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Author's Note




Cruel Summer is mostly a rom-com-y read, but it’s a little heavier than Wet Hot Summer, especially in regard to character backstories. This is just a little heads up for some of the things you’ll find in this book. I’ve tried to keep things as spoiler-free as possible. If you’re looking for more information, please check my website or feel free to drop me an email. 

Like all my other books, this one contains explicit on-page consensual sex and strong language. There is also alcohol use (mostly casual, once to excess), marijuana use (casual), and mention of other drugs.

Like Wet Hot Summer, this book opens with the shooting at a show in Vegas. No one is injured and there is a brief sighting of the gunman by the hero of the book.

Lou, the heroine, was raised by her aunt (who died off-page in a car accident roughly six years ago) after her parents abandoned her.

Clay, the hero, has a more tragic backstory. His family history includes a verbally-abusive narcissistic father, a mother who died after a possibly intentional prescription drug overdose, being disowned and financially cut off due to homophobia (Clay is bisexual), and a sibling who passed away from cancer (as an adult). His sister’s husband abandoned her while she was dying, spending her money and taking up with his mistress.

Clay manipulates his sister’s widower into a situation that ultimately ends in death.

There’s also mild on-page violence, arson (historic, concurrent on-page), money laundering, fraud and forgery, sex work (consensual), and damaging straight line winds from a severe thunderstorm.
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What Happened in Vegas


Clay







June

Ten million dollars is more than enough to ruin a man’s life.

Not mine, of course. Everything is going exactly as planned. My revenge fits neatly into five heavy-duty duffel bags, and it’s the weight of maneuvering them through the pre-show chaos of Wet’s dressing room that has me sweating.

“Handing out flyers?” one of the guys asks, rubbing oil on his pecs and stepping back to avoid a hip check from one of my bags.

I snort but don’t deign to reply. My client list is carefully curated, and my services are expensive. But my escort work is on hold, likely indefinitely. I’ll be in Paris, waiting for the inevitable conclusion of events I set into motion. 

I’ve arranged a hand-off in one of our VIP rooms after the show, so I force the bags one by one into a locker backstage while a few of my asshole coworkers make wild guesses about the contents.

Another guy snaps his fingers. “Off-loading skin care products?” 

“Fuck off,” I grit, more to the locker door I’m trying to shut than to anyone. A final shove does the trick, though I have to lean against it while I fumble for the lock in my pocket.

Ten million dollars, and the only thing standing between anyone else and a spending spree is the cheap padlock I slap on the locker door. As nice as it will be in my bank account, the money isn’t the point. I could toss handfuls all over the Strip if I felt like it. No, the point is I won and Tristan Hunting is  dead man walking once his associates discover ten million missing.

Tonight I’ll hand the cash over to a wealthy former college friend. He’ll transfer ten million minus his cut into an offshore account belonging to an LLC—one owned by another LLC, and so on in the way of shell companies—funneling it back to me squeaky clean.

Tomorrow night, I’ll drink the most expensive wine I can find in Paris to celebrate the demise of the man who left my sister to die alone while he spent her money and fucked his mistress. Maybe it’s something in the current zeitgeist, but ruining the life of a man who has never suffered from the consequences of his actions felt damn good. 

“Alright, lads,” Baz’s loud Australian accent enters the room before he does. “Now that you’re all here, there’s something I’ve gotta say.”

We aren’t all here, apparently. Someone mentions that Aiden is missing. Baz loudly insists he doesn’t give a fuck, but spends a solid minute cussing the absent man out for not heeding the All Hands on Deck SOS text. I pay minimal attention as I trade the button-up shirt I arrived in for the button-up shirt held together with Velcro. 

Baz ends his rant and claps his hands. “Look, I’m not going to blow smoke up your arses, but we’ve had a good run of it the last few years. The show’s been a hit, and you lot are like the sons I never wanted.”

Someone snorts. But this isn’t the usual pre-show speech. I cross my arms and wait for the catch.

“We’ve lost our venue—budgie smugglers are out, magic shows are in. And rather than search out a new home for the show, I’ve decided to hang it up and retire.”

And there it is.

Tonight was my last night anyway, but I feel for all the guys who will be competing for spots on other Vegas all-male revues. I’m not sentimental enough to say this place has been like a home, or these guys are like family. Still, Wet has been something of an anchor when I needed it most, preventing me from drifting purposeless from one novelty to the next, from one pointless pleasure to another.

I pull on my pants while Baz stops to repeat everything to Aiden, who just arrived with a VIP in tow. The large hoodie, sunglasses, and medical mask hide their identity. Some celebrity, most likely.

Baz breaks from what’s turning out to be a surprisingly long goodbye speech to chew out one of the younger dancers for the wedding band still on his finger. Benji blinks, looking surprised, even though they have this same conversation every night. Eventually, Benji slides the ring off, and Baz goes back to blowing smoke up our arses.

Then it’s show time.

