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	Austin & Roxy 

	 

	Roxy was raised in the Mojave Desert, her mom was a Las Vegas showgirl, so she knew the glitz and glamour always came with a price. Roxy wanted Austin Merrick from the moment she saw him in Gypsy. He was supposed to be a one-night stand, and a way to escape her problems. She didn't know a night with Austin would lead to something more. Roxy was an excellent poker player too, but things change when her ex-boyfriend owes money, and she’s on the hook for the balance.

	Austin Merrick was in Las Vegas to check out his family’s newest investment. Drinks at Gypsy led to Roxy. Their chemistry was instant. She was beautiful so saying hello was his only option. Austin introduced himself, and Roxy invited herself back to his hotel. One night with her, and everything was slanted. They had unknown ties. Austin didn’t like mixing business with pleasure, but Roxy’s troubles were harming her. Austin will go all in. 

	 

	
 

	 

	1. Losing Game    


	 

	 

	 

	Roxanne Sheridan D’Arcy  

	Las Vegas, Nevada

	 

	Being in the Mojave Desert was comforting, even now when my life was trash. My best friend, Bianca, was being supportive. “Did you try calling Jordan again?” 

	“Yes. He’s not answering. I was texting when you called. It’s not worth sending. I deleted it, not wanting to waste my energy. My landlord never picks up his phone, so there’s no telling if Jordan paid the rent. Maybe he’ll call.”  

	Bianca was being realistic, “He’s your landlord. He’ll want money, so you would know if the rent was behind.” 

	“Not really. He likes his drink. Things slip his mind.”   

	Bianca sighed, “What are you going to do?”

	My phone was switched to my left hand to grab a blanket and pillows. “I’m still processing everything. I’ve been working mornings and long shifts at the casino. Our arguing has been extreme since we stopped having sex. Jordan wasn’t getting enough attention before this.” 

	“Don’t do that,” Bianca chastised me, “Don’t blame yourself for Jordan’s actions. Hopefully, no one will get in trouble for telling you he was fired, but I’m glad you went to his job because you still wouldn’t have known.” 

	“True. I don’t get why Jordan decided to hide losing his job. I can handle the bills until he’s back on track.” My words were weighed down by doubt. Jordan started day drinking. It was mostly on weekends, but who knows.

	Bianca was kind enough not to mention my finances. My friend was thoughtful, and I loved her for it, but she was still trying to make sense of a useless situation, “Okay. Maybe Jordan is ashamed. That might be his reason for not telling you, but he could have another job. Right? It's not like he’s sitting around at home. Think about it.” 

	“My head is aching because all I do is think about it. Jordan made a big deal about paying the trash bill. He said we should drive it to the dump. He’s low on cash.” 

	“Okay. You know him best. So, he’s not working,” Bianca was still curious, “Where is he during the day?”  

	“Probably running up debt all over the city. He wants to learn poker. Jordan keeps asking like we didn’t have this conversation in the past. My answer is still no. I have my own bad habits.”  

	“Don’t we all?” 

	Bianca said it like she could relate. She couldn’t. I teased her, “Not you, being the caring person you are.” 

	She denied it, “Hush, I have little things too.”  

	“Bee, gambling is a huge thing. Don’t get me wrong, I love it, but it comes with risks.”  

	She agreed in a cute ramble. “True, and I can’t even imagine gambling while living and working in this city. It must be tempting.” Bianca sighed again, “Maybe Jordan is getting help. He won’t keep messing up. He loves you.” 

	“Bee, you’re a Sweetheart. You believe love is the cure for everything, and I hope you find the man of your dreams, but love was never in the cards for me.” 

	Bianca didn’t agree. “You were in love with Jordan. Leave if he’s cheating, but if it’s something he can fix, stay and try. Roxy, you have to try.”  

	“No. Jordan is already doing too much. He never uses the lock screen on his phone. Women are playing on mine. They ask for him or curse at me in a drunken haze.” 

	“What! Oh no!” Bianca groaned. “You’ll break up with him for sure. Why did you keep this from me?”  

	“Our relationship ended. We share the same roof and not much else. I didn’t have the heart to tell you because you’re a hopeless romantic, and I want to believe in love too, but love is a losing game for me. My head is killing me. I’ll stop ruining your night. I’ll text later.” 

	Bianca sighed, “Okay. Be kind. Sometimes, all a person needs is a little understanding, but don’t get back with him. Jordan shouldn’t get a pass.” 

	I smiled in spite of it all, “You and your bleeding heart.” 

	“You pretend to not care about people, but it’s not true. Call no matter what time it is. Promise me.” 

	I sighed, “I’ll call and rage out. I’ll be screaming and crying, but I’ll text if anything changes.” 

	“You’re still not being optimistic, but I love you,” Bianca ended the call, and I was alone with my memories. 

	Our bungalow was cute when Jordan and I moved in, but little things like not having weather resistant paint turned into bigger problems like leaky pipes and faulty wiring. Our landlord was lazy and only wanted rent. We made it work because loose siding and drafty windows didn’t keep us from loving it. We had some good times.

	I stayed in the past, wanting our entire situation to be different. The hours ticked by and still no Jordan. He had to come home at some point, if not tonight, tomorrow, or the day after. Learning when to wait takes patience, but knowing when to end a relationship takes courage, especially when a heart is breaking. 

	There was nothing like having to deal with my bullshit. I took on regret after regret, not blaming anyone but me. 

	Sunset came, chasing away blue sky and clouds. The sand was glittering when bursts of orange and yellow danced across the sky. The beautiful desert was my only lover. We were alone in each moment, waiting together. 

	 

	
 

	 

	2. Heartache 

	 

	 

	 

	Roxy

	Mojave Desert  

	 

	Night came in cool with sand for miles and miles. Hours passed with echoing sounds and roaming animals. Every now and then a coyote howled in the distance. A light breeze lifted my spirit. I settled in with a blanket and tea as the night went on spilling its darkest secrets.

	Sleep was happening in a comfy spot near the window. There wasn’t time to dream because noise came in a rush, and the bungalow’s windows were shaking like crazy. My eyes snapped to a newer model truck barreling down the dirt road. Maybe Jordan found work.

	I was hopeful until he left the truck, barely standing. Jordan had to put all kinds of effort into shutting the truck’s door. It happened with a loud slam. The driver said something. Jordan waved him off and stumbled up the crooked path to our front door. 

	The truck made a U-turn and took off at top speed. My breathing sped up along with it because Jordan was falling down drunk. He stopped for a cigarette which turned into a haphazard dance to get his lighter out. He finally puffed it and looked up at the night sky. 

	Jordan was still handsome after drinking himself into stupors with all the booze. My heart thumped when his key turned in the lock. Jordan finally staggered in. He kicked the door closed and then his mouth went slack with the cigarette dangling on his lips. 

	Guess the element of surprise was there. Yeah, it was because Jordan kept blinking and staring. He lost weight, only twenty pounds or so, but it was noticeable. When did that happen? Weren’t we on good terms a month ago?

	Jordan didn’t say anything. I didn’t either. He took another pull on his cigarette. “Shouldn’t you be at work?” 

	“Shouldn’t you be looking for a job?” my question sounded harsher than it needed to be. 

	We were locked in a bitter stare, and the space between us felt heavy with negative energy. Jordan couldn’t keep looking at me. He turned away.

	“You’re not denying losing your job.” 

	Jordan shrugged, “It’s none of your business.” 

	“We were in a relationship.” 

	“Were.” He puffed his cigarette, “You ended things. You broke up with me. Now, you’re asking for money.” 

	“I’m asking about you. We live under the same roof. We have bills. Women are still playing on my phone too.” 

	“Maybe it’s your friends.” Jordan shrugged again, “Why do you care if I hook up with women? Are you jealous?” 

	He chuckled. I ignored it, “How long have you been gambling? Do you have any savings left?”  

	Guess it was Jordan’s turn to ignore me. He tried walking away like we didn’t share the same space. My anger was rising, and I didn’t have the patience to keep dealing, but I tried again. “How long have you been gambling? Can we talk? I want to help.” 

	His laugh sounded broken, “You? Help? All you want is money. How about you pay the bills?”  

	“I pay the electric, water, sewer, trash, and food. They came to service the air conditioning. I’m handling it, and I always give you cash for half the rent.” 

	“Half is not the entire thing,” Jordan sneered, “You were living out of hotels when we met. Don’t pretend you’re better than me.”  

