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Part 1

Jenny and Zane


Chapter 1

“Hey beautiful, what’s up?” Zane purred
softly, the back of his hand stroking Jen’s long blond hair ever so
lightly.

“Zane! Oh my God, what are you doing
here?”

“Just wanted to check in with my baby,” he
said. “I’ve been trying to call since I got back, but you don’t
pick up. So I thought I’d swing by, and this is even better. I get
to see you by moonlight.”

Jen smiled and shook her head.

Zane looked in her eyes, searching for that
familiar sweetness and love. There was an instant connection. The
chemistry was still there. Her heart leapt and then fell. She was
excited, scared, and confused all at the same time.

They gazed at each other for a few seconds,
then six-foot Zane opened his well-muscled arms and enveloped the
slender, five-foot-six blonde. Jen snuggled close, with her head
resting on his shoulder. They stood like that for a few minutes,
holding each other and savoring the thrill of being back in each
other’s arms.

Kissing lightly, then more deeply, Zane
murmured in Jen’s ear, “Where’s your mother?”

A pang of excitement went through her.

“At work,” she said softly, panting
lightly.

“Well then, let’s go inside.”

“Zane, no, we can’t,” she whispered, backing
up and staring into his glistening, dark eyes. “A lot has happened
since you left for prison. I need to talk to you. Can’t we go
someplace for a drink?”

It was one AM on a weeknight, but in Las
Vegas that meant nothing, of course. There were all kinds of small,
quiet bars they could run to and hide in a corner and have drinks
and talk. Taking Jen by the hand, Zane walked her to his shiny
black SUV. After helping her into the plush, leather passenger
seat, he slipped in the driver’s side, and off they sped to the
Sandstorm, a dark, intimate cave of a watering hole a few blocks
from Jen’s house.

Ducking into a cozy corner booth, they
ordered drinks. Jen looked sultry and alluring in a short black
halter-dress with sequin trim and four-inch stiletto heels.

Zane stared at her pale blond hair, luminous
green eyes, and full, lush breasts. She was checking him out, too.
He had never looked better. Prison life had obviously agreed with
Zane. He seemed healthier, like he had been eating and sleeping
regularly. He was dressed in jeans, a blue silk shirt, and leather
boots. His light, caramel-tone skin was smooth and clear, his
longish black hair cut in sexy, blunt layers. A playful sparkle,
intelligent and mischievous, danced in his dark-brown eyes. And his
body had filled out nicely. Zane had been lifting weights in the
big house and sported heftier biceps in his arms and shoulders. The
whole package was very hot and sexy.

They couldn’t take their eyes off each other,
but when they began to talk, it got tense and stormy.

“Babe, I’ve missed you so much,” Zane
murmured with a tenderness and intensity that took Jen’s breath
away. “Two years in that hellhole, I hated every minute. But now
I’m out and I want to change my life. I thought about you every
second, you must know that. I wondered what you were doing, who you
were with. I wrote you letters, but you never answered. Did you get
them?”

“Um, no, I guess I didn’t,” she answered,
gazing down and shaking her head.

“Your mother must have thrown them out,” he
muttered, annoyed. “Protecting you from a horrible, violent
criminal. What the hell was she thinking?”

“I don’t know,” Jen sighed. “I guess she
thought she was doing what’s best for me.”

“Well, she was wrong,” Zane said defiantly.
“I’m what’s best for you, Jenny. I’ve always loved you, you know
that. Yeah, I had some big time problems and got in trouble with
the law, but it never meant I didn’t love you. I thought of you
every minute I was locked up. I wanted you every single day and
night. That’s the only thing that kept me going, knowing I was
coming back to you.”

He paused for a second, hoping for some
response. But Jen remained silent.

“You look so beautiful, sweet and innocent,”
he went on, lifting her chin. “I hope nothing has changed between
us. You were the first person I wanted to talk to, the first person
I wanted to see. But you ignored my calls for two weeks. Why did I
have to sit in a parked car in front of your house for days, hoping
to catch you coming home? That’s not much of a welcome.”

