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    To my readers.


Thanks for taking the ride with me.
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Chapter 1
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Cal

12 years earlier

I was never living this down.

It was bad enough that I had let Ellie talk me into finally teaching her to drive at age 18 – that alone was going to earn me a world of shit from her brother and my friends – but now she was in the process of getting her very first speeding ticket. 

I’d always known that my complete inability to say no to this girl was going to bite me in the ass someday. Apparently, that day was today. 

I wasn’t sure how she could get a ticket since she didn’t even have a license yet, just a learner’s permit, but the officer had taken that and the registration and insurance documents and walked back to his car without so much as blinking an eye at Ellie’s sweet smile or her big, brown eyes. I’d known Ellie since she was a baby and, at 21, had many years of experience knowing how impossible they were to resist. The officer, though, gave no sign that they’d had any impact on him at all.   

Ellie sat with her hands gripping the top of the steering wheel, her forehead resting against them.

“Oh, this is bad,” she groaned. “This is so, so bad.” She rolled her head to the side and peered at me through the long, brown hair that spilled across her face. “Right?” 

I hated to crush the tiny bit of hope in that question, but...

“It’s not good.”

She groaned and rested her forehead on her hands again. 

“What if they don’t let me get my license?” She sat back and looked at me, those brown eyes now filled with worry. “How am I going to get around campus, let alone get around town?” 

It was a fair question. In a few weeks, Ellie was headed off to college at a large state school several hours away on a full-ride volleyball scholarship. There was a campus shuttle system, but realistically she’d need a car to get around. She’d used that fact to persuade me to teach her to drive. She hadn’t needed to learn before now because either her big brother – my best friend, Dante – or one of the guys had always been there to take her wherever she needed to go. Dante and I had been friends since elementary school, along with my twin, Kendrick, and our other friend, Jamey. We considered each other brothers and Ellie our collective little sister. We’d nicknamed her “princess” almost from day one. We teased her endlessly as only big brothers can do, and she gave it right back. We also watched out for her, which drove her crazy more often than not. 

She loved us all and we loved her back, but she was ready to take on the world without us. As she’d been telling us for years, she wasn’t a little girl anymore. She was more than ready to do her own thing. I was proud of her – we all were – but that didn’t mean I could ignore the twist in my heart every time I thought of her out there on her own. 

“Guess you should have thought of that before you gunned it, speedy,” I said dryly. 

Before she could respond, I saw the officer approaching the car again in the side mirror. He either needed some more information from Ellie or he’d written her citation at lightning speed. 

“He’s coming back. Whatever you do, don’t be a baby and cry.” 

I’d said it to shake Ellie out of her funk and it had the intended effect. She sat up straight and whipped her head toward me, eyes narrowed and color high in her cheeks. 

A jolt of attraction shot through me, taking me completely off guard. 

I had about two stunned seconds to wonder what the hell had just happened before Ellie turned to face the officer as he drew even with her still-open window. Her expression was now calm and collected, while I suddenly felt anything but. 

“Alright, young lady. I’m letting you go with a verbal warning.” Even without her facing me, I could see the tension drain out of Ellie at his words. “Slow down and be careful. No need to get you and your boyfriend there in a wreck.”

His words were enough to pull my attention away from the lightning strike that had hit me seconds before. 

Boyfriend? What was that about?

“Thank you, sir.” Ellie accepted the documents back from the officer with a smile, then laughed as she handed them to me to put back in the car’s glove box. 

“My boyfriend? You? Can you imagine?” 

The weird thing was...for a second, I almost could.

I shook that thought away and grinned back at her.

“Right. Because what I really need in my life is a crazy girl who drives too fast and always get her way.” 

Ellie laughed again as she checked for traffic, then pulled back out onto the road from the shoulder. 

“Well, lucky you, then because you already have me.”

“Uh-huh, lucky me.” 

I said it with all the sarcasm of an older brother, but I knew it was true. Ellie was a special girl – loving, smart, and curious as the proverbial cat, not to mention a fierce competitor. I was very lucky to have her in my life. 

And if the thought of the nameless, faceless guy who would someday have her in his life as his girlfriend instead as his sister made my gut clench and my heart squeeze in my chest a little? That was just the protective older brother in me. It was nothing more than that.      
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Cal

Eight years earlier

There’s no other high in the world like performing in front of a packed house. 

