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      Never let others make you feel small. You are magnificent!
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      Graduation night is always bittersweet. With my business degree in hand, I’m expected to head out into the big wide world and be a functioning adult. Hell, I’ve barely managed to get through my college years.

      “Kate, are we going to that party tonight?” Samantha, one of my best friends, calls out from across pathway. Our other friend, Emily, stands beside her, shaking her head.

      I glance at my parents and their eyes narrow. “Probably not. I need to finish packing.” Immediately after the words are out, I mouth “yes” to her.

      It’s a bad idea, I know it to my very core. Parties are the reason I barely made it through college. Of course, I studied, but never until the last minute. Luckily, Emily’s parents aren’t around because they would make a whole scene. It’s a wonder they allowed her to be friends with us in high school. The only one missing is Caroline, but she was so wrapped up in her high school sweetheart that she went to college where he was accepted. I don’t fault her. You have to follow your heart, I guess.

      But the last thing I need is some guy telling me what to do, and what’s acceptable. I see enough of that with my parents and it’s not the life I want for me. I’m not immune to the words some of my fellow classmates have called me while here, but I don’t care. We only have one life. Why not enjoy it however we want?

      “Are you coming home tomorrow?” My dad’s voice can barely be heard over the chatter surrounding us. Parents doting over the accomplishments of their kids almost drown him out.

      “It’ll probably be Sunday or Monday.” I turn toward him, so he knows I’m listening.

      “Why so long?” Mom frowns. I swear it doesn’t matter what I tell them, they will always have something to disapprove of.

      “I have to get everything packed up and clean my dorm before I head back.”

      I know it’s the right answer when she drops the subject. If it wasn’t fine, she would have come back with some remark. Honestly, I’m surprised she didn’t offer to help me just so I’d come home sooner. All I know is the first thing I plan on doing when I get home is look for an apartment. There’s no way I can live with my parents. They aren’t horrible, but they are overbearing. More than I think most parents, except maybe Emily’s.

      “We’ll let you get to it, then,” Dad wraps an arm around my shoulder for a quick hug, “call us when you’re on your way.”

      “I will.”

      “We’re proud of you.” He gives me one more squeeze and releases me to my mom.

      Her arms go around me and her grip is so tight it’s hard to breathe. “You’ve done great, sweetheart. I can’t wait to see what you will accomplish.”

      “Thanks, Mom. But couldn’t you show less strength?”

      “Oh, sorry,” she tucks a piece of hair behind her ear. “We’ll see you when you get home. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Finally, they walk away. My focus stays on their backs until they are nearing the doors to exit the stadium. The college is close enough to Asheville that they’ll go home, thank God. The last thing I need is for them to get a hotel and pop in unannounced.

      “I didn’t think they were ever going to leave,” Samantha throws an arm over my shoulder. “I think they may have been more overprotective than Emily’s parents.”

      “That’s because her parents know she’s going to be just fine,” I nod toward our friend in question as she joins us, “mine are probably wondering how the hell I made it out of high school.”

      “Why? It’s not like we were bad…well, not entirely.” Sam grins. That is a massive understatement. If our parents only knew how much we skipped school, or stayed out all night, they’d be freaking out. Hell, they probably would have never let us leave for college.

      “If I remember,” Emily clears her throat, “I was the one who kept y’all out of serious trouble.”

      “Well, you and Caroline,” Sam adds, “y’all were our voice of reason most of the time.”

      “Do either of you know what you’re going to do when we get back?” It’s a small fear that has been playing in the back of my mind for a while. What if after all this I’m still a failure? I’d just be proving my parents correct.

      “I thought we were doing the flower shop thing?” Samantha stares at me as if I’ve lost my mind.

      “Yeah, but it’s not like any of us can afford to buy a space for it.”

      “We don’t have to buy the space just yet,” Emily adds. “We only need to lease a small space until we grow.”

      “I don’t think we have enough for that either.” All the plans we’ve been making since high school seem to be unattainable, and I don’t have a backup plan. Sam and Emily will be fine. They are able to swerve into a new lane when they need to. But me…I can’t do that. With my personal life, yes. But with something like be an actual adult, I don’t know that I’m built for it.