Tonight’s performance is a goodbye. I’m ready. At thirty-seven, I’m the oldest person on stage with Wet. My knees are looking forward to retirement.

But for tonight, I give it my all, living in every beat, every movement. Dance has always been a source of comfort, a deeper connection to everything I lost. But performing—that’s power. I can be at my most vulnerable, my most core self, and still walk offstage after, safe and untouched. 

The lights dim, and the music for the finale starts up. It’s almost over.

There’s a loud pop, off-beat to the rhythm of the music.

I flinch. 

That was a gunshot.

My heart pounds as I wait for pain to blossom over some vital part of me, but the pain doesn’t come.

I haven’t been shot. Yet.

I dive for the stage exit as one by one the guys stop dancing, looking around in confusion. I’m barely backstage when another shot rings out. Someone screams, and the crowd erupts into chaos.

I run. Tristan must have discovered my real identity to track me down. Shit. He should’ve gone into hiding. Does he think I’d give the money back? That if he returned it, he’d be forgiven?

It doesn’t matter what Tristan thinks or how desperate he must be. I need to get the money and out of here.

What if it’s not Tristan? What if it’s the men he stole from?

Then I’m fucked.

My shoes slide on the dressing room floor, and I slam against the locker. My heart is pounding so loud I can’t hear the noise around me as I spin the lock. 8-33-60. My hands shake, but the door springs open. I yank out the first bag, whirling when I see movement out of the corner of my eye.

It’s just Aiden, his VIP, and another man with them. 

I go back to my bags as people stream into the dressing room.

Benji is suddenly next to me, sliding his stuff into his backpack. Everyone else in here is crouched and panicking, but he looks remarkably calm. 

He’s a himbo, but he might be a useful himbo right now.

“Benji, take this,” I say before I can overthink it, tossing a duffel bag to him. He catches it, stumbling back.

“The fuck you got in here?” he asks. 

Two million dollars in hundred-dollar bills weighs roughly forty pounds, but he’s twenty-five—the perfect pack mule. 

I hand him another and grab the final three. “Follow me.”

He follows without question, and when another shot rings out somewhere in the club, he quickens his pace.

I push the back door open, and we step into the dark parking lot. A motorcycle—Aiden’s, probably—takes off into the night. Every instinct in me screams to run, but I force myself to walk to my car. My skin crawls with the feeling that someone is watching us. 

“Holy shit,” Benji says, looking over his shoulder. “Was that a gun? Someone was shooting in there? What—?”

“Yes.” I pop the trunk and drop my bags in, shoving them aside to make room for the two Benji is holding. “Those were gunshots.”

“We have to go back,” Benji says, panicking. “What if—”

I take the bags from him and put them in the trunk. “You a doctor?”

“Sometimes?” 

I slam the trunk and turn to stare at him. Like orange cats, I suspect there is a single communal brain cell he shares with his kind. Tonight isn’t his night for it. 

“What?” he asks in genuine confusion.

The door behind us bangs open, Benji jumping at the sound as we both turn.

The bartender is sprinting toward us, toting a large box, her pale face terrified.

Cold dread slips down my spine.

“Get in the car.” I shove Benji toward the passenger’s side.

“It’s just Briar—” 

A man bursts out of the door behind her.

I throw myself into the driver’s seat, jam the key into the ignition, and turn to tell Benji to get into the back—but he’s already climbing in, so I turn the key and the engine roars to life. 

Briar shoves the box into Benji’s outstretched arms and slams the front seat back into place. In the rearview mirror, the man chasing her stops, raising his gun.

Shit. I hit the gas just as Briar gets in.

“Get down,” I snap, hunching low as Briar reaches out to close her door. We both flinch at the sound of the gunshot, and I say a silent prayer for my baby as I peel out of the parking lot and slide into a gap in the traffic.

Fuck. That was close.

My heart is pounding, blood rushing in my ears as I drive. Flashing lights fly by, headed for the club. I keep glancing in the rearview, but the traffic behind us is ordinary. No police, no one driving erratically to catch up.

“God fucking dammit,” I mutter under my breath. “What the fuck was that about?” Was the shooter after Briar? She’s just a bartender. She has nothing to do with me or Tristan. 

Christ, I don’t want to gamble on the possibility that this wasn’t about me.

The click of Briar’s seatbelt pulls me out of my thoughts, and I reach back to grab mine. The last thing I need is to get pulled over for a traffic violation with ten million in underground poker winnings in the trunk of my car.

“You hurt?” I ask her. 

She wraps her arms around herself and shakes her head. 

“That guy was after you?” 

She hesitates. “I need to get out of Vegas for a while.”

Okay, maybe the shooting was about her, but I’m not going to take any chances.

“Yeah. Me too.” My suitcase is already in the trunk, and the rest of my belongings are in storage. But if there’s a chance Tristan found out my real identity—or if the people he stole from did—then they’d know I’ve booked a flight to Paris. So I need to go somewhere else.

“I know where we can go,” Benji says, startling me. I’d forgotten he was in the backseat.

