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        One night can transform everything…

      

        

      
        Pierce Kelly has a good life. He’s the owner of a successful business and also has a wonderful family. But there’s a piece to his puzzle that has yet to fall into place. Disheartened, he takes a trip to Vegas, hoping it will help him clear his mind. When the legendary bright lights of the city do nothing but frustrate him further, he goes off on his own and unknowingly finds what he didn’t even know he was missing.

      

        

      
        Ruby Russo’s life is a nightmare. She’s the only daughter of one of the most influential men in Las Vegas. It comes with a price…constantly being forced to be a pawn in her father’s game. Just when she thinks she’s about to be free of his wrath, Ruby finds that her personal hell is far from over; in fact, it’s just begun. She escapes for the evening to the only place she’s ever found solace but learns that she’s not alone.

      

        

      
        Neither believe in love at first sight, but Pierce and Ruby bond on a level unimaginable the moment their eyes connect. Their optimism is quickly shattered when Ruby is forced to leave Pierce without an explanation. He returns home alone, where he continues living with a void that only she can fill.

      

        

      
        When they finally find each other after years of loneliness, they discover that their lives are entwined deeper that just love.
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        To my sister.

        Because even though age and thousands of miles separate us,

        you still get me and I can always count on you to be there for me.

        And I forgive you for pouring hot sauce down my throat when I was sleeping all those years ago.
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      Pierce

      Three years earlier…

      

      “I’m out, you guys.” I toss back one last shot and throw some money on the table.

      “Dude. It’s only …” Nik sets his glass down and glances at his watch. “Two-thirty. Don’t be a pussy.”

      He’s trying to get me riled up, but he won’t change my mind. “Sorry, man. Have fun.” Ignoring the ribbing from the guys, I head out of the bar in search of my room, or at least some peace and quiet. I step on the elevator and a drunk couple follows in after me. As the guy crowds his girl into the corner, I turn my back to them and pretend not to hear them sucking face. Not only is it nasty, but he’s also totally treating her like shit. I’d never do that to a girl of mine—make out with her in an elevator where a complete stranger is there to see. Thankfully, they get off on the fifth floor, and I only have two more to go until mine. When I get to my room, I take off my button-down shirt and untuck the white t-shirt I’m wearing underneath.

      My mouth is dry and gross, so I brush my teeth and then splash some water on my face, hoping to refresh myself. This trip was supposed to be an epic vacation. The guys and I wanted to just have a weekend to party and then go home. They’re having fun, at least. My brother’s best friend, Nik, and my friend Zack have noticed I’ve been in a funk. I ignore the question when they ask what’s wrong because I don’t even know. Nothing has really happened … and maybe that’s what’s bothering me. I’m just bored. Sick of dating. Tired of starting and ending every day alone. I just want to settle down and move forward with my life.

      Last week, I went out on a third date with a woman named Carly. I actually thought things were going well, but when I walked her to her door and she dropped to her knees, trying to unzip my jeans in the middle of her front porch, I lost it. It took much more willpower than I anticipated to walk away without saying something I’d regret. There wasn’t enough between us at that point, and I wasn’t about to have her mouth wrapped around my cock without knowing she wasn’t with someone else. I’m not a saint, and I’m definitely not a virgin, but when I put a part of my body inside someone else, there’s gotta be more than superficial conversation involved. Needless to say, Carly and I are no longer.

      My experience with her goes a lot like what I’ve had in the past. I want to date someone, get to know them. Talk. Laugh. Kiss. Touch. I need to know that the person I’m giving myself to is willing to give herself to me in every way possible. Not just a quick fuck. The last chick I did that with won’t leave me alone no matter how many times I politely tell her it won’t be happening again.

      I see my friend Travis so happily married to my cousin, Charlotte, and it makes me want it so bad. I’m sick of having to put on this front like I’m happy being alone, and just because I’m a guy, I’m supposed to want to sleep with random women. Been there, done that. I’m over it.

      Our ridiculously expensive hotel room door squeaks when I open it, and the stale smoke smell lingers bad enough that we left the fan on in the bathroom. The stingy dark purple curtain covers the sliding glass door, so I shove it aside and open the door. Chilly Vegas air hits my face, and I rub my hands together to warm them. The city lights hide the stars, and I crane my neck to look higher, but a ladder catches my eye instead.

      I jump up, grab the last rung, and pull on it hard to test its strength. Satisfied it can handle my weight, I swing my feet around and climb up the ladder, then grab the next one. My biceps begin to burn when I reach the top and climb on the roof. I’m a little upset I didn’t have to go farther, the pain taking away from my irritation.

      I shouldn’t have taken that last shot, because my legs are a little wobbly, but I steady myself and rest my hands on my hips as I look around. The city lights shine below and a ton of people and vehicles mull around, but their sound is nothing more than a muted hum. Perfect. A single lounger chair sits unoccupied, so I plop down on it and cross my ankles.

      When I agreed to come on this trip, it was months ago. If I had known I’d be in a mood, I would never have agreed to come. But I’d already paid for the ticket and the hotel, so it’d be a waste of money if I didn’t put them to use. Plus, I thought maybe getting away from responsibility for a couple of nights would help, but it did the opposite. Now, I’m more agitated than when we first arrived. I’m glad that we only have one more night after tonight. As much as I wanted to get away, I just want to go home now.

      “You’re not supposed to be up here.”

      I sit up and look around to find the shy voice. A girl, partially hidden by shadows from the moon, slowly walks toward me.

      “Sorry. I was just trying to get away from all the noise.”

      “Why’d you come to Vegas if you wanted quiet?” She stops a few feet away, and I squint through the darkness to try and see her.

      “It sounded good at the time, I guess.”

      She takes a step closer and hesitates before coming into full view and finally leaning on the ledge of the building. I squeeze my fingers into my legs to keep from getting up and doing something I’ll regret, like pulling her into my arms and never letting her go. This girl is beautiful. I can’t see her hair because it’s tucked under a beanie, but her lips look so soft and her face is flawless. Tanned skin and innocent eyes hide under a pair of sexy glasses and a multi-colored scarf wraps around her neck. Her toned legs peek out from the blanket she has wrapped around her shoulders that hangs to the ground.

      “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, is it? The bright lights fade really fast, and even though it’s so crowded, it can be very lonely.”

      “What’s your name?”

      Her lips tilt up, and she looks away from me, shaking her head. “Yeah, no.”

