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      Falling Hard, Book 3

       

      Some things never change. Others never stay the same.

       

      Laura thought post-divorce life would be simple. What a rude awakening to realize that after years as a wife and mother, she’s stuck in a rut so deep she’s forgotten how to have fun. Determined that this year will be different, she sets a New Year’s goal to rediscover the woman she used to be—the one who loved to dance, to laugh, to kiss.

       

      When Bryan spots his best friend, his ride-or-die, from high school, he wonders how the hell he failed to notice Laura’s beauty all those years ago. Her confession that she wants to experience missed opportunities prompts him to issue a sexy invitation to explore domination and submission with him. Together, they make up for lost time…in and out of the bedroom.

      

      But there’s one area in which Laura has no plans to change the status quo—her heart. Bryan has his work cut out convincing her to take another chance. On him. On forever.

    

  


  
    
      To any woman at any age struggling to find her happily ever after. Never stop believing you are truly worthy of love.

      

      And to Lisa. She knows why.
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      “Why the hell do you want to get married?” Laura Sanders asked as Kristen kicked off her shoes and plopped her feet on the ottoman.

      “Why not?” Kristen had just blown Laura away by revealing she intended to find a husband before she turned forty this July.

      Laura took a sip of her red wine. “Do you want me to make a list?”

      It was New Year’s Eve. Another year had come and gone. For some reason, Laura thought she’d have more to show for this past one. Instead the entire twelve months had passed in the blink of an eye. One long blur of utter uneventfulness.

      She had been equal parts annoyed and excited by Zoey’s suggestion that each of them think of a second-chance goal for the coming year. That was when Kristen had revealed her marriage plan. Shelly wanted to lose weight and Zoey wanted to get healthy. Josie had created some absurd sex list and Georgie—the commitmentphobe—had declared she was going to look up her old fiancés. All three of them.

      While Laura hated resolutions—typically failing to follow through—perhaps being forced to speak her goal out loud to friends was the kick in the pants she needed to get motivated. She really didn’t want to spend another year in limbo-land.

      Kristen leaned her head against the couch cushion and sighed. “No thanks, Laura. I don’t need a list. I’m well aware of your feelings regarding the institution of marriage.”

      Laura lifted her feet to the ottoman as well. “I’m not completely against it, you know. I’ve seen plenty of people who have mastered the art, couples who are perfectly suited and wonderful companions. The problem is I’ve seen just as many marriages fall apart. It seems to me you’ve got this single-woman thing down pat.”

      Laura wished she could say the same for herself. Having been divorced for only a year, she still had a hard time living on her own, coming home to an empty house that was always exactly as she left it. No dirty dishes, stray toys or laundry lying around. No tripping over her son’s tennis shoes as she walked in the front door. She’d gone from being a wife and mother in a chaotic, loud house to a single lady, living alone. Regardless of how often she’d wished for her own space and a bit of peace and quiet, the transition wasn’t as easy as she’d expected.

      Laura twisted, tucking one foot under her to look at Kristen. “I don’t understand why you would give up all that freedom.”

      Kristen grinned. “I’ve been free for nearly forty years. I need a change.”

      Laura considered that. How could she fault her friend for wanting to shake things up in her life? Wasn’t that what she had done? She’d walked away from twenty-three years of marriage after waking up one morning and realizing she was miserable.

      “Well, then I hope you find a man who will love you as much as you deserve.”

      Kristen raised her eyebrow. “That’s it? That’s the extent of my lecture? Either you’re drunker than I thought or you’re losing your touch. What happened to the list you just offered?”

      Laura laughed. “Blame it on the holidays. I’m too tired to give you shit today.”

      Kristen tapped her wineglass against Laura’s. “Happy holidays to me, then.”

      “Bitch,” Laura teased.

      Kristen glanced around Laura’s living room, her gaze landing on the Christmas tree Laura dreaded having to take down. All the ornaments were new except for the handful of special ones her kids had made throughout the years and that she’d claimed when she packed up after the divorce. “I think you’re right, though. The holidays are exhausting. Whoever invented Christmas should be shot.”

      Georgie crossed the room and claimed a corner of the ottoman. “I’ve been thinking about your goal, Laura, and I’m totally on board to help.”

