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For anyone who knows they deserve more than what they’ve been given.


And for Mom D. Please don’t read this one.
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FORMULA 1 RACE SCHEDULE



Bahrain • March 3–5


Saudi Arabia • March 17–19


Australia • March 31–April 2


Azerbaijan • April 28–30


United States (Miami) • May 5–7


Italy (Imola) • May 19–21


Monaco • May 26–28


Spain • June 2–4


Canada • June 16–18


Austria • June 30–July 2


Great Britain • July 7–9


Hungary • July 21–23


Belgium • July 28–30


Summer Break


Netherlands • August 25–27


Italy (Monza) • September 1–3


Singapore • September 15–17


Japan • September 22–24


Qatar • October 6–8


United States (Austin) • October 20–22


Mexico • October 27–29


Brazil • November 3–5


United States (Las Vegas) • November 16–18


Abu Dhabi • November 24–26
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PROLOGUE


Thomas


September – Singapore


I’m watching a crash in slow motion.


In my mirrors, I can’t tell exactly how many cars are mangled in the barriers behind me, flames flickering around them. All I know for certain is that no one is going to walk away from it unscathed – if they walk away at all.


‘Red flag, Thomas,’ my race engineer says needlessly over the radio. ‘Repeat, red flag. Make your way to the pit lane.’


I don’t reply. I can’t do anything but gaze back at the black plumes and the flashing lights and the horror continuing to unfold, amazed that I’m not in it. I so nearly was.


It’s easy to forget how dangerous Formula 1 can be. So few of us die on track these days that we sometimes dismiss the risks we take every time we climb into the car. But lives can so easily be lost. And death isn’t always the worst fate.


‘Are they out?’ I ask when I find my voice. I won’t press for more details. I don’t want to know. Not yet.


The man is silent. My thundering heart is the only sound in my ears.


‘Come on, tell me.’ I’m tracking team colours as I drive to the pit lane entrance, but I don’t see enough of any. ‘Are they out of the cars?’


Again, I get no answer. It’s not until I’m parked and trying to wrench myself out of the cockpit to better see who else has pulled in that he speaks to me.


‘Two of them are out,’ he finally replies. ‘Zaid Yousef. And Axel Bergmüller. They’re with the medics.’


A sick rush of relief hits me, and it’s compounded when I spot the other McMorris car behind me. My teammate didn’t get caught up in the chaos.


‘And the others?’ I push. I can’t put it off any longer. ‘Who else was involved?’


His answer comes quickly this time. ‘Dev Anderson, but he avoided the worst of it. He’s okay. Managed to walk away on his own.’


I’m still scanning cars and drivers, trying to figure out who’s missing. There’s only twenty of us. It shouldn’t be hard.


I clock it then. ‘And Lorenzo?’


My engineer exhales long and slow, leaving my stomach to drop. I’ve had trouble with Lorenzo Castellucci in the past. He’s earned his reputation for being an on-track terrorist time and time again. I’ve been a victim of his reckless driving and his hunger to prove himself as the son of a four-time world champion, resulting in crashes and far too many close calls. Deep down, I’ve always hated him for it.


But I’d never wish this on him. On anyone.


Except I did. I said as much in a moment when I didn’t think anyone malicious was listening. But they were. Of course they were. Now it’s out there in the worst possible way, set to haunt me for ever, whether Lorenzo is okay or not.


I’ve cursed us both. And I don’t know if either one of us is going to survive it.
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CHAPTER 1


Thomas


Two months later, November – Las Vegas, Nevada


It’s not easy being the most hated man in motorsport.


Some days, I wonder if I’m exaggerating. I know I’m not the most hated, but I’m definitely in the top five for a lot of people – people who are currently in or arriving to this city for next weekend’s Las Vegas Grand Prix. But then there are days like this one when I have the privilege of experiencing first hand that I’m definitely not exaggerating.


‘Fuck you,’ the red-faced man in front of me spits, skin almost the same shade as the Scuderia D’Ambrosi kit he’s wearing, Lorenzo Castellucci’s number emblazoned on the front. ‘You did this to him. You ruined his life.’


Considering I literally wasn’t involved in the crash that reportedly left Castellucci paralysed, the man’s facts are a little off. There’s no telling him that it was all down to his favourite driver’s recklessness, though. I’m public enemy number one, all because of something I said.


I take a breath to settle my nerves and glance over his shoulder, searching for escape routes from this unfortunate conversation, but he’s standing between me and the place I need to be – a party bus idling at the kerb ten metres away. I didn’t think I’d have to face down an angry Castellucci fan before joining a stag do, but this is just my luck these days.


As the other guests climb aboard, I’m trapped on the pavement outside my hotel as the man continues his ranting. I can’t walk away without another scathing article hitting the press tomorrow morning, but maybe I should just let him think the worst of me. It’s not like Formula 1 is a stranger to scandal, from spying and cheating to shady deals and dirty money changing hands. The sport has a history steeped in it, and we drivers are no different. I can’t think of a single one of us, past or present, who hasn’t had something blow up in our faces.


Take Dev Anderson and his antibiotic-resistant STD for example, which was a rumour started by his ex-social media manager when she quit in a blaze of fury. It took months and a complete image overhaul to fix his reputation and convince sponsors he wasn’t a liability – and that he didn’t actually have an STD. There are still some ‘family friendly’ brands refusing to work with him, all because of the lies that were spread. It was a nightmare situation, and he’s still climbing out of the ashes.


But I’d take Dev’s fake STD any day over people knowing I wished death upon a fellow driver.


The worst part is that I actually did it. There were no made-up rumours by vengeful ex-employees or edited sound clips to make me look bad. I said what I said, even if I immediately wanted to take the words back. They were blurted in a moment of anger after nearly being killed on track by the man I was complaining about.


Besides, I’ve been wrapped up in this world long enough to know that someone is always listening. And in this case, someone in our garage recorded every single furious word that tumbled from my lips. I don’t know who was responsible for it being shot and uploaded to social media, but within the hour it was all over the internet.


It got some attention at the time, and I got my fair share of hate, but it wasn’t until the crash in Singapore two months ago that I officially became the most hated man in F1.


I understand why, and I can’t fault anyone for it. I may not believe in the whole woo-woo ‘be careful what you speak into existence’ bullshit, but I know some people do, and they blame me and my outburst for the accident happening. I’m the scapegoat who’s getting hourly death threats.


I need to give Dev a call and ask him how he fixed the mess he was in. Maybe I can hire the same social media manager he did, the one who shifted public opinion back in his favour. Last I heard, she’s working for Reid Coleman, Scuderia D’Ambrosi’s number-one driver these days, but I’d say I need her in my corner more than Reid does. Although, considering D’Ambrosi was – is – Lorenzo’s team, I don’t think they’d take kindly to me poaching her.


The people I have in place are doing their best to make me look a little less like a complete twat, so I can only wait until the next scandal is unveiled and the heat moves off me. For my sake, hopefully someone will show up with a secret baby in the next few weeks. I’m keeping my fingers crossed.


‘I understand your concerns,’ I interrupt as diplomatically as I can, desperate to get on the bus. ‘And I will certainly be more cognizant of my words and actions in the future.’


He stares at me like I’ve grown a second head before the raging begins again, starting with me being a fucking pretentious Brit and ending with a stiff finger repeatedly poking into my chest. All I can do is sigh.


