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Taylor Tate has one last chance to turn things around. As the owner of Charm City Events, she needs her upcoming week of Valentine’s Day events to go off without a hitch. She’s painstakingly planned every detail down to the last red heart decoration, but what Taylor doesn’t plan on is the less than enthusiastic bar manager she’s paired with stumbling into her life at the worst possible time, making things more difficult every step of the way. 
 
Carson Smith is getting by fine. She loves her job as the bar manager at Second Chances, a dive bar staple of the Baltimore landscape, and she doesn’t need anything or anyone disrupting the delicate balance she’s finally created. Especially for a stupid Valentine’s gimmick to take advantage of desperate singles. When the bar owner forces her to work with an event planning company to drum up business, she has no choice but to begrudgingly agree. It’s either play along or see the bar close, and she can’t let that happen.
 
It’s only a week, but time passes differently when there’s love in the air and too much on the line, and both women soon find their lives unexpectedly intertwined as they work to make the week a success.
 
Can opposites attract? Find out in this HEA Valentine’s Day novel. 
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CHAPTER ONE
 
“You’ve gotta be kidding me.” Carson Smith glanced back and forth between the hearts and arrows speckled on the sheet of paper in her hand, and Glenn, the owner of the no frills Baltimore dive bar Second Chances.
 
“Would I kid with you, kid?” He leaned back in his chair and let out a mirthful laugh.
 
Carson scowled and put her hands on her hips, letting the piece of paper drop in front of her. “Absolutely without a doubt.”
 
“Well, this isn’t a joke. We’re trying something new this year.”
 
“We are not this kind of bar,” she answered, irritation beginning to course through her veins.
 
“In the last year, we haven’t been much of any kind of bar,” Glenn answered simply.
 
“This is a horrible idea.”
 
Glenn sat up in his chair again and placed his large hands on the wooden desk in front of him. “Look, Carson. I don’t love the idea either. But we need to do something different.” He grew quiet for a moment, his eyes serious. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep this place open if business doesn’t pick up.”
 
Carson stared past him at an old calendar tacked to the wall from 2015, its edges curling and the printing almost faded to the point of illegibility. “You say that every year.”
 
“But this year it’s true.” 
 
She let out a long sigh, her fingers fidgeting against the hem of her old t-shirt, its edges as frayed and soft as the calendar she continued to stare at. “It’s just so...” She paused, trying to find the right word to express her opinion. “It’s tacky, Glenn.” Tactfulness had never been her strong suit.
 
“It’s a schtick. But if it’s a schtick that helps give the bar some momentum, I think it will be worth it.”
 
“Does dignity mean nothing to you?” She ran her long fingers through her black hair, mussing it slightly. At least now it matched how she felt on the inside.
 
“Carson, I love you like my own daughter, and I appreciate your opinion immensely. If you have any other grand ideas, by all means, throw them my way. You’ve been the best bar manager an owner could ask for over the last few years. This isn’t your fault. Times are changing. People want different things now. We need to adapt to that, or we’ll get left behind.” 
 
Goddamn Glenn and his calm, pragmatic approach. And for his kindness to mention this wasn’t her fault. The bar wasn’t her responsibility to keep afloat, but it had been the majority of her life these last seven years. She was frustrated they were reduced to this option. Or lack of options, more accurately. 
 
“How did this happen?” 
 
“The owner of the event company approached me and pitched the idea. She’s willing to run events based on a percentage of sales, so there was no reason for me to say no.”
 
Carson blinked slowly and worked to train her eyes back on Glenn. She knew deep down he wouldn’t do this if there was another option, but her frustration began to shift toward the woman who’d inserted herself into their lives. She didn’t even know her name, but she’d never forgive her for bringing this chaos upon them. 
 
God, was there anything worse than lovesick couples or sad singles trying to pretend like Valentine’s Day meant something? It was a stupid holiday invented by greeting card companies to force couples into false displays of affection or guilt people not in relationships into trying to find The One. 
 
“So, how’s this going to work?” she choked out, working to keep her voice calm. But she didn’t feel calm. She felt like a snake right before it struck, and she forced herself to not allow Glenn to be the victim of the bite. He’d done too much for her already, and she owed him more than she could ever express or pay back. He’d given her a chance when no one else would, when she should have been all out of chances. This bar was her second chance, and she wanted to protect it with every fiber of her being.
 
“I know it’s short notice, but Taylor will be coming in tomorrow to discuss the plan with you. We’ll be doing a week of Valentine’s Day events that appeal to both singles and couples. We’re just looking to get as many people in the door as possible.”
 
Carson unconsciously gritted her teeth. She hated Taylor already, but she unclenched her jaw and pasted on her most saccharine smile. “Can’t wait to meet her.”
 
Glenn let out an unexpected laugh. “Don’t ever get into playing poker, kid, but I appreciate that you’re trying.”
 
***
 
Taylor Tate shut the trunk of her silver Mercedes sedan with a thud. She walked over to the sidewalk and before heading inside, gave herself a once-over in the reflection of the car window. 
 
Hair: immaculate. Nails: perfectly manicured. Heels: at least four inches high or she might as well be barefoot. In her business, first impressions meant a lot, and she absolutely could not afford to fuck today up. But no one at the bar needed to know that, so she’d walk inside as the pinnacle of class and sophistication and give no one a reason to suspect otherwise. 
 
She took a deep breath and pressed her hands down her pencil skirt, ensuring her crisp, white button-down was tucked in. She touched each of her earlobes to confirm an earring hadn’t fallen out in her haste to arrive on time, thankful when her fingers encircled a tiny pearl in each of the expected locations.
 
The exterior of the bar was a bit drab, a heavy, wooden door the only obstacle between the frigid outside weather and the dimly lit interior. She hadn’t remembered it so worn down years ago, but maybe that was her memory playing tricks. Young, twenty-somethings were typically a lot more forgiving of aesthetics as long as the alcohol was cheap.
 
She pushed the thoughts away and pulled on the metal handle. The door creaked but didn’t move. She pulled harder, her forearm flexing under the strain of the resistance. “Fuck,” she muttered under her breath, looking around for a doorbell or any way to signal her arrival.
 
She glanced down at her watch. It was just a few minutes after noon. Glenn had assured her via text this morning that someone would be on-site to discuss next week’s Valentine’s Day events.
 
The door was heavy and solid, and she doubted anyone inside would be able to hear regardless of how long and forcefully she knocked. Taylor looked up and down the street, few people were out, none of them seeming like they’d be of much help. She pushed her sunglasses back down onto her face and started around the side of the building in search of a back alley or service entrance.
 
Her heels were not meant for traipsing around poorly shoveled city streets, but her wool coat provided enough warmth for the hopefully short adventure, the lapels of the jacket slapping with the quick clip of her walk. 
 
Did no one have their shit together anymore? If she didn’t need to make this event a success, she might have called Glenn right now to give him an earful. This was beyond unprofessional, her demeanor growing more sour with each passing step through the wintery slosh covering the sidewalks.
 
She rounded the corner to the alley, already on guard given the change in location. Safety, safety, safety, she remembered her mother chiding at her when she’d moved to Baltimore almost a decade ago for college. Be wary of surroundings. Be wary of people. Always carry pepper spray. 
 
Taylor wanted to laugh at her mother’s hyperbolic and constant warnings about strangers, but the gesture got stuck in her throat. She felt a wetness, as soapy water splashed all over the toes of her heels and up around her ankles. It’s warmth oozed through her tights immediately, quickly shifting to cold with the gusts of air blowing against her body.
 
“Oh, shit. I’m sorry,” called a woman standing next to an open door in the alley, still a few feet away from her. She held a bucket in one hand, a surprised look etched across her face.
 
Taylor wanted to glare, but she stood still and willed her body to resist the growing urge to have a meltdown. She wasn’t the Wicked Witch of the West. A little water shouldn’t have that much of an impact on her. Even if the woman had just ruined a three hundred dollar pair of heels. Her favorite heels, coincidentally. 
 
“I’m looking for someone named Carson,” Taylor responded, hoping the edge in her voice wasn’t audible. “Do you know where I can find him?”
 
The woman stared her up and down but didn’t speak, giving Taylor the same opportunity to stare right back. She continued to stand next to the door, a tattooed arm resting gently against it, feet crossed at the ankles with a calmness that bothered Taylor, her own poise waning with each water droplet sinking through her tights.
 
“I’m Carson,” she answered neutrally, that goddamn smirk still sitting on her annoyingly pretty face. 
 
“Oh, sorry,” Taylor said with an apologetic tone, immediately correcting her error. “Glenn just used a lot of words to describe you that led me to believe you might be a man.”
 
Taylor struggled to read the situation, and the woman in front of her, who she now knew to be Carson. 
 
“And what might those words be?” Carson asked evenly.
 
Probably best not to go into detail on this one. He hadn’t said anything inaccurate from what she’d already encountered, but she knew enough to know that people didn’t want to be described as prickly. Why had she even brought it up? 
 
She needed to shut up right now and get down to business. Too much depended on these events, and she needed to control the situation.
 
Taylor shook her head slowly from side to side to calm herself. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. I’m Taylor Tate.” She stepped closer, out of the puddle of water forming around her feet, and stuck out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Carson.”
 
Carson let out a small laugh, the sound echoing around the enclosed alleyway, amplifying the effect. She didn’t extend her own hand, instead choosing to push the door farther open and run the other hand through her long, dark hair. “Well, you might as well come inside. Sounds like we have a lot of work to do.”
 
Taylor’s face flushed with the rejection, but she quickly retracted her hand like she’d never extended it in the first place. She plastered on her most genuine fake smile. “Great. Let’s get started.”
 
***
 
Taylor Tate was a real piece of work. Who walked around Baltimore in February in four inch heels and a coat that probably cost more than Carson’s rent? 
 
Taylor Tate. That’s who. 
 
