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“If you’re playing a poker game and you look around the table and can’t tell who the sucker is, it’s you.”
~Paul Newman
I wasn’t paying attention to the two playing cards placed on the table in front of me. Instead, I was struggling to focus on a man whose left eye twitched as rapidly as a racing heartbeat.
I debated whether his eye twitch was telling me something. Perhaps he was bluffing. Since he’d been twitching for the last hour, I suspected he might have gone a little loony. I didn’t blame him one bit. The man sitting between us smelled like Limburger cheese with an underlying scent of barnyard goat and an extra-foul stench I was afraid to identify for fear of gagging at the table. And the sight of me was enough to unnerve even the strongest poker player.
My name is Nadia Wolf. I’m a professional poker player most of the time. I also help my boss, landlord, and friend, Frankie Garza, at All Celebrities Chapel. That is where I help blissfully drunk couples tie the knot in exchange for cheap rent on my apartment, which is located two floors above the chapel. Recently, I’ve been blindsided by Frankie’s newest craze of becoming my poker manager. So far he’s found two gigs that left me embarrassed and YouTube viewers chuckling.
Normally, I believe I’m decent in the looks department. However, after a flight to Panama and four hours of tossing and turning on a lumpy hotel couch, my usually green eyes are red and puffy. They accent my already bruised eyes perfectly. My typically straight brown hair was frizzed and snarled from travel and a lack of necessities to make it decent. I’m twenty-eight, but I ache like I’m eighty from all the abuse I’ve taken over the last couple of days.
The bruised, black-and-blue eyes were a leftover gift from my run-in with Dagor Moliente. He’s a scary man who wanted to become my big daddy, but now he just wants me dead. I don’t want to think about him; it is only a matter of time until he finds me. I lack the fortified stomach to turn to the last page of that playbook.
My current focus was to make it through this damn poker tournament Frankie signed me up for . . . and then to find soap. Lots of it.
Having had only a small window of time to make it to the plane, it had been necessary to either forget my bag or forget the trip. I had to forgo the winding baggage line and abandon my suitcase behind a large potted plant for Frankie to pick up. In hindsight, I should have stayed home because I am now in sheer hell. I’ve been wearing the same outfit I arrived in since there was no time to buy any clothing or necessities, and I can’t recall taking a shower this morning.
A sickening thought trudged through my sluggish mind: What if I’m the one who smells like Limburger cheese and dirty goat? I gave myself an undercover sniff. My nose was already so full of the foul stench that I couldn’t tell.
I had no idea how long I’d been sitting at this poker table or in what casino this poker table belonged. The last piece of news I had received from Frankie was that I was flying to South America to play in one segment of the Latin Poker Tour. Now I realize it’s actually Central America. Panama City to be specific. Frankie’s geography knowledge stops at the Las Vegas city limits.
Frankie had given me the news only a few hours before I was supposed to board the plane. This didn’t surprise me about Frankie. What did surprise me was finding Caleb Usher in the plane seat next to me.
Caleb Usher is my enemy at the poker table. He has an amazing talent for being able to read his opponents and catch them in a bluff. With his cavalier style, he tricks them to play hands they might not have otherwise played. His infallible luck finishes them off. I was on the demolished end of the table more times than I care to confess. But thankfully—or maybe not—I whittled my days down at the small-stakes table while he sat in the high-stakes room where only those with a one-hundred-grand buy-in could play.
Since he had entered this tournament as well, it was only a matter of time before Caleb and I would find ourselves at the same table again. The previous tournament we played together he’d beaten me with the worst possible hand a player could get: a seven-two off suit. He then continued the tournament and won the million-dollar prize along with the diamond bracelet. In the poker world, this was like winning the Super Bowl and being awarded a championship ring.
Before he beat me in the soul-crushing hand, we had entered into a side wager. Most poker players love a good side wager. I was one of those suckers. My lesson learned: Never enter into a wager with a man who can’t lose. Did I learn this the first time? No. I had to repeat the same mistake. And now, I technically owe Caleb a weekend of no-strings-attached lusty sex. The thought of a weekend alone with Caleb made my blood run hot, but it also made me jittery, which is why I couldn’t sleep on the plane or on the lumpy sofa in Caleb’s suite, where I took refuge.
Frankie, in his infinite wisdom to cut costs, said I was sharing a room with another poker player. What he didn’t tell me was that he never booked a room. He did some sneaky snooping and discovered what room Caleb was registered to stay in and then wrote me a scribbled note as to which room I would be staying in; they were the same. Caleb hasn’t officially said this was the time I had to “pay up,” but he’s an opportunist. A setup like this would be a horrible waste if he didn’t pounce on me . . . pounce on it, I mean.
On the plane ride, I had imagined all the wonderful ways I was going to kill Frankie when I returned . . . if I returned. Frankie assumed I would place high enough in the tournament to win money, thereby prompting him to save even more money by buying me only a one-way ticket. To put it mildly, Panama customs was not happy. Seems there is a restriction on one-way flights to Panama. Leave it to Frankie to find the cheapskate’s loophole through a country’s restriction. After a brief detention with customs, Caleb was able to smooth talk the authorities to allow me to leave with him. I’m sure some money exchanged hands, but I wasn’t there to witness it as I was in the naughty-tourist cell.
But right now I didn’t want to worry about my lack of travel arrangements home or how I was going to repay Caleb for his chivalrous bribery. I just wanted this day to be over. A shower would be divine too. A shower with Caleb would be even better, but I wouldn’t allow him the satisfaction. Tonight, my damn morals and I will be sleeping on the couch again.
Caleb Usher made my insides hum when he was near. He made the insides of most women hum. He was relaxed, easygoing, and had blue eyes that always had a hint of mischievousness in them. His hair was casually maintained and naturally highlighted by the sun. Its tousled brown and caramel waves made me want to rake my fingers through it.
I scanned the room to see if I could spot him. Normally, I just had to look for a blonde with big bosoms, and Caleb wouldn’t be too far away. It’s not that he runs after women, but he certainly doesn’t deter them. The buxom beauties radar into his studly frequency and hone in for the kill.
His manager, Jessica, sometimes hires a model to be at his side for televised tournaments and events. She believes having a beautiful woman draped on his arm boosts his following with the average married-male poker fanatic. I’m sure she’s right, but she could save them both money because beautiful women seek him out. They’d drape on him for free.
My eyes caught a flash of platinum blonde. Yep! There was Caleb, oblivious to the blonde who had a tray of drinks in her hand. He was staring down a man at his table. The blonde maneuvered closer to Caleb, positioning herself in his line of vision and tossing her hair over her shoulder. His eyes never left the man. She could shake her tatas in front of him, and he wouldn’t blink. I smiled. That was the part of Caleb I liked. While he enjoyed the games women loved to play with him, they weren’t even on the same playing field with him while he was working.
“Can I call a timer?” a man asked.
I blinked and scanned the table. Six pairs of eyes were intently set on me. I gulped. I was off in la-la land, and I had a hand sitting in front of me. I didn’t even know what cards I had. I shoved my hand back to the dealer. I could have had pocket aces for all I knew, but I threw it away. I was too embarrassed to even look at the cards. Where was my head? I already knew the answer. It was halfway between Caleb and sleep.
There was another reason why I couldn’t sleep. While Caleb was in the seat next to me on the plane, I had spotted Dagor Moliente a few rows behind me, fleeing the country to escape from the police. Dagor wanted me dead. And now that he was in the same country as I was, he’d be determined to hunt me down.
My run-ins with Dagor were terrifying at best. I almost lost my life and the lives of Mya and Gus to him.
After the tournament, I’ll call the police and keep my eye out for him. But right now, I had to worry about keeping my eyes open so I could crawl my way through the tournament.
Caleb uprooted me from my chair. “You’re dead to the world.”
I squinted at him through dry, blurry eyes. “How long have we been playing?”
“About eight hours.”
“No wonder my ass hurts.”
He chuckled.
I squinted my eyes to help me focus, but I was going on two days with no sleep. I leaned onto Caleb for support.
“Are you hungry? Or do you want to go to the hotel and sleep?”
“I don’t even know anymore. Everything hurts.”
“Then let’s go to the hotel. I’ll call room service.”
“Okay.”
I let him take charge of me. It was a risky thing to do. But if it was up to me, I’d have curled up under the poker table and passed out. He escorted me to a taxi, and we climbed into the backseat. I slipped under Caleb’s arm and rested my head on his shoulder. It seemed like the most comfortable way to go, and it kept me from sliding on the leather seats while the taxi driver sped around turns like he was in a drifting competition.
“Go ahead and sleep. I’ll wake you when we get there.”
I awoke to a dark room. It was quiet. I knew right then I wasn’t in Las Vegas. My apartment at All Celebrities Chapel was on a busy street. Traffic streamed past it at all hours of the night. This place was too quiet.
A movement on the bed and the warmth of a leg touching mine sent me scurrying from the bed and into the darkness.
“Nadia, are you okay?” a groggy voice asked.
“Where am I?”
“At the hotel.”
“Who are you?”
“Caleb.”
Memories fast-forwarded like a film reel half off its spokes. I remembered the plane and parts of the poker tournament. But then it’s hazy at best and mostly just blank after that.
Caleb shifted to sit up. “Come back to bed. You’re jet lagged.”
“Did we sleep together?”
“Do you mean sleep in the same bed? Yes. But if you mean sex, then no, we didn’t.”
I let out a sigh of relief. If I was going to sleep with Caleb, I wanted to be clean. I also wanted to remember it since I was pretty sure it would only be a one-time adventure. A thrilling one-time adventure.
“I want to shower.”
“It’s three in the morning.”
“I’m disgusting. I’ve been in the same clothes for two days.”
“You’re not wearing any clothes.”
“What?” I shrieked. My hands flew to my stomach. I felt around but only came in contact with skin. “Did you strip me?” I searched for the nearest object to launch at him.
“I carried you in from the taxi ride. You were totally passed out. I tucked you into bed, and five minutes later you were mumbling about smelly cheese and began flinging off your clothes.”
“Why didn’t you stop me?”
“You were obviously sleeping, and it was entertaining.”
I could detect by the sound of his voice that he was smiling.
I groaned. “Are you naked too?”
“Yes. Would you care to peek?”
“No! I can’t believe you got naked too.”
“It seemed only fair.”
“There could have been a serious accident of colliding body parts.”
He chuckled. “You were so sweet and snuggled right up against me.”
“I’m not sweet. That snuggle was unintentional.”
“Play it how you want. I’m going back to sleep.”
I growled and stomped to the bathroom. I was desperate for a shower. It might wash off the airplane funk and the Caleb funk burgeoning my mind.
This is why I avoided the poker table with him. He can trip me up with one word or gaze. I can’t believe I stripped in front of him. I must have looked insane yammering about smelly cheese and ripping off my clothes.
I twisted the knob to turn on the shower and let the water pour over my head. My thoughts drifted from Caleb to Greyson Miller. He’s another one who can trip me up; all it takes is one look into his steel-gray eyes. He has two brothers with the same unnerving eyes. I’ve only had the occasion to meet David. He was a handful, but luckily, he’s married and someone else’s problem. Ian, the other brother, travels to exotic countries. I’m glad we haven’t met. I can only handle one Miller brother at a time.
One good thing is I don’t have to worry about Greyson at the tables since he never plays poker. He’s the CEO of the Rotunda Casino Empire in Las Vegas and stays in the penthouse at his Lost City Casino. It’s my preferred casino when I play, though that has nothing to do with him. At least it didn’t.
I left Greyson’s bed two nights ago, thoroughly exhausted and extremely satisfied. Due to a counterfeit laundering scheme that happened in his casino and the media frenzy aftermath, he’s given us a six-month break so he can save his casino from possible ruin.