“I’m sorry,” Jen murmured, “my mom again. She
was worried about me seeing you. She’s scared about the drugs and
you getting in trouble again. She knows you’re out, and made me
promise to stay away from you. That’s why I didn’t take your calls.
I didn’t want to upset her and I was too scared of what you wanted
from me.”

“Sweetheart, you never need to be afraid of
anything about me,” Zane replied, reaching for her hand. “I’m a
changed man. I want to go straight and be the guy you always
wanted. I want a normal, happy life with you and my kids, and maybe
one or two of our own someday. I want us all to be together as a
family. What I really want is you.”

Jen stared ahead blankly and said
nothing.

“Zane, I’m sorry,” she finally uttered,
looking him in the eye. “Things can’t be the way they were. They
just can’t. My life has changed. I’ve changed.”

“Why do you say that? What’s changed?” he
demanded. “Is there someone else? Tell me! Are you with someone
else?”

Jen couldn’t bear to answer him. Gripping her
vodka and tonic, she took a sip.

“Yes, it’s true,” she finally admitted after
a tense pause. “There is someone else. A guy from San Jose I met at
work. He flies in for weekends and we do fun stuff together. He’s
been really good to me. We’re not seeing other people, so I can’t
be with you. Please understand what I’m saying.”

“Understand what you’re saying?” Zane asked,
angry and flustered. “Yeah, I do, I just don’t accept it. What
happened between us was good, the best I’ve ever had. I learned a
lot in the slammer and I don’t ever want to go back. You’re what
kept me sane in that hellhole and now you want me to understand
that you’re with another guy? Well, I don’t!”

He gripped Jen’s wrist while he talked. A
wave of fear coursed through her.

“Zane, I’m sorry, so sorry,” she stammered.
“But you have a whole new life ahead of you. You’ll get a good job
and lots of women will be interested in you.”

“Well, I don’t want them, I want you,” he
shot back.

“I’m sorry, that’s just not going to happen.
I can’t be with you.”

Her reply was stark and uncompromising. And
her words, delivered in a clipped, staccato tone, carried an air of
finality that left Zane speechless. Taking a deep breath, he leaned
back in his chair and shook his head.

Somehow they moved past the strained dialogue
and rambled on for another hour, at first about people and places
they both knew, then round and round in circles about Jen’s new
boyfriend. Zane couldn’t get the guy out of his head. He seemed
obsessed. At three AM, they finally left the Sandstorm and Zane
drove Jen home.

In her driveway, he gave it another try.

“Jenny, I know I screwed up big time. I’ve
made a lot of stupid mistakes. But I’m a new man now, and you’re
the main reason. Won’t you give me another chance?”

Jen looked at the ground and shook her head
gently. Kissing Zane on the cheek, she repeated softly, “Things
have changed. You’ve got to accept that. I want to be straight with
you.”

Zane walked her to her door and they kissed
lightly.

“This doesn’t feel like the end, does it,
Jen?” he asked plaintively, his nose nestled in her sweet-smelling
hair. “Please tell me! I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone.
Promise me you’ll think about this some more.”

Jen wouldn’t respond to his pleas. She felt
too sorry for him and too weak. She just stood there for a long
moment, hunched over sadly, searching for a graceful exit. After
kissing him again, she turned suddenly and darted inside.

On the other side of the door, Jen felt
queasy, sweaty, and faint. The heat was intense that August night
in 2016, and Jen’s mom, Brandi, had left the air conditioner off.
The house was sweltering. Jen hit the button, collapsed on the
living-room couch, and burst into tears. She couldn’t stop. She
realized she still had feelings for this guy and she couldn’t shake
them.

Exhausted, confused, and crying, Jen lay
there motionless for long minutes, contemplating her fate. She
didn’t know what she would do. She couldn’t go back to Zane. She
felt intimidated by him, and yet she was touched by the emotion he
showed that night. He was sober, straight, and ready to be the man
she’d wanted him to be during the four years they were
together.

