely would’ve shared, in horrifying and painstaking detail. “Never,” I retorted confidently.

      “How do you know?” Ty frowned as he glanced at me.

      “I’ve known you since birth. We’ve been best friends, supposedly, for our whole lives.” I rubbed my temples. I’d opened a door and I worried Ty was going to rush through it with an audience, instead of slamming it and opening it later, when we were alone.

      “Supposedly?” His brows rose.

      I sighed reflexively. “I get it, Ty. We all had our roles to play. You were Batman.” I wondered if I sounded as tired as I felt.

      “Well, if I was Batman, you were Robin.” He grinned, thinking he’d placated me.

      Instead, I shook my head. “No, I was more like Albert, always on top of things, always left to handle everything while you pretty much stood in the spotlight.”

      Ty frowned. “You feel like Drew was Robin?”

      I chuckled sadly. “Oh no. Drew was the Joker.” I watched as Ty sank down some in his seat. “He’d mess up. You’d rush in and save the day. Me, I was on cleanup.” I scowled. “I’m still on cleanup, which is stupid. See, it was one thing when we were dumb kids. We’re thirty. We’re supposed to be better than this. You’re better. I’m better. Drew…he’s actually worse.”

      “This is your life.” Laney sighed. “Damn, I wish someone had told me that.” Her shoulders heaved from emotion. “You have a choice, no matter what you think. There’s a fine line between friendship and enabling.”

      “Oh, we’ve been enabling the hell out of him for the past few years.” I glanced at Ty. He was staring at the table, deep in thought. Kate reached out and placed her hands in his outstretched palms.

      “Listen, Ty. This is important,” she whispered.

      For the first time ever, he looked small and sad. “I thought you were supposed to be on my side,” he choked out.

      “I am,” Kate reminded him. “Sometimes being on your side means I have to help you accept some painful truths. We’re all doing our best in this life. I know you mean well.”

      “Anyone else hear the lingering ‘but’ in the air?” Ty’s brow rose. “Say what you want to say, Kate. It’s safe. I’m not going to get all pissy and leave.”

      I could’ve let this go on. Hell, if I did, I might just have gotten out of it. Oh, but no. I was the cleanup guy, remember? And sometimes being on cleanup means stepping in before there’s an even bigger mess. “I said I’d do it,” I choked out. “We’ll give this a try. Just one. And if it doesn’t work out, he’ll have to go to rehab. Okay?” Ty nodded silently, but I could feel how deeply I’d wounded him and already the guilt was setting in.

      Laney had gone completely white. “What are you doing? What did you agree to?” Her eyes were wide and her breath came in tiny puffs.

      I shrugged. “I’m going to watch over Drew for a bit while he recovers.”

      She licked her lips carefully. “You do understand that alcoholism, that addiction is a lifetime battle. It’s not like you hit some magical number of days or weeks and the struggle is gone, the challenge disappears. No, that’s only when the support system weakens.” Laney blew out a breath. “I think you’re all grossly unprepared to handle this, to handle him.”

      “Well, this makes me feel a whole lot worse about the situation.” I folded my hands on the table and stared at them while I contemplated her words.

      “What makes you such an expert, Miss Jenner?” Ty tugged on his chin while he watched her response.

      At first, I thought she might avoid the question. From the look on her face, I’m pretty sure she considered it. Then she sat up stiffly in her seat, and released my leg. “My mother was an alcoholic.” Laney stared at him a moment before meeting my eyes. For the first time since we’d met, she seemed cold and detached. I didn’t like it, but I accepted it was probably the defense mechanism she’d used her whole life to cope.

      “Past tense?” Ty frowned. Then he winced and I realized from the look on Kate’s face, she’d probably kicked him under the table.

      Laney nodded. “She committed suicide when I was in college.” Then she turned to Kate. “I need to get up.”

      Kate nodded numbly and slid out of the booth. Laney glided over the cushion and soon landed on her feet. “Are you coming back?” Kate laid a hand on her forearm.

      Shaking her head, Laney murmured, “I really should get back to work.”

      “But lunch,” I blurted out.

      “I’m not hungry anymore,” Laney whispered, then she bolted to the elevator and disappeared.

      “Thanks,” I grumbled when she was completely out of sight. “You didn’t let me explain. Laney probably thinks I’m leaving town.” I rubbed the back of my neck.

      “She likes you, Harry. Let her calm down, then talk to her.” Kate smiled warmly at me. “She’s perfect.”

      Ty brightened. “I was thinking the same thing. She seems to be so informed, so assertive. She’s just what Drew needs.”

      I could feel my spirits sinking. “What do you mean, Ty?” I asked quietly. The question was a technicality. We’d known each other for so long, I knew precisely what he meant.

      “Drew needs a woman who will be the perfect combination. Miss Jenner seems like she can pull off nurturing just as well as she could drill sergeant.” He grinned proudly. “Problem solved.”

      Kate shook her head emphatically. “What are you talking about? The last thing Laney needs is Drew ruining her life.”

      I shifted to lean my back into the corner of the booth. Watching them argue over this was like the volleying of the ball at a tennis match. And though they disagreed, there was no finality to it, like I’d seen in so many relationships. No matter what, they seemed confident nothing would change how they felt about each other.

      “Please,” Ty murmured. “No one is better equipped. They’d be perfect together.”

      Kate calmly looked at me. “I’m sorry, Harry. What my loving husband fails to understand is that just because someone has had a shit life doesn’t mean they need to choose more shit.” She laid a hand on the table near my plate. “Those of us with common sense can see that the two of you have feelings for each other. In fact, I bet you’ll end up together.”

      “You bet?” Ty’s brows rose. “Do we really want to go down that path?”

      “Oh no. No bets.” She glared at him.

      “I’m with Kate. No bets,” I commented, but neither of them seemed to be paying attention to me.

      “You started it. I merely think Drew will land Miss Jenner.” Ty shrugged.

      “Are you kidding me? You must be blind. Harry already has.” She sighed dreamily. “He’s everything she needs.”

      Ty slapped his forehead. “How could you possibly know this? You’ve known Harry for like twelve minutes and Miss Jenner for what, a week?”

      Kate gnawed on her cheek and I waited for Ty to pick up on it. Unfortunately, the waiter returned with our food. He gave Kate and Ty their meals then he seemed to hesitate with me when he saw the empty seat. I licked my lips. “Can you please pack these two?” I nodded. “And I’ll need to go drinks.” I gestured to our sodas.

      “Of course, sir.” The waited disappeared into the kitchen again.

      I waited a moment, but Ty seemed to be so focused on his meal, he didn’t even pick up the conversation. I chose my words carefully. “Kate, how long have you known Laney?”

      Her cheeks turned pink and she set her silverware on the table. “We went to the same boarding school on the east coast.”

      Ty sucked in a breath. “Why am I hearing about this just now? This presents a wrinkle in the audit.”

      She nodded. “I only realized it yesterday. I heard her singing in the shower. That’s how I remembered.” Kate looked up sadly. “We were actually roommates for all of three weeks. As fate would have it, we ended up leaving the school about the same time. My mother had passed away a few days before her step-father. Apparently, the will was being contested by his adult children who were roughly the same age as her mother and that’s why she had to leave. Money.”

      Setting down his silverware, Ty nodded. “This explains a few things.”

      “I know, right?” She offered him a pleading look.

      “Drew is the richest among us. That is one more reason he’s perfect for her.” He smiled grimly.

      Before they could say anything else, the waiter returned holding a handled bag with my lunch and Laney’s, plus a carrier with our drinks. “Will this be all, sir?”

      I nodded and nudged Ty. “Scoot.”

      “Leaving?” Ty seemed confused.

      “Oh, absolutely. I’m going to go bring Laney lunch. You two can sit down here and figure out the future of your mark.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Our mark?” Kate frowned.

      “Yes, you seem to be betting on Laney. I want no part of this, but I do plan to enjoy lunch with her.” I smoothly took the food from the waiter. “I’ll talk to you in the morning, Ty. Sorry about this, Kate, but I do appreciate the insight into Laney’s past.”

      Then I strode to the elevator without even wanting to look back. Appeasing Ty was my past. If I had my way, Laney would figure into my future.
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      Though I’d worked hard to never feel that kind of pain again, here it was, landing in my lap. Worst of all, there went my hope, snuffed out in an instant. When I reached the conference room, I stood in the corner and stared out the window for a little while I tried to calm down. My stomach was growling, but I refused to join them for lunch at the moment, and probably never would again. Even now, I wondered if Kate remembered. I’d recognized her from the moment I saw her, even with that tight bun and the reading glasses, she couldn’t hide her light. Mr. George absolutely adored her. Everyone was drawn to her in school. I’d managed some momentary popularity in school while everyone rallied by her side at the news of her mother’s passing. They threw her a going away party. Then news came of my step-father’s massive coronary and my imminent departure and those same people avoided the hell out of me.

      “They just don’t know what to say,” Kate had explained.

      “They seemed to know what to say to you.” I had barely managed to speak in between sobs. I’d lost my escape from the binge drinking, the hangovers, the fights, and the endless weekend parties.

      Now I was reliving it. The pain felt as fresh and new as if it had happened yesterday. I shook my head and leaned against the window, staring down at all the teeny, tiny, carefree people.

      There was a knock on the door and as I turned around, Harry walked in. He looked more serious than I liked. Immediately, he set the bag of food and the drinks on the table before walking over to me. He wrapped his arms around me and drew me to his chest. “Hi, Laney,” he murmured into my hair.

      “Hello, Harry,” I whispered into his chest.

      He squeezed me once more before slowly walking me over to the table. “When I make plans to have lunch with a beautiful woman, I make it happen.” Harry pulled out a chair and gestured for me to take a seat. “I think we’re better off having lunch alone anyway. Those two are so much drama,” he teased.

      “Yes.” I nodded in agreement. I sighed as he pulled all the food out of the bag and set it in front of us, then sat in the chair beside mine. “Listen, I’m sorry I ran off. I was afraid I’d ruin lunch. And I didn’t mean to be all emotional and girlish, but hey, I’m a girl and despite my best efforts my soft side is gonna show here and there.” I shrugged helplessly as my face heated up.

      “Laney.” Harry grinned as he laid a hand on my thigh.

      I glanced down, reveling in the warmth his touch brought. Even more, I truly felt more peaceful than I had since I arrived here. “Go on.” I smiled tentatively.

      His shoulders heaved. “Okay, first, and I think this is an incredibly important point for me to make; I can’t stress this enough. Ready?”

      I nodded and giggled. “Sure.”

      He blew out a breath. “I’m not leaving. I’m going to stay here with him.”

      “And when you say here, you mean…”

      Raking a hand through his hair, Harry murmured, “Vegas. The hotel, I guess. Here. Near you.” He cupped my face. “I know this doesn’t make sense, but I’m drawn to you, and if you knew what I do for a living and how unusual this is, you’d possibly maybe sorta understand why I have to see this through with you. I have to.”

      “What do you do?” I bit my lower lip while I waited for his response.

      “I make movies.” He sighed. “I own a little studio. In fact, the studio is so little that I currently do the casting, directing, producing, and location scouting.” Harry chuckled maniacally.

      “Yeah. That sounds like a lot.” Then I frowned. “Hey, I thought you were rich.”

      “I am. My trust fund is financing this venture, since I refused to join the big studio my father runs.”

      My head tilted. “Why not?”

      “These big studios…they’ve lost their souls,” Harry grumbled. “They keep making the same movies and remaking movies. There are probably millions of amazing books out there just waiting for someone to bring them to life. And these greedy bastards are trying to find a way to wring a little more money out of the Back to the Future franchise.”

      I leaned back in my seat and smiled. “You certainly have the passion for this endeavor.” Then I nodded. “Ah, casting couch.”

      “No!” He swiveled in his chair and then turned mine until we were facing. Then he laid a hand on each of my thighs. “See, that’s the thing. I don’t do that. Never have.” He blew out a breath. “There are starlets throwing themselves at me all the time. That’s not the kind of woman I want. The one for me won’t even be looking for me. We’ll meet by chance and build a life together by choice.”

      My heart positively pounded in my chest. I could barely concentrate on his words because his touch was so distracting. His ice blue eyes slayed me. The way this handsome ginger spoke had me in knots. “So, you’d be more interested in the kind of girl who can’t manage platform heels and a Velcro dress?”

      “Interested? Nah.” He made a face. “Obsessed? Definitely.” Harry leaned closer. “I’ve wanted to do this since I watched you walk away this morning.” He reached behind my head and pulled my face closer until our noses nearly touched. “You are a rare and beautiful creature, Laney Jenner,” he murmured while staring into my eyes. Then he closed the distance between us and pressed his lips to mine.

      As before, I could feel tingles of electricity radiating through me. In an instant, I could feel hope igniting. I wanted this more than anything, a guy who chased after me and spouted such pretty words. I wanted this man who pulled out chairs for me and bought clothes for a virtual stranger. And because I wanted this, the man who seemed determined to catch me, I had to support him too.

      When he pulled back and pressed his forehead to mine, I couldn’t help myself. “You can’t stay in the hotel,” I muttered. Slowly, I opened my eyes, worried about what I’d see there.

      “Is it the bar downstairs? I’ll clean out all his luggage. I’ll make sure there’s no alcohol in the mini-bar.” Harry rushed to assure me of his plans.

      “It’s the bar. It’s the casino. It’s the people.” I shook my head. “There are drug dealers around. He’ll find a way to dull the pain he refuses to face.”

      Harry leaned back. “Let’s talk over lunch. Our fajitas are getting cold.”

      I laughed. “And my salad is probably getting warm.”

      “I forgot to ask for extra plates, but you’re still welcome to all that I have.”

      The way he looked at me, the way he spoke, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a double meaning. “I’m happy to share some fajitas with you for now.”

      “For now?” Harry smiled shyly.