The six-month break was unnecessary since we weren’t dating. I had only known Greyson for a little over a week, so we were hardly attached. Circumstances kept throwing us at each other, and then we had one big and unbelievably satisfying farewell before I boarded my plane and he withdrew to save his casino. I guess the six-month break defines where we stand with each other. Nowhere.
I’d like to think he misses me right now, but that would be like pitching pennies into a swamp for good luck. He’s focused on his career. And if Frankie was allowed to marry people to their careers, Greyson would be pushed to the front of the line. However, even though he would marry his job, he gave me all of his attention when I was in the same room. I sucked it up like a Bissell.
And so begins my self-inflicted plague. Do I jump from Greyson’s bed into Caleb’s? Even though Greyson and I are completely cut off from each other for six months—and I lost the wager with Caleb before Greyson and I became intimate—could I simply switch from one man to another so quickly?
My traitorous body said yes to Caleb, and my gambler’s pride said I lost and I had to. But I needed more time. I had been attracted to Caleb long before Greyson got to me, but it wasn’t enough. Caleb and I were too similar. Our personalities were either in perfect harmony or in a warzone . . . mainly for me. Caleb always managed to keep his cool. If he wants me to honor the wager, he’ll have to make me want him all over again. Desperately want him again.
Chapter 2
I wrapped a robe around me as I stepped from the bathroom. The shower had hit the spot and so had my unexpected sound sleep. The bathroom light lit a sliver of the bed. The light slashed across Caleb’s arm and face. Both were tan and smooth. My eyes lingered on his mouth, and I remembered when his lips last touched mine. An instant hunger for him made me clench my teeth at my weakness.
He wouldn’t need to wake up until we had to leave for the tournament. I think it starts at ten, but I couldn’t recall making it to yesterday’s start time. Come to think of it, I wonder if I have any chips left.
My task for this morning was to buy clothes and personal products to last me through the rest of the week. However, it was only three thirty in the morning.
I peeked over at Caleb to make sure he was asleep. He was sleeping soundly; his jaw relaxed, lips slightly parted. I ignored his kissable lips and dug through his suitcase to select a T-shirt and jeans. I refused to dress in my skunky clothes. They should be burnt for health-code violations.
I pulled his shirt over my head and slipped into his pants. A tingly sensation excited my skin. I can’t believe I’m getting turned on by wearing his clothes! Not to mention, they were way too big for me. I rolled the waist and ankles and let the T-shirt hang.
I found my purse and headed to the lobby. A man with a bright button-down shirt was perched behind the front desk.
“Do you speak English?” I asked the man.
“Of course, we are an international hotel,” he said in a thick accent that was a little hard to understand. “How can I help you? You are awake very early.”
“I had to leave my luggage at the airport in Las Vegas. I have to shop before the tournament.”
“You are a little early for clothing stores. Most don’t open until nine or so.”
I groaned. “I have to be at the casino before ten.”
“I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.”
“Do you have a store in the hotel?”
“Yes, but it won’t have clothes.”
“Toothbrush?”
“Yes, we have that.”
“All right, thank you. Do you know what I can do with myself until nine?”
“Go back to bed.”
I frowned. That wasn’t an option. Caleb was still there, and I was starving. My stomach growled, and I realized I hadn’t eaten for days. I was hungry and had no place to go. There had to be a 7-eleven somewhere in town. Those are always open and I’m guessing they’re international. Every country needs slurpees and nachos, don’t they?
I pushed through the lobby doors to step outside and catch a glimpse of the Panama ambiance. I hadn’t done any sightseeing. Maybe I could sneak a peek and catch the sunrise too.
I stood on the sidewalk of a dimly lit street and heard the eerie night sound of a city stuck between settling down for the night and struggling to wake up. This wasn’t what I was hoping for. I gave up my slurpee hunt immediately and turned to retreat inside the hotel. A cough in the darkness caught my attention. It was a cough that sounded too close for comfort but was cloaked in the night shadows. I ran inside the hotel and up the staircase. My heart pounded in my ears.
I didn’t know why a harmless cough had me running, but it did. It was a cough skulking from a dark street. It was a deep, gravelly cough similar to Dagor’s. I didn’t want to ponder if it was Dagor. My heart and head had already condemned it to be so.
I found my way to the suite. Realizing I didn’t have a key to the room, I gave the handle a slight jiggle . . . it could have worked. I didn’t want to knock and wake Caleb. He needed his sleep. I also didn’t want to be alone with him with spare time on our hands.
I’d have to go back to the front desk and request a key. I wasn’t excited to go downstairs. It would mean getting closer to the unknown cough. I was about to turn when the door opened and an arm stretched out and yanked me into the room.
“Where were you?” Caleb asked. He was groggy with sleep. His morning stubble blended into his tousled hair.
I directed my eyes up to the ceiling. Caleb was still naked. His firm body beckoned to me.
“At the front desk. I wanted to see when the stores open.”
“When do they open?”
“Nine. I’m totally screwed.” I meant to rest my eyes on Caleb’s face, but they traveled a little too far south. “Get some clothes on!”
“I would, but you’re wearing them.”
“These aren’t your only clothes. You have a whole suitcase full.”
He smirked. “But I want to wear this T-shirt,” he said, pulling the front of the shirt to bring me closer.
I scolded myself to keep my eyes averted. “You can have it back when I buy my own clothes.”
“I’ll take it now.”
I scowled. He was testing me; always pushing one more button to discover my limits.
His mouth curved into a grin. “I’m going to take a shower. Want to join me?”
“No, I already took a shower.”
“It’s too bad. We’re in Panama. We have the tournament by day and sunsets by night. Get into the rhythm of the country.”
“I will when I have clothes.”
“I’ll find you clothes to wear and have you to the tournament on time if you agree to dinner and wine on the beach with me tonight.”
“That sounds harmless enough. I agree.” It sounded romantic too. Romance is a rarity in my life. I’m not a flower-and-mushy-sentiment type of girl, but everyone needs a little romantic gallantry every now and again. And I needed some gallantry.
“Your clothes are hanging in the closet.”
My eyes popped opened wide. “You have my clothes?”
“When you passed out last night I figured you might need something for the morning, so I bought you a few things. You’re lucky I like you. The sales girl kept pulling out very seductive clothing for me to buy. But perhaps it was because she wanted to model them for me. I was tempted to see if you’d wear them, but I didn’t want you to make a scene at the casino.”
I opened the closet to find jeans and a T-shirt. I held up the shirt, raising my brow quizzically while reading the caption: Panama: my canal or yours? At least it was the right size. So were the jeans. I eyed him.
“Your clothes were on the ground, so I read the tags to find out what size you were.”
“That’s actually very nice. Thank you.”
“Do I get a kiss?”
“Maybe once you have clothes on.”
“I’ll be back for my kiss. Give me my T-shirt.”
“You can have it when you’re done showering.”
He moved closer to me. “I want it now.”
I backed away, but he wasn’t deterred. I didn’t want his hands on me. That would have been a horribly bad idea seeing as he was naked. I reluctantly pulled the shirt off and threw it at him.
“Pants too.”
I glared at him, yanked the pants off, and flung them at him. He caught them with a smirk, raking his eyes over me in a thorough scan.
“That’s better,” he said, strolling to the bathroom with his confiscated clothing.
My eyes glued to his naked retreating form. He turned to catch me watching him and winked right before the bathroom door closed. I bit my lip. Damn.
Caleb and I took a taxi to the casino. The driver dropped us off at the front entrance.
“Why didn’t you book a room at the casino hotel?” I asked him as we hopped out of the taxi.
“Because I live and breathe Las Vegas and casinos. When I’m away from home, I want to feel like I’m away. If we stayed at the casino hotel, it would be like we’d never left.” He stopped before we entered the casino. “And that would be a tragedy. Beaches, sunsets, wine, and love await us outside these walls tonight.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Does that work on the bimbos?”
A sly smile escaped. “I went too far with the love part, didn’t I?”
“You suck.”
I breezed through the casino door and found my way to the tournament room with pregame jitters coursing through me. Caleb trailed behind me in a stroll that was relaxed and without concern.
I heard my name called out and turned to see a man racing toward me with his arms stretched wide open. I didn’t know who he was or why he was running toward me, but my feet were itching to sprint. I turned on my heel just as he latched onto me like a koala bear hugging a tree trunk.
“Oh, poker goddess! I can’t believe it’s you! I dreamed you’d be here.”
“Get off me,” I said as I fought to pry myself from his clutches.
He was my height and had slicked-back dark hair that was long enough to put in a ponytail. He was unnaturally strong for a man of my height and weight.
“Look,” he said in a thick accent as he released me to reveal his T-shirt. “I bought your official T-shirt.”
I surveyed his shirt. It was me standing on stage for my first performance with Lupier. A gig I’ll never forget—nor will YouTube let me. I was performing a card-toss trick in a tight dress that Frankie had squeezed me into. I had heard a noise backstage and lost my grip on the cards. They flew out of my hand like snakes in a can. As I bent to pick up the cards, my dress popped up, revealing my posterior to the gasping audience and live television cameras.
Frankie had created and uploaded a website for the world to see. And now my homepage is a picture of me alternating between standing and mooning. This man’s T-shirt had me standing, at least. I sighed a bit of relief until Caleb stifled a grin. He was smirking at the back of the man’s shirt, biting his lip to contain a laugh.
“Turn around,” I instructed the man.
He happily turned around, and I found myself mooning the world on the back of his T-shirt. There was a bold censor line covering most of the embarrassing parts with the website address in red letters. There was still too much of my bum hanging out the bottom.
“Where did you get that shirt?” I gasped.
“On your website. I even bought your bobblehead . . . Well, I guess it would be a bobblebutt. Do you want to see it? I have it on my scooter.”
A bobblebutt? Frankie is sooo dead!
“Uh, no, thank you. I have to go. The tournament is about to start.”
“My goddess, wait a moment. I want your autograph.” He handed me a permanent marker.
I reached for the marker with a sigh. “Where do you want it?”
He lifted up his shirt and stuck out his chest. “On my heart. Make it out to Sergio.”
I slid a glance at Caleb. He was turning red, biting back his laughter. I quickly signed the man’s chest, handed back his marker, and fled into the tournament room.
Caleb was on my heels. “So, that was entertaining.”
“Shut up. You sign women’s chests all the time.”
“Somehow I think it’s different.”
I flustered. “That’s because you’re a chauvinist.”
He wasn’t but I couldn’t think of anything witty to say.
“I’m going to strangle Frankie when I get home. I can’t believe he’s selling my ass on a T-shirt.”
“I’m going to buy one.”
I stopped in my tracks. “Don’t you dare!”
“In fact, I’m going to buy one as soon as we sit down at the table. I should be able to get phone reception in here.”
“Caleb, please don’t buy a T-shirt. You’ll only egg him on. Frankie won’t stop as long as there’s money involved. He’s like a green battery bunny. One whiff of green money and he goes and goes and goes. Bad ideas spring out of his head like fleas.”
Caleb chuckled and turned me into him for a hug. “I was just having a little fun. I promise not to buy a shirt. We’ll be playing in ten minutes. It’s time to get your head back into the game.”
I nodded. He was right. More than four hundred players had entered the tournament and a little over three hundred remained. Cash-award payouts began at fiftieth place. It would at least pay me my buy-in fee, plus a few extra thousand dollars to pay my fare home and have some mad money. First place equaled half a million U.S. dollars, plus the winner receives a gold trophy. The trophy wasn’t worth nearly as much as the main prize, but it would be nice to have.
“By the way, how bad off am I? I don’t remember what my chip stack was.”
“From the stack size, I think you’ll be in decent shape.”
I breathed a little easier.
I stepped over to the cashier and withdrew my chip bag from the previous day. Caleb’s writing was on the outside of the bag. He must have taken care of counting and depositing my chips yesterday. I stood on my tiptoes and gave Caleb a quick kiss on the cheek.
“What’s that for?” he asked.
“For depositing my chips, for not letting me sleep under the poker table, and for not letting me walk in here naked.”