But now she didn’t really want him anymore.
She wanted Colton, the guy she had been dating for nine months. The
tech whiz from Silicon Valley gave her a feeling of safety,
security, and stability. He was also cute, sexy, and romantic. With
Zane there was always fun and thrills, but chaos, craziness, and a
touch of danger, too. That stuff seemed old and dated now.
Excitement, yes, but not the right kind.

Jen had outgrown her need for nonstop drama
and amusement-park thrills. Her childhood with Brandi had also been
a roller-coaster ride through life’s uncertainties and
insecurities. And then there was the baggage that went with it: the
loneliness, money problems, lack of family and a steady father
figure. All this was pushing Jen towards Colton. She had never met
his wealthy family back in San Francisco, but she hoped that would
happen soon. At least she knew she could count on him. Colton was
always there for her, sincere in his feelings, and that was the
important thing.

Lying on the couch that night, through her
tears and runny mascara, Jen weighed her options. She wondered how
she and Colton would end up. Would they marry someday? How would
his family feel about her job as a pop-out girl, and her
drama-queen childhood as the daughter of a thrice-divorced cocktail
waitress in Vegas? There was so much heat and passion between her
and Colton now, but would their relationship stand the test of
time?


Chapter 2

When Jen woke up at nine, Brandi was asleep
in her room. After a quick shower, Jen threw on a lavender
terry-cloth robe and ambled to the kitchen to start the coffee. She
was glad Brandi wouldn’t be up for a while. It gave her time to
sort through the confusion and decide whether to tell her about
seeing Zane. Maybe she should hide it from her because it would
upset her too much? No, Jen thought, that would just get her into
more trouble down the road. She would have to level with her
mom.

Camped at the kitchen table that hot morning
with the sunlight streaming in, Jen sipped her coffee and thought
back on her long, troubled history with Zane. Meeting him was the
most exciting thing that had ever happened to her, but also the
worst.

It had all started back in 2010, when she was
a perky high school senior known to all as Jenny Conover. She
hadn’t dated much, which pleased her mom, who wanted to protect her
daughter from the opposite sex for as long as possible.

Jenny was a pleasant, upbeat girl who was too
busy with school work, friends, and singing and dancing lessons to
pay much attention to boys. But at age 17, all that changed when
she landed her first job in a coffee shop at the Venetian and met
Zane Hollister.

Almost overnight, Brandi, who’d been a
cocktail waitress at the same casino for over 20 years, became an
anxious, worrying, fretful parent.

Her fears were justified. Zane was no mere
boy. Far from it. He was every inch a man, or looked to be. Tall
and rugged, with taut muscles and six-pack abs, he came across as
powerful and sexy.

He usually hung out in nudie clubs on
Industrial Road, making drug deals, or huddled in smoky poker rooms
with undesirable types. But one day he and a couple of his cohorts
slithered into the Venetian coffee shop, and the spark was lit.

Zane started showing up there a few times a
week, and often left Jenny huge tips for coffee and a doughnut. God
only knows where those $100-bills came from, or any of the other
money he threw around so casually.

Jenny was impressed and flattered. Every time
Zane walked in the door, she was breathless with excitement.

He was 25 years old, with a rap-sheep a mile
long. A smooth-talking, manipulative father of two, with suave good
looks and a dark, tangled past. Trouble with a capital T, in
Brandi’s book.

Jenny, on the other hand, was an innocent,
underage virgin. Right away, Zane started asking her to go out with
him to clubs with fake IDs, to Reno for high-roller weekends, or to
spend nights with him in his ranch-style house on Cinder Rock
Drive, right near the Conovers’ place in Summerlin.

Zane was a real ladies’ man, with countless
ex-girlfriends, an endless parade of big-breasted blond or
raven-haired molls and bitch-waifs, with major drug habits and the
poor self-esteem to go with them.