      Her no-nonsense attitude sparks a fire inside me, a challenge. Too many women are so fast to give me everything. Tell me their dirty secrets and filthy fantasies, hoping I’ll be the one to stick around and take care of them like they should be on a pedestal just for existing. Less than a minute in this girl’s presence and I can tell she’s different.

      “I’m Pierce.” I stand and take a step toward her. As if a force beyond what I’m even capable of is pulling me to be closer to her, like a magnetic charge.

      She raises her head when I get in front of her, but she leans back a little bit.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I assure her.

      “I’m not scared of you.” A few pieces of hair blow out from under her hat, and I bite my nails into the pads of my hand to prevent myself from tucking the strands back in.

      “What are you doing up here?” I ask, hoping to talk to her longer.

      “Getting away. It’s about the only place I can ever be alone.” She turns her back to me and gazes down at the city below. “It’s where I come when I want to get away from everything. When I want to remind myself how insignificant I really am.”

      “Hey, don’t say that.”

      She continues looking below. “It’s the truth, though. I mean think about it. If you died today, right now, aside from your family and close friends being sad, nothing would change. Life would go on, people would eventually forget you …” She shrugs as if this is a natural thought, something she thinks about often. I’ll do whatever I can to prove to her that’s not true. She matters. She doesn’t know it yet, but she matters a hell of a lot to me. It’s irrational, but it’s true.

      I stand next to her and lean a hip against the three-foot wall that separates me from falling. “I don’t think that’s the case. My family would never be the same. I have a business, so the employee’s lives would be affected.”

      “Temporarily. Until you were replaced.” An unconvincing smile forms on her lips and she turns to face me. “Look, I’m not a martyr or anything. I’m just being honest. You asked. This world is big, and there are so many people on it that being reminded of how small you really are is humbling. It’s just something I need every once in a while. I guess to remind myself that my problems aren’t all that bad compared to what they could be.”

      “If you died today, right now, you’re telling me that you don’t think your family would be affected? That it wouldn’t leave a lifelong hole in their lives? That memories of you wouldn’t sneak up at the most inopportune times, causing sadness until the day they died?”

      “No,” she answers immediately. “But then again, my family isn’t a ‘normal’ family. We don’t sit down to dinner together, and we don’t go to the movies together. I go days without seeing either of my parents, so for me, no, I don’t think it would.”

      I study her, the conviction in her words, trying to figure out what she’s really saying, what more there is to it, but she begins to laugh.

      “Sorry. I sound like a weirdo.” She shakes her head. “Let’s change the subject. Where are you from?”

      “Oh, it’s like that, is it?”

      Her brows rise slightly over her frames. “Yes, because I don’t even know you and I’m talking about something that two people who don’t know each other really shouldn’t be talking about. So where are you from?”

      “Wisconsin.”

      “Oh, that’s …”

      “Not exciting, I know. But it’s home. The people are friendly, the beer is good, and it’s a great place to live.”

      “Isn’t it cold all the time?”

      “Pretty much. But the summers can be wicked hot, and it makes up for the negative temps in the winter. I like it, actually. I’d get sick of the same weather every day.”

      A large sigh passes through her lips, and she nods. “I can see that. I mean sunny and hot is so overrated.”

      It takes a second for me to realize she’s being sarcastic and it draws me even closer to her. “Pretty and funny, huh?”

      Even with the little light, I see her cheeks brighten the sexiest shade of pink.

      She pulls the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “So tell me about this family that loves you so much.”

      “Well, my parents have been married forever. They own our family’s bar, Kelly’s Pub. My sister, Meara, is a couple of years younger than I am, and my brother, Declan, is about six years older.”

      “Are you close with them?”

      “Yeah. I am. I have a cousin who’s a couple of years younger than Meara, and she’s just like a little sister. My brother and I are both really protective over the girls, but Charlotte, she’s my cousin, is married to my friend Travis, so I don’t really worry about her anymore.”

      “That must be nice.” She smiles a genuine smile and tucks those loose strands of hair under her beanie.

      “Do you have any siblings?”

      “Nope. So what do you do?”

      Okay, family is a sore subject. “I own a gym.”

      “Like, lifting weights gym?”

      I chuckle a bit and shake my head. “Not really. I have some weight machines and a couple of rows of cardio equipment, but it’s an MMA gym.”

      “Oh God, you’re one of those guys.”

      “What guys?”

      “Ya know? One of those, ‘I am man.’” She lowers her voice and hits her chest like a gorilla. “Those guys. The cocky ones.”

      My arms cross in front of my chest, and I laugh at how false her statement is.

      “What? What’s funny?”

      “First, I’m not a professional MMA fighter. I’m trained in several forms, but the main thing I do is teach kids Tae Kwon Do. Fighters use the rings to spar and train, but my focus is not to train for fights. It’s to develop confidence and to teach kids self-defense.”

      Her mouth parts and she licks her lips before she swallows. “And second?”

      I lean in just a tad closer and her scent, vanilla — delicious — hits my nostrils. “Second, I’m confident that I’m the kind of guy you’d want in your corner.”

      Her fingers twirl the ends of her blanket and she crosses her legs at the ankles. “In my corner, huh?” She giggles nervously and I lower my voice. “Yeah, angel. Trust that.”

      Her laughter abruptly stops and her eyes search until they find mine. They dance over my face and she takes a deep breath. “So what do you do when it snows?”

      Another subject change. Interesting how she’s only interested in hearing me talk. Her body is turned fully toward me, and she nods her head, listening closely. I haven’t moved my lower body an inch since I’ve been leaning against this ledge, so when I push away a bit, I sway, the effects of the alcohol definitely still swirling around.

      “Whoa.” She reaches out and grabs my arms. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m good. Guess I shouldn’t have taken that last shot. I’m gonna sit, though.” This is the worst. I hate not being in control — hence why I rarely drink. And now, of all times, to be drunk … damn it. I take a few steps toward the lounger and plop down. My head spins, so I close my eyes and lean back.

      The heat from her body tells me she’s sitting next to my legs. “How did you get up here anyway? There’s only one entrance.”

      “I climbed up the fire escape.”

      “You what?”

      I peek an eye open to find her with her mouth agape. “What?”

      “You climbed up the fire escape?” she asks, genuinely surprised.”

      “Yeah.” I open my other eyelid and try to blink away some of the dizziness. “Why?”

      “Nothing. I’m just shocked.”

      Her body shakes as a breeze passes, and I hold out my arms. “Lie with me. I’ll keep you warm.”

      “Oh, I shouldn’t.” She looks back, and I follow her gaze to a door I didn’t notice before.

