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      Key Lounge's entrance is as inviting as I'd imaged. It's front door is flanked by two faux auto-mechanic garage doors and the handle to the entrance is a car's shift stick. It's wild, but intriguing. Who wouldn't laugh when they first saw it? But after the laughter comes the urge to explore the place with its darkened windows and neon lighting around the perimeter of the roof. No wonder many of Cedar Trails's locals end their workday here, just escaping. Now, if only I could muster the courage to let go of my damn steering wheel and take my first step towards freedom… I might actually get somewhere in life besides under the thumb of a deadbeat.

      My reflection in the rearview mirror reveals smudged mascara in the corner of my eye. A quick dab with a tissue fixes it, but my hands won't stop trembling. I can't get it together, but I have to. For my own sake.

      "You've got this," I whisper, smoothing down my cream blouse—the nicest one I own, bought on clearance last month. "New city, new job, new⁠—"

      My phone buzzes against the console, Jason's name lighting up the screen. The same photo from two years ago stares back at me—his arm around my shoulders, my smile strained even then. Without opening the message, I hit the silence button and shove it deep into my purse. Fucking asshole.

      "Not today." The words come out sharp, decisive. "Not ever again."

      Stepping out of my car, I ensure I've got a vice grip on the folder which holds my resume. One of the main streets in the center of Cedar Trails stretches before me in both directions, so different from the cramped streets back home in Willow Brook. It's as if I imagine the flimsy manilla folder fluttering away in the breeze.

      I force my feet forward until I've got my hand on the rounded ball of the shift stick. The door is heavy at first. But as soon as I wrench it open, soft lighting greets me, along with more visual aids I'd adore if I were a car girl. Vintage hubcaps gleam on the walls, arranged like modern art pieces. A motorcycle engine hangs suspended from the ceiling, transformed into an industrial chandelier. It's… unreal.

      The air smells of polished wood and fresh coffee. Even with the dim lighting, the atmosphere creates prisms dancing across chrome and leather booths. A curved bar stretches along one wall, its surface reflecting the light like black water.

      This place breathes class and sophistication, even with the motorcycle motor hanging from the ceiling. Ever since I left Willow Brook, I knew I wanted an adventure. This might just be the place to find it.

      My fingers brush against the folder's edge, each resume inside representing hours of night classes, weekend shifts, determination to build something better. Something to help me get away.

      Glancing around, I realize there's not a soul in sight. A quick look at my watch confirms what I already suspected—ten minutes early. Great for punctuality, terrible for nerves.

      My fingers drum against the folder. It's one thing to be shown into a waiting area by a receptionist who tells you it'll just be a moment. It's a whole other thing to stand in the middle of a bar in the morning, hours before it opens, knowing the owner is expecting you but is nowhere in sight. And even when he comes out and sees I'm just standing here, waiting, will it even be enough to make this nervousness worth it? Will he see me and say, 'Why so early? Hell no. Get out.'?

      Two years of bartending experience at a dive bar and an associate's degree: that's my ammo. That's what I've got in my background that might help me get hired. And what kind of impression will this make at a place with vintage Harley parts mounted on the walls like crown jewels when I'm standing here dressed like I want to be a bank teller?

      "Get it together." The whisper escapes through gritted teeth. "You didn't uproot your life to chicken out now."

      I hear papers shuffling, I realize. I zero in on its source and realize there's a small office behind a black curtain towards the back, near the restrooms. It's then that I hear a deep, calm voice. "Listen, Marco, I need those invoices by Friday. No, the regular supplier's prices are getting ridiculous. Yes, I compared them with yours."

      The authority in his tone makes my spine snap straight. My hands smooth down my blouse for the hundredth time.

      While waiting, I pull out my notepad, scanning my hastily scribbled notes. Key Lounge—established 2014. Winner of Cedar Trail's Best New Business Award 2018. Known for signature cocktails with automotive-themed names.

      "What else you got for me?" The voice continues from the office. "Uh-huh. Send me the numbers."

      Behind the bar, a small framed photo catches my eye as I tune out the voice for a moment. It's a photo of the grand opening. A dark-haired man with sharp features is cutting the red ribbon, a proud look on his chiseled-jawed face. His smile radiates pride, and something about his confident stance draws me in. I lean closer, studying the details, wondering if this is who I'll be meeting.

      The phone conversation ends with a decisive click. A door opens. Footsteps stride out behind me.

      My body whirls around, hip bumping my purse. It slides off the bar's polished surface in slow motion. The contents explode across the floor: lipstick rolling under a table, wallet splaying open, loose change tinkling across hardwood. My phone skids away, screen lighting up with another message from Jason.

