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            MAC

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let me help you with that,” Hollywood offered as I carried three plates from the kitchen. I hadn’t allowed anyone in the kitchen for the last three hours as I worked. Now, I had three full plates of food to show off as if professionally plated in a restaurant. There were extra servings that I just pulled from the warmer so they could actually plate what they liked best.

      I stood at the head of the table, announcing my dishes as my friends all practically drooled over the centerpieces. The food. I was planning an entire menu; this was only the beginning.

      “We’re supposed to share three plates?” Hunter asked. “I could eat all three by myself.”

      “It all looks so good,” Chloe rubbed her swollen belly. “Babies are excited!” Cameron and Brittany did that whole girly ‘aww’ crap that women do.

      “The plates are here so you can see what the dishes would look like at a restaurant. Taste each item, then step over to the counter and get more of what you like,” I informed my best friend. “Hopefully, you like it all.” I tended to second guess myself a lot when it came to making a new dish, but I knew in my gut that these were right. “Honest opinions are needed. Remember that. If I need more or less flavor. If the pan-seared salmon is too seared, the meat is too rare. Whatever.” I sat down at the head of the 12-seat table.

      Chloe was the first to grab a fork and dig in. She pulled a piece of salmon away and popped it in her mouth. The moan it elicited made me smile. She dug in for a second bite.

      “You’re supposed to try everything,” Hollywood told his fiancée. “I can’t make you a plate if I don’t know what you like most.”

      “Everything. I like everything,” she told him behind her dainty fingers and around a mouthful of roasted vegetables. I went to the island in the kitchen and started to plate a serving of everything for her.

      “The steak is divine,” Cameron offered. “I don’t eat as much red meat as Hawk, but I’d eat this all the time.”

      “Holy shit, this chicken puts Gran’s to shame. I’ll deny it if any of you tell her that,” Gunner added quickly as he pointed his fork at everyone around the table. His grandmother is the reason I love to cook so much. I spent many weekends in the kitchen with her and her daughters, making meals for their family. It was mostly southern foods; collard greens, red beans and rice, pinto beans over rice, smothered meat over rice, cornbread. We fried steak, chicken, pork, chicken gizzards, seafood and even cauliflower. We made dishes that contained animal intestines, whole shelled seafood, and pig feet. We pickled, canned, flash-froze, jellied and more. Gunner’s house is definitely where my love for cooking started.

      “So, how many new items is your boss letting you put on the menu?” Hunter asked.

      “You know Justin isn’t changing his menu,” I told him. Only three people at this table knew why I was trying new dishes and for the sake of keeping secrets, Hunter wasn’t one of them. “I’m thinking of trying soups on Thursday when I'm off again, if anyone wants to come over then.” I finished with Chloe’s plate and set it in front of her.

      “Thank you,” Hollywood told me. Chloe squealed with excitement. “Spoiled woman.” He shook his head and chuckled.

      “I appreciate it,” she said, beaming up at me. I nodded and walked away.

      “Ladies, I can do the same for you.” I looked at Brittany and Cameron.

      “No, thank you. We’re capable. We appreciate it though.” Cameron, a single mom of a four-year-old boy, is used to doing everything by herself. I love watching her argue with Hawk when he demands she sit and relax and allow him to handle things once in a while. Tonight, was not that while. He was still too busy tasting the food in the middle of the table.

      “I’ll be here Thursday!” Chloe said before digging into her fresh green beans. “Oh my God, Mac, if I had only met you first.”

      “You’d still be engaged to me,” Hollywood finished for her. She looked up at him in the seat next to her and smiled, her eyes beaming with the love they shared.

      “You’re right,” she said just before he pressed his lips to hers for a sweet kiss. They were the most adorable couple. As were Hawk and Cameron and Brittany and Rooster. They still didn’t make me want to get serious, but it was nice seeing how happy they all were.

      I’ve known Hunter and Gunner since grade school and through Hunter, I know his brother Rooster. Rooster and Hawk have been inseparable since they were in kindergarten. Rooster met Taz in college and bonded over their love for classic cars, which we all have. Taz introduced us to his best friend from high school, Hollywood, and now we are all one big band of misfits. With three beautiful women in the mix now.