Brandi found out all about him because, at
the time, she was dating Nick Tatro, a fiftyish, craggy-faced
security guard at the Venetian who worked part-time for Vegas
Metro. When Jenny started talking up Zane, Brandi’s maternal
instincts kicked in and she went straight to Nick for the
lowdown.

From what the private eye could find, Zane
was bad news, dealing cocaine, meth, and heroin, and probably an
addict himself. Jenny was too young and naive to see any of this.
She was totally dazzled by the suave bad-boy from east Las
Vegas.

And why wouldn’t she be? He showered her with
presents of pretty clothes and jewelry, wheeled her around town in
a shiny black SUV, and spent money like there was an endless
supply. Dressed in expensive silk shirts, designer jeans, and
leather jackets, Zane treated Jenny to show openings, five-star
restaurants, and fancy clubs.

Reveling in the constant stream of money and
attention, the pretty high school senior quickly grew spoiled. The
geeky-faced boys at Cimarron Memorial High never stood a
chance.

A couple of months after they met, Zane got
Jenny together with his bright-eyed, high-wire kids, Danny and
Dakota. The foursome were soon kicking back for fun outings at the
Adventuredome in Circus Circus, Lion Habitat at MGM Grand, and
Dolphin Habitat at Mirage. Jenny fell hook, line and sinker for
those kids, and their smoking-hot, smooth-talking daddy.

Much too soon, a love affair blossomed. It
was Jenny’s first, and Brandi, a mother herself at age 18, was
terrified her daughter would get pregnant. She made sure she went
on the pill, but also told Jenny flat out, “This guy is not for
you. He’s a disaster waiting to happen. Stop seeing him, or you’ll
end up pregnant, on drugs, in jail, or dead.”

But Jenny wouldn’t listen.

“Mom, you’re being over-protective,” she
would respond. “Zane told me all that police-record stuff is bogus.
I don’t know what he does in his spare time, and I don’t care. I
just know that when we’re together, he treats me like gold.”

Brandi threatened to restrict Jenny’s free
time on the Strip. But at the end of the day, what more could she
do? Jenny had a good job that she loved. She made ample tips, and
they needed the money.

And so the love affair throttled on. Zane was
the most glamorous, exciting guy Jenny had ever met, and the sexual
chemistry was off the charts. Their love-making was tender,
passionate, and intense, something she remembered in detail to this
day.

Brandi never let up on her crusade to get
Zane out of Jenny’s life. To appease her, Jenny would sometimes
agree to stop seeing him. But she never actually did. The lying and
duplicity rumbled on for a couple of years. All along, Brandi
remained nervous and on edge.

To her great relief, Zane met his downfall in
the wee, small hours one Sunday morning in January 2014 at the Rio
casino. State narcotics’ agents put the bite on him for selling
heroin and meth to an undercover DEA (Drug Enforcement Agency)
agent.

For the first time the cops, who knew Zane
had ties to a west coast drug cartel, were able to catch him in the
act. It was a crushing blow for the young tough. He was convicted
and sentenced to two years in the Northern Nevada Correctional
Center (NNCC), a medium-security prison in Carson City.

Brandi was overjoyed. She felt like she could
finally breathe again. Jenny was shocked and sad, but not for long.
She was level-headed enough to know Zane was trouble, and
domineering, too. And thanks to her mom’s urgings, she was well
aware that she needed to focus more on her own life.

After Zane went to prison, Jenny left the
coffee shop and briefly got a job as a background dancer in the
Legends in Concert show at the Imperial Palace Casino. It was fun
and she gained lots of exposure, but the paychecks were meager.

In the spring of 2014, a few months after she
turned 21, Jenny, who now went by the sleeker, more grown-up Jen,
landed a gig at a thriving Vegas start-up called Stripper Grams.
Her specialty would be popping out of six-foot layer cakes at
parties and special events.

Whatever the occasion, Jen adored doing
pop-outs. It was creative and challenging and made people smile and
enjoy themselves. She was entertaining them, and using her singing
and dancing talents to rake in huge tips. Of course she was also
stripping, and that didn’t please Brandi. But she was clad in a
lace bikini at the end of her act, so it wasn’t like she was
totally nude.

