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            Chapter One

          

          LEXI

        

      

    

    
      The music was too loud. Maybe it was me. Was twenty-seven too old to sip an overpriced cocktail, wearing a too-short skirt and a too-tight top? Judging by what some of the other ladies were wearing, no.

      I tugged at my skirt in a vain attempt to pull it closer to my knees. Preferably over them. Nicole was late, as usual; it would take at least twenty minutes to go back to the room and change. There was no time. One thing was for sure, I'd never again buy anything an eighteen-year-old sales girl declared, "Totally perfect for Vegas."

      The fluorescent blue liquid swirled around my glass as I fiddled with my straw.  A “Knock Out,” the bartender had called it. It was going to knock me out. Every time I took a sip, the sweetness sent bites of pain through my teeth. Yet I couldn't seem to stop drinking it.

      “Excuse me,” a voice from behind said.

      I swiveled in my seat to see a very blond, very clean-cut, very preppy guy. Good-looking if you liked the college-boy look.

      I didn't.

      He was standing over me, not even trying to conceal the fact that he was staring at my cleavage, which there was way too much of.

      “Yes?”

      “Can I get you another?” College Boy gestured to my drink, which I was surprised to see almost empty.

      That would explain the dizzy feeling every time I moved my head. Knock Out, indeed.

      "I'm married,” I said and turned back to face the bar. Where was Nicole?

      "I'm Clark," College Boy said as he took the seat next to me, "and nobody in Vegas is married."

      I twisted to look at him again. His smile dazzled. Clearly the result of thousands of dollars of orthodontic work. “Seriously,” I tried again. “I'm not interested.”

      He leaned in and the smell of stale beer assaulted me. Over his shoulder, I could see the table of his frat buddies, poking each other in the ribs and pointing in our direction.

      Perfect. I was a bet.

      “Listen, kid.” I couldn’t have been much older than him, but maybe an insult would help. “I'm not interested in being part of your game tonight.”

      “Come on, baby.” His breath was hot and moist in my ear. I leaned back as far as I could without falling out of my seat but his arm snaked around me and yanked me towards him. “I just wanna have a little fun.”

      “Maybe I can suggest a playground nearby."

      "Ouch," College Boy said and pulled back in mock injury. "That hurt."

      "You think that hurt?"

      "Come on." He leaned in again. "Don't be a bitch."

      Really?

      Changing my approach, I slid my hand up the side of his face, being sure to give his cheek a little caress as I went.

      "Yeah," he murmured and closed his eyes. "That's what I'm talking about."

      Without wasting any more time, I grabbed his soft, fleshy earlobe and twisted, hard.

      "Ow!" His eyes snapped open and he jumped back but I still had a grip on his lobe. "Shit! Let go."

      "Have I made my point?"

      When he didn't answer immediately, I applied a little more pressure.

      "Shit! Yes, you've made your point."

      I let him go and his hand flew to his ear. He shot me a look, which made it clear that whatever he was feeling towards me, it was no longer romantic. I gave him an innocent smile and a little wave as he retreated to his buddies, who were howling with laughter.

      Yes, I was definitely too old for this.

      I turned around, intending to return to my drink but my eyes landed on a man standing at the other end of the bar. He was tall, but it was his black hair and matching dark eyes that caught my attention. From the grin on his face, I could tell he'd witnessed what happened. I offered a little shrug but didn't look away.

      He was handsome. No, more than handsome. He was gorgeous in a way that only guys who don't know how gorgeous they really are can pull off. And he was coming over.

      "I’m not trying to interrupt you," he said. I looked him in the eyes. No, not black but perhaps the richest shade of brown I'd ever seen. Gold flecks caught the light, making his eyes shine like onyx. I couldn’t look away. "I saw what happened to the last guy," he continued.

      "I didn't want to have to do that."

      "No," he said with a grin. "It was great. I was going to offer my assistance, but it's clear you didn't need my help. I'm Leo." He extended his hand, which I took.

      "I'm Lexi."

      His skin was warm but a shiver went through me when he squeezed my hand before releasing it.

      Leo turned and we both watched as College Boy threw money on the table and started towards us on his way to the door. When he got close enough, he glared and said, "Good luck, man. She's married. And mean.” He pushed past us and out of the lounge, his buddies tailing him.

      Leo shook his head and turned back to me. "I only have a few minutes. Do you mind if I sit here?" He pointed to the stool at the bar next to me. "Or would you rather be alone?" He held up his hands in mock defense.

      I laughed. "Go right ahead. I'm just waiting for someone.”

      "Since you're waiting anyway, can I get you a drink? I promise I won't try any  bad pick-up lines."

      My defenses fell a little and I said, "Sure, since you promised not to try anything.”

      "Never," he said and smiled. His dark eyes lightened when he smiled, which made them look even richer. I tried not to stare. "What are you having?”

      I looked at the blue liquid at the bottom of my glass and shoved it away. “Anything but that.”

      Leo called the bartender over. "Mike, can I get a Coke and a vodka tonic for the lady?"

      "Make that a vodka and soda," I interrupted.

      Leo turned to me and gave me a sly smile. I shrugged. He turned back to the bartender and said, "Make that a vodka and soda. Thanks, Mike."

