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      For those suffering from burnout, or just the weight of the world right now, I see you. Keep doing you, and take care of yourself!
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      This book contains subjects that might be triggering. The following are included:

      
        	Age gap relationship

        	Death of an uncle

      

      If you want to see the content warnings of all my books, you can find it on my website.
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      This is it. The last time I’ll see my uncle. My chance to say goodbye before he leaves this world. He’s had a terrible time of battling cancer, and I’m not ready for him to go yet. If I go in that room, there’s no way I’m going to be able to keep it together. Not for him, or anyone else. My face always gives away what I’m thinking without me having to say a word.

      All Uncle Max will see is anguish. But I’ll do my best to tuck it away. To hide it from his knowing eyes. Deep breath in…and out. Placing my hand on the door knob to his room, I turn it, and hope like hell this won’t destroy what’s left of me.

      There are machines beeping and wires connected all over his body. It wasn’t this bad a few weeks ago. He was still able to move around. You’d never know he was sick. Now, he can’t even get out of his bed on his own without help.

      I don’t think I can do this. I can’t see him like this. He’s frail and thin. What am I going to do without my best friend? Without the person who has championed my ideas since I was a child, sitting on the counter of his bar, stacking cups and refilling bowls with nuts?

      My body is already turning around. Ready to flee from this room of sickness, death, and sadness. “Angie,” his voice is barely a whisper. It’s enough, though. Enough to stop me in my tracks and close the door. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for this man, and if that means seeing him now, even though it hurts me far more than it does him, I’ll do it.

      “Hey, Uncle Max.” My steps are slow and careful as I make my way toward his bed. He is set up in the guest room of my parents’ house. Once he’s gone, I don’t know that I’ll ever want to come in here again. This was the room we built forts in when Mom and Dad were working late. It became a castle, a cave, and whatever my imagination willed it to be. Now, though, it’ll be the room I last saw him in. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I could use a drink,” he laughs. It’s brittle and weak. My heart sinks even further. “You didn’t happen to smuggle some whiskey in here for me, did you?”

      Forcing a smile, I shake my head. “I’m pretty sure the doctors wouldn’t appreciate that, and it’s likely the last thing you actually need.”

      “Or,” he points his finger at me. “It could be exactly what I need. It’s not like I can do much more damage, anyway,” he sighs and looks up at the ceiling, “I’m practically knocking on the pearly gates, waiting for them to allow me entrance.”

      How can he joke about death when he’s so close? “That’s not funny, Max.”

      “It’s true.” He holds his hand up, and I place mine in his. “I lived a hard life and made horrible choices, but I’m at peace with that. I need you to be at peace with it, too.”

      “I don’t know if I can be.” A tear slips down my cheek, and I hurry to wipe it away. I need to be strong. For him and myself. “How am I supposed to go for great big things when you’re gone?”

      He squeezes my hand and pulls me closer to him. “Easy,” he whispers, “you do great big things. I’ll be watching you along the way.” Using what I can only imagine is all of his strength, he lifts his free hand to my face and wipes away my tears. “Which brings me to my next point.”

      “Which is?” I’ve given up on trying to hide my fears, sadness, and anger. Anger at the world for taking him from us before we are ready. He’s here now, I know that. But knowing he could slip away to that endless sleep at any moment has my nerves buzzing.

      “I’m giving you the bar.” He waits for my reaction, but I don’t give him anything except a blank stare. “Did you hear me? My legacy will now be yours.”

      “I can’t take it.” I’m shaking my head. It’s too big. Too much. I’m only twenty-five. Hell, I don’t even have a career. I’ve been bartending at his bar to pay rent and get by until I figure out what I want to be when I grow up. My degree in business is okay, but it isn’t something I can do much with unless I get more schooling. I barely made it through the bachelor’s program. Continuing my education sounds like my own personal hellscape.

      “You can and you will.” He takes a deep breath. Well, as deep as he can take. It sounds like something is rattling in his lungs and it kills me to hear it. “You are the only person who loves that place as much as me. And, you’re the only one I trust with it. That I can trust to make it something more than what it is now.”

