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      Zora Monroe rubbed her arms as she looked up at the old building wishing she had taken one more shot of tequila before she left the house. “Brr. I’m freakin’ freezing.” Her top lip curled as she sighed. “Tell me again why we couldn’t meet somewhere else…indoors, brighter, maybe less sketchy-looking.”

      She and her best friend, Olivia, were at some place a few blocks off Burnside Street near the concert hall, but she’d never been to this particular spot. From the outside, it looked like any other ancient gray, unmarked hole in the wall—nothing fancy that would have caught her attention otherwise. If not for the glare of the neon lights from the Portland sign, Zora’s guard might have been raised higher than it already was.

      The skimpy blue dress Oli had forced her into certainly wasn’t keeping her warm, but just the look of the building had the hairs on the back of her bare neck standing taller than the spikes of her pixie cut.

      “Try to remember this is a night for celebration and not some deranged plot to get you out the house,” Oli said with a straight face. Her eyes twinkled the tiniest bit, though.

      “That’s what you keep telling me.” Zora peeked at her phone. Three little irritating dots were still sitting there baiting her.

      “We’re going to toast to you getting the best agent out there for your cookbook, and then we’re all going to dance and drink way too much, and, hopefully, we won’t remember any of it in the morning.”

      Ah, yes. The foolproof plan.

      Though she was still feigning irritation, a smile crept across Zora’s face because all of it did sound amazing. Well, except for the whole “drink way too much” part of it. She and alcohol were a slightly less greasy version of oil and vinegar: they did not mix.

      “Wait a minute. Who is ‘we all?’” she asked.

      To this, Oli grinned and moved forward in the line before she turned her gaze back.

      “Well, Sophia’s scared about her little baby bump, and Everett goes where she goes, so they won’t make it, but…” She dragged the word out. “Kara, Steph, Remi, and Lexi said they should make it…” Her brows danced and she bit back a shit-eating grin like she was going to burst if she held in the rest too long.

      “And?” Zora slowly lowered her chin to her chest, waiting for the other shoe to drop. The crisp air shimmied up her arms, causing a shiver to vibrate through her, but she maintained her focus on Oli.

      “And…you’ll finally get to meet Andre.”

      Zora sighed, and her arms slumped at her sides. Disappointment hummed through her body.

      Andre. The dude Oli met at a concert a few months back, smashed, friend-zoned, and was apparently the perfect leftover to regift to her best friend.

      Yay, me!

      “Yeah, no thanks. I’m good. Who else?”

      “Oh, do you mean Mike?” She pursed her lips and lightly tugged her earlobe—a surefire sign she was lying. “No. I didn’t invite him.”

      Zora squinted her eyes at Oli, reading her.

      “So, Mike is coming? I saw that little lippy earlobe thing you always do.”

      “No. He…was not invited.” She shrugged and pivoted back toward the front of the line.

      Zora stared for a few more seconds hoping to break her. Her friend was hell-bent on keeping whatever scheme she was up to under wraps.

      The only problem was, when Zora allowed herself to be talked into this skanky dress, she imagined Mike’s tongue falling to the floor when he saw her in it. If he wasn’t going to be at the club…well, that just sucked. She was going to be stuck in a skimpy getup that highlighted every one of her physical insecurities. The skintight blue dress, the clear five-inch heels, and the pancake makeup were all part of a costume, handpicked by her best friend, to supposedly boost her confidence and make her look fierce. As it turned out, it was all a big charade so she could meet a hand-me-down guy.

      Perfect.

      The thing was, Mike wasn’t just any guy. He was her brother’s best friend. Or, rather, her brother’s older, disarmingly scrumptious best friend who’d been her “pedestal guy” for years. Over those years, no one had measured up because her fun-sized kid crush had developed into an insanely good-looking, green-eyed stunner with a lean build and broad shoulders.

      “So, who else, then?” Zora snapped then immediately bit her tongue because the irritation in her voice was too telling and needed to be stopped. She tried not to let her shoulders slump.

      “I’ve got a few surprises up my sleeves.” Oli tossed a mischievous look over her shoulder before looking away. She knew Zora could read her better than anyone.

      Again, why on earth did I let Oli talk me out of staying in?

      “I’ll have you know I’m missing an eighties movie marathon for this. You know, they’re starting with Weird Science.”

      “Oh ’you know, your basic high school orgy type of thing.’ ‘It’s a mindscrambler.’ ‘Hurts so good,’” Oli said in her best British accent. She was mocking Kelly LeBrock. Her thick brows dropped into a deep V, and beneath them, her brown eyes skewed into beady lasers. Everything about Oli fit the bill of sex goddess—her blunt-cut black bob, her olive-toned skin, and her full pout.