      Laura fought to restrain a groan. There was the need for motivation to make some positive changes…and then there was Georgie. Kristen chuckled under her breath and Laura shot her a dirty look.

      “I appreciate the offer, Georgie, but I’ve already got some ideas.” Laura had foolishly admitted to her friends that she wanted to rediscover the girl she’d been before marriage and motherhood took her from fun loving to boring in nothing-flat.

      “Oh yeah? What kind of ideas?” Kristen grinned, enjoying Laura’s unease far too much.

      “Well…” She didn’t have a freaking clue. Not one. That was probably why the past year had been such a bust. She’d forgotten how to have fun. She knew her girlfriends considered her the mother hen of their group. Need a button sewn on or a hem stitched? Ask Laura. Need a killer recipe for a work social? Go see Laura. Need advice based on wisdom, rather than emotion? Laura’s the one to talk to.

      Laura was sick of being the predictable old woman. There had been several times over the past few months when Zoey, Shelly and Georgie had gotten together to go clubbing, dancing until the wee hours. She’d tried to pretend it didn’t hurt her feelings that they hadn’t asked her to tag along. Once she questioned Shelly about why they hadn’t invited her. Shelly had simply said, “We didn’t think you’d want to go.”

      And the sad part about it was…Laura probably would have turned them down.

      “We’re waiting,” Georgie prompted. “How do you intend to get your groove back?”

      Laura released a long, slow breath. “I have no idea.”

      “I knew it. Hey, girls, come in here!” Georgie yelled for Zoey, Josie and Shelly to come back into the living room. The three of them had gone to the kitchen to slice more cheese and veggies and to retrieve a new bottle of wine.

      “Anybody ready for a top up?” Josie raised the bottle of wine.

      Laura lifted her glass so Josie could refill it. Something told her the next few minutes were bound to be painful—her friends were determined to put her on the hot seat.

      “What’s up?” Zoey plopped down in a chair.

      Georgie grabbed a piece of cheese from the plate Shelly had just set down on the coffee table. “Laura needs suggestions on how to have fun.”

      Shelly claimed a chair near the television. “That’s easy. You should go out dancing with us.” Obviously sweet Shelly had worried they’d hurt Laura’s feelings by not inviting her before.

      “I’d like that.” Laura used to love to dance.

      “I’ll hop in on that outing too,” Kristen said. “Never going to find a husband if I’m always hanging out on Losers’ Lane with you gals. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Josie replied with a laugh.

      They all lived in a townhouse complex on Lovett’s Lane, but Kristen had decided early on in their friendship that the other name fit better. For whatever reason, life had pretty much dumped all of them here after their first attempts at happily ever after failed.

      “That sounds like fun, but I hardly think one night of dancing is going to do much good. We need to go deeper, think outside the box.” Georgie’s enthusiasm told Laura there was no way in hell her goal would fail. Georgie simply wouldn’t rest until Laura was so young again, she’d need a damn babysitter at nights.

      “You could always come to the gym with me. I’m thinking about signing up for a kickboxing class,” Shelly offered.

      Zoey glanced at Shelly. “Kickboxing? Seriously? That sounds so cool.”

      Shelly grinned. “I’ve never lost an ounce sitting on my fat ass, so I figure it’s time to get moving. Plus, I caught a glimpse of the instructor. He is incredibly gorgeous.”

      Josie laughed. “I knew it. Knew there had to be a hot guy in there somewhere. Although I guess that would motivate me to exercise. You sure it has to be kickboxing? You can burn some serious calories in the bedroom too.”

      “I’ll stick with the class.” Shelly lobbed a pillow at Josie as they laughed.

      “Going to the gym sounds like a great idea, Shelly.” While Laura wasn’t exactly overweight, she’d noticed the number on the scale had begun creeping up over the last few years. Time to nip that in the bud.

      “If you’re going for a new bod, then I think you should go all the way. Hip hairstyle, new clothes. Maybe you could lose the mom jeans and try some skinny ones?” Zoey suggested.

      “Mom jeans?” Laura looked down at her pants. “I just bought these.”

      Georgie made a face. “New doesn’t always equate to in fashion. Zoey’s right. A new look would help. We’ll go shopping this weekend.”