      I watched while he made small talk with the bartender, who seemed to know him. There was something about his confidence that hypnotized me. But it might have been the effects of the Knock Out.

      “So," he said, turning back to me, sliding my drink over. "Is what that guy said true?"

      "That I'm mean?" I took a long sip of my vodka, enjoying the sharp contrast of the soda from the teeth-rotting sweetness of my first drink. I rolled the liquid around in my mouth before swallowing and added, "Absolutely."

      "Well, I'll withhold judgment on that one," he said. "But what I really wanted to know is, are you married? Is that who you're waiting for?"

      Was he flirting with me? “Actually, no. I'm meeting my best friend. It’s her birthday. Well, not tonight, but this weekend. She’s always wanted to come to Vegas, so I caved.”

      I could’ve smacked myself. Instead, I grabbed my drink to prevent anymore random ramblings. If he were flirting with me, he wouldn’t be for long. But what was wrong with a little flirting? It might be fun if I had any idea at all how to do it.

      “And the husband?”

      “I’m here with Nicole,” I said, hoping that I could avoid that particular line of questioning. Thankfully, he didn’t push it.

      "So, what are you going to do to celebrate Nicole's birthday?” he asked.

      I smiled, relieved to talk about something else. “Her actual birthday is tomorrow and I told her she could choose what she wanted to do. So, I guess we’ll go out dancing somewhere.” I winced at the thought of braving a Las Vegas nightclub. “But tonight we're keeping it pretty tame. We're going to see a Cirque show. I can't remember which one. They're all the same, aren't they?”

      He laughed, smooth and natural. The image of warm caramel on an ice cream sundae popped into my head.

      “No, they're not all the same,” he said. “Similar, I'll give you. But each one has a different focus.”

      “You've seen them all?”

      “I have. Some more than once.”

      “You must spend a lot of time in Vegas.”

      “You could say that,” he said, taking a long sip of Coke. "I live here."

      Before I could ask him about that, Nicole's voice, preceding her by seconds, cut in. “Well, hello,” she said as she sashayed over with a little more enthusiasm than normal. She looked much taller than her five four in spiky heels. I wasn't sure how she could breathe, let alone walk, in her emerald green dress that hugged her like a second skin. She looked good; she'd been working out twice a day for months and practically starving herself in preparation for this trip. I hated to admit that it paid off. I tried not to encourage that behavior in her, but she did look amazing.

      “Who's your friend, Lex?” Nicole flipped her red hair over one shoulder and held out her hand in invitation.

      Leo stood and took her hand. “I'm Leo. You must be Nicole.”

      “The one and only.” Nicole took the stool he offered and slid in next to me.

      “I was just keeping Lexi company until you arrived. But I should let the two of you get on with your evening.” He spoke to Nicole, but his eyes didn't leave mine.

      “You don't have to leave,” I said.

      “Unfortunately, I do. But maybe I'll run into you again," he said with a smile that made my stomach flip.

      I struggled to keep my composure. "Maybe."

      “Nicole,” he said, turning to her. “What are you drinking tonight?”

      Her face flickered and the flash of a frown transformed into a smile so fast that if I hadn't known better, I'd doubt it had even been there. She ran a hand through her hair and said, “I'm kinda in the mood for something sweet. You know what I mean?” she purred. She couldn't help it. Whenever there was a man around, Nicole transformed. She would bat her eyelashes, throw on her sexiest smile and send out vibes of pure lust. She'd been that way ever since we were teenagers and she’d figured out that boys would do pretty much anything for her with a little flirting.

      I felt a small burn of jealousy, which was ridiculous, when Leo returned her smile and ordered her a Knock Out.

      “So, Lexi said you're going to a club tomorrow night for some dancing,” Leo said.

      “Well, when in Vegas...” she said and leaned forward, exposing a little more cleavage.

      I rolled my eyes and looked out onto the casino floor, where the lights from the slots flashed and waitresses traipsed back and forth on their stilettos, carrying drinks to gamblers who were pumping money into machines at a surprising rate. Over at the blackjack tables, there was a crowd of people forming around a man in a Hawaiian print shirt. By the excitement surrounding him, he must have had a run of luck.

      “Well, what do you think, Lexi?”

      I shook my head and turned back to the conversation. “About what?”

      “Leo has offered us VIP passes to Studio 54 for tomorrow. He tells me it's the place to be on a Saturday night.”

      “It's your birthday. If that's what you want to do, it sounds good to me.” I did my best to sound excited. Nightclubs were akin to torture. “Thanks, Leo.”

      "It's my pleasure." He held my gaze again.

      I cleared my throat and forced myself to look away. I swiped a piece of hair behind my ear before asking, “So, how did you happen to have these tickets?”

      “I have my connections.” He grinned and because he looked so cute, I found myself grinning back. “Seriously,” he added. “I work at the hotel. Speaking of which, I should get back.” He pushed himself away from the bar.

      “It was very nice meeting you, Leo,” Nicole said.

      “Likewise, ladies. Have a great night.” He started to move to the door.

      “Wait," I called and the second he turned around, my face burned with embarrassment. That sounded ridiculous. “How will we get the passes?” I asked, trying to sound natural.

      “Don't worry, Lexi,” he said and I could tell he was trying not to laugh. My face got even hotter, if that was possible. “I'll make sure you get them.” And then he turned and disappeared onto the casino floor.

