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 CHAPTER ONE

Raven

 


Life
would be so much better if it were acceptable to drink something
stronger than a mimosa for breakfast.


Seriously.

That was
the only thing that stood any kind of chance at getting me through
having a family reunion at the start of summer. There was
absolutely nothing good that could come from my crazy, Greek family
descending on Whiskey Key in five days’ time.

Because why would they go to where my parents actually lived
on Key West? No, no. Let’s go to Raven, they said. Let’s take over her
corner of the Florida Keys, because it it wouldn’t be wild
enough at the start of summer.
It didn’t seem to matter to anyone in my family
that I was going to be slammed and that closing my cocktail bar for
their freaking party wasn’t going to happen.

There was
no way I was going to be the host for the clusterfuck that would be
that reunion. Nothing good happened when the Archers and the
Karras’ came together.


Nothing.

Last
time, my uncle on my father’s side had his moustache burned off by
a firework. Marginally funny for us—not so much for his face. Or
the two years he’d spent growing it until he’d gotten it
right.

Two years
before that, my great-aunt on my mother’s side—the wacky Greek
side—got arrested. Apparently, carrying baby powder in clear,
plastic baggies was grounds for arrest.

In the
Whiskey Key PD’s defense, they didn’t know it was baby
powder.

It was
easy to see why hosting the family reunion wasn’t at the top of my
priority list. It was sure to be nothing short of an absolute
shitshow, and I had enough of that crap on my hands trying to find
a chef for the bar.

The more
I thought about it, the more I was coming to realize it was a bad
fucking idea. I didn’t have much of a choice, though. The kitchen
was bought, paid for, and installed. There was no way I was going
to lose a few thousand bucks just because the best person I’d
interviewed so far was responsible for the burger on the cafe sign
downtown.

I called
bullshit on that, but I couldn’t prove it, so I couldn’t do
anything except not hire the dude.


Unfortunately for me, chefs were slim pickings in Whiskey
Key. It was stupid because we were a tourist hotspot, even if most
people did pass through on their way to Key West. We were still
enough of a draw to be the final destination for some, and given
the success of my bar, Dirty, I didn’t think finding anyone to put
food out would be hard.

How naive
I was. Poor, naive, little Raven.

No. Let me rephrase: I didn’t think finding anyone
good enough to put food
out would be hard.

It was
the curse of having a brother for a chef—who was refusing to help
me.

“Come on, Ryan,” I begged, leaning over the bar and pressing my
hands together in a prayer stance. “I’m actually begging you. Help
me out, please?”

“I can’t, Ray. I told you, I already have a job for the
summer.” He grimaced, his dark-blue eyes shining with guilt. “I
can’t back out of it just because you asked me to.”

“But it would be so fun.” I slumped right forward. A thud
rang out through the quiet room as my hands hit the solid wood top
of the bar. “I would give you so much credit. It would be so cute.
Brother and sister running a bar and restaurant together. Come on.
Please?”

He held
his hands up. The air filled with the cringing sound of wood
scraping as he scooted his stool back away from me. “If I could, I
would, but I already agreed to help out at Porto’s.”

“Ugh! That’s where you’re working? You know they’re all
assholes, right?”

“Just because Callum dumped you when you were fifteen doesn’t
make the whole family assholes.”

“Sure, it does. Assholes by default.” I sniffed and grabbed the
cloth I was cleaning the bar down with before he showed up. “You’re
a traitor.”

My
brother rolled his eyes. “How do you run a business with those
dramatics?”

“Not with the support of my brother, that’s for
sure.”

“Oh, come on. I’ll help you, I told you that, but I can’t work
for you. Not to mention that telling people my baby sister is my
boss is fucking ridiculous.” He scratched the side of his head.
“Let me see your menu.”

With a
sigh, I reached beneath the counter and handed him the notebook I’d
been scribbling on. “Camille and Lani helped me,” I said, referring
to my best friends.

“Helped you do what?” Ryan asked, his thick, dark eyebrows
pulling together into a frown. “Ensure nobody will cook this shit?”
He threw the notebook down in front of me with a thwack. “I thought
you wanted a restaurant, not a sports bar.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing! I mix drinks, damn it. That’s
what I’m good at.”

“Evidently.” He stood up and tucked the stool back in. “Ray,
this menu isn’t right for your bar. Why don’t you leave the menu to
someone you hire?”

