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  Chapter One


The past month had been filled with long days and longer nights, all of them leaving Mitch with an emptiness that ached his bones. 
He stood behind the mahogany bar at the Gin Mill, his pride and joy, working another extra shift this week. His main bartender, Beth, had gotten in a car accident, so he was down a full-timer while her broken arm and sprained leg healed up, which meant he and Matty would be pulling the brunt of the weight, though, mostly him.
His head pounded at the thought of how many open-to-close shifts he’d be working, but he squashed that down. Came with the territory. Mitch scanned the length of the bar. Crowds changed on any night, and he’d long ago learned to read the vibes—whether it was a rowdy crew looking to get wild or a group wanting a chill hang.
He preferred the latter every time.
The former ended up in fistfights and broken glass, which meant he’d have to get involved. And after years of trying to control his temper, those situations flared those coals right to life, as if he hadn’t put his hours into anger management.
He drank in the scent of crisp gin, lemon hardwood cleaner, and the hint of bergamot threaded through the bar from the air fresheners. Hurricane lamps strewn across the place offered the dim ambiance he loved, which was real good because he’d been spending a hell of a lot of time here lately. He needed to get out and go for a midnight drive with Lex to blow off some steam ASAP.
The door creaked open.
His heart lurched.
Penelope Dukas strolled into his bar, looking as stunning as a sunrise over the Atlantic. The youngest Dukas sibling had the same olive skin as the rest of the family but softer features, like she’d been diffused in watercolor. Her natural blonde hair swirled into a low chignon, which highlighted her big blue eyes. Based on the crimson lipstick and the strappy red dress that came up past her smooth thighs, she’d probably arrived for a date with her husband.
The thought stopped his scan at a dead halt.
Nell had always caught his attention, but when he’d first started hanging with Lex, she’d been barely legal. She was ten years younger than him, and it had made him feel like a dirty old man. Except then she’d returned from college one evening for her birthday, and after a little tequila, they’d indulged in one unforgettable night. Afterward, he’d done the responsible thing and pushed her away. Nell was Lex and Adrian’s little sister, for fuck’s sake.
The next visit, she came back from college with a fiancé.
Message received.
Those electric blue eyes locked in on him, and the woman wove her way to the bar. He spent plenty of time around the Dukas family, so he was no stranger to running into Nell, whether it was at some shindig Adrian and Danny hosted at their house or Lex and Cam’s impromptu bar or club nights out. However, all of those situations involved plenty of buffers. Nell never came to the Gin Mill.
She found a barstool right in front of him and took her time sliding into it, making the move look sultry. He didn’t miss how her little red dress hiked up those perfect thighs. Nor did the guys standing nearby, based on their longer-than-average leers. The girl was the sort of stunner used to drawing attention—she had been early on—and yet she’d settled for a piece of arrogant shit like Greg. Mitch glanced at the door, waiting for the douchebag to stomp in and take his spot next to her.
“Hey, Mitch.” Her voice came out in a throaty way that demanded his full attention. Christ, mere seconds around her had his cock waking to life.
“Need two drinks?” he asked, his tone gruffer than intended. “What does Greg want?”
Her lips curled into a grin, though he didn’t miss the flicker in her gorgeous eyes. “Can’t a girl come and drink by her lonesome?”
Not one as fucking beautiful as Nell. Every single guy in this place would be swarming her in a minute. He’d watched those wolves in action before.
“Greg out on business again?” Mitch tried to circle to a safe conversation. Anything to ignore the way she leaned across the bar, tilting her chest forward to reveal a delicious slip of cleavage.
Off-limits. First she’d been off-limits as the baby of the family, and now she was married. Mitch might indulge in flings, but he didn’t fuck around with anyone in a committed relationship. He’d already experienced the damage broken marriages caused when Mom fucked off with her boss and left him and Dad by themselves. After that, his father had never been the same.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you had a thing for Greg,” Nell responded, a brazenness to her tone. “How about we forget about him, and I get something to drink for tonight?”
Lex and Adrian viewed their sister as this bubbly, sweet thing—and he’d seen that side of her. Nell was one of the gentlest, most genuine individuals he’d ever met. But the version of Nell they’d never seen, what he’d witnessed, was the flirtatious, seductive minx who knew exactly what buttons she pressed.
Which was apparently the side that stepped out to play tonight.