      “Someone looking for you?” I ask, suddenly angry at the fact that she could have a boyfriend. Because I want her. I want to be her boyfriend, her protector, her man. I want to be her everything. I’ve never believed in any of that love at first sight stuff because I’ve never experienced it. Until now. Until her. I don’t let myself question it; I just know I’m not walking away from her.
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      Ruby

      

      “No. Nobody is looking for me.” Not that I know of, at least. My mom is in her room and who the hell knows where Dad is, but he never checks on me. Stanley is asleep, so I have a few more hours of peace. Just a little bit longer to be able to breathe.

      “Then come lie with me.”

      Pierce’s invitation is tempting, but I don’t know him, really. I wish I did. I wish this were another life where I could even fantasize about the idea of having a boyfriend. Unfortunately, it’s not, though. It’s this life … my shitty life, and I have to deal with it.

      My body and my heart are telling me to stay, but my brain is saying I should go. It’s not smart for me to be here. “I should go.”

      “Please, only for a little while. I just want to talk to you. You don’t have to sit by me if you don’t want to. Everyone in this place is so fake, and you just seem real. I like talking to you.”

      I bite my lip in contemplation and his eyes dart to it. God, those eyes, a light brown that matches his hair perfectly. His jawline is set hard and his fingertips are turning white as his hands tighten on the armrests. He’s not like any man I’ve met before. He’s kind and sweet. Listening to him talk about his family just shows how good he is.

      “Pierce … I don’t think it’s a good idea.” I want to … so bad. Even for a minute, to just be held. To take a moment to feel safe because even though I don’t know him, I know that he’d keep me safe. I can just tell. I really do want him in my corner.

      He smiles and sits up a little straighter. “Brr. I’m really cold.” His hands run up and down his muscular arms and he dramatically shakes his body. “I sure wish someone had a blanket they could share with me.”

      My resolve fades. “Cute and funny, huh? Fine!” I laugh and sit next to him, then throw the blanket over both of us. He wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me back until we’re both lying down, staring at the sky.

      He scoots so his body is flush with mine, and I move my head so it rests on his shoulder. “Much better.”

      “It’s perfect,” I whisper.

      Neither of us speaks for a little bit. This is everything I’ve ever dreamed of and more. This feeling is something I try to emulate in the stories I write to escape my reality. I’m nothing but a commodity. An inconvenient convenience. My life doesn’t really matter, but since I’m here, I might as well be played in the game, used as a pawn to suit whatever needs are to be met.

      Pierce points at a star as it shoots across the sky. “I’ve never seen one of those before.”

      “It’s pretty, right?” I ask.

      “Never seen anything more beautiful in my life.”

      When I turn my head, our noses brush against each other. He brings a hand up and rests it on my cheek, rubbing his thumb against the side of my jaw. I relax my neck and lean in to him, my forehead against his. This is bad; this is so bad. If I got caught, if they knew I was up here with him, it wouldn’t end well … for me or for him.

      “Pierce, I …”

      “Shh,” he whispers. “You don’t need to say anything.”

      He searches my eyes, and when he sees what he’s looking for, he leans forward and kisses my forehead. He leaves his lips there, lingering, burning. He slides them down and they ghost over my own; a warmth forms in my belly and I gasp at the unexpected feeling. His lips seek mine; a small peck then a longer, wetter kiss, one that’s more demanding.

      His tongue peeks out and I open my mouth, anticipating what’s to come. The second his tongue glides over mine, I whimper into his mouth. His fingers press tighter against my face and he kisses me deeper. My heart beats against my chest faster than ever before, and the warmth in my belly is now boiling.

      A frustrated growl vibrates in his throat; he breathes into me and kisses me harder, and then pulls back and throws his arm over his eyes.

      I sit up and pull the blanket tighter, worried I angered him. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t even know.” He reaches up and pulls me back down so I’m lying half on top of him. “This feels more real to me than anything I’ve ever felt before, and I’m supposed to be leaving on Sunday. I don’t even know your name or where you live or what you’re doing here.”

      I’ve gone my whole life being essentially alone and living in a state of nothingness. I’ve learned to be inside my own head and the stories that sit in my brain are pretty amazing. I have so many … so many dreams and fantasies and wishes, but to have one come true — alive and in person — is so foreign to me. Since I came up here a little while ago and ran into Pierce, he’s been the one leading the conversation, making the moves, and doing all the talking. It’s not that I don’t want him to know about me; it’s that he’ll never be able to.

      “We have time,” I lie, covering my mouth as I yawn.

      “We’ll just stay like this all night.” He kisses my forehead again, and I close my eyes. I make sure this moment will be one I never forget because I don’t think I’ll ever get another one like it.
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      Pierce

      

      I wake up as the sun is rising on the roof, wrapped in her blanket. As soon as I sit up, a piece of paper rustles against my hand. When I open it, a short note scrawled in feminine handwriting says, I had to go but meet me here again tonight … same time. Xo

      My eyes burn from both the lack of sleep and the brightness, so I rub them with my fists and stand up, folding the blanket before I link my fingers together and raise them above my head to stretch out my back.

      The fact that she wants to see me again outweighs my irritation that she left without saying good-bye. This trip just suddenly became exciting.

      I walk over to the door that I’m assuming she came from, but it’s locked. Hmm. Deciding the best way to get back to my room is the way I came, I swing my legs over the edge and make my way down to our room’s balcony and knock on the sliding glass. The curtain is ripped back before Nik’s groggy face appears. He shakes his head and opens the door.

      “What the fuck, Pierce? I tried calling you when you never came back to the room.”

      “Sorry, I fell asleep.”

      “I’m going back to bed. Zack is pissed as shit at you. I figured you were just with someone, but he thought something happened to you.” He drags himself back to bed.

      “I’ll apologize.” It was a crappy thing to do, leaving my friends and not letting them know where I was. I’d be mad if they did the same to me.

      “Wait.” He sits up, propped on his elbows. “Why the fuck were you on the balcony?”

      “I was on the roof last night.”

      “So why were you on the balcony?”

      “I climbed up the fire escape.”

      “Couldn’t you have taken the stairs or something?”

      “I didn’t see any, actually.”

      “Whatever. Wake me up again and I’ll kill you.”

      He throws the covers over his head, and before I’m even to the bathroom, his snoring reverberates in the room.

      I try to get some sleep, but my body is wired just as much as, if not more than, my brain. I can’t wait to see her again and find out more about her. Maybe she lives close to me or something. We could alternate weekends to see each other, or maybe I’d have to fly. I would fly to see her again. Hell, I’d do just about anything to see her again.

