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Jo

“We need to talk.” 

Have those four words ever been followed by good news? 

In the history of the world, has anyone ever said those words, then followed them up with something the other person actually wanted to hear? 

I supposed it was possible.

Was it true in my case? 

No. No, it wasn’t. 

I was in the majority here – the people who heard those four words followed by others that rocked their world. 

In my case, that came in the form of four more words, equally simple and devastating. 

“I want a divorce.” 

I stared at my husband in shock, absolutely certain that I’d misheard him. 

He stood in the doorway of our home office, across the room from where I sat at my desk working on invoices for our custom woodworking business. It was late afternoon and Xavier had just returned from a run. With sweat darkening his shirt, he looked like the guy in every ad you’ve ever seen for a running shoe or protein drink – a healthy, athletic, handsome man in his prime. 

A man I’d been married to for more than six years. 

A man who now, apparently, wanted to divorce me. 

––––––––
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THE NEXT FEW WEEKS passed in a blur. Both my attorney and Xavier’s were adamant that neither of us should move out, even temporarily, so Xavier and I coexisted, inhabiting the same space while having as little contact as possible. Thankfully we had a large home, but it was still beyond strange.

Work was even worse. We tried going into the office on alternate days, but there were times when being there at the same time was unavoidable. We did our best not to make it weird or hard on the staff, but the reality was that the whole situation was weird and hard – on everybody. 

We agreed – through the lawyers, of course – that Xavier would keep the business. Though we had both worked hard to grow it over the years, the business had started as Xavier’s alone, and I felt it was only right that it should continue that way. That, along with his car, personal belongings, and several pieces of furniture were the only things Xavier had asked to keep. Whether out of guilt, a desire to get the divorce finalized quickly, or because Xavier was, at his core, a good man, he had agreed that everything else would go to me. The house and most of its contents, my car, some lakefront property a few hours away where we’d planned to build a vacation home someday – Xavier signed all of it over to me. 

Almost before I could process what was happening, I was free. 

Funny word, free.

It sounds so positive, as if I could go anywhere and do anything I wanted. Like the world was full of possibilities, all of them open to me. I had no one I had to ask or consult, no one else’s needs to consider, nothing in my way. 

I was free. 

For me, it felt a lot like being lost. Adrift. Alone to figure out my own way. 

All things I’d never been or done before. 

Never in my wildest dreams had I expected to find myself in that position – divorced and jobless, just a few months after my 30th birthday.

I hadn’t wanted the divorce. I hadn’t fought it – what would have been the point? – but I hadn’t wanted it. 

I’d thought my marriage was solid. I’d met Xavier just before I’d graduated from college. He was a few years older and working for a custom builder at that point while doing woodworking on the side. We’d dated for about a year, then gotten engaged and married all in one whirlwind week in Las Vegas while we were there for a builders’ convention. We didn’t have the money for a big wedding anyway, and Xavier’s proposal right in front of the little chapel where we ended up being married was the most romantic thing anyone had ever done for me. 

The business had taken off in the years that followed and we’d fallen into a rhythm. Xavier was a hard worker who had a crazy talent for woodworking. We had decided quickly that if we were ever going to spend much time together it made most sense for me to work with Xavier. He was a good man and a great husband. We had fun together and made a great team. Our sex life had been good, or so I’d thought, and we had loved each other. 

But none of that had been enough. 

When Xavier had asked for the divorce he’d said that he’d realized there was something missing in our marriage. That we were missing a “spark” that other couples had. Even now, I still didn’t really know what he meant by that. If he meant some grand, crazy passion where we couldn’t keep our hands off each other and couldn’t get our clothes off fast enough when we were together, then he was right. We had never been that way with each other. We’d had an active sex life and the sex had been good, but I’d never felt like I would die if I didn’t have Xavier inside me. 

Everyone knew that kind of thing only happened in movies and books. Or if it did happen in real life, it was fleeting, an inferno that blazed one moment and died the next. Maybe that worked for affairs or one-time hookups – I wouldn’t know since I’d never had either – but it certainly wasn’t what lasting relationships were built on. 