If she didn’t like the woman before, she certainly wasn’t impressed after their first meeting. Dumping water on her had been an honest accident, but damn if she was going to admit to that. This woman was upending her life without a care in the world, so she wasn’t exactly sorry if Taylor’s own day wasn’t going as planned either.
 
Her face split into a devilish grin, but she quickly dropped it when Taylor stared back at her in the long, narrow hallway leading to the main area of the bar. “Where do you want to work?” Taylor asked, her voice calmer than Carson’s would have been if the roles were reversed.
 
“We can work in the bar area. We’re not open for a few more hours, so we shouldn’t be interrupted,” Carson answered as she reached where the woman still stood, the hallway barely wide enough for them to both stand side-by-side. Carson moved to push by, her body gently brushing against the softness of Taylor’s coat, her arm hair prickling with the static electricity.
 
They both heard the audible crackle from the shock created with the friction, Taylor’s eyes jumping up to meet Carson’s. “I’m so sorry,” she said earnestly before quickly moving to pull her arm out of one of the sleeves. “Here, let me take this off so that we don’t run into any more accidents.”
 
Carson stood, unmoving in the small space, as Taylor worked to free herself from the garment. She was impressed by the dexterity with which she’d unbuttoned the coat, wondering what else those fingers were good at doing. She shook her head quickly at the intrusive thought, her forehead knocking into Taylor’s shoulder unexpectedly as the event planner continued to remove herself from the jacket. “Fuck,” Carson bellowed into the dim hallway.
 
“Oh my god. I’m so sorry, Carson,” Taylor responded immediately, her hand coming up to touch the other woman’s temple, concern etched across her face. 
 
At the unexpected contact, Carson’s body let out a small shiver that had nothing to do with the cold. She steadied herself quickly and moved her face a few inches away, annoyance flooding her veins. “I’d expect someone who dresses so put together to be a little more coordinated, but maybe that’s just to throw people off.”
 
She could see the tips of Taylor’s ears turn pink, her eyes growing slightly bigger at Carson’s thoughtless words. Emotions flashed across the other woman’s face, and she wondered for a moment if they were going to get into it, if Taylor was already going to crack under Carson’s cold demeanor and tell her off. But within seconds, her face calmed, like the emotion had never flamed across it in the first place. “I’d like to think we’re all complex creatures.” She paused for a moment and looked Carson up and down, and it made her feel naked under Taylor’s unblinking stare. “Even you,” she said simply before turning and heading into the bar.
 
Carson took a few moments to bite back her own cutting comment before following silently behind. They approached from the back of the building, the end of the long bar greeting her on the right side of the room, traveling almost the length of the shotgun style building to the front wall. Tables dotted the left side, the expanse ultimately leading to the front entrance with large, frosted windows that obscured the view outside.
 
Taylor sat down on one of the empty bar stools, placing her bag and coat gently on the seat next to her. Carson’s palms itched at the politeness of it all, of the focus on projecting that Taylor was some kind of goddamn debutante or something. She hated formality for the sake of it, bothered even more by the fact that Taylor could probably be cast as a Stepford Wife and knock the role out of the park.
 
She walked around the side of the bar and through the small, swinging door. Taylor stared at her as she moved through the space but didn’t speak. When Carson reached the prep station, she smacked her palms down hard on the counter and stared at Taylor evenly. “I have some prep to do while we talk. Do you mind?”
 
Taylor’s eyes flicked up to meet Carson’s. “Not at all. I want this to be as unobtrusive as possible.”
 
“Except for every day of the week that we have an event that takes over the entire bar area?” Carson retorted as she cut a lime with far more aggression than necessary, her fingers leaving indentations as she held the fruit in place. She focused on the task in front of her, instead of the brown eyes she felt staring her down.
 
Stupid Valentine’s Day. Slice. 
 
Stupid Charm City Events. Slice. 
 
Stupid Taylor Tate. Slice.
 
If the bar wasn’t in such a bad position, she would tell Taylor exactly where she could stick her bows and arrows.
 
“Exactly,” Taylor answered. “It’s for one week. And I’m hoping it will be beneficial to both of us.”
 
“Easy for you to say,” Carson said as she jabbed at the poor, defenseless lime in front of her. “You get to leave after whatever melee you incite. Some of us will be left to find heart-shaped confetti for the next year.” She still didn’t look up, embarrassed that Taylor likely noticed what she’d done to the lime.
 
“I hadn’t even thought about heart-shaped confetti, but that’s not a bad idea...”
 
Carson finally looked up to meet Taylor’s gaze, the blonde’s eyes alight. “I can’t tell if you’re kidding or not.” She stared at her for longer than was safe or comfortable, trying to suss out whether Taylor was serious. Her eyes scanned the contours of Taylor’s face, noticing the slight dimple on her cheek and dusting of freckles that covered her nose.
 
Carson’s face flushed as she took it all in. She worked to focus on the task at hand, but as she moved to avert her gaze with a more forceful shake back to reality than necessary, she misjudged the next slice of the lime. 
 
She felt nothing at first, the acid of the lime and the pain of the cut taking time to work into her body, to let her brain know that she’d made a mistake. The acid hurt worse than the cut, and once her brain became aware, a dullish, consuming pain built under her skin. Her thumb felt like it had a pulse stronger than her heart. “Shit,” she yelled as she threw the knife down into the sink next to her.
 
Taylor was out of her chair in a flash, Carson surprised at the deftness she navigated the bar in her tall heels. She was at Carson’s side in seconds, Taylor’s hands encircling the one that was cut, blood beginning to seep from the wound. She looked down and noticed that Taylor was barefoot and let out a small laugh at the unexpected discovery.
 
“Does cutting yourself always elicit this response?” Taylor asked without looking at her. She held Carson’s thumb above the rest of her hand, applying pressure to the wound to minimize the blood dripping from the cut.
 
What were they talking about? Carson couldn’t remember for a moment, her focus on Taylor’s hands encircling her own, the memory of her unbuttoning her jacket so quickly coming back, short circuiting her mind for a few seconds. Why did they keep ending up so close to one another? She wasn’t a touchy person, and in less than thirty minutes, they’d already been in each other’s space far more than she was comfortable with. Taylor said something else, but her mind was still running wild on other tangents, unfocused and far away.
 
“Carson?” She looked into brown eyes, now almost level with her own after the loss of Taylor’s heels.
 
“What did you say?” Carson worked to reorient herself to the present moment, to her injury that needed attention sooner rather than later.
 
“I asked if you could tell me where the first-aid kit is.” Taylor stared at her with a look she couldn’t quite decipher. And why was she being so nice to her right now? Carson hadn’t exactly rolled out the red carpet for her arrival.
 
“Oh, right. It’s in the cabinet under the register,” she said softly, pointing with her uninjured hand in the general direction. “You’ll know when you find it because you’ll see the giant machine with all the buttons on it.” She let out a small laugh at her joke.
 
A smile tugged at the corners of Taylor’s lips, although her mocha eyes still looked concerned. “Think you can handle applying pressure for a few seconds until I get back?”
 
Carson’s mouth turned upward. “I was planning on doing some whittling instead, but your idea may prove to be more helpful in the long run.”
 
Taylor removed her hand and walked toward the register. “Sounds like you aren’t exactly the planning type,” she quipped as she stooped low to open the cabinet.
 
Carson bristled at the comment, whatever calmness she’d managed so far disappearing in a flash. “I’m sorry we don’t all wake up every morning with the desire to match our pearls to our jacket buttons.” She stopped speaking abruptly after the words tumbled out. Taylor didn’t need to know anything about what she noticed or didn’t notice about her outfit. She was still enemy number one as far as Carson was concerned. 
 
Taylor stood up and walked back toward her with a small first-aid kit in her hands. “Run your finger under water to clean it first,” she said as she put the kit down. She removed an ointment packet and a bandaid and placed them on the wooden bar before eyeing Carson evenly.
 
“Bossy much?” Carson turned on the tap and let the water run freely. It immediately tempered the sting of the cut, but she wasn’t going to admit that.
 
“I’d use the term helpful, but to each their own,” Taylor retorted. “Also, do you have something against pearls?” she asked, standing up to her full height. She commanded attention, but it was difficult for Carson to take her completely serious given that she was still padding around the bar area in tights.
 
Carson chose to sidestep the question. “You shouldn’t be walking around back here without shoes on. There may be stray bits of glass.” 
 
“Wouldn’t that speak to a lack of cleaning on your part?” Taylor shot back surprisingly fast.
 
“It’s a bar, not a five-star restaurant,” she scoffed as she removed her hand from under the tap. “We do our best, and if you don’t like the service, maybe you should have found another bar to sell on your Valentine’s Day pitch.”
 
“What can I say, I’m a glutton for punishment,” Taylor responded. 
 
The sarcasm briefly tempered Carson’s anger. She understood sarcastic quips, and she took a few deep breaths to try and calm herself. Glenn would be so disappointed if he saw her behavior right now, and she willed her body to calm down. She wasn’t going to be the reason the bar couldn’t stay afloat. 
 
If the week failed, it would be because Stepford Barbie came up with some lame ass plan, not because she hadn’t done her part. She looked up to find Taylor staring at her, the woman’s expressive gaze sending a ripple of awareness across her body. “Can I have the ointment please?” Carson asked as nicely as she could manage.
 
Taylor ripped the top off the small packet and once again put her hand around Carson’s. “Here, let me do it.”
 
To her own surprise, Carson obliged almost immediately and allowed her to hold the hand steady. Taylor squinted slightly as she applied a generous dollop of the cream onto Carson’s finger. God, this woman took everything so seriously. She wanted to laugh at the intensity of the other woman's focus, but resisted the urge.
 
Taylor picked up the already unwrapped Band-Aid from where it sat on the lid of the first-aid kit and plucked away one of the pieces of plastic. Carson felt the hand around hers tighten slightly as the sticky fabric gently wrapped around her thumb, the focus returning as she completed the task. “There,” Taylor said triumphantly as she removed her hand from around Carson’s. The throb had lessened with the distraction of Taylor’s hands on her own, and she lifted her thumb into the air.
 
