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Chapter 1
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Riding into Las Vegas on her Fat Boy felt like sailing through an oven. Sam had traveled from Santo Milagro, New Mexico to meet up with Torque, a group of middle-aged bikers. She slowed and pulled into the Flamingo Hotel’s parking garage.  I'm sure I've never seen this much pink. Ever. I can't wait to see it at night. Her Harley’s wide tires and reef blue trim stood out in the sea of red, black, and chrome. She grabbed her saddle bags and made her way inside.
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THE NEVER-ENDING RIVER of people and the black and white checkered tiles made Sam dizzy. The cold air in the lobby made the hair on her arms stand straight up, and she shivered violently as she approached the check-in desk.

The clerk smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry; it does take a little getting used to. How can I help you?”

“I have a reservation. Samantha Olivares.”

She got checked in and received a key card for her newly renovated Flamingo room on the 25th floor of the Habitat tower.
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SAM ENTERED HER ROOM and looked around. Her gaze was drawn to the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the strip. She set her saddle bags on the bed and walked to the window. It’s a beautiful view. She turned and took a closer look at her room. It was tastefully decorated with gray and white; only the chairs and artwork were pink. More pink, but at least it’s just used as an accent. She stripped off her dusty leathers and lightweight, long-sleeved shirt, briefly wondering about laundry services. Then she stepped inside the shower, and all thought ceased. It felt so good to wash off the dust and sweat from the road.

As soon as she was clean, she called her friend, Cathy. “I’m here!”

“Great! Let's meet in the lobby, and I'll show you the big kids’ pool. We can have a drink and relax.”

Sam wondered about Cathy’s terminology, but she was excited to see her, so she threw on her swimsuit and a robe and headed for the elevator.

The doors opened, and Cathy shouted, “I’m so glad you came!” She wrapped Sam in a big hug.

“Me too!”

“Once we get settled at the pool, you’ll have to tell me what prompted your adventure.”
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WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT the adults-only pool, Sam's head swiveled as she tried to take it all in. The first thing that hit her was the sound. The DJ had cranked up the music so it could be heard over the hoots and shrieks of the guests playing in the pool. Colorful swimsuits, beach balls, and floats vied for Sam’s attention. She felt completely overwhelmed.

“Vegas really is somethin’, isn't it,” Cathy said, her brown eyes sparkling.

“Everything is bigger than life. It’s amazing.”

“Did you notice the waterfall?”

Sam marveled at the detail the hotel put into making the pool an island oasis.

“Let’s get in the water and cool off. What'll you have to drink?”

“Something frozen sounds good. Strawberry margarita?”

“Ohh yeah.” Cathy walked over to the bar and ordered two, then they took them and sat on the pool steps. “I see you've changed your hair.”

Sam laughed and ran her hand through her spiky, turquoise hair. “I was getting tired of the red. This color matches my new bike.”

“Really? What kind did you get?”

“It's a Harley Fat Boy. I love it! Lots of legroom.”

Cathy eyed Sam's legs. “That's not one of my particular problems.” She laughed. “I can’t wait to see it.”

They sipped their frozen drinks for a few minutes, watching the activity around the pool.

“I was surprised to hear from you.” Cathy shifted on the step.

“I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. It's just not too many people can drop everything to go on a road trip with a bunch of strangers.”

“I felt a sudden need to get away. And I remembered you saying that I have to make my own adventure.”

“Why did you need to get away?”

“A lot of things happened all at once, and I started questioning my place in the world, I guess.” Cathy nodded as if she understood, but Sam knew she didn’t.

“We all have dinner together if you want to meet everyone,” Cathy said as she stood. “Tonight, we have a reservation at Carlos ‘N Charlie's at seven. I know it’s a little late, but it turns into a nightclub with dancing.” Cathy’s curls bobbed as she did a little shimmy, and Sam smiled. “Stay and splash around; maybe talk to that young man who’s giving you the eye. I'll see you at seven.” Cathy gave Sam a little nudge and a nod, then disappeared into the throng of people around the pool.
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THE MAN CATHY HAD MENTIONED sidled over from the bar with two cups. “Hi, I’m Cal. I thought you might like a refill.” He handed her a cup. “The bartender said you had a frozen strawberry margarita.” He winked.