      “My hairdresser is amazing. I’ll give him a call and see if he can squeeze you in.” Kristen had been after Laura to cut her hair for months.

      “Shit,” she muttered, as Kristen laughed.

      Kristen tugged at Laura’s ponytail. “I’ve been trying to convince Laura to get an actual style—cut and highlights—for ages. I’m not sure this trim job she does herself even counts as getting a proper haircut.”

      Laura never wore her hair down. Instead she always pinned it up in a long ponytail. It was a quick, efficient hairstyle she thought suited her.

      Guess not.

      “Fine. I’ll do the salon, the gym and get some new jeans. But, personally I don’t see how any of this equates to fun.”

      Josie agreed. “It doesn’t. What you really need to do is get laid.”

      Kristen leaned forward. “I’m starting to become alarmed by your recent obsession with sex, Josie.”

      Josie grinned. “I’m horny. So sue me. All I’m saying is Laura might want to explore options other than changing her looks.”

      “That’s what I was saying earlier,” Georgie piped up. “We need to think more along the lines of a bucket list, but nothing quite so morbid. What’s something you’ve always wanted to try, but didn’t because you were too busy playing the grown-up?”

      Laura didn’t hesitate. “I missed the fun most of my friends had while they were away at college—fraternity parties, rock concerts, stuff like that. And I’ve always wanted to take a photography class. I love taking pictures. I think it would be cool to learn more about that.”

      “They offer photography classes at the local community college. You should sign up,” Zoey suggested.

      Laura liked the idea.

      “You should have theme dinner parties too.” Georgie lifted the wine bottle to refill her glass.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Georgie’s eyes widened with excitement. “Just what it sounds like. I love theme parties. We could do an eighties night or a princess party or a slumber party where everyone shows up in PJs or one of those murder mystery game nights. There’s no way you can go to a party in costume and not feel decades younger.”

      The idea was completely out there, totally Georgie, and just a little bit inspired. Laura loved planning and throwing parties, but that was something that had fallen to the wayside in her later married years as her husband became more withdrawn and depressed. “I’ll give that some thought.”

      Kristen ran her finger along the rim of her glass. “I have to admit I’m surprised you haven’t mentioned smoking pot.”

      While Josie and Zoey seemed completely shocked, Laura laughed. Leave it to Kristen to call her out. The two of them had gone out to dinner a few months ago and somehow they’d gotten onto the topic of Kristen’s wild college days. She’d admitted to smoking marijuana a few times and Laura had confessed she’d always wanted to try it. “Maybe I’ll start with the easy things and leave the illegal acts for next year. Don’t want to go completely off the deep end.”

      Kristen shrugged. “Suit yourself, but Zoey is living with a musician. Bet he could score us some marijuana if you really want to try.”

      Zoey laughed. “God. I can see Robbie’s face now if I asked for pot.”

      “Oh,” Georgie said, “and one more thing. You have to join Facebook. Look up some old friends from high school and start reminiscing. That’s a great way to kick-start your journey back to youth. They’ll remember things you did that you forgot about. It’s the perfect place to start. I bet by the end of the year, your December status updates will be so fun and young and hip, you’ll have trouble remembering the woman who’s sitting here with us today. It’s the year of Laura. I can just feel it.”

      Laura sat back, amazed. In fewer than ten minutes, Georgie had given her the perfect plan and a much-needed pep talk.

      Suddenly the New Year wasn’t looking so bad after all.
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        Hello Facebook. This is my first status update. I feel like I should say something exciting, but considering I currently only have five “friends”, I think I’ll just say I’m here. Damn. That was boring.

      

      

      

      “Where are you, again?”

      Laura glanced up at the sign of the bar. “Blue Moon.”

      Her daughter, Katie, released a loud sigh into the cell as Laura tried not to lose her patience. Katie clearly wasn’t on board with Laura’s desire to reinvent herself. Her daughter had criticized her new clothing, remarking that it looked “a little young” for her.

      Now this…

      Laura shouldn’t have answered the phone when she spotted Katie’s name on the caller ID, but if she hadn’t, she would have worried all night that something was wrong.

      “So what are you doing? Barhopping? Prowling around for guys?” Disapproval dripped from Katie’s tone.

