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			For my beloved felines. Your sweet spirit and companionship inspired the character of Sesame 
in this novel.

		

	
	
		
			Prologue

			Blood trickled along the cement floor like a slow-moving oil spill. A thick metallic stench hung in the room.

			I froze, heart jackhammering in a relentless rhythm, pounding against the treacherous silence that enveloped the apartment. I stumbled to the window and pulled aside the threadbare curtains. The city was still there, plodding on, unbroken and ignorant of the violent maelstrom that had just rocked these walls.

			Thank God they can’t talk.

			I had only moments to leave the scene before the police arrived. The struggle was loud and long—someone had to have heard the commotion—the neighbors—someone. I turned slowly, my eyes darting to the motionless corpse that lay sprawled unnaturally on the floor, like an oversized doll with its limbs dismantled. Only this was no doll.

			The sickening reality that I’d killed a man was like ice water gushing down my back. The blade slipped in with ease, almost effortlessly, as though it had carried its own urge to plunge in deep. The mark was clear—right in the center—the core—the heart. He was already bleeding out when a mixture of panic and rage surged in my veins, sharply mingling with an unexpected clarity. I tore the knife out and drove it back in, over and over, while blood sprayed everywhere.

			The clock is ticking. I have to act now.

			I scurried to the small, grimy bathroom, almost slipping on the bloody floor, and began to scrub the remnants from my body.

			Someone’s going to find out. I’ve got to get out of here now.

			My mind raced, recalling the hideous display that fueled the adrenaline—the final act before that moment when sheer fury took over.

			I had no other choice.

			But now I’d crossed a line, and there was no going back. The blood—so much blood—embedded in the grooves of my nails—blood all over the floor—staining the walls—was like a raging wildfire, edging closer with each passing second, threatening to scorch me with an unalterable future.

			I’ve got to get out of here now.

			When I’d purged the last traces of crimson from my flesh, I staggered back to assess the scene. Sheer horror pelted my gut, and a wave of nausea washed over me. I gulped, coughing, and covering my mouth so I wouldn’t vomit.

			I had to kill him.

			

			He was a violent criminal rapist who deserved to die. He forced my hand. But at some point, it became something else entirely—a sublime darkness had unleashed and consumed me.

			I closed my eyes, drew in a shaky breath, and stepped around the blood-soaked mess, into the outside world that, I learned over time, would never be the same.

		
		

	
		
			Part I

		

	
		

			Chapter 1

			The candles struggled to stay alive as the evening wind kicked up. Most people thought events ended when the guests left, but that was when the real work began. Skylar rushed from table to table, leaning over and blowing out the candles herself.

			“Hey, boss lady, there are people who’ll do that for you.”

			Skylar looked up and smiled before puckering her lips and extinguishing a trio of tea lights in one huge breath. “That’s what I’ve heard. Would you happen to know where those people are?”

			“I know someone who knows someone,” Clay said with a grin. He pulled a two-way radio from the vest of his three-piece suit. “Where’s the take-down crew?” he said loudly into the radio, eyeing Skylar, who continued to blow out candles. She moved on to the next table. “The head of marketing is doing your work as we speak. Get them here, now.” He sighed before sliding the radio back into his vest and helping Skylar with the candles.

			“Are you happy?” he asked when he caught up to her.

			Skylar stopped and looked Clay in the eye. “Is that a rhetorical question?” she said with a slight smirk. “Because we don’t have that much time.”

			Clay laughed. “I mean, with the wedding.”

			“Ah, yes, the wedding of the century,” she said, nodding. “Everything was perfect—and the happy couple seems—well, very happy.” She pulled a calla lily from one of the centerpieces and handed it to Clay. “You did a fabulous job. You and your team. You should be proud.”

			He glanced at her anxiously before accepting the flower. “Are you sure? You aren’t holding something back, are you?”

			Skylar shook her head and continued to the next table while Clay followed.

			“Because if anything was out of place, you can tell me. I mean, just because we’re friends doesn’t mean you can’t be honest about my work.”

			Skylar slouched her shoulders as her mind went back to the email—the one she received right before the wedding. It had been gnawing at her since she saw that name. Brit Van Ness. The email had come as such a shock when she read it that she had almost spilled her coffee. She was just getting ready to close her computer for the day to attend her father’s wedding. Donovan James Keller was marrying the love of his life, McKenna Aldrich. The wedding of DJ and Max took place on the fake beach at his own resort in Las Vegas. DJ had charged Skylar and Clay with making sure nothing was out of place.

			

			They had started planning eight months ago. Skylar thought about how she and Clay had dreamed up the perfect wedding and reception. Neither of them had ever been married, but they’d seen enough weddings at the resort, especially Clay, who was director of catering. They brainstormed for hours on the phone at night and over business lunches at their favorite restaurant within the Donovan Resort and Casino.

			She looked up at Clay, who wore a nervous expression. She patted his arm reassuringly. “You did an amazing job.”

			He let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks, sweetie—you know I’ve been down a banquet manager—makes things tough, but I think I may finally have a good candidate.” He continued to help Skylar with the candles. “Want to have dinner at Suki to celebrate?”

			They lunched at least three times a week at Suki, where most of the high rollers at Donovan dined in the evening. The sashimi platter was Skylar’s favorite. She always ordered the six-piece special that came with miso soup and seaweed salad. Clay always ordered the Kitsune Udon with tofu. So many lunches had been spent discussing this one day. And now, it was over.

			“Actually,” she responded, “I still have some work to do, but let’s have dinner next week.”

			He gave her a resigned nod before snuffing out two taper candles.

			Usually, after a successful event, Skylar would have her own mini-celebration: stopping by the grocery store on her way home to pick up cooked, tail-on shrimp with cocktail sauce and a fashion magazine or two. At home, she would draw a hot bath, then curl up on the couch in her favorite pajamas with the magazines, shrimp cocktail, and her tuxedo cat, Sesame.

