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  Chapter 1

Darryl
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“Say that again?” I ask, cupping my ear with my hand.  I’m positive I heard wrong. 
She chuckles, but it’s mirthless.  “I said he tried to frame me for murder.  My ex, that is.”
I crane my neck.  Liam, my brother, stands next to me in his tux, freshly married, and I swear to God he looks like he just shit himself, but he’s going for nonchalant, see.  Whereas me, since I own a bar, I’ve heard it all.  So, I scoff.  “Bullshit.”
Her name is Venus, and she’s helping cater my brother’s wedding shindig, standing behind a table, with a scoopful of lasagna sitting on a spatula, ready to place it on my awaiting plate.  Her guffaw is self-righteous.  “Well, y’all can look it up if you want.  It was in the Dallas papers.”
I give her a look that says that I’m not buying it.  “Yeah, right.  Pardon me for saying so, but y’all don’t look like you’re the murdering type.”
“And that’s what the jury said, too.  They would agree with you.” She nods. “I said that he tried to frame me, not that he succeeded.”
“That I’ll give you.” I nod back.  “So, what brings you here.”
Liam looks at me.  “Dude, this isn’t a pick up joint, man, this is my wedding.  And we’ve got a lineup behind us.  Some looking like they’ve just seen a ghost.”
“Count yourself in that mix, brother.” I chuckle.
“Can we go, please?” Liam begs.
I ignore him.  “You just here helping out?”
“Fine, I’ll go.” Liam spits, and one of my aunts rolls her eyes, standing behind me, with a couple of cousins, and they leave, moving to another table.  
“It appears that way, yes.” Venus answers, a condescending tone in her voice.  “Are you…going to take the lasagna and go?”
Being the arrogant fool that I am, I stand off to the side, allowing others to get their food, while I continue to probe her.  It looks like just a bunch of business execs are in line now, and I don’t know any of them, so I lose my care swiftly.  “Say, how’d y’all get out of that, anyway.”
“Get out of what?” She guffaws. “Murder charges?”
“Well, yeah. Isn’t that what we’re talking about here?”
She scoops food onto someone’s plate, and I’ll note that it’s with less ceremony than when she placed it on mine and Liam’s plate.  “I told you, I didn’t get out of the charges, I was framed.  I was exonerated.  Look it up.”
“Venus!  Take a break.” A woman, I’m assuming the owner, says to her, and I’m not sure if the terse tone is for me or for her.
Pursing her lips, Venus walks out from behind the table, straightens her apron with a flattened hand, and approaches me.  I follow her.  “Jesus, you’re going to get me fired.” She says through gritted teeth.
“I promise you that won’t happen.” I say under my breath, walking over to the side, behind the tables, where nobody else is.
“Yeah, well, because my boss knows that you’re the Best Man, and, well, essentially an heir to this throne, she thinks that I’m to do whatever it is that any of your family wants.  Basically, I’ve just been whored out to you.”
“Hey, take it easy, man.” I say, adjusting my suit jacket.  “I don’t mean any harm, I’m just curious.  I don’t want anyone here that’s any sort of a threat to my family.  I’m sure y’all can understand that.  And I’m sure that your boss understands that, too.”
“Yeah, well, she probably thinks that you want to fuck me or something.  And whether that’s true or not, for the record, I’m not interested.”
I lift a hand.  “Hey, man, now, that’s not what this is about.” My voice is firm.  “Now, hear this.  I own a bar, and I can get any woman I want, and I’m not just saying that for your benefit, see.  It’s a fact.  That’s not how I work, Venus.  I swear to it.  I just picked up a vibe from you, and I wanted to come check it out.”
She looks around, eying the giant Christmas tree next to the pasture.  “Yeah, well, what kind of ‘vibe’ did y’all pick up, huh?  I’m not a whore.  Just because I’m scooping food onto plates doesn’t mean that I’m desperate.  I’ve got money, too, ya hear.  And I’m not afraid of anyone who has more than me, either, so don’t bother trying to be intimidating, because that ain’t gonna work.”
“If you have money, then why are y’all dumping food onto plates for a pittance?”
She glares at me. “Why do you think that’s any of your business?”
I shrug. “It’s not.  I just wondered is all.  Seems odd.”