	I sighed, “Did you pay the rent? How much do we owe? I tried calling the landlord several times.”  

	“He moved,” Jordan shrugged. “I don’t know where, but this lot is gonna sell or whatever.” He forgot about the cigarette in his hand and started patting his pockets. 

	“Don’t burn yourself.” 

	Jordan mocked me. “Don’t worry, baby, I won’t.”  

	Talking to him was going nowhere fast. I needed more info, “How much time do we have? Did we get a notice?” 

	“My name is on the lease,” Jordan stressed each word. “I got the notice. They didn’t have to tell you anything.” 

	“You’re right,” I said not bothering to counter with how much money I put into making the bungalow a home. “This isn’t working. I’ll find someplace to live.”

	“Cool. Go if you want. I don’t need you,” Jordan kicked off his boots. “You’re always bitching.” 

	My eyes cut into him, “I’ve been worrying since you started day drinking. I was hoping you would get help, and here I was thinking maybe work was stressing you. No, it’s the casinos and bookies. How deep are you in?” 

	“It’s nothing for you to get worked up about. You’re living. I’m living,” he took another drawl on his cigarette and let out the smoke with a sigh. “I have places to stay.” 

	I crossed my arms, “The women will leave if you’re flat broke. Jordan, you have to get back on track.”  

	“Mind your fucking business.” 

	“Don’t get nasty. I’ve dealt with men tougher than you.”  

	“You’re always so haughty,” Jordan took a beer from the fridge, “You used to be a little she-devil in bed too. What’s your new boyfriend’s name? Why don’t you stay with him? You can’t. Can you?” He swigged his beer and sighed, “No one puts you first, not even you.” 

	My fists were clenched at my sides until the urge to punch him faded. It took everything I had, so my eyes were brimming with tears. I held them in too.

	“Do you want to talk about it?” I waited for Jordan to answer. His silence didn’t mean shit. It was still getting said. “Guess we’re talking about it. I didn’t stop having sex with you to be with someone else. Even through all the cheating and bullshit, I still worried about you. Loving you was a waste of time. You’re right. I don’t put myself first, not when it counts, but that’s changing. I’m moving.”

	Jordan shrugged and then slumped on the sofa, defeated. I steeled myself against seeing him hurt. We wouldn’t be fixing our relationship, but I planned on paying up everything. Jordan needed to get his own shit in order, and I needed to find another place to call home. 

	I left him in the living room. Arguing wouldn’t happen again. We were finished, so my heart ached, and every regret tasted bitter. Life was sixty-hour work weeks with emotional ups and downs. Stressing had been my day to day for too long. I went to bed, heartbroken.

	 

	
 

	 

	3. Inside Job

	 

	 

	 

	Roxy

	The Next Morning 

	 

	Crying always took a toll. I woke up, tired, and rubbing my eyes. Sunshine was filtering in through the gauze curtains. What time is it? Why didn’t my alarm go off? I reached for my phone, but it wasn’t there. Jordan had no business using my phone. It wasn’t my problem if his got disconnected. 

	I stormed to the living room. No Jordan. Confusion happened and then reality set in. I prayed while running to the bedroom. The closet’s accordion door was off the track. It was pushed aside to throw clothes and shoes. My heart kept thumping like it would break free from my chest.

	The security case was at the back of the closet, but the lock was stripped. My money was gone. I could feel it. Tears were brimming again, but I slowly lifted the lid. My important documents were inside. Thank God. Relief came and then anger.

	Jordan was lower than low. Stealing my cash changed everything. Ralph was getting called, but I needed to get into town. Wait, Jordan took my phone, so he probably, no, he better not have. 

	I’ll kill him. I’ll fucking kill him. 

	I raced outside and stumbled down the rickety steps, almost falling into a sand drift. Shock happened and then intense crying. I slowly turned in a circle, clutching my head. My car was gone. Jordan stole my fucking car.

	Sunshine and sand created a blurry mirage. I was in a tank and panties, on my knees, raging and crying my eyes out. My head was aching when Mom’s words came to me. 

	Never let anyone get comfortable with disrespecting you. Once it starts, it’ll keep going. Caring more than you should, staying longer than you should, and loving harder than you should, won’t do nothing but break your heart. Beautiful Girl, you’re worth so much more. 

	I kept sobbing and remembering all the life lessons Mom tried teaching me. My heart felt shattered, but I trudged inside with tears streaking my face. It was only a matter of time before my friends came looking for me. Twelve hours without contact was Bianca’s limit, and Jinx won’t let her drive alone to the middle of nowhere. 

	Heat exhaustion could happen quickly, so I drank water, showered, and kept feeling depressed. 

	I was owning this. Time to show up and show all the way the fuck out. A cotton camisole, denims, and worn leather boots. Damn a brush. My hair was in a messy bun, and my documents were in my messenger bag. 

	I sat near the window, sipping water, and waiting. Nothing from nothing gets nothing. Sheila would have to start dealing because I was going to do jail time. My peace was made with it by the time Bianca’s white SUV cruised into view. 

	I grabbed my bag and went outside. Bianca parked and rushed to me. “Why didn’t you answer your phone? I kept calling and texting.”

	She was fussing until I cut her off. “Jordan stole thirty grand and my car. He took my phone too.” 

	Jinx left the passenger seat and rounded the SUV. “I’m driving. Where will we go first?”  

	“We need to check the small auto shops. They’re more likely to take a stolen car. Honestly, I don’t know. I’m not sure how long Jordan’s been gone.” 

	Bianca hurried to get in the back. It was cute how she glanced back and forth. Bianca had so many questions, but she wouldn’t ask since my life was so fucked up. 

	Jinx didn’t have questions. She peeled off and made a U turn with her eyes on the dirt road. “We will find him.”  

	I gave Bianca my bag, “Can you keep my important papers?” 

	“Of course. I’ll make everything nice and neat. It’ll be in my little safe for whenever you need it. I have your spare keys. We need them for your car.”  

	Tears sprang in my eyes. It was hurting me. “Bee, my car is gone. It’s probably being dismantled for parts or heading to Arizona in a shipping container.”  

	“What? Why Arizona? You know that’s my home state. I’ll call Matthias. My brother can locate the container for us. Wait. Are you sure? How do you know?” 

	Jinx explained, “Her car is a sixty-eight. No one will risk being caught driving it. They will sell it for parts or have it shipped to Arizona for a private auction.” 

	Bianca sighed, “I thought Scottsdale auctions are legal.”  

	“They are,” Jinx replied, “A rich buyer will most likely pay to have a new identification number engraved. No one will know with paperwork and keys.” 

	Bianca was quietly sobbing. I didn’t want her taking on my bullshit, but I needed a favor. 

	“Bee, can you pack my things? Don’t let Sheila talk you into having my clothes or jewelry, and she’s not allowed to have anything of Mom’s. Her friends will be wearing my shit. I don’t like it. Jinx, do you have space for storage?”  

	“Wait,” Bianca interrupted. “I’m not understanding. Are you moving? Why am I packing?” 

	I stared at the road, “This is my last day as a free woman. Bee, I need you to do this. Please do this.”  

	“No, I won’t,” Bianca rambled off her reasons and then started fussing in Spanish. “I’m not putting up with this crazy talk about you going to jail. Jinx, say something.” 

	Jinx thoughtfully spoke. Her accent was intense, “Yes, I’ll keep your belongings until you can retrieve them.”  

	Bianca groaned, “What’s wrong with you? Roxy is talking about going to prison. This is very serious.” 

	Jinx agreed, “It is. Jordan took something that cannot be replaced. He disrespected her family.” 

	Bianca burst into tears, “I wasn’t thinking. Roxy, I’m so sorry he stole your Mom’s car, but don’t do anything to Jordan. Please. He’s not worth throwing your life away.” 

	“I’m sorry for making you cry,” I said with emotion welling up in my throat. “I love you, Bee, stop crying.”  

	Bianca cried more, “I will if you promise not to do this.”  

	“I need to use your phone.”

	She sobbed, “I’ll call Jordan. Say his number.”  

	“Fuck Jordan. I’m calling Ralph.”

	I held out my hand, but Bianca wiped her tears and crossed her arms, “No. I’m not giving you my phone.”  

	Jinx offered hers. Bianca went back to crying, “No, don’t do it! You’re not calling Ralph! How about we all take a breath! Everyone take a frigging breath!”  