      “You’re making tomorrow’s problem a today problem,” Sam bumps into me, “we can talk about this once we get back to Asheville. For now, let’s check out the parties on Greek Row. Everything else can wait. Tonight is our last night before we become functioning members of society. We need to live it up and go out with a bang.”

      “Literally,” I smirk.

      I loop my arms through each of theirs. Samantha is right, we can figure everything else out when we get back home. For now, we need to go out and live our best life.
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      “There’s no way we’re going to make all this happen.” Samantha, Emily, and Caroline are hovering over my shoulder while we look over the calendar for the next month. “How are we supposed to get all these flowers to where they need to be? Get the staging set up for the weddings on the schedule? And keep the shop open?”

      This is something we’ve always wanted to do. A dream since high school and we took flower arrangement classes. We only took it because we thought it would be a blowoff class. Little did we know how much we’d enjoy it. Now…we can barely keep up with arrangement orders.

      “We may have to start saying no to some jobs,” Caroline sighs before walking around the desk to sit in one of the chairs in front of it. “If we can’t keep up, we’ll eventually screw up an order and lose business. Your brother taking care of deliveries helps, but it’s not enough.”

      “Thanks for the support,” Kai, my brother comes into the office, “you‘re not wrong, though.”

      “This is what happens when the friends of one of the biggest indie rock groups says they want to use you for their arrangements,” Sam laughs. “We haven’t even done the wedding and people have been emailing nonstop wanting to get on our schedule.”

      “Maybe you should know less influential people.” Kai leans against the door with his arms across his chest. Why is my brother so freaking annoying?

      “That would defeat the purpose of business growth,” Emily argues. “I figured you would know that since you come from the business world.”

      “Yes, but you have to be able to sustain it.”

      “That’s not possible right now.” I bury my face in my hands. Never in my wildest dreams did I think we’d have this level of success in our tiny hometown, especially when we’re fairly close to Dallas.

      “Hiring more people would be a start,” Caroline chimes in. “We’ll need delivery drivers, folks to run the shop when we have appointments with clients, and an office manager.”

      “Why an office manager?” I lift my head up waiting for her to respond.

      “So, we don’t have so much on our plates.” Her phone lights up and she glances it. No doubt it’s her son or boyfriend wondering where she is. “We can’t do all the things all the time. It’ll give us more time to focus on what we do best. Making the arrangements and making sure our customers are happy.”

      “She has a point, Sis,” Kai grins and raises his hand, “I call dibs on office manager.”

      All four of us whip our heads toward him. “Why do you think you’ll automatically get the position? This isn’t a board game where you can call what piece you’re going to use.” Emily lifts an eyebrow.

      “Come on,” he groans, “I’ve been doing the deliveries for over a month. Besides, this is literally what I did before I moved home. It only makes sense I should be in the hat for the job.”

      “We’ll see.” I’m quick to answer otherwise it’ll turn into a huge debate, and I know Caroline wants to get home to her family.

      “That’s better than no.” Kai grins and leaves the office. I swear he comes in here to disrupt everything just like he did when we were kids. He’s always been the golden child, though. He also usually gets what he wants. A part of me wants to tell him no on that basis alone.

      “He’s so annoying. Can someone tell me why we thought it was a good idea to hire him?” Sam leans against the wall.

      “Because we needed his help at the time. Then he just kind of stuck around.” It’s not like I asked them their thoughts when I offered the job to him. I just know we had to get out of the bind we were in with scheduling. He wasn’t doing anything, and it made sense at the time.

      “Yeah, kind of like mold,” Emily scrunches her nose. “I swear he always does things to drive us bananas.”

      “That’s kind of what little brothers do,” Caroline laughs, “and I have two of them. It’s never-ending.”

      “I don’t know how you survived it. Most days I want to strangle Kai.” I shake my head at all the times he’s done something to purposely be a jerk, “especially when he was sleeping on my couch because he didn’t want our mom to know he was home yet.”

      “At least y’all have that in common.” Sam shifts against the wall.

      “What?”

      “Not wanting to deal with your overbearing mom.”

      “She’s not as bad as she used to be.” It’s partially true. She still tries to dig her nails into anything and everything she can when it comes to me, but she’s happy that I’ve ended up successful. She had her doubts about our business plans to say the least.

      “True, but she still scares me. That’s something I never expected from anyone’s parents other than my own.” Emily shivers at the thought.