“You can go home,” I tell him. “No one is after you.”

“Turns out the engagement ring I gave Gina might have belonged to some mob boss, and he wants it back.” 

He says it so casually, like it’s something to shrug off. Briar laughs softly, but I spin to stare at him. This twenty-five-year-old child, this literal boy-next-door, is mixed up with the mob? What the actual fuck?

A distinctly feline pissed-off yowl erupts from the backseat.

“Is that a fucking cat?” I ask through gritted teeth.

“He’s Trouble,” Briar grumbles.

In the backseat, Benji says hi to the cat, because of course he does. He even buckles what must be the cat’s carrier into the seat.

I turn to Briar. “You brought your cat to work?” I leave the why in the ever-loving fuck out of the question, but it’s implied. 

“What’s in those bags you hauled in?” she asks sharply, reaching into the backseat, presumably to comfort the cat.

“Did you rob a bank?” Benji asks, suddenly interested.

I push my hand through my hair in irritation, then tighten my grip on the wheel. “No.”

“A casino?”

“No.”

“You didn’t murder someone and chop them up and stick them in the bags to dispose of after work, did you?”

“For fuck’s sake,” I mutter, slowing for a red light. Benji can spill his secrets. Briar can keep hers. They’re both better off not knowing mine.

“No one would think to look for us in Havenwood, Minnesota,” Benji says, breaking the silence in the car with a forced casualness.

Havenwood, Minnesota. A place I only know because Benji won’t stop talking about it.

I sigh. “You think some woman who got drunk and married you is going to welcome you into her life?”

“Why wouldn’t she?” Briar glares at me in warning, like I’m trying to rain on Benji’s parade rather than point out the obvious. “And it’s as good a place as any to hide.”

That might be true. I have no ties to Minnesota. I’ve never been there. From what I’ve gathered from listening to Benji go on and on, it’s a small town in the middle of nowhere. I’m not an outdoorsy person. I have no desire to surround myself with nature, which undoubtedly includes mosquitoes, spiders, and nothing to do or see but the same trees every day.

But I need to lie low for a while before I reach out to my college friend again. I could start laundering the money myself. How hard can it be?

And it would be irresponsible to abandon Briar to whatever shit she’s gotten herself into. Benji, too. 

“I can’t believe I’m fucking doing this,” I grumble, more to make myself feel better than anything as I push buttons on the navigation system.

It’s just a setback. Ten million isn’t going to ruin my life.








  
  

Chapter one

Lou





Havenwood, July

My key doesn’t fit the lock. 

I stare at the dinged-up bit of metal in my hand. Countless energy drinks and pure, frustrated rage powered my all-night drive home, but now that I’m here, maybe the unhealthy amount of stimulants has me hallucinating. Maybe this isn’t the right key.

My brain struggles to turn over, not unlike the engine of my old Buick, and for several long seconds I blink down at the key.

It’s the right key. It’s slightly bent, curving to the side just enough to occasionally make the door tricky to unlock.

Mumbling a curse, I raise it to the lock again and freeze.

I might have the right key, but this is the wrong lock. It’s shiny and new. Nothing at Gallo’s is shiny and new. The dive bar’s glassware is older than I am. The wooden surfaces of the bar and the tables don’t shine unless I polish them, and let’s face it, I don’t.

Fucking Travis.

I hiss at the door like a damned cat, throw my useless key on the ground, and stomp around the building, the glint of light on a cherry red sports car parked under some trees drawing my eyes.

Sometimes the out-of-towners—no one living in Havenwood with sports car money spends it on a vehicle that couldn’t handle six inches in winter—get drunk and someone gives them a ride to their house or cabin, leaving an odd assortment of cars and SUVs parked out front. But a shiny red sports car is precisely the shit Travis would buy if he came into some money.

Which means he’s turned my bar into an illegal pharmacy while I was out of town. The fucker.

The late morning is sunny and sparkly. A perfect summer’s day to murder my cousin. I’m going to strap his carcass to the front of the Buick and drive down Main Street like it’s the fucking Fourth of July parade. 

Muttering every colorful curse my Aunt Rita taught me, I drag a couple of discarded tires out of the bushes where Travis throws the stuff he’s too lazy to take to the dump, and stack them up under the ladies' room window.

I’m mad as hell as I snap open the knife I keep in my pocket, climb onto the tires, and set to work prying the screen off. The old thing sticks for a minute, but pops free before I have to get too aggressive. I lean it against the side of the building, pocket my knife—because I’ll be needing it again shortly for murdering the bastard—and push the window, already open four inches, up as high as it goes.

I haven’t gone through this window since I was a teenager, and for a heart-stopping second after I hoist myself up, I fear I’ve misjudged. The last time I did this, I hadn’t yet been blessed with the generous curves I’m now endowed with. My boobs make it through—barely—but I get stuck at the hips.

The last thing I need is for Travis or any other nosy asshole to wander over and see my denim-clad ass hanging out the window of my own goddamn bar.