As much as I’d like to run, I doubt there’s a safe space for me to go in all of Las Vegas, aside from the McMorris F1 Team motorhome with their top-notch security. I’ve had to tolerate this in every Grand Prix location since Singapore, five races of pure torture. Unfortunately, it’ll be a few days before I can escape to the protection of my team and the paddock, which means I have to grin and bear this.


I shouldn’t even be out tonight. I’m not the Maxwell-Brown sibling who’s supposed to be here. It should be Andrew, my older brother and the groom’s childhood best friend, but his wife is weeks away from giving birth to their first child. There was no way he’d risk missing it, even for this, so I was volunteered as the next best thing, a stand-in to represent our family at tomorrow’s wedding since my race schedule happened to align. I wasn’t expecting a stag do invitation to go along with it, but Andrew made it clear I wasn’t to say no.


I get a much-needed distraction from being screamed at when my phone buzzes in my pocket, and I pull it out to see a text from my best mate. Still alive? Joshua’s message reads, and it takes everything in me not to snort as I type back, Currently being accosted, actually. To that he replies, As long as it doesn’t end up in the news, you’ll be fine.


At least someone cares.


‘Are you even listening to me?’ the Castellucci fan roars, and I glance up to see he’s somehow turned a darker shade of crimson.


To save him from the forthcoming stroke and me from having my mental health destroyed more than it already is, I flash a tight smile and take a large step to the side. ‘I’m terribly sorry, but there’s somewhere I need to be. Take care, yeah?’


There’s only a brief moment of silence before he’s yelling at my retreating back, but I’m not about to turn around to suffer more of his abuse. Thankfully, he doesn’t follow, and then I’m bounding up the steps of the bus, taking a moment once I’m inside to let my eyes adjust to the low light and flashing strobes. Once they do, I freeze.


My brain does its best to compute what I’m seeing. If this is a stag do . . . why are there so many women here? Jesus Christ, why is the bride here?


The answer hits a second later. This isn’t just a stag do – it’s a combination stag and hen do.


‘Sit down, mate!’ someone calls over the booming music, and I look down at a man who’s glassy-eyed and grinning, a drink clutched in his hand. ‘Party’s starting!’


Looks like it already started. I briefly consider stepping off the bus, weighing whether I would be better off here or on the streets, but the closing doors decide for me.


Just as the bus lurches away from the kerb, I squeeze in beside a few other tuxedoed men. I thought it was odd when Ron, the groom, asked us to wear them tonight, and it appears the bride has requested the women wear white dresses. With the wardrobe choice, any one of us could be the happy couple, although they’ve accessorized with silk sashes and crowns to differentiate themselves.


I dare to glance around to see if anyone else is as thrown by this turn of events as I am, but everyone seems to be having the time of their lives. Well, no, that’s not quite true – there’s one woman near the back who looks like she’d rather be run over by the bus than be on it. But even while miserable, she’s stunning.


I’m forced to look away from her when a glass of champagne is shoved into my hand and I’m met with chants to chug it down. I do as I’m told, mostly to get the noise to stop, but also because I have a feeling I’m going to need the alcohol to get through tonight.


Guess I’m along for the ride.
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CHAPTER 2


Stella


Joint bachelor and bachelorette parties should be illegal.


The Canadians call them ‘buck and doe’ parties, but as an American I just call them ‘a waste of my fucking time’. I must have been drunk when I agreed to this, because in no world would I soberly choose to subject myself to sitting on a party bus with a bunch of leering men and screeching women, watching the bride- and groom-to-be paw at each other while leaning against a stripper pole.


I’m barely keeping the grimace off my face as I take it all in, upper lip twitching every few seconds before I press it firmly against my bottom one. I’d be worried about my lipstick smudging if I didn’t already know it’s practically bombproof, put to the test through rounds of recipe development and tastings. If it can withstand buttercream frosting dolloped on top of a cupcake you practically have to unhinge your jaw to take a bite of, it can hold up to my sneering.


God, I shouldn’t be here. I should have been just stepping off a flight from my honeymoon, glowing after days spent in a Maldives overwater bungalow and getting my back blown out by the love of my life, but that plan went to shit when he left me at the altar. The man literally ran away when it came time to say his vows while I stood there like a mannequin, watching him burst out of the church like a bat out of hell.


Instead, I’m here: on a party bus in Las Vegas, surrounded by forty-odd people I barely know and wishing I could throw myself out the doors and into the street – wishing I’d never brightly agreed when my favourite cousin convinced me to come along to get my mind off my runaway fiancé.


Yeah, I was definitely drunk when I agreed to this. For the first few days after my failed wedding, wine was my best friend. I haven’t been much of a drinker lately, so those bold pinot noirs and piss-adjacent chardonnays went straight to my head.


Who knows what else I agreed to during that time. It’s a good thing I don’t handle the day-to-day business at my company, or else I might be staring down the face of financial ruin. Although, shit, I think I do remember emailing my head chef at an ungodly hour to ask if we could put a red-wine-flavoured macaron on the menu at Stella Margaux’s.


And then there was that little viral video . . .


‘Stella!’ a high-pitched voice crows from across the bus, dragging me out of my sulking.


It’s Daphne, another of my cousins, a woman I wish I could physically remove from our family tree. Her blunt chin-length bob barely shifts when she reaches forward to grab my hand, her blood-red nails perfectly done. She looks like a Black Stepford Wife whose hobbies include witchcraft and eating the souls of children, and if she didn’t annoy the ever-loving shit out of me, I’d adore her vibe.


Unfortunately, she’s a gossip-hungry monster who I’m pretty sure leaked all the gory details of my wedding-gone-wrong to the press. I would have thought a thirty-five-year-old mother of two and renowned plastic surgeon would have better things to do with her time than talk shit about a jilted bride seven years her junior, but hey, I guess we all have our vices.


‘It’s so good you made it!’ Daphne gushes, dark eyes boring into me. ‘How are you feeling? Doing okay after . . . everything?’


That seems to be everyone’s favourite question these days. I’d love to say that in the two weeks since my fiancé left I’ve been the best ever. It’s what they’d rather hear. But I can’t lie, considering the evidence of my despair is splashed all over the internet.


Someone should have taken my phone from me, or at least changed the passwords to my social media accounts. Maybe that would have stopped me from going live on Instagram and drunkenly raving to the world that love isn’t real, men are trash, and the French can get fucked.


‘I’m getting through the days,’ I shout over the music. ‘Super glad to be here, though! So happy for Janelle and Ron!’


She stares at me like she doesn’t believe me for a second, but then she flashes a wide, fake smile. Her teeth are so startlingly white and straight that they have to be veneers. God, they look amazing. ‘Good for you, being out tonight. Gotta get back on that horse!’


‘That’s right! Just call me a cowgirl!’ I quip back, and I immediately want to shoot myself.


She drops my hand when the bus shudders to a stop and excited shrieks go up around us. At the front, Janelle taps on a microphone, trying to get everyone’s attention. The sound makes me wince, and I’m tempted to cover my ears, but I don’t want to look like that much of a party pooper this early in the night.


‘What’s up, wedding squad!’ Janelle shouts into the mic. ‘How we doing tonight?’


There are hoots and hollers, and I have to dodge getting elbowed in the face by the woman sitting next to me, who has already gone a little too hard on the champagne. In comparison, I’m still nursing my first glass, despite wanting to grab the nearest bottle and chug it.