      “I don’t know the first thing about running a business.” My degree says otherwise, but I need guidance. I need my mentor there to hold my hand and show me the way. To let me know that I’m making the right decisions. “George seems to be doing a good job. Why don’t you leave it to him?”

      “He’s not family, Angie.” My uncle’s voice is deeper, and lower. It’s the same tone he’d have when he was disappointed in whatever rebellious shenanigans I would get into in high school. I never thought I’d hear it again as an adult. I feel like that teenager all over again. He’s the only one who could get through to me when my parents couldn’t.

      “There’s always my brother.” I will do anything in my power to pass off this responsibility to someone else. Someone who wouldn’t turn this place I love into a steaming pile of shit.

      “No offense, but your brother doesn’t know the ins and outs of the bar. He’s good at what he does. He’s a rancher, nothing else.” This time he’s shaking his head. “Why are you fighting me so hard on this? I thought you would be excited.”

      “Because Uncle Max, I can’t do this. Everything I touch goes badly. Friendships, relationships. Everything. I can’t let that happen to the bar. The thing you love more than anything.”

      “You’re wrong.” That shocks me. “My family is what I love more than anything. My brother, sister-in-law, nephew, and niece.” He nods toward me. “Besides, the bar isn’t in that great of shape to begin with. You could only go up from here.”

      “What do you mean it’s not in great shape?”

      “I made some poor decisions with money. The books aren’t in the hole, but it’s barely turning a profit.” My hand gets another squeeze. “That’s where you come in. The place needs someone young, and young at heart, to liven the place up. It needs imagination.”

      He’s crazy if he thinks I’m the person for that. My imagination died when I left childhood to enter the shitshow of adulthood. The fact that he’ll be leaving this world before he should be shows how shitty it is. How unfair life can be. “I don’t think I’m cut out for that. I’m barely a decent bartender.”

      “You, my darling niece, are a damn good bartender.”

      “Then why do half of your customers hate me?” No matter what I do, I can’t seem to win them over.

      “Because you don’t take their shit.” He laughs, and this one doesn’t sound so bad. Maybe the doctors were wrong. Maybe he has a lot of life to live on this planet. “Most of the people who come in are rough around the edges.” I can’t help the snort that comes out. “Anyway, they don’t like being put in their place by someone half their age and size. For them, it’s insulting.”

      “And you think if I take over, they are just going to roll over and be okay with it?” There’s no way in hell. A lot of the bikers that come are as sweet as can be, but some of them are…not so nice. I’ve had to insert myself between a couple of heated arguments before fists were thrown. Was it dangerous? Absolutely. Did I back down? Not a chance in hell. I’ve learned a thing or two about stepping into sketchy situations after helping my brother at the ranch. Two full-grown men have nothing on a cow running at you in full force.

      “When you take over,” he corrects me. “I’ve already amended my will. It’s going to happen regardless of what you think you want.” He pauses to see if I will say anything.

      I don’t. It’s not like there’s anything I can say. He’s already made up his mind, and made it legally binding. Stubborn man. Mom and Dad wonder where I get it from. They need to look no further than my uncle.

      “You can sell it if that’s what you choose to do. It’ll be your bar once I’m gone.” He covers his mouth and coughs. The wet sound is back and I hate it. “But I hope you make this old man proud and turn it into something great.”

      Fucking guilt trips. I hate them, and he just laid a huge one at my feet. How the hell am I supposed to say no to that? Say no to a man on his literal death bed? That would make me the biggest asshole in the universe, and I will not let him down like that. Not when he had a hand in raising me. “Fine,” I pout. “I’ll take the bar. But I’m warning you now, I don’t know that I’ll be able to do anything better than you have.”

      “You will,” his smile is big. My heart squeezes, knowing I can bring him this small bit of happiness. Even if I have my own reservations about it. “I think I want to take a nap, now. Arguing with you takes energy.”

      A grin crosses my lips and I roll my eyes. The first moment of normalcy since I’ve entered this room. “Get some rest, Max.” I stand, bend over, and kiss his forehead. “I’ll come argue with you more in the morning.”

      “You do that.” His eyes drift clothes and his breathing levels out.
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        * * *

      

      My phone rings, pulling me out of a fitful sleep. The bar is burning and I’m stuck inside with no way out. I glance at the time before answering. It’s six thirty in the morning. Who calls at this hour?

