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			DEDICATION

			Suzanne Todd is not only an award-winning, acclaimed producer of some of the most renowned movies ever made but she’s also a skilled poker player who’s claimed her spot in the World Series, and who still manages to be so very generous with her advice and time. Suzanne’s insight into the professional poker circuits was invaluable when writing this book.

			Thank you, Suzanne!

		

	
		
			Dear Readers:

			I am so very excited to share Behind Closed Doors with you. This is a bit of a lighter read than most of my books, with a stand-alone happily-ever-after ending, while most of my books are sagas, with many parts. This was a fun departure from my normal dark and gritty writing, and I hope you enjoy it.

			For those of you who have read the Inside Out and/or Careless Whispers series, you will get a glimpse into Ella’s secrets. For those of you who have not read those series, no worries! This story stands alone. 

			A note to my readers waiting for the release of Surrender, the final scheduled book for Careless Whispers: Behind Closed Doors is absolutely the calm before the storm, with a few clues to Ella’s past to tide you over until Surrender. Be prepared: Surrender is by far the darkest, most intense book I have ever written. And for my Inside Out fans, Chris and Sara will cross paths with Ella in Surrender, with danger in their paths.

			I hope you enjoy Behind Closed Doors!

			Lisa

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE[image: ]

			“BID. BID ON this one, Skye.”

			“They haven’t even opened the doors for us to see inside,” I say, glowering at my new friend Ella and wondering why I let her obsession with Storage Wars lead me to a real-life auction. Or maybe I do know. She isn’t easy to say no to, but due to my limited finances, I have no choice but to be cautious with my bidding.

			She balls a fist at her belly. “My gut says this one is for you.”

			I roll my eyes. “You’re too dramatic and I don’t bid on gut instinct. I’m a calculated buyer, not a spontaneous one.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with spontaneous,” she insists, her words as bold as her long red hair, while mine is a basic brown that fits my far more reserved personality. “You haven’t bid on anything,” she continues, pressing, “and I bought a unit that looks great and I did it by being spontaneous. This is the last unit of the day, Skye, and there’s not another auction in San Francisco until next month.”

			“That’s not a good reason to bid,” I argue.

			“A chance to make a profit is, though,” she counters, and I glance up to find the thirty-something man in a cowboy hat who’s been ogling me like I’m up for auction towering over Ella from behind to stare at me. The smirk under his dark mustache says he’s enjoying our argument a little too much.

			Grabbing Ella’s hand, I pull her down the hallway of the climate-controlled indoor facility and away from the crowd of bidders that has now dwindled to about twenty. “If I don’t get a unit, I don’t get a unit,” I whisper.

			She plants her hands on her hips and doesn’t soften her voice, proving she is as feisty as her red hair promises. “You’re just scared. You have to have courage. Remember your goal—the whole reason you wanted to come with me. You want to save money and get out of that secretary’s chair and into law school.”

			She’s right. I do, and a shortcut to get there would be nice, but that just isn’t how life works for me. “I’m waiting tables on the weekends to save money,” I remind her. “My tips are exceptional. I’m fine.”

			“You’ll be ancient when you get into law school, at the rate you’re going.”

			“By my calculations, I have to save for two more years and then I’ll have three years of school.”

			“Like I said. Ancient.”

			“Thirty is not ancient,” I say, though she’s hit a nerve. Life is passing me by and I’m ready to live it, not survive it.

			“I was teasing about that, but you want to start a career sooner if you can. You can cut that down by a year and a half if you make auction hunting work.”

			This is what I get for making friends in yoga class, which I started in order to curb the stress of working for an attorney who excels at being an asshole as much as he does at winning in the courtroom, not to create more stress. “Well, you know,” I say, lacing my words with the sarcasm I learned from my boss, “I guess we brunettes aren’t born with balls like you redheads. I’m playing it safe. If I don’t like how the unit looks when they open the doors, I’m not bidding.”

			As if on cue, the door to the unit is lifted and a look of scary determination flits across Ella’s face. “Don’t worry, Skye honey. My balls are big enough for both of us. I have a feeling about this unit. I’ll buy it and give it to you.” She turns and disappears into the crowd, pushing and shoving her way to the front of the group despite loud protests. I gape. I only just met her two weekends ago when she talked me into doing Storage Treasures online training for this, and good grief, somehow I haven’t even asked what she does for a living. She must need money or she wouldn’t be here. And even if she doesn’t, I can’t let her spend money on me. No. No way. That’s not going to happen. And I might not know her well, but I can already see her in my mind, handing me a key to the unit and telling me I’ll be wasting her money if I don’t turn it around.