      Blush pink bandage dresses worked for Oli because she had a banging body with normal-sized breasts and killer calves. She was perfection science couldn’t manufacture, but a terrible actress, nevertheless.

      A sex goddess, Zora was not.

      Even with her best friend’s fashion advice and styling, aside from the shimmery blue nails, none of her getup made her feel like herself. She’d tried to help Oli see that playing someone else’s cards would only leave her lost in the shuffle.

      She wanted no part of losing herself for a man.

      She hugged her arms to her chest and bit back the chattering of her teeth.

      “Whatever, Buttwad. The fact that you quoted the movie proves my point.”

      “Oh, you might miss it!” Oli put the back of her hand to her forehead in distress. “It’s been out for like thirty-five years. I’m sure you already own it, along with every other movie released that decade, so just be present and enjoy yourself, for once.”

      In the midst of all the shivering and merriment, Zora’s phone pinged, and now she really was excited.

      It was her turn.

      After a couple of minutes, she bit her bottom lip and thought for a second before tapping out a message rapid-fire on her phone. Her thumb hovered over the small green vertical arrow while she considered whether to send it.

      
        
        
        Zora:

        1. Haggis burgers are going to be the secret weapon for my cookbook.

        2. I’m home with Oli on the couch binge-watching the second season of Stranger Things.

        3. I’ve been forced to listen to Ev and Soph have sex for the fifth time today.

      

        

      

      Ugh, this is too easy.

      Zora could feel a serious case of side-eye coming from Oli’s general direction. Together they inched forward along the black velvet ropes. Before she could second-guess it, she pressed send. Almost instantly, the phone pinged again.

      Her smile was too wide to suppress.

      “You’re about to meet a fine-ass man, and while you should be practicing your stale flirting skills, you’re seriously playing two truths and a lie with Mike?”

      “Relax. I’m just—“

      “Keeping tabs on him? Whipped? In denial that you’re in love with him and have been since forever?”

      Zora ignored Oli and read Mike’s message as a second one popped up on the screen.

      
        
        
        Mike: #2 You suck at lying. lol

      

        

      
        Mike: First off, if you ever plan on beating me at this game, the two truths should not be glaringly obvious. lol. Your life and your career are food, so I already knew number one was true. But, for the record, haggis is disgusting. No clue how you’re going to mix Scottish and Creole food into one book. Second, if Ev and Soph weren’t screwing like rabbits, I’d be worried they were calling off the engagement. Where are you?

      

        

      

      Oli grabbed for the phone, but Zora yanked it back. “What did he say?”

      “Mind your own business. Go back to sending your little mysterious texts.” Zora giggled and attempted to unscrew the lines of her face to give Oli a pointed look, but it did not deter the woman with balls of steel.

      “Seriously, what did he say?”

      Zora bit the inside of her cheek because she was dying to show Oli, but she liked to see her sweat, too. After a few seconds, Zora flashed the screen to her and Oli burst out laughing. “I love you Zo, but he’s right. You really can’t lie for shit.”

      “What?”

      “Dummmmb,” she dragged out the word. “Even if he did think the haggis thing was a lie, why did you include me in it? Literally, my motto…my mission…my mantra is to never be home on a Friday night. The day I cuddle up on your couch on a Friday night fantasizing about the Upside Down is the day I’m officially old.”

      Dammit, I knew that was too easy.

      Zora yanked the phone back.

      “And don’t tell him where you are. Why does he care?” Oli asked.

      As if to underscore Oli’s rant and rub it in, the phone pinged yet again. Almost word for word, Mike reiterated the point about Oli’s Friday night motto then listed his own three truth-lie options before sending another message.

      
        
        
        Mike: BTW, congrats on the lit agent. I’ll buy you a round when I see you.

      

        

      
        Zora: Thanks!!! I still can’t even believe it.

      

        

      

      Beaming, Zora went back to check out his latest three truth-lie options. She could feel the heat of Oli’s eyes blazing down on the screen as she tried to read.

      “Shhh.” She waved her away. “I can’t hear myself think with you hovering like that.”

      “When you make your choice, will you please put the phone away before you ruin the whole night?” Oli folded her arms. Now, her tone was more serious than playfully pissed.

      Why is she being so touchy about the phone?

      Zora had no clue, but just when she was about to delve deeper into it, the corner of Oli’s mouth lifted. “I want you to have some bubbly, get loose, and maybe try Andre on for size…pun intended.”

      “Gross.”