“Oh, I thought it was for luck.”
“You don’t need luck. You’re a walking four-leaf clover.”
“Then I’ll give you some luck.” He swooped down and planted a firm kiss on my lips.
I pushed him away, not wanting my head befuddled by his promising lips. I hoped it was a good luck kiss. I was going to need it.
I gathered my chips and found my table. I took an empty seat between two men. An undercover sniff told me they weren’t ripe like my last neighbor.
A man seated across the table from me smirked as I took my place. I eyed him, but his gaze remained steady on me. He was wearing an unbuttoned polo shirt and jeans. His sunglasses were hooked on the collar of his shirt. There wasn’t too much that stood out about him. He was average, but his stare wasn’t. I have plenty of patience when it comes to stare downs while the game is in play but none when there isn’t even a dealer at the table.
“Is there a reason you’re staring at me?” I asked him.
He smiled coolly and leaned forward with folded hands. “I’m going to enjoy beating you today like I did yesterday,” he said in a French accent that stood out amongst the Spanish accents. “Just because Caleb Usher slipped chips into your bag yesterday doesn’t mean I won’t enjoy taking them from you again.”
“You know Caleb?”
“I don’t know him personally, but I know him from his poker career.”
“How do you know he gave me chips?”
His brow arched. “You and I played the last hand of the table yesterday. I won all but ten of your chips, and now you have a decent stack.”
“Perhaps I bought a re-buy.”
He shrugged. “It’s possible, but unlikely. It doesn’t bother me. If you have more chips, then Caleb has less of a chip lead. I can beat you without looking at my cards, but he’s another story.”
“We’ll see about that.”
The dealer settled into his seat and opened the pack of cards so the table could witness the new deck. My eyes flicked over to Caleb before my hand was tossed in front of me. I didn’t want to believe the Frenchman, but it would make sense I’d lost my chips. I was nearly comatose when Caleb had gathered me from the table. He probably slid a stack of his own chips into my bag before he’d sealed it. It’s a violation of tournament rules.
I’d have to play nicely with the Frenchman. He couldn’t prove Caleb gave me chips, but he could make both of our lives difficult. I’ll give him a little extra breathing room.
I glanced down at my hand to see a seven and a four. Not much to excite with this hand. I tossed them back to the dealer and leaned back while the Frenchman and a man with a Superman T-shirt battled it out.
Caleb was in a hand with someone. I watched him as he leaned back. His shirt stretched against his firm chest and arms. I bit my lip. He was already making me want him, and he wasn’t doing anything except sitting.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw something white being waved around. I cast my gaze over to the side of the tournament room and saw Sergio eagerly watching the tournament and waving a large, white poster-board sign that read “Nadia is my God-ia.”
I cringed.
“How did you do?” Caleb asked as we were leaving the casino.
“Not bad. I tripled my stack. I’d ask you but you’re probably the chip leader right now.”
“I’m almost the chip leader. Are you ready for dinner?”
“I was ready for dinner two hours ago.”
His hand slipped into mine as he escorted me to a taxi. He gave the driver instructions as I braced myself for the NASCAR taxi ride.
“Where are we going?”
“To the beach, like we agreed.”
“The beach will be nice after sitting in the casino.”
At top taxi speeds, it took the driver five minutes to drop us off at the beach. Caleb weaved me around a tourist group and down the beach until we arrived at a small cove where a man in a white tuxedo was waiting for us. I eyed Caleb.
“Come on, we’re in Panama,” he said. “If we don’t have fun here, there was no point in leaving Las Vegas.”
“You have a point.”
We rambled down to meet the man in the tux. He had a blanket and picnic set up. He settled us in and listed what food was in the basket. He then lit candles, which were placed in the sand, poured us wine, said his farewell and disappeared.
I relaxed once he was gone and was able to observe the area around us. We were tucked into a cove just far enough to see the beauty unfold around us and yet hide us from view.
“What are you thinking?” Caleb asked.
“You can’t tell?”
“No, you’re the only person I can’t read.”
I smiled. That was the best compliment he could give me. “I’m thinking you went to way too much trouble.”
“How is this too much trouble? We’re on the beach relaxing. If we were at a restaurant, a person would bring us food. I just ordered our food to be delivered to the beach instead. Not only that, but I’m stimulating the economy.”
A laugh escaped me. It was so easy to be around Caleb. It’s one of the things I admired about him. I’d like to consider myself relaxed and easygoing. But with Frankie around—and never having enough money—I’m wound tighter than Frankie’s hair in a curling iron.
“When you make such a well-reasoned argument, I think I’ll just eat the dinner and shut up.”
He brought out food from the basket. There were cold salads and some warm dishes I didn’t know the names of. They looked questionable but smelled delicious and spicy.
“Caleb, why did you give me chips?”
“I didn’t give you chips. I gave you fruit.”
“I didn’t mean chips as in food. I had a good stack of chips in my bag this morning. How is that possible when I was nearly passed out yesterday?”
“You must play well when you don’t have the capacity to think.”
I narrowed my eyes at his jab, but I suspected he said it to cover his tracks.
“Funny thing,” I continued, “I was sitting at a poker table with a man who swears he won all of my chips yesterday except for ten.”
Caleb sighed. “Nadia, it was nothing. You shouldn’t have played yesterday. I had the chip lead, so I slipped you a handful of mine. I think I owe it to you anyway. The last time we played I sucked out on you with a seven-two on television. I still feel guilty about that.”
“You feel guilty?”
“I wouldn’t if you were any other player. I was just having fun when I shoved all-in with a seven-two. It wouldn’t have broken me, and it would have added to your chip stack. Who would have thought I’d win that one?”
“I would and the rest of the poker world would.”
His lips curled. “I always win.”
“Exactly.”
The sun rested on the ocean edge. Orange and pink hues settled on Caleb’s face, making his eyes shimmer. I had always believed he was a surfer in another life. He relaxed on the beach in total harmony with his surroundings. His shoes were already off, and his feet dug into the sand.
He caught me staring at him. His eyes were fixed on mine, and I couldn’t tear mine away no matter how much I scolded myself.
“I don’t think I’m hungry anymore,” he said, but his eyes said he was very hungry.
I edged away from him. “But I’m hungry.”
He reluctantly handed me a fork, and scooted around behind me. He drew my shoulders back to lean against his chest. His fingers swept the hair off my shoulders. I ignored the tingling heat from his fingers and dug into the fruit bowl, allowing the flavors to play on my tongue.
“This is amazing. Do you want some?”
His lips pressed gently against my neck. My fork drooped as I let the sensation of his mouth and breath play upon my skin. Forget the food. I turned to him and gazed into his eyes.
“Poker Goddess! I have found you at last!” Sergio exclaimed as he jogged over to us and plopped himself down next to me.
I jumped from his unexpected appearance. It was as if a cold bucket of water had splashed down on me, banishing Caleb’s lingering heat.
“Please, you must come to my family’s party. It will be much fun and there will be music to boogie to,” Sergio urged.
“I’m busy right now,” I said, returning to my food.
“You must come. I told everyone that you would. You are the guest of honor and a celebrity.”
I tried to scoot away from Sergio but I was surrounded by Caleb’s legs and arms.
“Perhaps some other time.”
He turned to Caleb. “Tell her she should come, and you come too as a guest.”
Caleb cocked his head to the side to see my face better. “Do you want to go?”
“I need a decent night’s sleep for tomorrow. I have to make sure I place in the tournament or I’ll be stuck here with angry authorities.”
Caleb’s eyes lit up with something that made me a little nervous. “If that’s your only concern, then don’t worry about it. I can cover your ticket home. I’ll just add it to what you owe me.”
“I don’t owe you anything.”
“We both know that’s not true. Why don’t we go to Sergio’s party and have fun? We can worry about the tournament and what you owe me later.”
I eyed Caleb and then Sergio, who was nearly vibrating with excitement.
“I’ll go, but I want to be back at the hotel at a decent hour.”
“Thank you, my goddess! You won’t be sorry. Come and follow me. It’s not far from here.”
I glared at Caleb and stood up to follow Sergio.
Caleb hopped up and closed his hand around mine. “See? An unexpected adventure. Those are the best kind.”
“Hurry,” Sergio said. “We have to get there before Uncle Santos eats all the bean dip. If he eats it before anyone else, you don’t want to be around afterwards.” He made a face and waved his hand in front of his nose.
Caleb chuckled.
Chapter 3
“Rise and shine, sleepyhead.”
My eyes blinked open to a fuzzy room. My arms struggled to lift myself from the bed. They were limp and unable to support my weight. A kiss fell upon my cheek.
“What happened?” I asked, unable to detach my head from the pillow it was squashed on.
“You had a few drinks at Sergio’s party.”
“Just a few? Then why can’t I move?”
“Every time you turned your head your glass was refilled.”
I whimpered. “When do we have to be at the casino?”
“In twenty minutes.”
“Oh shit!” I flipped the covers off and scurried from the bed, stopping momentarily for the room to stop spinning. “This tournament is going to be the death of me. Can’t I lose today so I can return to my normal life?”
“Then you’d owe me for your ticket home.”
I groaned. “I’ll get ready.”
I sped through my morning routine even though my temples banged against the inside of my skull in protest. We were out the door in seven minutes. My routine is rather simple and without much fuss. I normally don’t have to worry about time limits . . . or attracting too much attention from the opposite sex. And today, I would be far from attracting anything. I may even be able to deter Caleb.
The play at the table was sluggish. I found myself with a dwindling stack of chips in front of me. This was not going to end well. The tournament director made his way to our table and moved my seat to the next table to consolidate.
As I switched tables, I felt someone’s eyes on me. I flicked my eyes up to find the Frenchman settled opposite of my new seat. He smirked at my chip stack but didn’t say anything. Ten hands later I found myself in a hand with him and we were both all-in with the same amount of chips.
“Again, we are head-to-head,” he said. “My luck may have gone downhill in the last couple of hands, but I can still beat you. Your poker skills are pathetic.”
I was used to trash talk. It was a source of amusement when it came from someone who was getting annihilated at the table. He had begun the day with a decent stack but was now left with a paltry pittance like I had.
He cursed when I turned over my cards to reveal a pair of queens to his pair of jacks. It was a quick round, with the dealer placing all five cards in succession: the flop, turn, and river. I smiled—no jacks. His tournament was officially over.
The vein in his neck bulged as he threw down his cards. He stood abruptly, knocking over his chair. “You won’t win the tournament,” he sneered. “I’ll make sure of it.”
There was no doubt about it. He was on tilt and was letting his emotions control him. I watched with mild satisfaction as he stormed out of the tournament room. That wasn’t my first threat, and I was sure it wouldn’t be my last. Though, I didn’t know how in the world he would make me lose the tournament. As it was, my stack was tiny even after I collected his chips.
Fifteen minutes later, I was packing up my belongings from the table. Not because the tournament was done for the day, but because I had lost all my chips to a guy with a rainbow mohawk. I was thankful it wasn’t to Caleb again . . . or the French guy. I waved to Caleb on my way out. He glanced up and nodded.
As I exited the tournament room, I spied the Frenchman in the hallway. He was grasping his phone and pacing a small stretch of hallway. His thick accent reached my ears. “No, I had to win. You have no idea the significance of it. I have no other choice. I’ll have to find a way to get it.”
I snuck around him, staying as far away as possible. His face paled as he became aware of my presence. As I maintained my path, he abruptly ended his conversation with a muttered oath.
I understood his need to win, but his anger seemed misplaced since only one person could win. The odds of winning are low, especially with Caleb playing.
Now that I’d lost, I wasn’t sure what to do. I had no reason to stay in Panama. At the same time, I didn’t have money to go home either. I knew one thing for sure: I didn’t want to room with Caleb for another night. I had snuck by the last couple of nights without a physical mishap between us. My luck was going to run out soon. Sometimes I wish it would . . . but that would complicate things.
