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RUNNING AWAY TO HOME

Swept Away, Book 1

Rosemary Willhide

If home is where the heart is, Nia Kelly is screwed.

The twenty-four-year-old fitness instructor nearly faints when Hollywood heartthrob Derek Pierce comes to her spin class at an exclusive Las Vegas sports club.

There is an instant spark, an undeniable heat between. But falling in love is not in her plan and Nia is a girl who sticks to the plan.

She moved to Las Vegas to escape her past; a past with secrets that still haunt her. A romantic entanglement with a celebrity like Derek will put both of them in danger. She doesn’t know if she’ll ever be safe, ever be free.

Then he looks at her with those gorgeous blue eyes, and is impossible to resist. Her world flips upside down.

Reader Advisory: Please be advised, the devastatingly handsome hero awakens our feisty heroine, she’s super horny, all the time!


DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the loving memory of our adopted dogs, Smuckers and Cleo. They were my first puppy loves and my inspiration for the canine characters, Sammy and Coco. This one’s for you, Smuckers, my doggie soul mate and Cleo, my angel.


CHAPTER ONE

“Happy anniversary, Nia!”

“Thanks, it’s like my very own Nevada Day.” I’d been living in Las Vegas for exactly one year.

Julia was anxious to celebrate. “Are you done for the day?”

“Yeah, I just taught a killer spin class. I kicked everyone’s ass, including my own.” An hour of hard cardio on the bike was a perfect finish to my day. “I’m at the big gym on the other side of town. I’ll probably be stuck in traffic. Why don’t I text you when I get to the guesthouse? I’ll jump in the shower and then I’ll be up.”

“Sounds great, I’ll call the gang and let them know the plan. We know you love it when a great plan comes together.”

We chuckled, because I considered myself the social coordinator of the group. We were celebrating my anniversary with a TV binge watching party and cocktails. We watched everything from classics like The Brady Bunch to the latest hit series on cable. Julia owned every Blu-ray and DVD ever made. It was quite impressive to a TV junkie like me.

I was ready to toast my new beginning, but being a bit of a control freak I asked, “So, what are we watching tonight?”

“I knew you were going to say that. I asked everyone and they said you should pick. Then, they put in their two cents. It looks like season three of First Bite is the big winner.”

We giggled and yelled out, “The Naked Season!”

First Bite was a current popular series on cable. It had hot, naked, male vampires. I was in!

I climbed in my Honda. It was such a beautiful March day in Vegas. I didn’t care about the traffic. I couldn’t wait to get home. Well, it was Julia’s home, but I was more comfortable in her guesthouse than any other place I lived. I was lucky to have her in my life.

We’d been best friends since we met at college in Pittsburgh. Julia was gorgeous on the outside, and even more beautiful on the inside. When I needed her last year, she was there. She rescued me from my horrific situation in Pittsburgh and helped me start fresh. What would I have done without her? For a second, I drifted to my darkest moment.

I quickly shook it off and focused on happier thoughts. Secretly, I was happy Julia’s husband was away on business, because it meant she was free until tomorrow night. Of course, I adored Phillip. He was great, but I only spent time with Julia when Phillip traveled.

Our arrangement was simple. I lived in their guesthouse and hung out with Julia while Phillip was out of town. When they traveled together, I stayed in the downstairs master suite at the main house and hung out with their adorable rescue dogs, Coco and Sammy.

Their home, or should I say McMansion, was nestled in the Mountain Heights Country Club. It was resort-style living at its finest—beautiful estates right on the greens with the Red Rock mountains for a backdrop. Living there held many advantages, like major social events at the clubhouse. They had a sports club in a separate building across the street. Tennis and golf were the big draws, but there was also a small group exercise room for fitness classes. I wasn’t a country club kind of girl, but for now, it all worked.

Phillip Dickson was forty, fifteen years older than Julia and I. He was a successful entrepreneur. Julia met him when she moved to LA right after college.

The rest of my gang consisted of Steve, Scott, and Brooke. Steve Larsen and Scott McMillan, a fabulous gay couple, lived next door. Both of them possessed a wicked sense of humor. We bonded instantly.

Brooke Andrews was the fitness coordinator at the Mountain Heights Country Club. Julia introduced us when I moved to town. She hired me to teach spin, Pilates and Body Sculpt.

Sometimes we were mistaken for sisters. We both had long dark hair and small, lean frames. Brooke was an excellent coordinator. I appreciated her organizing skills and attention to detail. People called us anal and crazy. We preferred to think of it as enthusiasm for a well-executed plan.

When we were together, it was like family, something I hadn’t experienced in a long time.

My ringing cell phone startled me as I crept along in traffic. The freeway resembled a parking lot. I drove fifteen minutes and barely moved. Whoever called left a message. I heard my cell beeping away. I crawled off the freeway and listened to the message.

It was Brooke. “Hey, Nia, it’s me. Happy anniversary! I talked to Julia and she told me the plan, but I wanted to run this by you. Someone called the fitness desk and requested a private spin class for tonight. I didn’t get a name, but call Sonya and let her know if you can get here by seven. I wanted to offer it to you first, because you’re the best. Don’t worry about us. We wouldn’t dream of starting the festivities without you. See you soon. Bye.”

Well, crap! I mean, I was thrilled Brooke thought of me, because the private classes paid so well, but I’d never been a fan of last-minute changes. I was the least spontaneous person on the planet. Still, it was doable. I called Sonya Reed, aka “Madame Scowls-A-Lot,” and told her I was on the way. I texted Julia the new plan and hurried to the club.

God, I hated dealing with Sonya. Her scowl seeped through the phone. For some reason Sonya disliked me from day one. Brooke said she was jealous, which made no sense.

I was the ordinary girl next door. Only I sported a giant potty mouth. I appeared innocent, but I could give a sailor a run for their money. I offered up a few gems on my drive since Sonya wouldn’t tell me who requested the private class. She just said there would be two people, and they weren’t my regular students. That made me anxious.

Sometimes the super-rich and fabulous vacationed for months, and their super-rich and fabulous friends stayed at their houses and enjoyed the amenities of the club. We even had a few celebrities in class. I cringed every time I thought of my private Pilates class with a famous Kate. I told her how great she was in Titanic! It was the wrong Kate. My mouth always landed me in trouble.

Too bad the class wasn’t with one of my regular students. They were fun. I loved them.

Yes, teaching suited me. It was great to be back in top physical shape. I was stronger than ever. Little by little, I put the past behind me.

