
   [image: cover]


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Acknowledgments

   	Chapter One

   	Chapter Two

   	Chapter Three

   	Chapter Four

   	Chapter Five

   	Chapter Six

   	Chapter Seven

   	Chapter Eight

   	Chapter Nine

   	Chapter Ten

   	Chapter Eleven

   	Chapter Twelve

   	Chapter Thirteen

   	Chapter Fourteen

   	Chapter Fifteen

   	Chapter Sixteen

   	Chapter Seventeen

   	Chapter Eighteen

   	Chapter Nineteen

   	Chapter Twenty

   	Chapter Twenty-One

   	About the Author

   	Also by Melissa Marino

   	A Preview of SO TWISTED

   	You Might Also Like…

   	Newsletters




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            So Wicked

            A Bad Behavior Novel

            Melissa Marino

         

         
            [image: ]

            New York   Boston

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2017 by Melissa Marino

Excerpt from So Twisted copyright © 2016 by Melissa Marino

Cover design by Elizabeth Turner. Cover copyright © 2017 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever Yours

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
forever-romance.com
twitter.com/foreverromance

            First published as an ebook and as a print on demand: May 2017

            Forever Yours is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever Yours name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Untitled/Poem excerpted from The Book of Ryan, reprinted by permission of R. A. Knipe

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBNs: 978-1-4555-6957-1 (ebook); 978-1-4555-6964-9 (trade paperback, print on demand)

            E3-20170324-DA-PC

         

      

   


   
      
         
            To my muffin, my person, Sarah. A piece of my heart, and a piece of yours are all over these pages. #heartcamel

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Acknowledgments

         

         This book was a labor of love, and a test of my strength at a level I can’t begin to articulate. There were many people who encouraged me, inspired me and carried me through until the end.

         I believe there are times in which my agent, Kimberly Brower, feels the koala style grip I have imaginarily put around her. It’s my attempt to make sure she never leaves me because none of this would ever happen without her.

         Megha Parekh, and the entire team of amazing folks at Forever Romance, who work endlessly to make every book, including this one, the absolute best it can be.

         My dear friend and publicist, Nina Bocci. Every single step of my journey, from pre-agent until now, you have helped me in more ways than I could ever repay you for. All the x’s and o’s.

         Ryan A. Knipe graciously allowed me to use his poem that appeared at the beginning of the last chapter. I stumbled upon his beautiful words and moving prose on Instagram while writing this book. The poem used perfectly captured Al and Marshall, and I’m thankful Ryan let me share.

         Hawkeye, the fella who sang his way into this book inadvertently, and who aided in helping me find the raw emotions without even knowing it. With all else discarded, I say thank you and I regret nothing.

         To my friends at Addison Starbucks, who has the most rad employees, that supplied me with endless coffee and treats. They cheered me on almost daily as I wrote SO WICKED and gave me moments of humor to keep going.

         My aloof partner in crime, Court. You kept me sane and laughing during this process and every day.

         Amy Reichert and Sarah Cannon, my darlings. You inspire me and lift me. There is no greater gift and I couldn’t be more grateful.  

         To the many San Luis Obispo establishments that were represented: SLO Donuts, Splash Café, High Street Deli, BlackHorse Espresso & Deli and especially SLO Brew, which was the inspirational backdrop for SO WICKED.

         And thanks to a few local Chicago favorites that were represented:  Garrett’s Popcorn, Vosage Chocolates and Koval Whiskey.

         My family, Mom and Dad, brothers and sister-in-law’s, and all extended family who not only love me, but walk beside me to remind me of how loved I am.

         To L--I couldn’t be prouder of the parents we’ve become, and how we’ve navigated a difficult path with the empathy and courage that most envy. I’m honored to have been married to you for thirteen years, and know the love we’ve created around our son will sustain our family always. Thank you for your constant encouragement, and still making me laugh every day.

         My sweet, sweet J. You make your mom so very proud. Everything I do, I do for you. Always.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Marshall—

         

         In the business world, if you aren’t punctual, you can go fuck yourself. 

         Opening a new bar, in a new-to-me city, was stressful enough, but add in relying on others to show up on time—that  made it ten times worse. This chick from the bakery was supposed to be here at ten a.m. Thirty minutes later and still nothing.

         “Wells,” I shouted to my bar manager.

         “Yeah?” he said, rolling his chair, along with his ginger-topped head and beard, out of the office.

         It was purely an accident that I hired a ginger-haired bar manager to work at my bar named Ginger. Accidents worked out well sometimes.

         “Any calls?” I asked.

         “No,” he said, reclining his husky body against the back of the chair.

         “Shit,” I said, pulling the pen from behind my ear and tossing it across the marble bar top. “You better not have set up a meeting for me with someone who is a no-show when I have tons of other shit to do.”

         A new bar. A new town. An immense amount of pressure.

         Not that I wasn’t used to pressure. A former career as a day trader, the desire to want to make my parents proud, and a second career as a bar manager were all preparation. Now? With both my parents gone, I was ready to make myself proud.

         “Just wait until you taste her stuff. Everyone around here knows about Alexis and Tipsy Treats.” He took a sip from the straw of his Frappa-whatever-the-fuck he was drinking. “I’m telling you, the whole thing is genius. The different infusion of cocktails that we’ll be doing, along with small plates of food and Tipsy Treats? The locals are going to love it.”

         I was banking on it. This was my bar—well, mine along with my best friend Aaron, who was still back in our hometown Chicago. But it was all on me because I was the one here in California. It was my show, and Aaron was allowing me to run with it.

         “Look,” Wells continued. “It’s totally unique to have a bar that only serves small plates, but with a heavy dessert aspect. It’s going to work, though.” He took another large sip from his drink. “Also, I don’t know how it’d be my fault if she’s late.”

         “Because I hired you to make sure you were only hiring the best.” I paused, waiting for him to stop slurping up the bottom of his drink. “Plus, you look like a douchebag drinking that thing.”

         “A tasty beverage from Black Horse doesn’t give off douche vibes. There’s a reason it’s the best coffee spot in San Luis Obispo. You should try one for yourself, and then you can go fuck yourself, boss,” he said, rolling back into the office.