			Dashing forward, I cut through the crowd and manage to get shoved and cursed at, proof these people take their auctions really darn seriously. Or that they’re rude. Or both. I try to inch forward again and end up several steps in the wrong direction. My gaze collides with my crazy cowboy, and we have a silent communication. He is going to help me—that understanding comes a second before he turns and becomes my personal linebacker. In a blink, I’m at the front of the group, and Ella’s nowhere to be seen. As I quickly try to determine what’s in the unit before the bidding begins, in a flash my cowboy goes one step beyond what he’s already done, placing himself in front of the auctioneer to talk up a storm, buying me time to decide if I want to buy this final unit. I lean left and right, seeing stacked boxes, hating the way we’re only allowed to glance inside before making our decision to spend money.

			Remembering my online auction-hunting class, I notice the boxes are neatly stacked and sealed, which means care was taken in packing and the contents are not likely broken. The person who owned the items seemed to care about them, and since they are sealed, the owner hasn’t come back and taken out the good stuff before the auction. It’s not a bad unit, but I feel really sad for this person losing their belongings, and I remind myself that if I don’t take the unit someone else will; this person’s life’s possessions are lost, no matter what.

			The bidding starts and it quickly goes up to $300. Ella appears in the front row and raises her hand for $350. Bidding for me, I know, and I’m not letting that happen. My heart is racing, but I raise my hand and end up making it $400. From there, the bid moves to my ceiling of $500 so fast, I have whiplash. Ella raises her hand and bids again. I grab her arm. “No,” I warn. “No higher.”

			“Six hundred dollars!” she shouts out, and before I can stop her, she’s gone to $700. The deal’s done. She’s bought the unit and I’m going to have to pay. She’s gotten lost in the high of bidding, in a way I can’t and won’t.

			The crowd begins to dissolve and I let my face drop to my hands, dreading my return to the ramen noodles of my college days that I’d left behind last year. Ella grabs my arm and pulls it down. “Stop fretting. It’s going to be an amazing buy.” She glances at her watch. “It’s only four o’clock. We have plenty of daylight left to dig through our units after we pay.” She smiles at me. “Don’t worry. I have some cash set aside for the sole purpose of turning this into a success.”

			“So is this your career?” I frown, a comment she once made coming back to me. “I’ve never asked, but I think I remember you making some comment about teaching?”

			Her gaze cuts upward and back. “I have an endgame, and this is the means to that end.” It’s not really an answer, and as she motions me forward, I get the idea that she’s not eager to go where this conversation was headed. Like I’d hit a nerve. “Let’s go pay and get our keys,” she says.

			Pay. Yes. We have to pay and I’m not letting her fund my unit, which means I’m going to be here all night digging through boxes to find a way to make back the money. My rent is due in two weeks and I need that extra $200 she just spent for me to write the check, without dipping into my savings, which I have a rule not to touch. And I learned the hard way that once you break your rules, you end up in trouble. And the last thing I need is more trouble when trouble is what I’ve left behind.

			•   •   •

			TWO HOURS LATER, I’m on my hands and knees, digging through boxes, and considering all the dirt and dust on me I’m thankful I wore my old jeans and a dark T-shirt. Unfortunately, I’ve found nothing worth $700. Frustrated, I surmise that I’m in good garage sale territory only, and by good garage sale, I’m thinking $300. Frustrated, I stand up and brush dust off my jeans. This unit is only a few months old. I can’t imagine the filth that would be built up in a unit that’s years old.

			“You have got to hear this,” Ella says, walking into the unit and holding up a red leather book. “It’s a journal. And let me tell you, what a journal it is!” She sits down on an ice chest.

			“That’s someone’s private thoughts,” I tell her.

			She glances down at an open box. “And you have someone’s underwear.”

			I sigh and claim a crate as my seat. “That’s about all I have in this unit.”

			“You have tons of boxes you haven’t opened,” she says. “Once you get them to your house you’ll feel better. I can help you tomorrow if you like.”

			This means renting a U-Haul I no longer have the money for. “Actually, thank you,” I say, “but I did that one-dollar one-month rental deal, so I have time. I want to go through everything I can here.”

			“Are you sure?” she presses. “I mean, it’s easier to sell from your place. You can list things on eBay and Craigslist, or even have a garage sale.”

			“I don’t have a garage.”

			“Well, a front yard sale.”

			“I live in a town house and this is San Francisco. I have grass patches.”

			“No one here expects the word yard to mean grass. It’s concrete. Good is enough.” Her eyes twinkle and she holds up the leather-bound book again. “Back to the journal.” She opens the book and starts to read:

			“I will remember tonight forever. Only my hands were bound and I stood in the middle of the room. He was naked and commanding, and it was in those moments that I would have done anything to please that man.”

			“Stop! Stop reading. You can’t read that. It’s her private life.”

			“I can’t help it. There’s something about this woman. If I read a little more, you’ll understand. She’s a woman reaching for her dreams—”

			“It sounded like sex,” I say, but that part about “doing anything to please a man” hits a wound I don’t want opened.

			“It’s more than sex,” she argues. “It’s her pushing her limits and being unafraid when she had been afraid, Skye.”