      “You would never think a dude covered in tattoos, like you are, would be a fucking wizard in the kitchen,” Brittany told me as she made her way to the kitchen island. “You literally have UNTAMED underneath a woman who is clearly tied up for sexual purposes on your arm. I’d assume you were a total asshole.”

      “He is,” Hawk called out.

      I wasn’t offended by her comment or his.

      I wasn’t afraid of or offended by anyone’s opinion of me. My tattoos were for me and no one else. Although she had it wrong. UNTAMED was my first tattoo. “MacKennon, I love your wild side,” Mom told me one morning. I had woken to find her with a fresh black eye and two of her fingers taped together. Yet, she sat at the kitchen table sipping coffee like it was normal. I told her as soon as I saw the bastard, I was going to slit his throat. I even offered to miss the first day of culinary school to wait for the pig. “I know I've raised you right, but the world probably sees you as untamed. Go show those culinary maniacs how the Blairs do things.” I kissed her on the top of her head, vowing to get her away from the abusive asshole that I called Dad as soon as I could. That night, I came home from school to find her shot in the head. He’d shot himself too, and left a suicide note beside him on the floor. The next day Hunter and Gunner went with me to get the tattoo. The tattoo of the tied-up woman came much later; after I met a very kinky lady. No regrets!

      “He’s not an asshole. He’s childish, but totally sweet. When I couldn’t eat, he made me a couple soft things without anyone asking.” Chloe came to my rescue. What she left out was that her asshole ex-husband had nearly killed her, and this group of crazy men rushed in to save her. “When he stops being a whore, he’s going to make some woman very happy.”

      “It’s strange seeing such a sweet looking lady have such a foul mouth,” Cameron said. The mom of the group rarely cursed and was constantly telling us to watch our mouths, unless it was Chloe. Chloe was allowed to speak freely.

      “Back to the soup thing,” Brittany said. “I have to work, so if you can put samples in cups with sippable lids, that’d be great.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. This group has no class when it comes to food.

      “You cannot have my soup in a cup. I can make you sample containers to have at lunch, but you’d have to sit down like a lady and eat with a spoon.” Chloe was right when she said I’m childish, but when it comes to my food, I am all business.

      “Why all the samples if you can’t have anything new?” Hunter asked. He’s never been one to let a subject die.

      “Ooh, are you making a cookbook? Or an online show? I’d watch you cook,” Chloe mused.

      “You’re starting a show?” Hunter’s eyes narrowed. “How was I not told about this? I’d be your business partner, hands down.” He was offended.

      “Yes, please put that damn MBA to use with something instead of leaching off Dad,” his brother said.

      “You leached off Dad until what? A month ago? Only manning up because you suddenly have a kid.” Rooster found out he had a daughter after his ex-girlfriend passed away and the then three-year-old was dropped off on his doorstep. She turned four just days later.

      “If I’m not mistaken, I was at work when you informed me of the barbecue that was happening when your favorite niece showed up.” The brothers continued to bicker, which meant I didn’t have to answer Hunter. Yet.

      “He’s got a wife and kid!” Hawk teased. Just last week, while her parents were visiting for Thanksgiving, Rooster and Brittany tied the knot in a smallish ceremony on the James’ property.

      “Yes, well, good for them. Back to you, Mac.” Hunter was adamant about this.

      “None of your business,” Gunner grunted. “Enjoy the free food.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I followed Hunter and Gunner into the bar, ready for a fucking drink. I love cooking, but entertaining is a whole other entity, and I was not cut out for it. Having to make sure everyone had what they needed from napkins to drinks to more food, it wasn’t for me. That’s what waiters are for in a restaurant, and I preferred to stay in the back. Now the dark, dank room of the bar was inviting. I spent most of my days in a well-lit kitchen; sitting in a dark area was a welcome contrast.

      “Hey boys!” Our favorite waitress came up to us before we were even seated in our booth. “What’s it gonna be?”

      “You busy after your shift?” Hunter asked, placing a kiss on her cheek. She’s his favorite waitress for an entirely different reason.

