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      It’s not a bachelorette party until the woo-ing starts.

      “Woooooooo!”

      Mary smiled when her passengers’ yells penetrated the partition to the driver’s compartment. But when the motor whirred to retract the convertible top and the sleek limousine started to sound like a human-powered ambulance, she knew the bachelorette party had taken a turn for the worse.

      Not necessarily for the ladies partying in the back, but for the upholstery.

      She glanced in the rearview mirror as she slowed to stop at a red light on the Las Vegas Strip.

      Yep, the bridal party was standing on the leather seats, the petite blond maid of honor still wearing her stiletto heels.

      Mary winced. Her brother was going to be pissed if she brought back Nick Cage with punctured leather.

      The privacy screen was still up, so she couldn’t simply holler back, “No shoes on the seats!” like her brother would’ve done. She put on the flashers. Ignoring the middle finger of the driver who zoomed around her, she got out of the driver’s side, circled the front of the Escalade’s hood, and stopped on the sidewalk next to the rear passenger door.

      “Hey, ladies.” She scanned each of the seven bridesmaids to identify the least-drunk one.

      “Girl, I told you to keep the top on,” a curvy Black woman said.

      “I did! Look!” The blond bride, Bristol, glanced down at her shirt, which had “I’m the Bride” printed on it, not the most original slogan Mary had seen in many years of sending out bachelorette parties in the family’s limousines. “No one’s throwing beads anyway, not like Mardi Gras at home.”

      “Not your top,” her friend said. “The limo’s top.”

      “But I wanted to see the lights.” Bristol pointed her champagne flute—Mary had stocked the limo with plastic, never glass for these types of parties—at the glowing Paris Las Vegas hotel. “I couldn’t see the tippy top of the Eiffel Tower through the roof,” she pouted.

      “Ladies,” Mary repeated, “it’s not a good idea to stand while the limo is moving, but if you do, I need you to take off your shoes.”

      Finally noticing her, Bristol shouted, “Hey, Mar-eee!” She threw out her arms, knocking into her maid of honor, who toppled from the seat.

      “Ooh, is she okay?” Mary leaned over the side of the limousine. The woman on the floor was the bride’s sister, Mary recalled. Normally, she’d have memorized the names of all the party guests, but she’d had to step in for Rafe at the last minute, unprepared. All night she’d mentally called the maid of honor “Bristol’s sister,” which her exhausted brain had finally shortened into “Sistol.” Sitting on the carpeted floor, Sistol swayed.

      “Oh, hey, let’s get you some fresh air.” Vomit in the vehicles was the worst, and Mary couldn’t spend hours cleaning and deodorizing the carpet tonight. She needed a good night’s sleep for her big event tomorrow. She opened the side door, reached inside, and tugged Sistol onto the sidewalk. Her uncooperative pinky finger twinged, and she shook out her hand.

      Perspiration glittered on the woman’s pale forehead. “I don’t feel so good.”

      “That’s okay,” Mary said. “I’ve got you.” Gripping her upper arm, she shoved through the crowd of tourists and partiers on the sidewalk toward a trash can. When Sistol belched, Mary grasped her blond hair in one hand and pressed the other into her back, bending her over the opening just in time.

      After emptying the contents of her stomach, too much booze and hardly any food, into the bin, Sistol straightened, still pale. “Sorry, I…”

      “Don’t worry about it, honey.” Mary rubbed a circle on her back, the way her mother used to do when she was sick. “It happens all the time. Drink some water, and you’ll be better in no time.” It might even be true. She couldn’t be older than twenty-five. Alcohol treated Mary better when she was in her twenties. Now thirty-six, she’d have a two-day headache if she drank as much as these ladies had.

      But why come to Vegas for a bachelorette party if you weren’t going to get drunk off your ass, dance in the limousine, and scream until your throat hurt? It was all part of the package Forza Elite Motors offered, with a fully stocked bar inside the limousine for cruising the Strip until two A.M.

      Someday, Mary hoped to get a larger cut of the wedding action, beyond transportation. Then she’d be able to focus on the party planning she loved and leave the driving to someone else. Plus, with the extra money coming in, her brothers wouldn’t have to work such long hours. None of them were as young as they used to be. Fatigue led to injuries like Rafe’s.

      She glanced at her watch. Ten minutes until two. Time to wrap it up so she could snag a few hours of sleep before she had to set up her brand-new booth at the wedding expo.

      Snugging an arm around Sistol’s waist, Mary led her back to the group of women, who’d attracted a crowd of equally drunk men. Bristol leaned over the side of the limo and huffed at the short veil clipped to her rhinestone tiara.

      Gently, Mary pushed herself between the men and the car and opened the door to let the still-pale Sistol inside. “Sorry, guys, can’t you see she’s taken?” She shut the door.