I arrived at the club with ten minutes to spare and exchanged my usual unpleasantries with Sonya and her scowling face. Sometimes she smiled at the members, but usually, it looked like she smelled a fart. Of course, she had no new information on the mystery students. She acted evasive on purpose.

I opened the equipment closet. Barely reaching the top shelf, I grabbed the rubber mats that went under the bikes to protect the hardwood floor. Then I wheeled out three spin bikes.

It was seven-ten when Larry Wall popped his head around the door.

“Hey, Nia, I requested you for a private spin tonight. Brooke said you were already booked. What gives?”

“Sorry, Mr. Wall, I was supposed to have a seven o’clock, but I don’t think they’re coming. I’m giving them five more minutes before I take off.”

“You should join me at the clubhouse for a drink. Big Larry’s buying.”

I almost threw up a little in my mouth. “Thank you, but it’s against the rules.”

He tromped off as Sonya shot me a disapproving glare from the fitness desk. Why couldn’t he pay attention to her instead of me? He should hit on someone his own age.

Larry Wall was in his late forties and a major tool. For starters, he was married, although I’d never seen Mrs. Wall at the club. I called him Larry the Letch.

What the hell, seven-fifteen and no one showed. I should be celebrating my anniversary with cocktails and First Bite.

I gave up and wheeled a bike back into the closet. You would think a fancy country club would have a spacious equipment closet, but not this one. The first bike was in and I shoved the damn thing over to make room.

A deep voice echoed in the room. “Sorry I’m late.”

I spun around and nearly fainted. Holy, hot vampire, it was him!

Time stood still as I openly salivated over the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen. It was Derek Pierce, aka sexy Vampire Drake Braden on First Bite. This was not any run of the mill sexy vampire. He was the vampire. Vampire Drake totally floated my boat and powered my doughnut. He was even better looking in person.

Derek was thirty-two, six-foot-four and perfectly chiseled from head to toe. He had dark-blond wavy hair and ice-blue eyes. It should be illegal to be this hot.

My head swirled with so many impure thoughts. I should spend months in confession.

“Are you Nia?”

I may have mumbled something like, “Uh huh,” but who knew?

He offered his hand. “Hi, I’m Derek, Derek Pierce.”

I placed my hand in his. He gazed at me with those eyes and I practically swooned. I was also aware of how tiny my hand was in his. Yes, such lovely, large hands…well, you know what they said.

Oh shit, I had to pull it together.

Eventually an actual sentence plopped out of my mouth. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Pierce.”

“Please, call me Derek.”

“Actually, the club is pretty formal, so I kind of can’t.”

“Very well then Miss…Miss…”

“Oh…sorry…Kelly.”

Derek’s gaze captured mine. “It’s very nice to meet you, Miss Nia Kelly.”

There was something about the way he said my name; it sounded so sexy.

Mama Mia! My body flushed with sweat and we hadn’t started the workout.

Thank heavens the teacher in me returned. “They told me the class would be for two people. I’d be happy to wheel out another bike.”

“I’m afraid you’re stuck with just me. My girlfriend Eden, I mean, Miss Fox, couldn’t make it.”

He took my breath away and apparently my memory. I nearly forgot he dated Eden Fox.

I played it cool…ish. “You mean Eden Fox, the movie star? I love her. She is such a great actress.” It would’ve been great if I’d only said that, but when I was nervous, I babbled like a freaking idiot. Derek smiled politely.

I caught myself, mid ramble. “I’m sorry, sometimes I talk too much.”

“No need to apologize. Actually, I’m an actor too. I’m on a show called First Bite.”

“Really? I’ve never seen it. I don’t watch much television.”

For the love of God, what did I just say? I touched my nose to see if it grew like Pinocchio. Clearly, my pants were on fire, because I was a big, fat liar.

He bristled. “Look, I was hoping for a solid hour of intense cardio, but I know I was late. We can reschedule if you want.”

Should I reschedule? Maybe next time I wouldn’t be such a moron and have on makeup and perhaps a ball gown.

I collected myself and pressed on. “Of course, we can do an hour. What kind of music do you like?”

“I like everything, surprise me.”

We hopped on our bikes and spun like mad. I pulled out all stops hoping he’d sweat so profusely, he’d strip his shirt off. I was dying to see the Holy Grail of abs. Of course, he was in awesome shape. The harder he peddled, the sexier he became.

The hour flew by. Afterward we cooled down and stretched.

Derek toweled off his glistening sweat. “That was great. You really did surprise me. It was like the hardest spin class I’ve ever done. I’m not sure I expected that.”

“Yeah, I get that a lot.” Geez, why was I such a cocky smart ass? Although, in a way it was true, I was tougher than I looked.

He opened the door to our tiny equipment closet.

I interrupted him. “Don’t worry about the bikes. It’s a bit of a tight squeeze. Everything has to go in a certain way or it doesn’t fit.”

“I’m more than happy to help you.”

“No, I got it. Have a great night.”

I grabbed a mat and went to the closet. Like always, I hoisted it to the top shelf. Only this time all the mats tumbled on my head.

“Son of a bitch!”

I offered up a silent prayer. Please, Lord, when I turn around, I pray the vampire with the ass that just won’t quit will be gone. I spun around and no such luck.

Instead, a grin crossed his face that nearly detonated my panties. “Are you sure you don’t need any help?”

“No, I’m fine, sorry about that.” Mortified, I picked up the mats and willed him to leave. He didn’t. In an instant, he was right behind me. Derek gently placed his hands on my shoulders. Every cell in my body tingled and fizzed.

He was so close. His warm breath was on my neck. “Miss Kelly, I insist.”

One hand grabbed a mat, and his other hand lingered. His long, exquisite fingers grazed the exposed skin on my back. A surge of electricity fired through me. I exhaled and struggled to find my voice.

I whispered. “I’m sorry I said, ‘son of a bitch.’”

He whispered back. “I believe you just said it again, Miss Kelly.”

Then he was engrossed in the task. He put those mats away like nobody’s business. I gawked and admired the view. I should’ve said something like, thank you.

Like a dumbbell, I said, “Wow, you’re like really tall.”

He turned to me with a sly smile. “Yeah, I get that a lot.”

We stood there, locked in each other’s gaze. There was unexpected warmth in those icy-blue eyes. They held me in a dreamy trance.

Breaking the silence, Derek said, “You know, I’m in town for the week. I’d like to do another private class with you if that’s okay.”

I snapped out of my blue-eyed induced coma. “Sure, contact the fitness desk and they’ll set it up.”

Oh, the thrill of victory!

He picked up his bag and sauntered out the door. “Thanks. My girlfriend would love it.”

