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1


Ellie


If there’s one thing that hasn’t changed in the ten years that I’ve been gone, it’s the Friday Night Rush. An interesting blend of locals and tourists that come to Devil’s Hood to experience the amazing barbecue. But tonight, that’s not the main attraction here.

I am.

The girl who came back.

It’s only been a few weeks since I arrived back in the town I ran away from, and I’m still a novelty. The girl who disappeared to a magical, mythical life in New York and is now back with her tail between her legs. I hate it.

The only small comfort I have is that no one in this town knows what happened. If they did, the stares would be a lot more obvious.

Small town gossip is a beast of its own, always hungry for the next piece of drama. All I have to do is keep my head down and not do anything interesting for another few weeks, and everyone will get bored of talking about my mysterious reappearance.

Then I can move on to proving to everyone that I’m not the same person that I was in high school. That girl doesn’t exist anymore. I worked hard to get rid of her. But those memories are all these people have of me. The crazy wild child that got into trouble and slept around and was constantly the center of town talk.

I know they’re hoping that I’ll be that person again, but I won’t.

With that bartender sixth sense, I know that someone is waiting at the bar behind me. My stomach sinks when I see Caleb Bowers standing there. He and I had a fling when we were in high school. Which is a kinder way of saying that we fucked in the back of his car when we were high. No emotions involved, just okay chemistry and decent sex.

But he’s a customer now, and I do what I do best: Put on a smile and charm.

“What can I get you, Caleb?”

He looks me up and down, savoring me a little more than is comfortable. “That depends, Red. What are you offering?”

I force myself to not react to the nickname I left behind ten years ago. But I’ve heard it nearly every day since I’ve been back in Devil’s Hood. My hair is a fiery red that’s rare. So predictably, I ended up as Red.

There are worse nicknames, but it was nice to just have all of my friends call me Ellie in New York. Though after everything that’s happened, maybe having a different identity would be good.

“We offer a variety of alcoholic beverages, and of course the kitchen is still open, so I can grab you a menu. I hear the barbecue is the best around.”

Caleb grins. “You know that’s not what I mean, Red.”

I stare at him with a blank face. “Then what do you mean?”

Bartending in New York, I had to deal with plenty of guys like him. They assume that they’re sex on a stick and that you automatically want what they have to offer. Usually, simply calling them on their bluff is enough for them to back down.

“Come on. You know what I’m asking. We used to have a good time together in high school.”

“Can I get you something to drink? Otherwise I have other customers waiting.”

He’s leaning over the bar now, eyes still roaming over my body when he thinks I won’t notice. “I’ll drink whatever you give me, Red. Especially if I have a chance to drink you.”

I snort. “Not going to happen.”

Caleb catches my hand as I’m turning away, and yanks me close. My hip slams into the bar, and I wince. That’s going to leave a bruise. His breath is hot on my face, smelling like cigarettes and stale cornbread. But not alcohol. He’s not remotely drunk, he’s just an asshole.

“We were so good together, babe.”

“I’m not your babe.”

He grips my hand tighter. “But you could be. I know you just got back into town so you can’t have found anyone new yet. And frankly, you probably won’t. But I’ve already seen the worst of you, and as good as I was back then…I’m even better now.”

His other hand snakes up to the back of my neck, and he pulls me in for a kiss. That’s when I make my move. Turning my hand, I reverse his grip so I’m the one holding his wrist and pull his arm towards me, twisting as I do. It takes him by surprise, his head slamming down into the surface of the bar as I bend his hand.

Caleb yells in pain, and the rest of the bar goes silent. There goes my plan to lie low for a few weeks. This alone will fuel the rumor mill for days. Might as well go all out then. “Listen, asshole. Just because we fucked in high school doesn’t give you the right to touch me—or anyone else—without permission. I told you no, and you did it anyway. If you touch me again, I’ll cut your dick off. And from what I remember, it wasn’t that impressive to begin with.”

No one moves or speaks or breathes. The only sound is the low rock music coming from the speakers in the ceiling.

“You bitch,” Caleb says, trying to move and groaning against the hold I have him in. But this isn’t about strength, and this pose has taken down larger men than him. “You think that just because you moved to a city for ten years you’re better than the rest of us?”

“Johnny,” I call across the room to my bouncer. “Get this piece of shit out of my bar.”

I hold him down against the wood until Johnny takes him from me and walks him out, hand gripping the back of his shirt the entire time. He tosses him out with a bit more force than necessary. I shouldn’t smile at that, but I do.

It takes a minute for the conversation in the bar to resume, and another couple minutes for the level of sound to return to its hectic norm. And I know what they’re all talking about. I sigh and rub my bare arms for a moment. The urge to take a shower and wash the touch off me is strong, but there’s at least two hours left till closing.

“You okay?” Johnny appears behind the bar.

“Yeah. Thanks. But he doesn’t get to come back, got it?”

Johnny nods. “Got it. I’ll add him to the ban list. Shouldn’t be too hard. We don’t have many of those.”

“Am I overreacting?”

The big man laughs. “Fuck no. He got what was coming to him. Hell, I’ve had to throw him out of here more times than not over the last few years. Trust me. No one will miss him.”

Johnny is exactly the kind of guy you want as a bouncer. He’s got the height and breadth that make anyone who sees him do a double take, while at the same time being completely levelheaded, and a gentleman to boot. If he lived in New York he’d have more job offers than he could handle, which is why I’m grateful that he’s working for me.

“Thanks, Johnny.”

He grins. “Anytime, boss.”

I roll my eyes. That’s still so weird. And it’s going to be weird for a while. Granny’s doesn’t belong to me. Not yet, anyway. It belongs to my Grandmother. But now that I’m back, I’m in charge. In every way. That was made clear by my Grandmother at one of the most embarrassing all-staff meetings in the history of staff meetings.

Luckily the people employed at Granny’s are great, though they’ve probably enjoyed giving me a hard time a little too much.

Johnny heads back to man the door, and I take a moment to breathe. I’m not going to let people like Caleb get under my skin. I’m not the same person that I was. I’m not.

But the news stories and the photos pop into my mind. Even if none of it is true. It still makes me feel like I’m still that girl. Like a failure. Utterly worthless. Running out on everything I had for the second time in my life.

Out of the corner of my eye I see a wave, and I move toward it out of instinct. That’s the life of a bartender. You see and you move. But the person waiting for me at the end of the bar isn’t like a lot of the patrons that we get at Granny’s.

He’s wearing a slick suit, no tie, shirt unbuttoned, and he’s gorgeous. It looks like he could have walked out of my old life in New York. Right out of a model casting, but he has a little more grit than that. Dark hair and a jawline I could use to cut the lemon slices I need for the drinks.

I don’t like men who wear suits. Been fooled too many times by an exterior that hid someone who was rotting underneath. But when he smiles…

It makes me want to ignore it, at least for a little while. He’s not a local, which makes him even more appealing. If he was wearing a t-shirt and jeans, we wouldn’t have a problem. It’s like looking at a Vincent Van Gogh painting that someone has splashed ketchup all over. It’s still beautiful, but you can’t ignore the big fucking stain.

He looks at me; but it’s not the same way that Caleb did. This gaze is alight with genuine interest and curiosity, not possessive lust. And that smile is enough to almost forget my barside manner. “What can I get for you?”

“What’s the best local beer that you have on the menu?”

There’s a plate of wings in front of him, half-eaten. So he’s already tried the barbecue. Probably because he’s heard about it and now wants to try something else local to match. It’s a pretty common thing for tourists to do.

“Most people like the Desert Rose,” I say. “But if you’re looking for something to match the sauce, then I’d go with the Devil’s Ditch.”

He makes a skeptical face. “Really?”

“Don’t let the name fool you,” I laugh. “It’s named after the location, not the taste.”

“All right then, I’ll give it a try.” He raises an eyebrow. “Seems like you guys have a lot of things named after the devil around here.”

Fishing a bottle of the beer out of the fridge, I crack the top and slide it over to him. “That’s what happens when you live somewhere that’s hotter than hell on a regular basis.”

“Good one.”

I smirk. “I do try.”

The stranger takes a sip of the beer and hesitates for a minute. “You’re right, that’s really good.”

“Bartender is right about the drinks she serves, news at eleven.”

He chuckles. “Fair enough. So people come here for the barbecue?”

“More specifically, the sauce,” I say, glancing down the bar to make sure that no one needs my attention. “It’s pretty popular locally.”

“And it has every right to be. It’s amazing.”

I smile. “Thanks.”

Granny’s barbecue sauce is basically the reason that the place is still in business. I was shocked at how run down the place has become in the years since I left. This place used to have a polish and shine that it’s lacking. And while there’s something comforting about a bar that’s been broken in a little, in the bright light of day when there’s no patrons, lights or music, you can see the way it’s falling apart at the seams.

But honestly, there’s nothing I can do about it. Yet. We’re making enough money to survive, but now that I’m here I’ve got plans to refurbish the place and make it glow again. I need a project, and who knows how long I’ll be stuck in this town. Besides, my grandmother deserves the rest that she’s finally getting with me taking over.

I owe her a lot. More than I could admit than when I was eighteen and all I wanted to do was to get out.

Movement flashes in my eye and I jump back out of reach. The sexy stranger freezes, holding his hands up in a motion of surrender. “I’m not trying to touch you,” he says. “Just wanted to give you my card.”

Putting my hand on my chest, I take a deep breath. The adrenaline is still pumping, heart beating faster than it should be. “Sorry, I say. Must still be jumpy.”

“After that asshole, I don’t blame you,” he says with a lopsided grin. “That was a nice move that you pulled on him.”

“Learned that from the first bouncer I worked with in New York. Served me well.”

I see the flash of interest in his eyes when I mention New York, but he doesn’t comment, instead extending his hand again. This time I’m watching, and there is a business card in his hand.

“Most men just slip their number on a napkin,” I say. “A business card is fancy.”

Then I look at the card, and my stomach plummets through the floor.

Brandon Wolfe

CEO, Wolf Foods

I know who he is. Of course I do. Everyone remotely connected to the food world knows who he is. The prodigy chef who’s taking the world by storm with a line of pre-prepared foods and also the guy who’s managed to charm half of Hollywood. His last viral YouTube video was him cooking with Hugh Jackman. Now that his name is in front of me, he looks familiar.

Way, way more gorgeous in person. But that doesn’t really matter anymore. I was right. Men in suits. Always hiding something, and not once has it ever been something good. “What do you want?”

He can sense the change in my tone, and he clears his throat. “A friend told me about the barbecue sauce. Since I was in Phoenix, I decided to come out and try it. It is exactly as good as described, and the hype is well worth it. I want to discuss purchasing the formula from your family for production.”

“Let me get this straight. You met me five minutes ago, then decide to name drop yourself and suggest buying my family’s legacy out from under me? Fuck off. People swooping in and waving their money around isn’t welcome here.”

He looks surprised. “That’s not what I’m trying to do.”

“Isn’t it though?” I pointedly look at the suit he’s wearing and the expensive watch on his wrist. “You have a lot of balls, I’ll give you that. Get the hell out of my bar.”

Thankfully, he doesn’t fight like Caleb did. Calmly, he reaches for his wallet and leaves money for the food and the beer. He’s still looking at me. No longer in surprise, but with a kind of wariness.

Lifting his bottle towards me, he gives me a nod, and takes it with him. I watch him all the way to the door to make sure that he goes, and then I toss what’s left of his food. And throw myself into scrubbing down the bar until it shines between getting drinks for everyone else.

God, this night has been awful. I can’t wait for it to be over. Glancing at the clock, I shake my head. Only ten minutes have passed. It’s fine. I can make it.

I’ve had worse nights than this.

That thought doesn’t make me feel any better.
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Brandon


Iwalk down the street toward Granny’s, pushing down my hope. The morning sun is slowly rising towards noon, but I’ve got all day and I’ll wait if I have to. Someone like Ellie—who cares about the place she runs—isn’t going to wait until an hour before opening to come to the bar. I recognize the same passion in her that I had for my first restaurant.

But man, did I fucking miscalculate.

Maybe I shouldn’t have ambushed her like that on a busy Friday, but I thought we’d had a decent connection, and I hadn’t wanted to let things get too far along before she realized why I was there.

So maybe this would work better. I’d grabbed coffee on the way from my hotel. One for me and one for her. I’m betting on the fact that approaching her in the daytime might be a better strategy. And not right after she was manhandled by that douche of a bar patron or with her attention scattered by the final hours of a weekend rush.

As I turn the corner, I see a car parked in front of the bar. A good sign. Hopefully that’s her, or if it’s not, maybe whoever it is will know where I can find her.

Before I’d even bothered talking to her last night, I’d tried the food. Ellie isn’t aware that I’d been to Granny’s several times over the last week. I like to have an unbiased opinion before meeting owners, and I didn’t like disappointing them if their food didn’t meet the standards that I was looking for.

But to say that this sauce met the hype was an understatement. It is—by far—the best barbecue sauce that I’ve ever had. Spicy with the perfect blend of tang and sweetness. As soon as I tried it, my mind went into overdrive. It would be an instant bestseller. People were already flocking to this little dive bar in the middle of nowhere to eat this stuff. How much more would they eat if they could just pick it up at the store?

And Ellie herself…she was a mystery. Even before that I’d known she was the Ellie Thompson listed as the contact for Granny’s my eyes had been drawn to her. Red hair that looked like flames in the shifting bar lights, perfect skin, and curves that seemed to run on for miles.

She’d cropped a jersey from one of the local sports teams that I didn’t recognize, showing a hint of toned stomach, while also appealing to the men in the bar who loved sports.

It wasn’t an accident—the woman knew what she was doing. She had bar tending experience in New York—one of the most difficult places in the profession—so she knew how to work a crowd for tips.

But even if she hadn’t been catering to her audience, the woman was dead sexy. And when she’d put down a man twice her size? Yeah, that got me interested. Imagine my shock when I asked one of the waitresses where I could find the manager and she pointed to the woman in question.

That was another reason I’d given her my card so soon. I was attracted to her, and I didn’t want things to go too far in that direction before she knew why I was really there. Because if I had let myself flirt longer, I would have tried.

I had to put that aside. Pursuing someone as a business partner as well as anything else was a bad idea. I’d seen it crash and burn before, and I’d never made that mistake. And I never would. No matter how sexy I find her.

Knocking on the door, I wait and cross my mental fingers that someone answers. Hurried footsteps sound inside, and the door opens to leave me face to face with a very flushed Ellie. Her hair is pulled into a messy ponytail with flyaways going everywhere, clothes far more casual than last night, and I’m again hit with the crazy attraction to her.

It’s the kind of pull that makes me want to forget the fucking coffee, push her inside and kiss her against the back of the door until we both end up naked.

I blink.

Jesus.

Get a hold of yourself, Brandon. You’re here on business. Keep your dick out of it.

When she sees me, her face hardens. “What do you want?”

“I just want to talk,” I say, holding up the cups. “And I brought coffee for the trouble.”

Ellie eyes the coffee with narrowed eyes. I hold out the cup that belongs to her. She takes it from me and holds the door open wider. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do,” she says as she closes the door behind me. “I haven’t changed my mind in the last twelve hours.”

There’s a mess of boxes all over the floor and across the bar, and the telltale clipboard on a barstool. Inventory. No wonder she looks a little messy. Doing inventory is never fun. Doing it by yourself will make you tear your hair out.

“I can see that you’re busy. I’ll just lay out what I had in mind, and then I’ll get out of your hair.”

She takes a sip of the coffee and sits on one of the barstools. “Fine.” She’s clearly grumpy, and I have to hold back a laugh because her grumpiness is honestly kind of cute. It has the kind of bite that an angry kitten might, though I doubt she’d like the comparison. She’s clearly not a morning person—and to be fair, most bartenders aren’t.

“First, I want to say that I’m sorry that I ambushed you last night. Usually my approach is a little more nuanced.”

“And I’m not worthy of that nuanced approach?”

I chuckle, leaning against the bar next to her. “You definitely are. But I wanted you to know why I was here before things slid too far in a different direction.”

“And what direction would that be?” She’s glaring at me.

I just smirk. “I think we both know exactly what direction I’m talking about.”

“Actually, I haven’t the faintest idea.”

Our eyes lock together, and tension builds between us. We both know that she’s lying, but she’ll never admit it and I’m not going to call her out on it. Or on the fact that her eyes wander down my body and back up like she can’t help but look.

“I’m interested in purchasing the formula of Granny’s Barbecue Sauce for production under the Wolf Foods label. This doesn’t mean that we’re going to take it from you and never mention this place again. It means that we’ll give you attribution, and Granny’s will receive a lifetime percentage of all sales of the sauce.”

“Okay,” Ellie says, taking another sip of coffee. At the very least, she’s listening.

“And more than that, along with the purchase would come a complete renovation of Granny’s to turn it into the place that is deserving to be ‘The Home of Granny’s Hot Sauce.’”

Ellie places the coffee down beside her, deadly calm. “There’s nothing wrong with my bar.”

“I never said there was, but it’s obvious that this place could use some love and some touching up. Flipping places is one of my specialties. Again, I wouldn’t be looking to change the character of the place. You guys have got a great vibe and a loyal clientele. That’s great. But with a little work, Granny’s can be a hotspot that even more people drive out here for.

“Which in turn, will help the town’s economy.”

Sometimes if the pitch for their own restaurant isn’t working, the appeal for the greater good of the community works. I can’t get a true read on the kind of person Ellie is. Usually I’m good with faces, but she throws me off. And it has nothing to do with the fact that the way she’s sitting is allowing her t-shirt to pull up and show off a glimpse of tempting skin.

Nothing at all.

Ellie nods slowly. “Definitely something to consider,” she says. “But as I already told you, I’m not interested.”

I thought she might say that. Even if I can’t get a read on her, I know that she’s stubborn. “That’s okay,” I say. “You don’t have to be.”

Wariness enters her gaze. “What are you talking about?”

“This is a courtesy visit to lay out the plan. I would have liked to get you on board, but I don’t have to. I’m careful before I make these kinds of proposals, Ellie, and I do my research. I know that you aren’t the owner of this bar. And because of that, you have to take this offer to the actual owner, your Grandmother. Dorothy, isn’t it?”

Granny’s has been under Dorothy Thompson’s name for more than thirty years. I was impressed when I found the records. Some bars don’t last thirty years at all, let alone under the same ownership and management. It spoke of good products and good business sense, another reason I wanted to investigate. If Ellie is anything like her Grandmother, then she’s a true force to be reckoned with.

But right now she’s looking at me with horror, because I’m right. I’ve officially made an offer, and legally she has to present it to her Grandmother. Sliding off her stool, she steps close to me.

“I’ll tell her,” she says. “I hope she tells you to go to hell. That way I’ll never have to see you again.”

There are only inches between us, and that air is filled with tension and weight. It would be so easy to reach out and touch her, and god I want to.

Ellie’s looking up and me, and I can’t decipher the look in her eyes. There’s hate and anger there, but it’s not all that’s there. I can’t keep the smile off my face. “Doesn’t matter, I plan on sticking around for a while. You’ll definitely see me again.”

I don’t miss the little catch of breath and the way she sways towards me a fraction of an inch before shoving herself away. Just like last night, I lift my drink to her, and take my leave. Just before I reach the door I glance back—she’s watching me go.

Ellie looks flustered, and as I let the door slip shut behind me, I wish that I could say that she was the only one. If I give her half a chance, Ellie Thompson is going to get under my skin.
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Ellie


Ican’t believe he came back after I threw him out. But I’m more stunned by how fucking good he looked not in a suit. The t-shirt he was wearing hugged his arms and stretched lightly across his chest, showing off a body that screamed all kinds of things about hard work and sweat.

I bet he could knead the hell out of some bread dough, and there’s a part of me that would pay good money to watch him do just that.

His jeans too. They fit so well that it was hard not to stare, especially when he was leaving. His vibe was so entirely different from when he was dressed up; it was hard to reconcile the fact in my mind.

But in the end, it doesn’t matter. Brandon Wolfe is still a corporate man, and they are all about the money. Snakes in suits, even if they aren’t wearing them. Corporate men can’t be trusted. Ever. Not after New York.

Not after a man just like him—a man in a suit with gorgeous eyes and a dreamy smile—set my life on fire and then sat back and watched it burn.

That’s not a game that I’ll ever play again. Granny’s is fine the way it is. We’re surviving, people are happy, and I have a plan to make things better. There’s no reason to change course on something that’s already working. I’m not fucking Cinderella behind the bar—I don’t need Brandon Wolfe to sweep in and tell me everything that I’m doing wrong.

I’ve already had plenty of commentary on my choices, and I’m done with that now.

Putting that aside in my mind, I dive back into the inventory. It needs to get done before the bar opens, and right now everything is a mess. It’s easily been months…maybe even over a year since anyone’s done one, and it’s driving me up a wall. Hard to run a bar and restaurant if you don’t know what you have on hand.

But I’m only doing the bar side today. The kitchen will probably take longer and there’s no way I can get both done before we open. I love our employees, but I want to do this by myself. They’re trustworthy, but part of inventory is looking at what the data gives you and evaluating if changes in behavior need to be made. Is the cook using too much of one ingredient per serving? Is the bar giving away too many maraschino cherries?

Not exactly exciting. But at least I have coffee now.

I roll my eyes. I’d been running this late to start this morning, so I hadn’t stopped for any coffee and regretted it. But I was annoyed that it was Brandon that had saved me from a day suffering without caffeine. I didn’t want to be grateful to him at all.

He said he’d be sticking around and that I’d definitely see him again. Why did the way he’d promised that sent a tiny thrill through my gut? Why did I keep looking towards the door, wondering if I’d see his silhouette again?

I needed to get it together. He was bad news—here to take everything out from under me again. I shouldn’t be attracted to him.

My body, apparently, disagreed.

Forcing myself to focus on the numbers and stock in front of me and not on the lingering thoughts of what Brandon might look like without the t-shirt, I finish the inventory and put everything away.

Time to go get this shit show over with, I guess. The sooner I tell my Grandmother about Brandon’s offer and she shoots it down, the sooner I can move on.

I can’t wait to see what she says. Dorothy Thompson is a spitfire woman, and exactly who you’d picture if you mentioned a grandmother that owns a bar. She’s thin and wiry but sharper than a spear and will skewer someone with her words as soon as she’ll offer them cookies.

She’s getting older, and just can’t handle the hours and stress it takes to run a bar, which is why she asked me to come back in the first place.

The timing of it amazed me. I was standing there watching my life go up like a New Year’s bonfire and suddenly Grandma was asking if I’d ever thought about moving back to Arizona. She didn’t know what happened—there’s no way that she could have, and she hasn’t said anything or asked why I said yes.

But I still wonder about the timing. It was…too perfect.

Then again, Grandma has always been that way. She knows things in that way that grandmothers do, just instinctively protecting you when you need it the most. I know that a few of the bar’s long-term clients joke about her being psychic. But this is the first time that I actually wondered if it could be true.

She’s never judged me for all the shit I gave her when I was a kid, and she’s been nothing but kind and grateful to me since I came back. I don’t deserve her.

Plus, she’s pretty much my only friend right now since no one from New York has reached out to me since I left. On the one hand, I understand why. But on the other, the fact that the people I thought were my friends dropped me so completely that they won’t even send me a text to make sure I’m okay…

It hurts.

Grandma lives on the edge of this tiny town in an even tinier blue house. She moved here a few years ago, after getting tired of all the space in her old one. My Grandfather died a long time ago, and since I wasn’t living with her anymore she ‘didn’t want to spend time cleaning space she never used.’ Her words, not mine.

Honestly, the little house suits her. It’s not much, just a one bedroom with a kitchen and a small living room, but she’s happy here. It’s decorated in light, airy colors and because she’s got a nice plot of land at the border of town, she’s got one hell of a view.

The Arizona desert isn’t for everyone, but its got its own kind of beauty. The stark landscape and endless sky is something I missed when I was in New York. Maybe there’s something that’s built into you when you live in a place so long, like a little of it soaks into your DNA and never leaves. Because I can’t imagine not loving staring up into infinite blue and feeling the warmth of the summer sun.

Even if the heat can fuck off most of the time.

When I shut my car door, I see a flicker in the kitchen curtains. Grandma knows that I’m here, and she opens the door before I make it to her. “Was I expecting you today?”

I smile. “I can’t just drop by?”

She hits me lightly on the arm as I slip inside. “Of course you can, I just want to make sure this old brain wasn’t forgetting everything.”

“Your brain is better than mine,” I say. “More likely I’d be the one forgetting.”

She laughs. “Kettle is on. Want some tea?”

“Sure.”

I watch her walk to the stove and sit down at the table in her small breakfast nook—a sun-soaked space surrounded by three windows that face the view. She pours us both tea and brings it over, sighing as she sits. I study her for a moment. She looks tired. More run down than I remember.

Guilt spikes in my chest. Of course, I wasn’t exactly here to see how fast that was happening while I was off doing my own thing. That worked out well. “You okay, Grandma?”

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

Stirring a little sugar into the tea, I shrug. “I don’t know, you just seem tired.”

Grandma snorts in a decidedly unladylike fashion. “I’m always tired, Red. This is what getting old is like, didn’t you know?”

“I think they left that out of the handbooks,” I admit.

“I’ll mark it down on my list: write Red a new aging handbook before I kick the bucket. That’ll be the last item on the bucket list.”

I laugh. “You have a bucket list?”

“Every old person has a bucket list. Add that to the handbook too,” she says. “So why are you here?”

“To visit you?”

Grandma rolls her eyes. “Of course. But I can see on your face that there’s something else. And I remember doing inventory. When you’re done, the only thing you want to do is go home and stare at the ceiling.”

“I forgot that I told you I was doing that.”

“But you did. So why are you here instead of at home staring at your ceiling?”

I sigh and take a long sip of tea. “I’m here to tell you about a business offer that I’d rather forget, but as the person pointed out, I’m not the legal owner of the bar, and so I have to tell you about it.”

My Grandmother raises an eyebrow and smiles. “If he went up against you and won, then this should be interesting.”

“What makes you think it’s a he?”

“It’s always a he,” she says, patting my hand and standing. She grabs a box of her homemade cookies—to die for—and puts them on the table. “Women know how to approach other women. Even if the bitches piss us off, they never make us sigh like that.”

A laugh bursts from my lips. She’s not wrong. “Okay fine, it’s a he.”

“Is he attractive?”

I roll my eyes. “That’s not at all relevant to the conversation.”

“It could be.”

“It’s not.”

She takes a defiant bite of a cookie. “All right then, tell me what the mystery man wants with Granny’s.”

I lay it all out for her, from the purchase of the sauce formula to the complete renovation with a focus on turning it into a tourist location. I tell her everything, though I don’t pretend to be unbiased about it. I like Granny’s the way it is. Hometown feel, hometown flavor. It doesn’t need to be urbanized.

But to my never-ending horror, Grandma doesn’t freak out and tell me to call Brandon right away and threaten to chop his balls off.

Yes, I imagined the conversation going that way. And yes, it would have been absolutely epic.