‘Well, now that I know y’all are enjoying yourselves,’ Janelle continues, ‘I thought we’d go over the itinerary for the night.’


The timeline of events is gambling, an eight-course dinner, a strip club where we ladies have the opportunity to get lap dance lessons from the professionals, and then dancing the night away. Normally, I’d be on board for all of those things. I’ll hustle anyone at a poker table, I love good food, and the idea of learning how to give a proper lap dance sounds like a hell of a time. But I can’t work up the necessary enthusiasm for any of it. I haven’t been able to for ages. And it fucking sucks.


I miss feeling like myself. I miss being joyful instead of bitter. I miss being the life of the party and the first person to accept a dare, consequences be damned. I miss who I was before the man I loved and trusted left me high and dry.


I miss being me – Stella goddamn Baldwin. But who knows when she’ll be back.


Tonight, I’ll take solace in the fact that I don’t seem to be the only one having a shit time. As we disembark from the bus, I fall in line behind a dark-haired man who heaves a weary sigh as we shuffle toward the door, his broad shoulders hunched.


Yeah, bud, I feel you.


I scowl when Daphne bumps my shoulder, stepping in front of me and dragging another woman along with her. I’m tempted to ‘accidentally’ slosh the last of my champagne on them, but considering we’re all wearing white at Janelle’s behest, it would only make the fabric see-through and lead to me being in trouble. Tragic.


I won’t deny that I look good in tonight’s dress – a short, silky number with a feathered hem. I always look amazing in white by virtue of being a darker-skinned Black woman. But I also can’t deny the ex-bride inside me is triggered by the sight.


An all too familiar pang of hurt shoots through my chest. I try to drown it by finishing off my champagne, praying Janelle and Ron have paid for open bars in all the places we’re hitting. I need to get shitfaced to make it through this. As long as someone stops me from pulling out my phone and recording another rant, I should be fine.


I draw in a steeling breath as we step off the bus, grateful my ankle doesn’t roll in my impractical strappy stilettos with little glitter stars on them. They make my legs look a mile long, but they were made for sitting more than walking. Or for throwing over the shoulders of a very attractive man. Not that I’ve done that recently or have any plans to. Who knew getting my heart broken would throw my libido into the gutter?


‘We’re gonna have so much fun tonight!’ Sydney, one of the bridesmaids, screeches from behind me as we make our way into the lavish casino. ‘Do any of us even know how to, like, play cards though?’


‘Who cares?’ Rachel, another bridesmaid, replies before cackling. ‘It’s an excuse to watch hot guys in tuxes lose a bunch of money!’


They rush past me in a fit of laughter, nearly toppling over as they attempt to move around the man who was briefly in front of me on the bus.


‘Shit, sorry!’ Sydney blurts, grabbing at his arm as she stumbles.


The man turns, his hand going to her elbow and holding firm. ‘You’re all right,’ he says, and I swear I catch a hint of an English accent. It’s unsurprising, considering the groom grew up in London and most of his groomsmen are his childhood friends or Premier League footballers. ‘Careful, though, yeah? Don’t think Ron and Janelle want anyone to end up in hospital tonight.’


The accent is obvious now even over the din of trilling slot machines, and the phrasing of his sentence confirms it. But it’s his expression that really drives it home. He’s smiling in that stereotypical, tight-lipped white British way that looks closer to a grimace than an expression of joy. It’s polite and deferential, but somehow patronizing at the same time. He’d make a great Member of Parliament with a smile like that.


But speaking of lips . . . the man’s got nice ones, the kind where there’s actually something to kiss, and I can tell he knows what lip balm is. Not that I’m – not that I’m thinking about kissing him. Patronizing men who look too good in tuxes aren’t my type. At least, they shouldn’t be, because that’s exactly who fucked up my entire life.


But I can’t deny that this one’s handsome.


Under the warm casino lights, his hair is a deep shade of chestnut. A wavy lock of it, perfectly dishevelled, sweeps across his forehead, though I have no doubt he styled it that way with some sort of expensive pomade. His eyes, a piercing blue, are framed by thick lashes, the kind I’d be jealous of if I didn’t have the best lash tech in the world on speed dial. And while his skin can probably verge on Snow White levels of paleness, he has just enough of a golden undertone that I’m sure he spent the summer letting the sun beat down on him.


If all of that wasn’t enough, his features are so perfectly chiselled it’s like some classical sculptor birthed him from a slab of marble. Straight nose, high cheekbones, ungodly sharp jaw. He looks . . . regal. The man might as well be out of a fairy tale.


I keep staring as the women titter and giggle and bat their lashes some more. I can’t blame them. If I had the opportunity to get that close to him, I might be doing the same. The old Stella – back when I was single, wild, and carefree – wouldn’t have missed a beat. But the current version . . .


‘God, they’re embarrassing.’


I glance to my right to find Daphne beside me, sneering at the same scene I’m looking at. Except her focus is on the two women pawing at Prince Charming, not the man himself.


‘Rachel and Sydney can never keep it in their pants,’ she complains, shaking her head like she’s witnessing a true shame. ‘That man better be ready to get mauled.’


I won’t fault a woman for her desire to maul a man – been there, done that – so I don’t deign to answer Daphne’s chiding. I do, however, let my gaze linger on him. No harm in admiring a little eye candy.


One thing about no longer being in a relationship is that I can look at whoever the hell I want whenever I want. I’m a single woman for the first time in five years. I’m free. It’s just a shame that free means I want to break down about every ten minutes.


As determined as I am to move on, I’m still mourning the loss of my relationship and the life we built together, and I know I will be for a while. But I also know that this could have been so much worse if I’d been just a little more in love with him.


That’s not to say I didn’t love Étienne. God, far from it. But over the past year, our relationship had been . . . strained. I blamed it on wedding planning and being busy with work, the typical things that could tax a couple, but something else was going on. I ignored it at the time, blamed his emotional distance on everything in the book other than him losing interest in me. But in the end, that’s what it came down to.


I just don’t want to be with you any more, Stella.


I really should have seen it coming. We hadn’t had sex in four months. Every kiss was barely a peck. Once, he even pulled his hand away when I tried to hold it, making the excuse that he was just shocked by how cold my fingers were. It would have been a perfect moment to grab my hand and warm it between his palms, maybe even press a kiss to my freezing knuckles. But no. He’d just shoved his hands into his pockets and let me trail behind him as we walked on. I should have known we were doomed. I just wish I’d opened my eyes to it sooner.


They’re open now, though, and they’re staring straight at a man who I wouldn’t have looked twice at a couple of weeks ago.


‘I’m so glad you’re not like them,’ Daphne says, pulling me out of my thoughts. There’s a saccharine note to her words that I do not like. ‘You’ve been so graceful and dignified throughout all of . . . you know. You could have been out in the streets, doing the absolute most to make up for those years you lost to Étienne, but you’re not. Those two could really learn something from you instead of acting like nasty little sluts.’


I nearly trip at the insult, my heel catching on some invisible bump in the carpet, but I manage to keep my footing. ‘Excuse me?’


Daphne waves a hand, brushing off her awful comment. ‘I know it’s crude, but women like that are truly a breed of their own. I have no respect for them.’


‘Are you saying you wouldn’t respect me if I’d done that?’ I challenge, unable to resist cupping that little spark of anger and fanning the flame. If I have to give Daphne credit for anything, this is the first time I’ve felt more than bone-crushing despair or numbness since my wedding day.