			Afraid. It’s a word I’ve allowed myself to know far too intimately, and I wonder what makes Ella, who seems so lighthearted and fun, connect to that word. “I’ll tell you more about it later.” She glances at her cell phone. “It’s late and I have a date tonight. I’d better go change. You leaving?”

			I shake my head. “I’m staying.”

			“It’s getting dark.”

			“It’s a lighted indoor facility, and I’m sure it has cameras. I’m fine.”

			Her brows pucker. “I don’t like leaving you.”

			“I’m fine. Go enjoy your date. I’m going to enjoy”—I smile and motion to the box beside her—“underwear.”

			She laughs. “I’m sure there’s more than underwear in here to find. Don’t forget to look inside all the books. You know people hide things in books.” She holds up the journal. “That’s how I found this little jewel.”

			That’s worth no money, I think, but I don’t say it. Judging from the way it seems to have affected her, maybe it has a value beyond money. “Go have a good date night.”

			“David’s pretty good at wining and dining me. I’ll call you tomorrow and see what great things you discovered. You did bring your own lock for the door like I told you, right?”

			“I did.”

			“Good. Be careful here alone.” We hug, and I watch her depart before heading toward a box of paperwork I’d seen earlier. We’re supposed to return legal papers to the front office, but I have to go through it first and make sure I’m not getting rid of anything of value.

			Two hours later, I’ve gone through every book, file, and stack of papers I can find in my new unit, and I’ve still found nothing. Stuffing some loose pages into a box, I’m ready to call it a night when a plastic sleeve the size of a bookmark falls from between papers I swear I’ve already checked. I reach down and grab it, and frown at the tiny key and a folded piece of paper stuffed inside.

			Snatching a pencil from the box, I inch the paper out of the sleeve and unfold it to find a purchase order for a locker at the bus station. Why would you keep something at a bus station that could be here, in this unit? It makes no sense. Do I dare believe that maybe, just maybe, whatever is in that locker will pay for the unit? At this point, I just want to break even. I return the slip of paper to the sleeve, holding on to it and my little piece of hope, then shrug my purse over my shoulder and grab the box of paperwork before heading to the door.

			As I step into the vacant hallway the overhead light flickers, clearly ready to burn out, the eerie silence surrounding me. I set the box on the floor, shove the heavy door shut, and dig the lock from my purse to snap it into place. I struggle to get the silver clip into the hole and drop the plastic sleeve. The lights flicker again, and, feeling more than a little jittery, I bend down to grab the sleeve, when a deep male voice says, “Need help?”

			Boots and jean-clad legs appear at my eye level, and I swallow hard at the idea that someone got this close without me hearing him. My gaze lifts to find a man towering over me, his shoulder-length light brown hair draping forward. Actually, he’s more jean-clad rock-star hotness than just a man, with that unexplainable edgy bad-boy quality so few of the male population possess and who a great number of women hope to find. It’s the same quality that smart girls like me know is trouble, usually by finding out the hard way. A lesson that runs deep and wide for me, and is exactly why I stick to suits and ties and—

			He extends his hand, and I suddenly wonder why I’m still on the ground when a man this hot is standing over me.

			I ignore his offer of help and pop to my feet. And good gosh, either I have shrunk or he’s really tall. My chin lifts and I decide he’s at least six foot three to my five foot four inches, and the already small hallway suddenly feels like a mouse hole. “Dropped something,” I explain. “But I’m fine. Thanks for the, ah . . .” The what? “Thanks. Though.” I cringe inwardly. I want to be a lawyer? I can’t even form sentences.

			He bends down and picks up the plastic sleeve before standing up again, glancing at the contents, and then offers it to me. “The ‘something’ you dropped, I think.”

			“Thanks, yes.” I accept the key and try not to speak for fear I’ll chew my tongue off. This makes me more awkward. And warm. I am really warm. I decide right then to name him “Trouble,” especially when his firm, full lips quirk as if he knows what I’m feeling and why—which, of course, since I guess him to be in his early thirties, he does. He’s had plenty of years to figure out how women respond to him.

			“You seemed to be struggling with the lock. You want me to take a look?” The light flickers again, his gaze lifting and lowering. “Preferably before we go dark.”

			“Oh, yes,” I say, stepping aside. “I do appreciate it. If you can’t get it, I’ll have to get help from the office.”

			“They’re closed.” He reaches for the lock and cuts me a sideways look. “So let’s hope I can work some magic, or you’ll have to buy a new one at the corner store.”

			“Closed? That’s not good.” I stuff the plastic sleeve into my front pocket. “I hate the idea of leaving the unit unlocked while I go to the store.” I wouldn’t want someone to steal my box of panties, I silently add. It’s a depressing thought and I watch Trouble struggle with the lock, hoping for his magic, only to find myself unsuccessfully trying to figure out what the tattoo on the palm of his hand is. I’ve always found the idea of being passionate enough about something to ink your body with it fascinating, and I wonder if I will ever feel that strongly about anything.