“Not sure anyone’s going to pick up a hitchhiker in here, but there should be no permanent damage if you ever go that route.”
 
Carson glared, but there was no depth to the stare, no anger hidden behind it. It was rare to find someone more sarcastic than herself, and the juxtaposition of Taylor’s words and her physical presentation confused her. “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said slowly, annoyed a witty retort wasn’t on the tip of her tongue.
 
 
***
 
“So what’s your grand plan?” Carson asked her as she began chopping fruit again, albeit more slowly and with what seemed like less force than before. Taylor stared at her for a few seconds and watched as the tendons under her tattooed forearm rippled with each slicing motion.
 
She noticed that Carson was a lefty, and she hated that she noticed anything about her. Better for Taylor to focus on things the bar manager had no control over like her dominant hand instead of how her long, dark hair fell wild across her shoulders and down her back or the tank top she wore that exposed the sides of her ribcage.
 
Taylor let out a small laugh and pulled herself back to reality. She had no idea what to make of this woman. “Does that mean you’re willing to be a committed participant?” She didn’t need Carson to throw a parade, but the probability of the week working out increased exponentially if the bar manager got on board.
 
“I’m willing to support Glenn in whatever way I possibly can,” Carson said simply. 
 
Taylor’s eyes softened at the admission. “Whatever gets us across the finish line.” She pulled a laptop and a few manilla folders from her bag and laid them on the bar in front of her. 
 
“What are you, Mary Poppins with all the stuff in that purse?” Carson teased, distracting Taylor’s attention from organizing files she’d already organized and color-coded numerous times in preparation for today.
 
She looked up from the folders and gave Carson a stern look. “First, it’s a tote. Second, you’re welcome for already having the majority of the work done. I doubt you’d want to sit here for hours with me and brainstorm ideas, so these papers you’re so keen to laugh at will save you hours of headache today.” The words could have been delivered in a calmer tone, but this woman set her on edge with every snarky comment. Which was almost every comment she made.
 
“You’ve made a fatal mistake though,” Carson said, her expression giving nothing away.
 
“And what’s that, Carson?” she asked as she bit back any cutting words.
 
“You’re assuming I like your ideas,” the woman answered smugly as she continued chopping away at garnishes.
 
“You haven’t even heard them yet.”
 
“All I’m saying is that you’re making some big assumptions. We could have twice as much work on our hands if the ideas suck. Then I’ll need to both talk you out of your ideas and come up with better ones.”
 
Taylor sat up straight on the barstool. “I’ve been running an event planning business for five years. I think I know what people want.”
 
“And what do people want?” Carson asked, cocking her head to the side and smirking. Taylor found the dismissive gesture infuriating.
 
The question had likely been rhetorical, but Taylor began to grow angry. “People want to feel something. They want to have fun, and they want an experience they can share with others.” She paused for a moment. “Why do you think people go to bars?”
 
Carson laughed. “Easy. To get drunk and to get laid. People don’t care about forming lasting connections. They want to get theirs and then move on to the next. The only thing we’ll probably agree on is that the Valentine’s Day events are a perfect way to prey on losers who want to pretend meeting someone will fill the emptiness in their pointless lives.”
 
Taylor blanched. Was that really how Carson felt? God, what the fuck had happened to this woman to make her so jaded and angry? She forced the thoughts away before she said something she might regret. “I don’t actually think we agree on that last part.”
 
Carson cocked her head to the side again, the gesture even more frustrating the second time. “Well, luckily, it sounds like we don’t have to agree. You deal with the events, and I’ll deal with the drinks. If we can do that, we should barely have to interact with one another anyway.”
 
“Speaking of drinks, have you given any thought to a special menu for the week?” It was becoming apparent Carson hated Valentine’s Day but genuinely seemed to enjoy her role as bar manager, so Taylor worked to orient the conversation to more positive subjects.
 
“I’m assuming you want sweet, red, and woefully sappy?” Carson asked as she scooped up a cut lime and placed the pieces in the garnish tray set between them.
 
“Drinks are not my forte, so I’m happy to defer to you on this. I’d like them to be on brand as much as possible, but beyond running through them before we start, I trust you.” Trust was a strong word, but she didn’t want to rock the boat again.
 
“Are you just trying to get on my good side?”
 
Taylor raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know that I needed to be.”
 
“Fair,” Carson said with a small laugh. “Tonight’s going to be a slow night, so come back around eight.”
 
“For what?” Taylor asked, her brows furrowed in confusion.
 
“To sample the drinks,” Carson answered like it was the most obvious thing in the world.
 
***
 
Carson hustled from one end of the bar to the other, taking three orders in rapid succession before beginning to make the drinks at her bar station. Monday was generally their slowest night, but in a rare turn of events, the bar was filled with people.
 
“Hey, Carson,” the other bartender, Blake, shouted from a few feet away. “Cherry bomb!” he yelled at the same time he launched a maraschino cherry into the air toward her. She caught the fruit in her mouth like she’d done many times before, the customers sitting at the bar all letting out an excited whoop of glee.
 
“One of these days, we’re going to fuck that up, Blake,” she said as she moved by him, bumping her butt against his slightly as she did. Their sexual preferences were like oil and water, although they probably had too much fun trying to make one another flirt with customers for better tips.
 
“You know I love having an audience,” he said with a rue smile and a wink. “And I love the tips. People tip fantastically when bar tricks are involved, and this is the largest number of them we’ve had to keep enrapt in a while.” 
 
In all the years she’d known him, Blake never had a problem keeping people spellbound, even when they were kids. She’d gotten him the job at Second Chances a few years after she’d started, but he’d done the hard work and come into his own as a bartender the last few years. She smiled inwardly as she remembered gangly, baby Blake, but she didn’t have time for a walk down memory lane right now.
 
“You’re telling me,” she said, shuffling quickly past him again, a shaker bouncing in one hand and two bottles of beer in the other. She wondered briefly if they could call the Valentine’s Day nonsense off, but she knew that one good night wouldn’t turn the bar’s finances around.
 
“Who’s the hottie who just walked in?” Blake asked with a grin. Most likely some muscled man that Blake hoped was gay. Whether accurate or not, a mystery to be revealed, as the night wore on. 
 
Carson followed the path of his eyes with her own. How was it eight already? The bar had been packed since the happy hour crowd with no signs of slowing down, and she barely registered how much time had passed.
 
With the expectation of the slow day, they didn’t have a bouncer working at the front to check IDs, but the woman still stood awkwardly for a moment like she was expecting a maître d' to take her coat. “I know her, and soon you will too.” She stared at Blake ominously.
 
His eyes were wide. Carson knew he wanted the real answer, but he couldn’t stop himself from speaking first. “Oh my god, who is she? Please put me out of my misery and confirm she’s your long lost lover Katarina who you thought was killed on your Swiss Alps ski trip but is back to find you now that she’s recovered from the amnesia she suffered in the avalanche.” 
 
Carson let out a bellow and laughed so hard she almost dropped the bottle in her hand. “Jesus fucking christ, Blake. You need to stop watching so much garbage television. I’ve gotta give you points though. You definitely paint a picture.”
 
His eyes remained wide and unblinking. “Is she your mortal enemy? Raised since birth to loathe one another?”
 
She considered the idea before speaking. “Close enough to the last option. She’s the planner running the Valentine’s Week events.”
 
Blake shifted his stare between Carson and Taylor, who still stood by the door. “Juicy,” he said before turning his attention back to a customer at the bar who signaled for a refill.
 
She didn’t have time to welcome Taylor to the bar in the manner she was obviously accustomed to being greeted. Not that she would have anyway. It wasn’t a huge space, and given she was the bar manager, should be pretty easy for Taylor to figure out where she could find her once she plucked up the courage to fully come inside.
 
Carson had a few seconds before the woman noticed her, distracted slightly as she made the drink in front of her without looking down at it. Taylor wore dark, tapered jeans and a v-neck sweater that just showed a hint of cleavage. She’d ditched the high heels tonight in favor of a pair of low, suede boots that only reached her ankles.
 
At least she’s teachable, Carson thought to herself, still wondering who the fuck would show up to a bar like this in heels like that earlier today. Apparently, Taylor Tate. That’s who.
 
A seat opened up from her across the bar as she continued to watch whatever internal struggle prohibited Taylor from making her way over, a man moving to slide into the open space. “Seat’s taken,” she said with a stern voice, making eye contact so he didn’t try to challenge her on it. “Ms. Tate,” she bellowed above the voices and music. Taylor’s eyes whipped toward her. “Your reserved seat is ready,” Carson smirked as she motioned toward the stool.
 
Taylor slid into the seat moments later and folded her jacket across her lap. “Thanks,” she said sheepishly. “I didn’t expect it to be so busy.”
 
“I guess good things happen to good people,” Carson retorted.
 
Taylor furrowed her brow, and Carson disliked the small flutter that lodged in her abdomen at the act. “Am I the good person in this scenario or are you?”
 
Carson let out a small laugh and ignored the question, placing a menu the size of a half sheet of paper in front of the other woman. “I went ahead and printed this today. It’s the menu for drink specials, coordinated by the day of the week.” She stared across the bar, an unreadable expression on Taylor’s face, so she pressed on. “They’re strong. I hope you don’t have any early morning meetings tomorrow.”
 
Taylor picked up the menu and gently flipped it between her fingers. “Bottoms up.”
 
***
 
“What’s this one called?” Taylor asked as the first drink was placed in front of her. She refrained from mentioning the few tastefully added, albeit black, hearts dotting the menu.
 
“Cupid’s Hope, but I’m making it with a twist. I figured we’d at least start with the hopeful impression this train wreck of a week could go well,” she jested.
 
“What’s the twist?” She toyed with the straw in her glass before taking a sip. She didn’t think Carson would poison her, but the woman was obviously still frustrated the week was happening. She couldn’t afford to take chances.
 