Jen was having a blast doing the cake
follies, and the customers were wild for her. She was a classic
American beauty, with a combination of Marilyn Monroe’s pale,
sultry-baby sexiness, and Grace Kelly’s finely-chiseled
wholesomeness. Who could resist that?

And then there were the pop-out cakes, also
irresistible. The girls would emerge from a tall, plastic cylinder
hidden in the center of the towering confections and do their acts.
The six-foot cakes, usually in alternating layers of chocolate and
yellow, would then be sliced and devoured by the boisterous
conventioneers. Luscious pop-out girls, followed by mouth-watering
cake. What a win-win!

The only downside to all this lusciousness:
Jen was often pursued by turned-on customers at the events she
worked. She soon learned to avoid contact with most of these
strange and smarmy characters. But in October 2015, with Zane still
locked away in Carson City, she met someone she actually liked and
everything changed.


Chapter 3

When he saw a scantily clad Jen emerge from
his boss’s birthday cake in a massive ballroom at Caesar’s, Colton
Barnes, a hotshot systems analyst from Silicon Valley, was dazzled.
At the raucous party afterwards, he walked up to the gorgeous
blonde and introduced himself. Both were smitten from the get-go,
and ended up going for drinks at a swank club after the event.

It didn’t end there.

They spent that night in Colton’s suite at
Caesar’s. The besotted twosome barely had time to tear each others’
clothes off, the attraction was so electric. The sex was sweet,
intense, and powerful. It was real, and blew them both away. One of
those perfect nights you sometimes have in life.

The next morning, while Jen slept, Colton
slipped downstairs to a boutique and bought her a turquoise-blue
silk dress with a lapis necklace and bracelet set to match. When
Jen woke up, she was surprised and delighted to see white boxes
tied with pink ribbons lying at the foot of the king-size bed.
Colton kissed her passionately, and the boxes tumbled to the floor
as they fell back into bed for a rousing start to the day.

An hour later, Jen was still in afterglow
when there was a knock at the door. Colton opened it and an elegant
room-service cart with a vase of red roses in its center was
wheeled in. While gazing at comped newspapers, they savored a
tasty, romantic breakfast in bed. Then Jen wriggled into her new
blue dress, and off they traipsed for a day of fun on the
Strip.

Colton flew back to San Jose on Monday
morning. But he couldn’t stop thinking about the beautiful blonde
he had met over the weekend. How sweet and charming she was, so
different from all the girls he’d known at Stanford and beyond.
Compared to her, they were all either silly and immature, or
brittle and hard-edged. Yes, Jen was the gorgeous girl next door
who’d popped out of Matt’s birthday cake, but she was also an
intelligent, vulnerable, interesting person.

It might seem strange that a 30-year-old
Silicon Valley super-geek, who was a straight-A student from first
grade through college, would fall so hard for a pop-out girl from
the other side of the tracks. But when you looked more closely at
the whole picture, it made perfect sense.

Colton was tired of the girls he’d met at
Stanford and in Silicon Valley. After his latest break-up, he’d
made up his mind: no more girl-geeks who ate, drank, and slept
technology. Most of these women didn’t know an STD from a computer
virus. As far as they were concerned, it was the same thing.

Colton wanted someone softer, more down to
earth and real, someone like Jen who just wanted to have fun and
love him for who he was, not for what he could do for her career.
She also wasn’t one of those rich Nob Hill debs he met at his
parents’ dinner parties who lived to impress, and be impressed. Who
name-dropped every five seconds and casually dropped gauche hints
about daddy’s net worth. These women were just as competitive and
hard-edged, in their own way, as the tech types. Ballbreakers in
Tori Burch dresses and Jimmy Choo shoes. No, Colton was fed up with
both geek girls and debutantes. He wanted a real relationship with
someone he could trust and relax with.