And…the agony of defeat!

* * *

“Tell us everything!”

“We want all the details!”

“Oh my hell, he is so hot!”

News of my private class with Derek/Vampire Drake Braden reached the masses. The interrogation was brutal.

“I already told you. He’s gorgeous, he has a movie star girlfriend, and I made an ass out of myself. I can never watch another episode of First Bite again.”

They protested and I begged. “Can’t we watch something else like The Andy Griffith Show?”

It was a hopeless cause. Mayberry was out, and Derek was in. I didn’t stand a chance.

Steve and Scott were ruthless every time Derek came on screen. “Nia, there’s your boyfriend. He wants to bite you.” I took it in my stride and played along.

By eleven o’clock, we called it a night, and said our goodbyes. I stayed and helped Julia clean the kitchen.

My emotions bubbled up. “Thank you, for the party and for everything. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”

Julia hugged me. “I only wish I’d gotten to you sooner.” She changed the subject. “Now, you better get some sleep. You have a hot, sexy vampire to dream about.”

“Yeah, right, I hope I never see him again.”

On my way out the door Julia shouted, “Well if you do, you might not want to say son of a bitch…twice!”

As I walked down to the guesthouse, I couldn’t erase Derek from my mind. Would I see him again? Did I even want to? I replayed our encounter in my head. The way he looked at me. How my body responded to his touch; what was that? That never happened to me before.

Maybe it was because my romantic entanglements read like a Who’s Who of strays and losers. No wonder I chose to avoid men when I moved here. It was easy considering I had zero interest—until tonight. There was something between Derek and me.

Why did Julia have to leave town tomorrow?

When she traveled, I was lonely. In those moments, I missed my mom the most. She died in a car accident when I was twelve. A distracted driver on a cell phone ran a red light and hit her broadside. Mom was my whole world. She possessed this special, almost magical quality. Skinned knees healed faster, and the tiniest achievements were cause for celebrations. She would have doled out the best advice about men. She was charming and had Dad wrapped around her finger.

I sometimes fantasized about how life would have been if she lived. Everything would be different, the relationship with my dad, the choices I made. Instead, I was a walking disappointment.

Dad and I were lost after the accident. He checked out for a while and then remarried. I was stuck with an evil stepmother and two wicked stepsisters. They made the characters in Cinderella look like a trio of homecoming queens.

A noise at my patio door jolted me from my momentary funk. It was Sammy, Julia’s black lab. Although Coco, Julia’s other rescue dog, didn’t venture to the guesthouse, from time to time Sammy snuck out the doggie door and slept with me. He was the only male in my bed for a long time now, and that was fine by me.

I opened the door. Sammy trotted in and made himself at home. I was anxious. I clicked on the television and chose a Friends rerun I’d seen a hundred times.

When I couldn’t sleep, there was something comforting about reruns. It was my version of a sleeping pill, and it worked almost every time. Sure enough, before the credits rolled, we were asleep.


CHAPTER TWO

I woke up in restless fog. My fitness classes did the trick. The endorphins kicked in and kicked out my anxiety and cloudy brain.

My last class on Tuesday was at the country club. It was a spin class. I looked forward to seeing my favorite students. I adored Sue and Jeff Peterson. They were in their early fifties and in amazing shape. They’d been married for over twenty years and appeared madly in love.

I also enjoyed Nancy Simmons and Sharon Gill. I called them the chorus girls. They sang along to all the songs. They joked about bringing microphones for karaoke spin. Steve and Scott said they’d be coming; better bust out a show tune or two.

Ah, crap! Did Steve and Scott already blab about my class with Derek? Why couldn’t I stop thinking about him?

I ran to the fitness room to ensure the boys shut their pie holes.

I was too late. Steve and Scott told the Petersons and the chorus girls. The avalanche of questions hit the second they spotted me.

Mrs. Peterson nearly hyperventilated. “Oh, Nia, what was Derek like? Is he as good looking in person?”

Everyone but Mr. Peterson sounded like a bunch of cackling hens. There was a sudden silence. All eyes whipped to the door. I turned to find Sonya the Scowl and the most beautiful bouquet of flowers I’d ever seen. “Here, Nia, these came for you.” She practically threw them at me.

Scott said, “Who are they from? Open the card.” The attention was too much, but I was as curious as they were. The card read:

Son of a bitch!

That was a great spin class!

Thank you,

Derek Pierce

I couldn’t believe it. I shoved the card in my gym bag so no one would see.

How was I going to get out of this one? I had to fess up. “The flowers are from Mr. Pierce.”

They cheered and high-fived. My face blushed in shades of red. I was relieved Sonya exited before I said the flowers were from Derek. That scrunched up face loved to gossip.

Steve chimed in. “I think someone is quite smitten with our Nia Kelly, or should I say Nia Pierce.”

Oh man, this was out of hand. I seized control of the situation. “Okay, guys, I’m sure Mr. Pierce’s assistant sent the flowers. It’s not a big deal, and we don’t need to mention them again. What happens in spin, stays in spin.”

* * *

After class, I rushed home to drive Julia to the airport. Phillip was in New York finishing a seminar, and she was joining him for a little fun in the city.

“Julia, am I crazy for thinking he felt something too?”

“No, I think he is totally into you and why not, you’re amazing in every way.”

She was always my biggest cheerleader.

“I doubt it. He’s dating Eden Fox. She’s one of the most beautiful women in Hollywood.”

“She doesn’t hold a candle to you. Plus, beautiful people in Hollywood break up all the time.”

That was true, but Derek and Eden were dating for two years, now. Before that, he dated Gisela Monet, who played Victoria on First Bite. Derek broke up with her. At least that was what they said on TMZ and they knew everything.

I sighed. “I’m sure in a week or so I will forget all about it. I’ll be fine.”

When I dropped off Julia, she told me she would text me when she landed and I’d see her Saturday morning.

Could Julia be right? Could Derek be into me? By the time I pulled in her driveway, I convinced myself just this once Julia was wrong, and Derek hadn’t given me a second thought.

Since I was on dog duty the next few nights, I scurried it to the guesthouse to grab a few essentials, like my pajamas. I always wore a T-shirt and boxers. It wasn’t very sexy, but Coco and Sammy never complained.

Laundry also beckoned. I snatched up my basket, swung it around, and knocked over some stuff on my dresser. God, I was clumsy. I put the basket down and cleaned up the mess. It wasn’t too bad, just a can of Shaper hairspray and a small jewelry box that belonged to my mother. A few pieces of jewelry spilled on the floor. I picked up my mom’s locket, and then I spied it, my wedding ring.