‘Of course not,’ she scolds, looping her arm through mine and pulling me close. ‘But I might have viewed you a little differently. Besides, you never would have. That’s so out of character for you.’


‘Oh, really?’ We may be family, but it’s clear she doesn’t know me. Or maybe she’s just forgotten what I was like before an intense career and a crumbling relationship slowly sapped away my energy and personality.


She seems to think I’ve been graceful and dignified after having my entire life blown up. Last I checked those weren’t synonyms for grieving and depressed. If she’s under the impression that any of that is who I really am, then she’s sorely mistaken.


‘Yeah,’ Daphne confirms, giving my arm a little squeeze that makes me want to punch her in return. ‘It’s just not you, Stella.’


Something snaps in my chest, opening the floodgates of every emotion I’ve kept locked away and refused to feel lately. Who the hell is she to tell me who I am? How could she possibly know me better than I know myself? And why does she think she has the right to judge how I or anyone else lives their life? It’s not like it affects hers.


But okay. All right. If that’s what she thinks, then fuck it. Fuck her. I’ll show her who I really am underneath it all. I’ll show her the chaos I can inspire now that I have no one to answer to.


The old Stella’s coming back tonight. And she’s going to cause a riot.
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CHAPTER 3


Thomas


All right, so maybe I’m not as hated as I thought.


At least, not by the women at this party. The two currently hanging off me don’t seem to mind me. In fact, they seem to like me very much.


‘You’re such a gentleman,’ the one on my left gushes, staring up at me with hearts in her eyes.


After saving her from taking a tumble in the middle of the casino, I’ve become her – and her friend’s – knight in shining armour. I think her name is Rachel . . . or maybe this one’s Sydney. I wasn’t paying much attention as they introduced themselves, too busy bracing for another possible assault as we made our way through the casino floor and towards the lifts. Getting off the party bus and walking through throngs of people was stressful enough, but so far everything has been fine.


‘Genuinely the sweetest,’ the one to my right coos, pressing closer as we and ten others cram into the metal box. ‘I bet everyone you meet immediately loves you.’


If only they knew.


‘I’m a fan favourite,’ I lie, basking in their smiles and breathy laughs.


They’re both pretty and around my age, if not a little older, but that’s never bothered me before, and I’ll entertain their advances for as long as they’re interested. Other than that, though, I’m not looking for anything to happen.


It’s not that I don’t want it to, but my reputation is so bruised that I can’t risk another misstep. I have to keep myself out of trouble. And no offence to these women, but I’m getting the distinct vibe that any escapade with them – either one alone or both together – would end up as tabloid fodder tomorrow.


‘Ladies first,’ I say when the doors reopen.


I get more batted lashes and giggles before they step out behind the rest of the crowd, joining the group that’s just got off the other lift. We’ve been dumped in what I assume is the high rollers’ room, and I swear I’ve seen the same one in a James Bond movie. There are poker, blackjack and craps tables dotted around the expansive black-carpeted, mood-lit space. A sleek mirrored bar lines one wall, with intimate booth seating placed opposite it. And I’m sure the wall of glass on the far side of the room overlooks the Strip, but the space is so vast that all I can see out of the darkened windows is the glow of the fake Eiffel Tower and top floors of the hotels across the Boulevard.


I’m barely in the room before a waitress approaches with a tray of champagne and a gentle guiding hand, leading me to the section where the other men are gathering. It’s a little disappointing to be separated from my two-woman hype squad, but it’s probably for the best.


‘Gather round, lads,’ Ron calls over the music, which is slightly less headache-inducing than whatever techno monstrosity was playing on the bus. ‘I want to make a toast before tonight’s debauchery begins.’


Not sure how much debauchery can happen with his bride-to-be on the other side of the room, but all right.


‘To my countrymen,’ Ron begins, lifting his champagne glass as his eyes dart around to the handful of us also from the UK. ‘Thank you for making the trek halfway across the world to be here tonight. And to the rest of you, I’m glad to see your ugly mugs here too. It means the world that you’re here celebrating my last night as an unmarried man. Who would’ve thought I’d settle down?’


Certainly not me. When he was a Premier League footballer, Ron was known for having a different woman on his arm every week. Guess that all changed when he retired last year and met the love of his life. I really am happy for him, but I won’t be surprised if his bride gets her heart broken down the line.


It’s a cynical take. And maybe they have a chance of making it now that he’s stepped out of the limelight. But from what I’ve seen before and know of my fellow athletes, being faithful is not their strong suit.


Not me, though. Can’t cheat if you’ve never been in a relationship.


‘To Ron and Janelle!’ a man standing next to me cheers.


I missed the last bit of Ron’s toast, but I lift my glass and join the chorus celebrating his impending nuptials. Then it’s off to the races.


More specifically, Ron tells us to have the night of our fucking lives and to enjoy the next hour of gambling before we move on to dinner. I’ve never been much for card games or losing money, so this is wasted on me, but there’s no use wallowing in a place like this. I’m safe from prying eyes and cameras, and no one here seems to care about who I am. There are more than enough other stars here, and in the ranking of sports popularity, I’m pretty sure footballers beat F1 drivers – even if the city is about to revolve around us.


Finishing my champagne, I set the empty glass down on a passing waitress’s tray and turn for the bar, ready for something stronger. I don’t typically drink during the season, minus the celebrations after placing on the podium, but I’m making an exception this weekend. I deserve it.


Janelle must have finished her own toast before Ron, because the women have dispersed around the room. I smile my way past a group huddled around a tray of shots and stop short when another bunch rushes past to get to the closest blackjack table. Once it’s safe, I continue on, but I slow when I spot a woman on her own – the same one I glimpsed on the bus.


Most of them are paired off or in groups, but she’s removed from the bedlam, lingering at the far end of the bar. She sits with her back to it, one elbow resting on the marble top, leaning back enough to put the slender line of her body on display. Her long, rich brown legs are crossed at the knee, one stiletto hooked over the bottom rung of the stool while the other slowly bounces to the beat of the song playing. Each time, the feathered hem of her little white dress inches higher.


She’s holding a champagne flute loosely against her stomach, posture relaxed, but the look in her eyes tells a different story.


There’s no other way to put it: she’s prowling.


I keep still when her attention lands on me. She gives me a quick up-and-down glance at first, nothing more than an assessing flick, but it lingers when she reaches my face again. Our gazes meet and hold, and a tense beat passes before her full lips curl into a smile. It beckons me like she’s spoken, commanding me to come her way.


And who am I to tell a lady no?


Sidling up to the empty section of bar next to her, I focus on getting the bartender’s attention, ordering a bourbon Old Fashioned before turning to her. She’s even prettier up close, easily the most attractive woman here – sorry to the bride – with flawless skin, wide brown eyes, and a devastating mouth that I’d happily let ruin me.


‘Would you like something other than champagne?’ I ask. It’s not a great opening line, but I’m not trying to pick her up. I’m here to talk to a beautiful woman for as long as she’ll let me.


Her gaze cuts in my direction, and I get another quick once-over before she nods. ‘I’ll have the same. But rye, not bourbon.’


I relay her order to the bartender, then slide onto the neighbouring barstool, watching her from the corner of my eye. She’s still facing the rest of the room, continuing the hunt, but I’ll consider it my own personal challenge to get her to focus on me.


‘So,’ I prompt. ‘How do you know the bride?’