“Because I can’t find anyone to hire,” I reminded him with
another sigh. “That’s why I’m begging you.”

He
grinned. “The last time you begged me was when I had you in an
armlock.”

“My shoulder still hurts.”

“You deserved it. You shouldn’t have told Mom you found used
condom wrappers in our bathroom.”

“You shouldn’t have put them there.” I poked out my tongue,
suddenly fifteen again. “Do you know anyone who can help
me?”

His grin
went lopsided. “I do, but you’d burn the place down if he set foot
in here.”

I shook
my head so fast that I was surprised it didn’t fall right off my
neck. “Nope. And if he does set foot in my bar, I’m going to kick
his ass right out.”

“He’s one of the best chefs I know. You should consider it.
He’s—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Mom practically put on a Broadway
production with the song and dance she made when she found out.” I
paused. “I don’t care if Parker Hamilton is Michelin-starred or has
a fast-track to Heaven. He’s not working for me. I’m not that
desperate.”

And I
never would be.

I’d
rather lose the money I’d put into the kitchen than hire my
brother’s asshole best friend.

Ryan held
his hands up, a stance he took often with me. There was a chance I
was, like the rest of the women on my mother’s side, in possession
of the stereotypical Mediterranean...flamboyancy.

See:
loud, slightly hot temper.

“I’m just saying,” he said after a few moments. “I know you
don’t get along, but the option is there. Isn’t hiring Parker
better than losing your money?”

“No.” I wiped down the handle of the beer tap nearest to me. “I
can safely say I would rather gamble my entire life on the entire
population of California’s porn industry being
STD-free.”

“That’s not a betting tip I would give you.”

“It’s not one I’d entertain, which tells you how vehemently
against hiring him I am.”

“Whatever. I don’t get it. Think about what I said about that
menu, though. Consider asking your interviewees what they’d put on
your menu.” He rapped his knuckles against the bar. “I’ve gotta go
see Mom. She wants me to put a menu together for the reunion.” His
eyes sparkled as he said it.

“Sure,” I called after him. “You’ll help her.”

“It’s self-preservation!” He threw his hand up over his
shoulder in a wave and let himself out of the bar.

I shook
my head as I continued cleaning.

I wanted
to say that my feelings toward my brother’s best friend weren’t
personal, but they were. I didn’t have a reason, I just didn’t like
him. We’d never, ever gotten along, and there was a reason that
every time we were together, we were separated like freaking
toddlers.

Sure, I’d
once thrown a hunk of pork at him, but that was an
accident.

Kind
of.

We were
opposite people. We made chalk and cheese look like best friends.
There wasn’t a specific thing I could put my finger on, and
whenever either of us were asked why we couldn’t be friends, we
didn’t have an answer. It was just a general kind of mutual
hatred.

Funnily
enough, the times that everyone accepted we simply despised each
other were the times we got along almost like friends.

But, I hadn’t seen him for three-and-a-half-years. This was
the first time he’d come anywhere near home since he landed a job
in some fancy New York City restaurant five years ago. That was
where he’d gotten his three
Michelin stars just before Christmas.

Now, the
gossip line—AKA, my mother—said he’d taken “extended leave” for
some downtime after achieving his goal at the ripe old age of
twenty-eight.

Extended
leave my left tit. He’d quit, and that was something I’d put money
on.

I had no
doubt that despite the time passed, when I eventually saw Parker
again, he’d be the same asshole he’d always been to me. I certainly
had no plans to be anything but the sassy little shit I’d always
been to him.

In fact,
sassy little shit was my default personality. This mouth was made
for sassin’.

A huff
escaped me as I finish cleaning the taps. I would take my brother’s
advice on the menu, but I wasn’t going to hire Parker Hamilton to
work in my kitchen.

 



***

 


There
were few things I really loved about my life. The freedom with my
business, the fact I lived right on top of my business, and my
friends were the top three.

On the
other hand, there were also things I really didn’t love about my
life. Like last-minute corralling into dinner because my
grandfather arrived a few days early and my dad wanted a nice
peaceful dinner before the Karras tornado lands. All fifteen of
them.

The
last-minute dinner meant I had to leave the bar in the hands of my
very capable bartender, Sienna. I didn’t like doing it, but I was
learning to trust her. She could mix almost as well as I could,
save for a few drinks she couldn’t get quite right. Luckily, they
were the ones not usually ordered on a Monday evening.