Seeing it was a punch to the gut. Why did I still have the ring? I sunk to the floor. My hands shook when I picked it up. It was a nice ring, a Ryan family heirloom, but to me it represented the biggest mistake of my life.

Nick Ryan came from a wealthy family in Pittsburgh. We met one night in a bar. I was with Julia and having a blast. We were about to embark on our senior year of college.

Nick noticed us right away. Two tipsy blondes were hard to miss. I had a trendy bob in college. What was I thinking? It looked terrible.

He sent over a round of drinks. We smiled and waved. He strolled over to our table with this air of confidence. I assumed he was there to talk to Julia and her voluptuous perfectness. He wasn’t; he honed in on me.

He was handsome in his own way, nearly six feet, with dark hair and deep-set brown eyes. I was twenty-one, and he was twenty-seven. I wasn’t looking for a boyfriend, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He’d pop up on campus and whisk me away. My favorite thing was a good, old-fashioned family dinner. At first, Nick’s family welcomed me. They appeared loving and tight-knit. It was what I longed for.

However, the relationship moved too fast. Nick was ready to settle down and I wasn’t. Eventually he wore me down. We announced our engagement at Thanksgiving. Then, he changed. He was more domineering and not as attentive. I almost broke it off, but I was scared.

I had no plan after graduation. I couldn’t go to LA with Julia. Dad would’ve flipped. He never supported any of my acting endeavors. My minor in theatre disappointed him, because it took the focus off my major, business management.

When my final semester loomed before me, I was lost. So, when Nick pressured me to get married over the winter break, I agreed. Then, he demanded I drop out of college. He said I didn’t need a degree. After all, I was Mrs. Nick Ryan.

I stared at the ring and choked back tears. Why did I ever marry him? Visions of what he did during my last terrifying night in Pittsburgh invaded my brain. My entire body shuddered. I couldn’t go there.

I opened one of the drawers and hurled the ring inside. I slammed it shut so hard it shook the dresser. I wrapped my arms around my legs and prayed, “Please don’t let Nick ever find me.” I kept repeating it. Had we done enough to keep him away from me forever? I left Pittsburgh in the middle of the night with Julia’s help. I went back to being a brunette and changed my name to Nia Kelly. Mrs. Meagan Ryan was gone. As far as I was concerned, she never existed.

I picked myself up and got the hell out of there. I marched to the main house more determined than ever. I wasn’t weak, scared, or vulnerable. I wasn’t going to waste a single second dwelling on any man. That included, Derek Pierce!


CHAPTER THREE

My cell rang. I was barely awake and didn’t answer. I took a lot of crap for never answering my phone. In my defense, I was usually in the car or in class.

Oh, nuts! The phone woke up Coco and Sammy. I stumbled through the TV room and opened up the French doors. Even though they had a doggie door, Coco hardly used it. I checked my voice mail. It was from Brooke.

“Hey, Nia, I hope I’m not waking you. I got a message from the fitness desk, guess who requested you for a private spin tonight at seven. Derek Pierce! You must have made some impression, first the flowers and now this. Anyway, it’s for two people. Call me when you get this and let me know if you’re available. Talk to you soon. Bye.”

Well, shit! Seeing Derek again made me anxious. Seeing him and his movie star girlfriend made me sick. I hated to say no and let Brooke down, but I couldn’t do it.

I took a deep breath, and called her back so they could get someone else. I rambled for about five minutes, making no sense. Brooke was sweet. She let me off the hook.

* * *

The day whizzed by. I finished teaching and was ready for doggie duty. I took a quick shower and threw on some shorts. The dogs and I scurried out for a walk. It was a beautiful Las Vegas evening, and we enjoyed every minute of it.

Julia and Phillip adopted Coco and Sammy from the local Humane Society shortly after I moved to town. They were about five years old. Their owners turned them in because they lost their house and couldn’t keep them anymore. In a way, Julia and Phillip rescued all three of us.

Coco was a little smaller than, Sammy. She was mellow with a brownish soft coat. She was also a lab, but probably mixed with something else. We weren’t sure. Sammy was the alpha dog and super protective of me. I loved them as if they were my own. It made Saturday night’s benefit even more special.

The country club was hosting a fundraiser for the Humane Society. Julia was the chairperson. Brooke and I volunteered too. We were quite a team. Earlier in the year, we did an event for the women’s shelter and raised a ton of cash. In fact, after the walk, I was going to work on the goody bags for Saturday night.

We made our usual loop around the neighborhood and were close to the main house. Running toward us was Larry Wall, aka Larry the Letch. He was out for a jog in short shorts and no shirt. Ewww! It was so disgusting! His body looked like an old bath mat that needed vacuuming. Oh hell, he saw me. I couldn’t cross the street.

“Hey, Nia, you house sitting for the Dickson’s again?”

“Yes. How are you, Mr. Wall?” There was no safe place to rest my eyes.

“I was just thinking. I have a house. Maybe sometime you could sit for me. I got a hot tub and a great wine cellar.” The Letch lurched in my direction and Sammy barked at him.

He jumped. “Hey, what’s with that dog?”

“Sorry about that, Mr. Wall. I better get them home.”

We walked toward the house. Larry jogged off in the opposite direction and shouted over his shoulder. “Think about that hot tub.”

Sammy bolted after Larry!

I yelled, “Sammy, no!” Sammy halted, but I went down like a bag of dirt. My knees smacked the pavement. “Motherfucker!”

“Miss Kelly, are you okay?” He was there. Derek Pierce was right behind me.

You have to be kidding me!

He offered a hand to help me up, but I declined. I was not falling under his spell.

“I’m okay, thank you, Mr. Pierce.” This was a brand-new level of embarrassment. This was embarrassment’s ugly cousin coming to bitch slap me in the face.

He quickly shifted his attentions to the dogs. “Well, who do we have here?”

He bent down to pet them. It warmed my heart to watch Mr. Big Strong Vampire melt into a puddle of goo. Sammy was good with him, but could not have cared less. Coco on the other hand, worked it. She wagged her tail and wiggled her butt. No female could resist his charms. He loved on her and she rewarded him with kisses. Coco, you lucky bitch!

“We really should be going.”

He turned his attention back to me, with a look of horror.

“Sweetie, you’re bleeding.”

A…did he just call me sweetie? And B…what the fuck!

There was a scrape on my right knee, but my left knee bled like mad.