      “Not yet, she ain’t.” The cowboy hat–wearing guy closest to the limo sucked on the straw of his glowing yard-long cocktail.

      The drunken douche would’ve never talked back to either of her brothers. It was one benefit of their tank-like builds. “Afraid so,” Mary said. “And her fiancé’s a lot bigger than you. Think Jason Momoa.”

      “Whoa.” The guy stumbled back.

      The bride protested, “No, he’s⁠—”

      “In fact,” Mary interrupted, “it’s time to get you back to him. Night, guys. Ladies, shoes off if you’re going to stand on the seats.” She checked that the women followed her instructions, then circled around to the driver’s seat and punched the ignition. The engine purred to life like her brother Michael’s cars always did.

      Michael had offered to drive the party tonight. But he’d spent the day repainting his pet project, a ’71 Mustang Mach 1, and the paint fumes always gave him a headache. Her other brother Rafe, who was scheduled to drive tonight, had broken his finger in the shop when a car hood had unexpectedly crashed down.

      Rafe had argued that he could still drive with his splint, but years later, she remembered the agony of a broken finger. She’d been only eleven and all too aware of her family’s precarious finances when she’d hidden her hand in the pocket of her school uniform skirt. It was only later, when the side of her hand swelled and she couldn’t hold a pencil, that she finally told her dad what had happened and he took her to the ER. By then it was too late, and her pinky was permanently crooked.

      She’d taken better care of her baby brother than that, driving him to the ER herself and putting the enormous deductible on her credit card. He couldn’t drive tonight’s bachelorette party with the pain meds, and none of their part-time employees were available that night. That left her, the co-owner of Forza Elite Motors, to do it.

      Someday, if her plans worked out, they’d have full-time employees who weren’t named Forza to pick up the slack. But until she’d achieved her dream of branching out into event planning, she was stuck as the backup chauffeur.

      Signaling, she pulled the limo into the porte-cochère of La Villa. The hotel’s location toward the end of the Strip meant it wasn’t quite as crowded as the larger ones in the prime locations, but Mary was glad to see people entering the revolving door. She hoped it would be even busier when she came back in a few hours for the wedding expo.

      She heaved her tired body from the driver’s side, circled the hood, and opened the rear passenger door. The fresh air had done its job, putting color back in Sistol’s cheeks. She leaned on a friend as she shuffled toward the door.

      Bristol waved exuberantly. “Greg!”

      The groom, a slender man no taller than Mary and certainly no Jason Momoa, scurried toward the limo.

      Bristol bounded to him and all but fell into his arms. “Why aren’t you at your bachelor party?”

      “They’re still in the suite watching…uh, a movie. But I missed you.” He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Did you have fun?”

      “The best time. Thanks to Mary.”

      Mary realized only then that she’d been watching the couple like a creeper. She busied herself by scanning the interior for forgotten shoes and handbags. She picked up a tiara, which had “MOH” spelled out in rhinestones.

      “Can you give this to Sis—to your sister?” She held it out to Bristol, but Bristol was lip-locked with her groom.

      Mary sighed. She’d seen some couples too caught up in strippers and porn to remember what they were celebrating during their weekend in Vegas. But Bristol and Greg were adorable. He’d left his bachelor party to check on his bride, and now they’d spend the night together.

      Would she ever find a love like that?

      She shook it off. She didn’t have time for romantic love. Besides, she had all the love she needed from her brothers. Her family. And tomorrow at the wedding expo, she’d find customers for her new side hustle, enough to pay off Rafe’s medical bill and maybe even enough to find the security they all craved.
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      Alessandro Villa hardly noticed how his Italian oxfords sank into the thick pile of the silk Persian rug as he paced across it. The unfamiliar bubble of hope made him soar like a tourist on the zipline over Las Vegas Boulevard.

      “Alex?”

      “Say that again.” Gripping his phone, he planted his feet and stared at the polished mahogany surface of his desk.

      “The rumor is that the Paradise is for sale,” Lev said.

      His heart thudded in his chest. He’d never thought this day would come, the day when he could show everyone how far he’d risen above the rubble his father had made of their lives.

      “You want it, right?” his real estate operations manager prodded. Alex had been silent too long.

      “Yes.” He didn’t have to think about it. “You know I do.”

      “The gaming board will have to approve it.”

      Alex heard what Lev didn’t say. He’d had a prickly relationship with the board since he’d opened the doors of his casino, La Villa. In Vegas, he didn’t think there was such a thing as too over the top, but the gaming board disagreed.

      “They’ll approve it.” He’d use all the levers at his disposal to ensure they did. He’d even grovel to his chief critic, Ray Richardson. He had a feeling Ray would demand it.

      “Listen.” A note of worry softened Lev’s tone. “Remember, it’s not personal. It’s business. Stay focused.”