      “You have a book agent and a hot guy chilling on ice waiting for you to uncork him.” A squeal escaped her lips as she held up her hand for a high five.

      Reluctantly, Zora slapped her hand, but Oli held onto it for a second.

      “Besides, I swear you and Mike act like freaking two-year-olds—truth, lies. It’s all the same thing. I just wish you guys would go ahead and smash again. Then you can decide whether he’s worth all this torment and angst you’ve been putting yourself through. Or, maybe give someone else a chance. You’re adults now. It’s safe to stop playing games.”

      “I’m not listening to you.” A giggle spilled out, but Zora only shook her head.

      “Fine. Don’t admit it, but Andre does kind of remind me of Mike. He’s also a light skinned, baby faced, full-lipped brother, but less cerebral and brooding and more swaggalicious. He’s a little bit taller…and a doctor,” she said as if she was waiting for applause.

      Zora peeked up over her brows. “Not following…”

      “Think of the role playing you could do!” She swooned. “Plus, you are so fierce tonight. You’re like a sleek, tall, Amazon bombshell dipped in bronze. Seriously, that dress never looked as good on me.”

      Zora snickered. “’Fierce’ isn’t exactly the word I’d use. Between this tight dress and these heels, I don’t even know what to say.” She shook her head in disbelief through a fit of giggles. “If Andre is so fine, why aren’t you still with him?”

      Come on, tequila, kick in.

      Before Oli could answer, Zora dropped her gaze back to her phone and typed the number three followed by a long-nosed liar emoji.

      “You know he’s way more your type than mine.” Oli grunted. “Anyway, you can’t stop texting Mike for a night? The only lie is the one you guys keep telling yourselves. You’ve been holding each other at arms’ length for I don’t know how long. Why can’t you just tell him how you feel and see what happens? It can’t be that bad.”

      “Because I don’t know if that’s how I feel.” They’d been over this. Innocent flirting and hanging out was one thing. Going after him, being vulnerable... That was another thing completely.

      Anxiety and irritation were affecting her words.

      “I just…I like what we have. It’s fun and comfortable and uncomplicated.” And perfect. He’s perfect. “I don’t want to mess it up, and I don’t want all that awkward insecurity and second-guessing. We’re friends…practically family.” The inflection in her voice rose to a high-pitched squeak when she said “family.”

      Oli covered her mouth with a fist and pointed at her. “Ooh, now there’s a lie—a bold-faced lie.”

      Zora sighed and shrugged, but Oli’s gaze narrowed.

      “Yeah. Uh-huh. Keep telling yourself that. I have an eye for this sort of thing. The way you act around each other? I should snap a picture to let you both in on it.”

      Shit.

      The thing about falling for a guy before hitting puberty is it has a way of ruining it for everyone else down the line. Oli knew it. Whether Zora wanted to admit it or not, she knew it, too. It certainly didn’t make matters any better he was her brother’s best friend.

      “Look, let us be. We’re good the way we are. We’re just…having fun together. I don’t want or need a man.”

      “Is that the story you’re sticking with?”

      “Yes, and anyway, I don’t need any distractions. My agent—” Zora giggled at the way it sounded so surreal on her tongue. “She gave me twelve weeks to get this book ready. She wants me to find my niche and come up with a new title to go along with the pictures, recipes, and personal stories. I really don’t need a man right now.”

      Well, maybe for a few things that didn’t require her to buy batteries in bulk at Costco, but, no, really, she didn’t want a man at the moment. Especially, if it isn’t Mike.

      Oli turned and grabbed Zora’s hands, squeezing as she deepened her gaze. “Fine. Whatever, but just for tonight, let’s lose ourselves.”

      Oh, just…lose ourselves. No big deal. Nothing to write home about.

      Except that it was for Zora.

      Ever since she was four, her singular goal in life had been to avoid losing herself and to stay true to the woman her grandmother raised her to be—strong against the odds. It was exhausting but worth it when she knew what being weak did to a woman. Mom. Every day that she looked in the mirror, she was reminded.

      For one night and for the friends who were coming to celebrate with her, though, she could afford to let loose. Heck, she was already dressed the part.

      Zora put on her game face. “Fine.”

      Oli did a bouncy, happy dance and stepped forward as they reached the door. She opened her purse for the beefy doorman, then stopped to give him a sultry, batted lash look before she turned back and waggled her eyebrows at Zora.

      “Work and play don’t have to be mutually exclusive,” she purred.

      Zora was pretty sure that last bit wasn’t meant solely for her benefit, considering the fine specimen of man her friend was flirting with.