“Sure thing, Nels.” The familiar nickname he hadn’t used in years slipped effortlessly from his lips.
Her eyes smoldered in response. “How about tequila?” She pursed her lips. “Whatever you think will leave me satisfied.”
Mitch restrained a groan. God, this woman. Why couldn’t she be coming in on Matty’s night? Based on the fixated stare she gave him, this was all intentional. They’d been waltzing around each other for years, ever since she’d gotten hitched to Greg. However, tonight the girl he’d tumbled into bed with reappeared, even though Lex would slit his throat if she ever found out about their night together.
He poured a shot of tequila, squeezed a spritz of lime in, and passed the shot her way. “Drink up, Nels.” Before he could say anything else, a big lumberjack of a guy rumbled up beside her, leaning his forearm on the bar.
“I’ve got her drink,” he said.
Irritation bristled beneath the surface, even though Mitch kept a level expression. In reality, he wanted to take a swing at the fucker and tell him to go bother someone—anyone—else. Or explain that the woman was taken, even if he wasn’t the lucky bastard getting to warm her bed every night.
“Thanks.” Nell batted her lashes at the big guy.
Mitch’s blood boiled. It was bad enough that he couldn’t have her. After their one night together, he’d fucked up and kept his distance, pushing her into the arms of that asshole. But now she flirted with random guys in his bar right in front of him. All while she was married. Maybe Matty not working tonight was a blessing.
Mitch patted the counter, his lips thinning. “Let me know if you need anything,” he said, making the mistake of looking into her eyes. Something intense brimmed there, something serious. Two more guys were sliding over to her side. He couldn’t watch this shitshow. Greg might be a slimy douchebag, but no one deserved to get cheated on.
He stalked to the opposite end of the bar to where Craig sat, one of his devoted older regulars who preferred to drink away his Friday nights with gin and tonics.
“Need a refill, man?” Mitch picked up the empty glass.
Craig nodded and stroked his handlebar mustache. “Don’t suppose you’ve heard from your pops recently?”
Mitch kept his game face on, even though it threatened to falter. Complicated was the best term to describe his relationship with his father. The man had stayed for him, even after Mom ditched them, but getting stuck with his father sometimes felt like more of a curse than a blessing.
“You know he’ll pop up when the money runs out,” Mitch said. If only the statement weren’t true. He busied himself pouring the gin, the tonic, and slapping a slice of lime on the side. “The man’s a cockroach. No matter how much debt he’s in, he finds a way to thwart the collectors every time.”
Mitch passed the glass over to Craig, who lifted it straight to his lips. Third gin and tonic of the night and a lot more to go.
Everyone had their vices. Who was he to judge?
The bar door opened and closed with a gentle shup, shup, shup, and a few newcomers filed in. The place bustled in full swing, with his waitstaff taking care of the filled tables while he manned the bar. The crowd should’ve been enough to command his attention, but every time he passed Nell, her gaze slid over him. Even when he slipped to the opposite end of the bar, he couldn’t help the glimpses of her in his peripheral, of the four guys crowding around her, buying her drinks.
Irritation washed through him again. Those fuckers could find some other target for the night. Nell Dukas was off-limits. Even from him.
Cerise swung over, her ponytail swishing behind her, a bounce to her step that only existed at the beginning of a shift. By the end, she’d be dragging as much as him. “I need two aviations and a Tom Collins, boss.”
“Coming right up.” He dove into the automatic motions of lining the glasses and pouring the liquors. Cerise’s gaze lingered like it had more often than not recently. The girl was early twenties, far too young for him, but he’d lost count of the waitresses who’d developed crushes on him, ones he never encouraged.
He was such a hypocrite. Nell was twenty-three, and that didn’t stop the filthy thoughts of those lush thighs, the sweet curve of her breasts, and the scorching feel of her tight heat around his cock. Fuck, he needed to rewire his brain.
He fixed the beverages and pushed them toward Cerise. “Thanks, sweetheart.” Again his gaze drifted down the bar to Nell, who leaned forward, trying to catch his eye, probably for something else to drink.
“She looks like she’s in for a monster of a hangover tomorrow morning,” Cerise said.
“Let’s hope not. That’s Matty’s little sister. We’ll cut her off before she gets too bad.”
“That’s if she doesn’t leave with one of those hyenas. Guys like that always travel in packs.” Cerise placed the drinks on her tray and carried them to her tables.