Wiggling helps. Carefully, slowly, I inch through until I can grab hold of the sink below me. Blood rushes to my head, and I’m puffing and swearing.

I am very clearly not fifteen anymore.

The next part is tricky, but somehow I don’t face-plant into the sink or the floor. I manage to get one leg through, then the other, and when I fall, I land on my feet. Like always.

Do you hear that, universe? Like always.

Aunt Rita always said landing on your feet was the most important thing. Well, it might have been the third, after ‘don’t trust sweet talkin’ men’ and ‘don’t let the skinheads and militia shits in’. Fourth, maybe, after ‘you’ll get more tips in a low-cut top and a push-up bra’.

Dusting myself off, I take a quick look in the mirror. My face is flushed, and my makeup is yesterday’s. 

Well, shit. I look like an unhinged raccoon fueled by rabies and enough energy drinks to stop a weaker heart.

I take a deep breath and try to channel my inner Rita. There’s a lot of my aunt in me. Something in the eyes, the line of the nose, the shape of the lips. I resemble her more than Travis does. But it feels like I’m cosplaying being her, trying to put on her tough-as-nails exterior when it doesn’t quite fit.

My attempt to clean up my winged eyeliner with my pinkie is futile. It only makes me look more raccoon-ish. My handbag is outside, but there will be time between committing the murder and my morbid little parade to freshen up so my mug shot looks good. 

I still take a moment to straighten my black t-shirt and dust off my curve-hugging jeans before I stride out of the ladies' room and into the dark, musty hallway.

The low heels of my boots click and clack angrily—a rhythm I happen to enjoy—but I freeze as another rhythm drowns it out.

The slap of skin on skin. It’s punctuated by a moan and a woman’s desperate, muffled words coming from my office.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I mutter up at the ceiling.

Men are a curse to the women of my family, and not only do I get a thieving ex, but also a fuck-up of a cousin currently banging someone in my office, where I do the paperwork he can’t be trusted with.

My fuse has been burning for weeks, but this sets me off, and I burst through that door like an avenging demon from hell.

I don’t want to see my cousin naked, so I look at the woman sprawled on her back across my desk instead. 

My jaw drops. “Kristen?”

Kristen Donnelly, divorced mother of two and the second-grade teacher at Havenwood Elementary School, stares up at me in horror. Her blouse is undone, her tits are everywhere, and okay, they’re really nice. It’s honestly upsetting she’d lower her standards to sleep with my douche of a cousin.

Except—

The man who is frozen balls-deep in her is not my cousin. 

He looks bewildered. And handsome. Too handsome for a place like Gallo’s or a town like Havenwood. Like Alexander Skarsgård and a young Paul Newman had a baby who grew up to have perfectly sex-tousled ash-blond hair and honey-brown eyes that have a cruel coolness instead of a sweet warmth. His face is too perfect, an artist’s flawless reject. I can’t look at it, so I drop my gaze. 

Which is a mistake. 

His white shirt is unbuttoned, revealing smooth, light golden skin stretched over muscled pecs and six or eight abs—I’m too shocked to count—and I follow the V cut of his hips. His pants are pushed down, and yeah, they were fucking. He’s still inside her on my— 

Goddammit. They’re doing it on my IKEA Vebjörn desk. It’s a miracle the desk is still standing, considering I had leftover screws after hours spent putting it together.

Now I’m really mad.

“Who the fuck are you and what are you doing in my bar?” I cross my arms over my chest and level a glare at the man as Kristen finally comes out of her sex fugue to tug her blouse over her tits.

“This is my bar,” he replies in a cool tone at odds with the light sheen of sweat on all that gorgeous skin, “and unless Miss Donnelly wants an audience, you’re interrupting. Please leave.”

“Miss Donnelly?” It’s the lack of sleep that makes me laugh. “Am I interrupting some principal-teacher role play?” It’s out of my mouth before I can stop it, before I realize, as Kristen pushes her skirt down to hide where he’s still inside her, that she is dressed like it’s a school day, not like it’s the middle of summer vacation. 

I can’t look at her. Her face will be as red as mine.

“Get out,” he says to me, irritation bleeding into his calm voice.

“My office,” I say firmly. “You get out.”

“Maybe I should—” Kristen’s voice tips up like she’s asking a question, but he either doesn’t hear or ignores her. 

“Who are you?” he demands, snapping my attention back to him. Those cold amber eyes are meant to intimidate, but good luck, honey. I grew up in this dive bar. Not much daunts me, and I’ve had it up to my hairline with shitty men being shitty. I’m not taking it anymore. Not from him, not from my cousin, not from my shitty ex. 

It is fucking open season, baby.

“I’m Lou Gallo,” I say, jutting my chin out and standing straighter, taking up more space. I’m barely five foot four in these heels, but he’s not going to make me feel small. I’m a goddamned pufferfish, overinflated and spiky. Toxic liver and all. “Owner of Gallo’s Tavern. You might have seen my name on the sign outside.”