Her index finger lifts.  Her teeth become gritted.  “Well, you’re a billionaire, and you own a bar.  What’s your story on that, huh?”
I swallow.  My voice is even and calm.  “It was my dream.  Nothing more pleasing to me than offering a guy a beer after a long day’s work.  I enjoy meeting people and listening to their heartache.  And it helps me to contribute to the community, too.  I do lots of charity things at the bar, and we also serve to needy families on Sundays, for free.”
Her finger slowly comes down, as though I’ve knocked her down a peg or two.  Just the effect that I was looking for.  “Now that I’ve told y’all my story, what’s yours?”
“What are you, a therapist?” She practically growls.
Another shrug. “No more than a hairstylist or a dentist is, I suppose.  We all seem to pour our hearts out to the people that tend to us, right?  Sure, I’m not trained as a therapist, but I’m a good listener, and I haven’t given out bad advice, to my knowledge, ever.”
Her neck cranes, as her face sours.  “So, you’re looking for another project, are you?  Well, I’m not up for any of that shit, so you might as well find someone else at this toodoo, because I’m not it.”
“Well, that’s the thing, see.  Nobody else is giving me that vibe, you know?”
“That’s not my problem.” She speaks quickly.  “I’ve got a job to do.  If you’ll excuse me.” Venus walks away.  Her boss is eying me like I’ll crumble in two.  I lift a hand and nod, letting her know that it’s cool.  Her face softens as she gives me a nod. I walk over to Liam, who is sitting at a table, next to Hanna, his new wife.
“So, did y’all get her number?” Liam asks, with his mouth full.
“That wasn’t what I was after.” 
“Is everything okay?” Hanna, my new sister-in-law, asks.
“Everything’s cool.  Your husband just got bent out of shape some, because one of the caterers was just recently accused of murder.”
Hanna’s eyes bulge.  I raise a hand.  “Relax.  She was exonerated.”
Liam’s eyes burn into mine. “Thanks, asshole. Why are you telling Hanna that?  She doesn’t need to know.  Tact…ever heard of it?”
Now it’s Hanna’s turn to raise a hand. “It’s okay, Liam.  I know that Darryl’s got a penchant for knowing more than he should.  It comes with the territory with his line of work.”
“Yeah, it’s just too bad that he passes that on to us, too.” Liam grumbles.
An aunt of ours waves at Liam.  “Aw, shit.  I gotta go say hello.” Liam huffs, and then he says under his breath to Hanna.  “You stay here.  I’ll save you from her.”
Hanna nods.
“Aunt Marg that loves to kiss on the lips.  It’s gross.” I explain.  “She’s as rich as the day is long and likes…err…men around Liam’s age, so he knows that she’ll have no interest in you.”
“Then you ought to go hide.” Hanna chuckles.
“Ah, she doesn’t like me much, and I’m fine with that.” I say, stealing a Christmas tree shaped cookie from Hanna’s plate.
“What’s not to like?”
“I won’t let her in my bar, on account of what I said earlier.  She ruins the vibe in there.”
We watch Liam dodge a lip lock with his aunt, by distracting her with one of the snow globes that they’re giving away to each guest.  
“Ruins the vibe?” Hanna snuffles a laugh.  “What’s with you and this ‘vibe’ thing you’ve got going on?”
“It’s not a thing I’ve got going on, Hanna, I just…I feel it.  I can’t explain it.  It’s what keeps me in business.  I can tell right away when someone’s got something going on.”
“Well, Darryl, to be fair, we’ve all got something going on.”
“True, but I mean, someone that’s praying a lot harder than the rest.  That’s how my mama explains it to me.  I get it from her, see.  It’s a connection.  A feeling.  It’s like a lightbulb goes on inside my head when my feelers sense something’s amiss with someone, you know?  I don’t know how else to explain it.”
“So, y’all think that this girl is in trouble?”
“She says she’s not.  But as sure as the nose on my face, her troubles are not over.”
“Why do y’all care so much?  You don’t even know this girl.”
“I don’t know everyone that walks into my bar, neither, Hanna.  That doesn’t mean that it’s right to turn my back on someone, if I sense that they’re in trouble.  That’s not how I work.  Now, I’m not saying that I’m no hero or nothing, I just like helping people.  And if this is how God’s telling me to help, then I feel like it’s my duty.”