			But today was different. She could not get the email from Brit out of her mind. What am I supposed to do with it? Respond? How? She drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. Should I share it with my dad? How would he react?

			“Sky,” Clay interrupted her meandering thoughts. “Are you okay?”

			Skylar jolted out of her daze. “Yeah. I’m just glad today went so well.” She pulled him into a wary hug. “Thank you.”

			y

			Skylar strode to her office and stared up at the golden plaque with the black lettering: Skylar Van Ness—Vice President of Marketing. The title was prestigious enough, but it bothered her. Everyone assumed she got it because of nepotism—because she was the nepo baby of the CEO. They ignored the hours she put in, how buttoned up she was in every situation, every meeting, every event. She hit a home run all the time, mostly because she would rather die than fail. That was no joke. And no one understood that.

			DJ bought the resort 10 years ago, after a long, convoluted history with its original owner, Luuk Van Ness, now deceased. The place used to be called The Regal Oasis, and DJ had renamed and branded it Donovan Resort and Casino.

			Skylar entered her office, sat behind her desk, and turned on the computer. She opened emails and scrolled down to the one from Brit. She sat staring at the subject line: A note from Mom. The phone rang, causing her to lurch forward. Who could be calling this late on a Saturday? She glanced at the caller ID. The name MONARCH, J, was flashing. Skylar groaned aloud. Not him. Not now. She looked around and thought about ignoring his call. After all, it was Saturday, her father had just married, and Skylar should be home by now, soaking her feet in bathwater. She could get away with not answering the phone. But James Monarch knew her too well. He knew she would still be there. The only thing he didn’t know was why.

			Skylar had to make sure no one knew about the email, especially not James. He would use it against her. She pictured his snide upper lip curdling at the news. He would shame her publicly if he knew anything about her past. And although no one suspected DJ would ever fire his own daughter, Skylar knew better. One thing she knew about her father was that he was obsessed with branding and reputation. If her history were to grace the content of any news outlet, the shame itself would force his hand.

			She inhaled deeply, closed her emails, and snatched up the phone. “What’s up, James?”

			He cleared his throat. “Oh, I’m surprised you’re still here.” The hard ‘r’ sound in here screamed Northern Ireland rather than typical Irish brogue. Although he allegedly grew up in Dublin and graduated from the world-famous Trinity College, which he never let anyone forget. “That was a nice wedding,” he added. “But don’t you think the program went on a wee bit long? I would have shut it down after the bouquet toss.”

			A smart-assed remark lingered on Skylar’s lips. Of course, he would have to get in a dig. That was part of James’s way. “What can I do for you?”

			

			“I was just wondering what percentage of the media budget is being spent on digital advertising?”

			“About eighty-five percent,” Skylar answered without looking at the spreadsheets. By now, she had the media spend memorized.

			“That seems excessive,” he said. “How did you arrive at that number?”

			James was being groomed to take DJ’s position. Everyone knew that. His title was Senior Vice President, Casino Operations, but James acted like he was king. Or some kind of God.

			“We agreed the majority of the spend should be in digital media because it translates directly into hotel room nights sold,” she reported, trying not to sound too much like a know-it-all. To everyone who knew both Skylar and James, their relationship appeared adversarial. But it was more complicated than that. Way more complicated.

			“Who agreed? Was I in those meetings?” James asked with feigned innocence.

			“Yes,” she returned, thinking it had been a huge mistake to pick up the phone.

			“I don’t recall.”

			The hell he doesn’t recall. He was in all the marketing strategy meetings, even though he hardly belonged in them. He had been invited at DJ’s insistence because he did nothing but kiss his ass.

			“If it’s okay with you, I’d like to be in on those decisions,” James said with that false deference that tinged his voice every time he wanted something.

			Skylar dipped a fake smile into the receiver. “You’ve been on the meeting invite for months now. It’s your responsibility to attend them, not mine. Have a good evening.”

			Skylar put the phone down before he could say anything else.

			“Asshole,” she muttered. Skylar couldn’t stand James, but because DJ held him in such high esteem, she had to be cool about it. He was 32, and on a mission to conquer the world. Skylar was in his way.

			She slid her black blazer over her shoulders, grabbed her purse and car keys, and marched out of the office, locking the door behind her. She strolled briskly out into the smoke-filled casino and bustled her way through the aisles of shrill slot machines, screens flashing obnoxiously with vibrant graphics. Normally, the casino’s energy was contagious with the triumphant shouts and laughter of lucky gamblers. Skylar would saunter through, proudly reveling in the atmospheric chaos. But today, she wanted nothing but to be alone in the serenity of her home.

			With her eye on the exit sign, she navigated through throngs of players and cocktail servers balancing trays filled with multi-colored elixirs. Back-lit neon signs advertising the latest casino promotions beckoned from every corner—each promising something magnificent. Skylar glanced at the signs here and there, vaguely recalling that it was she who had signed off on them just a few days earlier. There was such a high volume of collateral grazing her desk, oftentimes her work felt like one enormous blur.

			She shuffled by the buffet, packed with hungry customers, and inhaled the warm odors of food wafting from the restaurant. They nauseated her. There was no way she could muster an appetite while her mind was preoccupied with Brit’s untimely email.

			A note from Mom. Mom. The images began to pop up in her head, one by one, like ugly vignettes from a violent horror movie. The mom who turned tricks while Skylar was in the next room, trying to sleep. The mom who wore fishnet stockings and high heels with nothing else, decoying horny American men to have a gander in the peepshow window, in the heart of Amsterdam’s red-light district. That’s how she had seduced DJ. The mom who never bought groceries, or took her to the doctor, or gave a shit if Skylar had a warm coat. That mom took her only pair of shoes once, giving her no choice but to wear her bed slippers to school in the dead of winter. This earned her the humiliating moniker, “Slipper Girl,” from that day forward. She had scars on her feet where frostbite took over, scars on her psyche from the ruthless heckling.