      “Yeah. I’ll share a lot more later.” I winked at him as I reached for a tortilla.

      “I’m going to hold you to it.” He leaned over and kissed my temple. Then he prepared his own fajita and started eating. After devouring a few bites, Harry paused. “Okay. So, what do you recommend?”

      “The fajitas, definitely. Gotta tell you, the salad is a little disappointing.” I picked at some of the corn on top of the lettuce with my fork.

      “No, I mean what do you recommend for Drew?” Harry took a drink and I sensed he was trying to seem far more casual and relaxed than he truly felt.

      “Honestly? Rehab. You have no idea what you’re in for.” I frowned sadly as I recalled my childhood.

      “Well, let’s pretend that I have no choice because…actually, I feel like I have no choice. I promised I was staying in Vegas. Where should I stay? Hotel off the strip?”

      I shook my head. “No. I think you need a house. Far from the strip. You have no idea what you’re in for.”

      “Tell me.” Harry frowned. “Just tell me, please. I know I’m not ready. I’m not in the right frame of mind. I don’t care about Drew’s sobriety like I should right now.” He took my hand in his. “All I care about is getting to know you better. Babysitting my childhood friend isn’t exactly going to be conducive to this. How hopeless is my situation?”

      “Grim.” I took a long swig from my drink. “See, the guy you knew and loved, he’s not around right now. In his place is this addict. All the addict thinks about is keeping the pain at bay, making sure there’s plenty of alcohol because running out could be catastrophic.”

      “Drew’s suitcase barely had any clothes in it. Not the one I packed. That one had dirty clothes, which was why I went searching in the other one. Liquor bottles of all sizes, including minis.” He sighed. “I should’ve watched better.”

      “It’s not your job. Stop feeling like a bad friend. And stop expecting to see liquor. They often supplement with pills because those don’t give them the obvious tell, the breath, the sweating, and the hangover.” I frowned. “And the liquor takes a toll on the body. There’s a pain that no amount of liquor can take away. Plus, pills can be pretty easy to come by. After all, he merely needs to make up some physical ailment and he can get prescribed pills. And if he has the money, which he does, then he can afford multiple doctors, multiple scripts, multiple pharmacies. Addicts become masters of deceit.”

      “I can’t imagine Drew being organized enough for that.” Harry shook his head.

      “Did you imagine Drew would keep luggage full of liquor?” My brows rose in challenge.

      He shook his head. “Not in a million years. Back in college, he did some recreational drugs.”

      “Then he already has a hook-up.” I frowned. “Going back to LA right now would be a terrible idea.”

      “If you were me, what would you do? And don’t say rehab. I think I’ve established I’m going to try first, before I admit defeat. I have to.” He shrugged. “We’re friends.”

      “Right now, he’s just a guy you used to know. Trust me.” I eyed him warily. “But if you insist on going this route, I’m in it with you.”

      “Thanks, I’ll call you every chance I get to check in.” He grinned and I could sense some relief.

      “Nope. There’ll be no need for that.” I smiled wryly.

      “And why’s that?” He frowned.

      “I’m going to live with you.” I surprised myself when I said it, but I already knew I meant it. I’m not sure if I felt better or worse.
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      “We’re going to go find a house. Right now.” Laney pushed her chair back and stood. “I mean it. You can’t do this alone. Let’s go.”

      “Wait. Where are you living?” I stood and began picking up our mess on the conference table.

      Laney immediately pitched in, pulling the garbage can over and helping load it. “My firm rented me a place, but I signed an agreement which prevents me from inviting you to move in, hence the house hunt.”

      “How soon do you think we could close a deal?” I wiped the table nervously while awaiting her response.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, honestly, but I have to believe in a city where you can get a marriage license and marry minutes later, there has to be a way to secure some real estate.” Laney winked.

      Together we walked to the door and I opened it for her. She jumped a little. “Has no one ever opened a door for you?” I frowned. “I find that very hard to believe.”

      “I can’t remember the last time I let any guy close enough,” she murmured.

      We had started down the hall toward the elevator when Ty and Kate stepped off. With a smile, Ty held the button for us. “Knees to chest,” he joked. “I can’t wait here all day for you, Harry. And I’m sure Miss Jenner wants to get back to work.”

      “Actually, I’m leaving with Harry,” Laney announced. Ty stiffened and she explained. “I’ve worked a lot of late nights and even the weekend, since I’ve been here. Now, I’m going to leave early and go house hunting with Harry.”

      “Do you think this is a good time?” Ty frowned.

      Kate smoothly moved to stand beside him and laid a hand on his chest. “She has put in a ton of hours. If she wants to help Harry, leave her be about it. After all, she’s not an hourly employee. Remember?” She smiled brightly at me and I was rather pleased to have her on my side.

      Then I frowned. There shouldn’t be sides. Why would Ty pick Drew over me? “So, I’ll do dinner on my own tonight. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” I nodded curtly at him. Then grinned at Kate. “Thank you.” I laid a hand on Laney’s lower back and guided her through the open doors. After hitting the button for the lobby, I gave a slight wave as the doors closed and we began our descent to the ground floor. “Where to?” I asked her as soon as we were good and alone.

      “Well, I guess a realtor. There must be one who wants to take some highly motivated clients, one of whom is wealthy, on immediately.” She laughed quietly.

      “Okay.” I opened Safari on my phone and began to search. “Luxury homes.” I nodded. “Let me give these guys a call. Can you have the valet bring my car around.”

      Laney nodded and walked through the sliding doors to hand the waiting young man my ticket. He nodded at her and scurried away. Meanwhile, after the fourth ring, I finally had a realtor on the phone. “Hello, this is Jay. How can I help you?”

      “Do you have any homes that are vacant, furnished, and ready to go?” I really could be this guy’s dream client if he’d work fast enough.

      “Yes, we have at least five that I can think of. When would you like to see them?” He had quickly turned all suave realtor on me.

      “This is my cell. Text me the address of the first one on your list and I’ll meet you there.” I sighed impatiently. Already the valet had returned with my car and Laney was waiting for me to come join her. When I saw her reaching inside of her purse for a tip, I strode out the doors and waved. “I’ve got this.” Then I yanked my wallet out of my back pocket and passed the guy a twenty.

      “Sir, I didn’t get your name, your requirements, or your price range. Shall we start there?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No price limit. Must be three bedrooms and three baths minimum. I’d like a pool, possibly a golf course, and nothing too contemporary.” I huffed.

      “Your name?” His voice cracked slightly.

      “Harry. Harry Spencer.” I opened the car door for Laney. As soon as she was in, I closed it. Then I walked around to the driver’s side.

      “Oh, are you any relation to the Harry Spencer of Spencer Studios?” I could practically hear him salivating, although I was shocked he’d heard of me.

      “One and the same. So, you’ll send me a text, right?” My patience was already wearing thin.

      “Absolutely, Mr. Spencer. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Well, that was fast,” Laney murmured as I ended the call and it chimed a split second later.

      “It better. It’s already closing in on three. We’re wasting daylight.” I grinned. “You sure you’re ready for this?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all, but I’m sure you’re less ready and you need me. So, I’m there for you.”

      “Fair enough.” I blew out a breath, found the address on the map app and we drove off.

      Twenty minutes later, we pulled into a nice country club subdivision. I watched Laney for a reaction. When she remained silent, I pressed her some.

      “What do you think?” Her opinion seemed suddenly important to me.

      “Eh. Hard to say. I’m not easily impressed. I’ve lived in a lot of mansions, actually.” She sighed and stared out the window.

      “Really?” For some reason, I was under the impression money had been an issue for her family.

      Laney shifted in her seat and faced me. “My mother was a trophy wife,” she said flatly.

      I cleared my throat. “Excuse me?”

      “Seriously. She had no occupation aside from that. She simply went from one marriage to another, from one rich guy to another.” Laney shrugged. “When she was younger, the men were impulsive, prone to lying and cheating. Some even beat her, but she stayed because…money. When she was older, she found really old guys who were more forgiving, but their adult children weren’t, so there’s that.”

      Slowly, I turned and pulled into the driveway as the GPS directed me. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m…not. It was a learning experience. It’s the reason I went into accounting.” She blew out a breath and pushed open her door as soon as I pulled the keys from the ignition. As she stepped out, she pointed to the eager looking man in a suit at the front door. “This must be your realtor.” Laney smirked.

      “Yeah. Now don’t be too eager to settle on a place. This matters; what you like and want matters to me.” I met her in front of the car and wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “You must be Mr. Spencer.” Jay, the realtor, held out a hand. “So good to meet you. Are you filming a movie in the area?”

      “Let’s say I’m here to rest and recuperate, but I’m keeping my options open.” I winked conspiratorially at the man.

      “In that case, let me tell you the stats on this place. It’s a five bedroom, seven point two five bath.”

      Laney and I exchanged looks. “I don’t know what that even means,” she murmured. “Is it a toilet? Is it a sink? I’m baffled.”

      He smiled and ignored her. “Just over thirteen thousand square feet, and a smidge over nine million for the price tag.” He nodded and opened the door for us. “Go ahead and look around. I’ll wait on the back patio. You tell me what you think and we’ll proceed from there.”

      We walked into the place and Laney covered her mouth to hide a laugh. I couldn’t help but tease. “What? You weren’t schooled on the smidgeon system in school? It’s not quite as common as the metric system, but in these circles it’s obviously more important.” I rolled my eyes.

      She sighed. “Do you really want my opinion?”

      “That’s why you’re here,” I reminded her.

      “I hate it.”

      The realtor froze in his tracks before even reaching the back patio door. “What don’t you like?”

      “Too cold. Too contemporary.” She frowned. “You want me to go on?”

      I glanced at my phone. “Nah. Next place.”

      Jay wasn’t going to be easily defeated. “There’s another home in this same subdivision. It’s a little smaller, but Mediterranean. You may like that.”

      “I may like that.” Laney laughed.

      Soon we were back in the car and following him through the neighborhood. “Now, I asked for furnished. So, I hope we like that too.”

      “Eh, furniture can be replaced. We just need starter stuff.” She smiled at me and I found my heart pounding over the we she used the word ‘we.’

      We parked at the curb and stepped out. “You’re smiling,” I noted.

      “It has great curb appeal,” Laney admitted. “Let’s see how the inside holds up.”

      I held out my arm and she hooked hers through it. We followed Jay to the door where he rattled off the house by the numbers. “Five bedroom, five and a half baths, sixty-five hundred square feet, priced at two point six million.”

      We wandered through the main floor of the home and Laney kept glancing at me. Finally, I stopped and questioned her. “What is it?”

      “Where’s the furniture?”

      I’d been so busy admiring the wood work and the iron details, I hadn’t even noticed. “Hey, Jay? Where’s the furniture?”

      He took a deep breath. “Well, there’s an area rug.”

      “Right…”

      “And there’s a dining room set.” He pointed.

      “Okay. So, next house.” I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Who knew house hunting could be so challenging?”

      “Well, we’re rather rushed.” Laney shrugged. “Maybe the third time’s the charm.”

      Only it wasn’t. Neither was the fourth time or the fifth time. The sixth house was nixed so quickly, I barely remembered why we objected. “I’m hungry. It’s dinner time,” I grumbled.

      “Patience, handsome. I have a good feeling about this one.” She reached out and held my hand as we walked through the courtyard to the front door of the seventh home.

      “What makes you so optimistic?” I scowled.

      “Process of elimination,” Laney joked. “Plus, one of has to remain positive.” She leaned her head on my shoulder and I melted. My seething anger dissipated.

      “Okay. Let’s do this.” I stood by the door, ready for Jay to give us the stats.

      “Look, you clearly don’t care about the numbers. See if you even like the place. Then we’ll talk.” He pushed the door open and waved us inside.

      Laney inhaled sharply, but I could tell she was trying not to give too much away. I waited until he was out of earshot. Soon, I could see Jay on the phone, pacing on the patio. “What do you think?”

      “If the rest of the house is as nice as this, we have a winner.” She grinned. “It’s filled with books and nice neutral colors, but still feels warm and welcoming.”

      I started seeing the home through her eyes. “Lots of natural light, what little is left of it anyway.”

      We finished scoping out the house in a leisurely fashion. By the time we reached the patio, we’d already decided this was the place. “The other houses are farther away. So privacy, and pools, and ping pong. No bar. The wine cellar is empty. The rooms are perfect.”

      I walked over to Jay and sighed before holding out my hand. “We’ll take it. I can have the bank wire the money. And I need it tomorrow.”
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      The negotiations had been conducted on the patio. I listened while soaking my feet in the pool and admiring the scenery. They seemed to go a little something like this:

      Jay: My client wants to buy your house, furnished. He’ll pay the asking price. Cash deal. Quick close.

      Seller’s agent: How quick?

      Jay: He’d like to move in tomorrow.

      Seller’s agent: He can move in tomorrow, but you know it’ll take a couple of days at least to get the paperwork finished. Get the money wired and we’ll let him move in as a renter. I’ll get the agreement drawn up.

      Jay: Cool.

      I cannot make this stuff up. Once again, I was reminded why my mother was so enamored with this life. Money moves mountains. Being reminded of my past made me more uncomfortable than I cared to admit. On the one hand, wow…easy life. On the other, the constant fear my mother lived with, always worrying it would all go away. Part of this is what killed her. The other part…was on me.

      “You look deep in thought.” Harry squatted beside me and kissed my temple.

      “Just enjoying the view. And the pool.” I sighed happily. “You’re going to love this house.”

      With one finger, he lifted my chin and looked into my eyes. “You’re going to love it too. This place is ours.”

      I pushed his finger out of the way and moved to stand. “For now,” I whispered. I knew how these things worked. I had no delusions. No matter how nice Harry seemed, no matter how different he appeared. At the end of the day, I would always remember where I stood in the scheme of things.

      He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “I’ll find other ways of convincing you. Ready for dinner?”