			Trouble finds his magic, pops the lock into place, and turns to me. “All set, but you might want to get some WD-40 in case it sticks again. Actually, a new lock is probably a safer bet.”

			It is new, but I say, “Yes. Good idea. Thanks.”

			We stare at each other. Why are we standing here staring at each other? And why is he here? Does he have a unit of his own? Do I care? I mean, he helped me, but then, wasn’t Ted Bundy a good-looking guy who played hero to unsuspecting women like me? Of course, I doubt a man like this one needs to stalk women in storage units to kill them. They’d fall willingly at his feet.

			The light flickers again and jolts some sense into me. Move. I need to move and be smart. Being alone in this hallway with a stranger is not safe. I bend down and pick up my box.

			“Where’s that going? I can take it—”

			“No!” I reply a bit too emphatically. “I’m good. Thanks for the help.” I rush down the hallway and, dang it, the stupid box is heavy and I have to stop and shift the weight. Finally, though, I’m across the vacant parking lot, standing beside my new ten-year-old white Camry, thankfully parked under a streetlight.

			I shove my haul into the backseat and quickly open the driver’s door. Unable to fight the urge, I turn to look back at the building, and I suck in a breath when I find Trouble standing at the doorway through which I’d departed, staring at me. And once again, I, too, just stand there and do nothing but stare at him. I’m not frightened, though maybe I should be, but I think . . . I think he’s making sure I got to my car okay. I think I want to go back to the building, thank him for his help, and find out his real name. But that would be inviting real trouble. I almost laugh at the silly play on words but they hold too much truth to dismiss them, and I force myself to turn away from my locksmith hero. Trouble is exactly what that man makes me want to invite.

			I slide into my car and lock the door but don’t drive away. I sit in the darkness with this sense of being afraid, and not of the man I’ve left behind. Of always running and never being daring enough for a man like Trouble. Of always being so cautious that I’m never more than I am right now.

			Ella was right. I have to take risks. I have to make things happen, or life will slip away. I pull the plastic pouch out of my pocket and work the paper free again, searching for an address to punch into my GPS.

			I’m going to the bus station. I’m going to find out what’s in that locker.

			•   •   •

			THIRTY MINUTES LATER, I’ve parked in the deserted bus station parking lot and there are a number of reasons I’m staring at the locker key and not moving. First and foremost, this is my last chance to find a way to earn my $700 back, and how likely is it that the prize is in a bus station locker of all things? The location feels like it’s home to some nefarious secret I may be better off not knowing. However, sitting in this car and diving into the old memories and emotions Ella has inadvertently stirred up with her “fear” comments holds zero appeal. I didn’t leave Los Angeles over fear. I left because I chose to start a new life. I left because . . . damn it. He was still there, but it wasn’t about fear. It wasn’t me being a coward. I simply chose to be smart. To leave a situation that could have turned dangerous. Again. It could have turned dangerous again.

			Needing out of my own head, I pop open the door and step outside into a gust of the typical San Francisco evening winds, which send a chill down my spine and inspire me to grab the lightweight jacket I keep handy in the backseat. I slip it on and decide to leave my purse in the car, lock the door, and stuff my keys and cell phone in my pocket, while the locker key is in my other hand, ready for fast use so I can get the heck out of here.

			Crossing the parking lot, I assess the whole three cars parked here and there and decide it must be a slow time for travel. Entering the building, there are rows of worn blue empty seats in the middle of the room and lining the walls, and some sort of unmanned check-in counter to the far right. Spying the lockers directly ahead, I charge forward and find the number I’m looking for rather quickly, but I’m ridiculously nervous. I inhale and then try to stick the key in the hole, only to discover my stupid hand is shaking, a bad reaction to adrenaline I’ve had since I was a kid and need to fix before law school. I just really need this locker to be worth $700. I steady my hand, turn the lock, open the steel door, and stare down at an envelope. I am not encouraged.

			Sighing, I reach for it and open the seal, retrieving a note card from inside that is typed with only a short note.

			Jason, It didn’t have to end like this. 

			A chill races down my spine, a sense of foreboding with it. The past is just too present and messing with my head. There is nothing wrong and I’ve taken self-defense classes. I can handle myself now, anyway. Inhaling on that logical thought, I reach inside the envelope again and find only a Ziploc bag, which I hold up to inspect. It holds nothing but what is surely a fake World Series $50,000 poker chip.

			I stare at the chip and wonder why it’s in a plastic bag. Frowning, I grab the note I’d found with it and read it again.

			Jason, It didn’t have to end like this. 

			Something about this feels really wrong. Like blackmail? Nervous laughter bubbles from my throat. “You, Skye,” I murmur, scolding myself, “have been watching too much Law & Order.”

			Shoving the plastic bag and the note back inside the envelope, I shut the door on the empty locker. I can officially say my auction hunting has been a bust. I have a poker chip you can most likely buy for about fifty cents and a bunch of someone else’s underwear. Perhaps I should have listened more to the Storage Treasures training and gone with no money my first time. Then Ella would not have been able to push me into bidding on something that didn’t feel right for me.