      The guys and I finally leave the room around two and grab some food. I don’t tell them much about what happened last night because I know how it’ll sound, and I don’t need them giving me a hard time for it.

      What I do need is to figure out how I can make this work with her. I don’t even know where she lives. Maybe I’m thinking too much into this. She was just a girl I met in Vegas. Drunk. I bet the alcohol played a factor in this insta-lust I’m feeling. Her smiling face flashes in front of my eyes, and the center of my chest warms … nope, it’s real. Damn. I didn’t see this happening.

      Zack’s still tired, so he goes to the room while Nik and I head to the gym to work out. Sweat pours out of me, damn alcohol, but I continue to push myself to do at least six miles on the treadmill. Since it’s just a hotel gym, they don’t have much more than machines and cardio equipment, so after the run, we stretch a bit and add in some push-ups and burpees.

      “Can I ask you a question without you giving me shit?” I ask.

      Nik sits up straight and nods. “Of course.”

      “Do you believe in love at first sight?”

      He pretends to tie his shoe, but his shoulders shake from laughter. “Sorry. Sorry.” He takes a deep breath then looks at me again.

      “Forget it.” I stand to go, but he grabs my forearm.

      “Dude, I said sorry. I just wasn’t expecting that from you.”

      I turn and lean up against the wall, crossing my arms out of frustration. Not with Nik, but the whole situation. “Why not? I mean you know I’ve never really been into the whole one-night stand thing.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just …” He finishes his bottle of water and tosses it in the trashcan. “I have to believe it exists. Other people I know say it’s happened to them. Have I ever experienced it? That’d be a big fat hell no.”

      “But do you think that just by looking at someone or spending a few hours with them, you know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That you can’t live without them? That they have the power to either destroy you or make you feel like you’re the most important person in the entire world? That you love them?”

      He crosses his arms and contemplates my questions. “No. I don’t. I think to love someone you have to know them. And that takes time, more than a few hours. Why? Is this about last night?”

      “Yeah.” I push off the wall and walk over to the window that faces out to the desert. “I can’t get this girl out of my head. I swear it’s like I met my soul mate.”

      “Fuckin’ A, Pierce.” He doesn’t hold back his laughter this time.

      “Yeah, that was bad.” I punch him in the shoulder as I walk by. “Tell anyone I said that and I’ll kill you.”
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      Ruby

      

      “Ruby. Meet Edward Tellano.”

      I shake the man’s hand in front of me and smile, already having a sinking feeling in my gut. For this particular dinner, Dad had my hair and makeup professionally done. “Hi. Nice to meet you, sir.”

      “Sir?” He laughs and brings my hand up and presses a kiss to my knuckles. “Call me Eddie.”

      I pull my hand back with a little too much force. “Fine. Eddie, it is.”

      “Ruby,” my dad warns, his voice on the verge of a growl. If he’d just tell me what the hell I’m supposed to be doing here, things would be a lot easier. But no, I walk into tonight completely unprepared, and since my eighteenth birthday was last week, my fear is becoming more of a reality.

      My mom walks into the room, looking every bit the trophy wife she is: long blond hair, big fake boobs, long manicured nails. “Eddie, how nice to see you again.”

      “Mrs. Russo. You look lovely this evening.”

      She has the decency to look embarrassed. “Oh, thank you. Doesn’t our little Ruby look stunning as well?” She wraps an arm around my shoulder and uses her other hand to make a spectacle of showing off my long hunter green evening dress.

      “Yes, she looks beautiful.” He looks into my eyes and tilts his head then addresses my dad. “Father just phoned. He apologizes but says he’s running a few minutes behind. He said not to wait for him to eat.”

      “Nonsense, we have no trouble waiting. How about a drink?”

      “That would be perfect.”

      Eddie follows my father out of the room, and I shrug out from under my mom’s arm. Something is up; this isn’t a normal dinner to impress people. Something else is at play here, and I wish they’d just have the balls to tell me.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Mom takes a deep breath and grabs my wrist, pulling me out of my dad and Eddie’s line of sight. “Everything will be just fine, Ruby. Okay? Just do what your father says and everything will be fine.”

      “What are you talking about?” I want her to say the words. She could at least have the decency to tell me to my face.

      “Well, where is she? Where’s my future daughter-in-law?” The robust voice of a man makes my eyes widen. I’ve seen him before several times doing business with my dad, walking through the casino and going into Dad’s private business office.

      When the reality of what he just said hits me, I open my mouth to protest, but my mother quickly covers it and shakes her head profusely. “Please, Ruby. I’m so sorry; just do what your father says. Please. Please. You have to.”

      I rip her hand away and dig my nails into my palms. “You expect me to marry Eddie fucking Tellano? What is this⁠—”

      “There she is. Ruby, come here.” My father’s voice beckons me, and from the intensity of it plus my mother’s pleading eyes, I take a deep breath and turn with a fake smile on my face.

      “I’m right here.”

      So this is it. This is my life. I thought that since I had just turned eighteen, I’d be able to get out of this hellhole. That I’d get to leave and go to college — finally experience freedom — but apparently, Daddy-O has other plans. I was afraid of this, and on one hand, I’m so frightened to get taken out of my bubble. As much as I hate it here, I’m still comfortable. But then again, maybe leaving wouldn’t be that bad.

      I don’t owe my mom anything because she hasn’t given me anything, but she’s still my mom. If she’s scared, I have to believe that there’s a legit reason for it. I might not know exactly the reason right now, but I will find out … and when I do, I’m getting the hell out of here.

      Eddie sits next to me at dinner, and when dessert is served, I get up to use the restroom, leaving and coming back unnoticed. I bet that if I were eating with Pierce, he’d notice. Maybe he’d stand when I got up, too, like they used to in the old days. The entire fifty-five minutes I’ve been sitting here with Eddie he’s ignored me, talking business with our fathers. I’m not paying attention to what they’re saying because I’m trying to figure out how I can get out of this. How I can have a normal life with someone like Pierce. No, fuck that. With Pierce.

      Dad looks at me and slowly nods; I guess that’s his final seal of approval and any hope I had to get out of it just dissipated into thin air.

      Arranged marriage. Fucking wonderful. My life rocks.

      The rest of the night goes by painfully slowly and I thank whatever god will listen when the Tellanos leave. As soon as the door shuts behind them, I storm to my room. My dad follows closely behind, and I spin around.