She accepted the drink. “Thank you.”  Her stomach growled.

Cal smiled.

“Sorry. I completely forgot about lunch.”

“The bar has food. Why don’t we get you something to eat?”

Sam was taken aback. This guy seems to have adopted me. “I’ll just have some of this, then take a nap, I think.” She raised her cup.

“Want some company?” Cal leered and ran his hand through his slicked-back red hair, showing off a bicep.

“Good one.” Sam laughed.

Cal didn't seem to think it was funny. He scowled briefly. “Well, I’ll see you tonight then.”

“Tonight?”

“Yeah. I saw you talking to Cathy, so I assume she invited you to dinner.”

“You know Cathy?”

“Of course. Her old man’s the head honcho. We're tight.”

“I guess I will see you at dinner then. Thanks for the drink.” Sam stood to leave and could feel his eyes on her. Great. I wonder why Cathy didn’t warn me. She left the pool, stopped at the food court, and took her lunch upstairs. Stretching out on the king-sized bed after she ate, she thought about her friends at home and her horse, Ghost. Then she started thinking about Jack but yanked her mind back from that precipice.

One minute she was awake, and the next, she was dreaming about flamingos dancing around a fire. They seemed to beckon her, and when she joined them, she turned into a flamingo too.

Waking with a start, she mulled over her dream and wondered if it was just the hotel theme. It was 6:45, so she had to hurry. I didn't ask what kind of place it is. I hope it's not fancy.
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CATHY WAS SITTING WITH Roy at the head of the table when Sam walked into Carlos ‘N Charlie’s. She wasn't sure what she thought about Sam joining them. She had enjoyed meeting her in New Mexico, but it had been just the girls, and Sam’s open admiration and curiosity made her feel good. Here, though, Sam stuck out like a rare bird. She was tall and slender, naturally beautiful, and completely devoid of pretense. Even Roy was watching her.

“Is that your new friend?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said as Sam arrived at the table. Cathy patted the chair next to her. “Sit here.” Sam sat, and Cathy continued. “This is my husband, Roy.” She leaned toward Roy. “Roy, this is Sam. She’ll be joining us on our trip.”

Roy extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Sam. I hear you and Cathy met in Las Rodillas.”

Sam leaned across Cathy and shook his hand. “We did. She made quite an impression on me.”

“Welcome to Torque. We don't always live the high life. Lots of times we camp or stay at Airbnbs. But Vegas is special. Cathy and I met here.”

“What a fun way to celebrate! I've never been to Vegas before. I guess maybe I should get some camping gear.”

“We have extra for now. You can pick things up as you need them,” Cathy said, bumping shoulders. “Oh! Here's Rachel! She's more your age.”

She waved. “Rachel! Come meet my friend, Sam.”

Rachel had a long, acne-scarred face and thin, blonde hair. She looked around, searching for Sam.

“Right here, dear.” Cathy indicated.

“Oh! Sorry! Nice to meet you. May I?” Rachel pointed at the seat next to Sam.

“Of course!”

When Marcus came in and sat next to Roy, Cathy couldn't get an introduction in before Rachel excused herself and took the seat next to him. She leaned in and gave him an eyeful of cleavage before whispering something in his ear. He pushed her away and looked at Sam. “Hi. You’re new,” he said, smiling with white, even teeth.

“I was trying to introduce you.” Cathy frowned.

“Why don't you wait until everyone gets here and introduce her once?” Rachel asked.

“Perhaps some of us would like to talk to her while we wait,” Marcus countered.

Cathy sighed.

Two couples arrived, and Cathy said, “Lizzie! Dani! You remember Sam, don't you?”

“Of course!” Dani said, strutting over in her pink leather pants and stiletto heels. “It's great to see you again!” She hugged Sam. “This is my boyfriend, Pedro.”

