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        ALLEN SAUNDERS

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            HAZEL

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s funny to me that we plan for our futures at all, because life has a way of showing us who is really in charge.

      Starting college at twenty-four, when all of my friends had long since graduated and started their careers, was never the way I imagined my life ending up, but here I am.

      I left high school with a scholarship, a boyfriend, and lofty hopes of starting college while working with my father at his veterinary clinic.

      Those ended up being someone else’s plans, because they sure didn’t happen to me.

      Three weeks after I graduated, I found out my life was destined to go in a different direction.

      The news of my father’s cancer hit us hard. He was given a year, and he beat the odds and fought for three more years before we lost him, but not before he lost almost everything else.

      Up until his diagnosis, his veterinary clinic was thriving. He kept his costs low and never charged his customers more than was necessary.

      Eventually, his illness caught up with him, and he couldn’t keep his doors open. He made just enough to live comfortably, and no other vets wanted to come on at such a low salary.

      I tried my hardest to fill in for him, but my lack of higher education meant there were more things I couldn’t do than I could.

      One by one, we lost our longtime customers because I just couldn’t help them beyond annual shots and clipping nails. In the end, I failed him. Many of our clients were loyal, but eventually we were muscled out by a series of lies, gossip, and a price war around the only services I could perform.

      In the end, my dad ended up taking a lowball offer from one of his competitors and chose to retire and live out his final days with us.

      I had long ago said goodbye to my scholarship. Instead, I took on a restaurant job to keep up with our bills. With only a high school education, I was lucky to be hired anywhere. My parents ended up selling their house, but the bills kept coming. My father’s medical bills drained most of their savings, and after he passed away, my mother and I came up with a plan for ourselves.

      I worked full time for one year while she took a business administration course and got back into the workforce as an administrative assistant. She had the skills and experience from working in my father’s office; she just needed the certification to make her more competitive. She found a good job, but it was a couple of hours away, so we moved her into an apartment near her work.

      After that, it was my turn. I picked up where I left off. I reapplied to the college I was supposed to go to and was accepted into their veterinary sciences program. The school is a little too far to commute to everyday from my mom’s place, so I moved onto campus. I needed the space to study, and I picked up side jobs to cover my expenses.

      Now, I’m twenty-six, and I’m at the end of my second year. I’ve settled into a familiar chaos of sorts. Between my early shifts at the coffeehouse and my lunchtime working at the school library, I’ve rarely have time to study for finals. Then there are my weekend shifts at The Echo Club, a local bar for the college crowd.

      If I can make it through these exams, then I have a quiet summer ahead of me. The thought makes me smile as the bell on the door jingles, catching my attention. The last of our customers has left, and the coffee shop is empty.

      “Hazel, I haven’t taken my last fifteen yet. I need to call my boyfriend. I’ll be back before your shift is over.” Estelle doesn’t wait for my answer as she heads into the back room.

      Out of habit, my phone is in my hand before I realize I’m checking my messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nina

      

      
        Hey.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        A few of us are going out tonight. Wanna come?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Before you say no, just think about it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’ve been working and studying nonstop.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Can’t. Working.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Where are you going?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ugh. Of course.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m not the one with the trust fund, remember ;)

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fine…

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Peasant.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Bwahaha, joking.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But not really.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m your roommate and I hardly see you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        That’s not good, Hazy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know, but it’s only for a couple of weeks.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’re going to The Echo Club.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Are you at least working there tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I am. My shift ends at 11.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll hang out for a bit after if you are still there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yay, I’ll make sure we’re there.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        FYI, Paul has been asking about you ;)

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Srsly?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m not the only one who misses you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Brb. Customers.

      

      

      

      

      

      Eight men and women file into the shop and make their way to the counter. I plaster a smile on my face and wait for someone to make eye contact. Awkward seconds tick by as eight sets of eyes scan the menu until, one at a time, they place their order and take a seat.

      “That’ll be $74.86,” I say to the last guy, and he looks surprised.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought someone said something. The guy who is buying will be here in a moment.” He speaks without looking at me then joins his group around our largest table.

      I know it shouldn’t bother me, but I hate feeling invisible to these types. The suits here don’t see anyone they can’t buy or sell. The rest of us are white noise. It doesn’t help that I can hear them laughing under their breath and placing bets to see how many of their drinks I’m going to get wrong.

      I know I got every one of them right, and I work quickly so they don’t get a chance to complain about the slow service. Placing each one perfectly onto a tray, I hurry around to the front of the counter and lift the heavy tray, turning to deliver the whole order.

      As if watching my worst nightmare from outside of my body, my brain registers the person standing directly in front of me before the rest of me does, and I hit him head-on, spilling everything all around us.

      The mugs land with a sharp crash that grates into my ears. Coffee spills all around, and I watch, frozen in place. Shock and smug horror graces each of the eight faces I was just about to serve.

      This couldn’t have happened at a worse time. I shouldn’t have picked up this shift for my coworker today. I only have two hours to study in between this job and the next, and now I’m going to miss my bus to the library.

      Chuckles from the group hit me the wrong way, and my arms begin to tremble with anger as I set my sights on the man standing before me.

      The most devastatingly sexy man I’ve ever seen in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            NOAH

          

        

      

    

    
      These past six weeks have been a blur.

      After firing Brent and Sean, along with their two buddies in HR and finance, we worked around the clock to fill their positions and support our smaller sales staff while we helped our lawyers build their case. Now it is in the hands of the court.