      Alone in his office, Alex grinned. “I’m always focused. I’ll keep it professional.” Just like the Rissos had kept it professional when they’d bought the hotel at a fire-sale price after the feds seized the Villa family’s assets. He’d never thought the Rissos would sell, so he’d never dared think about what he’d do if he had the opportunity to buy his father’s old hotel and casino. Turning the Paradise into La Villa II—no, La Villa Prime—a world-class resort, would prove to everyone he’d risen like a phoenix.

      No, he’d go a step further. He’d demolish the Paradise. Wipe that dump from everyone’s memory, and maybe they’d forget the humiliation his father had brought on their family, too. He’d build something truly ostentatious in its place. A neon-encrusted skyscraper would be an appropriate middle finger to everyone who’d doubted him.

      “Anything else, boss?” Lev asked after they’d worked out their bidding strategy.

      Alex’s euphoria waned as he remembered why he’d called Lev in the first place. “Yeah. I need you to find a job for Dante Campo.”

      “Again?”

      “He’s a good worker from a good family.”

      “One of those statements is true,” Lev said dryly.

      The Campos were a good family, but they’d fallen for his father’s swindle and lost more than money. Mr. Campo died from an aneurysm a few days after Alex’s father had been arrested, leaving Mrs. Campo to care for her two young sons. Alex would be making up for it until the day they carried him feet first out of his casino.

      Though the older son wasn’t making it easy. “We just haven’t found the right job for Dante yet,” he said.

      “What went wrong with the restaurant?”

      “He set the kitchen on fire. A small fire, but my executive chef threatened to quit if I didn’t get him out of there. Maybe he’d be good at clerical work at your office. Less risk of fire.”

      “That kid will find a way,” Lev grumbled.

      “He’s promised to be on his best behavior. You’ll find him something?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Send him over.”

      “Thanks.” Alex breathed out a sigh. He’d kept Donna Campo’s boys employed since they were sixteen. Joey, who worked in his event planning department, was a good worker. Dante had always proved more of a challenge. Still, helping him was the least he could do for the family that had lost everything because of his father.

      He disconnected the call and set down his phone. Propping his hands on his hips, he surveyed his desk. It was clear of clutter and papers as usual, though work always waited on his laptop. He should review the operations report, but he had too much adrenaline coursing through him to sit still. He needed to move.

      Mentally flipping through the day’s activities at the hotel, he found a target for his energy: the wedding expo downstairs. Evie, his head event planner, should have it under control. But at the winter expo, she’d pulled in only eighty percent of the new business he’d been expecting. Six months later, he’d ensure that she was implementing the new tactics they’d discussed.

      Going to the door, he pulled his suit jacket from its hanger and shrugged into it. He buttoned it then, glancing in the mirror, smoothed it over his flat stomach and straightened his shirt collar. When all was in place, he opened the door, told his assistant where he was going, and rode down the elevator to the mezzanine.

      Only Alex and Lev, who’d seen it in its shabbier days, would have recognized the mezzanine as the top two floors of the budget motel he’d bought ten years ago. He’d hardly slept for a year, worrying over the amount he’d borrowed against his bar to turn the rundown place into a luxury casino and resort. Now, instead of cramped rooms and dim hallways, the mezzanine’s high frescoed ceilings soared over plush carpet, which was currently awash with frothy white tulle, the overpowering scent of roses, and the nervous titters of people about to drop thirty Gs on four hours of cheap champagne and a band that arrived in their mom’s Kia Carnival.

      He pasted a smile on his face and strode in. But he didn’t go straight to his booth in the center of the room. He forced his feet to slow as he took a meandering circuit of the expo.

      Brides stopped to flutter their false eyelashes at him. Most of them didn’t know who he was, but they liked his bespoke suit and wolfish grin. Vendors waved at him. La Villa hosted at least one wedding reception every weekend, and he’d worked with every major florist, caterer, and wedding chapel in Las Vegas.

      “Alex!” The owner of the city’s premier Elvis impersonator agency clapped him on the shoulder. His name was Orville, but he didn’t let anyone call him that.

      “Elvis! Looking good. I see you’re enjoying the peanut butter, banana, and bacon sandwiches.” Alex gestured at the stretched middle of his sequined jumpsuit.

      Elvis leaned in closer. “You wouldn’t believe it, but I’ve had more requests for, let’s say, a more full-figured Elvis lately. People like a wedding officiant who seems more like your cool uncle than a sex object.”

      “Cool, huh? More like eccentric.”

      “Don’t forget flamboyant. Why get married in Vegas if you’re not all-in on the razzle-dazzle?”

      “True.” Over-the-top glamor was what La Villa promised with its gilded statues and frescoed ceilings. Not to mention the casino dealers with their faux-leather corset tops, short shorts, and fishnets. And every weekend, glitzy events brought in a steady stream of cash.

