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	GOLD STRAND

	 

	

	 

	 

	Sami Mahogany Williams didn’t come from money. She couldn’t get anything in this world without having to give up something. Life taught that lesson several times over, so the penthouse at the Gold Strand Hotel and twenty grand in cash were signs that everything was about to go wrong. A veiled threat against her sister will force her to make a deal. Sami was given six days to do it, but she’s willing to risk it all. 

	 

	Jamieson Carmichael was the co-owner of Lennox Restaurant but success didn’t change him. Family issues happen when his gambling addicted father runs up more debt, but there’s more to it this time. 

	 

	It started with a beautiful woman. Their exchange was in passing until he saw her again at the Gold Strand Lounge. Sami Mahogany was an elegant beauty with soulful brown eyes, and the kind of trouble he needed. 

	 

	Their lives will collide with dangerous temptations, but Jamieson is playing for keeps.

	


	 

	Too Good to be True

	 

	

	Gold Strand Hotel

	 

	 

	Sami-Mahogany Williams

	 

	The twelve-hour bus trip from Saint Louis felt longer. Fatigue was setting in. My ride was at the station on time. The hotel was a short distance away but leaving the car was a different situation. 

	The driver helped me out. I thanked him and glanced at the bold numbers on the building. It matched the text my sister sent. Warning signals were going off in my head, but I walked in the hotel, too tired to wait outside.

	The extravagant doors looked and felt like real gold. The lobby was fit for a queen. Mom and my sister didn’t have the cash to stay here, but this is where Dionne said to meet her. I took in my surroundings. There was a time when I would’ve been nervous about being in a hotel I couldn’t afford. I wasn’t a naïve young woman anymore, but I smiled at the man standing near the front desk. 

	He looked at my designer sweater dress, coat, heels, and luggage. “Welcome to the Gold Strand.”  

	“Thank you. I’m meeting someone.” 

	“Dionne Ebony Williams,” he said with ease. 

	My eyes landed on the name plate near the vase of flowers and luxury chocolates. Marcus was the Front Desk Manager. 

	“Do you have identification?” he asked. 

	I offered my driver’s license. “Why do you need it?” 

	Marcus glanced at my photo. “A reservation was made by the other Miss Williams. Her credit card was charged. I’ll check you in.”   

	I was shocked but tried not to let it show. Dionne having credit was a red flag. Her cards were all maxed out. Mine were close to the same. Mom had piss-poor credit and ruined ours years ago. I was screwed in every sense of the word, but my smile never wavered. Marcus kept tapping the keyboard while I tapped one manicured fingernail against the handle on my luggage.

	 “Miss Williams, you’re all checked in,” Marcus held out keycards. “Do you need cards for a guest?”

	He was polite, but it was the kind of nice that came with conditions. I wouldn’t get anything in this world without giving up something, but I took the card from his hand. “No, one is fine. Thank you.”  

	Marcus was amused. “Miss Williams, you’ll need both.” He pointed to the elevators, “The penthouse suite has stunning views of downtown. You’ll have access to our full-service spa. You can have meals on your cocktail terrace since it’s encased in glass. We were expecting you, so the fireplace was lit inside, but the one on the terrace can be turned on at your request.” 

	“Thank you, but that won’t be necessary,” I smiled and declined his offer to have someone carry my luggage. 

	I kept it together and waited until the doors closed to slump in confusion. What was Dionne thinking? Where did she get the cash?

	 There was a shift when the elevator sped up to the top floor. My stomach dropped before the doors opened to a breathtaking view. I wheeled out my luggage but couldn’t stop looking at the beauty around me. I blinked a few times until the spell was broken. Something was definitely up. I tapped my sister’s number and waited. She didn’t answer. I ended the call and tried again. I was pacing and cursing by the third call. Her voicemail came on. 

	 “Come on, Dionne, pick up,” I called back again. It was ringing but still nothing. I walked the living room, feeling on edge. What was she thinking booking a place like this?

	 There was an envelope propped on the chaise. My name was written in Dionne’s bubbly script. I sat down to untie the strings. Cash tumbled onto my lap. There was too much of it. 