A beat passes before her eyes drag back in my direction. I don’t have her full attention, probably not even half of it, but it’s a start.


‘Janelle’s my cousin,’ she answers. She could leave it there and force me to keep the conversation going, but blessedly she asks, ‘How do you know the groom?’


‘He’s the son of an old family friend,’ I answer, leaving out the part about him being my brother’s friend. ‘We’re not particularly close.’


Judging by the way her head turns another inch, that’s piqued her interest. She senses there’s a story behind it all. That there might be something a little interesting about me. ‘And yet you’re here anyway.’


Unfortunately.


‘Have to represent the family,’ I reply with an easy shrug. ‘Plus, I have to be here for work next week, so it fitted into my schedule.’


She turns a fraction more, shoulders shifting this time. She’s not all the way on the hook, but she’s considering it. ‘Do you travel a lot for your job?’


‘You could say that.’


She waits for me to elaborate, her stare unwavering when I give her nothing else. ‘You wanna share with the class what it is that you do?’


‘You don’t know who I am?’ I ask before I can stop myself. But it’s a genuine question, not one meant to make me sound like a prick, even though her coolly lifted brow indicates that’s how she’s taking it.


‘Am I supposed to?’ she tosses back.


Something loosens in my chest at the lack of recognition on her face. She’s not pretending – she has no idea who I am. Nice as it is not having to explain who I am and what I do, it’s even nicer to encounter someone with zero knowledge of me. Right now, I’m just some bloke at an over-the-top pre-wedding party chatting her up.


‘Have you looked at a single billboard around here recently?’


Something flares in her eyes before she gives a dramatic gasp, champagne glass clutched mock-demurely to her chest. But even though she’s clearly about to make fun of me, I’ve got the outcome I wanted – her attention’s all mine.


‘Oh my God,’ she says breathlessly, knee bumping mine as she straightens and turns in her seat. ‘Are you a dancer with Thunder From Down Under? I love you guys.’ She leans in conspiratorially before asking in a loud whisper, ‘Can I see your abs?’


I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. From her polished looks and self-assured body language, I had a feeling she’d be sharp underneath it all, but her humour has me thrown. ‘Sadly, I’m English, not Australian.’ I’d happily take my shirt off for her, though.


She heaves a disappointed sigh. ‘That’s a shame. I was looking forward to a private show. You probably have a lot going on under that tux.’


She may be taking the piss, but she’s bold. Her dark eyes still haven’t left mine, a challenge shining in their depths, but again, for just a moment, there’s something else in them.


‘Wait,’ she says before I can tease her back. ‘Are you part of the reason why the roads are such a mess around here?’


I flash a wry grin. Half of this city is about to be shut down to accommodate the race, and she’s not wrong about it already being a mess. ‘Guilty as charged.’


Her Mona Lisa-esque smile comes alive in a new way. ‘So you’re a race car driver,’ she says slowly, putting the pieces together, and I swear she presses her knee a little harder against mine. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever met one of those.’


I’m in possession of her full attention now, and it’s . . . potent. Pinning me down. Like I couldn’t tear myself away from her even if I wanted to. I’ve made myself into the perfect prey to sink her teeth into, and now she’s ready to toy with her food.


‘Happy to be your first,’ I say.


‘Mm, I’m sure you are.’ Finally, she sticks a hand out for me to shake, having made up her mind that I’m worthy of her time. ‘I’m Stella.’


I wrap my fingers around hers, the warmth of her soft palm seeping into mine. ‘Thomas. Pleasure to meet you.’


We drop hands when the bartender sets our drinks down, eye contact breaking. When it does, the rest of the room comes rushing back. I don’t remember it fading away, slowly blurring around the edges, but I have to blink to make sense of it again.


‘So, Thomas,’ she says, and the way my name snaps off her tongue with the sharp consonants of her American accent is surprisingly sexy. ‘Are you winning the championship so far?’


That really goes to show she’s unaware of me because I’m so far away from winning the Drivers’ Championship it’s comical. Seventh in the points isn’t bad by any means, but it sure isn’t first.


It would be impossible to quickly explain the ins and outs of this season so far, so I answer with, ‘No, but I did make it onto the podium in the last race.’


‘Ah,’ she murmurs sagely. ‘So you’re a loser.’


She’s prodded at a sore spot, but I keep the well-practised smile on my face. ‘Some might call me that.’


‘You don’t seem like a loser to me.’ She eyes me carefully again before necking the rest of her champagne. She sets the empty flute down a little too hard, then curls her fingers around the new rocks glass. ‘If anyone’s a loser here, it’s me.’


It’s an odd slip in the confidence she’s been radiating, and she flinches when she realizes what she’s said. ‘God, sorry.’ She releases a wavering laugh. ‘I’m just a little bitter. Don’t mind me.’


I can feel her struggling to regain her previous bearing even as she shakes out her hair and pushes her shoulders back. Part of me is almost tempted to walk away – I don’t need to get sucked into someone else’s pity party – but the fact that she’s fighting to break free of it keeps me in my seat. And, all right, I’ll admit it . . . I’m curious what could rattle a woman like this.


I wait until she’s taken a long swig of her drink before asking, ‘Any particular reason for the bitterness?’


She swallows, and to her credit, she doesn’t wince at the burn of liquor. ‘You don’t read the gossip rags?’ she drawls, side-eyeing me. ‘Check DeuxMoi every morning with your cup of Earl Grey?’


‘You’re famous enough for that?’ I gently lob back with a crooked smile. Though, it’s interesting that I’m talking to someone who’s well known enough to make it into the gossip pages.


Thankfully, it gets her to laugh, and some of the tension in her posture seeps away again. ‘Way to keep my ego in check.’


‘To be fair, you didn’t know who I was either.’


‘Touché. Well, if you really want to know my deep, dark story . . . I got left at the altar two weeks ago.’


It takes a beat before her words hit me, but my jaw quickly goes slack. Someone left this woman on their wedding day? Seems unbelievable having only known her for five minutes, though maybe underneath the good looks and intense charm is a monster. Still, I thought that kind of thing only happened in movies. ‘You’re joking.’


‘Sadly, no.’ She flashes a tight smile. ‘Five years of my life, down the drain in the span of a few seconds.’


‘My God,’ I exhale, gut-punched on her behalf. Even if she’s some sort of demon, I couldn’t imagine waiting so long to break up with someone that you left it until you were about to say your vows. I may not have any relationship experience, but at least I know better than to do that. ‘That’s devastating.’


‘Yes, thank you for the reminder,’ she says with fake cheer.


I shrug, nonchalant, even though there’s a chance I’ve already made her regret her choice to talk to me. But I’m not going to hold back or lie. ‘I’d say sorry, but it seems you’ve dodged a bullet.’


She freezes, glass once again halfway to her lips. ‘How so?’


It’s a good sign she’s still willing to entertain me, and I mean it when I say, ‘Any man who’d leave on your biggest day is a cunt you wouldn’t want to be tied to for the rest of your life.’


Her eyes go wide, a beat passing where I wonder if she’ll tell me to fuck off . . . but then she laughs. The sound is a rumble in the air. It’s full-throated and genuine, nothing melodic about it. Nothing sweet or put on. And I like it far more than I should.


‘Breaking out the C-word. I barely know you, mister.’


‘It seemed fitting.’


‘You’re absolutely right about that,’ she agrees, lifting her glass a little higher. ‘How about we toast to it?’