      Zora opened her small clutch, smiling awkwardly at the bouncer. “Thanks. Anyway,” she said to Oli. “Mike and I are friends. That’s it. I’m fine by myself. Plus, he’s with Kate, and, he’s not here.”

      Oli snickered. “I’m just going to mind my own business, sit back, and watch what happens.”
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      Michael Kennedy sat on the edge of a wooden stool with his elbows propped on the long, sleek black bar and his chin resting on his clasped hands. While he knew he should be looking around the silent disco for Olivia and Zora, he wasn’t exactly in any hurry to find them, considering Kate’s prickly mood.

      “Do you see them yet?” she asked for about the fifth time since they’d arrived.

      “Relax.”

      He wrapped his hand around Kate’s and flashed her a reassuring smile. Within a few minutes, a young bartender with a full beard and two sleeves of tattoos nodded in his direction.

      “I’ll have a jack and Coke and a vodka cranberry for the lady,” Mike called out over the hum of the crowd.

      “You’d think they’d be here before anyone else.”

      The impatience in Kates’s voice ripped through Mike’s thoughts. It irritated the shit out of him, but at the moment, he was picking his battles. Really, he didn’t know what to expect.

      Would Kate and Zora resort to that female tendency to hate, then judge, before looking closer to see if they liked one another?

      Mike blew out a breath to try to take the edge off. It wasn’t Zora he was worried about. He’d known her since she was a kid. The girl was laid-back, even-tempered, and fun-loving. But Kate was territorial and unpredictable—always on defense. This meant he was going to have to spend the rest of the night convincing Kate she had nothing to worry about.

      He and Zora were friends.

      How many times do I have to say it?

      Mike scanned the sea of faces and swaying bodies. The silence was baiting his nerves. Maybe if he saw Zora first, he’d have a small advantage. Be able to gauge the situation and see where her head was at…warn her. But, still no sign of them.

      Kate released an audible sighed.

      “Chill. We just got here, too. They’ll be here soon.”

      She whipped her head around to face and scrutinize him as if there was more to this night out. “I’m just a little confused. Tell me again why you have to be here?” Her tone was laced with accusation. “You’re Everett’s friend, not Zora’s.”

      In a divine act, the bartender placed their order on the edge of the bar, saving him. Mike made a mental note to leave a generous tip.

      “Thanks, man.”

      For a few seconds, he pinched the bridge of his nose. Then he grabbed both of their drinks. At this point, Kate seemed to sense his annoyance and shimmied between his legs, appealing to a lower power. Mike’s hands betrayed him as he set his drink down again and let his hands wander down the thin fabric of her black mini dress.

      He sighed.

      Sadly, and far too cliché for his liking, if there was one thing that he was a sucker for, it was a tight dress.

      Kate ran her fingers through his hair and waited for him to meet her gaze.

      “I told you,” Mike began. “With the high-risk pregnancy, Everett and Sophia didn’t want to be out. Plus, Zora got a book agent and everyone is going to be here to celebrate. She’s like a sister to me. I’ve known her forever.” He exhaled and began again slow and measured. “You wanted to come. I could’ve just as easily dropped in by myself. I just want to tell her congratulations, so we only have to be here for a little while.”

      Mike laid two twenties on the bar, picked up his drink, and stood. “Tell you what. Why don’t we put these headphones on and enjoy ourselves—have a good time while we wait for them?”

      Kate shrugged and forced a tight smile. Her eyes were a frigid shade of iced marble.

      “Drink up. Let’s dance. I want to see you how you move in this dress.” Mike winked, ignoring her attitude, and polished off his cocktail. As he waited for Kate to finish hers, he checked his phone one more time and pulled his headphones over his ears.

      Before long, he and Kate were vibing to the hard beat of a rap mix, courtesy of the deejay on the right. Their headsets illuminated with blue lights, and bass pounded in their ears. Mike preferred the green station, but Kate kept urging him toward the upbeat sounds of some new mumble rapper.

      Beat for beat, she matched Mike’s moves, their bodies molded together as they grinded up against one another, groping and kissing.

      Inarguably, Kate was fine. Physically, she could make any red-blooded, heterosexual male drool. She had wild, curly, blonde hair, cool ivory skin, and, usually, a pair of sunny blue eyes. Her face was Cosmo, her body was Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition, and if that weren’t enough, she was a Trailblazers cheerleader, to boot.

      For the life of him, he couldn’t understand how a woman with all the goods could be so insecure.

      Zora wasn’t his girlfriend. She was his bounce-ideas-off-her, call-when-you-need-a-friend, gets-me-on-a-different-level person, but that was just because they’d known each other for almost two decades. Kate should understand that. The fact that Zora had grown up from a scrawny, ashy-kneed kid into a woman was beside the point. It was bound to happen.