	I started calling Dionne nonstop but the voicemail kept clicking on. It took everything I had not to sound upset. “Mom was supposed to pay me, not you. Where did you get this cash? Why did you charge this penthouse to a credit card? Call me.” The beep happened. I ended the call and turned the envelope. There was a note from my sister. 

	I’m sorry. -Dionne-Ebony

	She was still hyphenating her name. I only used mine when something needed my signature. I thought about removing the hyphen years ago. Mom had a fit and refused to sign for the changes. She laughed and said I needed a shitload of luck to find Dad. The word parents was a title to describe them. Our living conditions were poor growing up, but my sister and I had each other, and that was worth its weight in gold. 

	I shook off the bad feeling that came with thinking about my childhood. It wasn’t something that needed healing. My life was different. I lived with my choices. Hopefully, my sister didn’t do anything too damn crazy. 

	I glanced at my phone, still not ready to give in. Dionne should see the missed calls. I called five more times, sent a text, and set aside my phone to count the cash. It was twenty grand, large bills, no bank bands. My heart was racing. Mom wouldn’t part with this kind of money, not without kicking and screaming. Anger and anxiety mixed with a terrible feeling that came with every situation involving Mom. I silently waited. 

	The penthouse was luxury on the highest level with too much space for one person. Mom didn’t pitch in to rent it. She didn’t even want to pay for ruining our identities.

	Maybe I was thinking the worst for no reason. Maybe Dionne had a guy that cared enough to look out for her. 

	 I left the sofa and stood near the glass panes. It felt like the entire world was at my feet, but I was one thousand dollars away from rock bottom. My mind was racing a hundred miles a minute. I took a deep breath. One thing at a time. I needed my sister to call and explain. Mom was probably glued to her hip. Dionne didn’t have the heart to say she was good on her own, but it’s been six months since we were face to face.

	 I stared at the phone, willing it to ring. Everything in me was screaming take the cash and bail, but I couldn’t check out right away. It might raise suspicion. Marcus took info from my license. He could vouch for me if things went sideways. I would have a good excuse by morning. Dionne should call before then. 

	I curled up on the sofa to take in the view. It would be great to have it every day of my life, but that was wishful thinking. It was one night. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


	 

	Nothing to Lose

	 

	

	Lennox Restaurant 

	 

	 

	Jamieson Carmichael 

	 

	My office was across from the kitchen. It was soundproof, but I kept my voice lowered. “I’m not paying.” 

	“It’s really bad this time. Jamie, please,” Mom sobbed.

	It broke my heart whenever she cried, but that’s how she was when it came to Dad. Stressed and sad. My old man’s problems festered and seeped into every good thing that happened in our lives. He was a terrible fucking person. I didn’t care about him, but Mom was thinking it would all end. Maybe she would start living if it did. 

	I tried talking sense into her. “Mom, you’ll be okay.”  

	“I won’t. These big scary men were here this morning. It’s a good thing the security door was locked. They were asking questions, but I didn’t know anything. I told them, but they’ll come back.” 

	“They’re waiting for Dad to show up. Don’t answer the door, call the police, and let them sort it out.”  

	“They’ll kill your father if I say anything.”  

	I sighed, “They won’t. Dad can’t pay if he’s dead.”  

	She cried more, “Don’t say that! Jamie, he’s in trouble.”   

	“Mom, don’t get involved with these people.”  

	“I won’t have to if you help. I tried getting money from this account, but I can’t without your signature.” 

	 I knew better than to let her have access to that much cash. My old man would sweet talk her into something. 

	“The account is for emergency situations.”   

	“Right. Your Dad needs ten thousand dollars.” 

	I shook my head. “He probably owes ten times that.”  

	 “He said that’s the real amount. He wouldn’t lie.”   

	“Dad lies all the time. He’ll keep this up until he’s in the ground.” 

	“Why do you keep talking about him dying?” Mom was hysterical. “He wasn’t a good father. It’s one thing I do know for sure. You have every right to feel upset. I never forgave him for the things he put you through,” her voice broke. “Jamie, he’ll die this time. Son, I’m begging you.”   

	“Don’t,” I warned her. “Don’t put yourself at my mercy or in harm’s way. Dad will keep this up because there’s always a way out. Stop fixing his mistakes.”   