      “Actually I think this is the only bar we’re hitting. We’re just going to have a few drinks and then head home.”

      Georgie rolled her eyes, then shook her head, mouthing, “No, we’re not.”

      “Listen, we’re here now, Katie. Why don’t I call you in the morning? Maybe we can go shopping or something.”

      “I’ve got plans with Dad tomorrow.”

      Laura tried to ignore the dig. “Great. I hope the two of you have a good time. I’ll talk to you later. Okay?”

      “Fine. Bye.” Katie clicked off before Laura could offer her usual parting, “Love you.”

      “You okay?” Kristen asked.

      Laura nodded and tried to shake off her sudden sadness. The past year had been strained for her and Katie. Regardless of how many times her daughter hurt her feelings, Laura simply wasn’t able to adjust to the new normal. She missed the relationship she’d shared with Katie before the divorce.

      “Come on.” Georgie opened the door to the bar.

      “Five dollar cover,” a man sitting on a stool said.

      Laura handed him money, then followed Georgie and Kristen into the club. She ran her hand through her hair, trying to get used to her new haircut. She’d spent two hours and an ungodly amount of money this morning with Kristen’s hairdresser. While her friends went mad, oohing and aahing over the new ’do, Laura was struggling to adapt. The hairdresser had taken seven inches off the back, adding wavy layers and a few blonde highlights to her boring brown tresses. Her whole head felt lighter. God only knew what Katie would say when she saw it.

      “Stop fooling with your hair.” Kristen grasped Laura’s wrist, pulling it away from her head. “It looks gorgeous.”

      “Damn,” Georgie muttered. “College band night.”

      “What’s that mean?” Laura’s question instantly became rhetorical as she looked around the bar. It was wall-to-wall twenty-somethings, all drinking and dancing as a band played on stage. They stepped off to the side as more people came in. They’d be hard-pressed to find a table.

      Georgie frowned, raising her voice so they could hear her over the music. “It means this isn’t the night I was expecting. Sometimes it sucks not living in a bigger city. There just aren’t enough things to do on the weekends around here.”

      “Do you want to go somewhere else?” Kristen asked.

      Georgie shook her head. “Nowhere else to go if we want to dance. McMillan’s and Brew Pub are just restaurants with bars. We’d sit at a table all night drinking wine and staring at each other. No thanks. We can do that at home for a hell of a lot cheaper. Then there’s Shotsky’s, but that place is a redneck dive with pool tables, scary biker dudes and country music blaring from a jukebox. Tried that with Shelly and Zoey once. I didn’t mind it, but they weren’t entirely comfortable there. So that leaves us here at Blue Moon with the college kids.”

      “What about the other nightclub you and the girls went to before the holidays?” Laura asked.

      “Cracklin’ Rose? Closed down right after Christmas. They lost their liquor license for serving to minors. Jackasses. This place is cool. Most nights it’s just a deejay and people our age, dancing and drinking. Rob’s band used to play here a lot before they hit the road. Unfortunately, with the university so close, the owner also does college nights every now and again to showcase young bands and draw in a different crowd. Good for him, but not so great for us.”

      Kristen looked around. “I must admit I’m more the pub type. Prefer sitting down in a comfortable booth with my wine, quiet conversation and softer music.”

      Georgie gave her a rueful grin. “You’re not going to get that tonight. I won’t allow it.”

      Unfortunately Kristen didn’t press the issue. Laura wished she had. She couldn’t hear herself think over the blaring music.

      Georgie looked around. “I told Josie about this place. She came here for her first full-moon adventure last weekend, but I haven’t heard how it went. Wonder if she hooked up with a college guy. How awesome would that be?”

      Kristen shrugged. “After Zoey dropped her bomb Thursday, none of us remembered to ask Josie about her first night of howling.”

      Laura’s stomach clenched as she recalled Zoey reporting the results of her first doctor’s visit. Her second-chance goal had been to get healthy. Instead she’d discovered she was sick. A mammogram revealed a tumor in Zoey’s breast and the biopsy proved it was cancerous. They’d spent most of Thursday night reassuring Zoey she’d be fine, but Laura had struggled to swallow her wine through the lump in her throat. She was terrified for her friend. Her own father had passed away from brain cancer three years earlier, and now she couldn’t stop remembering it.

