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        For Lisa.

        You are much appreciated and you are well loved.

        The fact you can be low down and dirty will be our little secret.
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            Worst. Day. Ever.

          

          Harlow

        

      

    

    
      I can peg this entire catastrophe on my incessant need to find a man. Well, that and my incessant need not to sound like a loser to Raven, my old college roommate who’s setting the advertising world on fire, jet-setting, meeting amazingly gorgeous underwear-clad men while I sit in a cubicle all day selling windows. Okay, I don’t actually sell the windows—I place orders, take stock, pick up the phone, and make sure the barista at Starbucks gets everyone’s coffee correct. Right there is the difference between Raven and me. We both spent four years at Whitney Briggs University majoring in business, both graduated with honors, and here we are three years later—on extremely uneven playing fields. But that’s beside the point. I spent the bulk of the morning exchanging spastic text messages with her because this just so happens to be the shittiest, shit, shit day ever. Like for instance, my shitty car needed a jump just to get me to the shitty urgent care clinic this morning. And now I’m on my way to pick up a prescription for this shitty sore throat—which up until an hour ago I thought was a complete work of fiction. But after that, I plan on commandeering this shitty day into port by way of crawling back into bed with a quart or two of ice cream. Cherry Garcia. Lots and lots of Cherry Garcia. The only bright spot in this day is the fact my landlord is finally getting around to inspecting that leak above my closet. No more moldy running shoes, no more sopping wet yoga pants, which means I’ll have to refresh my bucket full of excuses to evade the gym.

      “Next, please?” The pharmacist tech leans over the counter before flagging me in. I’ve had my feet firmly planted on the courtesy mat while the sweet gray-haired granny in front of me got a refill for her gout. The courtesy mat itself consists of a pair of shoeprints with the words, Please, wait here. You’re next! Respect patient privacy. printed above it. Although the granny in question plagued with a merciless bout of gout also happens to be a bit hard of hearing, thus the amplified expository on the state of her dilapidated health.

      I step forward to the counter and casually glance back before doing a double take as a tall, dark, and handsome knight in shining pharmaceutical armor takes my position at the plate. He’s somewhere in his twenties, about my age, within bedding range for sure. He has his light pink Polo on standby for margaritas with the collar up, and he’s exuding that whole eighties yuppie vibe I find so startlingly sexy. Damn. Why couldn’t he have stepped up sooner? We could have had a rousing conversation regarding our impending first date rather than me getting a brief yet comprehensive education on all things uric acid.

      “Name?” the pharmacy tech barks, and I come to. She’s tall and wiry, and her hair is trying quite successfully to escape that bun she’s swept it into. Her glasses hang low on her nose, and they magnify her eyes the size of silver dollars.

      “Harlow Hartley,” I say it loud and clear in the event the smoking hot collar popper has his radar up. He’s a preppy for sure, but who doesn’t like a spin in a spanking new Beamer once in a while? Emphasis on the spanking. I graze my teeth over my bottom lip and give a little wink his way. He perks right up and smiles wide, exposing a rather deep dimple embedded neatly in the base of his chin.

      Dimpled chin. Huh.

      I spin back around as the pharmacy tech comes back to the counter with a small white bag that looks every bit like it should be coming from a bakery rather than this treasure trove of diseases. Although, to be fair, this treasure trove of diseases happens to be planted smack in the middle of Kragger’s Grocery Store in the heart of downtown Jepson, just a few measly blocks from the disease-riddled hovel I call home. Have I mentioned Raven lives in a high-rise uptown? She has the world eating out of the palm of her gilded little hands, and she damn well knows it.

      I check my phone to see if she’s responded yet. I told her all about the fact I called in sick with a sore throat, and my boss over at Windows-R-Us politely informed me I’d need a medical excuse to return to work—thus, the impromptu visit to the urgent care center. Only there wasn’t anything urgent about it. That whole sore throat thing was actually more of a hangover thing due to the fact I spent last night trolling the Black Bear Saloon, my old college hangout where I lost many a dollar trying to make the frat boys holler. It turns out the Black Bear is still brimming with frat boys, only now they all look like they should be running around on a middle school playground. How the hell did I get so old so fast, anyway?

      “So, have you taken this before?” SALLY, as her nametag shouts my way, drones the words out as if they had the power to put both her and me to sleep.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I straighten a moment, trying to keep myself from going horizontal.

      “I said, have you taken this before?” Her voice rises several octaves the same way it did for poor Gout Granny. “Maxie Gel? It’s a vaginal ointment to treat bacterial vaginosis.”

      A shadow appears to my right, and it’s Preppy Frat Boy leering at me with that come hither smile.

      “Shit,” I hiss under my breath before returning my attention to SALLY, the bearer of bad vaginal news. “I’m sorry. There must be some mix-up. I saw the doctor this morning for a sore throat. I promise you, it’s the only part of me that he burrowed his fingers into.” I turn to the Greek god to my left and whisper, “Wrong orifice!”

      “Whelp”—Sally demonstrates her strong command of the King’s English—“that’s what he gave you. This ointment needs to be administered for seven nights. Now, there are only five injectable applicators. You’ll have to reuse two of them. Be sure to clean them good with soap and water before injecting them into your vagina.”

      Oh my hell. I shrink about three inches. My ears are still humming from the fact she’s left her voice at top volume. It’s becoming increasingly clear that deep down inside, Sally is a bitch from the bacterial circle of hell.

      She juts her chin out. “Do you need the pharmacist to come up and demonstrate how to insert them?”

      “Shit!” A bite of heat lights up under my arms at once. “No, for God’s sake, no.” I glance to the cute preppy who has suddenly decided this is a fine time to take a step back. I lean over the counter with a heated rage coursing through me. “I’m good,” I assure binocular eyes before she drops trou at the pharmacist’s command and shows me how it’s done.

      “Are you sure?” She reaches down and hoists up a plastic model of the female lower forty-eight, and I die a small pink plastic vaginal death. As if her megaphone of a mouth didn’t echo throughout the four corners of the grocery store, she now has visuals for the hearing impaired.

      I glance back and note the line behind me is swelling with ogling men of all ages. Figures. And to think, I actually hit a bar last night in hopes to find one of these mythological creatures.

      I turn back to Sally and glare at her a moment. “I’ve used the aforementioned ointment before. I’ve actually used Monostet, so I’m familiar.”

      “Oh, Monostet is for yeast infections.” She blasts those last two words through her vocal cords in the event the astronauts up on the space station hadn’t been clued into the sad and desperate state of my vagina just yet. “What you have is BACTERIAL.”

      Dear God, talk into the loud speaker, why don’t you.

      I give a few tired blinks as I struggle to hold together what’s left of my sanity.

      “Oh?” I try my best to sound ultra-cheery, but that sarcastic scary bitch that lives deep down inside of me is about to unleash—and heaven help poor SALLY if she does, because that scary bitchy side of me loves to bypass the jugular and head straight for humiliation. “And here I thought I’d give up on my favorite sugary feast.” A forced laugh steams from me, sounding far more maniacal than it does cute ex-sorority girl. “Chocolate.” I turn to Preppy God and mock giggle. “I guess I’m back in business!” Whew. It looks as if that sarcastic scary side of me has decided to sit this one out. Lucky for both Sally and Preppy Frat Boy—and most likely me.

      That dimple in his chin inverts ten times deeper, and on a whole it’s becoming obvious I have no way to read a dimple-chinned man.

      “No, heaven’s no. It’s not from sugar.” Sally chortles along with me. “It’s from fecal contamination.”

      Kill me.

      “Usually wiping back to front.” She wags a finger. “Somebody doesn’t know how to wipe her bottom!”

      Oh my dear God, kill her instead!

      My body slaps with an insufferable amount of heat, and I can feel my cheeks ready to burst into flames—both sets.

      “I assure you I know how to wipe my bottom,” I grit the words through my teeth, just daring her to challenge me on this. “I’m front to back all the way.” Throw me a fucking bone, Sally. Can’t you see we’re practically standing in the armpit of the Kragger’s Foods Frat? There has to be at least a dozen men circling the outskirts, suddenly interested in how this fecal contaminated chick flick ends. “And are you sure that prescription is for me?” My God, all the man did was run a swab down my throat.

      “It’s for you.” She winkles her nose. “Well, this kind of infection could be due to sexual activity, too.”

      “That’s it!” Ha! Redemption! I slap the counter so hard my fingers nearly snap off before turning to face my favorite preppy frat brat. “I have lots and lots of sex.” I shed a cheesy smile, and he grimaces in response. Oh, go to hell. “Loads of it,” I snip before turning back to Sell-Out-Sally here who has no problem roasting a fellow sister over the sexual flames. “I should have known it would come back to bite me in the butt so to speak.”

      The lunatic ringing up my order sniffs. “Yeah, anal will do it every single time.”

      Anal? As in the no-fly zone? Gah! Gah! Gah! Abort the mission and run like hell! Abort! Abort! Abort!

      My entire body begs to dissolve in the boiling cauldron of sweat that my yoga pants have turned into. Good God, I’m going to forgo the Cherry Garcia and speed straight to the first cheeseburger drive-thru I see and eat my weight in animal fat. My humiliation has just hit DEFCON 1, and I need to bolt before Sally here tosses me onto another landmine.

      I whip out my credit card and run it through the machine while Sally dutifully staples a pamphlet to the outside of the bag that cheerily reads My Bacterial Infection and Me.

      “Lovely.” I snatch it from her as I toss my credit card into my purse in haste. I’m usually—ironically—anal about placing it right back in my wallet where it belongs, but at this point I couldn’t care less if I dropped it on the street and someone purchased a house with it. Right about now, I’d welcome just about anybody to hijack my identity—and my quite literal shitty bacterial infection, too.

      “Remember”—she lifts a finger as I plot my escape—“no back to front sex for you, missy—at least for a week. And since you like anal so much, I suggest you use a condom.” She makes a face. “Things tend to get a little messy down toward the exit.”

      I glare at her for an inordinate amount of time. Nobody in their right mind loves anal so much.

      “Listen here, SALLY”—that scary bitch that lives deep inside of me is good and ready to unleash all seven circles of hellish rage on the poor, dimly-witted, goldfish-eyed, anal-loving freak in front of me—“nobody in their right mind loves rear play that much—or anal as you so indelicately insist on calling it. You are a dumb twat, and you should have your girl card revoked for embarrassing me like this in front of God, and Super Preppy, and a handful of random damn nosy Kragger’s shoppers!”

      The crowd around me gasps. Sally gives me a few solid blinks, and I gird myself for a much-deserved rebuttal.

      Come on, Sally. Make my day.

      Her mouth falls open. “Oh, and if you get this prescription renewed here, you can get up to two dollars off your next prescription!”

      “Great.” My voice pitches in that unnatural way it’s prone to do when I get my balls caught in a vise. Oh, wait. I don’t have balls or a vise. That must mean I simply hate Sally. On second thought, I think I just found my hairy nutsack.

      “Coupon, huh?” I force a tight smile. “Well, too bad I don’t foresee racking up any frequent flyer miles with my vagina. See ya never!” I bolt from the counter as if my vagina just conducted a bank heist.

      “Wait!” Preppy calls after me. “How about coffee? I hear it can take care of that rash!”

      “Infection,” I’m quick to correct as if it were an upgrade. “And I’m sort of seeing someone.” I trot off to the mini Starbucks they’ve crammed into the heart of the bakery section while flaunting the aforementioned nutsack that suddenly morphed into the size of a refrigerator. As much as I’d like to hit my Honda and engage in the drive of shame, I’d much rather have a nice latte to restart my day on the proper trajectory.

      And seeing someone? I guess if you count these five inner-vaginal applicators, I’m seeing five someones and two of them will likely make a reprisal.

      Crap. I put in an order for my usual and scroll through my phone while I wait for my drink to magically appear. There’s a message from Lisa. Will you make Sunday dinner this week? The girls miss you like crazy!

      I text right back. I’ll try!

      If I’m not dead by then, I want to add, but don’t. Lisa doesn’t much care for humor of the cadaver variety. She’s my older sister by ten years. When our mother died, she took my younger sisters and me in. She’s the one who helped me get into Whitney Briggs University all those years ago. She’s also the one who helped me navigate the maze of financial aid apps. I had a few scholarships here and there, but I’m pretty much living to pay back my debt to WB society at this point. My younger sisters, Sadie and Everly, are in their junior and senior years of high school respectively and still live with her. Not to mention the fact Lisa has two little girls of her own, four and five, Karly and Kasey. And they’re all happily crammed in her tiny three-bedroom out in Friar’s Corner, a good two hours away with Lisa and her husband. I try to get out there at least twice a month.

      I text Raven a quick rundown of the vagina monologues that just went on between my new best friend Sally and me, and I can practically hear her laughing through those all caps LOLs! she’s sending every three seconds. It’s nice to know my busy bestie can always find time to chortle at my many vaginal misdeeds no matter how far I sink into the depths of the Twatlantic.

      “Harlow!”

      I look up, fully expecting to find the barista smiling over my venti mocha macchiato, but instead I see Sally, the giant cock-sleeve herself who’s managed to escape her stall.

      “Don’t take that!” She waves her frantic hands at me as if I had a leg lifted on the counter and was seconds from inserting myself with those toxins she just offloaded on me. “The doctor’s office called and said there was a mix-up. That prescription was meant for someone else.” She wastes no time in snatching the tiny white bag from my clutches.

      “What?” The weight of a thousand vaginas sloughs off my shoulders. “Knew it! Ha!” I balk at the elderly man pushing up behind me. “My vagina’s clean enough to eat off of.”

      His wife smacks him with her purse and waddles him away to safe pasture.

      “So, what about my throat?” I spin back to Sally who’s currently got a death grip on that little white bag she snapped up.

      “The office said your throat cultures all came back clear. I’ll be sure to refund your co-pay. Have a good day.” She starts to plod off before turning back around, that same stone-faced expression on her as if we hadn’t crossed that awkward vaginal divide to becoming fast friends. “And remember, when it comes to anal sex, a condom is still a good idea.” She takes off just as my latte arrives, and it takes all of the superhuman strength I don’t have not to hurl it at her.

      “I don’t like anal sex!” I jump a little, begging the words to somehow stumble back into my mouth. Instead, I snap up my drink and barrel toward my Honda the way I should have to begin with. “No one does.”

      No sooner do I land in my car than I get a group text from my boss, Lenny, the owner of Windows-R-Us.

      Warehouse fire. Need to let a few of you go. So sorry. Message me if you’d like a referral letter. All the best!

      “All the best? No, no, no!” I bang my hand over the steering wheel, and the horn goes off three times fast. I look up in time to see Preppy Frat Boy staring wild-eyed while loading his Beamer midflight. I called it.

      I don’t bother waving him off with my middle finger. Instead, I hightail it back to my shitty apartment where, of course, there’s not a single parking space out front, no thanks to the overgrown bright orange truck that reads Abatement and Cleanup with a giant skull and crossbones slapped across the side as a part of its not-so friendly logo. I head in sans my Cherry Garcia, my vaginal suppositories, or a job—and get as far as the front gate.

      “You live here?” A man with a hardhat squints down at me, looking every bit like Fred Flintstone come to life.

      “I sure do. Look—I’ve had one hell of a day, so if you’re trying to sell me cookies, steak from the back of your car, or any form of deep-fried religion, I can’t even.”

      “I’m not trying to sell you anything, lady. This is a notice from the city.” He points to a letter posted over the entry. “The landlord tried to replace some roofing damaged from the rains, and it turns out this place is loaded with asbestos. Insurance offered to replace all the drywall, but unfortunately, you’ll have to find someplace else to call home. This could take up to a year.” He hands me a white surgical mask. “You’ve got thirty minutes to get your necessary belongings out. The landlord will have to foot the bill to get the big stuff into storage.”

      “What?” I stagger forward, staring at the white boxy building I’ve called home for the last three years. Okay, so I called it a hothouse from the armpit of hell, but still, it’s where I lay my head at night. And then it hits me. “Oh my God, I’ve done this. It was me who reported the leak. I’m a jinx.”

      “You’re a hero,” Fred Flintstone barks back. “Now get in there and get out as fast as you can. I’d hate for you to lose a lung over it.”

      “Holy hell,” I whimper as my feet spur me on unwillingly.

      Thirty minutes later, I’ve saddled my tiny Honda Civic to the roof with bags and shoes, and the odd stuffed animal, looking every bit the batshit homeless lady I feared I’d become.

      “Where to go? Where to fucking go?” I can’t go to Lisa’s. I slump over the steering wheel at the thought of rooming with my younger sisters in that tiny shoebox of a house. As it stands, I can only handle Friar’s Corner for a few hours at a time. It’s not even on Google maps for shit’s sake!

      Think, think!

      “Oh God, I can’t think.”

      My phone buzzes and a part of me fears to look down in the event some other part of my life dissolved in the interim, but I do so with one eye closed, and as soon as I see it’s Raven, I perk right up.

      I text her my latest, greatest debacle, homeless—no job will travel! Raven will know what to do. Raven always knows what to do. Three minutes go by, then seven. Oh God, I’ve done the impossible. I’ve stumped her. Doesn’t she realize the best solution is for me to room with her in that luxury apartment that she’s technically only seen the inside of twice?

      I shoot another quick text in the event I hadn’t painted the clearest picture of my not-so-bright, can’t-even-afford-shades derelict future.

      Just my luck, I have forty-seven dollars in savings!

      There. That should erase any loose ideas of me hauling myself all over downtown Jepson in an effort to find partially hygienic shelter by way of my Visa card.

      She texts right back. How about your sister’s?

      “Gah!” I drop the phone to my lap a moment before I pick it right back up and begin texting away like a woman possessed.

      There is no room at the inn. Lisa is out. How about a snazzy deluxe apartment in the sky—on the upper east side of Jepson? RING ANY DOORBELLS? I hit Send.

      Subtlety never was my strong suit.

      Again, more silence. Wow. Raven Masterson has been a sister to me ever since freshman orientation, and it seems this day I’ve overstepped my homeless bounds.

      My phone pings. I’ve got an idea…

      I text right back. Don’t keep me in suspense too long. My vagina is bound to fall off, or my car might spontaneously explode. It’s that kind of a day.

      She pings back. Ha. Ha. Very funny. My roommate has malaria. It’s not a good time.

      Malaria? Who the hell does her roommate think she is? Me?

      She texts back once again. Okay, so—my brother Levi has a spare room he’ll gladly let you use until you can get back on your feet. He’s going through a bit of a rough patch right now, so make sure to stay out of his hair. And whatever you do, please, for the love of all things holy, DO NOT SEDUCE MY BROTHER!!! Things will get weird between us and I might have to initiate a beatdown. ;) Head over to The Sloppy Pelican in Hollow Brook tonight at seven and he’ll meet you there. Remember, keep your panties where they belong! Gotta run. Big meeting in 5. XO

      “Brother, huh?” For all the years I’ve known Raven, she’s talked very little about her brothers. She has two, and that’s all I’ve been apprised of up until now.

      “Levi,” I test it out on my lips. “Going through some stuff.” I scoff. “Aren’t we all, buddy. Aren’t we all.”

      [image: ]

      Omigod! Hollow Brook is glorious in springtime. I drive by Whitney Briggs for the hell of it and glare mildly at the Black Bear as if this entire debacle I’ve entangled myself in is somehow its fault. In all fairness, the fact I was burrowed in that frat trap last night is exactly why I was forced to call in sick, thus opening Pandora’s vaginal box and unleashing all unholy bacterial hell in my life and that of poor Lenny. I can’t help but think I’m the real reason they’ve had to shutter their window business overnight, no pun intended.

      My all-time favorite stress song blares from my phone, “Key Largo,” and I lazily sing along while taking in the sights. When I get stressed out, I do two things: I bake brownies and I play “Key Largo” on a loop. Ever since I was a kid, I’ve played this song over and over when things get rough—and judging by the fact I’ve probably listened to this song more than the guy who sang it, you can say things have been rough for a while. My father tries to surface in my thoughts, but I’m quick to submerge him right back down again. There are some dark holes I don’t dare to tread near right now, and my father and whatever hole he might be lurking in is one of them.

      I breeze down the main thoroughfare and up toward the ritzier, far more docile side of town where young sorority girls like me eschewed back in the day. I pass a bustling strip mall, and a laugh gets caught in my throat at what I see.

      “Hallowed Grounds!” I honk as I pass it as if it were an old friend. Technically, it sort of is. I spent many a morning, noon, and night in that coffee-based establishment—at least the one on campus. I keep forgetting it’s an actual chain and not proprietary to the university itself. It’s easy to forget the finer things in life, like a decent cup of coffee, riding your ten-speed up and down the hills without fear of getting mugged right outside your asbestos-riddled apartment. Downtown Jepson leaves a lot to be desired. Correction, the wrong side of downtown Jepson leaves a lot to be desired. The right side is a conglomerate of high-end shopping and luxury tower apartments. That sort of describes Raven and me in a nutshell. She’s Raven Masterson—uptown girl, and I’m downtown Low Hartley.

      I drive a little further, and the electronic map attached to my dashboard beeps like mad indicating I’ve hit ground zero. Yes, the Honda is ancient, but the first thing Lisa did once she cosigned for the steel cage is gift me a nifty little navigator that runs off my cigarette lighter.

      “Wow,” I marvel as I pull slowly into the lot. I remember this place. It’s the old mining-inspired restaurant that went defunct not that long ago. Hollow Brook Mining, Incorporated. It must have bitten the gold dust, and in its place sits a giant six-foot tall, rather inebriated looking pelican smack on the rooftop. A rustic looking sign boasts the name, The Sloppy Pelican. “This place is adorable,” I whisper to myself like a loon and zoom into the nearest parking spot I can find near the front. It’s just after sunset, and already it feels like midnight. The lot is full, but nowhere near to capacity. I’m betting they’re still pretty new.

      I check my look in the mirror, run a brush through my hair, and put on a swath of peach lipstick.

      “Don’t seduce my brother.” I scoff at my best friend’s words as I claw my way out of my poor car that looks as if a fabric bomb went off in it. I catch one last glimpse of my hot ghost-like self in the driver’s side window—caramel-colored hair, long and flowing and in desperate need of a touch-up at the roots (but the night is forgiving), hazel eyes offset by copious amounts of gunmetal eye shadow that really makes them pop—and gives them a glassy appeal that makes me look a tad bit stoned—the former was a pro tip from one of my younger sisters who has secretly decided to skip Briggs and head to beauty school. I figure once she’s ready to launch, I’ll have a little sit-down with her on the many benefits of sorority living. There are some things in life that should not be missed, and living across the street from nine hundred frat boys happens to be one of them.

      I wobble on my heels a moment. I’ll admit to sprucing up my attire a notch, but what the hell else was I supposed to do while driving around in my closet all day? These knockoff Jimmy Choos make my legs look as if they shoot straight into the stratosphere, and this little black dress is my choice accouterment when meeting my friend’s older, most likely hot brother. Face it, Raven is a looker with all that long black hair, those glowing blue eyes. If her brother is half as hot, I’ll have plenty of eye candy to keep me busy until I land back on my pointy stilettos.

      A frantic redhead trots this way cradling a clipboard and an oversized purse that dangles from her wrist precariously.

      “OhmyGodohmyGodohmyGod!” she screams into the night.

      “Whoa.” I try to get out of her way, but she bumps right into me. “Is everything okay?” I sneak a peek past her shoulder in the event a madman is out to top this day off by way of planting a hatchet in my forehead. In that respect, she’s probably damn lucky she bumped into me.

      “It’s him,” she pants just under her breath as she tries to juggle the chaos flopping in her arms. She seems about my age, mid-twenties, pretty in a socialite kind of a way. The extremely wealthy have a certain polished, understated but expensive as all hell look about them, and she definitely has that pretty, polished Prada-inspired look. “I can’t lose my job.” She grips me over the shoulders, her eyes spinning like pinwheels. “I love my job!”

      “Be thankful you have one, sister.” I try to pry this job-loving loon off me, but she’s dug in deep. “Look, I don’t know how many mojitos you downed in there, but I’m betting a cab ride is in your future. You need me to make that call for you, sweetie?”

      “I don’t need a cab. And don’t you call me sweetie.” She scrawls something at the top of the clipboard before thrusting it into my hands. “Just go on in there and they’ll know what to do. Call me as soon as you get out the door.” She scuttles me to the entry, and it’s all I can do to keep up without breaking my neck. Just as I’m about to plunge my elbow into her stomach and make a break from my new hell on heels friend, she spins me into her abruptly. “There’s five hundred dollars in it for you.”

      “Now we’re talking.” I knew this day had to get better. “What am I doing?” If she says men, we might have to renegotiate. What am I saying? Lisa would kill me if I resorted to prostitution. But is it really prostitution if your one-night stand just so happens to leave a fat wad of hundies behind? I think not. That’s just poor finance management on his part.

      “You’re a food critic.” She spins me back around and gives me a hearty shove toward the giant double doors. “Have all the free food you can handle, then meet me outside before you hurl. You’ll do fine. Oh, and your name is Lex, not Alexa, and for God’s sake, not Lexy. Don’t let them fuck with you like that.”

      “Food critic,” I hiss as I sail in through the doors.

      A tiny sigh expels from me at the sight of the establishment. It holds just as much rustic charm on the inside as it does the outside. The floors are a dark stained plywood. The furniture has the feel of an old haunted mine, and I am loving the rustic, rusty, dusty look of the place. The tables are spread out well enough, but it’s lacking one thing and I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      A long bar sits to my left, and that seems to be where a major portion of the I’m-ready-to-drop-my-panties brigade has settled for the night. There’s an equal number of men ready and willing to rumble, and from the looks of how much everyone is enjoying themselves, a little rumbling and tumbling under the covers is sure to ensue quickly.

      Dear God, it seems I’ve accidently stumbled upon the grown-up version of the Black Bear. Holy hell, if I had only rolled my old, worn-out tires in this direction last night, I might have actually had use for those vaginal suppositories Sally was trying to hawk me.

      A couple of drop-dead gorgeous, bright-eyed, and glad-to-see-me grinning from ear-to-sexy-ear boys stride in my direction. Who the hell am I kidding? There’s not a boy in this fine establishment—those are bona fide M-E-N.

      The one on the right looks vexingly gorgeous, brooding through that lewd grin he’s shooting my way, and those eyes—twin sparkling aqua pools of color I’ve never seen on another human being before. And yet there’s something wholly familiar about him. But that chest. The way his dress shirt stretches taut in all the right places has me salivating for whatever he has on the menu. And judging by the penetrating gaze—those fang-like canines all but ready to take a bite, I’d say we have each other on the carte du jour. Dear God, I am finally going to get laid tonight.

      The other one’s not bad either, slicked dark hair, greenish brown eyes, and looks for days, but something about that linebacker next to him makes my stomach squeeze tight. My body breaks out into a spontaneous cold sweat, and my thighs start quivering as if waving him in like an air traffic controller. I glance over to the bar, and half the patrons are gawking this way.

      God! It’s as if something monumental is about to happen. It’s as if the king had stepped down from his throne and is about to officiate me as his chosen sex slave. I’m about to be crowned queen of The Sloppy Pelican or…

      The Pelican God expands his grin and takes my hand. “You must be Alexa. I’m Levi Masterson.”

      My mouth opens, ready to correct him, and before the words ever tumble out, I choke on them.

      Oh my shit. The Pelican God is Levi! This dark-haired Adonis is none other than Raven Masterson’s older, hella hotter brother. It’s no wonder she didn’t dare bring him into the sexy mix sooner. There’s no way in hell I would have—could have stopped myself from doing everything in my power to get this bad boy to yield on my mattress.

      Raven’s battle cry comes back to me. And whatever you do, please, for the love of all things holy, DO NOT SEDUCE MY BROTHER.

      I scowl over at him a moment because I can see her hiding there in his eyes.

      “I’m—” The lie skips in my throat, and as much as I try to swallow it down, I can’t seem to stop it. “It’s just, Lex, actually.” Oh hell, what’s a little fun and free food among friends?

      Those eyes penetrate me right down to my most intimate part, and it’s as if I’ve already hit a home run for the evening—the first of many I’m hoping.

      His lips twitch as if he had plans for the two of us this evening that involved copious amounts of munching—just not necessarily anything of the food variety that they may have to offer. He smacks his friend over the shoulder. “This is my business partner, Brody Wolf. He’ll get you started on your first dish.” He gives his buddy a shove without taking those lucent lenses off me. “I’ll take you to your seat.”

      “Business partner?” My heart skips a beat, and I’m not sure why. Most likely because Raven’s big bro is both dangerously handsome and reasonably financially stable—two qualities I never seem to find in a man. “You own the place?”

      “That’s right.” His grin snaps back into position. It looks as if Raven left all of the fun little financial details out of our conversation. “And soon, I hope to own your heart.”

      My entire body seizes with pleasure as if I’ve been waiting to hear those magic words all my life, but he grimaces just as fast as the words spewed from him.

      “I meant to say stomach.” That charming smile bounces back to his lips.

      “I think you had it right the first time.”

      We share a cordial laugh as he leads me to a nearby table. My God! Wouldn’t it have been nice if he meant heart? Imagine the meet-cute we could share with our grandchildren one day. Grandma was a fucking liar, and Grandpa, well, he was fucking hot. This could be the start of something amazing, and if I’m lucky, something low down and dirty in about an hour or two.

      This is going to be so much damn fun. Let the delicious games begin.

      Levi sits me close to the bar where the aged coeds take turns scowling at me for snapping up for myself the catch of the day—two of them actually.

      Brody brings out dish after dish, and I dive right in.

      “Thank you!” It takes everything in me not to lunge headfirst into the clam chowder set before me in a bronzed bread bowl that’s making my senses faint with desire. Both Brody and Levi stand hovering on either side of me, and I glance up with a greedy smile of my own. “Didn’t Shakespeare once say there has never been a sweeter meal than that which you didn’t have to pay for?” Okay, so quoting The Bard has never come naturally for me, but I’m pretty sure every food critic worth her salt says a few words before basking in bread bowls full of carbohydrates.

      Levi’s brows furrow before he flexes those dimples at me once again. “It’s all for you, Lex. Enjoy.”

      I indulge in a quick spoonful and moan the ever-loving shit out of it. “Oh my Gawd!” I howl. “This is fantastic.” I take another loving, creamy spoonful before noticing a dapper, dark-haired dude in a full-blown suit squinting at me from the bar before he shoots a look to Levi and Brody. He’s probably just envious of the impressive spread laid before me. Either that or he thinks I’m a brazen glutton. He would so be right, but who the hell cares? Clam chowder for the win!

      I gobble up the chowder as fast as I can and note the fact he’s still ogling me, his eyes straining as if I had somehow offended him. He nods Brody over, and they take off for the back, but I really don’t give a crap because Levi has just furnished me with a smattering of appetizers that span from hot wings to coconut shrimp and for the next ten minutes I’m in smorgasbord heaven.

      Levi clears his throat and glances over my shoulder with a look of apprehension, so I follow his gaze only to find two of Hollow Brook’s finest dressed in blue headed this way, each with a hand secured over his weapon.

      “Hello, ma’am.” The beefy one starts, and I nearly choke on a chicken wing. “It’s my understanding, you’re dining here tonight as a food critic. You mind if we see some credentials?”

      Shit. I bounce back in my seat and accidentally take the tablecloth with me, sending the wings flying once again as Levi tries his best to juggle them to safety.

      “All right, let’s go.” Officer number two lifts me out of my seat by the wrist. “I’m placing you under arrest.”

      “No—it’s not what it seems!” I shout as he folds my arms neatly behind my back—much to the delight of those aging coeds seated at the bar. I open my mouth to say something in my defense and close it again.

      Oh hell, it’s exactly what it seems.

      I’m going to kill Raven for this lousy idea. Then I’m going to hunt down Lex and kill her for the other lousy idea. And lastly, I’m going to wring my own neck for being such a damn jinx.

      Worst day ever, indeed.
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      Arrested.

      I growl at the poor girl without meaning to as the cops try to hustle her toward the exit. Honestly, when she walked through the door, for the first time in a good long while I felt something—a prickle, a tickle, hell a fucking hard-on. Whatever it was, I felt it. I hadn’t felt anything in so long it was almost foreign to me, like a beautiful invasion on a cellular level. And she’s pretty, too. Hell, she’s hot.

      Ever since we opened The Sloppy Pelican a few months back, girls have been hitting on me by the droves, but not one of them invoked that spear of surprise, of lust in me the way she did. Or maybe I was just intoxicated with the idea of getting a good review that it wouldn’t have mattered what she looked like. Maybe I would have had the same response anyway.

      But The Sloppy Pelican isn’t getting a good review tonight by one of the most sought-after food critics in the area because the girl turned out to be a fraud. Only someone with my fucked-up luck could have a fraudulent food critic show up on the most important night of the year.

      If this place doesn’t pick up soon, I’ll be forced to borrow over and above what I’ve already borrowed, and God knows there’s not a bank on the planet that will offer me that much leverage.

      “You can’t arrest me!” she howls, digging her feet into the wood floor, leaving two thick tracks in the wake of her heels. Great. Not only did she essentially steal two hundred dollars’ worth of food, but she’s marking up the floors to forever remind me of this horrible night and her gorgeous body. I couldn’t help but notice those perfect tits. I’m a pig. I was salivating before she ever said hello.

      Brody slaps me over the arm and nods to the bar where just about everyone is standing at attention with their phones held out documenting the debacle. Perfect. I wanted publicity, and I sure as hell got it.

      Shit.

      The girl struggles with the officer until her hands slip free and she makes every effort to run back in this direction. Her dirty blonde hair is tousled as if she just rolled out of my bed, and the makeup around her eyes is smudged just enough. And that body. A girl with that body in that dress with those sky-high killer heels probably does deserve to get arrested tonight.

      “Levi!” she screams, and I straighten at the mention of my name. Our eyes lock momentarily, and instantly I not only regret introducing myself, I regret showing up at all. That face, those eyes. Whoever she is, she’ll be haunting my dreams for years to come. “You can’t let them do this!” They hustle her to the door once again, and a part of me is relieved.

      A couple of patrons shout at her to get lost, and she chokes with anger in their direction. “Screw you! I bet the food you’re eating was once a lump of plastic! Microwaved to perfection by the haughty, uptight Gestapo who runs this place. All BPA dinnerware is included for your dining pleasure! Would you like an extra serving of xenoestrogens with your food? Because that’s what you’re getting! You’ll all be girls by midnight.”

      At least three different men let the fork slip from their fingers.

      “Shit,” I hiss in disbelief.

      Brody shakes his head as he makes his way over. “She may as well have put a curse on this place. The sooner this loon is out of our lives, the better for everyone—most likely her as well. She’s probably some college kid who’s been scamming the local restaurants for a free burger for months. I bet kids pull this crap all the time at the Black Bear.”

      “Levi!” she screams once again as they get her on the other side of the door, and the atmosphere in the restaurant decompresses to subnormal levels. It’s unnaturally quiet, and then spontaneously an applause breaks out at the bar.

      Brody lifts a finger to say something, but the door blows open once again and it’s her again, struggling to get that cop’s arm off from around her waist.

      Her eyes meet with mine, wild with rage. “Raven is going to kill you for this!”

      The cop nods over to me with a nonchalant look that suggests this isn’t his first coed rodeo as he whisks her out the door with a marked finality.

      “What did she say?” I look to Brody just as Axel, the third partner in the Sloppy Pelican disaster, comes over.

      “I talked to the cops.” Ax lands a hand on my shoulders. “I knew she wasn’t the right girl the moment I laid eyes on her. I dated Lex a while back.” He shrugs as if it were no big deal, but something about the way his eyes cut to the bar suggests it is. “Anyway, glad we got her.”

      Brody tips his head my way. “Ditto, but that was sort of odd the way she seemed to know Raven. You think it was a lucky guess?”