      My stomach rumbled and I laid a hand over it. “I thought you’d never ask. Where do you want to go?”

      “Um, let’s go eat at the hotel.” I shrugged.

      “Wait. This is literally our last night of freedom in Vegas and you want to eat at the hotel?” Harry frowned. “I know we can do better than that.” He finger combed his beard.

      “Oh, I’m sure we can, but after this I need to go back to my house and pack. Tomorrow we move in, right?” I grinned. My stomach wasn’t merely hungry. I battled nerves as well.

      “I see your point. Let’s go eat. I’ll follow you to your house and help you get moved out.” He wrapped an arm around my waist. “You shouldn’t have to do all this alone. After all, you’re helping me. The least I can do is help you too.”

      Soon he had me settled in the passenger seat of his car. Harry hopped into the driver’s side. For a while, we rode in companionable silence. Although he seemed perfectly content, I was racked with worry and doubt. This could go wrong so many ways. Alcoholics were wild cards. Sometimes, I could predict my mother’s behavior. Sometimes, she managed to shock me. I never saw the suicide coming. I’d never make that mistake again.

      My shoulders heaved as I took a few deep, calming breaths. “Thank you. I appreciate your help.” Harry had no idea how much it took for me to accept his assistance. I was ridiculously independent.

      As we neared the hotel, his phone rang. He peeked at the screen. “It’s Ty. I’ll call him back after we eat.”

      “You can answer it, if you want. I don’t mind.” I smiled lazily.

      “No way. This is our time. For once, I want us to enjoy a meal in a restaurant without interruptions. You wouldn’t think it’d be so hard.” He shook his head.

      “Agreed.” I laughed.

      “We’ve hit more than our fair share of road blocks.” Harry reached out and laid a hand on my thigh. Seconds later, his phone chimed and text messages flashed on his screen.

      “Maybe you should’ve answered his call,” I teased. “Mr. George does not seem to take ‘no’ for an answer.”

      “Never has, never will,” Harry grumbled. “Could you please read them to me?”

      “Sure.” I shrugged, then reached for his phone in the cup holder. I touched the home button and his phone opened. “No passcode?”

      “Eh, no secrets. No need. I live a pathetically boring life.”

      “And yet the last couple of days would suggest otherwise,” I teased as I tapped on the icon for the text messages. “Oh, hell,” I muttered when the first few words jumped out at me.

      “Out loud. What does it say?” Harry glanced at me impatiently.

      “Drew snuck out of the hospital. They have no idea where he is. This is my paraphrase, obviously.” I sighed.

      “Obviously.” He blew out a breath.

      “They’d like you to meet them in the conference room while they try to figure out where to look for him.” I held his phone, poised to respond.

      “And there goes dinner. Could you please tell them I’m on my way? Ten minutes and we should be there.” He rubbed his forehead. “Is there any way, any way at all, I can convince you to wait for me in the restaurant for fifteen minutes? I really want to help you. I really, really want to enjoy a quiet meal with you.”

      “I think we’d stand a better shot in L.A. Maybe we should go back there,” I joked. I watched as his shoulders slumped and his spirits clearly fell. “Of course, I’ll wait for you. I’ll wait as long as you want, as long as I feel like I’m not in the way.”

      “I’m sorry you’re having to deal with all this.” Harry’s frown deepened.

      Without thinking, I reached out and ran a hand through his gorgeous strawberry blonde hair. “I’m not. Otherwise, we might not have met.”

      We pulled up to the valet and stepped out. Together, we walked into the lobby. “I’ll see you soon,” I murmured as I pasted a smile on my face.

      “I’ll go with you, help you get seated.” Harry wrapped an arm around my waist.

      “Dude, I am perfectly capable of finding a table. Go on,” I urged.

      “Dude, huh?” He smirked. “Note to self: don’t infringe on Laney’s independence.”

      I grinned. “You get me.”

      He leaned down and pressed his lips to mine for a hint of a second. “I try. I want to.” Then Harry waved and bolted for the elevator.

      As casually as possible, I wandered toward the restaurant, then I heard a commotion in the casino and decided to check it out. A man seemed to be causing a scene at a blackjack table. When I managed to pick my way through the crowd, I discovered it was Drew, of course.

      “I want to play at this table,” he complained drunkenly. “Tabby is my good luck charm.”

      “It’s Talia,” she grumbled. “Sorry. This table is full.”

      “You don’t look sorry, Tawny. You look sour.” He chuckled at his own joke.

      Security was making their way toward him and I knew I needed to intercede before he ended up in jail and rehab. I shook my head, hoping to allay all the old fears, which were ready to surface.

      “Hey, Drew,” I cooed as I pushed through the last few people separating me from him.

      He whipped around and looked at me. Recognition lit up his face. “Jenna! So good to see you. Come play with me.”

      I shook my head. “The table is full. Why don’t you come with me?”

      “Nah,” Drew grumbled. “I’m in Vegas. I want to play.”

      I popped my hip out seductively. “Are you sure you don’t want to buy a girl a drink?” Security stood a few feet behind him, but I shook my head and waved them back. Talia, the dealer, managed to keep their attention too.

      Drew eyed me for a moment. “A drink. Sure.” He moved closer and threw an arm over my shoulder as I turned to move him out of the casino. This was a ridiculous time for me to realize I didn’t have Harry’s phone number. “Jenna is an awesome name,” Drew slurred as we stumbled away.

      “Well, it’s a bastardization of my last name, but I’m really glad you like it.” Years of taking care of my mother had taught me how to indulge drunks and make them pliable instead of explosive. “My name’s Laney.”

      “That’s not what you told me the first time we met, Jenna.” He wagged a finger in my face. “I think you’re trying to pull one over on me. Good luck with that. I’m not drunk.”

      We wandered through the lobby, and the bell boy came rushing over when he saw me supporting all of Drew’s weight the best I could. “Let’s get you to a seat, sir.” He motioned me to a cushioned bench in an alcove. “I think you’ll be more comfortable here.”

      Drew shook his head even as he crumbled onto the settee. “No. I promised Jenna a drink. I’m a man of my word.”

      The bell boy looked at me helplessly. I shook my head. “Can you call upstairs and let Miss Summers and Mr. George know their friend, Drew, is downstairs with Miss Jenner?” I spoke in a low voice, hoping to avoid alarming Drew.

      “Jenna, I don’t feel well.” He held his head.

      Though I’d been standing in front of him in case he fell forward like before, I now moved to sit beside him and hold him up that way. I’d learned my lesson. “Is this better?” I rubbed his back.

      “A little.” He burped and I nearly choked on the fumes.

      “Did you drink here?” I knew the accuracy of drunken responses was questionable at best, but I really wanted to make conversation, distract him while we waited on everyone to come downstairs.

      “Here. And several other places.” He looked at me and grinned.

      Obviously, the bell boy had called immediately and they’d wasted no time in responding. Seconds later, I saw Harry, Kate, and Mr. George rushing toward us. Unfortunately, Drew spotted them too.

      “Oh, no. Killjoy alert. Let’s make like a dick and head.” He struggled to stand. “Whoa. Woozy.” He sank down on the settee hard.

      “There you are. Do you have any idea the trouble you’ve caused?” Mr. George scowled. “You can’t run away from a hospital. You’re there for a reason.”

      Drew glared. “Because you sent me there. That’s the reason.” He looked at me. “Come on, Jenna. Let’s go. You drive.”

      “I think you need to listen to your friends,” I murmured gently.

      “But I promised you a drink,” he whined.

      I nodded. “Some other time.”

      Mr. George held out a hand. “Let’s go, Drew.”

      “Don’t let them take me, Jenna!” he wailed. Then he whipped around to look at me.

      This time, I knew what to expect. I had no excuse, other than being distracted by Harry. He had moved closer to me, and stared at me with such affection, it nearly knocked the air from my lungs. “Hi,” I whispered, shyly.

      “Have I mentioned how beautiful you are today?” Harry reached out and smoothed my hair back.

      A second later, Drew belched and this time it wasn’t just fumes. This time, he managed to throw up in my lap. Kate and Mr. George stepped back in horror. Harry covered his mouth. Drew leaned heavily against the wall on his other side. “I feel much better,” he whimpered.

      I glanced down at hot, smelly liquid seeping through the dress, onto my skin, and frowned. Drew might feel better, but I felt so much worse. I could tell everyone was waiting on my reaction. I offered Harry a half smile. “Still think I look beautiful?”

      He squatted beside me and sighed. “Inside and out. Always.”

      I pressed my forehead to his. “That’s great. Can I go upstairs and take a shower now?”
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      “Okay, well, obviously Drew needs to go back to the hospital.” Ty stared at me impatiently.

      I laughed. “And obviously, I’m not doing it. I’m taking Laney back to my room so she can shower.”

      “You could take him while she’s in the shower.” He wrapped an arm around Kate. “I’m busy. I have a wife and a business. You’re here…”

      “I was here to support a friend. You know, now that you’ve shared your big news, you could try doing the same.” I reached out and helped Laney stand. When she did, the puke that hadn’t soaked into her dress, dribbled onto the floor, making a truly disgusting sound as it hit the carpet.

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” Laney murmured. Then her knees buckled and I barely caught her in time as she went completely limp.

      I glared at Ty and growled through gritted teeth. “I’m taking her upstairs. You deal with Drew. And I swear to God, Ty, if you try to fight me on this, I’m going to make you regret it every single way I can.” I began to turn with Laney in my arms, but realized I had more to say. “Oh, and I can think of at least a half dozen ways already.” My brow shot up and silenced him completely.

      I strode to the elevator and hit the button, the doors opened almost immediately and I stormed inside. As soon as they closed, Laney flipped herself out of my arms. I panicked. In my mind, I was dropping her. When she landed on her feet and bowed, I knew otherwise. “What the hell as that?” I asked with a laugh.

      “That was my best acting yet!” She giggled and danced around, clearly proud of herself. Then the dress slapped her in the leg and she grimaced. “Okay, I need to get out of this. I feel gross.”

      “I bet in the back of your mind, when you saw that closet full of clothes and all those panties, you thought I was crazy. Little did you know I was a former Boy Scout.” I raised two fingers in mock salute.

      Laney snickered. “I don’t believe you.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but I couldn’t pull it off. “Just as well. I quit Boy Scouts after the pinewood derby. It was really the only reason I joined to begin with.”

      “So, in truth, you couldn’t decide which dress to buy, huh?” She gave me the side-eye.

      Again, I was completely charmed. “Pretty much. I knew what I liked. I knew what I wanted to see you in.” I blew out a breath. “Of course, I had no idea what you’d like or feel comfortable wearing, so I was hedging my bets.”

      “You boys and your bets.” Laney shook her head.

      The elevator stopped on my floor. When the door opened, I laid my hand on her lower back and guided her to my room. Once I opened the door, she dashed inside, ripping the dress off over her head even as she walked. Then she wadded it up. I followed a good six feet behind her and saw she’d set it in the sink.

      “You shower. I’ll take care of this for you.”

      “Please, like you know how to clean linen.” She winked.

      I shook my head. “Not even a little, but I have a lifetime of experience with calling the front desk. And I’m sure they’ll be more than happy to send housekeeping and get this laundered for us.” I grinned.

      “Well, I’m not going to argue with that reasoning.” She sighed and started the water.

      I exited the room because this wasn’t the way I was going to see her naked for the first time. In my mind, when I finally did, it would be a wildly romantic experience, not one brought about by my childhood friend puking on her for the second time in two nights. I shook my head and wandered over to the hotel phone on the nightstand when my cell in my pocket began to ring. Upon pulling it from my pocket, I discovered the caller was Ty. With a sigh, I answered. “What, Ty?”

      “I’m sorry.” He spoke so quietly, I thought I misheard him.

      “What did you say?” I couldn’t hide the confusion in my voice.

      “Kate reprimanded me the instant you two disappeared.” He paused for a moment and I could hear her voice in the background. “She’d like to know how Laney’s doing.”

      “She’s in the shower, recovering nicely, I think, considering the circumstances.” I scowled.

      “She is.” He sighed. “She’s nothing like who I thought she was.”

      “I could say the same about you,” I grumbled.

      Ty groaned. “About that. Listen, I’m sorry. I really am. Kate pointed out that while I’m constantly proving my devotion to her, I’m doing a fine job of alienating my friends. And I don’t want that.”

      I was silent a moment, mostly because I didn’t know what to say and we’d both already said too much of the wrong stuff. Our relationship truly felt like it was teetering in the balance. Obviously, I waited too long to say anything because Ty felt the need to further convince me of his dedication to preserving our friendship.

      “See, I love Kate. I really love her.” His voice grew muffled and I guessed he was trying to have this conversation away from her ears. “I want this marriage more than I’ve ever wanted anything…”

      “Listen, you rich bastard,” I interrupted. “You were born with a silver spoon in your mouth. You’ve never wanted for anything.”

      “You wouldn’t think so, right?” I heard him scratching his head, an indication of how troubled he truly felt at the moment. Then he continued. “I wanted for love. I never knew how to love. Then I met Kate. She changed everything. And I can’t lose her, but I don’t want to lose you either.”

      I sighed. “How are you feeling about Drew? At the moment, I’m worn out. And I’m torn.”

      “Yes, Drew is a tough case. I have to believe he’s hurting. We may be the only ones who can fix this. Please help me.” Ty sounded ridiculously sad.

      “I’m helping you. I’m helping Drew. I’m afraid I’m going to help myself into an early grave,” I muttered. “I promised I’d give this one shot…”

      “Wait. Are you quitting already?” Ty sounded panicked.