      Joshua and Emilia have grown together in leaps and bounds during this time. They make me realize I’ve been missing out on finding someone to explore my own life with—every aspect of my life. Is it too much to ask to find a connection like they have? I once thought it was, but my best friend and his partner have rekindled my hope.

      To say the start of their relationship was rocky is an understatement, but they fit together like no one I’ve met before. Well, maybe Adam and Lexa came close, but it is a rare connection.

      Like Joshua, after high school, I focused a lot of my energy on my work with Connor Realty. He and I both saw the potential in working hard, and Adam and his team made it easy to learn. Investing in yourself is the best investment, Adam used to say. He talked about the importance of always learning, always growing and taking care of ourselves and each other.

      Now, I’m running out to meet up with some of our new employees, to celebrate the end of their probationary period and their official roles in the company. I have to admit: I don’t see a lot of potential in this group. While I like to be in charge, I also like to be challenged. I enjoy debate and discussion, and I love to further educate, and this group of recruits is a little too compliant. Maybe it’s just that they’re young; those who challenge the status quo are often the ones with more life experience behind them.

      Regardless, this past month made all of our jobs more challenging, but everyone rose to the occasion. Our company is still going strong in light of our recent setbacks.

      One of the new guys suggested a quaint coffee shop down the street, and now I’m rushing to meet everyone there. With my increased responsibilities at Connor Realty, Joshua suggested I hire a driver to get around. It was perfect timing that an acquaintance of mine happened to be looking for some extra work. Watching from the back seat, I’m happy I’m not the one driving in this madness. As Marcus pulls up to the curb, I get out and head for the front door.

      Everyone is sitting around the largest table by the front window, and I nod as I make my way the counter. The barista is standing with her back to me. It looks like she’s just finishing everyone’s order, so I assume I need to pay her.

      Before I catch her attention, one of the new girls calls my name. I turn to tell her I’ll just be a minute, but I’m not fast enough. Before I turn around, I collide with something in my path, and a woman with a full tray of coffee crashes into me sending everything down to the floor. The drinks are warm as they soak into my shirt and pants. Thankfully, I don’t get the brunt of it.

      Everyone around us goes silent, and the barista is frozen in place, blinking rapidly at the destruction. Waves of auburn hair cover most of her face as she scans the floor. When a couple of people laugh to themselves, she tenses up, and I wince as a pang of guilt for getting in her way registers.

      “Well, I did say drinks were on me?” I shrug at my team, hoping to deflect some of the attention onto myself. It seems to work, as all of their eyes are back on me.

      “Are you kidding me? That’s all you have to say?” She’s angry. I understand she must feel embarrassed, but she is still the one doing the serving in a service industry, so I attempt to keep my voice steady.

      “You ran into me, remember?” I speak calmly, but something goes off inside of me.

      “You’re standing in an employee-only space.” She begins pointing her finger around the room. “You order over there, and you pay over there. What are you doing over here?” Her words continue to taunt whatever is stirring inside of me.

      While I want to push back, I sense now isn’t the time. There is more than spilled coffee going on for this woman in front of me, and I push down my retort and drop my voice so only she can hear my words. “I apologize. I saw you over here, and I was coming over to pay for the group and help you carry the drinks over.”

      As I finish my sentence, her eyes shift to everyone around the table, who, I now notice, have gone completely quiet. When she meets my stare again, she looks like she’s realized her situation, and her bottom lips quivers while she sniffles.

      “I—okay.” She tries to steady her voice. “Give me a moment to remake this order.” She forces a smile. Embarrassment warms her cheeks, and her hands have started to tremble.

      I stop her before she turns away. “It’s not necessary.” Her brows knit in confusion, and a few at the table behind me groan. Turning to my team, I pull some bills out of my wallet and hand them to Charlie. “I promised you after-work drinks. Here, this should cover a couple of rounds at the pub down the street. I’ll catch up with you another time.” Everyone’s eyes light up, and they quickly gather their things and mutter their thanks, leaving the two of us alone.

      “What do I owe you?” I take a step closer to her, and she doesn’t back away, but she does drop her gaze to the mess on the floor.

      “I don’t want your money,” she responds coolly, and I decide, now that we are alone, it’s time to assert myself a little more.

      “I’m not asking if you want my money. I’m telling you: I will pay for the drinks you dropped when you bumped into me.” I speak slowly, purposefully. I haven’t used my dominant voice in a while, and her chest heaves in reaction.

      “Look, we can’t accept money for drinks we don’t serve.” She sounds reluctant, like she’s quoting directly out of an employee handbook.

      “Then who pays for these drinks?” My patience wears thin as she considers my question. I already know the answer. Most places like this make their employees pay for mistakes out of pocket, and this was a large order.

      “I asked you a question—Hazel.” I notice her name tag and use it to hold her attention as I continue, “I expect a quick reply.”

      “I pay for them out of my tips. It’s company policy. I’m not allowed to charge you. Look, it’s fine. It was my mistake. I’m sorry.” Her face falls with every word. Now we’ve come to some sort of unspoken understanding, and it pleases me.

      “Fair enough. As your customer, though, I have a right to leave a tip.”

      “What?” Incredulously, she takes a step back, and I get the impression my words have offended her.

      “It’s ‘pardon me,’ or—my favorite— ‘I beg your pardon.’ That’s if you didn’t hear me, but I think you did.” My smile darkens.

      “I told you. I don’t want your money.” I’m not sure what her reasons are for turning down this tip, but I want to find out. I’ve never met anyone so intent on not taking money. Just as I’m about to ask her another question, a second woman steps out from the back and gasps at the caffeinated carnage at our feet.