Gorgeous Jen totally fit the bill. She and
Colton were crazy about each other from day one. But the idea of a
relationship seemed impractical: she lived in Vegas, he in San
Jose. That wasn’t about to stop Colton. He’d never dated a girl in
Sin City before, and was anxious to get to know the town better.
And besides, he loved racking up frequent flyer points. So,
starting that month (October 2015), he became a regular on
Southwest #4132.

On Friday afternoons, barring any delays,
he’d make it to Vegas in time for Happy Hour on the Ghost Bar deck
with Jen. Afterwards, they’d dine at someplace chic but casual like
The Palm, or Rendezvous at Caesar’s. Now and then, they also hit
drop-dead romantic spots, like the Top of the World at
Stratosphere, or Jen’s favorite, Eiffel Tower restaurant in Paris.
Money was not a concern, which gave them endless options.

Afterwards, the hot couple would strut their
stuff at a show like Love at Mirage, or Celine Dion at Caesar’s.
Then it was time to hit the casino for some blackjack, craps, or
video poker. If they were winning, they’d play on. If not, they’d
saunter to another club, like Cleopatra’s Barge, or Pure, for music
and dancing. Whatever was left of the night, and all of the next
morning, was spent blissfully tucked away in each others’ arms in
Colton’s suite at Caesar’s.

Jen usually worked one day each weekend, but
on her day off the couple would savor fun little adventures that
Colton would research and book from his office in San Jose. One
weekend they went tandem skydiving in Mesquite, which was a blast.
They also tried downhill skiing on Mount Charleston, blasted
through the Valley of Fire in pink jeeps, relished hot-air
ballooning over the Vegas valley, and rode through the Toiyabe
National Forest on Harleys.

Sunday nights were always sad for the couple
because they both knew Colton would be flying home the next
morning. By Monday afternoon, he’d be back in his office and hard
at work. During the week, he and Jen called each other at least
once a day to check in. They missed each other and were always
anxious for Friday to roll around again.

By the time Zane was released from prison in
July 2016, the couple had been dating in the lap of Vegas luxury
for nine blissful months.

As Jen sat at the kitchen table that hot
Wednesday morning while Brandi slept, she couldn’t help wondering,
what now?


Chapter 4

After changing into shorts and a tee, a
confused, agitated Jen drove to the gym to work off some nervous
energy before facing her mom later. By two pm, she and Brandi were
both awake, at home, and in the kitchen eating grilled-cheese
sandwiches.

Jen knew that the mere mention of Zane’s name
would rile Brandi, but, still, she felt uncomfortable keeping her
encounter with him a secret.

“Mom,” she began hesitantly, setting her
sandwich down, “Zane was waiting for me when I got home last night.
He walked up to me in the driveway and…”

“No, damn it, no,” Brandi cried, leaping from
her chair. “You need to stay the hell away from that lowlife-scum.
He’s no good for you!”

Jen was startled but hardly deterred by her
mom’s outburst. As calmly as possible, she went on to explain how
the ex-lovers couldn’t tear apart and ended up having drinks at the
Sandstorm.

“After two years in prison,” she said, “he
seems different, you know, more serious and mature. I think he was
totally sober and straight last night, no drugs. He said he wants
me, his kids, and him to be together as a family, and he’ll take
care of us all. He wants me to come back.”

“Oh, no, no, never!” Brandi retorted, waving
her arms wildly. “Of course he wants you to come back. You’re the
best thing that ever happened to him. No, absolutely not. I’m
telling you, cut it off right now!”

“Mom, please, don’t you think you’re
overreacting a bit?”

“No, I don’t,” Brandi shot back. “When it
comes to Zane, there’s no such thing as overreacting.” Then, with
her face taut and darkening, she asked, “So, what did you say? How
did you react to Zane’s tender declaration of love in our
driveway?”

“I, uh, told him we can’t be together again,
that there’s someone else I’m happy with,” Jen replied. “I felt
really sad turning him down. I could see how hurt and disappointed
he was.