“I’m going to leave,” Kristen says a little louder. The way she’s positioned on the desk, she can’t easily dislodge him from her pussy, apparently.  She gently pushes him. He startles at her touch, withdraws from her, and steps back so she can slip off the desk. 

Now he’s standing dick-out. My interruption hasn’t dimmed his ardor. He’s rock-hard and pointing at the ceiling rather than shriveling into a button at the power of my glare.

Thankfully, for Kristen’s sake, he’s wearing a condom.

He notices my gaze and takes the base of his dick in one hand, carefully unrolling the condom with the other.

Kristen and I watch. I hate to admit it, but he has a pretty dick. The length is impressive without crossing into terrifying, and he’s got some girth. Appropriate amount of veins, blemish-free, nice head, no weird hook to one side. If this man hadn’t been fucking her in my office, I’d be tempted to high-five Kristen. I don’t think she’s dated since her divorce, and this is a hell of a way to get back on the horse.

He tucks himself into his pants and zips them up, but leaves his shirt open. 

Kristen springs into action, grabbing her purse and rifling through it. I ignore her and let my gaze slowly drift back up to his.

He doesn’t say anything. Not who he is or what he’s doing fucking Kristen Donnelly on my Vebjörn desk. He stands there glowering at me.

Kristen gives me a nervous look as she steps up to him, going up on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear as she puts something in his hand.

“No,” I say, shaking my head and pointing at the wad of cash concealed in his fist. He’s already trying to give it back to her while hiding the size of the bundle from me. “You are not using Gallo’s to sell drugs, I don’t care what Travis promised you. And if you brought meth into here, I swear—”

Kristen’s eyes go wide as she stares at me. “It’s not drugs, Lou. That’s not what—I mean, I…” a deep scarlet rolls over her face. “It’s been so hard since the divorce, you know? I haven’t felt wanted. Even in my marriage. And I’ve never…”

“Done meth?” I ask. God, this is giving me a headache. “Maybe don’t do that.” 

“Had an orgasm,” Kristen blurts out. “I hired Clay to…help with that.”

Oh.

OH.

My head is going to explode. Travis letting some outsider sell drugs out of my office is plausible. Travis turning my office into a bordello with a male sex worker is not on my Travis Gallo Bingo card. Guess I lack imagination.

“Just take it,” Kristen is saying to Clay, pushing it into his hand again.

“I can’t,” he says in a surprisingly gentle and warm voice. “Services weren’t rendered.”

She blushes again, eyes glued to the floor. “Services were rendered. A few times.”

I’m going to bleach every surface of my office the moment these two get out.

“We were interrupted,” he insists in that same soft tone. “I didn’t deliver what I promised—”

“You really did,” she insists.

“But—”

For fuck’s sake. I snatch the wad of cash they’re pushing back and forth between them. “How many times did you come?” I ask Kristen as I count the bills.

She blushes harder, but her lips tip into a dreamy smile. “Three.”

I can’t remember the last time I got three orgasms. Even the charge on my toys doesn’t last long enough for that. “So three orgasms. Let’s say that took at least an hour.” I don’t know how long their refractory periods are, but fucking on my desk isn’t all that comfortable, so I doubt they’ve been at it for hours, plural. “Before that, maybe an hour of conversation, a drink, and some foreplay. Sound about right?”

Kristen nods uncertainly. The man gives me a bored look.

“Let’s say you had ten minutes of fucking left when I walked in”—judging by the moans, Kristen was very close, but he’s a professional and might have planned to edge her a tiny bit—“plus twenty minutes for your post-coital activity of choice.” My voice trails off at the end. 

I’m holding four hundred dollars. 

Kristen Donnelly was willing to pay this man four hundred dollars to experience an orgasm. 

Every time her good-for-nothing ex comes into my bar, I’m going to make sure I give the top of his beer bottle a little tap after I hand it to him so it explodes in his fucking face. “Three hundred, for services rendered,” I give a stack of bills to the man, and a smaller stack to Kristen. “One hundred for you since you didn’t get the full package.”

Kristen’s gaze travels to his crotch, and mine hitches a ride. He’s still hard, if the bulge is anything to go by.

“I got the full package,” Kristen murmurs.

Christ.

I snap myself out of staring at his dick print and cross my arms again. “You can go somewhere else to earn that last hundred, or to argue about it. But if you don’t leave, I’m going to charge you both for using my office and wasting my time.”

“I’ll walk you out,” he says to Kristen, then turns to me. “Meet me at the bar. And pour me a bourbon.”

The fucking nerve.

I need a drink more than he does, so as he turns to let Kristen out the side door, I turn to walk the short hallway to the bar, and the surprises keep coming.

“What the hell happened here?” I mumble as I walk past chairs neatly upturned on tables. The old floorboards squeak under my feet, but the soles of my heeled boots don’t stick to them. The tap handles gleam in the light streaming through the two windows—windows that used to be plastered up in beer advertisements. Even the cobwebs in the corners are gone.

I walk around the bar. Everything is tidy and in the wrong place.