			Okay. Yes, she would have. She’d have just made the high bid herself and given me the locker. I should have stayed home; now I’ll have to work double shifts at the restaurant for months to make up the cash I’ve lost.

			Ready to get out of this place, I head toward the end of the row of lockers only to catch my jacket on the steel edge. I reach for it, and the key to the locker I’m holding goes flying from my hand. I cringe. Not again. Good grief. It bounces on the hard floor and goes under a row of lockers. I squat down, thankful I’m still in the jeans and tennis shoes I’d worn to dig through the storage unit, but I am not about to touch the filthy floor. Somehow it feels different than digging through dusty boxes. I’m also not getting the key unless I do. And why do I need the key anyway? The locker is empty.

			Decision made, I stand up and walk through the deserted rows of fake leather seats and past a man with ripped, dirty clothes who wasn’t here a few minutes ago and has decided to use several chairs as a bed. Coming here alone, after dark, was not my smartest decision. Who would even know if I went missing? Ella, I assure myself. And my asshole boss. Still, I’d let my fear over lost cash dictate my actions, and I’m sharper than that, but then I’ve never been to a bus station before, I remind myself. I thought it would be more like an airport, with lots of security and a food court to soothe my now extremely empty stomach.

			I’m almost at the exit when a tall, broad man in a leather jacket enters the station, and while not unattractive, his features are intimidatingly hard, his dark hair spiky. He holds the door for me and instant unease splinters down my spine, but then I’m jittery after reading that note. Using the same avoidance strategy I harness frequently at the meat market that is my gym, I avert my gaze and dart past him, murmuring a “Thank you,” and exit the building without incident, to be greeted by a chilly wind.

			I hunker down into my jacket and hurry forward, and it’s all I can do not to look back, but I don’t want to encourage interaction with the stranger. Thankfully the streetlights are brighter than I remembered, fully illuminating the parking lot that is now empty but for my car. I guess that means the spiky-haired guy took a bus here. Hmmmmm. Where is everyone else who was on his bus, if that’s the case? And the bus doesn’t seem to fit him anyway, which is silly, since this is a bus station and he is here. But then, so am I. He must have gotten dropped off to take a bus. It’s the only logical answer.

			Finally at my car, I allow myself a peek at the door to find no sign of the spiky-haired man in leather, and I’ve just started to slide into my car when I hesitate. The only way I can prove that locker is now mine is with that key, and yes, the locker is empty, but some gut feeling tells me I need to hold on to it. What if there’s some sort of registration paperwork the key will allow me to access? What if it connects to another locker? Most likely not, but I’m not ready to rule that out as an option if it might mean money. I slip the envelope under my seat, get out, and lock the car again, then some silly instinct has me removing my cell from my jacket pocket and typing in 911 before shoving the phone and my hand back inside my jacket. I’m ready, and giving myself no room to second-guess my actions, I jog back to the station.

			I rush inside and frown at the absence of the sleeping man, wondering where the heck he went to so quickly and where he might pop up.

			Actually, where’s the man in leather?

			Glancing at the check-in counter, I note that it’s still vacant as well. Feeling ever so uneasy, my heart races, and I quickly cut through the rows of chairs and approach the locker, stopping dead in my tracks. The man with the spiky hair is standing in front of it, and it’s open. Air freezes in my lungs. He found the key. The implication that he somehow knew I had dropped it is clear, and I am now standing right out in the open. If he turns his head he will see me. My heart leaps into my throat and I take off running. I am out of the building and hiking it to my car in a flash, and I’m not foolish enough to look back. My car keys are still in my hand, and I scramble inside the vehicle and lock the doors. I am shaking so hard that I can barely get the darn thing started. Finally, I put the gear into reverse and back up with a screech of tires, and as I do, I look at the entry of the bus station. Acid burns my throat. The spiky-haired guy is standing there staring at me. I hit the accelerator.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO[image: ]

			FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER I pull to the curb in front of my town house, and while I usually love my quaint little street, and my redbrick building hugged by two identical structures, it’s way too deserted and dark right now. In fact, it’s so far from the word quaint that it feels more like Nightmare on Elm Street. I’m regretting not having had the foresight to leave my porch light on. The idea of rushing to my door in the midst of the shadows isn’t pleasant, and I really wish I had a garage to hide my car in case the spiky-haired monster snagged my license plate number. Not that I’m sure he’d know how to find me with it, but he was watching me. He wanted that key. That means the poker chip and the note I’d found mean something to someone. What if the poker chip is really worth $50,000? Surely not, but come to think of it, I believe there was an acronym on it. For a casino or a hotel, maybe? I know nothing about poker and chips. Maybe I’m making this all up in my head. Maybe. Please let me be making this all up in my head.