         A relationship based on mutual shit talk, respect, and trust was the best kind to have. It was why I hired him.

         I chuckled, walking to the end of the bar to retrieve the pen I’d thrown. I had a lot of nerve getting drippy when most of what I dished out I deserved in whatever bullshit I got back in return. It went back to having the ideal relationship with your right-hand man. We both could dish out and take.

         Ginger was a beauty and I’d fight anyone who thought differently. The expansive two-floor space was in the heart of San Luis Obispo, California. With the walls decorated with paintings from local artists and the oak slate hardwood floors, the vibe was on beat with trendy. I didn’t want just trendy, though. I wanted comfortable, a place people wanted to stay, drink, and hang out with friends. So I balanced the swanky with relaxed and inviting furniture like leather-bound high-back chairs that were slightly larger than normal barstools and chestnut-colored U-shaped booths that ran the entire perimeter of the bar. Add in small seating with two outdoor patios, one in front for a street view and one in back for a quieter one, and the whole thing was a dream fucking come true.

         The pen slid back behind my ear as the front door slammed against the wall behind it, a hip check from the girl coming through it probably marking up my new paint.

         “Oops,” she said, her red hair matching her embarrassed, flushed cheeks. She looked behind the door to see if there was any damage as she balanced a tower of pink boxes in her arms. “Sorry. I think it’s all good.”

         I sighed, shaking my head, crossing the room to give her a hand. “Let me guess? Alexis?”

         “No,” she said. “I’m Phoebe. She got held up, so I’m here to drop these off so you can take a look, or rather a taste, first.”

         I took several boxes, the scent of chocolate and sugar floating from them. “You know, a phone call would’ve been nice to let me know that.”

         She followed behind me, mumbling to herself, before saying, “Take it up with her.”

         “Huh?” I asked.

         The vibe I received already, from both the lateness of Alexis and then the attitude of Phoebe, was not getting better. My threshold for bullshit, especially during a stressful time, was close to zero.

         We settled the boxes on top of the bar, and she stepped back, placing her hands on her curvy hips. “I said take it up with her,” she shouted. “Sorry. Sometimes I don’t speak loud enough.”

         Clearly my “huh” wasn’t viewed as rhetorical. It was time to lay down expectations.

         “Whatever,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I will, but just so you know, I view an owner as only as good as their employee. I’m not sold on either one at the moment. It’s not professional to scream at someone.”

         “Sorry if I hurt your delicate ears,” she said with a flippant tone. “But you said ‘huh,’ and that usually indicates that someone isn’t hearing you well.”

         “Do you interact with all your customers like this?” I asked.

         “Dude. Marshall,” Wells said, rolling his chair back out. “Loosen up. This is no way to make an impression.”

         I didn’t give a shit. I didn’t care who thought I was a dick or not. This was my fucking business, and I expected anyone involved with it to take shit seriously. If that happened, I’d be as cool as a frosted beer mug.

         Phoebe retrieved her phone from her back pocket and glanced at it. “Alexis will be here in a minute. She got caught up with another delivery.”

         “Are these for us?” I asked, poking the top of one of the pink boxes, my finger sliding across the black sticker that had TIPSY TREATS printed in white across the top.

         “You don’t listen very well, do you?” she said, placing her hands on her hips. “I said they were for you to have a taste.”

         Wells snorted from his seat, and I shot a glare at him. “What the fuck are you laughing at?” I snapped.

         “What?” he asked, continuing to chuckle. “Like it’s not funny to see someone, let alone a woman, give you all the shit you dish out right back?”

         Yeah. Just like I said. Dish out. Take. 

         “Thank you, Wells,” Phoebe said. She smiled and then gave him a wink. “I haven’t seen you around in a while.”

         His face grew serious. “Were you looking?” he asked with his eyebrows raised.

         “Maybe,” she said, winking again.

         “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” I said, flipping the top of a pastry box open. “Will you two stop? I’m not hosting Love Connection.”

         “What’s that?” Wells asked.

         “You know, Love Connection. The dating show that used to be on,” I said. “Remember ‘two and two’?”

         Both Phoebe and Marshall looked at me blankly. They didn’t know. “Fucking children,” I said under my breath about the two twentysomethings.

         I focused my attention on the baked goods in the first box I opened instead of the pathetic attempt at flirting that Wells was throwing at Phoebe. On initial look, they were impressive. A large cake-like brownie with shiny frosting on top, a few small, but not too small cupcakes with swirly tops and decorations, and some cookie bar things. It all looked amazing. I was deciding between the brownie or chocolate chip bar when the front door flung open, slamming into the wall behind it.

         “What the fu—” I shouted, but stopped when I saw who made the noise.

         What the fuck?

         What the actual fuck?

         The woman, glancing behind the door looking for damage, resembled someone I knew from many years ago. Her blond hair hung longer than I remembered, and without her facing me, I couldn’t discern the rest of her features. I moved closer, and as her body shifted away from the door, I saw everything I needed to see.

         “Holy shit,” I whispered in shock. “Lexie Matthews.”

         Her head whipped around, and her hand went to her chest.

         I couldn’t believe it was her.

         She had almost been erased from my memory. She had to be because the anger I had toward her for leaving Aaron and their daughter was enough for me to go homicidal.

         And now she was standing right the fuck in front of me.

         And all that anger was rising.

         Rapidly.

         She knew it, too, because her own shock had her frozen until she finally spoke.

         “No one has called me that in over six years,” she said.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Alexis—

         

         There are moments in life in which your breath is literally taken away. It isn’t clichéd or a timely saying. No. The air rushing from your body with a force so powerful, your vision goes dark and your legs can barely hold you up.

         He was completely covered in tattoos. His arms, reaching beneath his short-sleeved shirt. His chest from what I could see from the V-neck. His legs from his cargo shorts. He looked so different, but there was no doubt it was him.

         Nausea came over my body, and my senses were in overdrive. It was a true blast from my past, and I didn’t know how to wrap my brain around it. We were so far from Chicago. I’d made sure of that when I left there, to be as far away as possible so no one could find me.

         When I could finally focus on his expression, I saw he was no doubt experiencing what I was: shock and confusion. The life I’d left so many years ago never crossed my path ever. Our eyes shifted across each other, narrowing and widening as it all sunk in.