He took down the longhorn skull that’s hung over the door to the kitchen since Gallo’s opened almost a hundred years ago. There used to be a small pendant of a gold horn—a cornicello—that belonged to my great-grandfather to ward off bad luck hanging from the right horn, and that’s gone too. As are the celebrity prayer candles featuring George Michael, Cher, and Dolly Parton that belonged to Rita. The photo of Rita with her mother is also missing.

I don’t like this.

It takes me a minute to find where he moved the maraschino cherries. I drop four cherries into my rocks glass, along with a single cube of ice, then fill it with bourbon and a splash of cherry Coke.

It might be before noon, but it goes down like a treat. I pop a cherry in my mouth as I pour myself another. Mystery gigolo can pour his own. And pay for it.

I tap my chipped nails on the bar and stare at the hall while I sip my second drink. What is taking him so long? Maybe he’s fucking her out the back. He could have her pressed against the wall, her skirt up around her waist as his lips coast over the shell of her ear. Skilled fingers playing her to perfection while he thrusts into her from behind.

My stomach twists because if anyone deserves to get railed out the back by someone who cares about giving their partner pleasure, it’s me.

Okay, it’s Kristen, too. At least I’ve had orgasms before. Goddamn her ex sucks.

I pluck another cherry from my glass. As long as they aren’t fucking on my desk, I don’t care if they do it outside. Everyone in Havenwood knows someone who was conceived in the backseat of Gallo’s parking lot, so I hope for Kristen’s sake he put another condom on.

“Well, Ms. Gallo,” he says in that annoyingly calm voice as he strides into the bar with my abandoned handbag. “It seems we have a problem.”








  
  

Chapter two

Lou





“I bought this bar from Travis Gallo,” the asshole says, dropping my handbag on the bar. 

It’s so preposterous, I laugh. “Travis can’t sell you something he doesn’t own.” We both inherited half the bar. Rita was my aunt, his mother, for her sins, as she used to say. As annoying as it is, I’ve been making it work for over six years.

But I should’ve known better than to leave Travis in charge for so long. What the fuck was I thinking, chasing after Hayden? I pop another cherry into my mouth. I wasn’t thinking, I was seething, and thanks to that stealing prick, desperate and broke. There wasn’t another option.

The man—Clay, I think Kristen called him—steps behind the bar, dropping my handbag in front of me before grabbing a rocks glass and the bottle of bourbon I left out.

“I have all the paperwork that proves this place is mine,” he says as he pours.

“Funny. So do I.” My fingers itch as I resist the urge to run upstairs and make sure it’s still there.

His eyes stay glued to his drink as he sets the bottle aside. I roll the last cherry from my drink over my lower lip, back and forth, waiting for him to look up and start getting ideas. 

He doesn’t. His indifference is clear. I have no power over him.

“Where is Travis?” I ask casually, finally popping the cherry into my mouth.

Clay shrugs. “He left town.”

Something cold prickles over my skin, and I slip my hand into my pocket to touch the smooth, reassuring handle of my pocket knife. “Did he now?”

Clay’s honey-hued eyes drop to my pocket. His expression remains unconcerned as he moves to the other side of the bar. He pulls a barstool down to sit on, and I relax my grip on the knife. 

“I didn’t do anything to Travis,” he says.

“Good,” I say, trying to sound as unconcerned as he is. “Because I’m going to.”

He doesn’t look surprised. “Husband?”

I glare. “Cousin.”

Clay nods and finally takes a slow sip of his bourbon. I tip mine back and drain it.

He clears his throat. “Kristen wanted me to request that you keep what you saw between the three of us.” 

“I’m not going to tell anyone.” I like Kristen, but even if I didn’t, I’m not in the business of airing dirty laundry.

Silence falls over us like a wet blanket.

“I think you’d better produce some proof of ownership,” he says pointedly.

“You too.”

He nods, finishes his drink, and gets up. I follow him back down the hallway. He goes into the office, and I find myself staring at a new lock on the door to the small apartment upstairs. 

Where I live.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I whine.

Clay steps out of the office, documents in hand, and sighs when he sees me glaring at the lock. “That was your stuff upstairs.”

Did this man do even a scrap of due diligence before handing my cousin money? “What did Travis tell you?”

Clay nudges me out of the way to unlock the door. “That he had a renter living here who left, and I should get rid of anything I didn’t want.”

If I weren’t already planning my cousin’s murder, I would be now.

I follow Clay upstairs, too pissed off to appreciate the view of his muscular ass in tailored pants. Almost too pissed off. But then I step into my apartment.

Mostly, it looks the same. The room features low, sloping ceilings, a single small window facing the back of the bar, and a tiny corner kitchenette equipped with a hot plate, a mini-fridge, and a sink. A card table with two folding chairs. A low bookcase filled with old romance and thriller paperbacks, and a sorry-looking bean bag chair next to it.

But my clothes, the vintage posters, all the little touches that made the space mine are gone. 