      “Angie?” Dad’s voice cracks on the other side of the phone. I don’t need him to say anything else. My worst fear has happened. “He’s gone.”

      I don’t bother responding, I lay the phone down next to me and sob. My dad is still on the line. I’m not sure how much time passes, but I feel my mom’s arms wrap around me. I’ve never been more grateful than I am now to live close to my parents.

      The days ahead are going to be horrible, but I’m going to do everything I can to fulfill my promise to Uncle Max.
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      angie

      I swear, sometimes adults are as messy as toddlers when they eat. There’s almost as much food on the floor around some tables as there was on the plate when we delivered the food. Bussing tables isn’t really what I should be doing today, but we’re short staffed, as usual, and Tucker, the guy that usually takes care of this, is on his break. If there’s one thing I’ll always do, it’s make sure my employees take their breaks, even if I can’t. Keeping employees happy is what will keep them coming to work.

      Well, for the most part. I don’t know what’s going on with so many people calling out all of a sudden. We were over staffed at one point, but now that I need more bodies, I can’t find anyone. At least, not anyone with the requirements to work the bar.

      Now that the table is clean, I can let Lisa know to seat the next guests. She may be young, but she’s damn good at her job. I’m keeping my fingers crossed she’ll stick around for the long haul. Customers really mesh well with her. It must be her innocent, baby face.

      The neon sign above the bar catches my eye on the way to the host stand. It’s taken almost a decade, but I’ve really made something of this bar. I think Uncle Max would be proud of the progress I’ve made. There are still a few things that need finetuning, but at least I’m not getting payment demands from the bank anymore. When I was finally able to pay off the rest of the mortgage on this place, I breathed a sigh of relief. Everything from here on out is straight profit. Not a bad place to be after all the years my uncle and I have put into this place. Nothing can kill my good mood.

      Lisa is adding a name to the wait list when I approach the stand, and I let her finish. “Table six is ready for whoever is next.”

      “Thanks,” she grins, bouncing up and down on her toes. She’s so bubbly, and I try to think if there was ever a time in my life where I was the same way. Nope, can’t think of one.

      “No problem,” I knock on the wooden stand with my knuckles. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      I turn to head back to the bar, but she touches my elbow, lightly. “Actually, there’s someone waiting for you outside.”

      There weren’t any meetings noted on my calendar. “Who?”

      Her wince tells me all I need to know. “A guy. He said Stella set up a blind date with you. What do you want me to do?”

      As much as I love Stella, I’m going to murder her. After her and Johnny became serious, she quickly became one of my best friends. But she has it in her head that if she can find happiness with someone, then she can find someone for me to share my happiness with. For the record, I’m totally okay with being single. I go out and have fun, of course. I’ve just never found someone that piques my interest.

      I could have her lie and say I’m busy. Or, I could literally slip out the back door. No, neither of those options work. Lisa deserves better than having to cover for me. “Tell him to meet me at the bar. Down by the end so I can jump in and help if I need to.”

      Fingers crossed they’ll need me. The nights here are insane, but lunch is still pretty busy. We have some of the best wings in town and everyone comes here for their lunch meetings, or to get away from the office.

      “Are you sure?” She glances toward the door. “I can always tell him to come back another day.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” Though, I’m grateful she’d do that for me. “Might as well get it over with. If not, I’ll have Stella on my ass.”

      “Good point,” she nods. “She’s like a dog with a bone when it comes to fixing people up.”

      “I take it she’s on your case, too?”

      “Yep.” She grabs a couple of menus. “I don’t want to settle down, yet. There’s so much I want to do on my own. Anyway, I’ll show the folks to table six then I’ll direct your date to the bar.”

      “Thanks.” As much as I don’t want to see this random guy, I should probably make a quick stop in the bathroom and make sure I’m presentable. I don’t want to be waiting on him and seem eager. Especially since I never agreed to this in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      Please, someone have an emergency. Need more of something. Ryan? Roger? Hell, I don’t even remember what his name is, but the amount of information he’s spewing about stocks and financial math is seconds away from putting me into a hundred-year sleep. You know, maybe like Snow White. Except instead of a poison apple, it’s math that does me in. Then let’s face it, I’ll be sleeping forever. Prince Charming doesn’t exist, and I don’t particularly want to be saved by anyone. I’ve worked my ass off to build this bar into what it is today from the dilapidated building it was when Uncle Max had it. With help from Stella, of course.