	Mom’s sentences were filled with broken sobs. She apologized for everything that happened to me. It wasn’t her responsibility to keep me safe. That was Dad’s job, and he failed at it. Mom wanted to believe his choices weren’t the reason for my screwed-up childhood. She was in denial, but it’s been fifteen years since I’ve had a black eye or broken bones. Self-preservation was important.

	“Mom, I’m sorry for my tone. Please stop crying.” 

	She sobbed but her cries were muffled. 

	Mom took a trembling breath. “I’m trying. I’m sorry.”

	The emotion welled up in my chest. I hated that she was hurting. I was pissed that she was still dealing with my old man’s shit after all these years. There wasn’t room in my life for the turmoil, but no one would hurt her. 

	“I’m putting the house up for sale. You’ll live with me.” 

	She cried more, “I won’t lose it this time. 

	Mom made the same promise after I paid the second mortgage. I was working as a line cook and making bets just to pay bills. The deadline was made with Broderick’s help. I honestly thought life would get better and things would finally feel normal. I was damn wrong. Mom signed for a third mortgage with my old man. The house was seized two years later. I purchased it from the bank but didn’t put her name on the deed. 

	“Jamie are you still there?” her voice trembled. 

	I was frustrated but dealt with it. “Mom, I’m calling a realtor in the morning. I’m serious about this.”

	She released a defeated sigh. “I screwed up too many times to count, so I’ll live with your Aunt Peggy. Will you help your father?”  

	“No. The cash from the sale will be put in the account for you. I’ll still have to sign for withdrawals.” 

	Mom cried more. I was about to end the call when Broderick walked in. She heard his voice. “Jamie, is that Rick?” 

	“Yes. It’s close to dinner rush. I’ll call in a few hours.” 

	“It’ll only take a minute,” Mom was starting to panic, and there was desperation in her voice. 

	Broderick motioned to the phone. 

	I gave it to him and shook my head. He nodded to agree. “Hi Lisa, how are you?” Broderick listened and replied. “Drew needs to take care of it. This is his problem, not yours,” he paused and then his eyes locked on mine.

	There it was. Mom was asking for money. I wasn’t embarrassed anymore. She hit everyone up for cash too many times. Her family wanted nothing to do with us. I didn’t spend time with them growing up, but my success changed their opinion. I didn’t owe them a damn thing, and I wasn’t my father’s son. I didn’t like gambling, but I could win and quit before it all went to shit. 

	Broderick was listening to Mom. He couldn’t get a word in. A tender expression flashed across his face. Mom was crying, and he couldn’t stand to hear it. She and his wife, Ella, were best friends. Broderick was suffering from a broken heart, but he handles his business. I couldn’t say the same for my old man. He was somewhere hiding out or doing something that would be a problem later on. 

	Broderick was still talking to Mom. He was holding firm on his decision. “Lisa, your son is doing the right thing. These men are dangerous. Is Peggy staying the night? Okay. You’re welcome to spend time at my house.” 

	Mom said something to make him smile.

	“Ella said the guest house was perfect for you girls. I’ll call you later, but I won’t change my mind on the loan, and this will get worse,” Broderick kept talking. 

	I went into my private bathroom, ditched my suit, and changed into a white double-breasted jacket, pants, and comfortable shoes. I tied my apron and went back to my office to hang up my clothes. 

	Broderick was ending the call with Mom. He offered my phone and shook his head, “She’s not doing well.”  

	“Mom will forget her tears and ignore her heartache the second Dad comes home.”  

	Broderick shook his head, “Drew is too old for this shit. Do you want me to call him?”  

	“No. It won’t do any good. He’ll press you for cash.” 

	“I’m sure his debt is damn ridiculous like always. I won’t give him anything. You have my word.”   

	“Thanks, I’ll take care of it later. I need to call around and find out who he owes.”   

	“You don’t have to work tonight,” Broderick said. “Take time off and deal with whatever you need to.”  

	“It can wait,” I glanced at Broderick. “You were told to take it light, and that means not working with the chefs.” 

	He sighed, “I feel fine.”  

	“That may be true, but the kitchen is the last place you need to be. Greet everyone and then spend time with your guests. They reserved tables to see you.”   

	He chuckled, “You’re the chef behind my signature dishes these days.”  

	I smiled, “I was taught well. They’ll taste the same, regardless of preparation.” 