      “Never too busy for you, babe.” She grinned as he grabbed her ass.

      “Beers. And fries.” Hunter kissed her again and slid into the booth.

      “You didn’t eat enough?” Gunner asked him.

      “Yeah, but it’s habit. It’s fine, Mac didn’t eat.”

      “Where’s the others?” Sue, the bar owner, stopped by our table and asked. We were regulars, so she’s familiar with our motley crew.

      “All family men now. They don’t get to come out and play,” Hunter laughed. “Why is it so busy?”

      “Some convention or something. I didn’t expect them to come this way, though. I had to call in my niece. She hates this kind of crowd, but she’s helping.”

      “Is she cute?” Hunter asked.

      “Didn’t I just see you grabbing Annie’s ass? Stay away from my niece,” Sue warned and left us alone.

      “So, why the new food? You applying somewhere else?” Fuck, I wish he would move on.

      “Applying for a restaurant in fucking France so I can stop hearing you ask about it,” I retorted. “Is this the first time you’ve tried new dishes with me?”

      “I guess that’s true but usually it's just us. You had the whole fucking town at your place.”

      “Was I not supposed to feed Chloe?” That got him to shut up. He adores Chloe. He dotes on and pisses her off, which we all find hilarious.

      I pulled my vibrating phone out of my back pocket.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hollywood

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mind if I have a bartender come over Thursday? You can both come to my condo instead if you want.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hollywood’s condo is nice- a penthouse on the top floor, overlooking the ocean, but my house boasts the kitchen of every chef’s dream. Ten burners, two ovens, a warmer big enough for two 20-pound turkeys and a ham, a salamander broiler and a griddle. I stopped at the fryer because I prefer not to fry too much, and I settled for putting the wood-burning oven in the backyard. There was no way I was going to be able to cook at his place.

      
        
          
            
              
        My place is fine. If he needs anything, let me know.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll keep you posted. The food was delicious.

      

      

      

      

      

      I slipped my phone back in my pocket and gave my attention to my friends. Four beers later, we were headed out. Gunner and I to our respective homes, Hunter was off to Annie’s.
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        * * *

      

      I sent a group text out Thursday morning, mostly for Brittany’s sake.

      
        
          
            
              
        Due to a scheduling issue, our mixologist needs to have tasters here at three. I will have two soups available by then and a few appetizers. Anyone available?

      

      

      

      

      

      It didn’t take long for the replies to roll in.

      
        
          
            
              
        KyleCam

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I have to pick up Alex from school at two, but I’ll check the bus route to see if we can make it there by three.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rooster

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I'll be there. I’ll see if Mom will keep Maxi a little longer today.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hunter

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Free drinks? I think I like you trying out recipes. I’ll be there in ten.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Taz

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll stop by for a few appetizers but I have a class at five, so no drinks.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hawk

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m at work but my last client is done at 3, I'll come after.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Chloe

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be there. Sucks I can’t drink though.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brittany

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks for waking me up, asshole. I told you I have to work tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      How is she married to Rooster?

      
        
          
            
              
        KyleCam

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        He’s probably lying about the drinks, Britt. Just for your sake he made it earlier. Stop being mean and just tell him if you’ll be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rooster

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cam, Mom said she’ll grab Alex. She wants to take the kids shopping.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brittany

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mac, send me something with Rooster, please. Babe, do you mind?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hunter

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        If I see it in the fridge, I'm eating it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brittany

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Stay out of my damn house!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hollywood

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay, children. Fuck! Mac, I’ll be there. Stop with these fucking group messages.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hunter

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Watch it, big guy. I’ll be sending you nudes in a group text.

      

      

      

      

      

      That earned a slew of responses- all of which were against him sending nudes.

      I got back to work in the kitchen. Gunner hadn’t responded, but I knew he wouldn’t; he’s busy working. I also knew he’d show up when he could. We were planning the next car meet so we had things to go over once everyone left.