A metal rack that used to hold my thrifted clothes now has three identical white button-down shirts and, for variety, two black button-down shirts. Five shirts mark this space as his.

Maybe I’ll be digging a grave for a second body. “My stuff?” I ask between gritted teeth.

He points to the boxes lined up against the wall behind the clothes rack. “I haven’t had a chance to get rid of it. There wasn’t room in the dumpster out back, so apparently I have to take it to the local dump.”

Thank god he’s either too lazy or too snobby to visit a place like the dump. “You can’t throw out my things. I live here. This place is mine.”

He holds up a stack of papers. “Prove it.”

The loose floorboard is partially under my bed. Except that the mattress on the floor is gone. He’s replaced it with a proper bed on a frame, and for some reason, kept my favorite quilt. The printed squares feature vintage patterns in black and white with pops of deep red, and it looks unfairly good with the new wrought iron bedframe and the soft-looking slate gray sheets peeking out from under it. Four thick pillows are perfectly fluffed at the head of the bed.

“And yet you fuck her on my desk,” I grumble as I march over to the bed and drop to my knees. I pull my knife from my pocket, and bend to pry up the floorboard. But something underneath the bed catches my eye.

Duffel bags. At least two, possibly more, behind them.

“Well?” he asks crisply.

Great. He’s just as bad as my cousin and my shitty ex, and I’d bet all my money—if I had any—that whatever is in those bags isn’t legal.

So I pretend I don’t see them and hold my knife up, wiggling it at him before I flick it open and pry up the floorboard.

My paperwork is still there, rolled up tight inside a cardboard tube.

I sit back, turning in time to catch Clay’s eyes jump from my ass to my face. Not so indifferent after all. With a triumphant flourish, I hold out the deed to the bar. He steps over and starts to hand me his papers. “I have digital copies,” he says, holding them out of reach. “And the paperwork has been filed.”

The thought of ripping them up or attempting to burn them hadn’t occurred to me. If I hadn’t spent all night driving, maybe it would have.

“So do I,” I lie as I hand mine over. If Travis filed any documents related to selling the bar to this man, he must have replaced the paperwork with my name on it. Easy enough for Travis to do with the help of Sleazy McCormick, the only lawyer in town.

Clay’s lips press into a tight line, and he hums like he knows I’m lying, but he hands me his papers and sinks onto the bed to read through mine. I watch him for a few seconds, his eyes flicking quickly, confidently over the words. He looks like a damn lawyer all of a sudden—one from some fancy firm in a big city.

I’m in a world of trouble.

I drop heavily onto my butt and lean against the bed as I flip through his papers.

This fake deed appears legit. I don’t know what I expected. Travis writing something illegible in Sharpie on the back of a box is out of the question. Whether I like it or not, he’s pretty good at forging shit, so it’s no surprise this document is all legalese, with nary a typo.

“Well, Louisa Gallo,” Clay says slowly, his eyes flicking over the pages before meeting mine. “One of these has to be a fake.”

His is fake. Mine?

I don’t know.

Everyone assumed Rita would leave the bar to me after she’d kicked Travis out. I’d been cramming business classes in the Twin Cities when Rita passed away. I’d been aware that Travis was working his way back into Rita’s good graces, but it was still an unpleasant surprise to discover she left Gallo’s to the two of us. 

But what if she hadn’t? What if Travis forged the will? He could’ve put my name in it so he’d have someone to do the real work.

What if I contest Clay’s claim and discover that my own doesn’t hold up? Rita might have left the bar to her friends Dawn and Deidre. Or maybe she never had a will at all, in which case the bar would go to Travis.

Shit. I don’t think I want to dig too deep into this if it might mean losing everything. My heart is pounding as I look up from the papers in my hands to discover him watching me with that coolly calculating gaze. I swallow. “I can’t afford a lawyer.”

“I can pay for—”

“I want a second opinion from someone you aren’t paying. And from someone who isn’t local because the local lawyer is in deep with Travis when it comes to forgery.” 

Clay’s eyes drop back to my deed. Even if Travis and McCormick made me disappear from all the paperwork, they couldn’t erase me from Havenwood. Someone around here should’ve told him the bar was half mine.

The silence between us is oppressive. The late morning sun is already warming the apartment, and the stuffiness is making the bourbon and energy drinks churn in my stomach.

This is bad.

“What if we work together?” he says slowly, handing me back the papers. “Share the bar. Only for a month or two.”

I stare at him. Did I hear him right? He wants to share my fucking bar? No way.

“I know it’s not ideal,” he continues, sounding so reasonable that if I didn’t already mistrust him, I would now. “You can save up money for a lawyer, and maybe Travis will come back into town and we can sort this out.”

“You want to work together?” It sounds just as ridiculous when I say it out loud, but honestly, what did I expect? He paid Travis money for this bar—he’s not going to walk away without getting it back. If whatever is in those bags under the bed isn’t entirely legal, he may want to settle this as quietly as possible without involving lawyers.

I guess we’re aligned in that.