         Hell. Marshall Jones. I tried to forget them all, every single one I’d left behind, and I succeeded most of the time. I never, ever completely forgot anyone. You can run from your past, but you can’t hide.

         My past was staring me right in the face, and it was mad. Crazy mad.

         “What the hell are you doing here?” he shouted. “How are you here? Right now?”

         Wells stepped out of the office and approached us. “You two know each other?” he asked, waving a finger between us.

         “We used to,” both Marshall and I said in unison while still staring at each other.

         “Why did he call you that?” Phoebe asked.

         Marshall smacked Wells’s shoulder. “Don’t even fucking tell me this is the baker. How did this happen?”

         “Ow,” he said, rubbing the area where he was hit. “How did what happen? Why are you mad at me?”

         Phoebe stepped up next to Wells. “Yeah? Why are you mad at him? In fact, why are you mad at all?”

         Marshall ignored Wells’s and Phoebe’s questions and returned his annoyance back toward me. “Jesus Christ. Never in a million years did I expect this. What the fuck?”

         “You’re really kind of an asshole,” Phoebe said, her porcelain skin turning red. “Why would you want to work with this guy, Wells?”

         They all stopped their questions, and their heads turned to me for the answers.

         And I didn’t have any, so I went with the first thing that popped into my head.

         “Phoebe? Did you bring the new cherry moonshine turnovers? I wanted him to—”

         “Lexie,” Marshall shouted. “What the hell?”

         My head snapped back to look at him, furious at hearing that name again. “Marshall. I go by Alexis now.”

         His lip curled up in confusion. “You changed your fucking name?”

         “First of all, you don’t have to look at me like that. Second, what did you think Lexie was short for? I go by Alexis now, not Lexie.”

         Wells nudged Phoebe and gestured with his thumb toward the office. It was just as well since the awkwardness in running into my ex-husband’s best friend was enough for anyone watching it to want to hide. Marshall and I followed with our eyes as Wells and Phoebe entered the office, shutting the door halfway behind them.

         “There’s a little something happening between those two,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “They’re always bantering and making eyes at each other. Guess they knew better than to close the door completely, huh?”

         Marshall saw no humor, nothing to smile about what I’d said. He was still breathing fire with straight malice shooting from his eyes. I’d never known him to be violent toward women, an asshole, yes, but never violent.

         I knew if a moment ever came when someone from that time in my life was in front of me, I’d have to face all that I left behind. I’d have to stand tall and take whatever anger and hate came at me.

         And it would all be completely justified.

         I sighed and ran my hands across my vintage pale pink shirt, my fingers brushing over something sticky I must’ve spilled in the kitchen earlier. It wasn’t an everyday item I wore; it was mostly for when I was going to meet new customers.

         “So?” Marshall said, folding his arms across his chest. “You’re Tipsy Treats?”

         I nodded. “I am. And you are what? The manager of Ginger?”

         “Owner,” he snapped. “Co-owner actually. You want to take a fucking wild stab in the dark who my partner is?”

         Marshall always drove me crazy with his filthy mouth and overzealous womanizing, but despite all that, I’d always liked him. He was one of the few people that would cross my mind from time to time.

         However, my anxiety kicked in with the mention of a copartner. No doubt it was Aaron, my ex-husband. His restaurant and bar businesses were flourishing when I left Chicago, and I had no doubt his success would expand further someday. I just didn’t think it would be right in my line of vision, halfway across the country from his home base in Chicago.

         “What are you doing here? I mean, how did this happen here?” I asked.

         “Aaron’s girlfriend is from the central coast. After they came for a visit, he put his feelers out, and you know how good he is. He knew this was the right place.”

         Aaron’s girlfriend.

         Of course he has one. I was glad. No, I was more than glad because I never wanted anything but good things for him.

         “This is obviously not going to work,” Marshall barked. “I don’t care how fucking good your shit is.”

         “It isn’t shit, and I don’t think you should be so hasty.”

         His eyebrows lifted. “Hasty? It’s not hasty to not want to have anything to do with you.”

         I winced at his words, the razor-sharp intent hitting me in the heart. I paused, waiting for the burn to subside before moving forward and in a different direction.

         “Okay, this is a shock for both of us,” I said, leaning against the doorframe.

         “Ah. Yeah.”

         “How are you?” I asked.

         A dirty look passed over his face. “What the fuck do you care?”

         I shrugged. “I was trying to be polite.”

         “You weren’t so polite when you ditched your kid and husband,” he said in a low, menacing voice. “By the way, they’re fine.”

         I inhaled deeply, letting his words, his anger settle into my bones. I’d wished I’d had time to prepare for this, and in some ways, I guess, I had years to. But I just never thought I’d ever have to deal with him or anyone from Chicago. If I’d known, in any capacity, I would be running into him, I could have processed how I would deal with it.

         Or maybe not. I don’t think anything could’ve prepared me.

         “I’m glad they’re well,” I whispered.

         “Well?” he spat, his voice raising as he dragged out the word. “You’re glad they’re well? What the fuck kind of thing is that to say? You aren’t talking about the weather or how your lunch was. And please excuse the spite in my delivery, but there’s no way I can be anything else. Not after what you did.”

         I twirled the bottom strands of my hair around my hand, a nervous habit I couldn’t break. “I wasn’t…prepared…and—”

         “Oh, please,” he said, rolling his eyes.

         And this was when I snapped. The part that held everything I’d endured was safely tucked away for no one to see, but seeing him again made it break right open.

         “Enough!” I screamed. “I’m no happier to see you than you are me. I didn’t think I’d have to see you or be reminded of…everything…ever again. So, I get that you’re angry at me, but this is my territory. I built a life, a business—and a damn good one—here long before you, or more than likely Aaron, wisely chose the Happiest City in America to open a bar.”

         I paused, my chest expanding and contracting from the force of my words. You’d think he would’ve been shaken by my outburst, or at the very least, startled. He was neither.

         “Are you done?” he asked calmly. “I’m not going to wait for you to respond to that. You are. I don’t give a fuck how long you’ve been here and what kind of life you have in this happy place. I’m here now and I don’t want to see your face around my bar.”