	Jinx was silently driving. I was quiet too because Bianca having a meltdown wasn’t a good thing. Her crying spells could last for hours. She took a breath with her voice shaking. “I’m upset, but I’m not making this about me. Jinx, stop encouraging Roxy. She will regret this when she calms down. Roxy, check your messages. Jordan has thirty thousand dollars. Hopefully, he didn’t do the unthinkable to your car, but check your messages first,” Bianca pleaded. “Please, check them. Please, just check.”  

	I glanced at Jinx. She nodded to agree with Bianca. “Looks like I’m calling my voicemail.” 

	“Okay,” Bianca took a trembling breath, “Thanks. I left a few messages. Skip passed mine. I was hysterical.” 

	I glanced in the rearview mirror. Bianca crossed her arms in a silent dare. She was ready to fuss again. I couldn’t handle it. My number was tapped to use the speaker option. “You have fifteen voicemail messages.”  

	Bianca confessed, “Okay, I left more than a few.”  

	Jinx spoke, “Listen to not miss anything.” 

	We were quiet. The first eight were from Bianca. Two were hang ups, but the numbers were vaguely familiar. Probably women looking for Jordan. They could take a damn number and get in line. One more from Bianca. Another hang up and then Alonso’s voice came on. 

	“Roxanne, it’s Lons. Baby Girl is here. Call me.” 

	“Alonso has my car,” I said out loud, still in shock. Bianca was excited in the back seat. Jinx was quiet at the wheel, and I was still clutching the phone.


 

	 

	4. Deuce & A Quarter    


	 

	 

	 

	Roxy

	 

	Alonso’s auto shop was a storefront leading to huge warehouses caged in by high fences. Jinx parked at the curb. We quietly left the SUV. 

	Bianca whispered, “I don’t see your car, but it’s good he didn’t park it on the street.” She read the sign. “That’s a catchy name.” 

	I explained it, “Deuce and a Quarter is a nickname for the Buick Electra 225. The number is the car’s length in inches, and it goes back to models in the fifties.”  

	“That’s so cool,” Bianca said on our way to the door. Jinx was quietly amused. She was better at being patient than me and Bianca put together, but I pushed through the glass doors, feeling nervous, and wanting my car. 

	Cherrywood and Honey Bourbon scents were in the air. A handsome guy was cleaning with a Backwoods cigar tucked behind his ear. He heard the chime and turned with a smile. Raj was in wild script on his work overalls. 

	“Hi, I’m Roxanne. Is Alonso here?” 

	He chuckled and his hazel eyes lit more. “You’re well known around here, Beautiful. Lons is in the garage.” 

	“Thanks,” I replied and tried calming my nerves.

	Bianca was comfortable. “This is nice. Totally different than what I was expecting. Now, I’ll have to take your advice and get my inspections done here.”  

	We went to the waiting area. Floor to ceiling Plexi glass showcased cars on the polished cement floor. Even the damaged ones were incredible. Jinx was admiring them, and Bianca was checking out the men. 

	We walked to the garage. My worst fear was having my car in parts and scattered in the warehouse yard. Alonso could rebuild everything, but it wouldn’t be the same. Tears stung my eyes, but I pushed the steel door. 

	Low bass thumped through the garage and echoed off the metal siding. It was playing in tune with my heart because my car was waiting. Alonso was doing something under the dash. 

	“Your car is here,” Bianca said loud enough for Alonso to hear. He left my car, but I was already rushing to him. 

	Alonso tossed my keys. I caught them and jumped into his arms. He caught me and laughed because I showered his face with kisses. 

	Alonso was built well and could handle my weight. He anchored one arm under my bottom to hold me. “Aww, I’ve been waiting for you.”  

	My face was pressed against his overalls. I was overwhelmed and couldn’t talk. He rubbed my back. “Anyone who wants to keep breathing knows not to take your baby. They’ll have Ralph and my crew to deal with.”  

	I pulled it together when Alonso gently set me down. “Thanks. How did you get it?” 

	“A damn fool was driving around, trying to sell it. Said he wanted ten grand without questions. No one wants our kind of trouble. They sent him this way and called ahead. He came through talking that same shit. Now, what do I look like paying for work I did? He had to learn. I checked his pockets. He didn’t have anything else.” 

	“He stole thirty grand. He probably spent it.”  

	Alonso shook his head, “Ralph will catch up with him.”   

	I groaned, “You told Ralph. I wanted to call first, but Jordan took my phone.” 

	“Jordan? Is that his name? Fuck him,” Alonso said, not wanting an answer. “Yeah, I told because Ralph would’ve heard it from somewhere and came through. He would’ve had a problem too, and I ain’t patient so we would’ve been locking it up. Shit, Ralph don’t put no fear in my heart.”

	I teased Alonso, “You’re not afraid of anyone, but you two won’t fight. Ralph wouldn’t start with you.” 

	“Hell, I would’ve been starting with him.” 

	I laughed, “Hush. Jinx and Bianca, this is Alonso.” 

	He nodded to acknowledge them. 

	Jinx spoke, and it shocked us since she didn’t make it a habit. Bianca gave him a compliment on his business. She was blushing. Alonso thought she was adorable. Well, it wasn’t every day we were surrounded by good looking men. Deuce and a Quarter had everything from the cute guy next door to tattooed street smart men. 

	Bianca would definitely be bringing her SUV in.

	I glanced at Alonso. “Roxanne, something will get done,” he said, not wanting to go into detail with the girls nearby. 

	I sighed, “I know. He’s my ex-boyfriend.”

	“That won’t save him from what’s coming,” Alonso said, “So, we’re not having this happen again. I installed a new alarm. It’ll still make noise if the doors or windows are tampered with.” He held out his hands for my keys and then tapped the new fob on the ring. Neon purple lit underneath my car and on the dash.

	“This is brand new. It’s computerized, meaning the location and status will hit my phone, day or night, twenty-four seven. It’s linked to our servers. Anyone in my crew can track and retrieve your car. We’ll drive across the states. It’ll be back with you.”

	Emotion choked me up, so I couldn’t do anything but press Alonso for another hug. 

	He kissed my forehead, “I got you, Roxy Girl, I always got you.”  

	I nodded and wiped away tears. “Thanks. I’ll pay for the system when I get more cash. You know I’m good for it.”  

	“Ralph already took care of it.”  

	I groaned again. Alonso laughed, “Yeah, this system is expensive as shit including monthly maintenance fees, so he should be about ready to fight somebody. Don’t start with your adorable look. Go on, look at something else with your big brown eyes. I’m not relaying messages to Ralph. That’s on you. Now, I’ll back out Baby Girl, so you can take her. Go on,” Alonso motioned to the garage door. 

	I went to unhitch the latch and hit the button. The wide metal door slid up. Alonso expertly backed out my car. He turned the wheel and swayed until it was parked at the curb. Alonso was a precision driver, but Bianca clapped like he was putting on a show. Jinx was impressed too. 

	We left the garage. Alonso offered my keys. “Looks like you need to have answers. Right quick. Right now.” He nodded toward the street. Ralph was leaning against his truck. Alonso shook his head, “Don’t start fussing at me. I was with you. One of my guys called.”  

	I hugged him again. “I know. I love you, Lons.” 

	“I love you too, Roxanne, but you’re stalling,” Alonso chuckled and then spoke to the girls, “Is this y’all SUV?” 

	Bianca answered, “Yes. It’s mine.” 

	Alonso whistled. “Nice. It should get could mileage.” 

	Bianca nodded, “It does. I want to get maintenance done here. I’ll call for an appointment.”  

	“You should. I won’t charge dealership prices. When’s the last time you had a tune up and oil change?”  

	Bianca bit her lip, “I’m not sure. I’ll have to check and get back to you.” 

	“Cool. Call with it, but I can take a quick look,” Alonso left the curb, “Pop the hood for me.”

	Bianca wasn’t sure until Jinx motioned for her to do it. The girls were standing near Alonso. Him checking her oil would give me time. Ralph was waiting.

	 

	
 

	 

	5. Giving Her Word    


	 

	 

	 

	Roxy

	 

	The setting sun cast dazzling golds and burnt oranges on cars passing by. Bianca’s voice rose. She must’ve noticed where I was going because she didn’t call me. Ralph was still waiting with his hands in his tailored trousers. He didn’t like wearing suits, so a tie never happened, but his watch and cufflinks sparkled in the fiery orange light. Sparks were in his eyes, so he wasn’t interested in a long-winded explanation, but I tried easing into the bullshit. 