Instead, she says nothing, staring into the middle distance for a moment, warming her hands around her teacup. “I want to meet with him.”

“What?!” Outside my own body, I can hear the horror and desperation in my voice. “Are you serious?”

She looks offended. “Of course I’m serious.”

I can only imagine what my face looks like…utter shock. “Why?”

Grandma smiles at me. “I’m not getting any younger. I want to make sure that you’re taken care of before that happens. You know that I’m leaving Granny’s to you, right?”

“We’ve never talked about that,” I say. “And I would never assume it.”

“Well it’s already a done deal. I had it put into the will.” She pushes another cookie towards me before putting the box away.

It’s a touching gesture, and one that’s almost relieving. Always nice to know that the thing you’re putting a lot of work into will benefit you in the future. “Thank you. But if you’ve made that decision, can’t you see why I might not want this deal?”

I don’t think that my Grandmother would ever actually roll her eyes at me, but the expression on her face right now is pretty close. “I didn’t say I was going to run into his arms and faint breathlessly before begging him to let me sign a contract. I said I wanted to hear the man out.”

“It’s not a good idea, Grandma. He’s just in it for the money. They all are.”

“Red.” She levels a look at me. “Set it up.”

“But—”

“Set it up.”

I clamp my mouth shut, trying to keep in another round of protests. Dorothy Thompson is just as stubborn—or more—than I am. And once she’s made up her mind, she’s not going to take no for an answer.

“Now that you’ve been back in town for a few weeks, has anyone caught your eyes?”

I take a sip of my tea. “Really? You’re going to change the subject by asking me about my love life?”

Her eyes sparkle. “It’s an excellent diversion.”

“No, no one’s caught my eye,” I lie. Because someone has, but there’s no way in hell I’m telling the man that’s making her the offer is sexy beyond belief, and every time I think about him, I’m distracted by imagining all the possibilities of him and me. And all the things that we can do horizontally.

I need to get him the hell out of my town as soon as humanly possible.
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Brandon


Driving back into Devil’s Hood feels a little like coming home. Even though the town is in the middle of the desert, it’s got that kind of feel to it. You can tell that the people who live here love their place, with all kinds of little touches. Tiny, well-maintained green spaces and fresh coats of paint on old houses.

Traveling as I do to track down new foods, I’ve seen a lot of small towns. A fair share of them have felt dead. Like the hope had gone out of everyone living there and they were just existing and trying to get by. It doesn’t feel like that here.

It’s been a couple of days since I’ve been in town. I went back to Phoenix to check out another local place, and to get my stuff from my hotel so I could move to the one in town here. I didn’t lie to Ellie—I’m planning on sticking around for a while in hopes that I can change her mind.

If dangling the carrot in front of her won’t work, then maybe persistence will.

The other restaurant I tried—incidentally another barbecue joint—I didn’t bother talking to the owner. It paled in comparison. I was already determined to win Ellie over, but that solidified it.

Not to mention that the grumpy redhead has been on my mind. And not in an entirely business-like fashion. No matter how hard I’ve tried, I can’t get her or her curves out of my head. My imagination has played out all the different ways our meeting at the bar on Saturday morning could have gone.

All of them end in breathless wanting and pleasure and not simply glares and coffee. To say I’m intrigued by this woman is an understatement.

It’s a dangerous game to play, but the more I think about it, the less I mind the risk.

Just after noon. I still have a couple hours before I have to check into my hotel. Might as well investigate some of the other local food spots. I’m hungry anyway, and this is always a good way to find out about local competition before embarking on a rebranding. You have to know the flavor of a town or city before you could tailor it to be successful.

I already hit up the coffee shop when I picked up my peace offering for Ellie on Saturday, but if I recall correctly, there’s a diner not too far from there. Yes, there it is.

It’s got classic diner architecture—silver and chrome and big windows and cheerful signs advertising the ‘best burger on this side of the Grand Canyon.’ That’s something that can easily be tested.

I chuckle to myself, imagining finding two stellar delicacies in the same tiny town. The discovery would turn Devil’s Hood into food Mecca. I wouldn’t mind that. If anything, finding another food to acquire might help nudge Ellie closer to letting me sign the deal for Granny’s sauce.

Parking my car, I step out into the stifling heat. It’s true what they say down here—it is a dry heat. But that doesn’t make it any less hot when the thermometer is regularly topping triple digits. The diner’s air conditioning is almost frigid by comparison, and it is very welcome. Then I freeze, and the smile is on my face before I can stop it.

I’m the luckiest man in the world.

The diner is nearly empty, and Ellie Thompson is sitting in a booth. Alone. Eating a burger.

This is perfect.

“May I join you.” I ask as I slide into the bench seat across from her. It wasn’t phrased like a question.

Immediately, she’s shooting daggers from her eyes. “You’re still here?”

“I told you I’d be sticking around town for a while.”

She sighs. “You’re free to do that, but you don’t have to stick around me specifically.”

“Who better to witness my test of the best burger this side of the Grand Canyon?”

Ellie looks around the diner and even out of the windows, like she’s searching for someone who might rescue her from me. But it’s the middle of the day on a Monday. Not a lot of pedestrians or people eating out. Monday is one of the deadest days in the business.

“I actually just got back into town,” I say, keeping my tone light. “Went back to Phoenix to check out another barbecue place. You’ll be happy to know that it has nothing on yours.”

Ellie says nothing, focusing hard on her burger. But it’s also easy to tell that she’s listening to me. Interested, even if she doesn’t want to admit it.

“It wasn’t bad of course, but nothing to write home about. Speaking of home, the little time I’ve been here, I can really see why people love this town. It’s clear that the people here love it and take care of it. Definitely a lot more inviting than some I’ve visited. It’s a nice spot to get away.”

“Is that what you’re going to put on the posters after you turn Granny’s into a hotel?”

I ignore the jab. We both know that’s not my intention.

While she’s not looking at me, I take the chance to study her. The sun shining through the windows catches her hair and lights it up like a halo of flames. And I swear the more that I stare at her, the more I want to burn.

She’s got that pale, redhead skin that I’m sure is hard to protect from the Arizona sun and makes me want to find out just how hard I can make her blush. Green eyes and freckles that I could see myself counting.

Fuck, she’s beautiful. And that pull in my gut hasn’t lessened one bit.

“Have you thought about my offer?” I ask.

I get my wish as Ellie’s face flushes a lovely shade of pink. “No, I haven’t thought about you at all.”

If I had the chance, I would wager everything in my bank account that that blush says differently. Which only gives me misplaced hope and drives me further down this path with her.

“I didn’t ask if you’d thought about me,” I say softly. “But I can’t say that I’m unhappy that you did.”

Ellie blushes brighter and glares at me, clearly willing me dead and elsewhere. “I said that I didn’t.”

“Your skin tells a different story.”

We stare at each other, hanging in the moment, and leaning towards the other just an inch before she sighs and looks away. “My grandmother says that she wants to meet you.”

“Really?” I’m surprised. Ellie seemed pretty convinced that her grandmother would tell me to go to hell in a handbasket.

“Believe me,” she says, “I tried to convince her that it was a terrible idea.”

I laugh. “I don’t doubt that.”

But I can’t stop smiling. This, I can do.

As I smile wider, her frown gets deeper. “Stop looking so happy.”

“I can’t help it. I’m a happy guy.”

She snorts. “You wear suits for a living. How happy can you be?”

“Wearing suits is rarely a part of my job. A necessary evil sometimes, but I’m still a chef. You’re more likely to find me in a dirty apron than a three piece.”

That seems to give her pause, and she looks at me almost sideways. And then the contemplation disappears, and grumpy Ellie is back.

I think I could get used to her grumpiness.

Ellie sets down what’s left of her burger and takes a sip of her drink. “Here’s what’s going to happen.”

“I’m listening.”

“You’re going to meet with my grandmother and you’ll get your chance to go into detail about your plans. She wants to listen, so make it good. Do your worst. Or Best. Whatever.”

I smirk. “I always bring my best Ellie. To whatever I do. In business and outside of it.”

There’s that blush again, and I count it a small victory. I could get addicted to finding new ways of making her cheeks flame. I’m already halfway there.

“I don’t need to know what you do outside of your business.”

“I don’t know Ellie. It’s never a good practice to start out a business relationship on lies, and I think you very much want to know what I do outside of my business.”

“No.”

Leaning forward, I hold her gaze. “Prove it.”

“I don’t have to do that,” she says, mirroring my pose. “I don’t have to do anything. I already know all about guys like you.”

“Guys like me, huh? Tell me what you think you know before you go lumping me in with a bunch of strangers.”

“You live in New York, right?”

I nod, trying to ignore how much closer our faces are together, and how appealing her lips are right now. Just like in the bar the other morning, it would be so easy to close that distance. So easy to kiss her. “I do, most of the time.”

She laughs, but it’s not a joyful sound. “I know New York men. Always looking for the next big thing. Money is everything to them, and the only thing they’re looking for in their life is a pretty face to have on their arm when the newspaper snaps the photo. Otherwise you’re expendable.”

The words hang in the air for long seconds.

I’m suddenly angry. Not at her, but at whoever got in her head this deeply that she would think that all men are that. That’s a scar that’s deep, and if I ever found the guy who did that to her I’d have to beat the hell out of him just on principle. “Good thing I’m not a New York guy,” I say. “I just live there.”

She shakes her head like she doesn’t believe me, and now I’m very sure that she doesn’t. “Let me make myself clear. If you try to con my grandmother. If you try to take advantage of her in any way. If you somehow get her to say yes and promise things that you can deliver, or cross her at all. You and I will have bigger problems than this.” She gestures between us.

Ellie hasn’t noticed that she’s leaning even closer now. I resist the urge to reach out and touch her. “And let me be clear,” I say back. “I don’t know what shithead convinced you that every man who wears a suit is a raging dickhead, but he’s the scum of the earth. I’ve never once conned a client or promised something I couldn’t deliver—feel free to ask my other clients. They’ll be happy to take your call. And this?” I copy her movement and gesture between us. “This is not a problem. Chemistry is never a problem.”

“Tell that to the explosions that happen in high school classrooms.”

I just grin and drop all pretenses that I’m flirting with her. “I like the fact that you think that we would be explosive.”

Ellie rolls her eyes, sitting back and breaking the string of tension that had woven itself between us.

“I’m not who you think I am, Ellie. I promise. But I know that promises can be broken, so I’d like to show you, if you’ll let me. While I’m here, I’d really like to get to know you.”

There’s no ignoring the pull I feel toward her. I’m only going to keep justifying little moves until it’s too late. But I’m not a little moves type of guy, so I might as well be all or nothing. Since she’s not the owner of the bar, and not the one who will be making the final business decision, it’s not as much of a conflict of interest.

Or at least that’s what I’m telling myself.

Ellie Thompson is the most beautiful, interesting woman that I’ve met in a long time, and I want to know everything about her.

“Will you let me take you to dinner? To show you that I at least have basic table manners? The rest can come in baby steps.”

I see hesitation in her eyes, the moment of consideration as she looks at me and her eyes wander down across my shoulders and chest before coming back. Then she stands, pulling out her wallet and grabbing a few bills that she drops on the table. “Go to hell, Wolfe.”

Her footsteps sound loudly on the floor as she storms all the way out the door, and I laugh, still smiling as I wave down the waitress so she can take my order.
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Ellie


I’m hitting the pavement with my feet harder than is absolutely necessary, but it’s the best way to show my frustration without screaming and drawing even more attention to myself.

Brandon Wolfe has got a lot of nerve. Trying to be…I don’t know, friends with me after what he’s trying to do? Even sitting down with me like we have some kind of relationship is going to start rumors about the two of us.

Did you see Red and that out-of-towner? I saw them getting cozy at the diner.

That’s the way it works here. I’m already the talk of the town, and this would just emphasize that I was exactly who they thought I was. Red Thompson strikes again. Barely in town a month and she’s already got herself a man. I shake my head, wishing that it wasn’t so easy to see how people would imagine the worst about me.

But then again, the whole country had already assumed the worst about me. What’s one more town?

No. That’s exactly what I don’t want—what made Caleb think that he could put his hands on me the other night. Because he thought that I was the same. I’m not the same.

And I also know that it isn’t entirely Brandon that I’m mad at. I’m angry at me too for getting caught up in it. He’s charming and gorgeous and he somehow managed to read me like a book.

I feel drawn to him, even if I wish that I didn’t. When we were sitting there, I hadn’t even realized how close we were leaning together until he’d looked at my lips like he’d wanted to kiss me. And in spite of the fact that we were in public and I hated his guts, I kind of wanted him to do it.

Purely so I could see just how bad a kisser he is and put away these ridiculous fantasies that I’ve been having. I can’t get them out of my head. And I hate that I want it. I hate that he made me want it more.

After everything…I don’t like feeling out of control. And everything about Brandon Wolfe makes me feel out of control. From the way he’s coming after my business to the way his glances have my insides lighting up like a fucking Christmas tree.

Fuck. For the first time in the ten years since I left, I have the urge to smoke. I haven’t seriously done that since high school, and I hadn’t even been serious then. But maybe like the desert and everything else, that’s a little bit a part of me. I had liked looking like a rebel and everything that came with that.

But I don’t need someone to see me smoking to add to what I’m sure are already going to be rapidly growing rumors. And I value my lungs. So I cross my arms, put my head down, and try to think about what I need to do at the bar tonight. Anything to ignore the vivid memories of rich brown eyes looking at me across the table. Seeing me for me.

I’ve had enough upheaval in my life. I’m not going to let some man in a suit—or anyone who thought they could tell me who to be in this town—sway me away from my goal and who I’d decided to be when I came back. Who I promised my Grandmother that I was now. Someone who could be relied on.

“Red!” someone calls. I don’t look back. This is not what I need right now. Someone probably chasing me down to ask me what the hell I’m doing back in town.

“Ellie!” I turn at the sound of my real name. Honestly, I’m not even sure half the town remembers it. That narrows down who it could be.

The voice sounds familiar, but the face sure as hell doesn’t look it. The woman walking towards me is pretty. In that casual way that only a certain type of person can pull off. Messy bun, loose t-shirt and leggings that she wears with the effortless ease of an Instagram model. But she doesn’t look like she’s aware of it either. Grandma would say it’s the type of pretty that comes from being a good person.

“Hey,” she says, stopping in front of me and slightly out of breath from trying to catch up.

“Hey,” I say cautiously. Even up close, I’m having a hard time placing her, though she clearly knows me.

She laughs lightly. “It’s Jenna.”

“Jenna—a” I startle in shock. “Jenna Perry?”

“Jenna Carpenter now,” she says with a grin. “But yeah.”

I blink. Holy shit. Jenna was my best friend in high school. But if you’d put pictures of the two women side by side, I’d bet I wouldn’t be the only one with recognition problems. I have memories of a very different girl. One with a nose ring, bleached hair, and an attitude almost as bad as mine. Where I’d smoked more ironically than anything else, Jenna had developed a habit. And as wild as I’d been, she’d beaten me every step of the way.

If there was one person in Devil’s Hood who could rival me for high school reputation, it was Jenna. But I was still having a hard time reconciling the girl I knew with the woman standing in front of me. But I could see her face in there.

“Wow.” I pull her in for a brief hug. “Talk about a blast from the past.”

“I know. Someone mentioned to me the other day that they thought they’d seen you and I told them no way. Until I saw you in the diner.”

Inwardly, I groan, hoping that I was the only person that she noticed. Shaking my head, I try to wrap my head around it. “Carpenter…” I freeze. “You married Flipper?”

There was only one family in town with that last name, and unlike the way I ran from here like my life depended on it, most people didn’t.

She laughs, high and bright, reminding me of a thousand inside jokes and sleepovers and hot summer evenings. “Oh my god, I can’t remember the last time someone called him that, but yeah.”

I smile. “Did he get any taller?”

Flipper was a quiet kid with an unlucky nickname. In elementary school we’d taken a field trip to the Phoenix aquarium, and he’d been so upset about the fact that there weren’t any dolphins that he cried. Some boys started calling him Flipper since he loved dolphins so much, and it stuck.

He was a good kid. Teacher’s pet. Definitely not someone that I would have spent any time with, but from what I remembered he seemed sweet.

Jenna smiles, though it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. Her voice sounds happy though. “No, he didn’t get any taller. But I don’t mind. He’s a good man.”

“I’m glad,” I say, finding I actually mean it. “Who’d have thought you’d end up with him?”

“Right?” Jenna shakes her head, but she’s grinning like a maniac. “He went out East for college, and when he came back, he came back hot.” She laughs. “I was done for. Before that, you’re right, I never would have looked at him twice. But people can change.”

She looks at me a little strangely when she says it, like she’s challenging me to prove that it’s true.

“Yeah, they can,” I say, keeping my tone light. “I mean, look at you.” Back in high school Jenna had sworn she’d take her first real life paycheck, buy a Harley, and drive off into the sunset. She said it so often that all our friends would finish her sentence for her when she started to say it. Now she seems…responsible. Mature. Who all our teachers swore that we would end up being even as we actively tried to prove them wrong.

She snorts. “I know. I’m not surprised you had no clue who I was. If high school me knew that this was the way I turned out, she’d kick my ass.”

I laugh with her.

“But then there’s the people that never change,” she says, raising an eyebrow. “Like Caleb Jones?”

I wince. “You heard about that?”

“That he got banned from Granny’s? Hell yes I did. I didn’t know that you were the one that did it though. It’s about time. The man has been arrested for bar fights so many times that it’s not even part of the gossip rounds anymore.” She shakes her head. “I can’t believe I ever dated him. Or that you did.”

“Yeah,” I cringe. There was more than one guy that both Jenna and I had dated. That’s what happened when you lived in small towns. “We made good choices.”

“We made choices all right. Speaking of those, what have you been doing and why are you back? Last I heard, you were living the dream in New York. All I did was get married and have a baby. You’ve got to have better stories than I do.”

“Wait,” I hold up a hand. Had she just— “A mom? You had a baby?” My voice is amazed. I never pictured Jenna as a mother. It’s kind of amazing, actually.

But she freezes, as if I hit a tender spot. A kind of sadness I don’t expect is on her face, gone in a flash.

“Do you have pictures?”

This smile is real. “Yeah, I do.”

“Then I’m going to see those. Right now, Jen-jen.” I use her nickname from high school as if no time has passed. Standing with her kind of feels like that. After all, the past is never really the past in Devil’s Hood.

“Dear god. That nickname is not making a comeback,” she says, pulling out her phone. But it achieved my goal of making her smile.

“Fine,” I say. “I won’t call you that if you don’t call me Red.”

“Fair. This is Hope.” She holds out her phone to me, and I see a photo of a laughing toddler. I can see elements of both her parents in her. Her mother’s dark hair and her father’s eyes. She’s going to be beautiful when she gets older.

“Jen, she’s precious.”

She smiles softly. “She’s my whole world.”

I can see that it’s true too, in the way that she looks at the photos that she shows me, along with an adorable video of the little girl blowing out the candles on a birthday cake.

Abruptly she puts her phone away. “That’s enough about me. Spill. Tell me what you’ve been up to…since you disappeared after graduation.”

“I’m sorry about that,” I say.

She waves a hand. “I’m not mad. It’s in the past. I’m just glad you’re back and I really want to hear everything.”

I don’t think that on the street is really where I want to get into everything. Frankly, I’m not even sure that I’m ready to talk about it. How do I explain everything that happened with Chris? The time I wasted? The fact that I’m at the center of a national scandal even though no one knows my name? “It was just…time to come home.”

“Cryptic.” She gives me a look like she knows I’m full of shit.

“Always,” I say, checking my phone for the time. “Tell you what. If you come to Granny’s tonight, I’ll fill you in on a bunch of stuff between serving the few people that actually show up on a Monday.”

“I can do that,” she says. “As long as you promise me that that will involve details about the guy I just saw you with. Mr. Cryptic?” she teases.

I roll my eyes and hold up my left hand to show my very empty finger. “Definitely not, and don’t remind me.”

“Please. The way he was looking at you, I think you should very much be reminded. He was practically drooling, Ellie.”

“He wasn’t drooling.” I would have noticed if he was, given how close we were to each other.

Jenna laughs. “Oh, he definitely was. And it looked like you were pretty close yourself.” She elbows me and winks, grinning at me until I break.

“Fine, I admit it. He’s…attractive. And also infuriating, and an absolute pain in my ass. I swear he wins the award for the most frustrating man in the state of Arizona.”

“Considering this state holds at least ten of our combined exes, that’s saying a lot.”

“Are you counting Travis and Caleb once or twice?” I say sarcastically. “Since we both dated him.”

Jenna crosses her arms and shakes her head, but she’s still smiling. “We’re not counting Travis at all, because we were in sixth grade, and you dated him for a day.”

“A whirlwind romance compared to you lasting a week.”

“It was love at first sight,” she sighs. Jenna’s eyes sparkle, the way they used to when she’d pass me a note during class. “But now, I’m married. I’m settled and boring and seeing people like my long-lost best friend hook up with mysterious strangers is really the only way that I have any fun.” Jenna had always had a dramatic side.

“It’s not what you think,” I say. “He’s only pretending to like me so he can take Granny’s out from under me.”

She looks surprised. “Are you sure?”

“Very. I know guys like him.” I check the time. I’ve got to get to work. Leaving the bar alone makes me nervous. Especially when the stakes are so high. Maybe I can get some more inventory done in the kitchen before we open. “Look, he’s only after Granny’s.”

Her eyes go wide, and she laughs. “There are other guys like him? That hot? In New York? Please god, if they’re all like that don’t tell me so I don’t feel bad about staying here my whole life.”

I do my best not to flinch. I’d felt like her not that long ago, but now I knew better. Going to New York hadn’t ended in anything but pain. “They’re everywhere. Men like him are just wolves in expensive suits. You can’t trust them. If you do, they’ll eat you alive.”

Suddenly, Jenna throws her arms around me, squeezing me tight in a warm hug. She still smells the same, like the body spray we’d practically bathed in way back when. The memories hit me like a ton of bricks. I wish things were as simple as they were a decade ago. I hug her back.

“It’s going to be okay,” she says. “Trust me.”

I don’t know how she knows that’s exactly what I need to hear, but it is. But then, Jenna has always been good at that. She sees through all the bullshit like it’s not even there.

“Thank you,” I say, hiding the fact that there are tears in my eyes.

“I’ll come by tonight, once we’ve got Hope in bed, okay? Let’s catch up for real, and I expect details.”

“What, this wasn’t enough bonding?” I’m not sure why I let this friendship fade away. Jenna was never a part of my problem with this town, so why didn’t I call her? Even just checked in? Because I’d decided that I was putting this town in my rear view, and that included everyone in it.

Maybe if I hadn’t done that, I would have seen what was happening in my own life sooner. Jenna always gave the best advice. She and I had been practically sisters, and I’d ditched her.

“This? Come on now, real bonding involves us making some coconut-rum-mojitos and dancing on tables, right?” she winks at me. “At least the first half of that, tonight, deal?”

“Deal,” I reply. She waves and walks back in the direction of the diner, and I head toward Granny’s, feeling better than I have in days.
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Brandon


Granny’s is busier than I expected for a Monday night. Testament to the nice atmosphere, and more than that, the food. I’ve barely been in town and I can clearly see which people are from out of town because they’ve heard about this place.

Strange that after only a few days I don’t feel like I’m out of town. I suppose that’s good. If I have it my way, I’ll be hanging around here quite a bit for the next few months. It’s always nice if you actually like the place where you’ll be living.

I’m sitting at the bar in the same spot that I did that first night, and Ellie is ignoring me. Pointedly.

She does her job, slamming drinks down in front of me when I raise my hand for a refill, but other than that and the occasional dangerous glare, nothing. At least nothing that she thinks I can see.

It shouldn’t make me smile, but it does. In my experience, someone pushing that hard against something is resisting when they should be running towards it.

I’m not an idiot, and I’m not a monster. If I thought she actually hated me, I would leave her alone. But I don’t think she does. I catch her studying me when I’m looking down or away, gravitating towards me before catching herself and retreating.

Fuck everything else. I don’t care. I want to get to know this woman. I want to know why I cause her thorns to go up when she’s open and smiling with everyone else. There’s a genuine ease that draws people to her at the bar, and she charms them.

I want to know what makes her so wary of what I want to do for her business when it could help her. What happened to make her have such walls? I’ve never had the instinct to peel back someone’s layers like this. But something deep down wants to protect Ellie. Soothe her pain and make it better.

And even more than that, I want her. My mind won’t stop conjuring images of us together. What it would be like if we came together in the explosion that she described this morning. I am absolutely sure that it would be amazing. But that can wait.

The first step is getting her to admit that she’s attracted to me at all. After that, we’ll see.

There’s a commotion at the door behind me, and I turn to see the bouncer blocking the door. I also see his body jerk as he absorbs a hit from the person on the other side of the door. I’m on my feet before I fully realize it, ready to back the guy up.

There’s at least two others that move with me, and that’s good. I like knowing that the people of the town have Ellie’s back.

It’s the same guy—the one that she put down on the bar the night we met. He’s breathing hard, looking furious, even though the bouncer is still fully blocking the door like he didn’t just take a punch to the gut.

“Let me in.”

The bouncer isn’t facing me, but I can still almost hear the look on his face. “You’re on the ban list, Caleb. That means no. You’re not coming in, you’re not welcome at Granny’s. End of story.”

“I’m banned for flirting with some bitch?”

The bouncer laughs. “If that’s what you think you did, I can’t help you.”

Caleb sneers. “Enlighten me. What did I do?”

“You assaulted the owner of the bar in front of about a hundred witnesses,” I say, drawing his attention to me. “Maybe you should have thought about that—or the fact that it’s not okay to touch people without permission—if you didn’t want to get banned from the best bar in this town. You’re lucky there weren’t charges pressed.”

The idiot laughs. “Whatever, man. It’s not like its anything I haven’t already had.”

I swear I’m about to deck the man, and the bouncer is too, when I feel a hand on my arm. Ellie is standing next to me, staring down Caleb. No fear, just mild annoyance.

“Come on, Red. Just a misunderstanding, right?”

“I thought I’d made myself clear on Friday, Caleb, when I told you to get the hell out of my bar.”

“Really?” He scoffs. “You’re going to keep me out because you can’t take a joke?”

“Brandon is right, Caleb,” she says calmly. “I could have pressed charges, but I didn’t. But I did ban you from the premises. And if you try to come here again, I’ll have the sheriff arrest you for trespassing.”

Caleb’s face twists into something ugly. “Guess what I said that night is really true. You really are a bitch. Even more than that you’re a—”

“If you value your face you won’t finish that sentence,” the bouncer says. His fists are already prepped, and I don’t doubt that he’d take the opportunity if he had it.

“You can’t ban me,” Caleb says in a last effort. “You’re not the owner.”

Ellie just smiles. “If you want to take it up with Dorothy, feel free. My grandmother has dealt with bigger shit than you in her life.”