The lights beat down, the sweat poured off me, and there was nowhere else on earth I’d rather be. 

My band, named Stone Cold Believer after the 38 Special lyric, was in the middle our first real tour. We were playing to crowds bigger than we’d ever seen before – close to 3,000 a night – and selling out everywhere we went. We’d signed our first major recording deal, had an agent and publicist, and felt like fucking rockstars. 

We were finally – fucking finally – living our dream after years of busting our asses booking gigs, loading and unloading equipment, praying our piece of shit van got us to our shows and back, and making next to nothing for the privilege of playing anywhere and everywhere to anyone who would listen.    

We’d worked our tails off, paid our dues, and come out the other side. Call me a cocky asshole, but we deserved every bit of our success. Our tour bus wasn’t the top-of-the-line yet and we weren’t exactly a household name, but we were on our way. 

And tonight...tonight was a night I’d been looking forward to for a long time. Kendrick, Jamey, and Dante were at the show. Behind my drum kit with the stage lights shining in my eyes, I hadn’t been able to find them in the crowd yet. Kendrick had texted me when they’d arrived, though, so I knew they were there. 

Our lead singer, Aydin, ran around the stage like a madman as I counted us off into our final song. Our lead guitarist, Kyle, and bass player, Moses, joined in, and the crowd lost their minds as they screamed our lyrics back to us. All I could hear over the beat of my drums were Aydin’s vocals and the roar that was the crowd singing along with him. As always, it was a little surreal, like a moment straight out of the fantasies I’d had as a kid. 

Three and a half minutes later, the song crashed to an end and I stood, arms raised in the air while the crowd continued to roar. I joined the rest of the band at the front of the stage, waved to our fans, then followed Kyle and Moses as they headed backstage. Aydin stayed on stage for a minute or two, high-fiving fans before running back to join us. 

“Fuck yeah! We kicked fucking ass!” Aydin screamed, jumping up and down, flying high on adrenaline and the many Vegas bomb shots he always slammed during the shows. He grabbed Kyle around the neck and kissed him on the side of the head. Kyle shoved Aydin away, straight into Moses, who wrapped him up in a headlock to settle his ass down. 

I laughed at their dumb antics as I screwed the top off a bottle of water someone had handed to me. I was just raising it to take a drink when I spotted Kendrick making his way toward me through the growing crowd backstage. 

Almost as soon as I saw him, my attention was snagged by the stunning brunette following him, with Dante and Jamey following along behind her. She was looking down – maybe watching where she was walking – so I couldn’t see her face, but her long, dark curls spilled over the nicest pair of tits I’d seen in a while. 

Who was this woman? The black tank top and tight jeans she wore fit her curves to perfection. My mouth practically watered as I watched her walk toward me. I could almost feel the silky smoothness of her skin under my hands as I peeled away that tank top and...

Shit, I had to get myself under control. Whoever she was, she obviously belonged to one of the guys. That was the only reason for her to be here with them. I couldn’t believe I didn’t know that one of them had started dating somebody, but whoever she was, thinking about her the way I just had been was 100% a no go.

They had nearly reached me when the woman raised her head and smiled at me. The second I saw her face, my heart stopped in my chest. 

The stunning brunette with the smokin’ hot body was none other than Ellie. 

The woman I’d always considered my little sister. 

The woman I could hardly tear my eyes away from.

She’d always been pretty, but this? True, I hadn’t seen her for months, maybe even close to a year with one thing or another going on. When had she turned from sweet, pretty Ellie into this beautiful creature with curves any man would die to get his hands on? 

I raised the bottle of water I held and emptied it over my head. Anything to wake me up from whatever parallel universe I’d slipped into for the past few seconds.

As they reached me, Ellie stepped in front of Kendrick with a grin.  

“Surprised to see me?” 

Yeah, I guess you could say that. 

As I nodded mutely, trying not to look as staggered as I felt, Ellie moved in to hug me. I held my hands out to ward her off while I fought against running my eyes the length of her gorgeous body again. 

“No hugs, princess. I’m covered in sweat.” And if I felt her body pressed against mine right then, I had no clue what I might do.

“Not to mention the bottle of water you just poured over your head.” Ellie shook her head and rolled her eyes at me, a little smartass gesture she’d made a thousand times before in our lives. Why did it suddenly make me want to grab her and cover her mouth with mine? “Fine, then.” Ellie put her hand on the exposed skin of my bicep and raised up on her toes to kiss my cheek, while the brush of her soft breast against my arm made my cock stir with interest. “Don’t let this go to your head” – little did she know something was certainly going to one of my heads – “but you were absolutely amazing.”