	“I can say what happened before you get mad.” 

	Ralph wasn’t having it. “I been fucking mad. How about you start with how that asshat stole your car.” 

	“We argued last night. I woke up and it was gone. You would’ve been my first call, but I didn’t have my phone.” 

	“Are you saying he took your phone?” Ralph growled, “So he left you high and dry in the fucking desert.”  

	The last part wasn’t a question, and I would’ve said yes about my phone, but Ralph wasn’t done talking. “Roxanne, what the fuck happened? Don’t lie.” 

	“Jordan is in deep with gambling. He went off on his own. I don’t know more than that, but he came in drunk last night. We argued about him losing his job. This morning my phone, keys, and car were gone.” 

	“You’re not telling it all,” Ralph wasn’t liking it. His stare meant business. “You keep cash on hand. You were taught not to go without. How much did he take?” 

	“Thirty.”  

	Ralph rubbed his jaw. “Thirty fucking grand. Roxanne, we talked about you keeping large amounts of cash.” 

	“Right, but I didn’t have a choice,” I pleaded with Ralph, hoping he would understand. “Sheila’s student loans are in default. They’ll probably start garnishing my wages. I can’t keep a bank account. They’ll take money from there too. I need cash for everyday living expenses.” 

	“I would’ve held it. You need money. You come to me. That’s the way it’s always been. That’s how it’ll stay.”  

	I sighed, “You’ve been taking care of Sheila and me for too long. We’ll never be able to pay you back.” 

	“You don’t have to. I always take care of you and your sister. What did I tell you? How many times have you been through this? Roxanne, you gotta stop messing with these bums. Your Mom wouldn’t want this for you.” 

	Ralph was the last person I would ever want to disappoint. Tears sprang in my eyes. I blinked them back and quickly nodded. “You’re right. I know. I’m trying.” 

	“What else is gone? Don’t skim past it either.” 

	My voice shook, “Nothing worth anything. Mom’s jewelry is still in the safety deposit boxes at the bank. Jordan don’t know anything about clothes or music. Her records are still there along with the Crossley player.” 

	“Looks like he’ll still be breathing for a while,” Ralph thought out loud, and I knew better than to say anything. 

	Ralph noticed how quiet I was. His gruff tone changed. “Look kid, I wasn’t onboard with you living way out there, but you love that little place, and you wanted your Mom’s furniture from storage. You spent time with it, now, it’ll have to go back. Do you understand what I’m telling you?” 

	“Yes. I won’t be staying at the bungalow anymore. I’ll go back tonight for clothes and to lock up, but I’ll be with my friends. I don’t have cash to rent a storage unit.” 

	“I’ll take care of it. Nothing changed. You can spend time with your friends,” Ralph cautioned. “In Paradise. If you want your own space, you’ll be staying in a hotel suite. Pick whichever one you want and send the details. I’ll get everything squared away.” He pulled large bills out his wallet. “I got twenty-two hundred. Get a new phone and call. I’ll be coming past with more money.”  

	“I shouldn’t take your cash. You already do so much for us. Ralph, it’s okay. I can figure this out.” 

	“How? What’s your plan?” Ralph waited and then spoke, “You’re flat-broke. Do you think this is a discussion? It’s not. Take the cash, Roxanne, call from your new phone, and I’ll get you situated.” 

	I took the money, not wanting to waste his time. “I’ll be with my friends. I won’t go getting into mischief.”  

	“Yeah. Take a beat. Stay out the casinos for a bit. You can’t stop what’s gonna happen to this asshat,” Ralph growled in warning. “Don’t request mercy on his behalf. Roxanne, I’m not in the mood for your whining either.” 

	“I’m not saying anything. Thanks for always being there for us. Ralph, I love you. I’m sorry. I’m gonna do better.” 

	He nodded, “Go with your friends. I have to get things settled with Alonso. He’s charging premium prices for this expensive ass tracking system, but Baby Girl is worth it. You’re worth it. Go on. Get out of here.” 

	Ralph was pretending to be gruff with me. It was his way of being stern, knowing if I cried he would give in. Ralph didn’t like Jordan from the beginning. He talked about him not being his own man. I didn’t understand it back then, but I learnt the hard way. 

	Ralph wasn’t liking how everything went down. He was still mad when we crossed the street. Ralph went into Deuce & A Quarter with Alonso. I had a quick chat with the girls. We needed to calm down and eat after all the craziness, so, it would be takeout at Gypsy. Bianca would go with me to get my clothes from the bungalow. Jinx said to come straight back. She wasn’t messing around either.

	I got into Baby Girl and hugged the wheel. She was worth more than all the money in the world. 

	 

	
 

	 

	6. Starting Over

	 

	 

	 

	Roxy

	Mojave Desert

	Two weeks later, 

	 

	Noise shook the walls. The little windows rattled, and the sound echoed through the bungalow when the moving truck rumbled to a stop in a cloud of dust. The men’s uniforms were already stained with sweat. They shuffled past and offered a clipboard with wrinkled papers. Soon, cardboard and taping sounds were constant. 

	My night was spent packing and feeling down. Early morning wasn’t kind to me. Exhaustion didn’t begin to describe the feeling. I was barely managing when my wooden chest scraped the floor. I cringed, annoyed at the thought of it being ruined. “Guys, be careful with that.” 

	They nodded and grunted while struggling to clear the door. Finally, they went down the rickety steps. The chest tilted again. They were cursing and kicking up dust while struggling with the weight. Desert heat mixed with stale air, and the old thermostat on the rusted metal wire read close to ninety degrees. The guys were trying to beat a coming heatwave, but the odds weren’t in their favor. 

	Watching my wooden chest being carefully loaded came with a different understanding. My luck took another bad turn. Regrets. I had so many regrets. Crying would’ve been a way to cope with losing the bungalow, but my pride didn’t leave space for it. 

	Maybe sadness should’ve happened when my car was being packed with clothes and vintage records. Maybe the grief should’ve hit after confirming the moving date. I was alone during those times and could’ve dealt with my feelings better. Now, tears were threatening to expose my hurts, but I couldn’t cry with strangers handling my belongings. 

	I went inside, wanting one last look at the place. My heart felt ten times heavier with my footsteps echoing on the old floorboards. I kept looking around lost in the memories. We had good times before the cards and liquor. Recreation turned into a need, so the habit would be hard for Jordan to break. He was his worst problem. 

	I grabbed my favorite blanket and left the bungalow without looking back. The men were securing my vanity on the truck. It was a classic piece, so it needed to be handled with care. I love beautiful things like Mom did. She had a glamourous lifestyle with expensive jewelry and designer clothes.

	 Sheila had Mom’s free spirit. It was Sheila’s gift and my curse because I raised my sister after Mom died. So much happened in the years since. Terrible experiences, bad decisions, and tears, just so many tears, but I was trying to live right, and I couldn’t get on track with other people’s problems looming over my head. 

	The men had everything loaded into the truck. They hopped in and sped away. My heart kept aching, but I forced the door closed and locked it. The bungalow used to be a romantic hideaway, now, the place was falling apart. The eviction sticker triggered raw anger. My hands shook, but the keys were tossed in the rusted mailbox. 

	Crying happened on the way to my car, but I was behind the wheel with my sunglasses on before my face could dry. More tears wouldn’t change a thing. My engine roared. I peeled off, and the tires sliced the sand when my car did a one-eighty. Heat created a blur in the distance. 

	I kept my foot on the gas and sped along the dirt road. It was thirty minutes to Paradise. Hopefully, staying with my sister would be my lowest point, but my options were really limited.

	Bianca wanted to get an application for me. She was renting a beautiful one bedroom in a nice area. I reminded her my credit was shot, and there were loans from Sheila’s half-finished education, not to mention all the bills Axel left. He was my first love. Axel did a number on my heart and credit. It took five years to make a dent in the amount. My decisions were terrible before Jordan. I kept choosing wrong because I was attracted to guys who were good in bed but bad for me. It was the story of my life.

	Staying with Jinx was best if I needed to leave the house on short notice. Long term plans couldn’t happen, not yet. My drive through the desert was sad because my thoughts were spiraling, and my decisions kept haunting me. 