         I heard a gasp and turned to see Wells and Phoebe poking their heads out of the office door. Phoebe whispered something in his ear as he nodded in agreement.

         “And what are you two gossiping about?” Marshall snapped. “If you have something to say, then—”

         “Fine,” Phoebe said, stepping out of the office with Wells following. “I was trying to be discreet, but since you called me out, I’ll be honest. I was telling Wells it was obvious by the way you two are bickering at each other that you must have boned years ago. This is obviously some past-due lovers’ quarrel.”

         “No way!” I said as Marshall shouted, “Fuck no!”

         They both recoiled, something between shock and disgust written all over their faces. I sighed deeply again, trying to clear my head and regulate all my emotions. This was a disaster. As the silence between us all began to grow, it seemed like the walls were closing in around us.

         “Well, I really don’t think there’s anything left to say,” Marshall said. “I’d say it was nice to see you, Lexie, but—”

         I stomped my foot. “Alexis! Geez!”

         “Alexis,” he shouted back. “I don’t want to see you in my bar again.”

         Phoebe gasped again as Wells whispered under his breath, “Damn.”

         It was all deserved. I didn’t have to like it, and Phoebe and Wells didn’t have to understand it, but it was all warranted. Even though I told myself all this, it didn’t soften the blow enough. My instinct was to give it right back to him and not be talked to that way.

         My instincts, in all areas except for business, were much different than they were years ago. I was no longer that woman who would level anyone, even a man, with a ferocious retort. I gave all that up when I gave up Lexie Matthews.   

         I stared him straight in the eye, allowing him to see I got it, but I could still stand tall. “The best to you, Marshall. I’m sure our paths will cross at some point. Small town and all.”

         I turned my back to him and headed to the door, calling to Phoebe over my shoulder. “See you back at the house,” I said.

         I pushed my way out the door, but it didn’t shut before I heard Marshall shout, “Holy fucking shit, Lexie Matthews.”

         I stopped in my tracks. “Alexis,” I whispered.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The early afternoon sun was pleasantly warm as I made the drive home through the winding roads between San Luis Obispo and Arroyo Grande, where I lived. Five years living here, and while there were times when I missed such a drastic change of seasons, like in Chicago, I never missed it enough to give up this place. There was a comfort in knowing that while it always varied slightly, there was no need to plan for weather. The mid-seventies temperature, the sunny sky, and beautiful landscape added a peacefulness to the surroundings in a way I’d never known.

         As I pulled myself off the twisted road and onto the gravel path to my home, I finally was able to breathe. As clichéd as it seemed, my home was my sanctuary. The converted barn house on five acres was surrounded by farms, ranches, and rolling hills. Far enough away from the downtown craziness of San Luis Obispo, but close enough to be able to make daily trips for deliveries. I came to a stop in front of the U-shaped driveway that was centered in front of a massive wraparound porch.

         It was much too big of a house for me the architect had said.

         I told him I knew what I wanted and I wanted the house.

         It was too much house for one person, but when I laid eyes on it, I knew it was mine. Living a life alone didn’t deter me from purchasing, renovating, and running a business out of it.

         As I walked through the screened front door, I was reminded of why I did it all. Original oak beams preserved the authentic nature of the barnlike qualities while I added modest touches of modern. Warm, neutral colors throughout the living room, along with an oversized couch situated near the brick fireplace, was one of my favorite places in my home. I continued my path, meandering my way through the house across French limestone flooring that guided me to hardwood floors in my kitchen and work area.

         I entered my spacious commercial kitchen, which was nothing short of picture-perfect, one fit for Architectural Digest. An enormous walk-in pantry and stacked rack-style bakery ovens were the focal points, while the deep, side-by-side basin sinks were flanked by oak cabinets and beams.

         The scents of the cooling Fireball whiskey apple puffs and bananas Foster pastry cups I’d made earlier hung in the air. After stopping in front of them to give them a glance, I plopped myself on one of the island stools. My hands settled on the cool soapstone top, my fingers tracing the engrained patterns, and my mind rewound eight years as I allowed myself to think about the past.

         
            “Only Chicagoans would flood the beach on one of the hottest days of the year,” Sydney says, rolling onto her back, her body stretching across her beach towel.

            “I don’t mind it,” I say, looking up to the sun and basking in the heat. “It will be twenty below before we know it.”

            She sits up slightly and moves her sunglasses down to the bridge of her nose. “Check that out,” she says. “Yum.”

            I glance over to where she is pointing at the volleyball game happening. A two-on-two match between what appeared to be a set of college-aged kids and a midtwenties duo. Shirtless, board shorts, and sweaty, they all were eye candy.

            “The youngsters are too young,” Sydney says, pushing her sunglasses back in place. “However, that other pair. I wish I didn’t need my shades so I can start making eyes.”

            Both tall, the dark-haired one is slightly taller, with an insane body and smile to match. The dirty blond is equally hot, but there is something about him that I’m drawn to more. I take him in, but before I could indulge further, Sydney taps my arm—

            “Dibs on the blond,” Sydney says, making my choice easier.

            My eyes drift back over to them, the sun beating down on their tan, toned bodies, their muscles tightening with every bump, set, and spike. The blond sees us ogling and gives us a quick wave before nudging the one I’ve come to know as mine.

            The whole scenario brings to mind a certain movie sequence, and before I even tell Sydney, she beats me to it.

            “We never get to see so much hotness, aka Top Gun, action in real life,” she says.

            “I was about to say the same thing.”

            “Well,” she says, perching from her beach towel. “Dark hair and light hair. Maverick and Iceman.”

            I shrug. “I don’t know. I always thought Iceman was hotter. I think I’ll call the dark-haired one that.”

            “You can’t just switch the names like that!”

            “Why not? I can do whatever I want.”

            We sit quiet as we watch the rest of the game unfold. The college boys are good. They’re really good, but Team Top Gun is better. When they spike the game point, Sydney and I cheer, letting them know we’d been paying attention. After they celebrate, Iceman starts to jog over, and I know I have to play a bit of hard to get.

            “Hi there,” he says when he approaches me. He smiles, and now that it’s directed toward me, I know that smile probably gets this guy anything he wants.