      “Raven.” I tick my head back a notch. “Yes. I thought that’s what she said.” My heart thumps wild. “I’ve got a very bad feeling about this. I’d better see what that’s about.” I take off, and by the time I get outside, the squad car has already disappeared out of sight.

      I pluck my phone out of my pocket and put in a quick call to my little sister. I know she’s in New York for business, but it’s after hours, and I need a few answers to the bizarre puzzle this night is quickly becoming.

      “Hello, handsome!” she answers on the first ring. Raven has been treating me with kid gloves for the last few months—nine months to be exact. But being extra cheery and calling me all the right things has always been a part of her charm. She’s my little sister, my only sister, and I love her more than anyone on this planet—my mom is just about neck-in-neck. “So, how’d you like her?” I can hear the faint hint of a giggle on her end.

      “Like who?” The night air cuts through me, but I’m numb with shock and don’t feel the chill the way I should. “Did you have something to do with what just went on in here?” My voice hikes a notch. I have never raised my voice with Raven, but on a night like tonight, when I had so much riding on this, it makes me want to roar into the receiver.

      “Hell yes, I did. Now behave yourself. This isn’t a setup. In fact, I forbid you to even look at her without the chastest intentions. Why don’t you think of her like more of a little sister? Ha! That’s perfect! Congrats! You’ve got a new sibling! And it’s a girl!” She trills with glee, and I’m far more baffled than I was when I picked up the phone.

      “Wait. Are we talking about the same person? I just had some chick come into The Pelican pretending to be a food critic and—”

      “Hold on—Low just sent me a text.” She goes silent a moment. “Holy shit!” she barks so loud I’m forced to pull the phone from my ear. “You had her ARRESTED? What the hell is wrong with you? If I were in North Carolina, I’d drive right over to Hollow Brook and kick your ass! Right after I bailed her out. And since I’m not there to do so, get in your truck and get your wallet ready, because nobody puts my bestie in a corner—or in a prison cell!” she riots into my ear until I do as I’m told, and before I know it, I’m attempting to drop all charges, begging the booking deputy to reverse this nightmare, but he sets bail instead and I quickly pony up two grand.

      “Shit,” I mutter as I wait for him to usher her through those iron gates.

      Live with me? I try to recall the word salad Raven tossed my way. She claims she meant to call me earlier. This girl is homeless? Jobless? And the best solution out of about a million others is to have this chick hole up in my spare bedroom? Crap. I shake my head at the thought. If anyone would have told me a year ago that Meredith and I wouldn’t be together, wouldn’t be speaking, that I would leave the firm—absolve myself of everything I learned in law school, and open up a glorified bar with my childhood friends—and let’s not forget Harlow—Low Hartley, Raven’s best friend in the whole wide world—her words not mine, no, I wouldn’t believe any of it.

      A set of heels click their way over, obnoxiously angry, and the gate magically glides back as she stalks my way. There she is, the scowl on her face, beautiful as it might be, assures me she’s pissed.

      The deputy shakes his head my way. “Good luck,” he mumbles before heading back, and the gate seals us on the right side of the law.

      “Good luck,” she huffs as she struts on past me. The faint scent of her sugary perfume has my dick back on heightened alert. “Don’t just stand there.” She glances over her shoulder, and those red, hot as fuck lips call to me. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to make a speedy getaway!”

      I follow her out and lead her to the truck. I help her in and we take off, leaving the Hollow Brook Police Department in our wake.

      “I talked to Raven,” I say it low, mostly to myself, because quite frankly, I’m still in a bit of shock at the turn of events this night has taken.

      The girl next to me balks, gesticulating wildly with her hand as if she were inebriated, but I know she’s still worked up. Getting arrested can make even the demurest person a bit unhinged. Not that I would know, but deductive logic has always been my strong suit.

      “How about if we start over?” I offer as we head onto the main thoroughfare. “I’m Levi Masterson. I hear you’re my sister’s very best friend in the whole wide world.” I didn’t mean for it to come out stinging with sarcasm, but in truth I can still hear Raven’s voice in my ear, and I was simply mimicking her inflection.

      “Wow,” she huffs incredulously, letting me know I’ve gone too far and, since deductive logic is my strong suit, yes, I’ve surmised that much myself. “You really are something. It’s no wonder she’s said nothing about you for the last eight years I’ve known her.”

      “You’ve known Raven for eight years?” I chew on that for a minute as I try to tally all the friends of hers I’ve met over time, and I can’t think of any since before our father died over a million years ago.

      “That’s right. She was my roommate at Briggs. She and I were inseparable up until she blew up in the advertising world. Now that she’s globe-trotting—shooting underwear ads all over the planet, I’m more of a texting BFF than anything tangible.”

      “Did you say underwear ads?” A brief vision of meeting up with her on location flits through my mind. I’ve seen those underwear catalogs lying around, and the chicks are smoking hot. I bet Raven is in charge of an entire calendar’s worth. And just as the thought enters my mind, I blink it away. I don’t need a girl in my life right now. I’m still too steeped in survival mode to sustain anything with anybody else.

      “Down, boy.” She sneers at me. “It’s male underwear models.”

      “Shit.” I hit the brakes a little too hard as I come upon a red light. “Why did you have to tell me that?” I close my eyes for a second, trying to deflect any visuals of my sweet baby sis surrounded by oiled up men with their hoses front and center.

      “Oh, did I hurt you?” Her voice grows tiny and weak, fueled with enough sarcasm to let me know I’m in for it. “That’s right! Sweet little baby Raven is surrounded by long, hot, and, oh heck, they’re probably hard—penises all the livelong day! And if that’s not bad enough for you, she volunteered to oil those boys up herself before each and every shoot. She’s touching those bad boys—smearing her hands over those rock-hard chests! And just before they get in front of the camera—she pulls open that waistband and makes sure their junk is in prime position for their close-up, baby!”

      A groan evicts itself from my throat. She couldn’t have sucker punched me better if she aimed straight for my balls. I drive us to The Sloppy Pelican, and she points to a beat-up Honda sitting near the dumpsters.

      “You can follow me the rest of the way.” It comes out depleted because, let’s face it, she’s won this round.

      “Perfect,” she snaps back as if it were anything but.

      She jumps out before I come to a stop and slams the door shut like a gunshot.

      She never did introduce herself.

      Raven is going to owe me for this.

      Big time.
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      The drive to Hollow Brook Hills is a dark and silent one. The Hills are known for their enclave of overgrown homes with far too many square feet and far too few occupants. Meredith lives in the house we once shared just two miles to my left, but my home, the one we had bought as a rental property is of a humble size with a humble yard, sitting in the middle of a not so humble neighborhood. I’ll admit, it’s been quiet these last few months. I have never lived alone up until this point in my life. First, there was my rambunctious family, sharing a room with my brother—a despicable excuse for a human whom I once deeply loved. And then I lived with Brody, my college roommate whom I would never even dream of saddling Harlow with if he happened to be down on his luck. And, of course, then with Mer. And here we are. I pull into the driveway and frown at the Honda sputtering to a stop in front of the house. And now I’ll live with a lunatic for an unspecified spate of time. I think it’s only fair I dock Raven a gift at Christmas next year for this crime against my sanity. Wasn’t she the one begging me to take things slow? Lay low and avoid the estrogen-laden radar?

      Lay Low. I huff at the irony. And just like that, my sister’s caustic instructions come back to me. Under no circumstances am I to lay Low.

      I hop out and meet the girl on the porch. The tension streaming from her is palpable, but she’s beautiful. Damn beautiful, and for a second my mind plays tricks on me, and I want to believe she’s a barfly I picked up for a one-night stand. Now that would be a happy ending to this nightmare of an evening.

      She scoots her tiny little body in close, and the faint scent of her sweet perfume lights up my senses. It’s been so long since I’ve had anyone of the female persuasion this close, smelling this good—this irate at me to boot.

      “I bet you want to carry me over the threshold, don’t you?” she snips, those eyes of hers wild with rage once again.

      “No, sweetheart, I don’t.” A brief smile comes to my lips as I examine her under the soft glow of the porch light. Her lips are pleasantly round and protruding, and something about the way she’s pouting makes me want to lean in and press my mouth over hers. I’ve never been the caveman type, but there’s a part of me that wants to toss her onto the couch and teach her a lesson with every inch of my body.

      I give a hard blink before snapping to. I blame my caveman mentality on the fact the only time I’ve had a hot chick back at my place was to do just that.

      I open the door and extend my hand, and she jumps inside, her heels clacking over the hardwood floors as if she were evading a serial killer.

      “Oh my God!” she marvels as the lights blink on throughout the place. “It’s so homey and cute!”

      “If homey is code for small, then you guessed it.”

      “I thought for sure you were going to pull into one of those huge mansions. I’ve never been to The Hills. I’m a Friar’s Corner girl myself.” She wrinkles her nose at the impoverished locale, and oddly it makes me like her just a little. I would have bet good money on the fact she was a Hills’ girl. Most of the kids at Whitney Briggs come from serious money, and judging by how impeccable she looks, her obstinate behavior, I would never have pegged her for a Friar’s Corner girl.

      “No mansion here. Sorry to disappoint. You can take the room on the right. I’m at the far end. You stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of yours,” I growl out the words a little harsher than I meant to. Tonight has been a mindfuck. This entire last year has been a mindfuck. It’s impossible for me to wrap my head around any of it, and it’s turned me into a beast.

      “Stay out of your way?” She shakes her head, her voice tinged with that sarcastic inflection she doles out so generously. “My, aren’t you charming? You get many panties dropping with that tone? Or is this beast routine something special you’re pulling from the Disney drawer just for me?” Her tiny fists embed themselves into her hips, and that scowl makes her ten times cuter than she was to begin with, but my blood is boiling once again because she’s crawling right back under my skin.

      “I’m only this charming to you, sweetheart. To everyone else, I’m simply an asshole.” I should know. I’ve had both Meredith and my brother tell me that to my face over a dozen times in the last few months.

      “Wow.” Her eyes round out like golf balls as she takes a step in. “First, I’m not your sweetheart. And secondly, here I thought you’d be just as sweet and fun-loving as your baby sis, but you’re about as welcoming as an orangutan with his dick on fire!”

      My chest rumbles with a dry laugh as I step in close until we’re nearly nose-to-nose. “Honey, if I were an orangutan with my dick on fire, you would be the last person I’d expect help from. You’d probably douse me with gasoline and we’d both incinerate.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” She hops back with surprise. “Are you calling me a jinx?” Those long lashes of hers engage in a series of rapid blinks, and I swear I feel the breeze.

      “I didn’t have to.” My arms fold across my chest as if putting up a barrier. “You did it for me.”

      “AARGH!” she screams in my face before bolting down the hall and into my bedroom with a slam of the door.

      “Your other right, sweetheart!” I shout after her, and she bounces out of my room and hightails it across the hall before slamming yet another door and sending its echo throughout the tiny little house. It’s the bathroom, but this time she doesn’t bother coming out.

      I’m suddenly wishing this were any one of those mega mansions that line the street in this neighborhood.

      God knows this house is far too small for the two of us.
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      Two weeks plod by with Harlow, Low, and me doing the avoidance dance. She bakes up a storm, same warm, sweet chocolate brownies day after delicious day. I’m all too familiar with those brownies because she always leaves me a plate with tiny signs that read Try me!, Eat me, I’m delicious!, and Chocolate is proven to add years to a lifespan regardless of the fact you’re a sourpuss!  I had to chuckle at that last one. But, overall, it’s been a sweet, albeit unspoken gesture. I’ve come home to see her in action a few times and couldn’t help but note she’s got the same song playing on a loop—“Key Largo”. Something about its sweet backbeat is charming, just like her. She reminds me so much of Raven—all the best parts combined—and yet I’m not feeling brotherly toward her at all. But other than the brownies, we can’t seem to find any common ground. We’re still essentially strangers, just like we were the first day we met, or should I say since the day I had her arrested. If I see her coming, I’m going—and vice versa.

      But on this groggy, gray Sunday morning, we both happen to bump into one another at the coffee maker, me in my sweats and her in a pair of hot pink silk pj’s that swish like magic with each step she takes and bare feet with bright pink painted toenails that look like candy. Her hair is piled on her head in a messy bun, and her mascara is slightly smudged, giving her that sexy as all hell morning after look. Her nipples pierce through that silky top like pencil erasers, and I try my damnedest to keep my eyes above her neck. But she’s beautiful and she’s glowing with that I’ve just been fucked look in her eyes, and dear God help me because it feels as if I’m falling back down that rabbit hole I swore I’d never get near again for the rest of my life. Low is pulling me in, whether or not she knows it, by the balls, by the heart, and every last part of me is trying to convince itself I’m unwilling.

      “Did you have a guest last night?” I regret the words the second they leave my lips. I move quickly to get a mug from the cabinet before she decks me and pull out two instead.

      “Excuse me?” Her voice pitches in a way that assures me I’ve all but set the house on fire.

      I hand her a mug, and she plucks it rather aggressively while mouthing a brisk thank you through a scowl.

      “I just thought, you know. You look like you might have had a guest. You’ve got nice pj’s on, and you’ve got that look.” Crap. It’s like I’m fishing for trouble. And hell, I might be. Trouble would be more action in this house than I’ve had for weeks.

      She sucks in a hard breath, assuring me I’ve gone too far. I take it it’s too late to backtrack the hell out of this conversation.

      She steps into me, and I back up a notch. Her eyes squint into mine with an accusation before she ever opens her mouth. “Are you saying I look like I got fucked last night?”

      Crap. I try to make a break for the coffee maker, but she steps in front of me, blocking me off at the pass.

      Our eyes lock for a moment. Her features pinch to a genuine look of rage, her skin piques as pink as her nightshirt, and her entire face radiates with a sharp beauty that takes my breath away.

      “No, no.” I wince as I try to deny my way out of it, but we both know it’s too late for that. “I just—you know, you’re glowing. It’s a good look on you. Don’t get me wrong.”

      “Wow.” She lets out an incredulous huff. “I don’t know who made you the panty police, but no, I did not have a guest in my bedroom—or my vagina last night.”

      Panty police? Vagina?

      “Not that I would mind.” I hold out the coffeepot, and she hesitantly allows me to fill her mug. “You can do as you please. It’s kind of nice having someone else around. Please feel free to help yourself to whatever I have in the fridge or the pantry.”

      “Oh my God!” she barks so loud I nearly burn the shit out of myself as the coffee licks my hand. “It’s because I ate that moldy oldie yogurt you had collecting fuzz in the back of the refrigerator, isn’t it? Well, I’m sorry, but I happened to have a hankering for spoiled dairy last night. I’ll be sure to restock your supply once it curdles in my closet for a couple of weeks!” The veins in her neck distend, and she’s leaning forward, hand on hip, neck swaying from side-to-side, and I can’t help but think she’s sexy as hell when she’s feisty—and she happens to be feisty all the damn time.

      “I promise you, I didn’t notice the yogurt.” I lift my hands in surrender. “And I’m sorry about the mold. Please only eat the food that hasn’t reached its expiration date. I’ll try to clean out the fridge when I get a chance.” I offer a peaceable smile, and her face explodes from a rosy pink to beet red, bordering on pomegranate. It’s amazing how being nice to someone can set an ammunition factory shooting through their skull. I see it just about every day at the restaurant with its angry customers. Trying to defuse it is tantamount to dousing it in gasoline and then breathing fire, but something in me demands to light that fire.

      “Then this is about the rent!” Her hand flies in the air, and her coffee does a little dance along the rim of her mug. “I’ll have you know I’m this close to nailing down a paying job.” Her lips pull down to the side as if contesting the idea, and my mouth begs to cover them with mine. “And I promise you, each and every paycheck will be yours. In the meantime, I’ll do my best to vacate the premises asap.” She snarls my way with nostrils flaring, those marble green eyes red with rage. “And I’ll be sure to take all of my imaginary guests right along with me.” She leans in and sneers. “A girl is allowed to glow all on her own—and believe you me, buddy, I can make myself glow like a firefly.”

      On her own? As in she took care of business on her own? A smile twitches on my lips, but I don’t dare give it. Just the thought of her having all that fun just across the hall from me is enough to make my budding boner tick to life.

      “Gah!” She smacks her forehead with her palm. “That’s not what I meant! And don’t think for a minute I can’t see that perverted grin begging to take over!”

      “Look, why don’t you come by the restaurant tomorrow?” My shoulders slump, my chest decompresses as if throwing in the towel. Yes, she’s cantankerous, but she’s Raven’s friend—best friend apparently, and she has a need. “I’m hiring.”

      I wasn’t up until this moment, but I don’t mention it in the event it sets her off again. And judging by her track record—something as benign as good morning can send her off the rails.

      Her mouth flies open, her eyes widen as if I’ve just insulted her and I might have. She has a degree from WB. She’s probably not in the market for a waitressing gig down at the local—

      “I’ll be there.” She swallows hard as if trying to digest her pride. She glances down at my coffee a moment. “Would you like some creamer with that?”

      Our eyes latch onto one another. Her nipples dart out from the flimsy fabric of her nightshirt once again, and I can’t help but give a lazy smile. She’s hot and funny and conveniently trapped in my home. I’m still not sure if I should dock Raven a Christmas present or pen her a thank you. God knows I needed the distraction.

      “Is that a genuine question or an audition?”

      Her perky little lips twist in a bow. “Both.”

      A laugh rattles my chest, first one in weeks, and it feels damn good. Just as I’m about to tell her she’s got the job, my phone buzzes over the counter.

      There are some moments in life where you are certain you know what’s coming, and this is that moment for me. I let it ring over and over, my gaze falling upon it catatonic.

      “You want to get that?” Low’s voice comes out sweet, not laced with vinegar, the way I’ve known it to be.

      “I think I’ll let this one pass.” A moment later my phone pings, alerting me to the fact I’ve got a text. I head over and pick it up, roll it over in my hands, heavy as lead, and my body goes numb as I read the words.

      “Everything okay?” Low steps over softly as if not wanting to wake me from a dream. It’s more of a nightmare really.

      “Everything’s great.” I twitch my phone at her. “It was my mother. It seems my wife had her baby.”

      “Oh my God!” She struggles to land both her coffee and mine onto the counter. “You’re a dad! We’ve got to call Raven! What am I saying? I bet your mom called her, too. Oh, wow.” Her face brightens again. This time it’s all for me. “Congratulations! We got to get you to the hospital!” Her enthusiasm comes to an abrupt halt as she staggers back a bit. The pieces are falling into place, and none of them make sense. And I happen to agree with her on that point, too. “Wait a minute. You look like you’ve just had your entrails shoved down your throat. Is there a reason you’re not thrilled about the news? I mean, your wife just had a baby. I get that she’s not here. It doesn’t take a Mensa member to figure out there’s trouble in paradise—but a baby. I mean, you’re a dad now.”

      “No.” A dry smile pushes from me briefly. “I’m not the father. My brother is.”
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      “Your brother?”

      I hold my breath a moment, and he gives the slightest hint of a nod. He’s had those sad puppy dog eyes sealed over mine the second we started the caffeine tango, and now if coffee and creamer were the only things we had to worry about.

      “Does Raven know?” Good God! I feel as if I’ve stepped on a landmine and an entire treasure trove of Masterson family secrets just took out the walls around me.

      “She knows.” His eyes close for a moment, hiding those blue lenses of his from the world oh so briefly. His phone burps back to life, and the two of us straighten as if it had the power to level this room once again. “It’s my mother.” He offers a sour smile to his phone. “She thinks it would be a great idea if I paid them a visit.”

      I suck in another quick breath. “Are you kidding me?” I growl it out, incredulous, as if it were my own family that had eaten bonker-cakes for breakfast.

      “I’m not kidding.” He holds the phone between us.

      Please come! It will be a great way to put the past behind you and show them you’re above all this. The baby is here, and you’ve moved on.

      “Well, in that case.” I give a little shrug up at his marbled frame.

      “In that case, what?” All of the sorrow he held a moment ago melts right off, quickly replaced with annoyance at the idea of me siding with the enemy, or at least his mother.

      “You should probably do it. My sister, Lisa, has had two kids, and believe you me when I tell you she keeps a running shit list of the ingrates she once called relatives that didn’t visit her on D-Day.” That’s totally true. But then, Lisa has a bit of a hostile nature, thus the fact I’ve withheld from her the tiny little detail that I’m living with a man—a married man to boot. She’d jump into her truck and hightail it right out of Friar’s Corner to commit a little felony before dinner. Levi here thinks he has it bad now, but once Lisa is through with him, he’ll be begging for a bed in that den of disease right alongside his ex and her new little ankle biter.

      “In that case”—he gives a slow blink and moans—“I’m quite possibly already on everybody’s shit list in town, so I don’t think it’d matter much.”

      “Sure, it does. Not only will they never get to lord the prenatal unit malfeasance over your head for the next eighteen years, but you’ll prove to them you’ve happily moved on. I think your mom is brilliant.”

      “Have you met my mother?” Those dark brows of his twitch, and my stomach twitches in turn right along with them. Wow. I have to admit that Raven looks damn hot as a man. What the hell is up with his ex-wife, anyway? Why would she ever kick to the curb a beast like Levi? A wicked thought comes to me, and I shelf it for later.

      “No, technically, we’ve never met. I did see her from behind on move-in day freshman year, but that was before Raven and I actually knew one another, so an introduction wasn’t even on her mind. After that, she was sort of persona non grata.” Now it’s me wincing. “I mean that in the nicest way.”

      His chest trembles with a dry laugh. “You pegged it. She means well, though. And she’s trying harder than ever to pull our family back together. It’s just sort of a bigger job than she imagined.”

      “Raven is in Barbados this week.” I shrug as if apologizing for my inattentive bestie. She texted me this morning with a totally obscene picture of her tighty-whitey lineup, but I leave that lewd and more than slightly crude detail out of the conversation. The last thing poor Levi needs is a detailed account of his little sister’s newfound ball ogling hobby. Sure, she’s getting paid for the dirty endeavor but still, she’s a first-class pervert, and she knows it. “I know for a fact she would be championing for a Masterson reunion just as much as your mother if she were here.”

      “She very much is campaigning for just that.” He shakes his head in that wistful way that lets me know it’s useless. “And for that reason alone, I’m glad she’s out of town.” He glares out the window a moment as if he’s spotted that two-timing brother of his and he’s about to decapitate his little head and those two jingle bells dangling around its neck. “Chip and Mer aren’t really holding their breath for me to show up today. I can promise you, I’m the last thing on their mind.”

      There’s something about the tired way he said it that outlines the fact things had gone to shit for him rather succinctly and he’s still not over the situation. I can imagine a betrayal that big stays with you for life.

      A disbelieving growl works its way up my throat. “I think you are completely on the forefront of their mind. He’s your brother. And, well—she’s your ex.” A horrible thought comes to me. “She is your ex, isn’t she?” I’m pretty sure he called her his wife, but I’m assuming, and hoping, old habits die hard.

      “Nope.” His dimples dig in deep and take my stomach on one of those roller coaster rides the thirteen-year-old in me can appreciate. Yes, he’s cute, but he also happens to be injured. Just because a cow gets tipped over doesn’t mean you should be having filet mignon later that night. Wait—is that how the saying goes? My God, is that even a saying? Great. I’ve dragged a bovine into this for nothing. “She’s my wife. At least for another few weeks while we close up shop on that disaster.”

      “That disaster?” I muse. “Sounds like the nuptials were a barrel of laughs.” While they lasted. Selfishly, I’m a bit relieved he’s given her the big heave-ho. She so deserved it.

      “If you think getting tangled in a barbed wire blanket is fun, then yes.”

      Oh my God, that totally means his wife slept with his brother while she was still on the marriage clock! Holy crap, she’s a skank to end all skanks! And that brother. We should have a weenie roast instead of that filet mignon and we should use Chip’s teeny weenie to do it.

      “Nickel for your thoughts.” His lips twitch as if he’s daring himself to smile.

      “I would give them to you for nothing, but I’ve just internally insulted your wife and blood relation to the point of no return. I think it’s safe to say you have your own thoughts on the subject. How about we get dressed and get down to the hospital in an hour? I still have a few nickels to rub together. I’m buying lunch after. You like Chinese?”

      His mouth opens and closes as he considers the prospect before his spine goes rigid. “Did you say we?” He’s back to being perplexed with those dark brows, those day-glow Raven-blue eyes—well, technically, they’re a bit more aqua-gorgeous-marine, and it takes everything I’ve got not to say aww as if he just morphed into a baby bunny. Who am I kidding? Levi Masterson is no bunny rabbit. He’s more of a tiger—one of those exotic black and white ones with those commanding ocean-colored eyes that hypnotize you with their beauty.

      “Hell yes, I said we.” I scoot him right out of the kitchen and down the hall. “Take a quick shower, or better yet toss on a baseball cap. Your man stink and my messy hair will give off all the wrong vibes.” I give a quick wink, and he recoils a moment.

      “I don’t stink. But I’m taking a shower just in case.” He starts for his bedroom before glancing back at me. “You really think this is the right thing to do?”

      “I promise you, Levi, I would never lead you astray.” Unless that crooked path leads to my bedroom. As obnoxious as he’s been to live with, I wouldn’t object to having him bark out a few orders in the bedroom.

      He takes off, and my gaze lingers over that void he leaves in his wake. My blood boils over the fact his brother and his wife of all people stuck a stake in his heart and now have a bona fide baby stake to flaunt in front of him for the next umpteen years. Imagine being an uncle to your own wife’s child.

      I’m so livid I’m seeing red. You’d think I was the one who was cheated on so horribly. I head into my room and pull out my Sunday best. I have been cheated on, stepped on, taken out with yesterday’s trash, and I know what it feels like. It feels like shit. If my best friend can’t be here to comfort her favorite brother in his time of need, I will happily step up to the Masterson family plate—not that I’m keenly aware of the fact Raven has a favorite brother. But after doing the scoundrel brother math, I’m pretty darn sure I’m right. Raven has always been there for me, wiped away all my tears, moved heaven and earth to make things better. I will, for damn sure, do the same for her.

      I hold a red dress up to myself in the mirror, the one that hugs my curves, tells every male within eyeshot what goes where and why, and I give a slow maniacal smile.

      Yes, I’ll take care of Levi Masterson while Raven is away. And I know just how to do it. Those assholes cradling that sweet innocent baby won’t know what hit them.

      Levi won’t either.
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      The drive to Hollow Brook General is a relatively quick one, but with Levi behind the wheel and his panache for taking every alternative route possible it’s taken almost forty minutes. We finally park and get out of his fancy ride, and I head over and smooth the wrinkles from his dress shirt with my hands. Holy hell, this boy’s body is made one hundred percent of steel—or titanium. Oh hell, I happened to catch a glimpse of him shirtless last week—this boy is platinum through and through.

      “Everything okay down there?” His warm voice strums over me, and I come to from the impromptu massage I’ve accidentally offered up his chest.

      “Oh, um, yes.” My finger vibrates with delight long after I’ve returned my hands to my sides. It’s not my fault I couldn’t contain the need to attack him. He showered and trimmed down that scruff on his cheeks just enough to make my panties spontaneously combust. With that dark hair and those siren eyes, it’s a rather lethal combo, and if I’m being entirely honest, why, yes, I did have a good time last night in my bedroom. So what if I was riding that rodeo solo? I haven’t been with a man in so long I’ve forgotten what a ride for two feels like. I’m essentially a born-again virgin, and, well, the way Levi was grunting and moaning while watching a baseball game last night—he might be responsible for getting me a little hot and bothered. I may have had a serious transference issue between him and my hand, but in my defense, the sound of his roaring cheers set me over the sexual edge, and God knows there was no coming back from that one.

      We head in, and I practically have to yank him into the gift shop.

      “There’s no way we’re going up empty-handed. Nothing says grudge like showing up without a teddy bear. What did they have, anyway? Do you happen to know?” Just as I’m about to text Raven and get the chromosomal deets, he nods to a giant pink panda.

      “It’s a girl!” I head over and hug the cute little thing. “Don’t worry. You’re still an uncle, not an aunt.” I give a playful smile as I pick up a small bouquet of pink roses and a Mylar balloon on a stick that reads Thank heaven for little girls! “Too much?”

      His eyes bug out as if suggesting the drive over was too much, and before he can open those full lips—and my God, Levi Masterson does have perfectly full, adorable as all hell lips. My tongue does a revolution around my own damn lips just thinking of them.

      “Never you mind,” I say sternly as I head to the cashier and whip out my wallet.

      “No way, no how.” He outguns me with the Visa, and sixty-three dollars later, the elevator deposits us on the third floor amidst the ketchup-like scents and hearty moans of women in labor. A harrowing scream emits to our left.

      I lean against him. I meant to rib him, but my uterus recoiled so hard it nearly knocked me over. “And that, my friend, is why I will never do the tush-push with an entire human being on the wrong end of my hoohaw.” My face heats ten shades of hellfire. Did I really just say hoohaw to Raven’s older, handsome, skin over steel big bro? I glance up and give a sheepish smile. For the most part, Levi has been frozen into submission ever since we got out of the car, and my heart breaks for him.

      “Come here.” I gently lead him to the corner as the woman in the room to our left insults man and God and every person she’s ever known in one long rambling cry of desperation in an effort to escape her personal hell.

      I hook my finger under that scruff beneath his chin and force those baby blues to zone in on me. Levi’s chest thumps with a quiet laugh and his eyes smile all their own as they do just that, and my stomach squeezes tight just having this beautiful man’s attention.

      I clear my throat.  “I know we haven’t known one another for very long. I know that you probably think I’m a lunatic—and trust me, you’re not that far off base.” Perhaps this moment, the most vulnerable time in this man’s life, isn’t the best time to discuss your precarious psychiatric standing, not that there is an official diagnosis, but I’ve long suspected I’ve been a sandwich shy of a picnic for a while—and I mean that in a good way. “But I want you to know that I love your sister.” Something deep down in my bones shivers when I say those words to him, and for a moment I wonder if I had imagined that I said Raven’s name at all. “And because I care so deeply about her, I care deeply about you by default. Plus, you’re letting me sleep in your home, eat your old food”—we share a small laugh—“and you’ve let me see you shirtless on more than one occasion.”

      His head backs up a notch as if I’ve just blown him over.

      Note to self: confession might be good for the soul, but it’s probably most beneficial when done in a dark room with a partition and a crucifix between you.

      “Harlow.” His voice is hoarse and just below a whisper.

      “Just Low.”

      “Low.” That dimpled grin of his lasts less than second. “Thank you. I can’t tell you what it means to me to have your support.” His thumb brushes over my cheek and sets off a riot of pleasure-filled tremors through me. Those blue lasers of his dig into me, and I can feel the heat of his stare gliding over my face all at once, leaving me painfully exposed. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “Oh, but I did.” I blink back tears that came uninvited. “Raven has done an entire list of the most outlandishly kind things for me.” I hook my arm through his and lead him down to the nurses’ station. “Like these shoes for example?” I kick a Louboutin clad foot in the air. “You practically need to cough up blood money to go home with a pair, and I merely complimented Raven on hers just once, and, poof, the next day there was a box in my closet with a shiny red bow. She said it was a belated birthday gift she forgot to give me.”

      He trembles out a warm laugh, and my shoulder bounces along with his chest. It feels nice like this with Levi by my side. Hell, it feels nice with a warm body in general, but let’s face it, Levi isn’t exactly hard on the eyes.

      One of the nurses greets us, her hand still dipped in a box of chocolates sitting on the counter. “Which lucky patient are we here to see today?” She looks chipper and gleefully glad to be here, not at all like a woman who stares down at the working end of baby makers for a living. There are many career paths I have entertained in life—and ironically secretary at a window factory was not one of them, but neither was lady-business supervisor either. I’d have to boil my hands in oil if their sole purpose for eight hours straight was excavating small children from the inside of bloodied vaginas.

      Levi leans in. “Meredith Masterson.”

      My stomach tenses when I hear her full name—especially the part that’s still legally gifted from him.

      “Straight down the hall. Last room on the right.”

      “Last room on the right.” I clutch the pink panda a bit tighter as my nerves ratchet up, because for one I haven’t exactly clued Levi here in on my little plan. I bite down hard over my bottom lip and damn near draw blood as we land at the last room on the right—pausing a moment to take a breather. I look up and get lost in Levi Masterson’s velvet gaze, those lips that look like they were born for trouble and perhaps munching on the most magnificent of all meals—me.

      I shake the thought out of my head. What the hell am I thinking? Damn hormones. In fact, this entire place is leaching hormones. It’s that whole cycle-sister thing on steroids. My ovaries are practically hostage to their unnatural desire to get sprayed by Levi’s baby batter.

      “You ready to do this?” I whisper, unsure myself whether or not I’m indeed ready. He gives a solemn nod as his chest widens in girth with his next breath. “Okay then. If anyone asks—my name is Evie Slater.” A name that I completely made up on the fly. Come to think of it, a little Google Fu might have been beneficial in the event Evie Slater does exist and has a burgeoning career in the porn circuit.

      “What?” His eyes grow wide with horror and you’d think I just suggested he sever off his dick as a show of affection for the happy couple judging by how both frightened and baffled he appears.

      “Just follow my lead.” I give a gentle knock to the door and yank him into the room with me.

      “Come in!” An older version of my best friend hovers just this side of a shower curtain billowing like a cloud. Her eyes go straight to her poor cuckold son. This may not be nineteenth century England, but the archaic word adds a sad old-world charm to the family saga unfolding around us. And face it—cuckold sounds a hell of a lot nicer than fucked over by his wife and brother. “Oh my God, you came!”

      “Who is it, Mom?” a decidedly female voice calls from the other side of the shower curtain divide, and Levi’s jaw tightens. That must be his ex. The audacity she has to call her Mom! I don’t care if she’s sleeping with an entire fleet of Masterson boys. Once you break your husband’s heart by letting his brother dip his wick into you, it’s right back to formal monikers as far as the in-laws go.

      “It’s Levi!” His mother goes pale as she examines me from head to foot. Come to think of it, perhaps a tight red bandage dress coupled with my best kicks wasn’t exactly maternity suite attire.

      “Oh, for God’s sake”—his ex cries out in exasperation—“open the curtain. There’s nothing here he hasn’t seen before.”

      The curtain whooshes open, obnoxiously loud and thrashing, as a petite woman in scrubs whistles right by us. But it’s not the shrill of the curtain, or the tiny nurse that has me frazzled—it’s the fact there is a very spread eagle, very vaginally damaged woman waving cheerily to us from the head of the bed.

      “Don’t mind me. I busted a stitch last night. The little shit split me in two like she was driving a Mack truck right out of my ass.”

      “Holy hell,” I whisper. My gaze is still locked on her swollen and bloodied, battered and bruised—and have I mentioned bloodied—lady parts that look as if they were sewn together by Dr. Frankenstein himself.

      “What’s this?” the girl chirps. “Is this a guest?” She says guest as if it were a four-letter word.

      Everything in me freezes as she inspects me with a self-righteous glare. Oh my God, oh my God! Pull it the hell together! I take a sharp breath and command myself to look away from the carnage. She probably deserved to have a Mack truck driven through her lady parts, and I’m pretty sure that by “little shit” she was referencing the baby she just brought into this world. I’d venture to guess she hasn’t spent enough time with the little babe in question to properly assert such a vitriolic nickname, but I’d also venture to guess if given enough exposure to her mother’s charms for the next fifteen years or so that nickname might apply just yet.

      “Evie Slater,” I say it loud enough for all to hear, and Levi’s head spins my way as if it were on a swivel. I’m quick to take up his hand and draw it close. “I hope you don’t mind. Levi here brought me along for the ride. We don’t do too many things without each other these days.” I bat my lashes up at him and meet with a look of terror in his eyes.

      “Is that so?” The girl hikes up on her elbows, craning her neck to get a better look at me from over her knees, so I do the only thing I can—step away from her damaged lady flower and head over to introduce myself properly.

      So this is Meredith. I can’t help but frown when I see her. She’s pretty in an older, butch sort of way, stiff features, brunette with freckles, unfriendly eyes with bald eyebrows that look as if she took a razor to them. Her hair is slicked back into a hard bun, and she has an overall plain as a pancake look about her.