      I began pacing as I stared out the window at the Vegas lights. “I don’t know. I guess not. I mean, I suppose I hadn’t officially started, right?” I stopped walking and leaned my head against the window pane. Ty was silent and I knew he was trying to figure out what to say at this point. Instead, I put on a grand display of word vomit. “I know that if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have met Laney. I know that if it weren’t for Drew, I wouldn’t have spent last night with Laney. And now, because I really want to get to know Laney, everything else feels like a distraction.” I groaned. “I’m not saying any of this right. And I don’t want to sound ungrateful or hurt your feelings, but I mean it. The next time he screws up, he’s proving to me, to you, to all of us, that caring for him is a bigger job than we’re prepared to handle. Got it?”

      “I know,” Ty mumbled.

      “The thing is, even though it feels like I’m turning my back when I put my foot down, even though I worry I’m admitting defeat, I’m really trying to save him.” I slapped my hand against the wall. “See, I’m afraid he’ll get hurt and it’ll land on me because I didn’t pay close enough attention to him. I worry he could die on my watch. What if he hurts someone else?”

      In the background, Drew moaned. “I’m getting into the car with him now,” Ty murmured. “I’ve heard you. I understand. And I’m going to share this with the doctor. I’ll see what he suggests. Then we’ll talk in the morning, okay?”

      “Yeah. This is all we can hope for at the moment. You have my number. Text. Call. Let me know, okay?” I turned around and leaned my back against the wall. When I did, I found Laney standing there with her hair in a towel, her body wrapped in that robe all over again. In an instant, nothing else mattered. “I gotta let you go.” Then I ended the call and stuffed the phone in my pocket. I wanted my hands free to greet her properly. “Hi,” I murmured as I moved closer to her.

      “Hi. You know, now that you mention it, I could use your number.” Laney smiled.

      “Anything for you.” I meant it. I meant it in every way imaginable.
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      While I dressed, Harry programmed my phone. “I’m adding my number, Ty’s, and Drew’s. I think we should get Kate’s too. We want to have all of our bases covered.” He picked up his phone from the bed and tapped on the screen. “Okay, sent Ty a text so we can both have Kate’s number.” A second later his phone chimed. “That was fast. Must be he was already thinking about it.” Another chime sounded. “So, it looks like they are keeping Drew at the hospital tonight. When he’s coherent, they’ll try to talk him into checking himself into a rehab. After his inevitable refusal, because he somehow doesn’t see this as a problem, we’ll pick him up.”

      I wandered over to him and turned around. “Can you zip me please?” Peeking over my shoulder, I watched for a reaction. I swear his hands shook slightly as he reached out to pull it up. “Thank you,” I murmured as he finished.

      “I wonder if he’ll be out tomorrow.” Harry rubbed his face.

      “My guess? They’ll want to keep him an extra twenty-four hours. We’ll see.” I shrugged as if it were no big deal, but everything was suddenly the biggest deal. “Now, I know this seems like a terrible time to even consider such a thing, but is there any chance I can interest you in food? I’m no less hungry.” I chuckled. “Okay, I was for a little bit.”

      “Yeah, let’s get food and never mention it again.” He stood and wrapped me in his arms. “I’m so sorry about everything.”

      “Again, don’t be. If you’re going to survive this, if we’re going to manage this, then we can’t blame ourselves for anything that isn’t truly our fault.” I frowned up at him. “Alcoholics and addicts are really good at the blame game. Oh, and they’ll blame everyone and everything but themselves.” I pressed my head against his chest and listened to the rhythmic beating of his heart, reveling in its soothing effect. I could’ve stayed like that for a long time, but we were interrupted by a knock on the door. I glanced up. “Did you order room service? Or is this about my dress?”

      Harry shook his head. “No, I didn’t even get to call the desk yet. Ty interrupted.” He carefully released me. “Wait here.” Then he strode over to the door, peeked out the peephole, and sighed. “It’s Kate.” He opened the door and smiled. “Correction. It’s Kate and a tray.” He chuckled. “Let me help you with that.”

      “Well, the hotel is in worse shape than I imagined if you have to start working double duty,” I teased as Harry set the food on the coffee table.

      She laughed sadly, “You have no idea.” Then she glided over to remove the lids. “Ty told me you love a good ribeye Oscar,” Kate murmured to Harry. Then she took a deep breath and raised the other lid. “And I hope mac and cheese is still your go to comfort food. I had Chef give it an adult spin by adding lobster.” She shrugged and bit her lip while she awaited my reaction.

      My shoulders drooped. “You remembered.” Apparently, that was all I needed to say.

      Kate rushed over to me and wrapped her arms around me. At first, I didn’t want to reciprocate, and I certainly didn’t want to be reminded of my pathetic and disappointing past. I’d worked so hard to overcome it. Ah, but she murmured in my ear, low so Harry couldn’t possibly hear. “I’m sorry we lost touch. I was hurting and shut down. I didn’t have anything left for anyone else.” She took a step back but held my hands. Her sorrow was evident. “I came here, the one place where my parents didn’t want me to grow up. And I was an insta-adult, taking care of my father and helping out at the hotel. I threw myself into all of this so I didn’t have a second to think about everything I was missing out on. I let go of all of my friends from school, from my past because no one knew what to say and accepting pity wasn’t my style.”

      Then I said something I never expected to say to her. “Kate, it’s okay. I get it.” I swallowed hard. “No one else could possibly understand what we were going through.”

      “But you called and I never responded, never returned your call. Time just…got away from me. The funeral, moving home, and all the adjustments. After I settled in and felt ready to feel anything, I told myself it was too late to reach out.” Kate hiccupped as she tried to hold back a sob. “I should’ve been a better friend.”

      I bit my lip. From the corner of my eye, I saw Harry lean against the wall, watching us quietly. For the first time, in a really long time, my life could be bigger than just me. I could stop punishing myself. Inhaling deeply, I realized I hadn’t overcome everything yet. “You know, we should let the past go. We could be friends now.” I blinked back the hot, salty tears prickling my eyes. “I don’t really have any, mostly because I’m really good at keeping people at bay.”

      “Ah, we have that in common.” Kate nodded. “I’d like your friendship so much.” Then she reached out again with open arms and this time, I hugged her back. I needed it as much as she did. We stood there for several seconds, sniffling and clinging to each other. She pulled back first. “I’ll let you two eat. I just…I wanted to get all of that off my chest.” She raced toward the door, but I stopped her.

      “Kate, there’s way too much food for two people. Won’t you join us? Mr. George is at the hospital anyway, right?” I shrugged.

      Tilting her head, she considered my words. “Okay, I’ll stay. And you’ll start calling him Ty.” She grinned. “Or Tyler.”

      “Ty will be fine.” Then I threw an arm around her and walked her to the couch before settling in on the floor.

      She laughed, pushed the coffee table out more and sat with me. “I haven’t done this in far too long.” Then she pulled her phone from her jacket pocket and placed a call. “Yes, I’m going to need chocolate cake, cheesecake, and a bottle of Moscato sent to Mr. Harry Spencer’s room. Three glasses. Thank you.” She set the phone on the table.

      I wasn’t really paying attention to my own actions as I began to nibble on the mac and cheese. A few minutes later, however, I realized both Harry and Kate were staring at me, smiling. “Oh, Lord. I was humming again, wasn’t I?”

      “I love your voice. I can’t believe you’re an accountant,” Harry murmured.

      “She used to star in every single musical the school performed,” Kate announced proudly.

      I was completely taken aback. “How’d you know? We only roomed together for three weeks.”

      “Yes, three weeks during senior year. We’d both been at the school long before that. I knew who you were.” Kate quickly turned to Harry. “You should hear her sing in the shower. She’s amazing.”

      “Oh, I did. Yesterday. Show tunes and Disney movies.” He grinned. “I’ve been completely enthralled with her ever since.” Harry reached out and cupped my face.

      “Then wait until you see her dance. I wish I had her balance, her poise…”

      “It’s only on the dance floor,” I mumbled. “Nerves get in the way in real life.” My cheeks colored from embarrassment.

      Kate tapped her teeth with a fork. “I noticed, but I wondered why that is. The stage never bothered you.”

      “That’s because I wasn’t me. I completely threw myself into being someone else.” Suddenly, I pretended to be incredibly interested in the lobster mac and cheese. This conversation was completely unnerving.

      “All I know was being her roommate was like living with a Broadway star.” She sighed happily then picked up a few pieces of the Cavatappi pasta on her fork.

      I rolled my eyes. “Now, Harry, before you get the wrong idea. I was such a big star that no one besides Kate even spoke to me at school.”

      “They didn’t know how.” She shook her head and laughed. “She was so focused, so serious, everyone felt out of their league. Look at her.” She gestured to encompass all of me, from head to toe. “So intimidating. So gorgeous.”

      “I completely understand.” Harry grinned. “I was almost too shy to speak to her last night when we first met. She was dressed like a hooker, but then I found out she was an accountant. Neither role seems to suit her.” He studied me a moment. “You remind me of the old-time movie stars.”

      “Right? I’ve always thought that. She has this quiet sophistication and understated glamour.” Kate nodded.

      “Why did you quit? Why aren’t you some big Broadway star?” Harry waited patiently for a response.

      I set my fork down. I’d never really talked to anyone about this. Sadly, given everything happening with Drew, this might be the perspective they needed. “My mother was an alcoholic.” I stared at my food while I tried to figure out how to share such personal history. “After my step-father passed and his kids contested the will, my mother fell into a drunken stupor for a really long time. I kinda hated her for it, for leaving me to handle everything, for adding more to my plate. She needed so much supervision. She nearly drowned once in the hot tub. If I hadn’t gone to the kitchen to get a snack after studying until almost two in the morning, she would’ve.” I rubbed my forehead and closed my eyes for a moment.

      “Oh, Laney,” Harry murmured.

      My lids flew open. I knew he was about to touch me and I didn’t want it. I didn’t deserve his comfort, not after what I did. “Don’t, please. Let me finish.” I turned to Kate.

      She nodded. “Go on, Laney. We’ll listen.”

      I licked my lips. “By the time she woke and sobered up the next day, I’d emptied the house of all alcohol. I’d spent hours searching the house for all the hidden bottles, cleaned out the liquor cabinet, found every secret stash.” I shook my head. “By the time I was done, pouring it all down the sink and recycling the glass, I’d filled an entire bin. I was sad and angry and so very tired.”

      “You were barely eighteen,” Kate reminded me gently.

      “Yes. And I should’ve been smarter, should’ve been kinder.” I shook my head. “She woke and went through every stage of grief in a matter of hours. Denial while she searched for anything I might have missed. Acceptance while she planned how to attain more. Bargaining while she tried to get me to buy some. You get the idea.”

      Harry nodded. “Sounds familiar.”

      “She kept telling me how much she needed it. According to her, alcohol made her funnier, more confident. She had to find a new husband. Our bank account was running on fumes. She needed money for plastic surgery.” I swallowed. “I told her she wouldn’t need so much surgery if she didn’t run her body into the ground, if she wasn’t putting it through such hard living from the drinking and smoking. I was completely brutal. I told her she was one face lift away from opaque skin. I told her I didn’t even recognize her anymore. I told her to stop relying on men for happiness and money, that she was a horrible role model.” There was no stopping the tears anymore. My face burned as they ran down my cheeks like some kind of acid shame. “In the end, it was my fault she killed herself.”

      “I thought she didn’t commit suicide for years. You can’t blame yourself for her actions, any more than I can take responsibility for my father’s heart attack.” Kate shook her head sadly.

      Harry had assessed the situation and run to grab me tissues from the other side of the room. He pulled a few from the box and began to pat my face. “Kate’s right. She was supposed to be the parent, not you.”

      I grabbed a tissue and swiped at my nose. “One would think, right?” I shook my head. “She held on for a few more years. She was in and out of rehab. She pawned everything she could carry in order to have more surgery and fuel her addiction. By then, she needed pills to get up and pills to sleep. She drank cocktails in between. I’m rather shocked she didn’t have an accidental overdose.” I paused to blow my nose and toss the dirty tissue in the waste basket. “The night before I found her, we had one last fight. See, I finally brought a guy home from college, my first boyfriend. We hadn’t even slept together yet.” I rubbed my temples. My head was already throbbing. “I found my mother in bed with him. He was asleep, never knew she’d climbed in, but I overreacted. I dumped him. I called her pathetic. Then I ran off.”

      My face felt like it was six shades of red, but I had to press on. I was nearly finished. “When I returned, he was gone and she was dead. Before she killed herself, she wrote me a really long venomous letter. She explained how her death was my fault, how I’d been so cruel about the plastic surgery, how I didn’t understand she was nothing without a man, and mostly how she didn’t want to embarrass me anymore.” I’d barely finished speaking when Harry asked the first question.

      “How’d she die?” His brow furrowed.

      “The coroner’s report showed she’d taken a handful of sleeping pills.” I frowned.

      “With alcohol or something else?” He pressed me for answers.

      “Water. All the alcohol in her system had been absorbed into her bloodstream. What does it matter? It’s my fault.” I choked back a sob. “I’ve had to live with that ever since.”

      Harry shook his head. “I don’t think she meant to kill herself. I think she meant to make you feel badly to absolve her guilt. And in that she succeeded. You’ve been punishing yourself ever since.”

      I froze. “What makes you think so?”

      “A long letter? Water instead of alcohol? A handful and not a bottle of pills?” He frowned. “This has all the markings of a masterful manipulation gone horribly wrong. She expected you to find her in time to save her.”

      I inhaled sharply. Harry was right. I’d let my mother ruin my life. When I was a child, I didn’t have a choice, but these adult years were mine to own. I didn’t know what to say or do.

      Then there was a knock on the door. Kate hopped to her feet. “I’m guessing dessert. I’ll take care of it.”

      Harry and I sat there staring at each other. “I’m glad you shared that with me, Laney. I want to understand you. I want to know everything.”

      I chewed on my cheek. “And I want to share. I just never thought I’d start with my deepest, darkest secrets first.”

      A moment later, he leaned over and I moved so our lips met. This time, there were no electric currents. Instead, I was flooded with warmth, like standing in front of a bonfire. I sat back on my heels and smiled at Harry when our moment was interrupted.