“Thanks, princess.” I steeled myself to kiss her cheek in return, forcing myself to pull away rather than linger where I was, my lips pressed against her skin, inhaling the scent of her hair. I turned to my brothers. 

That’s right, I reminded myself. Ellie was my sister. These were my brothers. And they’d kick my sorry ass from here to tomorrow if they knew the thoughts that had been running through my head.

After handshakes and back slaps all around, I excused myself to take a quick shower. I was in desperate need of one to clean up – almost as much as I needed a minute to myself to get my mind right. I took the fastest shower on record, fighting the whole time against the urge to rub one out with images of Ellie filling my mind. There was no fucking way I’d allow myself to use Ellie that way. She deserved better and I knew I’d never be able to look her or the guys in the eye if I let myself give in, no matter how tempted I was. 

Feeling more myself after getting cleaned up, I headed back to the after-party still going full speed backstage. 

Where the first thing I saw was my bandmate, Moses, leaning on the wall next to Ellie, standing way too close and chatting away, his eyes pinned on her while she smiled up at him. A wave of possessiveness unlike anything I’d ever felt before surged through me. 

I clenched my jaw against it and fought for control. 

It wasn’t possessiveness. Ellie wasn’t mine, not that way, anyhow. It was protectiveness. Ellie was mine to protect, to take care; she had been for most of her life. 

She was mine and Dante’s, Kendrick’s and Jamey’s. Speaking of which, where the hell were they while Moses was cozying up to her?    

I scanned the room until I locked eyes with Dante standing a little distance away from Ellie, talking with the band’s agent, Myla, along with Jamey and Kendrick. Myla was a big boxing fan and Dante was a pro boxer, so I wasn’t surprised she’d cornered him. Dante gave me a chin lift, letting me know he was keeping an eye on Ellie while giving her a little space. I wasn’t sure about the space part, but I knew I needed to follow his lead. If Ellie wanted to spend time talking with Moses, that was her call. He was a decent guy and, more than that, he wasn’t a player. He also wasn’t stupid. Dante was making no secret about the fact that he was watching Ellie. Moses wouldn’t have missed his attention, or the looks Kendrick and Jamey were periodically shooting his way. 

Aydin was amusing himself with a couple female fans in the corner, while our publicist, Alison, watched him like a hawk while she talked with another group of fans. Poor Alison had the unenviable job of trying to keep our lead singer in line. He never meant to go off the rails, but his hyper energy and utter lack of impulse control led to trouble more often than not. 

I wandered over to join my friends, deliberately choosing a spot with my back toward Ellie and Moses. The other guys were watching over her. My eyes weren’t needed on her, and I couldn’t guarantee they would stay where they should.  

A few minutes later, I felt a bump against my shoulder and looked over to see that Ellie and Moses had joined us. She still stood too close to Moses for my liking and I crossed my arms over my chest to keep myself from pulling her closer to my side. Moses’ amused eyes met mine over her head and I realized he could read every thought running through my head. Maybe he was amused by it, but I wasn’t. If he could read me, so could my friends. I needed to lock it down before one of them noticed and asked what the fuck was wrong with me. 

That thought screeched to a halt as Ellie touched me again, this time reaching out to give my bicep a squeeze. 

“Ooo, these are big. You’ve been working out.” 

She was teasing, and I knew it. Even if it hadn’t been 100% clear from the way she said it, this was what we did. Ellie and I had always given each other as much crap as we possibly could. 

She was teasing. That was all. I knew it as well as everyone standing there with us. 

Yet that still didn’t stop my entire body from sitting up and taking notice. I had put on muscle, both from working out and from the amount of time I’d spent playing over the past few weeks. Ellie’s touch, her focus on me – the fact that she had noticed, and commented on it...

I was saved from replying when Myla piped up. 

“Eh, I don’t know. Dante’s a lot bigger.” 

Ellie laughed and shook her head. 

“That’s his job, though. He’s a professional boxer. He has to be in amazing shape.”

“Hey, now. Let’s not forget your man, Moses, over here.” Moses pulled up the sleeve of his t-shirt and flexed, showing off some guns that honestly weren’t bad for a bass player who’d never met a workout he didn’t hate. 