I wrap my hand around my drink and bring it up to hers, gently tapping the rims against each other as I catch her gaze. ‘To cunts,’ I announce grandly. ‘May they stay out of our lives.’


She takes a sip of her drink, her tongue swiping across her vermilion-painted bottom lip as she lowers the glass again. The action has my eyes flicking to her mouth, and if her spreading smile is anything to go by, she’s noticed.


‘You know,’ she says as she sets her glass down. ‘I hoped you’d be a little more vulgar with it.’


‘Yeah?’ I prompt as I go to drink more. I need to catch up with her. I also need a distraction from the sinfulness of her lips. ‘What did you want me to say?’


‘Oh, maybe something more along the lines of: the only cunt I’m interested in is the one between your legs.’


I nearly choke on the whisky. Coughing, I pound a fist to my chest to clear away the errant liquor. ‘Christ, woman.’


I could tell she was bold, but this is a level I didn’t expect. It’s not unpleasant or unwelcome – not in the slightest. It’s compelling and downright entertaining. I like women with no filters, the ones who speak their minds and go after what they want. Demureness is boring.


And besides, she wasn’t wrong to hope I’d say something a little more indecent. Under different circumstances, I’d be more than happy to give her exactly what she wanted.


She twirls a lock of hair around her finger, the picture of innocence, but warm amusement rolls off her. She’s playing with me. There’s something else with it, though, something a little hotter, and it’s starting to burn in me as well.


‘Was that too much?’ she asks coyly.


I already swore I was going to keep myself out of trouble tonight, to be content to just sit here and chat. That was supposed to be enough. But Stella’s mouth – in more ways than one – is about to have me going back on my word.


‘No,’ I say, almost surprised that it comes out as more than a rasp. ‘Just enough.’
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CHAPTER 4


Stella


Old Stella is back.


I’ve hooked a man in five minutes flat, which isn’t a new record, but it’s on par with the woman I used to be. And God, it feels good.


‘Just enough,’ I echo him, not daring to look away lest I lose the confidence I’ve regained. But his gaze is so intense that I’m not sure I could even if I wanted to. ‘All right, if you say so.’


I know I pressed my luck with Prince Charming here. He could have found me and my little adjustment of his toast crude and off-putting. I wouldn’t have been surprised, given his aggressively posh bearing, but when he looked at my lips like he was imagining them doing something more than talking, I figured I might as well try.


And am I glad I did, because the way his eyes lit up after he recovered was worth the risk. A win I desperately needed. The spark it sent through my blood was only a bonus.


It’s nice to feel wanted again. Nice to know my allure hasn’t completely vanished. It’s been hard not to think I’ve completely lost it, considering I couldn’t keep my fiancé’s attention in the final months of our relationship, but this is proof that I can still draw people in. That I can still be lusted after.


Unfortunately, it doesn’t do much to close the gaping hole that lingers in my chest, but this is like a Band-Aid pulling the edges together. I’ll take it over having nothing.


‘I promise it’s a compliment,’ Thomas says, fingertips skimming over my bare knee, ‘I appreciate boldness.’


His touch leaves a trail of heat in its wake, stirring something to life inside me. But I don’t get the chance to give it a name, because the feeling is devoured by sharp, gut-churning guilt. Guilt that I’ve betrayed my fiancé by shamelessly flirting with this man.


I have to quickly remind myself that I don’t have a fiancé any more. I’m not in a relationship. I have no one to be loyal to. No one to cheat on. And I said I was going to cause a riot tonight, didn’t I? A girl can’t do that if she’s holding herself back.


But if I really want to inspire the most chaos – and prove to Daphne that I’m not the saint she thinks I am – it’s time for me to lure in my next victim. This one was only supposed to be a stop along the way, my first of many conquests tonight.


Except . . . I don’t really want to find another.


First of all, I’m comfortable here at the bar, away from the shrill screams of winning women and the shouted curses of losing men coming from around the room. Second, Thomas is actually putting the charm into the Prince Charming nickname – boy can banter. And third . . . maybe Old Stella doesn’t need to come all the way back. I’ve already proved to myself that she’s still here, that she’s just been hibernating. That matters more than proving anything to some mean girl.


And, all right, he’s easily the hottest man in the room. Why would I leave just to find someone less appealing?


‘Good,’ I tell Thomas, and then I toss back the rest of my old fashioned. When I set down the empty glass, I level him with a smile as the whisky warms my veins. ‘Then you can get me another drink.’


He laughs, deep and low, but he’s already lifting a hand to signal to the bartender. It gives me a chance to sneakily assess him again. He’s prettier than I first thought, with the lightest smattering of freckles across his nose and a few faint laugh lines around his eyes. He might have been wearing that grimace earlier, but this is a man who smiles often.


When he finishes ordering, he looks back at me, an expectant lift to his brow. ‘Any ideas for what our next toast should be?’


I pretend to think, tapping a finger against my jaw. ‘How about to the absolutely ridiculous bride and groom who thought a combined bachelor and bachelorette party was a good idea?’


The corners of his lips twitch up, his gaze sliding out to the crowd where I’m sure Janelle and Ron are acting like fools. ‘Did you know in Canada they have a name for this kind of thing? Buck and doe.’


How funny that I’d been thinking about that same trivia titbit earlier. I won’t read into it, but it’s a fraction of a point in his favour. Instead, I shake my head in disgust. ‘I knew there was something off about the Canadians.’


He laughs again, the sound wrapping around me like a warm embrace. ‘I feel the need to stick up for a Commonwealth nation, but I fear this is indefensible.’


‘I’m just kidding,’ I say breezily, eyes flicking to the bartender as he sets down our next round. ‘I love Canada. My most successful store is in Vancouver. Beautiful city.’


‘Store?’


‘Ah, that’s right,’ I muse, cocking my head to the side as I smile sweetly at him. ‘You still don’t know who I am.’


My eyes track his movements as he reaches for his glass and—Lord have mercy, man’s got big hands. Long fingers and broad palms, the kind I could imagine doing wicked things.


Too soon, Stella. You’re not ready for that.


‘Then tell me.’


A second passes before I manage to glance up again. I have to take a sip of my drink to wet my suddenly dry mouth before I can reply. ‘I’m an entrepreneur.’


It’s a vague answer, but there’s not much else that sums up my career and all the things that make it up.


Of course, he calls me out on it. ‘That doesn’t explain why you’re famous.’


‘Not famous, per se,’ I correct. ‘Well known in certain circles.’


He shakes his head, almost like he’s disappointed in me for playing coy. He must not have been lying about liking boldness.


‘Give me more than that.’ He leans in, our eyes catching again. There’s a curiosity in his gaze that takes me aback because I can’t remember the last time a man looked at me with such interest. ‘Tell me who you are.’


My heart’s beating faster. This isn’t a competition, but it still feels like I’m losing the upper hand. He’s supposed to be on my hook. I’m not supposed to be dangling from his.


‘What do you want to know?’ I ask.


‘Start from the beginning. Give me the highlights.’


‘The beginning? All right.’ I huff out a laugh and settle into my seat. ‘I was born in Atlanta to the CEO of a major food conglomerate and a corporate lawyer. They met when my father’s company was being investigated for fraud. My mother won his case. He proposed soon after.’ I leave out how the man’s been whipped ever since. Or how my vision of true love looks like them. ‘I grew up doing beauty pageants and modelled as a teenager, then went to college at Georgetown for accounting. And then I . . . blew up on social media.’