I made my way to the front doors of the casino. I’d return to the hotel to pack my few belongings and make arrangements for a flight back to Las Vegas.
Sergio jumped from his scooter parked at the curb and dashed over to me.
“My poker goddess, what has happened? Why aren’t you playing in the tournament?”
“I was knocked out,” I said, stepping to the side of him. “You’ll have to excuse me, but I have to find a way to get home.”
“You need an airplane?”
“I need a ticket for an airplane.”
“There is no need, my goddess. I know of an airplane that can take you.”
My eyes narrowed skeptically. “What airplane?”
“You will enjoy it. You won’t be squashed in a seat between two people, and you won’t have to worry about leg room.”
I hesitated. Sergio’s offer made me suspicious. But he seemed like a harmless dopey puppy. I would owe Caleb for an airplane ticket if I stayed. My prior lost bet would have to be paid off too.
“All right,” I said with defeat. “Let me pack my bag at the hotel and we can leave. But if I don’t like the plane, I’m not going.”
“I don’t think we will have time to collect your things. My uncle’s plane is scheduled to leave at two o’clock. It only gives us fifteen minutes to hurry to the airport.”
I had my purse and passport on me. Only a toothbrush and a few articles of clothing remained at the hotel. I wouldn’t lose too much.
“I’ll never make it through security in time.”
He shook his head. “We do not go through a security gate. Hop onto my scooter, and I will get you there in time.”
I settled on the back of his scooter and clung to him as he swerved through traffic. I squeezed my eyes shut. In the back of my mind, I wondered what kind of plane didn’t require a security gate. In the front of my mind, I wondered if we would arrive at the airport alive. I held onto Sergio with a python-like grip.
“Oh, my Nadia! You make me happy when you hug me,” Sergio gurgled with happiness.
“I’m not hugging you! Slow down!”
The scooter rolled to a stop minutes later. When I opened my eyes I found we were in front of a metal airplane hanger. I scanned the large space and wondered what kind of plane I’d be risking my life in.
A few small single-engine planes were tethered in the lot. I breathed a little easier since they weren’t ready to fly. I’d hate to fly all the way back home in a micro single-engine plane. They appeared to be in good condition, which made me feel significantly better about my future ride home.
“My goddess, let’s find my uncle.”
He led me through the hanger to find a postage stamp-sized office in back. It was only big enough to cram in a small desk with a chair wedged behind it. A short, stubby man with a handle-bar mustache and a WWII aviation helmet was gathering papers at the desk. He glanced up as we approached him. Giving us a wave, he closed the short distance to meet us.
I remembered him from Sergio’s party. He was the one who ate the bean dip and stunk up the party. Then the alcohol had kicked in, and I couldn’t remember smelling anything afterwards. Thank goodness for alcohol.
“Uncle Santos, poker goddess Nadia needs a ride home. She has sadly lost and has no way to return to Las Vegas. Can you take her?”
He rubbed his chin and gave me an assessing glance. “It’s on the way to the air show. I can make a pit stop in Las Vegas. And I’ll have a pretty girl to sit in front of me while I fly, so sure.” He gave me a smack on the back. “Welcome aboard the Latin Beauty.”
I followed him to the side of the hanger where a creaky Spartan biplane rested. The only part of the plane that still had paint was where a Latin beauty in a floral bikini was sprawled on the side. There was no cabin or cockpit; just open air with a front seat and back seat.
I shook my head and spun around to leave. There was no way I was going to risk my life in that jalopy. I set off at a brisk pace to distance myself as far away from the plane as possible.
“Nadia, wait!” Sergio called after me.
“No way, Sergio! There’s no way I’m flying in that deathtrap!”
“My uncle flies it to the plane show in America every year. It is a safe plane.”
“It doesn’t look safe. I don’t want to be in the air without a flight attendant and a flotation device.”
Sergio’s face was quizzical. “I do not think a flotation device will help you in Nevada.”
“The point is, on a normal airline I’d have a flotation device if I needed one. And I’d have an oxygen mask if I needed one, too.”
“You will have all the oxygen you need because the plane is open.”
“Exactly! It’s open! What if birds attack me?”
“I would never want to see my poker goddess hurt. I would not suggest the plane if you had any other way of getting home. Tell me how you plan on getting home, and I will help you.”
My foot tapped uncontrollably. My biggest problem was I had no money. Well, Frankie was my biggest problem, but my current biggest problem was lack of funds. The thought of asking Caleb to buy me a ticket home made me queasy. I surveyed the ancient Spartan. I hoped his uncle wouldn’t fly in a contraption he anticipated might go down in a fiery inferno.
“Are there at least seat belts?”
“Oh yes, my Nadia. There are seat belts, and there is even a brand-new barf bag.”
My stomach dropped. “You could have left out that last detail.”
He seemed puzzled. I gave up the fight and stalked over to the biplane. I inspected it with a stern eye. I couldn’t see any rusting holes or leaking fluids. The wings were attached, and the tires were full. I sighed. I guess this is my ride home.
Uncle Santos slapped a leather helmet on my head and snapped on a pair of goggles. He gave me a boost into the front seat of the plane. I detected a lingering hand on my butt.
I called down to Sergio, “Can you tell Caleb I found a way home? I don’t want him to worry.”
“I will, my goddess. Safe travels! We shall meet again soon!”
As the plane bumped along the unpaved runway, I recited a prayer to ask forgiveness for killing Frankie when I returned home . . . if I returned home. The plane raced along the short runway straight at a dense forest of trees. I squeezed my eyes shut to block out the view of my impending doom. When I finally had the courage to open them, we were soaring into the open sky.
I laughed. This was kind of fun. Like being on a rollercoaster ride; it was a little scary but a thrilling, exciting ride.
Chapter 4
I stormed into All Celebrities Chapel, nearly ripping the front door off its hinges. I was going to find Frankie and kill him once and for all.
“Frankie!” I bellowed as I blew through the foyer and into the chapel.
Little Orphan Annie was at the altar and was in the middle of a wedding ceremony. He gaped at me with wide eyes as I charged in for the kill. I grabbed onto his red jumper with a snarl.
“Girl, you’re looking scary,” Frankie said, batting my hands away. “I’m in the middle of a ceremony, so come back later. But make sure you clean up. You’ve got stuff sticking out of your snarly hair. And what’s that in your teeth?”
“Bugs! Frankie, there are dead bugs in my teeth! Do you know how I had to get home?”
“Bugs? Oh, that’s just disgusting! I know how they died, too. Have you smelled your breath lately? You need better hygiene habits. And call me Annie. Can’t you tell?” He spun around to show me his newest outfit.
A bride standing at the altar inspected me with crossed eyes and tequila breath. “I think there’s something wrong with your clothes. They’re all feathery. Are you a chicken?”
I ignored her. “Frankie, I had to fly home in a jalopy biplane. It took us four days! I slept in airplane hangers and in a barn. I had no clothes and no money. I’m starving, angry, and my butt seriously hurts from sitting so long.”
“Don’t forget, you smell. I think you brought the barn stench home with you. You would think with all the time in the air it would blow some of that stink off you.” He took a small sniff at me. “Do I detect some bean dip?”
“That’s from the pilot.”
“Dude needs to cool it on the gastronomically intense foods.”
“I’m going upstairs to shower for a day to scrub this scum off. I’m warning you, Frankie, if you set me up with any more tours or gigs, I will make you suffer!”
“Smelling you is making me suffer enough. You’re just tired. A good night’s sleep will make everything better. Oh, a small bag arrived yesterday, along with a box from Caleb. It’s all in your apartment. Gus has been well-behaved. I don’t think he’s moved an inch since you’ve been gone.”
I muttered a thank you and turned to leave. The chapel door opened, making me peek over my shoulder. The sight made me stutter. Greyson was standing in the doorway.
“Where have you been?” Greyson demanded as he closed the distance between us. “I’ve had Remy searching all over for you.”
I had been positive I wouldn’t see Greyson for six months, yet here he was, standing ferociously in front of me. I was smelly and gross; he was beautiful and smelled divine. I wanted to crawl into a cave.
“Why are you looking for me?”
“Caleb was in the casino this morning and said he hasn’t seen you for days. When I called Frankie, he said a bag arrived but you hadn’t. Where’s your phone?”
“I haven’t had a phone since Dagor broke my last two.”
“You’ll have one delivered here tomorrow morning.”
“I can get my own.”
“It’s not up for debate. When did you get back?”
“Just now.” I was glad the phone wasn’t up for debate. I needed one and I was too tired to argue. That, and I was afraid to open my mouth too wide in case a bug fell out. My stomach churned.
“What took you so long?”
“I hitched a ride with a crazy man on his jalopy biplane.”
I detected a nerve twitching near Greyson’s right eye.
“Why didn’t you take a regular flight home?”
“Frankie only bought me a one-way ticket. I didn’t have money to buy a ticket home.”
Greyson pointed a deadly glare at Frankie.
Frankie tittered, “You’re so hot when you’re angry.”
The bride nodded her head in agreement. The groom didn’t seem to notice since he was too busy winking at Little Orphan Annie.
Greyson sighed and turned back to me. “You should have called me.”
“We were on a break. I didn’t have time to think, nor did I have a phone to call.”
“We may be on a break, but you can still call me for anything.” Greyson inspected my face. His eyes drifted to my hair and then down to my shirt. “What happened to you?”
“I’ve had four days of hell. I just want a shower and my bed.”
Greyson nodded. “You look like you could use both. Once you get the phone, call me to let me know.” He took my hand and squeezed it before turning to step back out the door and into the night.
I sighed. Five and three-fourths of a month to go.
“Yeah, I would sigh too,” Frankie said. “He just hightailed it out of here from your stench and didn’t even kiss you good-bye. I don’t blame him one bit. March upstairs and get your grubby butt into the shower before I have to Lysol this place from top to bottom.”
I turned and trudged up to my apartment. Opening the door, I found Gus the cat lying on the couch. That was his normal spot because it was comfortable and he was too tubby and lazy to move anywhere else. We grunted our hellos to each other.
I walked straight to the garbage can, stripped off my clothes, and pitched them in. I headed to the bathroom to take a long shower, keeping the water running even after all the hot water was gone. I continued to scrub away in ice-cold water, cursing Frankie for coercing me into ridiculous, life-threatening fiascos. Thoughts of moving to a different state crossed my mind. But I don’t think it would deter him from meddling in my life for his monetary gain and his title as “manager.”
I finally gave up on the remaining scum and turned off the shower. I dried off and slipped into a pair of comfy pajama shorts and top. Gus probably had enough food and water for the night. I turned off the lights and dove into bed. It was lights out within a matter of seconds.
Mornings and I normally don’t get along, but somehow I was revived and refreshed. Not even the last few days of torment were going to get me down today. It was all behind me. My plan of action for today was to hit the casino to win some money so I could pay bills and fix my car. It’s been broken for way too long.
I found Gus still lying on the couch when I wandered into the living room. His ears twitched at my entrance, but he was otherwise unwilling to move. I poured some kitty nibbles with fur-ball control into his bowl and changed his water. A box on the kitchen table caught my eye. This must be the package from Caleb that Frankie had told me about last night.
I grabbed a knife and sliced open the tape to release the box flaps. Pulling back the flaps, I peeked inside to find a gold trophy.
He’d won . . . again.
I couldn’t decide whether to be impressed with Caleb’s amazing poker career or smash the trophy on the floor in a jealous rage. I chose a third option and read the note inside the box. It was written on the back of a postcard. The postcard’s front photo was a topless woman propped on a beach lounge chair. Somehow I wasn’t surprised this was the postcard he’d chosen to send.
Nadia, Sergio gave me the message that you found a way home. That’s not fair, denying me the pleasure of making you owe me yet again. Anyway, I didn’t want to lug the trophy on the plane. I’ll come and pick it up in a few days. – Caleb. P.S. It’s too bad we didn’t go to this beach for dinner. The view looks titillating.