      Turning to her coworker, Hazel raises her hand. “It’s okay. It was an accident. I’ve got this.” Her coworker distances herself from the mess as quickly as she can. “Look, my shift is over. I need to clean this up and get out of here.” She attempts to shut our conversation down, but I’m not ready to leave her just yet.

      “Am I keeping you from your boyfriend?” My question catches her off guard, but I’m going to need an answer before I decide to continue.

      “Something like that,” she mutters as she reaches behind the counter for a broom.

      “Fine, but I’m not leaving until you tell me the amount on the bill so I can leave a proper tip—for your time.” She sighs deeply, and I shrug, telling her that I will settle this with her.

      She sets the broom down, pulls the receipt out of her apron, and hands it to me as she echoes the same number I’m reading. “The total was $74.86.”

      “Here; this should cover it.” The door to the back room swivels again as I reach into my wallet and pull out a bill. When I hand it to Hazel, her eyes bulge.

      “This is a hundred dollars.”

      “Look at you. You’re a smart one,” I taunt with a smirk.

      “I can’t accept this.” She pushes it back into my hand just as quickly, but I refuse to accept it, and I slowly shake my head.

      “Either I hand it to you, or I hand it to your coworker to cover the loss, but I am the customer, and I am always right.” I give her a choice as her coworker pretends to clean the counter nearby, clearly eavesdropping on our conversation.

      “We don’t say the customer is always right here.” Crossing her arms, she challenges me.

      “You shouldn’t; the customer isn’t always right. My declarations were independent of each other: I am the customer. I am always right. I am not always right because I am the customer. I am always right because I am always right.” I end with a wink, and I imagine my arrogance is grating on her.

      Before she declines again, I end the back-and-forth. “Look, I’m not taking no for an answer. I wish to give you a tip, for your time.”

      Hazel glances over her shoulder at her coworker, who is silently telling her to take the money, and she resigns herself to the battle she just lost.

      “This is very generous of you. Thank you.”

      “You are welcome. I found our conversation to be very enlightening, Miss…?” I wait for her to fill in the blank, and I finally get to see what she looks like when she smiles.

      “Masters—Hazel Masters.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Hazel. You can call me N.”

      She snaps her head up in surprise at my response. “Um” is all that comes out of her mouth, and I become heady at her confusion.

      “Anyway, I believe you have a boyfriend to get to?” I get back to the question I won’t directly ask. But I’m still waiting to hear if she has someone in her life.

      “Great. Thanks.” She neither confirms nor denies my statement, and I clench my hands into fists before I notice they have become sweaty at the thought of how I’d love to deal with her for beating around the bush.

      I’m almost ready to ask her again, outright this time, when her nosy coworker finally answers it for me. “Hazel, when did you get a boyfriend?” Both of us glance at the girl behind the counter.

      As my attention slowly moves back to Hazel, my grin turns wicked. I see the defeat in her eyes, and I can’t help but feel triumphant. I feel it in my bones. This is the exact moment I decide to pursue her further.

      “Interesting.” I savor the tension.

      “What?”

      “There you go again with the whats.”

      She corrects herself. “What is interesting?”

      “That’s better. We’ve just begun our arrangement, and already you’re lying to me.” I’m in my full dominant mode now, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t utterly enjoying it.

      The door to the back room opens again, and I don’t care to check to see if we are alone.

      “What arrangement? And it’s not lying if you assume something and I don’t correct you.” She tries to justify her vagueness, and my need to take control of the situation bubbles up in me.

      “Hmmm. Then let me make myself clear: are you currently in any type of romantic or sexual relationship, Miss Masters?” Her mouth drops wide open at my question.

      “I don’t have a boyfriend. I need to get to the library and study before my next shift. I have a final tomorrow.” She surrenders the information quickly, and I wonder if she’s feeling the same tension I’m feeling.

      “Forgive me for my assumption, but you look a little older than the typical college crowd.”

      “I started late. I’m twenty-six.” She winces. No doubt she realizes how easily she is giving me all of the information I need.

      “I see. That’s good to know. I’ll give you some time to clean this up, but I’d like to speak with you before you leave. I’ll be outside. Don’t leave me waiting.” Without waiting for her answer, I turn and walk outside. Then I call Marcus and ask him to pull around to the front.

      I’ll know in the next few minutes if she’s interested.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            HAZEL

          

        

      

    

    
      What the hell just happened?

      The chime on the door echoes louder than ever as the man I only know as “N” leaves. I scan the empty coffee shop, and my focus jumps from the door to the large table, then down to the mess on the floor and back up to the door.

      “So what was that about?” Estelle startles me, and I  spin around, stepping in the spilled coffee. This is going to take a lot longer to clean up than the few minutes I think he just gave me.

      “Um, I’m not sure. He wants to talk to me outside. But—” I look down at the broken mugs.

      “But nothing. Go. You’ve covered for me so many times. Your shift is over. I got this.” She takes the broom from my hand and nods for me to gather my things, and I don’t waste any time.

      Why am I rushing? I just met the guy.

      Rush hour traffic is beginning to taper off, but that means I’ve missed my chance to study at the library. My only option is to go back to the dorms after this, and, as much as I love her, I hope Nina isn’t there so I can study in peace before my shift at the club tonight.

      “I appreciate you not making me wait. I’d like to discuss our arrangement.” Mr. Stranger gets right down to business, and somehow I feel better speaking to him among the noise from outside. The silence inside the shop was a little unnerving.

      “What arrangement? I just met you twenty minutes ago, when you made me spill my drinks.” While I am intrigued, my patience is wearing thin, and—hottie or not—I don’t have all day.