            I look at him, up and down. “Hi.”

            He stretches his arms above his head, further accentuating his tight abs. “Hot enough for you?”

            I shrug. “I can take hotter.”

            “Can you?” he asks before sitting down next to me.

            He is confident and sexy. Two very attractive qualities. He is also sporting an enormous ego I am going to need to put in check so I can get him right where I want.

            I laugh. “Don’t waste your time, lover boy. Those lines and the pretty boy face don’t do shit for me.”

            He smiles again, unfazed. “If my face or lines don’t do it for you, what would?”

            He won’t back down, and I know this is as level a playing field as we are going to get. Either he’ll be a happily-ever-after guy or the biggest regret of my life. My gut tells me so. It’s too tempting of a scenario to shy away from.

            I shield my eyes from the sun to look at him better. “Offer to buy me a drink. That’s a good start.”

            He nods. “That I can do. The vodka lemonades at Castaways might put me in an even better position.”

            I stand and brush off some sand that has stuck to me. I take my time, twisting just so, so he can get a better glimpse of me standing. After bending down to pick up my shorts, I glance at him as I pull them on.

            “Come on, Iceman. I’m thirsty.”

            We start walking toward Castaways, the North Avenue Beach bar, as we steal glances, checking each other out.

            “Why Iceman?” he asks as we near the bar. “No Maverick?”

            I pause and turn to look at him. “Iceman was way hotter.”

         

         The slamming of the screen door brought me out of my reminiscing. Phoebe was standing with her hands on her hips, shaking her head. The curvy girl, with the fiery red hair and personality to match, was going to want answers. Not only was she my friend and employee, she was someone who was never a bystander. It was what I liked best about her. It was what drew me to her in the beginning. When the business began to get busier, I knew I needed the added help. She is a hell of baker, and we work side by side with ease. Her becoming my friend, too? It was an added bonus.

         “What the hell happened back there?” she asked.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            Marshall—

         

         I couldn’t shake everything I was feeling after seeing her. It was so fucked up. Out of all people, out of all places, Lexie—or Alexis I guess she was called now—was the one to show up. I hadn’t seen her since before she left Aaron and their daughter Delilah so many years ago. And she didn’t just leave, she abandoned them. She gave up all rights and custody of Delilah and was never seen again. I was hoping I’d never see her again after witnessing what her selfish, fucked-up act did to my best friend.

         Fuck. Aaron was going to lose his shit when I told him. In a way, I couldn’t wait.

         She looked almost the same—tall, pretty, and long, wavy blond hair. There was one thing that was different, and it was the one thing I was having the hardest time shaking: She had the saddest eyes I’d ever seen. It was almost haunting. There was so much hidden behind those eyes, and I knew a lot of it. The “Ice Queen,” the name we all jokingly called her, always had a hard exterior that no one, not even Aaron, could crack through completely. There was never a lot of emotion out of her ever, but now? There was definite sadness.

         Abandoning your husband and baby was one way for someone to be sad, and it showed.

         Good. She deserves it. 

         I had to sit back and watch my best friend get his life destroyed. I had to see Delilah, the daughter she gave up and never saw again, begin to grow up without a mother. Yeah. Things were better now with Callie, Aaron’s girlfriend, in the picture, but how could Lexie ever justify that? She couldn’t. No fucking way. I’d done a lot of questionable shit in my life, but taking off like she did and just leaving a note was something you didn’t do.

         I glanced at one of the boxes she left. TIPSY TREATS was written in fancy, blue lettering across the pink pastry box. I flipped the top open, and fuck if the pastries inside didn’t smell as good as they looked. I was stubborn enough to want to refuse to eat any of it because she made them.

         But I wasn’t stupid.

         So, I picked up the goddamn brownie with the shiny frosting and took a bite.

         “Christ,” I mumbled.

         I was so fucking pissed with how good it was. In fact, it wasn’t just good. It was the best brownie I’d ever had. I glanced at the bottom of the wrapper where it read “Stout Brownie” and realized that was what made it so unique. It had this deep chocolate flavor with a, like it said, background of stout. And while I knew I’d never had anything quite like it, there was something familiar about it. Maybe it was the beer flavor. Whatever it was, it was fucking delicious.

         “Damn it,” I said, before setting it down and deciding on what to try next.

         Well. Good for her. She made good shit. At least she could do something right.

         I selected a small doughnut, yellow with a white glaze, next. ”Margarita Doughnut.” Again, after tasting, I was blown away. A sweet yellow cake with a tequila chaser. I wanted to throw it on the floor and step on it because it was so amazing and so perfect for this bar. Too bad the woman who made them made me angrier than when people put the toilet paper roll on wrong.

         Always over. Never under. 

         “Whatever,” I said, slamming the box cover down while finishing the rest of the doughnut.

         “What did that box ever do to you,” Wells said, walking through the front door.

         “Where the hell have you been?” I snapped.

         He stopped midstep. “I was walking Phoebe to her car.”

         “That was like forty-five minutes ago.”

         “It was a long walk,” he said with a dumbass smile.

         He stood there, grinning like a jackass eating cactus. I shook my head because I didn’t even have the energy to give him shit after the whole Lexie…Alexis…debacle.

         He came up next to me. “Oh! The cherry moonshine turnover,” he said, yanking it from the box.

         He was about to bite into it when I slapped his hand. “Put that down!”

         With his mouth hanging open and the turnover inches from lips, he asked “Why?”

         I jerked it away from him and tossed it back in the box. “We are not eating any of these.”

         “You did.”

         “How do you know?”

         “Because the brownie is the best, and it was gone. Plus, you have chocolate on your face.”

         “Fuck,” I said, wiping at my mouth. “In any case, I don’t want to see anything from that woman, including herself, in my bar again. Got it?”

         “What is the deal with you and her?”

         I folded my arms in front of my chest. “She’s Aaron’s ex-wife.”

         Wells’s face went to shock, and for added drama, he gripped his chest. “Are you kidding me?”

         “No. So, there’s no way she’d work out here.”

         His eyes shifted around like he was contemplating something before he shrugged his shoulders. “I dunno.”

         “You don’t know what?” I snapped again. “There’s no fucking way.”