“Here, I have an idea.” Derek peeled off his shirt. I swore the heavens opened up and the angels sung, or moaned. His chiseled abs appeared beyond perfection. He had that thing, that irresistible V-thing. I called it the panty soaker. What a glorious sight! I nearly keeled over—again.

He stooped down with his T-shirt in one hand and tended to my knee. His other hand caressed the back of my calf. Thankfully, I shaved my legs. Good, Lord! I could not lose control.

“Thank you, but I’m fine. I really need to get the dogs home.”

Derek rose and looked at me with those enchanting blue eyes. “Please allow me to walk you home.”

I hung my head. I was afraid those icy-blue eyes would evaporate my determination. I opened my mouth to say no when he tucked his finger under my chin and tilted it to meet his gaze.

“Miss Kelly, I insist.”

I succumbed and off we all went. He walked Coco and Sammy, while I limped along with his T-shirt tied around my bleeding, now throbbing knee.

The closer we came to the house, the more Coco and Sammy pulled on the leashes. They were excited for their post-walk routine, diving into their water bowls and lounging on the grass.

On the front porch Derek asked, “You live here?”

“No, I’m the house sitter.” Coco was going nuts. “Sorry, they’re dying for a drink.”

“I’d better see you in and take care of that knee.”

Like an idiot, I invited him in.

When we arrived in the kitchen he asked, “Where’s the first aid kit?”

“It’s in the middle drawer over there. I can get it.”

“I’ll get it, my dear.”

My dear? Oh, dear! My steely resolve acquired a crumbling crack. He led me to the kitchen chairs, sat me on one, pulled out another chair, and gently placed my legs on it. Was I in an alternative universe? What was I doing in Julia’s kitchen with a bloody knee and a shirtless vampire?

He found the first aid kit. I found myself staring at every inch of him.

“Are you a doctor too?”

He cracked a devilish grin. “No, but I played one on TV. I’m sure you didn’t see it.”

Oh snap!

His medical skills impressed me. Wow, he had great hands. Even his hands were sexy. He lightly stroked the area around my knee. Why didn’t I fall on my ass?

He glanced at me. “I was surprised to see you tonight since I called the fitness desk to schedule a private class with you. They said you were unavailable. And yet, here you are.”

Crap, I forgot about that. Flustered, I didn’t respond.

His tone turned slightly ominous. “I thought maybe you had a date. Are you seeing anyone, Miss Kelly? Do you have a boyfriend?”

What the what? Why did he care? For some strange reason, I channeled Jan Brady. “Yes, I do have a boyfriend. His name is George, George Glass.”

“Hmm…but you’re not on a date. Did something suddenly come up?” Apparently, he was a fan of the Brady Bunch too.

I flinched when Coco barked. She wagged her tail at the French doors.

“I need to let Coco out.”

Before I could move he said, “Allow me.”

He went to the TV room and opened up the doors. Back in the kitchen, he wore a satisfied smile and held a DVD case in his hand. He showed me, it was First Bite – Season 3.

“So, you’ve never seen First Bite? I believe people call this the ‘Naked Season.’”

“Yes, I’ve seen it! I’ve watched the ‘Naked Season’ sixty-nine times!”

He cracked up laughing. “Why did you tell me you never saw it?”

The nervous rambler revved up. “I…um…thought, well, I didn’t want you to be uncomfortable…crazy fan girl and all.” I couldn’t form a coherent sentence. Was he grilling me? Frustrated I sighed and said, “Where’s your girlfriend?”

I regretted asking it the minute it flew out of my mouth. Derek’s posture changed. “I’m sorry. I don’t ever discuss my personal life. I’m very private.”

“I understand. George Glass and I are very private too.”

A trace of a smile appeared. “Did you get the flowers I sent?”

Oh geez, I forgot to thank him. “Yes, thank you so much. They’re lovely. I appreciated the gesture.”

“I appreciated the class. You’re, really something.” He sauntered toward me. Our eyes met, and once more, I felt that surge, that connection.

I replied meekly, “Thank you, Mr. Pierce.”

“Please call me Derek, I insist.”

He was so mesmerizing. I couldn’t speak, but I had to say something before I was a goner, like, Hey, how about those Giants? “Hey, how about…benefit?”

Derek cocked his head, “Benefit?”

“There’s a fund raiser for the Humane Society. It’s this Saturday night at the club.” Since I was supposed to be working on the goody bags, the pamphlets were on the kitchen table. I handed him one. Whew, good save!

“Oh yeah, I heard about this,” he said with eyes back on me. “I’m in town—maybe I’ll come. Will you be there?”

“Yeah, I volunteered to help out. In fact, I should be working on the goody bags.”

“I should go and let you get to it,” Derek approached closer. “You know, I’m just down the street.”

“Really? Are you at the Manning’s place?” They were on an extended European vacation.

“Yes, only now it’s the Pierce’s place. I bought it.”

No way! My mouth gaped open.

He pinned me with those ice-blue eyes. “I really love it here. I think it’s beautiful.” He leaned in and caressed my face.

I peered up at him, powerless to resist. His mouth closed in on mine. My lips parted. This was it. He kissed…my forehead. Fuck!

“Take care of that knee. Do you want me to get you some ice before I go?”

Coming back to planet Earth, I murmured, “Oh, no, that’s okay, let me walk you out.”

“I can show myself out.”

“I’m fine. I need to walk it off. Besides you could get lost in this house.”

We made our way to the porch. Did I just get off a roller coaster? What was this man doing to me?

“Thank you for helping me out tonight, Mr. Pierce…I mean Derek.”

He shot me his million-dollar smile. “You’re very welcome.”

“Damn it! I forgot to give you your shirt back. Let me go get it.”

He grasped my hand. “Don’t worry about it.” He drew me close. “Oh, and, Miss Kelly, you have a very dirty little mouth. I like that in a girl.”

Off he went, cool as a cucumber. I was like a baby carrot, ground to a pulp.

I couldn’t take my eyes off him as he glided home. The way he carried himself was something to see. Derek was sex on a stick, and he was pissing me off. One minute he looked like he was going to rip my clothes off, and the next he was angry because I brought up his girlfriend. This didn’t make any sense.

The best thing to do was keep busy. I stuffed the goody bags until they were finished. Later, I remembered I hadn’t checked my phone all night.

I had a voice mail from my new therapist’s office. They canceled my appointment tomorrow night.

I’d been in and out of therapy since my mom died. When I got here, Steve hooked me up with a great therapist, but she moved. I couldn’t connect with anyone after that. Now this one canceled on me. Frustrated by everything, I called it a night.