“Some people blend it, but that’s not really our style and takes too much overhead time. I’ve simplified it to be more dive friendly.” 
 
Taylor looked up, surprised with the thought the woman had put into the task at hand. She’d arrived tonight wondering if she’d be served “Cupid’s Whiskey” and “Cupid’s Vodka” and “Cupid’s Tequila” in plastic shot glasses from Carson. Glad that wasn’t the case. 
 
“This is good,” she said after taking her first sip, the flavors dancing on her palette.
 
“Did you expect it to not be?” Carson asked, a slight hint of defensiveness in her voice. 
 
Taylor didn’t want to go down this path. While it was clear Carson had spent time getting everything together, the time since she’d left the bar earlier hadn’t been a walk in the park either. She’d received three calls to her personal cell phone number and no less than half a dozen angry emails from Charm City Events vendors between leaving the bar and coming back to sample drinks. Showing up tonight took all of her resolve, but she wasn’t one to shirk her responsibilities, especially given how much the upcoming week mattered.
 
She took another long sip, finally coming around to the idea of letting off some steam as the alcohol settled in her stomach. Especially if the drinks were free. “I expected nothing else from a consummate professional like yourself. What else ya got for me?” she asked as she drained the remainder of the drink.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Cupid’s Hope
 
Ingredients:
 
 
	1.5 oz Reyka Vodka
	1 oz lemon juice
	.75 oz rosemary syrup
	2 oz pear juice

 
Instructions:
Pour all ingredients into a tall glass over crushed ice and swizzle.
 
***
 
Why did she ever think this was a good idea? Taylor grabbed the bags from the trunk of her car and shot off a text. After being locked out on her first visit, she’d made sure to get Carson’s number to mitigate any more back alley splashing incidents.
 
She only had to wait a few seconds before the large, hulking door creaked open. Carson peered past the edge of the door, her dark, smokey makeup out of place against the bright backdrop of late-morning. 
 
With Valentine’s Day on a Saturday this year, they’d do a new event each night of the week building up to the final weekend party. Rather than compete with couples who had dinner reservations and extravagant dates planned, the last night was billed as an after party of sorts to close out the week on a high note.
 
They’d been communicating throughout the past week about the event, poised to kick off the first evening’s festivities tonight. It hadn’t been an easy road, especially with her co-captain’s lack of enthusiasm, but when push came to shove, Carson had done everything that was asked of her without the initial outright anger, although sarcasm and general disaffection were still well within her repertoire. 
 
Taylor’s stomach lurched as she followed the woman into the bar, her eyes working to adjust to the low lighting. She always grew nervous before a big event, but this was different. They all mattered, but if this week fell through, she’d need to seriously reevaluate her life. The money in her bank account for life expenses dwindled day by day, let alone what she still owed on outstanding accounts. Shame flooded her veins, and she worked quickly to push the feeling away and focus on tonight.
 
“You brought me presents?” Carson said as she slipped around to the employee side of the bar.
 
Taylor looked down at the bags in her hands. “Not for you, although I hope you’ll benefit from them. They’re decorations and supplies for the events.”
 
Carson quirked an eyebrow. “And here I thought you were just a pretty face.” 
 
Taylor’s face blushed at the compliment, even if it was backhanded. She gave Carson a small, and likely ineffective, glare. The woman was like Teflon. Thick-skinned. Unwilling to compromise. Constantly snarky. She had this whole disaffected attitude that drove Taylor insane. “How’s the social media push going?”
 
Carson wiped down the bar as she spoke. “Well, I’ve gotten no less than a dozen messages asking how I can take myself seriously, but other than that, we’ve got solid guest lists and interest. Let’s just see if people show up.”
 
“Great,” Taylor beamed, ignoring the woman’s jab. 
 
After the drink tasting last week, Taylor spent the next day alternating between dry heaving in her apartment from the hangover caused by six cocktails in two hours and trying to build out all of the events for the week on Facebook. She’d settled on providing as many options as possible while still working to encourage advanced tickets.
 
All of the six nights had a five dollar cover charge, or people could buy a ticket for the entire week for twenty bucks which included a free drink special each event. She was banking hard on people having more than one drink every night, and she hoped it didn’t blow up in her face.
 
Taylor couldn’t tell from one moment to the next if Carson hoped for the event to be a success or explode spectacularly in her face, and it kept her on edge and constantly worrying. She had enough of her own imposter syndrome that she didn’t appreciate the sarcasm and less than enthusiastic responses from the other woman. They just needed to get through this week, and they’d never have to deal with one another again. At least, that’s the mantra she kept repeating as she slowly ticked off the mountain of tasks before the events began.
 
“How are ticket sales?” Taylor asked without looking up at her.
 
“Advance ticket sales are good. Surprisingly good, actually.” She looked up to find Carson meeting her stare, the woman’s dark eyes giving nothing away. “I also noticed we got a bunch of new likes on our social media pages.”
 
“I may have posted the event on a few singles meetups pages. I wanted to ensure we were casting the widest net possible.” Carson glared at her, but she expected that. “Hey, this event is about bringing new people to the bar. Single people drink. And single people mingle. Regardless of whether or not it’s Valentine’s Day, these are a core demographic of your business model. Or have you forgotten the little people on your path to world domination?” Taylor laughed, earning her another glare.
 
“It’s just so hokey. This whole thing makes me feel like some weird sort of love pimp,” Carson said, making an over exaggerated shuddering motion that rolled through her whole body.
 
Taylor raised an eyebrow, her eyes now meeting Carson’s. “Call it whatever you want, but I think this way is more honest. Weren’t you the one who told me last week that people only go to bars to get laid? Same rules still apply, we’re just now overtly encouraging it to happen. So the way I look at it, you were still a pimp before, but at least now, you have the title to go with it.”
 
“Well, fuck,” Carson said with a laugh. Taylor hadn’t heard the sound before, and she grew momentarily distracted by the other woman’s white teeth flashing as she worked to regain her composure. 
 
“I don’t make the rules,” Taylor said with a cheeky grin although her voice remained professional. “I just take advantage of them.”
 
***
 
Why was everything so red? Carson resisted the urge to rip the tiny shape into even tinier, more jagged pieces as she pulled what had to be the millionth heart from one of the bags Taylor had brought with her. The decorations were so overbearingly sweet she might go into sugar shock if she touched anymore of them. 
 
Even with her typically poor judgment and impulse control, she knew no good would come from verbally, or physically, assaulting the decorations. Unless it was an upscale venue, people didn’t typically care about decor anyway, so as long as the divey, dingy ambiance persisted amidst the brightly colored hearts, they might be okay.
 
“So what’s tonight’s event?” Carson asked as she wound pink and red streamers around one another along the length of the wall.
 
She could feel Taylor rolling her eyes. “Did you not read any of the emails I sent you?”
 
“Email isn’t really my thing,” Carson answered with a noncommittal shrug. 
 
“You’re a bar manager. How do you deal with vendors and suppliers and customer issues?” Taylor asked. She stood on the opposite side of the room working on her own decorations, a little piece of Carson’s soul dying with each red heart she hung from the ceiling.
 
“I get to them.” It was none of Taylor Tate’s business how she ran the bar. That woman needed to take it down a few pegs and chill out.
 
“That’s not very professional,” Taylor snarked.
 
“I never claimed to be a professional.” Communication wasn’t her strong suit, and she couldn’t stop herself as the words tumbled out of her mouth. “And considering you seem to need this week as much as we do, doesn’t seem like all your professionalism is going that well for you either.” She lifted an eyebrow and let the words fall heavy in the room between them.
 
Taylor met her stare, her eyes flashing. Carson wondered again like last week if Taylor was about to explode, to go off on her, so that they could really get into it. Why was she so weirdly open to the idea?
 
But apparently, Taylor was more of a professional than her because she didn’t take the bait. “Tonight’s event is speed meeting.”
 
Carson stifled a gag. “A little heteronormative, don’t you think?”
 
“It’s not a one-on-one straight type of deal. It’s groups of three, all mixed gender. None of the events require you to indicate you’re a man seeking a woman or vice versa.” 
 
Carson began to think she should have read those emails. “Oh,” she said, the surprise in her voice clear.
 
“The events are meant to bring people together. Whether they end up pairing off later is their business.” Taylor stopped for a minute, Carson able to see the wheels turning in her head. “Or whatever number of participants they choose to leave with,” she said, a small smile tugging at the blonde’s lips. “But meeting for the sake of romantic interest is taxing and overwhelming for a lot of people. That’s not what I wanted this to be about, and I didn’t think that would fit with your aesthetic.”
 
A small laugh escaped Carson’s lips. “Fair enough,” she answered. “Anything else I should know before we get this party started? I’ll be working tonight along with Blake, the bartender you met last week.”
 
Taylor smiled. “I liked Blake. He was funny. A little dramatic, but entertaining.”
 
Taylor had no idea how entertaining Blake could be. While the woman downed an impressive number of drinks in a short time, Blake was in Carson’s ear the entire night, encouraging her to flirt shamelessly to pass the time. But she hadn’t given in. No good could come from upsetting their delicate balance. 
 
And more importantly, Taylor wasn’t her type. All focused and pragmatic. She was attractive if someone was into the whole straight girl who brunched on the weekend vibe. A little too calculated. And probably not even queer.
 
Carson looked up as she wound the last few feet of streamers together to find Taylor staring at her. The blonde quickly averted her gaze before speaking. “Looks like we’re almost set up here. I’m going to take care of a few things, but I’ll be back before the event’s scheduled to start.” 
 
Carson saw concern on Taylor’s face, annoyed she noticed. “Something wrong?” she said curtly. “Are the streamers not to your liking?”
 
Taylor’s face softened. “No, it’s not that. I just wanted to make sure you aren’t working a fifteen hour day or anything.” She quickly cleared her throat. “I mean, it’s a long week. Can’t have you burning out before we even get started.”
 