			She still winced at the end of a long day when the four-inch pumps began to pinch the scar tissue with every step. She winced even now as she trooped to the parking garage, willing away the raw pain in her feet—the pain in her soul at the idea of having to deal with that mom again.

			That mom had sent an email. That mom knew where she lived, what she did for a living, and, worst of all, she was coming to Las Vegas for a visit.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			At home that evening, Skylar didn’t know what to do with herself. After feeding Sesame and cleaning the litter box, she paced around her four-bedroom home barefoot. The cushy carpeting soothed her aching toes. She closed her eyes and let her feet sink into the cool, double-thick under pad, which felt like memory foam. That was something Skylar mandated when her house was being built in the foothills of Summerlin. She remembered sifting through many carpet samples to find just the right color, but most importantly, the right feel. She recalled how the salespeople glared at her as she slid off her high heels and rested her bare feet directly on the samples. She settled on a luxurious buttery cream-colored plush pile, and, except for the kitchen and bathroom marble, the carpet filled the entire house.

			Skylar was proud of her home. At 27, it was her first, purchased with her hard-earned income a couple of years earlier. Her dad had offered her a loan, but Skylar refused. Even her cousin, Axel, who lived only 10 minutes away, accepted a down payment from his father, Craig.

			She thought about how tight-knit her family was—the family she always had but never knew about until about 10 years ago. Her childhood until early adolescence had been a mishmash of tiptoeing around her mother’s parties, trying not to wake up the naked bodies passed out everywhere. The pungent stench of stale cigarettes, marijuana joints, and booze, all fused with body odor, was omnipresent. A bricolage of sordid events stacked up in her memory and refused to stop haunting her. She had turned to drugs and alcohol around age 10 and found it easier to cope with Brit’s antics while under the influence. She recalled the faceless, nameless ‘friends’ of Brit’s—the distorted sounds of laughter when Skylar got drunk. They thought she was cute and funny.

			The sex came next. Skylar was becoming a woman and, by age 12, was close to reaching her full adult height of 5’10. She had the long, slender curves of a supermodel. Her naturally platinum hair hung way past her shoulders, and she had been told all her life that her shimmery aqua eyes were mesmerizing, especially when she lined them in smudgy black pencil.

			Skylar never bothered with boys from school. They didn’t have anything she wanted, other than an occasional half-sandwich when Brit forgot to give her lunch money, which was most days. Because Brit spent a lot of her time away from their apartment, her johns sometimes showed up looking for her. Skylar began to size them up and decided they had cash. And she was able to get it.

			

			At first, it was scary. Skylar was dealing with men, not boys from school. She recalled the hazy cloud of faces, some clean-shaven, others not. The grownup smells of soap, toothpaste, and aftershave, the raw feeling of being opened up and violated, while her collection of stuffed animals fell to the ground like soldiers with every hip thrust. The back of her head bumping the wall of her tiny bedroom. Thud. Thud. Thud. Then the loud exhale of whoever was bucking on top of her. That orgasmic sigh veiling the air around her. The sticky fluid running down her thighs. Draining like grimy bathwater.

			Outwardly, she pretended to be enthusiastic because that led to bigger tips. Inwardly, she pretended it was someone else’s body they were invading, polluting. But the loss of Skylar’s innocence—what was rightfully hers—still hung in her mind and psyche like a dark fog. With every sexual partner, a tiny piece of Skylar died inside, crushing her soul till it lay mangled at the bottom of an empty pit that the drugs and alcohol could never fill, no matter how much she consumed.

			When Skylar was first united with her father, DJ, she was a tattered, defiant tween, smoking, drinking, drugging, and cursing her way around Amsterdam. She had been living alone in Brit’s apartment for two weeks straight, eating canned goods out of the cupboard. While drugs and prostitution were legal in the Netherlands, Brit had been arrested for several health violations. When Skylar was discovered alone without adult supervision, Dutch authorities contacted DJ, who lived in Las Vegas under the alias Hendrick Van Ness. He immediately flew to Amsterdam, collected his estranged daughter, enrolled her in school, and did his best to be a dad. DJ was never good at being a dad, but he was a good human. He loved Skylar despite her past exasperating behavior, and, unlike Brit, he cared what happened to her.

			Skylar scrolled through her phone and found the email. Her finger hovered over it. She hesitated, worried that reading the email for a second time would ruin her night. She finally gave in and tapped the email.

			My dear daughter Skylar:

			I’m sure it is a surprise to hear from me after so many years. You are a beautiful young woman. I’ve seen lots of pictures on the internet. You must be so proud.

			I’m writing because I’m coming to the U.S. next week, and I want to see you. I’ve heard so much about Las Vegas, and I know we have a lot of catching up to do.

			I don’t know how you feel about seeing me, but I’m a different person. I got a real job about five years ago, working at a department store here in Amsterdam. It’s not great money, but I’m the manager of the children’s department and can keep an apartment in the city with a couple of roommates.

			I have some cash saved up for the trip, but I would like to know if you could help me with a room rate at the Donovan hotel where you work. I want to pay but was hoping for a reasonable family rate for your old mom. If not, that is OK.

			I would love to be a part of your life again. Please write to let me know if you will see me while I’m there.

			I’m so proud of you. I love you.

			-Mom

			

			Skylar sank into her black leather couch and let out a deep, choky sigh. Of course, she wanted a room rate, like every other sponger who called Skylar for something free. She’s a different person, my ass. Skylar tried to imagine an older, worn-out version of Brit working in the children’s department—the person Skylar remembered shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near children. She did a quick internet search—images of Brit, a Facebook page—anything. Puzzlingly, she found nothing.