      “I haven’t made you do anything—yet.” The hint of a promise in his words makes me blush. “You dropped the drinks when you ran into me. I was standing perfectly still.” I feel like we’re going around in circles.

      “Whatever. What arrangement?” I try to make my voice sound more aloof than I feel.

      N stares at me for a long minute. I know what he’s doing. He’s trying to make me uncomfortable. It’s working. I have an overwhelming urge to move, to create a distraction as his eyes gaze over me. I shuffle a bit to the side, then open my mouth, but I have no idea what to say.

      Thankfully, he speaks. “I find you interesting, Hazel. I spend most of my days around people who agree with me—not because they actually agree with me, but because they feel they have to. They get paid to.” I barely notice his pause. I can’t stop looking at his mouth. “There are two types of people in this world: people who own and people who are owned. Which one are you, Miss Masters?” I sense he isn’t talking about his employees anymore.

      “I, well, is there a third kind? I’m not owned,” I answer cautiously.

      “Not yet.” There’s his smile again.

      “P-pardon me?” I fight my natural tendency to use “what” again.

      “Very good. You catch on quick. Give me your phone.” He reaches his hand, palm up, toward me.

      “Wha—”

      “And do not say ‘what’ again. You don’t want me to show you, out here on the sidewalk, how I handle disobedience.” His words are a challenge—one I am not willing to take him up on. At the moment.

      He stays still, palm extended, waiting. I’ve never had anyone speak to me like this. He’s charming, but at the same time demanding. But I’m not afraid of him. I glance down to the phone in my hand and slowly reach it out toward him as if on autopilot.

      He grumbles to himself as he presses the screen, and it opens for him. While he works away, I take a good look at him. I’d say he’s a couple of years older than me. His suit probably cost what I earn per month at all three jobs combined, and I spilled coffee all over it. I hope he can get the stains out, and there is no way I can offer to pay for it. Now that I’m looking more closely, his dress shirt clings rather nicely to his chest.

      Lost in my thoughts, I’ve forgotten to watch what he’s done with my phone. As he clears his throat, I’m met with a grin. He holds my phone out to me, and I quickly take it and stuff it in my bag. He watches me carefully.

      “Thank you. I’m going to let you go, but I’m not done with you, Hazel. I want to know more about you, but it will have to wait. Your studies are important. For now, I have two rules, and you will obey them. First, don’t text that number until I contact you, and, second, answer me quickly when I do. I don’t like to be kept waiting.” His words don’t sound stern or demanding. I almost sense this is a test of sorts, and I nod in understanding.

      He turns, walks to the sleek black car parked at the curb, and gets into the back seat.

      The guy has a driver.

      I don’t make enough money to even know what kind of car that is, and he has someone driving it for him. I suddenly feel out of my league, and I have to remind myself he picked me up at my job, so he’s under no delusion that I am made of money.

      But still, I can’t help but feel he is on a completely different level than I am in more ways than one. I mean, he has his own driver. Not to mention, all of those people in the store seemed to listen to everything he said, and they cleared out pretty fast when he told them to.

      Who has their own driver? Criminals, that’s who. And I just gave him my first and last name and access to my phone.

      I don’t have time to process this. My study time is ticking away. I’ll have to cram about twenty minutes in, then I need to get ready for my shift tonight.

      Luckily, the bus turns onto the street. My stomach grumbles as I step on and find a seat. It looks like I’ll have to skip eating this afternoon as well. As we pull away from the curb, I fish my phone out of my bag and open my text messages.

      It looks like N added his contact info, and he texted an unknown number four words that fill me with butterflies:

      
        
          
            
              
        N

      

      
        In need of spanking.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m falling into something I’ve never been in before, and a dark little part of me can’t wait to see where it goes. But another part is wary. His methods for asking someone out are unorthodox at best, and it’s almost like he’s sizing me up for something more.

      Regardless, I have bigger things to focus on. That exam tomorrow isn’t going to pass itself. I chuckle to myself at the thought, then open up my messages. I need to know before I get home if Nina is there, so I send her a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, got a second?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nina

      

      
        Where were you? You said BRB.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sorry. It got weird.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What got weird? Work?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kind of.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This guy came in, and I dropped a huge order of drinks all over us both.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oh no. Did they fire you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. I think he asked me out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Your boss asked you out?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. The guy I spilled drinks on.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        But you’re not sure.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Um no.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OK.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        That is weird. I don’t even know what to say.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        How did he ask you out?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Well, he didn’t.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ???

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        He took my phone and sent himself a message.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Well then text him and ask him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I can’t.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m not allowed to.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I told you, it got weird.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        #accurate

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Okay, what’s his name?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        N

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That’s an initial. What’s the rest of his name?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I don’t know.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        WHAT?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m heading to the dorms now. Are you home?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No, I’m out with the gang grabbing sushi.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Paul is here too.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Speaking of which…

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Why don’t you join us?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I can’t. I’m going to review a couple of chapters, then I’ll head into work early.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        If I’m lucky, they’ll have some food leftover from the lunch buffet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OK. See you tonight.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll smuggle some sushi in for you ;)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You know I’ll do it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Can you still hang out for a bit after your shift?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Just a bit.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I have about an hour of studying left before my exam tomorrow.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I just want to make sure I know my stuff.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Damn, girl.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You know your stuff.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You could teach that class.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I wish I had your confidence.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You just don’t see what I see, Hazy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I mean it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Out of our whole little group, you had the biggest odds stacked against you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I know we take our money for granted. We all have safety nets.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But you work so hard.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You dessert everything that is coming to you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dessert?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You said I dessert everything.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oh.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hahaha