      At two, the doorbell rang. I set the final flower-shaped sweet potato aside to cool on a plate before walking to answer it. When I returned, I would be filling them with goat cheese, pecan and cranberry filling. For this dish, presentation was key. The doorbell sounded again.

      “Hold your horses, jackass,” I yelled, assuming it was Hunter. Annoyed that he wouldn’t just walk in, I yanked the solid wood door and started to walk away until I caught a glimpse of red...hair? I turned back around. A woman stood in front of me with a sneer. She wore a pair of tight black jeans and fitted tee with a black vest over it. A pair of knee-high black leather boots crawled up her legs and damn did they look good. Her deep red hair was a sharp contrast to her porcelain skin tone. I couldn’t take my eyes off her prominent cheekbones.

      “Yeah, so, are you just gonna stand there and drool, or can we at least get introductions done?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            SASHA

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t want to be here. If Auntie Sue didn’t need me, there’s no way I would be setting foot in this fucking town just to waitress. I tucked my helmet under my arm and shook out my hair, preparing to face the crowd. The first thing I saw was the same old bar. In the same old town. That I wanted absolutely nothing to do with.

      A few whistles sounded as I started walking to the back, but one bold asshole thought it was smart to step in my path. I raised an eyebrow at the minor inconvenience blocking my way. He was well groomed with enough gel in his hair to keep it in place during a tornado, but that cocky frat boy smile put me on edge.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.” He grinned, stepping into my space. I really liked my bubble to be respected. “I’m Connor.” Definitely a fuck boy. “We were just getting ready to leave but we might stay a little longer with you here.” I tilted my head to the side, ignoring his friends in the booth with him.

      “Do you like my shoes, Connor?” I asked, waiting for him to look down. He took his time, letting his eyes travel down my body. My hand itched to punch him, but I held back. I told Auntie Sue that I would be nice. He looked back at my face and nodded. I leaned a little closer. “You speak to me like that again, I’m going to shove my boot so far up your ass you’ll be tasting leather for a month.” He sat back down amid jeers from his friends, but I was on a mission to find my aunt. Annie stepped in front of my path once I was out of earshot from her table.

      “If you just ruined my chances of getting a tip, we’re going to have a problem.” She tried to look intimidating, but I knew better. I tried walking away but Annie stepped to the side so I couldn’t. I sighed.

      “Annie, I beat the shit out of you in high school. Trust me when I say I don’t mind doing it again.” Her already pasty skin turned a shade or two whiter. I still have no idea how she got a job here, but I guess beggars couldn’t be choosers. She wasn’t cut out for this environment.

      “Same old Sasha. Too important and too pretty to associate with the rest of us.” She sneered, obviously trying to insult me. I grinned and shrugged.

      “You said it, not me.” I took her momentary confusion as an opportunity to step around her and make my way to the office. I knocked on the door before swinging it open, setting my stuff in the empty chair next to the door. Auntie was just putting the phone back in the cradle as I crossed my arms. “Annie is going to be a problem for me. I also had to inform a loser that I was out of reach.” Any other boss would find my statements fairly troubling. Auntie just smiled and leaned back in her chair.

      “Was it a kid named Hunter?” I shook my head, and she looked like she sighed with relief. “I warned him to leave you be. Him and his friends are regulars. You’ll get used to them.”

      “I doubt that.” I rolled my eyes. She laughed and stood up; arms open for a hug. I had gotten to hers and Uncle Chet’s place too late to visit last night. Despite wanting to have more information on some of her seemingly entertaining regulars, there were some minor details I needed to have clarified.

      “So how long do you need me?” I asked, keeping my arm around her shoulders as we walked to the rest of the bar. Annie was still standing with Conner’s group of morons; she was pouting but there were at least three tables trying to get her attention. Auntie really needed to find more reliable people.

      “Just a few weeks,” she promised, “But we do have a regular. Well, he used to be. He’s got himself a pregnant fiancée and whatnot. He asked if I knew a bartender…”

      “Mixologist,” I interrupted, hating the word bartender. It was stupid, but my profession had a title. I liked it to be used. Auntie waved my correction away as if it were a gnat.