      Mike lifted his chin and his eyes darted into the dark corners of the club, searching for Zora.

      Still nothing.

      “Turn to the green,” Kate moaned, closing her eyes. Her hips were winding as she threw her hands up in the air.

      “Gotcha.” He forced a smile as he pushed the button.

      As far as Mike was concerned, awkward introductions like the one about to happen tonight were further reason he kept his romantic life separate from his friends and family, especially Zora. It just seemed cleaner and neater that way.

      Which was why he hadn’t mentioned Zora’s party to Kate.

      When Olivia called out of the blue the week before, he’d only answered because he thought it might have been an emergency—that, and sheer curiosity since she never called him. During the few interactions they did have during game nights, he got the distinct impression Olivia hated him. So, he couldn’t imagine why she was calling.

      Unfortunately, once he was on the phone and Olivia got to talking about a celebration for Zora’s book deal, he had a hell of a time trying to get her to pump the brakes. Not only was he busy working on the building purchase proposal that could tip the scales toward making him partner, but Kate was only a few feet away in the shower. Still, Olivia pressed on, insisting he take the details, and by the time he’d jotted them down, it was too late. Kate was already out of the shower, wondering where “we” were going.

      “I can’t wait to finally meet your friends.”

      For three days, the party was all Kate talked about until she found out the celebration was for Zora. So, Mike had been both looking forward to this day and dreading it.

      Mike kept the drinks and the music flowing, and soon he’d loosened up and lost track of the time.

      A flush crept over Kate’s skin and she peeled her hair off her neck and pulled it into a ponytail. “I’m going to run to the restroom. I’ll be right back.” She was winded and smiling as she walked toward the back of the club. She seemed like she was finally having a good time.

      In her wake, Mike didn’t leave the dance floor. He closed his eyes and fell into the rhythm of the music. At the change of the song, he checked his phone to see there were still no updates on Olivia and Zora’s whereabouts, but, as he lifted his chin and scanned the room, he spotted a couple of Zora’s friends, Remi and Steph. They were dancing off to the side with some other girls he’d met once or twice but whose names he couldn’t quite remember.

      Mike waved.

      When they saw him alone, they all rushed over to dance with him.

      “Hey guys, how are you?” he asked, noticing the slight slur to his voice.

      One by one, the girls greeted him with a hug.

      “Oh my gosh. We thought you weren’t coming.” Remi’s brows furrowed in question. “Zo is going to be so stoked.”

      “Yeah. Olivia invited me. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. I know how hard she’s been working toward publishing her book. Where is she?” Mike lifted his chin above the crowd on the dance floor.

      “You know how she is. She’s over there by the bar pretending to have a good time. She’s doing a good job of it tonight. Zo is fierce. You might not even recognize her.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He cocked his head to the side, unsure about what Remi meant.

      Why wouldn’t I recognize Zora?

      “Uh…” His lips twitched as he bit back a laugh. He forgot exactly what he was about to say. For some reason he couldn’t explain, a mixture of curiosity and disbelief flooded his insides. He needed to know what Remi was talking about. Whatever it was, it was enough to give him pause.

      He hated change.

      More to the point, he hated the idea of Zora changing.

      In the back of his mind, she was sort of the sweet mainstay in his life—untouched by time. To him, she would always be Everett’s crazy little sister who kept him tapped in to what was current and cool. She wasn’t exactly a millennial, but she definitely had the undistracted drive and leaned into her goals with a fierceness he envied.

      “I’ve, uh…been looking for her. Will you take me to her?”

      Mike looked over his shoulder toward the restrooms for Kate before weaving himself into the crowd behind Remi and the other girls. As he worked his way around, the dimly lit wall framing the sleek bar came into view, and he felt a vibration in his pocket. He fished his phone out just as a notification dropped down from the top of the screen.

      Zora had posted something.

      Or, rather, Olivia tagged her in a picture.

      As the image filled the screen, it did take Mike a second to recognize Zora. His gaze raked lazily over her. Usually, she wore loose jeans and T-shirts or some casual bohemian getup. He wasn’t blind, he’d seen her in shorts, so he knew she had great legs. Every once in a while, she’d show off some midriff, but not much else. Tonight, though, she was wearing a tight, sexy blue dress that gave him a good idea of what she was working with underneath it.

      Every nerve ending in his body stirred and tingled as he scrutinized her.