	Broderick’s face lit up with pride. “Should I expect you for special guests?”   

	“Of course, our clientele is important. Please take it easy tonight or I’ll call Brodie.”  

	“Hell, looks like I don’t have a choice,” Broderick straightened his tie and went down the hall. 

	I walked in the kitchen. Steam and spices filled the air. Dishes and pans clattered creating a symphony.

	 My love for cooking replaced every fucked-up thing that ever happened. It was an escape growing up, now, it was my extreme peace.

	 

	


	 

	A Beautiful Nightmare

	 

	

	Penthouse Suite  

	 

	 

	Sami

	 

	The luxurious bed was heaven. Better than sex, just bliss covered in silk, layered with feathered down pillows, and a comforter I wished could fit into my suitcase. I was in a sexy dream and couldn’t describe what was happening, but I was into it. The blankets were yanked off. My eyes flew open. I clawed at the bed sheets and pillows. The guy lost his hold. I gained a foot before he pulled me back. My nails slid across the bed, but I caught hold of the blanket and didn’t let go. My heart was beating like crazy. Adrenaline was causing jitters. It wasn’t the first time something like this happened. It was the sad truth, but I wouldn’t make it if I didn’t fight back. 

	My hands left the blankets. I twisted to deal with my attacker. We crashed into the nightstand. Pain rushed through my body. A punch to my stomach caused more distress. I dealt with it to knee him. He howled in anguish. I pounced on him but was snatched up by someone. I rocked my head to hit him in the face. I was woozy, but a concussion was the least of my problems. I stopped screaming and started putting my all into giving them a hard time. It was going okay until I was thrown on the bed. 

	I quickly turned over. The guy was twice my size. His friend was tall too but lanky, well, he would’ve been if he wasn’t doubled over holding his crotch. I went back to screaming bloody murder and trying to kick my attacker. Big guy had a busted lip. He wasn’t happy about that. He blocked my kick and lunged. I was pinned on the bed. 

	“Stop, I’m not trying to hurt you,” he warned me. 

	I got punched and wasn’t believing that at all, but he wasn’t in the mood to explain anything else. I groaned from the pressure and my body went limp. He carried me downstairs to the living room. I was dropped on the sofa and bounced like a rag doll but tried steadying myself. 

	He stepped closer. “Stay there.”   

	I wasn’t a pet, but there was nowhere to go. I kept watching him and waiting for whatever was coming. 

	The lanky guy came into view. “You kneed me.”  

	I glanced at him but didn’t say a word. My mouth was slick at times, but I knew when to shut up. 

	He looked at his friend, “Can you tell him she hit me?”

	“And what did you do?” a voice was over my shoulder.

	The men focused on the guy walking in, but I stared straight ahead, preparing to deal with what was about to happen. Handsome walked into my line of vision. He had blond hair, brown eyes, and moved with purpose. 

	 The big guy explained. “He fucked up. I fixed it.” 

	The lanky guy shook his head, “She was acting crazy.” 

	Handsome was studying me. His eyes swept over my face and then lower. There was a shift in his demeanor. 

	“Matthew, apologize to Miss Williams.” 

	He didn’t move, so the big guy crossed the room and punched his friend in the gut. His hands clenched around the other guy’s neck. He choked out a strangled groan. Handsome didn’t take his eyes off me. 

	Matthew ended up on the floor. He whimpered and then groaned, “I’m sorry.”    

	“Miss Williams, do you accept his apology?” 

	I nodded to let him know it was fine. Handsome sat on the sofa. I turned with my hands still in my lap. 

	He smiled, “My name is Ethan Smith. Your mother and sister took items from my home.”    

	I stared at him wide-eyed. Dionne wasn’t a thief. It had to be all Mom’s doing. 

	“You look surprised. Say what’s on your mind.”   

	I shook my head, not wanting to tell him. “You don’t seem like the type to let random women into your house. Dionne, yes, if you two hit it off, but Mom’s shady as hell.”   

	Ethan chuckled, “Dionne-Ebony is cute. She’s your little sister I can tell,” his eyes swept over my face and lower to my figure. “Your sex appeal is more refined, very sensual. This could’ve been avoided if your sister was with you.” 

	Two men came to lift Matthew up from the floor. 