“I’ll be fine. No need to worry about me,” Carson answered as she walked back around the bar. This conversation needed to be over. She didn’t need pity or help. “I’m going to grab some inventory from the back. Just lock up on your way out.” And with that, she grabbed a pair of keys sitting on the bar and headed down the long hallway toward the supply room, refusing to look back.
 
***
 
Taylor always had nervous energy before an event, but today, she felt raw and exposed, like she couldn’t quite get her bearings. It had to be the effects of the last few months. She knew she was running on fumes, but she willed herself to maintain her composure in spite of her lack of enthusiasm and confidence.
 
She’d always had a great sense for events. For people and what they wanted. For what they wanted beyond what they could articulate. It had allowed her to excel right out of the gate as an event planner. From weddings to retirements to engagements, she’d always had a knack for bringing parties together. Why did she feel so out of her element? Although working with bars was slightly new to her, it was beyond important tonight went well. Too much rode on the success of this week. 
 
Maybe that was it. Besides her first few events years ago, which set the standard for referrals and positive reviews, she’d never felt like any event mattered more than the others. And of course, it would play out that she’d been forced to work with someone as combative and difficult as Carson. Just her luck.
 
She had a few hours before she needed to get back to the bar, padding around her apartment in a plush bathrobe she’d purchased when things in her life were going differently. Thank god bathrobes weren’t returnable because she didn’t think she could part with the soft, warming fabric. She’d done away with many of her previous luxuries, but she and the bathrobe were in this until the end together as far as she was concerned.
 
Her ringing phone distracted her from agonizing over the past few months. She hit answer and set the call on speaker. “Hey, Jane. What’s up?” she said toward the general vicinity of the device.
 
Jane was her best friend, and one of the only people that had stuck with her over the past six months. She couldn’t thank the woman enough, and she knew she called sometimes just to make sure Taylor hadn’t finally gone off the deep end.
 
“Hey, Tay,” she said in an almost too chipper, singsongy voice. “I was just calling to say hello. Tonight’s the big night, right?”
 
Taylor let out a small scoff as she picked up the phone and moved it with her to the bathroom before placing it on the countertop. “Yes, Jane.” She didn’t want to talk about it right now. “How are you? How’s Kyle? Do you two have any Valentine’s Day plans?”
 
Jane’s laugh echoed through the small bathroom. “Kyle and I broke up.”
 
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Taylor answered before tilting her head. “You don’t seem all that broken up about it.”
 
“I’m not. We didn’t really see eye-to-eye if you know what I mean.”
 
“Jane, I have absolutely no idea what you mean and you know it. That phrase can be used with so many things.” She picked up her eyeliner and moved her face closer to the mirror.
 
“We dated for like a month, and he was ready to plan out our life together.”
 
Taylor smiled into the room. “Well, you’re a pretty great catch, Jane. I’m sure he was just trying to lock it down before you got bored, but I can understand that must be frustrating.” 
 
She had no idea how the woman did it. Men fawned at Jane’s feet. Willing lambs to the slaughter, she’d started calling them after she saw the scenario play out enough times. They wanted to be her everything, to build a life with her. It was absolutely insane given the hyper commitment-phobic world they lived in, but every situation inevitably played out the same in the years she’d known her.
 
Jane let out a small huff through the speaker. “I’m not this perfect being. I have flaws and issues.” She paused before continuing, her voice barely a whisper when she spoke next. “And sometimes, I even get constipated.” 
 
Taylor let out an unexpected laugh but tried to temper it quickly before she stabbed herself with her eyeliner pencil. “And you’re funny. Don’t forget the funny part.”
 
“You say that now, but you never supported my dream to audition for Last Comic Standing. I’ll never forgive you for that,” she wailed through the phone.
 
“You started writing jokes the same week you wanted to audition. I told you that if you still wanted to be a comic when the next auditions rolled around, I would take you there regardless of city, state, or country.” Jane let out a small sound of discontent but didn’t speak. “And how did that play out?” Taylor asked with a smile in her voice.
 
“Why do you like to torture me?”
 
“I don’t like to torture you. I like to provide some transparency and clarity on your life through my eyes.”
 
“It’s not like we’re both not living in our own made up worlds.”
 
“I feel like you’re trying to confuse me with all the double negatives. And I didn’t say we weren’t. All I asked was how your dream of being a standup comic ended.” Jane mumbled something inaudible. “What was that?” Taylor asked, her eyes wide as she moved on to putting mascara on her lashes.
 
“I had already moved on to wanting to be a painter,” Jane practically yelled into the receiver.
 
“And what’s your current dream?”
 
“Trick question. My current dream is to have the best friend in the world, which I’ve already attained,” Jane smirked though the receiver, clearly proud of herself.
 
“Don’t try to suck up. I always know you’re avoiding the question when you compliment me.”
 
Jane sighed. “I want to be a cake decorator.”
 
“And how long have you wanted that dream?”
 
“Oh, probably my whole life,” Jane answered with a seriousness that made Taylor almost double over laughing.
 
“So, not since we started watching The Great British Bake Off last week?”
 
She could feel Jane shaking her head. “Definitely not. Always been a dream. Couldn’t love it any more than if I’d actually started doing it sooner.”
 
“And I love you for that,” Taylor said as she finished applying her makeup. 
 
She gave herself a once over in the mirror. She’d gone with a slightly smokey eye look with a natural foundation, taking note on her last visit to the bar with how the patrons dressed. She didn’t have stage fright, but she’d have to engage with a lot of people tonight and wanted to make sure they believed she had her shit together. Whether or not that was true remained to be seen.
 
“I love you too, girl.” Jane grew serious for a moment. “And I’m proud of you. It takes a lot of guts to do what you’re doing. And I know you’ll kill it tonight.”
 
Taylor’s eyes grew misty at her friend’s heartfelt statement, but she didn’t want to get lost in sentimentality right now. “Don’t make me cry, asshole. I just finished my makeup,” she said as an idea struck her. She mulled it over for a few seconds before speaking. “But, since you’re now single, I think you could be the perfect addition to tonight’s event. You can be my man on the inside and let me know what people think.”
 
“And what’s in it for me?” Jane asked dryly.
 
“My undying devotion?” Taylor said as more of a question than a statement. Jane let out another small, noncommittal huff. “Fine. You run a hard bargain. All the drinks you want. Better?”
 
“Does a baker have a favorite rolling pin?”
 
Taylor furrowed her brows. “What does that even mean?”
 
“It means I’m in, bestie. I’ll meet you at your place in an hour.” 
 
Taylor hit end on the call and stared into the mirror, working to psych herself up for the long, potentially disastrous night ahead.
 
***
 
 
The bar had already been open for a few hours, a happy hour crowd keeping Carson busy. A few customers commented on the decorations, but luckily, the response overall seemed positive. She let out a long sigh as she loaded the small dishwasher hidden under the bar top. 
 
“What’s got you down?” Blake asked as he mixed a cocktail to her left. “We may just meet our soulmates tonight. Isn’t that exciting?” he asked wryly.
 
“I doubt this event is going to bring in your type. Or mine. But I admire your enthusiasm. One of us needs to be a ray of sunshine, and I think we both know it’s not going to be me.”
 
She would never admit that she was nervous, that she worried about no one showing up and the event being a complete waste. It wasn’t her own embarrassment she feared, but that the lack of attendance coupled with the word of mouth at what a shit event they’d put on would filter out to the general community. If that happened, they’d never recover and this week would be the final nail in the coffin. 
 
She could already imagine the headlines now.
 
Local bar can’t find love.
 
Sometimes, love’s just not enough.
 
After thirty years, Second Chances ran out.
 
Blake’s voice pulled her out of her mental spiral. “I’ve got it!” he said, emphatically snapping his fingers to get her attention. “Katarina’s return from the Swiss Alps skiing accident isn’t going as well as you’d hoped. Life stopped moving forward for her, but you’re a different woman. You’re trying to get the magic back, but the spark isn’t there anymore. The thing you’ve prayed about every night for years finally came true, but it feels more like a wish a genie granted that has strings attached you never imagined.” He looked at her solemnly. “Your wish for her safety was granted, but at the cost of your own love.”
 
A smile tugged at the corner of Carson’s lips. She didn’t know what she’d do without Blake. His ineffable enthusiasm and strangely wired brain provided endless sources of entertainment for her. She needed that right now and played along like she’d done for years. “But who we were isn’t who we’re meant to be. And who we’re meant to be may mean not being meant to be together.” She put her hand across her face and let out a small sob. “It’s all so unfair. Katarinaaaaaaa,” she bellowed into the bar.
 
A few customers looked at her, and she gave them her best cheeky smile before throwing it in Blake’s direction. “Girl, it’s like you’re reading my mind,” he laughed.
 
“Then I hope you can read mine, too.” She stared at him with a slight squint, trying to give him a hint by looking back and forth between him and the almost empty garnish station. 
 
He ran his fingers along his well-groomed beard, almost nothing more than perfectly shorn stubble. “You think I deserve a raise,” he answered after a few contemplative seconds.
 
Carson let out a laugh. “I think we all deserve raises, but no.” She reached her hand into the small section where a few sad cherries remained and popped one into her mouth for emphasis.
 
“Don’t say I never shot my shot,” he shrugged. She couldn’t tell if he was ignoring the obvious or truly ignorant of her hints. Carson watched his eyes wander toward the door, his focus removed from their conversation. It had better be six feet of muscled sex God for him to lose interest in her so quickly.
 
She followed his eyeline, her breath catching for a moment. Taylor walked in, accompanied by another gorgeous woman, their eyes both alight with the conversation happening between them. Taylor laughed at something the other woman said to her, a strange flurry in Carson’s abdomen as she watched the exchange.
 
Taylor wore high boots with her all black ensemble tonight, and she’d done her makeup differently than the past times they’d met. She looked way more sex kitten and far less Stepford Wives, and Carson’s body reacted strongly to the switch up.
 