Like he’d let some frat asshole or hipster douchebag take advantage of Nell while she was drinking. Not at his bar.
He managed through another half hour of slinging drinks to customers without an aneurysm, even though every time he glanced in Nell’s direction, his blood pressure spiked. The crowd of guys surrounding her hadn’t lessened, and he’d already poured her two more drinks, which she promptly downed. He’d never seen her toss them back like this, but honestly, they hadn’t spent much time hitting the bars together, if at all.
Just one night he’d never been able to erase from his mind.
They’d reached the point of the evening where the influx tapered off and those who remained were bunkering down here until closing. Leo had nearly passed out into his latest gin and tonic, and a few rowdy girls at one end of the bar had been batting eyelashes at him and making sure their hands touched every time they paid for their drinks. The folks at the tables drifted out the door, so he sent Cerise home for the night. Everyone remaining had a fresh drink in hand.
This was the perfect time to run out and snag a cigarette, which he sorely needed. Mitch pushed off from his slouch behind the bar and strode to the back of house.
He slipped through the kitchen, which had closed for the night, and walked out the back door, propping it open with the dented orange pail everyone used. Mitch tugged a cigarette from the pack in his pocket and found a spot to lean against the wall. The cool brick seeped in through his shirt. He lit his cigarette. One drag in and his nerves receded.
Sweat pasted his black button-down to his chest. The bars were hopping on a Friday night in downtown Charleston, and this was one of his prime nights to rake in the cash. Mitch let the stream of smoke out, casting it up to the stars. In the distance, the honks from the street and the occasional shout or click-click-click of heels on the pavement disrupted the quiet.
The thump of footsteps approached him.
Nell walked toward him with a surprising sturdiness, considering the amount of tequila she’d tipped back tonight.
“Figured you’d be here.” The moonlight highlighted her blonde strands, turning them silver. His fingers itched to run through them. The shadows not only sharpened her stunning curves but also emphasized the seriousness in her eyes. It wasn’t until she stopped in front of him that she wobbled on her heels.
Before he could help himself, Mitch gripped her by the waist to steady her. Her eyes locked on his, and she traced her lips with the tip of her tongue, a mesmerizing motion. This close, he caught the scent of her perfume, all apples and roses.
“How’d you manage to ditch the pack of guys you collected?” Mitch released her waist. The simple touch clouded his head. He took another drag from his cigarette, even though this time the nicotine did little to dull his nerves.
“Why? Jealous, Mitch?” She pursed her pert lips in amusement.
Clearly.
He shook his head. “Just watching out for you, Nels. I don’t think a single one of them gives a damn that you’re married.”
“Neither do I.” 
He drew his brows together. Something must have happened between her and Greg for her to be acting this way.
For her to be showing up at his bar and flirting with him like the years had melted away.
Before he could ask her anything, Nell rested her palms on his shoulders and leaned in.
Her lips met his in a scorching kiss. Mitch’s entire body reacted at the soft stroke of them, impulse and memory taking the wheel. Her mouth was an addiction, one he hadn’t forgotten about despite the time and distance that had separated them. He wound his hands around her waist to keep her upright, and he didn’t just kiss back; he devoured, driving his tongue into her hot, enticing mouth.
He drank in the sweet taste of tequila and the sharpness of lime on her lips. She pressed against him, her perfect breasts crushed against his chest in a way that made him delirious. His cock hardened from the sheer proximity of her, from the feel of their lips meeting after so damn long. His cigarette dangled between his fingers, forgotten.
Nell could never know how long he’d fantasized about this. How often he’d resurrected the memories of their night together, wishing he’d been able to summon the courage to make it something more.
She sucked in a sharp breath, and the slight movement shattered through the heat, the haze, and the desire. Mitch didn’t do this. He refused to be the other man.
He pulled away from her, even though the loss of contact doused him in ice water. Mitch dropped his cigarette to the ground and smashed his heel into it. His mind whirled.
“I’ve got to get back inside.”
He didn’t look at Nell as he spun on his heel and slipped through the employee door. It didn’t matter if she’d been his every fantasy come to life for far too long. Mitch didn’t get involved with cheating.
Whatever was going on between Nell and Greg, they’d have to figure out their issues on their own.
In the meantime? He needed to stay far, far away from Penelope Dukas.






  
  Chapter Two


The bright lights were killer today. 