      “I’m Evie,” I say, still clutching his hand with a death grip in fear he’ll soon discover it’s all too much for him and bolt. “Levi’s girlfriend.” He gives my hand a hard squeeze right down to the bone, but there’s no way in hell I’m making eye contact with him right now. “We’ve been together for eons now. I’m sorry we’re sort of springing this on you today of all days.” A quick smile darts to my lips that screams sorry not sorry.

      Her lips contort as if she was genuinely pissed, and I throw a ticker tape parade on the inside. Score one for Team Levi. Screw his brother, will you? This ought to teach you a lesson.

      She clicks her tongue my way, fully examining me, taking in the curves of my dress, and the disgust on her face only seems to grow. “A little young, isn’t she?”

      “Oh, I don’t mind the age difference.” I reach up and give his scruff a playful scratch, and my insides explode at how vexingly sexy it feels to do just that. Levi bites down over his bottom lip—most likely to keep from rattling off an entire list of expletives I’m sure he’d like to share with me right about now—but I’d like to think we were having a genuine moment.

      “I’m Bonnie.” His mother leans in with a hand extended, and I’m quick to shake it. “You’re not one of Raven’s friends, are you?”

      “Oh!” My entire body seizes upright. Dear God! I can’t lie to his mother, can I? “I’ve seen her around, here and there.” That about sums up the relationship I’ve had with my bestie for the last few years. Nothing but a rare sighting in the wild. Raven is more elusive than Bigfoot these days.

      Bonnie squints my way as if trying to place me. And I pray that through the curse of modern technology Raven hasn’t sent her a dozen pictures of her bestie. “There is something familiar about you, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.” My God, if she recalls freshman orientation, then this woman has a memory like a steel rattrap. “I like you.” She announces that last part with vigor. “Something tells me that you and Raven will get along just fine.”

      “I think you’re right.” In fact, I know she is. Unless, of course, Raven finds out about Evie Slater. In that case, things will fall to shit rather quickly.

      Levi does a quick glance around while the nurses wrap up their biology experiment gone awry at the foot of the bed and cover up Meredith’s mangled rose from the view of prying eyes.

      “Congratulations.” Levi takes in a never-ending breath, and for a moment I’m afraid he might actually blow up. “Where’s the little lady of the hour?”

      “Bleh.” Meredith makes a face like she might vomit. “She cried nonstop, so I had the nurses take her back to the baby farm.” She chortles at her own stale joke.

      Bonnie cringes as if it offended her, and it should. It’s her granddaughter the woman is trying to rid herself of. If her attitude is an indication of what her maternal nature is like, then this child might be better off on any kind of farm far, far away from the woman who bore her.

      “Chip went with the nurse to bring her back.” She wrinkles her nose at the two of us, and a silence clots up the room while the three of them play ping-pong with their eyeballs.

      A small knock erupts at the door just as an acrylic bassinet is wheeled through the door.

      “Here she is!” A man bursts in right along with it wearing the exact same sexy face as Levi, and my stomach drops through the floor. He smiles over at us, and his features quickly morph into something just this side of shock. “And here you are.” He looks to Levi with apprehension, as if unsure if he’s about to get handed a cigar or a fist to the jaw—perhaps both. “Levi.” He stops cold with the bassinet between us like a shield.

      Levi takes a step in. “Chip.”

      It’s only then I figure out that indeed I’m seeing double.

      Oh, my ever-loving shit! They’re twins! And seemingly identical at that. So not fair.

      Wait a doubling-loving minute! What if Meredith here thought she was indeed sleeping with her husband when she accidentally—most likely on purpose—let his twin’s big dick fall into that cave at the base of her legs? God knows the Masterson clan is fifty shades of fucked up.

      Chip, the Levi lookalike, leans in my way. “Who’s this?” A lewd smile glides up one cheek as if it were me he was looking to impregnate next. It’s not like he’s above sidestepping his brother—as evidenced by the burrito with a tiny peach face. And, oh my God, she’s so darn cute! Okay, so there might be far worse things than having Levi’s hot twin impregnate me on the fly. Wow. I’m breathless at the beauty this tiny being exudes, and for a fleeting moment I consider taking Chip into the nearest hallway and getting my own baby show on the road.

      I blink back to life and extend a hand his way. “Evie Slater.” He gives a firm shake, and I scowl at him without meaning to because I suddenly remember whose side I’m on. “I’m Levi’s plus one. Congratulations on the baby. She sure is cute. What’s her name?”

      Bonnie claps up a storm. “That’s the million-dollar question! Chip and Meredith were just about to share the big news.” She bops over and plucks the tiny tot out of her acrylic confinement. She’s small as a kitten, and the scent of fresh washed linen and all things baby wafts on by along with her. I swear on all that is holy, my ovaries just screamed for a swollen vagina of my own.

      Chip comes in close and examines me with those eyes veiled in sadness as if he felt sorry for me—or Levi, I can’t tell which.

      “How long has this been going on?” He flicks a finger my way while referencing me as an inanimate object.

      “I guess he likes them young.” Meredith pipes up as if anyone cared about her two-timing, vag-bleeding opinion.

      Levi wraps his arms around me from behind and warms my entire body with his as if we were a genuine couple. And for a fleeting moment something deep down inside of me says we could be. Who am I kidding? That something deep inside me is my clitoris, which happens to be trembling like mad at the moment due to the fact there’s a quasi-sexual prospect on the table.

      Levi clears his throat. “This is a woman, and she has a name—Evie,” he says it hesitantly. “I don’t think it’s anyone’s business how long this or anything in my life has been going on.”

      Chip grimaces a moment. “Fair enough.”

      “Congratulations on the baby.” Levi gives my hips a squeeze as if it were me he was congratulating, and just like that, my ovaries blow up on command.

      My face heats like an oven as I burrow up against him. Of all the places I’ve imagined getting my groove on, a maternity ward with the dude’s ex, brother, and mother looking on were nowhere near the raunchy list. I let out a slight moan without meaning to, and all three sets of eyes that are trained on us pop wide open.

      I straighten and try my best to catch my breath. Crap. It’s not my fault all the free radical pheromones shooting around this place have put me in a baby making mood. I always suspected my children would love their Auntie Raven, but this takes Auntie Raven to a whole other level.

      Levi pulls me in close once again, his heated chest covering my back. “She’s beautiful.” He lays his head to rest on my shoulder as he peers over at the tiny pink bundle, and there’s something alarmingly normal about this moment. Something about this act, this comfortable hold he has on me feels all too real, like it’s not an act at all. It probably has something to do with the fact Raven’s face is in this room in triplicate, and God knows Raven has always felt like family.

      Meredith looks sheepishly to Chip as he comes around to her side. Bonnie lays the baby between them, and I can feel Levi go rigid behind me.

      “There,” Bonnie sings. “A perfect little family.”

      Meredith shoots a quiet look to Levi, and Chip does the same.

      I don’t see anything perfect about this. And judging by the fact Levi stopped breathing altogether, neither does he.

      He sighs hard over my shoulder as if proving me wrong. “So, what’s my little niece’s name?” His voice comes out sad and drawn out, and my heart breaks for him.

      Chip looks to his ho, then to his mother, and finally to Levi. “Her name is Maxwell Masterson.”

      A gasp comes from his mother, and I can feel Levi drawing in a nice long breath himself.

      Maxwell. That doesn’t sound very feminine, but I’ll be the first to admit it’s adorable. Just think of all the cute little nicknames that can go along with it? Maxine, Maxie, Max. Face it, she’s going to be a doll. If that were my niece, I’d run out right this minute and buy her every pink frilly dress I could get my hands on. And then it hits me. Raven just became an official aunt today, and tears come to my eyes.

      “Where did you get the name?” There. I put an end to the deafening silence myself. “I absolutely love it.”

      Levi pulls me in close as if he needed me to ground him. “It was my father’s name. It was something I thought I would name my own little girl someday.”

      My mouth falls open as I look to Meredith and Chip in horror.

      They might be new parents, but something tells me they’re old monsters.

      I twist in Levi’s arms and take in that harrowing look of sadness etched over his perfect features.

      And I do the very thing I figure Raven would do.

      I wrap my arms around this beautiful man and hold him.
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      Maxwell Masterson.

      A part of me begs to cry rivers at the sound of my father’s name. The other part of me demands to spit nails at the two holding that little angel. Meredith knew. She knew that was the name we picked out for our child, no matter if it were a boy or a girl. It was a done deal, sealed forever just like my father’s casket. The nightmare that ensued last year plays back in my mind as if calling me out on the lie, and I push the thought right back out.

      I force myself to take a breath, and my chest expands over Low’s sweet body, her tits pressed tight up against me, soft as cushions. As soon as I saw her in this tight red dress, I knew the hospital was the last place I wanted to take her—especially with this crew around. I sure as hell didn’t want to take her to the bar and parade her around Axel and Brody. Nope. A selfish part of me wanted to take her somewhere quiet, someplace where we could be alone. Alone has been my favorite place to be as of late, so it doesn’t surprise me.

      “Maxwell.” I pull back, and my lids open lazily to find Low’s gaze already pinned to mine. Low has gorgeous, oversized, almond-shaped eyes, green on the outside with hazel feathers creating a whirlpool of shadow in the center. They’re complex, just like her. “That’s a beautiful name.” And I deeply regret with everything in me that I blurted out the fact it was something I would have loved to have named my own child.

      “Is that true?” Chip cuts a dark glance to Meredith. “Did you plan to use that name with Levi?”

      Meredith’s cheeks light up, uneven and blotchy. That’s the thing about Mer. Whenever she blushes, it looks as if she took a fresh slap to the face. “I don’t know. Anyway, I’m pretty sure I thought of it. I always did have to do everything on my own.” She clips out those last words like the barb they were meant to be.

      The shrill cry of a phone disrupts the silence, and the baby begins to squirm.

      “Oh!” Mom jumps and begins digging in her purse. “Damn thing is never around when you need it.”

      “Hurry the hell up,” Mer barks. “You’ll wake her up, and it’ll be babygeddon all over again.” She grunts my way. “She didn’t sleep a wink last night, so you’ll have to excuse me if I’m a little cranky.” She glares at both Low and me. A part of me wants to laugh at the irony. Mer herself came out of the womb cranky and hasn’t let up yet.

      “She just got here.” I’m shockingly quick to defend my new little niece. “She wanted to check the place out.”

      “Aha!” Mom lifts her phone in the air, only to have it jump from her grasp like a slippery fish. “It’s Raven! She’s trying to do that fancy face thing,” she trills, and Low hitches a breath as if she’s about to have her identity unmasked.

      “You know”—she lifts a cherry red fingernail in the air—“I think I’m going to jump in the hall and find the little girls’ room.” Low gives a gentle scratch to my cheek before pinching them together. “Don’t you leave me, Boobear!” She bites down on her lips as if holding back a laugh.

      “All right, Peaches.” I pull her in for a quick embrace.

      “Peaches?” she mouths, perplexed by the name.

      I bury my lips near her ear and whisper, “It was that or Waffles.” True story. Ever since Low walked into my life, she’s held the scent of that sweet summer fruit, but at the moment I’m craving to take a bite out of her, and the last time I craved something this bad was waffles.

      “Waffles,” she huffs to herself as she speeds out the door.

      Mom and Raven are busy chatting it up while facetiming with Meredith, so Chip takes a moment and steps my way.

      His arms are folded tight against his chest, and his chin is tucked down, eyes looking up at me from under his brows, all of which signify the fact he’s pissed.

      “What’s chewing on your balls?” I fold my arms in a mirrored response that was far more instinctual than it ever was intentional.

      “What’s with the girl?” He glances at the empty doorway, and I take a step back.

      “Why? You need a spare?” A dull laugh bumps through me. It’s the first time I’ve spoken to my brother in months, and it’s about a girl—not my wife, not the daughter he just had with my wife, but Low.

      “Dude.” He bows his head a moment and pinches his eyes shut. “No, I don’t need a spare.” He looks over at me, the whites of his eyes lost in crimson tracks. “I was just asking. It looked pretty serious.”

      “It is pretty serious. And she’s pretty hot. She’s also nice, and kind, and caring.” I hope. “Anything else?”

      “Yes.” He shoots a quick glance over his shoulder at the melee still unfolding between Mom and Meredith, and, of course, Raven who is screaming her lungs out at how adorable her new little niece is, and she’s right. The sound of my sister’s voice is like a melody sweeping through the room. I miss her.

      Chip steps in so close I can feel the anxiety radiating off him like a summer sidewalk. “I’m sorry.”

      And just like that, it feels as if the floor dropped out from underneath me. In truth, I had envisioned my brother apologizing to me in far more creative ways—for one, with my shoe jammed down his throat. But here in the very room where his—my wife gave birth to his first child feels a bit cheap, maybe even like a cop-out.

      Raven’s voice cuts out, and the room grows quiet. Low whisks back in as if on cue, and that sweet country scent that’s pulled me to her from the beginning follows her in.

      “Congratulations again.” I nod toward Mer, to my mother, but my eyes snag on my brother’s, his face. I know every familiar inch of it. We have always essentially been the very same person, same taste in women, which explains his attraction to Mer, to Low—but that doesn’t mean he can freely pluck them from my arms.

      “We’ll see you later!” Low cries out as I speed us toward the door. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing a lot of one another. Boobear and I do everything together. And I do mean everything!”

      We get to the other side of the door, and I take a moment to pause and catch my breath. Low slowly loosens her grip on my hand, and I’m quick to regain my hold on her.

      “Not so fast, Peaches.”

      She cowers a moment, biting down on her lower lip, but it’s that mischievous look in her eyes that lets me know she’s enjoyed every single moment. “You’re not mad, are you?” She gives a little wink when she says it.

      A moment swills between us. Those pouty lips of hers call out to me like candy just begging me to take a bite. “Nope. Not mad. How about we grab some food and you can fill me in on our budding relationship?”

      She wraps an arm around my waist as we make our way down the hall. “Anything for you, Boobear.”

      [image: ]

      The double barbeque bacon and jalapeño jack cheeseburger at The Sloppy Pelican just so happens to be my favorite menu option. I could easily eat three in one sitting, and yet here I am seated across from Low Hartley unable to take a single bite.

      “So, what’s up with Bertie Higgins?”

      “Bertie who?” She looks perplexed as she racks her brain. “Was he Beta Kappa Phi? I never could keep those frat brat names straight.”

      “No, he’s Key Largo—as in the singer of that song you like to play on a loop. What’s the story behind it?”

      “Oh, it’s a stress thing.” She eyes the overgrown salad before her as if it too might be a stress thing. “When I was a kid—about seven or eight, my dad and I went out for milk. It was on the radio, and he sang along. He looked really happy that day. My dad was not known for being happy. Anyway, he took off shortly thereafter. I heard the song again years later, and it brought me back to that car ride—one of the last times my family was whole, and well, I sort of listened to it on a loop. Over the years, I guess you can say it’s become a musical crutch.” She spikes up in her seat and blinks back tears. “But that’s enough about that.” Low dives straight into her salad, and I can tell there is a lot of unresolved pain stemming from the fact her dad took off. An instant anger percolates in me over the fact. How could anyone leave their kid behind? Especially someone like Low. She’s bright and beautiful, and it’s clear it was his loss. A big one at that.

      “Mmm.” She lifts a fork as she enjoys her Chinese chicken salad served in what amounts to a mixing bowl. “So good.” She washes it down with her lemonade. “Really good, actually.” She glances back at the bar before leaning in. “I’m sorry about calling your food plastic. It was totally a barb meant specifically to take you down a notch for that whole arrest thing.” She tips her head to the side as if the ball was in my court.

      “Apology accepted. And believe me, I’m relieved to know I’m not subjecting you to lumps of manufactured synthetics.” That hellish night comes tumbling to the forefront of my mind. As soon as Low stepped into the place, it was as if a light switch went on inside of me. It’s still on. As much as I don’t want to admit it, she ignites something in me, makes me feel alive and needed, wanted on some level.

      “And?” Her teeth graze over her bottom lip, quick and bright as shooting stars. “You realize what comes next, right?”

      My mouth opens, then closes. I realize what comes next—an apology, but technically, I’m not the one who had her arrested.

      “Wow”—she blinks back incredulously, and as much as it makes me sound like a bastard to say this, she looks hot as hell when she gets all worked up. “Your sister graduated summa cum laude with highest honors. You sure you’re related?”

      A sharp laugh barks out of me. “I graduated Order of the Coif when I received my Juris Doctor.”

      “A legal eagle, huh?” Her brows twitch with curiosity as she takes another sip. “Are you a Briggs’ man?”

      “That’s right. I did my undergraduate work there before heading to the Flynn School of Law.” Flynn is WB’s very own law school and a most impressive one at that. “It’s where I met Axel, the third and silent partner in The Sloppy Pelican.” Ax is the one who pulled the patrol car trigger on poor Low, but since her wrath reaches far and wide, I think I’ll spare him of it in general. We may have dropped the charges, but it doesn’t lessen the sting of what happened that night.

      “Well, aren’t you just a Briggs’ boy through and through?” She takes another enthusiastic bite out of her food, and this time her eyes close and she lets out a guttural groan that works its way up from that secret place a noise that glorious can only come from and my dick ticks to life.

      “That would be me. And you? You mentioned you roomed with Raven. So, you’re a sorority girl I take it?”

      “Kappa Gamma Gamma.” She thrusts an enthusiastic fist in the air and accidentally kicks me under the table. “Sorry.” She makes a face. “Speaking of that little S word, you sure you don’t have anything you’d like to say to me regarding the night we met?”

      I lean back, doing my best to hide the smug grin waiting to burst on the scene. “I may have forgotten to tell you there’s a spare key under the mat by the back door.” I scan the ceiling a moment. “And—that’s it.”

      “Ugh.” She lets out a strangled cry. “You’re impossible. And in that way, I can honestly say you’re exactly like your sister. And yes, I’m a Briggs’ girl. Bachelor’s in business just like your not-so-sweet little sis.” She gives a sly wink as if we were both in on this joke, and my stomach sours. The last thing I want to know is some salty truths about my sister. As far as I’m concerned, yes, she is my sweet little sis. “I graduated cum laude.” She shrugs as if it weren’t good enough. “Raven went on to do her graduate work. It only took a year, and she begged me to join her, but no—” she rolls her eyes as she exaggerates the word—“I didn’t see what an extra degree would get me, so I opted to get right out into the real world. And five years later, I’m an unemployed window salesman’s secretary while Raven globetrots around the world with an army of half-naked men who could qualify to form their own boy band. And yet, life in all its ironic glory has landed me homeless and eating out of the merciful hand of her family.” She knocks back half of her lemonade, and I’m guessing she’s wishing it was something far stronger.

      “It’s not all that bad. I’ve just officially hired you as the new head waitress of The Sloppy Pelican.”

      Her pretty pink lips part with surprise. “Head waitress? Is that a thing?”

      “It is now.”

      She smacks me over the arm. “So, tell me Boobear. What sparked this lawyer seated before me to turn into a restaurateur?”

      “Would you believe me if I told you time and money?”

      “Time and money rule the world. Why wouldn’t I believe you? Unless, of course, you don’t mean it in the traditional sense.” She pushes her salad forward, signifying she’s through with it, and yet it hardly looks as if she put a dent into it. Food waste is something I’m always looking to correct. Most all of the patrons end up taking more than half their plate home, which I’m hoping is a good thing. Bang for the buck. That has been my battle cry with this place while it was still in conception.

      “You are a smart cookie because, no, I don’t mean in the traditional sense. I wanted something that would eat up all my time and something that wouldn’t necessarily make me all that much money—at least not in the beginning. But I’m ready for that to change now.”

      “Do tell.” She pulls my plate over and points to it as if asking for permission and I’m quick to nod.

      “Go for it.” I think on it for a minute. “After the mess my marriage turned into, I couldn’t think straight, let alone work on cases twenty-four seven. I needed a change. I was busting my ass at Collins and Associates. It’s Axel’s father’s firm. Axel is the one who called the cops on you that night, so technically, it’s him you need to seek your apology from.” I give a quick wink. There. I outted Axel after all. I couldn’t help it, though. There’s something about this girl that could wrangle every username and password out of me if she wanted. “I wasn’t chasing dollars. I didn’t have a prenup with Meredith, and I didn’t know what she’d want out of the divorce—but it’s been amicable so far and should crash to a conclusion in a few weeks. So after that, I’m up for earning copious amounts of tender green government-issued funds.” I give a shit-eating grin at the thought.

      “So this whole Sloppy Pelican thing is more or less your way of reinventing yourself. Me likes.” She gives a silent applause. “Are you open to suggestions? Because I happen to be a world-class foodie on top of being a world-class know-it-all. But I’m wise enough to keep my opinions to myself unless otherwise solicited.”

      “I’m all ears.” I fold my hands and bounce them over the table. A smug smile takes over because I happen to know the menu at The Pelican is ironclad. Axel, Brody, and I went over it, studied it—hell, we all but married it. It’s perfect. I’d be curious to know what area she thinks could use improvement.

      “First?” She holds up her lemonade and shakes her head. “You’ve got a great base here, not too sweet, not too sour—but really? Just lemonade? A place like this isn’t exactly reinventing the wheel. There is one other bar-slash-eatery in town, and it’s called the Black Bear Saloon. Judging by the average-at-best menu options at play, I’d venture to say they’re eating your lunch. Literally.” My brows peak because that was the last thing I expected to hear, and come to think of it, she’s probably right. Average. I’ve always hated that word. “The thing you’ve got going for you is the fact you’re not across the street from a major university. The last time I went to the Black Bear I was accosted ten times by frat boys while on the way back to my seat from the restroom.” She gives a quick visual sweep of the clientele. “And judging by your demographics, my odds are better of being offered a solid insurance premium or in the least being handed a pamphlet by some over enthusiastic AARP member.”

      My stomach takes a nosedive. “Why the hell did you have to drag the AARP into this?” I slump in my seat because I’m suddenly eating shit pie twice in one day.

      “Don’t despair, Boobear. Your vibe is good. I like the whole rustic old mine feel. Love the fact all the drinks are delivered in Mason jars, and the reclaimed wood you lined the walls with must have set you back a couple dozen rolls of nickels.”

      My chest pumps with a silent laugh because it set me back fifty grand.

      “But outside of the location there’s not much to differentiate yourself from the Black Bear. I think you should capitalize off the fact you’re catering to graduates—adults with sophisticated palates. All the fun of the Black Bear sans the annoying frat boys and sorority sluts—excuse my language.” Her lips purse and for a second it looks as if she’s blowing me a kiss, and every last part of me wishes she were.

      “I like where you’re going with this.” But I can’t help but frown because I really thought we nailed it when it came to this place. I don’t like being wrong. Although this doesn’t surprise me. I’ve been wrong regarding just about everything this past year alone. “Anything else?” I’m not sure why I asked. But Low looks as if she’s about to burst like a piñata.

      “God, yes.” She leans as if she’s been dying to spew this news for years. “The Black Bear has a live band, and you’re still spinning records. No offense, but you’re streaming a public radio station that I can pick up in my car. The last thing I want is to leave my beat-up Honda and head inside to a premier dining establishment for what I’m hoping will be an out-of-the-ordinary experience—and it will be when I’m through with this place—just to hear the same crappy station I had blasting through my crappy speakers.” Something about the way she says it makes me crave her ten times more than I was when I saw her in that dress this morning. “Not to mention the fact that commercials touting the best qualities of the mattress factories’ latest and greatest offering do not a delicious mood make. You need to woo your guests. Sure, you got them through the door, but will they come back? Face it, you can get average food and average service just about anywhere these days. What you need is superior food and superior service.” She claps her hands just once, and my heart thumps because I can feel it coming. “That’s where I come in, my friend.” And I was right. “That brings us back to this.” She holds up her lemonade. “You need to add at least three more flavors before you open tomorrow, or I fear for the longevity of your establishment. Strawberry lemonade is a no-brainer. We can start there.” She strums her hot pink nails over the table. “And…lavender lemonade!” She points a finger at me and pretends to shoot. “We’ll stick a sprig of fresh lavender in one of these puppies, and the flavors will combust with beauty. Oh! And wild honey lemonade. There you go. Just like that, you have three brand new unique flavors. We’re taking it all to the next level, from the lemonade to the music. I want house band auditions starting this weekend. The Black Bear had the patrons participate in the final decision, and I think you should do the same. Nothing as wild and riotous as the 12 Deadly Sins like they have at the Black Bear. They’re great and all, but they scream university pub material. You’ll need someone versatile who can throw in a few cover tunes once in a while. People love to sing along.”

      A shadow covers me from behind, and I turn to find Axel smiling down at the two of us.

      “Anything else you’d like today?” He comes shy of winking as if this entire meal was a farce.

      Low takes a moment to scowl at him. “I recognize you.”

      I don’t waste any time with the introductions. “Low, this is Axel. Axel, get your apology ready.”

      Ax ticks his head back a notch. He’s casual today, not the requisite monkey suit he lives in during the week. And yes, he’s working a shift because one of the girls called in.

      He openly scowls at her. “You were impersonating a food critic—one I happen to know personally.”

      Her mouth opens wide. “You’re not the reason she dove out of this place, are you? She’s psychotic by the way. In my opinion, it should have been you running. And seeing that the circumstances are as such, don’t bother with the apology. You should be thanking me that I took her place.”

      He frowns at the thought. Ax doesn’t run from women. He runs to women. He’s been sort of a player ever since law school, and years later nothing much has changed.

      “I’m sorry I had you arrested, considering the fact Raven sent you, from what I understand. But I could never thank you for taking Lex’s place.” He waves his notepad at us. “Coffee or cake for dessert?”

      “Coffee or cake?” Low practically chokes on the meager variety of confections. Shit. She’s right. “Are you kidding me? I mean, you do have a dessert menu, right?”

      Axel and I exchange a brief glance.

      “No.” There. I may not be proud, but at least I can admit it.

      “God.” Her head tips back as she closes those beautiful kaleidoscope eyes. “You need far more help than I ever thought.” She snatches the notepad and pen from Axel’s hand. “I’ll need something bigger, but this will do for now.” She whips open a menu and shakes her head while perusing the offerings. “What is this? A lunch menu at a middle school cafeteria? This is carnival food for cripes’ sake. Give me two days and I’ll give you the culinary world.”

      “We have a budget,” Axel protests.

      “No, we don’t.” I’m quick to justify her passion, and Low looks up for a moment with an unspoken level of gratitude.

      “In that case, let’s hope the numbers dance in the right direction.” Axel takes off, but I keep my gaze trained on this vision in red before me.

      “How about I let you live with me rent-free in exchange for your consulting skills?”

      Her brows arch. “And?” She flicks a finger at me as if she could hear the next proposal crawling up my throat and she can.

      “And for your services as Evie Slater, my new girlfriend?”

      “That’s a little better.” She leans in with her cleavage bustling out of her dress. “First, we’re going to make sure the patrons of The Sloppy Pelican are eating only the finest fare. And then we’re going to make sure Meredith and Chip are eating their hearts out. You, my friend, are about to have an entire overhaul of your existence.”

      “An overhaul of my existence,” I repeat absentmindedly, still lost in the spell of those perky pink lips. “That sounds exactly like something I’m in need of.”

      My gut pinches because a primal part of me very much wants Low as well.
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      Springtime in Hollow Brook is in full bloom. There is nothing more beautiful than a blue-sky spring morning in this mountain town. The hollyhocks climb in hues of red and purple, and the lavender verbena glows against the verdant green hills. When my mother was still alive, she adored her magnificent yet humble flower garden. Lisa took it over once I killed our mother, and after that, well, she effectively killed the flower garden.

      My phone buzzes in my purse, and I pluck it out—speaking of my brown thumb-wielding sister. Three weeks you haven’t shown your face in this town! Three weeks! Do you even exist anymore?

      Suffice it to say, Lisa is a tad bit irate. I’ve been avoiding her like the overprotective plague, because for one, I could never lie to my sister. And secondly, every detail of my life as of late requires that I lie to my sister. Have I mentioned that lying to my sister can lead to Oscar-worthy level theatrics? In layman’s terms, all hell breaks loose quicker than a firecracker goes off on the Fourth of July.

      Maybe this weekend! I shoot off the text, knowing full well I’ll come up with yet another golden goose of an excuse. God knows I’d love to see my sisters and my nieces. But, at the moment, I’m staring up at a short, boxy building with the words Hallowed Grounds stamped on the outside in huge silver letters. Back at Whitney Briggs I spent all of my glory days nestled in the armpit of this caffeine asylum. I love the fact that Hollow Brook has an off-campus option for those of us living on the other side of university life. And I think that The Sloppy Pelican can be exactly the answer to the Black Bear for those of us over twenty-one as well. Ironic since the Black Bear is a bar first and foremost. Nevertheless, I stride in and the thick scent of gloriously slow-roasted beans bowls over my senses.

      “Good God, I’ve died and gone to java heaven.” It’s the same layout inside as the one at Whitney Briggs, same dark wood floors, sturdy steel furniture. Only this version has oversized nature prints strewn around the walls with inspirational quotes attached to each one in lieu of pennants in the university colors of orange and blue. And I can’t help but note that this version, much like the last, has a bevy of bodies all slumped over their very own laptop. I guess some things never change. You can take the kid out of the university, but you can’t take the porn sites out of the university kid. I jest. Hollow Brook is a notorious college town with over three major universities circling the area that I know of, so of course the town is bound to be brimming with intellects who nary stray from their modular pixilated worlds.

      No sooner do I step up and put in my order than my phone bleats again. Only this time it’s not the sister I’ve been avoiding. It’s the best friend I’ve been evading.

      Earth to Low? You still alive? What’s new with my brother? Please tell me you have not fallen in love with him! He’s in a world of hurt, and the last thing he needs is you in his bed with a whip and blindfold.

      I smirk down at the note from my bestie. The whip and the blindfold were too vanilla for him. We’ve moved on to far more sadistic pastures. BTW, have I expounded lately the pleasures of a Prince Albert piercing? Your brother truly is a bad boy! Levi suggested I get the female equivalent, so we’re at the tat shop now. Which brings me to my next question: Should I be worried if the place reeks of three-day old meatball sandwiches? I give a brief chuckle as I hit Send.

      She texts right back. Back away from my brother! Do not pass go! Do not collect another 200 orgasms! And for God’s sake, do not indulge yourself in female mutilation. A moment of silence thumps by before she shoots another text my way. Levi’s at the gym. You’re not funny by the way.

      Really? ’Cuz I think I’m hilarious. My insides squeeze tight at the thought of collecting something as delicious as orgasms from Levi Masterson. And he’s at the gym? A brief visual of him sweating and grunting while his biceps pop turns my panties into raging rivers. I blink back to life before sending off another text. And would you please stop? I haven’t touched your brother—who by the way became an uncle due to very salacious circumstances! I’ve already congratulated Raven on her niece, but decided to spring my knowledge of all things family secret for a more opportune moment like this one.

      So you know.

      Just as I’m about to text her back, they call my name and I collect my large mocha frap and scan the place for an empty table. My eyes snag on a wily looking redhead, and for a brief second we ogle one another with the same puzzled look on our faces while trying to figure out where the hell we know each other from.

      Then it hits me, and I try to make a break for the door but, evidently, it’s hit her too because she bulldozes her way past all the geekery and loners this place has to offer just in time to block my exit.

      “It’s you!” we both shout at the same time. Our chests each pumping with the same determined speed.

      “You owe me five hundred dollars!” I grit through my teeth at Lex, Lexy, Alexia, Alexa-who-the-hell-cares food critic landed me in prison extraordinaire. “And I hope you got fired!”

      A cool chortle escapes her lips as she steers me to the table against the window laden with her oversized Louis Vuitton bag and Chanel sunglass case preening from the top of it.

      “On second thought, give me the purse and we’ll call it even,” I say, falling in the seat across from her. She’s gorgeous in a psychotic kind of way. Her lips are painted a bright shade of fuchsia. It’s an unforgivable offense and every sorority girl knows it, although something tells me I’m not dealing with your average sorority girl here. “You’re a Barnes’ girl, aren’t you?” It comes out accusatory, but I can’t help it.

      Her eyes widen, accentuating her perfect wing-tipped lashes. “How did you know?”

      “It doesn’t take a genius.” Barnes is the private all-girls’ college up the road from Briggs. Those Barnes’ girls were always making the trek to the Black Bear to steal a Briggs’ girl’s lunch—or should I say midnight snack. Why anyone in their right mind would want to go to an all-girls’ university is beyond me, unless, of course, girls were their flavor of choice.

      She leans in quickly and gone is that happy-to-see-me smile, those wild eyes traded in for a beady, nasty glare. “No, I did not get fired. But nice touch getting yourself a set of silver bracelets. My boss saw that on the news and bought the fact I told him I was mugged by some lunatic.”

      On the freaking news? Dear God. Can’t breathe. “Should I dump my coffee over your head or just slosh it all into your purse? Honestly I want to know which way it would hurt more.”

      “Stop.” She cuts a crazed look around the establishment before leaning in farther. “My ex was in there.” Her lips pull down a moment like she might cry. “I didn’t want to see him. Not then, not ever.”

      “Well, then might I suggest you stay very far away from The Sloppy Pelican because he’s one-third owner and a cheap one at that.”

      “Cheap?” Her neatly penciled-in brow hikes into her forehead, and I can’t help but notice the fact her fingernails are sharpened to long pointy tips with the intent and threat to emasculate. “How so?” It sounds as if adding a monetary allowance to Axel’s worth is exactly how he might rid himself of this Prada wrapped parasite.

      And then just as quick as my anger reared its ugly head in her honor, the next hour turns into a bona fide coffee klatch as if we were old friends. I can’t help it, though. In my defense, I miss Raven. Not the texting version that accuses me of kinking up the sheets with her big bro, but the real deal, the in-the-flesh version that gasps and sputters with laughter the way Lex here has been doing right along with me. Have I mentioned she’s hanging on to every word with bated breath? Lex has successfully managed to scratch a friendship itch I didn’t even know I had.

      “And that, my dear Lexy Poo, has been my life for the last three weeks.”

      Her lids hang low as that smile is wiped right off her face. “Call me Lexy Poo again and they would have been the final three weeks of your life.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “So, what should I call you? Evie?” Her brows twitch with amusement. Lex has a cutting beauty. You can tell from one look she’s a take-no-prisoners, hang-’em-by-the-balls kind of girl, and a part me has always admired a self-reliant badass like Lex. Basically, I think we all want to be Lex when we grow up.

      “My name is Harlow—but Low is just fine.”

      “Does Raven know you have the hots for her brother?”

      “Would you shush?!” I swat her over the arm while scanning the place for signs of Levi. “It’s sort of a new revelation, and no, she doesn’t know, nor will she. She specifically instructed me to stay away from him.”

      “Pft. That’s reverse psychology at its finest.”

      “Oh no, Raven means it. Did all that BS that went down between him and his soon-to-be-ex not register? He really has had a shit ride. I can see why she wants to protect him.”

      Her lips twitch to and fro as if she were struggling to tie a cherry stem into a knot. “I have an older brother—a far too protective older brother so I totally get it. You don’t need to tell me how siblings can get in the way of things.” Her gaze cuts to the floor a moment, and I speculate he had something to do with the great demise of Axel and Lex. “So, what’s the baby’s name?” She shudders as if glad to change the topic.

      “Maxwell—named after their dead father. It’s the exact name poor Levi wanted to gift his first child, and the snake used it anyway.”

      She scoffs at the audacity. “Cheating snake.” She glares at the floor again, and now I’m really wondering what the hell happened between her and Axel. She shudders again. “But, regardless, I love the name. She’s got an X in there somewhere, so already she’s a winner in my book. I happen to have three of them.” Her face lights up with wicked delight. “Alexa Ximena Maxfield.” She takes a mock bow. “I’m a triple X threat.” Clearly, she’s pinned a lot on this alphabetic achievement.