She gives me and the bouncer one nod and then goes back to the bar. The woman has balls. With how angry he is, I’m not sure that I’d feel comfortable turning my back on him right now.

Looking at Caleb, the rest of us who are standing there just stare him down until he realizes that he’s utterly outnumbered, and him forcing himself into the bar is going to be a fight that won’t win and one that will probably end up with him in jail.

He lets out a string of curses and storms off into the darkness. A few people in the bar clap, and the bouncer and I share a knowing look. “Good riddance,” he says.

“For real.”

Ellie is already back behind the bar as if nothing happened, which is exactly the right move. That piece of shit doesn’t deserve any kind kindness, or to hear second hand from others that Ellie was broken up or terrified after. Just business as usual.

She’s talking to a pretty brunette down at the other end of the bar, smiling. I want that smile to be directed at me. It’s transformative. She looks like an entirely different person. And I like the way she looks when she’s happy.

We haven’t scheduled the meeting with Dorothy yet—she hasn’t looked at me long enough for that to happen—but I really want it to go well. I want a reason to stay here and get to know Ellie.

I realize that I’m more invested in this deal than I should be because of her. Sure, acquiring Granny’s Sauce would be a huge benefit for Wolf Foods. And for Granny’s. But clearly that’s not where my focus is when it comes to her.

Or Red. Caleb called her Red. She didn’t flinch when he said it. Is it something that she prefers and he was using to be familiar? Or was it something that she hated that he was using to bother her? If she gave me the time of day the next time I called for a beer, I would ask her.

Looking around the room, I analyze the atmosphere. People are comfortable. Friends are laughing, and it looks like there were a few people here on dates. A nice, cozy place to spend some time. This was the kind of atmosphere that I would absolutely strive to maintain in the renovation.

There’s a pool table in the back and a couple people were playing darts as well.

Darts. That was an interesting idea.

Finishing the beer I have—the same one that she recommended to me the first time—I prepare to face her wrath. Her eyes flick down the bar to me and then back to her friend. I see her shoulders slump with a sigh, but she doesn’t look entirely angry to be coming down to me this time.

“The same?” she asks.

“Yeah.”

Ellie cracks the top and sets it in front of me.

“Red?”

She winces. “A very unoriginal nickname based on the color of my hair. Obviously.”

“So you don’t want me to call you that?”

“God, no. Honestly, you’re one of the few people that doesn’t. It’s refreshing.”

I smile. “Glad to hear I’m good for something.”

Ellie glares at me before relenting. “Yeah, well…thank you. For jumping in back there.”

“You had it handled, and your bouncer—”

“Johnny.”

“Johnny,” I say, making a mental note. “There was no way that he was getting inside.”

She looks at me carefully. “Right. But thank you anyway. You didn’t have to jump in the way that you did.”

“Yes,” I say. “I did.”

Yet another moment that hangs in the air today with things that aren’t spoken. But I’m about to change that, because something has to give, and I’m not about to let her walk away from me again.

Ellie turns, and I reach and catch her arm. Gently, so not to startle her. “I want to make a bet with you.”

Her sass is back, along with the daggers she’s shooting at my hand on her skin. “A bet?”

“That’s right.”

“What kind of bet?” Her eyes flash with interest.

I smile and lean back, releasing her. “Darts.”

Ellie hesitates. “Darts?”

“That’s right. Play me. If I win, I want you to go to dinner with me. So I can have the chance to show you that I’m not that guy.”

Leaning on the bar with both hands, Ellie studies me, thinking. Then, slowly, she smiles. “All right, Wolfe. I’ll take that bet.”

I’m smiling already.

“On one condition.”

“Name it.”

“If I win,” she clears her throat. “You have to drop this deal, and I never see you again, either in my bar or in this town.”

I hold out my hand to shake. “Done.”

The shock on her face when I immediately agree is an expression that I’ll take to my grave. She thought that she was calling my bluff, and I knew that she wasn’t.

She takes my hand and shakes it. “Deal. Tony,” Ellie calls behind her. “Cover me for a bit, I have a bet to win.”

The declaration isn’t quiet, and suddenly all the eyes in the bar are on us. I’m sure the locals are ready to watch her put me down the same way that she put Caleb’s head into the bar.

I take a long sip of my beer before I stand and follow her across the space to the dartboard.

Time to put on a show.
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Ellie


It was probably monumentally stupid to have made what we’re about to do so public, but what’s done is done. I grew up in this bar, and I can throw darts in this place with my eyes closed and almost always still win. In fact, throwing a handful of darts at these boards was one of the first things I did when I got back into town.

I sank the bullseye on every single one.

But still, I can’t completely suppress the shiver of nerves in my stomach. There’s a lot riding on this for both of us, and the fact that Brandon agreed immediately tells me that he’s confident he can win. Normally, I’m not worried about men who are overly confident. But Brandon isn’t that.

He’s quietly confident, not overstepping. And that’s actually more dangerous than all the bluster.

I walk to the dartboard in the far corner of the bar. It’s a path that takes us past everyone that’s here. Including the ones in the booths and the ones that are playing pool. Heads swivel as they follow our path towards the back. No matter who wins, this will be good gossip.

“They really don’t have to stare,” I say, rolling my neck to get out the tension.

“Easy, Ellie,” Jenna says, her voice calming. “You know how this town gets. They’re just curious.”

I sigh. “And I basically laid out a challenge.”

I did know exactly how this town could be, which is why I never had any regrets about leaving it all behind. I really was fine being back here, but I’d told myself to lie low. This was the opposite of that. What the hell was I thinking?

Maybe I haven’t changed as much as I thought I had. After all, I’d spent plenty of nights like this one challenging guys with bad intentions to games of darts exactly where we were now standing. Somehow those guys never put together the fact that darts and bars went side by side, and I usually handed them their asses after the first round.

But somehow I didn’t think that was the case for Brandon. I can’t imagine that Mr. Slick Suit had spent more time around a dartboard than I had. Yet, the way he moves so easily has me clenching my fingers with anxiety.

“Warm up?” He asks.

“Sure.” I doubt I’ll need one, but we both know the real reason is for us both to get a chance to look at the other’s skills.

He pulls the darts out from the board, takes up his stance, and releases the first dart in one easy stroke. The room goes quiet with a gasp, and there are a few cheers of affirmation, because he’s thrown a dead bullseye.

I might be in trouble.

Jenna claps. “Nice throw.” She smirks and shrugs when I send a glare her way. “What? It was.”

Brandon laughs. It’s a rich, warm chuckle, like the taste of spiced rum. Suddenly I’m craving an entirely different kind of drink, and I need to get a hold on myself. Remember why you’re doing this, Ellie.

“If Granny’s is like any of the other bars that I’ve spent time in, a good number of disagreements are solved with a good game of darts.”

“No, you’re right,” I say as he sinks another perfect throw. “It’s an easy way to settle things.”

“How many times have you lost, Brandon?” Jenna calls.

If he’s surprised that she knows his name, he doesn’t show it. He just throws his final dart to settle between his first two like it was meant to be there. “Never have.”

I walk to the board and pull the darts for myself. Take my time lining up before giving him a smile. “Neither have I.”

Taking a breath, I let instinct and years of muscle memory take over. The darts are a familiar weight in my hand. I don’t even have to think to know where to aim, and I trust that knowledge. The first throw lands in the bullseye, but barely. A fraction of an inch to the left and it wouldn’t be in the center. Still counts, but I grit my teeth as I throw the second one. Fuck yes, it lands perfectly.

My stomach tightens. No showing weakness. I won’t lose this. But I still hold my breath as the third dart buries itself in the bullseye. Thank the universe for that. Though maybe I should have made it look like I was going to lose. Give him overconfidence.

Inside, I shake my head.

Never.

There’s more cheering this time, and I find the tension in my shoulders relaxing. I don’t like that they’re staring, but at least they’re rooting for the home team.

“You spend a lot of time in the back rooms of bars?” I ask. “Sounds like a thrilling social life.”

“I don’t know. Some people I’ve met in bars are my closest friends.” He’s leaning against one of the pillars when I turn around from grabbing the darts, and I’m distracted by the way his shirt is stretched tight across his chest, the way his arms are crossed only emphasizing the fact that the fabric seems a touch too small. “It’s more fun than trying to generate a social life on an app,” he says. “My thumb gets tired of swiping.”

Jenna laughs and quickly tries to mask it into a cough, but no one is fooled.

“You should try a book club,” I say, sarcastically. “Slightly more strenuous than swiping, but maybe you’ll learn something.”

I practically shove the darts into his hand, but he catches me around the wrist before I can pull away.

“Why? Want to start one?”

My mouth is dry, and I can’t find a ready answer. Because my mind is busy imagining a scenario where that deep, honeyed voice is reading to me. Or it doesn’t have to be reading. Just whispering things in my ear. Deliciously naughty things—

“There’s one in town already,” Jenna calls, saving me from myself. “Mostly a bunch of moms, but I’m sure they’d like to have some variety in the membership.” She’s perched on the nearest table, with a huge grin on her face. And even though she just came to the rescue I still want to smack that smile away. “Next club is a book about a time traveling Viking, if you’re interested. Though maybe that’s not your type of thing.”

He shrugs with a smile. “Vikings and time travel sound good to me. Maybe I’ll give it a go.”

“It’s romance,” Jenna says, “just so you know.”

I swear to god that his eyes flick towards me when he says, “I like a good romance. And a good story is a good story no matter the genre. Why should that make a difference?”

“It shouldn’t,” Jenna clears her throat. “I’m just not sure that most men would agree with you.”

“I’m sure that Ellie has already told you that I’m not like most men.”

My mouth drops open. “Big of you to assume that you’re memorable enough to talk about.”

“It’s not an assumption,” he says. “It’s a fact. Your friend—who you haven’t introduced me to, by the way—knows my name. So you’ve at least told her about me. And I already know that I’m not like most men.” His grin is so wide because he knows that he has me backed into a corner. Despite the frustration that roams under my skin from having lost the round of verbal sparring, I can’t help but notice the lightness that the grin brings to his face, or the fact that he notices details. Like the fact that Jenna knew his name.

And that he didn’t blink at the idea of a romance novel. The few that I’d read while I was in New York I’d always had to hide from Chris, who thought they were stupid. Come to think of it, it wasn’t just the romance books. It was any book that wasn’t some non-fiction business how-to or biography. Fiction wasn’t welcome in Chris’s world.

Ironic, considering the one that he’d fabricated about me.

“You a big reader?” I ask.

He studies me for a moment. “Maybe. Maybe reading is one of my hobbies and I consume books like they’re oxygen. Or maybe I read what I can so I have interesting things to talk about with interesting people.”

“Maybe you’re full of it.” Just like at the diner, we’re closer than I realized, and I step back before Brandon’s magnetic draw pulls in in close enough for me to do something that I’ll regret later.

“Full of charm or full of shit?”

“Both.”

“Maybe that’s true,” he says. “But you’ll never know unless you get to know me better.”

Holding out his hand, he offers the darts to me again.

“Ladies first,” he murmurs.

When I reach to take them, my fingertips brush over his palm. The skin is rough with calluses, and that small sensation sends a thrill through my gut that absolutely does not belong there. Chris’s hands were smooth. He took pride in them. And I knew for a fact that Chris hadn’t truly worked for anything a day in his life.

But Brandon…even though he showed up at Granny’s that first night looking like he’d walked off the floor of the Stock Exchange, the signs of reality were on his hands. I hated the idea that I might have to rethink my evaluation of him, but things weren’t adding up anymore.

Again I had that image of him kneading bread to get arms like that. Maybe he was more hands on with Wolf Foods than I thought. A man who reads and works hard? He should have actually tried online dating—he’d have had women falling over his feet.

“You might regret letting me go first.” I step up, squaring my feet. My first throw hits exactly where I want it to.

“A real gentleman always lets a lady go first.” His voice is low enough that I’m the only one that hears it, and I have to stop my second throw before I let it fly. He could be talking about nothing, and certainly not the thing that makes a blush creep up to my cheeks. The tone of his voice tells me that he is very much not talking about darts, and I don’t need that kind of distraction right now. “And not once have I regretted it.”

I flash him a glare. “You’re playing dirty.”

“I never promised I would do otherwise,” he says, mouth curling into a smirk.

Ignoring the things that smirk does to me, I turn and let my last two darts go one after the other, sending them flawlessly into the center. It’s my turn to smirk, and he nods. “Well played.”

But he doesn’t let me off easy. He’s got three more perfect shots in him, and so do I. We go back and forth, Jenna keeping the score and the crowd around us growing more invested in the outcome with each perfect shot. And they don’t even know what’s riding on it.

It’s my turn again, and when Brandon hands me the darts, he glides his fingers up my arm to my elbow, sending shooting sparks through my body and down my spine. The feeling lingers enough that I don’t focus enough on the board, and my first shot goes just wide, landing in the bullseye’s outer ring.

My stomach plummets. No.

The other two shots are perfect, but it doesn’t matter. If he’s as perfect as he’s been, he’s going to win. The people around the bar have pulled in a collective gasp, but I keep my cool as I hand him the darts. Jenna looks at me in a panic, but I just smile. It’s fine. It will be fine.

No matter what happens, I won’t let anything ruffle my feathers. The worst case is that I have to spend a couple of awkward hours with him at dinner. Nothing more.

The first shot lands dead center, and the second one too. I bite my lip in spite of myself. I hate losing. Hate it more than I even want to win. I fight to not hold my breath and force my lungs to move evenly, and I watch as Brandon’s third dart lands in the ring just outside the bullseye. Another tie.

Cheer’s erupt from the bar, and he grins at me. But I’m not smiling. He did that on purpose. He’s better than me at the game, and he had the chance to win. Why didn’t he take it?

“You could have won.”

The look in his eyes is one that I can’t quite interpret, but I feel exposed, like he’s pulling something out of me that I don’t want the crowd around us to see. “Maybe there are more important things than winning.”

“So you’re just going to keep it tied?”

Reaching over, he picks up his beer off the table and sips it with a smile. “I can go as long as you can, baby.”

I roll my eyes. Baby so doesn’t fit his vibe. But we’ll be here all night if we keep going, ‘cause neither one of us is going to give up.

Looking around, I look at the people in the bar. They’re happy, smiling, drinking well. This has been good for business. Jenna has pink cheeks and is practically giggling watching me with Brandon, three empty mojito glasses beside her. I take a sip of my whiskey—I switched, wanting something a little harder to steady me.

And Brandon—when did his shirt come unbuttoned? Fuck, I don’t need another distraction when I’m already fighting to keep myself from imagining dragging him to the back room and having my way with him. The man is so fucking sexy, and I’m not sure why I’m wasting time trying to deny it.

It doesn’t matter, because I’m not giving in. He’s not going to take the bar from me no matter how sexy he is, but I have to admit that Brandon Wolfe is sex walking, especially when he’s not in a suit.

And the longer we both play this game, the harder it will be to keep up. I’m feeling the whiskey in my veins, and it’s only a matter of time before I slip again.

“One more round,” I tell him. “And if it’s still a tie, then we call it a tie.”

“We didn’t negotiate what would happen with a tie.”

That’s true. We didn’t. “Let me think about it while I get another drink,” I say.

You learn things when you’re a bartender. The kinds of drunks there are, and while there are always outliers, it’s pretty easy to peg what kind someone is by their drink order. Wine drinkers? Sappy ‘I love you’ drunks. Vodka drinkers are the smilers that sit in the corner and then eventually go to sleep. Tequila drinkers are the ones that’ll end up leaving pockmarks on the surface of your bar with their high heels. And whiskey drinkers?

We’re the ones that end up in real trouble.

That didn’t stop me from pouring myself a tumbler of the highest shelf scotch that we had. Neat. Because that’s what Brandon Wolfe did to me. The man literally drove me to drink.

And apparently that’s not working, so what the hell. I duck behind the bar and come back with another glass.

Jenna snatches the glass from my hand when I make it back to her, and immediately gags when she goes to take a sip. “No, gross. That smells like wood shavings.”

I steal the tumbler back and take a long, slow sip of the smooth flavor before letting out a satisfied sigh. “Doesn’t taste like it.”

As soon as I set the glass down though, Brandon steals a sip. “Hey, that’s not for you.”

He just shrugs and smirks. “You think I didn’t see you pour yourself Johnny Walker Blue?”

“Doesn’t mean you can just steal it.”

“I’ll gladly pay for my sip. Or maybe I’ll make it a condition of the tie.”

I’m not going to let him win. “Johnny Walker or not, it doesn’t matter. They all get you drunk.”

“Don’t let Johnny Walker hear that,” he jokes. “Maybe they won’t send you any more whiskey.”

I bite back about fifteen different comebacks, all of which would make this mess worse than it is.

Then, he adds, “Ever try Korean whiskey?”

I shake my head.

“I can get some if you ever want to try it. Over dinner maybe.”

“You haven’t won yet,” I tell him. Jenna is pressing her lips together trying to hold back her fucking glee. I was really hoping she’d be on my side here, but I think that she wants the two of us to go out more than Brandon does. “My bar is well stocked, and I’ve got plenty of options.”

“So one more game,” Brandon says.

I roll my eyes. “Maybe we should just call it now. We’ve both proven our skill. Unless you’re some sort of glutton for punishment?”

The man has the audacity to wink at me while he steals another sip of whiskey. “Depends on who’s doing the punishing.”

Jenna elbows me without a trace of subtlety. When I raise my eyebrows at her, she just sips her drink calmly, as if she isn’t visibly cheering for my competition.

“Like you said, one more round. And if it’s still a tie, we call it. Did you think about what you wanted from the tie? There’s a lot riding on this for you.”

“I haven’t forgotten what the bets are, Wolfe.” I ignore the fact that my face is flaming because his mentioning riding makes me think about anything but darts.

“No, I imagine you don’t forget much, do you, Ellie?” Those brown eyes are filled with an incredible amount of heat, and we need to settle this or I’m going to spontaneously combust. And he’s right. I don’t forget much. Not what he’s here for or what it was like to have my life and heart irreparably shattered. “You could say that.”

Jenna yawns. “I think it’s past my bedtime, and clearly you don’t need anyone to keep score anymore.” She hugs me tightly, and I make sure she has her purse.

“You’re okay to get home?”

“Fine. Short walk,” she says. “But I expect you to call me tomorrow with details.”

“There will be no details,” I inform her, since she’s not being quiet and Brandon is right fucking there.

“You will tell me everything!” She practically sings the words before heading to the door. I nod to Johnny at the door and he nods back. He’ll make sure that she gets home safely, and she’ll never know that he was there.

When I turn back around, it’s to face a very smug looking Brandon. “Here’s our compromise,” he says. “You say something nice to me—”

“Something nice. To you.”

He leans in and I get a whiff of delicious aftershave. “Yes, Red. Something nice to me. And you agree to have one drink with me. Here, on your turf, without having a full audience.”

That was his half of the bet. A decent concession. And since mine was making him drop everything, I suppose I should give him something. “And I’ll hear you out. Fully. No interruptions.”

Brandon’s eyebrows rise into his hairline before he smiles. “I’m definitely making it a tie now.”

I know that he will. No matter what I score, he’ll match me just to make this work. I’m not sure what game he’s playing, but I’m still not going to make it easy on him just ‘cause I know he’s better than me. Stepping up to the mark, I sink my shots in rapid succession, bathing in the applause from the people that are still paying attention. And then I hand Brandon the darts.

He was playing dirty, but this is a two-person game. As he’s lining up his first shot I step close—closer than I’ve been all night—and whisper so that he can hear me. “You smell amazing, and it’s been driving me crazy all night.”

It almost works.

I see the surprise on his face and the slight falter in his throw, but he still makes the inner bullseye. But that was really fucking close. He looks at me, and I just smile. “You said to say something nice to you. You didn’t say when.”

“I guess I didn’t, but don’t think I won’t forget that,” he says. “I’ll pay you back later.”

“You can try.”

Brandon raises his arm, and never taking his eyes off mine, he throws the dart. It flies perfectly straight, burying itself right next to his first throw. It’s hard to do that in a place you know like the back of your hand, let alone a board that you’re using for the first time. But he just did it like it was easy.

And that’s terrifying. Not because of the trick shot, but because of what it says. That he’d rather throw away the entire business deal then not have dinner with me. The intensity in his gaze shakes me to the core, and I think that for sure he’s going to look back at the board to make his last shot, but he doesn’t.

He raises his arm and throws with careless grace, and it lands with perfect accuracy.

The bar goes fucking wild, Brandon swarmed by a couple of drunk guys that are more than impressed by the feat. And it is impressive. We’ve been going back and forth for over an hour, and neither of us has given in. But even if the score is tied, Brandon won. With those trick shots, the support in the room flowed from me to him.

I know when I’m beaten.

Picking up my glass, I give him a tight smile. “Let’s go get that drink.”

We grab refills and I lead him over to a booth that’s in the back corner—definitely not thinking about the fact that this is the booth that we’d use if we wanted to make out in high school. But all the same it’s out of sight and I feel like I’ve been watched more than enough tonight.

I intentionally sit on the side that’s less visible, and Brandon stretches out across from me. “Talk, so we can get this over with.”

“Don’t sound so excited.”

I stare at him, daring him to joke around. When I said that I’d hear him out I didn’t agree to have an open mind about it.

He sighs.

“Honestly, it’s not a very complicated plan. I don’t want to change the vibe of Granny’s. I don’t want to buy it and manage and alter everything about it. All I want to do is provide the capital to make it into the destination that it clearly already is. Renovate and replace the things that are older, give you better equipment, and some more capacity. As far as the sauce, it’s already popular locally. As it should be, it’s fucking amazing. Nationally I think it could become a staple barbecue sauce for a lot of households.

“Wolf foods wouldn’t own the sauce. We would be licensing the formula in order to mass produce it. Granny’s name would be on the label, pointing to this bar as the originator. It would be hard to do one without the other, because people who follow Wolf Foods like to come to places like this.”

I struggle not to roll my eyes. “So you’re saying you’re famous enough that the minute you deem our product worthy crowds that we can’t handle are going to descend on Devil’s Hood?”

“Yes.” He doesn’t bother denying it.

“Have you ever thought about the possibility that Devil’s Hood doesn’t want that? That they don’t want to be a tourist trap or a hotspot that’s going to be filled with strangers?”

He studies me carefully. “I’ve done projects like this in plenty of small towns, and Devil’s Hood is one of the best. There’s a real sense of community already here, and I don’t think people will lose that because of some visitors, and I don’t think they’ll mind the extra revenue that it brings in.”

It was hard to argue with that point. I would have to think about it, but I would find a way. Frustration was welling under my skin again. Because this was what men like him were good at. They knew exactly how to hit you where it was most effective to make you agree with them. And it worked.

I hated that the more he talked about it, the more logical his plan seemed. Like I was mostly being stubborn in holding out against it. But I had time to sort everything out. Grandma still wanted to talk to him anyway.

“When are you around this coming week?”

He shrugs. “I’m here when you need me.”

I pushed aside the little thrill at those words. “I’ll let you know when my grandmother wants to meet you.”

“I’m flattered that she wants to,” he grins.

“Don’t be,” I laugh. “She’s going to chew your ass up so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

Brandon smirks and takes a slow sip of his drink. “I’ll be fine, Ellie. I’m already used to it with you.”

“Ouch.”

He just laughs. It’s not like he’s wrong.

“Johnny is back,” he says. For a second I think he’s making a reference to my whiskey, but no, he means the bouncer. Leaning forward, I nod to him and he nods back, confirming that my friend is home and safe. That’s good. Devil’s Hood isn’t a very dangerous town, but I don’t think I’ll ever let go of those New York late-night instincts.

“Nice of you to do that,” he says.

“Send him after her?”

“Yeah.”

I smile. “It’s for my own peace of mind.”

“I get that. Still nice though.”

Knocking back the last of my drink, I glare at him. “I can be nice.”

“You’ve definitely proved that,” he laughs, the words dripping with sarcasm. “I don’t know though. If you were really nice, you would have let me win at darts.”

“So you can take everything I’ve worked for? You could have lost too.”

When Brandon crosses his arms and leans on the table, I get distracted again by the way his shirt stretches and the width of his shoulders. I’m feeling the drinks in my belly and right now I feel the heat in his eyes swimming in my veins. “You know that’s not what I’m doing. And besides, watching the look on your face every time I hit a bullseye was way more fun.”

“I can’t believe you hit those last shots.”

“I’ve done more than that.”

I shake my head. “Not possible.”

“It is.” He starts to tell me a story about a dare when he was younger that he couldn’t hit ten bullseyes blindfolded. I don’t know if it’s true, but after watching him it’s possible that it is.

And suddenly conversation is flowing between us easily, like we’ve known each other for years and we’re not on two polar opposite sides of this conflict between us.

Around us, the bar slows down. I try to go help clear the tables and tidy up the bar, but every time I try I’m fervently waved off by my employees, who keep us both supplied with water too. I’m not sure what it says that they’re trying so desperately to keep me here, but in spite of myself I’m having a good time.

I’m perfectly buzzed and enjoying the banter. And the view. Last call comes and goes, and before I know it, the bar is basically empty. And then Johnny is waving and heading out before I call out to him that I’ll lock up.

“I suppose it’s about that time,” Brandon says.

“Yeah.”

We stand from the table together, and I walk with him to the door. There’s that hesitation to leave his side. I don’t want the ease of our conversation to fade. Because tomorrow we go back to being enemies, and it’s been nice to sustain the fiction.

He matches my pace easily, clearly not in a hurry to leave either. When we reach the door I’m not sure what to do. I have to double check and make sure that everything is good before I leave, so I can’t just walk out with him even if the temptation is there. Probably for the best.

I push the door open with my hip and lead him outside. “Guess this is good night,” I say, trying hard not to look up at him. “Right?”

“Right,” he says, the tone in his voice making me look up at him in spite of himself. We’re so close. Closer than I’ve let myself get to him before now. He’s too tempting and too gorgeous, and right now he’s too focused on me.

Brandon’s hand rises to my face, a gentle touch, testing me. I have every chance in the world to pull away. To tell him no.

I don’t.

He closes the distance between us and this kiss is anything but gentle. It’s fire and heat. I could be standing in the Arizona sun for hours and not burn the way this kiss consumes me. Brandon’s hand slides around my neck and our lips lock deeper together. His tongue dances with mine, and suddenly I find my arms are around his neck pulling him closer. I want him closer.

I want him everywhere.

We slam against the door to the bar, Brandon’s body pushing against me in all the right places. I don’t even care that someone could see us, I just want more of this feeling. A rush of dizzy pleasure that makes kissing him seem like I’m skydiving.

The last time I felt like this was forever ago.

With Chris.

Instead of fire, a bucket of ice dumps over my head. The last time I felt like this with a man like him, I ended up with my heart broken and my life in pieces. And Brandon is still trying to change things. To take what I’ve worked for and make it different. It’s the only thing I have left. I’m not letting it go.

It doesn’t matter if he really wants to kiss me or if he’s kissing me to soften me up for this deal. I won’t do this.