      Closing out of the calendar, I begin shutting down the computer. “I think that’s enough for tonight. I know y’all have things to do and it’s not our weekly girls’ night. What do you say we meet back here first thing in the morning and post job listings.”

      All three of them murmur their agreement before heading toward the office door. “Quick question, are we really considering Kai for the office manager position?” Emily hovers just before the door while I gather my things.

      Sam shrugs her shoulders, “He’s the best option. He already knows how we run things, and he has experience. I’m sure he’ll be happy to have normal hours so he can see his girlfriend more often.”

      She’s right. It’s the best option for now. “We’ll talk about it in the morning. He’s definitely going to want a raise.”

      “Well,” Caroline turns off the light as I make my way toward them, “as long as we keep booking these high-end events, it won’t be a problem.”

      “That’s enough business talk for the night,” I push them out and close the door behind me, “y’all have a good night. I’ll finish locking up.”

      “We can help.” Emily offers.

      “It’s fine. I can do it.” Little do they know I’ll be stopping by Out of the Ashes on my way home. I need to blow off some steam before we tackle the hiring process in the morning. All this business has really cut into my personal time. I can’t even remember the last time I entertained the thought of meeting up with someone. “Night, y’all.”

      I watch them head out the back door before making sure everything up front is closed ready for in the morning. As much as I love our company, it’s draining. A night out is exactly what I need. I only hope the kitchen is still open because I’m starving.
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        * * *

      

      The music is thumping through the walls and people are dancing around the table I’m sitting at. I’ll join them soon enough, but I need a few drinks before to shake away the tension from the day. Maybe I should ask Angie how she handled the growth of the bar. Out of the Ashes used to be different. It was a hole in the wall bar that didn’t have much clientele. That all changed when she became friends with an old classmate’s girlfriend. Stella has turned this place around for the better and turned it into an experience.

      “Hey, Trouble, you need another drink?” Eric, one of the bartenders takes the seat in front of me. “Where’s the rest of your crew?”

      “At home. It’s not our usual night, you know that.” I take a sip from my margarita, “but another drink would be great.”

      “You look…defeated. Anything I can help with?” He leans his elbows on the table ready to listen to whatever I’m going to tell him.

      “Not really. Just work stuff.”

      “Y’all are getting big for a hometown floral business.”

      “That’s part of it.” How in the hell is he always so intuitive? He seems to have a pulse on whatever his patrons are going through. It’s no wonder the new bartender fell for him.

      “Well, if there’s any way I can help, other than bring you more drinks, let me know.” He stands up and pushes the chair in. The legs screeching across the hardwood floor is drowned out by the music.

      “Not unless you want to work a second job by chance.” I grin up at him as he shakes his head and walks away. It’s the response I knew I was going to get, but he offered to help.

      One of the waitstaff brings my next margarita and sets it on the table in front of me. Perfect timing since this one is almost gone. Honestly, it’s going down a little too easily. Even though I walked here from the shop, I should probably slow down a bit after the next one. My apartment isn’t too far away either, so the walk isn’t terrible, but it’s less fun when I’m tipsy. Usually, Emily or Caroline drive me home.

      One last sip from the glass finishes it off, and I set it down next to the newly replaced one. I take a deep breath and push away the stress from the day. Whatever happens, we’ll handle it. Growth is good, and I need to look at it with that mindset. Hopefully it helps.

      I watch the crowd in front of me and think back to my college days. Sam, Emily, and I would hit the clubs, living our best life. I’m lucky to be able to work with my best friends and make a living doing it. Ugh, all these maudlin thoughts need to go right out the window.

      Grabbing the fresh margarita, I take a drink. The sides of the glass are wet from the condensation, and I pick up the small napkin to wipe it off. The chair Eric vacated a few minutes ago moves. I swear he thinks he has to take care of everyone. “Eric, I wasn’t play⁠—”

      My eyes move from the glass in my hand to the person who isn’t Eric sitting in the chair. What the hell? This is so random. Who comes and just plops themselves into a seat at a stranger’s table? Well, I guess I can’t really fault them. I’ve done the same thing on numerous occasions. And it was usually some guy I ended up going home with. It’s just weird having the same thing happen to me. This is new.