			The porch light to the town house next to mine flickers to life and Molly, my sixty-something-year-old neighbor, opens her door and quickly claims the rocking chair on her porch. Relief washes over me at the friendly audience I’ve acquired, and I pop open my door, grab the envelope under my seat, and climb out of the car. “Hi, Molly,” I call out, pleased to have my little mother hen on guard, or what I expect a mother hen would be like to a daughter.

			“Hi, honey,” she calls out.

			I open my rear door and grab the box of paperwork I’d brought with me from the unit, shoving everything, my purse included, inside it. With quick steps, I hurry across my small patch of barely there lawn and up my brick steps, which are divided from Molly’s by a black steel railing with roses in the design. On my porch, I set the box on the floor and glance across the short brick wall between me and Molly to oblige the downfall, at least tonight, of mother-hen supervision. Chattiness.

			“How’d the date with Mr. Michaels go?” I ask, glancing toward my car and hoping there are no visitors.

			She crinkles her nose. “Boring old man. All he talked about was crossword puzzles and when I wanted to bet on which one of us could finish the same puzzle first, he balked at the chance to make it fun. Where are all the good men of yesterday?”

			“You really are a character, Molly,” I say, a bit of laughter bubbling from my lips despite my quick scan of the yard. “You’ll have to tell me more tomorrow. I’m exhausted tonight.”

			“Oh, right. The auction was today, wasn’t it?” I nod, and she angles her chair more in my direction, crossing her legs while her black slacks ride a bit high on her ankles, proving fashion is not one of Molly’s favorite things, as it once was mine. “Was it fun?” she prods eagerly. “Did you win a bid? Is that what the box is from?”

			“Yes, I won a bid but it wasn’t a good unit—the box is nothing but paperwork.” And a $50,000 poker chip, I think, not about to drag her into my potential trouble. “Which is why I don’t like to gamble.”

			“I should have gone with you.”

			“Then I’d have no savings left.”

			“No risk, no reward, honey.” She motions me forward. “Go rest. We can chat later and plan your next auction.”

			There will be no next auction, but again, I zip my lips on the topic. “’Night, Molly. I’ll drop by tomorrow.”

			“You’d better. I’m dying to hear more about your day.”

			While I’m dying to turn back time and forget this day. “I’ll stop by once I’m up and about tomorrow.”

			“Perfect. I’ll make mac ’n’ cheese,” she continues. “I know how you love it.”

			I smile, warmed by how this woman has made me the granddaughter she never had, and that I never was to anyone else who cared. “I do love it.” I lean over the brick and kiss my wild, gambling surrogate grandma good night. “Don’t have men at the house until all hours of the night.”

			She giggles. “I could only hope.”

			And she means it. She’s got a better sex life than I do, but that’s not hard since I don’t have a sex life at all these days. I unlock my door, flip on the entryway light, and grab the box. Finally inside, I lug the box up the twelve stairs leading to my living area and kitchen, then cross a short foyer to the next level of matching steps, which leads to my bedroom. My chest is heaving when I get to the top floor, and I now know why Molly uses her living room for her bedroom. I don’t know how she handles the first level of steps, let alone two, but then, sometimes the woman has more energy than I do

			Settling everything on the bed, I grab my phone, but have no idea who to call. Oh what I wouldn’t do for a real father, not a sperm donor jerk who wanted a boy, to turn to right about now. And oh, how certain I am that my sperm donor, and his gambling habit, would have answers for me if I did call him. I don’t even want to think about what his solution to my potential problem might be. Besides, he wouldn’t take my call. That’s why I stopped trying to contact him years ago. I consider dialing Ella but decide against it. She’s bold and daring, a younger Molly, sure to charge at the situation when caution might be a better choice.

			I set the phone down, kick off my shoes, and grab my MacBook to power it up. Opening the envelope, I remove the Ziploc bag with the poker chip. It reads “RDR, but nothing more. I Google it but find nothing that tells me whether this is real or fake.

			My cell phone rings and I grab it, glancing at the number to find Ella on my caller ID. I hesitate for several rings, afraid my need to tell someone what is happening will win, but remind myself I need to work on my own poker face, or rather my courtroom face. “Hey,” I answer. “What happened to your hot date?”

			“Oh, ah . . . nothing. I was just thinking about you.”

			“Well then, he can’t be that hot,” I tease.

			She’s quiet a beat. Then two. “Look, Skye. I tend to create a bubble around me and I think I pulled you into it. You wouldn’t let me buy the unit and—”

			“You can’t spend your money on my unit.”

			“I talked you into this.”

			“I made the decision. I’m strong-willed. You didn’t decide for me.”

			“But you don’t have the money to spare.”

			“And you do?”

			Another beat of silence. Then another. “Thanks to you following me to the auctions, I know where you live. I left the cash under your doormat.”

			“What? Ella—”

			“Like I said, I pulled you into my bubble.”

			This is not the vivacious Ella I know. “What bubble? What’s wrong?”

			“I need to run. But get that money so no one will steal it.”

			“Ella—”

			The line goes dead.