      He glanced at the hotel’s gold-and-white booth in the center of the room. Wait. Why weren’t there any potential customers in it? Brides should have been poring through the galleries of photos or at least taking the ribbon and organza-wrapped candies. Distractedly, he excused himself and hurried to the large, carpeted square in the center of the room where his event planner leaned against the gilded copy of Michaelangelo’s David—his little golden pecker had to be poking her in the back—staring at her phone.

      “What are you doing?” he barked.

      Evie bobbled her phone. “Don’t scare me like that! I’m checking on the Murray-Achebe cake.”

      “You’re supposed to be drawing in clients for next year’s weddings.”

      Fire sparked in her usually placid gaze. “My immediate concern is tonight’s reception. If that goes poorly, no one will hire us for a wedding next year.”

      “You should have everything in hand for tonight. You’ve got to be more strategic.”

      She squared her jaw. “Strategy is your job. Mine is ensuring every event goes flawlessly and reflects well on La Villa.”

      “Strategy is everyone’s job.” How could she not see it? The only way he’d gotten himself and his mother out of the poverty his father had landed them in was to look years into the future, to set seemingly impossible goals, and to work his ass off to achieve them. Now thousands of people depended on his success. Strategic thinking was why he was standing in a hotel he owned in a ten thousand–dollar suit.

      She pursed her lips and crossed her arms.

      “I’ll show you how simple it is.” He turned to face the bustling aisle and cracked the knuckles on his right hand. There. A meandering mother-daughter pair. When he grinned, the mother’s steps faltered. It was almost too easy.

      “Good morning.” He reached out his hand, and the white woman took it, just like he knew she would. She stepped onto the carpet, tugging her daughter along. “Who’s getting married?” He glanced between them like he couldn’t tell. It was a rare day when someone surprised him.

      “My daughter, June. I’m Valerie.” She didn’t release his hand. That was fine. Alex continued to pump it slowly.

      “Your daughter? I was sure you were sisters.” Evie shifted, and he could sense her eye-roll.

      Valerie tittered. “I’ve been married for twenty-five years. Everything is so different these days, and I’m a little overwhelmed. The last wedding we went to, there wasn’t even a formal invitation. We got invited on Facebook.”

      “Ah, no.” Alex clicked his tongue sympathetically. “Here at La Villa, we value tradition.” Actually, he valued whatever would make him a sale, and today, that would be embossed, hand-addressed invitations. “Our in-house wedding planner, Evie, will help make June’s special day truly unforgettable.” When he turned the full force of his smile on the bride-to-be, her gaze went glassy. He had them.

      “Why don’t you start by telling Evie what you have in mind? Then she can tell you how La Villa can make your wedding dreams come true.” He shot his wedding planner a meaningful stare, and she nodded almost imperceptibly. If she couldn’t close the sale he’d served up to her on a platter, he’d cut her loose. He couldn’t afford dead weight in his organization.

      With a dip of his chin, he stepped away from the women and almost bumped into the muscled form of someone he knew. Rafe Forza, towed by a suited man and woman he didn’t know. Rafe was almost unrecognizable with his hair gelled into place and wearing khakis and a logo golf shirt instead of his usual mechanic’s coveralls. His eyes were wild like he didn’t like where this situation was headed. But Alex still remembered the sickening snap of his nose when Rafe’s fist connected with it almost twenty years ago. He smirked and let them pass unmolested.

      If Rafe was here, that meant… Alex scanned the room. Yes, there it was. The Forzas’ elegant black booth with the red script Forza Elite Motors on the sign above it. But it was missing the person who held the family business together. Mary.

      Alex widened his search and found her in the next booth over, her voluminous dark curls and expressive brown eyes calling to him like a beacon. Or maybe it was her olive skin, which seemed to glow like she’d swallowed the early-summer sun.

      The sign over her head read, Forza Events. Events? That was new. Putting on his most careless swagger, he sauntered toward the corner booth and paused a dozen feet away to observe.

      Mary stood before a pair of men, her hands doing at least half of the talking. In the air before her, her fingers shaped an imaginary layer cake, possibly with flowers on it. Gears would’ve more fitting for a motor-head like Mary. Back in high school, she’d scoffed when he’d told her he was taking his car—his first one, a BMW, before it was repoed—for an oil change. She had him drive it to their shop and showed him how to do it. They’d put on matching coveralls from the rack, and she’d swiped grease off his cheek with a rag.

      He’d laughed, wondering why anyone would worry about the hundred dollars the service would’ve cost at the dealership. What an arrogant prick he’d been. Little did he know how useful the skill would be in the lean years ahead, when he’d changed the oil in his next car, an ancient Ford Escort, more times than he could count.

      What was she doing with that second booth? He stepped closer.
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      As she talked to the engaged men, a tall figure loomed in her peripheral vision. Mary’s heart thudded in her chest. Not because of Alex’s glossy dark hair and sharp brown eyes or the way he moved like a desert wolf, silent and powerful. It was because she was on his turf.