      “Whatever. He’s opening a high-end restaurant and wanted to know if I had any recommendations.” She looked so proud of herself, but I knew the game she was playing. She wanted me to stay here.

      “Is this another ploy to get me to move back here?” My voice sounded shrewd, but this wouldn’t be the first time she had tried to get me to stay. I really didn’t have any objections to moving back except the memories. I had gotten city life out of my system, and it wasn’t like there was anything holding me there now.

      “Yes.” At least she was honest. “But it really is a job that’s more in line with what you want to be doing.” This felt like a clever trap to get me to move back to Cascade. Then again, she did go through the trouble to get me an interview. It wouldn’t hurt to talk to the guy.

      “What’s his number?” I grumbled. She knew I wouldn’t turn her down. “I’ll call him and set something up.” If I didn’t like it, I could always just say it didn’t sound like we were the right fit.

      “Oh, sweetie. Your interview is in two days. I’ll get you the details before we close tonight.” She patted my arm before walking away to Annie’s booth. I was ready for her and her friend to start bad mouthing me, but they just laughed with Auntie and kept drinking. Annie shot me a few glares here and there, a proprietary hand on Connor’s shoulder.

      Yeah. Good luck with that.

      I’d already gotten someone super pissed at me and a prospective job interview despite being back for less than twenty-four hours. Not a terrible day, if I do say so myself.
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        * * *

      

      As much as I trusted Auntie, I still made sure to call my potential employer after my shift at the bar was over. The man on the phone insisted that I called him Hollywood. Fucking weird, but whatever. I was having an on-site interview with him and the head chef. There would be people there testing drinks and food. Auntie assured me that this guy was on the level, so I tried to stay optimistic. It wasn’t something that came naturally to me.

      The guy that opened the door was covered in tattoos and had light brown hair. He had a well-groomed beard and blue eyes. I had no idea they made short sleeved chef’s coats that could look so hot. Course, that might be the man inside the coat that just made it look fucking sexy. I really hoped this wasn’t my boss; it seemed like bad manners to almost drool over your boss. I tried to remind myself to be nice; this was an interview. I needed to be professional. Then again, he was checking me out like I was a side of beef and called me a jackass so, all bets were off.

      I cocked my head to the side, trying to school my features into something other than my signature resting bitch face. “Yeah, so are you just gonna stand there and drool, or can we at least get introductions done?” I really wasn’t trying to stand here for anyone to just openly stare. It was rude.

      He shook himself out of it and smiled. It was more of a grin. It wasn’t sleazy, more like he was just someone who enjoyed life. “Sorry. I thought you were someone else.” He stepped aside. “Come on in. I’m Mac.” Ah, not the boss. This was the head chef. Which meant I could drool guilt free, in private, all I wanted.

      “Sasha.” I looked around, unsure where I would be working. I turned around to see Mac’s eyes snap to my face. “Eyes above the equator, thank you very much.” I waited for him to look the other way before cracking a tiny smile. Nice to know I wasn’t the only one intrigued.

      “You’re the mixologist?” he asked, and my heart fluttered. A man who knew terminology was a man after my own heart. I couldn’t tell him that, so I nodded, letting my face return to its natural resting bitch face. “I’m sorry. Hollywood didn’t really give me a whole lot of information.”

      “Same.” A loud pounding on the door interrupted my next snarky comment. Mac groaned, giving me that boyish smile again.

      “Sorry. That’s one of the tasters. I’m going to warn you, he’s very obnoxious.” Mac didn’t move to open the door. Not that he needed to. The door swung open to reveal some trendy fuck and the man the size of a literal building. The smaller of the two eyed me up and down for a beat.

      “Gorgeous!” He was so damn loud! “I would have been here sooner if I had known you would be here!” I took a deep breath and turned to Mac.

      “I’m sorry, but I can see that this isn’t going to be a great fit. Please let your employer know that I appreciate his interest in my skills.” It hurt to admit it; the idea of working with this guy was pretty enticing, but not if this was the company he planned on keeping.

      “I’m interested in her skills alright,” the guy muttered.