––––––––
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AS I THOUGHT ABOUT it now, a little more than a year later, it still had the power to make me angry. The thought that Xavier had thrown our marriage away over something so ridiculous made me wonder if I’d ever really known him at all. 

But that was all irrelevant now. That was the past. I was focused on my future, especially the business I was opening with my new business partner, Ellie Ortiz.

Ellie and I had met in a cooking class many months earlier and bonded over our mutual love of cake. Baking cakes, decorating cakes, eating cake – we both loved everything to do with it. We’d signed up for a baking class together and the initial idea for our cake shop was born. Ellie had already quit her job as a project administrator, I was still at loose ends after the divorce, and the more we talked about the cake shop, the more excited we got. Finally, we decided to take the jump together. We’d planned for months. It was time to put those plans into motion.  

I’d sold my house; packed what I’d need for the move to Lark, Kentucky; and put the rest of my things in storage. After all the planning, today was the day. As I zipped up the last of my bags, I shook away thoughts of Xavier and my failed marriage and let thoughts of the adventure ahead fill my mind.
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Chapter 2
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Jo

One week later

This was stupid.

Okay, maybe not stupid, but almost certainly unnecessary. 

I was sitting in my car in the parking lot of the apartment complex where I was meeting Ellie. Well, not just Ellie.... Ellie and her brother. And her brother’s fiancée. And three other men Ellie considered family, and her brother’s business partner, and their significant others. All very important people in Ellie’s life. 

I was meeting them all at once. I was so nervous I couldn’t make myself get out of the car. 

Ellie had made it sound so casual. Come hang out with us, she’d said. You can meet the whole gang. 

It had sounded like a good idea at the time. Now? Now I wondered what the hell I had been thinking. 

I wasn’t normally a shy person. Both my grandmother, for whom I was named, and my father had held public office. As a result, my two brothers and I had learned very young how to converse with people we didn’t know well or at all, how to conduct ourselves in a myriad of settings, and how to find our space and feel comfortable in a crowd. I could network with the best of them. Those skills had served me very well in the business I’d had with Xavier and I expected they would continue to do so in my business with Ellie. 

But this...this was different. Ellie was my business partner, yes, but she had also quickly become a good friend. If her family and other friends didn’t like me, it would be awkward at best. I knew I could seem a little standoffish when I first met people, but that was just my natural reserve. Ellie had told me that this group was warm, friendly, a little loud at times, and above all, accepting. I could only hope that they’d give me a minute or two to get my bearings before expecting me to jump in. 

Resolving to do my best, I slipped the strap of my bag over my shoulder and reached for the box of mini cakes on the seat beside me. Ellie and I were still deciding what our standard flavors would be at our cake shop, so I’d brought along a box full of samples for the group to try. If nothing else, the samples should score me some points with the group. It’s hard to dislike someone who brings you cake, right?

––––––––
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“WOULD IT HELP IF I went through it all a second time? Ellie threw a lot at you pretty quickly.” 

I gave Mia, who was sitting next to me, a grateful smile. 

“If you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it.” Ellie, in her excitement, had introduced everyone at lightning speed. I’d followed her for the first few introductions, but after that it became a bit of a blur. “I’ve heard all your names before – Ellie talks about you all a lot – but I got a little lost putting faces to names and remembering how everybody’s connected.” 

“Don’t worry about it at all. I’ll walk you through it again, but if you forget, just ask. No one in this group is going to mind in the least.”

Mia straightened and looked around the group. They were eating and drinking, talking and laughing, all seemingly having multiple conversations at once. I could see why Ellie loved them all, but they were a bit much to take in all at once.