      I watched him go, wishing, with a great deal of absurdity, that he would turn around and come back.

      “That's it. No more alcohol for me,” I mumbled.  I hadn’t reacted to a man like that since, well, since ever.

      Nicole didn’t hear me. “He's yummy,” she said, licking her lips. “Now come on, we're going to be late for the show. And what are you wearing?”

      I looked down and said, “What's wrong with this? The sales girl said this was totally Vegas appropriate.”

      “Seriously, Lexi? For such a hottie, you choose the strangest clothes.” Nicole stood and pulled me from the stool. “Don't worry, we'll go shopping tomorrow and get you sexed up.”

      I turned to grab my purse and caught sight of my left hand. It still made my breath catch when I saw my naked finger where a ring had been for the last three years.

      “Lex, come on. What are you looking at?”

      I blinked hard. "Nothing," I said and grabbed my purse. “Let's go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          LEXI

        

      

    

    
      I had the pool to myself. Dropping my towel and wrap on a chaise, I dove head first into the glassy water. I must be the only person who liked to swim laps at seven in the morning in Vegas. When I broke the surface, I transitioned easily into smooth, effortless strokes and headed for the opposite end. When Nicole brought up the idea of coming to Vegas to celebrate her birthday, she was smart enough to suggest we stay at the MGM Grand, where there are five pools. She knew if she eliminated most of my objections, including my need for a morning swim, I wouldn't have much of a reason to say no.

      I reached the other end, tucked into a smooth flip turn pushing off the slick blue tiles, and started back to the other side.

      A sigh escaped me as a bubble after my second lap. It always took me a few minutes to warm up, for my muscles to relax and loosen as memory took over and my body fell in line with the exercise. I'd been swimming so long that if I missed a day, my body seemed to crave the fluidity of the water, the lengthening of each muscle as I strove for an ever-changing goal.

      As I reached the wall on my fourth lap, a shadow fell over the water startling me into stopping. I popped my head out of the pool, grabbed the slippery tiles and peered up into the already intense desert sun.

      "I found you,” the shadowy figure said.

      I shivered involuntarily at the voice and shaded my eyes, trying to bring him into focus.

      "Sorry,” he said as he squatted, blocking the sun so I could see him. “Is that better?”

      "Yes. Thanks, Leo.” I smiled at him.

      "You remember me, then?”

      "Why wouldn't I?” I tugged my goggles onto my head.

      "Well, this is Vegas, and I’m sure a beautiful woman like you meets lots of guys in one night. I wasn't sure if I made the cut of being important enough to remember.”

      I blushed at his compliment, before laughing at the absurdity of his statement. It was Nicole who met men; I was just along for the ride.

      "What's so funny?”

      "Nothing,” I said, and swallowed hard. “So, why did you say you were looking for me?”

      "I didn't.” He grinned.

      I shot him a look and started to pull my goggles back into place.

      "No, wait." The smile fell from his face, and he looked genuine enough that I paused. "I was looking for you," he said. "I wanted to give you these." He pulled two tickets from his back pocket and held them out to me.

      "What're those?"

      "I told you I'd get you and...your friend..."

      "Nicole," I supplied for him and couldn't help being just a little bit pleased that he remembered only my name.

      "Right, Nicole. I told you I'd get some club tickets for tonight."

      "Oh, those. Thanks.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that you don’t really mean that?” He smiled and tilted his head.

      He was flirting with me again. At least I thought he was.

      “I do mean it,” I said, trying my best to sound genuine. Nicole once told me that I was too standoffish, and came off like a bitch sometimes. Normally I didn’t care. But with Leo crouching on the deck in front of me, I found that I did care. A lot.

      "You may not sound very excited,” Leo said, “but Studio 54 is a great club. One of the best in Vegas. It's over 22,000 square feet, it has four dance floors, and...you don't look impressed."

      I shrugged. "I’m sorry. I really am. I don’t mean to sound unappreciative, but I'm not the nightclub type.”

      “So why is it that you want to go?”

      “Well, I’m not the nightclub type, but Nicole is and it's her birthday so I'll put on my best friend hat and go dancing with her."

      Leo smiled again and the simple action had the effect of making his already handsome face absolutely deadly. I was happy to be submerged, because I could feel my entire body heat up.

      “You’re going to have an awesome time,” he said. “Honestly, it’s a great club.”

      “I’m sure it is,” I said. “I know we’ll have fun.” What I wanted to say was that it would be great if he were there, but even I knew that would sound pathetic.

      "Do you want me to put these somewhere for you?" Leo waved the tickets. “Unless you’re ready to get out?”

      I wavered. I’d enjoyed talking to him, a lot. Definitely more than I had enjoyed talking to any other man in recent memory, but I wasn’t quite ready to abandon my swim. Besides, he looked like he was dressed for work. It crossed my mind to ask him what he did at the hotel but before I could, he spoke.

      “Should I just put them with your stuff?”

      I shook my head, trying to remember what he was talking about. “Oh, yes. That would be great.” I pointed to the chaise where I’d left my things. “Thanks again, Leo. I mean it. Nicole will be so excited.”

      He pushed up from his crouching position so his face was in the shadows again. I put a hand up to shade my eyes, but I still couldn’t make out his features.