			I frown, staring down at the phone, not sure what to make of Ella. I barely know her but I like her, and now I’m worried about her, though I’m not sure why. It’s just a gut feeling. I can’t believe she left cash under my mat and I’m suddenly worried about it. Shoving off the bed, I rush down both levels of stairs and stand at my door. Never in the six months that I’ve lived here have I been nervous about opening my door, but for the second time in one night I punch in 911 on my phone and hold my finger over the dial button. I then flip on my porch light, inhale, and open my door. Quickly, I squat and lift the mat to grab an envelope in a split second, and am back on my feet in another. I’m just about to shut the door when movement across the street to my left catches my eye. Searching the shadows, a chill runs down my spine as I realize someone is next to a tree, but dressed in all black and wearing a hoodie, and I can’t make them out. But I’m pretty sure they’re staring at me.

			I slam the door shut and lock it, my heart thundering in my chest. Whoever that person was, they were looking at me because I turned on my porch light and opened my door. That’s all. That’s why. I leave the light on and race up the stairs and don’t stop until I’m on my bed again. I need a gun. Of course, I need to learn to shoot one first. Or . . . I could just pull the trigger. I open the envelope and find seven $100 bills. Guilt overtakes me, and I clear the emergency number and dial Ella. Her phone goes straight to voice mail. I try twice more and leave her a message.

			Sighing, and starting to calm down, I stuff the envelope in the drawer of my simple black nightstand, which doesn’t have to match my headboard because I don’t have one. I drag my MacBook to me and since it’s my boss’s property, I suddenly remember why I wanted this auction thing to work. I’m ready to make something of my life.

			Shaking off the disappointment the idea stirs in me, I prepare to deal with the lingering problem that $700 won’t solve. I google stolen World Series poker chips but find nothing, though I wonder if it would be made public. I try several other searches and finally find a brief reference to a tournament a year and a half ago that came up short a high-dollar chip that was never found. Suspicions of cheating were floating about but were unproven. I search for the amount of the chip but can’t find it. Shit. Shit. Shit. I think I have the chip.

			I read the note again. 

			Jason, It didn’t have to end like this. 

			There are only so many ways to take those words, considering where they were found, and blackmail seems pretty darn obvious. I mean, no one could cash in a stolen chip without being put in jail, so it has to be blackmail. Right? But did the poker player in question steal the chip or is he being set up? I am not lost to the irony of this being about gambling, considering my past, but that isn’t the cause of the sick feeling coming over me. I didn’t grow up protected or a fool. This is dangerous territory I’m treading, and people kill for far less than what I’ve stumbled onto. I stand up. I need to go to the police. But it’s after ten, and the idea of going out, in the dark, on Freddy Kruger Street is not good. I’ll wait until morning. Today is Thursday and I took a long weekend, a rarity for me, which was supposed to be about making money, not fighting crime. Or ending up in the middle of it.

			Sitting back down, I spend the next two hours digging through the paperwork in the box and pull out documents that tell me the unit’s owner was Stephanie Smith. I need this information for the police. Actually, they can have the box. They can decide what gets returned to the storage unit. I’m about to cave to the need for sleep but decide to try one more thing. I type in Jason and poker together in my search engine and discover there’s a professional poker player named Jason Wise. I click on the image files and just about fall over. It’s Trouble, my sexy blue-jean-clad stranger at the storage auction. I pull up his Wikipedia page and discover he’s thirty-two years old and one of the top-earning poker players on the planet, to the sum of $43,000,000 in winnings. The man doesn’t need a $50,000 poker chip. Unless . . . he’s cheated his way to winning? It’s a horrible thought, but then, so is blackmail. I press my hand to my face. What the heck have I gotten myself into?

			•   •   •

			MORNING COMES WAY TOO EARLY, considering I read everything I could find on poker and Jason before scouring the box for clues about ten times. From there, I’d tossed and turned to the tune of only a few hours’ sleep, but I still wake ready for my visit to the police department. Two cups of coffee and a shower later, I’ve dressed in black slacks and pumps paired with a long-sleeved green-blue silk blouse that matches my eyes. My brown hair is long and sleek, my makeup light and simple by reason and choice. Working in a law office, and looking younger than my age, has taught me that looking professional helps me earn at least a tad more credibility than I might otherwise achieve.

			I’ve just tossed my purse in the box that I’m preparing to pick up when my doorbell rings. More of the unease I’d felt at the bus station last night rushes through me, which is silly. It’s nine in the morning and there’s plenty of sunshine beaming through my window that most certainly ensures my neighborhood is lively. Still, as I abandon the box and purse and head down the stairs, there is no denying the trepidation in my steps, though the second ring of the bell has me moving a bit faster.

			“Who is it?” I call out. The lack of windows and peephole at my entryway is a real flaw.

			“It’s Molly.”

			Relief washes over me, and with my hesitation gone, I unlock the door and open it. That’s when my mouth drops open. Molly isn’t alone. Trouble, otherwise known as Jason Wise the poker player, is standing with her.