      “Hi,” Ty murmured shyly.

      “Hey, I thought you were at the hospital.” Harry frowned.

      Ty nodded. “I was. Now I’m here. Drew is sleeping. We won’t know more until tomorrow. I am where I need to be.” He passed Harry two pastry boxes. “I believe there was an order for cheesecake and chocolate cake.” Ty grinned. “And wine.” He held up the bottle he’d had tucked under his arm.

      Kate returned with four goblets. “Enough with the theatrics. Pour me a drink.” She laughed quietly.

      He kissed her forehead, and murmured, “You got it, beautiful.”

      Harry reached over and took my hand, then he brought it to his mouth and grazed my knuckles with his lips. Soon, we all held a glass of Moscato. As I prepared to take my first sip, Ty stopped us.

      “So, I thought we should toast.” He blew out a breath.

      “Oh?” Harry’s brows quirked.

      Ty nodded. “Yes. We’re in this. The four of us.” He wrapped one arm around his wife while he held up his glass. “This is forever because true friendship, like true love, never ends.”

      Our glasses clinked and Harry caught my eyes. “I’ll drink to that,” he murmured.

      My cheeks were on fire and I realized that all hope had been rekindled.
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      The next day was the longest day ever. Laney, Kate, and Ty went to work. Don’t get me wrong, I had plenty to do: I cleaned all the alcohol out of Drew’s room. I needed extra trash bags after I emptied the bottles and filled both wastebaskets in the room. Then I had to meet with the realtor so I could sign the rental agreement and attain the keys. I moved in my bags and Drew’s, but I’d have to wait for Laney to be done working before we could grab her things.

      Needless to say, by lunch time, I was bored. So, I picked up lunch and decided to surprise Laney in her conference room. Kate was in there with her. I’d already passed the office Ty was using. He waved, but pointed to the phone and mouthed ‘sorry, it’s my father’ before I nodded and scampered away. I was about to knock on the conference room door, but they seemed deep in conversation.

      “I’m sorry, Kate,” Laney murmured. “I seem to have lost all enthusiasm for this job.” She sighed and set down her pen.

      Kate sat in the seat beside her and swiveled the chair to face her. “Is it Harry?”

      I watched as her cheeks turned red. She shook her head. “No. Not really. I like him so much. And I really enjoy our time together. It’s not that.”

      Kate leaned back in her chair and studied Laney silently before speaking. “Is it all the healing?” She pursed her lips. “I think you’re seeing this job differently.”

      Laney’s head tilted. “I think that might be closer to the truth.” She sighed in frustration. “I became an accountant so I’d never need a man, never struggle financially. It wasn’t my passion, but it paid the bills and the security meant everything to me.”

      “And now, you understand that there’s more to life than security. You may have even given up things you love for all the wrong reasons.” Kate nodded knowingly.

      “Exactly. Maybe I didn’t need to have a ton of money to be happy, to feel safe. There’s a special kind of comfort in following my dreams.” Laney shook her head. “Of course, I’m about five years too late.” She shrugged. “Accepting that is going to be a bitter pill to swallow.”

      Kate frowned. “Why would you say that? Bonnie Rait didn’t even start performing until her fifties, I think I read somewhere.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not Broadway.” Laney shrugged. “I think I read somewhere that being thirty on the stage is like being forty in real life. It’s a really competitive business. I’m practically past my prime.

      Kate, I just turned thirty,” Laney whimpered. “I missed my chance.”

      Pushing the box of tissues closer to her, Kate murmured, “So if you’ve decided you missed out on that dream, you better find a new one, fast. There’s nothing worse than waking up one day only to realize you’re at the end of your life and never truly lived.”

      I couldn’t stand being an outsider any longer. Or maybe I hoped that by seeing me, Laney might consider inviting me to be part of her new dream. Whatever the case, I basically knocked on the glass, smiled slightly, and entered the room without waiting for the official invitation.

      “Oh, Harry.” Laney offered me a watery grin. “What brings you here?”

      “I ran out of things to do. I thought I’d offer you lunch.” I lifted the bag. “I picked up Italian.”

      “That’s a big bag,” she joked. “Looks like you may have brought all of Italy.”

      Kate snickered. “Let me leave you two alone.”

      I paused. “Are you sure? I brought enough for you and Ty to join us, obviously. It felt rude to show up with only enough for the two of us.”

      Slowly, Kate stood and walked over to the door. “I’ll tell you what. Go ahead and get it all set out. I’ll check on Ty. He had a call with his father.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know. Those can be painful, but rarely long. We’ll see you in a few.”

      Laney began emptying the bag. She worked silently and efficiently, much as I imagined she handled the rest of her life, except for when she was singing. At the moment, I rather missed the singing.

      “You seem sad today,” I commented as I set out plates, napkins, and plastic silverware.  “Are you okay?”

      She shrugged. “Mid-life crisis.”

      My brows rose. “You’re planning on dying at sixty?”

      Laney chuckled. “It’s an expression. I’m re-evaluating my life. That’s all.”

      “Okay.” I sensed she didn’t really want to talk about it, but she wasn’t about to tell me so outright. Before I could even consider what I might say next, Ty and Kate returned.

      “So, you’re all ready to move in?” Ty grinned as he looked back and forth between me and Kate.

      I shrugged. “I’m in. I’m just waiting on this one.” I jerked my thumb towards Laney. “Let’s eat.” I passed her the huge family-style salad.

      “Well, I think that’s crazy. Why don’t you leave after lunch, Laney?” Kate sat across from us and smiled. “Ty and I talked about it. The hospital won’t release Drew until tomorrow. You two should get out of here, have some quiet time before all hell breaks loose.”

      “You know how Drew is,” Ty reminded me. “He’s high maintenance when he’s on an even keel. I expect this will triple over the next few days.” He reached out and laid a hand on Kate’s thigh. “In fact, I spoke to my father. I know he hired your firm. I explained what was going on. And he suggested you take the rest of the week off and not return until Monday morning while we try to get Drew settled in.”

      Laney inhaled sharply and I could tell she was mulling the idea over in her mind. Slowly, she began to nod. “I think that’s a great idea. I guess I was just surprised your father was so sensitive to Drew’s needs.” She slowly raised her eyes to meet Ty’s.

      He chuckled. “He’s not. I may have helped him to that conclusion. You caught me.”

      With a grin, Laney nodded. “Makes more sense. And because it was your idea, I’d love to take you up on it.” She gnawed on her cheek. “Somehow I managed to agree to move into a house in the desert with not one strange man, but two.”

      “I’m not strange,” I teased. “I’m merely unfamiliar. Oh, and I promise if you give me some time, you won’t feel like you don’t know me, either.” I reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear so I could see more of her face.

      Her cheeks colored immediately. “I have no doubt. In some ways, I feel like I’ve known you forever.”

      “Well, you two are on your own tonight. I plan to take my beautiful wife on a date.” Ty wrapped an arm around Kate’s shoulders and rolled her and the seat closer to his.

      “What?” She laid a hand on her chest and gasped. “We’re dating now? That seems totally backwards.” Kate snickered.

      “Nah, if we do it right, we’ll be dating forever. This matters.” Ty kissed her forehead.

      I mulled over his words. Dating forever sounded really nice. Doing it right sounded imperative.

      Instead of the easy conversation of the night before, we were mostly silent now, all of us lost in thought. Finally, we packed up the leftovers and though I tried to leave them with Ty and Kate, they pointed out we’d have no food at the new house.

      “In that case, I guess we’ll take it with us.” I smiled.

      We took the leftovers, then rode the elevator down to the lobby. “I’ll drive my car. I have the address programmed into the GPS.” Laney smiled shyly.

      “Okay, I guess we need to go to the nearest grocery store.” I pulled out my phone and started to search, but Laney stopped me.

      “Actually, I ordered us groceries. Mostly staples and some stuff we could marinate and throw on the grill. Chicken breasts, steaks, vegetables, potatoes, an assortment of fruit.” She seemed ready to tick off the rest of the list, but already my jaw had dropped.

      “Ordered?”

      “Yeah. I just have to pull up and they’ll load it. See you at home?” Her cheeks turned even pinker after her use of the word ‘home.’

      “Listen,” I moved closer to her and wrapped my arms around her waist. “I’ll cook dinner.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” She bit her lower lip in a way that made me want to carry her up to my old hotel room and seduce her. Then before I could act on it or say anything at all, she stood on her tiptoes, gave me a quick peck on the cheek and rushed out of the building.

      I drove back to the house deep in thought. I wondered if she really did feel like I was a stranger. I worried she might be secretly scared and completely off-balance. Most of all, I feared I’d somehow disappoint her and then she’d no longer be part of my life. Even though I’d known her for days, I somehow couldn’t imagine her disappearing.

      So, I played a little game I liked to call…what would Ty do? After all, the man knew how to land women, keep them hanging on. I wanted to keep Laney. Then I froze. Where did that come from? My heart beat raced as I contemplated the implications. I hadn’t been this impulsive in years. As I thought about it, I rubbed a hand over my chest. This called for a grand gesture and I knew just who to turn to for help with this. After all, this wasn’t my town, but Kate would have all the hook-ups.
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      When I arrived to pick up the groceries, they weren’t ready. “You can pick them up after five,” the woman at customer service explained. “Sorry, but that’s the best we can do since you wrote six as the pick-up time.”

      I nodded. “My fault. You’re right.”

      So, I left the store and began to walk around the shopping center. There had to be something for me to do. At first I considered a bookstore, but then I passed a nail studio and glanced at my hands. Though I hated plastic surgery, I was a big fan of spas. Unfortunately, I’d been working late for so long, I hadn’t even done the bare minimum to take care of myself. I pulled open the door and decided to spend a couple of blissful hours away from everyone so I could think. By the time I arrived at the new place, I had made a few decisions. Now I simply needed to follow through with them.

      Harry frowned as he helped me carry everything in. “I was beginning to think you’d changed your mind,” he commented.

      I paused and studied his eyes. There was an undeniable fear in them. “Oh, Harry.” I sighed. “It’s not you. It’s me.”

      “Shit. This is worse than I thought.” He tried to make it sound like a joke, but it fell flat.

      I cupped his face and pressed my body against his. “I did change my mind, but not about this and not about you.” I bit my cheek and turned away. There wasn’t really a Harry yet, but I really wanted there to be.

      He brightened considerably. “In that case, I have a surprise for you.” Harry helped me put away the groceries in record time. Then he brought me to the master bedroom. “Let’s drop off your stuff.”

      My brows rose. At first, I thought it was rather presumptuous, the way he assumed I’d stay with him. Then I realized the closet was empty. “Hey, where’s your stuff?”

      His brow furrowed. “I’m in the room across the hall and Drew will be in the room next door to me.”

      “Oh.” Hiding my smile was a huge struggle. This was probably the best guy I’d ever known and I’d been around him for all of three days. “Is this my surprise?”

      Harry grinned. “No. Your surprise is on the patio.”

      “At the risk of sounding ungrateful, I’m exhausted, so I hope the surprise is quick. I still need to make us dinner.” I winked and let him direct me through the French doors.

      “No one should ever have to get groceries and cook the same night.” Harry wrapped his arms around my waist. “What do you think?” He walked me over to a patio table covered in a white tablecloth. There were candles in the center, and white lights everywhere.

      Completely awed, I gasped. “This is positively magical. How did you manage it?” I pulled his arms tighter. If he didn’t hold me together, I feared I’d fall apart. His generosity seemed like so much more than I deserved, or at least more than I was used to.

      “Come on.” He leaned low and kissed my neck before whispering in my ear. “You know, before the salad is warm and the meal is cold.” He chuckled.

      “I love…this. I really do.” My heart fluttered in my chest. How was I ever going to walk away from this unscathed? This man had already left his mark on me, like some invisible brand.

      Harry directed me to my seat, pulled it out, and draped a linen napkin across my lap after I sat.  A moment later, a waiter arrived and began to pour wine into our glasses. We didn’t even have time to toast before the man returned with warm sourdough bread and whipped butter.

      “I’m not going to be able to roll out of bed tomorrow,” I mourned as I prepared my second slab of bread.

      “Note to self, Laney will need breakfast in bed.” Then he grinned at me and though he appeared to be joking, I could actually see him doing this. For some reason, I had already started to imagine the kind of life we could have together. Much like the meal, it was frighteningly delicious.

      By the time we gave up on dinner, I’d only managed to pick at my food. Though I was starving, my nerves were out of control. I couldn’t get my stomach settled long enough to eat. Instead, I stared longingly at the pool and hot tub, hoping for a chance to relax.

      “What if we get changed and meet back here for a swim? I ordered dessert, but we can probably serve ourselves.” He grinned as he wandered around to my side of the table and helped pull out my seat.

      Only, I didn’t stand. I held onto my seat and frowned as I studied him. “What are we doing here? I just need to understand, need to know where I stand. You have me all…ugh.” I shook my head.

      Sitting on the retaining wall, Harry stared at me with a mirthful look on his face. “I wouldn’t want you all ‘ugh.’ So, if you must know, I simply enjoy being with you. No games. Nothing but truth. It’s refreshing.”

      My brow arched. “Then you’re going to love this.” I angled my chair to face him. “I don’t get it. I’m in my own room, but you have this out on the patio.” I gestured to encompass the table.

      He nodded and tugged at his chin. “Yeah, I can see how the respect and adulation could throw a girl off. I thought this would be a nice gesture.” Harry sighed. “I listened to Ty and Kate. I heard how they never dated. I thought about how we’re being thrown into this situation that feels a lot like marrying a stranger, since we’re sharing a house and joint custody of Drew.” He smirked.

      I bit my lower lip a moment. “Was this a date?”

      He shrugged nervously. “I kinda hoped you’d think so. I know we weren’t out, but we haven’t had much luck with meals in public. I thought we might here.”