“I would vote for those two as class couple any day,” Blake said with an appreciative nod.
 
“Aren’t you gay, Blake?” Carson responded with a light slap on his shoulder.
 
“I don’t need to be anything to appreciate beauty. And those two women are hot together. I ship it.” 
 
Carson let out a scoff and averted her gaze from the two women. “If you’re into that sort of thing.”
 
Blake turned his attention back to her. “Methinks the lady doth protest too much.”
 
“First off, I don’t know what that means. Second, fuck off.” She put her middle finger up to emphasize her point.
 
“I think that could be construed as workplace harassment,” Blake shot back with a grin. “But they’re walking over now, so you better be on your best behavior,” he said quickly with the approach of the women.
 
“Hey, Carson. Hey, Blake,” Taylor greeted them as she approached the bar. “How are things going so far?”
 
“Hey, Taylor. Is this your girlfriend?” Blake asked before Carson could stop him, earning himself a swift kick under the bar but out of eye sight. He winced but his smile didn’t falter. 
 
What a showman, Carson thought dryly.
 
To her credit, Taylor seemed confused for a moment, looking like a deer caught in the headlights. “This is Jane.” It didn’t go unnoticed to Carson that she didn’t say Jane wasn’t her girlfriend. Her eyes narrowed at the new information.
 
Time for her to get through the worst week of her life as best she possibly could. She put on a fake but passable smile. “Jane, nice to meet you,” Carson said, extending her hand over the bar to shake.
 
Taylor looked at her, and she felt her pulse pick up at the intensity of the stare. “Carson, I was hoping we could chat for a few minutes before the events start and make sure everything is set up. When’s a good time for you?” she asked.
 
Carson busied herself organizing the simple syrup bottles in front of her, frustrated at her body’s betrayal. Stepford Barbie walking in one time looking like someone finally pulled the stick out of her ass did not mean they were going to be friends. Or anything else. It was better to get this over with before she started drinking and said something she’d regret. For many possible reasons. “Now’s great. We can talk in Glenn’s office.”
 
She walked down her side of the bar, Taylor following parallel, navigating around any bodies in her way. They met at the door leading back to the offices and storage rooms. Glenn’s office was off to the right about halfway down the narrow hallway. The hallway they’d already had so many issues in.
 
Carson took a deep breath as she walked. When she arrived at the door, she opened it gently and flipped on the light switch. She thought about Glenn as she entered, about their conversation in this very room a week ago when she’d been assigned this horrible task. It had proven to be a distraction, but that didn’t mean anything. Having a tooth pulled was also a distraction but not something she’d eagerly welcome just to avoid other things.
 
She leaned against the edge of the desk and crossed her arms and legs. “What’s up?”
 
“I just wanted to sync up before we get going tonight. Make sure we’re on the same page.” Taylor fiddled with the hem of her shirt as she spoke, but she didn’t break eye contact.
 
Carson resisted the urge to scoff. They probably weren’t even reading the same book. “The tables for schmoozing are set up and have little reserved cards on them.” She paused and tried not to glare. “Which is honestly something I never thought I’d say during my time working here.”
 
Taylor let out a small, rolling laugh that caused her body to gently shake. “I appreciate your adaptability.”
 
Carson ignored the other woman’s sincere and penetrating stare. “So, yeah. Anyway, the microphone is set up so that you’ll be able to talk over the crowd. The door guy is giving people here for the event the special stamps you bought for each night.” 
 
She glanced at the back of Taylor’s hand, a set of lips stamped in red on her skin. The color almost matched the lipstick Carson wore, although she tried not to think too much about it. There’d be a lot of women walking around with those kiss stamps tonight, and she’d be smarter to give her attention to them.
 
“That all sounds great,” Taylor responded. Carson dragged her eyes away from the kiss stamp and back up to the woman’s face. Her brown eyes were magnified by the eye makeup she wore, and Carson found herself drawn to them in a way she hated. She noticed Taylor blinked a few times before she placed a hand on Carson’s forearm. She stilled at the contact, shaking her head from side to side. “Carson?” Taylor asked, her eyes now tinged with concern.
 
“What?” she snapped harsher than intended, her mind foggy in a way she couldn’t explain.
 
The blonde removed her hand and dropped it to her side quickly, her eyes wide at Carson’s tone. “I asked if there was anything you needed me to know before we got started. About the drinks?” Taylor asked expectantly, although Carson noticed a slight edge to the woman’s voice.
 
“Drinks. Right.” She ran through the list of tasks she’d already checked off today out loud. “Simple syrup is made. Garnishes are filled. Blake’s been prepped. I think that’s everything.” Taylor smiled at her, and she felt a stupid flutter radiate through her ribcage. She wished she could squash it like a bug under her boot.
 
“Great. Thank you so much.”
 
“For what? I’m just doing my job.” Carson felt vulnerable under the other woman’s stare, and she hated that more than almost anything. She wasn’t vulnerable to anything or anyone, especially a woman she barely knew whose opinion shouldn’t matter.
 
“Well then thank you for doing your job. It’s making mine a hell of a lot easier.” Taylor gave her another warm, genuine smile. 
 
She pushed the feeling it caused away and took a deep breath. “Happy to help,” she said dryly.
 
***
 
Taylor stood next to the speakers and a microphone that were situated in a corner of the room. The tables were already arranged in a circular pattern when she’d arrived, and she stared out at the groups of people milling about. It seemed a decent number had no interest in the event happening, but she was pleasantly surprised at the number of people wearing red name tags on their shirts.
 
Jane was already standing in a group of people, mingling and chatting like it was the most natural thing in the world. She envied that about her best friend, but tonight, the woman’s attributes could potentially help both of them make the evening a success. 
 
As the clock struck eight, she turned on the microphone’s volume and bopped it gently against her hand. She heard the dull sound through the speakers, a few people looking over in her direction. Now or never. “Evening everyone!” she said with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. The crowd quieted down a bit. “Thanks for coming out for the first event of our Valentine’s Day celebrations. Whether you’re single, in love, or somewhere in between, we wanted to provide an alternative this week to swiping right or approaching random strangers in grocery stores.” She got a small chuckle from the crowd, encouraging her to continue. “Tonight’s event is pretty simple. You’ll rotate into new groups of three people and all chat together. There’s no pressure, and the most important thing is to have fun.”
 
“What do we win?” Jane yelled from the crowd.
 
Taylor laughed. She should have known Jane would turn this into a call and response segment. “You have the chance to win a new friend, and maybe something more if the spark is there.”
 
“Count me in,” Jane bellowed back, the crowd cheering her on. God, she appreciated the hell out of that woman sometimes, and it was clear the majority of the other patrons did too.
 
Taylor had all the people participating count off. There were twenty-nine people, making them a single person short for ten sets of three. When they reached the last person counting, she added a “three” into the microphone to round out the groups. “Looks like I’ll be participating in tonight’s event,” she said as she put the microphone down.
 
She walked over to the last table where a man and a woman stood awkwardly. “Hey, all,” she said cheerfully.
 
“Hi,” the woman said, staring down at the table. “I’m Cynthia.”
 
“Hi, I’m Craig,” the man said, offering his hand to the other woman and then to her. “Thanks for putting on the event.” He gave her a smile and fidgeted with the name tag affixed to the lapel of his jacket.
 
Taylor smiled back at him. “Thanks for coming! We can talk about whatever you’d like, but I’m also curious about how you heard about the event and what made you decide to join. We’ve got a whole week of events lined up, and I want to get the word out to as many people as possible.”
 
“One of my coworkers told me about it,” Craig answered. “I’ve never been here before, but he’s sworn by the happy hour for years.”
 
“That’s awesome,” Taylor beamed back before turning her attention to the third member of their group. First rule of providing a welcoming atmosphere was to make sure no one felt left out. “What about you Cynthia? If you don’t mind me asking.”
 
“My friend dragged me here. She wanted to join, but she didn’t want to come alone.”
 
“Not your scene?” Taylor asked. She surveyed the woman, her short brown hair almost done in a bob, and she wore a bohemian style that was common for Baltimore hipsters.
 
Cynthia gave a shrug. “It could be worse. I like that this one’s more low-key and not one-on-one interactions. It takes the pressure off a little bit. I just got out of a relationship, and honestly, I didn’t want to do anything this week. It’s been pretty fun so far though,” she answered before taking a sip of her drink. “And the drinks are way better than I expected for a dive bar.”
 
With the mention of drinks, Taylor’s eyes drifted toward the bar, one person behind it specifically. While Blake was making wild gestures and taking up a wide berth of space with his tall frame, her focus was drawn to Carson. The woman fixed multiple drinks at once, her hands moving rapidly around the station as she added ice, syrups, and garnishes to the beverages laid out in front of her. 
 
Like she could feel eyes on her, Carson looked up and caught her staring. A slight heat warmed Taylor’s cheeks at being caught. She tried to cover, making a little thumbs up motion to signal the event was going well. She couldn’t hear it, but she knew Carson scoffed by the way her mouth moved. She watched her pick up two shakers and pump them voraciously with both arms as she laughed at something Blake said to her.
 
Taylor reoriented herself to the conversation again, only a few minutes left before they switched groups. “The bar manger put the drink menu together for this week, but I’d be happy to pass along your praise.” Cynthia’s ears perked up a bit and a small blush crept across her cheeks. Taylor let out a soft laugh. “Or is that something you were maybe more interested in telling her yourself?” she asked.
 
“All I’m saying is maybe I’d have given this place a try years ago if I knew the bartenders looked liked her,” Cynthia answered meekly.
 
She couldn’t blame the woman. Carson was all spitfire and hellraiser with her dark makeup and mostly black ensembles, but she also had this way about her that drew people in, even if they wanted to stay away. She had one of those magnetic and mysterious energies that made people drift into her orbit and find it difficult to escape, like nothing existed before they’d ended up there. 
 