Nell’s head throbbed like she’d spent the night slamming it against brick walls, and her mouth was drier than if she had blasted it with the hair dryer in her hand. The dryer roared at full blast, another loud sound she didn’t need. Her client’s gorgeous auburn hair looked glossy and fresh as she dried the strands, bringing the brush through with each stroke to calm any flyaways. The movements were so automatic that she could do this in her sleep—or during a terrible hangover.
Yesterday also happened to be one of her worst days.
Her insides plummeted like a never-ending amusement park ride at the memory of finding the proof of what she’d suspected all along.
Greg had been cheating on her and, from the looks of it, for a while.
She’d been considering separation for longer than she wanted to admit. The offenses kept stacking up from his constant work trips where he’d barely send a text to the final straw when he’d missed Adrian and Danny’s wedding, even after she’d stressed how important his attendance was to her.
So last night, she’d printed the divorce papers and hit the bars to try and drink away the laundry-in-a-dryer tumble of feelings warring inside her. Between the shame and the grief, she didn’t know where to turn, but alcohol seemed to be her best idea.
She switched off the hair dryer, snagged the spray, and spritzed Gia’s hair into place, running a comb through it to bring out the shine and texture.
Going to Mitch’s bar hadn’t been her best plan, though. Her cheeks flamed at the memory of last night. God, she’d all but flung herself at him. But the kiss had been the only reprieve she’d gotten from the onslaught of the terrible day. Christ. Kissing Mitch Hernandez was nothing short of legendary. The man had been the brunt of her sexual fantasies from the moment he and Lex had become friends, and the one night they’d shared had long lingered in her memory, even after she got married.
God, the way his hands had wrapped around her waist, the confidence in his kiss.
Nell blew out a long breath as she finished up with Gia. She ran her fingers through her hair, then clapped a hand on her client’s shoulder.
“All right, what do you think?” Nell forced her chipper voice today. Normally, the customer service cheer came effortlessly, but with the way her head throbbed, everything took a monumental effort.
Gia flashed a smile and touched the fresh ends of her hair. “Amazing as always, Nellie.”
Nell grinned back and undid the cape, stray hairs fluttering to the floor. She loved what she did, and she loved where she worked. She’d found her place at Venus de Milo Salon, right in the heart of Charleston, where she’d worked her way up from assistant to one of the top stylists. There was an artistry to cutting and dyeing hair she adored, and this salon, in particular, offered comfort, with its sea blue walls, bright lights, elegant chandeliers, and tan glossy tiles, like a slice of the nearby ocean.
Whenever Greg mentioned moving closer to Missouri, where his central company was located so he might have to travel less, her insides shriveled up. She couldn’t imagine leaving this salon, and even more so, she couldn’t imagine leaving her family behind.
“Come on, Gia.” She walked to the front desk so her client could pay. “It’s a perfect day to show off your new do.”
Once she got her client shipped out the door, all glowing and happy over her fresh cut, Nell returned to her station and slumped into the seat. She had an hour gap now, and she was sorely tempted to go take a nap in the breakroom. Her entire life faced an upheaval, but her brain throbbed too hard to even begin processing what she should do about the house she and Greg shared.
She just knew they were over.
Di-fucking-vorced.
Kendra sidled up next to her and elbowed her in the side. “Your hottie brother just stopped in for a last-minute appointment, Nell. If you don’t want him, I’ll take him.” The insinuation in her voice broadcasted loud and clear.
“My brother doesn’t need your gropey hands all over him,” Nell teased. “Send him on over.”
Kendra lifted a perfectly sculpted brow. “Are you sure? You look like you had a bender last night. I would fucking know.”
“Well, he’s family, so if I screw up, no bigs.” Nell grinned despite the steady throb of her hangover.
Kendra shook her head, even with a smile curling her violet lips. “I demand all the details later, girlie.”
Nell’s smile faltered, enough that Kendra’s dark eyes widened. So many of the girls at work had become her best friends over the years, and she and Kendra went way back. They’d been tight since cosmetology school.
“Let me know if you want to talk,” Kendra said softly.
Nell swallowed the lump in her throat and bobbed her head. “Yeah, just not now. Game face and all that.” Already, the heat pricked at her eyes. Her older brother Cal approached, so any attempt to hide her emotions got shot straight to hell.