      “No.”

      “No?” he questions.

      “Yes. No. I’m not marrying him. I just want to leave. You don’t have to give me anything. I’ll go on the fucking streets. Just let me leave.” Tears clog my throat as the enormity of the situation bears down on my chest. Is it going to be worse with Eddie? Will he force me to have sex with him? Is he going to hurt me?

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Ruby. This is what’s best for the family. Eddie is a nice gentleman. He’ll treat you well.”

      “Like you treat Mom?”

      “Your mother wants for nothing.”

      “I do, though. I want a normal life. I want to be loved.”

      “I love you very much, Ruby. So does your mother.”

      “No, you don’t. If you did, you wouldn’t make me do this. I don’t want my dad to tell me who I’m going to spend the rest of my life with. I want to get out of here.”

      He nods his head sympathetically. “I understand. But unfortunately, the deal is already signed. You must do this, Ruby. I only want the best for you, and Edward will make sure you’re taken care of. He will be back here tomorrow afternoon to collect you and your things.”

      “Tomorrow? You don’t even give me twenty-four hours? Fuck you! I hate you!” I scream and run to the bathroom, slamming and locking the door behind me. I strip off my dress and get in the shower before the water turns warm. Tears stream down my face, and I choke on the truth of what’s about to happen.

      Am I going to be forced to push out babies so they’ll carry on the Tellano family name? What will my name be? Is he going to make me take his, or will I keep my own?

      I numbly wash my body and hair then get out of the shower and throw on a pair of sweats and a hoodie. My contacts slide out easily from the tears that so helpfully moistened my eyes.

      I tiptoe my way to the back stairwell and take a deep breath before I open the door to the roof. This is the last night I have to pretend my life will ever be somewhat ordinary, and I can’t think of a better person to play make believe with. If I weren’t planning to meet Pierce, I’d still come up here, but I’d do it alone with nothing but the stories in my head and a pen and paper.

      Meeting Pierce last night was a blessing and a curse. He showed me, even in the short time I was with him, that real men do exist. That falling in love is a possibility. But damn him, I didn’t think it was real before, and I’m kind of regretting that I know the feeling. It sucks it’s getting ripped away from me faster than it was introduced, but I suppose at least I’ll have the memories. From memories, I can remember instead of just pretending. And I intend to make some more tonight.

      He sits on the lounger with my blanket draped over his knees, hands steepled with his forehead resting on them. His head whips in my direction and he stands, wiping his palms on the back of his jeans.

      “Hi.” He smiles and takes a step toward me, his excitement calming some of my nervousness.

      “Hey.” I walk up to him, and before I can say anything else, he pulls me to him and wraps his arms around me.

      “I’m so glad you showed up. I was worried you weren’t going to.”

      “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      I soak up his embrace and push my fear of the future aside. I’m going to pretend that dinner didn’t happen and that Edward isn’t going to be here for me tomorrow. I’ve lived my whole life using my imagination, and tonight it’s going to be put to the test. Just the thought of Eddie makes my skin crawl, so I’m really going to have to force myself to forget.

      I give Pierce a squeeze and step back. He cups my face with his hands and kisses my forehead so gentle, but the meaning so powerful.

      “How was your day?” He looks into my eyes when he talks to me, showing me he cares.

      “Fine. How was yours?”

      “Lonely without you.” He entwines our fingers together and leads me to the lounger. He sits down and widens his legs for me to sit between them. I lean back against his strong chest, and he wraps both arms around my stomach. “Comfortable?” His breath slides across my cheek and I grab his hands with my own.

      “Perfectly.”

      “Me too.”

      The silence passes, and it’s not necessarily awkward, but I don’t want to waste time inside my head, so I figure I should talk, ask questions, something.

      “So can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course. Anything.”

      “When you were a kid, what did you want to be when you grew up?”

      “Hmm.” His Adam’s apple vibrates against the back of my head and it sends a chill down my spine. “I can’t reme— Oh! Yeah, I forgot. I wanted to be a garbage truck driver.”

      “What?”

      “It used to be the highlight of my week. I thought it was so cool how they could crush stuff.”

      “That’s hilarious!”

      “What about you?”

      “Guess?”

      He gathers my hair in one hand and drapes it over my shoulder, leaving my neck bare. “Teacher?”

      “Nope.”

      “Nurse?”

      “Nope.”

      “Veterinarian?”

      “Nope.”

      “Okay, so not cliché, which doesn’t surprise me.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I snap defensively.

      His hands squeeze my arms. “Just that you’re different and I should have known better. But good different, so good.”

      “Oh, okay. That’s an acceptable answer.”

      “Let me think.”

      I crane my neck and find him tapping his long finger against his chin in contemplation. He snaps his fingers and squints his eyes at me. “Got it. An astronaut.”

      “Damn, how did you know?”

      He shrugs. “I’m just that good.” He winks and I roll my eyes. “Nah. You were talking about how small we are compared to the world, and I dunno, it was a lucky guess.”

      I turn back and look up at the sky again. “Do you want to have kids?” I blurt the question out and am surprised when he answers right away.

      “Yeah. For sure. I want to get married, have a family, all that stuff. Why? Don’t you?”

      I pause before I answer, thinking how I can word it without seeming like a weirdo. Although I thought for sure he wouldn’t come back tonight, so he must not think I’m that weird. What logical person meets a strange girl on the roof in Vegas? I mean this attraction between us is insane; my body literally heats up just thinking about him. It’s more than a spark … a small inferno is closer to accurate.

      “Yeah, I do. But it has to be with the right person. I don’t get why people have kids who aren’t even in love. Or they think having a baby will somehow fix their relationship.”

      “That’s not what I want.”

      “What do you want?”

      He presses his face into my neck and inhales then pulls back, leaving a kiss there. “I want to marry the woman of my dreams.”

      “What’s on your list of qualifications?”

      Pierce mindlessly runs his fingers through my hair. The combination of his smooth voice and the security I feel with him causes my eyes to become heavy. Like he’s telling me a fairy tale. “Well, let’s see. She should be about five five. Light brown hair and equally as light brown eyes.”

      “Kind of like you?” I tease.

      “Or like you,” he jokes back. “She’d have to be kind. I want my wife to be able to make me laugh with her witty sense of humor and sarcasm.”

      “Like a mail order comedian who happens to cook you dinner?”

      “Exactly.”

      I laugh at my own joke and relax further into him.

      “What about you? What’s your dream man?”