I will land on my feet. 

I’m not handing my bar over to this man, but until Travis returns or I find a way to get rid of Clay, I can play along. We can share.

“Fine,” I say with a resigned sigh, but I’m far from resigned to this. I’m going to make this man regret ever setting foot in my bar. But for now, I want him to think I’m in this, too. “We split the work equally. And you can’t use the bar as a brothel. I’m not opposed to sex work, but the local sheriff is nosy.” His uncle had been sheriff before him, and he expected Rita to get on her knees if he caught her doing anything less than legal. I don’t know if the nephew is the same, but it’s safe to assume the worst when it comes to law enforcement.

Clay stretches out on his back on the bed. “I don’t do that anymore.”

“Really?” I ask in mock-surprise, twisting to look at him. “Because I saw your dick in Kristen and money changing hands.”

His sinuous lips take on a sour shape. “She found out I’m a stripper and made some assumptions—not necessarily incorrect, in this case. But like you said, she deserves some fun, and I had nothing better to do.”

My jaw drops. “You charged that poor second-grade teacher—a single mom coming off a bad divorce to an absolute drain-clogging hairball of a man—four hundred dollars because you’re bored? Kristen’s hot. Why not have a casual hook-up?”

“She didn’t ask for a hook-up.” He rolls onto his side, propping himself on his elbow, close enough to me that I scoot back a few inches, but not before I get a good look at those light amber eyes. They’re rimmed in a darker brown and shot through with gold. “I gave her the experience of taking charge of her desires,” he says. “Of asking for what she wants from someone who will happily give it to her. For the first time, her pleasure was the only thing that mattered during sex. That’s what she paid for. Before you walked in and ruined it.”

My face flames. I close my eyes, but all I see is them fucking on my desk. Instead of making me angry, heat pools between my legs. I really don’t need to be broke and on the verge of losing my bar and horny—the worst trifecta.

“If it were a hook-up, yes, I’d put her first,” he continues in that calm tone. “I’d have made her come so many times she wouldn’t be walking right for days. But there’d be some give and take. I’d expect to be satisfied, too.”

What would it take to satisfy him? 

Ugh, why does that intrusive thought give me a little thrill? I’m blaming the residual caffeine from the energy drinks.

“For once, everything was about her experience, not our experience, and definitely not mine. How do you think that made her feel, given how her ex treated her? What price would you put on her confidence?”

I open my eyes, and while he’s looking at me, there’s not a trace of anger or censure in his gaze. Just a quiet, contemplative study that makes me squirm. 

“I’ll apologize to Kristen,” I say.

“I think she’d rather you didn’t mention it.”

Same. I certainly don’t want to relive it every time I close my eyes. 

He traces a long, slender finger along a deep red seam in the quilt. “And four hundred is a fraction of what I’d typically charge for a few hours of my company.”

I narrow my eyes at my quilt, which he’s still caressing. “Well, lucky me, you make so much that you were able to replace my bed. Looks like I’ll be sleeping well tonight.”

His eyes twinkle as he leans close. I’m stuck, a fly in a web, unable to move as he whispers, “Do you want to sleep with me, Ms. Gallo?”

Ms. Gallo shouldn’t be doing the things it’s doing to me. “Are you propositioning me, Mr. Bastien?” That was the name on the paperwork. “When your dick’s still wet?”

At that, he finally smiles. His lips are a shade on the thin side, but it doesn’t stop them from turning that smile wicked. “You saw the condom, and I’ll shower first. I’ve got nothing to do until my bar opens, and you look like you could use a good fuck.”

My bar, I start to bite back, but my brain does a record scratch over his last words. How dare he? 

I take his hand—casually draped over his stomach—in mine, and he lets me. “We could fuck…” I say lightly, my voice dripping with sugar as I idly stroke up and down his index finger with my fingertips. He watches with the satisfaction of a lazy cat. I drop the sugar from my voice, along with his hand—“Or you could jerk yourself off somewhere else.”

There’s fire in his honey eyes, and I get a hit of smug satisfaction from the way he clenches and releases the hand I’d fondled. But I’m in danger the longer I stay in this room with him, because he’s right. I do need a good fuck, but not from him. I’ve learned my lesson, and everything about this man screams liar, con, and dangerous.

So I get to my feet and point to the door. “You can leave now.”

He’s on his feet almost before I can blink, looming over me. I tighten my fist at my side in case I’ve miscalculated, but he merely tilts my chin up, forcing me to look at him. “I’m sleeping here. If you don’t like it, go find a lawyer willing to work pro bono.”

All my smug satisfaction drains in an instant. “We just agreed to share this place!”

He shrugs. “The bar. Not the bed.”








  
  

Chapter three

Clay





Life has become one irritating minor disaster after another, rolling slowly at the pace of this godforsaken backwater. My newest disaster’s footsteps echo, loud and angry, long after she storms out of the bar I do not own. 

So I have a face to go with the name. Louisa Gallo.

I am fucked. I bluffed my way through that, but shit.