“The easiest place to start is the guys. Dante, Cal, and Jamey” – Mia pointed to three of the men in succession, one clean-shaven with close-cropped hair, one with short dark hair and dark scruff, and one with blond hair, blond scruff, colorful tattoos covering both arms, and the prettiest blue eyes I’d ever seen on a man – “have all been friends since childhood. Kendrick, Cal’s fraternal twin, is part of that group, too. He’ll be here at some point. Dante is, of course, Ellie’s big brother and also my fiancé. And Dev” – she pointed to a truly huge man sitting across from us with a much younger-looking blonde sitting on his lap – “is Dante’s business partner. The woman on his lap is Holly, his fiancée. Next to them is Meg” – a beautiful, curvy blonde – “my best friend since childhood and Jamey’s girlfriend.” 

“I’m surprised and happy to say that I actually had most of that right in my head.” I returned Mia’s grin. “Thank you, though. The way you explained how everybody fits together will help me remember.” 

“Good, I’m glad it helped. We’re all really happy that Ellie’s moving home to Lark. Dante has worried like crazy about her living an hour away. Ellie might have told you, but Dante is just the tiniest bit overprotective.” 

Oh yeah, I’d heard. About Dante and about the others. 

“The way Ellie tells it, they all are. All except Dev.”  

Mia didn’t hesitate to agree. 

“When it comes to Ellie, that’s true.”  

For a moment, we both watched Ellie as she leaned across her brother to rib Jamey about something. 

“Maybe now that they’ll be seeing her more, they’ll see that she’s all grown up. That she knows what she’s doing and can take care of herself.” We continued to watch Ellie for another moment in silence. “Either that or she’ll just keep making them crazy, but from close-up now instead of from farther away.” 

Mia laughed and Dante’s eyes swung toward her as if pulled by an invisible thread, the look he gave her brimming with love and affection. 

“My bet is on that last one.”

After meeting these men, I had to agree. Each of them had “protector” written all over them. If Kendrick was anything like the others, Ellie had her work cut out for her convincing them she could stand on her own two feet. 

“Mine, too. And I think she’ll have fun doing it.” 

Mia turned to look at me as we shared another grin. Looking at Ellie again, then back at me, she gave a nod of approval.

“I like you, Jo. You’re going to fit right in.”  
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Chapter 3
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Kendrick

I was late, but that was nothing new. 

I sat in the lot of the apartment complex where my friends lived, waiting for a call back from Michael, one of the staff at the pub my twin brother, Callahan, and I owned. Michael was second in command to our friend, Jamey, in the kitchen of the pub. Michael and I been talking on my drive over, trying to untangle an issue we were having with one of our vendors. Michael had needed to end the call to deal with a minor kitchen crisis, so now I was waiting for him to call back so we could resolve the vendor issue before I joined my friends.

While I waited I sent a text to Ellie to let her know I’d be up in few minutes. We were all meeting her new business partner today and I knew she was nervous about it. 

I couldn’t be happier that Ellie was moving home. Ellie was the younger sister of Dante, one of my best friends since childhood. Cal and I met Dante Ortiz and Jamey MacGregor in grade school and became instant best friends in the way you can only do at that age. Over the years, we’d all come to consider each other brothers. Ellie, almost four years younger than Dante and the only female child in any of our families, had become our collective baby sister, whether she liked it or not. 

At times, she definitely had not. 

Dante was protective by nature. Now that he was engaged, he focused a lot of those instincts on his fiancée, Mia, but when we were younger, most of Dante’s attention had been focused on Ellie. According to his parents, Dante had fallen in love with Ellie at first sight and had taken his role as big brother seriously from day one. He’d nicknamed her “Princess”, watched over her like only a big brother can, and spoiled her as much as his parents allowed, which was less than he would have liked. The rest of us had taken our cues from him. 

Ellie was smart and capable and competitive as hell when she was on the volleyball court, yet between the four of us we had hardly let her lift a finger to do anything for herself. Even though she was gorgeous – with a natural golden hue to her skin; long, dark, curly hair; and curves that made most any man pay attention – she’d rarely dated, no surprise with four big brothers constantly hovering around. I felt a little bad about it now, but at the time we’d just thought of it as looking out for her.