      Georgie started off into the crowd. “Well, we’re here and we paid the five bucks. We may as well make the most of it. Let’s see if we can find a table.”

      Laura struggled to keep up with her friends as they pressed through the throng of people. After nearly being knocked down and having her foot crushed twice by two staggering drunks, Laura began to think there was something to be said for being a grown-up. Maybe she hadn’t missed much after all.

      Georgie found them a tall table near the dance floor. Partiers at surrounding tables had swiped all the stools so they stood around it. “This will work.” Georgie smiled, obviously pleased with where they’d landed. Then her gaze drifted over Laura. “Oh my God. What the hell is on your arm?”

      Laura looked down, confused, until Georgie pointed.

      “My purse?”

      Georgie rolled her eyes. “Why did you carry that gargantuan thing in here?”

      Laura shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought we were going to get a table, sit down, have a few drinks and talk. I didn’t realize it would be like this. Besides, everything I need is in my bag.”

      Georgie shook her head. “Give it to me.”

      Laura knew better than to deny her friend, so she handed the purse over. Georgie pulled her cell phone out. “Put that in your back pocket.”

      Laura tucked the phone into her new jeans, as Georgie dove back into the bag and produced her wallet. Opening it, she slipped out Laura’s driver’s license, a credit card and some cash.

      “That all goes in your front pocket. And that’s all you need.”

      Laura tried to push the cash and cards into her jeans. “Carrying stuff like this would have been a lot easier in my mom jeans. Jesus, these things are tight.”

      Georgie ignored her complaint and turned away. “I’m going to go put this back in the car. You two try to score us some drinks while I’m gone. And don’t let anyone steal our table.”

      Georgie pushed her way back through the crowd, disappearing from view quickly.

      “Why are we friends with her, again?” Laura asked.

      Kristen laughed. “Because she’s awesome. And she’s perfect for both of us. We’ve been getting too settled in our ways lately. Georgie is forcing us to shake up our routines. I intend to take advantage of her help. Maybe some of her energy and enthusiasm will rub off on us.”

      Kristen made a good point. Hadn’t Laura been depressed by her lack of initiative lately? Twelve months since her divorce had been finalized and she didn’t have a damn thing to show for it. It was time to shake off the dark clouds and live a little.

      “I’m going to hit the bar and grab us a round of drinks. You guard the table. It’ll be nice to have somewhere to put our glasses while we’re dancing.”

      “I’ll take a glass of red wine,” Laura said. Kristen waved her hand to acknowledge she’d heard and walked away.

      Laura studied her surroundings. While the band was loud, she actually enjoyed the music they were playing. The fast, upbeat rhythm had Laura swaying in time. The band looked very young. Given the college crowd, she suspected the performers were probably students from the nearby university that was well known for its Conservatory of Music program. Laura used to take Katie to the school’s Nutcracker performance every year over the holidays.

      “Here we go.” Kristen returned to the table.

      “What’s that? I asked for a glass of red.”

      Kristen placed three shot glasses on the table, then took the small plate of lemons she’d been balancing on top and set it next to the drinks. “You need to loosen up. Wine makes you lethargic. One glass of it and you’ll be yawning and trying to convince us to leave before ten o’clock.”

      “What’s on the lemons?” Laura asked.

      Kristen picked one up and took a tiny lick. “Sugar.”

      Georgie returned from the parking lot. “Hey! Lemon shooters. Great call.”

      Laura loved the taste of lemons. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. “What’s a lemon shooter?”

      Kristen winked at her. “Vodka, and a great way to get the party started, according to the hot bartender.” She lifted her glass, so Laura and Georgie followed suit. “Here’s to second chances.”

      Laura grinned, then lifted the drink to her lips. She paused before she tasted it, the smell of alcohol hitting her hard. Kristen and Georgie downed their shots in one swig, slammed down the glasses and chased with the sugarcoated lemon.

      Shit.

      Before she could talk herself out of it, Laura threw hers back, putting her glass down with as much force as her friends.

      “Lemon,” Georgie said, handing her one. “Quick.”

      Laura was afraid it was too late. The liquor was burning a path down her chest. She stuck the lemon in her mouth and sucked on it, amazed by how quickly the vile flavor of the vodka changed. “Wow. It tastes like a lemon drop.”