	Ethan kept talking, “My men were entertaining. They were under the impression that the ladies were harmless.” 

	“Mom stole your money,” I motioned to the envelope filled with cash. “She left twenty grand.”  

	Ethan glanced at the big guy. 

	He went to the chaise for the envelope. 

	“Thank you, Phil,” Ethan took it and then looked at me. “Why did they rent this penthouse for you?”  

	“I don’t know. They were supposed to be here. Mom called. She had cash for me. I haven’t seen them in six months. My sister texted the hotel info. My phone is upstairs in the bedroom.” 

	He glanced at Phil and then turned his attention back to me. “You did arrive yesterday afternoon, but it seems you were left behind.”   

	“There’s no love lost between Mom and me, but I can tell you this was her idea, not my sister’s.” 

	“Dionne partied with my men. She drugged them and then broke into my office.”  

	“That’s hard to believe. She’s not even twenty-one.”  

	“I’m aware, but she could’ve had drinks with friends in the past. You don’t know what your sister does when you’re not around.”  

	“She wouldn’t party with your men. Why would my sister break into your safe?” 

	“She didn’t. It was my office,” Ethan stopped to accept my phone. I rattled off the code without thinking. 

	He glanced at me, “I would have given it to you.”  

	“It’s too late for modesty.” 

	Ethan smiled, “Maybe, but I appreciate your candor.”  He tapped the phone screen and went through my texts and whatever else.

	“There are outgoing calls to Dionne,” his brown eyes focused on me. “Did she reply?”  

	“No, not a call or text. I left a voicemail, questioning her about the cash. I figured Mom put her up to something.”

	“You said she didn’t have anything to do with this.”  

	“My sister’s handwriting is on the envelope. Why would she sign it, knowing you could trace the cash back to her?” 

	“Hmm, but you didn’t think to take the money and run.”  

	“I was checking out this morning. The balance would’ve been refunded to the credit card.”

	Ethan relaxed in the chair. “Phil should appreciate it. The card is partially his.”  

	I glanced in his direction and looked away. Oh shit. My sister did a number on him. Phil could snap her neck and mine without putting any effort into it. 

	“Sami-Mahogany, I’m fascinated by you,” Ethan mused. “But your family took a laptop and money. I can overlook forty thousand dollars and deal with my frustrations in a positive manner, but the laptop is irreplaceable.”   

	“You have half the money. I don’t think they left the laptop, but you’re welcome to check.” 

	“My men are doing that as we speak,” Ethan replied. “So, we’re at an impasse. You have half the cash, none of the items taken, and zero information on how to find your mother and sister.”  

	My heart thumped in my chest. “I don’t have anything. My credit is shot. I’m a grand away from being flat broke, you can have it as extra to the twenty thousand,” my words came out in calm defeat. 

	A normal person would beg for a chance. They would list ways they could help with the situation. I didn’t have a way out, so I was honest about it. “I’m not useful to you.”   

	“Ah, but you are,” Ethan stood up. “You were perfect from the moment I walked in. From your disheveled state to the respectful posture you kept in my presence. You are very valuable. Would you like to work for me?”

	I was smarter than that. I wouldn’t be talked into letting him pimp me out. “I’m not a sex worker.” 

	He smiled, “That’s not what I had in mind, but you’re exactly what I need. You can have the money. Keep the extra thousand as your first week’s pay. I would like to be introduced to Jamieson Carmichael. He’s the co-owner of Lennox Restaurant here in the city. Relay my request to him, we’ll talk, and you’ll be free from your family’s debt.”   

	My eyes flickered. I didn’t trust him. 

	Ethan noticed it, “Say whatever’s on your mind.” 

	“It can’t be that easy.” 

	 “You won’t be punished for your sister’s mistake. A few conversations and you’re finished with this entire ordeal.” 

	“I’ll do it. Do you have pictures of him?” 

	“No. Mr. Carmichael is a very private person.” 

	“Okay. When should the meeting be for?” 

	“One step at a time. He has to agree and then we can talk about the details. I’ll keep your phone as a sign of trust. You have six days.”  

	I needed more time but didn’t say it. 

	“Sami, do you have any questions?”  

	“Yes, will someone be here with me?”  