Pedro studied her with hooded, deep-set eyes and shook her hand.

Lizzie also walked over and offered a limp hand. “Will you be joining our road trip?”

Sam took her hand gently. “Yes. I hope you don't mind.”

“As long as you get along with everyone, you're most welcome. This is my husband, Greg.”

Greg grunted and gave a nod.

Everyone sat and stared at Cal as he made his entrance. He walked with a hitch in his stride, red hair slicked back, small paunch. He wore black slacks and a button-down shirt with a loosened tie.

Rachel rolled her eyes.

“I see you've all met my future wife,” he said with a completely straight face.

Sam laughed, and everyone just stared at her until her eyes got a panicked look, then they all laughed. “You all got me good.”

“I'll save you,” Marcus said.

Rachel frowned.

God help us, Cathy thought.

“Sam, we've all eaten here several times. Do you have any idea what you'd like?” Roy asked.

Sam looked down the menu. “I'll try the shrimp tacos.”

Cathy waved to the waiter and let him know they were ready to order, but when it was Dani's turn, she couldn’t decide. “I don't know what I'm in the mood for.” She leaned in and whispered in Pedro’s ear.

“I need some food, babe. Why don't you get the chicken quesadilla? You liked that last time.”

She licked her pouty lips. “I like other things too.”

“Later.”

“Maybe.” She frowned.

They finished ordering, and Roy said something to Marcus that Cathy couldn’t catch. However, when he stood and changed places with Greg, she knew he had business to discuss. She turned up the wattage of her smile. “So, Sam, what do you do for a living that lets you take off on a whim?”

“I’m a rancher, and I’ve never actually taken a vacation before. This is a first.”

That didn't sound too interesting to Cathy, but the men at the table took an interest.

“So, you ride horses and lasso cows and stuff?” Cal asked.

“Sometimes, but I mostly make business decisions and keep the books. The ranch hands take care of most of the lassoing.” Sam smiled.

“What kind of business decisions?” Pedro asked.

“How many head to buy or sell. How many calves we need. How much feed to buy. That sort of thing.”

“That sounds fascinating, dear,” Lizzie said.

Dani flipped her long, wavy hair. “No, it doesn't. No wonder you wanted to get away.”

Cathy watched carefully. Sam's eyes widened a little at the blunt comment, but other than that, she gave no reaction.

“You are so rude,” Rachel said. “Not everyone can spend all their time shopping.”

Dani stuck out her tongue. “You should be the one on a ranch with a face like that,” she mumbled.

Rachel's face turned red. “What's that supposed to mean?”

“You've seen it in the mirror. If it wasn't for your giant bazoongas, no man would even look at you.”

“Ladies,” Roy said quietly. “If you can't behave at the dinner table, perhaps you should excuse yourselves.”

“I think I will. I shouldn’t have to put up with her abuse. I'll be at the bar.”

The waiter arrived with their food, and Rachel spoke with him before stalking off.

Sam excused herself for a moment, and Cathy saw her follow Rachel and sit with her. She has a good heart.
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SAM SAT ACROSS FROM Rachel. “Are you okay?”

“Just leave me alone. You don't know me.”

Sam put her hand on Rachel's. “That's true. But I know when someone is being mean. And I know it hurts when I'm on the receiving end.”

“Has anyone ever said something like that to you?”

“I've been made fun of because of my height and my hair and my lack of girliness. I know what it feels like.”

“I know I'm not beautiful.” Rachel sighed. “But I do the best I can with what I have.”

Sam looked her in the eye. “You may have features you don't like. Everyone does. But you, as a total package, are beautiful. When you walk into a room, men's heads swivel. Whatever Dani said was probably motivated by jealousy.”

“Why would she be jealous of me?”

“Pedro has a roving eye, and Dani has her own insecurities. I know that doesn't make her words any less painful, but I've known people like her. They say the most painful thing they can think of when they feel attacked and sometimes don't even remember they said it later. My best friend's mother was like that.”

Rachel's eyes glistened. “Thanks, Sam. That helps a little.”