I snorted a small laugh, tossed the note into the box with the trophy, and closed the flaps. Since I had a small apartment without much storage space, I shoved the box into my oven. I never used the oven anyway. It may as well be useful for storage.
I ran downstairs and picked up the phone in the foyer to call a taxi. The taxi company was becoming my most-used contact and I had its number memorized.
I was on my way out the door to wait for the taxi when I noticed a man across the street. He seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place where I had seen him. Though I only had to wait a moment for the taxi to arrive, it was an uncomfortable wait. The man diverted his gaze, trying to hide that he was watching me, but I could tell he was. It was the tingling sense of lurking eyes that made me notice. Each time my eyes caught his, he looked away. As soon I turned to face the road, his eyes returned to me.
When the taxi finally arrived, I dashed for the door and slid in. As the taxi drove away, I scrutinized the man. There was something so average and non-descript about him. He was wearing a regular polo shirt and jeans. A pair of sunglasses rested on the top of his head.
I had been sitting at Lost City Casino for an hour. I was up one hundred dollars already. I’d consider this one of my better days. I just had to keep going for another seven hours and I’d have a nice fat paycheck at the end of the day.
I was waiting for my hand when a drink was placed next to me. I could tell by the fruity celebrity designer perfume that it was Mya. I peeked up to see Mya in her cocktail-waitress uniform. Her lively blonde hair swayed as she moved.
“Nadia! You’re back home! I missed you,” she said with a bright smile.
“How did you know I was here?”
“I didn’t. Greyson called me and said to bring you a drink. He wanted to know why you haven’t called him on your new phone yet. How was the tournament?”
“I won, and I have a trophy to prove it.”
Mya bounced up and down. “You won? I know a poker champion!”
I chuckled. “No, it was just a joke. I didn’t win; Caleb did. I have his trophy until he comes and collects it. But you’re welcome to come and glare at it with me.”
“Oh, that’s too bad. I was hoping you’d win so I could throw a party. I’ve been itching to have a party, but there never seems to be an occasion.”
“You could have a party for fun.”
“True. But I like parties with a reason.”
“You could throw a party for Caleb since he won.”
Mya shook her head. “No, but you gave me an idea. I’m going to throw a party for you.”
“But I lost. It would be a pathetic party. I don’t think anyone’s ever held a loser party before.”
“It will be a revival party. A Nadia revival party!” Mya’s eyes lit up and sparkled, which gave me cause for alarm. “I’ll invite everyone, and they can give you moral support for losing.”
“See, now that sounds horribly pathetic. Let me keep my loss and my remaining dignity to myself. I don’t want a party to rub my nose in my continuous defeats.”
I heard a bristly laugh behind me. I turned to find Catarina hovering. Her long, dark hair pulled into a sleek ponytail accentuated her high cheekbones and perfect nose.
“You may as well let Mya throw you a loser party. It’s not like you’ll ever win a tournament. Your poker skills are shoddy. I’m surprised you have enough money left to sit at this chump-change table.”
Catarina was my enemy at the poker table. Whereas Caleb also was my enemy at the poker table, I still liked him as a person. Catarina, on the other hand, was my enemy at the table and every time I saw her. And now she was standing near me in her floozy designer outfit that she’d paid a fortune for. She could afford such items since she played in the high-stakes rooms with Caleb where it cost a minimum of one hundred grand to play. I sat on the regular casino floor.
A rumor was circling that she was down on her luck and her money was sifting through her fingers faster than her fingers ran through the hair of every male she came in contact with. I could only hope the rumors were true. Even though it would mean she would have to return to the regular casino floor, I’d gladly put up with her at my table to see her crushed. Not very sportswomanly of me, but I believe most people think she deserved a little attitude crushing.
It was said that Caleb and Catarina were intimate at one point and may have had a relationship. While I believe Caleb would sleep with her, I doubt he could stand her grating personality for longer than it took him to hop out of bed and run out the door.
I didn’t like to think about Caleb sleeping with other women. We aren’t compatible, but that didn’t stop my imagination from thinking about naughty scenarios with him in my bed. His lips on mine. His hands on my body. I shook the images from my head. This was getting me nowhere.
“Cat, don’t you have a mouse to chase?” I asked, attempting to shoo her away.
“No, but I do have to chase after a rich, handsome man. Want to know who?” she asked with a sly grin.
“No. I don’t care who you’re trying to snare your meat hooks into. If he’s smart, he’ll run away. If he doesn’t run away, then you may as well take all his money before some other bimbo does.”
“I’m going to enjoy telling you his name since you’re being so snarky. I have my own money, so I don’t need any man’s money to make me happy.”
“Rumor has it that you’re tapped out.”
Catarina bristled. “I don’t know what lies you were fed. I just hit a few bumps. Every good poker player has slumps. With a level head they can bounce right back on top. Well, maybe not you. You’re always in a slump so it’s more everyday life. I just need one more buy-in and I’ll be back on top.”
“Interesting.”
I detected the click of her high-heeled foot stomping on the floor.
“What’s interesting?”
I grinned. “It’s interesting that you said you need one more buy-in. That means you’re tapped out. You have no money.”
“I knew I was going to enjoy telling you who I was meeting. It’s Greyson. He’s giving me the buy-in, and I’m going to make him a very, very happy man. He’ll be thanking his lucky stars that he doesn’t ever have to spend another dreary minute with you,” Catarina said and stomped off.
As I watched her depart, I contemplated. I couldn’t see Greyson giving her money, so why would he agree to see her? They had lunch together a while back. Maybe she’s hoping she can weasel her way in.
“Do you think Greyson will give her money?” Mya asked.
A body crushed against mine and arms clamped around me, squeezing the air out.
“Oh, my poker goddess, I have missed you!”
I peeked over at my shoulder and winced. “Sergio, what are you doing here? And get off me!”
“I am here to be your follower, your groupie, your star chaser!”
“I don’t need any of those but thank you for creeping me out. Let me get back to work.”
Mya gawked at Sergio with round eyes and an open mouth.
“Not until you tell your Sergio what he can do to make his goddess happy.”
“I’ll be happy when you leave me alone. By the way, your uncle is insane.”
“Yes, we think it may be his love of the bean dip. He eats so much of it we think it might stink out his brain.”
“Icky,” Mya said with a scrunched nose.
“Try spending four days traveling with him. It’s a wonder I have any brain cells left.”
“I will make it up to you, my Nadia. Tell Sergio your heart’s desire, and he will make sure every wish comes true.”
“Great, I want a million dollars.”
“Oh, my Nadia teases her Sergio. But I will do what any great follower would do! I will take on your challenge and find you a million dollars.”
I shook my head at his oddity. “Great. Now, go away so I can work. Just don’t rob any stores or banks.”
“I’m not a thief. I wouldn’t want soiled money to touch the hand of my goddess.” He snatched my hand to give it a long, slobbery kiss, which traveled up to my shoulder.
I smacked him on the back of his head with my free hand. “Go away!”
“As my Nadia wishes.”
He turned to leave but Mya called for him.
“Sergio, do you want to come to a party on Friday? I’m throwing Nadia a revival party.”
“Oh, to go to a party for my Nadia would be like heaven. I will, of course, be there. Thank you, my blonde good-luck charm,” he gushed. He floated out of my field of vision and hopefully out of the casino.
“Mya, why did you invite him? The guy is a nutcase.”
“You need more people in your life; you only have a handful, and it’s rather sad.”
I groaned. “I know more than a handful of people. I choose to associate with only a few of them.”
“Either way, this party will revive and transform you.”
“Transform me? Now you’re scaring me. You’re starting to sound like Frankie.”
“Oh, brilliant idea! I’ll enlist Frankie to help with the party.”
Crap!
Chapter 5
I plopped into the back of a taxi. It had been a long day hunkered at the poker table. I’d managed to scrape up three hundred dollars and hoped it was enough to cover the cost to repair my clunker car. Paying for taxis was becoming expensive.
The taxi pulled in front of All Celebrities Chapel. It’s an old brick building painted white with gold bells and wedding decals that frame a monstrous mural of famous celebrities’ caricatures, both new and old. And when I say monstrous, I don’t just mean big. Frankie had his breast-loving cousin paint the mural. It’s barely recognizable celebrities sporting jumbo jugs. But I do have to admit, after seeing painted flowing locks of hair on Frank Sinatra’s caricature, he might make a fabulous-looking lady.
As I stepped out of the taxi, I noticed the man in the polo shirt leaning against a light pole on the other side of the street. This time he didn’t hide from watching me. He stared straight at me without the slightest blink or hesitation. That’s when I remembered him. The Frenchman from the poker tournament had the same undistinguishable qualities and a poker stare that could rival mine.
“Are you still mad about losing?” I called to him from across the street.
“I’m not here because of you.”
“Really? You’ve been standing here all day, and this is where I live and work. I think I should call the cops and get a restraining order.”
“Do whatever you want. I’m not leaving until I find what I’m looking for.”
I narrowed my gaze at him but didn’t have time to stay and play games. I had to change for my chapel shift. I gave him one last glance then turned to go inside. I didn’t like that he was here. It made me nervous knowing I had a man who despised me standing outside my front door.
I breezed through the chapel and upstairs to my apartment. It was getting late and I was on night wedding duty. Nights are our busiest time due to the drunken tourists who find love in a casino bar and tie the knot instead of sobering up. I don’t mind working nights. It’s entertaining and it knocks a couple hundred dollars off my rent.
My uniform is white faux leather and comes complete with bustier, miniskirt, and go-go boots. It wasn’t my uniform of choice, but I was willing to lower my standards for cheap rent.
I ran through the apartment, slinging my purse on the back of a kitchen chair. I yanked off my clothes and threw on my uniform. Snatching the brush from my dresser, I raked through my hair a couple times to make an effort. However, no one will remember me through their booze fog.
I ran down to the chapel to find Frankie decked out as John Lennon. He must have been the hippie-era John Lennon. The wig was long and the love beads were enormous. Vivian and Bernie were decked out as well. I believe Vivian might have been dressed as Janice Joplin. I’m not sure who Bernie was dressed as, but I had an inkling the vintage outfit was his originally. They gave me the peace sign from their front-row seats.
Vivian and Bernie are the chapel’s most faithful volunteers. They live only a couple of blocks away at a retirement community. They come in every night to be the witnesses and to take in the entertainment that never failed to appear night after night. Some nights, mainly acid-reflux chili nights, some of the other residents of the retirement community stop by to watch the show as well. The telltale rattle of Tums can be heard as they shuffle in. But there’s never a big crowd due to the late hour.
“Nadia, before I forget to tell you, I found you another gig,” Frankie said.
“I don’t want to hear about any gigs. I will work for you in the chapel, but I won’t do anything else . . . and you can’t make me.”
“The work is super easy. And it’s not embarrassing either. They said they’ll pay you one thousand dollars, and it will only take a couple hours of your time.”
The thousand dollars sparked my interest. “What’s the gig?” I asked while kicking myself.
“A party needs a card dealer for a couple of hours. They said you’ll sit and deal for them; maybe show off a few of your card-tossing tricks.”
That seemed too easy of a gig for one thousand dollars. If life was geared to include a soundtrack, I’m sure mine would play the few notes just before Jaws attacks. There was a missing element. Since rent was almost due, I decided to go ahead with the gig and hope for the best.
“When’s the gig?”
“It’s tomorrow night. I’ll give you the information later.”
“Do I need a uniform or costume?”
“They said you didn’t need one.”
I was about to quiz him for more information when the chapel door opened and Lenny walked in with his newest batch of couples.
Lenny is the driver of the All Celebrities Chapel wedding bus. It’s a retired school bus painted white with gold trim. Caricatures similar to those that marred the chapel building were painted on the side of the bus. Neon lights pulsed in the interior, and cheap “champagne” flowed freely. The bus reminded me of its driver . . . annoying and in bad taste.