She put up with us through her graduation from high school, then committed to play volleyball at a school just far enough away to shove us firmly out of her day-to-day business. When the time came, she’d packed up her things, declined our offer to help her move into her dorm, then waved goodbye as her parents drove her away from the four of us and toward her own, new adventure.

That was the first time she’d put a crack in my heart, and it hadn’t been the last. 

But that was over now. She was home where she belonged.

The place we were meeting today was one of our usual gathering spots – the large covered outdoor landing between Dante & Mia’s apartment on one side and Jamey’s apartment on the other. They lived on the top floor of their building and had the only two apartments on the floor, so we weren’t in anyone’s way. The space was just big enough for our whole group to hang out, at least for now. 

For a while, our core group had been Dante & Mia; Jamey and his girlfriend, Meg; Dev, Dante’s friend, fellow former pro boxer, and co-owner, along with Dante, of a boxing gym; and me, when I could get away from the pub. Ellie and Callahan had joined us on the rare occasions they were in town. Now with Ellie moving back to the area, Callahan on a break from the band he managed, and Dev’s fiancée, Holly, joining us, our group was starting to outgrow our space.  

A movement out of the corner of my eye pulled my thoughts away from my friends to focus on a woman crossing the lot several cars away. I hadn’t noticed any cars pulling in in the few minutes I’d been there, so she must have been sitting in her parked car for several minutes like me. 

Now, though, she had my full attention. She was tall and slender and she moved with a dancer’s grace. She was dressed casually in a loose light blue top and just-snug-enough white shorts that showed off her nicely rounded ass and long, toned legs. Her rich chestnut brown hair was cut in a bob, the soft waves skimming just below her cheekbones. I usually preferred long hair on women, but for whatever reason, the short style was sexy as hell on her. She was carrying what looked like a bakery box as she headed toward the apartment buildings. 

Was she a resident or a visitor? I craned my neck in the direction she had come from, but with so many cars in the lot I couldn’t tell if she’d parked in one of the spots designated for each apartment or one of the visitor’s spots. 

I continued to watch her, my eyes riveted on her as if she’d disappear if I looked away. I felt a surge of satisfaction as she started up the stairs in Dante, Mia, and Jamey’s building. Whether she lived there or was just visiting, there had to be a way to find out who she was. The possibility that one of my friends might know her sent anticipation pounding through me. 

A woman hadn’t captured my attention like this in a long time. I didn’t date. With 110% of my focus given to the pub, I didn’t have time even if I’d wanted to. Still...something about her made me need to find out more. 

I opened my car door, hoping I could move quickly enough to at least see what apartment she entered, then jerked back, the ringing of my phone jarring me back to reality. I glanced at the screen confirming it was the return call from Michael. 

“Fuck.” 

I settled back into my seat, shutting the door and tipping my head back on the headrest. I sat with my eyes closed, letting the phone ring, needing a few seconds to remind myself of my priorities. 

I’d completely forgotten about the as yet unresolved problem with the vendor. My instincts strained to chase the woman I’d seen, to find her and figure out a way to connect with her. My brain told me I needed to talk with Michael and take care of my business. Unlike some of the women in my life, my business had never let me down. With help from Cal’s initial investment, Jamey and I had built the pub from nothing to the successful business it was today. It took everything I had, but that was just the way it had to be for now. 

Focus restored, I answered the phone. 

“Everything okay?” 

I trusted Michael to handle whatever crisis had come up in the kitchen; I wouldn’t have left him in charge with both me and Jamey away from the pub if I didn’t. Anyone who owned or ran a restaurant or pub knew that every day was a series of snap decisions, small mishaps, and crises averted.

I trusted him – and he knew that – but I had to ask. 

“Yeah, it’s all good. A couple of the servers still don’t have the new ordering system down yet and that screwed things up a little, but we got it figured out.” 

Even though things had gotten straightened out, the news that it had been caused by our new system for orders and inventory was not what I wanted to hear.

“That system was supposed to make things easier, not harder. What was the issue this time?” 