      He must finally notice how much I’m not paying attention because he pauses. “Sorry, I’m boring you, aren’t I?”

      Shit, do I do the nice thing and say no? Or, say yes? “Not at all,” I smile. Though it must come off as more of a sneer because he raises his eyebrows. “Math just isn’t really my thing. Unless, you’re talking about the ratios of mixed drinks, it pretty much goes over my head.” There. A combination of both. I’m not lying, either. I’ve never been a math person. Even with all my business classes, I barely passed the ones that were strictly math based.

      He nods in understanding. “I get it. Sometimes I forget there are people in the world that don’t love math as much as I do.” He glances at the shelves of liquor behind the bar. “How did you come to own the bar?”

      Of course, that would be what he’s leading with since I’m giving off the I hate numbers vibe. “My uncle left it to me when he passed away. It was kind of his dying wish that I turn this bar into something amazing.” Yep, perfect way to kill the mood.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I-I didn’t realize,” he stammers over his words.

      “It’s okay.” I pat his arm, reassuring him. “It was a long time ago.” I stare at the bottles in front of me and smile. “This was his baby, and after years I’ve turned it into this. When Stella came here, she saw the potential and helped me bring it to life.”

      He’s slowly nodding. “She’s pretty good at that. Whenever she sees a project, she takes it on full force.”

      “You’re telling me.” Like this date. To Stella we are both projects. Something she needs to take control of and fix. It’s one of the things I love and loathe about her. One day she won’t look at me as something broken. She’ll see that I’m perfectly capable of handling things on my own. I did it before she showed up in Asheville and I’ll keep on. There’s no other choice for me. I refuse to ever let this bar fail because of me.

      “Do you have any other plans for the bar?” His eyes rove around the room. “Maybe opening up more locations?”

      That feels like a loaded question. He’s in investment based on his talk of stocks and numbers. While I think that would be amazing, it’s not at a point where I’m ready for people to put their own spin in other cities. It’s still my baby. “I’m open to more plans, but I don’t think I want to franchise.” He’s opening his mouth to put his two cents in and I know what he’s going to say. “It’s not out of the question. Just…not right now.”

      “That makes sense,” he nods.

      Both of us are quiet. What do people even talk about on dates that won’t bore the other person to tears? I’m not sure what the hell Stella was thinking when setting this date up. Especially without my knowledge. He’s not even the type of guy I’d go for. For fuck’s sake, I was practically raised in this bar by my uncle. This man looks like he doesn’t have one scrap of ink on him. I take a peek at his clothes, and he looks like he’s defined. But he doesn’t have the arm porn I’m used to seeing on some of the crowd that used to come here.

      “Look at you two hitting it off.” She’s way too excited about something that isn’t happening. “I just knew you’d be great for each other.” Stella swoops to the end of the bar, standing beside me with her elbows propped on the countertop, chin resting on her hands. She looks like a modern-day cupid. The only thing she’s missing are the wings and bow and arrow.

      “Hey, Stella.” My date waves half-heartedly. Clearly, we aren’t hitting it off. Too bad my friend can’t seem to see it.

      “Hi, Roger.” She grins before raising a hand to signal one of the bartenders. Yes, Roger, that’s his name. “What are y’all talking about?”

      Before Roger can say anything, I stand from my barstool. I’ve given this long enough, and now that she's seen I tried, maybe she’ll back off for a bit. “Can I talk to you for a sec?”

      “Sure.” Stella straightens.

      “In the office?” I head down the hall, past the bathroom, to the closed door at the end. There’s no need to check behind me. I know she’s following. Curiosity must be killing her.

      Taking my place in the chair behind the desk, I push aside the papers to see the desk calendar. In tiny print the words “Roger - lunch date” are written in the square. Nice way to cover her ass.

      Stella closes the door softly behind her before facing me. “Why did you leave—”

      I raise my hand. “Don’t even go there, Stell.”

      “Go where? I thought the two of you were having a great time.”