      “You’re a threat, all right. So, what’s the deal with you and this guy Axel?” I gasp upon the revelation. “Oh my God! You dated the poor boy because he had an X in his name, didn’t you?”

      She swings a guilty look to the ceiling. “That may have started the crazy train, but believe you me, I was quick to forgive the fact his last name is Collins with no X in sight.”

      “Wow. An alphabetic grievance at its highest—you have a heart of gold.” I’m guessing more like coal. “But you’re quite literally exes at the moment. And I’m just going to be upfront with you. If you dumped the dude because of his last name, that makes you clinically insane.”

      “Oh, be quiet.” She shakes out that long crimson mane of hers, and for a moment I have a deep sense of follicular envy. “We’re not together because it’s none of your business.”

      “Hey. I just spilled my entire life out before you like tipping over a jar of marbles. Have I mentioned how much I hate those silver bracelets you gifted me a few weeks back?”

      She cringes. “Okay, I’ll throw you a bone, but that needs to be the end of it. I’m a firm believer in speaking no evil, and believe me, the universe loves to unleash all of the ripe hell that escapes my mouth.” She glares at the sky a moment. “Axel and I dated—undergraduate. Everything was going great until senior year.” Her lips swell, and her eyes gloss over in an instant. She twirls her cup between her fingers, her gaze is set straight into the past as she vegges out while looking through the table. “And that’s it.” She perks right back up. “I’m over it. Who knows, I might even walk into The Sloppy Pelican one day to prove it.” Her left eye twitches as if contesting the idea.

      “Something tells me you won’t.”

      She leans in with her sharp, expensive beauty. “Something tells me you know me too well.”

      Something tells me I’ve just got a standby bestie.

      Lex and I exchange numbers, and I run out the door to work my shift at The Sloppy Pelican. I take my sneakers off in the car and exchange them for my Louboutins. I’ve discovered what every waitress worth her salt already knows—a little cleavage and legs-to-there garner me three times the tips than a turtleneck and wedges.

      Nobody said life would be fair or comfortable.
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      Saturday afternoon, I’m dancing around the kitchen, whipping a batch of chocolatey goodness while blaring “Key Largo”. Brody, the manager—the second partner in The Sloppy Pelican has kindly gifted me the evening shifts, otherwise known as the “show me the money” shift because it yields a ton more in tips than the lunchtime rush.

      I spin around with the spatula positioned as a mic while I belt out the lyrics into its chocolate-coated goodness and stop cold when I spot Levi standing in the doorway with his arms folded tight. His hair is damp from the shower, his chest is as wide as the doorway, his legs are parted in a defiant stance, and it gives him a bad boy appeal I’ve always been such a sucker for. His lids are low as if I’ve somehow offended him and he suddenly wants to turn me over on his knee and teach me a lesson. Okay, so that last part might be wishful thinking on my part, but holy hell, the man is hot, and right now, internally, so am I.

      “You looking for a fight, or are you just constipated?” I dot the tip of his nose with the spatula, and he wipes it off and licks his finger clean. My God, the look on his face while he sucks down on that finger. All sorts of lewd thoughts kick-start through my brain as I envision him sucking down on a lot more delicate things, and I’d gladly dip them into brownie batter to entice him to do it. I’ve been trying my hardest to deny my budding crush on the six foot three linebacker, blue-eyed, black-haired stud that my so-called best friend has decided is a no-fly zone. If she really loved me, she’d land him on my bed naked with a big fat bow over that package I’m hoping he’ll gift me.

      “I’m looking for a date.” He frowns as if he’s not. It’s only then I note that he’s dressed to the nines, sort of—dark inky jeans, dress shirt, and a tie are more or less his go-to wardrobe staples.

      “Good luck with that. I’ve got another twenty minutes.” I tick my head toward the oven. I’ll admit that Levi’s state-of-the-art culinary devices have me as hot under the panty line as he does. What girl wouldn’t want to flirt with a virtually unused Wolf oven in her spare time? Not to mention with its owner, although no thanks to Raven I’ve been forced to abstain from that little flirtatious detail.

      “Perfect. That’s enough time to get dressed. We don’t need to be there until five.”

      “We?” I step in close to Levi Masterpiece, and the scent of his sweet wood-infused cologne renders me useless. “Where pray tell are we headed, Boobear?” Please say my bedroom. Please say my bedroom. I get the feeling Levi Masterson is the type that would bark out orders, and I promise you, I am the type who would leap to each one.

      “My mother’s.” He closes his eyes for a moment. “They christened Maxie a couple of hours ago, and she’s guilting me into it.”

      I suck in a breath. “I’d swat you over the chest with this spatula, but I don’t want to ruin your christening attire. Yes, you should go! My God, you should have gone hours ago and brought me with you! And poor Raven. She’s missing everything.” I do my best to hustle. I tame my hair into submission, paint my face in record speed, and slip into a nice, tight, white dress I’ve been saving for a special somewhat chaste occasion. Lastly, I slip into a pair of pale silver heels that Raven herself lent me, and I happened to never-on-purpose give back. I speed back to the kitchen just in time to pull the brownies out and hit the kill switch on “Key Largo”.

      “I’m ready,” I pant up at Levi who’s standing there with a devilish gleam in his eyes.

      “You look beautiful.”

      My face heats a thousand times over, and my body breaks out into a sweat. I’ve been called a lot of things by boys in my life, but beautiful isn’t one of them. Our eyes lock for a strangulating moment as my heart does its best to knife its way from my chest. I’m pretty sure a date at the morgue isn’t quite what Levi had in mind, so I make the first move toward the door. Another second alone with him might have led to a myocardial infarction that would have sent me to heaven and not in the way I’ve been fantasizing that he would.

      Levi drives us out of Hollow Brook Hills and into Hollow Meadows, another ritzy area that borders Hollow Brook. All signs of humble houses are long gone as we enter the arena of the mega mansions, row after exasperatingly long row. I knew Raven came from money, but I had no idea she sprung from royalty or at least as close as you can get in North Carolina. We pull up to a circular drive with a bevy of different, pricey rides all parked in a row. Levi leads me in and takes up my hand as soon as we walk through the oversized glass doors leading into the palace.

      “You mind?” He winces through a smile, but his touch warms me straight to my toes, and I would pay him all of the spare change I’m currently deficient in to have him hold me like this all night long.

      “Evie would be pissed if you didn’t.” I nudge my shoulder playfully into his.

      Levi leads us to the back of the marbled-floored, limestone-walled ode to all things wealthy home. If the foyer, the grand sweeping double stairwell, the oversized family portrait—Raven’s hair looks impeccable by the way, Levi and Chip look startlingly handsome per usual, and my heart goes pitter-patter for the both of them because I can’t tell which one is which—anyhoo, if none of the architectural details of the home gave it away, it’s clear the Mastersons are exorbitantly wealthy. It’s all a bit over-the-top in the luxury department, but it screams old money, and now that’s something new money can’t buy.

      Levi stops us shy of the rear yard, where dozens of people mill around swilling champagne flutes in their hands and noshing on what looks like shrimp the size of your hand, and suddenly the pescetarian in me is very glad I came.

      Levi steps in close, his chest searing over mine, and I can feel his minty breath blowing softly over me as he pumps out a dry smile.

      “We’ll be quick,” he whispers it hot over my lips, and my heart implodes on impact. I’m betting Levi isn’t quick when it comes to the important things. He lifts my chin gently until I’m snared into his gaze. “In and out.”

      That tender spot between my legs gives way to a spasm, because holy hell—a little in and out sounds like something I would very much appreciate right about now.

      “In and out,” I whisper breathy without meaning to. I give a quick glance at the patio and spot Chip—handsome as he might be he’s still a grade A asshole in my book. I see Bonnie, Raven’s lookalike mother, holding the baby whose christening gown might just double as her wedding dress one day—it’s that long. Just past her sits a stunning brunette with full, vampy red lips, eyelids smoldering to perfection that alert me to the fact she knows how to wield a mean makeup brush. It’s not easy to pull off that look and not come out on the other end of it looking like a raccoon. “Who’s the girl next to your mother?” Normally, I wouldn’t divert the attention of someone I’m interested in away from me, but let’s face it, Levi is basically off-limits and I’m curious as to why that smoky-eyed beauty queen just took the baby and shoved her under that expensive blouse of hers. Bonnie seems completely content to let the supermodel smother her grandchild.

      “That’s Mer.” He grunts and so do I.

      “Are you sure that’s Mer? What happened to the girl I met at the hospital?” I stop shy of adding the fact Mer is supposed to be plain as a pancake both on the maternity bed and off. Crap. It looks like she chose to forgo a bagful of Sephora’s goodies on D-Day and completely tricked me into believing she wasn’t any competition in the least.

      “I’m positive.” His fingers glide over my back, warm and commanding, but I’m still stuck on the fact I too have been duped by his shady ex.

      “Oh, wow.” It comes out slow and catatonic. “She’s stunning.” I’m not sure why, but the urge to claw at her feels like a real one. It’s as if she’s pulled the beauty queen card when I wasn’t looking, and suddenly it’s me that feels plain as paper.

      Levi wraps his strong arms around my waist. His Caribbean blue eyes needle into mine. “Honey, she’s not the stunning one—you are.”

      My stomach squeezes tight when he says those words, and all I can do is blush like a silly schoolgirl.

      He touches his forehead to mine a brief moment and sets off a wave of lust in me. “Trust me, you are every bit beautiful inside and out. She doesn’t have a thing on you.” He ticks his head to the side wistfully as we make our way out among the masses.

      Bonnie and Chip scuttle right over, and we exchange niceties.

      “You’re still here!” Bonnie’s eyes grow wild as if this were a feat. “Outside of Meredith, Levi hasn’t had a steady girl. If I see you again, I’ll expect an engagement ring.” She gives my nose a playful tap while chortling up a storm.

      “The sooner, the better.” I wrap an arm around Levi and bat my lashes up at him expectantly. He’s built like a monster truck, and with those pearly whites and baby blues, I’d say yes on the spot before ever taking this bad boy for a test drive. I’m guessing he knows exactly how to use his ample equipment and handle mine. Come to find out, underneath that rugged, grumpy exterior he’s pretty much a softie. I’m even betting he’d make sure I got to the finish line first.

      “What’s this?” Meredith pops up, and upon closer inspection she looks less supermodel and more runner-up at a Goth beauty pageant. Okay, so I might be a bit resentful of her sudden need to look like a stunner, but only because my heart wrenches at the thought of Levi wanting her back. She’s poison. She slept with Chip for God’s sake. Ergo she’s rotted out her vagina with his brother’s semen. She’s completely off-limits to him, but men aren’t ruled by logic. They’re ruled by their smaller far more stiffer and greedy for pleasure flesh-covered swords.

      Chip nudges her in the arm. “They’re talking engagement.”

      Meredith tips her head to the sky and belts out a laugh. “Please.” She blinks back the moisture building in her eyes from what I’m guessing are the comedic circumstances. Doesn’t she wish. “Levi, you’ve got to be kidding me. Please don’t string the poor thing along.” She leans in, and I hate myself for secretly admiring that glow of her complexion. My God, I have to get the name of her esthetician. “Do yourself a favor and find someone in your age bracket.” She glances down to my feet, then right back up again as if she wants to add my financial bracket as well. “Levi is just some old pervert looking for a good time.”

      Bitch. I shed a naughty grin.

      “Lucky for him I’m looking for a good time myself.” I reach up and curl a finger under his chin, stealing a moment to scratch that scruff he’s been wielding my way like a psychological weapon of sexual warfare. “And a good time is had by all, dirty and often. Isn’t that right, Boobear?”

      “That’s right, Peaches,” he grits it through his teeth. I’ll admit it might be uncomfortable trying to prove your virility with your mother around. And just like that, Bonnie takes off for a group of friends across the yard as if on cue.

      “In fact—” I hike up on my tiptoes. Even in heels I can hardly lift my lips to his cheek. “Levi here really knows how to take that whole bedroom rodeo thing to a whole new level.” I tap my fingers over my lips as I return my attention to Meredith and her obnoxious good looks. “But you know all about that, don’t you?”

      Both she and Chip attempt to choke out a response, but it’s clear I’ve rendered them speechless and hopefully with enough rompin’ stompin’ naked cowboy boot-wearing visuals to last a lifetime.

      I graze my finger over Levi’s lips, and he gently bites down over the tip. “That’s right,” I sing. “This boy can tie my arms and legs up to the bedpost in less than ten seconds flat.” I poke my finger back into his pie hole, past those full, perfectly formed lips, and feel the heat of his mouth melt over me. An entire series of warm vibrations echo off that one heated exchange, and I’m ready for far more traction that will hopefully lead to some serious mattress action. That bedpost thing sounds like a good starting point.

      Levi’s chest bumps with a quiet laugh. “That’s right. We’re riding the high life and each other behind closed doors.”

      I press my lips tight, holding back a laugh. My gaze seals over his, and for a moment it feels as if we have something real. There’s a warmth in his eyes. Something about the way Levi Masterson looks at me makes me feel as if I’m the most important person in the world. Then, like a slap to the face, I see Raven vaguely staring back at me, and I recoil in the event she decides to morph to life and deck me for having indecent bedpost-inspired thoughts about her brother.

      The baby starts to fuss, and Meredith is quick to hand her off to Chip. “Tag, you’re it. I think it needs a diaper change and maybe it should be put to bed.” She sneers at Levi. “There’s just so much to do with a baby. I’m the milkmaid, and Chip’s everything else.” She hacks out a laugh that sounds as if someone just set a cat on fire. Geez, for that chortling offense alone, I’d say Levi can count his lucky stars. And referring to your beautiful baby girl as it qualifies her to have her mommy card revoked in my book.

      Chip takes off, and a stunned silence takes over as Meredith moves in close to me with her never-ending scowl.

      “I think we’re going to take off, too.” Levi rubs his thick fingers over my back and sends a tingle right down to my toes.

      I scratch that scruff along his cheek once again because, face it, touching Levi is like crack. One hit can never be enough. “We’ve got a lot to do ourselves.” I give a cheesy wink toward his skank of an ex. “I’d better put this one to bed, if you know what I mean.”

      An unintelligible choking sound emits from Mer’s throat as Bonnie comes over and lands an arm around her shoulder.

      “We’re taking off.” Levi gives his mother a kiss.

      “Oh, dear, say it isn’t so! You just got here.” She offers me a forlorn look that I’ve seen Raven give me a thousand times before. “We’re serving cake in five minutes. It’s bad enough you missed the buffet. Please stay. I’ll make sure you’re served first.” She takes off with her hands in the air shouting for the waitstaff to move it, move it!

      Chip comes back and tries his best to hand the pretty little princess to her mother, but Meredith cringes like she might be sick.

      “Oh, hon, I’ve done my duty for the next eighteen years.”

      “Wow, and you think I’m the peach,” I whisper to Levi, and we share a private laugh.

      “What was that?” Mer squints over at me with a death stare, and personally I’m thrilled to have achieved such a level of disdain in her. It’s most likely a compliment. Miserable people gravitate toward miserable people, thus the spontaneous departure from Levi. Although Chip doesn’t seem all that miserable—at least not what I know of him.

      “Dude.” Chip shakes his head at his brother. “What are you doing with this chick? Everyone knows it’s a farce.”

      My mouth falls open.

      Levi’s chest thumps, and I’m hoping that means he’s good and pissed on my behalf. If he’s not, he’s so getting cake in the face.

      “This chick has a name—Ester.”

      “Evie,” I’m quick to correct.

      “Peaches.” He looks down at me and winks, his lips curving into a warm smile. Levi Masterson has a calm about him that I have never seen in another person before. Certainly not in his spaz of a sister. I’m guessing this apple rolled far away from the twisted family tree. “And she happens to be the love of my life.” His eyes dig into mine, and for a moment I believe every word.

      “Please,” Meredith huffs with her voice registering so low she manages to sound like a demon. What a shocker, showing her true colors right here at her daughter’s christening. Ten bucks says she morphs into a bat at midnight and flies the hell away.

      “He’s right.” I offer an impish grin, but it quickly fades. The moment grows serious, and I can feel myself drawn to him like fire to oxygen. “There isn’t one fake thing about us.” I wrap my hand around the back of his neck and pull him down. His eyes round out before his lids grow heavy with lust, and just like that, I crash my lips over his.

      Okay. Perhaps kissing Levi Masterson in front of God, his soon-to-be ex-wife, and his two-timing twin brother wasn’t the best scenario for our first kiss, but I couldn’t hold out one second longer.

      His lips linger over mine, pillow soft and yet commanding. His chest expands beneath me and takes my body for the ride. I’ve kissed my fair share of male suitors. I’ve kissed a helluva lot of frogs, too, but this kiss, this magical, warm, inviting lip-lock for two is by far the best action I’ve received in a lifetime.

      I pull back, my heart racing into my throat, my face burning bright and hot as the sun. A waitress shoves a cake plate into each of our hands, and I giggle as if it were the funniest thing in the world.

      Meredith and Chip have long taken off, and I’m glad. It’s just Levi and me.

      “Would you like a bite?” I carefully offer him a forkful of white fluffy goodness.

      “From you or the cake?” His brows do the worm, and, honest to God, my sweet spot just tingled at the sight.

      “If you play your cards right, I can arrange for you to have both at once.” GAH! I just formally propositioned Raven’s brother at his childhood home. I’m pretty sure that beat down Raven promised is just around the corner.

      His head ticks to the side with a slightly puzzled look on his face. “You are aware we’re alone, right?”

      “You are aware I’m a living, breathing woman who’s been swept up in your brute charm and caveman-like qualities.”

      He barks out a laugh. “Now for that I apologize.”

      “How about we forgo the apology this time and hit the road instead. I think we have a few more rules we should hammer out to our little arrangement.”

      His arms ride up and down my back freely, and we feel every bit like an official couple. My heart says steer clear, this is your bestie’s big bro, but all of those tingling bits and pieces down south scream bang him until he’s dead or blind. What Raven doesn’t know won’t kill her—but if she ever did find out, she might kill me. Oh hell, what’s a little homicide between friends? One night with Levi might be well worth a satin-lined casket.

      Levi Masterson scours every inch of my face with a look of stoned lust in his eyes.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here.” He marches me straight through that overgrown palace, and we do just that—we get the hell out.
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      The house is lit up a cheery peach before we ever get out of the car. Levi has his tiny house—and honest to God, after being in that mausoleum of his mother’s, I’d swear this place shrank a good thousand square feet—anyway, he has the place hot-wired to an app on his phone, and the house obeys his every command from whatever locale he chooses. He proudly showed off the feature not long after I moved in and screamed my head off because I was sure the place was haunted. He was quick to assure me of the fact that the reason the lights were flickering on and off for an hour straight was something that amounted to a butt dial on his part, and he apologized profusely.

      No sooner do we get inside than I pull out the brownies I made earlier and plate them for us to share. I hurry back to the living room, where Levi points a remote at the fireplace, and soon a blaze roars out of it, licking up the side of the walls. Even his fireplace is hot-wired for flame-licking success. Gotta love a boy who’s a techie nerd at heart.

      For the most part, Levi’s décor is on point—stained wood floors, enough marble, and top-of-the-line appliances in his kitchen to assure any master chef would be happy—and this amateur baker is pretty psyched herself.  Nevertheless, there is one decorating faux pas that Levi here has committed, and it’s a level one offense. On the mantel, seated in a place of honor, dead center for all to see, is a ceramic monkey with five arms—yes, you read that right—five arms and in each tiny primate little hand is a knife-sharp sword. Seriously, it’s a weapon and a mindfuck. Sure, it does double duty in that respect, but really? Does any home need a monkey wielding five swords? I think not.

      He turns the volume up, and flames come shooting out of that fiery orifice, threatening both the monkey and me. “Slow down there, cowboy. I’d hate to be the barbeque special of the week at The Pelican.”

      He frowns, and his dimples go off like two sharp little darts. I’ve always thought Raven’s dimples were the best, but after seeing them on her brother, I’ve relegated her to second place. Everything about Levi is next level compared to Raven, and I feel a little bad about even having the thought. For so long I worshipped my roommate, but after meeting her brother, well, let’s just say there’s a new deity in town.

      He leans in, his lids fall heavy, and oh my God, he’s going to do it! Levi Masterson is going to give his little sister the big FU and kiss me right here in his home—lips first, body to follow. My body trembles to have him as I scoot in close. The heat from his skin sears over mine, and he lets out a deep resonant groan that brings me to the brink. My thighs shake. My panting picks up, and it feels as if I actually might faint. Now that would totally suck, and I’ll throat punch myself once I come to should that happen.

      He leans back and clears his throat with a startled look in his eyes. “Let’s talk about The Pelican.”

      “The what?” I squawk so loud you’d think my head was on fire. Something is on fire, all right, but it’s down a little farther south than my prime apex.

      “The menu.” He clears his throat again and leans so far back you’d think his mission was to push through the wall. “You were working on revisions.”

      “Oh, right.” I glance down at my purse. “Actually, I printed out a list for you to share with Axel and Brody. I dig through it and hand it over to him. My phone gives an obnoxious burp, and it’s a text from Raven. While Levi pretends to busy himself with my many upgrades that will undoubtedly save his restaurant from the ranks of all things humdrum—and thus Chapter 11, I steal a quick moment to see what my bestie is up to.

      Who the hell is Evie Slater? And why in God’s name is her skank ass all over my brother?

      I suck in a quick breath and pull the phone close to my chest. Levi actually seems to be embroiled in that silly list I gave him, so I take a moment to text right back.

      No clue. I shoot it over to her quickly. What gives? Is she texting you?

      That’s my way of saying who the hell ratted me out?

      Meredith—his ex, let me know. They christened my beautiful niece tonight, and I feel like a sack of crap for missing it. I swear, one of these days I’m going to quit my job. Trust me, I’d much rather be in Hollow Brook right now than in Milan.

      I can’t help but roll my eyes.

      Levi looks up. “Everything okay?”

      “It’s great. This will just take a sec.”

      Milan, huh? Wow, I really feel sorry for you. Never mind who your brother is dating. Maybe this Evie chick can finally get him to stop stomping around town like he’s out to eviscerate everybody. BTW, word on the Italian street says Milan is a hub of butter soft handbags. Any brand will do! Hint hint!  I hit Send.

      Okay, so that’s a mild exaggeration regarding Levi’s somber stomping ways, but only a mild one. Then in a moment of devilish delight, I pull the big kahuna on her.

      Maybe if he finally gets L-A-I-D it will be for the best. Nine months and counting is a pretty long time for a dry spell.

      Okay, so my own dry spell makes that look like a hop and a skip, which only goes to show that jumping in the sack would totally do the both of us a world of good.

      She texts right back. I guess. I just hate the thought of some dumb twat jumping in the sack with him just so she can get her rocks off. There is no way in hell they’re in love, and if my brother deserves anything, it’s to be in love with the right person forever.

      And just like that, she’s managed to defuse my lady boner. My pink parts protest like a three-year-old who just had her sucker revoked.

      Feeling sleepy. Better go! TTYL! I drop my phone back into the bowels of my purse and kick it to the side for good measure. Who knew my bestie could be such a killjoy? I bet if I texted Lex she’d cheer me on from the sidelines while decked out in couture from head to toe. Her sense of style is ridiculously on point at all times.

      “So, what do you think?” I swoop a brownie off the plate and hold it out in front of his lips. Levi twitches his brows before taking a quick bite and letting out a scrumptious moan.

      “I think you make a damn mean brownie.”

      “Great. You can add it to the menu along with my other suggestions.”

      “I don’t know.” His arm swings over my shoulder, and I scoot in until I’m nestled under his wing and we’re both glossing over my new and improved menu for The Sloppy Pelican. “Foie gras, truffle wagyu beef burger, Sevruga caviar bites, asparagus fries, seafood paella?” He rattles off less than half the list. “These sound a little too refined for the bar.”

      “That’s your problem. You think of it as a bar. It’s a refined establishment for those looking to graduate from the Black Bear. Look, as soon as I walked in, I fell in love with the atmosphere. Your décor is to die for. But the menu screams dated. I’m warning you, if the blue-haired society gets wind of that early bird dinner menu, you’ll be looking at a sea of gray from here on out. And that whole AARP thing will be a reality. Only this time you’ll be in the pamphlet listed as a top senior hot spot. And you can forgo the band. It will be way too loud for them. On second thought, you can just ask the clientele to turn down their hearing aids upon arrival.”

      His chest thumps with a laugh. “You really know how to sock it to a guy where it hurts.” He pinches his eyes closed a moment before turning to face me. “I like it, though.”

      “I can hurt you all night long if you want me to.” Wow, nothing screams desperate to get some action than resorting to threats of bodily harm. Oh hell, what’s a little bodily harm between friends—and hopefully, soon-to-be lovers.

      “Low.”  He pulls back an inch, and I pull him right back in.

      “Don’t you Low me,” I growl it out like a threat. His arm secures over my shoulder, and I soak in every inch of warmth his body is giving me. “It’s Peaches to you.”

      A deep rumble of a laugh percolates in his chest, and he pulls me over his lap. “You don’t know the things you do to me.” His eyes reduce to slits, his expression as somber as can be. “We can’t.” He shakes his head. But I’m not about to protest. Not with words anyway.

      “We can. We should practice. You know, in the event we need to lock lips in public once again.” I lean in and take in his clean scent, my heart doing its best to jackhammer out of my chest and straight into his. My fingers strum across his cheek, across his lips, and his eyes close as if he were resigned to what comes next.

      His dimples dig in deep, no smile, and I can’t take another second longer without this man on me or in me.

      “Low,” he whispers, but I silence him with my mouth, and my insides squeeze tight at the feel of his butter soft lips over mine.

      Levi starts in with a slow and lingering kiss, reminiscent of the one we shared earlier at the christening. Then as if he’s been resurrected from the dead, electrocuted back to life, he lands his hand to the back of my head and presses me over him hard and needy. His tongue teases me, begging for me to open for him, and I do. I open wide and hungry as he falls into my mouth, and we’re right back to slow and lingering as our tongues make the proper introduction. Levi tastes like chocolate, like lust and every lewd intention known to man all rolled into one. But mostly, he tastes like he’s mine, as if he were waiting for me all along, like he was meant for me.

      And I think he is.
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      Low Hartley’s mouth is the first thing I noticed about her. Those hot as fuck lips, pink and perky, and most importantly calling to me. They alone sponsored a thousand inappropriate thoughts that I’m ashamed to say have been playing on a loop ever since that first night she barreled into my life like a hurricane. She was the first girl to elicit a heartbeat in this dead carcass I’ve been dragging around ever since Mer walked out that door. I thought maybe she might be the one. Everything in me was eager to believe it. And then the cops showed up. The next thing I knew I was at the station, bailing her out, bringing her home of all places. As soon as I found out she was Raven’s friend, it felt like a solid line in the sand had been drawn. Any indecent thoughts I was having about her needed to stop. The fact Raven herself asked me to stay away from her sent a personal cease and desist to my dick. But that didn’t stop me from wanting her. On a primal level I craved her. And as much as I wanted to deny it, my heart was reawakening every emotion I never thought I’d feel again—that I might not have ever felt. They were percolating to life one by one, and they were all for Low. I never felt this way about Meredith, and up until her, there was no one else who made me feel anything close to this either.

      Low moans while straddling me, her dress hikes up dangerously close to her hips, and my hands smooth over those toned thighs. Her tongue toys with mine as if it were on a swivel, licking me, biting my lips, tugging at them, capturing my tongue between her teeth playfully, then doing her best to suck it down. Low slips her cool fingers up my shirt and runs her hands over me, wild and free. It feels like heaven, and at the same time I realize there is so much more ground to cover emotionally. But, then, things can only get better from here.

      My dick grows hard as she presses against me. Her kisses growing increasingly feral by the second, and, as much as I don’t like it, the rational side of me pipes up and starts asking the hard questions. What happens in the morning? Is this a one-time thing, or is this our new routine? I’ve had a few one-night stands before, something hot and quick that was urgently needed to satisfy an itch. We didn’t exchange numbers. We didn’t have to. Hell, I wouldn’t even recognize those girls if they stepped into the bar. But Low—I’m going to have her in my life for a long time to come. And not just because she’s Raven’s best friend, although that should be the chief reason. But I can feel a connection with her—a budding friendship, something genuine forming, and I don’t want to cut that off at the base simply because my dick got greedy.

      My lips linger over hers, and I kiss a smooth line over to her ear. “I think this is good.”

      Low bubbles with a laugh. “I think it’s great, but if you’re still stuck on good, it’s clear I need to step up my game.” She scoots back, and her hands go for the gold and I’m quick to stop them.

      A laugh gets caught in my throat, and locked in this moment is something beautiful where the two of us exude nothing but joy while staring into one another’s eyes.

      I love how playful she is. Meredith was a damn scientist in the bedroom. Every angle, every move needed to be analyzed ten ways to Sunday. It made for a hypnotically boring, outrageously unsatisfactory sex life. Hell, I’m still not sure what Chip is doing with her.

      Low tips her head to the side, and her curls spill over her shoulder like a waterfall. She glances down at her wrists that I’m currently holding captive. “Is this indicative of things to come?” She holds out her hands as much as my grip will allow. “Because if you’re into restraints, I can totally get on board with that.”

      “No, no.” I close my eyes while a soft laugh strums through my chest. “It’s not that. I promise you, I don’t even own restraints.”

      “We can do a soft tie up.” She leans and licks a line across my cheek before biting down on my bottom lip and pulling it out achingly slow with just the right pinch of pain. “Why don’t you take my panties off?” she whispers hot into my ear, and my hard-on is back with a vengeance. “You can tie me up with those, and I’ll find something far more secure to wrangle you to the bedpost with.”

      “Sounds like a good time.” A damn good time, and I’m actually getting pissed at myself for trying to wrangle my way out of this. Crap. Is it really that big of a deal if she knows Raven? I try to shake the thought away. This is more than that, and I know it. “But I think”—I wince as I pull back, the look of horror on her face already morphing into place—“we should slow down.”

      “Slow down?” Her knee softly grazes over my hard-on, and she lets out a throaty laugh. “Oh, hon, I think this runaway train has already left the station. There’s no slowing down for that bad boy you’ve got brewing there. I’m pretty sure you need to come to a climactic conclusion.”

      “You got me there.” Instinctively, I know I should slide her off my lap, but there’s not a single part of me that wants to comply. “We should probably wade in really slow. I don’t think we know each other well enough, and unfortunately we both know Raven all too well.”

      “Ugh.” She slides to my right and rests her head on my chest a moment before looking up. “Did she threaten you, too?”

      “Only within an inch of my life. She threaten you?”

      “She made it clear as that gloss she slathers over her lips that you, my friend, are forbidden fruit.” She glowers at the wall a moment as if it were my sister. “But Raven isn’t here. And she certainly isn’t about to pick who I can or can’t associate with, in or out of my bed. I say we write her out of the rule book.”

      “I like that.” My fingers dig into the back of her hair, into those butter soft curls, and my gut cinches. My dick very much insists that Low is a part of the rules tonight. “So, you’re okay with moving slow? Getting to know one another better?”

      Those long, thick lashes bat up at me. “I think if we move any slower my pink parts will revolt.”

      “Pink parts?” I mouth the words before belting out a quiet laugh. “This is why I love you.” And immediately, I regret my word choice.

      “Aww.” She gives a devilish wink. “I knew we’d speed right back up again. You always throw the L word around so quickly? Or are you just glad to see me?” She gives my dick a quick stroke over my pants, and my head tips back with a heavy groan.

      I’m pretty sure that’s not how the saying goes, but I sure as hell like how she took it home.

      “I’m always glad to see you, sweetheart.” I give her hair a little tousle.

      “It’s Peaches—keep it straight, would you?” She frowns, glancing around the room a moment. “Okay, so let’s get this conversational ball rolling, shall we? And then once we know everything there is to know about one another—which will take all of five minutes—we can get to the good stuff.” Her finger cuts a quick line back over my hard-on, and I suck in a breath through my teeth. “Why the hell do you have a monkey with five arms holding five very sharp knives?”

      “Katanas,” I correct her with a sigh while glaring at the damn thing. “It was my grandmother’s. It’s something my grandfather brought back from the war as a token of his affection.”

      “Oh.” She tilts into it as if trying to reason it as a gift. “Are you sure he liked her?”

      “He loved her. They stayed solid for fifty-five years, and that’s exactly why my grandmother wanted to gift me a piece of that magic.”

      “Meaning?” She curls up against me, warming my right side, slipping her long, luscious legs across my lap, and my dick aches for her attention. I dot the top of her head with a kiss, because for whatever reason it feels natural.

      “Meaning it was a wedding present to Meredith and me. And now it’s all I have left of my grandmother.” A heavy sigh pushes through my lungs. Everything about my soon-to-be former wife has weighed me down for so long. It feels good finally getting it out, like pus out of an infected wound. In the end, that’s what we had become, an infected wound.

      “Wow”—Low scratches lightly over my chest with her fingernails, and it feels like heaven—“bet she was sorry to have wasted all that magic. Maybe it was sort of symbolic. Maybe she wanted you to cut Mer out of your life right from the beginning.” She says that last part under her breath, and I can’t help but belt out a laugh.

      “Everything with you is easy.” I wrap my arms around her and pull her close. “I hope this doesn’t sound too strange, but you’ve been the saving grace for me these last few weeks. It’s as if you were sent from above.” Low is beaming, smiling up at me as if I made the stars shine. If anything, the opposite is true. “God knows I was a ball of stress. On the surface, it would seem all that anxiety was brought on by the opening of a brand new restaurant, but in truth, it was the baby—the one that wasn’t mine.”

      “Can I ask how something like that happens?” She cringes as if it were in fact the last thing she wanted to inquire about. “I mean, I get the insert part A into part B, and nine months later you get a cute baby G—for girl”—she shakes her head, the look of grief quickly crosses her features—“but he’s your brother. It’s not like he’s some random co-worker.”

      “Technically, he’s both. Yes, he’s not only my brother—my twin, he was my co-worker—still is hers. We worked for Axel’s father. He has a firm in downtown Jepson.”

      She sucks in a quick breath, those almond eyes of hers perfectly outlined, her pink lips create the O of surprise, and she’s only that much more gorgeous. Just when I think Low can’t get any more beautiful, she goes ahead and surprises me. For a minute I envision her on her knees, that perfect O-shaped mouth of hers ready to receive me, and my dick begs for me to unleash it.

      “I lived in downtown Jepson.” She swats my chest before carefully working open my buttons and slipping her arm over my chest and holding me like that, skin over skin, and it feels damn good. The warmth of her flesh has me drinking down the sensation. It feels like water for my thirsty soul. “I hated that dump, but I’m sure wherever you were clocking nine-to-five, it was pretty cushy.”

      “It was.”

      “So they obviously didn’t meet at work.” She blinks up at me. “God, was he your best man at the wedding?”

      I give a single nod.

      “Wow, this just gets worse.”

      “It actually does get worse,” I assure her. “Mer had dated Chip first.”

      “Oh my God.” She backs up and swats me again. “Did you steal her?”

      “No.” I pinch my eyes a moment. “They didn’t last long, and she assured me they never hit a home run. I, unlike my brother, am a strong opponent of double-dipping—not with chicks that have been with friends, certainly not my brother. Anyway—” I slump at the thought of what comes next. “We dated. It grew serious quick, or at least it seemed that way. In hindsight, it all felt a bit rushed.” Her body tenses over mine. “No, nothing at all like you and me, I promise. Trust me, we’re molasses in comparison. Mer had me meeting her mother on the third date, and the next thing I knew we were engaged. For the record, she asked me.”

      Low lets out a snicker. “I’ll have you know I’m old-fashioned that way, so don’t get any bright ideas of waiting around for me to pop the big one. If you catch me on bended knee—most likely I’ve lost an earring.”

      “Duly noted.” I dot her nose with a kiss, and those marbled eyes of hers cast me under their spell.