Coco, Sammy, and I cuddled up and I turned on the TV. I was more anxious than ever. What mindless fluff could I find? Bingo! My favorite reality show was on, The Real Housewives. They were one hot mess after another. Heck, my life wasn’t so bad. Once the crazy one screamed at the fake one, I was asleep.


CHAPTER FOUR

When I opened my eyes, my nose practically touched Sammy’s snout. I petted his head and he granted me a big, sloppy good morning smooch.

“Sammy, you’re the only who gets me.”

We were up and I was off to work. Thursdays were more hectic, since I traveled back and forth, from the gym on the other side of town to the country club twice. I ended the day at the club with Pilates. My last class was over, and everyone left. It was quiet while I gathered my things. Oh great, Sonya encroached toward me.

“Nia, someone wants to do a private Pilates class with you tonight, like now. Can you do it?”

Why did she sound so annoyed with me? The words tumbled out of her mouth as if she just ate a shit sandwich.

“Sure, Sonya, no problem. Send him in.”

There he was, Mr. Sex on a Stick. Why did he have to be so flipping handsome?

He gave me that irresistible smile, “Well, hello, Miss Kelly.”

At first, I was pissed. What was Derek doing here, playing some kind of cat and mouse game? Hmm…two could play that game. He was on my turf, and taken. What harm could come from a little innocent flirting? I was taking control of this situation. He’d better buckle up.

“Hello, Mr. Pierce. I understand you’re here for Pilates. Have you ever done it before?”

“No, but I’m sure I can handle it.”

I took a mat, unrolled it, and slapped it on the floor. I stared him dead in the eyes. “We’ll see. Lie down. I insist.”

His brow furrowed. “Where’s your mat?”

“I’m not going to do the exercises with you. I’m going to watch.” I stood over him, leaned in, and whispered, “I like to watch.”

This was going to be fun. Such a shame we weren’t doing yoga. I would love to see his downward facing dog.

I guided him through his paces and drank in his loveliness. Derek was the perfect specimen of raw masculinity. Of course, his form was impeccable. I couldn’t help getting turned on by watching him obey my every command.

He performed single leg circles. Flat on his back with one leg extended on the mat, and the other one was straight in the air. Awesome; his shorts rode up. I positioned myself to get a better view.

“Miss Nia Kelly, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to look up my shorts.”

“Why, Derek Pierce, I would never do such a thing.” I totally was.

He chuckled a little. After the single leg circles he delighted me with bridges. I sat on the floor next to him. His knees bent as he lay on his back pressing his hips up and down. Observing him thrust his pelvis was a remarkable wonder. It was almost too much, but I was in control.

“When you lift your hips, you need to squeeze your glutes. Always put your mind to the muscle. In other words, your head is in your ass.”

Derek cracked up and faced me. “You think you’re pretty funny, don’t you?”

“Yep, I’m a freaking riot.”

We laughed. Then Derek gave me a look that wasn’t so funny. It was a look of desire. It happened so fast. He offered me his hand. I met him halfway. He gathered me in his arms. His lips crushed mine. My body rippled and tingled. One arm cradled me and his other hand cupped my face and traveled to my neck.

Yes, it was fierce and passionate. I’ve never experienced a kiss this intense. The way his hungry tongue dove into my mouth as he eased me on my back.

Holy crap, I was at work! I jerked away, breathless. “What are you doing?”

“I believe I was kissing you.”

I stared at the floor. “Huh…um… I mean, why? Why were you kissing me?”

With one finger, he tilted my head and our eyes met. “Nia, isn’t it obvious? You’re amazing. I can’t stop thinking about you.”

Did I hear him right? I jumped up and retreated. I leaned my back against the mirror in the front of the room. I was as far away as I could get. “Look, I’m not even supposed to call you Derek, so I’m assuming kissing during class is frowned upon.”

He rose and stalked toward me like a lion, hunting prey. “I can’t explain it. I can’t get you out of my head. There’s something here.” The back of his hand brushed my cheek. I trembled under his touch. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

I whispered, “Yes.”

His mouth devoured me, my lips, my neck…my God! His rock-hard body molded flush against me. This is exactly how I imagined it in my head. My pussy clenched in need. I wanted him to take me, but deep down, this was wrong. Before I lost control, I stopped. “I can’t. I can’t do this.”

“What’s wrong?”

“You have a girlfriend, don’t you?” He didn’t answer. “Don’t you have a girlfriend?”

He mumbled. “It’s complicated.”

“Complicated? It’s pretty much a yes or no question.”

He looked away, silent.

The dawn broke. “Oh, I get it. You have your movie star girlfriend, Eden Fox in LA, and now you want someone to bang when you’re in Vegas. I’m sure there are thousands of women who would line up for that job, but not me. You picked the wrong girl.”

Derek stopped me. “It’s not like that. Let me explain.”

“Go ahead, explain. I would love to hear it.”

“Here’s the deal. I’m leaving tomorrow.”

“You’re leaving?”

“Just for the day, I have to go back to LA. I came here tonight because I wanted to see you. I needed to talk to you before the benefit Saturday night.”

“Why do you need to talk to me?”

“I need to explain my situation with Eden, because—”

“Are you bringing her? Is she coming to the benefit with you?”

“I think so.”

“Are you kidding me?” I fled to the door.

Derek blocked me. “Nia, please don’t go.”

“What is wrong with you? Why did you kiss me? Why did you say all those things when you knew she was coming to the benefit? I told you I’m going to be there. How could you do that?”

“Please let me—”

“You know what? You can fucking save it. I don’t need your bag of bullshit.”

I turned to leave. Derek grabbed my hand, and I shook him off. He pleaded, “Nia—”

“I’ve got to go!”

I bolted, ran to my car, and raced home. My emotions spiraled in anger and confusion. What was there to explain? Did he hurt me on purpose? How could I have been so stupid?

I sat in my car, completely drained. Tears threatened and I squelched them. I wasn’t going to cry over some man I just met, even if it was Derek Pierce. He wouldn’t derail me from moving on. I was fine. I made a mistake and lost control, but it would never happen again.

I was fine.


CHAPTER FIVE

Friday afternoon I went to Brooke’s house to finalize the preparations for the benefit.

“Hey, I am dying to talk to you,” Brooke said with excitement. “I heard Derek Pierce had a private class with you. You have to fill me in.”

I flopped down at the kitchen table and spilled everything, the kiss, the fight, everything. She listened intently.

After I finished, Brooke smiled. “Is that it?”

“Yes, I’m afraid that’s all the gory details. I hope I haven’t put you in a bad position.”