	Life didn’t feel better by the time I parked near the house. My car was a safe haven for ten minutes. The girls heard the truck pull up. Squeals and insanity started when they ran down the steps in bikini’s and sheer cover ups. Sheila screamed, “Roxy, you’re here!” 

	I took a deep breath, but nothing could prepare me for all the squealing and laughing. Sheila was ready to bang on my car window. I got out. She crashed into me. “I’m so glad you said yes. You’ll like living here. I promise.” 

	Sheila hugged me and held on. I pried her off while Tammy and Kelly kept flashing the men. This was my life now. Party Damn Central. The girls giggled and talked without taking a break. My head was already aching. 

	“Can I have a drink?” 

	“Drinks! Drinks! Drinks!” The girls celebrated and ran into the house. The moving guys looked amused. I wasn’t. I told them where my belongings should go. They hurried to do it. Guess my piss-poor attitude was showing. 

	The house had five bedrooms and four baths. Sheila said it was Tammy’s parents’ house. I came to check out the place. She lied. No one’s parents should have ever lived in this expensive bachelor style home. 

	Sheila didn’t want to tell the truth. She promised she wasn’t having sex with the owner. I didn’t believe it. We argued until she admitted Tammy was his mistress. Staying was temporary for all of us. It didn’t matter if the girls believed it or not. 

	Sheila followed me, “You can stay longer if you want.” 

	I shook my head, “Thanks, but no. It’ll be a month or two. I need to hustle up more cash and then I’m gone.” 

	The girls were laughing. A migraine was definitely on the way. Tammy and Kelly were out by the pool. I glanced at them and wondered when the owner would come by.

	Sheila was excited and talking nonstop, but I reminded her again. “I’m not staying long, and I’m not taking on the role of house mom. I can’t do that with them or you.” 

	Sheila’s lip trembled, “I wasn’t asking you to do it. Roxy, I’m trying to help, and I’m sorry for everything. It’s been a lot to deal with, but I’m trying to be responsible.”  

	I shook my head, “Your guilt won’t pay the overdue bills. It’s not all your fault. I wasn’t the best role model, but I tried to make sure you had a good life.” 

	Sheila burst into tears, “You did great. I’m just spoiled.”  

	My sister cried easily, but she was better at expressing her feelings, so when she was hurting, it hurt me. I tried to make her feel better. 

	My teasing made Sheila laugh. I gently wiped her tears, “All we have is each other, and we can’t change the past. We’ll get through it.” 

	Sheila rested her head against my shoulder. We talked like always, but she wasn’t off the hook. Sheila had to find a job and keep it until the loans were paid off. 

	There was more laughter. Kelly squealed. Sheila glanced at me, “I know this won’t last.” 

	I didn’t comment because the dream house came with a hefty price. Tammy paid when the owner came to visit. He only wanted her for now, but that could change. Sheila knew how fast things could spiral out of control. We were raised in the Entertainment Capital of the World, where beautiful, expensive things sparkled in a city of lights. We learned how to survive because we knew Sin City well. 

	Sheila went outside to hang by the pool. The guys unloaded the truck fast. My wooden chest and vanity fit into the room. The boxes were stacked in a storage closet. 

	I went back to my car with plans to unpack, settle in, and take a hot bubble bath. I reminded myself that my living arrangements were temporary, but I needed to get my life together because this shit was beyond old.

	
 

	 

	7. Evening Arrival

	 

	 

	 

	Austin Merrick 

	 

	“It’ll be six months,” I was on a conference call with my brothers and Dad. “I’m not on vacation.” 

	Colt groaned, “You are. Helping the Schön Hotel transition won’t be a hard task.” 

	“Decent effort will be put in,” Kaden interrupted, “Colt’s complaining, but we do agree with all the changes Austin will make. Six months will be a lengthy stay even if he’s checking on both investments. The Elysian Hotel is fully operational and won’t need a hands-on approach.” 

	My brothers didn’t approve of my being lead on the project, actually, they were upset about my being in Sin City. Dad knew. He didn’t give them leeway, “Austin is the lead for this one. Both of you need to steer clear unless he asks for help. We don’t need bad publicity. Your last visit already made quite the impression.”

	Colt sighed, “We didn’t start the bar fight.” 

	Dad replied, “Participation happened. You were contributors to a situation that made headlines. Colt, you were told to keep a low profile. An all-out brawl is the complete opposite. Austin is in charge of this project.”  

	My brothers were quiet because their massive fight was a topic for weeks. Colt and Kaden ended up in lockup. Dad paid their bail, but it took time for them to get back in his good grace. 

	Honestly, I wasn’t much different than my brothers. We chased women and enjoyed our freedom. Dad liked the chase too until he met Mom. She didn’t come second to money, other women, or liquor. Dad couldn’t stand to see her with another man. He cleaned up his act to marry her. Mom’s death completely broke his heart, and Dad’s eyes still mist at the mention of her name.

	Time kept passing, and we kept hurting. We were supportive when Dad started dating, but we don’t meet the women he gets involved with, well, my brothers aren’t as discreet. 

	We didn’t need them in the city, tearing up the place, and breaking beautiful fragile hearts. 

	Business continued until Dad ended the call. I finished my drink. Our flight attendant, Alexandria, returned with the bottle. She bent, poured, and flirted. I smiled to thank her and tried not to laugh when she glanced at Randy. 

	He was checking her out since we left New York. She didn’t seem to notice, “I’ll return with your drink soon.”

	“Thanks,” Randy waited until she left to frown. “Hey, I didn’t get a cute chest thrust or whatever she did to you.”  

	I was amused, “What are you saying?” 

	“She did something extra for you,” Randy motioned to my drink, “We ordered at the same time.” 

	“My drink is neat. Yours is mixed.” 

	“So, something is going on.” 

	“It’s not. Talk less and be more appreciative.”

	“I didn’t say much,” Randy stopped talking to glance at his phone. “The time changed for the afternoon meeting.” 

	“I know. I received the same email.”  

	Randy grinned, “Yeah, so you know what that means.” 

	“I’ll pass.” I sipped my drink and didn’t say more.

	He groaned, “Come on. I know some great spots.”  

	“I believe that. That’s the problem. Don’t you remember what happened the last time we were in Vegas?” 

	Randy was quiet. Guess he was remembering his wild nights out. Randy ended up drunk and in the chapel. I waited for him to admit it. 

	“Okay, okay.” He groaned again, “I almost tied the knot with a stranger. How could I forget?” 

	I laughed, “Your wife-to-be was happy. We had to show you a video of everything.” 

	Randy grumbled, “Well, I remember it now.” 

	I chuckled, “Of course with a sober mind.”  

	Alexandria came with his drink choice. She bent, poured, and glanced in my direction. I winked at her. Alexandria gave Randy a delicate chest thrust. He smiled. “Thanks for the drink.”  

	Alexandria cooed, “Of course, let me know if you need anything else.” She walked away. 

	Randy looked at me. “Say what you did.” 

	I laughed but didn’t deny it. Randy wasn’t letting it go. “Just admit it. I wasn’t looking, but you did something.” 

	I chuckled, “Maybe she liked your silence.” 

	He sipped his drink, “I didn’t have a chance. Her eyes were glued to you since New York.” 

	“I don’t mix business with pleasure.” 

	“Yeah, yeah. I know. No need to remind me. She works for a Merrick company,” Randy downed his drink. “Alexandria’s off limits, but I’ll find someone tonight.” 

	“Why? What happened to Skylar?” 

	“She wanted a commitment,” Randy sighed, like the situation was too much. “Look, we don’t want the same things. There’s nothing wrong with having options.”   

	Randy didn’t have to justify his reason for ending things with his girlfriend, but he wouldn’t get sympathy. 

	I shrugged, “Skylar will move on to someone who wants what she has to offer.”

	“Why would she?” 

	“She’s single.” 

	“This happened last night.” 

	“Good women are always in demand.”  

	Randy must have taken my statement to heart because he tapped his phone. “We can use airplane mode. Right?”

	I shook my head and kept sipping my drink. Randy wanted to live a bachelor lifestyle. Gorgeous women enticed curiosity. The pleasure, names, and faces were familiar, but it faded until the next hint of something naughty happened in another beautiful woman’s smile.