	“Marcus will be around for whatever you need. If there’s a dire situation, tell him. He will reach out to me.”   

	That explained how his men got in the penthouse. There was something off about Marcus. I got a feeling in the lobby but ignored it. I tried not to let my anger show. 

	 “Sami-Mahogany, I understand how upset you are, but I expect you to behave.”  

	“I will,” I replied. 

	 “You’ll try,” Ethan smiled. “I’ll be in touch daily.”  

	He walked toward the door. Phil followed him.

	 I wasn’t sure how to find Jamieson Carmichael without my phone. “Does this hotel have a business center?”  

	Ethan glanced over his shoulder, “Yes, but there’s a tablet upstairs for you. I’ll know your every move on and offline. Be mindful of it.” Ethan left the penthouse with his men tagging along behind him. I should’ve left the night before. Hopefully, this guy would agree to the meeting.

	I relaxed but couldn’t get comfortable. My skin felt tender. A hot bath would help, but I wanted to make sure my unwanted guests were gone. I waited in silence. 

	 

	


	 

	Stress Relief

	 

	

	Riverside Drive

	 

	 

	Jamieson

	 

	My night was spent with a pretty redhead. Conversation over drinks led to hours of sex. It was a nice distraction. My frustration came back the following morning. I was running on the treadmill. The intensity picked up a mile in. Every muscle was working in rhythm. 

	I was on my second uphill stretch when the redhead stepped into view. She stood there curious and naked. My eyes locked on hers, but I didn’t break the pace. She took the hint and left the room. I kept running until the tension eased. The treadmill adjusted to a walk. I yanked out my earbuds and ended with low impact movements. 

	My shower afterward eased the dull ache. I was going overboard lately, but my family issues caused stress and anger. Working out helped. I was getting dressed when she came in the bedroom. “Good Morning Lauran.”

	She sighed, “I’m glad you remembered my name.”

	“You’re not a woman I would forget.”   

	Lauran shook her head, “You’re charming and the kind of guy that will break my heart. Do you know that?”  

	“I didn’t until now but keep your heart safe.” 

	“Jamieson, how in the world are you single?”   

	I knotted my tie. “I’m dedicated to my work.”   

	Lauran slipped into her dress, “A relationship can’t be complicated for a man like you. I’m good at reading people, but our conversation over drinks ended in hot sex. My body is sore, and I still don’t know much about you.”    

	I fastened my cufflinks and then gave her my attention. “Sex is best enjoyed for the experience. The excitement before, the thrill during, and the relief afterward. The next morning is just a decision to do it again or not.”   

	Lauran smiled, “I would definitely like to do it again.”    

	“Call. I’ll make time for you. Feel free to have whatever from the kitchen. A car will take you wherever you need to go.” 

	“So, my name, my number, and that’s it?” 

	“Did you enjoy our night?” I stepped closer to her. 

	Lauran was breathless and didn’t want to answer.

	I smiled, “You can be honest. Was it good for you? Or was your reaction to stroke my ego?” 

	“Yes, to the first question and no to the second. I can’t fake emotion with you,” she admitted. “You’re very good at, well, everything.” 

	I caressed her cheek and tilted her chin. Lauran wanted to be kissed. She wanted to hear we could be more than a late-night fuck after drinks. We couldn’t, but I gave her attention until she left. 

	I checked in at the restaurant. Lennox was open for brunch twice a week. New additions were expected on the menu. I wanted to go over it before making a final decision. I ate a light breakfast and was heading to my parents’ house thirty minutes later. 

	Dad’s truck was nowhere in sight. I wasn’t surprised. Aunt Peggy spent the night in hopes of talking Mom into leaving. I used my key but the chain lock was on. 

	“Drew, turn around, jump in your rickety ass truck and get the hell outta here.”  

	I smiled, “Aunt Peg, open the door.”  

	“Jamie. I’m glad you’re here. Wait. I have to get this lock off.” She damn near pounced on me when I walked in. 

	“What were you going to do?” I teased her. 

	“Whatever I could to keep your father out. He’s family. I love him, but he’s outrageous. It’s like life or death now.”  

	“Not for him,” I replied. “He’s waiting for me to step in.”  