      Deep breath in and out. “No. He’s the complete opposite of me in every way. Besides, I was working. You’ve got to stop springing these dates on me. It’s not fair to me or whatever unsuspecting man you have meeting me up here.”

      Her eyes are wide, and I feel like shit for going off on her. But this has to stop. “I’m just trying to help you find someone.”

      I lift my hand to my forehead and smooth out the wrinkles I’m sure are forming. “I know, but I’m fine, Stella. I’m not looking for a relationship right now. Hell, I don’t even have time for one. The bar takes up every second I have of every day. It’s even worse when we have people calling out. Being part of a couple just isn’t high on my priority list.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and glares at me. “First, you need a manager and possibly an assistant manager. We’ll hold a job fair to get more people on the payroll. That should free up some time for you.” I want to scream, that’s not the point, but she won’t listen. “Not necessarily for dating. But for going out and having fun. To do something for you besides the bar. We’ve got everything set up for success. We just need a few more dependable employees.”

      “True. We’ll call a staff meeting for this weekend and schedule the job fair.” She had a lot of success when she was opening up the distribution center, and I know she’ll do amazing with this because she truly cares about how well this bar does.

      “Sounds good,” she nods and sits down in the chair in front of me desk. “I also have an idea.”

      I don’t know if I should be scared or not. The last time she told me she had an idea we did a complete remodel of this place. There’s no telling what she has brewing in her head now.
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      dylan

      Rain is pouring on the windshield and lightning flashes in the distance as I slow down to keep from hitting the car in front of me. I swear, a little bit of rain and everyone on the highway suddenly forgets how to drive. It doesn’t help that I’m not the most excited about my destination. Never in a million years did I think I would end up back in Asheville after a few short years away. If it were up to me, it’d be another decade before I stepped foot in that town, minimum.

      Theoretically it’s not a bad place to live. My childhood wasn’t horrible. My teen years weren’t either, for that matter. But when you’re faced with the same people in the dating pool and having to pick sides because one friend broke up with another, it’s an entirely different thing. If I would have stayed, my soul would have died piece by piece.

      I don’t have a choice about going back now, though. My mom needs me. After all the years she kept me out of trouble and a path of success, I can’t let her down. She deserves more than that. Being a single mom wasn’t easy on her. She was always exhausted and there were nights I didn’t see her until almost midnight because she was picking up extra shifts to pay for football or whatever else I needed. Now it’s my turn to repay her. To take care of her the way she always did for me.

      The car in front of me hits a patch of high water and I press on my brakes, waiting to see if this driver knows what they’re doing or if they are going to end up with the hood of their car smashed into the sidewall. It veers closer and closer to the cement wall, but they correct the trajectory and manage to get back in the lane. Thank God. I would have stopped to help if there was a wreck, but this isn’t the ideal weather to do that. It’d put me and them in danger of getting side swiped by one of these idiots not paying attention.

      The right lane is comfortable for going slower, but the tilt of the road means all the water piles up there. I turn on my blinker and wait thirty seconds before moving into the middle lane. My car rumbles as I press the gas pedal. The sooner I get to Asheville the sooner I get out of this hellacious rain. Next time I’ll check the forecast before heading home. It would save myself some frustration. As much as I don’t want to go back, I prefer that than driving with these assholes surrounding me. Let’s just hope it’s not the shitshow I left behind.
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        * * *

      

      Fuck. The rain was pounding so hard and kept my attention on the road that I wasn’t paying attention to my gas gauge. My car is sputtering as I take the exit for Asheville. Lucky for me, there’s a gas station right around the corner. It’s a good thing I know this town like the back of my hand. And the car, too. It’s an old Camero I’ve been fixing up since I left Asheville. One part at a time. The line is creeping closer to the orange but I don’t trust it to get even lower. The likelihood of being stranded on the side of the road grows as the needle makes its way down.

      Rolling into the gas station, I park next to the closest pump. The rain is still coming down. Not as hard, but enough to be annoying. I lift the center console and pull my wallet out. Opening the car door, I step outside, pull my card out of my wallet and lift my hand to slide the card into the pump. There’s a piece of tape over the slot. Could this night get any worse? I just want to go home, see what my mom needs, and see how long I’m going to be stuck in this town. If anything, maybe I can get her to move. It wouldn’t be horrible to have her down the road from me. She’d have whatever help she needs and we can both get out of here.