Still, I
would have rather been there than here at my parents’ in Key West.
Not that their beachfront home wasn’t gorgeous bliss, but because
the Hamiltons lived right next door. My conversation with my
brother had been playing in my mind all day, and the last thing I
wanted to do was accidentally run into him.

Or walk
into my parents’ house and find that they’d been invited to dinner,
too. That was the problem of having your mom be best friends with
your mortal enemy’s mom.

Alright,
mortal enemy is an exaggeration, but what’s life without a little
extra oomph?

Probably
a damn lot more peaceful.

My palms
got sweaty when I turned onto my parents’ street. The sleepy,
idyllic street was days away from being turned into a big, fat,
Greek street party, and I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of
sympathy for the neighbors who’d have to put up with it. All things
considered, it was preferable to a wedding. That was when shit
really went down.

If I
didn’t know it was tradition, I’d tell you that my grandmother had
a real thing for smashing plates.

Actually,
she probably did. She was a little too passionate—if we got through
this reunion without smashing anything, I’d call it a
win.

Until
then, I was destined to live in a state of temporary fear for the
coming disaster and the fact that there was an extra car parked up
in the Hamilton’s driveway.

I pulled
up behind my Dad’s Chevy truck and waited before I shut off the
engine. I still had time to—nope, I didn’t have time to run. Mom
already had the front door open and was standing there with an
expectant look on her face.


Awesome.

“I have work to be doing, you know,” I told her, getting out of
the car. “I have a stack of paperwork as high as my butt in my
office, and I need to get this week’s order in.”

“Then you should have done that earlier, shouldn’t you?” she
shot back, raising one perfectly plucked eyebrow.

“I don’t pencil in surprise dinners, believe it or
not.”

“Start.” She kissed my cheek and nudged me through the door.
“We have guests.”

“What guests?” I stopped, making sure my voice was
low.

Slowly,
her lips curved up, making her dark eyes sparkle. “I thought you’d
want to catch up with our resident celebrity.”

My
nostrils flared as I took a deep breath in. No—she’d given up on
that Cupid plan when I was sixteen, hadn’t she? “Mom—”

“Relax. I’m messing with you, Raven. But, you’re not getting
out of dinner. He’s your brother’s best friend. You’re mature
enough now to tolerate him for two hours.”

That’s
what she thought. “I’ll do my best. Although, disclaimer—if you
find his body and I’m missing, I’m in Cuba, and I didn’t do
it.”

“Understood.” Mom winked. “I’ll give you five minutes. Your
father is grilling on the back porch.”

I ran
through that freaking house like my ass was on fire. Any break she
was willing to give me, I was going to snatch with two hands and
run with.

“Hey, pumpkin,” Dad said without turning around. “Your mom told
you?”

I mumbled
a disgruntled sound and sat on the chair close to the grill. “Is
that why you’re grilling steaks?”

“Because I’m outside and her wonderful best friend is inside?
Happy coincidence.” The flash of amusement that altered his
expression for a brief second gave away his lie.

“Sure. It’s just coincidence I’m outside, too.”

My father
and I had always had the same feelings for one member of the
Hamiltons. He got on just fine with Craig, Parker’s dad, and he
loved Parker like a second son, but he despised Ilsa, Parker’s mom.
Whereas my mom couldn’t understand why I couldn’t get along with
Parker, Dad understood perfectly. He always said that he’d
inherited his mom’s best qualities.

By best,
he meant worst. I was hard-pressed to disagree with him. Ilsa
Hamilton was stubborn and hard-headed, and so was Parker. Both had
the inability to accept being wrong. Ilsa I could understand—I
mean, hello, she’s a woman—but Parker? No.

“Where’s Grandpa?” I asked Dad, pulling off my
sandals.

“Bathroom.” He paused and looked at me, his bright, blue eyes
blinking at me. “Someone should probably go check on him. He’s been
up there for thirty minutes.”

“He is old.”

“He’s probably asleep on the toilet.”

“Why don’t I keep an eye on the steaks and you go check on
Grandpa?” I jumped up and held out my hand for the
flipper-thing.

I loved
my grandpa, but I wasn’t going to visit him in the bathroom. No
way.

Dad
chuckled and handed the utensil to me. “Try not to burn
them.”

“I can cook, you know.” Mostly Greek food, but that was neither
here nor there. Steak I could manage.

Dad
patted my shoulder and left me to it.