	It wasn’t a bad lifestyle. Randy wanted to experience it, and I wanted a relationship. It was something talked about with my brothers often. Couldn’t say they would ever be ready to commit to one woman. We saw how tough it was for Dad to live without Mom. He raised us alone, and there were times when his grief broke through. I never want to experience his kind of pain, so my lifestyle wasn’t set up for a commitment, at least, that’s what I told myself on the nights when the loneliness crept up on me.

	Alexandria said the jet would land in an hour. She poured Randy another drink. He thanked her but didn’t look up from his phone. Guess he was finished flirting. 

	I glanced at my watch. My schedule would be busy with meetings tomorrow afternoon, and my realtor wanted to link up in the evening. Hopefully, she found a house I wouldn’t mind keeping as an investment. It was almost Happy Hour, but my plan was to unpack, check in with staff, and find a low-key place to have dinner.

	We were asked to shut off our devices minutes later. I looked at Randy and then chuckled. Not having his phone was getting to him. Skylar wouldn’t tolerate his bullshit. Randy would keep speed dialing her from the runway. 

	 

	
 

	 

	8. Going Out 

	 

	 

	 

	Roxy  

	Paradise, Nevada 

	 

	The girls had plans, so life didn’t feel half bad. The doorbell chimed. I silently hoped it was the car service and not more people. I curled up in a chair with my tea, not even worried about what was going on. 

	Sheila squealed, “Bianca!” 

	Excited chatter happened, but I kept relaxing until someone knocked on the door. The noise increased when Bianca walked in the room. She shut the door but couldn’t stop laughing.

	“Your sister and her friends are cute.”

	I warned her, “Don’t encourage them.” 

	“Why? They’re so fun.”  

	“They’ll drain your life force. You look cute.” 

	Bianca was wearing dark denims with an off the shoulder top, and her signature earrings. She had a delicate style, very feminine with sexy hints. 

	“I’m loving your spiked boots too,” I set aside my tea to get my leather case from the closet. “You look great, but a little something extra will tie your outfit together.”  

	“I never wear bracelets on purpose,” Bianca confessed, “Borrowing your jewelry is better than shopping at the boutiques.” She slid gold bangles onto her wrist and then held out her arm. I removed two and replaced them with onyx bracelets. Bianca turned her wrist this way and that. “They’re absolutely perfect, thanks.”  

	“You’re welcome. I won’t ask about your date. I hope you have fun. Send lifelines to me and Jinx.” 

	“I don’t have a date.”

	“What then? Where are you going?” 

	Bianca was quiet, but the look on her face gave it away. It was a trap. My best friend was trapping me. “Oh hell no!” I tried making it to the chair, but she wrapped her arms around my waist. “Damn it! Let go!” 

	Bianca laughed, “No. I’ll do this all night. You need a hug anyway. You’ve had it so rough lately.”  

	She wasn’t wrong, but I gently broke her hold. “Girl, stop. What’s wrong with you?” 

	“Me? Nothing. We’re talking about you.” 

	“We’re not. I’m off. I have tea, a cozy blanket and this chair. The entire house will be quiet when the girls leave.” 

	“Please, you love having them around, well, most of the time. Besides, you haven’t been out in weeks.”

	“I’m outside all the time for work.” 

	“Don’t get sassy. I meant you haven’t been out to have fun,” Bianca stressed each word. 

	“This will be fun. Come on, Roxy. We don’t have to be out all night.” She was ready to fuss. 

	I sighed, “I want to stay in.” 

	“And do what? Be depressed?”   

	“I had plans on relaxing, but that works too.” 

	Bianca crossed her arms, “You’re not doing that tonight. I’m here, and Jinx reserved our favorite booth.” 

	It was another trap because I wouldn’t let her spend the night sitting alone. Bianca stopped pouting to smile, “It looks like you’re saying yes.” 

	“I’m not saying a thing,” I kept cursing all the way to the bathroom. Bianca was laughing, so that didn’t help. 

	I closed the bathroom door. Maybe I could stall, hopefully, Bianca would give in. What else? Jinx. Right. I’ll call her to cancel our reserved booth. That way, she won’t miss out on money. Bianca would be upset for like twenty minutes until we relaxed with drinks and takeout. 

	Bianca tapped on the bathroom door, “You can’t call Jinx. I have your phone, just so you know. Don’t take forever in there either. I want to have fun tonight.” 

	She was steps ahead. I was out of options and cursing up a storm in the shower. Honey and Lotus Blossom were drifting in the air. I felt better by the time I padded into the bedroom, wrapped in a fluffy towel. Bianca was waiting. “What do you want to wear?”  

	She was trying to be patient but definitely not giving in. I laughed, “I’m not fighting with you. I’m going out.”  

	Bianca hurried to the closet, “Good. I wasn’t giving up. So, what’s it going to be?” 

	“I want to have a laid-back vibe.” 

	“Okay, nice, you have so many choices,” Bianca sighed, “I love every item you have. Seriously, every single one.” 

	We pulled something together in no time. There was a loud knock. The door went wide when Kelly barged in, wearing a skin-tight dress and strappy heels. Sometimes, the house was party central, but one thing was for sure, Sheila and her friends always looked great. 

	Kelly stopped doing her thing to look at us. “Sorry for rushing in, but it looks like y’all are going out, and you’re not ready, well, not all the way.” She looked at Bianca, “Do you want Sheila to do your hair? She’ll hook you up.”

	Bianca looked horrified. My laughter made her politely say no, so I put her mind at ease. “It’s okay. You’ll like it.”

	Bianca wasn’t sure, but she left with Kelly. 

	Getting ready for the night was part of the fun. Shimmer was brushed all over my honey-brown skin. I was feeling pretty by the time my eyes were finished in smoky gray and purple. A reflection check said a mocha lip liner was needed with my wine lacquer. I was doing my hair when Bianca walked in with her hair in bouncy curls. 

	“Sheila can do my hair whenever she wants. I really like this style. Roxy, you have bedroom eyes.”   

	I laughed, “Are you complaining? I don’t want to look like my world is falling apart.” 

	My best friend smiled, “No, I wouldn’t dare complain. You look sexy, and it will be a great night. You’ll see.” 

	We were chatting and doing our finishing touches at my vanity. The night was already better, and Jinx wouldn’t let us pay, so a few drinks and laughs wouldn’t hurt. 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	9. Still Paradise 

	 

	 

	 

	Roxy  

	 

	We grabbed our things. The girls were leaving too. They wouldn’t be back until morning, so I could hang out for a few hours and return in time to enjoy peace and quiet. Bianca went to her SUV and put one hand on her hip, “I’m the designated driver tonight. Come on. Don’t fuss.”  

	“You were the one fussing earlier.” 

	Bianca shrugged, “So, this is about you.” 

	“Okay. I won’t fuss because I need a drink or three.”

	“Right. I’m getting you there and back safely.” Bianca was in the SUV with the music on before my seatbelt was even locked. The drive was for taking in the sights.

	Most people think Paradise is a neighborhood. It’s not. Way back when, the city wanted to profit off the casinos, and the casinos wanted to avoid being charged extra, so they fixed their problem by creating a town. Paradise used to be only the Strip, now, it’s everything people come to Las Vegas for. 

	The airport is in Paradise.

	The Welcome to Las Vegas sign is in Paradise too. The monorail? Still Paradise. Honest people will mention it if asked, but it’s true. Tourists can stay, party, drink, gamble, have sex, and get married. All without ever going to Las Vegas.

	Most of my life had been in Las Vegas, so desert living was all I had ever known. Lights and scenery passed in a beautiful blur. Feeling down or no, it was easy to smile. The desert breeze helped my mood, so I was feeling good on the short trip. 

	We met Jinx a year ago. She renovated an old bar and named it Gypsy. Jinx didn’t talk about her life. Bianca respected her privacy, and I respected her right to be free.

	Gypsy was beautiful with provocative music and pretty lanterns. Handsome men and super cute women were working the bar or teasing the customers. Jinx was her mysterious self. She was wearing a silk scarf twisted into a halter top with leggings and exotic jewelry. 

	Our reserved booth was attached to the curved bar. We chatted until Jinx came with a shot glass and my brand of whiskey. I said no, but Jinx poured the shot anyway with Bianca laughing. 

	I complained, “I can drink shelf tonight.” 

	Jinx ignored my fussing, “You have expensive taste,” she motioned to the shot. “Drink it.”  

	Jinx wasn’t asking again. She knew it wasn’t about drowning my sorrows. I lost my home, and my heart was in pieces. The desert bungalow was really special. 