			Skylar wondered what Brit knew about DJ’s life. She chose his wedding day to reach out to Skylar. It would have been easy for Brit to stalk her daughter while researching DJ and Max. Their photos were splashed everywhere as the city’s ‘it’ couple. DJ, with his shoulder-grazing mane of blond hair, tall and lanky, his arm casually resting on Max’s shoulders, his stunning new bride and girlfriend of 10 years. Max has her glowing, olive skin, chestnut-colored hair, full red lips, and a winsome smile. This sudden appearance by DJ’s ex-wife, Brit, could cause trouble. But even worse, it would unearth Skylar’s unspeakable past.

			She thought about James with his Irish Ivy League arrogance. She pictured him hearing about Brit and giving Skylar that smirky, all-knowing little look of his—the smile that somehow never made it to his eyes. Whenever Skylar saw that look, she just wanted to slap it off his face. He would disgrace her for sure. And it wasn’t just James. Skylar had fought to become a different person, shedding the shadow of Brit and her sordid life in Amsterdam. She thought she had succeeded. Until now.

			The one person who could truly understand the impact of this problem was DJ. And he was on his way to Bali right now, to bask in the sunshine with Max over tropical drinks and crashing waves. This news would ruin his honeymoon. But it was news too big to hide.

			Skylar rose from her couch and began pacing again. If she were still a drinker, she’d have the vodka bottle out right this minute. She kept an emergency stash in her freezer. She’d once found edibles at her dad’s home. She saw them in a cupboard and had been tempted to pocket a few gummies. I wish I had them now.

			She scrolled through her contacts and contemplated texting her father. Then she considered forwarding the email to him. No, that would drive him crazy, especially on that long flight. He would want to do something. DJ was a tough Dutchman, raised by a tough Irishman. He was prone to volatile outbursts. Skylar pictured Max, with her subtle confidence, trying to tame DJ’s anger and anxiety. No, that wouldn’t be fair to either DJ or Max.

			She walked to the French doors that led to her backyard and stepped outside, into the chilly February air, wearing her flannel pajamas. She shivered, phone in hand, and scrolled through it, wondering who might still be awake. She couldn’t divulge this to Clay. Not yet. She would have to find someone within the family besides DJ—someone she could trust. She landed on one name and swallowed hard, feeling her pulse rise with each breath. Can I trust him?

			She shakily held the phone, peering into the deep end of the swimming pool at her reflection. She saw a sad, desperate face rippling as the lights flickered every two seconds like some hideous disco decapitation … purple, blue, green, red. She typed a text. “I need to talk to you right away.”

			

			y

			Skylar waited up for a while with her headphones on, blaring the latest Glass Animals album. The music reverberated through her body, soothing the anxiety like no substance ever could. She had discovered years earlier that music could drown the awful voices pounding the chorus of her past into her brain—the memories that kept her awake at night.

			The music lulled her on the couch for a couple of hours, until she dragged herself to bed. But there, she couldn’t sleep. She lay awake, tossing and turning, sometimes blinking her eyes open to the obnoxious glare of the bright blue digital clock numbers. Why is that thing so big? She made a mental note to replace it the next day with a simple clock with hands. She felt around her nightstand in the dark and found her sleep mask. She pulled it over her eyes and dropped her head back down on the pillow.

			Around 2 a.m., she heard a noise and bolted upright, grasping the collar of her pajamas. Her hands shaking, she felt for the lamp switch. Before she could turn on the light, the noise continued, louder this time. Footsteps marching up the stairs and then padding along the carpet that led to her bedroom, getting closer. Her heart thumped in her rib cage. She flipped on the light and reached into the nightstand, this time for her handgun.

			An elongated male shadow flashed in the hallway.

			Her heart doubled. “Get the fuck out, I’ve got a loaded gun!”

			“Sky, it’s me—Axel!” The familiar voice emanated from the hallway. Skylar’s cousin stood in the doorway. His eyes were wide.

			“Thank God,” she said, catching her breath and lowering the pistol. “Jesus, Ax, you scared the crap out of me!”

			“You scared the crap out of me,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck in agitation. “You send me this cryptic text at, like, 11 o’ clock on a Saturday night after I just saw you a few hours ago, and then you ghost me. What was I supposed to think?”

			Skylar’s eyes dashed around the room. “Oh shit, I must have left my phone downstairs. I’m sorry, Ax.”

			“I texted like three times and then called.” He relaxed his broad shoulders. “Good thing I have a key and the code to your alarm system, which I noticed you didn’t even set.” He paused to look her in the eye. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

			She hugged her arms around her body. “Yeah.”

			Axel studied her gun. “Is that thing really loaded?”

			She nodded and replaced the gun in her nightstand, watching his mouth bunch together, a judgy expression shading his handsome features. When he made this face, he looked exactly like his father, Craig, Skylar’s uncle, the one older man on whom she had always crushed.

			Axel was her age and the closest thing to a brother. But I didn’t grow up with him. She peered into his light jade eyes, fingers trembling.

			His eyes tapered slightly in the corners. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

			She hesitated. “You want to talk now?” Is it a bad move to pull Axel into my drama? She trusted him enough to give him the key to her house, plus the password to her security system. But she wasn’t sure about trusting him with the key to her past, which Brit would soon reveal.

			“Well, I’m here, and I’m guessing it was urgent for you to send that text.” He glanced around Skylar’s bedroom and then shrugged off his black hoodie before placing it neatly on a chair near her bed. In the faint lamp light, Skylar could see the tiny threads of blond speckling his dark hair.

			Axel lowered himself into the chair, and Skylar sat on the edge of her bed, thinking about what she would tell him.