      I turned, ready to smack him for good measure when a small voice piped up from behind him, “Hunter, if you don’t knock it off, I swear to God, I won’t tell you when I go into labor.” A blonde pixie stepped into view from behind the newly named Hunter. I wasn’t sure how effective a threat that would be from anyone that size, but he looked like someone had threatened to castrate him. She shot him a small scowl before smiling at me. “I’m sorry; we really can’t take him anywhere. I’m Chloe.” Mac engulfed the pregnant woman in a hug that almost lifted her from the ground.

      “I’m sorry about…that.” The giant glared at Hunter before smiling at me. “I’m Hollywood.” He held out a massive hand for me to shake before returning it to the small woman’s shoulders. The men in this room were all taller than me even at five-foot nine, but completely dwarfed the feisty woman they surrounded.

      “It’s nice to meet you.” I tried to keep the edge out of my voice. Auntie always said I needed to try and be softer, but it wasn’t something that came naturally. The name Hunter rang a bell. Auntie had warned me about a Hunter. This has to be the same one.

      “I promise to keep him in line if you don’t leave,” Mac offered. Hunter stared at his friend in surprise. “We needed people to try out food with drinks.” I didn’t want to look him in the eyes; he probably knew what those baby blues could do to a girl when he paired it with a sincere voice. I wasn’t about to be taken in by a pretty face. It was bad enough that it made me want to hesitate.

      “You would really be doing us a favor,” Chloe said, her tone almost pleading. “Mac said his restaurant has been searching for a mixologist for a while. Sue highly recommended you and he took that very seriously.” Fuck. Who could argue with this woman? I tried to steel myself to disappoint her. I wasn’t about to be backed into a corner to work with anyone. “Please?”

      “Okay. I’ll give it a shot.” Damn it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Auntie

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be at the bar late. How did it go?

      

      

      

      

      

      How did it go? Was she fucking kidding me? This man could cook! He took my suggestions without complaint and agreed when I pointed out issues with drinks he suggested. He filled out a pair of jeans in a way that almost made me want to pant.

      This was an absolute fucking nightmare.

      His friends came in droves; aside from Hunter, they were spectacular. For his part, Hunter mostly stayed in line with his comments. He seemed to have taken Chloe’s threat to heart. One by one they left, Chloe, Hunter and Hollywood hanging back as we cleaned.

      “I can take care of this,” Mac offered as I brought more glasses to the sink. I envied his kitchen space. Not that I cooked, but the room to work was impressive. A kitchen like this might make me want to learn. I slipped my phone back in my pocket and started washing.

      “I don’t mind,” nerves made my voice sharper than normal, “I helped you make the mess.” I was neat while I was working, but that didn’t mean I wanted to leave him with all the clean-up. He just stood there; his eyes focused on my movements. I didn’t know if he realized he was staring, but I tried to resist pointing it out.

      “For Christ’s sake, Mac. Stop hovering. I’m sure she can handle it.” Chloe’s reprimand, softened by her giggle, seemed to shake him from his stupor. He grinned and left me to it, finally giving me some breathing room. “Tell us about yourself, Sasha.” I glanced back at her and couldn’t help but smile.

      “There’s not much to tell. I grew up here but left a few years ago to work as a mixologist in a high-end restaurant in the city. Aunt Sue called me up after I told her I wasn’t happy there, asked me to come help at the bar while she looked for a few new staff members.” I looked back at the dishes, hoping the conversation would end there.

      “Why weren’t you happy there?” Mac asked, bringing a small stack of appetizer plates to the sink. I loaded the last glass into the dishwasher. He waited but huffed a sigh as I started rinsing the plates. I told him I would help!

      Why wasn’t I happy there? Oh, I dunno. Maybe because I started fooling around with the executive chef who also happened to be the owner. He had been charming and promised things wouldn’t get weird. I told him I had reservations; I didn’t want people to think I had gotten the job because I was screwing around with him. He promised we would keep things a secret. I didn’t appreciate being made a fool of, which I made clear when I slapped him after his wife showed up to the restaurant with their child.