      “Um, who are you?” Hopefully that wasn’t rude, but like who is this guy.

      “Xander.” He holds his hand out. His dark brown eyes twinkle in the dim lighting as he smirks. “You looked lonely.”

      Oh. My. God. “Does that pickup line usually work?” I grasp his hand and shake it lightly before pulling back.

      He shrugs and leans back in his chair. “Sometimes. I mean, it’s got about an eighty percent chance of it, anyway.”

      At least he’s being honest. Not many people would be, especially when they are trying to pick someone up from the bar. “Let me guess, you were standing over there, and you saw me sitting alone minding my own business. You decided to come over and really thought those words were the ones that would endear me to you.”

      That may have been a tad bit bitchy, but it’s really hard to be in the mood to play games. As much as I try to shake off the worries I have about the shop, it’s just not working.

      “Actually,” he leans forward, elbows on the table, “I noticed you when you walked in. I was going to come over sooner, but then that guy sat down,” he pauses to take a sip of his beer. “For a second, I thought he was your boyfriend or something. Then I saw him walk behind the bar and tell one of the waiters to bring you a drink. After that, I spent a few moments talking myself into coming over here.”

      “How does him going behind the bar equate to him not being my boyfriend? For all you know he is.” I’m interested in what he has to say about this revelation.

      He studies the margarita in my hand for a few seconds, and glances toward the bar. No doubt to the guy in question. “Well, mostly because he watches you like an overprotective brother, and he’s staring at me like he wants to break my jaw. If he was your boyfriend, I probably wouldn’t be in this fine establishment much longer.”

      “Oh.” It’s so weird being on this side of the conversation. It’s usually me approaching men. Confidence isn’t something I’ve ever had a problem with. But this…it’s knocking me back a few steps. I have no idea what to do from here. At this point I’ve usually talked them into buying me a drink before we head off to be alone.

      “Am I right?”

      “Well, you’re not wrong.” Seriously, Kate, pull yourself together. I take a long pull from my drink. It feels like half of the drink is gone when I’m done. It takes everything in me not to throw my hands to my head from the rush of the drink. Something else that isn’t typical of something I do. Slamming drinks ended in my early twenties.

      “Want to dance?” He scoots the chair back and stands. His hand held out to me, waiting for me to take the leap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO
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      Indecision flashes across her face as she struggles with the decision to join me on the dance floor. I have a feeling this isn’t something she’s used to. Maybe she doesn’t come to bars often. Admittedly, even though I live in Asheville, this is the first time I’ve been to this bar. I usually go with my friends to Dallas and hit the clubs there. Tonight, though, I needed something a little more low-key. Turns out it seems like it was a good idea.

      “Maybe you could tell me your name? I mean, you know mine.” There, that should ease her mind some. Then we wouldn’t exactly be strangers.

      “Oh, sorry, it’s Kate.” She throws back the rest of the drink and wipes her hand on the napkin she’d discarded on the table.

      Kate glances up at me through her eyelashes and a small smile lifts the corners of her mouth. That small gesture seals the deal, and I know she’s going to come with me. She lifts her hand and places it in mine.

      Her hand tightens on mine as she gets out of her seat. She follows behind me as I lead her to the dance floor. There’s a stage at the front of the room, but there isn’t a band playing. I’m not sure how they are handling the music, but an upbeat song I’ve never heard is playing through the speakers.

      It’s obvious she knows it because she immediately starts dancing. Her hips swaying back and forth. She turns until her back is against my chest, grinding against me, making me wish we were anywhere but in this bar. It’s not something my thoughts normally turn to. Tonight, I feel like living on the edge. It’s the only reason I approached her to begin with, aside from how beautiful she is. Stepping outside of my comfort zone is the only thing I could think of to make this day slightly better.

      Other people are moving around us, but I barely notice. My eyes are glued to the woman in front of me. And that’s exactly what Kate is…a woman. She’s not the college age girls I typically go for. Hell, I thought she’d shoot me down and tell me to leave when I sat down at her table.

      My hands reach for her hips and breathe a sigh of relief when she doesn’t push them away. Our bodies move in sync to the music without a care in the world. Both of us needing this release more than I think either of us know. I don’t even know her, but I know whatever was bothering her before I asked her to dance has floated away as the beat of the music surrounds us.