         “I mean, was it terrible? Is there a reason we still can’t do business?”

         “Yes, it was and that is the reason.”

         “Too bad,” he said. “She’s the sweet queen of San Luis Obispo. Everyone I told about her being a possible addition was stoked and thought our infusion drinks plus her liquor treats were an awesome match.”

         “Well, it’s not. No way would—”

         “Business is business, boss,” he said, interrupting me. “I’m not in any way trying to tell you how to run your bar, but you should consider it if it is best for the business.”

         Before I could stop him, he snatched the turnover from the box and bolted toward the office.

         I was so irritated by everything. For starters, the fact that Wells was right and I fucking knew it. She would be good for business, but there was no way I could see her all the time without having to be on some sort of blood pressure medication/vodka IV combination to keep my shit together. Not only did she fuck over my best friend, but also she left everything behind in Chicago. Her job, her friends, me included, and her life meant so little to her that taking off without so much as a good-bye hurt us all.

         I could never, ever forget that. I didn’t know if there was even room to possibly understand. The thought of her being around me daily was too much for me to consider, even from my own personal standpoint. We were such close friends, the three of us, and watching the destruction she left behind was one of the most fucked-up things I’ve ever had to witness. I couldn’t be reminded of that every day.

         And even if I did, I couldn’t do that to Aaron. He was like a brother to me.

         Unless.

         I was adamant about running this place with Aaron as the silent partner. It was my chance to prove myself, to not only him, but also to my own self. I had been working with Aaron for years, and Ginger was originally going to be his joint venture with his brother, Abel. When Abel needed out of the partnership, Aaron came to me, and I bought out Abel’s share with the money I’d been squirreling away for years. Some from work, but most of it was my inheritance from my parents since I was their only child.

         While major decisions were a thing we discussed together, the everyday goings-on was all on me. While the bar wasn’t open yet, I had done a decent job so far, and I didn’t want that to change. However, Aaron was the pro. He had successfully opened, funded, or oversaw several of the most elite bars in Chicago, along with a few high-end boutique hotels.

         The most recent “business” development was going to warrant an immediate fucking phone call to him.

         I retrieved my phone from my back pocket and pressed my finger to his name in my contacts.

         “Hey,” he said, answering. “How’s the Chicago-turned-California boy?”

         I snorted. “I’ll never be California. There’s too much Chicago blood running through me. How’s things there?”

         “Good. Hot as hell, but that’s August in Chicago for you.”

         “And the girls?”

         I could practically hear the grin before he even answered.

         “Perfect,” he said. “Well, Delilah asked me yesterday when I was going to have to start using a walker since I’m getting so old.”

         “Wow. Seven years old and already getting her uncle Marshall’s sass. I love that little girl,” I said.

         “Having you and Abel as prominent male figures in her life doesn’t exactly sit well with me. I’m glad I’m as straightlaced as I am to give her some balance,” he said with a laugh.

         I, of course, understood his concern. His younger brother Abel walked the line of dumbass enough to warrant his supervision around children. However, since landing the sweetheart of Chicago, Evelyn, he had chilled out a bunch and, dare I say, matured. Now me? There was almost room for me to be offended with Aaron for lumping me into the same category as Abel’s idiot ways, but with my crass mouth and “gives no fucks” attitude, I could see his point.

         “And Callie?” I asked.

         “Great. School’s out for summer so she’s resting up her overworked teacher brain. Things are really good here,” he said.

         That guy had been through the fucking wringer with Lexie. While things with Callie hadn’t always been smooth sailing, it was nice to hear.

         “So?” he asked. “What do you have for me?”

         I took in a deep breath. “Dude. You are not going to fucking believe who came in—”

         “What, Delilah?” Aaron shouted. “Sorry, man. Hold on a second.”

         I paused, preparing to tell him about Lexie as he dealt with Delilah.

         “What is it?” Aaron asked.

         “Where’s Mom?” Delilah’s small voice said. “I need to ask her something.”

         “Your mom isn’t here right now,” Aaron replied.

         Their voices muffled during the rest of their exchange, but it gave me enough time to digest what I’d just heard.

         Mom.

         Your mom.

         I’d heard Delilah call Callie “mom” before, but something struck me this time around. And it all had to do with Lexie, Delilah’s biological mom. Anger flooded through me recalling the months and years that followed after Lexie was gone. There were no words for the pain and confusion that encircled Aaron, while doing his damnedest to be the best father he could. And he was. He was the most amazing fucking father I’d ever known aside from my own.

         The years rolled on, and Aaron created a life for just him and his daughter, but you could sense his loneliness. It wasn’t until he hired Callie to be the nanny and sparks flew that everything changed.

         He found his soul mate. He found fucking peace. And he found what I thought he was missing the most—a mother for his daughter.

         That wasn’t Lexie. It never was.

         And who the fuck was I to invite all that hurt and pain back into his life by telling him our paths had crossed? He’d been through enough anguish. He didn’t deserve any more, not when he had Callie and his daughter had her mom.

         “Sorry,” Aaron said, returning to me. “Always girl drama. There is so much estrogen in this house, I’m actually considering getting a male dog to help balance things out. What were you saying?”

         My eyes scanned around the bar, taking it all in. “Man, we’ve done well here.”

         “We haven’t done anything yet but decorate, Marshall,” Aaron said. “Cosmetic shit and a catchy hook will only get you so far.”

         “I know that, but…” I trailed off as I picked my next words. “I can just feel it. We have something that’s solid.”

         Aaron let out a small sigh. “This is your first baby. For all intents and purpose, it’s completely yours. You’ve put it all together yourself. I’m just the silent partner. However, I’ve done this enough times to know there is only one thing for certain.”

         “And what’s that?”

         “In the bar business, nothing is certain.”

         “Well, that’s both logical and a major buzzkill. What happened to plain old optimism?”

         “Of course be optimistic, but you also have to do a lot of other things. You need be smart and savvy. You need to work relentlessly and leave no room for error. Most importantly, in my opinion? Surrounding yourself with the best staff, and I do mean best. You will see potential in some, but there will be others that hit you hard with an impression. Those are the ones you want to hold on tight to.”