      Back in high school, they were friends. Then they were enemies. Worse than enemies, they were strangers for the four years she was away at college. Then she discovered what her brothers had done. She tried to make up for it with kindness, but he was so closed-off now they’d never regained their old closeness. Now they met occasionally as acquaintances. As colleagues in the Vegas tourism industry. When La Villa needed to arrange transportation for their guests, Forza Elite Motors was the first company they called. Mary tried to return the favor by recommending La Villa when a party asked for a casino recommendation, but she knew her brothers often drove the guests to one of Alex’s competitors.

      There was nothing like an Italian-American grudge.

      And there was nothing like Alex’s dark gaze that seemed to see right into her soul. Their history, combined with his keen intuition, meant he knew all her hopes and dreams. Why she had a booth in the wedding expo he hosted.

      She wished she understood him half as well. Maybe then she’d have known he’d break her trust.

      She rubbed the twinge at her breastbone, just under the buttons of her black golf shirt. Why was he even down here? He should be up in his office in the tower, making deals with Japanese billionaires or whatever hotel magnates did. She’d hoped to keep her side hustle on the down-low a little longer, until Cierra’s wedding was over and she could upload the photos to her website portfolio. She prayed every night for one successful event that would give her the credentials she needed to grow a successful business. One that would ease the financial pressures on her family.

      Mary had always been the one who had it all together, who helped others. Not the one coated in nervous sweat, offering steep discounts in exchange for a review on The Knot. Never the one who needed help. Especially not in front of Alex Villa.

      The shorter fiancé cleared his throat, and that’s when Mary realized she’d been deep in her own head and hadn’t heard what her potential client had asked.

      “I’m sorry, it’s so loud in here.” The event was packed, and the brides-to-be filled the room with boisterous chatter. “Could you say that again?”

      “I asked about your experience.” His downturned lip told Mary he questioned her intelligence, too.

      Alex raised an eyebrow and curled up one side of his mouth into that smirk that said, Yeah, I’d like to hear this, too.

      Screw him. She stood up straighter. “I have twenty years’ experience in the wedding industry. Since I was fifteen, I’ve worked at my family’s limousine business, where I’ve handled transportation for all kinds of events, from bachelor parties to formal weddings. Going beyond transportation, I’ve consulted with brides and grooms, arranging reservations for restaurants and activities. We have a four-point-eight rating on Yelp. People love us because we treat everyone like family.”

      “But you haven’t actually planned any weddings,” the taller fiancé finally spoke up.

      Mary tried to keep the wince off her face. “I’m working on one right now. But because my business is new, I can offer⁠—”

      “You won’t find a more detail-oriented planner.” Alex stepped forward. “Mary knows every vendor and every venue in Las Vegas. And she drives a hard bargain. She’ll get you more than you expect for your budget.”

      Mary forced her smile wider. Who was he to swoop in here and try to rescue her? She could take care of herself. Her family, too. She’d been doing it since she was tall enough to reach the stovetop controls. She needed to do a better job of marketing her business. Like Alex. Even though La Villa was far from the action at the heart of the Strip, it was busy all the time. His dad, also a casino owner, must have taught him all his tricks.

      “We’ll think about it,” the first man said.

      “Take my card.” Mary handed it to him. Instead of the white tiger they used in the car business, the logo on the dove-gray cards was a blue-eyed panther wearing a flower crown.

      “Don’t think too long.” Alex rested his arm across her shoulders. “Mary’s schedule books up fast.”

      As the couple walked away, Mary allowed herself a single sniff of Alex’s expensive cologne before she ducked out from under his arm. “I didn’t need that. I can take care of myself.”

      “I know you can.” His brows scrunched together the same way they used to in math class. The grooves between them were deeper now. “But I thought you could use the assist. I’d have done it for any other friend.”

      Would he? Since graduation, he’d cultivated a reputation as a businessman with a relentless focus on success. She nodded at his much fancier booth in the middle of the room, staffed by Evie McAlister, his very capable wedding planner. She had screens and screens of photos in the gallery on La Villa’s website. “I’m the competition now, you know.”

      He flashed that secret smile they used to share. “I’m proud of you for striking out on your own. Following your dream.”

      “But what about⁠—”

      “Vegas is a big town,” he said. “There’s plenty of business for both of us. Besides, everything I said was true. You’ll be amazing at whatever you set your mind to do. As long as you don’t undervalue yourself.”

      “Undervalue myself?”

      “I heard you, about to offer those guys a steep discount. People don’t want a cut-rate wedding. They want value. Which you can deliver at full price.”

      She gritted her teeth. Had she been that obvious? “It’s a catch-22. Customers want experience, which I don’t have.”