Women flocked to Cal, not just for his dark, wavy hair, olive skin, and sweet eyes but also because the man’s crooner voice lured everyone in. With his rise in popularity and the radio play he’d begun to get as a solo artist, most of the girls at work bugged her daily to slip him their number.
Between Cal and Matty, Nell never needed more in the best friend department. She never doubted Adrian and Lex loved her, but Adrian had his duties at the hospital as well as those of reining the siblings in, and Lex just wanted to set the world on fire. As the baby of the family, Nell had gotten the least amount of time with them before they left the house to chase after their futures. Matty might piss her off more often than not, but he was as loyal as they came. Cal had always been her heart, any time she’d needed a shoulder to cry on or someone to confide in.
She didn’t want this news spreading to the family, though. Not yet.
They’d all hated Greg for years, and they’d probably bring out the ouzo to celebrate when she told them, but right now, she was too raw for the told-you-sos. Right now, she still had a lot to mourn.
Cal stopped in front of her, his dark brown eyes zeroing in with his emotional X-ray vision. 
“I’m going to cut your hair, and you’re going to withhold on asking why I look like a train wreck,” Nell said before her brother could voice his concern, which would guarantee make her burst into tears. Not a popular look under these skull-aching, bright lights.
Cal nodded. “You’ve got it. I need this tangled mess trimmed, and I don’t trust anyone else with my hair.” He hopped in the seat, used to the routine by now. She cut most of the family’s hair, but out of the guys, Cal came to her the most often, needing to stay on top of his mane due to his constant performances. He glanced at her in the mirror facing them. “Want to hear the latest name Lex called me when she and Cam were having a spat and Cam came to me for advice? It’s pretty damn creative.”
Nell snorted. God, she loved her brother. He always knew what to say. And out of anyone in the family, she trusted he’d keep her secret.
Nell tugged out her scissors and sized up Cal’s hair. She leaned down to check the longer ends that had started to grow uneven.
“Look, I’ve got lunch after this,” she said. “If you want, we can talk there, away from prying eyes and ears.” Cal nodded in the understanding she needed right now.
She knew she couldn’t shoulder this burden alone.

      ***After grabbing deli sandwiches from next door, she and Cal escaped toward the Battery. Between the gap in clients and her lunch break, she had well over an hour to spend with her brother, and god, she needed to be away from the salon right now, out of the spotlight. Cal didn’t ask anything as he drove them the few minutes over to one of her favorite parks, White Point Garden.
Once he parked, they meandered over to the gazebo with a cream exterior that glowed in this gorgeous afternoon sun. The magnolia trees crawled skyward, their twisted limbs creating a stark contrast to the soft blue background. She and Cal talked about random nonsense, the way they had during his haircut. He told her about the prospect of touring while she shared one of her latest client stories from earlier in the week.
Before the events of yesterday, when things seemed simpler.
She found a park bench by the gazebo under the shade of one of those massive trees and plopped down on the seat. Cal sat beside her, devouring his ham and cheese sandwich. She pulled out her BLT but couldn’t bring herself to take a bite.
Her stomach churned, but she didn’t know if it was from the hangover or what she was about to say.
“This is one of those times you can’t tell anyone, Cal.” She stared at her sandwich. “I’m not ready for the onslaught yet. I know I’ll have to deal eventually, but everything’s still too raw.”
“Cross my heart, Nellie Mae.” Cal used the old nickname he’d given her years ago.
She sucked in a shaky breath, her gaze on the bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich. Not like she’d be able to get this out if she looked at Cal.
“I printed out the divorce papers last night, and I’m waiting for Greg to return from his business trip to have him sign them. Things have been bad for a while now, but yesterday, when I went to his office to use his printer, I saw a notification from his email pop up. It was…” Before she could help herself, her shoulders started shaking, and the first few tears slithered down her cheeks.
Cal didn’t say a word, which she was grateful for. He simply sat there in silence beside her.
“He’s been cheating on me,” she forced out. “And probably for a while if those emails were any indication. She’s been meeting up with him while he’s on his work trips, which must be why he’s been going more and more frequently lately.” She brushed away several hot teardrops and let loose a shattered-glass breath.
“But I don’t want the rest of the family to know,” Nell said. “They’re going to be thrilled, and I just can’t face that. Because right now, it hurts. Right now, I feel stupid and ashamed and just so damn shitty.”