      “Hmm.” I pretend to think about it, but in reality, I know the exact qualities I want in my husband. My chosen husband. “I’d want him to have a positive outlook on life … ya know, to balance my negativity and eternal pessimism.”

      “Okay.”

      “And he would have to be able to cook. I’d want him to be the kind of man who wants to do stuff. I don’t want to be stuck in the house for a long weekend. I want to be able to explore the world with him.”

      “Why is that?” He turns my body a little and I lay my head on his chest and look into his eyes; all the while my hair lightly twists throughout his fingers.

      “Because I’ve never had the opportunity.”

      “Your family has never been on a vacation before?”

      “Nope.” My answer is final. I don’t want to talk about them tonight. It’s not about them.

      “What else?” He wisely changes the subject.

      The fingers on his other hand cause a tingle as they trail up and down my arm. “He’d have to have light brown hair and equally as light brown eyes.” His hand stills for a moment before he laughs and continues his feather light touches. “He’d have to be successful, and owning his own business would be a plus. He’d have to have a good relationship with his mom and siblings. I’d want to feel safe with him … like he’d die before he let something or someone hurt me.”

      He entwines his leg between mine and wraps his arm around me, squeezing me so tight it’s almost painful, but since I know I’ll never get this again, I soak it up for all it’s worth.
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        * * *

      

      The sun set long ago, leaving us in the same peaceful darkness as last night, and as much as I fight it, my eyelids begin to get heavy to the point that I’m scared I’ll fall asleep. I know he won’t let me go easily. If I were in his position, I wouldn’t let him go either. But I have no choice. I’ve already risked too much being with him these two marvelous nights.

      “Pierce, I should go.” I attempt to push away from him, but his arms are like steel beams, locking me in place.

      “Stay, just a little longer. I’m leaving tomorrow. I know we’ve avoided talking about it, but I really want to see you again.” His voice sounds panicked, and I silence him by putting my finger against his lips.

      “I want that more than anything. In fact, I wish I could go home with you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      I can’t, though, but he doesn’t need to know that. I don’t want to ruin his happiness. I’m fully aware that I’m being cowardly, and when he wakes up in the morning without me, it’ll crush him. If there were any other choice, if I had even half a chance of another option, I’d take it.

      I yawn and he grabs the blanket, enveloping us underneath. “Sleep, then. We’ll figure it out in the morning. No matter what it takes, we’ll figure it out. I refuse to let this slip through my fingers. Nobody has ever made me feel the way you do, and I’ll do whatever I have to in order to make you feel the same way for as long as you’ll have me.”

      I smile against his chest. “I think I could put up with you for a lifetime, Pierce.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The door creaks shut behind me, and when the heavy steel clamps as it locks, I shudder at the irony of the symbolism. I quietly walk back to my room avoiding the security cameras. Once I reach my door, I unlock it and dive under my covers, finally letting the weight of my emotion free. A sob erupts from low in my belly and rises painfully as it tears through my chest.

      “Ms. Russo, is there a problem?”

      The covers are ripped away from me, and I quickly wipe my tears as my bodyguard, Stanley, stares down at me.

      “No, I’m fine.”

      I try to pull them back over, but he grabs the comforter and yanks it from my hands. I glare at him, and his eyes assess me. With a not-so-gentle shove, he tosses the covers back at me then walks out. Once he’s out of sight, I heave a sigh of relief and force myself to try to get some sleep.

      A few hours later, after I’ve succeeded in getting no sleep, I take a shower and get dressed in a pair of skinny jeans and a black tank top with matching ankle boots. I throw my hair up in a ponytail and apply some light makeup before grabbing my key and going to the hallway. Since it’s Sunday, the halls are pretty busy because a lot of people are checking out and going home… their vacations over too fast. I often wish I could go with them. Just hop on a plane and disappear. But I can’t. No way would Dad let me out of his sight. Not only do I have Stan breathing down my neck, but every single employee here knows who I am and that I’m not to leave unescorted. I have tried one too many times and failed.

      My father owns this hotel and casino. I’ve grown up living in a penthouse suite. Room service, a bodyguard, private tutor, enough money to buy anything and everything I could want… except love and acceptance. A dad who shows up for a dinner every now and then. A mom who follows my dad around like a lost puppy … it’s so pathetic.

      Stanley has been by my side since I outgrew the nanny at age thirteen. He follows me everywhere I go, which really isn’t anywhere other than around the casino. The only time I get away from him is when I sneak up to the roof. I wasn’t even going to go two nights ago, as Stan had already warned me not to try and sneak up there again. I am so glad I did, though. I know I’ll never see Pierce again, but that doesn’t stop me from getting downstairs to try and catch a glimpse of him as he leaves.

      I smile at the front desk staff as I slide behind the counter and go into the security room with all of the cameras. “Hey, Rick.”

      Rick is the nicest and best man that I know. He’s also six foot six and bald with tattoos covering his entire upper body. The ink is barely visible on his dark skin, but if you look close enough, you can see the intricate detail in the tattoo artist’s work. As head of security, he often comes in this room in the morning for a couple of hours to review tape from the night before along with the live feeds. I often come here to get away from Stanley. I also get ideas for my stories by watching people and learning about body language and emotion.

      The most interesting thing is what people do when they think no one is watching. And not just picking creepers or boogers, but when you see them checking out someone who is not their significant other. Or when they notice their partner checking out that person, how they pretend not to notice and wipe their eyes. I can’t believe how many times I’ve seen a man try to hit on someone else’s girlfriend or wife. And the different reactions always amaze me. There’s the guy who takes no shit and just punches the idiot for talking. Or the one who does nothing. Even the guys who pretend they’re going to do something by being all loud, but really they’re just waiting for security to step in. The ones that I like the most, and are few and far between, are the men who gently pull the woman aside, and with nothing more than a few words and a backward glance, put fear into the other guy. It’s not about showing off but airing confidence that he’d be best to walk away.

      “Ruby, girl, come have a seat.” He looks back at Stanley who is around me so much I don’t even notice him anymore. “You can wait outside, man. I’ll page you when she’s ready to go.” His tone leaves no room for argument, and I smile at him, silently thanking him for having my back.

      Without a word, Stanley glares at us then leaves the room, slamming the door on the way out. He’s such an ass, and no matter how much I beg Dad, he won’t fire him.

      “Can you pull up a reservation for me?” I ask, anxiously tapping my foot.

      “Sure. What’s the name?”

      “Pierce …”

      “Pierce what?”

