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San Destino community social media page, 9:00 AM, 21st March 2024

Duty Manager required


	Providence Pier, San Destino (Hospitality & Tourism)

	Exciting new work environment with opportunities for growth and development.

	A welcoming and supportive culture, built on collaboration and respect.

	Flexible working arrangements.

	Become an integral part of the team at the newly renovated Lovebirds Bar, previously Providence Pub, as our brand-new duty manager.

	Submit your application to LovebirdsRecruitment@gmail.com
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Las Vegas, 31st October 2003

Gabe Raven stood, dripping with sweat, in front of the cozy, quaint, hot-as-hell, Las Vegas chapel. Alone. Waiting. Like standing in a fire pit, the soles of his shoes almost melted into the scalding pavement. The place had nothing on the stunning chapels back in his Scottish homeland. But he didn’t care.

He scanned the busy strip and swiped the persistent stream of perspiration from his brow with his still white-as-fuck forearm. He’d met the woman he wanted, over and above all others, and that was all that mattered. Once he had her permanently, he could embark on their future together. From that point on, he could make the decisions that suited him and Tessa, no one else.

Forced to leave his high school sweetheart two years ago and relocate with his parents, he’d vowed to keep in touch. And he had, religiously. Except her mum and dad hated him. They hated his no-bullshit personality, his family’s blue collar, military background, his desire for their daughter.

How many times had they implied—because no way in fuck would they ever be so rude as to admit it to his face—that he wasn’t good enough for Tessa? And never could be.

Had he let that deter him? Fuck no. The only person who could convince him to back off and move on was her. Only her. So they’d written regularly, spoken on the phone intermittently—when her parents hadn’t intercepted the calls—about their hopes and dreams. They discussed opportunities to be together again, as soon as practically possible, without interruption. Without interference.

The sun beat down on him, the temperature soaring to what felt like one-hundred-and fifty-degrees Fahrenheit. His t-shirt and jeans stuck to his sweaty skin, but it was a small sacrifice. He could put up with any discomfort, because she was coming.

2:00 PM.

3:00 PM.

4:00 PM.

What had he said in the letter? Meet at 1:00 PM if she agreed to tie the knot, if she knew, like he did, that they were destined to be together, soulmates.

He checked his watch for the millionth time. She could have been held up by flights, her parents. How long should he wait? He’d stated clearly that if she didn’t come, he’d know she’d decided against eloping. Nineteen wasn’t too young to get married, right? Not when they knew they suited. Unless she’d decided against him.

5:00 PM.

6:00 PM.

He’d run out of bottled water and his mouth had dried to beyond parched, his skin bordering on blistered lobster-red. However, if he left the agreed spot and she showed up... Gabe didn’t want her to think he’d changed his mind, but if he didn’t rehydrate soon, he’d fucking collapse and be shipped off to hospital.

At 7:00 PM his ego finally accepted she wouldn’t arrive, had chosen no to his proposal. And the realization fucking stabbed him like a blunt paring knife to the heart. Going by their past correspondence, he’d honestly believed her coming was a no-brainer.

Slowly, reluctantly, tail between his too-sure legs, he walked the short distance to his hotel and entered the closest door, the foyer bustling with people, and slammed into a wall of cool, artificial air. Fake, like everything else in this place.

How could he have thought it’d work? Outside of allowing them to virtually marry on the spot, Vegas didn’t have the right vibe. It didn’t reflect the depth of them and their relationship. He could see that so clearly now. He wished he had before, wished he hadn’t pushed for a quick binding, impersonal ceremony.

In hindsight, he’d done it all wrong. Had her parents intercepted his letter and thrown it away? Possible, but unlikely. They despised him, but she’d received all his previous notes. So, realistically, he’d been too cocky, too complacent, too overconfident that she’d agree, and now it’d come back to bite him on the bollocks.

His parents had warned him about this exact outcome and he’d ignored their advice. Of course. What did they know about being a teenager ripped from his home and relocated to a foreign country? What did they know about what it truly took to successfully live and love? They cared for each other, but he strove for more than that.

Gabe was fucking nineteen, his own man, right? He made his own decisions, knew what worked for him, what he wanted. He and Tessa had huge plans to open a bar—Lovebirds—overlooking the water.

He’d go to culinary school to give discipline to his love of cooking, and she’d do a business degree in hospitality. And they’d work together, be lifelong partners. A match made in fucking heaven.

As clichéd and cheesy as it sounded, he craved a forever love.

Was that now ripped away from him too?

Gabe didn’t want to believe it, but she’d shattered his hopes, sending him straight to purgatory. The hellish spot where he’d stood alone all day, sadly made it real.