Lenny’s job was simple: Drive couples who didn’t have their marriage license to the Clark County Marriage Bureau. The bureau’s quick service and late hours allowed the chapel to keep couples marching down the aisle until the wee hours.
Frankie pays Lenny on commission. So, when Lenny leaves the chapel with one couple, he somehow returns with more. As long as they have their marriage license, Frankie doesn’t question where Lenny “finds” these extra couples.
“I’ve got a haul tonight!” Lenny announced as he herded swaying couples into the chapel.
I hurried over to show them to the waiting-room seats before anyone fell. As I helped the couples, I was left with one woman without a mate.
“Lenny, where’s her groom?”
Lenny scratched his thick belly and twitched his mustache. “I’ll go back and find one.”
“Did you pick her up from the street?” I glared at him.
“She probably trailed in with the other couples.”
“Take her back to where you found her!”
The front door burst open. A frail, thin man who was ghost-white stood in the door frame. He initiated a step forward but fainted and took a nose dive. He was sprawled out on the floor face first. A Neanderthal woman, who appeared as though she could be a contender for the next weight-lifting championship, squeezed past the doorway and stepped over the man. If she was on a football team, she wouldn’t be known as the “refrigerator,” she’d be known as the “walk-in cooler.”
“He and I are getting hitched tonight,” she said, pointing to the little ghost of a man lying on the floor. “How long will this take?”
Lenny stepped quietly out of the way. Frankie scurried behind and pushed me forward. “Nadia will help you.” He turned and bolted for cover.
My eyes widened. “I . . . uh . . . um . . .”
“Spit it out, girl! I’m under a deadline.”
“It doesn’t take long, but he’s passed out.”
“Listen, we’re getting hitched tonight and that’s final.”
“Uh, okay. Can you wake him up?” I asked.
I was hoping the man didn’t wake up and get forced into marriage. He was obviously petrified of the woman. I was too. Her hooded eyes and menacing scowl were enough to make the toughest man back down, let alone her monumental stature that seemed to be padded with armor. Her dark hair was wild with corkscrew curls brushed out to a frizz.
How much would it hurt—and how expensive would my hospital bills be—if I told her I wouldn’t help her? Maybe I could get them both drunk. Drunk couples were easier to marry, and they never complained. Sure, there were a few disturbing cleanups I had to gag my way through, but all in all, I liked the drunks.
“Don’t you got any of them smelling salts you see in the movies?”
“You mean the movies from the 1920s? No, I’m sorry. Are you sure you want to get married?” I asked. I flinched, ready to take my beating.
“Why is your face all twitchy? No, I don’t want to marry the guy. My grandfather’s will states I have to be married by the end of today or I won’t get my inheritance.”
Frankie popped up next to me when he heard the word “inheritance.” “So, my large and feisty dear,” he purred, “how can I help you? Tell me about your inheritance and how long you need to stay married.”
I eyed Frankie. His money wheels were spinning at a blinding speed.
“I just need the papers proving I got hitched. Once I do that, I get my inheritance.”
“Perhaps we can work out an arrangement. Since your white knight is passed out on my floor, I could fill in for him for a percentage of the inheritance. How much are we talking?”
If I listened hard enough, I was sure I could hear the calculator keys clicking in his head.
“I’ll inherit two hundred grand if I’m married by tonight.”
Cha-ching! There was the deafening sound of the slot machine hitting its payday in Frankie’s head.
I rolled my eyes and moved over to the desk to begin the paperwork, allowing them to negotiate. There was going to be a marriage. I just didn’t know which couple.
As I filled out the papers, I detected a movement from the small man. He blinked open his eyes and cautiously twisted his head to scope out his surroundings. I could see he was itching to make a break for it, and I wasn’t going to stop him. His eyes widened as he caught me staring at him. I shrugged and pointed to the door. He scampered to the door and ran for his freedom. The woman saw him and barreled after him.
“Damn coward!” the woman hollered from the door. She turned back to Frankie. “Looks like you’re up at the plate.”
“I get fifty percent, right?” Frankie asked.
“You get twenty percent, like we agreed. I’ll stay here until my inheritance check clears. Then we’ll get the marriage annulled.”
“My big-boned beauty, allow me to escort you to the wedding bus. We can obtain the license now if we hurry.”
“Frankie,” I yanked him to the side, “have you lost your mind? Have you forgotten you don’t like women?”
“I like women just fine. I just don’t like them in my bed. But she’s not a woman—more like an Amazon jungle warrior on steroids. And this is a fake marriage, so she won’t be in my bed. She’s my ticket to a yacht.”
“A yacht?”
“Yeah, I’ve always wanted one. I even have a sailor suit and hat hanging in my closet. I love a man in uniform, especially if that man is me.” He smiled wistfully as though imagining himself in his sailor suit.
“Hey, the clock is ticking. I need to get hitched,” the woman said.
“Frankie, if you leave, who will marry all these couples?”
Vivian popped out of her seat. “I can marry them.” She hobbled to the altar as fast as her bum hip would allow. Her love beads rattled as she hurried up the aisle. “I obtained my certificate months ago. I was hoping I could hop in on the fun at some point. The understudy is going to be the star tonight!” She clapped her hands.
“You sly girl!” Frankie grinned. “I might just add you to the payroll so I can take a night off. A guy’s gotta strut his stuff out on the town every now and again.”
“There’ll be no strutting while I’m around,” the woman said. “Now let’s get going.”
“Vivian, work your magic,” Frankie said. “We’ll be back before you know it.”
I watched as they departed. “Lenny, don’t forget the girl you abducted.”
He grumbled and grabbed the woman’s arm, leading her to the bus.
As soon as they were gone, I helped the first couple with paperwork and steered them to the aisle. I watched Vivian for a moment before I turned to help the next couple. Her voice wavered once, but she got the gist and was getting into character by adding hippie words into the ceremony. By the time she said to the third couple, “Does this groovy groom take this cosmic chick to be his lawfully wedded and wavy-gravy wife?”, Frankie and his burly bride returned with their marriage license, followed by Lenny and a mate for the girl.
“Where’s the girl?” I asked Lenny.
He spun around and looked out the door. With a disgruntled grunt he yanked the man back outside. “I’ll drop you off.”
The groovy groom and wavy-gravy wife kissed as man and wife. I hurried over and snapped the souvenir picture and turned on the bubble machine as they walked back down the aisle.
Frankie’s burly bride seized his arm and dragged him down the aisle before I could start the music.
I sat back and watched. This was all happening way too fast . . . for a yacht in Las Vegas. I didn’t even think he could buy a yacht for his percentage. He might have money stored away in a yacht fund. Knowing Frankie, he had many funds squirreled away for all of his schemes.
I listened as Vivian went through her routine with Frankie breaking in his kudos every now and again. They repeated the vows and said their “I dos.”
“Can we skip the kissing part?” the burly bride asked.
“Not while I’m the officiant,” Vivian stated. “That’s the best part of the ceremony. Frankie, you may kiss the bride.”
The Amazon glowered down at him with her fists mitted.
“No sweat, my colossal cream puff,” he said, corralling her fist. He muscled it to his lips for a kiss. She wasn’t cooperative and freed herself from his grasp. “Well, I didn’t want to anyway.” He gave his fingertips a kiss and slapped it to her upper arm. “There. The kiss is complete.”
I turned on the song Can’t Buy Me Love as Vivian pronounced them husband and wife. I flipped the bubble machine on and snapped a picture. The frame wasn’t big enough to fit everyone in, so I improvised and captured most of Frankie, all of Vivian, and from the nose down and through the center of the bride.
“Enough with the festivities,” the Amazon said. “Where do I sleep?”
“You’ll be sleeping in Nadia’s apartment,” Frankie said.
“Excuse me a moment,” I said to the Amazon, yanking Frankie aside. “No way! She’s your wife. You have to sleep with her.”
“This is all for show. She won’t be staying long, and I don’t like women messing up my bed.”
“I don’t like women messing up my bed either!”
Frankie cracked a smile. “Care to tell me about some of the women that have messed up your bed?”
“You know what I mean! You can’t just shove her on me. It’s your marriage and your profit, so you can deal with her.”
“I’ll give you a break on rent.”
“No. I don’t want anything to do with this. I have a double bed, and she’ll take up the whole thing. Not to mention, she scares me. If she behaved like a human instead of a gorilla, I might be more inclined.”
“It’ll only be for a few days. I’ll give you half off your rent.”
I considered it. “She can stay for two days, and I want the whole month off on rent.”
“I’m not sure.”
“I’ll also take pictures of you on your yacht while you’re wearing your sailor suit.”
A grin spread from ear to ear. “Deal!”
“Finish with the remaining couples while I help your wife.” I shook my head. This was going to suck. However, only two days with the gorilla woman and no rent would balance it out. “Come with me,” I said to her. “What’s your name?”
“Just call me Muffin.”
“Muffin?”
“Yeah, it’s my nickname. Gotta problem with that?”
“Not at all. Right this way, Muffin.”
I led her upstairs to my apartment and opened the door.
“This is it?” she asked as she plodded around.
“Yes, this is my apartment.”
“It’s tiny, and your furniture is old.”
“Perhaps when you cash your inheritance check, you can throw a few thousand my way to make my apartment more modern.”
“What’s this furry thing on the couch?”
“That’s Gus the cat.”
“He’s a cat? He looks more like a fuzzy bowling ball.”
Gus cocked his head to the side, attempting to deduce what he was looking at. It took too much energy, so he drifted back to sleep.
I was already tired of Muffin, and it had only been two minutes. “Let me find you a spare key.”
I stepped to the kitchen table and reached for my purse. It wasn’t there. I had slung it on the back of the kitchen chair earlier this evening when I returned from the casino, but it was now resting on the table. I stood there a moment. I was positive I had hung it on the chair as I ran through the apartment to change for work. Perhaps it landed on the table. Then again, I didn’t have to use my key to open the door. It was unlocked.
Odd.
I surveyed the kitchen and living room. Everything was in order, but someone had been here. Objects were moved just enough to reveal dust rings, and the couch cushions were a little skewed.
I tiptoed to the window to peer down at the street. The Frenchman was no longer in sight. Could he have broken into my apartment?
“You got anything to eat?” Muffin asked.
I stepped back from the window. “No. I’ve been out of town and just returned last night.”
“I’ll make you a list. You can go to the store in the morning.”
“Why can’t you go to the store?”
“I have to keep a low profile with this inheritance thing. Until I get my check, I’m staying here and making sure no one comes snooping.”
“Fine, I’ll go in the morning. But you’re paying me back.”
“Where do I sleep?”
I wanted to tell her the couch, but she wouldn’t fit and Gus would be flattened. “The bedroom is over there. Bedroom is on the left, bathroom is on the right.”
She inspected the bedroom. “It’s a little room and a little bed. What are you, baby bear? Everything is tiny.”
“Frankie’s apartment is larger,” I said, hoping she might want to swap apartments.
“I’ve had a long day getting married. I’m hitting the hay. I’ll need my groceries by the time I wake up.”
“When is that?” My patience was slipping.
“We’ll play it by ear,” she said, whipping the bedroom door closed with a resounding thunk.
Dumb, dumb, dumb! I must be the dumbest woman in the world. I let Frankie con me into helping him again. And now I’m playing host to Muffin, the world’s largest gorilla. I didn’t even have my pajamas. I gathered an oversized towel from the bathroom closet, stripped off my clothes, and wrapped the towel around me.
“Gus, move over. You have to share the couch.”
His only response was a whisker twitch. I nudged him to scoot over, but he was like an anvil. I curled up and fell asleep on the two remaining couch cushions.
Chapter 6
A gusting breath blasted my face and woke me up. It couldn’t be Gus because the breath would smell like hot dogs and kitty nibbles. And he doesn’t breathe with such force. I cracked open my eyes and flinched. Muffin’s surly face was inches from mine.