      The way he looked at me, with those amazing eyes framed by strawberry blonde lashes, had my heart pounding. “I’m really analytical,” I murmured as I stood. “I’m an over-thinker. I’m a planner. I’m…sorry.” I laid my arms on his shoulders. To my delight, his hands circled my waist and for once, we met each other halfway. This time, when our lips touched, the kiss seemed sweeter, and not just because of the wine. Instead of electrical currents, when we touched, it felt like the warmest, welcoming-est hug. There was a level of comfort between us I’d never before experienced and while nothing about the description sounded particularly romantic to some people, in an instant, Harry had become my home, which actually felt incredibly special since I’d never had that kind of stability in my life.

      Even after the kiss ended, we remained close, our foreheads pressed together. Finally, he broke contact. “Come on.” He stood and took my hand in his as we walked toward the bedrooms to change. Everything seemed more relaxed between us now after our conversation. We could still salvage this evening. We were definitely headed that direction. We might’ve made it, too, if the doorbell hadn’t rung.

      “Another surprise?” I grinned as I waggled my brows.

      Harry eyed me curiously. “I was about to ask you the same thing. I’m out of surprises for tonight.” He released me. “Stay back.” He peeked out the peephole. “Maybe you should go to the bedroom. Stranger danger.”

      I watched as he stiffened, but I refused to leave him alone to deal with whoever was darkening our door close to eight at night. “I’ll be right here, ready to call 911.”  I held up my phone, which I always kept close to me out of habit.

      Harry pulled the door open just enough to peer out. “Can I help you?”

      From where I stood, I could only hear him, not see him. So, I moved slightly. “Drew. Drew asked me to stop by.” The man’s hair was slicked back and his words were made far less intelligible by the toothpick he insisted on chewing.

      “He’s not here.” Harry stiffened.

      “Come on, man. Don’t leave me out here on display.” He shifted around nervously.

      “I have no idea who you are. Why would I let you in?” Harry frowned.

      The man leaned on the door, his eyes narrowed. I heard an all too familiar noise when he moved, the rattle of pills in a bottle. “Don’t let him in,” I hissed. “He’s Drew’s dealer.”

      The man’s eyes widened, then fixated on me. “Watch yourself,” he warned as he glared my direction.

      “You have exactly three seconds to get the hell out of here, then we’ll call the police. Never come here again, or I’ll have you arrested. Understand?” Harry crossed his arms over his body and puffed out his chest.

      The man laughed. “Don’t threaten me. I know where you live,” he sneered. “Everywhere you live. By the way, you were a lot nicer in LA, when you were asleep.” Then he laughed and meandered back to his BMW.

      Harry raked a hand through his hair. “I’ll meet you in the hot tub. I’m going to need a minute. Apparently, I have to clear up a few things.”

      I could tell he was furious by the way he was practically shaking. “Take all the time you need,” I murmured as I stared at him. Some would run from this. Sadly, handling drug dealers wasn’t something I was altogether unfamiliar with. My heart ached for Harry, but he wasn’t in it alone, like I had been. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      “How did he find us?” I growled at Ty.

      “Calm down, Harry,” he murmured, but I could tell he was bothered as well. I heard him scratching his head.

      “Don’t tell me to calm down,” I snapped. “A drug dealer showed up at a home I’ve owned for a matter of hours, not weeks, not months, not years. Laney was here. What if she had been here alone?” My heart froze as I imagined the worst-case scenarios playing out in my head. “He has been to my house in L.A. He seems to know all about me. He threatened me and I don’t even know his goddam name.” I paced angrily in the kitchen. From there, I could see much of the house.

      Laney waved as she wandered by, a robe around her body, and a towel slung over her shoulder. She offered a slight smile and it comforted me more than I would’ve ever imagined.

      “If something happened to her, I’d never forgive myself, or Drew, and maybe even you,” I grumbled.

      Ty sighed heavily. “I get it. I’ve been wracking my brain, trying to figure out how this happened. Obviously, it’s my fault.” He swallowed hard. “He tricked me.”

      “How’s that?” I asked blandly.

      “He was spouting off about how he had no place to go. And I reminded him he was going to live with you. Then he complained that you had no place to go either.” He growled low in his throat. “So, I pulled up the house on the listing. I showed him the pictures you’d sent me. He obviously managed to get the address from there.”

      I rubbed my face. “You let an addict outsmart you.”

      Laney threw her towel over the back of the lounge chair closest to the hot tub. I held my breath as the robe slid down her arms. She stood with her back to me and I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She seemed perfectly proportioned. The way her black bikini bottoms hugged her hips made me want to go to her, touch her.

      “I suppose I did,” Ty mumbled.

      “You suppose you did what?” Everything had fallen out of my head as I stared at Laney. Her long hair was collected at the nape of her neck in a ponytail holder. I wanted to take it out and run my hands through her hair.

      Ty huffed. “I let Drew outsmart me, okay? I get it. I’ll be better. I didn’t think.”

      I shook my head. “Right. So, what’s the plan?”

      “He’ll need to be picked up tomorrow. They’re letting him go after rounds, unless he makes another attempt at a daring escape. Then he’ll be off to rehab.” Ty blew out a breath.

      Leaning heavily on the cool stone counter, I stared longingly at the beauty waiting for me in the hot tub. “Is it wrong of me to wish he’d fuck this up? I don’t know if I’m ready for this.”

      Laney ducked under the water, then came up with her head back, the water rolling down her face and neck. She opened her lids, facing me, and when our eyes connected, the air was knocked from my lungs. I had to cough a few times to catch my breath.

      “No one is ever ready for this,” he reminded me.

      “One time. He screws up one time, and he’s out of options.” I wandered through the kitchen as we spoke and then rushed straight to my bedroom to change. No way was I making Laney wait any longer than she already had.

      “I understand. We’ll make him go to rehab even if he refuses.” Ty made one last attempt at ending the conversation on a pleasant note. “Go get to know her. I think Kate was right. You two would be perfect together.”

      Somehow, it felt like having his blessing. Finally, we seemed to be on the same page. A smile played at the corners of my mouth. “Thanks, man.” Then I ended our call.

      Minutes later, I had made my way out to the patio. Laney leaned back with her head on the edge of the hot tub, feet kicked out, relaxing. Despite my haste to join her, I’d stopped in the kitchen to grab a fresh bottle of wine, two glasses, and the tray of chocolate-covered strawberries the caterers had prepared.

      “Mind if I join you?” I squatted beside her and set everything on the pavers.

      “Please do.” She smiled up at me in a way that made me forget everything but her.

      “How do you do it?” I questioned as I kicked off my flops and settled in beside her.

      Laney frowned. “Do what?”

      “I don’t know. Compartmentalize. I’m exhausted. The dealer was the last straw.” I sighed as I sank shoulder deep into the water.

      “Oh that.” Her head tilted. “Wait. Last straw? Last chance? Like…Drew’s going to rehab?”

      “Nah. I just mean it was the fork in my day. I’m done.” I shrugged.

      “You said one chance,” she reminded me.

      I nodded. “I know what I said. Apparently, this doesn’t count.”

      “When does it start counting?” Laney moved to swim up between my outstretched legs and laid her hands on my thighs. “When is enough, enough?” She pressed her chest against mine. Then she slid up my body until she straddled my lap. “When do you say when?”

      My eyes widened. I couldn’t even think with her that wet and close, with her settled on my growing erection. I didn’t know any man that could. “I…I…”

      “You do have to think about yourself once in a while. It’s not just about what’s best for Drew, but what’s good for you too.” She leaned close and murmured in my ear, “Alcoholics and addicts are tough on all relationships…family, friends…”

      “Would-be girlfriends?” I swallowed hard. I had no idea where that came from, but I refused to take it back. Inside, I realized I meant it.

      “Is that the question?” Laney gazed up at me through her thick, long lashes. “Yes, it’s hard on girlfriends.”

      “No, I meant, did you want to be my girlfriend?” I sank under the water in shame, unwilling to face the rejection. Why would someone like Laney ever consider any form of commitment with me?

      Laney lifted my head above water. She was laughing as she nodded her head. “I’ll be your girlfriend.”

      “Even though you barely know me?” My brows shot up.

      “Let’s take the time to get to know each other.” She shrugged.

      I blew out a breath. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

      Laney giggled. “Actually, I was hoping for tonight. I want to know more about you.”

      I reached over to dry my hands on my towel, then grabbed the bottle. “This conversation is going to need wine. I can feel it.”

      With a laugh, Laney nodded. “I couldn’t agree more, but for some reason, talking to you isn’t even a little scary.” She picked up a strawberry and took a bite.

      “I know. I’m mostly joking about the wine, but I do have a tendency to be rather awkward. I’m not Ty.” I frowned as I struggled with the corkscrew.

      “Well, there’s nothing wrong with that. I’m just glad you aren’t Drew.” Laney sighed. “But I was serious about putting your foot down.”

      After managing to remove the cork, I poured the wine and chose my words carefully. “Don’t worry. He only gets one chance,” I began.

      “Oh, I know. And then he broke out of the hospital, and everyone said that didn’t count because he didn’t know.” Her brow arched.

      “Right,” I agreed as I passed her a glass.

      “Then he ordered drugs from California. The guy showed up here.” She pursed her lips and I could hear an edge to her voice.

      “Yeah. I know, but he’s still in the hospital.” I played with the stem on the strawberry, but I couldn’t bring myself to eat it yet.

      “Of course, because he can’t screw up in the hospital? Stop it. You all keep making excuses for him. It only emboldens him.” She blew out a breath and took a sip of the wine. “You know why I’m here?”

      My chin jutted out. “Because of my rugged good looks and charm?” I pasted on a fake exaggerated smile.

      She laughed, but it was entirely hollow. “Or because I’m detached enough from the situation that I can’t be corrupted like you two.”

      My head hung for a moment and I tried to pass it off as looking introspectively into my glass of wine. I swirled the glass, hoping she’d think I was doing the sommelier thing I’d seen done countless times. Now, I didn’t know the difference between oaky fruity and fishy peppery, so I left it to the professionals, but this did make for a nice distraction.

      “Listen, addicts and alcoholics can ruin lives, and not just their own. Take me, for example, consider the life I gave up.” She shook her head, but it was impossible to ignore the tears threatening to spill out of her eyes. “It’s too late for me. I’ll never have my dream.” She sniffled and swiped at her eyes.

      I reached out and laid a hand on her forearm. “No, it’s not.”

      She nodded. “You know better. It really is.”

      “Being a star matters that much to you?” My brow furrowed and fear welled up in my chest.

      “No. I want to be happy. Singing, dancing, acting…that was my happy, my escape. I could be someone else, anyone else for a little while.” She smiled, but it never reached her eyes.

      “Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “It’s okay. I don’t need to be anyone else anymore. I’m happy with who I am, mostly.” Laney closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “I just need to figure out what to do next because being an accountant, even a forensic one, isn’t coming close to my idea of a fulfilling life. And nothing is scarier than moving backwards.”
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      When I finally had Drew cleaned up, bandaged, and settled into his bed, I wandered down the hall to find Laney. I knew the phone had rung earlier. Ty had probably called to let us know Drew had pulled another Houdini. She didn’t even come to me. She talked to him, told her version of the story. I rubbed my temple as I followed a trail of blood all the way to the foyer. I found her sitting on the floor leaned against the wall, a safe distance from the broken glass.

      “You should go back to bed,” I murmured as I squatted beside her. “I’ll clean up.”

      “Right. Because that’s what you do. You’re on clean-up.” Laney shook her head. She started to stand. I held out a hand, but she refused to take it. “I could’ve cleaned up. That’s what I did for many years. If my mother woke up to normalcy, maybe life could be normal. If the house wasn’t a wreck after her drunken terrorism, maybe she wouldn’t have to touch any liquor the next day.” Laney released a hollow laugh. “Look at this.” She pointed to the glass shards all over the floor. “The guy you’re so determined to protect broke into your house. Not one, but two sidelights are gone. He probably couldn’t figure out where the deadbolt was in his stupor.”

      I sighed. “Drew never was good with directions.”

      “Well, he managed to find the place. I can already see where this is going. He gets a pass on this one because he wasn’t officially released from the hospital.” She narrowed her eyes at me.

      “You’re already disappointed in me.” I frowned. “That didn’t take long. I usually had to get a woman into bed first.”

      Her jaw dropped. At first, I thought she was going to say something, but instead, she snapped her mouth shut and strode to her room. I followed her, trying to figure out how to make this right. I could do anything but turn my back on Drew. This was my fault. “How can I fix this, Laney?”

      She whipped around and scowled at me. “You know how.”

      “Rehab?” I asked weakly. “I can’t. Not yet. We haven’t even tried to help him. We…”

      “We can’t help him. We can’t fix him. He has to fix himself and he won’t do that with everyone making his mistakes right.” She threw her hands up in the air and rushed into her room.

      I hesitated, but fear forced me to follow her. By the time I entered, she had pulled out her suitcases. “What are you doing? You’re leaving? Already? Over this?” I raked my hands through my hair. My head began to pound, which was strange since I could’ve sworn my heart stopped. “Laney, please.”

      “No, Harry.” She sat on the edge of the bed and stared at me a moment, and I knew she was trying to figure out how to get through to me. “You want me to stay here?”

      I nodded fervently. “I do. I need you.”

      Laney frowned. “I needed you too. I needed you to protect me.”

      “But I did!” I interjected. “I stopped him.”

      “Too late.” She shook her head. “Look at my face. I’m probably going to have a black eye. That’ll go great with my job.” Laney covered her face. “And this happened before we knew he was out. Now, you’re welcoming into your home the man who has so little respect for you he broke into your home, made a horrific mess, and tried to rape your girlfriend.”

      I swallowed hard and looked at the floor. I had no excuse to make. There was nothing I could say.

