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Paisley

I hurried into the bar from the pouring rain outside, which I was used to in my native Washington state. I knew I was a little late to work from the weather, but my uncle was my boss and looked past many things for me. He was taking good care of me and my mom since we were his favorite family members.

He was even renting me and Mom and the apartment above their garage until we got on our feet.

I walked into the break room to hang my raincoat up, making sure that it might dry before we closed. As my uncle wrapped up paperwork in the office for the night, I smiled at him. “Hi, Keith. Sorry, I’m a little late. The rain was terrible, and I’m getting used to it all over again.”

I just moved here two weeks ago with my mom after she had an ugly fight with my stepfather. He was a drunk and abusive as time went on, so we came back here, and Keith offered us his above garage apartment for the time being. He wanted to protect us while helping, which was why he got me this job in his bar and Mom a job doing the books for him from home while she helped his wife care for their twins. 

“It’s fine, Paisley. I know this is a change for you. Oh, hey. Tonight is going to be a busy one, since a local band is in town. I offered them the stage since they’ve been gone for a while.” 

“What band?” I asked as trepidation filled my stomach. 

“Linger,” he replied as I forced a smile to my face. I knew this band well as I’d been best friends with their singer and close to the rest of them a lifetime ago. When Mom wanted to move, I agreed and lost contact with everyone. “You remember the guys, right?”

“Yeah, of course. They’re great.” I wasn’t sure if Keith remembered how close I was with Jake, though I knew for sure that nobody knew about the crush that I had on him in high school. I didn’t even tell my best friend Natalie about that. “I’m excited to hear them play again.”

“Good. You might change your mind once people find out, and you’re running yourself ragged all night.” He chuckled, and I looked into the warm brown eyes that he shared with my mother. They were just five years apart and as close as could be. “How were Wendy and the kids today?”

“The twins kept her busy today, but good. She made an amazing lunch for us.” I loved Keith’s wife and his four-year-old twins, Lindsey and Logan. They were active and hard to pin down, but sweet once you managed that task. Mom helped with the kids when she wasn’t working, so this was a blessing for all of us. 

“Oh, boy. I should hurry this up and get home to relieve her.” He glanced at the paperwork in front of him. “Good luck tonight, Pais.” 

“Thanks, Uncle Keith.” As I walked, I tied my apron around my waist and ran my hands through my short dark hair. I cut it when we left, needing a change. 

I took a deep breath and stepped into the main bar to look around. It wasn’t too busy yet, but I mentally prepared myself to see Jake again. I heard a familiar laugh and looked over to see a round table crowded with people, including several girls and the band. 

Jesus. Jake looked amazing. He gelled his dark hair back, and he threw his head back with a laugh as I sucked in my breath. 

“Hi, Paisley,” called out Joanie, one of the regular servers. I jumped, hoping that Jake didn’t hear her. My name wasn’t common, and I was already risking being seen by working here. “How are you doing?”

I smiled at her, forcing my eyes away from Jake. “I’m great. Keith tells me we’ll be busy tonight.” 

“The boys are back,” she told me, smiling fondly in the band’s direction. “We need to enjoy it while we can, since they’re getting bigger by the day.” Joanie was a perky blonde with big green eyes and, from what I remembered, just Jake’s type. Was he the one making her smile like that?

“I remember them from before. They have a great sound.” I walked to the bar to clock in at an open register before slipping a pad and pen into my deep pockets. I counted tables, thankful that Jake wasn’t at one of mine. The waitress that was serving them looked thrilled, though. I glanced back at the table to see a girl sitting close to Jake with a dreamy smile on her face and scowled for a second. 

I started working my section, reminding myself that my crush on Jake died when I left Washington. It went nowhere as it was. I even had a boyfriend in San Diego for a while, though it wasn’t serious. It just got all the firsts out of the way, leaving me wondering if that’s all there was to it? I never felt like I loved Tate.

The tables started filling, and even more people surrounded the band. I told myself to appreciate the newcomers’ tips, getting their drinks and food quickly once they ordered. 

The band headed to the stage within the hour as everyone clapped and cheered. Wolf whistles filled the room, and I winced at the volume, looking around at the eager fans. Linger must be even bigger than they were in school, and they were popular back then. 

“Hey, everyone. It’s good to see your faces again,” Jake spoke into the microphone as I froze in place. His voice was husky and seductive, and my body reacted violently to the sound. He was always charismatic, earning him a lot of attention from everyone he knew. I was his best friend, though, the one that he went to for everything. 

That was then, and this is now.
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Jake

I looked over the faces of adoring women as I greeted them, knowing damn well I could have one or five of them tonight. That had always been the case, but I felt like settling down some now. I felt like I needed more, but I was just twenty-six and making it big in the music world. Wasn’t there just more of that in my future? 

I said a few things before nodding at Porter, my guitarist. He strummed a chord, and everyone else joined in, starting one of our most popular upbeat songs. Everyone moved, and I sucked in my breath, preparing to sing. I took one last look at the crowd, seeing a familiar face pass behind everyone as I frowned.

There was no way that it was her.

I sang the first verse and moved my hips to the beat. Music had always soothed my soul, along with some friends along the way. I searched the crowd again, seeing the short hair as I determined that it couldn’t be my old friend. Her hair was always long, and Paisley would never cut it in that pixie style. I used to tease her about it all the time. 

I hadn’t seen her in a few years and regretted the fact that we lost touch. She moved out of state according to her uncle and never reached out to me despite being best friends in high school. 

Everyone sang along as far as I could see, dancing and jumping to the beat. We wrote some excellent fast songs, mostly Porter. I wrote the ballads, and while they went over well, crowds liked to dance. 

We’d been playing more prominent places locally, opening for bands all over North America. I enjoyed the bigger crowds and the enthusiasm, but a small place like this was where it all started. We always used to play at Liam’s Pub, and I enjoyed it here. There were too many ex-whatever’s too willing to rekindle the night or two we shared, but I hoped to go back to my apartment alone tonight. I needed to sleep and figure out if I would keep renting it for when we were here again. 

The plan was to tour major US cities in a few weeks with a couple of other big-name bands. We were going to open for them, and that would be some great exposure for us. It might even be what we needed to become the headliner, eventually. I didn’t need some girl crying about me leaving town for months on end. Every time we talked about it, my mom and sister cried. 

I lost myself to the music as we kept going, making a point to interact with the fans as I reached out to touch their hands or wink at the groups of girls that were screaming for me. I had a role to play, and I did it well. After several songs, Porter signaled
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