      “And then what?” She gives me a little shake. “Come on, we were just getting to the good part.” She claps a hand over her lips. “I’m sorry!” She ducks under my arm a moment. “I meant the part in which your life decidedly goes to hell.”

      “Not a problem. It’s certainly feeling like the good part. Now that I can get some traction away from the event, it feels like it was right that things ended with Mer and me. Just wish she didn’t have to wrench my balls in the process.” I blow out a quick breath. “About a year ago, Meredith announced she wanted a baby. I wanted to wait.” I nod at Low in the event she’d like to choose sides. For some reason, I feel like everyone with a set of ovaries would potentially side with Mer. Not that Raven did.

      “That’s totally understandable. I would never want to have a baby if you weren’t on board.” She gives my cheek a light scratch, and I feel the burn straight down to the pit of my stomach. Our eyes latch, and I can’t seem to break the trance. “Junior Boobear needs his daddy bursting with excitement while he’s still a gleam in his mama’s eyes.” She bites down playfully on her lip. “Plus, what’s better than a little baby making practice?”

      “I agree.” And I’m shockingly pleased she gets where I’m coming from. “But that’s not what happened. We argued.” There is an entire world of hurt that comes next, so I do the only thing I can—skip over it. Fast-forward to the next big hurt. “She started up an affair with my brother. Then she got pregnant and tried to pass the baby off as my own, but something wasn’t right. I’m loyal to my condoms. If only she was as loyal to me, none of this would have happened.” I pull her in close and land a kiss to the top of her head. “The worst part is, when Chip stepped forward and told me he was sleeping with her—in that moment I knew it was over, and as horrible as it sounds, it was a relief.”

      “What?” She pounds over my chest with a heartstopper. “Didn’t you want to kill your brother?”

      “Yes and no. He said they rekindled a friendship. One thing led to vodka, and the next thing he knew they were embroiled in a six-week affair. She told him she was on the pill, so he didn’t put a hat on it. And thank God for me, that happened to be a month-long dry spell for Mer and me.” I take a deep breath as if I had just hit the surface after a nine-month swim. “Yes, Chip is an asshole. I still don’t know what the hell he was thinking. How the fuck could he do that to me?” My heart shreds just reliving the nightmare. “It was more than I could take. I wish she had chosen anyone else on the planet, male or female. Hell, she could have chosen a horse, and I would have felt better about it.”

      “She went for the sharpest knife in the drawer.”

      I nod into the idea. “And she sliced my belly and my heart open with it.”

      “And her belly grew.” She sighs while blowing a curl off her forehead. “Now that’s one twisted fairytale.”

      “Enough about me. Tell me something about you. Tell me anything. What do you love? What do you hate? What are your dreams? What makes you tick?” After regurgitating that ballbuster, I’ll be glad if I never hear my voice again.

      She growls out a wicked laugh while her fingernails graze over my chest. “Right about now, you’re making me tick like a bomb ready to detonate all over this living room just for you.” The smile drips right off her face, and she suddenly looks as if she’d like to deck me. “Sorry, couldn’t resist. Let’s see.”

      “Trust me, I like where you’re going.” And I’d sure as hell like to come along.

      She closes her eyes a moment. Her skin is dewy and youthful, so damn beautiful and young. If she’s Raven’s age, then we’re only seven years apart, but the youthful energy she exudes feels like the elixir I didn’t even know I needed. Being with Mer aged me. I felt two hundred years old right up until I met Low.

      “I love cooking food in general, but I especially love to bake. As you’ve noticed, brownies are my stress-relieving go-to.”

      “And as much as I hate the fact you’re stressed, I’m really glad you resort to baking and not something that might actually induce stress in me like, say, knife throwing.” We share a dry laugh. “Your brownies should be boxed and sold by the dozen. Word on The Pelican street is there’s an owner looking to steal your recipe.”

      “Oh, hon, you don’t have to steal it.” Her eyes sparkle at the thought of an imminent brownie theft. “There’s not a thing I’m not willing to give you.” She shrugs as if it were the unfortunate truth, and I can’t help but bounce that naughty grin right back on my lips. “What do I hate?” She scans the ceiling for a moment before snapping her gaze back to mine. “The Oxford comma.”

      “The what?” I tuck back a notch to get a better look at her.

      “You heard me.” She winces as if trying to control a laugh. “It’s my arch nemesis.”

      “Arch nemesis?” I’m completely amused.

      “No, I’m serious!” She throws a pillow at me. “The damn thing is tricky. I don’t like tricky. Life is tricky enough.”

      “Amen to that.” I pluck the pillow off my chest and fling it across the room like a Frisbee. “And your passion in life? Let me guess—the ardent use of the exclamation point?”

      She tilts into me with a sweetness and innocence that only the truth can bring out in a person. “To find someone in life who makes me feel as magical as you do.” Her lips tug down as if she were holding back tears. “Who knows? Maybe it’s you?”

      A lump forms in my throat, and I push through the pain. “Maybe it is me.”

      Gently, I clasp the back of her neck and draw her in close. My mouth meets with her sweet lips, and the room, my body, my heart detonates in a shower of sparks that I have never known before. Her tongue moves inside my mouth like a melody, like a song that I’ve heard on a loop that’s been playing in the background all along. Low and I turn the volume up all night, losing ourselves in those magical kisses like a couple of teenagers. It feels good like this with Low, safe, necessary on a primal level. Ironically, I never felt any of those things with Mer. Nope. This is something new. Something magical that I don’t think I could get from anybody else.

      I wouldn’t want to.
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      Monday at the bar, after that all-night lip-lock with Low, I’m mopping the counter with a goofy grin on my face as the afternoon winds down. Low was sleeping in when I took off. I can’t blame her. In fact, I wish I were right there with her, holding her while we both got some restful shut-eye. It’s her night off, so she might just be sleeping right through the evening for all I know.

      I glance down at the text Raven sent last night, but I was too busy to answer.

      Who the hell is this Evie chick? Do I need to hop on my broomstick and head back to Hollow Brook?

      I take a moment to text her back. Please don’t. It’s the one bit of normalcy I’ve had in a year. Evie is a cool chick. You’d approve. I hit Send, knowing full well Raven would be the last to approve.

      A bubble lights up next to her name, and I can see she’s already texting me back. It doesn’t surprise me. Raven’s phone never leaves her hand. UGH! I hate that you’ve met someone, and I’m not there to vet her. We all know what happened last time. I should be back in town in a couple of weeks. Will she still be around? My God, she’s not a permanent fixture, is she?

      I think on this for a moment and answer the only way I know how—with the truth. Hell yes, she is.

      Brody comes up with that curious frown only he seems to have perfected.

      “What are you grinning about?”

      “Nothing. I’m not grinning. I don’t believe in happiness, remember?” A dull chuckle bounces from me. I happened to say that to him just before Christmas, and he’s been busting my balls over it ever since. It’s true, though. Or at least it was.

      “What’s up with you?” I ask. “You’re the one that should be grinning. I saw you take off with that redhead Saturday night. She looked hot. Any fireworks?”

      “Only the best kind.” He slumps over a stool. “I took her home. It was short and sweet, and it made me want to vomit. I don’t know. I’m too old to catch a girl on the fly and take her home. I need to pull it together before my dick falls off, or worse.”

      “What the hell is worse than that? On second thought, I’m not sure I want to know.”

      “All the good ones are taken. It’s happening, you know. We’re about to hit our mid-thirties. This one-night stand shit doesn’t fly the way it used to.”

      “You’re not that guy.” For as long as I’ve known him, he’s only had a handful of one-nighters. He’s a two or three-nighter, something just this side of a commitment-phobe.

      “Yeah, well, I’m that guy now—or at least I was. I’m thinking about serial dating.”

      “The rest of the world refers to it as a relationship.”

      “Yeah, that.” His brows jump because he can’t bring himself to say it, let alone do it. “What about Low? She’s a cool chick. She looks hot in those skirts, and don’t get me started on those legs.”

      “Nope.”

      Brody is a leg man—a thigh man to be exact, closely followed by a breast man. Basically, he’s an equal opportunity connoisseur of a woman’s body. That’s exactly why I’ve kept him the hell away from Raven. That’s one body he doesn’t need to look twice at. I made it crystal clear to him when we were kids, and he’s never wavered, not once. And God knows Raven loved to parade around in her two-piece bikini in front of all of my friends each and every summer from thirteen and up, but for the most part, I’ve never had a problem with my buddies trying to hit on my sister.

      Brody ticks back a notch. “What do you mean, nope? She’s single. She’s told me so herself. And she’s totally cool. After we closed the other night, she played a round of cards with the busboys and me.”

      “How much she take you for?”

      “Forty-eight bucks.”

      “I could have told you she was good.”

      “Wish you would have. But that doesn’t change the fact I’m going to ask her out. I thought maybe something different, like sushi. Do people still see movies on a date, or is that too reclusive?”

      “Dude”—I slap the bar towel over my back—“you are not asking Low out for a date. She’s—she’s busy.”

      “Fine. I’ll ask her when she’s not busy.”

      “Not happening. Let’s drop it.” I swallow hard as a crowd bustles through the door. Business has been picking up steadily, but not as quickly as I’d like. “Any bands take the bait?” I texted Brody this morning and told him to get on it. I plan on implementing all of Low’s ideas starting with the music.

      “I’ve got three lined up for this weekend. All of them said they’d love a steady gig.”

      “Sounds good. Maybe we should do two and they can rotate—that way we won’t have a night without music.”

      “Perfect. So, when are you going to admit you’re into her?”

      I glance up, wild-eyed, and stop swabbing down the bar midflight.

      Axel walks in, looking his usual dapper self, and heads over with that shit-eating grin he’s infamous for.

      He ticks his head to Brody. “What’s with the cat who ate the canary look on his face?”

      Brody bounces with a laugh while crossing those tree trunks he calls arms. “I’m just waiting for him to admit he’s into Low.”

      “No.” Ax closes his eyes a moment. “She’s too good for you. She actually smiles voluntarily and happens to like people.”

      I scowl at the both of them. “I smile when I damn well feel like it, and I happen to like most people.” Another group comes through the door, but it’s the couple that flanks them that sends my blood pressure rising. “Like I said—most people,” I mutter.

      Brody and Axel follow my gaze, and the three of us stare at my brother as he helps Mer off with her coat.

      Brody grunts. “Must be date night.”

      “Must be.”

      The waitress helps seat them, but Chip nods to where we stand and makes his way over.

      “Crap.” I slap the bar towel over my shoulder once again and can’t help but note it’s about the right size to fit around his neck. I can’t help it. My blood still boils whenever he’s around.

      “What’s up?” He stuffs his hands into his pockets. He’s still dressed from a day at the office, monkey suit, silver tie, Mer’s favorite color, and I glare at it for a moment.

      “We thought we’d check the place out.” He gifts me a painful smile as if it were an apology. Chip and I were always understandably close, but we were also one another’s greatest enemies. I blame our father for that. As wonderful as he was, and as much as we loved him, he did one horrible thing I would never want to repeat with my own children. He pitted Chip and me against one another from the get-go. Instead of being one another’s cheering section, we were staunch competition. My father bred competitive behavior in us until it ate us up like a parasite. There wasn’t anything Chip and I weren’t competing for. If there was one last bread roll at the dinner table, we were sparring over it. Perhaps that’s why what went down between us and Meredith didn’t feel as strange as it looked to the outside world. But vows were exchanged. Inappropriate sexual relations were had. It’s a hell of a lot different than chasing after a bread roll. However, at the end of the day, that competitive spirit must have felt the same—at least to Chip. He won. He can have her. This is one contest I’m happy to concede.

      Brody clears his throat. He and Chip are still close, but he’s just as pissed at him as I am—or at least I was. My fury has gone down several notches since Low stepped onto the scene.

      “We were just discussing Levi’s love life.” Brody sneers over at my brother, and the discomfort level rises a dozen degrees.

      “Nice.” Chip nods. “I like Evie. I think the two of you click. There’s something fun about her, something charming. She reminds me a lot of Raven.” For as much as his words sound spot-on, he drags them out as if they were a eulogy. “Nice place.” He gives a quick glance around. “I guess I’d better head back to my seat.” He plods off like a man headed toward the guillotine, and judging by the fact he’s stuck having dinner with Mer, he just might be.

      Ax slaps his hand over my shoulder. “Your brother is a broken man, dude. And who the hell is Evie?”

      Brody lifts a brow. “That’s code for Low.” He glances back at the unhappy couple. “Levi, man, I hate to sound like this, but you have to know you escaped a fire.” Brody was never a fan of Meredith’s.

      Axel nods into the idea. “I work with her, and I’m terrified to be in a meeting with her for longer than five minutes. I’m sorry she put your balls in the blender, but let’s face it—between her or Low, you’ve got the better end of the deal.”

      Brody hops off the stool and heads for the kitchen. Axel helps himself to a beer.

      And I just stand there, staring out into space, my head completely enveloped in that gorgeous blonde hurricane that tore into my life. My heart picks up pace, my body floods with heat as a memory of that kiss comes back to me. She’s beautiful, and sweet, funny, and kind. Hell, Harlow Hartley is perfect in just about every single way—and she’s mine. My heart thumps at the thought, loud and proud.

      “Shit.” I take a staggering step back. She is mine, and I don’t want to lose her. Low is perfect in every way, and all I want to do is spend every free moment with her. She’s all I think about from eyelids open until I’m knocked unconscious later that night, and then she’s there dancing around in my dreams, making me hungry for her in every single way. I meant what I said to her. It’s as if she’s heaven-sent. Low and I belong to one another.

      And then it hits me like a five-ton brownie. I’m in love with the girl. I can’t see a day in the future without her smile in it. I’m gone, toast, head over fucking heels.

      My body goes numb with shock as the revelation sinks in. “I’m in love with Low,” I whisper.

      Then, overhead, like a twist that only fate can provide, a warm song blares through the speakers as Bertie Higgins belts out that old familiar tune—“Key Largo”.

      I blink up at the ceiling. It must be fate.

      Low and I are happening.

      For the first time in what feels like a decade, everything in me soars at the thought.

      I’m in love with Low.

      I start grinning like a loon, and I can’t stop.

      Don’t want to.
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      At a spaz past three, I get a panicked text from Lex asking me to meet her at Hallowed Grounds asap. And since it’s well before my shift starts at The Sloppy Pelican, I take her up on it.

      I spot her in the corner with her sunglasses hung low while meditating over a latte. I order and pick up my own drink before heading over. She looks snug in a black leather jacket, cropped and cute. Her hair billows over her shoulders like a pair of dark crimson clouds, which is apropos considering she’s sort of a walking catastrophe. So am I, but that’s beside the point.

      “What’s up, chica? You finally ready to pony up those Benjamins?” Okay, so I’m sort of kidding, but I’m sort of not. Five hundred bones might make me feel better about that whole imprisonment thing—brief as it might have been.

      She rolls her eyes, and I can’t help but note how much they glow against that gunmetal shadow she’s layered on. Lex’s eyes are a honey hazel/green combo that siren out at you—like a warning.

      “Here.” She pulls a wad of bills out of her purse and quickly counts it out. “Two hundred fifty bucks. We’re halfway settled. That good enough?”

      “For now.” I snatch the bills before they magically dive back into her wallet. “So, what’s the deal? You sounded frantic. Did Neiman Marcus run out of your favorite cashmere sweater?”

      “It’s June.” She glares at me a moment. “Everyone knows you don’t purchase cashmere until the fall.” She plucks a lipstick out of her purse and swaths a fuchsia coat over her lips. Honestly, it’s a color not many people could pull off, but Lex has all of that dark drama going for her, and it just takes her beauty to an inhuman level. “It’s my ex.”

      “Axel!” I perk right up as I take a sip of my mocha frap. “I totally love him by the way. He’s got a great sense of humor and those eyes. Wow. You can see forever in them.” I give a wicked wink her way, and that look of horror on her face says it all.

      “Would you stop? I honestly don’t care if you’re banging him on the side.” She scowls at me a moment because we both know she’d nail me down by way of my vagina if those sexual shenanigans were really happening. “How are things going with Levi, anyway?”

      It’s nice to have a friend to have a good one-on-one with. God knows I can’t even hint of a romantic connection with Levi to Raven.

      “Things got serious as all hell last Saturday night.” I give her the quick rundown in real-time. “And since we both work the night shift, and well, Levi essentially works every shift, we’ve been making out hot and heavy whenever we can steal a minute.”

      Her jaw goes slack. “What about his Johnson? You’re still in separate beds? Either the two of you have superhuman willpower or this Raven chick wields a mean whip.”

      “Definitely that.” I make a face just thinking about my bestie. “Suffice it to say, there have been one too many cold showers happening at headquarters. I don’t care how humid Hollow Brook is in the summer. It sucks dunking your naked flesh in ice water. That never feels good.”

      Lex barks out a laugh. “Oh, grow up! Fuck the guy already, would you? Even I’m getting hot and bothered thinking about it.”

      “Oh my gawd!” I do a quick glance at the crowd. “There are children in this establishment. I don’t know what they taught you at Barnes, but expletives do not fly in the real world.” I lean in with a vengeance.  “Save it for the bedroom—where I’m sure you’d like to pin Axel to your headboard!”

      She sucks in a breath, those raccoon eyes of hers round out in horror before closing, and her entire person sags as if it might be true. “For the record, I don’t do expletives. That one was strictly in your honor.” She smirks out the window. “And can we not mention what I would and wouldn’t like to do to my asshole of an ex.”

      “Aha!” I’m quick to point a finger at her. My phone buzzes over the table and does a little twirl. “It’s a text from Raven.” I glance up at Lex, and we share a quick grimace. As much as I hate to go behind my bestie’s back on anything, I prefer to be on her good side. “How’s it going?” I read. “Do me a favor and keep an extra eye out on Levi. I can’t find anything on this skank Evie Slater!” My mouth falls open as Lex and I take a moment to gawk at each other.

      “What are you going to do?” She takes an expectant sip of her drink as she gives a giddy shiver.

      “I can see you’re pretty broken up about this.” I begin typing back to my bestie. “Will do! I doubt she means anything to him.”

      She texts right back. “Chip says they’re joined at the crotch,” I whisper. “It’s a done deal. Next time you see her, send me a picture.” I roll my eyes over at Lex. “Right. Like that’s going to happen.”

      “You know.” She lifts a perfectly lacquered, perfectly pointy, and might I say lethal, fingernail at me. “If she’s asking you to snap a picture, maybe she’s asking her brothers, too. I mean, she seems pretty eager to get the lowdown on who this skank might be.” She strums a dark giggle. “Once a girl gets an itch, there’s nothing she won’t do to satisfy that—”

      I cut her off before she can get to the end of the tired euphemism. “You’re right!” I snap a quick picture of her and hit Send right back to Raven.

      Looks like I found one after all!

      “You did not just do that!” Lex dives for my phone, but I hold it up out of her reach.

      “I did, and she’s texting back. She must have a lot to say. Let’s count how many ways she can call you a skank!” Lex and I wrestle it out just as my phone pings, and we both slump in our respective seats, curious as all hell.

      “Well?” Her eyes are back to the size of dinner plates.

      I glance down and frown. “Wow, she’s beautiful. She is definitely an upgrade from Meredith. She looks like she’d be fun to hang out with, too. I can’t wait to meet her. Do you think she’ll like me?” I stick my finger down my throat and pretend to hurl, although the feeling is hauntingly real.

      “Sounds like she’s my new bestie.” Lex takes an aggressive bite out of her cookie, and I’m quick to snatch it from her grip.

      “Let’s get one thing straight. Raven is my bestie and should she come to town and meet you—well, you’d love her, too.” I toss the cookie right back in front of her. “There. You’ve got two friends now. I bet that’s two more than you had before I sat down.”

      Her left eye comes shy of winking. I can tell under that dark beauty she’s percolating like a kettle. “Nice. And you’ve got one.”

      “You mean two.”

      “I mean one.” She lifts her brows with delight as if she’s cornered me. Lex is a hard ass, and I think that’s honestly why I put up with her. If my mother trained me to do anything, it’s to love a hard ass. “Once Raven finds out you’ve lied, cheated, and stole her brother, you’ll be deficient one very best friend.”

      “Ouch.” I swallow past the Raven-sized lump that’s spontaneously settled in my throat. “Touché.” Thoughts of Raven chasing me around Hollow Brook with the working end of her stiletto play on a loop in my brain. “So, what was the big emergency? You have another ploy to land me in handcuffs?”

      “More or less.” She bites down on that bloated bottom lip of hers, and her features soften. Lex goes from badass to ass-in-a-sling in a single bound. “My boss let me know The Sloppy Pelican put in for another review. Apparently, they’re in the throes of redoing their entire menu and they’d like a piece done on them in about a month.”

      I take a mock bow. “You can thank me for that. I’m personally redoing the menu. Honest to God, they had the boring food disease. Trust me, I saved them from a sure and sudden death. Most new restaurants specialize in closing, and that’s exactly the train the TSP was boarding.”

      “You’re responsible, huh?” she growls my way. “I should have known. You do realize I can’t do this.”

      “Why in the hell not? So what if Ax might be there? Say hello and get over it. Let him see how stunning you are. Wear a low-cut top and drive him to the brink. We’ll laugh about it over sangrias.” I give a silent applause. “I’m updating things on the bar end as well. Plus, I’ll be there. You can use me as your security blanket.”

      “Puh—lease.” She scoffs out the window. “You and Levi will be rutting in the corner by then. The last thing on this planet I want is to come face-to-face with that man—Axel, not the one you’ll be rutting with.”

      Thoughts of Levi and me naked and hungrily humping behind the fake bird of paradise makes me hot in all the right places. “You really think things will move that quickly?” I’m salivating just thinking about it.

      “Only if you’re human.” She grunts. “Look, in a month you’ll be me, and I’ll happily give you the remainder of what I owe, not to mention an extra two-fifty.”

      “No way. I’m not going down that thorny road again. Not to mention the fact the boys that own and run the place know exactly who I am. Face it, you’re stuck with this.”

      She lunges forward and snaps up my wrist. “Then make sure he’s not there.” Those hazel eyes quickly morph into twin pleading doves. “I’ll do it. I’ll be quick and efficient. Just lock that boy in the freezer if you have to.”

      “First of all”—I carefully pluck myself free—“he came sniffing around the first time you were supposed to be there, because he obviously wanted to see you. Don’t you think that if he can get over the past—so can you? Put your big girl panties on and suck it up, sweetheart. Believe me, you’ll feel tons better once it’s over. Whatever this worst-case scenario you’ve got strumming in your head—trust me, it’s about as far from reality as you can get. You might even have a blast.”

      “A blast, huh?” She glowers at me as if she’ll have anything but. “You’d better pray I like the food.” She toasts me with her drink before sashaying out the door in her spiked Steve Maddens.

      The food will be excellent.

      Her luck may not.
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      Sunday rolls around luxuriously lazy, inspiring Levi and me to dance in the kitchen blaring “Key Largo” while whipping up a double batch of chocolatey goodness for the cheesy ’80s movie marathon we’re about to partake in. Oh, who are we kidding? We’re going to drown ourselves in chocolate before drowning in each other. Who knows? Tonight might even be the night.

      Levi has been bedroom eyeing me, eye fucking me—call it what you will—but this slow dance we’re embroiled in, his rock-hard chest pressed to mine, those ocean-deep eyes beaming down over me, that lewd grin slowly ticking to life—it’s all I can do not to let the damn brownies burn the house down and drag this man to bed.

      My phone blinks to life, and that tense knot that’s been brewing in my stomach ever since my last encounter with my bestie gets a little bigger. I haven’t exactly confessed to Levi that I sent Raven Lex’s picture, partially because of his proximity to her ex. How did my life get to be a complicated version of six degrees of separation? I glance over at my phone. It’s not Raven. It’s Lisa.

      “It’s my sister.” I sigh as I pick it up to see what threats will be lobbed my way now.

      Dinner is at five. Fried chicken and mashed potatoes. The girls are baking a cake. You still love me, right?

      It takes a minute for me to wrap my head around what the heck she’s talking about, and then it hits me in the face like thirty-four birthday candles.

      “Oh God, I’ve almost missed my sister’s birthday!” I look to Levi in a panic. “Come with me.”

      “What?” Now it’s his turn to panic. “What do we tell her?” He flicks a finger between the two of us.

      “That I picked up a really cute hitchhiker?”

      A dark rumble of a laugh strums from him as he pulls me in close and lands a kiss to the softest spot on my neck. “I think maybe tonight is the perfect night to test the waters—as far as sisters go. How about we go for the truth?”

      A crooked smile comes to my lips, but I can’t help it. “That you’re my married boss and I’m eager to have a full-blown affair?”

      He belts out a laugh that dies as quick as it came. “Maybe go easy on the details.”

      “Okay.” I wrap my arms around his waist. “I’ll make sure we keep things light. And thank you in advance.” My teeth graze my lip over and over again with apprehension of what the night might bring.

      “For what? Spending time with the girl I can’t keep my hands off?” His voice softens, as does his gaze.

      “For spending time with my psycho of a sister. Lisa is going to drill and grill you. Stay strong, my friend.” I give his rock-hard ass a squeeze. “Stay strong.”
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      Friar’s Corner is deficient of its fair share of Starbucks and Walmarts and doesn’t even register on the radar of any modern map. It’s one of those long-forgotten, one cow towns that is stuck in another era, another century, a simpler time when girls still get both a reputation and an ass whooping for looking at, let alone living with a married man.

      Levi drives as I point the way to the tiny home I grew up in, the one Lisa and her husband, Dave, now own and live in.

      No sooner do we pull up to the tiny baby blue bungalow than my younger sisters greet us on the porch.

      I pull them both into a giant group hug. “Levi, this is Sadie. She’s a senior and graduates in two weeks. And this is Everly. She’ll be a senior in the fall.” They’re both blonde and beautiful, same blue-green eyes as our mother.

      “Future Briggs’ girls?”

      “That’s right.” Sadie gives him the side-eye while jutting out her chest, and oh my God, is she hitting on my man?

      “Down, girl. Let’s head inside, ladies, and get this show on the road.”

      Lisa spots us from the kitchen and lets out a roaring whoop as she heads on over with each of her girls tucked in her arms. Karly and Kasey are four and five and small little blonde whippets at that. Lisa, however, is a blonde bombshell with big blue eyes, a big personality, and those heart-stopping looks of hers, I’m sure have already rendered Levi speechless. Lisa looks startlingly like our mother, and at times that’s been both a blessing and a curse.

      Lisa stops shy of attacking me and feasts her eyes on the strapping god I’ve managed to drag in with me.

      “Well, hell—icopter.” She lands the girls down, and they scatter. Lisa promised herself she’d give up expletives for life once her little girls were born, and she’s holding strong in that department, but in lieu of that fact, she’s liable to get a little creative with the English language. “What the fudge? Or should I say, who the hells bells is this handsome man? Please say he’s my present.”

      “Again—down, girl.” I wrap an arm around Levi, and he laughs while extending a hand.

      “Levi Masterson.”

      “Oh?” Lisa perks up, and I cringe because I know what’s coming next. “You wouldn’t happen to be related to Raven Masterson, would you?”

      And there it is. Lisa knows Raven all too well.

      “My God!” Lisa chirps, and my sisters gather around to gawk. “There she is hiding in your face!” The three of them let out a congratulatory whoop. “Raven came down to Friar’s Corner just about every single Sunday along with this one right here.” Lisa doesn’t take her eyes off Levi. In fact, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear she was salivating. “I don’t remember Raven mentioning a strapping older brother.”

      “She’s got two.” I avert my eyes at the thought of two-timing Chip.

      “So, is this official?” Lisa’s left brow hikes in the air, and my stomach boils in its own acids. Dear God, that eyebrow has roasted and toasted the best of them. Please, Lord, let that be her one and final question.

      Levi and I share that deer in the headlights look and hem and haw our way through the next ten seconds while Sadie and Everly giggle up a storm. Traitors.

      “Ah, so it’s new.” Lisa’s head tips back, and her eyes slant the way they do before she’s about to pull out the sword with which to gut you. “Say—you look about my age.” She winks. The wink of death. “Any exes under your belt yet? Have you taken the paralyzing plunge? You know, made an unholy merger?”

      “Yes,” Levi flatlines, and that grin he’s been wearing since we stepped out of the car is quickly dissipating.

      Gah! This is no time to tell the truth! I do my best to step in his line of vision and give my head a barely there shake. Abort! Abort!

      Lisa chortles like only she can because she knows she’s got him. “What’s my little sissy trying to hide?” She wags a finger at him. “Let me guess. You’ve got two ex-Mrs. Mastersons hiding in the wings? Three?”

      If only.

      Levi takes in a breath, his already massive chest expanding like an accordion. “I think maybe what Low doesn’t want you to know is the fact my divorce isn’t quite final.”

      Oh. My. Shit.

      You can feel the oxygen vacuuming out of the room as my three sisters, including Dave who seems to have stepped into the room at the entirely wrong time, suck in a never-ending lungful of air.

      “A married man?” Lisa laughs as she says it like only a madwoman can. Her stern eyes narrow in on mine, and I can feel the very real and sudden urge to bolt to my room. “Harlow Hartley, you have got to be fucking with me.” The entire room seizes. And there goes her, for lack of a better word—fucking record. “This is a joke, right? I mean, the next thing you know you’ll try to tell me the two of you are living together.”

      A choking sound emits from my throat, and Lisa’s intake of air increases to dangerous levels.

      My sister’s face turns a ripe shade of cherry. “Crap on a crap cracker, Harlow.” She closes her eyes a moment.

      “Ear muffs!” David shouts at my nieces, and even my incessantly giggling little sisters have slapped their hands over their ears. When I say Lisa has everyone in this house trained, I mean everyone.

      Lisa steps forward and cups my face with her hands. “Oh, honey, I know he’s knock-your-kinckers-off gorgeous, but don’t you see he’s using you?”

      “No—I promise, I’m not.” Levi is suddenly wild-eyed and vocal. A little too late for that.

      “Yes, he is,” she insists. The rife worry on her face makes me feel like puking. “My God, all married men who cheat tell their poor, innocent, younger, better-looking lovers that they’re about to get a divorce.”

      “But he really is.” I hate how I just whined that out.

      “Enough,” she grits it through her teeth. “I will be civil to your guest this evening, but this conversation is far from over.” She snaps her neck to Levi and mumbles something about a chicken bone lodging in his throat.

      Dave steps forward with an ear-to-ear grin, because clearly we’re nothing more than the entertainment for the evening. “Dinner’s ready.” Dave is lanky and balding, but the nicest, kindest man on the planet. And have I mentioned a saint to put up with my sister?

      Dinner is home-cooked heaven, and thankfully Sadie and Everly regale us with all the stories about their promposals—yes, it’s an actual proposal to go to prom—they even model the dresses they’ll be wearing. My nieces run around screaming and yelling, and by the time we dole out the birthday cake, sans the birthday brownie Levi and I brought that Lisa shoved into the freezer and promptly forgot—nevertheless, the girls need to be peeled off the ceiling. My sisters have long since retreated to their room, most likely to sleep off the sugar coma.

      Lisa stands and eyes her miniature doppelgangers. “I’d better get these two to bed.” No sooner does Lisa say the word than the girls scatter like frightened mice. While she and Dave try their best to wrangle them up, I take Levi on a tour of all the framed family photos Lisa has set out.

      “That’s me with my missing front teeth.”

      He wraps his arms around my waist from behind and buries a quiet kiss under my ear. “You are hot with or without teeth.”

      “You should see what I can do with my new chompers.” I bite the air, and he winces. We stop in front of an old family portrait, the last one we ever took with all of the original members. “And that’s a family lineup from back in the day—when we were all together, last time.” My voice grows small. “There’s my mother.” I point to her in the pink dress. “Looking like Lisa, I suppose. And my father.” I’m still mesmerized by his dark brows. “And us girls in height order.” My arms are intertwined around my father’s legs as if already at that young age I could sense his need to bolt. I wanted to ground him, just as badly as I wanted to keep my mother alive that day.

      “How long after this did you take that car ride?”

      “The road to Key Largo?” I try to lighten the mood, but you could tie a boat to the tension in the room and it wouldn’t go anywhere. “About five minutes. I think it was just a few months after that.”

      His chest expands and relaxes over my back as he sighs deeply, his breath warming my neck. “And how about your mom? Can I ask what happened?”

      “I killed her.” I take in a deep breath and hold it. “I’ve never uttered those words in this house. I was fifteen, just got my learner’s permit, and drove us through an intersection at the wrong time. We were T-boned. She was on the vent for a week. We told her she could go home if she wanted to. She was pretty banged up. No sooner did we say those words than she flew away. Lisa took over and life marched on.”

      “Come here.” Levi spins me around and gently lifts me by the chin until I’m forced to look at him. His eyes bear into mine a good long while as if he were sending all of his grief into me telepathically. “That was a terrible accident. Accidents happen. I’m sorry you had to go through any of it.” His lips twitch as his eyes gloss over with emotion. “I don’t want you to hold yourself responsible for that. You didn’t kill her.”

      My arms wrap around him tight as I bury my face in his chest and buck with tears. It’s been a good long while since I’ve cried over the death of my mother—or the dine and ditch my father pulled.

      “It’s okay.” He presses a heated kiss over the top of my head.

      Lisa and Dave thunder down the stairs, and I take a full step away from Levi in the event Lisa shows up with a machete. Tonight’s the kind of night where everything’s on the table—and I’d hate to think Levi’s dick might end up there, too.

      “I think we’ll be going now.” I sniff back the tears that I’m sure have already landed on my sister’s radar.

      Dave says a quick goodnight before offering to get my sisters, but Lisa glares at Levi as if he just stole our mother’s ashes. “Can I have a word with you alone?” She nods to the kitchen, and he’s quick to comply.

      Sadie and Everly run down and smother me with love and I love on them right back, trying to memorize the amazing way their hair smells. And before I know it, Levi is right next to me on the front porch.

      “That was short and sweet,” I whisper as we make our way to the car.

      “Most threats are.”

      And that’s all I need to know.
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      The ride home is mostly silent with the rare exception of grunts and murmurs of our discontent. It’s as if all of our frustrations have finally bottlenecked, and both Levi and I are about to burst at the seams. All I know is that I’m all out of my sexual reserves and I’m scrounging, jonesing for just one hit of Levi Masterson. And, ironically, I don’t at all feel romantic at the moment. I feel pissed. Livid. I’m fuming over the fact Raven is orchestrating my sex life from exotic locales like Milan and Barbados, making me masturbate in the corner while I have a perfectly good specimen seated right next to me.

      Once we arrive back at the house, Levi starts a fire and I fire up the stove.

      “You’re not making brownies again, are you?” He stomps into the kitchen looking stupefied as if I were about to hack the tails off a litter of kittens for the umpteenth time.

      I turn Bertie Higgins on and let “Key Largo” filter through the air, set on a loop before I bother to answer him. God knows an entire stream of expletives is begging to shoot right out of me.

      “Why yes, Levi, I am making brownies again. You see, my ingrate of a sister put them in the freezer to save for later since they already had a cake, thus creating a divide between my daily allotment of their ooey gooey goodness and me.” I pull the bowl out of the cabinet and slam it onto the island. “And you’re welcome by the way.”

      He grunts while folding his arms across his chest, watching me as if he were my supervisor—a decidedly hot and vexingly handsome to the bone supervisor, but a watchman nonetheless.

      “What has you so worked up?” I pull out the cocoa and the chocolate chips, the flour and the baking powder. “It’s your sister that holds the key to this chastity belt.”

      “My sister?” His head ticks back a notch. Levi’s brows arch in that way that frames those glowing eyes, and my heart lets out an unnatural thump. Have I mentioned he is quite the specimen? The body of a lumberjack, the mind of a genius, and a heart of gold, mostly.

      I frown over at him. “Yes, your sister. This is what you get for letting Raven rule the roost.” I point the spatula at him. “It’s probably all your fault she’s a naughty little brat who always gets her way.”