“No, that’s nothing. I’ve walked in on my fair share of people getting busy in that room.”

“No way. Are you serious?”

“Yep, remember the politician who did a private class with Barb? I busted them.”

“Wait a minute? Wasn’t that the guy who used to be a pastor before he got into politics?”

“That’s the one. Barb was on her knees, but I don’t think she was praying.”

We burst out laughing.

Brooke continued, “Listen, I don’t want you to worry about this Derek situation. If anyone saw or heard anything, I would have gotten a call first thing this morning. I’m more concerned about you. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I’m trying to keep busy. Enough about me. What’s going on with you?”

“I’ve never been better, check it out.”

She handed me a manila envelope addressed to Mrs. Brooke Andrews from the law offices of Schwartz, Stone & Keating. “My divorce is almost final. I just need to sign, seal, and deliver.”

Brooke didn’t talk much about her soon-to-be ex. She was a pillar of strength.

“Wow, good for you. You must feel relieved. Do you think you’ll go back to your maiden name?”

“Are you kidding? My maiden name is Butts!”

We giggled.

“I’m keeping his name, the house, and car. And he can keep his twenty-two-year-old assistant.”

“It’s his loss. You are fabulous.”

“You know what, you’re right. We’re both fabulous. But Julia will kill us if we don’t get everything done.”

* * *

Saturday morning we gathered at the country club for our next task. The ballroom was fantastic with its dark wood, marble floors, and high ceilings. It was ornate without being over the top. The outer lobby, for guest check-in was decked out and taking shape.

“Hey, girls, I’m back.” Julia bounced into the lobby.

“I missed you so much.” I squeezed her a little too tight.

“Nia, I was only gone a few days. What’s going on with Derek?”

“I don’t want to talk about him. Today is about the Humane Society.”

Brooke chimed in. “That’s right, because our love lives have gone to the dogs.”

“Julia, did you hear the news?” Sara dashed through the door.

She was the director of the Humane Society. We called her Saint Sara. She was in the trenches every day working on the animal’s behalf. She was in her mid-thirties and cute as a button.

Out of breath, she huffed, “It’s unbelievable. My phone has blown up.”

“Sara, what is it?” Julia asked.

“I just found out that Derek Pierce and Eden Fox are coming tonight. The press is going to be here to cover our event. We are going national!”

“That’s wonderful, Sara,” Julia said.

“That’s not all. I don’t have a single ticket left. Here, I was worried we were going to have a small turnout and now…well, this is just incredible. I still have so much to do. I’ll check in with you later. Thanks, girls.”

Sara ran off. Once she was out of ear shot, Brooke asked me, “Are you going to be okay?”

“I’m not upset about Derek and Eden. I knew he was bringing her. I just didn’t think it was going to get national attention. Maybe I should stay home.”

Julia interrupted, “Please don’t do that. It’ll be fine.”

“The place will be crawling with photographers. I don’t think I should risk it.”

Brooke suggested. “What if we station you in the back? You can help with the silent auction. We have all those expensive pieces of jewelry that come with their own security guards. It’s right by the hallway. You can duck out if you need to.”

“I think that’s a great idea. You’ve been such a big part of this event. I don’t want you to miss it,” Julia added.

“Okay, I’ll come. You know I don’t know what I would do without you two.”

Julia and Brooke were amazing, loyal friends. They understood why I couldn’t have my picture in a national publication. Protecting me from Nick was priority number one. We choked up a little.

Julia piped up, “Girls, no time for tears. It’s all good. Remember, in a few hours the real work begins—hair and makeup at my house!”

* * *

Pop went the champagne. The three of us were upstairs in Julia’s massive master suite. I referred to it as Julia’s day spa. We donned cozy bathrobes while the hair and makeup team worked its magic. It was one of the many advantages of the Mountain Heights Country Club. Every whim was a phone call away. A car and driver could take you wherever your heart desired, or it could come to you.

The three of us had a ball. Phillip popped in to say hi, but didn’t stay long. The way he rolled his soft-brown eyes said we were too much for him.

The benefit was formal attire. Since I didn’t have any, Brooke lent me one of her dresses. It was a sleek black halter with a slit in the front. It was sexy. Maybe I was a little sexy too. Julia took care of me in the jewelry department. I opted for some chandelier earrings and a jeweled cuff.

I dabbed on a final swish of powder, and my ensemble was complete. I loved the way my hair and makeup turned out. For the first time in a long time, I looked pretty.

Julia, Phillip, and Brooke waited for the limo, but I drove myself.

I told Julia and Brooke if things got too intense for me, I would slip out the back and leave. I was less concerned about the media. After all, they were there for Derek and Eden. It was seeing them together. Erasing Derek from my mind was impossible. How could I forget his laugh, his touch, and…his kiss? No one ever kissed me like that before. I was nervous. I was scared, and if I was honest, my heart broke in two.


CHAPTER SIX

The benefit was in full swing. The ballroom overflowed with guests, which meant more money for The Humane Society. I was in the back with all the high-end jewelry for the silent auction. Every piece was divine, but a pair of emerald drop earrings snagged my attention. I didn’t dare touch them since my new friends, Frank and Mac, the security guards, kept a close watch.

The band warmed up and the bar was packed. Servers bustled about with champagne and hors d’oeuvres. The room hummed with excitement. From the back, I had a view of the lobby. The media types caught the arrivals outside. Sara managed a last minute red carpet.

Brooke stopped by with a glass of champagne for me. I gulped it down and willed it to settle my nerves. She told me Sara talked to Derek and Eden’s publicist. They were only staying a half hour. I probably wouldn’t talk to him. Perhaps it was for the best.

A huge commotion erupted from the lobby. I assumed it was Derek and Eden making their grand entrance. My stomach churned. The crowd noise swelled and the band quit playing.

Their lead singer approached the microphone and said, “Ladies and gentlemen on behalf of the Mountain Heights Country Club and the Las Vegas Humane Society please welcome your favorite vampire from First Bite, Derek Pierce.”

Applause filled the air and the cameras flashed. I braced myself and snuck a peek at Derek. He was alone.

My heart skipped a beat. Where was Eden? The photographers backed off. I took in a full view of Derek in his tuxedo. Now my heart raced. It was like 007 meets a prince and a super hero—a spectacular combination and utterly delectable.

All of the women, and some of the men, swarmed him, like bees to honey. His head bobbed about the room until our eyes met. Immediately tears pooled. I ducked into the hallway.

Brooke was there with another glass of champagne. “Hey, I thought you’d be thrilled his girlfriend isn’t coming.”