			“My mother sent me an email today,” she started, recalling the panic she felt upon seeing that name. “She’s coming to visit this week. From Amsterdam.” Skylar glanced up at Axel. His expression had an I have no idea what you’re talking about quality.

			“Your mother?” he repeated. “I didn’t think she existed.”

			“I haven’t seen or heard from her since I was 12. That’s when I went to live with my dad.”

			Axel narrowed his eyes. “Do your dad and Max know?”

			She shook her head. “I don’t want to interrupt their honeymoon. I’m not sure what to do.”

			Axel frowned. “Sky, you don’t have to do anything. You can ignore her if you want. She can’t do anything to you.” His face clouded over with concern. “Unless there’s some reason you’re afraid of her.”

			It was at that moment Skylar realized Axel was clueless about the depth and enormity of her past. He knew she was troubled when the two cousins met as teenagers. But he didn’t know the hellish reality of her history in Amsterdam. The familiar shame crawled up her spine.

			

			Axel cocked his head. “Hey—are you okay? You seem—I don’t know—spooked.”

			Skylar cast her eyes to her lap.

			“What does the email say? Can I see it?”

			She looked up at Axel, with his indisputably Keller features. The chiseled face with the long eyelashes, defined cheekbones and jaw, perfect nose, and set of blinding white teeth. There was no way she could explain to him now how frightened she was to have her past laid out in front of her by her biological mother. But there could be a way to research Brit without revealing too much. “Let’s go get my phone,” she urged. “I’ll show you the email.”

			Skylar led the way downstairs, still perplexed as to how much she wanted to involve her cousin. Axel was a lawyer—Donovan’s general counsel. He had always been a good judge of character. But he was still a Keller.

			When they reached her kitchen, Skylar saw her phone lying crooked on the floor. She picked it up, located Brit’s email, and handed the phone to Axel.

			She watched his eyes scan it, scrolling down as he read. When finished, he handed the phone back and shrugged. “There’s nothing there. I mean, she actually sounds nice. I don’t know what you’re so worried about.”

			Skylar went cold inside. Of course, Axel wouldn’t get it. He grew up in a Bel Air mansion with his Italian model mother and rich, dashing father. Axel went to Stanford and excelled. He was a gentleman with old money, good manners, and a strong character. He had a polished grace and confidence only bred by wealth and class. That’s why he would never understand the hell Skylar came from—how she had lived the life of an impoverished, unloved toy, raised by Eurotrash in Amsterdam. She barely earned her marketing degree from UNLV. He would be repulsed if he saw where Skylar grew up, in that tiny, stinky apartment while her mother turned tricks.

			“You know what?” Skylar blurted, tossing her phone on the counter. “You’re right. I never should have bothered you.” She forced out a small, fake laugh.

			Axel drew himself to his full height of 6’3. “What? Are you sure?”

			“I’m sorry I sent that text. It’s just … well, I blocked her from my life so long ago. I was emotional. But you’re right. I don’t have to do anything. She’s dead to me.” Skylar felt a sharp pain knot in her chest as she gave Axel a wry smile.

			He just stood staring at her, like he was trying to work out a math problem in his head. “Tell you what. Let me do a background check on her tomorrow. Okay?”

			A chill cleaved through her. A background check would reveal everything about Brit and Skylar. “No,” she protested. “That’s not necessary. Just like you said, her email is pleasant enough. There’s no need for it.”

			He frowned. “Well, if she’s trying to stay at the hotel, why don’t I do a credit check? That will at least show you whether she’s telling the truth about her financial situation.”

			Skylar considered that. A credit check would limit the amount of information revealed. “I guess that would be okay.”

			“What’s her name again?” he inquired, pulling his phone from his pocket.

			“Brit Van Ness.” Skylar hated saying the name out loud. She no longer wanted to be associated with Brit or her younger self. In fact, she tried to destroy that girl inside her—make her disappear forever. When it came down to it, Axel was right. There was nothing Brit could do to hurt her. She had already been trampled on and crushed.

			Axel typed a note for himself and then pocketed his phone. “I’ll have something for you Monday.”

			“Thanks,” she answered, giving him a quick hug. His hair smelled freshly washed.

			“Don’t worry about it,” Axel said in a soothing tone.

			“I won’t,” Skylar lied as she followed Axel to the front door. She ushered him out, closing and locking the door behind him. She paused at her security panel to make sure it was set, then headed back to her bedroom.

		

	
		

			Chapter 3

			Skylar raced to work Monday morning, preoccupied with the day ahead. She had spent all of Sunday obsessing over Brit’s email. Finally, after many attempts to respond, she deleted the email. Then, she emptied her deleted folder, feeling, in some fabricated way, freed.

			But as the new week dawned, the same anxiety returned at the thought that Brit would be in Las Vegas—would it be today? Tomorrow? When? She berated herself for not finding out, but that would have required a response to the email—an acknowledgement that she had read it. The fact that she didn’t respond would send a clear message to Brit. Axel’s words hung in her mind. “You can ignore her if you want. She can’t do anything to you.” Sure, when you were someone like Axel Keller, that made sense.

			Her phone rang, and KELLER, A. flashed on the screen. “Hey, Ax,” she greeted him, doing her best to sound relaxed and confident despite the heaviness that flooded her chest.

			“Did you hear from her again?”

			Skylar sighed. “No. Did you find anything on her?”

			“Well, it’s sort of odd. I tried Brit Van Ness, and there’s nothing. Not one entry. It’s like she doesn’t exist. Are you sure that’s still her legal name?”

			Skylar had to think about that one. The original email came from Brit Van Ness. Or I thought. She half-wished she hadn’t triple-deleted everything. “It’s possible,” she said. “She and my dad divorced when I was a baby. She could have remarried.”