“I want breakfast!”
“Then go get yourself breakfast,” I said, turning over.
“I’m not leaving here. Here’s the list,” she said, shoving it under my nose. “Go to the grocery store and get my supplies.”
I snatched the paper from her waving hand and reviewed the list. “You’re staying here two days max yet there’s a month’s worth of groceries on this list.”
“I’m planning on cooking for my husband.”
I eyed her. “Your fake husband.”
“He’s my real husband until I get my inheritance.”
“If that’s the case, you can move in with your real husband.”
“I’m giving him his space. I’ll get into his apartment eventually.”
I was confused by our conversation. I glanced at the clock that read noon. I scrambled off the couch.
“I have to get to the casino to work, and then I have a gig tonight.”
“You should find yourself a husband and let him go to work.”
“It would be nice not to have to worry about a paycheck, but I don’t think I could sit around and not work.”
“That’s what those hoity-toity trophy wives do.”
“True. But I don’t think they’re happy.”
“They at least have better maids than I do.”
“You have maids?”
“I have one maid,” she said, pointing her finger at me.
“If you think I’m going to be your maid, you’re completely crazy.”
“We’ll see. Right now you need to buy my groceries. In twenty minutes your furry bowling ball is going to be the main course if I don’t eat something soon.”
I hurried and changed. I plucked my purse off the chair . . . how did it move from the table to the chair?
“Did you move my purse?” I asked Muffin.
“No,” she said, squeezing into the living room chair. It groaned in protest. “Your bowling ball is looking mighty tasty.”
I dashed out the door and down to Frankie’s apartment. I banged on the door. The sound of shuffling slippered feet came to the door. He opened the door with a yawn that sucked in most of the air in Vegas. His red silk robe draped around him and his hair was tucked into a net.
“This better be important. I fell asleep only a few hours ago.”
“I have to borrow your car.”
“Nuh-uh. No one borrows Lucille.”
“Your wife is making me buy her groceries. I’m not taking a taxi.”
“Tell her to buy her own groceries.”
“You tell her to buy her own groceries. Right now she’s eying Gus as breakfast. I don’t want to become lunch.”
“You’re being dramatic.”
“Frankie, you better help me out or she’s coming to live with you today.”
“Don’t get your cotton granny panties in a bind. I’ll drive you there. But you have to do the shopping.”
“Deal.”
He swiped his keys from the side table and locked the door behind us.
“Don’t you want to change?”
“No, I’m going back to bed after this.”
“It’s already noon.”
“Girl, you need to remember you’re in Vegas, not Idaho or wherever the hell you’re from. Noon is like six in the morning Vegas time.”
I hauled grocery bags to my apartment. It was only the first trip, and there were several more to go. I opened the door to the apartment and stumbled in from the weight.
“Nadia!”
I heard my name, but it was in more of a high-pitched squeal than a loud yell. I directed my attention to the location of the squeal.
“Let him go,” I groaned.
Muffin released Sergio from an optimal noogie hold. He rubbed his throat and scurried to me for cover.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“I caught this little pipsqueak spying,” Muffin said.
“I wasn’t spying! I was coming to visit my poker goddess. I didn’t want to wake her so I peeked in the window.”
“I’m three floors up. That’s creepy,” I said.
“You have a ladder around back, which made it easy. I didn’t want to disturb you.”
“Disturb me next time . . . please.”
I heard a knock on the door. It was still open from when I came in with the groceries. My heart tap-danced a few beats while I took in the handsome form standing in the door frame.
“Am I interrupting?” Greyson asked.
“Nothing important,” I said with a cool, even tone, covering the fact I wanted to pounce on him and give him a million kisses.
“Hey, my breakfast is important,” Muffin said.
“Go ahead and make yourself breakfast. I have to haul up the rest of the groceries.”
“Do you need help?” Greyson asked.
“I have two more trips’ worth of groceries in Frankie’s car. Why are you here?”
“Are you unhappy to see me?” Greyson feigned a wounded expression. I couldn’t help but smile.
“No, just curious since you said you were going to be busy.”
“I’ve been very busy, and I’m not even close to finishing. Didn’t you get your phone? I tried calling. I have to talk to you about something . . . but alone.”
“Is that code for boom-chickawawa?” Muffin asked. “ ‘Cause you’re not doing the nasty here!”
“It’s not code for sex!” I barked at Muffin. “Is it?” I turned to Greyson.
Greyson raised his eyebrow. “No.”
Bummer.
“I didn’t receive a phone, and I’m not alone right now.” But I wanted to be . . . desperately.
“I can see that. Why don’t I give you a hand and then we can talk.”
“Yeah, okay.”
“I don’t care who is helping who. I want my damn breakfast.”
I glared at Muffin, who was surly enough to roast me for breakfast.
Sergio raced to the door. “I shall return to you, my goddess!” he called as he made his escape.
“Who was that?” Greyson asked.
“I seemed to have picked up a stray in Panama.”
“You have a knack for attracting interesting people.”
“Yes, I do,” I said as I watched Muffin forage through the grocery bags, sniffing questionable items.
Greyson called Remy to bring up the remaining bags from Frankie’s car. He then dug out a pan and pried the eggs out of Muffin’s hands. By the time Greyson was beating the eggs, Remy was upstairs with the remaining grocery bags. What would have taken me two or three trips up and down the stairs only took him one.
“Where do you want these?” he asked.
“Can you set them on the counter? I’ll put them away.”
Remy deposited the bags and was about to leave when Muffin saddled up next to him.
“You’re a fine piece of meat,” she said with a detectable bat of her eyelashes and a gleam in her eyes that said steak dinner.
He stared at her with a blank expression. I considered Remy to be a tall, beefy guy, but standing next to Muffin he seemed small and docile . . . like Sergio.
Remy eyed her, knowing she was the one person who could pin him down and take him like a fair maiden. “I’ll be in the limo,” Remy said.
“You can’t go anywhere without Greyson. You may as well stay and keep Muffin company while Greyson cooks her omelet,” I said.
Remy’s jaw muscle twitched. “I thought I liked you.”
“You’ll like me again tomorrow. Go sit in the living room and play nice.”
Muffin curled her hand around Remy’s arm and dragged him to the living room. I didn’t think it was possible to drag Remy anywhere. I returned to the kitchen to put away the groceries.
“Who’s that?” Greyson asked.
“She calls herself Muffin.”
“I was leaning toward the fact that it was a female. I wasn’t sure. Is she a relative?”
I punched him on the arm. “No, she’s not a relative! Are you saying we have any resemblance?”
“Maybe not physically, but you do have some of her hostilities,” he said with a grin. “I’m sure you’d fight her for the last piece of chocolate cake.”
I smiled at his playful jab. “Why are you here?”
“Someone is back in town. I have a hunch he’s going to cause problems. I may need your help.”
“Who? Dagor?” I asked, praying it wasn’t him.
“No, not him,” Greyson said. His eyes expressed concern. “You haven’t seen him, have you?”
“He was on the airplane to Panama. He saw me and said, ‘You’re dead.’ I think I might have heard him outside of my hotel. I know he’s around.”
“Did you call the police?”
“No, too much was going on. Then I lost the tournament and spent four days flying home.”
“You should have called me.”
“I don’t want to talk about it. Tell me who you think is back.”
“The omelet is done, and I think Remy needs a break. Let’s feed Muffin and Gus and go somewhere.”
“Yeah, sure. But I have to work, and I have a gig tonight.”
“I’ll make sure I don’t keep you too long,” he said, swooping down for a small kiss. “I’ve wanted to kiss you for weeks, but you looked scary the other night.”
My fingers touched my lips to stop the erupting tingles.
“Is my omelet done yet?” Muffin shouted from the living room. “I can’t entertain a man on an empty stomach.”
“Let’s go,” Greyson said.
He slid the omelet on a plate and deposited it onto the kitchen table. I tossed a hot dog in Gus’s bowl with some low-cal nibbles. Remy scrambled from the couch and flew out the door.
“I’ll see you later, my tasty love pastry,” Muffin called after him.
Greyson and I followed Remy.
“Where are we going?”
“Home.”
Remy drove to Greyson’s sprawling three-story house. Greyson didn’t use the house as his regular residence. Instead he lived in the casino penthouse so he could work around the clock.
“Why didn’t we go to a café or somewhere closer?” I asked.
The last time I was here we spent an amazing night together. I still heat uncontrollably remembering it.
“You’re not thinking of coercing me to have sex with you, are you?” I asked. “You can’t say you’re rid of me for six months and then pick me up for a quickie before you head back to work.”
“I’m not here for a quickie. But I wouldn’t say no if you wanted to,” he said. The corners of his steel-gray eyes mischievously crinkled. “We’re here to talk briefly. Then we can ride back to the casino together.”
“Why not just talk on the way to the casino?”
“Last time there was a bug in the limo. I’d rather go somewhere I think is safe from ears and bugs.”
Remy opened the door. I slid out, and Greyson followed. We trekked into the house and into the great room, where I plopped down on an overstuffed chair.
“You could have sat by me,” Greyson said, taking a seat on the empty couch.
Remy shook his head and sat in a chair opposite of me.
“I feel like we’ve done this before but we’re missing David.” When I said David’s name it dawned on me who Greyson might think reappeared. “It’s David, isn’t it?”
“I think so.”
“What’s the big deal? Why do you care if he returns? Wasn’t that the hope . . . for him to return to Mya?”
David and Mya married shortly before David mysteriously disappeared two years ago. No one knew if he was dead or alive. It’s only been recently that David reappeared to help Greyson catch the culprit behind the counterfeiting scheme.
David continued to keep a low profile since he wasn’t finished with his original assignment, which was unknown to us. Mya thinks David is still missing since we weren’t allowed to include her on the details for her own protection.
“I think something happened at the Panama tournament,” Greyson said. “Phone calls have been streaming in, asking where David is. They’re all foreign phone numbers, and no one gives their names.”
“Nothing happened as far as I know. Caleb may know more since he won the tournament.”
“I’d rather not involve Caleb. I don’t know what the problem is. I just know there’s something going on.”
“How can I help?” I asked.
“Keep an eye out for David. He might try to see you since you’re the easiest to contact.”
“That’s easy enough. He has no problem finding me.”
“Nadia, I have to warn you, though I don’t know how.”
“Warn me about what?”
Greyson looked at Remy for help. Remy used to work with David before he disappeared. After the disappearance, Remy decided to work for Greyson in case he needed protection from whatever influenced David’s departure.
Remy shrugged. “His mission comes first. We don’t know what assignment he has or whether it’s legal. We hope it is. But David has his own ideas about where the line falls. Be cautious if he contacts you. Don’t give him information and don’t help him. In fact, you should probably call the police.”
“You can’t be serious.”
Greyson nodded his head.
“I can’t believe you’re telling me your brother’s involved with something illegal when he came out of hiding to help you.”
“People change,” Greyson said. “David’s changed before; he can change again. I’m very thankful he helped me when I needed it, but until I know what he’s working on and why foreign people are searching for him, I don’t want you or anyone else to trust him . . . at least for now.”
I took my seat at a poker table, struggling to grasp what I’d heard. I didn’t want to worry about whether to trust David. When he was around, he treated me like a little sister. He was protective and kind, yet he teased me too. I couldn’t imagine him working on something that would place his family or me in harm’s way.
However, David is skilled at disappearing and climbing out of windows. He even blew up Dagor’s properties in a fiery explosion. I guess having those types of skills isn’t something the average person has. I’m sure they came with years of training and assignments. Greyson said David changed before. I didn’t know what that meant. I should have asked him for more information. I mean, does he go through crazy changes like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde? Because then I wouldn’t want to know. That type of information could give me nightmares for a month.
“Welcome back, kid.”