         I let his words sink in, but he said one final thing before I had the chance to respond.

         “I’m trusting you Marshall to do what is best, not for yourself, but for Ginger,” he said. “I gotta run, but let me know if you need any more help.”

         His words stung my heart, but mostly at my ego. Aaron and I had been friends long enough, and been through enough shit together, for me to get he wasn’t trying to be condescending when he mentioned needing more help. It was only my interpretation. However, his words echoed through my brain.

         “I’m trusting you, Marshall.”

         “If you need any more HELP.”  

         I wasn’t going to let Ginger or Aaron, who was trusting me so completely, down.

         I wasn’t going to let myself down.

         I wasn’t going to fail.

         This was my time to do something I was proud of, to have a passion for my work. A white-collar job years ago left me unfulfilled and bored as hell. It was too uptight and suffocating. So I left it and took a job as a bartender, working for Aaron. Bartender then turned to manager to now owner. I’d worked toward something of substance for so many years, had been waiting for my time, but I didn’t even know it was opening my own bar until the opportunity was presented to me. Now that I knew my purpose, I was going wrestle it into a success. I wouldn’t stop at anything less.

         I knew what I had to do.

         “Wells,” I shouted. “Call Lexie—shit, Alexis—and tell her to get back here.”

         I probably should’ve gone to her, but this is where everything was happening. If she was going to see what I was doing, she needed to be part of the whole damn thing.

         “All right!” he called back.

         “Fuck,” I mumbled. “Wells?” I called to him again.

         I sighed and slammed my fist against the marble surface of the bar. “Say fucking please to her.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         I was staring at the blank screen of my iPad, pretending to be doing something important while I waited for her to come back. Wells said she was pleasant enough and that she said she’d be on her way soon.

         That was a fucking hour ago.

         This was going to be temporary thing. I was going to let her do her dessert thing with us until the opening, and when everything was up and running, she was out. This was strictly a business move and nothing else.

         And at this rate, if I was going to have to keep waiting for her, I was—

         “Marshall,” she said in an annoyed toned as she walked in the front door. “Ready to play nice?”

         “Are you always so fucking late?”

         “Late for what? Coming back here after you all but kicked me out and then summoned me back?”

         “Whatever,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Can we just do this?”

         “Answer my question first,” she said, tapping her foot. “Play nice?”

         “Work. I’ll work nice with you, okay?”

         “So you’ve decided we can work together?” she asked.

         “I haven’t decided shit yet. I haven’t seen if we can even be in the same room together, but I need to do what’s best for my business. I can only assume the same goes for you.”

         Her chest lifted against her folded arms as she inhaled deeply. As she blew her breath out, she grasped at the end of her hair, twirling it around her finger. “Fine.”

         I walked around to the back of the bar, picking up a highball glass. “Drink?” I asked.

         She gave me a dirty look as she approached. “It’s what? Not even one o’clock in the afternoon?”

         “So the hell what? Never had a liquid lunch?”

         “No. I have a job,” she said, sliding onto one of the barstools. “I’ve always had a job.”

         “Whatever,” I said. “It was a fucking gesture. I had some of your shit to eat. I was extending the same to you in drink form.”

         “Well, perhaps I should. Wells has certainly put your cocktail making at a level of something special.”

         “Do you want one or not?”

         “Sure.”

         “Shit,” I huffed.

         “Did you always swear this much? It’s not very becoming for a business owner.”

         The sides of her light-pink-glossed lips turned up as she tried to hide a laugh. She was pressing my buttons, pushing to see how far she could until I snapped. My grip on the glass tightened with annoyance, and I knew it would break in my hand if I didn’t chill out.

         “My…language,” I said, setting the glass down gently, “is a little more colorful these days than when I was a trader.”

         “Not the only thing that’s colorful. That’s some serious ink, Marshall,” she said, motioning her hand across my body.

         “Yeah. Didn’t you throw a tantrum when Aaron got one?”

         She winced at the mention of his name, and while there was satisfaction in seeing her in pain, I wasn’t enough of a dick to fully enjoy it. If there was any lesson learned, it was that I could push her buttons, too. Also, Aaron’s name was off the table. It was better off that way. Considering I was lying to my best friend until the business was thriving and he could see how it all worked out, I’d rather his name stay out of any conversation.

         “We had some ice earlier, but Wells had to bring that in for training of the new employees. The machine isn’t up and running yet so, it’s not a completely functional bar at the moment,” I said, changing the subject. I glanced at the fruit and garnish tray to see what we had available. I knew I had some extra fruit and shit from the training for the cocktail infusions.

         “That’s fine,” she said.

         “Whiskey? Vodka? I don’t remember—”

         “Gin.”

         As soon as she said it, I did, in fact, remember. I remember thinking all those years ago how odd it was for a woman to drink gin straight up. No tonic. Just ice and a few limes. All the girls I knew would sip their beers to try and keep up with the boys or would get foo-foo fruity drinks while pounding shots.

         I mentally went through the gin drinks we’d be offering, and after a glance to see what fruit was left over, I knew what I’d make her. I grabbed a cucumber and a couple limes, setting them down on a clean cutting board reserved for making garnishes and add-ins.

         “I know you’re not usually a tonic person, but this drink is with club soda, cucumber, and lime. It will be right up your alley,” I said.

         She narrowed her eyes at me. “How did you know about the tonic?”

         “I remembered when you said gin,” I said, shrugging. I grabbed a small knife from under the bar and started cutting several thin slices of cucumber. “Plus, we used to hang out a lot and drinking was involved often.”

         She didn’t answer me, but rather sat quiet, watching me make her cocktail. I dropped the cucumber and lime rinds that I cut into strips into the bottom of the glass. As I began to muddle them together, my eyes glanced in her direction. Her gaze had moved from my hands to the mirrored shelves lining the wall behind me. Turning my head to see what she was staring at, I could tell that aside from the neatly arranged bottles of booze reflecting off the back, there wasn’t anything but her own reflection to look at.

         I added some sugar to the glass, along with some lime juice, the only sounds surrounding us were the muddler hitting the glass and Wells’s barbaric chuckle from the office. Another covert peek at her and I saw that the gawking she was doing at her own reflection hadn’t changed.