I rolled
my shoulders and cast my gaze down to the steaks. They were cooking
slowly, and from where I was standing, I could hear my mom laughing
in the kitchen with Ilsa. They were giggling like a couple of
sixteen-year-olds, and I smiled, shaking my head.

I really
needed to organize a girls’ night. I had the feeling I’d need it
soon enough.

“Well, look who showed up.”

I’d know
that voice anywhere.

Parker
Hamilton.

“Trust me, if I knew you’d be here, I’d have set off for a
colder climate. Like Alaska,” I replied without turning
around.

“Damn, and here I was thinking that your lack of clothing was
for my benefit.” Laughter twisted his words.

I knew he
was doing it to get a rise out of me, and I was determined not to
give him what he wanted.

The time
that had passed hadn’t changed a thing--it was the same old game
with him. Rile up Raven. I used to fall for it, but not
anymore.

“I’d rather be hit on by a drunken frat boy than do anything
for your benefit, Parker.”

“Then go put some clothes on, because I’m feeling pretty
benefited right now.”


 


 


 


 


 CHAPTER TWO

Parker

 


My words
had the desired effect on Raven Archer.

The steak
she’d been holding in her hand clattered off the grill and to the
wooden floor of the porch when she dropped it. Her dark hair swung
around her shoulders with her smooth turn to face me.

Annoyance
immediately flashed in her bright, blue eyes as they fixated on me.
Nothing had changed—she still had that quick, fiery temper that was
oddly attractive on her, and she was still unable to control it, if
the pursing of her bright, red lips was anything to go
by.

“Wonderful,” she said slowly, keeping her gaze trained on my
face. “You’re not just an asshole anymore. You’re a pervy
asshole.”

My lips
quirked to one side. “I’ve been called worse.”

She
rolled her eyes and spun back around. She grabbed the cooking tongs
from the hook and moved for the first steak.

“You’re flipping it wrong,” I told her for no other reason than
to annoy the shit out of her. There was no wrong way as long as it
didn’t break.

“Oh, I’m sorry, do you do it differently in New York?” she
fired back at me, flipping the second steak exactly the way she did
the first. “Because let me tell you all the ways I give a
fuck.”

She
didn’t continue talking.

“Is that because you don’t give a fuck or are you trying to put
your words together?”

“I actually have the perfect words put together for you: Fuck
off.”

I
grinned. “Do you want your gold star now?”

“Is it hard enough to shove up your ass? If so, hand it
over.”

“Oh god,” Ryan groaned as he walked outside. “You’re fucking
adults. Can’t you be nice?”

“No.” Raven put the tongs down and turned to face him. “Not
when you leave him unsupervised. You know he needs minding or he
misbehaves.”

I
snorted. “You’re the one barely dressed.”

“I’m an adult. I can wear what I want.”

“He has a point,” Ryan agreed warily. “There isn’t much fabric
on that dress.”

Raven hit him with a look so piercing I felt it. “Compared to the things
your ex-girlfriend wore, I’m practically dressed for
Church.”

“It’d go up in flames if you walked in there,” I said, perching
against the end of the table and stuffing my hands into my pockets.
“Demons can’t enter holy buildings.”

That
sharp gaze snapped from Ryan to me. She held it with an unwavering
intensity.

I was
almost impressed.

“Ryan, control your pet.”

She
couldn’t have injected anymore snark into that line if she’d tried.
I don’t know if it was meant to annoy me, but all it did was make
me laugh. Her attempts to bite back to my uncontrollable need to
annoy her were more cute than they were offensive.

“Can’t you two just be nice?” Alexandra Archer asked, stepping
onto the porch with a bowl of salad in her hands.

“No,” Raven snapped to her mom. “Not as long as he opens his
mouth.”

Behind
Alexandra, my mom rolled her eyes. “Parker, you’re twenty-eight.
Control yourself, please.”

I held up
my hands and stepped back. “Don’t blame me if she takes something
the wrong way. I was paying her compliment.”

“In what state is “I thought you were wearing that for my
benefit” a compliment?” Raven slammed the tongs down on the grill.
Once again, her hair swung as she spun to face me, and she had to
free a few strands from her lips.

“That’s clearly me telling you that you look nice.”

Her jaw
drops. “That’s not even close to that. Next time, I’d advise using
“You look nice,” you moron.”

Both our
moms rubbed their foreheads.

“I get it.” Ryan shrugged, and I nodded to him.

“Whose side are you on?” Raven demanded. “I’m your
sister.”