“Gosh, awfully deep thoughts when you’re at a wedding.”
I ignore her comment.  “It’s how come I knew that Liam knew the truth about what was going on with him, and why he kept it a secret from you all this time, Hanna.”
That makes her face set.  “That I’ll give you.”
Hanna’s mama approaches and steals her daughter away, leaving me sitting alone, at the table.  I’m watching Venus still scooping food onto plates, and I should be scouting the place out for Liam’s friends and buddies of mine, or eating my food, or checking out any eligible females at this shindig, but I’m not.  No, ma’am, I’m sitting here, wondering how I can crawl inside that woman’s head and read it.  Sometimes I think I spend too much time at the bar, because when I’m not there, I’m out of my element.  At the bar, it’s so easy to just give someone a beer on the house, and it’s like a pass, and they pour their heart out for free.  
Not here.  Not now.  This Venus person’s going to be like one of them ketchup bottles that needs to be banged up against the kitchen counter to open.  And I don’t know why I care so much, but I do.  
…and in the next twenty-four hours, I figure out why I care so much.
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“Why don’t you put that phone of yours down, and help me with the sauce?” Raine, my sister, asks kindly.  I’ve been poring over the same news articles for weeks, obsessing, frankly.  This is just the distraction I need, and I thank God that my sister is here to pull me out of my funk.
I set my phone down on the coffee table and walk into the kitchen.  And when I say kitchen, I mean it’s more like a kitchen that you’d find in an upscale restaurant, complete with a stove that has more burners than I can count, a smooth, metal cooktop for making just about anything.  A long, butcher’s block countertop, two, giant, double farmer’s sinks, big enough that I could use them as laundry tubs, and don’t even get me started on the coolers.  Let’s just say that if Raine ever had an army of enemies, she’d have plenty of places to hide the bodies.
“Put the tomatoes in here.” She says, handing me a giant stock pot.  Raine started her catering company ten years ago, and it’s skyrocketed since then.  I used to run a PR firm, but since I was charged with murder coming up on a year ago, well, let’s just say that I’m glad that I invested most of my money, because the firm went into the ground.  Nobody wants an alleged murderer pushing their business.  And the truth is, I’ll never get it back, and I know it.  This is why I’ve taken to helping my sister with her catering company.
We’ve got Christmas carols playing in the background, and seeing as we just finished baking about twelve dozen cookies to be frozen, for an upcoming holiday event that we’re catering, we’re both in a festive mood.  I live here, too, since my house in Dallas was constantly being egged and vandalized, once my neighbors got wind of my murder charges.  There was no alternative. Mama and daddy begged me to stay with them, but I just couldn’t bear it.  They’re more obsessive than I am about all this. At least Raine is ankle deep in her business.  It’s the best way to divert my attention elsewhere, until I figure out what the hell I’m going to do with the rest of my life, now that it’s been ruined.
“This is going to be so good, Raine.” I state, filling the stock pot with freshly harvested tomatoes from her own backyard.  That’s half the reason why her company soars as it does: because she uses home grown ingredients whenever possible.  It’s been toted the best catering company in Dallas for good reason.
Raine, hands down, the hardest working girl in the world, just gives me a tight smile, being all modest.  “Make sure you don’t over boil them.  Just enough so that the skin peels off, okay?”
“Got it.” I nod obediently.  I completely respect her hard work.  To be truthful, she’s doing me a favor, not the other way around.  I’m living under her roof, for nothing, even though we both know that I could easily buy another house any time, but I need Raine to get through this shit I’m going through.  She’s the best.  She’s my best friend.  And if it weren’t for her, I don’t know where I’d be and that’s the truth.  She fired the lawyer I first hired when the shit went down, and got me a new one, a much better one, one that got me exonerated in the blink of an eye.
“So, what did Darryl want from you, anyway?” Raine asks, shocking me, since she didn’t bring it up sooner.  The wedding was hours ago, but we’ve been so busy with cleanup, since two of our assistants bailed last minute, that we haven’t really had a chance up until now to discuss what went down.
“Being nosy is all.” I shrug.  “He must’ve heard about me from somewhere.”