         What the fuck is she staring at? Yeah, Lexie. You’re still hot. 

         A chill ran across me as I added gin to the glass, when the impact of my thoughts hit me square in the chest. It almost knocked me off balance, the almost vulgar path my brain took me to—You’re still hot.

         Well. Of course she was. She always was. You’d have to be blind not to notice, and people always did—men and women couldn’t help but look at her. Deep down I knew that thought that passed across my mind was just that: a thought. It didn’t mean a damn thing aside from it being a simple observation.

         Besides, I never looked at her like that once Aaron staked his claim. She was always Aaron’s girl, and even if she was the one that caught my eye first, it worked out the way it was supposed to.

         But now? She wasn’t Aaron’s girl. She was the girl that broke my best friend’s heart and left her daughter. At the moment, there was nothing attractive about that.

         “What are you daydreaming about?” Lexie asked, breaking me from my thoughts.

         “What were you?” I snapped back. “You’ve been staring at yourself in the mirror for God knows how long.”

         My attention turned back to her drink. After I added some club soda, I dipped a straw into the cocktail. Squeezing the top of the straw, I then lifted it to my mouth to taste it. Perfect. I tossed my straw in the garbage, plunged a new one into the drink, and slid it across the bar to her.

         She narrowed her eyes down at it and then up to me. “Are you allowed to do that?”

         “Do what?”

         “Taste it first?”

         I tossed the muddler and knife into the sink. “Ah. Yeah.”

         “Isn’t that like double-dipping?”

         “I gave you a new straw,” I said, raising my voice. “And I, or we, don’t do it all the time. We’re trying out a lot of different things here and what’s important for quality control.”

         She shrugged her shoulders, lifting the glass to her mouth. “Whatever you say, Marshall.”

         “Jesus,” I mumbled.

         She wasn’t going to rest until she drove me to the point of insanity. Was I going to be able to handle this?

         Chill the fuck out, Marshall. Just stand your ground and let her know she’s not getting under your skin.

         I busied myself cleaning up, avoiding her reaction as she tasted my drink. I knew she’d come at me with some smart-ass remark about it or complain about this or that, so I was biding my time until she did.

         At one point she set the glass down, without saying a word, and turned her head around to avoid again looking anywhere but at me.

         It was the last straw.

         “Well, just sit there and continue daydreaming,” I said, tossing the rag I was wiping the bar down with across its length. “No ‘thank you’? No ‘it’s okay’? And why the hell were you gawking in the mirror while I was making that drink, anyway?”

         Her indignant eyes opened wide, showing no mercy toward mine. “Thank you,” she said sharply. “It’s okay. And I wasn’t gawking, I was thinking.”

         “About what?” I snapped.

         She twirled the straw around her drink before lifting it out of the glass and tossing it on the bar. Droplets of gin and lime juice sprinkled across the surface that I had just fucking cleaned, that she watched me clean, right in front of her.

         She took another sip. “Not that it’s any of your business, but—”

         “You know what? If you’re going—”

         “Marshall. Shut up and don’t interrupt me,” she cut in. “Man. Throw a few tattoos on a boy and all sense of being the gentleman I remember goes out the window.”

         “Or maybe fucking over my best friend makes me a little cranky.”

         Another sip.

         Another deep breath.

         “I was going to say, I was thinking of the perfect pairing for this drink,” she said. “That is what I was pondering.”

         Oh. 

         “Sorry,” I mumbled.

         “A mini mojito cheesecake,” she said.

         “Huh?”

         “To pair with it. This tastes like a mojito, but without the rum.”

         “And mint.”

         “Whatever,” she said. “Maybe I should clarify. It has a…vibe…like a mojito. In any case, the citrus with the lime would match the lime in the cheesecake. Plus, the sweetness and rum would complement the cucumber and gin nicely.”

         I nodded my head, reluctantly impressed with her thought process. It was the first hint of hope I’d had since the moment she walked through the door. Maybe we could make this work if we both just kept our fucking mouths shut and kept it to business.

         “I dig it,” I muttered.

         I extended my arm and grabbed the rag I had thrown. I thought I heard her mumble a “thanks” back, but I wasn’t sure.

         And I wasn’t going to fucking ask her.

         “I’m going to need a menu of all the drinks,” she said. “I can give my input on what would pair well or if you wanted to do sampler plates.”

         I dragged my hands through my hair, swallowing her assumptions and carefully choosing my words. “And you think this can work? You and me working together?”

         She smiled, a genuine grin, and I was transported back so many years ago. While she always had a rough edge, a no-bullshit attitude, when she smiled, the world saw it. Again, it was another first of the day. Perhaps two more. She smiled for one, and two, I saw the old Lexie.

         “I tried your drink,” she said. “Did you try my stuff?”

         “Why do you think I asked you back?”

         “Answer my question.”

         “Yes, I did.”

         “And?”

         “Like I said, I asked you back, didn’t I?”

         “I guess that’s the best I’ll get out of you, but I have one more question. What are you going to tell Aaron?”

         There was no hesitation behind her question, and because of it, it was shocking. I’d assumed she wouldn’t care what he thought or what my role would be in mediating the situation. It also meant I was going to have to stomach the fact I wasn’t being entirely truthful with Aaron, not that I needed to explain a goddamn thing to her. It was more for my own peace of mind. Ginger was the first thing I ever felt so passionately about, and I wanted it to be the best. If it was as big of a success as I hoped for, then Aaron would never need to know about her. His life was complete now. For the first time in fucking years. I wasn’t going to mess that up, no matter if it was for business or personal reasons.

         “For now? Nothing.”

         She bit the bottom of her lip, not in a sexy way, but to stifle a laugh. She shook her head and tried to gain her composure. “Sorry. I’m not laughing. It’s just ironic.”

         “How so?”

         “You’re the one lying to Aaron now.”

         “I’m not lying. I’m just not telling him. He has the life he wants now, the life he’s fucking sacrificed everything for. I’m not going to drudge up everything from the past, everything to do with you, and get him all riled up back in Chicago. I’m the one handling shit here.”

         “One might say not telling is still lying.”

         “And I say you’re wrong.”

         “That’s your business,” she said, sliding out of her seat.
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