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___C H A P T E R  

One

“C“C’mon you two, we need to get going.” 

Shane Rawlings stood up and tried to block out the con-
stant pinging from the nearby slot machines. Seated at the square-
shaped bar at the Bellagio Hotel in Las Vegas, secondhand cigarette 
smoke singed his nostrils, the faint hint of ash lingering on his tongue 
with every breath. Waitresses in black mini-skirts and white, short-
sleeved shirts carried trays of drinks through the crowd.

As soon as Shane, his younger sister Sallie, and his best friend Liam 
arrived in Vegas, Sallie had decided they would drink in the hotel 
casino and maybe gamble a little.

“It’s been an hour, and we have a lot more to see.”
“I don’t wanna go yet.” Sallie lifted her third tequila shot to her lips.
Shane grabbed the shot glass from her hand and set the drink on 

the counter.
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“Hey,” she said, slurring. “You’re such a Debbie downer.”
“A Debbie what?”
Liam gulped down his rum and Coke. “It means you like to spoil 

all the fun, man.”
“Aren’t you two ready to hit the Strip?”
“It’s like…like six somethin’, right? It’s earrrrly. I’m not drunk. I ate 

some crackers in my room before we came down here.”
“You are so buzzed right now.” Shane grinned, shaking his head at his 

sister. “We have a lot more to see.” He had the entire evening to show 
his sister and Liam the infamous Las Vegas strip. The underground 
malls of the casinos, the nightclubs, the live bands, the gondola rides 
on the canal. He’d leave out the edgy strip clubs, the members-only 
sex venues (of which he’d cancelled his membership) and the private 
poker games. His sister needn’t know that side of Vegas. “It’s your 
birthday and we have all night.”

“My twenty-fifth birthday.” She simulated a drum roll on the counter 
with both hands. She glanced up at Shane with a lopsided grin. “And 
I’m gonna get in sooo much trouble out here.”

“Probably,” Shane said. “But you’re done here.”
She groaned. “Okay, okay.”
“He’s right.” Liam pushed his empty glass away. “We’ve got all night 

and we’ve got our sober tour guide who knows Vegas all too well.”
Shane gulped down half of his glass of water. Nope, he wasn’t about 

to explain the endless parties in the penthouse, the half-naked women, 
the meaningless interludes night after night. He’d lost three hundred 
thousand dollars and gained four hundred thousand from secret poker 
games with the wealthy elite. Vegas had allowed him moments of 
amnesia, to forget the obedient Shane, the Wall Street magic money 
man who spun millions on his fingers.

The new Shane’s life was a stretch from Vegas, from his rowdy per-
sonal life, and financially thriving business world. A world long gone.
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Sallie gazed around the casino floor; her brown eyes wide. “Thanks 
for doing this, bro. I know you haven’t been here for a few years.”

“It’s not a problem, Sallie. You’re my favorite sister, and it’s your 
birthday.”

“I’m your only sister.” She giggled then squirmed in her jacket. “Is 
it me, or is it hot in here?”

Liam chuckled. “She’s definitely buzzed. We better go.”
Shane pushed his half-full glass of water toward Sallie. “Drink that.”
She pouted but drank the rest of his water.
Shane signaled to the bartender, a slender woman in a white tank top 

and tight black jeans, her wheat colored hair tied up in a long ponytail.
She walked over and gave Shane a long, lazy smile, then glanced 

down at the empty glasses. “Did you need another drink, sweetie?”
“Just closing the tab.”
“Would you like anything else?”
Shane recognized the glint in her eyes, promising a wild night of 

sex and a swift exit in the morning.
The old Shane would’ve complied, but not the new one.
“I’m good.” He retrieved his credit card and handed it to her.
She maintained their silent gaze, allowing him the opportunity to 

reconsider.
The surrounding machines continued their mantra.
Ping, ping, ping.
Shane gave a pleasant smile, but his eyes flashed a solid “no.”
“If you change your mind,” she leaned in close, her full cleavage on 

display, “let me know.” She headed to the register.
Liam shoved his shoulder. “What the hell is wrong with you? Did 

you not catch that I-wanna-go-home-with-you vibe? You’re a high 
school teacher, not a priest.”