Cal settled his arm around her shoulders, a heavy, comforting weight, and drew her in. The moment she pressed against his chest, the dam burst. Her shoulders heaved with her sobs as all the pain from yesterday, from the past six months, from the past year, crashed down on her. She’d been suffering for so long with Greg, but she’d stood in front of an officiant and made a vow. Nell had been determined to uphold it.
“I’m sorry, sweetheart.” Cal stroked fingers through her hair. “You put your everything into making the relationship work. This betrayal has got to hurt.”
As simple as a snap, Cal figured her out. Lex and Matty tended to avoid him like the plague for that reason alone, but Nell always adored that about him. Rather than having to waste the energy trying to explain herself, Cal peered right through those curtains to piece together she struggled with. Already, the outburst subsided, and she was grateful for the relative quiet of the park. The last thing she wanted was an audience while she bawled her eyes out.
“You’d think all the effort would amount to something.” She swiped at the wetness on her cheeks.
“Life can be shitty like that,” Cal responded. “Spend years building up a business for it to crumble to nothing. Or put all the time into a family, only for it to shatter apart, like with Uncle Ken.”
She sank against her big brother, the best friend she’d needed to talk to ever since yesterday’s events unfolded. Not like she was ready to discuss the epic fool she’d made of herself in front of Mitch. Amid all the shame, the loathing, and the hopelessness she’d been feeling, the kiss had been a small bud unfurling in the spring, sparking new life into her.
Years later and she still hadn’t gotten him out of her system.
“When does Greg return from his business trip?” Cal asked. “And do you need backup?”
Nell shook her head. “At the end of the week. I forwarded him the emails with ‘I want a divorce’ in all caps. There won’t be any talking when he gets back because I’ve put up with enough shit from him. It figures he’s been cheating on me all this time.”
“That must’ve taken a lot out of you.” Cal continued to run his fingers through her hair.
“No, those are the aftereffects of the tequila you’re seeing all over my face,” Nell joked, trying to clear away the last vestiges of her sticky, obnoxious tears. Even though her skin felt like it had been scoured, she’d needed the release. She hadn’t eaten any of her BLT, and Cal’s sandwich sat half-devoured on the bench beside him. “I’m going to need to redo my makeup before I head back into the salon.”
“Shush.” Cal flicked the side of her head. “You know what I mean.”
Nell nudged her elbow into his side, pulling herself upright. “I do, but maybe I’m in a bit of denial about the whole thing.” She heaved out a shaky sigh. The tears hadn’t done any favors for her headache; she’d have to drink a lake dry to come back from that. However, her heart felt lighter, and the buzz under her skin of those restrained tears vanished. Nell took the first bite of her sandwich, the salty flavors of the bacon exploding on her tongue.
“Well, you let me know whatever you need, okay?” Cal stretched his arms behind his head. “Just because you’re not ready to tell the fam doesn’t mean you’ve got to tough this alone like you apparently did last night. If you need to escape the house, I’ve got a futon in my apartment, and we can throw back some drinks there.”
Nell took another bite from her BLT and chewed. “Yeah, but the last thing I want is to crash in on my brother’s bachelor bang pad. Who knows what sort of groupies you bring back from your shows?” 
Cal snorted. “As if my life was that glamorous. Cute deflection, though, sis. You’re stuck with my overbearing brand of help, whether you like it or not. You’re the only damn sibling I have who doesn’t blanch at the mention of feelings.”
“I’m fine with not having to share you with the rest of the rowdy lot. You’re my bestie after all,” Nell said with the first grin that wasn’t forced this day. Cal relaxed beside her. He’d know if she faked it.
What she couldn’t face yet was the guilt of the bit of relief that coursed through her when Greg fucked things up for good and gave her a reason out.
Or how one look into Mitch’s eyes reignited everything that had never died between them.






  
  Chapter Three


Mitch had needed an escape to get his mind off Nell, so when Lex asked him to come out for Cam’s birthday, he jumped on the opportunity. Since Lex’s girlfriend chose the venue, they wouldn’t be club-hopping, but he knew the bar scene well enough to flirt his way into a little distraction. 
Still, when he showed up at Landscapes, the bar and art gallery combo that featured a gorgeous rooftop terrace and several swanky Impressionist pieces on the walls, he felt out of place. Sure, this restaurant attracted artsy types, but it also brought out the rich assholes looking to soak up some culture. With his tattooed arms, brown skin, and blue-collar work vibe, he didn’t fit well with “cultured” white folks.