			“That’s strange, there’s no record. I checked the hotel, and there’s no registration under that name. But that doesn’t mean she’s not staying here. She could be staying under someone else’s name.”

			Skylar drummed her fingers on her desk. “Well, then I guess there’s nothing more to do for now,” she said, thinking she needed to watch her back from then on.

			“Sorry, Sky. Let me know if there’s anything else I can help with.”

			“Thanks.” She hung up.

			y

			Every other Monday, Skylar led the marketing strategy meeting in the big conference room near her dad’s office. She had over-prepared, knowing James would be breathing down her neck, especially with DJ temporarily out of the picture.

			She took a quick look in the full-length mirror behind her office door, smoothed her pale blue wool pencil skirt, and adjusted her black turtleneck. Her outfit was an afterthought this morning; she was so jittery. She touched up her lipstick and tucked in the strands that held her updo in place. Then she dashed toward the conference room.

			When she got there, it was empty, so she sat and double-checked her reports. Her marketing manager, Sebrina Bonds, shuffled in with her usual harried gait, like she was trying to keep up with life. She carried a stack of papers in one hand and a heavy stapler in the other.

			“Hey, Sebrina,” Skylar greeted her. “How was your weekend?” She watched as Sebrina pushed her tortoise-rimmed glasses toward her nose and began straightening the papers.

			“Oh, fine,” she responded, barely looking up, her short brown hair slightly ruffled on one side. Sebrina always wore all black clothing—swore it made her look thinner. “How’s yours?”

			“It was good,” Skylar said, rising to help Sebrina, who had just dropped half her stack on the floor. “The wedding was beautiful,” she added, kneeling to gather the papers, then handing them to Sebrina.

			“Oh gosh, I’m sorry, Skylar. I totally forgot about the wedding.” She began manically stapling her media reports together and placing them in a stack. When finished, she turned to face Skylar with a worried look on her slightly rounded face. “We have another issue with the Craic billboard.” Craic was a name her father chose because it was Irish slang for ‘good time’. It was also very close to Craig, his brother’s first name. From a marketing standpoint, Skylar didn’t love it.

			“What now?” Skylar asked. She was intimately familiar with the billboard in question. Craic Fun Drinkery was the most popular club in Las Vegas, and its new advertising campaign featured a topless model wearing a green bowler hat. Her long, wavy dark hair covered her breasts, but the Nevada Gaming Control Board wouldn’t approve it. Only a certain amount of exposed flesh was allowed on a billboard, so Skylar kept having the ad agency use digital image manipulation to cover the breasts with more hair.

			“Same issue.”

			Skylar instinctively crossed her arms over her chest. “I thought they approved the last round of ads.”

			“They did. I have the approval in writing,” she said. “But someone drove by and said it was still too revealing. They don’t want children to see it while traveling by car through Nevada—said parents are complaining, mostly from Utah.”

			Skylar rolled her eyes. “Bring me the billboard printout and the written approval,” she said, feeling an excruciating pinch in her toes. “I’ll run it by legal.”

			Before Sebrina could respond, Mila Schappert burst in, taking a seat at the far side of the table. Mila was a casino host who had been at the Donovan for 15 years. She started as a host and never earned a higher position. She didn’t have to. It was not-so-secret that Mila had affairs with some of Donovan’s biggest customers.

			Mila was beautiful but had long ago lost the blush of youth. She was petite and slender, with long, brown hair worn in loose, frizzy curls. Mila reported to James, but DJ made it clear that Mila was never to be fired, no matter how useless she was. Everyone knew she had no business sitting in such a high-level meeting; however, at DJ’s insistence, she’d become a fixture.

			

			Today, Mila wore tall over-the-knee high-heeled boots, clicking down the marble hallway as her mini-skirt swished from side to side. Her face looked puffy, and she wore huge dark glasses, as though she’d had a late night.

			As soon as Mila sat in the chair to Skylar’s left, James sauntered in looking humorless in a dark grey suit, white shirt, and no tie. Sometimes, when Skylar saw James enter a room or from afar, somewhere in the casino, she would momentarily forget who he was and check him out.

			James was taller than Skylar; six feet, she guessed, with midnight blue eyes, and dark blond hair that was always a bit too long. His overall look was scruffy, yet slick and stylish. To Skylar, he had the devilish countenance of a casino scoundrel. She must have been curling her upper lip while she studied James, because he gave her a stern look and nodded without saying anything.

			James slid into the seat to Skylar’s right, at the head of the table, like he always did, even though it wasn’t his meeting. He did it to show superiority and dominance. Skylar never insisted on taking that seat. In her mind, she rationalized that she was in the trenches, working while James delegated all his work, like a king with his subjects. Everyone chose the same seats they had claimed when the meetings first began years ago. Skylar thought it funny how they were such creatures of habit, her included. James was close enough for Skylar to detect a waft of his subtle woodsy scent. He crossed his legs and began scrolling on his phone, a bored look on his face, while the usual suspects filed into the conference room and settled.

			Mila gave Skylar a sarcastic smile. “Did you hear about last night?”

			

			Skylar shook her head. “What did I miss now?”

			“Another insane request from a blackjack player.” She leaned in. “He insisted on chocolate-covered eggrolls.” She laughed with a snort. “I took that request to the chef, and he went ballistic—started yapping about his culinary integrity.”

			Skylar chuckled. Outrageous food requests from players were a daily occurrence. “Did the chef end up making them?”

			“Hell, yeah! A whole bucket of them.” She paused to snicker. “The player’ll probably send me to retail this morning after he splits his pants.” She broke into a fit of laughter.

			James glanced at his smart watch and then pulled a face. “Can we dispense with the small talk? I have a hard stop at 11.”

			“This isn’t small talk,” Mila retorted, tossing her dark frizzy hair. “This is serious gossip.”