      "It was my pleasure, Lexi. Oh, and don't forget to give them your name at the door tonight. You’ll be on the list.”

      He didn’t make a move to leave right away, and I searched my brain for something else to say, anything.

      “Have a good day,” was all I could come up with.

      I had to force myself not to dunk my head under the water. I could not believe those words came out of my mouth.

      “Thanks,” Leo said and I was glad I couldn’t see his face. “I should get going. Enjoy your swim. It looks like it’s paid off already."

      I watched him tuck the tickets under my towel before he turned and waved. Then he was gone, up the stairs back to the casino floor. I pulled my goggles back down and dove under the water, extinguishing the blush that burned on my cheeks at his last comment. It was only after I reached the other end that I realized I'd never asked how he'd known to find me at the pool.
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      "Oh, the sun is burning my retinas," Nicole moaned as we stepped outside and into the waiting taxi.

      "It's the desert, Nic. It’s sunny and hot, remember?" I nudged her as I slid into the seat beside her. "Premium Outlet Mall, please," I told the driver before turning my attention back to my friend. "Besides, shopping was your idea."

      "Not so early, though," she whined and pushed her oversized sunglasses further up her nose.

      "It's two in the afternoon, Nicole. It's not my fault that you were up drinking all night.”

      “Of course it’s your fault. You should’ve dragged me back to the room with you when you went back.”

      I gave her a look. “Right, 'cause you were ready to go to bed?”

      After the show, Nicole and I walked down the Las Vegas Strip, laughing and joking. We stopped in front of the Bellagio to take in the fountain show, and it was amazing, but it was more fun people watching. One of our habits since college, we would make up elaborate life stories for people, creating dialogue and situations that sent us into hysterics. I could have stood there all night, but Nicole had other plans. She dragged me into the casino, where I lost at least a hundred dollars at the craps table, but she was on a roll and clearly wasn't going anywhere.

      "I'm done, Nic. I'm going to bed," I said, stifling a yawn.

      "No, Lexi. Stay. Please? I'm winning here."

      "I know, I know. But I'm done."

      "Woo hoo!" Nicole yelled as the ball landed on her number, again. She whipped around and grabbed me in a hug. "You’re my good luck charm!”

      “I’m sorry, Nic. I am. But I’m going to fall asleep on my feet here.” She let go of her grip on me and pulled away. “Let me rest, and tomorrow I’ll be ready for an all-nighter.”

      She eyed me and asked, “Promise?”

      “I promise. All night, as long as you want.” I knew I would regret that promise later, but I really needed to get some sleep. I’d worry about that later.

      Nicole broke into a huge grin. “Okay, Lex. Get some rest. I won’t be too late.”

      Hours later, I woke for a moment when she came back to the room. It was three-thirty.

      "I hit the blackjack tables after you left," she said now. "And I may have had too many drinks."

      I raised my eyebrow at her.

      "Okay, I definitely had too many drinks. But, I'm ready to shop. So grab me a coffee and I'm good to go. Oh, and get me inside and away from this sun."

      "You poor thing.” I laughed and put my arm around her. “I’ll get you all fixed up.” I pulled her towards me and let her rest her head on my shoulder until we arrived at the mall.
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      "Lexi. You have to try this one,” Nicole said and shoved a teal green dress at me. We were in a store that Nicole assured me carried all the latest styles but if scraps of clothing hanging on by threads was the latest style, I wasn’t sure I wanted anything to do with it. I couldn't see myself wearing any of the skimpy garments hanging on the racks. I gave her a look but didn't take the dress.

      "Come on, Lex. With your body, you can totally pull this off. Seriously, you don't dress to flatter yourself at all. If I had your body, you wouldn't be able to keep me out of things like this.”

      "The color⁠—”

      "Will be fantastic on you. I'm pretty sure teal was created for you. Only blondies with green eyes can look semi-decent in teal.”

      "Semi-decent?”

      "You'll look smokin',” she amended. “I wish I had legs like yours. I got better boobs, though.” She laughed and kept flipping through the racks.

      "There is nothing wrong with my boobs.” I snuck a peek at my chest just to be sure.

      "Your boobs are amazing, Lex. They're just not mine.” Nicole paused her search long enough to flash me a grin. “But they will look even more amazing in this.” She pulled out a halter top, this one red with black gemstones sewn onto the plunging neckline.

      "Not too bad,” I said.

      She flipped it around to show me the back, if you could call it that. There was only a tie securing the sides together.

      My mouth fell open. “That's more like a bathing suit top than a shirt to wear out.”

      "I swear, Lex. You are such a prude. Come on, it's my birthday and you have to look hot.”

      "I don't see why I have to look hot on your birthday,” I grumbled, but let her lead me to the changing room, where I obligingly tried on one outfit after another, each skimpier than the last.
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      After what seemed like forever, Nicole selected her outfits and agreed to let me treat her to a bite to eat. Desperate to get her away from anymore shopping, I grabbed a cab and we headed back to the Strip, where I chose a restaurant at random. Thankfully, between the lunch and dinner rush, service was fast and it wasn’t long before there was a mouthwatering meal in front of me.

      "How can you eat that?” Nicole looked horrified at my club sandwich as I was about to take a bite.