      This Zora wasn’t the friend he hung out with sometimes and played games with since they were kids. That sleek body didn’t belong to Everett’s cute little sister, either. Nor the endless legs extended by a pair of clear heels or the delicate column of her neck or the pink-tinted pouty lips…

      Mike bit his own lip remembering how he once got to taste her mouth so long ago. The memory took him aback. He hadn’t thought about it in years. That was intentional. He wouldn’t let himself.

      He was breathless.

      And apparently, losing his mind.

      It’s the same Zora. Nothing has changed, he tried telling himself.

      But as he dissected every one of her lean, svelte curves, Mike felt the change by the tightening of his cock. He couldn’t unsee the woman. He zoomed in on the image. Her smooth, tawny skin and slightly flushed pink cheeks. Her expressive almond-shaped eyes still held the promise of joy, a summer sunset, and all of their inside jokes.

      What am I doing?

      In the picture, the room was dark and crowded, but Zora was on the side of the bar where he’d been sitting earlier with Kate. Below the image there were no comments, only three hashtags. #Silentdisco #Zoragothergrooveback #Mikewho

      Mike who?

      Am I the surprise? Is this why Olivia invited me?

      At the moment, he didn’t know whether to hug or strangle Zora’s friend. His heartbeat raced as warmth flooded his body. His eyes darted over to the bar as he pushed passed people. He was breathless as he made his way to the edge of the dance floor. Then he spotted her.

      Zora.

      She was leaning on a barstool with her arms wrapped around some guy’s neck and her lips pressed to his.

      Mike’s heart dropped into his stomach. He felt like he’d been sucker punched. A burning sensation took root in his chest, and his stomach hardened. He felt the heat rise to his face as anger and humiliation washed over him. His breaths were coming coarser and faster.

      What the fuck, Olivia?

      He definitely wanted to strangle her. He was pissed—mostly at himself.

      Where is all this coming from? Why do I want to pummel that guy?

      Mike tore his gaze away, tasting the bitterness on his tongue. He couldn’t watch.

      It was then Mike noticed the pinched expression on Remi’s face, but she wasn’t looking at him. Mike turned to find Kate beside him and it didn’t take a genius to register the sullen look on her face. Tears welled at her red-rimmed eyes and she swiped them one by one from her cheeks.

      “Nothing to worry about, huh?”

      Kate had seen the way he watched Zora. He assumed it was probably the way she wanted him to look at her.

      It wouldn’t make Kate feel any better, but Zora transforming into a fine ass woman and having this effect on him was new to him, too.
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      Game night rotated houses every other Saturday. Tonight, it was at Everett and Sophia’s, Zora’s current digs while her house was under construction. She cursed this situation most days—like when her brother’s lovemaking came through the walls in surround sound. At the moment though, she couldn’t be happier. She was in fluffy socks and sweats and curled up on the couch getting ready to play board games. More importantly, she was not in the sticky, hot silent disco where she’d apparently lost her mind along with her inhibitions.

      “I vaguely remember wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.” Zora held her hands to her throat and opened her mouth like she might wretch at the memory then fell back in a fit of laughter.

      Oli’s top lip curled. “Ew, that is so nasty.”

      “Don’t act innocent like you didn’t try to pass Andre off on me after you got dog-slobbered, too. That was no kiss.”

      Lord, if Oli ever accused her of never losing herself in the name of fun, Zora would hurl on her…projectile vomit.

      Zora had literally allowed a man to deflower her mouth with his slippery snake tongue—not fun.

      They were giggling uncontrollably now.

      “I hear you guys starting without me,” Sophia hollered from the kitchen. “Don’t talk about the guy at the club yet. I’m not ready. We need snacks and drinks for this kind of juicy gossip.”

      “Fine,” Zora and Oli both muttered in unison, but given the magic Sophia made in the kitchen, Zora was more than happy to wait for her snacks.

      By the back door, Blue whimpered as his tail slapped against the tile. “Honey, let the dog out for me!” Sophia yelled.

      She was always hollering about something, but it sort of went with the territory with a loud crazy family, which Zora was beginning to love. For too long, it was only Zora and Everett after their grandmother, Babs died. Then there was a lot of silence. Having a brother was great, but Sophia already felt like the sister Zora never knew she wanted.

      There was something to be said for having a fierce, loud woman in your corner—especially a kickass chef who could throw together five-star appetizers for impromptu pre-game girl talk.

      Zora puckered her lips at Blue, her brother’s chocolate lab, who seemed to be wincing at a combination of Sophia’s healthy, prenatal pill-fueled lungs and his own heavy bladder. She got up to open the door for him. “I know, buddy. I’m going to be in the same boat after I eat all your mommy’s food and drink way too much,” she said as he scurried out.

