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      Bea plated up another five pieces of the vanilla sheet cake with champagne filling onto the white dessert plates. She would serve these alongside the small, fancy wedding cake reserved for the bride and groom.

      While most of the other wedding guests were out on the dance floor cheering on an older couple kissing under the Mistletoe Cactus, Bea preferred to work. Normally, she liked to have a project to keep her hands busy, but today especially, she was full of nervous energy.

      Going on two years sober, this was the first large-scale celebration she’d attended. Mojo beers from the brewpub next door to the Pinwheel Plant Shop, where she worked part-time, were being served as well as their draft root beer and cream soda.

      She wasn’t worried she would somehow take a drink of beer and end up blackout drunk on the dance floor doing a striptease—Bea was done with that level of idiocy—but she still had cravings from time-to-time to just relax with a beer or a glass of wine to calm her nerves.

      That was what made her other part-time job as a server at The Headless Horseman pub a nightmare. The lure to stay after work with the other servers and bartenders, to have a drink or six to wind down from the day, had taken its toll on her well-being.

      When her manager at the Pinwheel, Layla, was able to give her five additional hours a week at the beginning of December, Bea had quit the Horseman. However, what was good for her soul was trash for her budget.

      Her January rent was due in a little over a week and for the first time in a long time, Bea was going to come up short. She’d shared the two-bedroom apartment with her boyfriend, Chris, but when Bea quit drinking, he hadn’t wanted to and bailed on her. It had been tough, but Bea had managed to work enough hours at multiple part-time jobs to afford rent on her own.

      Bea had looked into downsizing to a one-bedroom or even a studio, but none were available in her apartment complex and moving to another complex meant paying first and last month’s rent plus a cleaning deposit. So, she had to get a roommate. There was no way around it.

      Good thing it was the end of December and had just snowed a foot. People were looking to move this time of year, weren’t they?

      Bea sighed, kept her head down, and moved on to plating up the chocolate sheet cake with raspberry filling.
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      “What can I pour for you?” Lewis asked from behind the table he was using as a bar, working to keep his voice at a personable level. “I’ve got Mojo IPA, Braverton Blonde and Old Town Stout for the beer choices. Draft root beer and cream soda, made in house, for non-alcoholic choices.”

      He smiled at the woman, his eyebrows raised, waiting for her decision. Was that a brief look of shock he detected passing over her features? After his most recent argument with his ex-girlfriend and somehow still current roommate, Simone, he was feeling insecure.

      “Wow,” the woman said. “Your voice is really low.” She snorted. “I’m sure you haven’t heard that before.”

      “Never,” Lewis said, allowing what he liked to think of as his business grin to pull the corners of his mouth up. “What’ll it be?”

      “I’ll take a blonde and a stout for my boyfriend,” she said, leaning toward Lewis and whispering, “he’s the one responsible for the helicopter.”

      Lewis nodded, genuinely impressed. The groom’s entrance had been epic. “Cool,” he said, pouring their beers from the pony kegs set up on a table behind him. “That makes you Layla from the plant shop, then, correct?”

      “Yes,” she said. “My, how word gets around.”

      Lewis could tell she loved that it did, and he softened toward her some. He was feeling grumpy being around all this love when he was tragically single.

      “And you are?” she asked.

      “Lewis Tryon,” he said, setting the beers on the table in front of her. “I just started as a craft brewer at Mojo in October. Hence why I’m slinging drinks while my mentor, Arthur, is dancing horribly with his wife out on the dance floor.”

      “Ah-ha,” Layla said, laughing. “I thought you looked vaguely familiar. Like I’d seen you in the parking lot behind the Pinwheel. It’s nice to meet you officially, Lewis.” She picked up the beers and started to leave, then turned back. “Are you by any chance an untethered entity?”

      Lewis chuckled. “If you’re asking if I’m single, the answer is yes.”

      “Oh, good. Could you do me a favor?” she asked.

      “Sure,” Lewis said, wondering what she was getting at.

      “See that redhead over there going to town plating up cake?” she said, nodding in the redhead’s direction.

      “Uh-huh,” Lewis said.

      “Will you take her a root beer and tell her I said it’s time for a break?”

      “Okay,” Lewis said. “Or I could pour a root beer for you to⁠—”

      “Thanks!” Layla said, turning and rushing away from him.

      Lewis helped three more people before he had a lull. He poured a root beer, a cream soda, and a blonde to be on the safe side. People deserved choices.

      He carried two drinks in the palm of one hand and one in the other. His large hands and years of experience as a server during college allowed him to hold the glasses this way.

      Lewis approached the cake table and set the drinks down one by one.

      “You can’t put those there,” the redhead said. “They’re going to cut the cake soon and then people will get their slices from here and if your three drinks are there someone is bound to knock one over.” She glared at the glasses. “Why in the world do you have three drinks?”