      "Oh God." Blood rushes to my face as I drop to my knees, snatching at scattered items. So much for making a professional first impression. My fingers fumble with receipts and loose papers while my mind screams at me to pull it together.

      A pair of gleaming oxford shoes appears beside me. Strong hands reach down, gathering my belongings with swift efficiency. One hand extends my wallet while the other scoops up my phone, turning it face-down with smooth discretion.

      "Ms. Taylor, I presume?"

      The voice matches the authoritative tone from the office, but now carries an edge of warmth, even amusement. My eyes travel up from those polished shoes, past fitted dark jeans and a crisp button-down, to meet the same face from the photo—though his features are sharper in person, more striking.

      My face burns as I scramble to my feet, clutching my purse like a life preserver. The rehearsed introduction dies in my throat as I look up—and up—into eyes green as summer leaves. His dark blue shirt fits like it was sculpted onto his frame, the fabric stretching across shoulders broad enough to fill a doorway. He's casual, but commanding. Enough to now make me feel silly in my professional attire.

      "Gabriel Wright." His hand engulfs mine, the handshake steady and assured. A faint smile plays at the corner of his mouth, though his gaze stays sharp, analytical.

      "Uh… nice to meet you. I'm Cynthia Taylor."

      "Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Taylor. Let's have a seat, shall we?"

      I nod weakly.

      My heels click against the hardwood as I follow him to a corner table. The leather booth creaks as I slide in, hyper-conscious of his towering presence settling across from me. The folder with my resume lies between us like a barrier. My barely put-together purse now rests beside me, its internal contents still resettling.

      Long fingers flip through my credentials while I focus on keeping my breathing even. "Two years at The Rusty Nail in Willow Brook." His eyebrow arches. "Quite different from our establishment."

      "Different clientele, but similar challenges." My voice comes out steadier now. "Managing drunk patrons, diffusing tensions before they escalate, maintaining inventory during rush periods."

      "And your coursework in business administration?"

      "Applied accounting and management principles to real-world scenarios. I've created mock business plans, analyzed case studies of successful ventures. That kind of thing."

      The corner of his mouth twitches as he eyes me with a touch of amusement. "Tell me about a difficult customer situation and how you handled it."

      I take a breath, jogging my memory. "A regular insisted I'd shortchanged him twenty dollars one time." My hands spread across the table's surface. "Instead of arguing, I counted out the register in front of him, showed him his receipt, and explained each transaction step by step. He gave up the argument and left—still grumpy, and maybe a little embarrassed, but he still left a tip."

      "Nice. So, you kept he bar's bottom line in mind while still wanting to appease the customer. I like that. That's good. We can't just hand out money any time someone is too tipsy to handle their math." His pen taps against my resume as he studies it again. "Got any knowledge of classic cocktails?"

      "Manhattan, Old Fashioned, Sidecar—all the standards. Plus some original creations."

      "Such as?"

      "The Spark Plug—vodka, coffee liqueur, and a splash of cream, rimmed with cinnamon sugar. It was our biggest seller during evening shifts."

      He leans back and crosses his arms. "The Spark Plug, huh? I like that. Wish I'd thought of it first." He then glances around, waving his hand along his field of vision as he gazes at his establishment with pride. "As you can see, I've got a bit of a car theme going here. I collect classics. Got three restored babies at my home garage."

      "I love the atmosphere here. And I bet I could come up with a few originals for you similar to The Spark Plug."

      He smiles at that. And my god… those dimples…

      There's a pause as he studies my eyes. Then, smile never leaving his face, he blinks slowly and says, "Where do you want to be in five years, Ms. Taylor?"

      My fingers trace the edge of the table as I lean forward. "I want to understand every aspect of running a successful bar. Not mixing drinks—anyone can learn recipes. I mean the business side: inventory management, staff scheduling, profit margins, marketing." The words rush out with an enthusiasm I can't contain. "In my previous job, I created spreadsheets to track our busiest hours and suggested staffing adjustments which increased our efficiency by thirty percent."

      His green eyes narrow, studying me with such focus I have to resist the urge to squirm in my seat.

      "Actually, I've been looking for someone to take over day-to-day operations here." He gestures around the bar. "My other businesses need attention, but Key Lounge..." A smile spreads across his face as he glances at a vintage Corvette steering wheel mounted on the wall above our heads. "This place is special."

      "You built something unique here." My gaze follows his to the carefully curated decorations. "The theme sets you apart, but it's more than gimmicks—there's real history in these pieces."

      "Exactly!" His whole demeanor shifts, shoulders relaxing as he leans forward. "Each item tells a story. Take this booth we're sitting in—salvaged from a '57 Chevy. Restored it myself. It took me weeks."

      "Have you considered hosting themed nights? Like classic car meetups in the parking lot, special menu items named after iconic models?"