      “Yet.” He flashed her that confident smile, the one he’d always used on her before they had to give a presentation in school. “Customers will come, don’t worry.”

      She wished she felt that certain. She’d stepped into the family business after it was established. Starting new was unfamiliar territory. Alex had done it with his piano bar. Then, instead of taking the safe route by taking over his father’s casino, he’d bought that old motel he turned into La Villa. She supposed she could take his advice. They could be friendly competitors. But she’d stop there. Older and wiser now than she was when she’d given him her heart, she knew better than to trust him.

      She took a step toward her other booth, where a thirtysomething Southeast Asian woman lingered in front of the poster that showed their limousines. Where was Rafe? He’d said he’d be right back.

      “Sorry, I have to…” She tipped her head at the potential customer.

      “Of course.” He nodded but stayed where he was, surrounded by the dove gray, petal pink, and hydrangea blue of her booth.

      As she talked to the woman about limousine options for a girls’ weekend, she wondered again where Rafe had gone. He was supposed to be handling the car booth. With his adorable cleft chin, he could charm women without even trying. In fact, before he’d wandered off, his splinted finger had seemed like a draw for them. Everyone wanted to talk to the cute guy with a visible injury, especially when they found out how shy he was. It seemed the fewer words Rafe said, the more business he brought in.

      Mary never had a problem talking to people. Fifteen minutes later, the woman walked away, having booked Nick Cage. (The stretch convertible was every woman’s favorite.) Mary knew the names of everyone in the group and which ones were most likely to get out of control. She noted them in the file so Rafe, whose finger should be fully recovered in time to chauffeur them, could keep his eye on party-girl Samira.

      She glanced at her party planning booth and was shocked to find Alex still there. He was using that damned grin on a beautiful Black woman. Mary huffed. Really, the man had no shame, flirting with someone in her booth. He was probably keeping actual customers away. Mary strode over to shoo him off.

      “…can offer you a full service, from invitations to honeymoon planning. Mary is committed to quality. Plus, you’d be hard-pressed to find a better negotiator in the city. You won’t be disappointed.”

      She stopped so suddenly her shoe caught on the carpet, and she had to windmill her arms to stay upright. Alex was selling her unproven business? What was his angle? Once she regained her balance, she hurried over.

      “Hi.” She stuck out her hand. “Mary Forza, president of Forza Events.”

      “Hello. I’m Rochelle Richardson.”

      “Nice to meet you, Rochelle.”

      “Rochelle is Ray Richardson’s daughter,” Alex said. The words were heavy with meaning.

      Mary blinked. Ray Richardson owned several high-end restaurants in town and was the president of the gaming commission. He was one of the most well-connected people in town. His daughter’s wedding would be a who’s who of Las Vegas VIPs. Whoever secured that wedding would be at the tip of everyone’s tongue for wedding planner recommendations.

      No pressure. “T-tell me more about your vision for your wedding.”

      “At this point, I’m just hoping not to have to get married at the drive-through chapel. Though I guess”—she tittered nervously—“that’s one benefit to coming home to Vegas to get married. I, um, thought I had more time, but, well…” She put a hand on her flat belly. “The universe gave us a sign to move things along. I want to get married before I start showing so I don’t look like the Luxor in my wedding photos.”

      “Congratulations!” Mary clapped her hands. “Believe me, you won’t be the first bride in this town who needs a little give in her gown. I know a boutique with beautiful designs for every body shape. How much time do we have?”

      “We want to get married by the end of July.”

      Less than two months? That was going to be tighter than Rochelle’s wedding gown.

      “How many guests are you inviting?” Mary asked.

      “Not too many. About five hundred?”

      “Five…hundred?” While summer’s heat made it the least popular time to get married in Vegas, pulling off something that size, even in sizzling July, would be daunting.

      Rochelle’s smile faded. “You don’t think you can do it?”

      “Of course I can do it,” Mary said. “We can do it. But you’re sure you don’t want to wait until after the baby’s born?”

      “My fiancé’s family is pretty conservative. We think they can overlook the math if we’re married before the baby comes. And after, I imagine I’ll be too tired to want a big party.”

      “I understand. And what did you have in mind as far as the ceremony and reception?” Mary pulled a notepad from the pocket of her khakis and jotted down the notes.

      “My fiancé and I are lawyers in LA. We don’t have time for a lot of fussy planning, so I want it all done for us. I was thinking something all-inclusive, you know? A big block of hotel rooms for out-of-town guests and anyone who doesn’t want to drive home after. His family might not be big drinkers, but my family? We party hard.” She chuckled.

      “And a wedding might be a celebration of love,” Mary said, “but it’s also about merging two families. Establishing relationships for the years ahead. Does your mother have opinions we should consider?”

      Rochelle’s lips thinned. “My mother died when I was little. Breast cancer. It’s just Daddy and me.”