      Lewis stood up straight and put his shoulders back. He was at least a foot taller than this cute little nippy dog of a woman. “These drinks are for you,” he said, not holding back and using his full, deeper than deep voice. “Layla asked me to bring them over and to tell you it’s time for a break.”

      “Layla told you to bring me a beer?” the redhead asked, using her index finger to push the glass of blonde away from her.

      “Well, no,” Lewis said. “She told me root beer, but I thought you’d like to choose for yourself.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said, lifting the glass of root beer to her lips and taking a sip. “I don’t drink alcohol and I prefer the root beer over the cream soda. Layla picked right.”

      Lewis nodded and picked up the discarded drinks. “Guess I’ll have to drink both of these then.” He held the glasses up to the light. “How’d you know one was beer and the other soda? They look almost identical.” To a laywoman’s eye.

      “I can smell the difference,” she said. “I was a server at The Headless Horseman for a while.”

      He took a drink of the blonde. It was a perfect specimen if he did say so himself. “I haven’t been to that pub yet,” he said. “Since I started at Mojo I’ve been eating, sleeping, and breathing Mojo beers only.”

      The redhead shrugged. “You’re not missing too much. The Horseman is your basic sports bar with a weird old timey theme as an excuse to decorate with dark wood and pretend it’s sophisticated.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” Lewis said. “Sounds like a pass for me.”

      “Do you want some cake?” the redhead asked, nudging two plates, one of each type his way. “I’ll let you have some early, so you don’t have to wait in line.”

      “I appreciate that, thank you,” Lewis said, relaxing his posture. He set the drinks down on the table and picked up the vanilla cake, taking a bite. “Yum.”

      “I know, right?” she said, sneaking her own vanilla slice. “Braverton Bakery.”

      “Do you work there?” Lewis asked.

      “Oh, no. I work at the Pinwheel with Layla. Avery’s my boss. I’m helping out. I don’t have, like, a date or anything. I mean, I came to the wedding with friends, but they’re all paired up. I enjoy working, it’s good to have things to do.” She sucked in a deep breath and stuffed another bite of cake into her mouth.

      Lewis allowed what he liked to think of as his ah, you’re not annoying, you’re adorably nervous grin to pull the corners of his mouth up.

      “I get it. I enjoy working too. I’ve been sleeping on the couch in my boss’s den for the past few days to be closer to work.” And to get away from his insufferable ex who informed him she didn’t have money to pay her share of the January rent and he would have to cover her. Again. Somehow twisting things so it seemed like it was all his fault she was so irresponsible.

      “Do you live far from Braverton?” the redhead asked.

      He nodded and started in on the chocolate cake. “I have an apartment in Troutdale, which made sense when I was working at Edgefield.”

      “Are you looking to move to the Westside?” she asked and then shook her head. “I’m sorry, we haven’t even exchanged names. I’m Beatrix, you can call me Bea.”

      “Lewis,” he said, extending his hand toward her. She gave his palm a firm grip and shook it. Lewis suspected she had to compensate for being petite the way he did for being tall. Always adjusting not to appear to be too much or too little more than what you were. “Nice to meet you Bea. Although, I might call you Beatrix. How often do you meet someone with an X in their name?”

      She smiled up at him. “No one’s ever said that to me. I like it. Yes, call me Beatrix.”

      “And please never call me Lew,” he said, cringing. “It feels like nails on a chalkboard.”

      “Got it,” Bea said. “Hey, so, what I was getting at before was if you were needing a place to live on the Westside, I need a roommate. You’d have your own bedroom and bath and you can have the parking space. I don’t have a car. Your half of the rent will be nine hundred and ninety-five dollars, water, and trash included.”

      “You’d let some strange man that you met at a wedding move in with you?” Lewis asked, finishing his second piece of cake.

      Bea shrugged. “Well, I either need to find a roommate or another job before January. Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

      “I was only kidding,” Lewis said. “I promise I’m not a creep.”

      Bea screwed up her mouth. “I feel like that’s something a creep would say, Lew. Don’t be gross.”

      He scrunched up his shoulders and closed his eyes. “Noooooo, you said it.” He put his hands over his ears.

      When he opened his eyes, she was smirking up at him. He dropped his hands. “How do I know you’re not a creep?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “You don’t,” Bea said.

      Lewis’ laugh boomed. “Okay,” he said. “When can I move in? I don’t have a ton of things. Just a bed and a dresser and some pots and pans. My current roommate can keep the couch and dining set. She picked them out.”

      “Uh-oh,” Bea said. “You won’t be leaving another person high and dry by moving in with me, will you?”

      “No,” Lewis said, although technically it wasn’t true. He’d pay
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