      I cross my arms and sigh. “I forgot. He never said … Oh, wait!” I remember now. “It’s Kelly. He told me about his family’s bar. That’s gotta be his last name.”

      “Where did you meet this fella, Ruby? You know you’re not supposed to be talkin’ to the guests. Your daddy finds out about that and he ain’t gonna be happy.”

      “On the roof.”

      “What was he doing on the roof? That’s supposed to be locked.”

      “Guess he climbed up the fire escape.”

      “Damn.” He types on his computer and shakes his head. “I ain’t gettin’ a hit on that name.”

      I was afraid of that. He said that he came with friends, so there’s a possibility the room is under one of their names. “Mind if I hang out and watch the monitors?”

      “Course not.”

      I look around the room and scoot closer to Rick. “What do you know about Eddie Tellano?”

      “Why?”

      “’Cause he’s going to be my new husband.”

      “Say what?” Anger lances through Rick’s words and I give him a reassuring smile.

      “It’s fine. Whatever. Gets me the hell out of here.”

      “Ruby, girl. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s cool. Seriously. Nothing you can do, and I figured something was going on. Honestly, I suspected this would happen. So whatever. It is what it is, ya know?”

      “Damn.” He curses under his breath, and I pat his arm.

      “Not your fault. You’ve been so kind to me, and I would be so pissed at you if you even tried to get involved. You know this. I know this. So please, don’t beat yourself up.”

      He squeezes the top of my hand and shakes his head. Rick and I sit there for about an hour before I finally see Pierce. He’s walking down the hallway of the seventh floor with two other guys. My heart skips a beat and I point at him. “That’s him. Can you follow?”

      Rick nods and presses a few buttons as I lean forward and touch the screen. In the elevator, Pierce throws his duffel bag against the wall and one of the guys puts a hand on his shoulder, but Pierce shrugs it off. They stop at the third floor and a few scantily clad women enter. I prepare myself for him to ogle them, but his eyes don’t leave the ground. Interesting. Most men, even the ones who are with a woman, would have looked. It’s hard not to when their boobs are hanging out and their butt cheeks are playing peek-a-boo with their shorts.

      Once the elevator finally stops on the ground floor, Rick switches the camera again and I watch as Pierce comes into view of the front desk … which is right behind me. His friend talks to the clerk, and Pierce walks over to Stanley, who apparently didn’t leave.

      “Shit. Shit, what is he doing?” I mutter, scooting closer to the screen.

      Stanley wears an earpiece, so I’m assuming Pierce thinks he works here, which he does… but still. Pierce makes hand gestures and holds up his hand to his cheek bone and makes circles with his fingers to mimic glasses.

      “He’s trying to find you,” Rick says, his voice as surprised as myself.

      “Yeah,” I mutter and lean even closer, as if I’ll somehow magically be able to hear. I just left him. No note. No empty promises. Nothing. Nothing but a couple of nights of memories. He should just be good with that. He has to be good with that.

      When Pierce points up toward the roof, Stanley’s eyes flash to the camera, and I know he’s figured it out. Stanley cracks his neck and squints, clearly pissed off that I got the slip on him.

      “Well, I guess I’m never going to the roof again. Wait. I’m moving, so I guess I wasn’t anyway.”

      “What?”

      “Eddie, as he told me to call him, is picking me up this afternoon.”

      “Sorry, darlin’, wish I could help.”

      Rick has a wife and three kids to support. He’s tried to help me out in the past, but I don’t want to risk him getting fired, so I demanded that he stop. I’ve learned to just accept my life and hope that maybe something in the future will allow me to get out from under my father’s thumb … and now Eddie’s.

      “It’s not your fault. I knew it would only be a matter of time.” Just another freedom taken away. I still have my imagination, though. They can never take that away.

      “Oh no, this isn’t good …”

      “What?” I look closer on the monitor but don’t see anything. “Rick, what?”

      “Camera four.”

      I search for the number above the screens and begin to shake when I see my dad approaching Stanley.
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      Pierce

      

      “Is there a problem?” A man with slicked-back hair and wearing an expensive suit approaches me and the man I’m talking to. I study him more closely because he looks familiar to me somehow, but then I shake the confusion off to her leaving me and my mind being a fucking mess.

      I couldn’t believe it when I woke up this morning and I was alone. She left. I’ve searched every floor, every square inch of this place for the last three hours with no luck. There hasn’t been a time in my life that I’ve ever been this mad. I’m so pissed at myself for falling asleep, for not getting her name, for letting her go. But her warm, content body curled up against me soothed me in a way I didn’t know was possible, and I dozed off.

      The short time I spent with her is something that I’ve never experienced before. An out-of-body experience that filled me up and then drained the life out of me when I realized it was gone. I’m having trouble even breathing, knowing I’m never going to see her again.

      The man in the suit straightens his tie. “No, sir. This gentleman was just asking a question.” He nods toward me.

      “Ready, man?” Nik hollers from the desk, and I reluctantly take a step closer to him.

      “In a minute.” I turn my back to Nik and look at the man with the slicked-back hair. “Do you work here?”

      He sticks his hand out. “Danny Russo. I own the Lucky Lion. Is there a problem?”

      I shake his hand and repeat the story I had just told the security guard. “I met a girl on the roof two nights ago and was wondering if there was any way you could help me find her.”

      “That roof is closed, sir. I’ll have my staff look into securing the area, but unfortunately, I don’t think I can be of help.” He shoots an angry look at the other man.

      Nik grabs my arm, but I shake him off. If this guy owns the damn place, he’s gotta be able to help me somehow. “Mr. Russo, there has to be a way that you can roll back security footage or something. Please. This girl, she was amazing. She was so perfect she might as well have been a dream.”

      “What’s her name?”

      My face warms out of embarrassment. “I, uhh … I never got it.”

      “What did she look like?” he asks, crossing his arms. The crease between his eyebrows gets deeper, and he tilts his head to listen.

      “She was about five five with long, light brown hair. And behind her glasses, her eyes were almost green, but not quite … hazel, I guess. They looked light brown in some angles. Every inch of her tanned skin was like silk, smooth and fragile. There was a small birthmark by her wrist on her left hand. She spoke quietly and seemed timid, but when she talked, the things she said were so intriguing I couldn’t help but to become infatuated with her. She was too sarcastic for her own good.” I pause and look at the ground, embarrassed that I’m acting like this over a girl I spent less than a dozen hours with, but at this point, I don’t care. I’m desperate.

      “Sir, I⁠—”

      “I know, you think I’m crazy.” I look up at him and beg him with my eyes. “I am. I’m fucking crazy about her, and I need to find her.”