The damn system had been nothing but a problem since we’d had it installed two weeks before. 

“Same as before. Adding sides is a different process now and some of the servers are still doing it wrong. They’ll get the hang of it.” 

Before I could comment, Michael gave me more news I didn’t want to hear. 

“That issue with the vendor? The new system caused that, too. No clue why, but the inventory count was off for that vendor. They didn’t short us in the delivery, we ordered less than we needed.”

I could feel the tension headache forming behind my eyes. I should have expected the learning curve that would come with the new system, but we didn’t have time for it. 

“Let me guess. Figuring out why means going line by line in the inventory information we uploaded to find out what the issue is.” 

“You got it.” 

I blew out a breath and dropped my head back on the headrest again. I stared out the window, debating whether to skip hanging out with my friends and head back to the pub to put in a few hours sorting through the system to find the error. We’d installed the system because Jamey, Michael, and I had been drowning in paperwork, with time spent on that eating away at their time in the kitchen and my time behind the bar. We were close to a breaking point and the new system was making things worse, not better. 

“We need somebody to handle all of this, Kendrick. It’s bad enough that we’re all working crazy hours, but it’s starting to impact our service and our product. And with the expansion...” 

I bristled at Michael’s words. He wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t know, but he was right. It was one thing to work ourselves into the ground; it was another to frustrate our staff and disappoint our customers.  

“I’ll talk to Cal and Jamey, see what we can do.”

Cal had invested money to get the pub up and running and still tended bar occasionally when he was in town. Jamey had invested everything but money since the beginning. I considered both my partners and discussed all major decisions with them, such as the expansion Michael had mentioned. After hosting a series of successful events at the pub, we’d decided to expand and add an event space. A last-minute fundraiser for an animal shelter Holly volunteered for had started it all and things had snowballed from there. We got requests to host events on a regular basis now, but really needed a dedicated space. When the property next door had gone up for sale, we’d decided to go for it. 

I’d wondered every day since how the hell we were going to pull it off.  

Michael and I disconnected, then I pushed myself out of my car and headed toward the building. I was here; I might as well spend what time I could with my friends. If the workload didn’t let up, it might be my last chance to hang out with them for a while. 

I climbed the stairs to the top floor, hearing the voices of my friends as I got closer.

Cal was the first to notice me as I climbed the last few stairs. 

“Hey, Kendrick! It’s about damn time.” 

I caught the cold can of beer that came flying my way seconds later. The others called greetings from wherever they sat or stood, and Mia wound her way around them to welcome me with a hug. Mia was the mother hen of our group, always taking care to make sure that everyone was doing okay and had everything they needed. She was the sweetest person on the planet and the center of Dante’s existence. She was tall with a slim build and long curly, brown hair. Both her height and her hair color made me flash back momentarily to the other tall, slender brunette I’d seen so recently. 

Then Mia stepped back and there she was. 

The woman from the parking lot, standing right in front of me, Ellie by her side. 

My pulse kicked up. Did she live in this building? I’d been here dozens of times. How could I have missed her? 

I forced myself not to stare at her as Ellie leaned in for a quick hug. 

Then Ellie introduced her and my thoughts screeched to a halt. 

“Jo, this is Kendrick Reid. Kendrick, this is my friend and new business partner, Jo Dumaine.” 

Jo extended her right hand and I took it in mine, barely shaking it before I released her. Her beautiful brown eyes met mine, her cool, reserved tone sliding across my skin as she said it was good to meet me. 

I dipped my chin in acknowledgement, then drew in a breath and forced myself to respond with a brief “You, too.”  

I took a step back, made some excuse about needing to grab something to eat, then escaped into Jamey’s apartment where we typically set up the food. Once inside, I set down the can of beer I’d forgotten I was holding, then leaned back against the kitchen counter, gripping it like a lifeline while I processed what had just happened. 