      Georgie laughed then hooted loudly. “Hot damn. Tonight is going to rock. I can feel it.”

      A waitress stopped by the table. “Another round?”

      Kristen nodded as Georgie said, “Hell yeah. Thanks.”

      “Are you two trying to get me drunk?” Laura asked.

      Kristen shook her head. “You need to loosen up. You’re too tense.”

      Her friend was right. Her shoulders were in a permanent state of tightness these days. She needed to shake off her stress, her depression.

      They listened to the music for nearly an hour, marveling over the talented girl playing the keyboard. They drank two more rounds before Laura realized Georgie was matching them drink for drink. “How are we getting home? I thought you were the designated driver.”

      “We’re cabbing it,” Georgie answered quickly. “I just let you think I was driving because I knew you’d offer to DD if I said we were taking a taxi.”

      Georgie knew her very well. It seemed strange to think these women had been in her life less than a year. She’d come to think of them as her best friends, and she couldn’t believe she hadn’t known them forever.

      Georgie started dancing in place at the table. “This music kicks ass. I might have to see if the band is selling CDs during a break.”

      The waitress returned to offer another round at the same time three guys approached.

      “Hey,” one of the men said, “we’ll buy this round if you’ll share your table with us. This place is fucking packed.”

      “Deal,” Kristen said, sticking out her hand.

      All three of the men were attractive, but Laura instantly dismissed them as way too young. Hell, they were probably younger than her son, who’d just celebrated his twenty-third birthday.

      “I’m Kristen and these are my friends, Georgie and Laura.”

      “Nice to meet you. Frank, Wade and Randy.” Frank offered the introductions.

      Georgie immediately started chatting with them. Laura’s suspicions were confirmed when the guys said they were seniors at the university and here to see the band because they took an anatomy class with the drummer.

      The waitress delivered another round of shots. Laura was feeling the effects of the liquor, but not in a bad way. She was warm and pleasantly fuzzy. The music didn’t seem quite as loud as it had when they’d arrived at the bar. In fact, she felt like dancing.

      The three guys at their table hit the dance floor as a fast number started and Laura let loose, laughing as she moved in time with the beat.

      “Oh fuck, what’s that?” Georgie asked, giggling.

      Laura tilted her head, confused. “Dancing.”

      Georgie shook her head. “Never do that again. Um, hello, George Michael. Nobody swings their arms around like that anymore.”

      Laura continued to sway, taking no offense at Georgie’s joke. Now that she was here, she was getting into the spirit of rediscovering her younger side. She’d let too many years slip by, allowing herself to lose touch with the world around her, while she changed diapers, drove to Little League games and made Homecoming dresses. “Show me what I’m supposed to do, then.”

      Georgie moved closer. “Dancing these days is like sex to music.”

      Laura laughed. “Well, I guess that leaves me out. I haven’t had sex since God was a baby.”

      Georgie grinned, but she was undeterred. “It’s just like riding a bike. Hey, Mr. Gorgeous, come over here.” Georgie grabbed the hand of a guy from the table next to them. The groups had started to merge, socializing and doing the last round of shooters together. Laura was amazed by the camaraderie and fun a group of complete strangers could have…given enough alcohol.

      “Stand behind Laura. I need a guy for a little pretend fucking.”

      “Awesome,” Mr. Too Young said too eagerly.

      “Georgie,” Laura muttered when the college guy stepped closer to her. There was trying to recapture her youth and then there was robbing the cradle. She knew the difference and had no intention of stealing anything from anybody.

      “Just stand there.” Georgie pointed to her newly recruited dance partner. “I’m teaching Laura how to dance.”

      “Oh. That’s easy.” The guy instantly placed his hands on Laura’s hips, pulling her ass firmly against his crotch. Laura’s mouth fell open when she felt his cock.

      This was supposed to be pretend fucking, right?

      Georgie laughed, demonstrating what she wanted Laura to do. “Bounce a little. Just move up and down in time with—” Georgie paused. “Hey, what’s your name?”

      “Kevin,” he said.

      Laura instantly stepped away, turning quickly.

      Oh hell no.