      "It's a sandwich, not a plate of fries dipped in gravy.” I lifted the sandwich to my mouth again.

      "All that bread.”

      "I like bread.”

      Nicole shuddered and resumed poking at her salad. “I think if I even look at a loaf of bread, I gain five pounds. You're so lucky.”'

      “I am what I am.” I shrugged and took a bite. I had long since given up trying to convince Nicole that she looked amazing. I still told her every time I saw her, but I no longer kept up the constant campaigning for an improvement in her self-esteem. The truth was that while I didn't take my athletic build for granted, I just didn't think about it much. I never was all that interested in appearances. Nicole said it was because I didn't have to worry about it. But I believed it was because you either liked me or you didn't. It was as simple as that. Which probably explained why I was awful at flirting, and hadn't had a lot of boyfriends. And those I did have, weren't serious, at least not until I met Andrew. Andrew was different.

      Nicole's voice brought me back to the conversation. “Did you hear what I said, Lex?”

      "Sorry, I missed it,” I said. I took another bite of my sandwich, which I had to admit, did have a lot of bread in it.

      "I was saying, wouldn't it be awesome if Leo stopped by tonight?”

      I coughed, trying not to choke on my food. If Nicole noticed my reaction, she didn’t say anything.

      "It was nice of him to get us tickets, wasn't it?”

      I nodded and swallowed hard, reaching for my glass of water.

      "Where did you say he ran into you this morning?”

      I cleared my throat and said, “At the pool. I was doing laps.”

      "Seriously? You’re on vacation,” she said and raised her eyebrow. “Not that I'm all that surprised. Your dedication is something to be admired, I guess.” She rolled her eyes. “But anyway, he found you at the pool? How did he know you were there? Did you tell him last night that you had a crazy obsession with swimming?"

      "It’s not an obsession.” I shook my head and took another sip of water. “But I was wondering that myself. It's kind of creepy that he knew where I was, don't you think?”

      Nicole laughed and said, “There is nothing creepy about that man. I would be all over that, if he wasn't so clearly into you.”

      "What?”

      "Oh, come on, Lex. You cannot be that oblivious. He is so into you.”

      I shook my head but I could feel the heat creep up my face. There was something about the way he looked at me. Not even Andrew had looked at me that way. And Nicole was right; there was nothing creepy about Leo. “It doesn't matter," I said after a moment. "Even if he was interested, I'm married. Remember?”

      "Lex,” Nicole said and took my left hand, flipping it so my bare ring finger was exposed. “You and Andrew have been separated for months, remember?” Her voice was soft, but firm. “It's okay to look at other men,” she added. “Hell, it's okay to do a whole lot more than that if you wanted to.”

      "I'm still married,” I said and pulled away from her grasp. I rubbed my finger and tucked my hand away from view.

      "Yes, but for how much longer?”

      "Do we have to talk about this now?”

      "I think we do,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “You never want to talk about it, and that's my job as your best friend. So spill.”

      "It's your birthday. We shouldn't talk about me on your birthday.”

      "That's exactly why we should. It's my birthday and it's what I want to do.” Nicole smirked. She knew she would get her way.

      There was no point avoiding it. “Fine. What do you want to know?"

      "Anything. You never talk about it, and that’s not healthy. So tell me how you feel about all this. It's okay to open up.” Nicole put on her best therapist voice and I could see why the teenagers at the high school where she worked opened up to her. Lots of people were surprised to find out that Nicole was a guidance counselor, and I had to admit, if I was meeting her for the first time dressed in her tight party clothes, having a good time, I might have trouble making the connection too. But the truth was, she was fabulous at her job. She connected with the kids, maybe because she could relate so much to what they were going through. When we'd met in college, we were both in the education faculty and despite Nicole’s love of a good time, she aced her exams and maintained an impressively high GPA. Opposites in every way, instead of repelling each other, our personalities complemented each other and after our first year, we became roommates. I’d always known I wanted to work with children, so I majored in child development, preferring to work with elementary kids.  Nicole, fueled by her excellent grades, went back for her masters in psychology so she could work with troubled teens.

      "Okay, Ms. Lennox,” I said, in the highest pitch I could manage. “I'll tell you all of my woes.”

      She shot me a look and I dropped the act.

      "Honestly,” I tried again with more sincerity. “I don't know how to feel about it. I guess it's been a long time coming. A marriage can't work when you want different things, can it?”

      She nodded, but didn't say anything, allowing me to continue.

      "I can't help the way I feel. And I guess it's my fault. I changed my mind.”

      I had changed my mind. When Andrew and I met, I had just graduated and accepted a position as a second-grade teacher at Willow Brook Elementary School in my hometown of Calgary, right on the edge of the Canadian Rockies. It was my dream job and the last thing on my mind was having a family of my own. I was only twenty-three and having kids wasn’t something I could wrap my mind around. Besides, I was young and idealistic and I knew everything. Including the fact that I didn't want to bring children of my own into a world with so many issues when there were thousands of children who could benefit from my guidance as a teacher. I didn't need or want children of my own, which was perfect for Andrew. A recent grad himself, he landed a great position as a financial analyst for an oil company downtown and had ambitious plans to work his way up. He was a dedicated man, to his career and to me, and he didn’t hesitate to shower me with attention and love but he’d made it very clear that babies were not part of his future. It wasn’t long before I moved out of my shared apartment with Nicole and in to a condo with Andrew. Six months later, he looked at me with his sky blue eyes, flipped his sun-streaked hair off his forehead in the way he knew made me melt, and asked me to marry him. It happened quickly, maybe too quickly. But Andrew always went after what he wanted without hesitation. He was confident in our love and our future. And our life was great.