“Would you like me to bring my dinner over here and eat with you?”

“No, go ahead and join the others. I'll see you on the dance floor.”

Sam stood and hugged her briefly before rejoining the dinner party.
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CATHY SAW SAM RETURNING and shushed everyone.

Sam sat and looked at her plate. “Did someone steal one of my tacos?”

Marcus raised his hand slowly, with a sheepish smile. “It was getting cold. I thought one of us should enjoy it.”

Sam playfully whacked his shoulder with the back of her hand. “I trusted you.”

“Never trust a handsome man,” Cathy said.

“The rest of us are ready to order dessert,” Lizzie said.

“Don't worry about me.” Sam grinned. “The frozen margaritas are dessert enough.”

Dani mumbled, “Just one probably has a thousand calories.”

Sam raised an eyebrow but kept her smile.

“That is why we have to hit the dance floor after dinner,” Cathy said with a shimmy.

They finished their meal with equanimity, then moved into the bar area.
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ROY SAT WITH SAM WHILE she finished her meal, and together they watched the women walk through the crowd. Cathy was the epitome of a 60s flower child, now in her 50s. She was vivacious, with colorful, flowing clothes. Lizzie reminded Sam of a young Audrey Hepburn, only not so young. Dani played the role of sex kitten.

She saw Dani speak to Rachel with her head down and offer her a hug. All seemed to be forgiven, but Sam wondered.

Roy cleared his throat. “We’re an interesting group, don't you think?”

“Yes, actually. You're all so different, yet everyone seems to get along... mostly.”

He leaned forward. “What are you really doing here? Are you a cop?”

Sam's eyes widened, and she gaped. “No! Is that what you think? That I have some sinister motive for joining you?”

“You have to admit, it seems a little suspicious.”

Sam shrugged. “I'll tell you the whole story if you need me to.”

“Please.”

She paused and bit her lip. “My father died a year and a half ago, and it left me feeling very alone. Then, in early Spring, a cousin I had forgotten about showed up.”

Roy nodded, watching her intently. “How do you forget you have a cousin?”

Sam shrugged. “Our fathers had a disagreement when we were very young. I hadn't seen nor heard of him since I was five.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, after he arrived, there were two murders, two attempted murders, and a kidnapping. We both got involved. Life was hectic and busy. I had friends and a relative and lots of adventure.”

Roy's eyebrows went up. “You enjoyed the murder investigation? How did you get involved if you're not a cop?”

“My friends were getting hurt, and I got kidnapped. I didn't enjoy that. I don't know. I enjoyed collaborating and hanging out with my cousin. In our downtime, we went camping, had pool parties, and had friends over.”

“Your life was social and full.”

“Then it was all over.” Sam sighed. My cousin went home, a friend was dead, and I found out another friend had had an affair with my father for years. I was suddenly lonely and bored.”

Roy got a faraway look in his eyes. “I felt that way when I returned from my tour of duty. Being deployed was hell, but I missed the camaraderie and sense of purpose when I came home. I couldn't settle down, so I started this group.”

“So maybe you understand. I just felt like I needed to get away. Anywhere. Then I remembered Cathy. She told me I had to make my own adventures, that no one else would make them for me. I saw her 'Have a nice day' card on my desk and called her. That's all.”

“That's all? Sounds like you've been through it. Where is your cousin now?”

“He's back in Albuquerque.”

Roy gave her a little smile, but his eyes looked sad. “I'm sorry for raking all that up, but I like to know what kind of people my friends are.”

“I understand. I think I would feel the same way.”

“If you're done there, perhaps we should join the others.”

Sam smiled. “I'm done.”

They stood and made their way to the bar. Pedro and Dani were dancing, Marcus was having a discussion with the bartender, and Cal was hitting on every woman he could find. Rachel, looking recovered, asked Roy to dance.

Cathy got a dangerous glint in her eye. She watched the two of them on the dance floor, her brows furrowed. Then she turned and glared at Sam. “What were you and Roy talking about for so long?”