      She was not going to get dirty-dancing lessons from a guy who was not only very likely the same age as her son, but who also had the same freaking name. “Thanks, Kevin. I think I’ve got it.”

      “You want to practice some more?” Kevin gestured toward the dance floor.

      She shook her head. “I’m good for now.”

      “I’ll go,” Georgie said, grabbing Kevin’s hand and leading him into the throng of dancers. Frank, Randy and Wade included them in their circle, the four men surrounding a laughing Georgie. Laura studied the dance floor and realized the entire crowd was dancing just as Georgie had said.

      “Looks like one giant orgy.”

      Kristen laughed. “You can say that again. Kevin was hot. Imagine the confusion you could cause at family occasions if you showed up with that sexy young thing on your arm.”

      “Very funny. But I’m not the one on the prowl tonight. That would be you. Any promising prospects? I have to admit, I can totally see you as a cougar.”

      Kristen frowned. “Ugh. Hush your mouth. I do not have the patience to teach some hot young stud what to do. I fully intend to find myself a ready-made man, one with the skills required to make me come at the drop of a hat.”

      “Then look no further,” a deep voice said behind them.

      Laura laughed when she spotted Kristen’s law partner, Jason, standing behind them. Kristen and Jason had a love-hate relationship. There was nothing the two of them loved more than to annoy the hell out of each other.

      Kristen rolled her eyes. “Hell will freeze over before I have sex with you.”

      Jason grinned. “No problem. I just bought a thermal hiking jacket from Patagonia. Bring on the cold, baby.”

      Kristen ignored Jason, looking at the man standing with him. “I thought I told you to have Nick wait in the car. Georgie will go ballistic when she sees him here.”

      Nick winked at Kristen. “That’s why I came in. Where is my ex-fiancée?”

      Laura pointed toward the dance floor. “Getting it on with Mr. Gorgeous and his friends.”

      Nick’s eyes narrowed when he spotted Georgie mastering the orgy-style dancing she’d been trying to teach Laura. “Those guys are kids. Are they even old enough to be in here?”

      Kristen held out her hand. “Give me the damn paper to sign, Jason, and then you two need to vamoose.” Jason had texted earlier to tell Kristen she’d forgotten to sign a document he needed for a meeting out of town. He’d offered to stop by the bar tonight or her house very early in the morning as he needed to be on the road by six a.m. Kristen had opted for the bar. From the look on her friend’s face, Laura suspected Kristen was now regretting that choice.

      “Fucking buzzkill,” Kristen murmured as she took the pen Jason offered and signed the paper. “Don’t know why you wouldn’t just forge my damn signature like I told you to. God knows you sign my name better than I do.”

      “And miss all this fun?” Jason took the paper and stashed it away in a file. “Blue Moon is hopping tonight. Nick and I were going to get a couple beers at McMillan’s, but maybe we should stay here. What do you think, Nick?”

      Nick was still scowling at Georgie and her dance partners. “Here is good.”

      Kristen put her hands on her hips. Uh oh. She was about to erupt. Laura had witnessed enough scenes between Jason and Kristen to know it was always better to escape early.

      “I’m going to go to the ladies’ room.” Laura excused herself from the table. No one acknowledged her departure. Kristen was telling Jason to get out, while Nick was inching closer to Georgie.

      “Hey, Laura.” Kevin was back, grasping her hand and pulling her toward the dance floor. “Dance with me.”

      She tried to retrieve her hand, shaking her head, but Kevin was tenacious. She glanced behind him, hoping to signal Georgie for help dissuading the man, but her friend had spotted Nick.

      Cue yet another World War. Tonight was about to implode. Quickly.

      Kevin spun her, resuming his earlier dancing position. This time there was no mistaking what he was packing in his pants as he tightened his arm around her waist, grinding closer.

      She tried to push his hand away, struggling to break free of his grip. While she knew he didn’t mean her any harm, she was more than uncomfortable with his inappropriate rubbing and touching.

      “I really need to⁠—”

      “Laura? Laura Riley?”

      Laura looked up at the sound of her maiden name and spotted salvation in blue jeans, a button-down shirt, and a beloved, familiar face she’d never dreamed of seeing again. “Bryan? Oh my God. What the hell are you doing here?”
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