“Oh no, Parker, don’t be a dick to my sister,” he replied
flatly.

I coughed
to hide my laugh.

“Ryan,” Alexandra said sharply. “Sit down.”

I dipped
my head so I didn’t laugh when he did it.

“Gee, Parker.” Raven tilted her pretty head to the side, a
dirty smirk teasing her full lips. “Do you think your mom would
like the fact you’re laughing right now?”

My
amusement vanished in an instant. I glared at her, and as her smile
widened, I knew exactly what was about to happen.

The sharp
sting of my mom’s hand clipping me around the back of the head
radiated across my scalp.

“Sit down, Parker,” she said, just as sharply. “Show some
restraint. I raised you to be a gentleman, not an uncouth
horror.”

Raven
grinned. She was obviously trying not to laugh because that smile
was a little too wide.

“Fuck you,” I mouthed to her before I turned and sat down at
the table.

She
didn’t respond. She’d won the first round, and she damn well knew
it. My mom would always side with her, mostly because she knew that
if I pushed her too far she’d probably lose control of that hot
little temper of hers and do some damage.

We all
remembered the summer of two-thousand-and-seven. She was seventeen
and just caught her boyfriend making out with the head
cheerleader.

Long
story short, it took her six months to earn enough money to pay her
parents back for the windshield they had to replace.

The brick
she’d used was still in the front yard, used as part of the
decoration. Nobody else would think anything of it, but I chuckled
whenever I saw it.

Mostly
because as Ryan had reasoned after: “Nobody needs to worry that
I’ll break their face—now they’ll be worried Raven will do it
instead.”

The only
reason she’d never smashed my windows was probably because it’d
have been too obvious.

I was
still amazed she never had—and waiting for the day she
did.

It was
probably going to be soon.

“How did your interview go this afternoon?” Alexandra asked
her, taking the cooking tongs.

“Don’t,” she muttered, stepping away from the grill. “His
resume said he was twenty-five and competent enough to be an
assistant in the kitchen, so I brought him in for a shortlist if I
ever happen to find a head chef. He strolls into the freaking bar
and I swear, I got an arrest warrant signed just for him walking
in. He wasn’t even legal. I asked him to prove his age and he’s
freaking twenty. He’s still in college and thought it was a summer
job and that nobody would need proof of his age.”

“Where are you advertising?”

“Everywhere except my naked body,” she replied, sitting down at
the table opposite Ryan. “Lani’s even taken pity on me and is
giving me free full-page ads at this point.”

“Who’s Lani?” I asked.

“One of my closest friends. She runs the Whiskey Key
paper.”

“Are you just advertising in Whiskey Key?” I raised my
eyebrows. “Why don’t you do it here, too?”

“I’m advertising everywhere in South Florida,” she shot back.
“It’s not as easy as you’d think it is.”

“That’s because you’ve had a shitty menu,” Ryan said with a
snort. “Maybe you should call back some of the better guys you
interviewed and offer them to submit you a menu.”

“What was your menu?” I asked her. “Didn’t you ask Ryan to help
you?”

“When has my sister ever asked for my help? Except earlier, of
course, when she begged me to work for her.”

“I did not beg you.” Raven bristled. “Well, maybe a little. You
know I need the kitchen open before everyone comes for
vacation.”

“Then sort out your menu,” he shot back.

“Kids,” Alexandra interrupted, putting the plate of steaks in
the middle of the table. “Eat. Ilsa, can you see where Danny is
when you get Craig?”

“Of course.” Mom set the bottle of wine she was holding down in
front of Alexandra and turned back to the house.

“What is your menu?” I steered the conversation back to
Raven.

“Awful,” she responded. “I think I’ll make some
calls.”

“Why don’t you just serve Greek food?”

Her fork
clattered to the table.

“It’s a good idea,” Alexandra picked up where I’d left
off...Just like I knew she would. “You are half-Greek, it’s good
food, and there isn’t a place for Greek food on the Keys. Plus,
your grandmother would be very happy.”

Raven
pressed three fingers to her temple and glared at me through her
eyelashes. “Have you considered there isn’t a Greek restaurant
because nobody wants Greek food, Mom? Not to mention I’m not sure
that gyros or moussaka would fit too well with my cocktail
menu.”

“I still don’t understand why you have those vulgar cocktail
names.”

I raised
my eyebrow. I knew her bar was called Dirty, but I thought that was
just because she could make a mean martini.