			James rolled his eyes, then glared at Skylar. “This is your meeting, yeah? Is it happening or not?”

			Skylar pursed her lips. Such an asshole. His accent made him sound even more flippant. She fantasized about clocking him in the jaw with Sebrina’s stapler. “No, James. I invited everyone so we could all hold hands and discuss our plans for the weekend.” She ended the statement with a mocking grin.

			y

			By the end of the day, Skylar was sufficiently exhausted, her feet swollen in black pumps. She kicked them off under her desk and let out a low groan. It felt so good. She spread out her toes and felt them tingling. She started clearing things for the day, and her office phone rang. The phone screen read, LIMERICK. Limerick was an elegant cocktail lounge near the hotel tower. Must be the bar manager wanting something from marketing. Skylar picked up the phone. “Skylar Van Ness.”

			“Skylar,” a woman’s voice said. “It’s Mom.”

			Skylar nearly dropped the receiver. She caught her breath and tried to calm herself. She’s in the hotel. “Who did you say it is?” Skylar asked, racking her brain for a way to brush this woman off.

			“It’s your mother, Brit. Did you get my email?” she asked in a voice tinged with the familiar Dutch accent Skylar had long since shed.

			Skylar paused, trying to remember Axel’s advice. You can ignore her if you want. It was hard to ignore someone when they were calling from the very building you were in. She shuddered. “I, um, didn’t get an email,” Skylar lied. “Sometimes outside emails go to my spam. Did you say you’re my … mother?”

			She heard a cigarette lighter flickering, then a loud exhalation. She pictured her mother, as she was when Skylar was 12, taking a drag of her cigarette before sniping at her over some perceived infraction. Hairs rose on the nape of her neck.

			“Oh, that’s a shame,” Brit said, this time with a hint of regret. “I wrote to tell you I was coming to Las Vegas. I’m here now, and I really want to see you, Skylar. I look around this beautiful hotel and think, my daughter is the vice president.”

			“Of marketing,” Skylar corrected her.

			

			“Pardon me?”

			“I’m vice president of marketing. Listen, I’m going to be crazy busy over the next week. I don’t think I’ll have time.” She tried to keep the panic out of her voice, but her breathing had become shallow, and she was having a tough time even formulating words.

			“Skylar, look, I understand you may have mixed feelings, but I’ve changed. I want to show you I’ve become a good person. Even if we just meet for coffee, I’d be happy. I’m staying here in the hotel.”

			Skylar took a deep breath. She can’t do anything to you. She can’t do anything to you. “I’m sorry. I really am.” She hung up the phone, feeling her stomach flip-flop. She picked it up again and dialed Clay’s cell phone.

			“This is Cl …”

			“How far are you from the hotel?” Skylar interrupted breathlessly. She could hear Clay’s turn signal.

			“Um, I just left. I’m at the light out front. Are you okay?”

			“I need you to pick me up at the back entrance. I’ll explain later. I’m walking there now.” She shoved her feet back into the unbearable pumps, grabbed her bag, and limped out, her feet now throbbing.

			She emerged from the building and realized the sky had darkened and the temperature had conspicuously dropped. She’d not left the casino all day and had no idea of the time. When she saw Clay’s white Lexus enter the back entrance valet, her nerves calmed at once. He stopped, got out, and opened the door for her. She quickly climbed into the car.

			“Skylar, what’s going on?” he asked, glancing at her before driving out of the valet and taking a right onto Las Vegas Boulevard. His sunroof was open, and Skylar could feel the chilly air filtering in and blowing directly onto her. She crossed her arms around herself with a shiver, thinking she had forgotten her jacket at the office, she was so upset.

			“Can you close that?” she asked. “I’m sorry. I’m freezing.”

			“Of course, sweetie,” he said, reaching up and fiddling with a button on the car ceiling. “Where are we going?”

			Skylar thought about the best place to dodge Brit. By sneaking out the back entrance, she had avoided passing the Limerick Bar and the hotel tower entrance. Now she needed a place where no one would see her. “Let’s have dinner somewhere,” she said. “Somewhere dark.”

			Clay stole a look at her like he thought she’d lost it. “How about the Peppermill. Is that dark enough for you?”

			The Peppermill had been around since the 1970s and sat right on Las Vegas Boulevard, north of Donovan. Skylar thought about the tacky, neon fuchsia and blue-violet interior, just light enough to glimpse the servers in their long black dresses, with a slit up one thigh.

			“That’s perfect,” she said. “I probably won’t eat much.”

			“You have to eat something.”

			y

			The Peppermill was active with the usual noise from the barflies huddled around video poker machines. The place had always been touted as a celebrity hangout and backdrop for movies and TV shows. Plush booths made of magenta and royal blue velvet stood out in the muddy glaze of pinkish Tiffany chandeliers that screamed garish Vegas ardor. Although the restaurant was not cheap, there was something gritty about it, a shabby afterthought that matched Skylar’s mood.

			The host led Skylar and Clay to one of the corner booths. The place reeked of must and grease from years past. Clay wore a navy three-piece suit with a skinny tie, his dark hair swept neatly with a dab of hair gel. He took long strides, as though he was late for something. Skylar would never tell Clay this, but she was always proud to be seen with him. He made her feel important and, in some odd way she could never explain, normal.

			Once ensconced in a velvet booth, Clay ordered a vodka martini, straight up with olives. He dipped an eager grin at Skylar.

			She cocked an eyebrow. “You know I can’t.”

			He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

			Skylar glanced at her watch. It was almost 8 p.m. She wondered what Brit was doing. She also wondered what Brit looked like now. Would I even recognize her? Her memories of her mother were dull and murky at this point, but her long blonde ponytail and tall, slim figure were hard to forget. The memory conjured her smell—always of cigarettes and strong perfume—a cloyingly sweet variety mimicking honeysuckle. Skylar’s stomach lurched.