He reached the elevator and rode the lift, with a handful of overly cheerful, probably intoxicated party people, his sullen, pathetic, sunburned reflection hitting him hard in the face. He slumped against the cold metal wall and immediately shot forward, the contrasting temperature a shock to his sensitive skin. Fuck me!

The elevator doors dinged, opened at his floor, and he traveled down the corridor to his empty Las Vegas hotel room. Once inside, he cranked up the air conditioner and had a cold shower, which did little to wash off the stress and heart-wrenching disappointment of the day.

He should have said he loved her in person, over the phone, in letters. Never should he ever have assumed she knew.

Should he call her and check if she’d gotten his message, check if she was okay? Or would that add additional unwanted pressure? Would it make him sound like a pitiful loser, a total control freak? Would his actions wreak of someone angling for his own way? Most likely she’d see it in that vein ... if she’d decided against him.

The dejecting circumstances snuffed out his desire to stay for the remainder of the weekend. He’d looked forward to spending the next couple of days in bed with his new wife and, in between, shopping for their new life together as well as checking out the bars and restaurants. But now, he’d lost all motivation.

His eagerness to further check out Vegas, to pursue his dream to become a chef and work in his own establishment, with his partner in every sense, had been bloody well and truly decimated.

Gabe shut off the water and shivered, goosebumps rising all over his skin. He dried himself, dressed in clean shorts and a t-shirt, grabbed his plane ticket, and changed the return date to early tomorrow.

His parents had always warned him not to fully invest his heart in Tessa, that she wouldn’t take him seriously. They’d constantly reinforced that given the time and space, she’d move on to someone else, a man more within her stratosphere. And obviously she had. So now he had to go home and most likely get an earful, a harsh-as-fuck reality check.
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San Destino, 21st March 2024

First thing in the morning, Tessa Wren loved strolling through town, doing a circuit from her home in Bloomington to Providence Pier which overlooked Kismet Cove. She’d taken that route almost every day of her adult life. The salty sea air cleared her head and got her off to a fresh mental, emotional, and physical start.

But today, it felt different. Not bad, just ... strange. Maybe it had something to do with it falling on the anniversary of Gabe leaving San Destino. Leaving her. Memories of him flooded her mind, more than they had for years.

The sun shone, unblocked by clouds in the bright blue sky, however an unusually swirly breeze had picked up the moment she left the house, whipping her long caramel hair across her face.

Spring was known for its squally conditions, but something in the air suggested a significant change was afoot. Normally, she didn’t consider herself superstitious, and blamed her mom, and her mom’s New Age friends, for putting the thought into her consciousness, for setting the hard-to-shake foundation.

Tessa shook her head, still not believing her gullibility back then. She’d sat in on a meeting with her mother’s spiritual group once, and never again. There’d been too much unfounded, ritualistic crap. Not one of them had shown even a smidge of belief in evidence-based science and the power of a person’s choices.

A trolley trundled along the peninsula circuit track, doing its daily loop, already packed with people She loved that it provided an easily accessible option for tourists, older citizens, and the mobility challenged, as well as everyday townsfolk to independently get around key areas of town without needing a car. In recent years, central San Destino had become way too busy, too hard, and expensive to find viable parking spots.

She entered Juniper Hollow and kept walking—a woman on a mission. Sure, universal fate may play a part in what happened to someone, but she believed in people taking responsibility for their actions and inactions. To achieve any success in life, an individual needed to take control, rather than blame others or leave decisions to some unknown, invisible, all-seeing, all-knowing entity.

If she partook in all that shit, she’d be married. If fate and destiny were real, she’d be with Gabe, the indisputable love of her life. Except, instead, she’d lost touch with the guy, and they’d spent the last twenty-one years living separate lives.

A row of shops lined the path, a mishmash of colors like a rainbow lollipop. A sweet, visually appealing spectacle, they matched the cool, busy, fun feel of the area. She’d reach Nina’s Bakery soon—the cute, cozy, welcoming spot she and Gabe had frequented almost every day after school.

Why hadn’t he sent her the meet-up letter? He’d promised he would, had assured her he wanted them to be together. So, what had happened? Had he changed his mind? Had he met someone else? 

Had he fallen victim to dire circumstances? With her failed attempt to chase it up, she’d tried not to think about it too much and, over the years, her thoughts had unsurprisingly dissipated.

Not today. Today everything Gabe, his image, his essence, had bounced around her brain, pressing for acknowledgment, bizarrely heightened after all this time apart.