Her
cheeks flushed light pink. It was barely noticeable through her
tanned skin. “Because it’s different,” she replied. “It gets people
talking, and that brings business. Not to mention that
three-quarters of my menu is original, and people love
that.”

“Yes, but what’s that new one you just added?”

Ryan
grinned. “The Slutwhisperer.”

I
smirked. I couldn’t fucking help it.

“It’s a horrible word,” Alexandra sniffed.

“I’d like a slutwhisperer.” Raven and Ryan’s grandfather
shuffled out onto the porch. “Do you think it would spice up my
life?”

“Maybe,” Raven answered. “But I’d wait until the reunion is
over. You know Great-Aunt Maria gets rowdy after a drink or two.
It’s probably best not to give her an opening, Grandpa.”

He
grumbled something as he settled into his chair. Something that
sounded an awful lot like “Fuck that shit,” and made Raven choke on
her laughter.

“You have a cocktail called The Slutwhisperer?” I asked her,
hiding my smile behind my glass of water. “Where did you come up
with that?”

She
tapped her finger against her temple and reached for her own water.
“That’s probably one of the best names. Although, some of the
others are pretty epic.”

“Now, I feel the need to come and find them out.”

“Imagine my bar is a church and you’re a demon,” she said.
“I’ll be holding the matches.”

“She isn’t kidding,” Ryan muttered.

“Do you still do that screwdriver twist one?” Their grandpa
asked.

“Reg,” Alexandra groaned.

“You know the one,” he continued, oblivious to her discomfort.
“With the orange juice.”

Raven
cleared her throat and looked down at the table. “You mean the
Dirty Screw, Grandpa.”

“Yes!” He thumped the table with his fist. “I’m coming for
breakfast. I need a Dirty Screw.”

“What the hell is a Dirty Screw?” I looked at Raven.

She
glanced over at her mom, biting the inside of her cheek and
fighting a smile. “Exactly what it sounds like.”

“If I order one, how happy will it make me?”

“Not very. I’ll probably throw it over you.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“Fool.”

 



***

 


I knew I
was making a mistake. After what Raven said last night at dinner, I
had the strongest urge to find out what her cocktail menu was. With
names like Dirty Screw and The Slutwhisperer, what other gems did
she have hidden on there?

Shit,
what gems were hidden inside her apparently filthy mind?

I had no
place to be thinking that. She was Ryan’s sister and the bane of my
goddamn existence. I didn’t give a shit what was inside her head or
how she came up with a filthy cocktail menu.

I was
going to believe that she’d spent stupid amounts of time on the
Internet coming up with those kinds of names. Seeing her in that
damn short dress yesterday had already affected me enough—not to
mention the fact that she’d changed since I last saw
her.

I didn’t
know people could change so much in only three years, but Raven
Archer had. She was no longer post-grad, trying to seriously figure
out what she wanted to do with her life, uncertain and serving
burgers to people to make money.

She was
grown-up, in more ways than just her age. She was even
hotter-headed than she was back then. She seemed stronger and more
stubborn, and her tongue was so sharp I probably had scars from how
quickly she cut me with her words.

She was
taller and fucking curvier, too.

Her lips
were fuller. Her eyes were brighter. And the general air that hung
about her, that hint of sass and sexiness, the very same thing that
made me insult her whenever I opened my mouth almost made me want
her, too.

And that
was exactly why I couldn’t sit and think about what went on in her
mind—filthy or otherwise.

No matter
what she looked like or how fucking hot she was, she was my best
friend’s sister. Nobody was more off-limits than she was. That
wasn’t a new development. It had always been that way.

Thank
fucking god I was only here for the summer, and only because my
mother had guilted me into it.

As soon
as the summer was over, I’d go for my next challenge.

I could
get through a few weeks of being in the same town or two as
Raven—because after today, avoidance was at the top of my
life.


Otherwise, I’d go fucking insane.

Dirty was
right on the seafront, only meters away from a small, sandy bay.
It’d only taken me a few minutes to walk here from where I’d parked
downtown, and despite the music coming from inside the bar, I could
still hear the gentle crashing of the waves as they crawled up the
sand. The water was right out, and I stared out at the water as I
headed up the hill to the bar.

Fairy
lights twinkled along the underside of the roof that jutted out
over the sidewalk. It was like a goddamn princess castle from the
outside, but the beachy vibe was evident. Different sized and
colored shells covered the pillars that held up the balcony that
jutted out over the front doors.