			The server delivered Clay’s martini and Skylar’s mineral water, and she immediately picked up her glass and took a large swig.

			Clay sipped his martini and then slid it toward Skylar. “I’m not trying to be an enabler, but you look like you need a drink.”

			

			Skylar eyed the martini, thinking it had been a long time since she’d had even a drop of alcohol. It had been such a problem when she was a teenager. It wasn’t just the booze, though. It was what the booze represented and what it accompanied—the coke, the pills, the pot, and, of course, the rampant sex. But how bad would it be for me to have a small taste? She licked her lips and lifted the drink while Clay eyed her—a look of curiosity on his face.

			He waited until Skylar had taken a few sips of vodka before leaning toward her and saying in a serious tone, “So, what’s up with the emergency meeting? I felt like I was driving the getaway car.”

			“You were.” Skylar swallowed hard. Okay, here goes. “I got an email from my mother on Saturday,” she said, the vodka warming her stomach. She had forgotten how fabulous that feeling was. “I deleted it, and then she called me just before I called you … from the Limerick.”

			Clay shrugged. “I didn’t know you had a mother.”

			She leaned in conspiratorially. “Exactly. I haven’t seen her since I was 12. She … she’s a horrible person … or at least she was.” Skylar paused for a reaction from Clay.

			A server appeared through the din of clattering trays and dishes, asking for their order.

			“We’ll both have the porterhouse steak, medium, Caesar salad, and baked potatoes,” Clay said, handing the menus back.

			Skylar put up her hand to protest, but Clay cut her off.

			“Honey, I’m making you eat. That’s all there is to it.” He then smiled at the brassy-haired, gum-chewing server, who stifled a yawn and headed off to the kitchen. “You get anorexic when you go through emotional crap.”

			

			“Fine,” Skylar said. “Did you hear me? My mother is here visiting. She came all the way from Amsterdam. She wants to see me.”

			The server came by with a breadbasket, which Clay accepted and placed on the table. “Bread?” he asked her.

			“No,” she said, looking around.

			“What did you tell her?”

			“I told her I was too busy. I hung up on her.” Skylar took another sip of Clay’s drink, plucked a vodka-soaked olive, and popped it into her mouth. She realized it was the first thing she had eaten since breakfast, which was a protein bar.

			“Okay, you’re going to have to give me some context, Sky,” Clay said, spreading butter onto a piece of bread. “So, this is DJ’s ex-wife? Does he know she’s here?”

			“No,” Skylar said. “I don’t want to involve him.”

			“He deserves to know his ex-wife is prowling around his casino,” Clay said matter-of-factly. “You think Max might have a problem with that?” Clay crunched into his bread. “The timing’s a little suspicious, too, don’t you think?”

			“Yes, I know.” She sighed. “But that’s not the worst part.”

			He frowned, still chewing.

			Skylar looked around the restaurant again. “She’s a reminder of my awful childhood. My past …” Skylar paused, thinking this could either bring her and Clay closer or drive them apart forever. She was taking a massive risk that Clay would still love her, knowing who she really was. “I was a bad kid,” she confessed. “A … a bad girl.”

			Clay suddenly let out a cackle. “Honey, you were always a bad girl. You still are. And I love it.” Then he saw the look on Skylar’s face. “Sorry, that wasn’t meant to sound the way it did.”

			“Clay, this is serious. She could ruin me,” Skylar said with pain in her voice. “I was on all kinds of drugs.” She stared down at the martini and suddenly felt lightheaded. She had already polished off half. “I lived in a shithole. My mother screwed strangers in front of me. I’m not using it as an excuse, but I … fell right into it. I … I was …” she looked up at Clay, tears threatening to surface. “I was a sex worker.” There, she had said it. She waited for a chandelier to come crashing onto their table, tearing them to shreds with brass and light bulb fragments. Either that or a lightning bolt.

			Skylar watched his eyes widen, but he didn’t look shocked. As a gay Italian man with a rough East Coast background, he had never been a judgmental person. Still, telling your friend that you once screwed people for money was no small thing. Especially when I’m the CEO’s daughter.

			“Um …” he began. “How long ago?”

			Her mouth tightened. “I was 12 … so fifteen years.”

			His look turned to pure shock. “Oh my god, where were your parents?”

			She shook her head, feeling tears threatening to surface. “They divorced when I was a baby. My dad wanted nothing to do with my mother. I was stuck living with her, and … well, she was never there.”

			Clay’s look melted into one of compassion. He scooted over in the booth and put his arm around her. That was it; she was crying, tears spilling down her cheeks. She fanned her face to stop them, but they kept coming. Clay grabbed a cocktail napkin and handed it to her. She dabbed at her eyes, now mortified. She inhaled deeply and turned her gaze to meet Clay’s.

			“Do you hate me?” she asked, in a tiny voice, one that didn’t even sound like her.

			Clay squeezed his eyes shut and pulled her closer. “God, no. You were a little girl. That mother of yours was supposed to protect you. How on earth could that be your fault?”

			Skylar nodded, sniffling and dabbing again at her eyes. “You’ll never know how hard that was for me to tell you. No one knows that now except for you and my mother. I mean, I’m sure DJ knows on some level, but he would never bring it up.”

			“Skylar, listen to me. The past is not you. It’s what happened to you. We all have things that happened to us, but it doesn’t make us bad people.” Clay paused. “And I’ll be damned if this bitch is going to hurt my friend. She’ll have to answer to me.”

			The server was back and placed their salads in front of them. “Would either of you care for pepper?” she asked, smiling.

			Clay shook his head and waved her away. “No, thanks.”

			Skylar watched as Clay moved back to his original place in the booth. She pushed the martini toward him.
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