      Until I changed my mind.

      We'd been married just over two years when everything changed. My period was late. It’s not like it was scary late, only two days, but I was never late. I could almost set a clock to my body’s schedule. Being two days late was a cause for full-out panic. But I didn’t tell Andrew. I decided I wouldn’t tell him until I was certain. There was no point distracting him with this, at least until there was something to worry about.

      Instead of taking a pregnancy test, I stewed. I could have put my worries to rest by stopping at the pharmacy on the way home from school, but instead I let my imagination run wild. If I was pregnant, what would I do? What would Andrew say? Could we be parents? We never wanted this. But it didn’t mean we couldn’t do it. Did it? It was a Wednesday; I was going over the week’s spelling words at the front of the class, twenty pairs of eyes trained on me, when I felt the twinge low in my belly followed a few moments later by the familiar warmth. My period.

      Instead of being relieved, I was inexplicably upset. For the last few days, my mind had been consumed with the thought of a child. Of being a mom. Without even realizing it, something changed. In the months that followed, I couldn’t walk past a young woman pushing a stroller without rushing to peek inside. Everywhere I looked, there were swollen, pregnant bellies. When I put my hand on my own flat stomach, it was like a gradual ache was building deep inside me. I wanted a child.

      Andrew didn’t take the news well. It was our first real fight.

      "No kids. We agreed.”

      "Andrew, I can't help the way I feel. I want a child.”

      "You have your students.”

      "It's not the same. I need a baby of my own.”

      "You need?”

      I thought for a moment. It was more than want. I nodded and said, “Yes. I need a baby.”

      That was the first time we went to bed angry. It wasn’t the last.

      We shared apologies in the morning, but something had shifted between us, and we both knew it. When I went to kiss him goodbye, he turned away. I don’t even think he realized it.

      I couldn’t turn off how I felt, and despite my efforts, I couldn’t change the way he felt. We fought more until after a while, almost every conversation led to an argument. Even the intimacy between us, something that came so easily before, was strained until that, too, stopped. Our marriage was falling apart. It only took six months of arguments to shatter what we’d built together. It became clear to both of us that unless one of us changed our mind, it wasn’t going to work. I moved in with Uncle Ray. That was six months ago.

      My marriage had failed.

      "Earth to Lexi.” Nicole waved a napkin in front of my face, bringing me back to our conversation. “I was asking you if you regret it. Splitting with Andrew?”

      I took a sip of water, and spun the straw in my fingers. I remembered the way he kissed me and held me in his arms like I was the most precious person in the world. How we'd take long walks through the park and tell each other about our days. How we laughed and teased each other in the kitchen when we made dinner together. Then I thought about holding a baby in my arms, and that child growing up to call me Mommy.

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I don't regret it.”

      “But you miss him,” Nicole stated.

      “I miss what we had together. But I can’t hold on to something that isn’t there anymore. I don’t need a therapist to tell me that.” I forced a small smile.

      “I’m sorry, Lex,” she said. “I really am. Andrew’s a good guy and I know how important marriage is to you. But you’re right. You can’t force a piece that won’t fit in the puzzle.”

      “You know what? I’m okay with things. More okay than I thought I’d be. It’s not like I’m sitting around crying, right?”

      “Right. 'Cause you’re a toughie,” Nicole said. “Just so you know, if you want to cry, that’s okay.”

      I pushed my mostly uneaten sandwich away. I wasn’t hungry anymore. We sat in silence while I watched Nicole pick at her salad.

      "So,” she said after a few moments, her counselor persona abandoned. “The way I look at it, you’re a free agent and maybe a little Las Vegas fling is just what you need to get a fresh start.”

      I laughed at her shift. Nicole could always be counted on to lighten the mood. “Right, Nic. I'm not really the fling type.”

      "Oh, yes. I always forget that your sexual partners can be counted on one hand.” She held up three fingers and wiggled them at me before reaching for my sandwich. “Seriously, Lex. You're way too young and gorgeous to miss out on so much fun. And maybe that’s just what you need right now.” She picked out the turkey and tossed the bread aside.

      "Whatever. And I could turn this around. You're getting kind of old now for the single life, aren't you?”

      “Twenty-eight is hardly old. When I meet the right guy, I'll know. He just hasn't come along yet. Besides, we're talking about you and that yummy Leo.” She popped the rest of the turkey in her mouth.

      “We were talking about Leo?”

      “Oh yes. And how a dirty little fling with him is just what you need.”

      “Well, even if I wanted to, and I'm not saying I do, but even if I did, it’s not like I’ll ever see him again. Vegas is a big place.”

      “Not that big, Lexi,” Nicole said with a grin on her face. “Not that big.”
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      “Lexi, stop tugging on your dress. You're going to stretch it.”

      “That might be a good thing,” I said. “I can barely breathe. And don’t you think it’s a bit short?”