“He said he thought of me constantly while he
was gone,” Jen continued, “and that he wrote me lots of letters.
But I never got them. Mom, what happened? How many were there, and
what did you do with them?”

Sitting back down, Brandi shook her head and
clenched her arms tightly.

“Okay, okay,” she finally admitted, “Guilty
as charged. But you’re my daughter, my baby. Since I was 18 years
old, you’ve been my sun, my moon, my stars, the center of my
universe. And Zane Hollister’s a smooth-talking criminal with a
record a mile long. Why would I want my baby mixed up with someone
like that? Why wouldn’t I do all I could to keep those letters from
you, so you could meet someone else and have a chance for a happy,
normal life?”

“Mom, I get all that. I know you did what you
did out of love. But I wish you had at least let me read them and
make up my own mind. So, how many were there, and what happened to
them?”

“A couple dozen, maybe,” Brandi said
sheepishly. “They’re in a shoe box upstairs. I’ll let you have
them, but don’t get all dreamy-eyed and romantic and think that
just because that slimy criminal wrote to you from prison, you owe
him something. You don’t. You’re better off with Colton.

“There’s more security and stability,” she
went on. “He’s been good for you, Jen. I haven’t met him yet, but
from what you’ve told me, he’s a nice, normal guy who’s polite,
well educated, and from a wealthy family. Not a bad way to go,
sweetie.”

“Yeah, mom, I know,” Jen nodded, “but I’ve
never even met his folks. At least with Zane, I know I’m accepted.
I’m not so sure about Colton’s parents. His father’s a big-deal
plastic surgeon to all these rich society women. Colton’s mom gets
her hair done three times a week and throws fancy dinner parties
that everyone in town wants to attend. She’s a major fund-raiser
for children’s charities and the homeless. And his sister’s
studying at UCLA to become a pediatrician.

“They’re all well-educated and high class.
What would they think of my job?”

“Don’t worry about that, honey,” Brandi said
firmly, patting Jen’s arm. “You can always make a career change if
you need to. I’ll bet you’re a whole lot smarter, prettier, and
nicer than anyone in Colton’s family. But even if things don’t work
out with him, Zane Hollister is not the answer.”

Then, with an air of resignation, Brandi
added, “I’ll give you the letters. But don’t get all love-struck
and carried away. Remember, if things don’t work out with Colton,
there are plenty of other fish in the sea.”

Jen nodded and seemed to agree as she
finished her grilled cheese.

That afternoon, stretched out on the couch,
she read Zane’s letters. They were beautiful little essays, laced
with drama and poetry, and filled with love, remorse, promises, and
endless compliments. As Jen read them, she was touched by Zane’s
sincerity and persistence.

But she was also alarmed. He was dead
serious, which made her suddenly realize she needed to stop this
whole thing before it got out of hand.

Two days later, Colton jetted into Vegas, as
usual, on Friday night. He and Jen, dazzling in a pale-blue silk
halter-dress trimmed in lace, had drinks at Hyde in Bellagio.
Later, over dinner at Rendezvous, a French place they both loved at
Caesar’s, Colton remarked that Jen seemed a bit sad and distracted.
Was there something on her mind, he wanted to know.

Between bites of Sole Meuniere and sips of
chardonnay, she launched into the whole wrenching Zane saga.

“He was 25 when we met,” she recalled softly.
“A good-looking, cocky, confident guy who grew up in the rough part
of town. His father was a con artist drug dealer, in and out of
prison, and his mom was addicted to drugs, too.

“When Zane was 13, his father died trying to
escape from a prison chain gang. That was the turning point, I
guess,” Jen said somberly, shaking her head. “After that he avoided
school and got into drinking and drugs. By the time he was 21, he
had a rap sheet a mile long. Mostly drug-possession and petty
burglary offenses.”

As Jen spun the narrative, Colton’s face
darkened. His hand tightened around his wine glass. He seemed
upended and almost startled by what he was hearing.