      

      

      

      
        
          
        LMAO

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Are you drunk?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. Pfft.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But I do feel funny.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What are you drinking?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Just a sec. I’ll ask Cassie.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        She says it’s called sake.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nina, that’s Japanese rice wine.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        There’s alcohol in there.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ask for a big glass of water and cut yourself off or I won’t see you tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OK. Good idea.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m glad you texted.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I should have known something was up. I feel like singing karaoke.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I HATE KARAOKE

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lol.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Only water for the next couple of hours, deal?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Deal.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Cassie’s laughing at me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m starting to think that little bitch knew it was alcohol.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m going to get her back for this.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oh no.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I saw a show where someone baked a bunch of chocolate-flavored poop softener into brownies.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m going to do that.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Remind me about my diabolical plan when I sober up. K?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lol, ok. Or you can just reread your text messages.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        See. Look at all of us assholes out here with our money and shit.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’re the smartest one out of all of us.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m so proud of you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I love you, Hazy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DRINK YOUR WATER, NINA!!!

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            NOAH

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s up? I was on my way home. Is she in?” I enter through the open door to Joshua’s office and take a seat in front of my best friend's desk. I’m thankful I had a change of clothes in my office, or I’d be explaining the coffee stains down my front.

      After everything blew up with Brent and Sean, Emilia came back to work, and they moved up to Adam’s old office as soon as the renovations were done. In the end, Joshua had the designers adjust their plans to accommodate two offices and an area for their administration team, and now they both have an office of their own, along with a common area.

      “Emilia? No. She left a while ago. Her and Rosie have plans tonight. I called you back because I need to talk about Brent’s defense. It appears he’s trying to file some charges of his own, and he’s fighting—against his lawyer’s advice—to have some charges dropped.” Joshua leans back in his chair, dragging his hands over his face.

      “Does Emilia know about this?” I unbutton my jacket and lean back in my seat. Emilia went through a lot in the last couple of months. Between the death of her father and Brent’s harassment, it was enough to crush a normal human. Thankfully, Emilia is anything but.

      “Oh, yes. She’s fine with it. I spoke to our legal team, and they said Brent doesn’t have a leg to stand on. It’s just his way of drawing it out and trying to intimidate us, but he isn’t doing himself any favors. We’re all just going through the motions now. The reason I called you in is because this means we’ll be called into court again next week. It’s just a formality, but it’s going to consume our attention and time for a bit, and I wanted to prepare you for it.”

      “Okay, thanks for the heads up. I have some meetings I can either reschedule or have go on without me. Other than that, we are all settling back into business as usual here, so it shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll rearrange everything tomorrow when I get in.” I wait for the real reason he called me back.

      I’ve known Joshua long enough to know he could have texted me about court. I force my expression to remain unassuming, but I have a feeling I already know why I’m here.

      Joshua doesn’t know what to do with himself without Emilia. They’ve spent the last month getting to know each other, and they’ve been inseparable. It makes me happy he’s found her and that she affects him so deeply.

      “Great. Hey, what are you doing tonight?” He goes for casual conversation but falls short, and I can’t help myself. I start laughing. “What’s so funny?”

      “You don’t want to go home without Emilia there. She’s grown on you that much, has she?”

      “What? No. Shut up. Can’t a guy just want to catch up with his friend?” He looks genuinely offended, and I back down.

      “Absolutely. And I would love to, but I can’t. Paige is in town, and I told her I’d take her out. How about next week?” I stand, and he rises with me.

      “Sure. Pick a day, and we’ll go for drinks,” he counters.

      “Good. So things are good with Emilia then?” I already know what he’s going to say by the look on his face. I’ve never seen the guy so content. It almost looks awkward coming from him. He does “brooding angry guy” much better.

      “Things are good. She’s even asked if we can go back to Ravenous together. I think I might take her next weekend. We haven’t seen Lexa in a few weeks, and I know they want to catch up. You should come. Lexa tells me there are some new faces now.” His suggestion isn’t lost on me. He’s trying to play matchmaker.

      “I’ll think about it. I’ve got to get going.” I turn and make my way to the door.

      “Enjoy your time, and say hi to Paige from me.” I nod and wave over my shoulder, leaving him to finish his work.

      Everyone has gone for the day, and I make a note to text Joshua later to make sure he doesn’t spend too much time in his office.

      I had a moment in our conversation when I considered telling him about the new woman I just met, but I need time to absorb everything first. Right now, my focus is on Paige. I have a few hours before I see her, and I’ve got to get ready.

      Hazel caught my interest the moment I looked at her and she shied away. There’s a depth to her, and I felt it when we spoke. While I don’t believe she’s ever had the type of relationship I am looking for, I sense she might be a good fit. I also can’t deny what she does to me. She had some stellar moments when she challenged me, and her attitude is addictive.

      When Hazel handed me her phone, I was able to unlock it without a code. I’ll deal with her lack of security another time. For now, I’m interested in the message that appeared on the screen when I first opened it. The message she sent to her friend about working at The Echo Club tonight.

      I suddenly know where I’m meeting Paige for drinks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            HAZEL

          

        

      

    

    
      As the bus bounces over the train tracks, my shoulders relax. We missed the train today, so that means I’ll get into work with about ten minutes to spare. Just enough time to go looking for something to eat before my shift starts.