      His pen pauses mid-note on my resume. "Go on."

      "At my old job, theme nights boosted our slowest evenings by forty percent. With your connections to the classic car community..." I pull out my notepad, sketching a quick calendar. "Monthly events could draw both car enthusiasts and regular customers. Plus, photo opportunities for social media marketing."

      The professional distance in his expression cracks as he reaches for my notepad, adding his own notes in the margins. "These numbers from your previous theme nights—you have the data to back them up?"

      "In my car. I brought my old tracking sheets as examples."

      His eyebrows lift as he scribbles another note beside my resume. "Smart thinking, bringing supporting documentation."

      When he looks at me again, he shifts, making the overhead light above the booth catch his face at the perfect angle, highlighting every sculpted plane and shadow. "The key is making everyone comfortable enough to stay for that second drink, which you know very well, I'm sure." His voice drops lower, more intimate across the small table. "When they're relaxed, they spend more. So these ideas you've just thrown at me? Brilliant. Who wouldn't stay for two drinks, or four, when it's a meetup? You're absolutely right."

      A flutter starts in my stomach, completely inappropriate for a job interview. His eyes are like blooming tendrils on a bright, creeping vine, drawing me in despite my best efforts to maintain professional distance. I just got out of a relationship, so I have no business letting him catch me off guard with his features like this. But holy shit.

      My phone buzzes against my thigh through my purse again, making me gather all the willpower in the world to not suddenly roll my eyes. Jason's face flashes through my mind—his manipulations, his possessiveness, all the reasons I ran. The last thing I need is another man to complicate my fresh start.

      "Ms. Taylor?" Gabriel's brow furrows slightly. "Are you alright?"

      "Yes, sorry." My voice comes out higher than intended. I clear my throat, trying to focus on the papers between us rather than the way his shirt stretches across his broad shoulders. "You were saying about customer retention?"

      "Actually..." He sits back, studying me with an intensity making my skin prickle. His fingers drum once on the table before he speaks again. "Let me ask you this…"

      The question that comes out of his mouth stops my racing thoughts cold. My jaw drops.
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      "Would you be willing to start tonight?"

      Her jaw drops. I'm not sure if she's horrified by my forwardness to get her started, or if she's truly stunned with pleasure. It's hard for me to tell anymore when I'm looking at a woman.

      "It's our fifth anniversary celebration," I continue, "and we're expecting a full house. I could use the extra hands behind the bar."

      The pen she's been fiddling with slips from her fingers, clattering onto the table.

      "Tonight?" She glances down at her outfit—a neat cream blouse and pencil skirt. Professional interview attire, but not ideal for bartending.

      "Premium rates, of course. I have no one to tend to this place but me, and I have other small business ventures I need to manage. But I'll definitely be with. you tonight, helping. You won't be going at it alone."

      A strand of dark hair falls across her face as she considers, and she tucks it behind her ear. The gesture draws attention to the determined set of her jaw, the spark of calculation in her eyes.

      "I have clothes in my car." She straightens her shoulders. "I always keep a backup outfit, and I memorized your drink menu before coming in today. So… sure. I'd love to start tonight. Hell of a way to get my feet wet, but it'll be great for me."

      The tension in my shoulders eases and my mouth turns up in a smile. Something electric crackles through the air between us, beyond the standard employer-employee dynamic. Her preparedness, her quick thinking—it's exactly what Key Lounge needs. It's exactly what I need.

      "Perfect. Though I should warn you, anniversary nights get wild. Last year we had a line around the block."

      "Good thing I thrive under pressure." A confident smile plays at the corners of her mouth. "When would you like me to change?"

      My heart rate kicks up a notch. This woman's composure, her eagerness to dive right in... it's refreshing. Different.

      “What time should I come back?”

      “Five o'clock sharp.” I slide my business card across the table, my thumb grazing her palm for a moment. The brief touch sends an unexpected jolt through me, and I pull my hand away too fast.

      “Text me if you have any questions before then, okay?”

      “Will do.” Her voice sparkles with genuine excitement now, that earlier uncertainty gone. The way her eyes light up makes me reconsider how I initially pegged her. This is someone who dives in headfirst.

      “I can’t wait,” she adds, a smile breaking across her face.

      What layers does she hide behind that confident mask? Who is she at her core?

      The thought lingers as she gathers her things, glancing at the clock on the wall. “I’ll be back with bells on.”

      “Looking forward to it,.” I try to keep my tone steady while excitement bubbles beneath the surface as we both rise from the booth.

      As we reach the door, she hesitates for a moment. She scans the street, her eyes darting like a hawk searching for prey. A tension knots her shoulders, something instinctive that makes my heart quicken. It's the complete opposite of the woman I'd just witnessed not two seconds ago.
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