      “I’m so sorry. I lost my mother when I was a girl, too.” Mary blinked to keep her tears in check. This conversation wasn’t about how much she wished her mother were still around to see what she’d made of her life and to stand beside her at her wedding someday.

      “What about your dad?” she asked. “Does he have opinions?”

      “Always.” Rochelle smirked. “But in the end, he wants me to be happy. So we’re doing it my way.”

      Mary heard the subtext: Rochelle was just as much of a force as her father.

      “If money isn’t a consideration and you’re looking for something all-inclusive and easy, I think you’d be better off going with one of the major hotels. Like La Villa.” Reluctantly, she gestured at Alex. “They’ll provide rooms for your guests, plus they can host both the ceremony and the reception in one of the large ballrooms, assuming there’s availability. Their food is to die for. Alex lured the chef away from a Michelin-starred restaurant in New York. Plus, they have an onsite wedding planner to make everything go flawlessly. And if you’re looking for Las Vegas bling, this is the place to be.” As if to prove her point, one of La Villa’s buff waiters meandered by in his short leather centurion costume and offered them bottled water.

      Busy admiring his thickly muscled thighs, Rochelle fumbled her bottle of water. “I see what you mean.”

      Alex picked up smoothly, “We’d be happy to host your wedding, Rochelle. I can arrange availability on the day of your choice.”

      If Mary knew Alex, he’d boot a President to make space for the Richardson wedding. He relied on the favor of the gaming commission for his business. Especially after the shenanigans he’d pulled when he opened the casino.

      “I couldn’t work with you both?” Rochelle glanced between them. “I just assumed you worked together, since…”

      “We’re old friends,” Mary interjected. “We help each other out. But I can assure you, La Villa is a fantastic choice for your wedding.”

      “The hotel isn’t what I was expecting, not after all the griping Daddy did when you opened it.” Rochelle glanced at the tray ceilings, frescoed in the style of the Sistine Chapel. “It’s beautiful. But I’d love to work with you too, Mary. I feel like you get me.”

      Mary shot her a rueful smile. “I do. That’s why I can tell you La Villa is the best choice. Alex’s planner, Evie, will take care of you. She’s been doing it longer than I have, and they can offer the full service you’re looking for.”

      “Of course,” Alex said. “I’ll personally see to it that every one of your needs is met. That your wedding is unforgettable.”

      “Unforgettable, huh?” She pursed her lips. “Okay. I’ll talk to your planner.” She flashed Mary a regretful smile. “It was nice meeting you, Mary.”

      “If you need transportation”—Mary waved at her other booth, where Rafe still hadn’t returned—“Evie knows where to find me.”

      “I’ll give you a call.” Rochelle tipped her head toward La Villa’s booth. “Shall we?”

      “I’ll be right there,” Alex said.

      Rochelle nodded and headed to the center booth.

      “Don’t you want to be sure she doesn’t get pulled off course before she gets to Evie?” Mary propped her hands on her hips.

      “Don’t be that way. We could’ve partnered on this wedding. Why did you insist on giving it to me?”

      “Partnered?” Mary dipped her chin. “You have a wedding planner. You don’t need me. Besides, we both know we aren’t the best of partners.”

      He laid his hand over his heart. “Someday you’ll forgive me for my youthful indiscretions.”

      “Nope. Especially if you try that fake flirting bullshit on me. Save it for someone who doesn’t know you like I do.”

      His full lips twitched downward. After all these years, Mary still didn’t know how to interpret that expression. It looked like pain or regret, but she knew better than to think Alex Villa ever experienced either of those emotions. He only inspired them in others.

      He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. “You break my heart, Mary Theresa Forza.”

      You broke mine first.
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      Forza Elite Motors’ first customer of the day was a finance bro from New York City who wanted to explore the desert. After she sent him off with a Land Rover and a kiss of her fingers to the framed print of Saint Christopher, Mary stepped through the door into the shop. She’d expected to find Michael, but there were two coverall-clad rear-ends poking out of Nick Cage’s engine compartment. Prince’s “Cream” blared from the sound system.

      Mary switched it off. “Rafe! What are you doing here?”

      Twin thuds on the hood told her she’d startled them both. Her brothers turned, rubbing their dark hair.

      “How many times have I told you to ring the bell when you come in here?” Michael growled.

      “The bell would’ve startled you, too. Rafe, you’re not supposed to be working with your hand. Let me see it.”

      Rafe hid his right hand behind his back and waved his filthy left hand. “All good here.”

      She propped her fists on her hips.

      Huffing out an exasperated breath, Rafe showed her his other hand. He’d put a plastic baggie over the splinted finger. “See? I’m being such a good boy.”

      “Don’t sass me, or I’ll make you drive on the night of Garth Brooks’ show.”

      “You wouldn’t,” he grumbled.