      Sophia walked slowly into the living room balancing a fancy gold-trimmed tray in her hands. Her loose auburn waves were piled on top of her head in a messy bun and she was wearing black yoga pants and a loose-fitting blush pink shirt, effortlessly looking A Pea in the Pod flawless.

      “Now, what do we have here?” Zora’s brows bounced with excitement. She licked her lips and rubbed her hands together at the scent of warm bread and rosemary wafting through the air.

      “Just a little something to munch on.”

      Sophia gently set the tray down on the coffee table beside a stack of board games. The tray was filled with two wine glasses, a cup of juice, cheese, grapes, and the mouthwatering little pita crackers she made from scratch. Sophia was careful not to knock over the tiny Faberge egg given to her by her mother. It was one of many knickknacks Helen had scattered around, insisting it would make Patton Place feel like a home.

      She passed the wine to Zora and Oli before taking her juice. Then she settled into the cushy chair beside the couch and propped her feet up on the table. “Now, I’m ready. Start right after you noticed this guy in the back, and don’t leave out any of the details.”

      “So, I had just flipped to the green station and I was starting to feel the music. It was like the perfect mix of verse and voice over a slow beat,” Zora said remembering the easy ambiance of the club. “As I started to dance, this crazy woman,” she pointed at Oli, “drags Andre over to me—”

      “Stop editorializing.” Oli rolled her eyes and flashed Zora a quick smile. She was listening, but as usual, an early morning wedding photo shoot had sapped most of her energy, and now she was nodding off.

      “Then what happened?” Sophia sliced a thin layer of brie and spread it over a cracker and popped it in her mouth. She closed her eyes, relishing the flavors.

      Zora couldn’t help getting sidetracked. Food had a way of always taking her off topic. “Did you get this at the farmer’s market at that booth way in the back?” She cut off a small piece and pressed it to her tongue. “Hmmm. Good god, that’s amazing.”

      “I’ll give you all the details later,” Sophia said. “Now keep going.”

      “Anyway, by then, the tequila shots were in full effect. At least behind the beer goggles, he was decent looking, so when his hands slid down my sides and around my waist, I got caught up.”

      As Zora described the guy’s bass-filled voice, and the way they danced with their bodies molded together, Sophia took longer sips from her cup. Zora took her time, sparing no detail as she told them how he didn’t take his eyes off of her…or his hands. Then those hands slid behind her and palmed the curves of her ass. There was also the delicious goodness she felt dragging her hands over his chest…

      Then he kissed her, and everything went south.

      “You were probably fantasizing about Mike the whole time,” Oli droned.

      Zora laughed, but she had closed her eyes and imagined Andre was Mike. She imagined they were on the dance floor in between a few dozen people and he slipped his tongue in her mouth like he did when she was eighteen. She was back there—his hands roaming her body, the heat of their skin pressed together as he made love to her in Babs’s wine cellar.

      A shiver ran down Zora’s back. Just then, her phone trembled across the table. She stole a glance at the screen and heat crawled up from her neck to her cheeks as she bit down on her bottom lip. When she looked up again, she could feel the giddy smile return along with the tingles.

      “With that goofy grin, it sure as hell isn’t Andre.” Oli grumbled. Then she curled into a ball and let her eyes close again.

      A new bout of giggles bubbled to the surface. Zora touched her fingers to her lips. She and Mike had texted all through the night after she got home from the club. The questions in the game were crazy, and strangely, bordered on flirtatious.

      I sleep naked.

      It was a truth that had tortured her into the early morning.

      Lord have mercy, the images of Mike covered in nothing but her body, were still reeling through her head. She could feel her cheeks flush.

      While it sucked lying to Oli and Sophia, Zora loved having this one thing to herself.

      Oli had said to lose herself.

      So what if I did while fantasizing about Mike?

      Sophia nearly spilled her juice as she sat up. She cleared her throat and held up a finger. “Okay, so let me get this straight. Not only did you wear a skintight hoochie dress that barely covered your hoo-ha, but you kissed this guy you met the same night?”

      Zora winced and peeked over her shoulder toward the kitchen to see if Everett was within earshot, but she couldn’t stifle the smile spreading across her face. “Something like that.” She fell back onto the couch and covered her face with a pillow.

      “You did!” Sophia accused. Her mouth fell open as she shook her head.

      “I told her that dress was magic.” Oli high-fived Sophia who was apparently still in shock because they were locked in a weird staring contest. “I can’t tell you how helpful it was. It worked all kinds of magic.”

      Zora leaned back and propped her hands behind her head then immediately jolted back up when Oli asked her next question.