	I drank the shot. Jinx made a whiskey on the rocks. She set the drink on the bar. I thanked her. She nodded and left. Bianca sighed, “Jinx is worried about you.” 

	I stared at my drink because pretending to be happy wouldn’t fix my problems, nothing would, but my friends didn’t need to worry. Bianca sensed I was having a rough go. “Things might seem bad, but you can fix your credit.” 

	My heart was still aching. I sighed, “I want to pay it in full, but what if something happens? What if I don’t have cash for emergencies?”

	Bianca answered, “Jinx and I will help. Pay off your bills. Sheila already wasted more than her half.”  

	I didn’t argue because Bianca was right. The money left was mine, but I didn’t want to spend it. Bianca probably figured it was a lost cause. “Can you think about it?”  

	I nodded and changed the subject, “So, what happened? Did you link up with the guy wanting to meet?”  

	Bianca sighed, “I cancelled. He seemed stalker creepy.” 

	I laughed but stopped because Bianca was frowning at me. “Roxy, it’s not funny. I’m serious.” 

	Jinx returned with Bianca’s virgin margarita, “What’s going on? Why is your face screwed up?”

	“Roxy is teasing me,” Bianca pouted more. 

	Jinx wasn’t liking it, so I had to explain. “She cancelled her date with,” I tried to think of his name. 

	Bianca said it, “Liam. He was creepy.”  

	“Bianca made a good decision. Stop teasing her,” Jinx eyed me and then moved on to take drink orders. 

	Bianca felt a little better. She glanced at me, “Don’t start with your nonsense. Seriously, don’t.” 

	“I’m not. I won’t laugh again. What did he do?” 

	Bianca talked about their phone conversation, and everything afterward. I had to say sorry because Liam did sound stalkerish. Bianca shook her head, clearly upset. 

	“What’s wrong? There will be other guys.” 

	“Yes, but I want great sex,” she sipped her drink. “I keep trying, but it seems like I’m expecting too much.”

	“Is it great sex you want?” I teased Bianca, “Or do you want naughty sex. Hmm? Yeah, you want naughty sex.”  

	Bianca blushed, and her eyes sparkled, but she didn’t deny it. I relaxed against the jewel-toned pillows with Bianca chatting away. Being with my friends felt good. 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	10. Gypsy 

	 

	 

	 

	Roxy  

	 

	Jinx wasn’t behind the bar. She could handle anyone brave enough to come her way, but my whiskey was set aside to look for her. Jinx was taking someone’s order. Okay, cool. I was about to relax when his eyes locked on mine. Sparks flickered in his gaze. The low lighting didn’t give away his eye color, but he looked like a sandy-blond. 

	Heat twisted in my core. Handsome could probably fuck all night long. He smiled, figuring I had a dirty thought. I did, but it was best not to get involved. I broke our connection, so the heat was slowly fading.

	Bianca was asking a question, “Do you know the bartender’s name? I want bottled water.” 

	I finally sipped my whiskey, “I think his name is Shawn. Don’t hold it against me if it’s wrong.” 

	“I won’t, and I won’t say his name until I read his tag, hopefully he’s wearing one,” Bianca signaled for Shawn to politely ask for water. 

	Jinx rounded the bar. “Girls, you have a tab.” 

	Bianca was surprised. I pretended not to be interested. Jinx pointed to Handsome. Looking at him a second time had the same reaction. Oh, he was wanted. Not denying it was my pleasure to check him out, but tonight wasn’t the night. “Jinx, thank him when you reject the tab.” 

	Jinx dumped the watered-down whiskey and poured a double. Jinx smiled at Bianca. “What would you like?” 

	I interrupted, “Jinx, stop ignoring me. I already had one too many, and Bianca can’t drink. She’s driving.” 

	“She’s not. She’ll stay with me,” Jinx said without missing a beat. “Bianca, what would you like?”

	She asked the question again to make sure I wouldn’t say another word. I didn’t because she knew I was attracted to the guy, but my situation wasn’t the best. 

	Bianca looked at the leather-bound drink list. “I’ll decide really fast. I don’t want to hold you up.” 

	“No one is more important,” Jinx stated in her normal way. “Take your time.”  

	I smiled when Bianca read off the drink she wanted along with the main ingredients. She was so darling. The men nearby even chuckled a bit. 

	Jinx left to make it. She would go easy on the liquor. We waited for her drink. Men looked our way. Bianca wasn’t interested in anyone. She was still looking at the drink list. “Jinx has so many good drinks. Like so many.” 

	“You don’t drink, but Jinx can make them at home for you,” I kept impatiently waiting. The plan was to do the standard lift and smile. Bianca’s drink came, but the guy was looking at his phone. Bianca glanced at me, so I shrugged, clinked her glass, and sipped my whiskey.

	My thoughts went back to him. Truthfully, I liked being admired from across the room. Men usually offered to buy drinks inches away with their eyes on my cleavage. 

	Bianca sighed, “This cocktail is really good. I’m getting another. Roxy, you need to thank him for our tab.”

	“Why? The silent raise and nod would’ve been enough. He didn’t see it, so he won’t be thanked twice.” 

	Bianca didn’t go for it. “You want him. Admit it. Go on.” 

	I groaned, “Okay. I do want him, but this feeling will pass, believe me.” 

	Bianca laughed, “It’s torture for you. I can tell. Why not introduce yourself?”

	“I make bad choices when it comes to my love life.” 

	Bianca shrugged, “So, be his bad decision tonight.” 

	“Oh, you’re a secret sex kitten,” I teased her. “When did you become so naughty?”

	Bianca blushed. She wouldn’t answer my question, but our dirty talk was fun. Jinx glanced in our direction. My mood met her approval because she nodded and then turned away. What was going on with her? Jinx never allowed men access to us, not until now, but we didn’t need a tab, and she didn’t need the cash. 

	I drank the double shot. Real life problems were still happening. My day-to-day situation wasn’t great. I had to find a permanent place to live and then fix my huge pit of debt. A night of reckless sex wouldn’t change a thing. 

	
 

	 

	11. Chemistry 

	 

	 

	 

	Austin

	Schön Hotel & Resort 

	 

	Our newest investment property was in a great location off the Strip. The high monthly revenue was worth the money spent on renovations. My assistant, Jen, booked Randy a suite in another investment. Staying at the Elysian Hotel kept him in the middle of the action. Jen was thanked for saving my sanity.

	I finished the tour, spoke with the manager, and took the elevator to the penthouse. Time was spent unpacking and replying to texts. Women always knew when I was in the city. We could do whatever they were interested in, but I was keeping it light for the night. 

	A reservation reminder came through. Thankfully, the restaurant was nearby. I was there, browsing the menu and talking to the waiter minutes later. Wine helped with relaxing. My food arrived, and my phone was lit.

	Randy was keyed up and sending links to clubs. More texts from women. One wanted drinks. Another asked for a hot quickie. Enticing, but no. Quick sex came with a unique set of complications. 

	Randy wasn’t letting up. My phone was set aside to eat. Dinner was fantastic, so I was feeling good, and ready to have drinks. Marlon was on the clock as personal security. He knew the city, so it didn’t take long to reach Gypsy. Randy was waiting at the curb. “You made it.” 

	“It was this or dealing with endless texts from you.” 

	“Was that an insult?” Randy shrugged, “I’m not upset about it. I’m consistent.”  

	“Consistently annoying,” I admired the bar. “This seems to be a good choice from the looks of it.” 

	“I know all the best places.” 

	“You do, but you checked this one out online.” 

	“Yeah, so. Okay, we’ll have one drink, if you don’t like it, we’ll leave.” Randy tried negotiating, but I didn’t have a problem leaving with or without him. 

	We walked into Gypsy. The music had a provocative rhythm. Randy reserved seats in the center. Being in plain view wasn’t appealing to me, but he wanted attention. 

	Gypsy was sexy with a harem feel. It was low-key and discreet. Sampling drinks needed to happen. We were ordering when I saw her. She had a lush pout in deep plum. I didn’t let my eyes leave hers. She was thinking about me. Cute. 

	I smiled. The spell was broken. 

	Beautiful relaxed on the jewel-toned pillows to reach for her drink. I only caught a glimpse of her pretty face and then her hair blocked my view again. 