      He barks out an obnoxious laugh. “My sister didn’t threaten my balls an hour ago.”

      “Ugh!” A primal cry rips from my throat, and all I see is red as I retrieve the eggs from the fridge. Then I strut right over to him and land my hands flat against his chest and give him a solid shove—albeit unfruitful, since he’s still planted in the exact same spot I found him in. Moving Levi is like trying to relocate a mountain. He’s solid and strapping, and all kinds of good things under those clothes that I will never know about because his sister is such a pushy little tart. “My sister is only looking out for me. Unlike your sister who is only looking out for herself.”

      He leans in, his eyes narrowed as if he were livid himself. “My sister is only looking out for the both of us.”

      “Ha!” I laugh right in his face, and my lips double dare me to cover his, but I’m too stubborn to listen. “My sister thinks you’re a two-timing cheat about to pull me under into the wicked world of adulterous fornication. Your sister knows that I’m a great person. Your sister knows that you’re a great person. Why in the hell wouldn’t she want us together? Because she’s having a tantrum. That’s why! Raven is a big fat baby. She couldn’t handle the thought of me parading around this place in my underwear, trying to seduce her angel of a brother!” My voice hikes to its highest soprano as my fingers work my blouse off then my skirt. I drop trou right there in the kitchen as “Key Largo” carries on its melodramatic tune. In all my life, I have never imagined doing an inadvertent strip tease to the song I grew up listening to like a life raft, but right now it feels far more like a battle cry.

      Levi’s eyes widen as he takes that visual elevator up and down. My feet are still pressed neatly in my Louboutins. My lace panties just so happen to match my lace bra, and both are appropriately see-through. It’s what I had donned this morning in hopes that this would finally be the day we kicked Raven and all her ideals to the curb, and instead we’re arguing at ten o’clock at night—half-dressed, half-baked, half a mind to shove one another into that roaring fire eating up the next room.

      His Adam’s apple rises and falls as he steps forward and cups my face. His steely eyes bear hard into mine, and they’re saying so much more than words ever can.

      “Low”—he sighs into my name, and a smile comes up on the other end of it—“I don’t want to fight with you. In fact, there’s something I’ve been wanting to say to you all day.”

      A flicker of light emanates from the living room and the heat level rises, but I solely attribute that second part to the fact Levi’s body is inching ever so dangerously close to mine.

      “Oh my God!” he shouts so loud, I close my eyes from the blowback. Levi bolts into the living room, and I trot right along with him, only to find that damn robotic fireplace has sent a line of flames all the way to the ceiling. “Shit!” he barks as he points the defunct remote to it as if it were a gun, and just as quick as the flames engulfed the vicinity, they disappear on command. In its wake are a badly charred wall and a few sparks still shooting out from the armpit of the fireplace.

      “Nice save.” My heart does its best to launch right out of my throat, and I press a hand to my chest as if keeping it in. “Maybe we should go old school next time? You know, firewood and a match.” It’s then I notice that monkey with five arms is blackened from the flames, and I head right over to it. “Oh, no! Your grandmother’s gift!” No sooner do I pick it up than Levi turns my way from across the room.

      “Be careful—it’s hot,” he shouts just as I launch the scalding piece of questionable art into the air, and I stand there, watching the horrific event in slow motion. The knives gleam as they twirl airborne, slowly coming back down to earth, all of its five razors aiming straight for me—but I’m frozen solid, completely unable to navigate from ground zero. The only thought going through my mind is that it’s the last thing Levi has left of his grandmother.

      “Low!” Levi’s voice comes in slow and deep, demonic in nature. His body wraps itself around mine as he tackles me and lands us both on the sofa, his heavy protective frame securely settled over mine. And just as our eyes connect in something other than irritation for the first time all night, a horrific crash comes from our right as the monkey in all of his primate knife-wielding glory shatters into a million tiny pieces.

      I gasp as I look over to see it sprayed about the hardwood floor like confetti.

      “I’m so sorry.” I bury my face in his chest, and all of the tension of this evening just pours right out of me like the loosening of a damn.

      “It’s not your fault,” he says it quiet like maybe it is. Levi lifts me by the chin, and I’m met with those watery blue eyes, that budding crooked grin that I’ve grown to love like crazy. Hell, I’m in love with all of him. I’ve never felt this way about anyone in my life. To hell with Raven and her overprotective ideals. Wouldn’t she rather he end up with me than with the last nut he was with? “I promise you, it wasn’t that important to me. I’m just glad you’re safe. My concern is for you.” That greedy grin of his spreads wide. “You’re half-naked. I didn’t want those flames anywhere near your body.” He swallows hard, and the moment grows serious. “And who knows? Maybe as much as my sister is doing her best to keep us apart, my grandmother of all people has joined us together—literally so to speak.”

      We share a quiet laugh.

      “As I was saying”—his voice grows tight—“Low, I wanted to wait until the right time to say these words, but now that I see how life is playing out—well, I think the right time is any time you’re around.” His breathing picks up pace. He lifts his chest off mine a bit, and I’m right there panting with him. “I love you.” His smile expands right along with my heart. “I’ve loved you from the moment you set foot in the restaurant that night.” His eyes catch the light and sparkle with the hint of tears as his chest trembles with a quiet laugh. “You lit up the room with your smile. When you walked in, I swear I heard a hallelujah choir singing in the background. You hit me like a bolt of lightning and knocked my entire universe off its pathetic base. Over the last few weeks you’ve made all the crooked places straight, shed your beautiful light where only darkness once existed. You made me realize that what I had before with other people didn’t even come close to what real love was. What I feel for you is solid. It has the power to span a lifetime.” All of the joy on his face is quickly replaced with sorrow. “I’m sorry I’m laying all this on you.” He tries to get up, but I’m quick to press him right back down.

      “Don’t you think for a minute you’re getting away with this.” I’m right back to boiling anger. “You can’t just tell me you love me then make a run for the hills—or should I say shower? I know exactly what’s going on in that icy den of hell your sister has imprisoned you in.” I blink back unexpected tears of my own. “I love you, too,” I say it far more curt and aggressive than I ever meant to. “And I mean it.” I practically shout those last words. “The last time I checked both you and I were adults—who by the way are not under the conservatorship of our sisters. If I want to love you—spend the rest of my life with my arms and legs wrapped around you, then that’s just what I’ll damn well do.” Okay, so maybe in all of my schoolgirl fantasies did I not once bark those magical words in the face of the man I want to spend the rest of my days with, but for the love of God with Raven as my psychotic bestie, with Lisa as my drill sergeant of a sister, there was no other way to do it.

      “You love me?” His lids hood over, and that grin turns into something just this side of all-out lust for me.

      “Hell yes, I love you. If I had my phone nearby, I’d snap a picture of the two of us just like this and send it to both your sister and mine with the words don’t like it, don’t look.”

      A deep thunderous laugh rumbles in his chest. “I wouldn’t care if they were watching. Nobody is going to stop me from loving you.” His mouth dips to mine, and he steals a heated lingering kiss off me. “In fact, they could watch me do this.” He leans back and takes off his shirt, sending it flying into the open dark mouth of the soot-riddled fireplace.

      I bite down on my lip, trying to hold the bubbling laugh from shooting out of me. “And for sure they could watch me do this.” My fingers work his jeans until they’re open down the front and I can feel him growing against my thigh.

      Levi scoops me into his arms and jumps to his feet. “This is where I’d draw the line, sweetheart.”

      And just like that, I have a tiny little orgasm in my new boyfriend’s arms.

      Levi speeds us to his bedroom—the forbidden zone that I’ve yet to venture to—sans the first day when I stomped in angrily, but I was too pissed off to fully appreciate it—and for a second I admire its girth and width, the size of his bed alone looks twice the size of a king. He lands me softly onto the mattress and falls over me onto his elbows, his warm breath heats over my face.

      “You want this?”

      A dull thump rides through me at the thought. As if it were ever a question.

      “I’ve wanted this from the moment I first laid eyes on you.” I bite down hard over my lip and nearly ruin the moment with a spurt of blood. “But I’m glad that we waited. I don’t mean to make myself sound like a skank, but I gladly would have jumped your bones on the way home from the precinct that night. In a way, I’m glad the fear of Raven—the fear of my own hellion of a sister”—I can’t help but giggle when I call Lisa a hellion because she so is, but I totally mean that in a loving way—“stepped in and saved me from almost missing out on what’s going to be the best night of my life.”

      His heavy lids come shy of closing as his lips twitch just this side of a smile at the thought. Levi looks stoned, lost in the most primal need, and I’m going to make sure that his need gets met night after night by me only.

      He groans softly. “Your sister still thinks I’m an ass.”

      “She’ll straighten out once she sees the light.” I give a guilty shrug. “Like I did.”

      Levi gets that glint in his eyes that assures me of things to come—namely me.

      “Do you like it slow?” he growls it out as if the thought were already testing his patience.

      “I’ll take it any way you’re willing to give it.”

      “Good. It’s going to be fast, and it’s going to be hard,” he says it like a fact. “It might even hurt.” He takes a bite out of my neck as if to prove a point, but the last thing I do is protest. “But most likely it will be everything in between.” His teeth graze along my shoulder, and I let out a tiny cry.

      Levi’s mouth falls over mine, hungry as his tongue probes me with an urgency met with my own. We’re off to the races, our limbs already intertwined, his hands manically exploring my body. He flips off my bra, and I help fling it across the room. My panties race down to my ankles all on their own. Levi plunges his kisses down to the girls, biting and sucking as if his life depended on it. His mouth moves south, running a fire line with his tongue all the way down to my hips, and stops just shy of a touchdown.

      He looks up, still pleasantly drugged, his breathing as aggressive as my own. “You have a problem with how fast I’m moving?” he belts the words out, smeared with attitude the beastly way only Levi Masterson can, and that sweet spot at the base of my thighs trembles with anticipatory delight.

      “Honey, if you don’t pick up the pace and take this baby home, I might just give you your walking papers. I’ve waited eight whole weeks for you to kiss me all over. I wasn’t hoping to stall in the process so we can share our thoughts on thermonuclear dynamics. In effect, we’ve already discussed the theory of relativity far too long this evening.” I give him a swift kick in his rock-hard behind. “Get a move on before I whip out the power tools.”

      A deep gurgle of a laugh escapes him. “Oh, honey, after I’m through with you, you’ll toss the power tools.”

      And I take a moment to admire this man with his impressive wingspan—muscles bulging from the top of his shoulders where I had no clue muscles existed, that demented smile taking over his face, the way his eyes just zeroed in on mine as if I were ground zero—and for the life of me, I can’t believe how I ever got so lucky. Levi is a work of art, a sculpture of the master come to life—fully charged and ready to teach me a lesson with every lick of that delicious tongue.

      “No power tools?” My next breath gets caught in my throat. “Prove it.”

      Levi gives a dark laugh that bumps through him, and he gets straight to work. He buries his face between my thighs, and his tongue works in hot, delicious circles until I’m clutching at the sheets.

      “Shit,” I pant, unsure of how in the hell he has the ability to make me feel so inhumanly good. My breathing ratchets up as that coil deep inside of me begins growing impossibly tight. Every last part of me is begging to burst. And just like that, Levi springs up and straddles me with his knees.

      “What the hell are you doing? Get back there!” My voice knifes its way out of my throat and comes back to me in an echo. Again—never imagined my perfect night with Levi would entail me raising my voice and my blood pressure while barking out orders—which by the way he is slow to comply with.

      “I’m joining the party, sweetheart.” He dives to the nightstand, and the next thing I know he’s tearing the condom open with his teeth and stroking it onto his body.

      “Oh, my ever-loving shit. That is the hottest thing I have ever seen.” The words come out breathy and jerky and quite possibly completely unintelligible.

      His brows give a naughty hike into his forehead. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

      I pull my knees back to my shoulders and give a wild grin as our eyes connect one final time before he officially makes me his. “Welcome to the party, Levi.”

      He falls over me with a ravaging kiss as I navigate him to where he needs to be. It occurs to me that this is the first time I’m holding my boyfriend’s man parts in my hand, and it happens to be nestled under a thin prophylactic layer—not that I’m complaining. I’m more than happy to take in the sticky length of him, and oh, my wow, is it ever an impressive length. In truth, I have only been with one other person, and that was a brief three-week stint of regret. Other than that, I’ve really put some miles on my power tool collection. Raven happens to have a power tool collection of her own, and we swore up and down that if we died in some untimely manner, we would be quick to dispense of one another’s power tool evidence. Not that Lisa would be shocked and dishonored to know I held fast to my own brand of self-pleasure. It was more to shield Raven from staining her pristine image in the minds of her brothers. And what the hell am I doing thinking about my sister and his while his rock-hard joystick throbs in the palm of my hand?

      I land him right where he needs to be, and Levi wastes no time in slowly, ever so slowly plunging right in. My body stretches to accommodate him. It feels as if it’s being ripped in two in the very best way, and as much as I’ll feel this for the next six weeks—hopefully, because it’s occurring on a reoccurring loop—I don’t regret a moment of it.

      Levi hikes up on his elbows and looks down at me tenderly, and my heart slams against my chest, just begging to break into his body and melt over his.

      His eyes smile before he ever says a word. It’s a neat trick only Levi can do. “I love you, Low.”

      “I love you, too, Levi.”

      He melts his mouth over mine and gets the party started.
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      Harlow’s mouth, skin, and that honeyed sweet spot between her thighs all happen to hold the taste of fresh strawberries. Damn lucky for me since I can’t seem to get enough of my favorite summer fruit.

      “Yes,” I pant as I thrust deep inside of her over and over.

      “Yes.” She claws her nails down my back and makes it hurt just a little.

      “Fuck,” I hiss into her ear before riding back over her. “Low.” I grip her by the wrists and press in hard as my entire body trembles to completion. I’m panting so hard there’s no hope of ever catching my breath, but I’ve never felt so damn good in all my life. I couldn’t care less if I weren’t breathing at all.

      I know for a fact she didn’t get there, so I glide down her damp body and bury my mouth over that sweet spot that left me wanting more. I suck, pull, and tug less than a minute before she grips me by the temples and lets me know I’m headed in the right direction.

      “Oh, shit.” Her knee bounces over the back of my neck, and I look up and meet with her eyes, a dull smile already morphing on my lips.

      “It’s Boobear to you.” A deep laugh thunders in my chest, but I won’t give it. Instead, I take her home, love her with my mouth the way my perverted mind has already done a thousand times since she walked through those doors at The Pelican.

      A horrific roar emits from her, followed by the violent bucking of her body, then finally the headlock that assures me we’ve successfully rounded out the bases.

      Low hikes up on her elbows and looks down at me with those sexy as hell sleepy eyes. “Oh, Boobear”—she bubbles with a laugh right into my ear—“job well done. I’ll have the power tools on the lawn by morning.”

      I chuckle right along with her while pulling her in close to me. “I’m pretty sure the neighbors won’t know what to make of them.”

      “You’re right. The Hills have always been a little uptight.” She winces. “And so was I earlier. Forgive me?”

      “Only if you forgive me.” I take a playful bite out of her earlobe. “Let’s just call it a draw. Besides, I like you feisty.”

      “Good thing, because I like you grumpy.”

      I pull back to get a better look at her. “I’m not grumpy. Am I grumpy? Hell, I’m grumpy.”

      She tousles my hair and rolls onto me, her sugary sweet tits weigh heavy on my chest. “You’re grumpy as hell, and I love it.” She makes a face. “So, now what? How are we ever going to keep this a secret?”

      “We’re no secret. Not to my mother or my brother anyway.”

      “Or your ex or my sister. Hey!” She wiggles her hips over my dick, and it starts to rouse lazily. “The only person who doesn’t know we’re a thing is that stark Raven mad bestie of mine.”

      “I see what you did there. And I happen to agree with you.” I give her a light tap over the bottom, and her mouth drops open.

      “What’s this?” She lands a heated kiss over my lips. “Corporal punishment at its finest? I do approve by the way.”

      “Yeah? Well, that’s all you’re getting out of me. I prefer to shower my affection over you in far more creative ways.”

      Low slides down and rests her head over my chest. “Thank you.”

      “For not administering a spanking?”

      “For loving me.” She gives my chest a gentle scratch with the tip of her nails, and it feels like bliss.

      “Believe me, I’m the one who should be shouting out a thank you.” I rub her back before pulling the comforter over her. “Thank you for loving me, Low. Thank you for healing me.” Low has healed me, breathed new life into that carcass I’ve been dragging around, and it’s about time she knows it.

      “Anytime, Boobear.” She lands a wet kiss to my chest. “You know, I can fall asleep just listening to the beat of your heart.” And she does just that.

      I hold her all night long, dropping kisses over her head whenever I wake up from my own slumber. A year ago, I was in hell with the last person I wanted to be involved with. I never thought I’d love again. I never knew what love was until Low came along.

      I realize Raven will have a tough time getting over this, but that’s exactly what she’ll have to do.

      Get over it.

      [image: ]

      The Sloppy Pelican isn’t exactly brimming with bodies at what is traditionally known as the dinner rush. Brody has a couple of bands battling it out tonight, and the customers that are present get a chance to vote.

      My phone buzzes, and it’s a text from my favorite baby sister.

      I miss you! And I hate that you’ve moved on without my approval. How is the little slut, anyway? Are you still hot and heavy? My God, what if she’s another immature brat?

      My heart breaks knowing that Raven feels as if she’s missing out. I don’t see why I need to torment her with my fictional relationship with Evie Slater, so I decide to officially break things off with her—as far as Raven’s concerned anyhow and have a little fun with it in the process.

      Yup. You’re right. She’s an immature brat. A real hurricane in the flesh, too. The girl destroys everything she touches. I can’t wait to get her out of my life, but you know me, I’m too nice to do it. I might just let her use me a few more nights before kicking her to the curb. I never did have good radar for women. Until I met Low, I want to add but don’t, but, of course, I can’t.

      She wastes no time in texting right back. OH MY GAWD! I’m going to find the skank and kill her!

      I can’t help but laugh. Okay, so maybe I had a little too much fun with my baby sister. Not necessary. How about you fix me up with someone nice and sweet? Anyone you know who fits that bill? I’m hoping she’ll say Low, and that might soften the blow when the relationship news finally hits the fan.

      NO. Stay away from anyone who might remotely know me. Sorry about your broken heart, big bro. I love you so much it hurts.

      I stare at her text a good long while until I’m hurting, too. I’m not sure why I can’t bring myself to tell her how I feel about Harlow. But deep down, it’s because I’d rather do it in person. Low is special. We’re special. If Raven hears it from me firsthand, I know she’ll more than approve.

      Love you, too, little sis. I hit Send and head over to where Low and Brody are listening to the band scream it out.

      Axel shakes his head at the lead singer of the Daft Exchange. “We’re not the Black Bear. I don’t think this is a good idea at all.”

      Low sucks in a breath, and I can tell she’s getting ready to tell him where to go. “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. We are the Black Bear—but better. I bet you every person in this place tonight has visited that college bar crawling with coeds, and I bet you every person in this place was wishing there was someplace just like the Black Bear—sans the drunk sorority girls and wasted frat brats. And that’s where you come in, my friend.” She slaps her hand down over his shoulder as the two of them nod their heads in time to the rhythm. “You save the masses from ever having to inadvertently sit through another sorority-frat mixer again. In fact, the night before I showed up here pretending to be your ex, I went to the Black Bear myself in hopes of finding a good time, and the only thing I found was a petri dish of shiny new sexually transmitted diseases cooking away.”

      I blink over at her, and she winks back.

      “Imagine my surprise when I showed up at The Sloppy Pelican, the new, swanky, rustic, atmosphere to die for, hot spot in Hollow Brook, only to have a real man greet me at the door.”

      A dull laugh pumps through me. “I did do that, didn’t I?”

      “You sure as hellfire did.” She swims over to the beat of the song, and her arms find a home around my waist.

      Axel looks to the side as if he were playing back the conversation. “How did you know she was my ex?”

      Low’s pretty pink lips fall open, and she gives a panicked look from me to him. “You know, I’d better make sure Brody is hitting those recipes I gave him just right.” She takes off for the kitchen. Tonight’s the night the staff is going to try out the new menu offerings that Low built up from scratch. I’ve already sampled each and every one as Low and I worked side by side in the kitchen all week—when we were taking breaks from working side by side in the bedroom.

      Axel steps in next to me, that look of worry on his forehead lets me know this is bugging the crap out him. “Did you tell her Lex was my ex?”

      “Lex the ex? Has a ring to it.” I can’t help but chuckle. “Nope, wasn’t me,” I say, looking up at the band as the girls near the front get worked up in a frenzy.

      Ax steps in my line of vision. His eyes are set on mine with that serious as shit look on his face that can only mean one thing. He’s still into her.

      “Then how did she know? Are they friends?”

      “Not that I know of. I haven’t heard Low mention her. Dude.” I pinch my eyes shut a moment. Axel and his inability to carry out a commitment with a girl has always made me wonder what makes him tick. “Is this girl the reason that no other chick can stick? Have you been holding a torch for this Lex person this entire time?”

      “What?” He takes a deep breath as he rocks back on his heels. “No. It’s not like that. We dated in college—undergraduate before I met you. It’s ancient history. It’s just—” He shakes his head because he can’t find the right words.

      “You realize she’s coming back in a week.”

      He snaps his head my way, that look of morbid surprise right back on his face again. “A week, huh?”

      “Yes, next Friday—the thirteenth.” I happen to remember the date because when we set the appointment up with Food Crack Nation it struck me that maybe rebooting what amounts to my life’s work on that particular day might not be the best idea. But the date was immovable. The next available opening was a month from now, and The Sloppy Pelican needs a vital financial infusion far faster than that.

      Ax is slow to say a word. He gives a nod to the band as if considering it. “I’ll be here.”

      “Since she’s your ex, maybe you should call her up first—mend a few bridges.” The thought of some vindictive ex holding my financial future in her hands doesn’t sit well with me.

      “No can do.” Axel is quick to dismiss it. He slaps his hand over my shoulder as we make our way back to the kitchen, and he doesn’t bother bringing up his ex anymore.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I head over to Low and wrap my arms around her as the staff gathers in the kitchen for the first official sampling.

      “What will be fine?” She blinks up at me. “I know you’re not talking about the new and improved menu because that will be great.”

      “Your menu is great. It’s his ex.” I nod over to him, and he glowers my way for even whispering about it.

      “Oh, hon”—Low giggles under her breath—“that won’t be fine for a good long while.” It sounds as if maybe Low does know something I don’t.

      The food sampling gets underway as the employees moan with approval as soon as they take a bite out of each and every dish. Low has put her mark on this place, just like she put her mark on my heart.

      Low might have her secrets regarding Axel’s ex, but unfortunately, I’ve got a few of my own. Not sure why I haven’t told her yet. I guess everything will come out in due time. I just hope by then it won’t be too late.
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      Hollow Brook is a magical place in the summertime. Not only does half this college town empty out and head for summer vacay before the fall semester begins, but the glory of the mountain is magnified under the duress of the sweet July sun. The flowers have broken out into a riot of color, the rich soil and the evergreens let out their oils and release the heavenly scent of the paradise that Hollow Brook truly becomes. I spent all day in Friar’s Corner yesterday at Sadie’s graduation while Levi stayed back at The Sloppy Pelican in an effort to protect his good name—and face it, his balls from Lisa. But it’s Friday the thirteenth, the lucky day in which Lex here is going to rave about The Sloppy Pelican’s new menu. Of course, I plan on being there tonight when she does—I for one would hate to miss the fireworks that are about to go off between her and Axel the ex.

      “I hate walking.” She grunts as she bats the bugs away with each step. I’ve convinced Lex to hike the trails with me up past the Witch’s Cauldron. That steamy hole in the ground is one of Hollow Brook’s six natural springs and the easiest to get to. I’ll have to bring Levi here one day, and we’ll have to do a little coital cauldron hopping per Whitney Briggs’ tradition, seeing that it’s both of our alma maters. That ought to make things scaldingly interesting for sure—not that things haven’t been heated in the bedroom. We’ve found a whole new way to enjoy brownie batter—off each other. Who knew combining my two favorite tasty treats, brownies and Levi Masterson, could take things to a whole new orgasmic level?

      “It’s not walking. It’s hiking,” I say, trying to slow down in order for her to catch up. “And we’ve already covered a litany of things you hate this morning. You hate people, wild animals, insects, and dogs that sniff at your crotch.”

      “Oh, shut up,” she gruffs. “That was a particularly obscene Great Dane, and you know it. Did you see the balls on that beast? Don’t you even try to tell me that boyfriend of yours is hung like a Great Dane. It was pornographic. And then that frat boy who had him on a flimsy rope purposely let him attack me. I had to beat him off with a stick. He was practically munching me out.”

      “Your panache for subtlety astounds me,” I growl at the wind. Having friends is hard.

      “Anyway, I happen to have a canine myself. A chubby little French bulldog named Strudel, who might I add has yet to stick his snout into a single love canal.”

      “Strudel?” I balk at the unfortunate moniker. “Wow, you are mean.”

      “I’m not mean,” she grits it through her teeth like a threat while her ponytail whips around her face as she struggles to keep up.

      I nod us over to the bench by the overlook, and we flop down as all of Jepson shines beneath us. “Beautiful.” I take a quick sip of my water. “But we gotta head back.”

      “What?” she squawks so loud you would think I just told her we needed to lie prostrate so that Great Dane can finish the job. “We just got here. Good luck getting me off my duff. Don’t forget. I’m your ride.”

      “Thanks for reminding me of where I went wrong. But I need to shower and dress and head to the restaurant. It’s the official grand reopening. And I need to make sure my new food critic bestie loves every single bite.”

      She gives a maniacal laugh, which seems to be her specialty. “I do love it when you call me your bestie.”

      “Aw, is it because you’ve never had one?” As in a single female friend ever.

      “No.” She’s back to scowling at Jepson as if it took her lunch money. “It’s because I stole the title from that girl who tried to keep your vagina hostage.”

      “That’s one way to put it.” I sigh hard at the thought of Raven finding out what Levi and I have done—are doing. “But rest assured, I have plenty of room for both of my besties in my life.”

      My phone burps to life, and I roll it over in my hand, only to toss it like a hot potato once I see who it is.

      “Gah! It’s her! I swear she’s got some kind of demonic radar when anyone invokes her unholy name.”

      “You never said her name.”

      “Smartass.” I glance down to see what Raven has to say for herself.

      Aloha! I’m doing the hula and drinking Mai Tais! How is it going back in HB? Any news on Levi and the girl that’s stalking him?

      “Ha!” I show the message to Lex, and we share a dark laugh. I’ll admit, it’s been pretty fun to keep the Evie ruse going with Raven. “Say cheese!” I snap a quick picture of Lex who gifts me the finger. I carefully crop that little lovely detail out and shoot it to bestie number one.

      With his BAE now! Isn’t she lovely? Have fun hitting the beach! Tonight’s the big TSP reboot.

      She texts right back. Wow! Cannot wait to meet her! You don’t know how bad I feel that I’m missing out. I can’t wait to see everyone again. Especially YOU!

      A forlorn smile comes as I read her words. I really do miss having Raven around. Even if we do text daily, it’s just not the same as a good old-fashioned hug-fest.

      Don’t wait too long before your next visit. We might just have a little surprise cooking up for you!

      I show it to Lex before I hit Send. “Too much foreshadowing?”

      “Nope. You’ll still knife her where it counts.”

      As much as I’d like to roll my eyes at that one, I know she’s right. I hit Send anyway.

      Raven texts back. I might just have a little surprise brewing for you, too!

      “See that?” Lex flicks her finger at the screen. “Turnabout is fair play. She might just be ready to knife your heart out, too. Now what could possibly be brewing for you in her cauldron?”

      “I have no clue.” I’m stumped just thinking about it. “Ooh, I know! A new pair of kicks. Raven is the one who gifted me my first pair of Louboutins.”

      “They’re your only pair of Louboutins.”

      “You have to think positive, Lex. I can see it doesn’t come naturally.” I give her knee a quick tap. “It’s time for the truth, girl. What are you going to say to Ax the ex tonight when you see him?”

      Her face goes white as she stares out in a daze in the distance at Jepson. “I’m not going to say a word. I’ve spent the last few years freezing him out. I don’t see why the big thaw should happen just because I’m in the same air space.”

      “Attagirl,” I tease. “I’d hate for you to lose your ice princess persona.”

      She lifts a brow, amused by the fact. “Has he called me that?”

      “Nope. In fact, he’s as tight-lipped as you are.”

      Her eyes narrow in on the city with a vengeance as if she were readying to pounce. “Is that so?” She huffs a dull laugh, and something tells me that little nugget I just shared won’t bode well for Axel.

      “But trust me, I can tell he’s desperately still interested. He wants you. Face it, the power of the vajayjay is strong with you.”

      “There are a lot of things I’d like to lord over him. My girl parts aren’t one of them.” She snarls before biting down on her lip as if maybe her girl parts are the very thing she’d like to lord over him.

      “So, no hope of a reconciliation, huh? I’ll admit, I’m more than a bit bummed. I was sort of hoping you and Ax could get back together and the four of us could go on all these fun double dates. And vacations! Oh, the vacations we could have gone on. And you know that the two of us would have sniffed out all the best food.”

      She sniffs the air as if to spite me. “Let’s get back. I’ve got a shower to take myself.”

      We start back down the trail, her swatting at the air and me drinking down the sunshine.

      “So, what are you going to wear tonight?” I ask, looking for a clue as to how hard she’s going to stick it to poor Axel. Lex is impeccably dressed twenty-four seven. Even now as I’m sweating it out in cutoffs and a tank top, she’s decked out from head to toe in all of Lululemon’s best offerings. “I bet you’re going to slay this. Let me guess—spiked heels and a low-cut top?”

      Her lips twitch with the hint of a wicked smile. “There will be spikes involved. You got that half-right.”

      Something tells me Alexa Ximena Maxfield is ready to drive an entire spike strip into the giant X that sits over Axel Collin’s heart.

      [image: ]

      The Sloppy Pelican gleams under the faux starry spray of a thousand twinkle lights I had Levi install throughout the open beamed woodwork that spans the ceiling.

      He wraps an arm around me and gives a little jostle. “Well done, Peaches. I think it’s just what we needed to kick it up to the next level.”

      “You’re already there, Boobear.” I give him a little wink as I come in for a kiss.

      Brody leans in. “Don’t forget the fact I’ve booked three bands for the night. The votes are getting tight.”

      “About that.” I wrinkle my nose. “I know I’m backtracking, but I think maybe we should just open up The Sloppy Pelican to all bands. That way you get fresh entertainment on the regular? Plus, it gives the local bands the break they might need.”

      Levi gives my ribs a quick tweak. “I think it’s genius.”

      Axel walks in, and all the skirts at the bar quiet to a hush. He’s donned his black suit, gold tie, and has his hair slicked back. He’s putting on quite the panty-melting show, and judging by the slack-jawed expression of the girls lined up ready and willing to gift him their undergarments, it’s working.

      “Wow,” I muse as he heads for our circle. “You headed to prom later?”

      Brody and Levi share a quick laugh at their buddy’s expense.

      “Only if your dance card is open, baby.” Ax gives a little wink my way.

      “If your dance moves are as smooth as that look you’ve got going on, I just might be free for a number or two.” I give Levi’s ribs a hard pinch, but he’s not laughing. “I’m teasing.” I bat my lashes up at his baby blues. “My dance card is full each and every night with this guy right here.” I steal a delicious kiss before giving a quick little bite. “A preview of things to come.” I lick my lips, and Levi does that sexy as all heck waggle of the brows. This boy has me going all the time. It’s a wonder we show up for work at all.

      “Hey”—he winces—“I forgot to tell you my mom called. She said the family wanted to come out and support me tonight.”

      “The family?” My stomach bottoms out for a moment. I was hoping to keep The Sloppy Pelican a drama-free zone this evening—but mostly the drama I was concerned with was between Lex and Axel. “Let’s see. Raven’s whooping it up at a luau with a bunch of beefy fire dancers, so that leaves Chip and Meredith.” It’s funny how even saying his soon-to-be ex’s name makes me naturally grimace.

      He gives the slightest hint of a nod. “I couldn’t say no.” He shakes his head over at Brody and Axel.

      Brody gives him a mock sock over the arm. “You okay, man?”

      “Yeah. Chip and I are communicating. Meredith and I—well, the court approved our divorce.” He grins down at me. “I should get my papers in the mail any day now.”

      “Yay!” I’m testing out the nonexistent springs on my Louboutins as I bounce up and down. “That means I’ll no longer be fornicating with a married man.” I glare over at the peanut gallery. “Don’t judge.”

      Both Brody and Axel raise their hands in surrender.

      “All right.” Levi walks me backward. “It’s five minutes ’til show time. I’ve had the kitchen make everything we’ve got. We really need to wow her.”

      “Wowing Lex? I’m pretty sure that never happens. I say, if she gets even mildly close to happy, we’ll be sitting pretty.”

      Axel huffs, “So, you do know her.”

      I hold my breath, unsure of what to say. Axel and Lex are both great people—complex people, but pretty great nevertheless.

      “Okay, so I know her,” I finally fess up. “What’s the deal with you two, anyway? Why aren’t you together? What did you do?” No sooner do I snap that last question out in an accusatory fashion than the ice queen herself struts through the door—only she’s a lot less ice and a lot more…porcupine?

      “Oh, wow.” Brody groans at the sight of her, and I can feel Axel stiffening at the sight. I bet a part of him wants to get real stiff.

      And what a sight she is. Lex is sporting a black leather jacket completely covered with miniature silver spikes. Her hair is vamped out, long and dangerously bloodcurdling red as it springs down her back in full bodied waves. It’s practically an entity in and of itself, and I’m half-tempted to offer it a seat of its own. To complete the look, she’s donned a black leather skirt that’s so short it’s almost an idea than an actual accouterment, sky-high heels, a leather choker with a ring of spikes that are each at least an inch long, and she’s swabbed on her vampiest dark red lipstick to finish off the biker-straight-out-of-hell look.

      “No hugs for you!” I tease as I lead her to her seat, and she doesn’t even flinch a smile.

      Levi thought we should have her near the bar, which is about as close as you can get to the kitchen, and it’s only now I see the grave error we’ve made. Each and every barfly has paused his or her good time to ogle the queen of mean in our midst. And since Lex here hates people, I’d say all that ogling doesn’t bode well for us.

      “Would you look at that outfit?” Levi whispers.

      “How about I do, but you don’t?” I give him a playful swat over the arm. I’d introduce Lex, but she’s stoic as a statue. She’s all business tonight, and I can tell she’s extra careful not to make eye contact with the good-looking man in the zoot suit. God, she’s so zombie-like I’m afraid she’s going to crack. “Um, Axel?” I swear on everything that is holy she just straightened as if I zapped her. “Why don’t you help Brody bring out the first round of dishes for our guest?” I wait until they’re out of sight before leaning toward my favorite queen of terror. “You look fab, girl. Trust me, death glam becomes you.”

      “You think?” She picks up the knife and blows a kiss into her reflection. “Because I happen to think so, too.”

      “That’s my girl.” I glance over to the kitchen, and thankfully Axel is still out of sight. “Are you okay?”

      She gives a nervous glance around. Her eyes are outlined perfectly with the blackest pigment on the planet. Her contours are well-defined, and her face gives off that dewy glow without crossing into alien territory. As always, her face is impeccable.

      She takes in a quivering breath as if attempting to center herself. “I’m always great. I’m always great,” she says it twice, almost catatonic as if it were her morning mantra she’s been repeating for years, and knowing Lex, it just might be.

      “Don’t worry. It’ll be over before you know it. If you need me to meet you at Hallowed Grounds tomorrow morning to help with that fab write-up, I’ll be there with bells on.”

      She shoots me a look just as the boys come out carrying two huge oversized plates, each with a smorgasbord of everything on it from foie gras to Sevruga. Not including the fact two of the plates are loaded with our new vegan options for the less carnivorous among us—asparagus fries and cauliflower hot wings that are to die for—and yes, ironically, they taste like chicken.