      “Did I tell you guys what kind of doctor he is?” She paused for a few excruciatingly long seconds. “He’s a gynecologist.”

      Zora and Sophia gasped, their eyes wide with shock.

      “Besides the horrible fact he kisses like a fish, now I know I’m never going to see him again,” Zora said. “I don’t want to have sex with someone who’ll probably take notes and compare my ‘hoo-ha’ to every other ‘hoo-ha’ he’s pried open with that duckbill speculum thingy.”

      The three of them burst into loud, contagious laughs.

      In the front of the house, Zora heard the alarm chime and the front door open. Everett was talking to someone. When she heard the bass-filled voice, she figured it was probably Mike. She wondered if he’d brought Kate, the woman he was dating, who he still had yet to bring around. Or maybe it was Jason, Mike’s friend who loved to play games but happened to be the biggest sour loser ever.

      “Hey.” Mike walked into the living room with a red game box tucked under one arm and a bottle of champagne in his hand, ripping and ready to go. Even in loose navy sweats and a plain, white tee with a scruffy goatee, the man was a sun-baked god among peons. He flashed the girls a cocky, lopsided grin, slowly blinking his adorable lashes at them, giving them a glimpse of his piercing green eyes.

      Zora sighed.

      He didn’t even look at me.

      Zora craned her neck to look behind him. No Kate. No Jason. Hmm. His head was down, and he still hadn’t looked at her. She was pretty sure it was by design.

      “You get my text?” she asked, sounding far too anxious. The content had been way beyond PG-13.

      “Uh, yeah. I was driving, though.” He went to set the champagne bottle down on the table but missed the edge and scrambled to catch it.

      “You okay?”

      Mike finally met her gaze and that’s when she saw it. Was that heat in his eyes? It couldn’t be. She cocked her head and blinked.

      No. Uh-uh.

      They were flirting last night, but she’d figured it was one-sided and that Mike was humoring her.

      She wanted to look over her shoulder because surely someone behind her was the recipient of the panty-dropping, half smile hinged on his chiseled jaw.

      Zora’s mouth watered as he licked his lips, and her heart did a little flip. She only realized it because in that moment, she stopped breathing.

      Oh, yeah. I’m losing it, all right. Hallucinate much?

      No question about it, she was definitely going to keep her little dance floor fantasy to herself.
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      Mike placed the board game on top of the stack already sitting on the wooden coffee table. He took a deep breath and hugged Sophia preparing to take the seat beside Zora when he met Olivia’s eyes. He could already feel his body tensing as he clenched his teeth.

      “Olivia.” He didn’t smile or hug her because he was not happy to see her. He was still trying to figure how he was going to make it through game night when a war was being waged inside him.

      Between the urge to lash out at Olivia and the battle with his body not to physically respond to Zora, Mike wasn’t sure how to act. He only came to game tonight to confront Olivia, but now…his emotions were all over the place instead of neatly tucked away where they belonged.

      One emotion in particular stood out.

      Anger.

      The second he sat down beside Zora, their thighs touched, and the memory of her kissing some random dude shot fire through his veins.

      He’d been played.

      Hard.

      Mike studied Zora’s friend, if one could call her that. What kind of person secretly invites you to a setup under the pretense of a celebration? What Olivia did was foul. Dirty. And it was burning him up inside.

      His clenched teeth couldn’t hide the tightness in his expression. He was glaring at Olivia and itching to confront her, but he wouldn’t do it front of Zora.

      Olivia was apparently feeling the weight of his stare because she abruptly got up off the chair. “I’m going to be right b—“

      “Can I chat with you for a second?” Mike cut her off, getting to his feet, too.

      She sighed. “I have to pee.” Then she looked at him, pursed her lips, and gave a light tug of her earlobe as she looked off to the left.

      “That’s fine. I’ll wait in the kitchen. Everett said he needed help with a few things, anyway.” The words seethed from his mouth. At his temple, a vein twitched and his muscles quivered.

      Why am I so angry?

      All night, he’d tried to convince himself he was only irritated because Olivia had deceived him. Zora didn’t even know he was there, and he was all cocksure, assuming he was her surprise. What a fool! What did he even think was going to happen when he walked over? Either way, he was with Kate, so what right did he have to be mad or jealous?

      I am not jealous.

      Mike stalked off toward the kitchen where he grabbed a beer from the fridge and leaned up against the counter with his arms folded. Was he pouting now, too?

      Everett jumped headlong into talk about the upcoming purchase of the Chessington building the following week. Mike had been trying to convince him he could handle the deal. It was a great time to really drill down on the reasons
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