      “I can’t stay here. I’m covered in his blood. You’re choosing him over me.” Tears suddenly streamed down her face. “It’s okay. It’s not the first time this has happened to me.” The she picked up her bags and walked past me.

      “Where are you going?” I knew I sounded pathetic, but I didn’t care. Her words had wounded me because…the truth hurts. “I’m not choosing him over you,” I whispered.

      Laney paused at her door to slip her feet into a pair of shoes. Then she glanced down at her bloody outfit. “Fuck. Just fuck.” She unzipped her garment bag and pulled out an overcoat. Once she had it on, she adjusted everything in her arms. It pained me to watch her struggle.

      “I’d help you, but I’m not going to making leaving me easier,” I grumbled.

      Laney blew out a breath. “His behavior is escalating. You’re doing nothing to stop him. I don’t feel safe.” She shrugged and walked toward the front door while I trailed sadly behind her.

      “I wish you’d reconsider. I’ll sleep in your room with you. I’ll make sure you’re never alone with him. I’ll…I’ll…” I threw my hands up in the air because she was already shaking her head.

      “Listen to yourself. You will do anything but get him the help he needs.” She cupped my face. “It has taken me too many years, but I’ve finally learned to save myself. You have to choose to save you too.” Then she walked over the broken glass and out the door.

      There was a finality to it, the crunching of the glass on the tile floor. I stood there, staring after her, letting her words wash over me. When Ty arrived a good ten minutes later, I was still standing there. I’d watched her drive off, knowing this was no game, completely accepting this was no power play, struggling to admit I’d probably never see her again.

      “Where’s Kate?” I asked numbly.

      “I couldn’t bring her here, Harry. Drew attacked Laney. I would rather die than put her in danger.” He frowned. “Where’s Laney?”

      I licked my lips before responding. “She left. She packed up and left.” I guess I thought he might make me feel better, I hoped my best friend would defend me and my decision.

      “I don’t blame her. She sent me pictures.” He sighed as he studied me. “Did you see? Do you really understand the situation?”

      I shrugged. “So, Drew is going to be a little more work than I expected.”

      Ty scanned the room. He scanned the room, taking in the broken glass, the blood trail. “Are you sure he doesn’t need stitches?”

      “He’ll be fine.” I turned away so I wouldn’t see the condemnation in his eyes. “He’ll heal. We’ll be fine here on our own.”

      Ty laughed. “Please. Laney was the best thing to happen to you. And after looking around, I’m glad she left.”

      I glared at him. “How can you say such a thing?”

      “Because I’m your friend. And if you want to have a future, you have to let go of the past.” He crossed his arms over his chest and rocked on his feet. “I know why you’re doing this. You’re punishing yourself.”

      “Why would I do that? It’s ridiculous.” I scowled.

      “Is it? Didn’t we have our first drinks from your father’s liquor stash?” Ty moved around me so I had to look at him.

      I rubbed my eyes. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “And in high school, when Drew had his first DWI, long before he was even allowed to legally drink, hadn’t he been coming from a barbecue at your house when your folks were out of town?” Ty blew out a breath.

      “Maybe.” I stared off into the distance while Ty assaulted me with one memory, one regret after another.

      “None of this is your fault.” He grabbed my shoulders and leaned into my face. “I’m sure Drew never told you this, and I never even considered you might think otherwise, but for fuck’s sake, Harry, you have to know you’re not to blame.”

      “I never stopped him,” I mumbled. “I should’ve stopped him.”

      “How the hell would you stop him?” Ty shook his head. “He has made you a prisoner of his whims long enough. Stop being complicit with his behavior.” He turned around and I could tell he was assessing the situation.

      My shoulders slumped. I was afraid of what he was going to say, but I was tired, so very worn out from Drew’s antics. I’d been carrying this with me for so long, I had been practically crippled by it. I’d never let anyone close because I didn’t deserve to be happy. Only, then I met Laney and she made me think I was worthy. Now she was gone and it was my fault. “I should’ve fought harder for her. I should’ve stood up to Drew.”

      “It’s never too late. If love has taught me anything, it’s that love finds a way.” He grinned. “Yes, finding Kate has made me wax poetic. What of it?”

      I snickered. “Who knew you had a sensitive side?” Then I shook my head. “So how do I find my way? How do I fix all of this?”

      “Well, first I’m calling 911. They’ll send the police and an ambulance. Then I’m calling Kate. She has people for everything.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Then you better get ready to make some grand gesture, if you really want Laney in your life.”

      My cheeks burned and I nodded. “I really do.”

      “Okay, then go get ready. Love isn’t for pussies.” He shoved me down the hall.

      I paused and rolled my eyes. “That’s more like it. Less poetic, but completely real.”
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      We finally seemed to have come to an understanding. By the time we’d finished the wine, eaten the strawberries, and made out in the hot tub, I was feeling a bit sleepy.

      “Caught you yawning,” Harry murmured into my hair as he tucked me against his side. “Come on. Tomorrow promises to be a long day. Let’s get to bed.” Then he stood and held out his hands so he could help me from the hot tub.

      I took them and reveled in his strong touch as he helped haul me from the water. “Thank you.” I grinned. In fact, I’d been so happy for the past few hours, my face actually hurt. This man was so much more than he seemed, so much more than he let on.

      Harry held up my robe and I slid it onto my shoulders. Then he threw my towel over one shoulder and his towel over the other. He wrapped an arm around my waist and we wandered toward the bedrooms. My heart began to pound in my chest. What if he wanted to share a bed? What if he didn’t? I tortured myself the entire way down the hall. We stopped in between our rooms. I bit my cheek and gazed up at him expectantly.

      “Hi,” he whispered. Then he pulled me into his arms.

      This was it. This was the moment. Harry knew it too.

      “Tonight has been perfect,” he announced.

      “I think so.” I laid my chin on his chest and smiled up at him.

      Harry pressed his lips to my forehead. “I’d love to share a bed with you. I’d love to fall asleep cuddled together like kittens and wake up wrapped in happiness, but I wanna do this right. I want to do this righter than I’ve ever done anything before. That means I refuse to hop into bed with you tonight.” He sighed and my shoulders drooped. “This isn’t a commentary on the degree of attraction I feel for you. If it was based on that, I’d be carrying you to bed right now.”

      Dating wasn’t my area. I’d had little experience in this department. I stared down at the floor a moment before I stepped back and proudly looked him in the eye. “Listen, there’s something you should know about me.”

      He reached out and laced his fingers through mine. “Is this the sex talk before we actually have sex?”

      I nodded with my lips pursed.

      “Okay then. Let’s go sit.” Harry opened my door and entered the room. My heart raced as he walked me over to the love seat at the end of the bed.

      Curling up in the corner, I tried to give myself as much space as possible despite the confines of the arm rests. “I’m not a virgin.”

      With a grin, Harry nodded. “I rather thought not.” Then he leaned in conspiratorially. “I’m not either by the way.”

      My head tilted. “I rather doubted it. Look who you hang with.” I shrugged. “The first time I had sex, I had been jogging. I was a senior in high school, back home after nearly a year at boarding school. The neighbor’s son was impressed with how much I’d grown and we had sex in the pool.”

      Frowning, Harry murmured, “That sounds…terrible.”

      I sighed. “It wasn’t great, but I was no longer a virgin, so there was that.”

      He chuckled. “Actually, that’s how I felt about my first time too.”

      A smile played at the corner of my lips. “I haven’t really had sex since.” His eyes widened in shock. “I mean…no penetration. Some fondling, but I could never bring myself to move past that.”

      “Was it because the first time was meh? Or is there more to it?” His brow furrowed while he waited for a response.

      “I don’t know. I guess I kinda wanted to wait for someone I cared about. I’d gotten it over with, and from then on, I wanted it to matter.” I frowned. “And here we are.”

      “All the more reason to take it slow,” Harry murmured as he leaned in for a kiss. “This is the part where I leave you. I’ll be right across the hall if you need me.”

      My whole body exhaled. I felt better in every way. Smiling, I nodded. “Thank you, but I can’t imagine I’ll need you. We’ll talk more over breakfast.”

      Harry stood, tilted my chin up, and then pressed his lips to mine. “Yes. I’m awesome at breakfast. I’ll cook.”

      “Well, I’m not arguing.” I yawned.

      He squeezed my hand one last time before he disappeared. I glanced at my phone. Already, it was past midnight. I rarely stayed up past eleven. I was so lame…and exhausted. I quickly brushed my teeth, changed into a cami and shorts, then dropped into bed.

      Though I normally tossed and turned for hours, I quickly passed out. For the first night in a long time, my mind rested and my dreams were pleasant, until I woke. There was a weight on the bed behind me. This was what first roused me. Then he slid closer, wrapped his arms around me, spooning me.

      “You smell so good,” he whispered as he kissed his way down my neck.

      I shivered and inhaled deeply. “You smell like a still.”

      He chuckled. “I may have had one or two,” he murmured.

      “Go easy on the liquid courage,” I teased.

      Suddenly his hand cupped my breast and he squeezed. “Nice,” he hissed.

      “Gentle,” I pleaded. I hadn’t imagined our first time being anything like this. At the moment, I struggled to hide my disappointment.

      He laughed. “Really? You seemed like the kind of girl who’d like it rough, Jenna.”

      Jenna? I froze. This explained everything. I tried to break free of his grasp, but he was too strong for me, and I had no leverage the way he held me. After failing to get away, I rolled toward him, completely enraged.

      “That’s more like it,” he joked.

      “Drew, let me go!” I ordered

      “Stop playing. You know you want this,” he grumbled.

      I pushed on his chest and craned my neck to avoid his sloppy kisses. “I mean it. Let go. Let go or else.” My mind raced. It wasn’t as though I had much to hold over him.

      “Are you threatening me? Do you have any idea who I am, bitch?” Drew released my arm with one hand and I tried to move, but I couldn’t get away quick enough. Instead, he managed to land a punch on my face. It was quite a feat, since I could barely see him in the dark. My cheek burned.

      Then my bedroom door opened and light spilled into the room from the hall. Harry stood in the doorway long enough to flick the switch. He assessed the situation in a matter of seconds. From my vantage point under Drew, I could easily read the fury on his face. He’d gone completely red, his jaw was set, his eyes narrowed as he raced across the room.

      Apparently, Drew hadn’t processed the lights or Harry. Maybe he was just hyper-focused on hurting me. Whatever the case, he pulled his hand back to hit me again, and since he’d managed to pin my arms and rendered me utterly defenseless, all I could do was squeeze my eyes shut and try to bury myself in the pillows. Only before he could connect, Harry had yanked him out of bed.

      “What the fuck is the matter with you, Drew?” Harry growled as he pushed him up against the wall.

      “What?” Drew glared at me. “Bros before hos, man. For life. Remember?”

      Harry shook his head before glancing over at me. “Are you okay?”

      I reached up to touch my cheek and Harry gasped. “What?” I rushed into my bathroom to assess the situation. I quickly understood his reaction. There was blood all over me starting with smears on my shoulders and upper arms, moving on to my chest where I found partial handprints, and even on my thighs. Turning on the water, I began to wash it away, looking for injuries. Almost instantly, I discovered the blood wasn’t mine. I rushed out to the bedroom. “I’m not bleeding. Must be Drew.” I strode over and began to examine him for injuries while Harry kept him pinned to the wall. Both of his hands were cut up, and he was covered in blood. “It’s him. He’s going to need medical attention. I’ll call for an ambulance.”

      Grabbing my bathrobe from the end of the bed, I wrapped it around me, cinched it, and reached for my phone on the nightstand. As I started to make a call, Harry stopped me.

      “Wait. Maybe he’s okay. Maybe he doesn’t need stitches. Let’s clean him up and find out.” He bit his lower lip and couldn’t quite meet my eyes.

      My heart sank. My disappointment grew. I watched as he muscled Drew into my bathroom and sat him on the toilet seat lid. Then he turned on the faucet and pulled a towel from my linen closet. “Let’s get you washed up. We’ll see where we’re at.”

      In the distance, I heard a phone ringing. I knew it was Harry’s, still in his bedroom. Without waiting for him to ask me, I sprinted to his bedroom. After pulling it from the charger, I answered Ty’s call. “He’s here,” I murmured. I could feel the sorrow building, constricting my chest.

      “Wait. Who’s there?” Ty sounded genuinely confused.

      “Drew. He’s here.” I hiccupped as I struggled to hold back the sob.

      Ty growled. “I was afraid of that. Is everything okay?”

      “No,” I whimpered. I began to pace in an effort to pull myself together. This wasn’t my norm. This was because of Harry. “Drew managed to get in the house, judging by his hands…broke a window or something.”

      “Oh my God. Destruction of private property. Harry doesn’t officially own the house yet. He’s still waiting on the closing documents to get pulled together.” Ty sighed angrily.

      “There’s more.” I stood taller and forced myself to leave the room. I tiptoed down the hall as I tried to figure out what he’d broken. All I had to do was follow the trail of blood. I rubbed my forehead.

      “What else, Laney?” Kate whispered. “Sorry. Speaker phone. Ty and I have no secrets.”

      “That’s nice.” I glanced behind me to see if I was still alone. Confident Harry was still working on Drew’s injuries, I continued. “He attacked me. Drew climbed into bed with me while I was sleeping, he tried to rape me, he even hit me.”

      Kate gasped.

      “Babe,” Ty murmured. Kate said something, but it was so muffled I couldn’t make it out. I guessed she was buried in his chest. I shook my head. Must be nice.

      “He’s going to cover for him.” I stopped short of the front door. It was wide open. The sidelights had been broken out. Both of them. I’d found a pool of blood in the foyer and broken glass scattered for several feet. I slowly backed away and began to take pictures with my phone.

      “How can he cover for him? Not after what Drew has done. Listen, I have the address. We’re on our way. Call the police. Call for an ambulance,” Ty huffed.

      “I can’t. Harry has to do it or he’ll blame me forever.” I buried my face in the collar of my robe.