Granted, when he’d left, they were seventeen and naive, with rose-colored-glasses securely fixed to their faces, believing anything was possible. Over the next two years, they’d regularly corresponded, sometimes even talked on the phone when her parents weren’t home, and he’d sworn he’d send a meet-up date and place soon.

She’d eagerly waited by the mailbox for months to make sure she intercepted the postman and ensure her parents wouldn’t confiscate his letter.

But nothing.

Not a word. Not a call, not a note about the proposed in-person catch up.

It took six months before she accepted he wouldn’t write. Wouldn’t phone. Wouldn’t make contact.

A sudden, stronger gust of wind thrust her forward with such force it almost blew her over, so she ducked in closer to the shops. The smell of bacon, eggs, and freshly baked bread made her stomach growl. As soon as she got home, she’d devour some raisin toast—her favorite—with salted butter.

Gabe had gotten her into that, into so many things. She’d especially loved his special Lovebirds omelet, the one he’d created for her, that only he could make to perfection. Only he could hit all the right, satisfying spots.

The toast, however, she could easily emulate. Her taste buds tingled, a shiver of delight shimmying up her spine. Over twenty years had passed, but he had remained alive in her thoughts, particularly on the anniversary of his unforeseen, heartbreaking departure. He’d left his calling card in every cell of her body. So many things still reminded her of the guy who had stolen her heart.

No. No more reminiscing about stuff she couldn’t control. She needed to put any unresolved feelings for him to pasture and scrutinize each storefront for job vacancies, having left the last company she’d worked for a couple of weeks ago.

If she had no luck, she’d resort to social media and check out the San Destino community page. She’d rather source something in person, but burned-out beggars couldn’t be choosers.

Tessa slowed her pace and waved to her close friend, Lavinia, who worked in the cute, home-style bakery, owned by her Zia Milla, continued past the florist and fish market, and ambled along Providence Pier, past Jack’s Bar, and the cool, pink-purple of Bebidas toward a brand-spanking new establishment. The whole town had hardly spoken of anything else.

No one knew the business name or the owner, and it drove the gossip highway crazy. So much for psychic powers. If they existed, wouldn’t at least one community member know something?

Fuck. The word rose into her mind like a talisman to Gabe. Every time she thought it, said it, she relived memories of her potty-mouthed teenage sweetheart. Even now. Tragic. So fucking tragic. Why hadn’t she moved on? She’d had a shit-ton of opportunities, but nothing and no one had felt as right as him, as right as their union.

Though, how right was he if he’d chosen not to follow through on what he’d promised? She stared out into the choppy blue bay, an indefinable, unsettled energy penetrating her bones. Traffic stopped and started across the bridge, though peak hour would kick in soon, slowing progress to a crawl.

She continued her stroll, past a kaleidoscope of cafes and tourist shops, toward the pinnacle of the pier, where colorful boats bobbed in the water. Gabe would have loved that. Instead of Lovebirds—the business name they’d decided on to reflect their bird-connected surnames, Raven and Wren, the name that reflected the love they shared—he’d probably have changed it to The Pinnacle.

Mind you, neither one of them had ever straight up said those three vulnerability-inducing words. But they’d both known. No one had ever made love to her like he had. Her bittersweet first time had occurred the last time they’d spent the afternoon together in person.

Her first sexual experience and possibly forever the best. They’d shared so much passion, free from the full confines of adult society, free from responsibility, from insecurity-driven judgment and expectation.

They should have stayed in contact. They should have opened their dream bar. They should have stayed together. So many shoulds...

Once she’d gotten over the hurt of Gabe not sending the meet-up note, she’d tried calling him, but the number was disconnected. She’d written to him as well, and all her letters came back unopened, marked, ‘Return to sender, not at this address’.

At just before 8:00 AM, she reached the end of Providence Pier and swung around to suss out the new, still-to-be-named place. It looked fancy, flashy. She peered in the window, some construction evident inside. A notice farther up advertised for staff and promoted the opening for the following Friday night.

In her eyes, Friday nights would eternally remain special because she and Gabe had claimed them as their own. Due to their parents’ work schedules, Fridays allowed them the one time during the week that they could consistently be alone. Until late.

“Excuse me.”

She whipped around to find a couple of workmen trying to erect a sign.

“Sorry, ma’am. Please step back. We’ll only be a few minutes, if you want to wait.”

A sign. The sign. The new name. No way would she go anywhere now. She’d have to hold off a bit longer for her post-walk coffee and raisin toast. In moments, she’d be the talk of the gossipy town, revered for her on-the-pulse provision of information.

An ear-splitting smash almost knocked her backward. Her eyes darted toward the bridge, a car crash stopping traffic, an explosion of letters, and a flurry of flowers fluttering across the bay.
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