      “Oh, you know how it goes.” I tried to keep my temper in check at the rush of memories. “Politics from upper management made it uncomfortable to keep working there.” You know, ‘cause I slapped the fucking owner and told him he was a piece of shit. Probably wasn’t going to earn me any points here to tell that story, so it was just going to be kept quiet for now.

      “We should get you home,” Hunter said, hovering next to Chloe. “You’ve been on your feet for too long.” It almost made me want to like him with how concerned he was for her.

      “I’m fine,” she snapped but yawned only a moment later. I looked back as Hollywood looked away from Chloe and Hunter, a small smile on his face. “Do you have other family here, then?”

      “Just my aunt and uncle. I’m an only child and my parents haven’t been in the picture for some time.” Please don’t pursue this questioning. It didn’t hurt as much as it used to, but I really hated talking about it. Besides, I’d just met these people. I wasn’t in the habit of relaying my whole history to strangers.

      “I’m so sorry.” Chloe’s voice rang with such sincerity I couldn’t help but believe her. She sounded upset with herself, I felt that urge to make her feel better. I smiled over my shoulder.

      “It’s fine. It was a long time ago,” I assured her. She nodded, starting to look more tired by the minute. She really looked like she needed to lie down.

      “Chloe, Mrs. Pepper was supposed to stop by tonight,” Hollywood said, glancing at his phone. “Should we pack her a plate?”

      “Oh no! I forgot she was stopping by! I should get home.” She stood up as Hollywood accepted the container of leftovers from Mac. He gave Hunter a triumphant smirk as he helped her into her jacket. “Hunter, would you mind taking her? I need to talk to Mac about some stuff.” Hunter, obviously pleased that Chloe was going to be going home, didn’t argue.

      After they had left, Hollywood turned to me. “Are you planning on staying in town? I was impressed but I would hate to hire you if you’re planning on leaving in a few weeks.” I blinked, surprised at how quickly his demeanor changed. He had been a guy enjoying time with his friends, but how he slipped into business professional so quickly was staggering.

      “Auntie wants me to stay and there’s nothing tying me down.” I shrugged, trying to remain noncommittal with my answers. Inside, I was jumping up and down. “If the circumstances are right, I’ll stay.” I leaned against the counter. “Mac told me, when everyone was busy, not to mention that this was a working interview. Why?” Auntie said he was opening a restaurant but why didn’t anyone else know? I didn’t want to make waves at the miscommunications happening at the time, but now I was curious.

      He grinned, looking at the door Chloe had just walked out. “I couldn’t have my fiancée knowing that I was buying her a restaurant.” Holy shit. That was some gift. Mac sat next to Hollywood and rolled his eyes.

      “He’s always been an over-the-top son of a bitch,” Mac clapped Hollywood on his shoulder, “but I can’t complain since I get to run a restaurant.” He smiled at me again and my breathing hitched. Oh, hell no. This totally made him off limits. No way was I going to get mixed up in some work-place drama again.

      Sitting on Auntie’s couch, I reread her message. I went to my first interview and was offered a job. A job that meant I could have free rein on making drinks and running an upscale bar. It was everything I could have wanted. It was sweetened by the offer of a hefty sign on bonus. It was enough of one that I could start apartment hunting tomorrow if I said yes.

      Mac could be trouble, though. He wasn’t my usual type but, damn, a girl just might make an exception for that smile. Shaking my head, I reminded myself that it wasn’t going to happen. The last thing I needed was that bullshit again.

      Other than that small complication, this opportunity was a fucking dream. I liked most of the people that were there. Even Hunter seemed like he could be tolerable. It took everything in my power not to jump at the offer Hollywood gave. I didn’t want to look like I was desperate.

      
        
          
            
              
        It went alright.