‘Blew up?’


This is the actual beginning most people are interested in, but it’s disingenuous to leave out the earlier parts, especially the wealth and privilege I come from. Nothing in my life would have been possible without it.


‘I used to bake a lot in college,’ I explain. ‘It was a stress reliever. And I was very good at it.’ No use being humble, considering what I’ve accomplished. ‘So I would post my bakes and recipes online. I made little videos, really let my personality shine through – just had fun with it. I was known for my macarons.’


It’s slow, but I can see the recognition beginning to dawn. Oh, he knows who I am. He just didn’t realize there was an actual person behind the name on the storefront.


‘I got a lot of messages asking me when I was planning to open my own bakery,’ I go on. ‘It wasn’t until my senior year that I started thinking about it seriously. I mean, a career in accounting sounded stable, but it sounded boring – unless I could work it into something I actually cared about. Like baking. My parents didn’t love the idea, but my father bankrolled the flagship patisserie in DC, and that was it. In eight years, we’ve opened a hundred locations with more on the way.’


Heavy silence follows my story, and Thomas searches my face like he’s seeing me with new eyes.


‘You’re not just Stella,’ he finally says, and I swear there’s a note of impressed awe in the words. ‘You’re Stella Margaux.’


‘Guilty as charged.’


‘Huh.’ He leans back, elbow propped on the bar as he looks me over again, a grin spreading across his face. ‘How unexpected.’


‘About as unexpected as me meeting a race car driver.’ I take another sip of my drink, the liquor easing its way through me. ‘And I’m Stella Baldwin, actually,’ I amend. ‘Margaux is my middle name. I figured it sounded better for a macaron shop.’


‘It does have a nice ring to it.’


‘And macarons aren’t my only venture.’ I don’t know why I’m still speaking, but there’s something about the way he’s willing to sit here and soak in my every word that has me wanting to ramble on. ‘I have my fingers in a few pies.’


His brow raises. ‘Literally?’


‘Some days.’


Another laugh breaks free from him.


‘I have other bakeries,’ I explain, encouraged by his amusement. ‘My sweet tooth couldn’t be contained to just macarons. I also have a few cafes and boutiques, but those are a pretty new venture.’


‘You’re making me feel inadequate,’ he says, but there’s no resentment behind the confession. ‘All I do is drive around a track for a living while you’re out here taking over the world.’


I drop my voice to a loud whisper. ‘And you’re not even winning. I’m much more impressive.’


When he laughs this time, he throws his head back, drawing my eyes down the line of his neck.


‘You find me very funny, don’t you?’ He’s delighted in nearly everything I’ve said, no matter how dry or deprecating. With most people, I try to tone it down to keep from coming off as insulting, but I can’t hold it back with him. More importantly, he seems to understand my humour, something Étienne hardly did.


Stop thinking about him. It’s not like he’s thinking about you.


Thomas shoots me a grin as he recovers. ‘What can I say?’ he admits. ‘You’re incredibly entertaining.’


‘I think you mean honest.’


‘I was trying to have some tact.’


‘Very English of you.’


‘Nice of you to notice.’


‘But you did call my ex a cunt,’ I point out, enjoying this back-and-forth far more than I should. ‘I think it’s a little late for tact.’


‘And you all but invited me to fuck you, so I’d say we’re on equal footing.’


Heat blazes through me like a wildfire, settling somewhere in my lower belly as he stares me down. I have a name for that earlier feeling now – attraction. Maybe even desire. It’s been so long since I’ve felt anything like it that the sensation is almost foreign. But this time, miraculously, only a faint brush of guilt joins it.


‘As far as I remember,’ I say, trying not to let on to how breathless his casual comment has left me, ‘I was just giving you another option for a toast. It wasn’t an invitation.’


And it’s true. This night isn’t going to end with us in bed – or pressed up against a wall in a dark corner, or locked in a grody bathroom stall. Old Stella wasn’t sleeping with everyone, but she was certainly (and happily) leading them on. That’s all this is going to be.


He could get up and walk away now that he knows there’s no chance of us hooking up. I wouldn’t blame him for it either. Why waste his time hitting on me – if that’s even what he’s doing – if it’s not going to go anywhere? I don’t think he’ll call me a bitch or a cocktease like some other men might in this situation, but what do I know? This guy’s a stranger I just happen to have a mutual connection with, and we’ve been thrown together in one of the strangest situations imaginable.


‘Good to know,’ he says, like it’s really that easy for him to accept the limit I’ve set. ‘I’m perfectly fine with just talking.’


I snort, not buying it. ‘Oh, really? Am I that interesting?’


‘Compared to our current company?’ We both glance out at the rest of the high rollers’ room just as Sydney climbs up onto one of the poker tables and throws a shower of plastic chips in the air with a joyous squeal. ‘I’m happy spending my night with you.’


He’s already looking at me when I turn my head back, his eyes like pools of dark water, threatening to drown anyone who dares to stare for too long. Even I’m tempted to take a dip.


My stomach churns again, stirring heat through me. I didn’t expect to feel anything like this so soon after ending a relationship. It feels wrong and yet agonizingly right.


‘Sweet words,’ I finally eke out, lifting my glass again in hopes that more whisky will wash away whatever’s simmering in my gut. Instead, it’s like throwing gasoline on a flame.


I have to glance away, so I stare down at my lap. At some point, and I couldn’t say when, I’ve uncrossed my legs. It’s left us fully facing each other, my knees parted just enough that one of his has slipped between them, while the other brackets my right leg, almost as if he’s keeping me from bumping it against the bar. It’s annoyingly considerate.


But it also means he can probably see up my dress. Not that I mind. Someone other than me might as well admire my designer lingerie, five hundred dollars’ worth of chocolate-brown lace – but admiring is all he’s going to be able to do.


Well . . . unless I let him do more.


Flustered by the intrusive thought, I hear myself say, ‘Excuse me. I need to go powder my nose.’ And then I’m pushing his knee away and slipping off my barstool. I grab my clutch before hurriedly following signs for the restroom.


I pull out my phone the second I step into the dimly lit back hallway, and fire off a text to my best friend as I try to breathe deeply. I need to cool down and get a handle on whatever fucked-up hormones have me sweating, because this is not appropriate.


Stella: There is a very hot man here and I’m trying not to act a fool. Tell me to get my shit together.


I wish she were here tonight, and she would have been if she hadn’t broken her tibia five days ago while on a skiing trip in the Alps with her husband. While she’s technically not related to Janelle, Daphne, and me by blood, she’s still considered one of the Baldwin cousins since we all grew up together. More of our family photos have her in them than not.


Her reply pops up on my screen within seconds.


Mika: Go fuck him


I guess that’s what I get for asking her to convince me to do the right thing. Of my cousins, Janelle’s the angel on my shoulder. Mika’s the devil in a little red dress.


Stella: That was NOT the answer I was looking for


Mika: Why not??? You need to get laid, it’s been too long. Pussy’s probably got cobwebs all up in it at this point


Instead of replying, I call her.


‘First of all, that was just rude,’ I scold when she answers after the third ring. ‘And second of all, I am not about to make any bad decisions tonight.’


‘Hooking up with a hot guy is not a bad decision,’ she counters without missing a beat. ‘Besides, he knows Ron, right? And don’t we like Ron? Doesn’t that mean this guy’s essentially been vetted?’