“I’m not ready.”
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“It’s been six months,” Sallie piped in, drawing her raven hair into 
a loose bun. “You changed yourself, you changed your life, and she 
didn’t want the new you. She was stupid to let you go. I think you’ve 
grieved long enough.”

His sister called it grieving, but Shane referred to the whole 
“Heather event” not as the simple death of a relationship, but a full-
blown nuclear explosion. Their friends, her clothing, all the furnishings 
in his apartment, disappeared the night she’d dumped him. Grieving 
wasn’t the word he’d use. He thought of two alternate words. Blister-
ing rage.

Liam stood up. “You need to get back on the bull.”
Liam and Shane were best friends since high school, opposites from 

the day they met that fateful first day in the tenth grade. Liam, with 
his chocolate skin, hazel eyes and facial hair was doted on by females, 
invited to every party, and endowed with so much athletic talent, he’d 
earned a scholarship to USC.

Shane on the other hand, was pale, skinny, reserved, far from the 
sports scene. He threw himself into his studies and females only paid 
him attention in their efforts to get closer to Liam. Shane’s world trans-
formed after college. He ran five miles a day, vigorously worked out in 
the gym, and eventually transformed himself into a young man with a 
tanned, toned body. He’d switched his glasses for contacts and filled 
his closet with designer suits.

“I agree with Liam. Time to get back on the bull. Shane, are you 
blocking me out again?”

His sister’s voice yanked him to the present. “No. I heard every 
word you said.”

“And what did I ask?”
He faced his sister, her brown eyes challenging him. She folded her 

arms across her chest, one brow lifted.
“You asked if I was blocking you out again.”
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“And before that?”
“You didn’t ask me anything before that.”
“Aha! I did say something before that.”
“What you said before that was a statement, not a question.” 
Sallie eyed him closely, a staring contest she mostly lost. Today 

would be no exception. Shane met his sister’s fierce glare with a neutral 
expression. One that said he could go all day with a bland look on his 
face, his eyes unwavering.

Sallie frowned and averted her gaze. “Damn you, Shane!”
He laughed. “Stop trying so hard.”
“Are you a smart-ass with your students too?”
“I’m nicer to them.”
Sallie squinted at him, and Shane just smiled. He led them out of 

the casino and into the garage. Dry, summer heat smothered his lungs.
Liam hung back, walking beside Shane as Sallie strode ahead. “You 

really okay, man?”
“I’m fine,” Shane said.
“Good. You switched it up on everyone, stepped out on your own. 

Teaching kids, molding young minds. From who you were, to who 
you are now? Inspiring, man.” He slapped Shane on the back. “If she 
couldn’t see that, she wasn’t worth it.”

“Inspiring? Look at you, Doctor Blackwell. Football scholarship. 
Med student, now ER doc.”

“Are you two done?” Sallie said. “I’d like to go now.”
They’d reached the car. Shane pressed the FOB to unlock the doors.
“You still coming to my son’s birthday party next Saturday?” Liam 

slid into the back seat.
“Of course. What kind of godfather would I be if I didn’t show up? 

And what do one-year-olds like anyway?” Shane climbed into the driv-
er’s seat and Sallie hopped into the passenger’s side.

“Anything they can chew on,” Sallie said.
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Liam laughed. “She’s right.”
Grinning, Shane started the engine, the dashboard flickering blue, 

the radio kicking on a Taylor Swift song.
Liam clicked his seatbelt in place. “And Shane, you gotta bring a 

date.”
“My brother would have to be dating first,” Sallie taunted, buck-

ling in. “And he’s not.”
“That’s okay. I’ve been thinking about it and I’ve got the solution 

for that.” He dug into his back pocket and retrieved a piece of paper. 
He unfolded the paper and waved it at Shane. “I created this list just 
for you. It’s gonna help you get your mojo back.”

Shane snatched the paper and skimmed the list and read aloud the 
first task. “Conquer your fear. Noboru? You realize Noboru can get me 
killed?”

“Not if you do it right.”
“Really?”
“It’s a minor technicality.”
“What, or who, is Noboru?” Sallie asked, snatching the paper from 

Shane. She read over the list. “Oooh, there’s some juicy stuff on here.”
Shane grabbed it back.
Liam pressed on. “I know what I’m doing. These tasks are all 

designed to get you back out there and increase your likability with 
the opposite sex. If you follow my instructions, you’ll reach the bottom 
three items on the list with no problems.”