      A text from an unknown number makes my heart skip a beat. But then I realize it can’t be from N, because he put his information in my phone already.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        Hey Hazel

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Who’s this?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Paul

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Paul

      

      
        I hope U don’t mind

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Nina gave me ur #

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hi. No. I don’t mind.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Is Nina okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        She’s good

      

      

      

      
        
          
        She’s drinking water and talking about karaoke

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Haha. Sounds like everyone had fun.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ya

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’re heading to the club in a bit

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Nina said you were working

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I am. On the bus over there now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Great

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Well I’ll see you there later

      

      

      

      

      

      Paul is a nice enough guy. He’s one of Nina’s friends and part of the group I hang out with when I manage to get free time. Before I respond, I glance up in time to see my stop coming up fast, so I decide to let the message go unanswered.

      The first face I see when I get into the club is my frazzled boss. It turns out we’re short-staffed because too many of us “college kids” took time off to study for finals. That was why I couldn’t get tonight off as well. On the bright side, he’s asked me to assist on the main bar, which means it’ll be busier, and my shift should go by faster.

      I stop into our staff area and look over what is left from the afternoon buffet. The only thing that looks remotely edible are some spring rolls that might have been tasty when they were first put out—six hours ago. Just the thought of food poisoning puts me off eating, so I gather my apron and head out to the bar a few minutes early.

      The dance floor is empty, but the bar is filling up when I arrive and make my way across to the main bar. Jackson is behind the secondary bar at the back, which is good news. The guy is almost six and a half feet tall, made of muscle, and he’s hot, which means the ladies will flock to him for the complicated frilly drinks. Megs is most likely at the main bar, which means that’s where the guys will be, and I’ll be serving up beer for most of the night.

      “Hey, stranger. I haven’t seen you here all week.” Megs hands two beers to the guys in front of her and clears some empty shot glasses from the counter.

      “Finals. I got a few days off to study, but I had to cover tonight because everyone else is taking time off now.” I scan the area for ordering customers, but it looks like we’ve got a few minutes to ourselves since no one is standing at the bar.

      “Makes sense. It’s been quiet in here—until tonight. I guess most of the exams are done.”

      “I’m near the end of mine. I have one tomorrow, then one next week.”

      “Well, this is the busiest Thursday I’ve seen in a long time. All you students need to blow off some steam.” Megs ends her sentence with a sultry wink, and I can see why the guys are always around her bar. Her long, wavy blonde hair and perfectly applied makeup always mean the tips will be good.

      The volume in the bar increases, a sign that we are about to earn our wage, and the DJ makes some announcements as we ready ourselves for the first rush. It turns out I was right. As the night goes on, I lose track of time until a familiar voice orders a Sex on the Beach, and I look up to see everyone crowded around the bar in front of Megs.

      “I think she belongs to you. Tell her Jackson is at the back for the frilly shit.” Megs points to Nina and calls over her shoulder. Everyone waves at me.

      “I’m just kidding. I’ll take a white wine. Whatever you got back there. Hey, Hazy.” Nina dances at the bar and I move in to help out.

      “I’ve got this, Megs.” She steps back and moves around me to a group of guys who just came up. “Hey, Nina. I’m glad you got in. Is it a long line?”

      “The longest. Thanks for putting our names on the list.”

      I smile and start taking everyone’s orders. Then I get to Paul, who’s standing just behind the group. “Hi, Paul. What can I get you?”

      “Hey, Hazel. Thanks for adding us to that list. It’s crazy out there. I’ll have a beer. Does five dollars cover it?” I nod. He slides the bill across the bar, takes the bottle, and starts walking in the direction the others went.

      “Before I forget. Here. I got the sushi past the bouncers.” Nina looks over her shoulder like she’s going to get caught.

      “Thanks, but it’s not contraband. I’m so hungry.” I look at Megs, who nods, telling me to eat it quickly at the bar.

      “We’ve got a table. Find us after your shift?” Nina waits for me to acknowledge I’m staying behind, and I agree.

      Before Nina is out of sight, I’ve already eaten half the sushi. When a group of guys forms at the bar around Megs, I pack the rest up and tuck it away, then return to help her. A few of them are asking for rounds of shots as the music beats on. One of the guys in the group looks at me, points his finger in my direction, and tells Megs to pour me one too.

      “Thank you, but I can’t. I have an early morning.” I shrug to a collective grumble among the guys.

      “Oh, come on. Just one. Join us for a bit,” the same guy says again. Just as I’m about to say no a second time, Megs catches my attention.

      “You can have just one. I’ll make them.” She finishes her sentence with a wink only I see, telling me that she’ll make mine nonalcoholic and no one will know.

      I plaster a big smile on my face and throw my hands up in mock surrender to cheers from the gang in front of the bar. All of the guys speak over each other in a toast to something I can’t quite make out. I shoot my drink back and scrunch my face up, pretending it was strong, and everyone leaves, opening up space for the next customers.

      As Megs continues to serve, I decide to start clearing the empties away. I drop my attention to the mess on the bar in front of me to sort the glasses and wipe up spills when a customer steps in front of me.

      “Should you really be drinking the night before your exam?”

      Confused, I look up to answer him and stop short.

      It’s him.

      N is here, standing on the other side of the bar. He’s changed clothes since I last saw him. Of course he did—I spilled coffee all over the guy.

      “Are you following me?” I say the first thought in my head.

      He smiles. “I saw you when I came in. I was going to leave you alone, but then I noticed you drinking and enjoying everyone and thought I’d ask about your studies. They are important, Miss Masters.” It isn’t lost on me that he didn’t answer my question.

      “I know they are. What are you doing here?” I attempt a second shot at getting an answer.