I let out a harsh laugh, glad that the others were outside and I wouldn’t have to explain. What could I say? That for the first time in years I’d seen a woman who had grabbed my attention from the moment I saw her, a woman that I’d actually been ready to pursue? Only to learn moments later that she was not only my little sister’s friend, she was also her business partner. 

Which put her dead center on the “do not touch” list. 

“Fuck my life.” 

That about summed it up.  

I shook my head and exhaled, tired down to my bones. 

Now that I was here, I had to stay for at least a short time. Doing anything else would raise questions I didn’t want to answer. I piled food I didn’t want on a plate and resigned myself to go back out and join my friends. I was lucky our whole group was here tonight. If I was careful, I was sure I could avoid any more conversation or contact with Jo.  

The more distance I could put between me and Jo, the better. Despite the brief fantasy that had filtered through my mind as I’d watched her cross the parking lot, I knew one thing for certain. If she was Ellie’s, she could never be mine. I’d been down that road before and had the scars to prove it. I also had zero interest in a return trip. Whatever attraction I’d felt for Jo would just have to die a quick death. There was no other option.
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Kendrick

It was a few days before I could pin both Jamey and Cal down to have the conversation about hiring some additional management staff for the pub. We were sitting at the bar in the pub after closing, a glass of whiskey in front of each of us. 

“I hear what you’re saying, Kendrick, and I’m not the numbers guy, but can we afford it? We’re talking about a food and beverage manager, right? Someone with experience?” 

I turned my glass in a slow circle on the bar top as I answered Jamey’s questions.

“That’s what we really need, yeah. Which means a pretty decent salary. And no, we can’t afford it, not with the expansion. Even without that, it would be a tight squeeze. But I don’t know how we’ll pull off managing the expansion without some help. As Michael pointed out, we’re barely keeping shit together as it is.” 

“So, we’re fucked coming and going.” Cal pushed his hands through his hair and sprawled back on his bar stool, his relaxed position at odds with the concern on his face.

“Pretty much.” I leaned forward on the bar and forced myself to say the last thing I wanted to. “We need to rethink the expansion. It might be too much for us to take on.”

“I think it would be a mistake not to do it.” Cal sat forward, mirroring my position. “It’s the perfect location. The opportunity is too good to pass up.” 

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I agree with Junior over here.” Jamey grinned as Cal flipped him off. Cal was the youngest of our group – born 17 minutes after me – making him the recipient of a lot of ribbing and the unwanted nickname “Junior” growing up. “The revenue projections you ran for the event space kicked ass, Kendrick. And it gives us spill over space for dining if we need it. We’re completely maxed out right now.”

“I know. I agree with all of that. All the reasons we decided to go for it still stand. But I don’t know that we can do it without help, help that – right now at least – we can’t afford.”

Cal got up and went behind the bar, offering a refill to me and Jamey, then adding a splash of whiskey to his own glass when we declined. He threw it back, set his glass down, and braced his hands on the bar. 

“I’ll do it.” 

Jamey and I looked each other, then at Cal, neither of us sure what the hell he was talking about. 

“I’m not a food and beverage manager, but I’m an extra set of hands. I can bartend and free up some of Kendrick’s time. I can learn to do the ordering or inventory or whatever else needs to be done. I know I’m not really what we’re looking for, but on the plus side, I’m cheap.”

Cal was saying everything I wanted to hear. He was right – he wasn’t an experienced food and beverage manager, but he worked hard and picked things up quickly. Having him working at the pub could be a game-changer. There was just one problem. 

“What about the band? What happens with them?” 

Cal was the tour manager for Lazy Gray, a local southern rock band that was getting a lot of notice on the national level. They had toured constantly over the past two years, finally taking a break about a month earlier. That was the only reason Cal was in town now.  

The dream for the pub had been mine, but part of that dream had included running it with Cal and Jamey. The name of the pub – Brothers Pub – said it all. Jamey had been on board from day one. Cal had invested to help me get started up, but his dream had always been music. As far as I knew that hadn’t changed. As much as I wanted to believe he was the solution to our staffing problem, I couldn’t quite bring myself to do it. 