Ellie’s attention swung to Moses, and I was caught between being grateful and wanting to reach out and pull her eyes back to me. Ellie fake oohed and aahed at Moses, while the guys laughed, and Myla gave Moses shit for what she called Moses’ “pathetic display.” From there things escalated quickly, turning into a round of good-natured trash-talking that even drew Aydin from across the room to jump into the fray. 

I caught Moses’ eye over Ellie’s head again, and as he gave me the slightest of chin lifts, I realized he’d done it on purpose. He’d gotten everybody going and, in the process, taken the attention off me, at least for the moment. He’d done me a favor and I owed him. Then he glanced down at Ellie where she still stood between us, laughing and joking with the whole group, and looked back up at me, one eyebrow raised in question. I wasn’t sure what he was asking. Was it whether I was going to act on my sudden crazy attraction to Ellie? Or whether he was in the clear to act on his? The answer to both was hell no. Moses and I were touring musicians, men in our mid-twenties just beginning to live the rockstar dream, with everything we’d worked for coming true in front of us and nothing and no one to hold us back. Even though she was only a few years younger, Ellie was a college student, a smart, beautiful young woman still figuring out what direction she wanted her life to take. No matter who the individuals in question were, those two things went together like oil and water – they just didn’t mix.            

Yet none of that changed the fact that I was suddenly seeing the woman I’d always considered my little sister in a very different way.
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Ellie

Current day

“What is it you said you do, again, Allie?”

“It’s Ellie.” It was the third time I’d told him that. “I co-own a cake shop, Celebration Cakes.” I’d told him that, too. 

“A cake shop.” Tristan, my date for the evening, repeated the words back to me as if weighing them in his mind. “So, a bakery?”

“Sort of, except we specialize in cakes. Wedding, birthday, anniversary – any occasion, really.” 

Tristan frowned across the table at me. 

“Only cakes?” 

Was that really so difficult to grasp? It seemed pretty straightforward to me. 

“Yes, only cakes. That’s what both my business partner, Jo, and I enjoy doing, so that’s the focus of our business.”

“Huh.” Tristan shook his head like a business focused on making and selling cakes was one of the stranger things he’d ever heard of. “And you make a living doing that?”

Okay, now I was annoyed. Tristan had unknowingly hit a sore spot.

“We’re just starting out” – far more slowly than we had planned – “but yes, once we’re in full swing, we should do just fine.”

“Huh,” Tristan said again. “Sounds more like a hobby than a job.” 

“Excuse me?” 

That had come out a little snippier than I intended, but like I said, sore spot.

“Sorry, no offense.” Tristan raised both hands in the universal symbol for ‘I apologize, don’t hit me.’ “Obviously, you would know the numbers far better than me, but it sounds like a fun little side business, not your career.” 

No offense? Why did people always say that right before making a comment clearly designed to be offensive?

I briefly considered dumping the remainder of my dinner in his lap and telling him where he could put his unsolicited opinions, but I fought back the impulse. We’d been having an okay time up until then, and I wasn’t ready to pull the ripcord on the evening just yet. 

I finished off my drink, taking a second to make sure I didn’t bite his head off when I responded. 

“Well, as you said, you haven’t seen the numbers.”

I gave myself a mental pat on the back for my calm, cool tone without even a hint of bitchiness peeking through.  

The ringing of Tristan’s cell phone saved him from responding and me from listening to any more of his unwanted opinions about my business, both literal and figurative.  

Tristan pulled the phone from his pocket and checked the number before pushing back from the table. 

“I’m sorry. I need to take this.” 

I nodded to let him know I understood. Tristan owned a security company, and he’d warned me when I’d agreed to the date that he may receive an urgent call that he couldn’t ignore. Tristan walked toward the front of the restaurant – I assumed looking for a quieter place to take the call – and I gave him points for stepping away. That was at least better than taking the call there at the table.

I sat looking around the restaurant as Tristan’s comments repeated in my mind. The truth was he’d hit right at the core of my worries. At the moment, Celebration Cakes was costing a lot and bringing in only a little. There were a lot of reasons for that, but bottom line wasn’t looking good. 

I quickly hit the mental brakes to stop myself from following that train of thought. It would only depress me and the whole point of this evening was to make me feel better. I’d decided to jump back into the dating world after a bit of a hiatus – okay, maybe more than a bit – and see if I could at least make some progress there while Jo and I worked every angle we could think of to get Celebration Cakes to really take off. 