      “Are you kidding?” Nicole said as she leaned towards the mirror to apply yet another coat of mascara. “Seriously, if I had your legs instead of these little stumps, my skirts would be a whole lot shorter.”

      “Whatever. You look fantastic,” I said and meant it. She'd chosen a black dress adorned with just enough rhinestones to look classy, but not enough to be tacky. It was a fine line. The dress clung to her in all the right places, showing off the hard work she'd been putting in.

      She turned around and flashed me a brilliant smile. “I do look pretty good, don't I? We are seriously hot. We won't have to buy a drink all night.”

      I tried to look past her to the mirror. I had settled on the teal halter dress. It was the most modest choice, even if it was more revealing than any of the bathing suits I owned. It was short, maybe indecently so, but when I tried it on with the strappy black heels Nicole picked out, even I had to admit the effect was pretty incredible. Nicole was so proud of herself after she pulled my hair out of my usual ponytail and styled it so it hung in waves over my shoulders that I caved and let her do my make-up. It wouldn't hurt to play dress up for one night.

      “Before we go, I want you to promise me one thing,” Nicole said and zipped up her make-up bag.

      I groaned but said, “What’s that?”

      “Before I tell you, just remember it is my birthday.”

      I shot her a look.

      “Just promise me you’ll have a good time.”

      “Nic—”

      “I mean it, Lex,” she said. “I know the last few months have sucked for you and you need to have some fun. That’s the great thing about Vegas. It’s really easy to have fun and the best part is, no one knows you here. You can totally let loose because you’ll never see any of these people again. Just try, okay?”

      “What’re you talking about?” I leaned into the mirror to examine my eyelashes.

      “You know what I mean. Trust me, okay? Consider it a birthday gift.”

      “Okay, okay.”

      “Lex, I mean it.”

      “I said I would.” I stood up and looked at her.

      She air kissed me on the cheek. “Good. Then we’re ready.” Nicole tossed her lipstick into her purse and took my arm. “Tonight is going to be amazing.”
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      The second we stepped off the elevator, we were hit with the pulsing life force of the casino floor and I could feel myself starting to get into the spirit of the evening. Nicole had been trying to get me to come to Las Vegas with her for years, but this was the first time I'd given in. At first, I was overwhelmed with the sheer excess of the city, but after two days, the crowds, lights, and noise were starting to feel almost normal.

      There was a never-ending stream of people walking around at all hours taking in the wonders, and they definitely were wonders. Where else could you see lions playing with a human trainer in the middle of a hotel? Or a pirate show complete with a sinking ship right on the street? Vegas seemed a world away from my peaceful life in Canada and despite the quiet I was used to, the glitz and glamour had cast a spell over me. It was nice to leave reality behind and forget my real life. Even for a few days. But I was glad to have a return ticket. I would need the rest when the weekend was over.

      “Are you sure the party isn't over?” I asked, trying to stifle a yawn. “It's almost eleven.”

      Nicole laughed. “Lex, the party is barely getting started. No one goes out until after ten at least. You look like you need a drink to wake you up. We're almost there.”

      We hadn’t even left the hotel, but we must have crossed the equivalent of three city blocks. The hotels were massive. I held Nicole’s hand as she wove through the crowd and concentrated on not tripping in my heels. Before I knew it, we were standing in front of Studio 54. A massive line snaked across the floor, with people in various states of undress. I looked down at my own outfit, which now seemed quite conservative.

      “Do you have the tickets?” Nicole asked. She cast a quick look towards the people stopped in front of a muscle-bound bouncer, his arms crossed in front of his chest creating an impenetrable wall.

      “Of course.” I handed them to Nicole. “But Leo also said to make sure we gave our names.”

      “Names? Are we on some sort of guest list?”

      “I don’t really know. He just said to make sure I gave my name at the door. Why? Does that matter?”

      “Lexi, it totally matters. Come on,” Nicole said and floated towards the bouncer. I followed her, trying not to look at the group of girls shooting dangerous looks our way.

      “Alexis Titan,” Nicole said to the beefy man and flipped the tickets to him. He fixed her with a stare that was a cross between icy contempt and brain dead before checking his clipboard.

      “It might be under Lexi,” Nicole added.

      I watched as his face transformed and when he looked up, he might even have been smiling.

      “Ms. Titan,” he said to Nicole. “Good evening. It’ll be just one moment.” He pressed a finger to his ear and began speaking in to what I assumed was a radio. Nicole looked back at me, as bewildered as I felt. In a few moments, another man, this one far less burly and much more handsome, appeared from behind the velvet curtain.

      “Ms. Titan,” the new man said to Nicole as he offered her his hand. “My name is Mitchell. I’ll be looking after you this evening. It’s an absolute pleasure to meet you.”

      “And you, Mitchell,” she said, shooting me another look. I shrugged. I didn’t know anything either. I’d never been to a club in Vegas, but I was pretty sure this type of treatment wasn’t normal. I didn’t have time to think about it too much because Mitchell was ushering us through the curtain.

      “Leo has requested that I take special care of you tonight,” Mitchell said as we wound our way through the packed club. He had to yell to be heard over the music. Most people were pressed together in knots, standing, as there didn't appear to be many places to sit. The tables they did have were cordoned off with velvet ropes and plush chairs. Bouncers, clones to the one at the front door, stood at each opening, letting people in and out of the special sections.