			Not only is Trouble standing at my door, looking like sex in denim and a black T-shirt, his long light brown hair tied at the nape, he isn’t gazing at me with the warm interest he had back at the storage unit. No. His eyes glint with the kind of hostility I’d expect he’d offer someone who’d just wrecked one of the many sports cars his millions can buy. Or who’d stolen his poker chip.

			Molly grins and nudges Trouble. “Look who’s here!”

			“Trouble,” I say, and I consider telling her I mean it, but I don’t want to risk putting her in danger. And what if there is no real danger? I’ll look foolish.

			Trouble arches a brow at me, as if the name isn’t obviously fitting considering he’s either blackmailed the storage attendant for my information or had me followed.

			Molly frowns before I can decide if I should say as much and gives him a curious look. “I thought your nickname was ‘Red Bull’?”

			“Red Bull?” I ask, unable to help myself. I’d read a reference to this last night and couldn’t find out where the name came from. What else am I going to ask with my sweet, elderly neighbor standing here? Hi, Mr. Rich and Sexy in Denim. Are you here to kill me and take the poker chip?

			His too firm and too sensual mouth quirks. A mouth I’m willing to bet can be brutally hot. Or maybe I shouldn’t bet. He’s good at winning. I’m not.

			“It’s a nickname,” he informs me.

			“Because?” I inquire, daring to ask the obvious and reveling in anything that keeps small talk rolling, as if that’s going to actually make my stunned brain figure out how to get out of this.

			“Because,” he supplies, “I have a thing for drinking Red Bull when I play, and”—he pauses for obvious and dramatic effect—“when I see something I want, I’m a bull charging for my prize.”

			I swallow hard. This is the kind of man a woman wants to have say something like that to her, but in the context of stripping her naked, not stripping her of a $50,000 poker chip.

			Molly glances at me. “I can’t believe I’m finding out that you knew Jason when he showed up on your doorstep. What if I hadn’t been on my porch? I’m a huge, huge poker fan.”

			“I had no idea,” I find myself saying, as if I really know this man and should have told her.

			“You know how much I love bingo night.”

			Jason actually laughs, and it’s a deep, sexy, lighthearted sound that seems to have taken him as off guard as it does me. Do monsters laugh like that? Apparently sexy ones do. He glances at Molly. “Bingo night? What does bingo have to do with poker?”

			“We aren’t some old-lady bingo group. We bet for real money. You can come, too. You’d be a good distraction to help me win. But if you want to play, I have to warn you”—she wiggles a gray eyebrow—“I like Red Bull, too.”

			I cringe. Tell me she didn’t just say that. I bury my face in my hand.

			Trouble chuckles. “I bet you do, and thank you for the escort to the door. Right now”—he glances at me—“I need some up-close-and-personal time with your neighbor.”

			Heat rushes over my body. “With me?”

			“Yeah, sweetheart. With you.” He advances on me and doesn’t look at Molly again. Before I can blink, he’s crowded his way into my entryway and shoved the door closed, locking it. I won’t risk putting Molly in danger by yelling, but I need to get some distance from this man. I rush up the stairs toward the living room, on the hunt for my cell phone so I can be ready to call 911. I make it up to the living area and hesitate for a flash of a moment. My phone is one level up in the bedroom, and that room would send a bad message to Mr. Red Bull. It’s also the location of the chip I fully intend to give to the police, not him.

			The hesitation is a mistake. He grabs my arm and turns me to face him, and his hand on my arm is a gentle vise, my awareness of the small space and his big body too intense. My heart is beating so fast I can’t breathe.

			“How are you here?” I demand. “I gave you no personal information.”

			“Well, Skye, I have friends in high places.”

			“At a storage facility? Are there even high places at a storage facility?” I have no idea what made me make a smart-ass comment. I don’t do that. This is not the time to do that.

			“Aren’t you funny?” he mocks.

			“No. No, really, I’m not funny. I’m planning to go to law school. I’m quite serious, actually.”

			He grimaces. “An ambulance chaser. Wonderful. Just what I need right now.”

			Offended, I snap back, “That’s the most discriminatory thing you could possibly say. That’s like saying all women are stupid.”

			“Attorneys aren’t protected by discrimination laws, and I do not think all women are stupid. Don’t put words in my mouth.”

			“You called all attorneys ambulance chasers.”

			“I did not call all attorneys ambulance chasers.”

			“Maybe you don’t like attorneys because you’re afraid you might need one.”

			It was the wrong thing to say. Before I know what is happening, he’s walked me against the arm of the couch and pinned me between his big body and the hard surface. His legs are pressed to mine, hips molded against me. His hands plant on either side of me on the couch, and I’m trapped.

			“I’d hoped you weren’t involved, but that statement you just made tells me you are. Blackmail will get you nowhere with me, sweetheart, and neither will avoidance or playing it coy. So don’t even try.”
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