Turning my thoughts away from all that, I turned my attention back to the restaurant. My friends Kendrick, Cal, and Jamey owned a pub on the other side of town, and I could never help making comparisons whenever I was out somewhere else. This place was nice enough, and featured both a bar and food like the pub did, but in my opinion it couldn’t compare to Brothers Pub. Granted, I was the tiniest bit biased given that I loved the guys like brothers, but a lot of people agreed with me. The pub was wildly popular, even more so now that Cal was getting their live music venue up and going.  

I distracted myself as well as I could, but as Tristan’s absence stretched, my irritation grew. Our waiter cleared away our plates and checked on me several times, which was nice except for the pity in his eyes. I was debating between ordering the most outrageously expensive dessert on the menu or simply leaving and calling for a ride home when Tristan reappeared. 

“I apologize, but I need to head out.”

Tristan pulled several bills from his wallet and laid them on the table before looking at me. 

“Would you mind calling a rideshare to take you home? Your place is in the wrong direction of where I need to go and...”

I cut him off with a wave of my hand. 

“You go. I’ll be fine.” 

“Alright.” Tristan leaned down and kissed my cheek before I could shift away. “Have a good night, Allie.” 

I stared at Tristan’s back as he walked away. This was a first. I’d never had a man end a date quite so abruptly before. I wondered for a second if his “emergency” was actually a bail out call from a friend. It seemed legit given his business, but who knew? I wasn’t sure of the etiquette in this situation. Was there even etiquette for this? Somehow, I didn’t think Emily Post or Miss Manners would find themselves in this position. 

I was saved by the same wonderful waiter who had been keeping an eye on me the whole evening. 

“It looked like your friend needed to go. Is there anything I can get you?” 

So many things sprang to mind – a business that wasn’t sucking away my life savings; a decent date who remembered my name for more than two seconds; a gigantic glass of wine and an entire cheesecake. Of course, I didn’t ask for any of those things, though I thought my new waiter friend may have understood. 

Instead, I asked for the check, reluctantly gave Tristan silent credit for leaving more than enough money to cover the bill and a generous tip, and then walked myself out. 

As I waited for my ride, I thought about my options for the evening. It wasn’t late – Tristan and I had just barely finished our meals when he’d received the bat signal and had to rush off to save the day. I snickered to myself at that snarky thought even as I shook my head at my pathetic love life. 

Maybe I’d head home, put on comfy pajamas, hit the emergency ice cream stash, and watch something dumb and funny. 

Or maybe I’d head someplace where I knew I’d find people who were happy to see me.

My ride pulled up in front of me and I made my decision. I checked to make sure the driver matched her photo, then slid into the back seat with a request. 

“Instead of the address I gave you, would you be able to take me to Brothers Pub?”      

––––––––
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER I pushed through the front door of my home away from home. 

Brothers Pub had originally been Kendrick’s dream and he’d convinced Jamey and Cal to come along for the ride. Jamey – the pub’s head chef – had been all-in since day one; Cal had invested early, but only recently started working at the pub regularly, both bartending and doing the office work, like Kendrick did. On this Saturday night the pub was as packed as ever. 

I spotted Kendrick behind the bar and made my way over. He saw me coming and met me at the end of the bar for a hug. 

“It’s good to see you, princess. I didn’t think you’d be in tonight.” 

I sighed as I thought about my latest dating disappointment. 

“I didn’t, either, but...here I am.” 

“Hm, sounds like a story. There’s a spot down near Amy’s end of the bar if you want to see if you can squeeze in there. I’ll come talk when things ease up a little.” 

Amy spotted me the second I started her way and pointed to the empty bar stool Kendrick had mentioned. Amy was the pub’s best bartender – not that I’d tell Kendrick or Cal that – and their longest-term employee. She slid my usual, a cherry whiskey sour, in front of me as I climbed up on the bar stool and gave me a wink before moving off to help customers down the bar.

I sipped my drink and looked around the space, still getting used to the recent changes that had been made. A few months earlier, my former best friend and Kendrick’s ex, Julia, had started a fire to get revenge on him for cheating on her and me for betraying her, neither of which happened anywhere but in her head. Along with the repairs from the fire, they had renovated the space next door to host events and live music. Overall, it looked great, even if it still felt a bit different.