Even with that conviction, breaking away from this kiss is the hardest thing I’ve done in years. Placing my hands on his chest, I shove. He goes, shock on his face, trying to orient himself.

“Ellie,” he says.

I open the door and slam it behind me before he can say anything else and try to change my mind. “Ellie!” He calls my name as I flip the deadbolt and shut off the front lights.

No.

I can’t.

I won’t be the stupid, naive girl this time.
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Ellie


It’s been three days since the kiss, and I hate that it’s something that I still think about. Because it was a mistake. It was, even if my brain and body are busy trying to convince me otherwise.

But I also can’t get the comparison between Brandon and Chris out of my head. They were both from New York, businessmen. Cocky, confident, and handsome. They both looked amazing in a suit and they both knew exactly how to get their way.

There were differences between them, like the fact that Brandon read fiction books and he stepped up to stop from Caleb getting back into the bar—I couldn’t ever imagine Chris doing that.

Still, my heart is raw. No matter what it wants, I have to be smart. It’s stupid to dive headfirst into a rebound relationship with the person who is also trying to claim my business. I put a hold on that thought as it pops into my head. Brandon claims that’s not what he wants, and the plans that he laid out don’t seem to lean in that direction, but the truth of these things could be easily hidden. So I would hold my breath until after the meeting. I’m still hopeful that my grandmother will hear his proposal and shove him out the door.

We would see soon.

Nerves churn in my gut at the though of seeing Brandon today. He hasn’t come back to the bar. Which is good because I wouldn’t have wanted to talk to him. But he answered my call for the meeting today and didn’t sound like he was going to flake. That’s all I can really hope for at this point.

After I went home that night, I couldn’t stop thinking about Chris. And everything that happened. But mostly about how I thought we had been happy. Even thinking back on the beginning, I can’t deny the sparkle and shine in the memories. He was my perfect guy, and I had been so convinced that I had the perfect life. It was only after that I saw the signs of imperfection, too late.

And for the first time since I left New York, I cried.

For everything that happened and the fact that I still feel so broken and so alone. For the fact that I can’t seem to let it go even though I want to. The only good thing is Jack, my little rescue kitten that is so sensitive to my moods he crawled into my lap and meowed until I cuddled him.

I fell asleep with him on the couch.

Pulling up to Grandma’s house, I don’t get out of the car yet. Brandon will be here any second, and I need a minute with him before we go inside. I haven’t really thought about what I’m going to say, but I know that I can’t jump straight into this meeting without talking to him.

Dirt crunches under tires, and I see Brandon pulling up behind me. I’m out of the car before him, which is another mistake. Because now I have to watch him get out of the car like he’s the star of a fucking country music video. Jeans that are practically molded to his legs, dark t-shirt that shows off the arms I can’t seem to get enough of, and what looks like a couple days of beard.

The stubble makes him look a little darker. Just a hint of edge, and holy shit what that image does to my insides. I’m suddenly vividly remembering the way his lips felt on mine and the hard lines of his body pressing me against the door.

Brandon walks to me, never looking away. He stops a foot away, eyes dropping to my lips. He’s not bothering to hide the fact that he wants to kiss me again. I want to kiss him again too, but I can’t.

I swallow. “I’m sorry about the other night.”

“I’m not.”

“It was a mistake, Brandon.”

He tilts his head to the side. “Are you sure about that?”

I nod. “It can never happen again.”

There’s no way I’ll risk grandma’s legacy for kissing a man like him. He’s delicious, and now that I’ve had that tiny taste I want more. But there will be others.

Brandon just smiles. He seems amused, like he’s not convinced. He doesn’t have to be. I have enough willpower for the both of us. “Come on. If we stay out here much longer she’ll come out and ask why we’re procrastinating.”

Just like I thought, my grandmother opens the door before we reach it. I nearly laugh. She’s done her damndest to throw Brandon off, because she’s wearing her bar clothes. Not something you ever imagine a woman in her seventies wearing, a ripped up Metallica t-shirt, tight black jeans, chunky bracelets and rings.

She doesn’t dress like that anymore, and even when she was at the bar it was mostly for show, but sneaking a glance at Brandon’s face makes my day. He’s trying to cover his shock and not doing a good job of it.

God, I love my grandmother. Who knows what the outcome of this will be, but no matter what, I’ll always be grateful for this.

“Grandma,” I say, clearing my throat, “this is Brandon Wolfe. Brandon, this is Dorothy Thompson.”

“Nice to meet you,” Brandon says, offering his hand.

My Grandmother takes it and gives him the handshake that I know has taken down men three times his size. “Likewise. Come on in, I’ve got the kettle on for tea if you want some, or I can grab you coffee.”

“Tea would be lovely,” Brandon says as I follow them inside.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I quickly swipe to answer it. “Hello?”

“Ellie Thompson? This is Ed Jones with Corrigan Deliveries. I’m currently waiting outside but there doesn’t seem to be anyone here.”

I curse silently. Last week I ordered new glasses for the bar since so many of ours were getting dingy. “I’m so sorry, the delivery was supposed to be tomorrow.”

“Got moved up.”

“I’ll be there shortly. Less than ten minutes.”

Really, universe? Right now? I need to be here to monitor this meeting, but there’s no way I can let a couple thousand dollars in glassware just sit outside the bar either.

“There’s an early delivery that I have to take care of,” I say. “I’m so sorry. Can we push back for like an hour?”

“Go ahead, Red.”

“But—”

My grandmother gives me a look that dares me to argue with her. It’s very effective, especially with the outfit that she has on. I trust her, I just don’t trust Brandon and his fucking charisma. He’ll charm her all over the place if I’m not here to be a shield.

Then she raises her eyebrows, and I remember that Dorothy Thompson has been putting men like Caleb in their place with this stare for my entire life. She’ll be fine. I take a deep breath and swallow my anxiety. “Okay. I’ll be back soon.”

As soon as humanly fucking possible. I risk getting pulled over with the speed I drive to the bar. It’s only a couple miles but I don’t want to piss off the delivery guy, and the faster I get it done, the faster I can get it back. He’s leaning against his truck when I pull up. “Hi,” I say. “I’m really sorry.”

He nods. “Not a problem. I need you to sign and then I can get things unloaded.”

I scrawl my signature across the bottom of the form after making sure that he’s delivering what I actually ordered.

“Look good?”

“Yeah.”

I unlock the door to the bar, and he starts to load in the boxes of glasses. I use my copy of the form to make sure that it matches up. Usually I’d open the boxes as well just to make sure that they sent me the right thing, but I’m going to skip that step of due diligence so that I can get back to granny’s house. But still, it takes longer than I’d like. Solidly a half hour before I’m able to jump back in my car.

I’m not exactly sure what I’m afraid of happening, but when I walk back into my grandmother’s house I don’t expect them to be laughing like old friends. “What’s going on?”

“Brandon was just telling me a funny story about a harmless kitchen prank. You know how I love those.”

“I do,” I say, taking the third seat at the table. “Did you have a chance to talk?”

“We did,” Brandon says. He’s still smiling, but he looks hesitant, because he knows exactly how I feel and I’m not hiding it.

“And I think it’s an excellent plan,” Granny says.

“What?”

She looks at me. “It’s well thought out, and I really think it will help the business.”

I’m speechless. Really and truly speechless. And I catch the flicker of a satisfied smirk on Brandon’s face. But before it can stay there, she looks over at him. “But in order for me to sign off on this, you need to convince her.”

Brandon’s face falls, but he recovers it quickly. I try not to show my shock. A couple of days ago she made it clear that she wanted to be the one making the decisions. “Actually,” Granny says, “I think it would be a good idea if Brandon took you out to dinner where you can talk about properly.”

I glare at Brandon. “Did you put her up to this?”

“He absolutely did not,” she says before he even has a chance to defend himself. “Get your head out of your ass, Ellie. Let the man take you to dinner and talk.”

Brandon covers his laugh, disguising it as a cough. But he’s not fooling anyone. “I’ll do you one better,” he says. “Let me cook for you. That way there’s no audience, and I can show you that I’m more than just a corporate puppet. That I know what I’m doing, at least when it comes to food.”

Glancing over at Gran, she motions with her head. “Fine,” I say. “Tonight. I’ll text you the address.”

“Guess I have some shopping to do,” he says, standing and shaking my grandmother’s hand. “Thank you for your time.”

As soon as the door shuts behind him, gran smacks my arm. “You don’t have to be rude, Ellie. You should be happy, I got you a date with a handsome man.”

“Gran,” I sigh, “if I wanted a date with him I could have had one. He’s asked. Multiple times. Don’t you see what he’s doing? He’s in this for the money. They always are. You’ll say yes to this deal, and there will be something neither of us will see coming. And then he’ll screw us over and both of us will be left with nothing.”

I suddenly run out of words and blink. For a moment, I’m not sure I was entirely conscious, and I don’t know where all of that came from. Gran looks sad, and she reaches across the table to cover my hand with hers.

“I wish I could take that hurt away from you,” she says gently. “I know I don’t understand all of it. And I haven’t asked because it’s not my business. But you are never going to be happy if you keep holding on to the past. Believe me, it’s a lesson that I’ve had to learn over and over again.

“You need to enjoy yourself, and I’m hoping that this deal might be able to let you do that. It would give you money to travel, and freedom. You wouldn’t be stuck in this town the way that you were always afraid of. And if you can’t do it, or don’t want those things anymore, then please just try to enjoy tonight. For me.”

“How do you know that he’s not trying anything?”

Gran smiles. “My gut. And faith. Promise me that you’ll try?”

I roll my eyes. As if I have a choice. “Fine. I’ll try.”
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Brandon


I’m standing in front of the deli counter, completely paralyzed. Usually I love shopping for food, but right now I’m plagued with the knowledge that I absolutely cannot fuck this up. There’s a lot riding on this dinner for me. Both the deal, and more importantly, Ellie’s trust.

The fact that she’s still pushing me away doesn’t bother me. All I’ve wanted is one solid chance. If after that, she still doesn’t want to explore the chemistry that we obviously have, I won’t push her. But I just want a chance.

I was pleasantly surprised by how the meeting went with Dorothy. She seemed really enthusiastic about the changes and improvements that I wanted to make. I hope that I can make Ellie see that they are good things too.

I’m keeping it simple tonight. There’s no reason to blow her head off with something too fancy or an obscure foodie recipe. Granny’s is a place with a down-to-earth vibe, so I’m matching it. It’s a chicken dish with a marinade that I developed myself. Not unlike Granny’s barbecue sauce, this is my own highly guarded secret.

That, and I plan on baking her desert. Something sweet to go along with our meal. Hopefully we’d get that far.

This place is quaint. It’s clearly a mom and pop operation, and though it’s not the biggest grocery store I’ve seen in town, I wanted to experience more of the local flavor. Despite their size, they had a really good selection.

There’s something special about little family-owned places like this. They’re full of passion. The owners of the stores do it because they love it and they genuinely want to serve their communities. I’ve gotten more than one fucking fantastic recipe or tip from owners of shops like these. It reminds me a bit of the pull I feel toward Granny’s, and toward Ellie. Both grandmother and granddaughter love the place deeply.

“Need anything else?” the shopkeeper asks.

“No, thanks,” I say with a smile. “You’ve got a great place here.”

The older woman grins. “That’s kind of you to say. We try to keep it interesting.”

“I’m really impressed with your selection. You’re helping me out a lot.”

Quickly, she looks over my ingredients. “Cooking for someone tonight?”

“Is it that obvious?”

Her eyes crinkle with the width of her smile. “I’ll be honest, most men I see don’t buy the ingredients for a cake if they’re just cooking for themselves.”

The laugh spills out of me unexpectedly. “That’s fair. I didn’t think about it that way.”

“Well,” she says, handing me the receipt and my couple of bags, “I hope whoever she is absolutely loves it.”

“Thank you. I’m hoping for that too.”

I’m hoping for everything. The kiss we shared lingers in my mind like a fucking firework. I won’t pretend that it’s not the best kiss that I’ve ever had. I’ve been dreaming about her mouth and everything attached to it. And for a second, when we were lost in that moment, she kissed me back. I felt it. Before whatever has her spooked got in the way.

I stop by my hotel briefly to change. Not dressing up, but I don’t want to be wearing the same clothes that I left her in. Like hell am I wearing a suit. She had such a bad reaction to them that I haven’t done that again. Maybe someday I’ll understand her aversion, but until then, I didn’t need to torture her. Just simple clothes, like the food I’m planning. Jeans and a t-shirt.

The address she gave me takes me right to the edge of town. But the opposite side of town from Dorothy’s place. It’s a quiet, cute neighborhood, and the houses almost look out of place for a town that’s in the middle of the desert. Cottages that wouldn’t be out of place in a fifties suburb. The absolutely postcard picture beauty of a small town.

The house itself is a beautiful barn red, and I wonder if that’s an ironic twist on her name or if she didn’t have another choice. Either way, it makes me grin, and the house looks cozy as hell. Not exactly the kind of place I’d pictured for her, but I love it. And it reveals a different side of Ellie.

Before I get out of the car I double check the address just in case. It’s the right place.

I’m right on time, because I couldn’t stomach being late. If this is my only chance, I want every second with her that I can manage. I’m not going to waste them trying to be fashionable. It only takes her a minute to answer the door after I knock, and she takes my breath away.

She’s gone casual, like me. Even more so. What look like soft yoga pants and a t-shirt that’s slipping off one shoulder. It makes me smile again because I know what she’s doing. By not dressing up at all, Ellie is trying to show me that she doesn’t care about this and that she’s not taking it seriously.

But the blue of her shirt brings out the paleness of her skin and the redness in her hair, and she looks damn good. I don’t care that she didn’t dress up. I’d take this Ellie a thousand times over. Especially with the tempting glimpse of skin and collarbone that she’s showing right now.

Our kiss flashes in my mind again, and I shove it away. I can’t think about that right now. Even if I want to. Right now, my only job is to cook for her and prove that I’m a world class chef. Which I am. “Hi.”

She looks me up and down once, and I watch her arch an eyebrow as she spins on her heel and heads into the house. I follow her, startling as something crashes into my leg.

I shout in surprise, stumbling backward. A kitten’s tiny claws dig into my leg as it attempts to climb me. It’s successful too, managing to get nearly to my hip before I set one of my bags down and pick the little thing off my jeans. “Who’s this?”

Ellie is grinning now. “That’s Jack.”

The kitten is almost completely black, with a little scrap of white fur on his chest and big green eyes. He meows at me when I lift him up to look at him. “Hello, Jack.”

“I named him that because he likes to sit on my shoulder like a parrot, and he needed a pirate name.”

I offer him my shoulder, and he clambers onto it immediately, turning and sitting, though he’s wobbly. “Wow. How long have you had him?”

“Not long. I found him near Granny’s a couple weeks ago. There wasn’t any sign of the mother or other kittens. I think he may have been the runt and gotten left behind. I couldn’t imagine just leaving him out there, so I brought him home. The little bastard has his claws in me now.” But she’s smiling as she says it.

Yet another facet of Ellie Thompson. A soft heart who rescues animals. So many of our interactions have been harsh. Because she’s angry at me. And frustrated. I like seeing the side of her that smiles over her kitten.

“Will Jack be my helper while I make dinner?”

She snorts. “Maybe. But he might be more in the way than anything else. I’ll make sure to intervene if he is.”

“Where’s the kitchen?”

She leads me down the short hallway. “Through here. Make yourself at home.”

“Anything that’s off limits?”

“No,” Ellie shakes her head. “But don’t break my shit.”

I laugh softly. “Noted.”

“What are you making me?”

“That’s going to be a surprise.” I pass Jack off to her. “Can’t have you critiquing the meal before you eat it.”

She smirks. “Fine, keep your secrets. But you have to tell me one thing.”

“Name it.”

“You have to tell me if you really didn’t put my grandmother up to the idea of this dinner. I’m sorry, but I have to know.”

I put down the second bag and turn to face her fully. “I promise that I didn’t. At no point in the meeting did I mention my interest in you personally. We only talked about the business plan. I swear.”

She searches my face like she’s looking for the lie. But I must pass the test because her shoulders sag in relief and she curls herself into a chair at the kitchen table around Jack, who immediately climbs to her shoulder and sits in her hair. “Okay.”

Poking around her cupboards until I find the pots and pans, I start making the cake first. It’s going to need to bake, so whipping it together first is the right call.

“So,” she says once I’m cracking eggs into a bowl. “Is this something that you do? You sweep into small towns and wine and dine your way to success?”

I smirk and grab a whisk from her utensil jar. “It would probably be easier if I did, but no. You’re the first potential client that I’ve ever cooked for. Or at least, cooked at home for. I’ve borrowed restaurant kitchens a couple of times, but it’s not the same.”

“I’m sure you did well,” she says. “If your skills at darts are anywhere close to your cooking.”

“Actually, my cooking is better than my darts.”

She scoffs. “I’m not sure that’s possible. I’m still amazed that you managed to land those shots. That should be like…impossible.”

“Impossible is only something that you haven’t practiced.”

“Or haven’t had the luck to accomplish. Please don’t tell me that you’re one of those people that don’t believe in luck?”

I finish mixing in the flour and pour the batter into a pan. “No, I don’t believe in true luck. There’s some, of course, but I think what most people see as luck is actually more being prepared to take opportunities when they come.”

“That’s not what happens in darts,” she mutters.

“Nah, the darts were pure luck.”

Ellie laughs, and I think that I could get used to the sound. It’s been pretty rare around me, with her preference being to glare.

The chocolate cake is easy to put together, along with a couple of things that I’ve learned to add over the years that make it truly fantastic. I slip it into the oven and get started on the marinade.

We’re going to be here for a little while, I might as well take the plunge. “You’ve asked me plenty about why I’m here,” I say. “And I know a few things about you.”

“What do you know?” She’s fast, leaping to my next question before I’m even there. The words sound like a challenge.

“I know that you were a bartender in New York. I know that you’re Dorothy’s granddaughter. I know that you don’t want me anywhere near Granny’s.”

Ellie snorts a laugh. “Accurate.”

“I also know that you’re absolutely fascinating to me because you want nothing to do with me or my business. That never happens.”

I glance towards her just in time to catch her rolling her eyes. “Awfully full of yourself.”

“Not trying to be,” I say. “It’s just the truth. I’ve never had anyone turn down this kind of deal before.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Ellie pulls Jack off her shoulder and cuddles him in the crook of her arm. “That seems impossible.”

“It’s not. Because despite whatever you think of me, I’m not actually trying to steal people’s livelihoods. I don’t have to. Believe me. I have more money than I could ever need.”

“Just rub it in,” she says.

I scrub my hands over my face. “Jesus, Ellie. Is there anything that I can possibly say that’s going to make you think I’m not here to destroy you?”

For the first time she looks a little embarrassed. “Sorry,” she says. “I should try. For her sake at least.”

I set the chicken on low, and lean against the countertop to look at her. “Even if she’d told me to fuck off and never come back, I still would have wanted to cook dinner for you.”

She looks up at me, eyes wary. “Why?”

I chuckle. “In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I like you. I can’t get you out of my head. For me it stopped just being about Granny’s a while ago.”

Turning away, I focus on the cooking, quickly preparing the chicken and some vegetables as a side.

She doesn’t say anything about my little admission, and neither do I, but Ellie seems more relaxed. And then she changes the subject entirely. “What’s your favorite thing to cook?”

“It changes,” I admit. “I have a few go-to recipes, but I’m usually having the most fun when I’m experimenting. There’s very few times that I make something that it comes out the exact same.”

Ellie is smirking. “You realize that’s a total foodie answer, right?”

“Can’t argue that,” I say. I’m a foodie through and through. The weirder the better.”

“Oh god. Are you about to feed me some kind of gastro-pub prune and sage reduction?”

Laughter bursts out of me. “No. God no. My goal is to make you want to work with me, not to make you run away screaming.”

Jack kamikaze jumps off of Ellie’s lap and zooms down the hall and up the stairs, leaving both of us looking after him. She shrugs. “Zoomies. And good. Because I hate prunes.”

“Favorite flavor?” I flip the chicken.

“I can give you a top five. Mint, blackberry, saffron, cherry and vanilla.”

I nod. “Good choices.”

“You’re not going to give me a hard time about vanilla?”

“Why would I?”

Ellie gathers her hair in her hands and pulls it over one shoulder, showing off that expanse of skin again. “People always make fun of it for being so basic.”

“Then those people are grossly misinformed,” I say. “Vanilla is one of the most complex spices and flavors in the world. The fact that it means boring and basic is stupid.”

That gets a genuine smile out of her. “I knew I liked you.”

“Oh, so you like me now?”

“When you agree with me, yeah.”

I hide my smile and pretend to be serious. “I’ll have to remember that.”

Ellie smiling and laughing, and dare I say it—flirting—is so much better than the strained tension and frustration. This feels like an extension of what we started during darts.

The chicken is finally ready, and I plate it up with the vegetables and a little bit of the marinade as a sauce. I serve her the first portion of our meal while I finish mixing up the glaze for the cake, which will be ready soon.

“Are you sure you didn’t poison it?”

“When people know that we’re having dinner alone? I like to think I’d be a little more stealthy than that.”

She actually laughs as Jack trots into the kitchen again. “Fair point.”

I watch out of the corner of my eye as she takes a bite of the chicken.

“Damn it,” she whispers.

“What?”

Jack tugs on her pant leg, asking for attention again, and she shakes her head in disbelief. “I was really hoping that it would suck. That all those videos of everyone salivating over your food would just be PR lies.”

“You watched my videos?”

She blushes. “Everyone in the food world knows who you are, Brandon.”

I sit down and take a bite. It is pretty good. “Honestly, this is one of my favorite meals to cook for myself. So I guess you got my non-foodie answer anyway.”

“I can see why.”

The smell of the cake is starting to permeate the air. “The woman at the grocery store totally had me pegged, by the way.”

“Who, Helen?”

“Is that her name?” I laugh. “She called that I was cooking for someone because men don’t buy baking ingredients if it’s just them.”

Ellie’s face lights up with a laugh. “Oh my god I love her. It’s true to. Maybe not in every case, but in most.”

“Absolutely in most. Smart men know that a way to a woman’s heart is sugar.”

“It’s true.” Her tone is sarcastic. “We’re really very simple creatures.”

I finish the last bite on my plate and hold my hands up in surrender. “Hey, it’s not an insult. Sugar is a worthy opponent. No one should be ashamed for surrendering.”

Jack has weaseled his way onto the table, and Ellie grabs him before he can steal a bite of chicken off her plate. “Well I’m not giving up just yet. We’ll see if you’re as good a baker as you are a cook.”

I lean forward in my chair. “Care to bet on it?”

“No way in hell,” she says. “I remember what happened the last time I made a bet with you.” But just like when we were at the diner, she leans forward too. As if we’re magnetized.

“I remember that too,” I say. “One of the best kisses I’ve ever had. Until you ran away.”

Her cheeks go pink and she’s saved from saying anything by the timer for the cake beeping. “Dessert?”

“Yeah.” Am I imagining that her voice is lower?

I pull the cake out of the oven and check it. It’s perfect, and it smells amazing. The glaze sinks into the warm sponge as I pour it over, infusing it with even more flavor.

Once it’s cooled a little, I slice it and serve us each a piece, topping it with just a bit of whipped cream.

“Chocolate cake,” I say, presenting it to her. “Featuring a couple Brandon Wolfe secret ingredients.”

“Okay,” she says. “Here goes nothing.”

I watch as she cuts a bite and tastes it. Her eyes close and she lets out a little moan that sends all my blood racing south towards my cock. “Fuck.” She takes a breath. “Fine, it’s amazing, okay? I admit surrender to the sugar.”

“Did I win the bet?” I ask, sitting back across from her, not bothering to hide that my chair is much closer than before.

“There wasn’t a bet.”

I grin. “Come on. Yes there was. Am I as good a baker as I am a cook?”

Ellie wrinkles her nose in mock distaste. “Yes. Asshole.”

We laugh together, and she takes a couple more bites of cake. “If I won, then I think I should get a prize.”

“You already got this dinner. What more could you want?”

She’s so close, lips still shining with chocolate glaze, and I can’t stop myself. I lean forward and capture her lips with mine. She’s my weakness, and I groan like she had when tasting the cake. For one breathless moment, I think that she’s going to pull away.

But she doesn’t.

Ellie kisses me back, and the moment she does, everything changes. We’re no longer sitting—we’re on our feet in an attempt to get closer. Heat races through me, and I’m already hard. I consume her lips, tasting the sugar on them and brushing my tongue across hers. She wraps her arms around my neck and I weave my fingers into her hair so I can hold her still.

I want more of her. All of her. Everything in the universe has narrowed to the space of her lips. I could kiss her forever and I would be happy with that. It’s like everything has been leading to this.

Ellie jerks in my arms, and then freezes. She jerks again and I pull her back, looking at her face. Her eyes are wild and panicked, hands going to her throat. “Can’t breathe.”

“Ellie,” I say. “Ellie?”

She tries to inhale, and the sound is ragged. What the hell? Again she tries to breathe—and it’s the worst sound I’ve ever heard. Her face starts to go blue, and Ellie stumbles. I catch her before she goes down. We need the hospital. Now. She doesn’t have time to wait for an ambulance.

I haul her into my arms and grab my keys. I saw the hospital on the way over here. It’s a five minute drive. Three if I speed. Which I am one hundred percent going to do. The only time I take is to place her gently in the passenger seat before sprinting to the driver’s seat and pulling out so quickly the tires burn.

The sick sound of her barely breathing is loud in the silence of my car. It makes me drive faster.

Nothing is more important than getting her to the hospital, but I can’t help the question ringing in my mind.

What the hell just happened?
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Ellie


Ihave a vague memory of being carried and the screech of wheels. But when my eyes open and I take what feels like my first real breath, I’m nowhere I thought I would be.

Bright fluorescent lights shine down on me, and it’s noisy. There’s a blue curtain that’s around my bed, and as I move, I see the IV in my arm. I’m in the hospital. How the hell did I get to the hospital?

“Ellie?”

I turn to find Brandon sitting in a chair beside me. But as soon as he sees me awake he’s up and beside me. “Hey. Hey. How are you feeling?”

My throat feels scratchy when I try to speak. Painful. “What happened?”

He shakes his head. “Looks like an allergic reaction. They gave you an epipen when we got here and there’s Benadryl in that.” He points to the IV. “What are you allergic to?”

I blink. Only a couple of things. “A couple weird things. Watermelon, cinnamon, and celery.”

Brandon places his hands on the bed. “Cinnamon. It was in the cake. I’m so sorry, Ellie.”

Something about the way he’s bent over the bed makes me smile. He’s distraught. And that shouldn’t make me happy. But I can’t imagine Chris looking like this if it had been him.

Chris would never have cooked for me anyway, but he would have found some way to blame it on me. My cheeks flame, embarrassment heavy from even thinking about it. How could I not see that about him years ago?

“It’s okay,” I say, reaching out a hand and putting it on top of his. “You didn’t know.”