“He thought I was a cop. I had to explain why I joined you guys.”

Cathy immediately relaxed and laughed. “I'm going to head upstairs. Want to go shopping tomorrow?”

“That sounds fun. We could have lunch together while we're out.”

“Great! Let's meet in the lobby around ten.”

Cathy said goodnight and disappeared into the crowd. Sam stayed for a while and danced until Cal set his sights on her. She saw him heading in her direction, so she went to the bar where Marcus was still talking to the bartender. He looked slightly annoyed at her interruption, but the bartender winked at him and walked away.

“You said you'd protect me,” Sam said with pleading eyes. “Just dance me toward the exit, so I can escape. Please?”

Marcus looked over her shoulder at Cal and smiled. “Let's make it look good.” He took her hand and led her onto the dance floor, pulling her uncomfortably close. His hands were in places they shouldn't have been, and he put his lips near her ear.

“I would be alarmed if I hadn't seen how you looked at that guy behind the bar.”

“It's all for show. I would be alarmed if I thought you couldn't keep a secret.”

“Partners in crime.” She grinned.

“My uncle can't know.”

“Who's your uncle?”

“Another secret.”

“Okay. Cal has moved on to another target. Dance me toward the entrance, and I'll make my escape.”

He saw Cal watching them, so he kissed her.

“I am now jealous of the bartender. You just set my socks on fire.”

“Yeah, that was a good one.” He grinned at her. “I think Cal got the message.”

“Thank you, my hot, unavailable hero.” Sam walked quickly out of the restaurant and up to her room. It wasn’t late, but she felt exhausted. She lay down for a minute and didn’t wake until morning.
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Chapter 2
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Cathy quickly left the Cosmopolitan suite where she and Roy were staying. When she turned toward the elevators, she almost ran into Lizzie exiting the room next door. “Oh! Excuse me. I’m afraid Roy’s been rushing me because he has some mysterious meeting.” Lizzie blushed slightly, and Cathy knew she had heard at least part of her conversation with Roy. They stepped onto the elevator. “Would you like to join Sam and I? We’re going shopping.”

“That’s nice of you, but I'm supposed to meet Greg after his golf game.”

Cathy smiled. “You two are such a great couple.” The elevator doors opened, and they stepped out.

“It’s work sometimes,” Lizzie said, not quite meeting Cathy's gaze. “See you at dinner.”

Cathy watched Lizzie walk toward the bar, then hurried to meet Sam in the lobby.

––––––––
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SAM WAS RELIEVED WHEN Cathy arrived because Cal was hovering and wouldn't take no for an answer.

“Cal! Will you be joining our shopping trip?” Cathy asked as she approached Sam.

He frowned. “You couldn’t pay me enough.”

“We'll see you at dinner then. Let’s get a move on, Sam.”

They walked out of the hotel, and Sam said, “Thank God for that.”

Cathy looked at Sam and raised her eyebrows. “What happened?”

“He’s just such a pest.” Sam shrugged. “He won’t leave me alone.”

“Oh, I know, dear. He's like that with all the single ladies... except Rachel. He doesn’t like her for some reason.”

“Hm. Maybe I should ask her what her secret is.”

Cathy ignored her comment. “I thought we could walk down the Linq Promenade to the High Roller.” Cathy pointed to a giant Ferris wheel.

“That sounds great!” Sam looked around at the crowd and shuddered a little, but as they walked, she found herself focusing on the little things. Sam remembered taking a hike with Jack in the desert and showing him all the little details that would be missed on horseback. She noticed couples and families from many different cultures, listening to their languages and noticing different clothing styles.

Sam heard music everywhere: blaring from stores, speakers, and boom boxes, competing for people’s attention from opposite corners. Shoppers and pedestrians spoke loudly to be heard over the music.

So much noise. I wonder if I’ll be deaf by the time I get home.  

They looked in the myriad shops, beginning with the Welcome to Las Vegas store. “I’m not much of a shopper,” Sam said, “but I would like to find some souvenirs for my friends back home.”