He stepped inside and attracted a few snide looks from pearl-clutching, pursed-lipped old ladies. Great way to be spending his one night off this week.
He caught sight of Lex leaning over the bar, chatting with the busty girl behind the counter. Not like Lex was up to her old MO of hitting on the closest gorgeous woman who’d spread her legs. Once she and Cam had gotten together, he’d never seen her more devoted. However, his best friend also happened to know nearly everyone in town since she’d become a mainstay at Inkspirations. 
“About time you showed up, fucker.” Lex waved him over. His best friend was in her prime “fuck around and find out” mode with her pixie cut slicked up into a pompadour and her bare arms showcasing her top-notch ink, most done by her boss, Bell. The posh white ladies glared at her from their tables, but Lex ignored them.
Mitch grinned. “I know for a fact that none of you bothered waiting for me, so don’t even pretend.”
“Everyone else is upstairs on the terrace.” Lex jerked a thumb toward the steps. “Cam wanted to see the sunset over the city. I was just catching up with Daria here to make sure her ink’s healing well.”
Daria extended her wrist with a purple rose tattoo. 
Mitch leaned forward. “Don’t worry. If she’s being too annoying, just blink twice. I’ll haul her away.”
The woman let out a raspy laugh he liked. He soaked in the details of her round face, pert lips, and pale blonde hair pulled into a messy bun. He might make a few more stops down here tonight. She seemed like the distraction he’d been looking for.
“Lex is a sweetheart.” Daria lifted a hand to the side of her mouth. “Plus,” she said in a mock whisper, “I could never say anything bad about the woman who puts a needle to my skin.”
Lex grabbed his arm. “Sorry to interrupt the flirting, but I’ve got to drag Mitch away before the rest of the crew thinks I’ve gotten lost in the bathroom.”
Of course. Leave it to Lex to blow any attempts at tact or subtlety. Luckily, the bartender offered him an amused smile. He shrugged and let his bossy friend lead him toward the steps.
He didn’t just need a diversion from the other night but also from his father’s radio silence. He’d be concerned if the man didn’t show up like clockwork to cash in his disability check, which would arrive in a day or two. Chances were, he’d found some casino to while away his hours at and had lost track of time—days’ worth of it. Wouldn’t be the first occurrence.
Lex let go of his arm as they strode up the steps, which creaked under their heavy booted tread. Since she and Cam had gotten together, Lex had started coming by the Gin Mill again to visit, just like he swung over to hang at Inkspirations, even when he wasn’t getting work done. Bell ran a solid crew, and he could spend hours shooting the shit with those rowdy fuckers.
“Notice how those old biddies down there nearly shit themselves with the two of us in a room? Think I should make out with Cam hot and heavy right in front of their table?” Lex said.
Mitch snorted. So he wasn’t the only one who noticed. “I think they’d have an aneurysm, but the shock and disgust would be so worth it.”
Lex pushed the door open, and the late afternoon sunlight streamed through, coating the pale bricks of the terrace with golden rays. Small square tables were evenly stationed, with four black outdoor chairs around each one. Their crew had Frankensteined three of the tic tac tables and forced the chairs all around their new seating arrangement. Thankfully, not too many others dined here tonight.
Adrian and Danny sat on the far end next to Cam, and Lex had taken the empty seat beside her girlfriend, her token leather jacket marking the spot. A woman he didn’t recognize leaned back next to Adrian, but based on the loose flannel, green cargo pants, and paint streaks on her fingers, she was probably one of Cam’s art friends. He zeroed in on the empty seat and who sat beside it.
Mitch sucked in a groan.
Nell was here, wearing a pale pink dress that highlighted her tan olive skin. The way she lounged in the chair caused the hem of her dress to slide precariously up her gorgeous thighs, which he couldn’t put out of his mind if he tried. Like always, her hair cascaded down her back in sultry waves, and those pouty lips were lush and inviting, reminding him how perfect she’d tasted the other night.
The mere sight of Nell Dukas had his cock stirring in his jeans, which meant if he was stuck sitting beside her for this dinner, he was fucked. Lex slapped him on the shoulder and slid into the spot by her girlfriend. Right. The urge to retreat crept





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
KATHERINE MCINTYRE