      

      

      

      

      

      Understatement of the century.
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      For the first time since I bought my place, it seemed empty. I was happy all of my friends had left, but I hated to see Sasha leave. She was fucking hot to look at, great to talk to and the easiest person I've ever worked beside. She didn’t seem too keen to work in the restaurant though. Hollywood offered her quite a bit of money and, just like me, gave her full freedom with drinks, but she didn’t even look the least bit tempted. Now, I wish for some reason she was still here. Instead, I headed up to my room. It’s been a long fucking day and tomorrow, at work, was going to be just as long.
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        * * *

      

      “I heard someone bought out that empty restaurant overlooking the beach,” Justin growled as he entered the kitchen. “That means we’re gonna have competition.” I looked down at the chicken I was carrying, trying to hide my smile. We weren’t going to have any competition once I was over there. Justin isn’t willing to try new things, so his menu is stale. Hollywood on the other hand has already decided I can do what I want. If I find a good deal on fish, I can have a special on a random Tuesday. “Blair?” I set the chicken down and looked up at him before heading to the sink to wash my hands. “Your food needs to be fucking perfect! If we lose customers, it’s your ass!”

      I bit my tongue. I was transformed back to the days when my father blamed my mother for everything. If she missed work, she didn’t bring home tips, which meant less money, so he blamed her for lack of extra cash. He never considered the fact that he was the reason she missed work. No one wanted to see their waitress with a black eye or broken nose. Justin was just like my father, without the physical abuse. If he’d allow us to make decisions in the kitchen, he’d never have competition. I would have talked Hollywood out of buying the restaurant, instead, I followed Justin back to his office, intent on securing my future.

      “Hey, I need to talk to you for a second,” I told him before he could shut his door. He glared at me for a brief moment and then motioned me into his office. I pulled a folded piece of paper out of my pocket and nervously toyed with the edges.

      “What is it, Blair? There is work to do out there, is there not?” he snapped. He was making things a lot easier than I thought they would be, but I was still uneasy.

      “I just wanted to give you my notice.” I tossed the paper on the desk between us. Justin stared at me, shock overpowering every other emotion he was probably going through.

      “Where are you going?” His narrowed eyes pierced me.

      “I don’t know that it’s any concern for you.”

      “Oh, but I do.” He had just sat down but was now standing again, leaning forward with his hands on his desk. “Are you going to the new restaurant?” Now it was anger coming through. “I’ll contact the owner myself and tell him you’ll be a crappy fit.”

      “You’re making this so much easier, Justin.” I shrugged. I had felt bad about leaving, because I know the sous isn’t ready to move up and it’ll be a while before Justin finds someone, but with that threat, I didn’t care.

      “I won’t take you back!”

      “I don’t plan to come back, Justin.” I didn’t expect much more to happen, but then, I grinned. I didn’t mean much by it; it was just a grin to let Justin know I wasn’t afraid to go away and soar or fail. I had no doubt with Hollywood running the show, we were going to be opening a successful restaurant. He’s a businessman; it’s what he does.

      “Oh, really, Mac?” He somehow narrowed his eyes even more; they were just itty-bitty slits. “You think you can succeed outside of here? You can barely cook a steak. Get out of my face. Get out of my restaurant!”

      “As you wish!” I turned, and with my head held high, I headed toward my locker. “Hey, Steve,” I called out to the sous chef. He looked up. “You’re up, kid. Good luck.” I took my coat off and handed it to him. “Let me know when you’re ready to break free.”

      “What?” he asked, confused. He didn’t fully grasp the coat and it fell on the floor.

      “Don’t worry, I've got a clean one in my locker. I’m handing you the reins, bud. Justin took my two-week notice as a two-minute notice. I’m gonna go home and probably have a beer.”

      “Well, I guess, good luck,” Steve said with a nervous chuckle. We bumped elbows, and I headed to my locker.

      I drove straight to Hunter’s house from the restaurant. He’s always home.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, holding his niece on his shoulders. They were headed down the front stoop.

      “Missed the prettiest little lady in the world,” I said in a fun tone for Maxi’s benefit. “Where are you two headed?”

      “Hi, Uncle Mac!” It warmed my heart every time she called me that. She’s not my niece by blood but Rooster has always treated me the same as he’s treated his brother, and our group is so close-knit that it didn’t surprise me when he allowed her to call us all uncle. We’ve only known her for a few weeks, but I can’t imagine life without her already.

      “Hello, gorgeous. Where are you taking Uncle Orson?” Most of us call him by his middle name but Brittany, Maxi’s
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