Taylor looked down at her almost empty drink, wondering how much alcohol was actually in it. It had to be a lot given the weird and rambly walk her brain had just taken. She shook her head, the absurdity of her thoughts making her laugh. “Well, guys, we’re about to switch, but it was awesome talking to both of you.” She held up her glass. “Cheers to good drinks and hot bartenders.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
All The Pretty Things
 
Ingredients:
 
 
	2 dashes Angostura bitters
	.75 oz Cappelletti
	.75 oz Carpano Antica
	2 oz Laird’s Apple Brandy

 
Instructions:
Combine liquid ingredients and stir. Serve up and garnish with an orange twist.
 
***
 
Carson had been a bar manager for years and a bartender for longer than that. Why the hell did she feel so tired? She rolled out of bed on Tuesday, her body groggy and uncoordinated. Granted, she hadn’t gotten to bed until three in the morning, but that was par for the course working in the service industry.
 
She made a note to dial down the amount of alcohol in the signature drinks. She’d wanted to give people their money’s worth, but she may have overshot and veered into hangover territory. She wanted the customers coming back night after night, and that required a fine line between heavy-handed pours and still waking up feeling like a million bucks.
 
The decorations from yesterday could stay until the end of the week, and with tonight’s drink already prepared, she wasn’t planning on heading down to the bar until later in the evening. She padded into her bathroom and gave herself a quick glance in the mirror. She’d been too tired to take her makeup off last night before falling into bed, so she more closely resembled a raccoon than a human, but since no one would see her sorry state, it didn’t much matter.
 
She uncapped the toothpaste and squeezed a dab onto her toothbrush, unceremoniously jabbing it into her mouth. No one had ever accused her of being too proper. Ever. She let the paste fizz as she worked it around her mouth, hating the cottonmouth caused by too much alcohol and not enough water. She spit the majority of the used toothpaste into the sink and opened her phone contacts.
 
“Hey,” a groggy voice on the other end answered once the call connected.
 
“Morning, Blakey,” she said in her sweetest tone.
 
“What do you want?” Blake whined into the phone. He’d worked as late as she had last night, but she didn’t feel too badly considering he was off today.
 
“I was calling to see if you wanted to go to breakfast,” she asked with the toothbrush still in her mouth.
 
A pause on the other end. She could hear Blake shifting around in his bed. “You realize it’s two in the afternoon, right?”
 
“Is breakfast not the first meal of the day?”
 
“It is,” he said curtly.
 
“And am I not eating the first meal of my day?”
 
“Christ you’re annoying,” he answered. She could hear his resolve waning.
 
“Right back at you. But since you’re up now, meet me at Joe’s in thirty?”
 
He let out a loud, melodramatic sigh. “Fine. But you’re buying. My company doesn’t come cheap.”
 
“You’re worth every penny. See you soon!”
 
Carson strolled into Joe’s diner exactly forty minutes later, Blake already waiting for her in their usual booth. The restaurant was one of the last vestiges of old Baltimore, much like Second Chances, a true diner with a lunch bar running along one side and vinyl, high back booths situated against the windows next to the street. It wasn’t winning any beauty awards, but it had a grit that she’d always loved. She remembered how she and Blake used to pool their money together to come split a milkshake on hot summer days.
 
“Well, would you look at what the cat dragged in,” Blake said, laughing from his seat in the booth. He wore a band t-shirt from a group she didn’t recognize, and the hair he sometimes wore loose was tied up into a small knot on top of his head, the sides buzzed extremely close.
 
“Shut up,” Carson answered as she slid in across from him. She gave a small smile that faltered.
 
“What’s got you all wound up? You used to be able to work doubles every night of the week. Suddenly, you get some fancy high level job, and you can’t hang with the plebs anymore?”
 
Carson pushed her sunglasses up on her forehead and glared at him. “I’ve been the bar manager for four years, so it’s not exactly a new development.” She rubbed the crease forming on her eyebrows. “I just feel worn out.”
 
Blake’s face softened. They gave each other a lot of shit, but they were the closest thing to family either of them had. “What’s on your mind?”
 
She waited until the waitress poured her cup of coffee and walked away before answering. “I’m worried.”
 
“Worried, about what? Is this about Katarina?” he joked, trying to lighten the mood. His effort earned a small laugh from Carson, but it got stuck in her throat and came out as more of a strangled sob. He sat up straighter and pushed his hand across the table. “Hey, what’s wrong?” The sincerity in his voice cut through her like a knife.
 
“The bar’s not doing well.”
 
“The bar’s never doing well. It was on its deathbed when you started working there almost a decade ago.”
 
“That’s what I said to Glenn, but he’s assured me this time is different.” She took a large gulp of coffee and let the heat warm her body from the inside out.
 
“So, he’s talked to you about it?” Blake asked, his voice tinged with concern.
 
“Yeah. It’s the reason we’re doing the whole Valentine’s thing. If it doesn’t go well, he pretty much told me this is the end of the line.” Blake’s eyebrows shifted up and down. He’d done it since they were teenagers, his only tell expressing true worry. Carson felt guilty for springing this on him and immediately regretted the decision to confide in him. “Hey, I’m sorry, man. I shouldn’t have unloaded this on you. This isn’t your problem. I don’t want you to run around worried about your job.”
 
“We’re fam, Carson. If you’re worried, I’m worried. Whether it impacts me or not.” He took a sip of coffee before his face split into a grin. “I bet you’re really upset you left Katarina and the millions she was about to inherit at the altar right about now.”
 
Carson’s own face broke into a grin, a small laugh escaping her lips. “But alas, I had already given my heart to another,” she said dramatically. “I met Estelle on the Amalfi Coast as I worked to heal my broken heart, and she lit a fire inside of me that I thought would consume me whole.” She looked toward Blake as he hung on every word. “But that’s the beauty of love, young Blake. It did not burn my essence, although it consumed my body. I became a phoenix, born again through a love I thought I’d never find.”
 
“Bravo,” Blake shouted excitedly, clapping his hands emphatically. “My back hurt from carrying the team on the whole Katarina storyline, but I’m glad the master storyteller has finally come out to play again.”
 
She gave a shrug before doing a small bow as low as the table would allow. “I don’t know what I’d do without you Blake,” she said simply, her voice full with the weight of her words.
 
“Luckily, you’ll never need to find out,” he answered softly, right before his face split into a devilish grin and he blew a straw paper across the table that smacked her in the face.
 
***
 
Taylor maneuvered around the last bits of snow littering the city streets. She’d learned her lesson the hard way last week about wearing heels, so she’d settled on a knee high boot with a modest two inch heel. Practical and stylish. What more could a girl want?
 
Adjusting to such a late night event schedule proved to be difficult, especially when the event happened every night for six straight days. She’d already downed two cups of coffee this morning, her energy waning as she worked to complete the rest of her errands before tonight’s event started.
 
Taylor pulled open the restaurant door, the smell of greasy diner food greeting her nostrils with a strength that made her stomach growl. She didn’t need more food, although it smelled delicious, but another coffee to keep her going was an absolute necessity.
 
She walked up to the small takeout counter and pulled out her phone as she waited in line. She liked to support local businesses whenever possible, and this place didn’t ooze corporate subsidiary like many of the new businesses flocking to the area. As a small business owner herself, she had to put her money where her mouth was. Not that she had very much of it to throw around these days. 
 
She let out a huff as her thoughts turned negative, insistent on not going down this path again. What’s done was done, and she could only move forward. No sense in lamenting about what was lost and who was to blame.
 
“Taylor!” a voice yelled from the other side of the restaurant. She looked over to see Blake with his arm up as Carson moved to smack it down. Taylor laughed and gave a small wave of acknowledgment. She could at least appreciate the theatricality of it all.
 
As Taylor stood in line, Blake approached from their abandoned booth with Carson in tow, looking sullen and shooting daggers at him every few seconds. She still screamed disaffected youth of America, but her hair was pulled up in a high ponytail on her head, her face almost makeup free, and she wore a large, black crewneck that hung on her lithe frame. She had this weird, angry sorority girl vibe happening, and Taylor was surprised to find herself staring for a few seconds longer than intended.
 
“Hey, Tay. Can I call you Tay? Are we there yet?” Blake said with the unbridled excitement of a child discovering ice cream for the first time. He was well over six feet, but he projected this innocence and enthusiasm that radiated off him in waves. The world would probably be a much better place if they could bottle his personality and give it to the general public.
 
“Hey, Blake. And yes, you can call me whatever you want.” She paused for a moment and considered her previous words. “Provided it’s not offensive. We’ll draw that line if we hit it.”
 
He gave a nod, his face all smiles. “Smart, yet fair. I like it.”
 
Taylor rocked back and forth on her heels a few times, aware Carson hadn’t yet said anything. “So, what are you two up to today?”
 
“Carson dragged me out of bed at the butt crack of mid-afternoon when I wasn’t planning on being alive to the world until at least the sun was setting. The things we do for love,” he said, looking over at Carson with a moon face.
 
Carson let out a scoff and folded her arms across her chest. “You act like I asked you to run a marathon with me at six in the morning,” she said scowling.
 
Blake gave her a pointed look. “But how lucky is it that we ran into the woman who’s going to help the bar have its most successful week in recent history. The first night was a raucous success, and we still have five more nights left,” he said, elbowing Carson gently in the side.
 
With his words, it was like he flipped a switch within Carson, her demeanor shifting almost instantly. She stood up straighter and wiped the scowl from her face like it had never been there in the first place. Her lips formed into a lopsided half-smile, and she pushed the sleeves of her sweatshirt up on her forearms. Taylor wondered what the hell caused the quick change, but she didn’t want to overthink it.
 
“To answer your question before Blake veered us down a never ending rabbit hole of tangents and useless anecdotes, we were just catching up over lunch.” She cocked her head to the side, although Taylor didn’t find the behavior nearly as annoying as the first few times the woman had done it. “What about you?”
 