      “I’ll walk you through it.”

      “No speaking,” she hisses my way as plates brimming with food land magically before her.

      Brody gives an awkward sort of a bow and ducks out of her way before she does something irrational and pins him in the head with a saucer. And Axel just sort of stands there staring at her as if he were in a trance.

      “Lexy,” Axel strums it out slow and sedated, and I can’t help but gasp.

      Lexy? What is this shit? Even I know the rules of engagement as far as her triple X highness is concerned. Her name is Lex. Under no circumstances does anyone call her Alexa or God forbid Lexy. Is he trying to incite a war?

      Lex’s eyes grow wide with fury, but thankfully she keeps her gaze fixed straight ahead, and my foie grois still has a fighting duck liver of a chance.

      Levi pulls me in close and plants his mouth near my ear. “What’s going on?”

      “She’s fine,” I whisper as I take a step in. “And for our first course, we’d love for you to try the small plate sampler, which has six new menu items to start the palate off on the right course for the night.”

      Lex picks up her fork and begins stabbing away as if the appetizers were running amuck on the table and she needed to pin them down with her tines.

      I catch Levi stepping away and spot his mother along with Chip and Meredith making their untimely appearance. Great. Levi tries his best to seat them, but they insist on following him over. Of course, they do.

      Crap. The more people goggling Lex, the more her blood pressure will skyrocket—and with my luck, her cholesterol levels will, too. Two things she’ll blame me for over coffee tomorrow morning. And seeing that I was unsuccessful in making her ex disappear for the night, I’m out an extra two hundred fifty dollars to boot.

      I glance back to find Meredith cozying up to Levi, and my stomach sinks. Did I expect anything less? Now that he’s no longer legally hers, she wants him back. Poor Chip is brooding next to Bonnie, and they both offer a polite wave my way.

      Levi makes his way back and lands a kiss to my ear. “She seems happy.”

      “Not as happy as Mer.” Sorry, I mouth. “I couldn’t help it.”

      “I promise you, there is nothing to worry about in that arena.” He digs his fingers into my hips, and we watch as Lex annihilates all the tiny samplers we’ve set out before her. I provided her with a food map so she would know exactly what she’s noshing on. Lex mentioned that an eatery down in Jepson had done that for her once and scored major points on the write-up, so of course, I utilized my inside information to the hilt. Now, if only my main menu options hit it out of the park, The Sloppy Pelican will be on its way to becoming the new premier eatery in the tri-city area. If we can start hauling them in from Jepson, too, I know for a fact we’ll be out of the red in no time.

      “You should start with the truffle wagyu beef burger.” Brody has the nerve to pipe up, and she glares at him, only the way a frosty-hearted woman can.

      “Thank you,” she says it curt and stuns the entire lot of us with the simple sound of her voice. She cuts a glance my way that says I want his head on a platter—but only after I whack off Axel’s major apex, I’m assuming. Lex would make a wicked evil queen, and a part of me loves it. She basically amounts to having a real life Disney villain right at my fingertips.

      “Surprise!” a high-pitched wail of a voice cries from behind, and the entire bar turns to the entrance to find a beautiful tan bombshell of a girl with long black hair and those familiar killer ocean blue eyes.

      “Oh my God!” I gasp along with Bonnie. “Raven!” I scream as my in-the-flesh bestie bolts over, and I pull her into a tight rocking hug.

      “I’m here!” she squeals as a dog pile of bodies tries to get in on the action and all attention is diverted from Lex. “I felt so bad that I’ve missed so much I just put my damn foot down.” She covers her cute little bowtie lips with her fingers as she looks to Bonnie. “Sorry, Mom!” She pulls her brothers in. “Chip—Levi! It’s been forever since I’ve held my two favorite brothers. You feel so good. I have so much to tell you. We have so much to talk about.”

      Levi does his best to blink back tears, and instinctively I wrap my arms around him.

      Raven takes a lunging step back. “What’s this?”

      “Oh!” I set my arms back to my sides as if I just pulled them out of a bonfire. “I was about to tip over in these damn heels.” I kick a Louboutin in the air. Dear God, forgive me for lying so blatantly about my blameless beautiful stilettos. I can only pray karma has a forgiving heart and a weakness for a good shoe.

      “Oh, hon”—Bonnie waves a hand as if I were silly, little does she know how very fucking silly I really am—“that’s Levi’s new girl.”

      Raven’s mouth falls open, and her eyes go red with rage in a flash, cartoon style.

      “Why, that’s right!” I say a little too loud as Levi shakes his head at me. Okay, so he’s not so hot on doing the big reveal at the moment, but lucky for him neither am I. “This is his new girl, right here.” I back up and hold a hand out to Lex as if she were the booby prize—and at the moment, she sort of is.

      Lex glances up with a napkin paused to her lips. A paper napkin? Who the hell disobeyed my wishes and chose to forgo the damn linen? This entire night is going to hell in a cheap paper handbasket.

      Lex flexes a smile, and everyone in an eight-foot circumference freezes. You only need to be around the girl for five solid seconds to figure out her face doesn’t crack. At least not for something as trivial as joy. In fact, she’s the only woman on the planet who can evoke a holy terror in me at the curve of her lips.

      Lex stands up and nearly towers me in her six-inch heels. Her vampire red lipstick is still perfectly in place, and it showcases that wicked grin twitching to life like the anomaly it is.

      “Well, well”—she looks down at my bestie with those soulless eyes—“you must be Raven.”

      Raven swallows audibly, unsure of what to make of the glamazon in our midst dressed like a biker chick on a mission to eviscerate every male in the great state of North Carolina.

      “Why yes, I am.” The words come out curt as Raven’s own rock solid beauty comes out strong, and I can’t help but think this feels like a battle of the Titans. “People tell me you’ve been seeing my brother, Levi.”

      A smattering of whispers and gasps breaks out around us, because well, Raven, Lex, and I are the only three people who actually think this to be true. And at the moment, I’m doing my best not to glance my new boyfriend’s way. One look and he’ll see right through these shenanigans.

      Lex drops that smile on her face like a bad tick and is right back to glaring. She glances up at Levi and gives a simple nod. “You—come here.”

      She points to the spot next to her, and he’s slow to comply. I’m pretty sure he’s more interested in garnering a good review than he is in disobeying her dominatrix-like command, but a part of me is purring at his responsiveness. I’ll have to turn up my inner dominatrix once we get back to the bedroom. I glare over at Raven for even thinking of cock-blocking me this evening.

      Raven gasps as if mortified to see her brother listening to this needle-laden goddess. “Levi Masterson, what is this skank doing in your establishment? Don’t tell me you’re still entertaining the likes of her. I’ll tell you right now. It’s time to dropkick this ho to the door.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Lex rotates her head as if it were on a swivel. “Did you just call me a skank and a ho? In front of God and my boyfriend, Levi?” she roars it out with such power I’m about to wrap myself around Raven like a human shield. God, I’ll never forgive myself if Lex goes rogue and starts in on a hacking spree. She can take all our eyes out with that regalia she’s armed herself with.

      Raven steps up and scoffs right in her face. “Why yes, I did. And now I’m going to ask you to pick your porcupine self up and march right out that door, sweetie. And when the door hits you on the ass, take that as a special goodbye just from me.” Ha! Raven and I are totally on the same wavelength with that whole porcupine thing. But still, Lex is hot as fuck.

      Meredith steps in before Lex can catch her next breath. “What the hell is going on here? Levi isn’t dating this Goth zombie.”

      Lex growls in her direction, and Mer slinks right back to Bonnie.

      Raven tosses back her mile-long hair the way she does when she’s readying for a showdown—or a fistfight. “I know she’s not with him. He told me all about the breakup.”

      I glance to Levi, and his shoulders twitch with a shrug. But that guilty look on his face says he sure as hell knows what’s up. We didn’t break up, did we? Never mind. I’ll deal with him later.

      Lex leans into Raven, landing dangerously close to my OG bestie who’s about to morph into a landmine. “Oh, sweetie, your big, strong, handsome brother and I are still very much on.” She casts the briefest of glances to Axel, which most likely explains the elongated description of Levi’s good looks. It’s becoming clear Lex is utilizing these unfortunate events to her advantage, just like any ex worth her salt would. I can’t hold it against her. Lex is just a badass that way.

      “No, you’re not—at least not for long.” Raven whips out her phone and messes with it for a second. “See? Right here in this text he says he’s about to give you the big heave-ho.” She points hard at the screen that no one is reading, but my heart sinks at the thought that she might be right.

      Lex huffs at Raven’s tantrum as if it were a stone in her path. “Your brother and I are solid, and I’ll prove it.” Lex gloms onto Levi so fast and hard the air in the room vacuums around them. Before I can process what’s happening, her lips adhere to his, and he’s walking backward trying his best to push her away. But Lex proves stealth, and soon she lands her legs over his waist while her hands do their best to hold his head steady. Levi trips, and they tumble to the floor, but Lex lands on top—I suspect she does that quite often in life—her face still sucking down hard over his. Levi twists and turns his head like a toddler unwilling to take his medicine, but Lex is unrelenting in her administration of the curious elixir.

      “Shit!” I shrill as the room breaks out into sheer chaos. Brody and Chip run over and stop short as Axel roars out something unintelligible.

      “Out of my way!” I scream, bolting over and pulling Lex off by the hair. No sooner does she roll over than Levi backs out of her clutches.

      Axel helps Levi to his feet. “You piece of shit,” he murmurs before he decks him, and soon fists are flying and Lex is growling at me to let the hell go.

      “What is going on?” Raven shouts as she traipses over in her heels, her face rife with worry.

      “Let me see that text.” I pluck the phone out of her hand.

      Yup. You’re right. She’s an immature brat. A real hurricane in the flesh, too. The girl destroys everything she touches. I can’t wait to get her out of my life, but you know me, I’m too nice to do it. I might just let her use me a few more nights before kicking her to the curb. I never did have good radar for women.

      “What?” I stagger on my feet while Levi and Axel tear the place up. My stomach bottoms out right along with my heart. I destroy everything I touch? That weapons grade monkey comes to mind. I shattered it to pieces. I glance up and see chairs flying and customers speeding out of every orifice. This is all my fault, too. A ripe anger boils in me, courses through my veins like venom strong enough to stop my beating heart.

      “Come on.” I pull Lex to the door, and Raven follows.

      “Damn right, we’re kicking you out!” Raven barks in Lex’s face as we step into the cool night air.

      “We’re not kicking her out,” I growl at Lex. “I’m going with her.” I turn to face Raven. “If your brother wants me out of his life, then that’s exactly what he’ll get.” I grab ahold of Lex’s hand and drag her into the parking lot.

      “Wait!” Raven calls after us. “Why would he want you out of his life?”

      Lex unlocks the doors to her Range Rover and speeds us out of the lot.

      “I have no clue, Raven,” I say under my breath. “I’d like to know the answer to that myself.”

      Lex drives me back to Levi’s, where she helps me do a thirty-second sweep of the place as we spastically collect my things, and we’re off again.

      “Where to?” Lex keeps her gaze set on the darkness in front of us.

      “Your place.” I don’t hesitate with the answer.

      “Again. Where to?”

      “Fine. Have it your way. Friar’s Corner.”

      “Friar’s Corner?” She lifts a sharp, angled brow. “My place it is. You can share the spare bedroom with Strudel.”

      “Great. By chance, Axel doesn’t know where you live, does he?”

      “Heck no.” Her fingers spread wide before gripping the wheel once again with a vengeance.

      “Good. That means no one can find me.” And that’s exactly what I want—to be left the hell alone.

      Lex drives us to a quiet neighborhood not too far from Whitney Briggs University, to a cozy little house with a white picket fence—the last place on earth I would suspect a ham-fisted vixen like Lex would live. I meet Strudel in all his handsome glory and fall onto the bed in the guest room before letting out a river of tears. I watch as my phone lights up with messages from Raven, from Levi, each begging me to call them, swearing none of it was true. But I don’t call them. I pull the covers up over my head and don’t plan on coming up for the next three days.
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      Raven drove back to the house with me, only to find that Low beat us to it and licked the place clean of any evidence she ever lived here. We head back to The Sloppy Pelican, and I head straight over to Axel who’s still sweeping broken dishes off the floor. It’s a ghost town in here. Not even the band is in sight.

      “We’re closing early.” Ax grunts as if someone painfully welded the broom to his hand.

      But I’m not here to debate the hours of operation. I pull him in by the shirt and set my face next to his. “Where the hell does this batshit crazy ex of yours live?” I can hardly contain my breathing. It’s taking everything I’ve got not to knock his head into a wall until he spills every detail he knows.

      “Dude”—he gives a hard push to my chest and sends me staggering back—“don’t touch me again.” His left lid hangs heavy where I decked him earlier, and he nods up at my own face. “Sorry about the busted lip.” He takes a seat, and Raven and I fall in across from him. “I don’t know where Lexy lives. I don’t know anything about her anymore.” He sighs those last few words out as if he were resigned to the fact he never will again. “We haven’t spoken in years. I was sort of hoping we’d reconnect before she left tonight.”

      Raven scoffs while folding her arms across her chest. “Oh, she connected with someone tonight. It just wasn’t you.” She turns to glare at me, and I can feel it coming. “And you had better explain to me how my best friend managed to end up with a broken heart.”

      My mouth opens as I set to begin, and just like that, it closes again.

      Crap. It’s true. I’ve broken Low’s heart, and it grieves me to think about it. All of those horrible memories from last year come flooding back. Memories of my own broken heart, or so I thought, haunting me with their knife-sharp pain. But the truth is, I was never in love with Meredith, not the way I should have been. And if Low is half as much in love with me as I am with her, then I know she’s in a hell of a lot of pain.

      Axel lifts his hands as if he wants no part in this conversation. “I’m headed to the back.” He takes off, and it’s just my sweet little sister, the one Low and I tried so hard to protect.

      Raven looks up at me from under her lashes, that look of vengeance still ripe on her face. “Start talking, boy, or I’m going to pick up that broom and start beating you with it.”

      A dull smile comes to my face. “Sounds like something Low would say.” And just like that, my own heart snaps in two. “Low and I weren’t hooking up.” I swallow hard as the truth bubbles to the surface. “We were falling in love.” I glance her way as her eyes grow the size of her head.

      “Oh my God! What are you talking about?”

      “I was never seeing that chick that attacked me. I don’t know where the heck you came up with that. She’s the food critic. Low befriended her. Anyway, that text I sent you—the one you said wildly upset Harlow? Evie Slater is a name Low made up for herself. She came with me to the hospital when Maxie was born and pretended to be my girlfriend to piss Meredith and Chip off—her idea, not mine. Only, in an effort to avoid the word getting back to you, she made a slight name adjustment—thus, Evie Slater was born.” I sag into my seat as if I were recalling the good old days, and in a way I am.

      “Oh—my—God.” Raven looks as if she needs a paper bag to breathe in. “So, you and Low? You pretended and then—” She shakes her head as if denying what might come next.

      “And then it was real,” I finish the thought for her.

      “Oh wow, oh wow, oh wow.” She fans herself as she does her best to blink back tears. “I can’t believe this. I strictly gave you both orders to—”

      “I know. And I don’t want to hear it. Do you know how much we’ve sacrificed to keep you happy? Please—don’t start in on the lecture. Low felt pretty bad about it—right up until I royally pissed her off with a text that was never meant for her eyes, nor was it about her.” Shit. I can’t even imagine what must be going through her mind.

      Raven presses her hands over her face a moment before coming up for air, the look on her face twice as startled. “Did you tell her about—”

      “Not yet.” Cutting off my sister is becoming quite the sport. “I think before I do, I need to clear a few things up with Chip.”

      “I think that’s a great idea. Maybe by then she’ll call one of us back.” She gives a little shrug.

      “That depends. Is she half as stubborn as you?”

      Raven grimaces. “She’s twice as worse.”

      “Great.” I text my brother and ask where he is. It’s clear I’m not getting anywhere with Low anytime soon.

      “Hey”—Raven leans in—“you know I love you. And I love Low, too. If the two of you are serious about one another, then I’m the happiest person on the planet right now. But the last thing I wanted was for either of you to be hurting, and that’s exactly what’s happened.” She sinks her head into her hand. “And it’s all because of me.”

      “No, it’s because of me. It was a piss-poor idea for me to kid around with you like that. If I hadn’t chosen a lousy moment to revive my ridiculous sense of humor, then I wouldn’t be sitting here right now wondering where the hell Low can be.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      “Scour the internet—I don’t know. Head down to Food Crack Nation and bribe the hell out of someone in HR to give you that nut job’s address.”

      She wipes the tears from her face before saluting me. “I’ll do my best. And you?”

      My phone buzzes. It’s a text from Chip.

      At the Black Bear. You want to meet up?

      I flash the phone at Raven.

      “I guess I’m going to the Black Bear.”
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      I wish I could say I haven’t been to the Black Bear since my law school days, but in truth Axel, Brody, and I sat right here in one of these booths less than a year ago as we conceived the idea for our own bar and eatery. I spot Chip at the end of the bar and head on over. The atmosphere here is lively, the band is screaming their lungs out while girls in short skirts hop up and down to the rhythm. The Black Bear is fun as hell, and if it wasn’t overrun with so many elementary school kids—and sadly that’s exactly what the coeds look like to me now—my buddies and I may never have yearned for a place where grown-ups might choose to venture.

      “What’s up?” Chip slaps the seat next to his. “Belly up to the bar, buddy. You need a stiff drink.”

      “That I do.”

      He nods, and our old friend Cole comes over with a grin on his face and two beers in hand. “Checking out the competition?” He slams the beers down between us. “On the house.”

      “Nothing’s free,” I lament. After running The Pelican into the ground these last few months, I of all people know that all too well. “I’m paying.” I give a quick wink. “And believe me, we’re no competition for you. In fact, we’re already closed for the night.”

      “Really?” He glances to his phone a second. “It’s not even close to nine. Are you catering to the geriatric crowd?”

      “Something like that.”

      He offers a sympathetic nod. “It’s tough. This place isn’t mine, but I see the headaches my buddies go through. They should be around. If I see them, I’ll send them over to say hello.”

      “That’d be great.” I wait until Cole takes off. “Can’t wait for them to rub this shit in my face.”

      Chip slaps me over the back and gives my shoulder a jostle. “The Sloppy Pelican is going to do fine. Stupid as shit name, but loyal customers tend to overlook that stuff.”

      I can tell by that expression on his face he’s only half-kidding.

      “So, where’s Mer?” I give a quick scan of the place, but come up void of my ex-bitter half.

      “Home. Maxie needed her, and she actually sounded like she wanted to be with Maxie, too. I guess motherhood is taking after all.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it.” My heart strums through my ears, and soon my entire body is thumping with its echo. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to get off my chest for a while now.”

      Chip touches his beer to mine. “Shoot.”

      “I wanted to thank you.”

      His brows hike, and he nearly chokes on his beer. “You want to thank me?”

      “Yeah.” Thoughts of that terrible time close to two years ago come back to me. “You were there for Meredith when I couldn’t be. I was a failure as a husband, and you were the friend she needed—and then some—but I think we’re past that part now.”

      “Are we?” He pushes his drink back as if he’s had enough of just about everything tonight.

      “I think so.” I stare down at the dark granite counter and lose myself for a moment. “When we lost the baby, I guess you could say I lost myself, too. She needed me, and I shut her out, along with the rest of the world. And then—Mer and I did what we were best at. We argued.”

      “And that was the beginning of the end?” Chip looks up at me with that pleading look on his face because we both know he wants to hear it.

      “No.” I glare at him a moment before softening and letting him off the hook one last time. “Mer and I were over long before that.” I land my arm over his back a moment. “You and I both know it.” It’s true. I vented to Chip as much as she did. It was always one of us crying on his shoulder over our lousy state of affairs—which in turn led to their lousy affair. And it was Chip that I told first that my marriage was on the brink. I told him the counseling wasn’t working—that Mer and I were about to call it quits. And then, after I found out about the affair, I wondered if my own words worked against me. The day I found out—Chip and I fought like dogs, threw some serious punches.

      “You told me it was over.” He takes a sip of his beer, his lids hanging low as if the conversation depressed the hell out of him. It does me.

      “It wasn’t an invitation,” I growl out the words. “You know, as fucked up as it sounds, I could have found it in me to get behind the two of you. But after Mer and I were through with the divorce. Not during.” My voice rises a notch. “Anyway, this is where we’re at. You’ve got Mer, and the baby.”

      “And you’ve got screwed once again.” Chip leans in, those hound dog eyes trying their hardest to hold my gaze. “But Evie—Low, whatever her name is—she loves you. You know how I can tell? By the way she looks at you. No offense, but Meredith never looked at you like that.” He winces. “She’s not looking at me like that anymore either.”

      My heart sinks because this is exactly what I was afraid of. “So, it’s over?”

      He picks up his beer and raises it as if he’s toasting me. “It’s over.”

      “I’m sorry, man.” I sling my arm over his shoulders and pull him in. “I really am. I’m not just saying that. What about Maxie?”

      “We talked to a lawyer yesterday about sharing custody. In the meantime, we’re still friends. I’m plan on living in the house as long as I can. It’s going to be an adjustment, but we’ll get through it.”

      “Good. It sounds like you have everything figured out as well as you can. You know I’m going to be there for you.”

      “I don’t know why.” Chip looks up at me with that face identical to mine. “After what I did to you? Hell, I don’t think I’d be speaking to me if given the option.”

      “You apologized—I forgave. We’re long past that, remember?”

      “You forgave. I haven’t forgiven myself.” He shakes his head while staring down at the counter. “I don’t want to talk about me. What about Low? How can I help you?”

      “Unless you have a tracking device that can tell me where she is, you can’t. And even then, she wants nothing to do with me.” I suck down half my beer before slamming the bottle back to the granite.

      “She will. She just needs to cool off. If you want, I can reach out to her and—”

      “No.” It comes out sharp, followed by a laugh.

      “I’m teasing.” He lands a solid sock to my arm. “I want you to know that I plan on regaining your trust. I want us back on track. I’m sorry about the way I behaved, and I’m going to spend the rest of my life making it up to you. I can promise you that.”

      “No need. You have my trust and my forgiveness. You’re always going to be a huge part of my life no matter what.”

      Chip sniffs back tears.

      “No crying, man.” I knock my shoulder into his. “It makes you look like a pussy.”

      “That’s when I’ll pretend I’m you.” We share a quick laugh.

      His phone goes off, and he frowns down at it.

      “It’s a text from Mer. It looks like my shift with the baby is about to begin. She’s headed to bed.”

      “You got the night shift, huh?” I give him a knuckle bump as he nods. “That makes you a hero in my book. Give my niece a kiss for me.”

      “Will do.” He hops up and pulls me into a quick embrace. “I know we usually don’t go there, but I love you, man.” His cheeks flex as he struggles to hold it together.

      “I love you, too, man.” I pull him in once again and hold my brother for the first time that I can remember in a good long while. “I’m glad we made it through to the other side.”

      “I’m glad, too. I’ll see what I can do about finding Low.” He gives a tired smile before heading out the door.

      Before I can gather my thoughts, a couple of dudes head this way from the other side of the counter, and for a second I think I’m seeing double.

      Cole comes up between them, and then I realize who it is I’m staring at, the Edwards’ twins. They own the Black Bear along with their sister.

      “Where’s your brother?” Cole nods to the empty seat.

      “He had to run.” I stand to greet the men beside him.

      “Levi, this is Bryson and Holt. I told them you were sniffing around for clues as to what makes a bar tick.”

      “That I was.” I shake each of their hands in turn. They’re both beefed up with muscle, smiling ear-to-ear, and friendly as can be.

      Holt grimaces. “I hear things are pretty rough right now. Anything we can do to help?”

      “Nope. I think this is one storm we’ll have to weather on our own. But thanks for offering.”

      Cole gets called to the other end of the bar and gives a quick wave before taking off.

      Holt eyes the crowd as the masses congregate around the other end of the counter. “I’d better help him out. It’s great meeting you. Come back anytime.”

      He takes off, and it’s only then I notice Bryson glowering while studying me.

      “Something tells me your bar crawl to the studious side of town had nothing to do with sniffing for clues. I saw your brother earlier. He looked pretty down. You do, too.” He floats a fresh beer my way. “You want to open up to your friendly bartender? It’s a trait you might need to get used to yourself.”

      I laugh a moment before taking a sip from the bottle. And then I unleash on him every last grisly detail that’s comprised my life in the last two years. I start with Mer and end with Low, and the two of us just stand there staring at one another a good long while.

      “Wow.” He blinks back as if trying to get a grip on reality once again. “You really went through some heavy shit.” He bounces his shoulders as he shakes his head. “And I think the operative word is through. You’re on the other side, man. You just need to find that girl you’re in love with and make her listen to you. I know she’ll understand. My wife, Baya, and I went through a rough patch while we were dating. She almost died. It was tough. I couldn’t handle losing her, just like I know you can’t stand losing Low. Fight for her. Fight for what you have. It’s worth it. You and I both know it.” He holds out a hand, and I slap him a dull, unenthused five.

      “Thanks for listening. You pulled it out of me like a pro.”

      He mock shoots me with his fingers while walking away. “You’re learning from the best. Don’t be a stranger, man.”

      “I won’t.”

      Only I feel like a stranger to Low—worst of all to myself.

      I’ve been in a fog this last year. Hell, I’ve been in a fog since we lost our baby boy, the one we buried with just a last name. We wanted to save my father’s name for the next one. It felt like the right thing to do. And Mer and Chip did just that.

      I pull my phone out and stare at Low’s name for what feels like forever before I get the balls to text her again.

      Miss you, Peaches. I love you. I love you harder, deeper, far more intensely than I ever thought I could love another person. There are some things I need to tell you. Something happened to me last year, in addition to that whole nightmare with my brother. Something that affected me far deeper and turned me into the grumpy asshole you had the misfortune to meet. I want to apologize to you for that. I want to tell you everything. Please. Just give me a chance. Don’t give up on us, Low. I promise you, we’re worth it.

      I hit Send, leave a bill on the counter, and head out into the cool Hollow Brook night air.

      Alone.

      Something I’ve always feared I would be.
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      Waking up to breakfast in bed has always been a fantasy of mine that’s made me giddy from head to toe. Levi made me breakfast, but I was far too impatient to hang out in bed while he got to play in the kitchen with the scent of bacon flirting shamelessly with him. Besides, I missed him too much not to be near him. His go-to attire for his morning chef routine consisted of nothing more than a pair of gray sweats. And while he moaned over the eggs and sausages sizzling away, I moaned and drooled over his rock-hard chest, those heavy delineated lines that run along his abs, those pecs that fan out like wings. Once in a while, his biceps would twitch while he fooled around with the spatula. Levi is a barefoot god in the kitchen, and just thinking about his magical spatula-wielding ways has my panties disintegrating to nothing. Damn breakfast.

      “Well, don’t just stare at it,” Lex growls as if I’ve insulted her, and I probably have. “Come on and eat.” She pulls those bright red lips of hers into something just this side of an evil sneer. Her deeply tanned skin glows under the white robe she’s donned, and her hair sits in a messy bun on top of her head. Lex doesn’t have a stitch of makeup on, save for her berry-stained lips, and she looks as if she belongs in a magazine.  She’s made breakfast for me and delivered it on a gorgeous old rustic wood tray—two buttery, dripping with syrup waffles that look to die for, and a glass of fresh squeezed orange juice and coffee on the side.

      I cut the waffle with my fork, hacking off a generous amount before offering her the first bite. “Are you always this nice to your guests?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never had guests.” She takes the waffle off the fork with her teeth in one aggressive move.

      I pull my hand back apprehensively. “Anyway, you’re an excellent hostess.” I should know. I’ve been holed up here for the last two days. She’s kindly confiscated my phone and swears she’ll tell me if Lisa texts me in the event there’s a bona fide Hartley family emergency.

      “And you don’t have to take off work again today. I swear I’m going to live through this.” Tears sting my eyes once again as if to say maybe I’m not. “Forget the two-fifty you owe me. Not that you had any intention on making good on that threat to pay me.” I give a sluggish wink at my lame attempt at humor. “Anyway, the last thing I want is for you to end up in my jobless shoes.”

      She sweeps the floor with her gaze. “Enough about me.” That manufactured grin of hers lasts less than a second.

      “Enough about you?” I chortle through my next bite. “You’re like some big mystery. I literally know like two things about you. You’re a food critic, and you fucked Axel.”

      “Ugh!” She picks up a pillow and swats me hard over the head with it. “Is your mother aware of the filth that comes out of your mouth?”

      “Ah, so you’re a prude.” I can’t help but bite down on a smile. It’s been a difficult mission finding the cracks in her armor, other than the crevice just above her heart that only Axel Collins can fill.

      “And I abhor expletives, so please rid yourself of the need to shed them in my home.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” I salute her playfully with my fork. “You do remind me of my mother in that way—and to answer your question, no, she doesn’t know that I speak fluent sailor-ease. She’s dead.” I take an angry bite and wash it down with quite possibly the best java in the world. “Oh my God, did you drive out to Hallowed Grounds for this? On second thought, I’ve never tasted anything this good before in my life. Please tell me there’s more where this came from.”

      Lex frowns—her go-to expression. “It’s a roasted blend from Ethiopia. If Hallowed Grounds served this, you’d pay seven dollars for a single cup of black. You don’t adulterate something this smooth with cream and sugar. You need to drink it dark to appreciate the bold and fruity flavors.”

      “My God, do you ever. And don’t forget the nutty notes.”

      “You’re the nutty note.” She averts her eyes. “Go back to your dead mother. What happened?”

      For a second I’m slightly offended at her curt and crass appraisal of my mother’s unanimated state, but then I remember this is Lex, and since I’m essentially couch-surfing at her place—or featherbed-lounging as it were, I have to take the good with the bad.

      “We were in a car accident, and she didn’t make it.” I take a quick breath. “I was driving.” There. And for the first time ever, I didn’t follow it up with it was my fault. Levi and his insistence that it wasn’t my fault comes back to me, and suddenly all I want in the world is for him to be right here in this bed with me, holding me, comforting me over our own breakup of all things.

      Her face contorts into a genuine look of shock. Lex has such limited range of emotion that it stuns me for a moment, and I’m half-expecting her to tell me there’s a spider on my shoulder. Shocked is the last reaction I expected from her, even if that news sort of does warrant the look.

      “I’m really sorry to hear that.” Lex strums over my hand lightly with her blood red pointed nails in a show of affection. “My aunt died the same way. Only she was alone in the car. I know my cousin blames himself, but that’s not the way things like this work. You can’t use it as a crutch. You don’t get to have that excuse for the rest of your life. His mother would hate it, and so would yours.”

      I blink into the idea. “I guess you’re right. I have sort of been using it as an excuse for an awful lot of things, but it’s only natural.”

      “So is diarrhea, but it’s lethal if you have it nonstop. Anyway, I made sure to stay in town to help care for the younger two. Rush and Sunday hadn’t even graduated high school at that point. Their older brother, Nolan, just recently pulled his act together, and their father is married to his business. Honestly, I’m still not sure if he knows my aunt is gone.” She averts her eyes at the thought, and that flicker of annoyance that just whipped through her lets me know her uncle sits square on her shit list.

      “Wow, that’s really nice of you to stay here and make sure your family is okay. How about your mom and dad? I bet they’re really proud of you.”

      “They’re gone.” Her lips give a dismal smack as she takes my fork and helps herself to another bite of my waffles. “Mom took off when I was just a kid,” she says through a mouthful. “She had this weird thing with an old boyfriend and left my kid sister and me with my dad. He had a heart attack at work one day. He sold insurance, sat in the same cubicle for the last twenty years of his life.” She loses her gaze out the window a moment. “Priscilla was my mom’s sister—she’s the aunt that died in the wreck.”

      “That’s terrible.” My lips start in on an uncontrollable quiver, and I leap over the vintage tray with those waffles to die for, and pull her into a hearty embrace.

      “What are you doing?” she whispers, and her voice drops down to its lower register as if I’ve just initiated a move to confuse a burglar—or her.

      “It’s called a hug, Lex. Just go with it.”

      An angry knock erupts over the front door, and we both jump, nearly sending the waffles airborne.

      “Who is that?” she hisses my way.

      “How the hell would I know?”

      She grimaces when I spill the H word, so I quickly retract. “How the heck would I know? Should I be flattered that you think I can see through walls?”

      “You’re not funny.” She swings her legs off the bed and heads for the door. “If it’s the Frencher, I’m shooting on sight.”

      “Arrggh! For the last time, he did not French you!” It’s become a hotly contested point whether or not Levi gifted her tongue when she so subtly grazed her mouth over his. “I’d bet my life on the fact the only thing he gifted you was a public rejection. That man was squirming and worming his way out of that headlock you had him in! I witnessed the event myself.”

      But it’s not Levi on the other end of those rabid knocks ready to settle our French debate once and for all—it’s Raven.

      “Oh my God!” I pull Lex over and hide behind her like a human shield, but that doesn’t stop my bestie from barreling inside.

      “Come out, you coward. I see you.” She plucks me from Lex’s robe and pulls me into a hard embrace. “Levi told me everything.”

      I swallow hard at the thought, then I remember what a swine he is, and I swat her over the arm for being related to the goof.

      “What are you doing here?” She holds me at the shoulders and examines me from head to toe in this sorry, less-than-hygienic state. “And who the hell is this woman who’s holding you hostage?” She glowers at Lex as if her involuntary confinement theory were true on some level, and I can’t help but laugh. I likened Lex to my captor just under an hour ago. “Do you mind giving us a little privacy?” Raven spews the words with such attitude Lex’s head is right back on that swivel.

      “No,” she flatlines with the promise of death to all, the way only Lex can deliver. “Shall we sit on the couch or head back to bed?”

      Raven sucks in a hard breath as she turns to me. “You were in bed with her? You’re cheating on me!” She gives me a few quick swats to the bottom, and I quickly lead the twin psychos deeper into the living room lest feathers and waffles fly in the next room.

      “What can I do for you?” I judge my proximity to the exit should the unavoidable urge to bolt strike me as Raven and Lex eye one another.

      Raven needles me with that pissed yet bossy glare, a combo only she could perfect—well, up until I met Lex.

      Who knew life would throw at me two potentially murderous besties?

      “Get your things, Low,” Raven seethes while staring down Lex in her own home. “You’re coming with me.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.” I jump behind Lex and peer over her shoulder. “I’m staying with her.”

      “What?” Raven shrieks so loud the walls rattle with her discontent. “Don’t you sass me, young lady.” She gets that wild look in her eye that has always made me giggle, and much to my detriment I do just that. “Are you laughing at me? Do you think this is funny? My brother is worried sick about you.”

      “Why? Because he didn’t get to dump me himself?” I walk around Lex and stand shoulder-to-shoulder with her—mostly because I’ve never argued like this with Raven before, and I might need backup. “Well, too bad! If anyone does the dumping around here, it’s me.”

      Raven’s mouth opens, then closes as she shakes her head. “Fine. Have it your way. He’ll be at The Pelican tonight.”

      “Good,” I snipe. “Tell him to have my final paycheck ready, because I’ll be picking it up myself. I’m not afraid of anyone, and I’m certainly not afraid to face your brother. I’m no coward as you indelicately pointed out.” My voice is still stuck on its highest octave, and it feels foreign yelling at Raven, altogether wrong.

      Her features crumble as she takes a step toward me.

      I clear my throat. “Raven—you and I have been through a lot of things together, a lot of shitty boyfriends—but this is different.” My voice breaks, and I try to swallow back the hurt. “Those other boys came and went, and we remained strong. But this is your brother. He’s broken my heart, and now what do we do? I can’t ask you to choose between us. He’s blood. I’m not even close to family. I guess this is where we fall apart, too.” Tears stream down my face, dripping down to my bare feet in fat, juicy splats.