“No,” he says. “But I should have asked first if you had any allergies. It was careless.”

“I’m okay though.”

He stares at me, eyes fierce. “But you almost weren’t. I’m sorry.”

I smile at him, and I feel myself warming. During dinner Brandon had managed to crack through my ice and my resistance. He’d been normal. Charming. And most of all sincere.

And he was here. He hadn’t left. He was making sure that I was okay. Slowly, I curled my fingers around his hand, and he gripped them back. Before I had started choking, that kiss…

It had been everything. And fuck if I don’t want him to kiss me again right now. He looks like he wants to. And I barely care that we’re in the middle of the hospital.

The sliding of the curtain makes me jump, and an older man in a doctor’s coat comes striding in. “Ellie Thompson,” he says with a smile. “Been a while since we saw you in here.”

I squint, trying to place him. “Dr. Hammond?”

The doctor chuckles. “The same. Pretty sure the last time I saw you I was treating you for a broken arm.”

“Yeah.” That had been almost twenty years ago now. He’s still here? That’s crazy. But I shouldn’t be surprised. People never leave Devil’s Hood. It’s why I ran away in the first place.

“I need to examine you real quick, okay?”

I nod.

He leans forward and gently touches my throat, pushing and testing. It doesn’t hurt that much, but I can still feel the rawness when I breathe. “Sit forward for me?”

Brandon helps me sit up and lean forward, and Dr. Hammond puts his stethoscope to my back. “Take big breaths.” He moves his hand around, listening to my lungs in different places.

“Your lungs sound clear,” he says, “and the swelling in your throat is going down well. You know what it was that triggered it?”

“Yes,” Brandon answers. “We figured it out.”

He sounds miserable, and I squeeze his hand.

“Do you have someone coming to pick you up?” Dr. Hammond asks me. “I don’t want you driving. Or are you—” He looks at Brandon.

“I’ll take care of it,” Brandon says. “Any special instructions?”

The doctor shakes his head. “Sleep off the medication, and Benadryl as needed until the swelling is completely gone. If you have any side effects, call us and let us know. I’ll send the nurse over to get you disconnected and then you’re free to go.”

“Thank you.” I look at Brandon as he leaves. “You don’t have to.”

“Yes, I do.”

I felt like I should argue with him. Shouldn’t lean on him. I didn’t need him. But I’m so tired, the medication draining through me, and the thought of letting someone else take care of things…is nice.

Leaning back, I don’t realize that I’m dozing until the nurse is pulling out my IV and she and Brandon are helping me into the wheelchair.

“We know where to find her,” the nurse says gently. “She can come back and sign paperwork.”

“Thanks,” Brandon’s voice. He has a nice voice. It’s strong and melodic and I like the way that it resonates through my chest.

He rolls me to the hospital doors, and the nurse stays with me while he goes to get the car. I don’t remember where we parked. How did I get inside the hospital?

“How are you, Ellie?” The nurse asks.

“I’m good,” I say. My head feels floaty and I think that I could probably fall asleep right here. I don’t think I’m high, but maybe loopy? What was it when you were so tired that you lost all sense of space and time?

The next thing I know, I’m in the car and we’re driving the short distance to my house. Wow. “What did they give me?”

“Just Benadryl I think.”

“Feels like more than that.”

He laughs. I like the sound. “Well, you did have it injected directly into your veins. That’s probably a different experience.”

“Yeah.” I lean back against the seat.

When we stop, he gets out of the car and comes around to my side. I don’t fight it when he lifts me out of the car. Brandon smells nice. Like baked bread and a hint of cologne and something else. I can’t think of the name. And he’s warm. And strong. He’s carrying me like it’s nothing.

“I want to watch you knead some bread,” I say.

“Why’s that?”

I sigh, head lolling back over his arm. “Your arms. They look like they would be good for kneading dough.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. That’s what I thought when I saw you in your t-shirt at the bar. Hella arms.”

Brandon chuckles as he opens the door to my house and we’re greeted by a tiny meow. “Looks like someone missed us.”

“Jack!”

We make our way into the kitchen before Brandon looks around. “Where’s your bedroom?”

My breath catches. “Upstairs.”

It’s the only room on the top floor of my tiny house. That and the bathroom. It’s cozy. And it’s one of my favorite parts about having come back. I love the little space that I’ve made my own. But I’m nervous for Brandon to see it. What will he think about it?

Did I leave my underwear on the floor?

He climbs the stairs slowly, with me still in his arms. I like the feeling more than I probably should. It feels good just being held. I’ve missed that. Chris would hold me if I asked him, but it didn’t feel like this. It wasn’t a natural part of him.

Embarrassment flushes my cheeks. How come I hadn’t seen who he was? He’d shown me plenty of times. And yet I’d pushed aside all those warning signs because he was the perfect guy. And when he did choose to look at me, he made me feel special. But he wasn’t good.

Not the way Brandon is good—even if he does remind me of Chris with being from New York and wearing a suit and being a part of the corporate world. He’s shown me that he’s different. That he’s not like the person I assumed that he was.

I like him, and that’s terrifying. My heart is still too raw, and I don’t know if I can open up to another person again. I don’t know if I’m ready.

“I didn’t feed Jack,” I say.

“I’ll do it,” Brandon says softly. “I have to clean up from dinner anyway.”

I think I shake my head, but I still feel fuzzy. Like I’ve had one too many drinks. Or ten too many. “You don’t know where his food is.”

“I think I can figure it out,” he says, laughing.

He sits me on the bed and kneels down in front of me, taking off my shoes. And the fact that he’s even thinking about my shoes cracks something open in my chest. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

Brandon looks up at me. And he’s so handsome and so serious and I can’t believe that he’s this close to me and that he’s still here when I’m this messy. Guys don’t like messy. It’s too much.

“I’m not being nice to you, Ellie,” he says. “This is just basic human decency.”

“But I’ve been terrible to you. I’ve yelled at you and been mean.”

Brandon smirks. “You’re protecting something you care about. I wouldn’t say that’s being mean. It would take a lot more than that to scare me off.”

My shoes finally off, he helps me lay back on top of the covers. “Brandon.”

“Yeah?”

I know I’m falling asleep. I’ll be gone before I know it. But I need him to hear this. “I like you and I don’t know what to do about it.”

A soft chuckle. “I don’t think you’re quite sober enough right now to say that.”

“Doesn’t make it less true,” I say. My eyelids are heavy. They won’t stay open. But I reach for him anyway. Pulling him down, I kiss him. I see his shock only for a moment before he kisses me back.

It only lasts a moment. “Sleep, Ellie,” he says.

As I’m drifting off, I feel him leave a little ball of fur next to me that cuddles down to sleep alongside me.
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Ellie


When I open my eyes, I feel strangely clear.

I was drunk. Or dizzy. Or completely fucked up on something.

Everything comes rushing back in a whoosh, and I have to put my hands to my head. Oh shit.

Brandon put me to bed. I told him that I liked him and kissed him. He’s probably back at his hotel right now laughing his ass off at the stupid bartender who spilled her guts on Benadryl.

I glance over at the clock on the nightstand. Three A.M. Okay. I’m still in my clothes. I need to change and maybe brush my teeth. My throat still feels scratchy, but I can tell it’s better.

Man, it’s been a long time since I’ve had a reaction like that. If ever. I usually don’t have to worry too much. The things I’m allergic to are pretty distinct, and I know ahead of time. I wouldn’t have thought to put cinnamon in a chocolate cake. But fuck, before my throat started closing up, it was one of the best cakes that I’ve ever eaten. Point blank.

The man certainly knew how to cook. And the success of his business can’t be denied. After tonight, I certainly couldn’t argue that he was here solely to steal Granny’s or to scam me.

I sit up and freeze. Brandon is in the chair that I have on the opposite side of the room, completely asleep. Jack is sprawled on his chest, passed out too. I have to pause and process the shock that’s rolling through me right now.

He’s still here.

Oh fuck, I am in so much trouble. The memory swims to the surface of what I said to him right before I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I like you and I don’t know what to do about it.

It’s the truth. I do like him. I’ve been fighting that attraction and the instant connection and lust I feel because I was afraid of what he could do to me. To my life that’s already in shambles. I’m still afraid to it.

But as much as I hate to admit it, Dorothy is right. I will never be happy if I hold on to everything that happened. And while all the stuff that happened is utter bullshit, it shouldn’t get in the way of me trying to find something new.

Especially when that new person is here, snuggling with my cat, after taking care of me in the middle of a drug-induced hangover. Technically that’s his fault to begin with, but I still don’t mind. And clearly Jack approves of him.

Time to woman up.

Moving slowly so I don’t make much noise, I get out of bed, slowly pick Jack up off Brandon’s chest, and move him to the bed I bought for him. It sits in my window—not that he ever uses it. He likes to sleep with me, and every other night I’m very okay with that. But for now, he needs to be in his own bed.

He’s so deeply asleep that he barely even moves as I pick him up. Jack is part of my happiness too. From the moment I’d heard his little cries, he’d sunk his claws into my heart and not let go. Now I can’t imagine living here without the tiny patter of feet running behind me wherever I go.

Since Brandon is asleep, I take the chance to look at him. Really look at him. He’s just as hot while he’s sleeping. Because of course he is. And yet it’s different seeing someone when they’re asleep. They’re relaxed and don’t have the same defenses that they do when they’re awake. No pretenses. Just who they are.

Leaning closer to him, I kiss him softly. He startles awake before realizing that it’s me and relaxing. The sound he makes sends heat flooding through my veins before I pull away.

“You’re awake,” he says softly.

“I am.”

I climb into his lap, straddling his legs and kissing him again. Brandon’s arms fall around me like it’s the most natural thing in the world. And it feels like that. Easy and right. Not to mention that his lips send sparkling, sunny light through my body.

“You should be resting,” he says. “Since you almost died.”

“I’m still here. Seizing the moment.”

He chuckles, “Ellie.”

“Brandon.” Nerves swim in my gut, because I’m about to take a leap and I’m not entirely sure if he’ll be there to catch me. “I’m only going back to bed if you come with me.”

Even in the dim light of my room I can see the way his eyes darken. And we’re so close that I feel him harden through his jeans. “Are you sure?” His voice is low and rough. It runs down my spine and makes me shiver.

“I’m sure.”

Brandon kisses me, and this time there’s determined intent behind it. He stands, taking me with him and carrying me to my bed. We tumble onto it together, his lips already on my skin where my shirt is falling off my shoulder. The shirt I wore to show him that I didn’t care about him or his food.

Fuck, I love the way it feels.

“Ellie,” he says. “Before we do this—”

“What?”

He stares at me. “I just want you to know that this has nothing to do with business. Tell me to fuck off and never set foot in Granny’s again, and I would still be right here. This is about me and you.”

Yesterday I might not have believed him. Now I did. “I know.”

“Good,” he says. “Now I’m going to do everything that I’ve been thinking about. Because you, Ellie Thompson, have been driving me fucking insane.”

“Oh really? How?”

He draws his lips across my jaw and down my neck. Across my skin and to the edge of my shirt. I don’t want anything between us, suddenly working to get my shirt off as quickly as possible. Brandon helps, looking down at me when I tossed my shirt aside.

I’d intentionally dressed poorly for the dinner. To make him see that I wasn’t taking it seriously. And that included boring underwear. The bra that I have on is simple and black. And yet the way that Brandon is looking down at me makes me feel like I’m wearing the world’s sexiest lingerie.

“By making me wonder what you look like under all these clothes,” he says softly. “By making me wonder what you taste like. By dancing into my dreams and making me hard as a fucking rock when I wake up.”

As he speaks the last words he rocks his hips into mine, illustrating just how hard he is now.

His lips continue their journey downward to the edge of my bra, and that disappears too so he’s suddenly tasting my skin, mouth brushing across my nipples and making them hard too.

I arch into him, goosebumps rolling across me. It’s been so long since I felt like this—like the world is at the edge of my fingertips and that a single touch from a person is all I need.

Brandon’s mouth closes over my nipple, pulling a moan from me. He’s all heat and fire, tongue swirling and moving and tasting before he moves to my other breast and repeats it all. Back and forth until my nipples are nearly diamonds. Until they ache in the best way. Until the faintest brush of his teeth makes me shudder with need.

He doesn’t move on right away either. The way someone else—the way Chris would have. I don’t want to think about him right now, but I can’t help it. In the beginning, it was like this. But that quickly faded into something standard and only satisfactory for me. He always seemed to have a good time. But this…

I’ve missed this.

Missed the feeling of light and breathless tension from the newness of being with someone for the first time. And the hope that you’ll make something magical.

Brandon presses a kiss directly to the center of my chest. “One more time,” he says. “Are you sure that you’re okay and that you want this?”

“I said yes.”

He makes sure that our faces are close before he speaks again. “I know you did. But I want to make sure. You were just in the hospital. The last thing I want is for you to wake up with regrets.”

I smile at him, slowly running my hands up through his hair. “I promise,” I say. “No regrets for something that I wanted the first time I saw you out of a suit.”

He groans and his mouth falls on mine, absolutely consuming me. The feelings he pulls out of my body with just a kiss are fucking unreal. Heat and need like honey sinking beneath my skin. And when he drops his lips back to my body to resume his journey downwards, I feel completely out of control.

Brandon reaches my hips, and together we work to get the yoga pants off my body. The panties come off too, and I don’t expect the reaction that I have. It’s anxiety. Brandon is the first since everything happened, and I didn’t realize that I would feel this…vulnerable.

His eyes rove over my body like he’s soaking up every detail. It’s as terrifying as it is arousing. Will he recognize me from the photos?

“Brandon,” I say, and he looks up at me. He must see something there because he leans back and pulls his shirt over his head.

Everything that I imagined about him is true. He has a body to kill for, honed by care and hours of hopefully kneading bread and other vigorous activities I’m sure that I’d enjoy watching.

He’s still watching me carefully, taking in all of me. I can’t breathe. My heart is pounding in my chest.

“You’re fucking stunning, Ellie.” Leaning down, Brandon kisses low on my stomach, waking up butterflies of pleasure and soothing my nerves. “Do you trust me?”

Did I?

The question hangs for a long moment in my mind. I could tell him I changed my mind—that I don’t want to do this. But I do. And as hard as it is for me to admit it, I do trust him. He’s willing to walk away from everything just for me, and that means everything.

“Yes,” I breathe the word.

“Then let me.”

He doesn’t finish the sentence. Doesn’t have to. Let him make me feel. Let him in. Let him do this.

Brandon parts my legs with a groan. The kind of sound that makes you think dirty thoughts. Something carnal and rich that sweeps across the skin and makes you shudder.

The first brush of his lips on my clit banishes all my fears and worry as the chemistry that drew us together explodes between us. Slow, gentle kisses across my skin before he starts to explore me with his tongue.

And that’s gentle too, but no one could say that he’s not thorough. Brandon licks every inch of me. Slowly. Deliberately. Until my thighs are shaking and my breath is coming in gasps. And every second I expect him to stop. That he’ll move on to the main act, having done his duty. But he doesn’t.

He stays between my legs, working me with his mouth and tongue until I’m almost squirming. Brandon chuckles, the vibrations doing interesting things to me. “For being allergic to cinnamon, you taste a lot like it.”

“Oh my god, no I don’t.”

He looks up at me. “You’ve tasted yourself?”

“No.”

The smirk he gives me is wicked. “Then you’ll have to take my word on it. Maybe that should be your new nickname. Cinnamon.”

“Absolutely not.”

“We’ll think about it.”

I don’t have a chance to respond. He seals his mouth over my clit and sucks, and I no longer have the power of speech. His tongue swirls over me until he finds the spot that makes me jump. And then it’s no longer gentle. It’s relentless.

Brandon scoops his hands under my hips, and it’s like he’s feasting on me. Never letting up as that bright star of pleasure rises higher inside my core. Long licks that cover me, and then plunging his tongue deep into my pussy, fucking me with it.

And when he finally moves back to my clit, I’m past the point of no return. He focuses all his attention right there, and I can’t breathe. Over and over again until the bright star explodes through me.

I don’t make a sound—I can’t. All the air in my body is caught, frozen. I’m taut, every muscle drawn tight like a bow, arching against his mouth for a breathless moment. And then it all comes rushing back in with the second wave of ruthless pleasure.

“Oh, shit.” I can’t stop moving, thrusting against his mouth and trying to get more, grabbing the blankets just so I have something to hold on to. It lasts for forever and not nearly long enough.

I drop back into my body with a gasp, breathing hard. God, it’s been a long time since I’ve done that. Holy shit. “You are very good at that,” I say.

“Better than darts?” He smiles, standing off the bed and stripping off the rest of his clothes.

And…wow.

What I can see goes with the rest of him. Cut lines on his hips that drop directly to his cock. Powerful legs that make me very, very sure I’m going to like the view of his ass naked as much as I like it in jeans.

And as soon as I reach the bottom I come back to his dick, cause that’s a work of fucking art. He’s already hard, not bothering to hide how aroused he is. And god, I want him now. I’m still in a daze of pleasure, and I want more.

“What did you say?”

Brandon laughs, rolling on a condom. “I asked if I was better at eating your pussy than I am at darts.”

His words shoot straight to my core. “I don’t know. I’ll probably have to evaluate your performance a couple more times.”

“That can be arranged,” he whispers against my skin as he crawls up my body. I shiver, overwhelmed by being completely skin on skin.

Settling between my legs, Brandon locks eyes with me. “Last chance.”

“If you think I’m backing out now—” I gasp as he pushes in. And in and in. He’s bigger than I thought, and when he’s buried inside me I’m so full that I lose my breath. And he feels so good.

“You okay?” He asks softly, his voice raw.

“Yeah.”

I think I was afraid of this moment. After everything. I didn’t know what it would really be like to let someone in. But I’m glad that it’s him.

As much as I fought him and as much as he everything he wants terrifies me, he somehow reached past all that. He saw more in me than I showed him holding onto who I really am instead of what I seemed. And isn’t that what I’ve wanted? To prove to everyone that I’m not the same?

I shudder, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling him closer.

Slowly, Brandon starts to move. A smooth rocking that keeps us locked together and lights me up from within. He kisses me too, never stopping that slow, even movement. And it’s just what I need.

I get lost in the pleasure, the lazy, even beauty of it. Brandon slips his arms under me, reaching up to tangle his hands in my hair. I’m completely held by him, and I let go. Pleasure builds between us, steady and gorgeous.

We almost lose our pace. It’s so close, the desperation for more of that delicious feeling faster. But we hold back. Until we’re both shuddering with every stroke. Until my nails are digging into his back and my legs are locked around my hips.

When we go, we go over together, falling into bliss. It’s like drowning in a silver sea—bright and shining and drenching every part of me in tingling, aching pleasure. And each time we move it lasts a little longer.

I give in to it.

When I’m back, I’m still in Brandon’s arms. He’s so beautiful looking down at me like that, and I feel a little bit of that dizzy, drunken feeling return. Or maybe that’s just him.

I’m so sleepy that my eyes are already closing. But that’s not my normal. “I shouldn’t be this sleepy.”

Brandon’s weight disappears from me for a moment, and then he’s back, helping me under the covers and climbing in with me. “On the contrary,” he says. “I think you should be. An allergic reaction, drugs, and sex will take it out of a person. And it’s three in the morning.”

“Yeah.”

He pulls me against him, and I settle against his chest, grateful for his warmth. This was perfect. Like our bodies knew exactly what we needed, working together with that chemistry. The last thought I have is that I don’t think either of us will be the same after that. And that’s something that I’m very okay with.

Turns out he was right. We are explosive.
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Brandon


When I wake up, it takes a moment to realize where I am. And the fact that I have a naked, sleeping woman in my arms.

Ellie is so relaxed that I don’t dare move. I’ve never really seen her like this. Last night when she was sleeping I didn’t stare at her—there was no chance I was going to be that creepy. But now that she’s pressed up against me I can’t keep my eyes off her.

Fuck, she’s beautiful.

And given that it’s the morning I’m so hard that I’m aching. Even if it wasn’t, having felt what it’s like to be inside her, it’ll be difficult to not be hard in her proximity.

But the more surprising thing is how…right this feels. Of course I wanted it, but this thing that’s stirring deep in my chest isn’t what I expected. Holding Ellie feels like something that I’ve been waiting for but didn’t know that I needed. And I think I’d be perfectly happy if I never left this bed. Just the two of us, like this.

Ellie takes a deep breath and stretches, freezing suddenly. Her eyes fly open and lock on mine. Her eyes are clear in the morning light. Not dizzy with sex or the aftermath of Benadryl—though the way she’d been so sleepy and nearly drunk had been cute. More importantly, I didn’t see any horror in her eyes, or sudden realizations that she made a mistake.

“Morning.”

“Morning,” she whispers. Slowly, her smile grows. “You know what’s nice about running a bar?”

“Tell me.”

“I don’t have to be there until the middle of the afternoon.” She reaches between us, fingers stroking down my cock. Shit. I’m light headed with all the blood rushing south.

“That sounds like an invitation.”

“Yes.”

I roll over her, taking control and moving faster than I did last night. I was afraid of overwhelming her or making her reaction worse. Now I don’t have those fears.

Ellie’s hair spreads across the pillow in a riot of red like flames poured over the bed. She’s so fucking beautiful. “Where do I start?”

“You took it easy on me last night,” she says. “You can start by not doing that. Don’t get me wrong, it was what I needed. But I need more now.”

“I can do that.”

I sink down to kiss her skin and pain rips into my spine followed by a meow that’s way too loud for the tiny body it’s coming from. “Fuck.” I press my head to Ellie’s shoulder, letting the pain subside for a moment before I feel her shaking.

She’s laughing.

Pulling back just far enough to see her face, she’s covering her mouth and absolutely dying. It’s hard to keep my own face straight. Jack is climbing up my back until he reaches my shoulder and peers down at Ellie.

“How dare you laugh at my pain,” I tell her with mock seriousness.

“I’m always on Jack’s side.”

I smirk. “Traitor.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Are you going to be the one to tell him that he can’t have breakfast?”

“Of course not. I think we have a special bond after last night.”

She laughs and pulls the tiny cat off my shoulder.

“Tell you what,” I say. “I’ll feed Jack and make you breakfast in bed since dinner was interrupted—and I swear to god there won’t be any cinnamon.”

“Hmm,” her eyes are sparkling. “I’ll take breakfast, but I don’t want to stay in bed.”

“I was hoping the staying in bed would encourage restarting this later.”

Her eyes go dark, making the green shade deepen and draw me in. “Believe me, getting out of bed for breakfast will have nothing to do with that.”

She laughs at how quickly I scramble from the bed, and I pull on my jeans and nothing else. Cooking last night and cleaning up the kitchen, I’ve got a good idea of what’s in Ellie’s pantry. And she’s got all the perfect ingredients for pancakes.

By the time she comes down the stairs I’m already whipping a batter together. The pantry door opens behind me, and I hear her whispering to Jack while she feeds him breakfast. And when I look back at her my mouth goes dry. She’s not dressed, only wearing a short robe that’s barely shut and nearly spilling off her shoulders.

She’s looking at me the way I’m looking at her. “I could get used to watching you cook like that,” she says.

“And what way is that?”

“Shirtless. Sexy. And I get a nice view of your ass.”

I turn on the stove and place the skillet on it to heat up before reaching out and catching her by the wrist. “I like this view too.”

My lips find the space where her shoulder meets her neck, and I savor the little gasp that escapes her. And the way her fingers cling to the belt loops of my jeans. Gathering her hair in one hand, I pull her head to the side so I have better access to her neck and collarbone. Something this simple shouldn’t be this sexy. But it is.

Ellie’s hands creep up to my ribs, nails gently scraping across my skin. “Mmm, you’re going to have to stop doing that if you don’t want me to drag you back upstairs.”

“Same with you,” she says, voice breathy and just on the verge of a moan. “I didn’t know someone kissing my neck could make me feel like this.”

God, she’s so sexy. I have to keep myself still. “Like what?”

She looks up at me, and I recognize the look from last night. On the edge of pleasure. Her eyes look larger. Dazed and hungry all at once. I could spend hours with her looking at me exactly like that. “Wet,” she says softly. “And like I want you to spread me out on the table and have your way with me.”

“I can’t say that’s not tempting.”

Ellie bites her lip and takes a couple steps back so there’s distance between us. “You should make the pancakes.”

“I should.”

And so I do.

“So I guess you’re a pancake man in the pancake Jesus waffle debate?”

I grin. “Surprisingly no. But I didn’t see a waffle-maker anywhere in your kitchen.”

“I know,” she says. “I really need to buy one. I haven’t actually been here that long and I’m still missing some stuff.”

“You’re waffles too?”

Ellie scoffs. “Of course I am. Waffles have pockets, and you know how all women feel about pockets.”

I laugh softly, intentionally dragging my eyes down the robe she’s in to where her hands are buried in the fluffy pockets.

I turn back to the cooking. Nothing quite like the smell of fresh pancakes to work up an appetite, though I’d still prefer to work up an appetite the more carnal way. But still, this is good, and I have a couple of questions for her. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“What made you change your mind? Up until I kissed you after dinner, I was pretty sure that your mind was made up never to give me the time of day again.”

She’s quiet for a moment, looking down at the floor. “I told you I used to bar tend in New York. But that’s not what I did for most of the time I was there. I had a…different career.”

“Doing what?”

“Marketing and public relations. I was good at it too.”

I frown, pulling a pancake off the pan and stacking it on the plate I’ve set out to hold them all. “But now you’re here.”

Slowly, she sighs. “Now I’m here.”

“Dare I ask what happened?”

Her smile is sad. “You can ask, but I’m not allowed to tell you. I’ve signed about a dozen non-disclosure agreements that make sure that I can never talk about it ever again. But…it was bad. What I can tell you, is that I lost everything. In a way that makes me not want to trust people anymore.”

My gut turns cold, and I finish another pancake. “I’m sorry.”

“It is what it is,” she says.

I look at her, and she’s not looking at me. “I don’t think that’s true.”

She tries to smile and fails, her eyes watery. “What do you want me to say? Everything I had in my life is gone. Everyone I knew abandoned me, and I haven’t heard from them in months. And I’m back here now. The town I specifically ran away from because I didn’t want to stay here when I was younger.

“I love Granny’s,” she says. “I really do. But the bar…and Dorothy. And now Jack, I suppose. They’re literally all I have left.”

I pull one more pancake off the skillet. “I understand.”

“So can you also understand why I don’t want that to change? Why I felt like you coming here and offering to make over Granny’s was a threat?”

Turning off the stove, I lean back against the counter. “Yeah, I can see that. I’m glad you told me. But I swear to you, that’s not what I want to do. I don’t want Granny’s to change. Changing it would take away the magic that made a name for it in the first place. All I want to do is give it the power and polish so that it never goes away.”

Ellie stares at me, and for the first time when we’ve talked about the deal that’s on the table, she’s not looking at me with disdain or anger. Just…looking at me. “I know.”