      The song changes to something a little slower and cozier. She turns around and wraps her arms around my neck. My hands moving from her hips to encircle her waist. Her head rests against my chest, and we sway gently to lyrics talking about new love and the happiness found there. Love isn’t what I’m looking for. She looks like she’s at peace, and I’m glad I can provide that for her. Even if we are strangers.

      When the songs over, she grabs my hand and pulls me off the dance floor. That’s not what I expected. I mean, I didn’t think she’d want to stay out there all night, but after two songs she’s ready to toss me aside.

      To my surprise, she stops once we’re clear of being jostled by the others dancing. Leaning on her tiptoes, her lips are inches from my ear. “Wanna get out of here?”

      This was not how I expected this to go. I hoped, but I didn’t really think it would happen. “Um, sure.”

      “Cool. Let me close out my tab, and we can head out.”

      “I need to do the same.”

      She pulls us to the bar and the guy I saw at her table earlier is settling her ticket. Someone else is taking care of mine, but we’re close enough that I can hear their conversation.

      “Don’t you think he’s a little young for you?” I can feel his eyes on me.

      “Hello, pot meet kettle,” she laughs before adding, “I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself, Eric. And I didn’t think this would bother you so much. There’s a bigger age difference between you and Joan, right?”

      “This is different.”

      “No, it’s not.” I see her sign her receipt out of the corner of my eye. She says something else to him, but I don’t quite catch it.

      The only two words I hear are “not serious” and that’s a hard agree on my end. As attracted as I am to her, I don’t need to jump into any sort of relationship. No, thank you.

      Seconds later, she slips her hand into mine. “Let’s get out of here. I hope you have a car because I walked here.”

      Oh shit. Where are we supposed to go? There’s no way I can take her to my house. Not when I live with my parents.
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        * * *

      

      Kate’s place isn’t too far. I’m also glad I have my car. Even though the weather isn’t too bad, it’s still pretty cold to be walking in. This winter has been mild compared to most.  I’m honestly surprised she walked it to get to the bar.

      I’m just happy she offered up her apartment. Trying to find an excuse not to go to mine was going to be a problem. Getting out of my parents’ house has also become a top priority. It’s so embarrassing in times like this. Not that it happens often.

      “Are we going to sit in the car for the rest of the night? Or do you want to turn it off and go inside?” Kate puts her hand over mine on the gear shift.

      My nerves have shot up now that she’s put me on the spot. In my head, I was smooth and could handle it. That’s not how it seems to be playing out in actuality. “Definitely not sitting in the car.”

      Once I lift my hand up, she removes hers and I turn the car off. I push open the door and rush to her side of the car. Luckily, she hasn’t made a move to open the door. This may be one night, or whatever, but it doesn’t mean I can’t act like a gentleman.

      I pull open the car door and shiver. It got a lot colder out here than it was earlier, and even if we get upstairs and something goes terribly wrong, she didn’t have to walk home in the cold. Holding out my hand to her, I wait for her to take it before helping out of her car.

      “Thanks,” her voice is a whisper on the breeze. I wonder if she’s as nervous as I am. She seemed so confident when we left the bar, and seconds ago. Maybe she was hoping I’d provide a way out. The signals she sends are all over the place. Though, she’s probably getting the same from me. She’s out of me league. I knew that before I even approached her.

      As soon as she’s clear from the door, I close it before locking the car. “Lead the way.”

      To my surprise, she doesn’t let go of my hand. She pulls me behind her and toward the staircase. The steps are narrow with wide gaps, and I almost lose my footing a couple of times as we go up. There are only four floors to the building, so I won’t have to deal with those long no matter which floor she lives on.

      On the third floor, she turns to the right, and I follow along. Five doors down, she stops and pulls her keys out of her pocket. “Here we are.”

      “I bet it was a ton of fun moving in here.” It’s the only thing I can think to say to break the silence.

      “It’s going to be even more fun when I move out,” she puts the key in the lock and turns. “I’ve acquired a lot more stuff, and I have a feeling my friends are going to hate me. Or they’ll all of a sudden have plans.”

      She swings the door open and waits for me to get inside before closing it and turning on the lights. There’s a small Christmas tree in the corner by the kitchen. The coffee table has various wedding magazines scattered across it.

      Kate walks further into the apartment
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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