“How could he have?  If anyone in Huttonville knew, they never would have hired me to cater that wedding.”
“Dunno.  But he gave me some cock and bull story about picking up on some vibe I was giving off.  Lame.  It was a line. I wasn’t falling for it.” I lick my lips, scooping tomatoes out of the pot, one by one, setting them on the counter, which is lined with paper towel.  This business is non-stop, which is exactly what I need to keep my mind off things.  “Why’d you make me go talk to him, anyway?”
“Because he’s Liam’s brother, Venus.  And Becky told me that if anyone in the wedding party needs anything, that we give it to them.”
Becky was the wedding planner, and the one that recommended us.  Sure, it helped that Raine’s done a few of the weddings and gatherings for Laura, the owner of Kelsey Ranch, where the wedding took place, but still.  Word of mouth advertising rules.
“So you gave him me?” I tease.  “Classy.”
She snorts a laugh.  “You could have said no.”
“I didn’t say yes.” I chuckle kindly.  Raine would never do me any harm.  Sure, it was awkward, but I trust her. And lately, my head hasn’t exactly been on straight, so if I’m headed off the beaten path, I know that Raine would steer me in the right direction.
“You lived.” She says, coming over to help me skin the remaining tomatoes.  You would think that after being on our feet all day, that we’d be exhausted, but no.  We’re still preparing for the next event well until after midnight, when Raine finally surrenders and goes to bed.  I try to, but instead, I toss and turn.  As I sit up in bed, I realize that there’s only one way out of this.
…I get in my car and drive.  And I end up at a bar…






  
  Chapter 2

Venus
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Huttonville looks like Santa Claus and his reindeer puked all over the place.  All the light stands are vined with holly and twinkly lights, each store window has a wreath hung on it, and the local radio station plays nothing but Christmas music.  As I drive aimlessly, I listen to the tunes, singing along for some, and I have no idea where I’m going, but I sure feel good about it.  This town, I’ve only lived in for about a week, and so far, nobody has noticed me, except for Darryl. 
I knew it would only be a matter of time, and that’s precisely why I was reluctant to move in with my sister, but I had to.  Her business is mostly in Dallas, but we’re not far from Huttonville, where she has some business, as well.  In fact, I think that she’s the only catering company that Huttonville uses, seeing as they’re such a small town, that they don’t have one of their own.  And, suddenly, I see it.  The bar that Darryl owns.  Admittedly, I looked it up, thinking that I should go pay that snide, nosy, son of a bitch a visit, letting him know how goddamn inappropriate he was behaving at his own brother’s wedding.
It’s a longshot, considering that he should be still at the wedding, but as soon as I walk in the door, I see him, behind the bar.  How a bar owner is the one tending the bar is beyond me, but I guess it’s a small town, so that’s how it works.  Either that, or he’s such a son of a bitch boss, that he can’t get decent help.  My guess is the latter. The man is the king of assholes, accosting me like that, in front of his friends and family. How dare he.  What is it with Texan men, anyway?  They either think that their shit doesn’t stink, think women are as dumb as rocks, or they’re so goddamn delicate, it’s like why bother having kids, since you’re married to one.
Don’t get me wrong.  I’ve never been married. Thank God I wasn’t stupid enough to do that.  I just lived with the asshole, and even that wasn’t for long.  Darryl doesn’t see me as I walk into the bar, and it’s late, so the place is pretty packed with drunks and imbeciles, you know, the usual bar crowd.  A waitress gives me the once over as I approach Darryl, and I wonder if he’s fucking her.  Wouldn’t surprise me. I know the type.  It’s a classic case of a fuck buddy y’all work with.  Either that or he’s married and neglected to mention that when he cornered me at his brother’s wedding.  What a surprise.
“What’re y’all having?” The waitress asks.
“I’ll get it at the bar.” I tell her, and she seems to slough me off with a shrug.
“Suit yourself.” She says, walking away.
Darryl turns around, after picking up a towel off the counter, and he opens the door to the dishwasher.  A plume of smoke billows out, as he bats the air with the towel.  He waits for the smoke to clear and then he pulls a glass out and looks up at me.  “Well, it’s a shock seeing you here.” He comments, recognizing me right away.  He doesn’t actually look shocked, which pisses me off.