Cathy nodded. “Just look around, and something is bound to catch your eye. Sometimes I pick up little trinkets too.”

Sam wandered up and down aisles spilling over with cheap, high-priced, and often gaudy items that no one would ever use. She picked out some key chains, socks, and a couple of t-shirts as she browsed. She wasn’t entirely pleased with her purchases, but space was an issue.
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SHE AND CATHY STOPPED to watch a group of street performers outside the store. Five men performed a combination of hip hop and gymnastics while engaging the crowd and pulling them into the performance. The group was funny and creative, a big hit. Sam would have stayed longer to watch, but Cathy reminded her of the time.

They walked on until Sam stopped in her tracks and gawked at the one store that could make her a shopper. As she gazed at the large Harley Davidson logo and the plate glass windows, she thought she might have heard angels sing if it weren’t for all the competing sounds. “Cathy! We have to go in there!” She grabbed Cathy’s hand and pulled her inside, then just stood and let the rows of cool gear and the smell of leather wash over her. “This is nothing like the store in Las Rodillas.”

Sam was fascinated by all the gear and accessories. She found herself buying much more than she had intended. Then, burdened down with shopping bags, Cathy led her to a shop that sold cupcakes, and they sat on the edge of a fountain to rest.

“What did you get?” Cathy asked, eyeing Sam’s bags.

Sam groaned. “What didn’t I get? Shopping in Las Rodillas is sparse. I got carried away. Custom parts, souvenirs, clothes, they had everything!”

Cathy laughed. “I get like that in yarn shops.”

“What? Why?”

“I knit. I love to make colorful things.”

“That makes sense. Your love of color is evident.” Sam smiled.

Suddenly, Cathy stood. “Do you want to eat first or take a ride?”

Sam looked up and was surprised at how close they were to the High Roller. “Let's ride first. I’m excited to see the view, and we did have that cupcake.”

The observation wheel seemed to grow exponentially the closer they got. Sam was rubbernecking by the time they got in line. Instead of small seats for two, large enclosed ‘cabs’ each held up to forty people. Luckily, their cab wasn’t too full, and they were able to get a good view.
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CATHY POINTED OUT THE sights as they sailed slowly through the sky. She was surprised at how fun and easy it was to hang out with Sam. She was much younger but curious about her surroundings and very low maintenance. I hope the others are wrong and she doesn’t have an agenda. I hope she doesn’t get hurt. She seems like she can hold her own.

Once their ride was over, Sam said, “That was incredible. I had no idea how much is packed into this area. It would take weeks, maybe months, to see it all.”

Cathy nodded. “We've been here dozens of times, and I haven't seen a fraction of it.”

Sam's stomach growled, and Cathy laughed. “I guess you're hungry. What should we eat?”

“I don't know. Do you have a favorite?”

“You might think it’s silly, but I just love In ‘N Out.”

“I’ve never eaten there.”

“Then, follow me. You're in for a treat!”

They walked back down the promenade in silence until the big red sign with the yellow arrow came into view. “Behold,” Cathy said, “the mecca of burgers.”

“All this hype, and I’m starting to get pretty excited.”

“And so you should. Let’s go in and get some.”

They placed their orders for cheeseburgers, animal fries, and shakes. Cathy ordered an extra burger for Roy. “He loves these too.” She smiled. When a table opened, Cathy sent Sam to claim it. “Animal fries definitely require a table.”  

She could tell Sam didn't understand what she meant until she took the food to the table and unloaded the bags. Sam opened the box and grabbed her fork. “Mmm,” she said through a mouthful of food. “I might be willing to move here just for these fries.”

Cathy smiled as she opened her own box. “I always eat them first, or they get soggy.”

When they were done with lunch, they headed back to the hotel with Roy’s burger. “Come on up with me and see our suite. It’s so cute. We got it because sometimes we like to entertain instead of going out.”

“Is it very pink?”

“You could say that." Cathy laughed.

“Thank you so much for today,” Sam said as they entered the elevator. “I had a great time.”

“I did too.”

The
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