	Randy kept talking about the Elysian Hotel. It was the kind of vibe he needed, but we could catch up on details later. Beautiful held my attention. Maybe she would be interested. I signaled for the bartender. “Hi, please open a tab for the ladies in the private booth.”

	“Sure,” she looked at Randy, “What’s your pleasure?”

	He was awe-struck and didn’t say a damn thing. Beautiful women always had the same effect on him. I spoke, “We’ll have another round.” 

	The woman nodded and then left the table. Randy looked uncomfortable. I asked, “Why didn’t you answer?” 

	Randy mumbled, “I couldn’t. She’s damn intense.” 

	I laughed, “She certainly wasn’t in the mood to wait.” 

	Randy blankly looked at his phone. Guess Skylar wasn’t answering his calls. Beautiful glanced my way. I met her gaze again. She probably thought about how good we could be.

	The bartender was at the booth speaking to her. They were having a disagreement about the tab, but the bartender wasn’t taking no for an answer. 

	My phone lit. Colt was texting because Dad wasn’t answering his phone. I called and waited for him to get on the line, “Hey, Dad’s probably entertaining company or not paying attention to it. There’s an hour difference between New York and Texas. Give him a chance to call back. He might end up responding in the morning.” 

	“Yeah, maybe,” Colt replied but didn’t sound convinced. “Is Kaden out in the city?”  

	“He normally is around this time. He can stop by Dad’s house and check on things.”  

	“I’m texting him,” Colt ended the call. 

	My brother seemed worried. Maybe him and our old man got into it. Colt was the oldest and had the most opinions when it came to business. Dad liked the challenge. Kaden and I let them sort it out. Our investments were solid. Colt was damn good at handling all things business, so their fall out was probably minor. 

	Beautiful was talking to her friend. My phone chimed. I replied to Colt. “Randy, I’m calling it a night soon.” 

	“Cool. I ordered the last round,” he left to mingle. 

	I texted Marlon, grabbed my drink, and went to the bar. Beautiful was looking when I placed a request for their tab to stay open. She was alone in her booth, so I had plans on saying goodnight. 

	
 

	 

	12. Wanting Bad Things 

	 

	 

	 

	Roxy

	 

	“I’ll be with Jinx. Thank him. Be nice,” Bianca left our booth, but she was right. My eyes drifted to his table. Did Handsome leave already? Wait. No. Found him. He was at the bar. We didn’t need a tab, so it was cool if he needed to close it. Was he coming to say hello? Yeah, it looked like he was. His sexy was refined in a tailored suit without the tie. Everything about him was so put together.

	He reached my booth, “I wanted to say hello.” 

	“And now you have,” I sighed, “I’m teasing you a little.”

	“I know. I’m enjoying it.” 

	“I’m Roxy. Thanks for sending drinks.”

	“You’re welcome. I’m Austin.”

	Austin was all kinds of trouble, but I couldn’t help but offer him a seat. “Are you here for business or pleasure?” 

	He relaxed with a playful smile, “A bit of both.”  

	I kept the conversation going, “Oh, you’ll have fun. This city has whatever you’re looking for.”

	We talked about the happenings in and around the city. I stopped chatting to see if Austin would ask if I was doing anything later. He didn’t.

	 Austin finished his drink, “Roxy, it was a pleasure. Your tab will stay open.” 

	“Thanks. Is that it?”  

	“Yes. Was there something you needed?” 

	A guy never asked, well, not in that way. 

	Did I need Austin? No. 

	Did I want him? Yes. 

	Oh, I wanted very bad things with Austin. 

	My expression gave everything away when he met my gaze, “Goodnight Beautiful.” 

	Austin was ending it. That was kind of disappointing because I expected more flirting or at least a seductive conversation, but he didn’t even ask for my number. Austin turned to leave, but I didn’t want to end it there.

	“Wait. What are you doing later?” I didn’t mean to say that cliché bullshit, but it was too late to take it back. 

	“I’ll be at my hotel,” his answer wasn’t an invitation, but I wanted him more because of it. 

	“Can’t see a reason why you should go alone,” my words came out super-fast. Austin didn’t laugh, but he had this irresistible smile happening. 

	“What?” I asked. “Are my pick-up lines bad?” 

	“Depends. Was it a pick-up line?” 

	I answered honestly, “No, I want you.”  

	“Wants are important,” his incredible voice sounded good even with honesty. “Roxy, I’m ready when you are.”

	I finished my drink and then we rounded the bar. Bianca was talking up a storm. She noticed us.

	Jinx was silently watching Austin when Bianca quickly hugged me. “Jinx has his credit card info. We’ll hunt him down.” 

	I laughed, “Don’t worry. Everything will be okay.” 

	Bianca wasn’t convinced. 

	Austin smiled, “Roxy will be safe. Here’s my business card. Call anytime you want.” 

	Bianca thanked him and then studied it. “All your info is here. This works for me. Have a good night.”  

	Austin chuckled, “Thanks, it was good to meet you.” 

	Bianca’s blush probably matched mine because introducing my friends to a one-night stand had never been a thing, and I haven’t been with anyone since Jordan, but sex was on my mind, so we could do so much. 

	Austin turned to show we were leaving, but he patiently waited until I tucked my arm around his. A gentleman too. Who would’ve thought. My mind was leaning toward arrogant playboy type earlier between thoughts of not flirting. Austin kind of fit into the successful bachelor category, but he wasn’t talking on our trip to the door.

	We left Gypsy with sparks happening left and right. Austin was using his phone on the ride, so I relaxed to look out the window, not wanting to interrupt. The vibe felt different after we left the bar. I inwardly groaned. Maybe Austin thought we would have sex for cash. It wasn’t pay to play. I wanted no strings attached sex. It sounded bad, but that was the truth. 

	Austin put away his phone and then motioned for me. “Sorry, that couldn’t wait. I’m available. What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing, well, that’s not entirely true,” I moved closer to him. “This is not what you think this is.” 

	Austin was amused, “Is that right? How could you possibly know what I’m thinking.”  

	“I don’t, but I can guess,” I didn’t say more because Austin kissed me. It was deeply satisfying, but not over the top aggressive. Rough kisses only worked in the right situation. 

	I sighed, not bothered by his kisses at all. Austin slowly ended our second kiss, and just like that, I had a full body blush. Heat was creeping up my thighs when Austin’s mouth brushed mine again.

	“I’m sorry.” 

	“Are you apologizing for your kisses?” 

	“No. You looked too good to resist. I needed kisses, and the affection afterward. What did you want to say?” 

	Austin had upfront sexiness, and I was still reeling from our last kiss. A second passed with a content sigh.

	 “I didn’t think about how my invite would seem. I’m not an escort either. This is not a sexual transaction.”  

	“I wasn’t expecting it to be. We wouldn’t have kissed if I were paying for sex.” Austin said it so casually. 

	His honesty was a surprise, and I could’ve stayed quiet, but the question was on my mind. “Do you pay for sex?”  

	“No, I consider it wasteful.” 

	“Why? Is it a waste of money?”   

	“No, time because sex without feeling isn’t for me. I do respect the business end of it. Our first kiss was an apology because my brothers were texting.” 

	“Okay, and the next teasing one?” 

	Austin playfully winked at me, “I like affection. That was a personal preference, so was the flirting afterward.” 

	“I liked it all too, but you can’t leave the car looking like this,” I tried wiping lacquer off his mouth. Austin kissed my fingertips. I wasn’t used to getting affection. A frantic grab, pull, or grope with protection was how it used to happen. Everything was always romantic in the beginning, but I didn’t know how to feel with Austin. 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	13. Schön Hotel

	 

	 

	 

	Roxy

	 

	The extravagant resort was breathtakingly beautiful, and perfect for boutique shopping. Bianca and I wanted to do a spa day, but so far it has been brunch and drinks once a month. Allison was on night shift at the desk. Austin spoke to her in passing, but his hand stayed respectfully on my lower back while crossing the lobby. Austin was honest about liking affection because I was held close while he used his keycard for the elevator. 

	Maybe sex was his reason for booking the penthouse at one of the most expensive hotels in the city. I wouldn’t ask because we didn’t need to share details about our lives. 

	Austin was looking at me, and it was the first time I got a glimpse of his brown eyes. They were a shade or two darker than my favorite whiskey. His hand felt intimate, but he wasn’t going lower to my ass. This wasn’t the time to act like a gentleman because his kisses had me hooked. 