I peeked up to see Roy and smiled. I’d adopted Roy as my Las Vegas father. He’s about thirty years older than I am and is old-school Vegas, complete with a gold-plated pinky ring and a hubcap-sized belt buckle. I met him when I first moved to Las Vegas. He showed me the ropes and helped me out of a few scrapes. He quickly became my friend and poker ally. Most of the time I liked to play against him in a round. He points out my flaws and teaches me how to improve. But sometimes he takes me to the cleaners and I limp away from his beating.
He bought me a standup punching bag as a Christmas present so I could work out my poker-table aggression. I never use it except to hang my laundry. It wasn’t until David reappeared and gave me a quick lesson that I came to enjoy it. However, I still think it functions better as a clothes rack.
“Are you joining me today?” I asked.
“For a little while. I figured I could harass you a bit, but then I have to go to the store for Gloria.” He bought in and was dealt into a hand. “Why do women run so many errands? What’s so important that there are so many errands?” he grumbled. “Men have one errand. Buy beer. Women have fifty, and it’s a continuous cycle. Every time I see the light at the end of the tunnel, it starts all over again.” His thick eyebrows pinched together.
Gloria was Roy’s fifth and current wife. She was only in her mid-thirties but married Roy despite the age gap.
“That’s because women have to take care of men like they’re toddlers. All they ask for is a little help.”
“We don’t ask them to take care of us. We’re happy with beer and TV.”
“Did you tell that to Gloria?”
“If I told Gloria she’d make my life miserable out of spite. Let’s play so I can cheer up.”
“Feel free to give me your poker psychobabble today. I know how much you enjoy it. I’m not doing too well right now.”
“It’s not psychobabble; it’s mastering the art of poker psychology. There are books and studies written on it.”
“Theories are all fine and dandy. But how do I know if someone’s trying to mess with my head and plays erratically to screw me up?” I asked as I threw a couple of chips into the pot.
“That’s why you have to master the art.” Roy threw a couple of chips into the pot as well.
“Have you mastered it yet?”
“No, I still have a long way to go. Knowing that keeps me focused.”
“I already know I haven’t mastered it. That means I’m on track, right?”
“It means you know you’re an average poker player.”
“I’m better than average.”
“Depends on who you’re playing against. Your style is too tight, and you’re sloppy when you play too long.”
I gritted my teeth and rubbed the back of my neck. Irritation forced my neck rigid and tight. I toyed with my chips to keep from strangling Roy. His psychobabble always dug its way under my skin. I thought I was in a good enough mood to let it roll off my shoulders. I was wrong.
“See? Now I have you mad and on tilt. I bet you don’t know how many chips you threw into the pot—or the mathematical odds of your chances of winning.”
I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t argue. He had wound me up and was watching me spin. I wasn’t focused on the hand in front of me.
Roy turned over his cards to reveal a winning hand. The dealer pushed the chips over to him.
“And that is why you lose, young grasshopper. By the way, what’s a Nadia revival party?”
Chapter 7
The taxi pulled to the curb in front of a mini mansion. It had all the beauty and pomp of a regular mansion but on a smaller scale. I paid the taxi driver and followed a winding pathway to the front door. Rock music blasted through high-end speakers, and laughter cascaded from the house. In the distance I heard someone shout “cannonball,” which was followed by a splash of water.
I rang the doorbell.
The door swung open to reveal a house filled with men. The man at the door was in a swimsuit and armed with a beer in his hand. Only then did it dawn on me that Frankie had sent me to a gig at a bachelor party. A bachelor party filled with drunk men. My palms clammed up with sweat.
“Hey, are you the entertainment?” the guy asked.
“I was hired to be a card dealer.”
“Oh, yeah. Come on in,” he said, letting me step past him into the tiled entrance. “Hey, the entertainment is here!” he shouted. A cheer erupted, followed by a few whistles.
“Take it off!” someone yelled.
“I’m not the entertainment; I’m the card dealer.”
“Cards are entertaining, right?” He winked.
“Just show me where to go.”
He led me to a bar area where a scantily clad woman with sparkly blue pasties and a matching thong was bartending. She smiled at me as she poured a drink. My nerves were rattling by the time he steered me to a table located near the bar.
“Here’s the table. You’ll need to strip into your uniform before you deal.”
“Frankie said there wasn’t a uniform.”
“Exactly, there’s no uniform. Would you rather strip for the guys or come out naked?”
Electrons cross-circuited in my brain. I could hear the zapping and electrical storm crackling through the neurons.
“Are you insane?” I asked him. If he’d had a shirt on, I would’ve seized it and dragged him to eye level.
“Would you rather work your way into it? Oh, like strip poker! That’s an awesome idea.” He turned around to the room to yell, “Strip poker!”
Forget the damn shirt. I grabbed on to his chest hairs and yanked him to me. He yelped, sloshing his beer onto my shoes.
“There’ll be no strip poker or naked poker! I’ll be your card dealer but with all my clothes on.”
“What’s going on?” someone asked from behind me. I let go of the guy’s chest hair to turn around to find Caleb strolling toward us with a beer in his hand.
I groaned. “Tell me this isn’t your party.”
He smiled. “No. But if it was, I’d hire you too. You didn’t know this was a bachelor party, did you?”
“Of course not! Frankie said a party needed a card dealer.”
“I can escort you out of here without any problems if you want to cancel.”
“I can get myself out of here. I don’t need a man to rescue me. But I want the money. I just don’t want to strip for it.”
“What if I help you out?”
“How?”
“I’ll sit at the table. We can play strip poker, but we’ll make sure the dealer keeps her clothes. Between the two of us we could manage to make you the house favorite to win.”
If anyone else had said it, I wouldn’t believe it possible. But if Caleb was playing, then I was willing to take the risk.
“I’m in.”
“You owe me. The last thing I want to see is man junk everywhere.”
“What would I owe you?”
“Does it matter? You never paid the last time.”
“I would have, but you acted like a scoundrel.”
“A scoundrel?” He chuckled. “Hardly! I acted as any man would.”
“My point exactly.”
He smirked. “The strip-poker table is open!” Caleb called out.
He winked and took his seat. I didn’t mind that he was seated farther from me. I had to focus on the game, not the times Caleb’s arm or leg brushed against mine . . . or how the warmth spread its way through me.
Since it was strip poker—and I was part of the game—I had to play as well as deal. As the table filled with men, I shuffled the cards and had everyone ante up with an article of clothing. The problem was most of the men were only wearing swim trunks. So I ended up seeing a lot of anatomy I didn’t want to see—especially since it was cold, wet, and wilted. I placed my shoe on the table as my ante.
“That’s not fair,” a player said. “She has all her clothes on, and I’m sitting here naked.”
“It’s fair,” Caleb said. “You should’ve worn more clothes if you’re going to sit at a strip-poker table. Anyway, it’ll be a sweeter victory once she’s lost all her clothes.”
The man nodded though his eyes were narrow. Caleb tugged off his shirt and flung it into the pot. My eyes traced the lines on his chest and arms.
He smiled. “Are you going to deal or stare?”
“Shut up,” I said and dealt the first hand.
“How does this work?” the guy next to me asked. “I’m all-in with my swimsuit. I can’t place any more bets.”
“Then prepare to lose your swimsuit,” Caleb said. “I’m going all-in with pocket aces.” He laid his cards on the table, and there was an all-around groan.
I silently laughed and dealt the flop. I didn’t have to deal the turn or the river because the flop revealed two more aces, making a four of a kind for Caleb. Everyone cursed and threw in their hands. Caleb grinned as he knocked out five players in one hand, making them naked and me one shoe down.
It didn’t take long for the men to catch on. The next group that sat down had all their clothes on with accessories—such as hats, watches, and towels—wrapped around them.
I glanced uneasily at Caleb. He grinned and slid my shoe under the table. He then shrugged his shirt back on. I was a little disappointed and relieved at the same time.
By three in the morning, most of the men at the party were naked and passed out drunk.
“I think you can call it a night,” Caleb said. “Between the two of us, we have three laundry baskets full of clothes and only a few remaining men that have any left.”
“I guess we can give them back.”
“Let’s wait until you’re outside and on your way home before we do that.”
“Do you think any of them are sober enough to be a menace to my clothed state?”
“No, but I don’t think they’d chase after you without any clothes either.”
“You pick some strange people to associate with.”
“I do? Care to tell me about some of the people you associate with?”
I shook my head. Mine wouldn’t be any better. “Let me call a taxi.”
“You didn’t fix your car?”
“No. I lost the tournament and had to fly home with Uncle Santos.”
“The old guy at Sergio’s party who stunk up the place?”
“Yes, and I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Let me give you a ride home. It’ll make me feel better if I knew you got home safe, and I can collect the trophy.”
“Okay.”
“Then maybe you could give me a tour of your bedroom.”
“You don’t give up, do you?”
“All I’m asking for is a tour. If you can’t keep your hands off me, that’s your problem.”
“After seeing all the interesting anatomy here, I don’t want to see any more. It’s disturbing. In fact, I might have to join a convent to hide from the horror.”
Caleb grinned. “It has been a disturbing evening, hasn’t it? But you have yet to witness my full power of seduction.”
“Power of seduction?”
He lifted his finger to touch my lower lip. “You know you’d love it. Care to wager?”
Oh boy! I shook my head. “No wagers! I will never wager with you again.”
His blue eyes glinted with something other than alcohol. “You haven’t even heard the wager.”
No way! He’ll make the stakes too tempting to pass up, and I’ll lose like I always do. But what’s the harm in hearing him out? I can tell him no. I’m strong enough.
“What’s the wager?” I asked flatly.
He smirked. “Couldn’t resist, could you?”
I cocked my head to the side and waited for his answer. He wrapped me in his arms, and I lost all ability to stay cool. He was warm and firm. My thighs burned from his contact. The swelling of inappropriate places made me curse the day I’d met him.
“Would you get on with it?” I asked. I might have fooled him with my aloofness had my voice not cracked from the strain of keeping my body vertical.
His eyes darkened as his voice deepened. “I will take my time and seduce all of your senses. Believe me, you will never have been so thoroughly entranced by the time I’m finished with you. Thereby making you lure me into your bed,” he said. A soft, promising kiss brushed across my lips before he whispered, “I wager I can make you beg for me. If I succeed, then I win. If you don’t want me after I’ve thoroughly captivated you, then you win. Afterwards, I might let you have me either way.”
I think I just drooled.
“What are you putting up for this wager?” I asked.
“Other than allowing you to take me however you want, I’ll put up one million dollars.”
I coughed and sputtered. Holy crap!
“Are you okay?” he asked innocently while rubbing my back to help alleviate my coughing attack.
“Are you insane?”
“Not at all. I have money, and I know what I want. I love a good wager. You seem to be a sucker for them as well. It’s what I like about you. Not many women are able to throw themselves into a wager like you do.”
“What would I be putting up? I obviously can’t put up money.”
“You. For a year.”
I coughed and sputtered again. He’s going to give me a heart attack.
“You want me as a sex slave for a year?” I squeaked, shocked that I could even think the words, let alone say them.
His head dropped back with a laugh. “Not a sex slave. Although it does sound very intriguing. Just so you know, I wouldn’t say no. So, feel free to counter the wager.”
“Then what do you mean?”
“That you’d be mine for an entire year. Think of it as being a girlfriend with a lot of perks.”
“Why? We wouldn’t be good together. By the end of the year we would hate each other. And you can find a girlfriend just by walking into a room.”
“Already thinking you’re going to lose, aren’t you? You must be pretty sure about my capabilities at seducing a woman. And, you’re the one that’s high-strung. I’ve never once been mad at you.”
“Even the time I borrowed your car?”
“If you don’t ask for it, and you don’t bring it back, it’s called stealing. And once I knew it was you, I thought it was hot.”
“How come whenever there’s a wager between us it’s my virtue on the line?”
Caleb bit his lip in attempt not to laugh. “Your virtue? Are you so innocent?”
“I just mean you always put up an item, and I always put up myself.”
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