      “I’m meeting someone for a drink. Speaking of drinks, do you normally share drinks with your customers, or is it just the ones you like, because I ended up wearing mine?” He reminds me of my stellar performance earlier, and I sense he is enjoying watching me squirm.

      “Right.” I have no response, but I see Megs watching our conversation, and she’s getting a line again. “What can I get you to drink? I need to get back to work.” I tilt my head toward the line, and he takes the cue.

      “I’ll have a glass of red wine and a shot of whatever you just had,” he answers, and my face heats up again.

      “Oh, um, it was cranberry juice.” Sheepishly, I pour his wine.

      “Pardon?” His amusement is evident.

      “Cranberry juice. I don’t usually drink here, and she knows I have school tomorrow, so she gave me a fake shot.”

      I watch him for a tense moment as he considers my answer before responding himself: “My, aren’t you a good girl.”

      There is something about the way he said it that makes me shiver, and my cheeks warm. My brain fixates on him calling me a good girl. Why does hearing that from him make me feel this way? It’s like I want to make him happy, and I still don’t know his name.

      “I should get back to work. Um, so—” Before I finish speaking, a younger girl bounces up and throws her arms around N, placing a kiss on his cheek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            NOAH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sorry I’m late. That line was crazy. I couldn’t get in until I told the bouncer who I was here to meet.” Paige jumps into my space, placing a kiss on my cheek, and Hazel looks confused.

      At twenty-one, Paige is younger than both me and Hazel, and as she steps back from me, I notice her top barely covers her tonight. I’ll talk to her about that later. If I have to tell one guy here to stop gawking at her, my night is going to end badly.

      “You’re here now. Why don’t you grab us a seat and we’ll catch up. I thought you’d like some place a little more upbeat. Here, I ordered for you.” Passing the glass of wine to Paige, I watch out of the corner of my eye as Hazel takes her in, unaware that I’m doing the same to her.

      Paige stops for a hot second and glances awkwardly between us. She knows me too well. She takes the glass and offers Hazel a smile before excusing herself and moving toward the back of the club.

      I could offer Hazel more information, but watching her uncertainty is pushing at something dark inside of me, and I’m not ready for it to stop yet. The tension building between us is too delightful to release now.

      “What can I get you?” Hazel’s demeanor turns cold, and she gets back to business.

      “I’ll have a Casanova.”

      “Of course. How fitting,” she mumbles, grabbing a glass.

      “Tsk, tsk. Is that a hint of jealousy I hear in your tone, Miss Masters?” I test her further. I know she’s interested. Everything about her reaction tells me I’m right.

      “Of course not. I mean, it’s fitting that someone as stylish as yourself would choose such a rich and smooth bourbon drink.” Her well-delivered sarcasm covers for her insecurity nicely.

      “Hmmm. Interesting. I’ll let your response go this time, but only because I have someone else who requires my attention. I’ll take my drink now—preferably in a glass this time.” I watch as she struggles to keep her irritation hidden behind her pretty smile.

      I become too distracted thinking about all of the ways I can help her center herself, and  when she sets my glass down and holds out her hand, I must have missed how much she said I owe her.

      “Is there anything else?” My mind goes straight to how I’d like to answer her question, and a war wages between what I want to say and what I should say.

      “Not at this moment. Thank you, Hazel.” I hand her more than enough to cover the drinks.

      When she goes for the register I turn and make my way through the crowd before she can attempt to give me my change.

      As I move through the bar, looking for Paige, my mind continuously wanders back to Hazel. I have a deep desire to know more about her, and it doesn’t hurt that every time I see her, I feel like I’m not close enough to her.

      I always thought I would meet someone at Ravenous. At least there, people are more open and accepting. There are some things I enjoy that don’t always fit into a traditional relationship, but small bits of my conversations with Hazel lead me to believe we may have more in common than she realizes.

      Still, I wonder about her. I want to know her story. Why did she continue her education later than her friends? And what is her issue about money? Or is it status? I know she’s interested in learning more as well, but I sense hesitation. Maybe it’s just that she’s unsure of what I want, or maybe she hasn’t been exposed to the lifestyle I’m interested in.

      I’ll give it time. I like where our conversations are heading, and I don’t want to rush anything. Besides, her focus is on her studies, which is where it should be.

      Paige catches my attention with a wave, and my anger builds. The guys at the table beside her have taken notice. I stare them down as I approach, and one by one they turn their attention away. Paige rolls her eyes as I take the seat next to her.

      “Really?” She crosses her arms to punctuate her challenge.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Are you going to stare down everyone who looks at me?” She sips her wine.

      “If I have to.” I take a drink. Hazel knows her stuff. This is one of the best drinks I’ve ever had. “And it’s not like you’re helping anything. Is that even a top, or did you just tie a thin scarf around yourself?” I grumble, and she giggles, which she knows makes me even more irritable.

      “She’s beautiful.” Changing the subject has always been Paige’s strength.

      “Who?”

      “You know who. The pretty one behind the counter. I get the feeling I interrupted something.” Paige lifts her accusing eyebrows in my direction, and now it’s my turn to roll my eyes. She isn’t going to drop this.

      “We were just talking.” I shrug and take another gulp.

      “Right.” She draws out the word. “Well, she looked like she was into you. That’s all I’m going to say.”

      “That’s not all you’re going to say.” I laugh. Paige has never been one to keep her opinions to herself.

      “You’re right; I’m not done. What’s the deal with her?”

      I can’t answer her question. Mostly because I don’t know what the deal is. But if I tell Paige that, she’ll march her barely clothed ass right back up to the bar and talk to Hazel herself, and I can’t let that happen.