I pull her to her feet from where she’s sitting and kiss her. She tastes sweet like toothpaste from when she snuck to the bathroom before coming down here, and the way she melts against my body is everything that I’ve ever wanted. And it’s not enough. I back her against the wall, peeling her robe further off her shoulders.

That same feeling that I had in my chest this morning rises again. This thing between us is more than either of us anticipated. It’s real and deep, and I want to know just how far down it goes. I hope she feels the same.

Her robe falls apart, and there’s nothing underneath it. I groan against her lips, reaching out to touch her, explore her while my body keeps her against the wall. “You can wear this robe anytime.”

Ellie smiles. “Even while at the bar?”

“You wouldn’t believe the number of tips that you’d get, but I think I’d rather you didn’t do that.”

“So I can’t wear it anytime then.”

“Anytime with me,” I clarify.

A smirk tugs at her lips. “I didn’t take you for the jealous type.”

I slip a hand behind her neck and tilt her head back so she has to look at me. “Depends,” I say. “Do you want me to be jealous?”

Her chest rises against mine a little faster. “I don’t know if that’s the right word. I just miss—”

She cuts herself off, but she’s still looking at me, desperately.

“You can’t tell me.”

Ellie shakes her head no.

“Okay, then let me ask you. What happened to you…it had something to do with someone you were with?”

Her eyes slide away from me, and she nods once.

“And he abandoned you too. Or worse, was the cause of it. You don’t have to tell me which.”

She nods again.

Anger flares in my chest, a deep protective instinct rising to care for this woman even though we haven’t known each other long. No wonder she looked so nervous last night. The last person she was with shattered her. I can see it in her eyes.

Slowly, I tighten my fingers on the back of her neck, pulling her gaze back to mine. She doesn’t want to look at me. “I see you, Ellie.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Yes,” I say. “You do.”

She swallows and blinks away tears that she doesn’t want me to see. But she doesn’t need to hide from me. Because Ellie Thompson has done more than get under my skin. She’s drawn me in, and as far as I’m concerned, there’s no going back. I will follow this as far as it goes. And I’m not sure I’m ready to admit how far I actually want it to go.

“I see you. And I want you to be mine. Just mine. I’m not going to walk away unless you tell me to.” I take a breath and close my eyes for a moment. “If you want me to walk away from Granny’s, I’ll do it. I’ll still help you however I can. But we don’t have to do this. I don’t care about it. As long as I don’t have to walk away from you.”

I kiss her again, hard, showing her exactly how much I mean what I’m saying. This wasn’t what I expected when I drove into Devil’s Hood, Arizona, but I’m so fucking glad that I did because I can’t imagine not knowing her now. Even the way she’s fought me. I admire it, because she’s fighting for what she loves.

Reaching down, I lift her off the ground and wrap her legs around my waist so we’re at a more even height, still pressing her against the wall. Fuck, I wish I hadn’t put pants on so I could be inside her.

Ellie wraps her arms around my neck and throws herself into the kiss. Our tongues tangle together and all I want to do is stay like this. Dive deeper into this feeling. “Has anyone told you that you’re a good kisser, Cinnamon?”

“That’s not my new nickname.”

“I don’t know, I kind of like it.”

She laughs. “You want to be constantly reminded of the time you almost killed me?”

“More like I want to be constantly reminded of the first time we had sex.”

A breathy moan escapes her as I rock my hips into her. “Before we go there—and we’re one-hundred percent going there, I want to eat some of those pancakes, because they smell amazing.”

“We can do that. And maybe I can lick some syrup in off you in the process.”

Ellie laughs, and it’s a gorgeous, open sound. I love how at ease it is. “And one other thing. Thank you for telling me that you’d walk away. That’s what I needed to hear. If you’re willing to walk away, then all of this means more to you than money.”

“It was never about money.”

“In my experience, it’s always about that.”

I shake my head. “Not for me. I have enough money. I will never let that get in the way of something good. Something like this.”

She smiles. “And that’s what convinced me. I’ll do it. I’ll let Dorothy sign the deal.”

Shock rolls through me. “Really?”

“Really. But first. Pancakes.”

I set her down and grab her a plate with pancakes along with the syrup and hand them over, my cock growing hard with the sound she makes tasting them. “They’re so good,” she says. “Aren’t you going to eat some?”

I shake my head. “Nope.”

“Why not? Allergic to something you put in them?”

A laugh bursts out of me. “No, I’m just not hungry for pancakes.” I look at her, drawing my wow up and down her half-naked form. “I have something much sweeter than syrup I want to have for breakfast.”

Ellie blushes, but she doesn’t tell me no. And I could be imagining it, but I think she starts to eat a little bit faster.
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Ellie


The next month is an absolute whirlwind. Brandon and I hash out the details of the contract, and once I see the details, I acknowledge that it’s really not that bad, and now that Brandon and I are…doing whatever it is we’re doing, negotiations are a lot more fun.

But contracts are contracts, and it takes forever to get everything finalized. That’s not to say that we don’t have a good time. We work on the formula that we’re going to bottle. The sauce at Granny’s isn’t something that’s ever been written down. So there’s a fair amount of testing and tasting in my kitchen.

Which of course leads to other kinds of tasting—Brandon’s favorite kind of tasting, or so he tells me.

We work on the ideas for renovating Granny’s, though it’s less of a renovation and more of a refinement. Fixing things that have long needed touching up, like creaky floors and cracks in the booths. There’s a spot on the roof that needs fixing and we can get all new equipment and expand our bar. But on the whole it’s staying the same. Same feel, same place. Just a better version of itself.

The biggest change is an updated logo which will be reflected with a large neon sign announcing our presence—part of the appeal, Brandon tells me, and it will help the out-of-towners find the place rather than wandering around Devil’s Hood, bothering the townsfolk, and constantly asking the way to Granny’s.

There are lunches with Jenna—who completely approves of me and Brandon—rebuilding our friendship. I meet her daughter Hope, and I think I’m a little bit in love with her already. I never really thought about kids when I was in New York. My life didn’t fit with them, and I didn’t allow them to. But now it’s different. Now I could see myself starting a family.

And me…I find myself healing little by little.

Even though things with Chris fell apart not that long ago, looking back, it seems like our relationship had been over for far longer than I wanted to admit. Especially given everything that happened.

And being with Brandon is like a breath of fresh air. It’s easy, spending time with him. He likes the things that I like, and there never seems to be a shortage of things for us to talk about. And no shortage of the time we spend in bed.

He spends more nights at my house than he doesn’t now, and I keep telling him that he doesn’t need to pay for a hotel room anymore. Which leads to him silencing me with a kiss, or with something else, and distracting me until I forget. He doesn’t want to move too fast with me and wants a place to retreat in case I need time. Which is sweet, but all I do is crave him right now.

His scent, his taste, the pleasure that he selflessly offers. And just the way he holds me. I hadn’t realized how much I missed simple things like that. Things that Chris dismissed entirely as beneath him or unnecessary to our relationship.

Brandon and Jack have bonded too, with my little kitten almost preferring that Brandon feed him, since he sneaks him treats. I swear that he’s going to make Jack a fat cat by the time he’s a year old.

But a month later, it’s time. The contract is in my hands and all it needs is my grandmother’s signature. I’ve been so busy getting everything ready that it’s been a while since I’ve actually seen her. I need to make sure that I’m better about that. She’s the most independent woman I know, and she would deny the fact that I need to dote on her, but I still want to.

Unlike normal, she doesn’t peek out the window when I drive up. That’s weird. She knows that I’m coming.

I grab the contract and head inside. Devil’s Hood, despite its name, is a really safe town, and even though my New York instincts beg her to, she rarely has her door locked. Today is no exception.

“Grandma?”

I hear running water. “I’ll be out in a second. Shit.”

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.” She curses again.

Tossing the contract on the table, I head to the back of the house. The bathroom door is open, and my grandmother is picking pills up off the floor. She stands and starts to take them. One after another. More pills than I knew a person could actually be on.

She looks at me as she knocks back the last one. “What?”

“Are you okay? Do you need help?”

“Do I look like I need help?” She asks, raising one eyebrow.

“No. I mean, maybe. Are you okay though? Are you sick? That’s…a lot of pills.”

Her face cracks into a smile. “No, I’m not sick. Not like that anyway. I’m just old. This is what you have to look forward to. Take a good look, sweetie, and take advantage of youth while you’re young.”

“I—” I hesitate. “All right.”

She puts all the pills out of the way and comes out of the bathroom, and even though she’s shorter than I am, I feel small when she puts her hands on my shoulders. “Ellie, I promise that I am fine. Mostly. But this is life. It’s one of the reasons I called you home. I’m old. I don’t get around like I used to, and all the pills help hold me together.”

Suddenly I’m emotional. I meant what I said to Brandon in the kitchen that morning. She’s one of the only things that I have left now. And even though I have more now with Brandon, I can’t imagine my life without her. Even imagining it—

“Hey,” she says. “There’s no need for that. I’m not dying for god’s sake.”

“I know. I just…I can’t do this without you.”

She laughs. “You’re not going to. Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me.”

We walk back into the kitchen where she puts the kettle on for tea. “But now do you see why I wanted you to be taken care of?”

“That’s why you wanted to take Brandon’s deal? In case you die?”

“Not the only reason, but that’s part of it. You were so…” She comes over and sits at the table with me. “You were so lost whenever we talked. And even through texts. And I wanted something more for you. Something better. You’re a completely different person since you came home and started working here. It’s like you’ve come back to life.

“And I saw how lonely you were, and I don’t think you’re very lonely anymore. Are you?”

I blush, looking out the window. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I haven’t told her yet about Brandon and I. Part of it is not fully knowing how to tell her that I’m screwing the man that we’re going into business with, and the other part is not wanting to let her know that she was right about him.

She smirks at me. “Sure I don’t,” she says. “You’re not the only person who talks to me in this town, you know.”

I open my mouth and close it again. She’s got me there. Brandon and I have been seen together plenty in public since we’re working on the deal. But I hadn’t exactly been careful either about keeping the fact that we’re together on the down low. He likes to surprise me with kisses, and I like being surprised with them. That’s been the cause of a couple of outdoor makeout sessions that weren’t necessarily appropriate. Or private.

“I should have told you.”

Grandma rolls her eyes. “Why?”

“I don’t know, you’re signing a contract with him?”

She snorts and gets up to pour the water for the tea. “And I practically shoved you at him. It’s not like it was entirely unexpected. I’m glad that he’s making you happy.”

“He is.”

“What happened to the guy you were living with?”

I feel all the blood drain from my face. Someday I hope that I won’t have that reaction whenever Chris is mentioned. Clearly, I’m not there yet. But I clear my throat. “Turns out he wasn’t a good guy.”

My grandmother isn’t stupid. She takes the hint and moves on. “Let me look through this, shall we? One last pass.”

“Sure.”

It’s a relief to focus on something else.

She reads through the contract slowly, making sure that everything we’ve negotiated is included. Dorothy Thompson takes no prisoners when it came to business, and I know that Brandon was impressed with her skills and forcefulness. He’s been incredibly lenient with the contract, but she still got him and the Wolfe Foods lawyers to cave on some things that I didn’t think would be accepted.

“I think that’s it,” she says. “It’s everything we asked for.”

“All that’s left is to sign it.”

She nods and stands. “Actually there’s one thing that we have to do first. Well, two things.”

“What?”

I watch her disappear into the back of the house for a couple of minutes before she comes back with another folder. She puts it down in front of me. “I’ve been talking to my own lawyer.” Out of the cupboard she pulls a bottle of whiskey. “So I need you to sign those, and then we can have a toast.”

“What is this?”

Opening the folder, I start to read, and my jaw drops open. “Are you sure you want to do this now?”

“Why not?”

“It’s not necessary. If you’re healthy and around, why?” The documents in the folder are transfer of ownership papers for Granny’s. They give me full control of everything, minus a living stipend for her that comes out of the profits. And knowing the anticipated numbers from the sales of Granny’s sauce and Brandon’s projections of the business, I’m not remotely worried about meeting the very modest number.

“Because,” she says. “I don’t want you to have to run to me for every major business decision any more than I want to be on the receiving end of it. Now that the contract is ready with Brandon, you take Granny’s, and you sign the contract. It’s all you now.”

I swallow. “And you’re sure that you’re fine? You’re not doing this ‘cause of…I don’t know…”

“How many times are you going to beat a dead horse, Ellie. I’m fine. Having you here keeps me healthy and not having the responsibility of the business anymore will be good for me. But I swear if you start to treat me like a goddamn old woman after this, I will throw a fit.”

I laugh in spite of myself. Her health isn’t something that I want to joke about, but if she tells me that she’s fine, then I have to believe her. “Okay.”

“Sign them both. Get them notarized and make it official.” She pushes the pen that she was supposed to use across the table to me, along with a very full shot of whiskey.

Just like she did, I take the time to read everything carefully, and then I sign. She passes me the Wolfe Foods contract, and I sign that too.

“How do you feel?”

“A little like I want to throw up,” I say with a laugh.

She lifts her shot glass. “This will help.”

I’m not sure that I agree, but I raise my glass in toast, and savor the burn when I knock it back. Holy shit. I’m a business owner now. I can make the changes that need to be made without any approval. All the work I put in will be directly reflected back at me. It’s both a new source of anxiety, and a tremendous fucking relief.

“Thank you for this,” I say. “You didn’t have to do it.”

“Yes, I did. It was more than time. Besides. Let’s play out the hypothetical in the other direction. If I left Granny’s to you and then kicked the bucket, transitioning everything while also dealing with a funeral? Not exactly the ideal time to be learning the ropes on fully owning a business.”

I roll my eyes. “Can we please stop talking about you dying?”

“Sure. For now. But eventually it’s going to happen, and the more you’re prepared, the easier it’s going to be.”

“Sometimes I really hate your pragmatic side, you know that?” I laugh.

She holds up the bottle of whiskey. “Want another shot?”

“I still have to drive home.”

“It’s like a four minute drive.”

I make a face. As the previous owner of a bar you shouldn’t be encouraging me to drive under the influence. And as the current owner of a bar, you know I can’t take that risk.

“Good girl,” Grandma says. “You passed.”

Stacking all the documents together, I shake my head. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m aware.” She pours herself another shot and knocks it back.

“Is your plan to get drunk tonight?”

Grandma lifts her glass into the air in a salute. “Hell yes it is! I’m free now. Nothing to do but whatever the hell I want. And whiskey seems like the way to go tonight.”

I laugh. “Do you want me to stay?”

“When there’s an extremely handsome man waiting for you at your house, likely cooking food for you, and ready to drag your ass to bed? No.”

“Grandma.”

“Ellie Rosalyn Thompson, what did I just say about treating me like a goddamn old woman? I know about sex. How the hell do you think you got here?”

I laugh. “Grandma. You knowing about sex and us talking about my sex life are two very different things.”

She stands and walks me to the door. “Go home. Have fun. And promise me that you’ll take at least one more shot when you get there, because this is something worth celebrating.”

“I promise.”

She smiles. “Now shoo. Go tell him the good news.”

After she closes the door behind me, I sit in my car for a minute. Holy shit. I own Granny’s. It seems too good to be true.

If I’d known that this is where I would end up ten years ago, and that I would be happy to be here and running the bar, I wouldn’t have believed it. Even if I’d been shown irrefutable proof from this future version of myself that found a way back to tell me.

But I am here. And I am happy. Happier than I dared that I would ever be again.

Grandma is right. I need to tell him, because for the first time in what feels like forever, I have someone that I’m excited to share news with.
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Ellie


Exactly like Grandma predicted, Brandon is cooking when I walk in the door. Not only that, but he’s arguing with Jack.

“No, you’re not allowed on the countertop. I know it smells amazing, but it’s not for you.”

“He’s been trying to steal the food?”

“Relentlessly.” He wipes his hands on the towel and captures me around the waist. The way he kisses me is hot, hard, and possessive. That flavor of an edge that I like when it comes to him and me. Brandon is unfailingly kind and caring, but the minute he kisses me he turns fierce and dominant, and I can’t say that I don’t like it. I do. A lot.

“Hello,” he says.

“Hi.” My body is pleasantly warm and my head is fuzzy, the way it always is when he kisses me like this.

He grins and lets me go. “How’s Dorothy?”

“She’s good. Scared me half to death, but she’s sassy as ever.”

“What did she do?” Brandon hands me a serving of what he’s cooked. A stir-fry that’s making my mouth water.

I take a bite and groan. “Fuck, that’s good. I walked in on her taking like a million and one pills. I thought that she was hiding some kind of illness, but she says she’s okay. Though I’m not totally convinced.”

He looks at me, searching for the thing that I’m not telling him. “Why?”

I smile and reach into my bag, handing him both folders.

“She signed?”

“Look.”

He opens the first folder—which isn’t the Wolf Foods one—and scans the documents. “Holy shit. She transferred it to you?”

“Every bit of it. Which of course terrified me more. But she’s just tired. So I signed those. And the other ones.”

Brandon grins. “We’re in business?”

“We are.”

“Fuck yes,” he says. “I’m glad that’s out of the way. I’m so ready to move on and not have that on our plates.”

I’m consuming the food on my plate right now because I forgot that I haven’t eaten at all today. “I’d rather have this plate.”

He chuckles. “Anytime.”

“Oh,” I say. “And I took a shot of whiskey with Grandma. She wanted me to take another one, but I was driving so I promised that I would take another one here. With you.”

“She knows?”

I roll my eyes. “Yes. I think she was trying to get me drunk for you.”

He’s out of the chair and grabbing the bottle of whiskey before I can even finish the sentence, and I laugh. “You want me drunk?”

“The last time we were drunk together it led to one of the hottest kisses of my life and it was never finished.”

Jack jumps up into my lap, quickly climbing up to my shoulder and purring in my ear. He missed me. “We’ve finished that kiss so many times now, it doesn’t matter.”

“I think it does,” he says, pouring us both shots. “This will be nicely circular. Coming back to the beginning.”

“I did promise.”

We lift our glasses together and knock them back. It burns going down, and with the other very full shot, I can feel the warmth spreading.

“That one was for Dorothy,” Brandon says, pouring us both another shot. “And this one is for me.” He clinks his glass against mine. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

This time I savor the burn even more. And I know that in about ten minutes I’ll be pleasantly buzzed and heading down the path to drunk. “There are definitely other ways we can celebrate.”

Brandon picks Jack up off my shoulder and places him down by his food. “He’ll be fine for a little while.”

“And where are we going?”

“To celebrate.”

He hauls me out of the chair and I yelp as he tosses me over his shoulder. “Oh my god what are you doing? Put me down!”

All he does is laugh, carrying me up the stairs and into my bedroom—though it’s been more like our bedroom for the past month. He drops me onto the bed, and I bounce once, laughing. “You’re insane.”

“Am I?” His hands are on my belt, already tugging off my pants. “Or do I just want to congratulate my new business partner in the best way that I know how?”

The dark edge to his voice melts me inside. He knows exactly how to drive me crazy now. But I know how to do it to him too, and it’s only fair. “I should get to congratulate you too, partner.”

He smirks. “I’ve made these deals before. You haven’t.”

“But you’ve never made one with me.” I wriggle out of his hands and off the bed, pulling him with me and sitting him down.

I’ve done this before. In the last month there’s…very little we haven’t done, and I’m blushing just thinking about it. But he’s never let me finish. He pulls me up and drives himself into me until I’m screaming. This time, I’m not giving him the option.

“Ellie.”

“Brandon.” I smirk up at him, undoing his belt. “Like you told me the first time, let me.”

He’s already hard when I get his belt undone and pants open. Hard and glorious. And I sink down onto him before he can say anything else to stop me. We’ve learned each other in this room. He knows where to touch me to make golden heat run under my skin, and I know how to use my tongue to make him moan.

I tease the underside of his cock, the tiny sensitive bit of him that causes his hips to jerk and his shaft to harden further. I love the feeling of knowing I can turn him on more.

“Fuck,” he mutters, hands immediately falling into my hair. I suck him down, taking him deep. This is something that I’ve always been good at, and proud of it. Time to show him exactly how much.

This isn’t going to be long and slow. The alcohol is hitting my veins and I want to hear him groan. Brandon helps me get his pants off while my mouth never leaves his cock. And as soon as they’re gone, I take him for real.

Brandon is big—perfect—but I can still handle him, and in seconds my mouth is sealed against his skin, nose pressed against his stomach, swallowing. He makes a noise low in his throat and curses again. If my mouth wasn’t full of him, I would smile.

Pulling up, I take a deep breath before I push down onto him. Again, and again, and again, creating the rhythm and speed I know he likes when we’re fucking.

“Jesus, Ellie. I’m not going to last.” The words are gritted through his teeth.

I release him and lick my lips as I look at him. “That’s exactly the point.” Taking a moment to breathe, I stroke the length of him. I never look away. “Take what you need.”

And then I swallow him again. “Holy shit.”

Fast and deep, all the way. And when he grips my hair, doing what I asked and guiding me to what he wants, I let him. His hips rise up to meet my mouth, fucking my throat with every stroke.

I let go, surrendering to the rhythm and the motion, savoring the sounds he makes. And it’s not long before the rhythm of his cock goes erratic. He drives into my mouth and holds himself deep as he comes, heat spilling across my tongue. The sound of him—the raw, unrestrained passion—sends arousal spinning down my spine.

The alcohol along with desire are making me dizzy in the best way. I swallow Brandon whole, looking up at him to find his dark gaze locked on me. A combination of awe and lust.

He has me off my feet in a second, bending me over the bed and pulling aside my panties. There’s no waiting, he just plunges into me, all the way. Oh god.

Coming hasn’t slowed him down for a second. Brandon’s cock is still hard, still filling me up to bursting, still hitting that place deep in my pussy that somehow manages to make me see fucking stars.

His arms are around me, holding me against him, one hand reaching down to my pussy and dragging across my clit. And now I can’t breathe. I can’t move. My fingers dig into the comforter, holding on while he slams into me.

I’m made of nothing but pleasure. It’s lining me in electric light, straight from my core and along my limbs. Every brush of his hand and movement of his hips drives me higher, and I can’t hold myself back even though I want it to go on forever.

Pleasure crashes over the edge, and I hear my voice echo off the walls. One bright surge of light behind my eyes. I swear that I’m lit up from within so bright that he’ll be able to see it. His fingers keep moving, driving me to the edge of a second orgasm, and his cock is the thing that pushes me into it. Drowns me in it.

I scream his name, muscles entirely giving out. I’m nothing but a melted puddle on the bed, wracked with bliss. Brandon slams into me one last time, and pulls out, spilling himself onto my skin with a groan.

“Holy shit,” he says, catching himself on his arms behind me. “That was—”

“Fucking amazing?”

“Something like that.” He rises to his feet and goes to the bathroom, coming back with a towel to clean up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t ask. Condoms.”

I roll over, still boneless and pliant. There’s no way I can stand. “You pulled out,” I say. “And I’m on the pill. Have been for a long time.”

He looks relieved. But even without the reassurance of birth control, I wouldn’t have minded. The realization shakes me a bit. Am I that settled already?

No, I’m not. But the thought of going in that direction doesn’t scare me. Brandon and I have settled into each other’s lives easily and seamlessly. Neither of us have talked about what might happen when the project is complete and he has to go back to New York.

I don’t want to even think about it.

Brandon pulls off the rest of his clothes, and I let him undress me. I’m deliciously buzzed now, swimming in that delightfully exhausted aftermath of really good sex. “I’m not sure I’m ready for round two yet,” I say.

“I want to hold you,” he says,” and I’d prefer you to be naked while I do it.”

I laugh. “You’re shameless.”

“It’s a hell of a view,” he says with a grin. “And I happen to have a minor obsession with touching your skin.”

He settles me against him, and for a minute, we just breathe. I could go to sleep right now and be perfectly content. But it’s still early. I’m glad to have a few nights off. Granny’s has been closed for the repairs that we’re doing, and it’s refreshing to be able to spend some evenings at home.

“I had an idea today, about how to get the word out about the sauce.”

“Oh?”

He laughs softly in my ear. “You know the videos that I’m famous for? Celebrity cooking and taste tests? I thought it could be fun to do one in the bar. Great word of mouth. We get to shout to the world that you’re open for business, and probably lock in a shit ton of customers who just want to try it for the sake of being a part of something like that.”

I swallow. Celebrity. Celebrities mean paparazzi. And that kind of publicity is dangerous for me. It’s barely four months since everything happened. Granted, any paparazzi that come down here won’t know who I am, but the tattoo on my spine…If anyone gets a look at it at all, they’ll know.

“That’s right,” I say, trying to laugh. “You’re famous. I almost forgot. Why haven’t we been chased down by men with cameras trying to figure out what the great Brandon Wolfe is doing?”

“I’m not that kind of celebrity. No one cares about what parties the food guy is going to. I’m not nearly scandalous enough for them.”

No, I think to myself. He’s not.

“I don’t know. You’re pretty fucking hot. One would think they’d be chasing you down anyway.”

Brandon turns me around so he can see me and smiles. “I’m perfectly happy without that being an aspect of my life. I much prefer being able to kiss you in the street.”

I groan. “We can’t do that anymore. My grandmother already knew about us because someone saw and told her.”

“All the more reason to keep doing it then if she already knows.”

“Clearly you’ve never lived in a small town. I was already the subject of all the gossip because I moved back here in disgrace. I don’t need to be the gossip because I’m making out with you in the street.”

Brandon smirks. “On the contrary. I did grow up in a small town. I just…like kissing you more than I care about the gossip.”

He kisses me then, to prove his point, and I melt under his lips. The way he kisses makes me feel like anything is possible. “Who do you want to do the video? And will there be paparazzi coming with them? I’d rather not have the town have to deal with that.”

“I’m not sure yet. I’ll have to reach out to some friends and see who’s interested. And I’ll try to make sure that they keep it on the down low so we don’t have to deal with the photographers. But I think it could be a really fun idea.”

As much as the idea gives me anxiety, he’s right. Before everything happened, it’s exactly the type of thing that I would have planned to help a brand launch. Frankly, it could make a huge difference.

It should be easy enough to hide from the cameras. This wouldn’t be about me anyway—it’s about the product and the location. No one ever has to know that I’m involved.

“I don’t want to be on camera. Or to be mentioned in the video. Just keep it about Granny’s and the sauce.”

He looks down at me. “Are you sure? I think the camera would love you.”

“I’m sure,” I say too quickly.

Brandon nods. “Okay. We can do that.”

It calms the anxiety that’s building in my chest. “Who do you think you’re going to ask?”

“I promise you I don’t know yet, but I also promise that it’ll be amazing. Will you let me surprise you?”

I take one long breath in and out. “You’ve done this before, and you know what we’re trying to do. I trust you.”

He smiles at me, and it’s a beautiful smile, because he knows that only a month ago I would never have been able to say that. And still, it makes me nervous. But if there’s one thing that I know now, it’s that Brandon isn’t here to steal from me or cheat me. He wants this to succeed. And I can trust that past all my anxiety.