      “Then wait if you want, and I’ll do it. He can try to fucking hate me all he wants. This is bullshit.” Then Ty ended the call without even saying goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Laney

      

      

      Why did goodbyes always have to hurt so much? This was the thought I pondered as I drove back to my house. I made it as far as walking inside, taking a quick shower, and throwing on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. I felt too restless to sleep. Then I looked around, considered the implications of not just sleeping there, but staying there, and left. I drove to a little hole in the wall diner that looked like it could’ve been in an episode of Criminal Minds. There, I sat in a booth at the back and considered my future. At first, I feared it would prove to be too much for three in the morning, but thanks to a napkin, a pen, three cups of coffee, and two empty sugar containers, I had a plan.

      “Can I getcha anything else, sweet?” The waitress grinned and jerked her head to the empty containers.

      “Sorry. It’s the only way I can drink the stuff.” I sighed.

      “If you need that much sugar to tolerate anything, you probably shouldn’t be consuming it.” She tapped her temple a few times and I grinned.

      So, I extrapolated the nugget of wisdom dressed in a diner analogy, and ran with it. Okay, running isn’t my style. I actually walked really fast. I dropped a couple of twenties on the table and rushed out of the building. Having made a decision, I realized I already felt better. In truth, it was only the worrying that hurt.

      There were several other truths I had to accept. First, I hated my job. Second, I was too conscientious to screw the firm over. And finally, I cared too much about Kate and Ty to leave them high and dry. Now, I had not one, but two offices to pack up. I decided to remove all my personal effects from the casino first. At least I had around the clock access. I parked in the employee lot, then took the elevator up to the floor. When I stepped off, I saw lights and my shoulders sank. Who was here when I desperately wanted to be alone?

      As I snuck down the hall, I realized Kate was pacing in her office. She froze when she saw me. “Hey, Laney.” She frowned. Maybe she had wanted to be alone too.

      “Hi,” I murmured. I was too drained to be perky, even if the decisions I’d made had me feeling much lighter.

      “Ty said you left. I was worried. Are you okay?” She clasped her hands together under her chin and stared at me sadly.

      “Sure.” Only I couldn’t look her in the face because if I did, she’d see my black eye.

      Naturally, Kate wasn’t one to be fooled. She strode over and thoroughly examined me. “Well, that looks painful.” She scowled.

      “Mostly, yes, but I’m not so much hurt as I am…” I needed to choose my words carefully.

      “Disappointed?” She suggested.

      I sighed. “Yeah. I thought we were getting somewhere. I thought Harry understood and cared and then…”

      “Drew,” she grumbled. “I heard. I can’t imagine how scary that must have been. And then for Harry to do what he did.” Kate sighed and then her brow furrowed. “Wait. It’s nearly four in the morning. What are you doing here?”

      I chuckled. “I could ask you the same thing.”

      Her face brightened. “Well, I’m here because my husband needed some professionals to handle the clean-up and repair for Harry. Those contacts are here.” She gestured to her desktop computer.

      “That make a lot of sense. There’s no way Harry could sweep under the rug a mess of that magnitude all by himself.” My mood turned even more foul.

      “Oh, you misunderstand.” Kate shook her head. “Fixing the house is for Harry. He doesn’t officially own it yet.” She blew out a breath. “Ty called 911. The police came and arrested Drew. He has been taken to the hospital for medical attention. He’ll pay one way or another. And rehab is inevitable.”

      “How’s Harry taking it?” I hated myself for still caring about his feelings when he clearly was unconcerned about mine.

      “Not well. Guilt. Ty said he blames himself for everything. Something that goes all the way back to their prepubescent years, apparently.” She shrugged. “So, what are you doing here?” Kate glanced at my attire. “Not starting work early, obviously.” Her head tilted and then her eyes widened. “You’re leaving?”

      “You know, if this whole running a casino thing gets old, you could be a PI,” I joked.

      “Pass. Want help packing?” She leaned back against the door frame.

      I eyed her curiously. “You’re not going to try to talk me out of it?”

      Kate grimaced. “God no. We’re friends. I want you to be happy. I’m hoping this means you’ve decided to follow your dreams. I’m happy to help.”

      My jaw dropped open. “You’re a special kind of person, Kate. I’m sorry I’m just now finding this out. I’d love your assistance.”

      When she looped her arm through mine and walked me to the conference room, I no longer felt awkward, but accepted. Hell, I even believed our friendship could survive the loss of Harry and my unexpected departure. “We’re going to be okay,” I murmured.

      “Yes. We are. And if you want, you and Harry can be too.”
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* * *

      
        Harry

      

      

      We had unintentionally watched the sunrise together a few hours ago. Back then things seemed to be settling down. Of course, with the time closing in on ten in the morning, and no word from either of the women in our life, we’d gradually become unhinged. At the moment, a cryptic message from Kate had Ty all worked up. “She said she was going out of town for a little while and she’d be back later.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Dammit, Harry. If you want to start taking the blame for shit, how about this? My wife left me and your girlfriend disappeared, all because you wanted to protect this douche who used to be our friend.” He paced angrily.

      “I’m sorry. I know.” I sat on the edge of the patio, soaking my feet in the pool. The sun had risen hours ago and though I’d hoped it would soothe me, it only made me wish Laney was here and none of this had ever happened. I couldn’t stop thinking about her and this grand gesture I needed to make. “I swear, I’d throw myself at her feet if I knew where to find her.”

      “You called and she didn’t answer?” Ty frowned.

      My cheeks colored. “I sent a few texts. You know.”

      “Shit!” Ty slapped at his forehead. “No wonder you’re single. I don’t know anyone else who spends as much time surrounded by beautiful women as you, yet escaped without the slightest understanding of the smarter sex.”

      “I thought the expression was something about the fairer sex.” I frowned.

      “Yeah, well, I changed it. They are obviously smarter than we are.” Ty growled again and slammed his phone down on my patio table, the one where Laney and I had eaten less than twelve hours before. “Look at us. Drew is taken care of. We need to fix our lives. And by we, I mostly mean you. I have a loving wife…somewhere,” he grumbled. “If you want any kind of a shot at a future with Laney, then I highly suggest you do more than send a couple of lame-ass texts.”

      I considered his words. “You know, Laney’s the kind of woman I could marry. She’s direct, decisive, and honest.” I leaned back on the patio and sighed.

      Ty chuckled. “And look how well that has worked out for you. After all, you’re the least decisive person I know. Have you even figured out what you’re going to do with your life now, forget about your grand gesture?”

      “No freaking clue.” I folded my hands behind my head. “That’s not entirely true. I have an idea. Don’t be surprised when I ask for a meeting to go over a business proposal.” I winked. “I guess I need to make a few phone calls, and then go shopping.”

      “It’s too early in the relationship to go with a big ‘I’m sorry’ diamond.” He snickered.

      “I know, but it’s never too early to build a life together.” I grinned, sat up, and stepped out of the pool, onto the patio. “I’ll see you later. Thank you for all the help.”

      “Where are you going?” Ty stiffened and paled.

      “Oh, suddenly, you can’t handle being alone?” I laughed. “I’ll meet you at the hotel. I’m hoping we find our ladies there.”

      He shrugged. “I guess I’ll go on ahead and let you know.” Then he sighed and strode through the patio doors, and straight out the front entry.

      I showered because doing so helped me clear my head. In my mind, I kept hearing the echo of Laney’s fear, the worry she was going the wrong direction, that if she changed paths now, she’d be even farther behind. As I dried off, I studied my body in the mirror and shifted so my side was visible. Then I raised my arm. Laney hadn’t noticed last night, or if she did, she failed to comment. I’d had the arrow tattoo for about seven years. I’d gone to get it on a whim, so I’d feel completely badass and woo women with said badassery. Only, I found, more often than not, the only one to see it there on my side was me. Maybe I hadn’t considered the placement well when I chose to get inked. In reality, that wasn’t true. My guess was, whether I chose to admit it or not, the tattoo had been meant for me and me alone. I looked at it every day after my shower as a method to focus on the future. Inhaling deeply, I reveled in the calm the gentle daily reminder brought, which only made me feel more confident in my gift choice for Laney.

      An hour later, I pulled up at the casino with my present tucked against my heart in the jacket pocket. Before I could even enter the lobby, Ty called. “I’m on my way up, man. I’ll talk to you soon. I’m bound to lose you in the elevator anyway.”

      “Take your time. They’re not here,” Ty mumbled. “Kate still won’t answer her phone. She hasn’t sent so much as a text. What if something happened to her? To them?”

      I frowned. “Do we even know if they’re together?”

      “No, I guess not.” He sighed. “Just get up here. I’m losing my damn mind.”

      Feeling considerably less optimistic, I wandered through the lobby on my way to the elevator. I rode up with my hands stuffed in my pockets and my head hanging. When the doors opened, I found Ty pacing in the hall, the phone to his ear.

      “Kate, my love, you’re scaring the hell out of me. I need to know you’re okay. Please call me, or text. I’m at the office.” He ended the call and raced over to me as I moped off the elevator.

      “You know, it’s times like these I wish I enjoyed drinking,” I muttered. “The closest I came was the wine with Laney last night. The rest of the time, I defer because of Drew.”

      He motioned for me to follow him. Together we entered the conference room. Ty immediately rushed to the window and stared out at the cars traveling the strip. “I’m being crazy. There’s no reason for Kate to be angry at me.”

      “None at all. Wish I could say the same.” I sighed, pulled out a chair, collapsed into it, and rested my head on the table. “Just let me sleep until tomorrow, or until Laney returns, whichever comes first.”

      Ty turned around and leaned against the windows. “So, have you figured out what to say? What to do?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.” I turned my chair to face him. “I messed up. Badly. And I need her to understand why.”

      “You mean because Drew had his first drink at your house?” Ty chewed on his cheek.

      “Yeah. He changed instantly. My error in judgement has eaten at me ever since.” I rubbed my temples.

      “Okay, but you know Drew let you feel terrible because it made him feel better, right?” His brow arched.

      “I do now. Then, it was far less obvious.” I frowned.

      “Since that’s all cleared up, what’s the rest of your plan? What will you say to Laney? What do you want to happen?” He studied me seriously, but I saw him peeking past me to the hall more than once. Obviously, he was watching for Kate.

      “This job isn’t Laney,” I murmured. “She wants more. She deserves to be happy. I haven’t been happy in Hollywood for a while, either.”

      “No?” Ty seemed taken aback by this announcement.

      I grimaced. “Hell no. I love producing and directing. I enjoy the casting.”

      He waggled his brows. “Because of the casting couch?”

      “Don’t be disgusting. It’s not my style at all.” I sighed. “I think I know what is, something I’ve always loved. I have a new idea, which you could be involved in, but I don’t want to move forward without Laney.”

      “What’s your idea?” Laney wondered.

      Whipping around in my seat, I found her standing in the doorway with Kate. I’d never seen her dressed so casually, but I loved the look. She was versatile, and for my plan to succeed, we’d have to capitalize on it. “You’re here,” I whispered as I stood and moved cautiously toward her.

      “Let’s go, handsome. We need to leave these two alone for a few minutes. And it’ll give me a chance to tell you all about my trip to L.A. where I helped Laney quit her job.” Kate jerked her head at the hall, then held out a hand and waited for Ty to hold it.

      The minute they connected, I could feel his relief. I completely understood. Laney nibbled on her bottom lip. I wanted nothing more than to hold her in my arms and kiss her, put those lips to good use, but first I had to win her over. I blew out a breath.

      “I’m here,” she reminded me. “This is your one and only chance to talk me out of leaving.”

      “Dammit, Laney, don’t go. I’d be lost without you.” My brow furrowed and I took a few more steps until I stood before her.

      “You’re not doing so hot with me.” She rolled her eyes.

      I nodded. “Well, I’ve been stubborn. It comes with the hair,” I joked.

      A smile played at the corners of her lips. “Right. I can see that.”

      I licked my lips. “Here’s the thing. I’m ready to listen now. I’m ready to be open. I’m ready to stop taking responsibility for anything not directly related to me.”

      Her head tilted. “That’s a nice start.”

      “I’m ready to completely change my life. I’m kinda hoping you’re ready for a change too.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets.

      “I quit my job today. At the moment, my availability is completely open. What do you have in mind?” Her face softened.

      “Go backwards with me?” I shrugged.

      Laney wrapped her arms around her body. “That sounds sufficiently scary.”

      “I know it’s something you’re struggling with,” I murmured as I pulled her present out of my inside pocket. “There’s something you need to understand about going backwards.”

      “Oh, and what’s that?” Her brow arched.

      I opened the pale blue pouch and let the bracelet spill out onto my hand. “This.” I unhooked it so I could affix it around her wrist. “You’re an arrow, Laney. You aren’t going backwards. You’re really about to be launched forward. Bigger and better things await.” For a few seconds, I quietly admired the Tiffany silver arrow bracelet. Then I raised her wrist to my lips and gently grazed her skin while inhaling her scent. “Launch with me, Laney?”

      “What are we launching?” I could feel her trembling under my touch.

      “We’re going to bring Broadway to the strip.” I nodded confidently. “I haven’t worked out all the logistics yet, but I have a friend who owns this hotel and they have zero entertainment. He doesn’t know it yet, but soon he will.”

      Laney grinned. “Broadway, huh?”

      “You know, a little singing, a little dancing, a lot of bling.” I shrugged. “You deserve to find your happy. I’m hoping this might be it because I know living with you and working with you could make almost all of my dreams come true.”

      She giggled. “Is there more to life than that?”

      Wrapping my arms around her, I murmured, “Well, I’m hoping someday there might be a marriage and babies.”

      “Let’s work on the Broadway bit first.” She leaned more heavily on me. “Of course, if you play your cards right, I’ve heard you can get super lucky in this town.”

      I pressed my lips against hers. “So far, so good.”
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