      “This is not where we end.” Her voice shakes as her hands rise back to her hips in that defensive stance. “You are not allowed to come to any ridiculous conclusions about my brother either until you hear him out. You owe him that much.”

      “Owe?” Lex grunts as if she were personally affronted. “She owes him that much? Honey, she doesn’t owe that jerk anything.” Lex strides up a little too close to Raven and gets in her face with that angry snarl of hers. “If your brother was half the man you think he is, he would pen her heart and my mouth a letter of apology!”

      Raven growls as she inches in until they’re nose-to-nose. “If my brother is smart, he’ll get a rabies shot after that stunt you pulled!”

      “If I’m smart, I’ll press charges,” Lex roars before cutting me a look. “I didn’t want to say anything, but Frenchie copped a feel.” She snaps back to Raven. “That’s right. Your rotten brother stole second base!”

      Memories of Levi stealing second base come flooding back, and I’m suddenly missing those innocent flirtation-laden days. Just the thought of Levi manages to send a swarm of butterflies ripping through my stomach, a little loud and obnoxious, sort of like Levi himself.

      Raven bumps Lex with her shoulder, and I quickly insert myself between the two of them. “No way are you two going to duke it out—not over Levi, anyway. If anyone should be coming to blows over him, it should be me. But I’m not. I’m done with him.” I burp out the words as an ugly cry bubbles to the surface, and both Raven and Lex wrap their arms around me.

      Lex touches her forehead to mine. “We’ll find a way to get even.”

      Raven huffs at the idea. “We’ll find a way to get the two of you back together.”

      I blink up at the girl I’ve practically grown up with and shake my head. “The only thing I’m going to The Pelican for is my paycheck. Levi and I aren’t getting back together. Even if I wanted to, my heart wouldn’t let me. It’s already broken.”

      Raven presses her lips tight as a swell of tears brim in her eyes. “He didn’t mean to do it.” Her voice grows small. I’ve seen an entire rainbow of Raven’s emotions, and yet I’ve never seen her so torn up. This catastrophe is precisely why she didn’t want me dating her brother. She knew he was a hurricane waiting to rip right through me. Maybe Mer wasn’t the bad guy in the relationship after all. Maybe he showed Meredith his cruel side before he ever did me. Although a part of me has a hard time believing Levi can be anything remotely close to cruel—even if I did see the text myself. It’s so out of character—I wonder if I knew him at all.

      “Look”—Raven closes her eyes and swallows hard as if it’s taking all of her strength to say what comes next—“he’s been through a lot in the last few years. There are still things about my brother that you don’t know.”

      “God, he sounds like a freak.” Lex steps in next to me as we ogle Raven together.

      “He’s not a freak.” Raven’s voice pitches, and her eyes grow wild with anger once again. “And would you stop getting so close to her? She’s mine. I licked her years ago.”

      The licking was actually literal. It involved a Ben and Jerry’s container we were warring over that happened to explode between us. I swear on all that is holy it was nonsexual in nature, but I swore I’d reenact that one day with a boy on the licking end of the creamy disaster. And considering the fact everything’s sort of a disaster these days, that whole licking scenario may never manifest itself.

      “She’s mine, too.” Lex wraps an arm around my shoulder and pulls me close. “You should come to yoga with me on Mondays. It’s the only way to start off the week. We can hit Hallowed Grounds after if you want.”

      “I would love that!”

      “Oh, stop,” Raven barks. “The two of you aren’t having all that fun without me.”

      “Actually”—I bite down on the smile budding on my lips because it’s kind of nice to have two people I care about battling it out over me—“I think it would be more fun if the three of us went together. You know”—I give an apprehensive glance up at Lex—“as friends.”

      Her head ticks back as if I struck her. “Friends.” She glowers at Raven.

      “Friends.” I pull Raven into our unholy huddle and wrap my arms around the two of them. “I may not have the man of my dreams in my life anymore, but I have the two of you. That counts for something. Heck, it counts for everything.”

      Raven dots my cheek with a kiss. “So, you’re coming to The Sloppy Pelican tonight?”

      Thoughts of that rustic jewel make me swim with sadness. “Only if the two of you come with me.”

      “I’m in.” Raven is quick to commit to the cause—an unrealistic one.

      “I’m in.” Lex raises a sharp, dark brow like a bow readying to shoot an arrow—one filled with poison.

      “I’m in, too.” It comes out bleak and despondent.

      Face it.

      The last place on the planet I want to be is anywhere near Levi Masterson.
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      A navy sky hangs heavy over The Sloppy Pelican with a smattering of stars spread across the expanse like shards of broken glass. It feels like a million years ago I walked through those oversized rusty dusty wooden doors and into a whole new world. As soon as I laid eyes on Levi Masterson, I knew I wanted to make him mine. Of course, I had no idea who he was or who he was soon to become in my life. But one thing is for certain—he had my whole heart before we ever said a word to one another. Sure, things got off on the wrong foot, but silly me thought it was just keeping with the theme of that God-awful day I was having. Once Levi and I hit our stride, I thought for sure there would be no stopping us. Peaches and Boobear forever and all that good stuff, but as usual I was wrong. He was just after a good time, and I was the young annoying thing or whatever horrible euphemism he used to put me down in that text he sent his sister. Levi and I were nothing but another run-of-the-mill disaster in my life. I should have known it would never work out. This is me we’re talking about. Fairytales and happy endings happen to other people, not to walking disasters who curse everything they touch. I’m a calamity in the flesh, and for me to ever think I’ll have what the rest of the world has is nothing more than an illusion. Levi and I were a debacle in the making from the start. I should have read the signs. They all said run.

      “You ready?” Raven pats down the front of my dress as if we were going to homecoming. She thought it would be a good idea to don my sexiest little blue dress because she promised me this would be a night I would never forget. And shockingly, Lex agreed, but her reasoning was a little more in line with mine. We want to make Levi squirm. Lex, too, donned a tight little dress, red FMs to match. And Raven is set to stun in a white dress that makes the three of us look like a walking ode to the flag.

      “I’m ready.” I tip my chin up, and the three of us walk together with our arms interlinked. Only we’re too wide to fit in the door, so we sort of do a little awkward sideways march before disbanding.

      The restaurant is brimming with people, and it takes my breath away. “Oh my gosh!” I say, stunned at how even the overflow tables are filled to the hilt. The tips I could garner on a night like this could potentially buy me a brand new car. “It’s nice to see my menu upgrades are working their culinary magic.” It comes out a little too pissy.

      Lex sneers at the establishment as if it were Axel himself. “And the band you implemented, and don’t forget the mood lighting.”

      Raven gasps. “You did all that? My God, you singlehandedly turned this place around!”

      “You better believe it.” I pull my shoulders back as I ready to head to the bar, although I’m terrified to look in that direction in the event I see him. My heart beats so fast, so loud, it thunders right over the music flooding through the speakers as tonight’s band wails away. “Oh, look!” I crane my neck to get a better look at them. “They’ve got groupies dancing at their feet!”

      Raven sighs. “Brody moved the furniture around and made room for a dance floor. This place is really turning out to be something.”

      “Yeah.” It comes out bleak—“a real it place now that I’m not coming around anymore. I’d better get this over with before the ceiling collapses and leaves all of Hollow Brook in deep mourning.”

      It takes all of my strength to look toward the bar, and I spot Axel standing near the edge talking to a couple of customers, both men in suits, probably co-workers from his father’s legal firm. I turn and cast a quick glance to Lex.

      “You got this?”

      Her chest bucks with a simple laugh. “I’ve got this. Go get your money. I’ll be right here waiting for you.”

      “Oh no, she won’t.” Raven wraps her arm around Lex like an anaconda. “We’re heading over to check out the band. Take all the time you need!” She waves as they disappear into a sea of bodies.

      I look back to the bar and note Axel’s eyes wide with surprise as he pins his gaze on Lex. I don’t care what she says. That boy still has the hots for her. I’ve never seen anyone look at anyone the way he’s looking at her.

      A tall, dark, and unbelievably handsome man steps into view, and he just so happens to be looking at me that way. My heart palpitates ten times faster than humanly possible, and it feels as if my arteries are about to burst from the herculean rush of adrenaline. If this pace keeps up, I’ll splatter the walls with all of my affection for him in less than thirty seconds.

      “Levi,” I say his name like a curse.

      “Low. You look stunning.” He steps in close, those deep aquamarine eyes are speared so deep into mine they’re penetrating me in ways far more intimate than any other part of him ever has—well, almost. Before I can process another moment of this, Levi is on me. His arms are wrapped so intensely over my person that I struggle to breathe. How I’ve craved the feel of his solid rock-hard chest over mine. How I’ve missed those strong arms roped over me—securing me to him, to the world like a seat belt. His chest bucks, and it’s only then I realize he’s overcome with emotion, and I fight like hell to keep mine in check, but I’m right there with him, my chest bucking against his in a hopeless act of despair.

      He pulls back. That sad smile on his face is reminiscent of those early days after the arrest, after I landed in his beautiful home. I’ll never forget thinking that Levi Masterson was the world’s most beautiful yet despondent man to ever walk the face of the earth. And now he’s right back to beautiful and despondent where I found him. It’s probably best that way. This is probably the part where we should back steadily away and resume our separate lives before I cast a pall on things.

      But instead, I glower at him a moment, because technically, it was him who cast a pall on this relationship. I wasn’t the one who sent Raven a questionable text. And then, just like that, a breath hitches in my throat as all of those pictures I sent to her claiming they were Evie come to mind. Hey? I guess I was sort of messing with Raven myself. Maybe he didn’t mean those things.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” I toss my hair back the way Lex would, only Lex would most likely be wielding a knife at this degraded point in the relationship. She’s sort of no-nonsense that way, and right now I’m wishing I were, too.

      “Everything.” He closes his eyes, his arms still holding me tight. “You want to step outside for a moment?”

      “Sure.” It comes out reluctant because I know that once we step outside this door, we’re one step closer to his truck, which is just a drive from his home, which happens to house my favorite bed, the one I shared with him. How I miss those heated exchanges, that drugged look in his eyes that made me ten times weaker when he was deep inside of me. Levi made me feel things I didn’t even know were possible.

      We step outside, and the sudden silence is deafening. Levi leads us to an alcove where a few old barrels sit scattered around, staged by Levi himself. Normally, it’s a selfie hot spot, but tonight it’s empty and looking perfectly romantic with the moon washing it white with a kiss. I lean against one of the barrels as a balmy breeze whistles through Hollow Brook.

      Levi gently cups my cheeks, his body warming mine as he closes the distance between us. “Harlow Hartley, you blew into my life like a twister, and I’ve never been the same ever since. When you walked through that door, it took one look, and I gave my heart away. You’ve made me happier than I ever knew possible. You filled my life with so much joy it took me to heights higher than the moon, and I never wanted to come down.” His jaw tenses, making him look disturbingly sexy, and that sweet spot between my thighs trembles on cue. I hate how easily my body succumbs to his, not that I can blame it. “And then you left.” His features harden, that undeniable look of heartache sweeps through him. “The house was too quiet. I tried playing ‘Key Largo,’ but it wasn’t the same. It just pressed me into hell a little bit deeper.”

      A dull laugh pumps through me. “You listened to ‘Key Largo’?”

      He winces. “I know it’s the song that reminds you of your father but—it’s sort of our song now, too.”

      “We have a song?” My heart melts as I lose myself in his watery blue eyes.

      “Yes,” he whispers as he breaks into a quiet laugh. “And we have the greatest nicknames for each other, and we’re damn good in bed. So I think we should forget about that idiotic text I sent to my sister—which I swear on my dead father’s grave had absolutely nothing to do with you.” He closes his eyes and shakes his head as if he were still kicking himself. “Please, believe me when I say this, I apologize from the deepest part of my heart, from the marrow in my bones. I’m so sorry you thought that had anything to do with you. I love you, Harlow. I love you deeply, intensely, with a never-ending ache that hurts in a good way. I worship the ground you walk on, and whether or not you decide to come back to me, I’ll continue all of the above because not one part of me wants to stop. I can’t.” His dimples go off as he gives a pained smile. “Come back to me, Peaches.”

      A sorrowful laugh bubbles through me. It’s sort of my MO to laugh at all of the disasters in my life. “I’m sorry things got so out of hand. I’m sorry if you think I overreacted. It’s just that I’m sort of used to people leaving me, dying on me, firing me, asking me to leave, and just all around rejecting me. Outside of my sisters, Raven has sort of been the one that forgot to take off. She’s been a steady friend, a sister in the truest sense. I guess that’s why I opened up to you so wide and so fast. I figured you and your sister were cut from the same cloth.” I give a little shrug as a naughty grin perks to life on my lips. “I guess I was right.”

      Levi bucks with a silent laugh as his whole body relaxes. “I promise you were right.” His jaw redefines itself once again, and this time I can’t resist him. Levi is so freaking handsome. At any given time we’re together, there are ten different girls who want to gift me the finger.

      My lips tremble, and I’d do anything to calm them with his. “I think I’m going to kiss you.”

      “And I’m damn well going to let you.” Levi dives in first. His impatience, his hunger, those deep, dark kisses spell out something far more telling than that apology he offered up. Levi’s kisses are charged, electric, a tall, cold drink for a thirsty soul. My dress glides up my thighs until I’ve leashed my legs around his waist, and I’m right there with him, so damn thirsty I can never get enough.

      He pulls back with his lids heavy in that stoned way I’ve grown to appreciate, and my insides pinch tight. “I love you, Low.” He touches his forehead to mine. “And I will never let you feel anything less than that, loved.”

      “I love you, too, Levi.” An unexpected lump grows in my throat the size of one of these rusted-out barrels, and I force myself to push past it. “Not to beat a dead horse or anything, but Raven mentioned that there was something I didn’t know about you. Is there something you want to tell me before I haul you out of here and give you a good lashing with my tongue?”

      His brows knit with a mixture of confusion and delight. “That’s quite a promise. One that I’m going to hold you to.” Levi takes in a huge breath. “There is something I’ve been holding back. It might explain a few things as far as my grumpy mood for the last few years, certainly the window in which me met. Soon after Mer and I were married, we were expecting a child.” He pauses, and my mouth falls open because I can’t see this ending well. “We had the baby, a boy. He was stillborn at six months, three months too soon. He had a congenital heart defect and died in the womb.” He slaps the back of his neck and looks to the ground a good long while as he struggles to hold it together.

      “I’m so sorry. You don’t have to go on. I can see how painful this is for you.”

      “No, it’s okay. It’s a part of who I am.” His eyes meet with mine, powerfully sad, desperate to be heard. “We buried our child, and I buried my heart right along with him. I shut her out, and that’s when she turned to my brother. Yes, it was a terrible thing they did, but it was born of terrible circumstances to begin with.” He takes in a ragged breath as the breeze licks away at our silent tears. “And you know the rest. The day you walked into my life, those first few seconds before we ever said a word, a light came flooding into the darkness, and I felt alive again for the first time in years. You healed me before we ever said hello.”

      I shake my head through a deluge of tears. “You healed me.” My mouth finds a home over his as we make things right, start over, pick up where we left off, all of the above.

      Levi pulls me in tighter than before and we continue that heated exchange right up until we take off in his truck. I send a group text to Lex and Raven to let them know something unexpected came up—like a reconciliation.

      Raven texts back with a hell yeah! And Lex texts back with make sure he knows you’re familiar with the working end of a kitchen knife.

      I marvel at the fact she’s kept with two running themes in her life, her panache for all things psychotic and the quasi-food-related gaffe that encompasses a kitchen tool.

      Levi speeds us to his happy little home glowing like a jack-o-lantern with those four tiny windows in front offering a toothy grin.

      We bolt out of the truck, and I race him to the door.

      “No fair.” He frowns as if he had money on it. “I wanted to get the car door for you.” He ticks his head back to the truck I just bolted from. “I have every intention on being a perfect gentleman.”

      I give a wry smile. “Then don’t just stand there. Get this door.” It’s so darn comfortable stepping right back into these smart-aleck shoes.

      Levi does just that. In fact, he does one better by carrying me over the threshold like a bride, all the while melting those hot kisses over my lips.

      Levi and I make wild love, wrestle out our every emotion in a heated exchange under the sheets, over the sheets, on the floor, against the wall, in the shower, and on the kitchen island—don’t judge. Brownie batter was involved—plus, “Key Largo”!

      Levi and I are knocking down all the walls that stood between us, burning our strongholds down to cinders. We’ve destroyed our defenses and have started anew with one another—with the world.

      Levi and I have healed each other.

      We are whole, and happy, and most importantly—right where we belong.

      Together.
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      Harlow Hartley is back in my life and back in my bed right where she belongs. After spending all day yesterday rolling around under the covers, I talked her into getting up early this morning and heading out for what just might be one of the toughest days we spend together. We stopped by the florist and each picked up a bouquet of flowers, then to Hallowed Grounds where we picked up coffee and scones. We head back into the truck and head to Friar’s Corner.

      “You sure you don’t want your sisters to meet us out there?”

      “Nope.” She takes a careful sip of her coffee. “I think this day should be just for us.”

      We make small talk on the way there, talking about everything under the sun, from religion to politics, to what color we should paint the restrooms down at The Sloppy Pelican. It’s easy like this with Low. Not once did anything feel easy with Mer. It was, more or less, walking on eggshells twenty-four seven. I tell her about Chip and his newly appointed title as a single dad.

      “That doesn’t shock me. Mer’s sort of a mare—pardon the pun. She’s chasing something, and I don’t think you or your brother fits the bill.”

      “She’s chasing money. She’s never hidden the fact she wants a lot out of life, and all of those things can be purchased with a credit card. She’ll find what she’s looking for one day. I’m just glad both my brother and me got out when we did.”

      “There’s a cute little baby with Masterson blood in her, though. I want us to be there for her and for Chip.”

      And just like that, Low fills me to the brim with love. I reach over and give her hand a quick squeeze. “You don’t know how much that means to me. Yes, we’ll be there for Maxie and my brother, together.”

      We drive another ten minutes, and Low leads us to the intersection where we need to be and I pull to the side. It’s busy here, a major thoroughfare that leads to a freeway on both ends.

      “I can see how tragedy can happen here,” I whisper as we get out. I head over and wrap my arms around Low and hold her like that a very long time while the cars whiz by and the people bustle around us on the sidewalk.

      “That’s where we ended up.” She points a finger to the left of the utility pole. “That’s where my mother took her last breath. I walked away with a few scrapes and scratches, and my mother was shattered from the inside out.” Low lands a kiss to the bright yellow roses she’s holding. “Yellow was her favorite color. She said it just made her happy. Lisa had us all wear yellow to her memorial service, and then after, we went to the farm she grew up on and scattered her ashes.” Her voice breaks as she clings to me harder. “After the accident, the town gathered and we had a vigil for her here. There were heaps of flowers, candles, teddy bears, handwritten notes. An old boyfriend of hers even brought a box of her favorite chocolates. My father didn’t show. But weeks wore on, the flowers died, the candles were flooded with rainwater, the teddy bears went black from exhaust, and the box of chocolates were torn into and eaten by night creatures. The city came and cleaned it up, and it was as if nothing ever happened, as if my mother never existed. There wasn’t a trace of her left.”

      “Not true.” I press a hard kiss to the top of her head before lifting her gently by the chin and meeting her gaze. “You and your sisters are here. There is nothing more representative of your mother’s time on this planet than the four sweet girls she left behind.”

      “You’ve met Lisa, right?” She gives a sly wink. “I’m teasing. And I get what you’re saying, but she just feels—for a lack of a better word—gone.”

      “She’s not. You are your mother’s eyes, her ears, her life force on this planet. She’s left an entire legacy. Your nieces are a part of her.” I wipe a tear from her cheek. “And one day our kids will be, too.”

      Low’s eyes widen with tears spilling freely. “Our kids? Are you hitting on my ovaries?” She gives my sides a pinch.

      “I’m hitting on all of you. I see us together for a long time to come.”

      She swallows hard and gives a solemn nod, her eyes never leaving mine. “I do, too.”

      Low places the flowers near the light post, and we leave and head back toward home—only, there’s one stop we’ll be making, and it feels every bit as tragic as that intersection we just left.

      The Hollow Brook Cemetery is a lonely place. Although, from an outsider’s perspective, with its lush rolling green lawns and meticulously neat landscaping, it looks more like an inviting city park than anything as morbid as what it really is.

      I park up near the ridge and lead us over to the place where Mer and I buried our child. Low and I hold one another before I deposit the flowers onto my son’s grave.

      “I always felt bad about not giving him a formal name.” The marker simply reads Masterson.

      “Masterson is a wonderful name.” She reaches up and gives my ear a gentle tug. “I think you gave him the right one.”

      I think on it for a moment. “Maybe. You know, the moment you find out you’re expecting, you have all of these hopes and dreams for your child. I had so many plans for him, and this wasn’t one of them. But if that was all the time he was allowed to have, then I’m just honored to have been his father. Still am.”

      “Levi”—Low pulls me down by the neck and lands a warm kiss to my lips—“you’re a great father because your heart is full of love.” She tugs on her lower lip with her teeth. “And you’re going to be a great father to our children one day.”

      A warm laugh thumps through me. “Are you hitting on my sperm?” I wince as the words come out of my mouth.

      “All of you. I see us together for a long time to come.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.” My lips find a home over hers, and we share an intimate moment, something holy and right. Today has brought closure along with something altogether new. Low and I have a future, one filled with love and family—and most importantly, with each other.
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      The grand reopening of The Sloppy Pelican was Low’s brainchild, and here we are on a heated Saturday night with the entire restaurant flooded with people, the band playing cover songs that have the crowd eager to stay, eager to order more food and drinks from the bar. Low invited her sisters out, and they’re all dancing away to the band along with Raven and Low’s psychotic friend, Lex.

      I nudge Brody with my arm as we oversee the pleasant chaos from the bar. “Now this is what I envisioned when we thought up that hair-brained scheme.”

      “You mean that night at the Black Bear where we brainstormed over a napkin? Yup, I think we’ve surpassed any of my expectations by a landslide. We finally have that grown-up version of the Black Bear we always wanted, minus competing for the girls with a bunch of frat boys.”

      “I’ve got my girl. I’m set for life. How about you? See anyone you like?” I pan the crowd along with him. The Pelican has had its fair share of loyal customers who happen to be female, and I know for a fact Brody can have his pick of the litter.

      “I see someone I’d like to get to know better.” His gaze is set intently on the dance floor, but Axel steps in and blocks my view of this mystery girl.

      “Ax”—I slap him over the shoulder—“your girl’s here tonight. You ready to make your move?”

      “Only if I want my balls skewered and served up for a meal.”

      Brody barks out a laugh. “We’re talking appetizers, right? Because you’ve got balls the size of marbles for not even saying hello to the chick.”

      Axel grunts at the thought. “You don’t know her like I do. It’s not that easy.”

      “I know her about as much as I want to,” I offer. “And I happen to agree with you. She’d make a meal out of you and not in a good way.” I watch as Lex whoops it up with Low and can’t help but shake my head. “She’s been a good friend, though. I’m glad Low has her in her life.” I look to Ax. “So, what do you think? Is there a chance for the two of you? You’re both free agents. There’s nothing standing in your way.”

      “Except for the past.” His gaze grows heavy as he looks that way, and his smile drops from sight without any hope of coming back. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” He heads back to the kitchen without saying another word.

      “Hey,” I bark over to Brody. “Don’t bust his balls—tiny or otherwise. He’s hurting.”

      Brody stares off at the dance floor with a look of discontent. “I get it.” He slaps the back of his neck before picking up a rag and wiping down the bar. “I’d better get back to work.”

      Low bounces over with Lisa in tow, and I grimace without meaning to because I’m hoping I’m not about to get my own balls handed to me. “Looking good out there.”

      Low sneaks in a kiss to my cheek. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      Lisa steps in, and that hardened façade she’s held up softens. “I think I owe you an apology. I’ve been a little too judgmental when I should have given you a chance. I just needed to trust my sister’s judgment instead of my own. It’s something I’m still learning to do.”

      “No need to apologize. In fact, I love how you look out for your family. Low told me how you stepped in when your mother passed. You’re a hero in my book. I’m glad you were looking out for Low. And I’m glad you’re looking out for Sadie and Everly, too.”

      Lisa tosses her hands in the air. “Those two hellcats are putting gray hairs where gray hair shouldn’t be.” She pulls Low into a tight embrace. “But this one, she’s all yours now. My job is done. We’ll just have to go back to being best friends.”

      “I think I’d like that.” Low gives her sister a quick peck before Lisa takes off for the dance floor again.

      Raven and Lex come up and take a seat at the bar, their faces piqued with color, and they’re laughing it up over something. I’m not sure if I should be pleased or alarmed that Raven is taking to Lex as well.

      “Don’t worry.” Raven winks our way. “We’re not friends by a long shot. We just so happen to have the same sense of humor when it comes to men.”

      “And there’s that.” Low wraps an arm around me and runs her finger over my lips. “I happen to have a friendlier take on the male species. You in particular.”

      “And I’m forever grateful.”

      Brody taps me on the shoulder and nods to a small group headed this way.

      “Bryson!” I slap my buddy from the Black Bear five. “Holt.” I pull him into a partial embrace. “I’m so glad you could come out.” I went down to the Black Bear myself and gave the invite in person. I let them know we’re not looking for a war between businesses. We’re both in it to win it, and they agreed.

      “We wouldn’t miss it.” Holt steps back. “This is my wife, Izzy. Bryson’s wife, Baya. My sister, Annie, and her husband, Blake. He’s the—”

      “Star of the show,” I cut him off with a laugh as I shake everyone’s hand. Blake is the lead singer of the 12 Deadly Sins, the Black Bear’s house band that’s wildly popular with the kids at Whitney Briggs.

      Brody and Axel pop up, and I do a quick round of intros before Axel offers to get them a table.

      “The food is on the house.” I slap Bryson over the shoulder, and he hangs back as the rest of his party takes off to be seated.

      “It’s looking good,” he muses as he sweeps the place with a glance. “Is being your own boss everything you thought it was cracked up to be?”

      “It’s one glorious headache after the next, but I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      “That’s the right answer, man. So, where is she? I’m dying to meet the girl that shattered you and put you back together again.” I shared with Bryson and Holt the happy resolution to my story. As good as it felt to let it all out to begin with, it felt that good and better to let them know things worked out in the end the way I hoped they would.

      I glance up, and Low flies over and wraps an arm around me, and I do the introductions.

      “You’ll have to meet my wife, Baya,” Bryson offers. “I know she’d love you.”

      “I will for sure.” Low salutes him.

      Bryson takes off to meet up with the rest of his party, and we head back to where Raven and Lex sit at the bar.

      “You’re looking good, big bro.” Raven gives my legs a slight kick. “I talked to Chip. He said things were better between you two. Is it true? Or is he just feeding me a line to keep me out of his hair?”

      “He was feeding you a line.” I try to hold back the smile, but Low gives me a hard pinch in the ribs so I go with it. “Of the truth. I think Chip and I finally squared everything away. Or at least I’m hoping we did. Time will tell. But I think we’re good.”

      “Wow.” Raven gives a wistful shake of the head to her best friend. “I guess you were good medicine after all.” Her eyes widen, and she gets that mischievous look on her face I’ve seen one too many times before. Raven hops up and steps in close, her breath slightly tinged with alcohol. “I have a tiny confession to make.” She giggles to Low. “That day you called and said your life fell to shit? Well, I could have easily allowed you to stay at my penthouse, but I just knew you needed someone, and my ice cube of a roommate was the last person who could give you comfort. So, I thought about it.” She turns my way. “And I knew you needed some comfort, and I wish to God I could have been there for you more, so I thought why not send you the next best thing? My very best friend, Harlow Hartley.” She bites down hard over her bottom lip, her eyes filling with tears. “I knew fireworks would go off fast. And deep down, I was rooting for just that.”

      “What?” Both Low and I shout over the music at the very same time. There’s no way Raven just said what we think she did. Not after riding us hard—warning us to not even glance in the other’s direction.

      “You heard me.” She presses her fists to her hips. “I simply implemented a little reverse psychology—you can’t have this—don’t touch that, and before I knew it, the two of you were glued at the hip.” She frowns over to Low. “And when you sent me those bogus texts about Evie, you really threw me. Lucky for me, I had an ace up my sleeve, someone willing to snap pictures of Evie when you weren’t looking. I knew you were bullshitting me from the start when you sent me those pictures of Lex.”

      Low gasps. “Who ratted us out?”

      Raven looks to me and gives a little shrug. “Mer. Don’t get mad. We’re still friendly. And I want to be. She happens to be the mother of my favorite little niece. I plan on playing nice for a very long time.”

      “Mer.” I look to Low and frown.

      Low shakes her head at Raven. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Raven takes a step back toward the bar. “Just say thank you!” She laughs as she falls back into her seat next to Lex.

      I press a kiss to Low’s lips and nod toward the band. “How about you and I hit the dance floor?” Usually I’d be the last person to be anywhere near a dance floor, but I think I’ve got this next dance down to a science.

      “Really? Is this some sort of grand reopening miracle? Because I’m pretty sure I’ve seen you boot scoot your way out of the dancing vicinity for the last few months.”

      I belt out a laugh. “Let’s just say you have the power to make me do things I wouldn’t normally do—and that’s a good thing.” I take her by the hand and lead her all the way down to the heart of the dance floor just as a song is finishing up. I flag the lead singer down with a wave, and he winks my way.

      He leans into the microphone as the girls around us sigh. “We got a request tonight for something a little old school. Hope you enjoy it.”

      That familiar tune rips through the speakers, and Low jumps up and down as if she just won the lottery.

      “‘Key Largo’!” she screams so loud a few other girls join in just for the hell of it. “Who do you think requested that?” She gives a quick look to the bar, then back at me. “Did you plan this?”

      “I may have had something to do with it.”

      “You!” She latches her arms around me as we begin to sway to the music. “This is why I love you. You’re full of surprises.”

      I frown playfully at the idea. “Why am I suddenly hungry for brownies?”

      “Because I’ve trained you well. That’s not the only Pavlovian method I’ve got up my psychological sleeve. Your sister wasn’t the only one paying attention in our psych class.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “And speaking of all that higher education I went through the trouble of getting—is there any chance I could put it to good use around here again?”

      “I’ve already put a desk in the office for you.”

      She gasps. “Really? I’m pretty sure I’ll have zero use for it—but hey, that’s pretty cool! You’re just full of surprises tonight, aren’t you?”

      “You could say that.” I reach back into my pocket and pull out the big surprise I’ve been holding close to the vest the entire day. “Something for you.”

      “What’s this?” She takes the paper and unfolds it. “What?” she squeals before wrapping her arms around me tight, and I rock her as we hug it out right here on the dance floor. “Two tickets to Key Largo? Are you kidding me? I’ve never been! This is going to be amazing.” She wipes the tears from her eyes. “When do we leave?”

      “Next week if you’re okay with that.”

      “Hell yes, I’m okay with that.” She buries her face in her hands a moment before looking up at me. “All my life it felt as if every step I took led to disaster, and here you are, proving me wrong. The day I stepped into this bar was the best move I ever made.”

      “Bailing you out of jail was the best move I ever made.” I give a quick wink before landing a kiss to her lips. “And those bedroom moves,” I whisper hot into her ear. “You know all the right moves in there, too.”

      “I learned from the best.” Low reaches up and takes a bite out of my bottom lip before sealing her mouth over mine. We finish up that song and dance through the next three just like that, conjoined at the mouth, at the hips, at the heart.

      [image: ]

      Key Largo is every bit as beautiful as we thought it to be. Low and I spend our days diving the coral reefs, our nights walking along the white sandy shores hand-in-hand. It’s a dream come true—one I didn’t even realize I had.

      She gives my hand a squeeze on this navy balmy night as we walk along the shoreline. “Have I told you how relaxed you look?”

      “I guess I needed a vacation.” That may be true, but I’m not feeling so relaxed at the moment. In fact, I’ve been sweating bullets all day long, and it has nothing to do with the weather.

      “I needed this vacation.” She pulls us under a palm tree, and we gaze out at the moon as it dances over the crystal blue water. “This is paradise. Not only is ‘Key Largo’ our special song—I think it’s our special place. I foresee many a vacation spent here.” The dirty grin I love so damn much floats to her lips as she pulls me in by the collar. “In fact, I think when it’s time to make those babies, we should come down and kick off baby making season right here.”

      “Mmm.” I kiss a line from her lips to her ear. “I think I’d like to practice. I’d like to have six or seven for starters.”

      Low belts out a laugh while smacking me over the chest. “You are insane. Try two—okay, maybe four, but just because you’re cute.”

      “I think you’re pretty cute, too.” I swallow hard as the waves lap the shore in what amounts to a perfect tropical setting. Perfection is something I wanted for this moment. It’s the real reason I flew Low down here to begin with. I drop to one knee and pull a box out of my pocket.

      “Oh my God, are you okay?” She slaps me over the face three times fast before I can get to the good part. “You’re not having a heart attack, are you? Oh my God, I’ve killed you!” she howls as if her luck somehow played a part in all this. It did, but in a good way.

      “I’m not dead.” I can’t help but laugh. The moon kisses her features, and she glows in this soft light. “I’m more alive right now than I’ve ever been.” I open the tiny velvet box and hold it between us. “Harlow Hartley, I love you more than words can say.” She gasps and falls onto her knees in the sand next to me. “I love you more than I ever thought humanly possible. I already know I want to spend forever with you. I don’t need another moment to decide that. Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      Low drops her head in her hands and instantly sobs. “Yes.” She struggles to blink back the tears as she tackles me into the sand. “Oh my God, the ring! Give me that rock right this minute!”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I pluck it out of the box, three solid carats of princess cut perfection for none other than my princess. I slip it onto her finger, and it fits perfectly.

      “Levi.” Her gaze is still set on that rock. “My God, this must have cost you a fortune. You could have given me a wire, and I would have gladly worn it.” She pulls me down and covers my mouth with hers, and we roll around on that sand, laughing, showing one another all of the affection you can on a public beach in paradise.

      “Long or short engagement”— I rub my thumb over her cheek—“it’s entirely up to you.”

      “Short.” Her eyes light up like pinwheels, and I can practically see a million ideas rolling around in there. “I say we hold the reception—and the wedding at The Pelican.”

      “Really?” It hadn’t even entered my mind, but I like it. “If that’s what makes you happy, then consider it done.”

      “I already have what makes me happy.” Her fingers float to my cheek as she gives a light scratch to my stubble. “That would be you, Boobear.” Her hand slides up my shirt, and her nails graze over me with promise. “I’m thinking we should head back to the room and celebrate our newly engaged status. I don’t want to let anyone else in on our secret until we get back to Hollow Brook and we can tell them ourselves.”

      “I’m thinking you’re full of good ideas tonight. Correction, every night. You single-handedly saved The Pelican.”

      “So that’s why you want to marry me—my ninja marketing skills have you captivated.”

      I pull her on top of me, and her blonde curls rain down on my shoulders. “You remember that first night you walked into the bar and I said I hoped to own your heart? I knew exactly what I was saying. Every last part of you had me captivated right from the start. I love you, Peaches.”

      “Peaches and Boobear forever.” She bubbles with a laugh, and I laugh right along with her through our open-mouthed kisses, teeth bumping over one another as we roll closer and closer to the waterline, until that next wave washes right over us, baptizing us—we are indeed born again, new without blemish, starting over with one another in this weary world on a perfect beach in Key Largo.

      Some might say it’s a perfect ending to our story. But it sounds more like a perfect beginning to me.

      Low and I spend hours on that beach with our arms wrapped around one another, dancing in the water, our mouths fused together as the future rolls out before us as certain as the tide.

      Low and I each walked through a fire in our lives and came out on the other end, unsinged, without the hint of smoke on us, hand-in-hand the way I believe it was always meant to be. We took the pain life gave us and molded it into something beautiful, our love.

      This isn’t how we end.

      This is how we begin.
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