      “There is no deal—yet.” I answer, draining the last of my drink. I make my own attempt at distraction: “Joshua says hello.”

      “Really? How is he? Still smokin’ hot?” She taunts me by snapping her teeth together as though she’s biting into something as she speaks. She knows my friends are off-limits.

      “He’s very happily taken.”

      “And you? Are you happily taken?” Her eyes jump back to the bar. I follow them up to see Hazel making her way back to the main area with a small box.

      “Still working on it,” I answer, and I forget my surroundings for a moment as I watch someone say something to Hazel, and she laughs. All I hear is the beat of the music as my ribs vibrate with the deep bass.

      I really want to hear what her laugh sounds like.

      “Noah?” My own name pulls me back to our conversation, and I realize I’m not paying attention.

      “Sorry. What did you say?”

      “I was just saying, again—your friend is very pretty.” She takes another drink, tilting her head in Hazel’s direction, and I agree with her in my head.

      “So. When are you going to tell her who I am?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            HAZEL

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, we’re out of limes. Can you grab a box from the kitchen?” Megs shouts over the music, and I wave at her as I turn back to give N his change—only to find he’s disappeared.

      Of course he did. He’s no doubt running off to that girl who needs his attention. The girl who probably knows his full name.

      The noise in the kitchen is considerably lower than the bar, and I need a few minutes to compose myself before I return to the floor, so I decide to send off a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        He’s here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nina

      

      
        Of course he is.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        He’s sitting right beside me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        He’s talking about you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Who is?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Duh…Paul.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        He’s here.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        N

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Holy shit. No way.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Where is he?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll go over and get the rest of his name for you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        He’s here with someone else.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        WHAT?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        She looks way younger than me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I should have carded her.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I need to get back to the bar.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Where’s he sitting?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I want to see him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I don’t know. I lost him in the crowd.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Describe him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I can’t right now. Gotta go.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fine, but if you can, take a pic of him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll try. But I better not get caught.

      

      

      

      

      

      Once I’m back at the bar with the limes, the time seems to fly by. Megs and I get into a steady rhythm of serving drinks and clearing glasses. It feels like an hour has passed when I look up and watch as N orders a drink from Megs. The girl with him is putting on her jacket and glancing at her watch as Megs hands N a bottle of water, and I’m suddenly disappointed he didn’t order from me.

      They must be getting ready to leave. Nina’s request jumps into my head, and I fumble with my phone to take a photo before he’s gone. I’m too nervous to look as I take the shot. I hug my phone close to my body and snap a picture under my arm, but my hands shake. I would suck at undercover work.

      Quickly, I put the phone down in front of me to pull up the photo. It’s too dark in here to get a good enough pic, and it’s blurry, but it’s all I’ve got, so I hit send.

      Before I pocket my phone and get back to cleaning the counter, the sound of a throat clearing makes my heart race.

      Of course N is standing in front of me—again.

      “You didn’t, by chance, just take my picture, did you?” He seems too amused with himself.

      “What? No. I was just checking my messages.” I reach for the dishrag and start moving glasses around as my face burns red hot.

      “Give me your phone, Hazel.”

      “Wh-why?”

      “There’s something you should know about yourself, Miss Masters: You are a horrible liar. Now give me your phone.”

      Busted. I don’t think there’s any way out of this except the truth. “Fine. I took your photo.”

      “Let me see it.” His grin grows across his face.

      “Why?”

      “Well, for starters, I want to see it before I delete it. Since I don’t think you would like me to punish you at your job for lying to me, I think losing the photo is a good alternative.” His words are laced with seduction. He’s making me feel entirely too exposed right now.

      Without asking again, N simply holds out his hand and waits. My shoulders slump forward in defeat as I place my phone in his palm for the second time today. Once again, he taps the screen a few times, then chuckles to himself before handing it back.

      His photo is still on my screen.

      “Your photo is still there.”

      “You’re as good at photography as you are at being covert. I can’t even tell that’s me. You can keep the photo. Besides, I see you already sent it to your friend. Tell me, is Nina here tonight?” My skin prickles with goosebumps as he learns more about me.

      “Yes.”

      “And is she with your friend Paul?” The question catches me off guard. How does he know about Paul?

      “He’s here too,” I answer slowly.

      The girl N is with waves at him, then taps the imaginary watch on her wrist. He nods once as she turns and begins walking to the exit. Then he focuses his eyes back on me and leans in, lowering his voice just enough that I need to lean toward him to hear him properly.

      “Hazel, you may stay and talk with your friends after your shift, but make sure you head home—alone—in time to get your studying in. I can send my driver back for you if you need a ride.”

      My head is still swirling. How does he know about my friends?

      “Um, I don’t need a ride.”

      “Very well. Good luck on your exam tomorrow.” He smiles.

      I take a deep breath to respond, but Megs surprises me when she reminds me my shift is almost over. I look at her and answer, and then I turn back to thank N, but he’s gone.

      The traffic around the bar has died down, and my phone vibrates in my hand.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nina

      

      
        WTH Hazy!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        That pic is so blurry.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I can’t even tell if you’re still in this club.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sorry. It was the best I could do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Try again. Just take it while he’s distracted.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I can’t. I think they left.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I can’t see them anywhere.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        :(

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ugh

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Fine.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You almost done?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        About 10 mins.

      

      

      

      

      

      I finish cleaning the counter and the bar, then I do my end-of-shift meetup with Megs to see if she needs me to do anything else. She waves me off, telling me to go see
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