We do like Ron. Mika and I put him through hell when he first started dating Janelle so we could be certain he wasn’t an asshole who’d mistreat our girl. In the year they’ve been together, I don’t know if I’ve ever seen a man – other than my father and Mika’s husband – more hopelessly devoted to his partner. I’d be jealous if I weren’t so hideously happy for her.


‘He’s a good guy,’ I concede. ‘But that doesn’t automatically extend to the people he knows.’ And, as I’ve learned, Thomas isn’t even close with him.


‘You don’t need a good guy to get your rocks off,’ she points out. ‘You’re hooking up with him, not marrying—’


‘Hey!’ I interrupt. ‘Still sensitive about that topic, all right?’


She heaves a sigh. ‘I know, I know. But, babe, you and Frenchie just weren’t meant to be. You need to put yourself back out there. He’s certainly not wasting any time.’


Her nickname for Étienne brings a hint of a smile to my lips. ‘I will eventually, but for now I’m trying to—’ I cut myself short when her last sentence registers. ‘Wait, what do you mean he’s not wasting any time?’


Silence crackles across the line. If there’s one thing Mika never is, it’s quiet.


‘Mika, what did you mean?’ I press.


‘Stella, don’t worry about it,’ she finally says, but from her tone I know she didn’t mean to let that slip.


‘Well, I am worried about it.’


She groans, hesitant to tell me anything. ‘Look, I may have heard that he was spotted out with a woman last night and that they looked . . . cosy.’


‘Cosy?’ I repeat, trying to keep the hysterical note out of my voice, but it’s no use. ‘The fuck does that mean?’


‘Stella . . .’


‘Tell me.’


‘It means they were kissin’ and cuddlin’, all right?’ she says bluntly. She’s not doing it to hurt my feelings – she knows how much I appreciate honesty – but it still makes me wince.


I swallow past the growing lump in my throat. ‘And you trust the source it came from?’


‘Well, the source was my own eyes, so . . .’


So Étienne really was out in the streets with someone else two weeks after leaving me at the fucking altar.


‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ I mumble, wanting to rub away the burn behind my eyes but knowing better than to ruin my mascara.


There’s a strong chance he was cheating on me for at least part of the time we were together, especially toward the end, but I never had proof or anything more than my intuition. Hearing this, though . . . It makes me wonder what I might have been wilfully oblivious to, all because I was so desperate to make it work.


I can’t deal with this. Not here, not now. There’s a pinching in my chest that always precedes a sob session, but I refuse to break down right now. Étienne stole so much from me already; I’m not about to let him steal more of my dignity by crying in the dark hallway of a casino.


‘I’m really sorry, honey,’ Mika says, and I know she genuinely is. ‘But if not wanting to go out and have the time of your life has anything to do with loyalty to him, throw it out. He doesn’t deserve it. It’s time for you to go live your life without that dour French storm cloud hanging over you. C’est la vie, right?’


I pinch the bridge of my nose to ward off the tears, but I can’t help the watery laugh that escapes me at her horrible attempt at a French accent. ‘Pretty sure you’re not using that phrase correctly.’


‘Hey, you’re the one who took lessons, not me.’


It’s a reminder of all the things I sunk into that relationship: French lessons so I could chat with his grandparents; missing store openings because he wanted me to constantly travel to Paris with him; all the nights I stayed out too late entertaining his business associates, even though I had my own important meetings the next morning. I put a lot into keeping us together, only to be repaid with heartbreak and disrespect.


‘I want you to be yourself again,’ Mika goes on when I don’t say anything. ‘I want my Stella back.’


I glance toward the doorway to the high rollers’ room. ‘I was actually trying to bring her back tonight.’ If I thought Daphne’s comments were enough to inspire Old Stella’s return, then this news about Étienne has made me more determined to not hold back.


‘Don’t let me stop you,’ she says brightly. ‘I’m living vicariously through you right now. Kind of hard to get it on when you’ve got a cast halfway up your leg, though that hasn’t put me off trying. Let’s just say we’ve been getting creative with it.’


‘Good for you, babe.’ My eyes are drying, my smile returning. ‘Just don’t break anything else.’


‘No promises. But hey, why are you wasting time talking to me? Go get that dick.’


‘There will be no dick-getting tonight,’ I tell her firmly, though I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince – her or myself. ‘But I will be flirting like my life depends on it.’


She’s right that I need to get myself out of this funk. It’s okay to grieve, to sit and lick my wounds, but it’s also okay to live my life however the hell I want. Who’s going to stop me?


When we hang up, I swing by the bathroom to look at myself in the mirror and make sure my make-up is still perfect. I throw in a little pep talk for good measure.


‘You’re a fucking knockout,’ I tell my reflection as I zhuzh the roots of my silk press. ‘Total package. Brains and amazing tits.’


It’s the speech I know Mika would give me if she were here. For the rest of the night, I’m determined to cling to the devil on my shoulder. The angel’s busy anyway.


Thomas is still sitting in the same place when I come back, his gaze tracking me as I approach. There’s a part of me that expected him to be there, yet there’s another part that’s surprised he hasn’t moved. He really didn’t get up to find a different conversation? To find someone he can actually take to bed tonight?


‘I think we’re gearing up for the next event,’ he announces as I slip back onto my barstool, and I watch the waitresses attempting to herd people toward the elevators. ‘Want to be my buddy for this excursion? Something tells me this night is going to devolve into mayhem.’


I don’t think he’s wrong about that. And considering he’s been decent company so far, I wouldn’t mind hanging out a little longer. He’s making what started as a terrible night into something bearable. ‘I’ll watch your back if you watch mine,’ I offer.


‘Great, because I’m not sure I like how that lady over there is looking at me.’ He nods toward a woman a few feet away, sipping her vodka cran through a tiny straw as she shoots coquettish glances in his direction.


‘That’s Christine,’ I whisper like I’m sharing a dark secret. ‘You’re right to be worried. She’s on the hunt for her fourth husband. Number three disappeared under suspicious circumstances last year.’


His eyebrows nearly shoot up into his hairline. ‘Seriously?’


‘Nah, I’ve actually never seen that woman in my life.’ I hop off my barstool and offer him my hand. ‘Come on. Let’s get the fuck out of here.’
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CHAPTER 5


Thomas


Nothing about tonight is going the way I expected. And that’s a good thing.


I presumed this party was going to teeter somewhere between a bore and a nightmare, but right now, it’s sitting on a completely different scale. All because of Stella.


She held onto my elbow during the journey from the high rollers’ room back down to the casino floor, supposedly because of her shoes, which she proclaimed were nothing short of a thousand-dollar death trap, but I’m choosing to believe she just wanted an opportunity to feel me up. Now she’s sitting next to me on the party bus, our shoulders and thighs pressed together thanks to the crowd pushing in from all sides. They were already a rowdy bunch, but after money won and lost, and a handful more drinks in their systems, they’re even worse.


We’re jostled and tossed about as the bus lurches into motion. Almost everyone is cheering, ready for the next part of the night, and some of my earlier apprehension creeps back in now that we’ve left the safety and security of the casino.


‘You’re doing that British thing again,’ Stella shouts over the music.


I glance down at her, brow furrowing, but I’m tempted to laugh nonetheless. Some of the things she says . . . they truly come out of nowhere. But fuck if it doesn’t get my mind off the thoughts that haunt me. ‘I’m sorry?’
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