I pull his face down to mine and kiss him, the perfect antidote for all my worries.
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Brandon


Granny’s is swarming with people, and they’re not customers. Today is the day of the video shoot, and I’m vibrating with excited energy. It’s been a while since I’ve filmed anything, and while it’s exhausting, I love the frenetic energy of film sets.

I’m even more excited to introduce Ellie to the person I’ve brought in to do the shoot with me. Chris Sterling. He’s one of my good friends and also one of my oldest. We met in New York back when we were both on our rise to fame. He’s an actor and a musician, and because our paths are different we haven’t seen each other nearly as much the past few years. But we have when we can.

Chris is the perfect person for this video. We’ve never done one together before, but he’s young, sexy, and exactly the kind of person people love to see get messy with barbecue sauce, and then go out and buy to be just like him.

Not to mention that he’s the one that set me on this path. He said offhand that he’d heard there was a place in Arizona that people were raving about, knowing that I was always on the lookout for fascinating finds. So the refurbishment of Granny’s, finding Ellie, it’s all because of him.

Luckily for me, I was able to keep it quiet so it’s a surprise, and I haven’t seen any paparazzi stalking the shadows. Chris is due to arrive any minute, but Ellie is nowhere to be found. I know she doesn’t want to be on camera, but I want her to at least meet Chris. I think they’ll get along great.

The door opens and a man talking rapidly on a phone comes in, followed by Chris. “Hey!”

“Hey,” he smiles. “Long time no see, man.”

“Tell me about it. I can’t believe you dragged me all the way out to the desert to come and see you. If you wanted to get a drink, there are plenty of places in Manhattan that I’m sure would be happy to take us.”

“You know me,” I say. “Can’t resist the pull of a local delicacy. I owe you a big one for pointing me in this direction, by the way.”

Chris waves a hand. “Don’t mention it. I don’t think I can take credit for a rumor.”

The man that came in with Chris hangs up the phone and drags over our director. “All right, I need to have Chris back to the airport in four hours. So let’s get this show on the road.”

“Sounds good to me,” I say, looking over at Chris. “I had the cooks here prepare a bunch of classic bar and barbecue foods, and it’ll just be a classic taste test. Tell the audience what you honestly think about it—though I have no doubt you’re going to love it. It’s truly amazing stuff.”

He takes off his suit jacket and heads towards the portion of the bar we’ve lit for the shot. “Sounds perfect.”

Looking around, I still don’t see Ellie. “I was hoping to introduce you to the owner before we started, but she must be running late. You’ll like her.”

“I’m sure I will,” he says with a smile.

Quickly, I type out a text to Ellie asking if she’s okay and if she’s planning on coming to the shoot before we start. And then we’re off.

Chris and I have always been the type to have easy banter, and that easy dynamic fills the space as we film, making the crew—and ourselves—laugh as we work through a diverse menu of everything from ribs to cornbread.

The formula that Ellie and I perfected is truly amazing, and some of the ingredients I never would have guessed, even knowing food and flavor as well as I do. It’s a secret that I’ll take to my grave. Because I would never betray Ellie or Dorothy in that way, and it’s legally required in the contract.

It’s definitely a hit. Chris loves the sauce, and there’s not one thing on our plates that isn’t made delicious or at least interesting with its addition. We even have one of the crew members step into the video and taste it just to make sure that the audience knows that we’re not blowing smoke up their asses.

I’m not on the other side of the camera, but I can already tell that this is perfect. Exactly what we need, and the kind of thing that will easily go viral.

It only takes a little more than an hour, and then we’re wrapped. “Thank you again for doing this,” I say.

“It was fun,” Chris says, putting his jacket back on. “But next time don’t drag me half-way across the country, no matter how good the barbecue.”

I laugh, and my phone chimes in my pocket.

Here, the text reads. Coming in the back.

“Stay put for two minutes,” I tell Chris. “The owner is here, and I really want you to meet her before you leave.”

He nods. “I can do that. I want to meet the person behind that sauce.”

Ducking into the back, I meet Ellie as she’s just slipping in the door. “You made it.” I lean down to drop a kiss across her lips. “We’re just finishing up, but you can meet them before they leave.”

“Okay,” she says. “Sorry I’m late. Lunch with Jenna went longer than I expected. And I figured you guys would be here a while.”

“It’s perfect timing.”

We head back out, and I stride across the space, “Chris, over here.” It’s only when I reach him that I realize that Ellie isn’t directly behind me. No, she’s frozen to a spot on the floor, staring directly at Chris, and I’ve never seen her look so pale.

A curse sounds from behind me. Chris’s agent—the guy with the phone. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

And then Chris. “Hello, Ellie.”

My stomach drops. Something is happening here that I don’t know about. The look on Chris’s face isn’t one that I recognize. He’s smirking and victorious, but cruel. He’s staring down Ellie like she’s some kind of prey, and I don’t like it.

Protective, possessive energy surges through me, but I don’t know what to do with it because I don’t understand the threat. They know each other?

Ellie’s looking at me now, sheer horror on her face. I see her swallow. “What is he doing here?”

I shake my head. “Sorry?”

Her voice is firmer this time. “I asked you what in the fuck he is doing here?”

“I—” I clear my throat. “It’s exactly what I told you. The taste test video. I thought Chris would be perfect for the brand.”

“It’s good to see you, Ellie.” But the look on Chris’s face says that it’s anything but. He’s practically gleeful at seeing her shrink into herself. I’ve never seen this side of him, and I’m suddenly wondering what the hell I walked into and who this person is.

“As soon as I confirmed you were the owner of this place, I knew that I had to accept Brandon’s invitation to come here. I needed to see it for myself. Turns out it was everything I wanted and more. Quite the trade down, El. And no amount of barbecue sauce will ever change that. But still, I suppose it’s an okay place to slink into the shadows. Seems like this place could use some more photographers though.”

Ellie shakes her head, her fingers flaring out and curling into fists over and over. “I’ve kept my side of the agreement,” she says. I hate how terrified she sounds. “You can’t do that.”

“On the contrary, Ellie, I can do pretty much whatever I want.”

What the hell is going on?

Ellie looks at me then like she’s seeing me for the first time. There’s only pain in her eyes. “I should have known that it was too good to be true. Never trust a man in a fucking suit. I should have kicked you out of my bar the minute I saw you sitting there and never looked back.”

“Ellie, I—”

“I trusted you. You convinced me that you wanted to help me.” Her voice breaks. “That you wanted me. Guess you were here to ruin me after all.”

She spins on her heel and retreats, and I follow her. “Ellie, wait. I don’t know what’s happening here.”

“Really?” She shouts as she reaches the back door. “There aren’t enough numbers in the universe to calculate a coincidence that big, Brandon. The simplest answer is usually the right one. And the simplest answer is that you came down here to take the only things that I had left. Fuck off.”

The door slams behind her, and I’m left staring after her, mouth open. What the fuck just happened?

I walk back into the main room to the agent’s voice. “Well, clearly this can’t be used. It would violate both of your agreements.”

Chris laughs. It’s a low, sinister sound. “Don’t worry. I was never planning on letting this go anywhere.”

“Can someone please explain to me what just happened?”

“I’m going to need you to sign this,” Chris says, still smiling, and hands be a piece of paper.

The very clear print at the top tells me it’s an NDA. “Why?”

“To make sure that you can never, in no uncertain terms, ever tell anyone that I was ever here in this shit hole.”

I shake my head. The pieces still don’t fit, and I can’t see the big picture—there’s too much information missing. But the one new, big piece of information that I have is that Chris Sterling is not the man I thought he was.

“You came all the way down here to waste my time? To film something worthless? Why?”

He’s smug as his agent hands me a pen. “Oh, I didn’t actually come down here to film anything at all. The sauce is good, don’t get me wrong, but no. The only reason I came down here was to make sure that Ellie knows that she’s still nothing. That she’ll always be nothing, and no matter what she tries to do with this hole in the wall, it won’t be enough.”

My fist is moving before I consciously realize it, slamming into Chris’s jaw with the force of a hammer. He goes down hard. I don’t need to know the details of why this is happening and I don’t care. All I hear is him calling Ellie nothing.

She’s not nothing. She’s fucking everything.

“Sign the paper,” Chris says, not even reacting to the fact that I just punched him in the fucking face.

“No.”

He rolls his eyes, and the agent steps forward and picks up the paper from the ground and shoves it towards me. “We really need you to cooperate with this, Mr. Wolfe.”

“And I need you to fuck off. I’m not signing that. Now get the hell out of here before I call the Sheriff and have him escort you off private property.”

I hate the smirk that’s on Chris’s face. He dusts himself off. “You used to have a rule about not fucking your clients, Brandon. What changed?”

“Get. Out.”

“Fine. Come on, Jeremy. Brandon is as stubborn as they come. He’s not going to sign. But if anyone knows that I was here to endorse this piece of shit bar and not some celebrity flight of fancy, you’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”

He turns to go, and then turns back, stepping close so that I’m the only one that can hear him. “Her pussy is good, but you can do better. No need to settle for something that was mine first.”

Cold, rigid anger roots me to the ground. The only thing keeping me from pummeling him into the ground again and not stopping is the fact that I need to get to Ellie. I need to find out what the truth is and help her through this. Explain that it was an accident. I didn’t know.

“You have one chance to walk away, Chris.” My voice is deadly smooth and even. “If I ever see you again, you’ll get more than one punch.”

One side of his mouth turns up into a smirk. He puts on a pair of sunglasses and strides out of Granny’s followed closely by his agent.

The crew is still here, stunned and silent by what has transpired. I need to get them out of here and lock up the building, because I need to find Ellie. As soon as possible.

The thing that I’ve been missing, or unwilling to admit, was what surged in me when Chris was striking out. The sheer anger and need to protect what is mine.

Ellie.

I love her.

The headstrong, badass, red-headed bartender that could take down a man twice her size but was so vulnerable that she made me ache. I’m in love with her, and I need to tell her that. Need to find out the truth so I can help.

I can already tell the look on her face is going to haunt me, and I don’t ever want to see that look on her face again.
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Ellie


The sobs that are coming out of me are not ones that I can control. Deep, wracking sounds that are rising from the depths I’ve shoved them down into. Everything that I pretended didn’t exist in order to try to move on…it’s all crashing down on me again.

I thought that I was past this. Or at least further along the path. I thought that I’d let go of the hurt and betrayal, but it slices me open just as deeply as it did when it first happened.

Chris’s smirk. The fact that he came here to humiliate me. And Brandon knew. He was friends with Chris, and he knew. There’s no other explanation. From the very beginning he targeted me because of my connection to Chris. And my douchebag of an ex must be working overtime to make sure that everything that I touch dies.

I feel sick. Everything I did with Brandon. The way I trusted him and opened up to him. It’s all a lie. He took my heart in his hands easily and I just gave it to him. And then he threw it on the floor of Granny’s and stomped on it.

Seeing Chris standing in the middle of the bar…it was like seeing all my nightmares come to life at once. The panic and the dread—I’m not going to recover from this. My heart won’t. I could survive the one break this deep.

But two?

I’m done with love. With everything. I’m putting the walls back up and this time they’re not coming back down. This is what happens when you let people in.

I love Granny’s, and now that it’s mine, I’ll put everything into it. I’ll let Brandon do what he wants and kick him out. There’s nothing in the contract that says he has to stay here.

This town was good enough for my grandmother, and I will let it be good enough for me. I will put down roots and make friendships and create a life here that is worth living. Alone. With Jack.

My little kitten doesn’t know what to make of my grief. When I collaps on my bed, unable to do anything but cry, he’s with me in moments, staring at me, confused. I don’t know what to do with him, and I’m so far down that I can’t stop. Eventually he curls up against my chest and purrs, comforting me in the only way that he knows how to.

It’s exactly what I need. Jack’s little purrs resonate through me and allow me to breathe a little more evenly. To stop the desperate moaning that comes from the deepest form of grief. All I want to do is stay here with Jack and sleep.

At least then I won’t have to think. I could pretend that it was three hours ago when I was having lunch with Jenna and I was falling in love with a man that I finally thought that I could trust.

My phone rings, and I ignore it. It’s probably Brandon calling to tell me another lie. I don’t want to talk to him, so I let it ring. And then again, and again. Finally I reach over to turn off the volume, and the call isn’t from Brandon, it’s from my grandmother.

“Hello?”

“You’re not picking up your goddamn phone?”

I try to hide the fact that I’ve been crying. “Sorry. I thought that you were someone else.”

“It doesn’t matter. There’s a haboob coming. Looks like a bad one. It’s moving fast.”

Shit. With her house being on the very edge of town and the view of the desert, she can see the storms coming for miles. Despite the name that everyone outside the southwest makes fun of, haboobs aren’t something that we take lightly. They spring up seemingly out of nowhere, and can wreak havoc and destroy things if they aren’t properly bolted down.

“I’ll be right over. I can help you get everything closed up.”

“Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. I’ve already got the shudders closed and I brought in the potted plants. You need to get over to the bar. They haven’t done the repairs to the roof yet, have they?”

I press my head back into the pillows for a second. “Fuck.”

The repairs on the roof are the last on the schedule. And there are pieces up there loose enough that they could be in danger of being ripped off if I don’t do anything to hold them down. And I need to do that right now, because like hell am I going to take a dime more of Brandon’s money than is absolutely necessary via the contract.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ll go right now.”

“Hurry. You don’t have much time. And shut your house first.”

The second she hangs up I turn into a whirlwind. There’s a window up here and I have to reach out and pull the shutters closed. I can see the sand shifting on the horizon. My grandmother is right. It’s coming fast.

Jack looks up at me from the bed sleepily. He’ll be okay. I have to move. No more time to spend feeling sorry for myself.

I shut the shutters on the ground floor at record pace and leap into the car. There’s not a speed limit in town that I don’t break, but I don’t care either. Granny’s is mine, and I need to protect it at all costs.

We keep rope in the back room for emergencies like this. But I don’t have time to go through the back. Which is how I find out that Brandon is still here, cleaning up from the shoot, though he’s alone.

“Ellie—”

“I don’t have time, Brandon. Storm’s coming. You need to get back to your hotel right now.”

Of course he doesn’t go, following me to the storage room and seeing me grab the rope and jog out the back door. Outside, the rounded front of the sandstorm is visible, billowing towards us, and Brandon curses loudly when he sees it. I’m already halfway up the ladder to the roof. “Go to your hotel,” I yell down at him.

The slight shake of the ladder tells me that the command was ignored, and that he’s following me up here. I tie down the vents, making quick work of them, and then I go to work on the damaged portion of the roof, securing the rope in a net and reinforcing individual pieces.

Brandon is beside me, silently noting what I’m doing and following suit. I don’t argue. He’s doing it properly and I don’t have time to refuse his help. The roof is done. Perfect. Now we need the windows.

I slide down the ladder, moving swiftly around the exterior of the building and latching all the shutters. It’s unlikely that a sandstorm would shatter windows, but sometimes sand isn’t all that’s flying in the storm, and I’m not going to take any chances.

When I reach the front of the building, Brandon is there. I see that he’s tackled the other wide of the building and the shutters. Fine.

On the porch there are a few cacti. Chairs that people use to smoke and socialize. Ash trays. All of it needs to come inside. I haul the biggest cactus into my arms only to have it taken me from me by Brandon.

“What are you doing?” I yell at him, the wind starting to pick up and steal my voice. “Get the fuck out and go to your hotel where you can ride out the storm.”

Brandon doesn’t say anything, just carries the cactus inside Granny’s now dark interior. And he keeps helping me until everything is inside. Everything is tied down. Everything is as prepared as we can be, and the storm is almost here.

Already the wind brushing against the walls is filled with the low hiss of sand, and it’s only going to get worse. It’ll be here in minutes. “Go, Brandon. You can make it to the hotel if you leave right now.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

It’s the first thing that he’s said, other than my name. “Yes, you are,” I say. “I’m not staying in here with you through a fucking sandstorm. There are a lot of things I’d rather do than that.”

Slowly, Brandon shakes his head. “No, Ellie. You and I need to talk. Because I don’t know what the fuck happened, and like hell if I’m going to let you walk away from me over something that I don’t even understand. And since it seems like we might be here for a while, it’s the perfect time.”

“Fine, I’ll go. I need to make sure that Jack is okay anyway.” I make sure I have my keys and head to the door. A little sand never hurt anyone.

“Ellie, please,” he says, catching me by the arm as I pass him. “Talk to me. Tell me why my entire life just got turned upside down.”

“Why? You mean the fact that you only ever came here to humiliate me and make me suffer? You mean that? Cause that’s the last thing I want to talk about right now. Let me go so I can drown my sorrows with the rest of the whiskey I have at home, or get out.”

“Not without an explanation.”

I grab his hand and rip it off my arm, and shove him towards the door. “Get out. Right now. This is what I should have done the first time you were in here. Get the hell out of my bar.”

He turns to me, all pretense disappearing. Taking me by the arms, he pushes me against the nearest wall, both of us slamming together. We’ve been here before in breathless moments that are now too painful to think about, and my body is a traitor for still liking the way he’s holding me captive.

The warmth that’s currently rushing through me used to feel like safety and happiness, and now it just feels like betrayal and despair. I’m not going to cry in front of him. I refuse. He’s never going to know how much he hurt me.

Brandon’s mouth crashes down on mine, a kiss that’s as angry as it is desperate, and for a moment everything is washed away. That fire that he kindles in me is a perfect storm, taking me over. No one has ever made me feel like this. Ever. Not Chris, not the smattering of exes I had before that. It’s only been him, and it’s too late.

It’s a bad time to finally realize that I’m in love with him after he’s already broken my heart.

The way he’s kissing me doesn’t make sense. It’s so full of fire and want—things that he shouldn’t need now. Not after everything. But I let it happen. For just a moment, because this is the last time that I can live in the reality where Brandon can kiss me. I try to savor it.

Outside, the storm slams into the bar. Roaring and hissing shake the walls as the wind hits in full force. It brings me back to myself, and with it, everything else. I can’t do this. I can’t do this.

Anger surges, and I want to lash out. I want to hurt him, even if it’s only a fraction of what’s been done to me. I bite his lip as hard as I dare, and he jerks back. “Guess you can’t leave now, but you stay away from me.”

He steps back, letting me go. At the very least, I know he’ll cross a boundary like that once I set it. But he doesn’t look happy. In fact, there’s a fierce determination in his eyes. Now that we’re trapped here together, he’s going to want me to listen to what he has to say.

Fat chance of that.

The only good thing about this is the supply of alcohol. Time for a drink.
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Ellie


Ishove myself off the wall and stalk to the bar, slamming down a shot glass on the shining surface. And what the hell, I put one out for Brandon too. If I’m getting drunk, so is he.

He follows, watching closely. “I want to know what the hell happened. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. About anything. About myself. About Chris, but you have to be honest with me too. Why did Chris try to have me sign a non-disclosure saying that he was never here?”

I give him the most scathing look I can muster. “Take the shot.”

He does, and I do too.

“Like I said, Brandon. I don’t believe in coincidences. And the easiest explanation is that you came here with Chris to continue burning my life to the ground.”

“Just because you don’t believe in coincidences doesn’t mean they don’t happen, Ellie.” His hands slam against the bar. “This isn’t what you think.”

I don’t really care about his frustration. “So what is it then?”

“We were out for a drink, and Chris mentioned that he’d heard about a place in Arizona from a friend of a friend, about the best barbecue sauce he’d ever tasted. He knows I like chasing down food like that, and so I did. I had no idea who you were before I tracked down Granny’s.”

I don’t say anything, and he just looks at me, misery plain on his face. “And the fact that I fell head over heels in love with you was not a part of the plan. It was the opposite of the plan. I tried to make myself stop, but I couldn’t. And now I’m here, fucking in love with you.”

My breath catches in my chest.

He’s never said that before. Even though it’s been fast, there have been moments where we were on the verge of saying it. But we never actually said it. Just now when I admitted to myself that I love him too was the closest I cam.

“And I don’t know what to do, Ellie. Except for the fact that I want to fix it. The things Chris said—” he looks down at the floor, leaning against the bar. “I punched him. And it felt fucking good.”

All the warmth drains from me. “What did he say?”

Brandon clenches his jaw. “Nothing that you ever need to hear.”

I’m staring at him when something clicks in my brain. “Chris was the one that gave you this lead.”

“Yeah,” he nods.

“And you’d never heard of me before that? Didn’t know who I was? Or about the photos?”

His head snaps up then. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Only that he made it clear that you two were together.”

“I signed away my rights to talk about this,” I say softly. “If I tell you, you have even more power.”

“Ellie, I swear to you. I swear that I had nothing to do with this and I would never hurt you. Please just help me understand.”

I take a breath and pour another shot. Knock it back. “I guess it doesn’t matter anymore anyway. He’s already done everything he can.”

Brandon starts to say something and I hold up a hand. “It’s going to be hard enough for me to get this out. Please let me do it.”

He hesitates, and then nods.

I take a shaky breath before I speak again. Nausea lurks at the edges of my stomach. “Yes, Chris and I were together. For years. Two years. I told you I worked in PR and marketing. He was a client of the firm I worked for, and we met at a party. I was…completely swept away.” My face flushes red because it all feels familiar, even in reverse. I’m one of Brandon’s clients now, and we were together. Why didn’t I see something sooner?

“Because he was a celebrity, and a client, we had to keep it quiet. And I didn’t care because I was so in love. I’m talking about that kind of love that you see in cheesy romantic comedies. And we were happy—or at least I thought we were happy.”

Brandon sighs. “That explains why I never met you with him, I guess? You guys weren’t really public?”

“No. We thought it was better that way. Less attention from gossip magazines and online tabloids, and less trouble for me at work if people found out that I was dating a client. Wasn’t until later that I realized he was really just hiding me for other reasons.”

I pour one more shot. At this point, I don’t care if I get drunk. Who knows how long we’ll be here, and this is painful enough as it is. “I thought we were going to get married. My entire apartment was in boxes ready to move in together. Finally. After two years.”

“Clearly that didn’t happen.”

A laugh escapes me, though nothing is funny about this. “No, it didn’t. There were rumors about Chris being connected with that actress Kira Harris. He told me that it wasn’t anything, just PR tidbits thrown to the media to help promote the movie that they’d done together. We’d done that same thing half a dozen times at the firm, so it didn’t even phase me. It should have.” I take the next shot. “And then Chris’s phone was hacked.”

“Fuck,” Brandon says, and I can see him putting things together. But I still have to say all of it.

“All those photos of me—nude ones—sent to the press. I suppose I was lucky that even the ones of us having sex didn’t show my face. But my tattoo…they showed that. And the intimate texts that he’d been sending back and forth to Kira.”

I swallow and wrap my arms around myself, nausea fully rolling through me with all the memories. “It wasn’t rumors. They were together. Every time he was in L.A. he was with her, but it was on the down low, just like me. They were serious. They’d gone ring shopping. And I was just the faceless whore and home wrecker who dared to fuck a man who wasn’t hers.”

“Ellie—”

I push forward. “Kira dumped Chris, and he was furious at me for ruining things with her. His real relationship. And because he was so valuable, I was the one that took the fall. My firm was the one that made it look like I was a deranged stalker who made it my mission to seduce my celebrity obsession. He came out looking pristine. Like the victim. And I came out with nothing. No one would speak to me after that.

“All of my friends were from work and they all knew that it wasn’t the whole truth, but they didn’t know the whole truth either.”

There’s silence for a moment, and Brandon is staring down at the surface of the bar. His hands are clenched tight enough that his knuckles are white, but he doesn’t say anything.

“They made me sign a non-disclosure, and Chris made it clear that if I ever came near him again that he’d used the evidence that made me look like a stalker to press charges, and ruin me—like he hadn’t already done that. Because he was somebody, and I was nothing. I was an acceptable sacrifice.”

I shrug, trying to shake off the heaviness. “So basically overnight I went from having what I thought was my dream life, to nothing. The only good thing is that since my face was never leaked, I’m just a nameless slut in that story and I don’t have paparazzi banging down my door. So when Dorothy called and asked me to come home, I ran.”

“I heard about that,” Brandon says. “Vaguely. I didn’t look too closely. I was busy with another project, and even though Chris was a friend, we’re not that type of friends. Not that close, I mean. I really thought he’d been stalked and duped, and so did Kira.”

I smile grimly. “So does the rest of the world. You’re not alone.”

“Ellie, I’m sorry. No one should ever be treated like this. And if I’d known what he’d done, I never would have brought him here. Hell, if I’d known any of this he would have gotten a lot more than a fist to the face. He’d seemed perfect for what we wanted. Talk about a mistake.”

“You couldn’t have known,” I say. “But I guess I’m going to have to start believing in coincidences.”

“But it wasn’t. He sent me here indirectly, probably because he knew you were here and was hoping that I’d do something like this.” Brandon suddenly stands and walks around the bar. “That’s the one thing I don’t regret about this. Him telling me about the rumor. If he hadn’t, I never would have found you. And I can’t imagine that.”

He’s in front of me now, not touching me, stopping himself before he does. “I believe you,” Brandon says. “All of it. And I’m so sorry. I love you. I don’t care if it’s fast or that it seems too good to be true. I love you, and I don’t want to hide you from the world. If there weren’t a fucking storm outside I would go back up on the roof and shout it for everyone to hear.”

“I love you too,” I manage to say. My voice has nearly evaporated from emotion, but I’m already there. So much for not crying in front of him, it’s going to happen either way now.

“Can I touch you?”

“Yes,” I breathe, and I’m swept up into his arms before the word is complete. It’s so fierce and so tight that I can’t breathe and I don’t fucking care. One of Brandon’s hands weaves into my hair, pressing my face to his chest where I can cry. And I do. Again. I’ve cried more today than I have in months. Since the entire thing happened and I realized that I had absolutely nothing left.

He holds me, never wavering as I pour the rest of it out. And when it’s gone, I feel empty. But not blank. It’s like I was finally able to purge some of that pain, and hopefully it won’t be back.

“I ruined your shirt,” I say quietly.

Instead of responding, Brandon just releases me long enough to strip the shirt over his head and toss it aside. “There.”

“It’s still ruined.”

“I don’t give a shit about the shirt, Ellie.”

I take a shaky breath. This is all new now. No one knows about this—not the whole truth—except for me and Chris and the CEO of the PR firm. It feels good to have someone know. But there’s one more thing. “Will you tell me what he said to you to make you punch him?”

“Do you need to know?” He looks at me carefully.

He’ll gladly keep it to himself. I can see that. To protect me. But I’d rather know. “Yeah.”

This time it’s Brandon that pours a shot and knocks it back. “Just like you said, he called you nothing. And I didn’t realize I was hitting him until it happened. He also implied that I was an idiot for settling for someone that he’d had first.”

I’m glad that the words don’t hurt me. They roll off me like I’m impervious. He really can’t hurt me anymore. “That sounds like him.”

“He’s wrong, by the way,” Brandon says, reaching down and tugging my shirt over my head. I don’t resist. “You’re everything.”

“I don’t know about that.”