      Cynical? Maybe, but I didn’t exactly leave everything hunky dory when I bailed that summer. The drama of Jake and Tonya was too much. There was no chance he and Tonya were ever going to get back together and be a happy little family. But no, he had to punch Randall for no damn reason. It was the last straw. I couldn’t still be friends with Jake and Tonya, and keep my own sanity. I’m not sure how Marshall did it. He has a lot more patience than I do.

      Closing the car door, I run through the slowing rain to the gas station door. “Hey,” I say to the cashier. “Can I get twenty on the pump at the end?”

      “Sure thing.” He rings up my total and I add a pack of gum to the counter.

      I’m sliding the card through the machine when I hear a voice behind me. “Holy shit.” Great. Speak of the devil. “I didn’t know you were coming back to town. When did you get in?”

      The urge to ignore him is strong, but I suck it up and turn toward him. “Hey, man. I actually just rolled in.” Literally. It’s like thinking about him conjured him up.

      “That’s awesome. I was just about to meet Marshall and the rest of the gang at the bar.” He pauses for a second to see if I’ll say anything. “You should come with. I’m sure they’ll be excited to see you.”

      “I don’t know.” The indecision is clear in my voice. I mean, it might be nice to see everyone again. Or…it might be a fucking disaster and everyone will start fighting like old times. You never know with these guys. The cashier is looking at us like we’re ping pong balls on a table. Eyes bouncing to me and then him. “I’m heading home. The drive was nothing short of hellacious.”

      “Oh.” Jake’s shoulders sag and he looks like I just kicked his puppy. “Well, if you change your mind, we’ll be at Out of the Ashes.”

      Wow. That place is still open. It was falling apart when I left town and hardly anyone went there. Well, except the bikers that came around after the owner passed away. I wasn’t old enough to be in there at the time so I never tried to see what the inside looked like. I may have acted like your typical high school party boy, but I followed the rules. Well, most of them.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I stick my hand out to shake his hand before I walk out the door. But he bypasses that completely and gives me a weird one-armed hug. This is awkward as fuck. “Well,” I say disentangling myself from him. “I better get some gas in my car before I screw it up.”

      “Oh, yeah,” he backs away from me. “It was good to see you and I hope you stop by. A lot has changed since you’ve been gone.”

      “I might see you there.” Walking out the door, I head to the gas pump and fill up my car. It’s a cool Spring night and I wish I had some sort of jacket in my backseat. It’s in a suitcase in the trunk and I could pull it out, but I don’t feel like it. Jake leaves the gas station and waves as he heads to his truck. Well, that hasn’t changed. He’s still driving that gas guzzling thing. Not that I can say much. This car looks badass, but the mileage is horrific.

      The gas pump clicks off and I put the nozzle back in its holder. My baby roars to life as I put the key in the ignition and turn. It’s a sound I’ve always loved. It’s a wonder I never decided to race cars for a living. I’m still young enough that I could, but there’s no passion there for me.

      The sky is pitch black with lightning flashing in the distance. The storm moving on to another destination. I pull out of the gas station and turn right toward town and my house. New housing developments are being built on both sides of the road and I can’t believe this place is actually growing. All I wanted was to get away from this place, and people want to come here. It’s mind-blowing. I wonder if they know how boring it really is here.

      Great. A red light at one of the few lights we actually have in town. Everything looks the same but different. I’m not sure if it’s because it’s night and I haven’t been here in years, or if it’s because I’m looking at it through a different lens. Either way, I’m not sure how I feel about being back here, aside from not really wanting to. Instead of turning left to head to my mom’s house, I go right. Without even thinking about it, my subconscious is taking me to Out of the Ashes. I’m either a masochist that likes to see a train wreck, or curious to see exactly how much has changed in the years I’ve been gone. I only hope I don’t regret it.
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      This. This place is nothing like I remember. For one there’s a bright neon sign sitting in the front. And there’s a fucking line to get in. When did that happen? When I was a teen, there was never a full parking lot. I was lucky to find a space in the lot without having to park somewhere else and walk.