      “They must be important,” I said to Nicole.

      “Either that or they have a lot of money,” she said. “That would be the life, wouldn’t it?”

      “Ladies?” Mitchell had stopped walking and was watching us with concern. “Is everything all right?”

      Nicole spun on her heel and crossed over to him. She looped her arm through his and purred, “Everything is just fine. We’re just wondering where exactly you’re taking us.”

      Mitchell smiled; he was just as skilled at flirting as she was. “Not to worry,” he said. “We’re almost there.”

      With Nicole’s arm still linked through his, he led us up a few stairs to a platform that seemed to float above the main floor, one side looking over the dance floor. There was a wall of water along the back, and the entire area was furnished with luxurious-looking couches and chairs. Of course, a thick red rope marked the area as special.

      “Leo gave me strict instructions to treat the two of you very well,” he said and stopped. “Here we are.” The bouncer, who somehow looked even bigger than the last few I’d seen, released the barrier and Mitchell ushered us into the space. “Leo also told me to be sure that you have whatever you need.”

      “This is amazing,” I said, trying not to stare.

      We were the very important people.

      “All of this is for us?” Nicole said to no one in particular.

      “There’s a bar right here,” Mitchell was saying. He gestured to a side table where a multitude of bottles sat. Next to them, another table with an array of glasses and what looked like mixes. On a large ottoman, flanked by two very comfy looking chairs, sat two champagne flutes. A bottle of champagne was chilling in a bucket next to the table. Nicole turned to me; she was beaming.

      Leo did all this?

      “What can I get you to drink, Ms. Titan?” he said to Nicole.

      “Well, actually,” Nicole’s voice faltered, “this is Ms. Titan.” She waved in my direction and I was surprised that she gave up the ruse; she seemed to be enjoying the spotlight.

      Mitchell smiled and without missing a beat, he said, “Then you must be the birthday girl, Nicole.”

      Nicole beamed, flipped her hair over her shoulder and said, “That’s me. It’s my very special day.”

      “Of course it is and that’s why I think you should toast your birthday with a drink.” Mitchell handed us each a champagne flute and with a practiced hand, popped the cork before filling our glasses.

      “If there is anything you two ladies need, just ask. I’ll be nearby,” Mitchell said and disappeared, snapping the rope into place behind him.

      As soon as he left, Nicole faced me and said, “What on earth did you say to Leo to get us this place?” She threw her arms around me, her champagne sloshing a little. “Thank you, Lexi. You’re the best friend ever.”

      “I didn't do this.”

      “Of course you did.” She released me and raised her glass. “You need to make a toast.”

      “Right.” I raised my glass as well. “To Nicole. May this year be more spectacular than the last.” We clinked and drank. The bubbles popped against the roof of my mouth and the back of my throat as I swallowed. I liked it.

      “This is fantastic,” Nicole said, looking around our space. She walked to the edge and peered down at the people dancing. “We have the best seat in the house.”

      “We do,” I agreed. “This is pretty crazy.”

      “Okay, seriously, what did you say to Leo to get this set up? You flirted with him, didn’t you?”

      “Nothing. I swear. He met me at the pool and gave me the tickets. I didn’t say anything special at all.”

      Did I? I thought back to our brief conversation. No, if anything, I’d made a fool of myself, but I was pretty sure I hadn’t even flirted with him.

      “Well, whatever you did, it worked.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Let's have another toast,” I said, raising my glass again. “To new beginnings.”

      She twisted around and met my glass. “And new adventures.” Nicole wiggled her eyebrows at me; we clinked and drained our glasses.

      A few more toasts later, we’d almost finished the bottle. I surprised myself when I realized that despite every misgiving I’d ever had about a nightclub, I was enjoying myself.

      The music was loud but not obnoxiously so. Maybe it was the alcohol, but my feet started to move in time to the beat.

      Nicole grabbed my hand. “Come on,” she said. “That’s enough sitting around. Let’s dance.”

      “I don't dance,” I objected. But I didn't put up a fight as I followed her and within seconds fell into the rhythm of the music.

      I don't know if it was the pulsing beat, the champagne or just being in Vegas, but I forgot to feel self-conscious as I let my body go. We danced together, alone and soon with partners as we began to attract male attention. Nicole reveled in the spotlight and shimmied and shook with her partners. I did my best to move away from the intruders but despite my attempts, they continued to follow me. I was having fun; I didn’t want to ruin my mood with some random guy trying to push up on me, so I grabbed Nicole and dragged her back to our table.

      “I’m thirsty,” I said once we arrived in our safe haven. I checked over the table of alcohol. “What should we have?”

      “Make me something fun,” Nicole said and flopped into one of the plushy chairs.

      I picked up a pink bottle that I didn't recognize and put it back again. “I have no⁠—”

      “Let me,” Mitchell said, appearing as if I’d conjured him. He slid through the velvet ropes, and took the pink bottle from my hand.

      “Something fun please, Mitchell,” Nicole called from the chair where she was now lounging seductively and waving at her earlier dance partners still down on the floor.

      I watched in awe as Mitchell grabbed various bottles, poured multiple shots into a cocktail shaker, topped it with ice and gave
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