I chatted with some of the regulars I knew and with Amy when she had a minute or two between customers. I’d always admired Amy. She was smart and successful, with a career she loved and a beautiful home that she shared with the love of her life. Everything I wanted, but at the age of not quite 30, hadn’t been able to achieve. Not even one part of it. I knew everyone’s path in life was different, but it shouldn’t be this hard, right? It seemed like everyone around me had figured out both the couplehood thing and the career thing. My brother, Dante, and his fiancée, Mia; Jamey and his girlfriend, Meg; Kendrick and my friend and business partner, Jo; and Dante’s business partner, Dev, and his fiancée, Holly – each couple had found their soulmate in each other and were all rocking their chosen career. Couldn’t I figure out at least one of those things? To be fair, Jo was in the same boat I was with Celebration Cakes, but she was starting over after a divorce, so it wasn’t quite the same. 

That left me and Cal. 

Cal had the career part figured out – he was tour manager for the southern rock band, Lazy Gray, and while they were in the studio recording, he was lining up a slate of artists for the pub’s new live music schedule. As for the “love of your life” part, Cal was a seasoned flirt who showed no interest in settling on one woman anytime soon. Which was sad, really. When Cal loved, he loved hard. He was thoughtful, and sweet, and there for you no matter what. He’d make someone an amazing boyfriend, and even husband, if he ever decided that’s what he wanted. I’d never known him to give any one woman his time and attention for very long, though, so who knew what the future held there. 

So really, that left me. 

That depressing thought was interrupted by an arm across my shoulders. I looked up to see Jamey frowning down at me. My brother and the guys were all over six feet tall. Even though I was about 5’7”, they had always towered over me. They’d all grown up to be ridiculously good-looking, too, the main difference between them being that Jamey was light, with short, blond hair and very blue eyes, while Dante, Kendrick and Cal were all dark.    

“Why didn’t you text and tell me you were here? I would have made sure to come out and see you earlier.” 

I looped my arm around Jamey’s waist for a hug. 

“I know you’re busy. I didn’t want to bother you.” 

“Never too busy for you, El. Do you want anything to eat?” 

I was tempted – Jamey’s food was so very good – but declined. 

“Are you sure? We have these amazing cake flights available from a local small business.” 

That got a smile out of me as Jamey had known it would. Kendrick, Cal, and Jamey had taken a chance on me and Jo, agreeing to feature Celebration Cakes products almost before we were even up and running. Michael, the main baker and dessert chef at the pub, had come up with the idea of cake flights, which had been a huge hit. They were one of the pub’s best sellers, and currently Celebration Cakes’ most reliable source of income.

Again, I was tempted – our red velvet cake, my personal favorite, could cheer me out of almost any funk – but I resisted. 

Jamey stayed and talked as long as he could before he had to head back to the kitchen, then I was back to my thoughts. I people-watched a little in the big mirror behind the bar, politely turned down two offers to buy me a drink, and mostly, tried to keep my mind off my worries. 

Finally, the crowd thinned out and Kendrick came over to visit. 

“Sorry, that took a lot longer than I thought it would.” 

I stirred the swizzle stick around in the virgin cocktail I’d switched to after my whiskey sour – essentially soda water, cherry juice, and cherries – and shook my head at Kendrick’s apology. 

“I was fine. It’s been forever since I got to just sit and enjoy this place. It’s good that you’re busy.”

“It is.” Kendrick rolled his shoulders like they were tight. “It’s like the fire got our name out there and brought us even more business.” A huge grin lit up Kendrick’s face. “That fact would piss Julia off to no end.” 

Kendrick was right. Julia would hate it if she knew. Maybe she did. She’d taken off the night of the fire and still hadn’t been found. For my part, I hoped she was far, far away and that she stayed there. 

“No doubt about that,” I finally responded, as Kendrick took a closer look at me. 

“Not that you don’t always look great, but you look like you’re dressed for a date.” 

I sighed again as I had earlier, thinking again about what a non-event my date had been. 

“I am...well, was. Earlier.” 

“And?” 

“Meh.” 

Kendrick chuckled at whatever expression was showing on my face. 

“Well, that’s a look of excitement if I’ve ever seen one. What happened?” 

What hadn’t? 

Rather than answer, I rested my elbow on the bar, chin in hand, and asked Kendrick a question of my own. 
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