      I bypass the line and stop at the host stand. The short girl standing behind it holds her hand up. “You’ll have to go to the back of the line.”

      “Um,” I scratch my head. This is my out. A sign for me to take my ass home and check in on my mom. I catch a glimpse of Jake through the window. And holy shit. Tonya is sitting at the table with him. Along with the rest of our old crew and a few faces I don’t know. “Actually, Jake told me to meet him here.”

      “Oh,” she beams. “You must be Dylan. I’ll lead you to his table.”

      Well, the decision is made, I need to find out exactly what brought on these changes. Especially one so drastic Tonya and Jake are within breathing space of each other. Tonight, may end up being a disaster, but at least I’ll learn the scoop about what’s been going on since I’ve been gone.
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      angie

      The job fair can’t come soon enough. I really need more people here to help me manage nights like tonight. Weeknights are usually fine. A couple of people can do it if they are busting ass, but the weekends…that’s a whole other ballpark. It’s all hands-on deck. The tables are full, some people are standing in corners by the bar, and the line outside is growing by the minute.

      It doesn’t help that the kids I used to babysit are taking up one of my biggest tables. I can’t begrudge them it, though. They rarely have a chance to get out and do anything together with growing families and crazy work schedules. Marshall’s girlfriend’s schedule is as bad as mine. I have a sneaking suspicion she’s just as much of a workaholic as me, too. She definitely picked a good one to be with. He’s one of the few from that group that had a level head even as a kid.

      Lisa is leading a tall, muscular guy to their table. I’m not sure who he is because I can’t see his face, but from the back…I like what I’m seeing. A woman in front of me waves her hand. “Excuse me, can I get a vodka tonic?”

      I don’t see how anyone can drink those, but it’s not my job to judge others. “Sure, thing.” Reaching to the side, I grab a short glass, toss in some ice cubes, and glance for the bottle of vodka. All while keeping an eye on the newcomer. Even though I can’t see his face, and he’s never come in before.

      The motions are autopilot when making drinks. It doesn’t take much thought. Not the way it did when I started bartending here all those years ago. With the drink finished, I lift it up to give to the customer. “Here you g—.” The words die on my lips and the glass slips from my hand, shattering on the edge of the counter. There’s no way in hell. Dylan is who I would babysit on a regular basis. His mom was always working, and I’d take him to his little league practices. I did everything I could to help them out because I knew they were struggling. But damn…he grew up.

      “Shit.” The woman who ordered the drink yells.

      My cheeks flame red. “Crap, I’m so sorry. Did anything get on you?” I completely spaced out when I saw him and forgot about this woman’s now non-existent drink.

      She looks down to check her clothes. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Good. I’ll have Carlos make you another drink and I’ll get whatever you’ve had on your tab since you’ve been here.” Jesus. An attractive guy walks in, one I used to fucking babysit, and I lose all capability of making a simple drink.

      “You don’t have to do that.” She waves me away. “Another drink would be great, though.”

      I feel like a complete moron. I haven’t broken a glass since I first started bartending. That was years ago when I began working here to pay for college. Too bad for this customer, though. I’m still going to pay her tab. I mean, it was my fuck up.

      Waving at Carlos from across the counter, he meets me halfway. “Can you make her another vodka tonic while I get this mess cleaned up?”

      “Sure thing.” He stops beside me on his way to remake the drink. “What happened? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you spill a drink, much less break a glass.”

      Because I don’t. Ever. “I got distracted.” Dylan has joined his old group at their table.

      Carlos follows my gaze. “I can see why.”

      Damn it. I’m going to get shit for this for a long time. I can already tell. The whispers will start tonight during clean up and the story will transform by morning. “Shut up.” I turn toward him. “Oh, can you also find out what name her tab is under so I can take care of it?”

      “Yep.” He points to the other end of the bar. “That’s the broom. Try not to get too distracted on the way to get it.” He rushes off before I can say anything else. I swear sometimes the people I employ can be jerks.

      Grabbing the broom, I walk back to where the accident happened. The end of the broom somehow hits Carlos in the arm. Oops. His shoulders shake in laughter, but he doesn’t make a sound. One day I’ll get him back.
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