“I just came here to give y’all a piece of my mind.”
He tilts his head slightly and dries out the glass.  “I suppose I had that coming.  But Liam already gave me a piece of his, so that might save you the trouble.”
I look around and see that Christmas shit is all over the place in here, too, making me shudder.  For the record, for the most part, I hate Christmas.  It’s the time of year when everyone pastes on a smile and puts up with one another, on account of some fat guy that claims to have once brought all kinds of junk and shit to undeserving kids.  Yeah, I'm the Grinch, female version.  If it weren’t for Raine trying to bring me into the Christmas spirit, I’d all but punch down the goddamn wreath I saw hanging on the front door of this dive.
“Good.  I nearly slapped you at the wedding.”
He gives me a smile, like the asshole is impressed, patronizing me.  “Yeah?  Why didn’t you?”
“It’s not a sexual thing, pig.  I just didn’t want to cause more of a scene.  I think you made enough of one for the both of us.”
“I didn’t say it was sexual at all.  I like a woman that can hold her own.  Judging by how y’all got yourself out of a murder charge, I'd say that you’re on that list.”
“Don’t try to flatter me.  I came here to give you a piece of my mind.  Flattery won’t work here.”
He ignores my response.  “Y’all want a beer?  I’ll give it to you on the house, in good faith.  My sister-in-law said you did a smashing job at the wedding.  It’s the least that I can do.”
“I don’t need your charity.”
“Well, then, I’ll charge you for it, if that’s what you want.”
This man is unscathed, making my blood boil.  I want to piss him off.  I want to piss him off so bad he throws me out of this joint.  But he seems to be more and more entertained by my presence.  He doesn’t even wait for me to respond, he just takes the glass that he was drying a minute ago, fills it from the tap, and gives it to me, making sure to place a paper coaster underneath it first.  The beer has the perfect amount of froth on top, and it’s beautifully golden brown, making my mouth water.
“Enjoy.” He says, and I cave.  I take a sip and close my eyes, so he can’t see them rolling into the sockets.  It tastes so good I could cry.  My sister’s a recovered alcoholic, so I'm not allowed to drink in the house, which is a grand thing, since with what I just went through with the ex, I could’ve easily fallen down that rabbit hole.
A large man, probably twice my size, approaches.  “Darryl, y’all want to call the tow truck?  That asshole’s parked in the fire zone again.”
Darryl nods.  “Sure thing, Jovi.  And isn’t it time for your break?”
“Yeah, I'm going now.” The large man nods, not even noticing me.  I suppose in this line of work, you become numb to people.  The natural sneer on his face tells me it’s best to keep it that way, too.
“That’s Jovi.” Darryl says, pulling his cell phone out of his back pocket.  “He’s one of my bouncers.  And he hates the phone.”
“I didn’t ask.” I tut, throwing my head back, drinking the beer.
“How’s the beer?” He asks, once again, sidestepping my comment.  
“Not bad.”
“If I’d come up with a brew like that, I might not have had to open a place like this.” He adds, taking a drink order from the same waitress that approached me earlier.  This time, she pays no mind to me at all, which I find curious, but I let it go.
“I thought y’all said you opened it because y’all wanted to give back to the community.”
He gets that impressed smile on his face again, and I notice how his eyes crinkle at the sides when he smiles.  I start to wonder how old he is.  He can’t be more than thirty, but I could be wrong.  I'm bad at guessing people’s age.  “Ah, so you were listening.”
“Of course, I was, dumbass.  Do you think I don’t have ears.”
“I know you’ve got a mouth.” He teases with a wink.
“Hardy har, asshole.” I seethe, but it’s hard to be angry, when I'm drinking beer that was clearly brewed in heaven.
“Ah, I'm just kidding.  Y’all hungry?  Did you get a chance to eat up anything, when you were serving all them folks?”
My stomach is so empty, the beer is hitting me already, but something tells me Darryl already knows this.  “I’m fine.” I lie.  
I see him turn around and whistle to the guy standing in the back, looking through a half window opposite the bar.  He nods but says nothing, like it’s some sort of code.  “What’s that for?” I ask snidely, thinking that he’s just showing off, as he starts putting together the
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