      “I would. You’d sit in traffic for hours, and you know how handsy his fans get.”

      Rafe shuddered. “Sorry.”

      “That’s better. Now, where did you wander off to yesterday? I had to break down both booths by myself. It was lucky I ran into the Pollinzi boys. They helped me carry it to the truck.”

      Michael ducked back under the hood.

      “Just some pictures,” Rafe mumbled.

      “Pictures? Wait, you didn’t fall for one of those card slappers, did you? You know the girls on the cards aren’t actually looking for dates.”

      “No! Dammit, I’m thirty-two, not twelve.”

      “Then what do you mean by pictures?”

      “They wanted to take some of me, okay?”

      “Clothes on or off?” Michael kept his head in the engine compartment, but his shoulders shook with laughter.

      “Clothes on! Clothes on, Ma.” Rafe raised his eyes to the high ceiling and crossed himself.

      “But what about your hand? You left your splint on, right?” Mary eyed it. The purple bruising was visible through the plastic bag.

      “It wasn’t my hand they wanted pictures of.”

      “Wait, what?” Mary gasped.

      “My face! My face!” He waved his splinted hand at his stubbled chin and red cheeks.

      “Mugshots?” Michael’s voice echoed from under the hood.

      Rafe didn’t dignify that with a response.

      “Look, their model didn’t show,” he said, “and they asked me to step in ’cause I’m about the same size as him. They gave me a tux to wear, and I stuck my hand in the pocket. No big deal.”

      “Pictures for what?” Mary surveyed her brother. He was cute, but she’d never thought of him as model-handsome, especially with his cheap haircut and beat-up mechanic’s hands. He wasn’t even as good-looking as their other brother, Gabe, who might share their genes but had soft hands from working in an office. Alex, she heard, got his nails manicured and his hair trimmed every other week at his hotel’s spa. He was a man who belonged in a photo shoot. Not Rafe.

      “Dunno.” He ducked his head. “Some promotional thing.”

      “Did they pay you?”

      “Not yet. They said they’d mail me a check.”

      Mary shook her head. That was her brother Rafe, always stepping in to help someone and never looking out for himself. He’d never see that check. How many more sales could they have made at the expo if he’d been doing his real job at the booth so she could’ve sold some wedding planning services? Enough to pay for his visit to the emergency room?

      Like he’d read her mind, he said, “Sorry I abandoned you. How’d you do at the expo?”

      “I booked eleven parties, three wedding transports, and one conference VIP shuttle service.”

      “Not bad.” Michael backed out from under the hood and straightened his back with a grimace. “How about the other booth?”

      She hated that his back was hurting. At almost forty, her oldest brother’s body had taken a beating from working on cars since he was thirteen. He’d supported their family for so long. If Mary could get her planning business off the ground, they could hire help and he wouldn’t end up perpetually stooped, working himself into the ground the way their father had done.

      She shook her head. “Not great. A bit of interest, but no sales. I had to give a big one to Alex because the bride wanted more than I could offer.”

      “Alex Villa?” Michael narrowed his eyes as he wiped grease from his hands with a rag. “You talked to that dirtbag?”

      “We’re cordial acquaintances. You should try it sometime.”

      “But why?” Rafe asked. “After what he did…”

      “We were friends before. It was my mistake to think we could be anything else.”

      “It was his mistake to stand you up,” Michael growled.

      “And you made him pay for it. Even though I asked you not to.” She’d been glad when Alex got his nose fixed a few years after she’d come back from college. Every time she’d seen the crooked ridge in it, it reminded her of the pain she’d experienced that night.

      “Little shit,” Michael muttered.

      Rafe gave her that searching stare he always did when someone mentioned Alex. Like he was looking for the tiny piece of her heart that had broken off and still belonged to her former best friend.

      “He helped me at the expo yesterday. He talked up the planning business to potential customers even though he didn’t know about it until he saw the booth.”

      Michael muttered something that ended with, “in your pants.”

      Mary ignored it. Alex had no interest in what was in her pants, not when they were in high school, and not now. She was grateful he’d crushed her hopes when he did. She’d never have gotten over it if she’d been the first of those poor women who paraded around on his arm for a month before he dumped her for the next pretty woman.

      She checked her watch. “Go home and rest, Rafe. Tonight’s party is in Grace Kelly, and you pick them up at seven.”

      Rafe glanced at the classic black stretch Cadillac in the next bay. “She’s ready to go?”

      “Just needs a final polish,” Michael said.

      “I’ll do it before I leave,” Rafe said.

      “I got it,” Michael insisted.

      Leaving them to work it out, Mary stepped back through the door into the small lobby. Maybe she’d send their mailing list a coupon code for her planning services. Alex didn’t know what he was talking about. If offering a discount was the only way to make a sale, it wasn’t selling herself short.
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