He unbuckles my belt and strips my pants off in one smith motion before he lifts me to sit on the bar. On this side of it, I’m at the perfect height for all kinds of…interesting things. “You are everything to me. And now that I know everything that he’s done, I wish I could go back in time a couple of hours and rip his fucking dick off.”

I bite my lip to keep from smiling. He’s bringing me back piece by piece. “As entertaining as that might be, that would mean your dick is in jail, and I rather like your dick.”

“You do, do you?” He smiles slowly. “That’s nice to hear.”

He’s standing between my legs, grinning, and I’m very aware of the fact that I’m naked, and the only thing separating us is his jeans. But before we go down this road, there’s something else.

“What happens when this is done?” I ask quietly.

“What do you mean?”

I clear my throat. “When Granny’s launches and you go back to New York?”

“New York is just a place.”

“But your whole life is there,” I say. “Your business.”

Brandon takes my face in his hands. “My business is this,” he says. “It’s been fine this month while I’ve been gone. I’ve got good people running the place. They’re smarter than I am, and they let me do things like this. And the way I travel, my apartment is mostly a placeholder for stuff. That’s also what airplanes are for. I don’t care where my home base is, but I know that I don’t want to be long distance.”

I thought that I was cried out, but my eyes blur with tears again. “Really?”

“Really.” He kisses me, and this time I kiss him back. Wholly. Entirely.

“You better let go of that hotel room then,” I whisper, and he laughs. “Maybe we should get a bigger place?”

“Your place is perfect. But that’s something we can talk about later. Right now, there’s only one thing on my mind.”

Reaching between us, he frees his cock. There’s nothing between us now. “I don’t have a condom with me.”

“I don’t care,” I tell him. “I don’t care. I need you.”

And I show him just that, grabbing his shaft and fitting him against me, urging him in. And he obliges.

We crash together, mouths and hands and everything else. I wrap my legs around his waist and he fucks me like it’s the last time he’ll ever get to. It’s a revelation and a confirmation and a new beginning all at once.

Pleasure like falling stars slams into us together, so in sync that when we fall, we fall together, and my screams are lost in the sound of the wind.

But we’re not finished. There’s no way we can stop touching each other, and we make our way to the floor. It’s newly clean since we scoured it for the film crew. Brandon lifts my legs so I’m nearly bent in half before slamming into me again.

I swear he’s so deep that he’s trying to brand me. A way to remind me that I’m not and never was nothing, and it doesn’t matter what anyone else says about me. I’m buzzy and blissed out and while we’re on the floor the wind is so loud that I can barely hear myself calling his name.

He wrings pleasure from my body in ways that I didn’t even know that he could. His hands pin me to the floor and he tastes me, groaning against my skin.

“Remember when I asked you your favorite flavor?”

I blink. “What?”

“I know what to say now if anyone asks me mine.” He draws his tongue in circles around my clit, lifting my hips off the floor so he can take more and I can barely find the words through the heat that’s writhing through me. “If you ever tell anyone my pussy is your favorite flavor—”

“Mmm. As tempting as that is, I’ll just say cinnamon. And we’ll know.”

“You better prepared to eat a lot of actual cinnamon, then, when people try to impress you,” I gasp the words out.

“One hundred percent worth it.”

There aren’t any more words before he sends me over into another orgasm that makes me scream. And I’m glad that the storm is raging hard enough that no one will be able to hear.

It’s so easy to get lost in him. Relief and love all tangled up together. I’ll never be more grateful to the universe that I was wrong. I’m definitely going to have to learn to be grateful for coincidences.

When the wind subsides we’re still on the floor, a tangled mess of limbs and breath, clinging to each other. I’m very glad that the door to the bar is locked.

Brandon smiles into my shoulder. “I know my last idea didn’t turn out that well, but I have another one. A way to fix all of this, with a bit of revenge as well.”

I raise an eyebrow. “No surprises this time?”

He smirks. “No surprises.”

“Then let me hear it.”
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Brandon


Two days later, Granny’s is once again transformed into a film set. Bright lights point at the bar in a near identical set up to the one that I used with Chris. But this time, he’s nowhere near here. And if I ever see him again, I’m going to have a hard time containing myself.

But I will, for Ellie’s sake.

Right now I have other things to worry about, like the fact that Kira Harris just walked in the door. I met her briefly when she and Chris were together, and I’m lucky that she even took my call, given the fact she knew I was friends with him. But I explained that we were no longer acquaintances and asked that she come down. I may have also promised there was the possibility for some revenge on Chris.

Reluctantly, she agreed.

“Oh my god,” Ellie says quietly. “I can believe that I let you talk me into this.”

“It’s going to be fine,” I say. “I promise.”

From a brand perspective, Kira might be an even better option than Chris was. Everyone loves to see a beautiful woman get messy with barbecue sauce.

“Do you want to meet her now or later?” I ask Ellie, pulling her into my side.

“Later,” she breathes. “I don’t know if I can stomach doing it now and then having to wait through the whole shoot.”

“Later it is.” I kiss her forehead quickly and head across the room. “Hey, Kira.”

She smiles when she sees me, though it’s wary. “Hi Brandon. Good to see you.”

“Thanks so much for coming and doing this on such short notice.”

Kira laughs. “I’ll be honest, I’m here out of morbid curiosity. When does the revenge start?”

“After the shoot,” I say, holding a finger to my lips. “I think it will interest you, and if it doesn’t lead to revenge, at least it will be some resolution.”

One eyebrow raises. “Now I’m definitely curious.”

“Let’s do this then, and we can get to it.”

We start the shoot almost the exact same way, starting with just tasting the sauce. “Are you a barbecue girl, Kira?”

“You know I am. Born and raised down south, we know the good stuff when we taste it.” She licks it off the spoon. “And holy shit that’s good. Wait, am I allowed to say shit in this video?”

“You are more than welcome to say shit.”

“Then this is the shit,” she laughs as the ribs to taste are put in front of us. “Tell me about this sauce, Brandon. Everyone knows you’re the king of food, so what makes this special?”

I deliver the pitch as we taste the next thing on our menu. The fact that it’s a recipe honed by family legacy, and I was lucky enough that they’d agreed to partner with me to put it out into the world. And that it was just starting production. In fact, within a week, you’d be able to buy it. When we release the video, that will be the truth.

“I’m glad it’s that soon,” she says with a laugh, “because I’m one-hundred percent going to have to buy it.”

The rest of the shoot goes perfectly, and out of the range of the lights I see Ellie smiling. The whole crew is smiling. They know it’s gone well.

The director calls a wrap, and the crew immediately moves to start breaking down the lights and the set. They’re a good crew, and the same one that was here with mark. They know what they need to do and how to do it quickly. Ellie fades away to the back room, and I turn to Kira.

“Do you have time to speak privately for a few minutes?” I ask.

Kira smiles, sharp interest in her eyes. “Of course.”

I lead her to the back room where Ellie is waiting, and Kira slows when she sees that we’re not alone. “Kira, this is Ellie Thompson, the owner of Granny’s bar.”

“Oh wow.” A smile lights up her sauce. “Not a word of what I said was a lie. That stuff is amazing, and I’m probably going to buy a whole case of it when it’s released.”

Ellie smiles, but I can tell she’s nervous. “That’s really nice of you.”

“Okay, Brandon,” Kira crosses her arms. “What are you going to tell me about my douchebag ex that I don’t already know?”

“Actually, it’s going to be Ellie that tells you. And hear her out in full before you make a judgement, please.”

She’s on her guard, but she nods.

Ellie takes a deep breath. “I’m the girl from the photos.”

“You’re what?”

“Please let me explain,” Ellie says quickly. “It’s not what they told you it was.”

She runs through everything that she told me, and hands Kira a folder full of proof. Photos of her and Chris together. Dated text messages that go back to the beginning of their relationship. Emails between Ellie and the super of Chris’s building making an appointment to get her on the lease.

At first, Kira looked shocked, and that quickly turns to sickness and anger. But she listens to Ellie through her whole story. “I wasn’t stalking him,” Ellie finishes. “And I had no idea that his relationship with you was anything more than a PR stunt. If I’d known…I’m so sorry.”

Quiet hangs in the air for a moment, and then Kira laughs. “All of this and you’re apologizing to me? I got off easy. I’m the one who should be apologizing. I dumped him because he was a cheater, but I had no idea he was this much of an asshole.”

“Tell me about it,” I mutter. “That was a punch in the face. Harder than the one that I gave him.”

Kira glances at me. “You hit him?”

“I wish I’d done more.”

“I’ll be right back,” Kira says. “Don’t go anywhere.” She breezes out of the room, and I hear her voice calling for something from the other room, but I’m focused on Ellie. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she blows out a breath. “That went better than I expected, honestly.”

Pulling her into my arms, I feel her relax. As long as I live, I’ll always savor that feeling, knowing that she feels safe with me, in spite of everything.

Kira pushes open the door again. “I told the crew to stop breaking down.”

“Really? Why?”

“Because I want to help Ellie get her life back on track, and you mentioned revenge, so it’s been on my mind.” Then she looks at Ellie. “Ready to set the record straight?”

“I’m not allowed to say anything publicly,” Ellie says.

The smile on Kira’s face is sharper than a knife. “Maybe not, but I can. You can just happen to be in the same room in the chair next to me. Wanna give it a go?”
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Ellie


Nerves are swimming in my gut. It’s not my first time on a film set, but it’s my first time going in front of the camera. But if I’m being honest with myself, it’s not the camera that’s making me nervous.

Kira’s idea is to film a follow up video to her and Brandon’s, calling him out on his shit. And that’s terrifying, given his threats of further trying to ruin my life. But Kira isn’t letting me be afraid.

“Just let me do the talking,” she says. “Answer the questions that you can, and when you can’t, I’ll take it from there.”

The make-up artist in front of me finishes touching up my face, and I look at Brandon in the mirror. He’s standing directly behind me, a reassuring smile on his face. Leaning down, he puts his face next to mine. “I’m not sure I can do this,” I say quietly.

“Yes, you can.” His voice is quiet in my ear. “You don’t deserve to live your life in fear because some asshole made you the victim. You didn’t do anything wrong but fall in love and trust the person you were with.”

I close my eyes. “Yeah. But I have one last thing,” I say loudly enough for Kira to hear. “Everyone is going to know that those photos are of me. It was kind of nice knowing that no one knew my body was splashed all over every publication in America. But at least I won’t be a crazy stalker anymore.”

Kira reaches over from her make-up chair and squeezes my hand. “Don’t worry, I have a plan for that too.”

Two chairs have been set up in front of the bar in front of the bright lights, and Kira settles in easily like she’s born to be there. And she is. Kira is one of Hollywood’s darlings. All the reason Chris cheating on her was such a big deal.

“Are we ready?” She asks the director.

He gives her a thumbs up, and she starts talking. “Hi there! I’m Kira Harris, and I’m doing a follow up to my video about Granny’s barbecue sauce. And I hope you all went out and tried it, cause it’s honestly one of the best things that I’ve tasted in my life, and I’m still thinking about it.

“With me is Ellie Thompson, the owner of Granny’s bar and part of the legacy of this amazing sauce, and we wanted to tell you a little more about how it came to be. So tell me, Ellie, how was this amazing stuff created?”

“Well, it all started with my grandparents. They’ve owned this bar for my entire life, and honestly it came from both of them working long hours. They ate here, and they both loved barbecue. My grandmother—Dorothy Thompson—loved to cook, and figured she could make her own for less than she could buy it.

“The rest is history. Over the years she refined the recipe and the more people tried it, the more they loved it, until people were asking for it so much they put it on the menu.”

Kira laughs. “Well, it’s going to be on everyone’s menu now.”

“I’m excited for people to try it, and I’m so happy you were willing to give us a shot!”

“Me too.” Kira turns to me, mischief gleaming in her eyes. “It was an interesting proposal. After all, we met in a rather…unconventional manner, didn’t we?”

I nod.

This is the time where I let her take over. “Yeah, we did.”

She turns back to the camera. “The truth is that this is not just a video about Granny’s. It’s far more than that. This is something we’re doing to help both Ellie and I take back power that someone has stolen from us.”

Kira folds her hands in her lap, and I swear she looks like one of those super serious interview hosts like 60 Minutes, and the whole room is hanging on her words. As far as I know, she didn’t tell the crew exactly what we were filming. They’ll be finding out in real time.

“A few months ago, I’m sure you all remember a scandal where my ex-boyfriend—Chris Sterling—was stalked by a crazy fan. Those pictures circulated, and everyone felt bad for him and the way he was victimized.

“But the thing is, that’s not the truth. The truth is that Chris Sterling was dating me, and Ellie Thompson at the same time. He led completely separate lives that both of us were unaware of, and when he got caught, he made her take the fall for it.”

The words hang in the air masterfully. She’s not even acting, and she has everyone clinging to her words. She knows exactly what she’s doing, and it’s fucking beautiful to watch.

“So this is a way for us to tell the truth. Chris was never stalked, never seduced, and never the victim. He threatened Ellie and made her sign an non-disclosure agreement, which is why she’s not speaking right now. I have no such agreement. And Chris, this is to you. If you come after Ellie for this, I will be fronting every one of her legal fees you absolute piece of shit.

“And to the tabloids who think this is an opportunity to drag out the photos of Ellie and use them again? You’ll be hearing from my lawyers, and they don’t play games. I hope that Chris and his management take some time to think about the repercussions of his actions, and move appropriately. It’s long since time that we let men get away with things like this. Right, Ellie?”

I smile. “You’re right.”

“So that’s it,” Kira flashes a dazzling smile to the camera. “We’ll put the link to the last video below this one, and you should go watch this. And go buy Granny’s barbecue sauce if you want to support an amazing woman.”

The director calls cut, and I sag in my chair, exhausted. Even just listening to all that had adrenaline surging through me that I didn’t realize until just now.

“That was fantastic,” Kira says. “Really. I think it will go well.”

“I hope so. Thank you for offering to cover legal charges. You didn’t have to do that.”

“Oh yes, I did, and he won’t be doing anything. Trust me. I have very good lawyers. There’s a reason you never see me in the tabloids, and it’s not because the paps don’t take pictures of me.” She grins, and her agent taps her on the shoulder. “I have to go, we’re a little behind now. But I’ll be in touch, okay?”

“Okay.”

She gives me a quick hug and waves to Brandon before being escorted out the door.

“I feel like that wasn’t real,” I say. “Are you sure that I’m not dreaming?”

Brandon laughs softly. “Very sure. Let’s get these guys out of here and we can go home.”

I’m still in a daze while Brandon helps and directs the crew. I feel lighter than I have in a long time. Who knows how Chris will react? But Brandon is right. I don’t have to live with it hanging over me anymore. I have people who are on my side and willing to fight for me. I never realized before how much that would mean.

And still, the anxiety of meeting Kira and filming that, all I want to do is go home and sleep. Preferably with Brandon. Nap first. Then maybe sex. Because through the exhaustion I’m filling up with joy.

Nothing is standing in front of us but the future, and that sounds pretty good to me.

Brandon takes me home. And as soon as we walk through the door he lifts me into his arms. “I am so proud of you. I know none of that was easy.”

“I’m glad that I did it. And that I did it with you.”

“And I’m happy I could make it right.”

I lean my head on his shoulder. “You do have some good ideas. Some.”

He makes a low sound in his throat. “I’m having an idea right now that I think is pretty good.”

We tumble onto the bed together, his mouth finding mine. “If you’re talking about a nap, then I definitely agree with you.”

“What can I do to convince you to stay awake?”

“Hmm…” I run my fingers through his hair. “What if you bake me a celebration cake while I take a nap? And then I promise, you can have your wicked, wicked way with me.”

Brandon kisses my neck. “You’re very persuasive. I can do that, and I swear to you that I won’t use any cinnamon.”

“Good.” Jack jumps up on the bed, squeaking a meow, wriggling between us and laying on my chest. “See? Even Jack votes for a nap. I think I’ve earned it.”

The look shining in Brandon’s eyes is one that I hope I get to see every day for the rest of my life. “You did earn it. And you earned the cake too.” One last soft kiss on my lips. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I breathe, closing my eyes.


Epilogue
Ellie


Six Months Later

“Are you sure we have enough champagne?”

Jenna rolls her eyes. “My god, yes. Would you chill? This is going to be amazing.”

“Okay.” I’m not convinced. “I’m just going to see how it’s going in the kitchen.”

She mutters something about me being a control freak as I walk away, but I ignore her. Today is the official Grand Re-Opening of Granny’s and the official launch of Granny’s Barbecue Sauce by Wolf Foods. The bar has been open these past few months as we completed the repairs and improvements and Brandon got the production and distribution of the sauce underway, and there’s been an uptick in visitors because of the rumors. But today is the big event.

Last week we released the video of Brandon and Kira, and it went absolutely viral. People have been flooding us with requests for samples, restaurants all over the country wanting to see if they can use our sauce. Plus a truly massive amount of preorders for the sauce itself—those started shipping today.

It’s completely overwhelming.

And the next day we released the video of Kira and I. It also went viral—or so I’ve been told. I’ve been keeping myself off the internet and away from anything that I might see. I know full well from my PR experience that anything that gets a giant reaction is composed of both positive and negative. Brandon and Kira both promised they would take point, so I’ve been pushing it out of my mind.

Still, it seems like I’ve been waiting for a week in perfect silence, waiting to hear the pin drop.

Pushing into the kitchen, Brandon sees me and points. “No.”

“But—”

“No, absolutely not. Get out. You’ve been in here twenty times in the last hour.”

The rest of the kitchen staff are smirking, more than used to the way Brandon and I banter by now. “I have not.”

“You have too.” He takes off the apron that’s covering his button down and dress pants and tosses it aside. “Come with me.”

Brandon catches my hand and pulls me out into the main bar and into the back room where he locks the door behind us. “You okay?”

“I’m fine, why?”

He grins, backing me against the door. “Because you’re running around panicking for no reason.”

“I—” the words die on my lips when he gives me a look. He’s right. I’ve been checking details over and over and over, nervous. People are already gathering outside for the party and I just want it to go well. After everything.

Brandon leans down and kisses me. Not a gentle kiss like when he teases me. It’s deliberate—a distraction from everything—and it’s working. His tongue slips against mine, drawing me out and begging me to focus on the here and now. The inevitable warmth that sinks through my skin as he runs his hands down my arms.

“It’s going to be perfect,” he says, pulling back.

“Are you sure?”

He nods. “I’m sure. But right now we actually have something else that we have to deal with.”

“What?”

“I was going to wait to do this later,” he says with a smile, “but suddenly I feel like now is the perfect time.”

“Brandon wh—”

He’s bending down in front of me, and I suddenly realize that he’s on one knee, and one of my hands is in his. My left one. Holy shit.

Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a ring. No box, it just rests in his palm. A beautiful red stone surrounded by tiny white ones that look like diamonds. My mind is completely blank. Is this actually happening?

“I know that by a lot of people’s standards, this is fast. But you and I have lived a lifetime in the seven months since we met, and I can’t imagine ever going back to a life without you.” He smiles and squeezes my hand. “Will you marry me?”

I blink at him for long moments. “Is this real?”

“It’s real.”

“Like you’re sure?” I ask. “I’m not hallucinating?”

He laughs, “Ellie—”

“Yes. Of course, yes.” I’ve never been as happy as I’ve been with Brandon these last six months. Even with him having to travel, he’s been with me more often than not. When he’s gone, Jack complains. I swear that he likes Brandon better than he likes me. “I’ll marry you.”

He slips the ring on my finger, and it’s perfect. Gorgeous. “Red,” he says, lifting it up so I can see. “I thought it was appropriate.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful.”

I blush as he kisses me, pressing me back against the door again. We sink into each other. There’s comfort in knowing that we’re forever, even if there are people waiting for us—some of them rooting for us to fail—right outside the door.

Brandon laughs against my lips. “And you’re still worried.”

“I can’t help it.”

He sighs in mock despair. “I guess there’s only one solution. I’m going to have to fuck the worry out of you.”

“Brandon, there are people here and people outside waiting to get in.”

“Then we better make it fast,” he says, unbuckling his pants.

I shake my head. “We can’t.”

Brandon lifts my chin so I’m looking at him. “That party out there is for us. In celebration of our success. We can do whatever the hell we want. And what I want? Is to make my fiancée come so she can’t think about anything else but my cock.”

“Fuck, Brandon.” I groan. The word fiancée does funny things to my insides that break down my resistance.

The dress I’m wearing for this party is long and flowing, and thin enough that I’m not wearing any underwear in fear of seeing the lines beneath. And he knows that—he was there when I got dressed.

Fingers slide down my hips, and he gathers my skirt higher and higher, still staring at me. “Say yes, Ellie.” Slipping his hand between my legs, he teases me, slowly dragging his fingers over my clit. My body responds to him like it always does. He knows how to play me like a first chair violinist. “I want to see if you feel different with that ring on your finger,” he whispers roughly.

“You know I won’t.”

“Only one way to find out.”

I shudder, and nod. I’m growing wet under his fingers, and he’s doing exactly what he wanted to—distracting me. He lifts me up and presses my back against the door, dress pooling around my hips, and eases into me until we’re locked together.

We stopped using condoms regularly a while ago, though I’m still on the pill. But both of us know that if something were to happen, neither of us would mind. And that right there is just one of the many reasons I know I want to marry him. The idea of starting a family in this town is no longer scary when he’s by my side.

And right now he feels so good as he starts to move. It’s been a couple days since we’ve been together, both exhausted from prepping for the day, and he just got back from a trip. I can’t believe I waited this long to have him inside me again.

“Still thinking about the party?” He asks.

“No.”

A smirk. “Good.”

The door jostles as he thrusts harder, and I can’t bring myself to care at all. The only thing that I can think about is him and the way he’s filling me up. It’s all too much and not enough, wringing pleasure from me and pushing it into me all at once.

“Next time you leave,” I force out the words, “This is the first thing on the agenda when you get home. It’s been too long.”

He slams his mouth down on mine, and kisses me breathless. “When we get home tonight I’ll be sure to make up for lost time.”

Brandon reaches between us, stroking my clit hard and fast, driving me up to the edge. He’s thrusting into me with force that makes me blind, not allowing me to hold back even for a second. I’m so ready for him after days of deprivation that I’m already shaking, shattering, and the only thing that keeps me from screaming is another brutal kiss.

He doesn’t stop. Fucking harder and faster, until I break. Ecstasy pours over me in a wave, golden light filling me up until it’s all I see. I moan into his mouth, trembling in his arms as the orgasm works its way through me and out. I’m falling into the aftershocks as he keeps going, his own pleasure hitting him seconds later.

Brandon groans, his lips falling to my neck as he fills me with heat. “You’re fucking incredible,” he whispers. “And now you’re all mine.”

“I’m all yours.”

We come to stillness and catch our breath. Holy fuck. I’m engaged, and I just had sex in the back of my bar. We were not subtle. Everyone probably knows. And I still don’t care. “I love you. So much.”

“And I love you. Now let’s go out there and have a kickers launch party, and enjoy the moment that we’ve worked hard for.”

And so we do. We clean up and put ourselves back together, and to everyone’s credit, they don’t say anything when we come into the main space, in spite of the fact that we were fucking against the door.

It’s Jenna that notices first. “Oh my god, is that what I think it is?” She’s pointing to the ring.

“Maybe,” I hold it up. “What do you think?”

She squeals and tackles me in a hug. “I’m so fucking happy for you!”

The staff notices too, and they’re happier than I imagined they would be. Brandon has been integral to Granny’s these last few months, and he’s a part of the family. It feels good to be surrounded by celebration, and I am calmer.

Dammit.

I hate that he was right.

“All right,” Jenna says, coming over to me in the swarm of people. “The display of sauce is ready, the line is around the block, and people are clamoring to get in here. You ready?”

I take Brandon’s hand. “Now or never.”

There’s no way we could have anticipated the amount of people that would show up. There’s way, way more than we could ever fit inside Granny’s. Even though we brought in more crates of sauce than we ever thought we could sell, we’re almost running out.

People stream in and out, and I swear the whole town has stopped by at some point to congratulate me. The old guard is set up in a corner around my grandmother, and she’s regaling her friends with her best stories like the queen she is. When I have a free moment, she waves me over.

“A little birdie told me that you have a new piece of jewelry.”

I offer my hand for her inspection. “I do.”

“Appropriate words,” she smiles. “Are you happy?”

“More than I ever hoped to be.”

Grandma nods. “I know. You can see it. It falls off you like glitter, Ellie. I’m happy for you.”

“Well I wouldn’t be here without you.”

She snorts. “Damn right. Now send that fiancé of yours over here with a shot of whiskey so I can give him a talking to.”

“Grandma.”

She smirks. “It’s going to happen sometime. Might as well be now when there are witnesses.”

“I want him in one piece,” I tell her, rolling my eyes.

There’s a bunch of bright flashes by the door, and some shouting as Kira walks into the party. This time there was no avoiding the paparazzi. Though amazingly, true to Kira’s word, they’ve left me alone. They really are truly afraid of her.

I wave. “You came!”

“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss this.” She sweeps me into a hug and the cameras flash again.

Brandon appears by my side. “Glad you could make it.”

She smiles. “Me too.”

“Oh, fiancé,” I say to Brandon. “My grandmother has demanded your presence and a shot of whiskey. I think she’s going to put the fear of god into you.”

He chuckles and pulls me close to kiss my temple. “Nothing I can’t handle,” he says, and starts weaving through the crowd to get that shot.

Kira grabs my hand as soon as he’s gone. “When did this happen?!”

“About an hour ago.”

“Holy shit, congratulations!” She hugs me again and then pulls me over to the bar and waves down one of my very busy employees. “We need a shot, because you’re celebrating. We’re both celebrating. In more ways than one.”

She hands me the drink, and I raise an eyebrow. “Is there something that I don’t know?”

Kira grins. “Actually, there is. I dug a little deeper into our mutual unfortunate acquaintance. And as it turns out, his phone wasn’t hacked at all.”

“What?” I stare at her. “What does that mean?”

“It means that the asshole realized that he was getting in too deep with both of us and needed a way out that didn’t make him look like a total fucking prick. He leaked those photos of you to set you up. Which, coincidentally, is very much against the law. Specifically, the whole bunch of new sex crime laws that New York passed last year.”

“I…” I shake my head. “What the fuck.”

She checks her phone. “As of about…six hours ago, Chris Sterling was arrested. By morning it’s going to be on every tabloid in the known world, and people are abandoning his brand like rats on a sinking ship.”

Kira clinks her shot against mine and throws it back. And I take mine too. “I’m equally horrified and happy about that.”

“As you should be. But celebrate it, because your star is rising, baby, and we’re gonna help you shine.”

Brandon’s hand slips around my waist. “We’re in the clear,” he says softly.

“I did tell her I needed you in one piece.”

“I appreciate that.”

Kira grabs a glass and a fork and taps on it until the entire bar goes quiet. “Here’s to the happy couple, and the future of Granny’s!”

The whole party cheers, and emotion washes over me. I never imagined that things could be this perfect, and when Brandon leans down to kiss me, I know that it’s going to stay that way.
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