      Mr. Russo shifts on his feet and nods at me. He pulls a card out of his wallet and a pen from his pocket. “Write your name and number down and I will see what I can do. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll look into it.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I scribble down my name and leave my cell and my work number. “I appreciate it.”

      Once I give him back his things, he looks at the other man. “Have you seen Ruby? I need to speak with her.”

      “She’s in with Rick.”

      Without another word, he turns on his heels and goes into a room behind the front desk.

      “Come on, Pierce. We’re gonna miss our flight. Zack’s holding a cab out front.” Nik grabs my arm and drags me outside since I can’t bring myself to do it on my own. I’m seriously contemplating staying and camping out on the sidewalk so I can catch her when she leaves, if she hasn’t already. Damn it. I probably missed her; she’s probably gone already.

      Zack shakes his head at me when I get in the cab next to him. “Cabbie was about to leave without us. Fuck, Pierce, I know she must’ve been good, but it’s just pussy.”

      My instincts are to grab him by the throat and beat his face in for talking about her like that, but I take a breath and turn in my seat. “If you ever say another word like that about her again, I will hurt you, Zack. Do you understand me?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Whatever, man. All I’m sayin⁠—”

      “No. You won’t say anything else about her.”

      He shrugs and leans forward to punch Nik in the knee. “You really gonna call that chick when we get back home?”

      I lean back in my seat and look out of the rear window, watching the casino and the girl of my dreams fade away.

      

      Ruby

      

      “Oh shit.” I scramble in the seat and pretend not to have just caught the scene in the lobby when my dad barges into the security room. The anger radiating off him tells me that he knows.

      “Ruby Michelle. Follow me to your room. Now.”

      He doesn’t bother to look back because he knows I’ll follow. Like a fucking sad pup, just like my mom. People part for him as we walk down the hallway as if he’s a god or some shit. Stanley on my heels makes me anxious, and I scurry closer to my father. Even though he’s a horrible dad, the one thing he does is protect me. Well, in his own way he thinks he’s protecting me. I know he’d never physically hurt me, and as much as he intimidates me, I feel safer with him than I do with Stanley. Nobody in their right mind would lay a hand on me when Dad’s around.

      When we arrive in my suite, I sit on my bed and twiddle my thumbs.

      “Why are you going on the roof?” My dad crosses his arms and lowers his voice as he’s clearly displeased with my behavior.

      “I just wanted some air.”

      “With a man?”

      Instead of answering him, I look away and shake my head.

      “Now you’re lying. Ruby. Look at me.”

      I bite my lip and stand to look up at him. “So what? If I was talking to a guy, what’s it to you? I’m an adult now.”

      He steps closer to me and leans down so his eyes are looking directly into mine. The dark rings around his green irises flash in anger. “You will do what I say. And you will not step foot outside this room until further notice. Edward will be here shortly. Until then, you pack your things and stay here.”

      “This is such bullshit and you know it.”

      “Stanley will tell me if you try to leave and you don’t want to deal with those consequences.” He leaves my room and I tap my foot out of irritation. I always get caught, too. So I’ve given up trying to run.

      “You can go. I won’t try to leave.” I stand and begin to walk past Stanley.

      His hand hits me so fast that I spin and land on the floor. I immediately cover the burn on my cheek and back away from him.

      “You fucking bitch. You trying to make me look bad in front of your father? I told you the last time I caught you up there not to step foot on that roof again.”

      “Well, I didn’t listen, did I?”

      He grabs my hair and pulls me up then tosses me onto the bed. “What the hell is wrong with you, little girl? Haven’t you learned your lesson yet?”
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      Ruby

      Present Day

      
      Oh my God, he’s here again.

      I turn my head and pretend to be busy with a straw wrapper when he passes. I’ve taken up a spot in this back corner booth two nights in a row now, and both nights he’s been here. As the breeze hits me after he passes, his manly scent, like fresh water and wood, invades my senses. He’s obviously working because he goes directly behind the bar and talks animatedly to the others as they fill drinks.

      From what I can tell, his main job is as a bouncer, but when it slows down, he walks around or hangs out behind the bar. I’ve managed to slip in before he’s at the door and ordered my drink from the guy at the bar who looks vaguely familiar. If I’m not mistaken, he was one of the guys who were at the hotel with Pierce. I remember everything about his short time there, and that included the people who were with him in the elevator and the lobby.

      I don’t even know why I’m here … what I was expecting to happen if I saw him. All I know is I needed to see him. I needed to know that I didn’t imagine how wonderful our time together was. With a sigh, I grab my pen and open my notebook, then continue writing where I left off. One thing that hasn’t changed in the past couple of years is my love for writing stories. It’s helped me get through everything, and right now it’s the only thing keeping me sane.

      Each story I write now has a new meaning since our nights on the roof. I’m able to express the agony of wanting something you can’t have. I can emulate the feeling of being so in love with someone that you can barely breathe. Yet I have trouble writing the ending because I’m not sure happily-ever-after even exists.

      As the night goes on and it becomes busy, I drown out the noise and focus on my words. In this book, the hero just returned from overseas. He’s about to surprise the girl he’s always had a crush on but never had the guts to tell. At this point, she has a boyfriend but is miserable because the man that she’s in love with, the only one who ever made her heart flutter, is thousands of miles away and doesn’t even know she exists. I’m so involved in my story that I jump when a guy sits down across from me.

      “Hey,” he says, and even though it’s only one word, it’s slurred because he’s obviously drunk. “Hi. I’m Curt.”

      I purposely look back down and ignore him, but he doesn’t seem to take the hint. “What’re you doin’?”

      “Writing.”

      “You’re pretty.” He reaches over to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Table of Contents
      


      		
        Tell Me When
        
          		
            About
          


          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


        


      


      		
        Remember Me Now
        
          		
            About
          


          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Prologue
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Untitled
          


        


      


      		
        Give Me This
        
          		
            About
          


          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            A letter from the author
          


          		
            Preview of Justifying Jamie
          


          		
            Also by Anna Brooks
          


          		
            Tell Me When Acknowledgments
          


          		
            Remember Me Now Acknowledgments
          


          		
            Give Me This Acknowledgments
          


        


      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Table of Contents


      		Beginning


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/love-me-forever-vol-2.jpg
Volume 2

)N
ok (N

? :

ANNA BROOKS





OEBPS/images/tell-me-when-ebook-cover.jpg
ANNA BROOKS