“This is your guaranteed way to get a girl?”
“Guaranteed to get you out of the house. The first step to meeting 

someone special.”
“I’m assuming this is how you got your wife?”
Liam smirked. “Naw, I didn’t need any list. I’ve got skills. My mojo 

is intact. This is all about you.”
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Shane handed the paper back to Liam. Only Liam would hatch a 
half-baked, well intentioned stunt to return Shane to the dating scene. 
Liam’s motto, go big , win big. “The last time you thought of something 
this crazy I was grounded for an entire summer.”

“Hey, we were seventeen and I told you to grab Mrs. Grayson’s dog 
so I could sneak over there to see her daughter, Marianne. The damn 
dog barked at everything. I didn’t tell you to run off with it.”

“I didn’t run off with the dog—the moment I opened the gate to 
grab her, she escaped.”

“See? Not my fault. That was all you. Marianne and I still helped 
you find her.”

“As you should have.”
“All that growling and yapping she did when people walked by? She 

was no dog; that was Satan. Damn little ankle biter.”
Shane raised his right hand, the scar near his thumb still evident. 

“She bit more than ankles and I have the mark to prove it. So, although 
I appreciate the effort on this list of yours, no thank you. I think my 
mojo is just fine.”

“I’m telling you man. Follow the list, meet the girl of your dreams. 
You know me.”

“Go big, win big,” they said simultaneously. Dating again? His 
stomach squirmed at the notion of another woman worming into 
his world, into his heart. Shane would let Liam down gently later. No 
more grand schemes to force him back into society. “We’re focusing 
on Sallie’s dreams right now.” He eased out of the parking spot, cir-
cling the garage, maneuvering down the exit ramp and on to the street. 
“I’m taking you both to a bar off the strip that makes the best mojitos.”

Liam sighed, understanding the conversation was paused for now. 
“Fine. Let’s check out these mojitos.”

Sallie clapped her heads excitedly. “Mojitos. Love it.”
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Shane reveled in the slump of his sister’s shoulders, her eyes glazed 
with a mixture of complete abandon and unbridled glee. Usually Sallie 
maintained control, minimal excitement, concealing all emotions, 
just as their mother had raised them. A birthday celebration in Las 
Vegas loosened his sister’s composure; he rarely witnessed this side 
of Sallie Rawlings.

She stared out the passenger window at the array of red and white 
blinking lights. Fully lit hotels towered over them, casinos flashing 
neon signs, people clustered on the sidewalk. “This is so cool.”

“Yeah it is.”
Liam leaned forward in his seat. “Happy birthday, Sallie.”
“Happy birthday, little sis.”
“Thanks, guys.”
Shane suddenly blinked at the blinding light ahead.
Headlights.
A red pickup truck had jumped the yellow line.
Time slowed, seconds like minutes. Sallie screamed and Shane 

instinctively covered his sister’s torso with his right arm like a man-
made seatbelt. Panic rose in his throat; fear scraped his insides. He 
shoved the emotions aside, focused on the two most important people 
in the car and tried swerving to the left, but it was too late. Both vehi-
cles collided head on.

Metal crumpled, Shane’s face smashed into the airbag, and glass 
shattered, particles peppering his face. He jerked forward against the 
seatbelt as the car spun, rammed into a second vehicle, and catapulted 
into the air, flipping repeatedly. Heather’s final words rushed through 
him.

I’ve found someone better than you.
He jolted against the seatbelt and tried to look at his sister. Her 

arms dangled over her head as the vehicle wound upside down. Her 
eyes were closed, her head swaying as the car then rolled upright. Like 
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floating, they hadn’t reached the ground yet. Liam grunted in the back 
seat then gave a small moan. The pressure on Shane’s chest deepened.

He thought of Liam, the mischief in his eyes often getting them 
both in trouble as teens. He saw Sallie’s smile, that kid-like wonder as 
she stared out the window. An emotional freedom she hadn’t experi-
enced in twenty-five years. All of it about to be erased because some 
idiot literally crossed the line.

Shane gasped for air, the vice like grip on his chest tightening as 
the car crashed against something hard mid-air then slammed into 
the ground.

Everything went black.
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