“They’re talking about going back into the studio. It’s what they need to do and they know it. They might do a few local shows here and there but nothing major.” Cal crossed to the sink, setting his glass in the tub to be washed and sanitized. “Don’t worry, I’ll be around for a while. It’s time I pulled my weight around here.” 

“Sounds like we’ve got a plan.” Jamey stood and handed his empty glass to Cal across the bar. “Now I’ve got a lady to get home to.” He pushed open the door to the back hallway, calling back over his shoulder, “See you bright and early, Junior.” 

Cal groaned as Jamey had intended. Cal was a dedicated night owl; mornings were not his forte.

I stayed where I was, still not bought into the idea 100%. It wasn’t that I didn’t want Cal working at the pub. I just didn’t want him to feel obligated to do it. Cal was not a guy who stayed in one place for very long. That was me. I was the homebody; Cal was the rolling stone. I couldn’t help but wonder how long it would take before the urge to hit the road became too much for him to resist. 

Cal watched me without a word, giving me time. He knew me better than anyone, knew I was sorting through things in my head.

“Are you sure? I know we’re pretty desperate, but...this isn’t you.” 

“It hasn’t been, I know.” Cal dipped his head in acknowledgement, then ran his gaze around the dark pub. “But you need the help and there are a lot of good reasons to be here right now. As far as long term...we’ll see how things shake out.” 

Wondering what those other good reasons were, I decided not to press him on it. It was late and tomorrow would be another long day, and the one after that, on and on. 

Standing, I held my hand out to my twin. “Thanks for stepping up and saving our asses.” 

Cal laughed as he grasped my hand and pulled me in for hug. “I haven’t saved anything yet. Let’s make sure you don’t fire me tomorrow before you go thanking me for anything.”      
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Chapter 5
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Jo

At first I’d thought maybe Kendrick was shy, or just uncomfortable with people he didn’t know well. That would be kind of odd for a pub owner and bartender, but maybe it was different when he was behind the bar. There he was playing a role, one that obviously fit him very well. Maybe without that, it took him a while to warm up to people. 

That’s what I’d thought initially. I figured I’d give it time and before long, he’d be talking and interacting with me as easily as he did everyone else in the group. Ellie had told me Kendrick was a quiet guy. For all I knew, he’d been weird with Mia, Meg, and Holly at first, too. 

Now, though, I was convinced it was me. I’d been around Kendrick multiple times in the weeks since I’d moved to Lark, and he was still barely speaking to me. He avoided eye contact with me as if I might freeze him into stone like Medusa and always stayed as physically far away from me as possible. I didn’t expect him to be as warm and affectionate with me as he as with the others – I was still new to him, after all – but this was getting ridiculous. 

I’d hesitated to say anything to Ellie about it, but after the evening we’d just had, I couldn’t stand it anymore.

“Kendrick hates me.” 

We’d spent the evening at the pub with Dante, Mia, Meg, and Callahan, with Jamey and Kendrick joining us as they could. Everyone had been great except Kendrick. As before, he’d given me the cold shoulder. I had no idea what I could have done to him to make him dislike me so much. It was apparently hate at first sight. 

“No, he doesn’t.” 

Ellie’s denial was swift and confident. Just because she was certain, though, didn’t mean she was right. 

“Ellie, he practically cheered when you mentioned I was going out of town for a couple days.” I was heading back to my former hometown to do one last purge of my storage units. I swore Kendrick’s face had lit up when Ellie had mentioned it. “He never speaks to me if he can avoid it. He barely even looks at me. If that’s not at least strong dislike, what would you call it?” 

I glanced over at Ellie where she sat in the passenger seat of my car. She stared out the window, seemingly lost in thought. After a few moments of silence, she sighed then looked my way.

“I think it’s my fault.”  

“Your fault?” I glanced her way again as I turned down the street to her apartment. “Kendrick loves you to death. How could it be your fault?”

Ellie gazed out the window again as she responded. 