“I don’t think it means anything. Is Sara upset Eden isn’t here?”

“Actually, she’s thrilled. Derek told her he’d stay for the whole event instead of a half hour.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really, so you and I are going to down this champagne and go have some fun.”

Brooke and I threw back our champagne and went to the auction table. She stayed and jollied me up. I pointed out the emerald earrings I liked.

She picked them up, and held them to my face. “Hey, Frank, if these earrings go missing, what’s the worst that could happen?”

Frank was not amused.

Julia and Phillip were out on the dance floor with Steve and Scott and the chorus girls from spin class. The Petersons danced too. Mrs. Peterson crushed it. Was she trying to get Derek’s attention?

Derek danced with everyone. He worked the room like a true charmer.

The other auction table was across the room by the bar. “Madame Scowl-A-Lot” was over there. Although I must admit, when not sporting her camel-toe mom jeans, Sonya cleaned up well. She even smiled.

The band took their first break. The crowd dispersed, and then it happened again. Those ice-blue eyes met mine.

Brooke grabbed my hand. “Derek’s headed this way. He’s so handsome, it’s ridiculous.” She giggled while I quaked in my heels.

Derek landed in front of us. “Ms. Andrews, I was wondering if I might have a moment alone with Nia, in private.”

Brooke glanced at me, and I nodded. “Sure, give me a second.”

We stood in awkward stillness. Derek broke the silence. “Nia, you took my breath away when I saw you. You look stunning.”

I stared at the ground and quietly said, “Thank you.”

Brooke returned with her enormous key ring. It probably weighed more than she did. There were hundreds of keys on there, but since Brooke was like me, tiny little labels identified each one. She had a key to every lock on the property.

She said, “This is the key to the private dining room. It’s down the hall and to the left.”

“Thank you, I promise to bring her right back.”

Once we turned the corner, Derek planted his hand on the small of my exposed back. My body shuddered on impact.

“I really like you in this dress.”

I didn’t utter a word.

Once inside the private dining room, I moved away from him. With arms folded, I gathered my strength and asked, “Where’s Eden? Why isn’t she with you?”

“I asked her not to come.”

“Why would you do that?”

He let out a heavy sigh. “I need to tell you something, but before I do, please know I’m taking a huge risk here. I need to know I can trust you.”

“Trust me? I don’t get it. What are you trying to say?”

He approached me and placed his hands on my shoulders. He was so serious. “What I’m about to tell you can’t leave this room, understand?”

“Yes, you can trust me.”

“The truth is, Eden and I are just friends.”

Was he making this up? “What?”

“It’s a publicity thing. We have an arrangement.”

“Why? I don’t understand.”

“It’s one of those things. It’s hard to explain. I’m begging you. You can’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t. I won’t tell anyone.”

Relief washed over him. “Thank you.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re not telling me everything?”

“There is something I’m not telling you, but it’s not for me to say. Nia, please trust me. Eden and I are good friends, and that’s it.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this the other night?”

“I was trying to. Look, this is my fault. I should’ve told you this before I kissed you. In my defense, you were impossible to resist.”

I smiled. “Well, right back at you, Mr. Pierce.”

He drew me into his strong arms. I basked in the sweetness of him. Maybe I was making a mistake, but I trusted him. There was this undeniable, powerful connection between us. Maybe it was worth the risk.

He released me. His hands traveled to my face and his warm lips gently met mine. “I’m sorry. I know you were really upset Thursday night.”

I peeked up at him. “I’m sorry I said I didn’t need your bag of bullshit.”

He grinned. “Oh, that dirty little mouth, Miss Kelly.”

His hand caught the nape of my neck and he graced me with a kiss that went from delicate to decadent. Derek tasted like champagne. He was delicious. His beautiful hands pressed against my naked back and produced a trickle of wetness between my thighs.

A knock on the door startled us. Damn it! Brooke poked her head in. “Hey, I’m sorry to interrupt, but Sara is asking for Derek.”

“You go ahead. I’m going to wait here for a little while.”

Derek held my hand. “I’m staying for the whole event, so I’ll see you later, okay?”

I nodded. He squeezed my hand and headed out with Brooke. She looked back, gave me two thumbs up, and followed Derek out.

I floated back to the auction table, light as feather. Although my elation waned when I observed Derek interact with the guests. If I could trust him and he wasn’t a player or a liar, wouldn’t it make him perfect? What could this perfect man possibly see in me? He didn’t know anything about me, and if he did, what then?

“Hey, Nia,” Julia said, “I haven’t seen you all night. You look upset. What’s going on?”

“Oh nothing, I’m fine.” I changed the subject. “Hey, what time do you guys leave tomorrow?”

“Not until the afternoon. By the way, I don’t know what’s going on with Derek, but he hasn’t taken his eyes off you all night. I think he’s totally in to you.”

I skirted the issue. “It’s a long story. When you get back, I’ll fill you in.”

“Yeah, we need a girl’s night so we can get caught up. I’d better go. It looks like Sara needs me.”

I relaxed and watched the evening unfold. Derek did keep an eye on me the entire night.

All the photographers left except for one man hanging out in the lobby. The doors opened and he snapped a photo of Larry the Letch. What was he doing here? Where was Mrs. Wall?

He traipsed to the bar, downed a cocktail, and hit on Sonya. She giggled like a preteen. I found it disturbing. Like one of those Lifetime movies, you shouldn’t watch, but you couldn’t help yourself.

Throughout the evening, students from various classes visited the auction table to chat or bid on the jewelry. Steve and Scott plied me with champagne and shrimp on toast.

I was happy behind the table and out of the spotlight. In fact, when it was time to announce the winners from the auction, I excused myself and went to the ladies’ room.

After a bit, I popped my head into the hallway. Sara gave a short speech to thank Julia for being chairperson and Derek for coming. The Humane Society broke a fundraising record. She said the band would play its last set and everyone should dance the night away.

The crowd thinned out when I returned. I stayed behind the table with Frank and Mac. It proved to be an excellent decision since Larry Wall lumbered toward me. That douche looked hammered.

“Hey, Nia, did you save me a dance? I got the moves like Mick Jagger.” He had the moves like a turtle in heat.

“Sorry, Mr. Wall, I can’t, it’s against the rules.”

“Whatever,” he replied. He actually was peeved at my rejection as he stumbled away.

The lights of the limos pulled up outside and guests filed out. The band announced it was time for their final song. Julia and Phillip were the last couple standing. Derek danced with every woman in the place. He was off the hook.

He hightailed to the band and said something to the keyboard player. Then he went
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