	Aunt Peggy looked up and her green eyes filled with concern. “Jamie don’t pay. They’ll keep coming back, you know that. Don’t do it. Let him be responsible for it!” 

	I kissed her forehead, “I’m not giving them a dime.”  

	“Good, fuck them,” she marched to the stairs. “Lisa, your son is here!”   

	“Oh okay,” Mom’s voice sounded strained.

	A series of bumps followed. Aunt Peggy sighed, “She’s been packing and unpacking for twelve hours.” 

	“I’ll talk to her,” I promised. 

	My aunt nodded and stepped aside. 

	I went upstairs and into my parents’ bedroom. 

	Mom was tossing things into her luggage and taking items out. She paced back and forth in-between. 

	I leaned against the doorframe. “Good Morning.”   

	“Hello.” Mom’s voice trembled. She pushed wisps of hair away from her face. “Did work go okay?” 

	“Yes. How are you feeling?”  

	Mom was about to lie. She decided against it and released a defeated sigh, “I’m worried sick.”   

	 I walked to her. “I’ll take care of you.”  

	“Oh, stop, you don’t have to. Your Aunt is trying to talk me into living with her. I want to live here in peace.”   

	I put my arms around her, “We talked about this.” 

	Mom relaxed against my chest, “Don’t say it. I know.”   

	I kissed her forehead, “Uncle Dan will be here soon. Let Aunt Peg help you pack.”  

	“I do like the bedroom at their house. It has a sunroom attached to it. It’s like having my own little apartment.”   

	“It will be less upkeep too.”  

	“Oh hush, this place isn’t trouble. Your father is the one making it hard on everyone. It’s too much for me.”  Mom’s anger came in a quiet rush. Tears sparkled in her eyes. “I’m getting a divorce if you sell our house. You keep the money. We’ve put you through hell so many times. I won’t pretend I have anything here worth keeping. I need all my personal items, but every stick of furniture can be sold for all I care.”  She ranted for a few minutes. I loved her through it and then asked my aunt to help her pack.

	 I went downstairs to wait for Uncle Dan. He wouldn’t play around when it came to Mom leaving the house. I was tempted to call my old man. He wasn’t answering Mom’s calls. He never did until he wanted to come home. Dad would plead and use every trick in the book to get back in her good grace. Mom was at her wit’s end, and the hurt in her eyes couldn’t compare to how upset she’d be when the house went up for sale. 

	I tapped Dad’s number and waited. 

	He answered. It surprised the hell out of me. “Where are you?” I asked, not bothering to say hello. 

	“I’m around,” his vague answer didn’t mean shit. 

	“You need to handle your business. Two men came by the house looking for you. Mom is upset.”   

	“I know. I know. I need to get back on my streak.”  

	“You need to quit and fix your fucking life,” my words came in a low warning. “Mom can’t handle it this time.”  

	“I’m not expecting her to,” he snapped at me. “Why are you always so disrespectful? Are you still holding onto what happened? You were a kid. Hell, you learned how to fight because of it. No one fucks with you. They all know you’re my son.”  

	“And that’s the problem,” I told him. “Get your affairs in order or you’ll end up in the ground.” 

	There was a woman’s voice in the background.

	Dad ignored her, “Jamie, look, I’ll get shit straight. I was working on something, but it fell through. Your Mom can stay with Peggy. It’s just until I get right. I tried reaching out to Rick, being as though he’s your godfather, but he shut it down. I wasn’t asking for much. Lennox is bringing in fifty grand a night easy.” 

	I ignored his begging. “Who’s with you?” 

	“Nobody. I’m keeping a low profile,” Dad couldn’t keep his lie going because the woman sounded pissed. 

	“Ouch, stop. I’m on the phone with my son.”  

	“Liar, you said it was over. You’re a lying son of a bitch!” 

	Dad hollered in pain, so things got worse from there. 

	I ended the call and shook my head. Dad was waiting for help that wasn’t coming, but things weren’t good if he asked Mom to leave the house. He wouldn’t tell the truth. I needed to make calls. 

	


	 

	It’ll Take a Miracle

	 

	

	Gold Strand Hotel 

	 

	 

	Sami 

	 

	Ethan’s men were probably around. Marcus could be lurking too. The cash was in the safe. I changed the code, double checked it, and locked myself in the bathroom. 
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