“A few years ago, Kendrick dated one of my close friends, Julia. He never said anything, but I’m sure he was going to ask her to marry him. Then there was...an incident and Julia decided Kendrick was cheating on her. It wasn’t true – not even close – but she confronted him and made a huge scene. It was so horrible.” 

Ellie paused a second like she was picturing it in her mind, then looked back over at me.

“To make things worse, I was an idiot and believed Julia’s version of things rather than trusting Kendrick, who I’ve known all my life. It was bad, Jo, really bad. Julia caused him a lot of pain and I just added to it. I finally realized the truth and Kendrick thankfully forgave me, but he and I are still working to get back to where we were before all that.”

I didn’t like hearing Kendrick had been hurt by Ellie’s friend, but why would it make him hate me?

“It sounds like that was hard on both of you and I can see how that’s still in the back of his mind, but what does that have to do with me? I know you and I are friends and business partners, but it’s not like I’m trying to date him or something. I have no interest in Kendrick that way.” 

Sure, I’d had some very hot, very explicit dreams about him, but those meant nothing. That was fantasy. His blatant dislike for me – and my growing dislike for him as a result – was reality. 

“He knows you’re important to me, though. Maybe by avoiding you he’s trying to avoid past mistakes. The last time I brought a friend around it ended in a train wreck. I don’t know. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 

I wasn’t sure about that last part. It made no sense to me at all. 

Ellie turned to me as I pulled into the lot of her apartment building. 

“Do you want me to talk to him? Ask him to be...I don’t know...nicer, maybe?” 

I was shaking my head before Ellie could even finish. 

“No, please don’t. That would just make it worse. He’ll think I’m causing issues between you two and that’s the last thing that will help. Maybe he just needs more time to get used to me.” I didn’t think either of us believed that, but hey, it was possible. “If he keeps it up I’ll put on my big girl panties and talk to him myself.” 

Ellie continued to look at me with concern as I pulled up to the building’s door to let her out. 

“Are you sure?” 

“I’m sure.” I knew she meant well, but her intervening on my behalf was not the way to go. 

“Okay, I’ll stay out of it.” Ellie unbuckled her seatbelt and grabbed the door handle before turning back to me. 

“Are you sure you have no interest in dating Kendrick? Despite the way he’s been acting he’s an amazing guy.” 

I couldn’t help but laugh at her hopeful expression. Me and Kendrick together? The woman had lost her mind. 

Did I think he was sex personified, with his stormy gray eyes and perpetually tousled hair and lean, toned body? 

Hell, yes. 

Did I plan to do anything about it? 

Hell, no. 

“After what you just told me, I think the chances of me dating Kendrick are zero. Even if I wanted to, which I don’t. I’ve seen the way women throw themselves at him when he’s behind the bar at the pub. Even aside from the fact that he’s not my favorite person right now, a woman would have to be crazy to sign up for that kind of constant competition.” 

Ellie opened the door and started to get out as she responded. 

“He always turns them down, though. I’ve never once seen him take any of those women up on their very obvious interest.”

She was persistent, I’d give her that. But so was I. 

“And I have no interest in him at all, so there you go. As long as he and I can be civil, that’s all I care about.”

Ellie huffed in mock annoyance as she stepped back. 

“Fine, be that way. Think about it, though.” 

She closed the door on my response, then waved as she walked into her building. 

Thinking about Kendrick Reid was the last thing I needed to do. Dreaming about him? I couldn’t seem to stop doing that even though I’d tried. But thinking about him? The less I did of that, the better. 
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Chapter 6
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Kendrick

I watched Jo out of the corner of my eye as I made her the old fashioned she’d requested. She was sitting at the bar with Ellie, both of them hungry and disappointed after a fruitless day of looking at possible locations for their cake shop. 

Even tired and a little disillusioned, she still drew my eye. I’d made it a habit not to react to the attractiveness of women who sat at my bar. While I appreciated both their business and the view, I didn’t need the drama of hooking up with a customer. 
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