I pushed
open the door. Cold air blasted into me, and so did the heavy bass
beat of the music that blared out from the speakers just above my
head. There were more fairy lights inside, but they were strung all
beneath the bar, across the beams on the ceiling, and over the back
wall where the spirits were on the wall. There wasn’t much else in
the way of lighting, but what there was was effective enough in
holding the entire space into a balance between bright and
dusky.

The
inside of Raven’s bar was like being outside at the moment the sun
set.

I cast my
gaze over the rest of the bar. The solid, wood tables and stools
that lined the walls and filled the space to my left all had tiny
vases of fresh flowers in. Even those were surrounded by fairy
lights.

Fucking
hell, did she let a class of little girls in here to
decorate?

No matter
what I felt about the fairy lights, it looked good. Damn
good.

I stepped
up to the bar and leaned forward on it. Raven was at the other end
of the bar, wearing jeans and a tight tank top that tucked beneath
the waistband. Strappy, silver heels on her feet glinted off the
under-bar lighting, and it was all too easy for me to drop my eyes
there then slowly drag my gaze up the length of her entire
body.

Light
bounced off the chrome cocktail shaker in her hand as she shook it.
She popped off the top with one flick of her thumb, and without
spilling a drop, poured the pink-red liquid into two martini-style
glasses. With her other hand, she reached back to the register and
jabbed at it.

Seconds
later, she was handing them back their change. It all happened in a
flash.

How did
such she go from lost to...this...so quick?

“Raven!” A dark-haired woman sitting a few stools away from me
with her friend yelled. “There’s a hot guy staring at
you!”

I laughed
loudly as Raven jerked around. Her gaze landed on me with what felt
like a snap, and I swore she mouthed, “Motherfucker,” before she
stalked to this end of the bar.

Her hands
slapped on the bar in front of me. “What are you doing
here?”

“I told you I was coming to check out your menu.”

“He was checking out more than the menu,” the woman’s friend
giggled.

Raven
held her finger up to them, and with her other hand, slapped a
smooth, laminated menu in front of me. “Did you drive?”

“No, I walked all the way from Key West.” I picked up the menu.
“Of course I drove.”

“Pick one,” she said, moving away. “I’m not serving you any
more than that. Make it a good choice. What can I get for you?” she
asked someone else, cutting me off before I could say a
word.

I raised
my eyebrows.

“She runs a tight ship,” the first woman said. “Three days ago,
there was a guy in here spiking drinks. She caught him and bashed
him in the balls with her cocktail shaker so he couldn’t run from
the security guard.”

Could my
eyebrows go up any higher? “That doesn’t surprise me in the
slightest. I’ve seen her do worse.”

The
second woman’s eyes narrowed. “You have? You know her?”

The first
woman rolled her eyes. “Of course he does, Cam. When have you seen
her react to a customer like that? He obviously pissed her off in a
past life or something.”

“I should be so lucky.” I smirked. “More like all in this
life.”

“Her brother’s friend, right?” She tilted her head to the side.
“Yeah, she mentioned she hated you.”

She’d
talked about me?

“She didn’t say you were hot, though,” the second woman
said.

“Camille!”


Ahhh.

The best
friends.

“What?” Camille said. “I’m just saying.”

“No more Slutwhisperers for you,” the other woman—the one I
presumed to be Lani—said, reaching for her glass.

Camille
leaned over and slurped the last of the drink through the
straw.

That
explained the name of the cocktail.

“What are you doing?” Raven asked, stopping in front of them.
“Cam? Your glass is empty. Let me refill that for you.” She winked
to the other girl as she turned around.

What was
she doing?

She put
her back to her friends and grabbed the tequila bottle. She tipped
it over a cocktail shaker without actually pouring anything into
it. My lips quirked up as she put together what was some pink juice
or something and blended it with raspberries.

She
poured the mixture into a glass with some vigor in front of
Camille.

She’d
made her a placebo.

“Made your choice?” Raven turned to me, holding onto the
shaker.

“No.” I spun the menu to face her. “What do you think I should
have?”


Completely straight-faced, she said, “The Blue
Balls.”


 


 


 


 


 


 CHAPTER THREE

Raven

 


Parker
blinked his dark, brown eyes at me.

I thought
my suggestion was valid, but whatever.