“Jen, you’re such a straight arrow, how could
you get involved with a sleazy character like that?” he finally
asked, shaking his head in bewilderment. “This sounds so far
removed from what you’re about.”

“It is, Colton,” Jen assured him, “but I was
young, and I knew nothing about the drug or criminal worlds. I was
too caught up in the excitement and glamour, I guess. I thought
Zane was fun, a little dangerous, and really hot. By the time we
met, he’d had two kids by two drug divas who were both long gone.
His mom took care of them from the day they were born, and then
while he was in prison.”

Looking down awkwardly, Colton nodded.

“Speaking of mothers,” he remarked after a
brief pause, “where was yours when all this was going on? She must
have been pretty upset that you were dating this shady dude.”

“She was,” Jen replied. “Mom has this friend
named Nick, a security guard at the Venetian. She asked him to
check out Zane’s background, and he turned up all this shocking
stuff about his family and police record.

“Mom confronted me with it and told me point
blank to stop seeing him. But I was young and in love for the first
time. I wasn’t about to give up the most exciting part of my
life.

“From then on, I lied to her about where I
was going and what I was doing, and went right on seeing Zane. We
ended up being together for four years.

“The only thing that could separate us was
prison,” she recalled. “He got busted in a DEA raid at Rio in early
2014 and was sentenced to two years at a prison in Carson City.

“The reason I’m telling you all this,” Jen
continued, after steadying herself with another sip of wine, “is
that Zane just got released a few weeks ago, and he’s been trying
to call me, nonstop. I’ve managed to avoid him, but a couple of
nights ago, he showed up in my driveway at 2 AM, and we ended up
going for drinks and talking. I told him about you. He was upset,
and kept saying he wanted us to get back together.”

Clearing his throat nervously, Colton
shuffled in his chair. Jen’s revelations had hit him hard and he
couldn’t seem to speak. He was shocked and concerned for Jen. And
no doubt a tad worried about himself, too. He asked Jen what she
wanted.

“I don’t want to get back together with him,”
she replied in a firm, clear tone. “Believe me, it’s over. Back
then I didn’t know anything about the drug world. It was creepy.
There were always strange people lurking around, delivering
packages or collecting money. Some of them had guns. But by the
time I had a clue what was going on, I was too in love to be able
to leave. I couldn’t just walk away, and Zane wouldn’t have let me
anyway.

“Towards the end, right before he went to
prison, It was like I was walking a tightrope, waiting for some
disaster to happen. I could never deal with that kind of tension
again. But I don’t want to reject him, you know, in a way that
makes him go back to using. I couldn’t live with myself if that
happened. Somehow, I’ve got to convince him he’s better off without
me, and that he needs to move on with his life and find someone
else.”

Looking down and shaking his head, Colton
asked, “Better off without you? I don’t think he’s going to buy
that. What will you do if he refuses to accept that? I don’t think
he’ll go quietly.”

Taking another sip of wine, Jen stared at
Colton.

“Well, he’ll have to,” she insisted, “he’ll
just have to. He can’t have a relationship with someone who won’t
see him or take his calls, can he? He’ll have to realize it’s over
and move on.”

As they nibbled chocolate-mousse cake and
ordered more wine, Colton glanced over at Jen with doubts in his
eyes. She was glad she had bared her soul about her ex, but she
couldn’t help noticing that Colton seemed shocked and disappointed
in her for having this dark chapter in her past.

A pop-out girl with an ex-convict-ex. Not
exactly the ideal profile for the glamorous babe that he loved and
was currently sleeping with. It seemed to sadden him and make him
think twice about her. He also found himself wondering if Jen had
other dark secrets that were just as shocking and distasteful.

Though Friday night’s dinner was awkward,
Colton and Jen went on to have a pleasant-enough weekend. She
stayed with him, as usual, in his suite at Caesar’s. When she woke
up in his arms on Saturday morning, she felt safe and secure, a
million miles from the ugly, scary world of drug addiction.

That weekend, they enjoyed an Eagles concert
at the MGM Garden Arena, took
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