Out of
the corner of my eye, I saw Lani smile around her straw. Sure—I’d
told them that my brother was in town with his best friend and that
me and his best friend didn’t get along, but there were a lot of
things that I didn’t mention about Parker.

Mostly
that he was unfairly handsome these days, because I didn’t know
that myself until he walked out onto my parents’ porch yesterday. I
didn’t know that his voice was deeper and sent a shiver down my
spine. I didn’t know that his strong jaw was now dotted with a five
o’clock shadow that only drew attention to his annoyingly pink
lips. I didn’t know that he now spiked his thick, dark hair at the
top and left the rest to sit normally.

I didn’t
know that I would be marginally attracted to him...Or that I’d have
to lie about how attracted to him I was.

I didn’t
want to be attracted to him. The only thing I had going for me
right now was that my dislike for him was still overwhelmingly
stronger than that tiny speck of attraction that was tickling in my
tummy.

“Well?” I asked him in my most innocent voice.

“I never thought I’d say this,” he said slowly in that low
voice of his. “But I’ll have the Blue Balls.”

“Coming right up.”

A smile
twisted across my face so quickly I couldn’t hide it in the
slightest. Judging by the giggles from my friends, they couldn’t
control themselves either.

It wasn’t
often a guy asked for blue balls, after all.

I
switched out cocktail shakers with one hand and measured out one
and half shots of coconut rum with the other. My eyes scanned the
side for the blue Curacao as I poured it in, and I hadn’t even
finished the pouring when I grabbed the tell-tale bright, blue
bottle. One shot of that and one shot of blue raspberry sours, and
the sapphire-blue liquid reflected off the sides of the shiny
shaker until I dulled it with lemonade.

I added
more of the lemonade than usual, since I knew he had a good
forty-minute drive to get back to his parents’ place. I didn’t want
him to be halfway home and suddenly lose concentration—like its
namesake, the Blue Balls tended to hit you when you least expected
it.

“Eight dollars, please.” I put the glass down in front of
Parker.

He slid a
ten across the bar until the note tickled my fingers. “Keep the
change.”

“Thank you.” I smiled and went to the register. That was about
as polite as I could be where he was concerned. But hey, he’d been
nice, too. “What do you think?” I grabbed two empty glasses from
the bar.

“This is good. Is it one of yours?”

I nodded
as I put them in the glass washer. “All mine.”

“Has your grandmother seen this menu?”

I bit
back a laugh.

“You know her grandmother?” Lani asked. “How? Wait—never
mind.”

“By the time their reunion is over, the entire state will know
her grandmother.”

I turned
in enough time to catch his smirk. “No, Yia-Yia hasn’t seen my
menu, and you’re not wrong.”

“What the hell is a Yia-Yia?” Camille asked, frowning. “Is that
a rash or something?”

I laughed
and leaned against the bar. “No. It’s a rough translation of the
Greek word for grandmother. She won’t be called anything
else.”

“You’re Greek?”

“Half.”

“Why the fuck didn’t we know that?” Cam turned to Lani. “Did
you know that?”

“I don’t exactly advertise it on a billboard, yano.” I picked
up their empty glasses with one hand and looked at Parker. “You see
the kind of thing you’ve started now?”

He held
up his hands, his eyes sparkling. “It’s not my fault if you don’t
tell your friends about your crazy family.”

“Why are you here again?”

“I’m waiting to see if you’ll burn down the bar.”

“I’m seriously contemplating it. I do have matchbooks behind
the register.”

“Do you want me to start it for you?”

“Only if you’ll trap me in here so I don’t have to speak to you
ever again.”

“Damn,” Lani breathed. “That’s some real hatred right there.
Hey, Raven, remember when I hated Brett?”

Cam
giggled.

“Brett?” Parker glanced at her.

Her lips
twisted to the side. “My boyfriend.”

I stared
at Lani. “Don’t you have work to do or something?”

Her smile
grew when she met my eyes. “Point taken. I’ll call you
tomorrow.”

“No, you won’t.”

“Yeah, I will.” She laughed as she stood with Camille. “Early.
Make sure you’re awake.”

I rolled
my eyes. She knew I was always up at six. I had to be if I wanted
to open by midday. This bar didn’t organize itself, and I had an
interview at nine-thirty tomorrow.

I hoped
like hell it’d be better than the one I’d had this afternoon. The
poor girl thought I meant a bar position, not a chef. And she was
twenty.

I was
attracting all the underage people, it seemed.
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