“I was grabbing some last minute supplies for the event tonight.” Taylor raised her chin in question. “Have you gotten around to reading my emails yet?”
 
Carson’s eyes shifted like she’d been caught, and she bit her lip, gently sucking the bottom in between her teeth and chewing on it. The act shouldn’t have been particularly sexual, but Taylor couldn’t pull her eyes away. “In my defense, I was going to do it later today. I wasn’t expecting to run into you.”
 
Taylor drew her eyes up to find Carson watching her, but neither of them spoke. She fiddled with the hem of her coat, trying to decide what to say, her mind momentarily blank.
 
Blake looked at Carson, and then at Taylor, and then at Carson, and then back at Taylor, his smile growing with each successive look between the two of them until his face was all teeth. He cleared his throat. “Listen, Carson. I’ve gotta bounce. Thanks for lunch,” he said before turning toward her with a serious look on his face. “We’re going to get through this Katarina and Estelle thing. A phoenix was not made to be tamed.”
 
Taylor tilted her head, wondering what the fuck he was talking about. Carson seemed to understand, and she moved quickly to give him a hug, although she had to go low and nestle under his arms due to the height difference. “Thanks, Blake. You’re the best. See you tomorrow?” she asked while untangling herself from his long limbs.
 
Blake was already halfway out the door with his long strides. “You bet, babe. Bye Taylor,” he chirped just before the door swung closed behind him.
 
“Next,” the woman at the counter called out. Taylor stepped forward before she lost her spot in line.
 
“I’ll have a large coffee to go please.” She looked to the side, surprised to see Carson still standing there. “Carson, do you want any coffee?”
 
Carson looked unsure for a moment. “Oh, um sure. Yeah, I’ll have a coffee to go. Thanks.” She pushed her sleeves up on her forearms again and moved slightly closer to the order counter.
 
“On the house, kids,” the woman behind the counter stated as she placed two coffees down in front of them.
 
“Maddy, that’s really not necessary,” Carson said immediately, her hand fumbling into her pocket. She threw five dollars down on the counter and a smile erupted across her face as she picked up her coffee. Taylor watched her during the brief conversation, noticing a softness in Carson she hadn’t seen before. 
 
The last ten minutes had been full of confusing exchanges from Taylor’s perspective, this one no exception. She picked up her coffee and thanked the waitress before turning to Carson. “Not exactly how I saw that playing out, but thank you for the coffee,” she said before taking a long sip. “I’ll get you next time.”
 
“I doubt you’ll see me before nightfall again this week, but I’ll keep that in mind,” Carson answered before taking a sip of her own coffee.
 
They moved to the side to keep the line moving, Taylor stopping at a counter to add cream and sugar. Carson stood next to her but didn’t speak. “I can’t say I’m surprised you take your coffee black,” Taylor joked. “It’s your favorite color after all.”
 
Carson scowled, but the look disappeared quickly. She took another long sip before speaking. “Coffee’s a necessity, but cream and sugar are luxuries. No sense growing to need something you may not always have,” she answered simply. 
 
Taylor may be down on her luck right now, but she didn’t know the type of down on her luck that would require her to think of cream and sugar as luxuries instead of household staples. She finished fixing her coffee and placed the lid back on top of it before waffling slightly in place. “Well, I’m going to run my errands. I want to drop everything off soon to make sure we have what we need.”
 
“Do you need help?” Carson asked. Taylor’s eyes popped open wide with surprise. “What? I can be helpful,” Carson continued.
 
“I don’t doubt that. I’m just not sure what’s causing the change in behavior,” Taylor stated honestly. Better to lay all the cards on the table than find out this was some elaborate ruse from Carson to sabotage something. Her trust was at an all-time low, and she couldn’t afford give it so freely anymore.
 
“I want this week to work.” Carson stilled for a moment before giving her an intent stare. “For both our sakes.”
 
***
 
Carson felt annoyed at how not-so-awful spending the day with Taylor was turning out to be. They’d gone to a few local stores in the last two hours, hunting far and wide for props to use with the photo booth for tonight’s event.
 
“So, given that we’ve clarified I still haven’t read the email,” Carson said as they walked down an aisle of a small craft store, “What’s going on tonight?”
 
Taylor pulled her gaze away from a variety of brightly colored pipe cleaners at the sound of Carson’s voice. “Tonight, we’re doing a photo booth, but it’s more of a game. Individuals or groups can pair up and take photos together with the props we’ll have available. Then, everyone votes on whether they think the people knew one another before tonight.” 
 
Carson found herself smiling at Taylor’s explanation. It wasn’t a half bad idea at all, and she’d never heard of it before which likely meant Taylor had come up with it on her own. 
 
Taylor continued, “It’s also a great marketing opportunity to have photos to use on social media, and since the machine prints out two, we can keep a copy and so can the customers.”
 
“So, how do you win?”
 
“We’ll have to see how busy it gets, but depending on how many people are there, we can set a threshold.” Carson gave her a confused stare, so Taylor provided more explanation. “We can say something like, if fifteen or more people pick your photo and say you already knew one another, but you just met tonight, the people in the photo win a free drink. The goal is to get people to act like friends, which in the long run should actually help them become friends.”
 
“But what if people cheat?” As far as she could tell, people were always looking for a way to game the system, herself included.
 
“I’m not so much concerned if they cheat. Even if they do, they’ll have to talk to other people to get them in on the con to vote for them. Either way, the goal of bringing people together and engaging with one another is accomplished.”
 
“You could make the same argument for a pyramid scheme,” Carson said, turning her body to face Taylor.
 
“Are you always so cynical?” Taylor asked. She scanned Carson’s face, likely trying to gauge her response to the question.
 
“I like to call it street smarts and practicality.” Carson shrugged and turned around to continue looking at the crafts.
 
“I think it’s a bit of a sad way to go through life.”
 
Carson turned on her heels again and met Taylor with a fierce stare, her blood boiling at the woman’s whimsical stance. “Well, wait until the world fucks you over, and see how quickly your rosy and optimistic outlook on humanity changes.”
 
“You’re making a lot of assumptions about my life and how it’s gone,” Taylor shot back. She stood up straight and glowered at Carson like she was ready to face off. Apparently, she’d struck a nerve.
 
“You know what, this was a dumb idea. I’ll work hard to make sure this week goes well for both of us, but it’s pretty damn clear we don’t work well together.” She didn’t need this bullshit. And she definitely didn’t need Taylor digging into her life or telling her how to live it. 
 
And with that, she stalked out of the store into the freezing cold to begin the longer than expected walk home.
 
***
 
Taylor was still fuming when she arrived at the bar hours later, Carson thankfully nowhere in sight. What little restraint she’d been working on had mostly evaporated, and she worried they were on the cusp of a blowout that couldn’t be mended. 
 
Fuck her for thinking she knew about Taylor’s life and about what she was going through. For assuming she didn’t understand struggle. She hated Carson’s holier than thou disaffected attitude. It was easy to be a sullen, misanthropic bitch. The hard thing was dragging yourself out of bed everyday when life wanted to do nothing more than keep kicking you down.
 
She allowed herself five more minutes to wallow in her frustration before she forced a chipper smile on her face. She hadn’t met the bartender working tonight, but she wanted to make sure he knew the drink specials and could answer any questions about the event if asked. God knew if Carson had told them anything, so it was up to her to keep the train chugging along.
 
“Hi,” Taylor said as she approached the bar. “I’m Taylor. I’m running the event tonight.” 
 
The tall, blonde guy looked up from the prep station and gave her a smile. “Ian. Nice to meet you. I’d shake your hand, but I don’t want to contaminate anything,” he explained with a thick Scottish accent.
 
“Nice to meet you, Ian. I wanted to check in to see if Carson prepped you about anything tonight. There shouldn’t be too much of a disruption to what you normally do, but I wanted to make sure you knew the signature drink and stop by to answer any questions you may have.”
 
“I think I’m ready as far as drinks go. Carson filled me in earlier this week, and all the garnishes and ingredients were already prepped when I arrived.” Surprise darted across Taylor’s face. At least Carson had meant what she said about doing her part to not fuck this week up, their personal issues aside.
 
“Awesome,” she said with a broad smile. “I’ll be working the guessing board and photo station, so you shouldn’t need to do anything with those. Just give me a wave if you run into any questions you don’t know the answers to, or feel free to send people my way. Last thing,” she said before she forgot. “The stamp tonight is a little bow and arrow. They should be giving them out at the door. Any questions?”
 
“Nope,” Ian answered smiling. “Sounds like you’ve thought of everything.”
 
“Impossible, but we’ll see.” 
 
She walked back toward the photo station and did one last check to make sure everything was ready for the eight o’clock start time. A few people had approached her already which was a fantastic sign, but she didn’t want to disrupt the carefully set schedule. Throwing caution to the wind was not her style. She already noticed more people in the bar than last night, craning her neck whenever possible to check if they had the stamp.
 
At eight o’clock, she turned on the small lightbox that said “Open.” A few people mingling close by made their way over as soon as they noticed the sign illuminated.
 
People grabbed props from the table, groups of twos and threes already forming a small line to wait for their turn. The backdrop had been set up earlier today, a white banner with hearts and cupids printed across it. Maybe it was a bit overboard, but this was a Valentine’s Day event after all.
 
Taylor sat in between the printer near the backdrop and the white board where the pictures could be posted to keep tabs on what was happening. Excitingly enough, the first three people who came through the line all wanted to play the game, sticking copies of their pictures up on the board for others to guess whether or not the people knew each other.
 
As a new group printed their pictures, Taylor waited for the machine to finish before jumping in. “Hey, guys. Are you going to put your picture up for the game?” she asked excitedly. Seeing the night come together was getting her back in a better headspace, her less-than-positive exchange with Carson earlier almost wiped from her awareness. 
 
“Well, we have a question,” one of them said. “We met last night. So does that count as us meeting today or already knowing each other?”
 
Taylor’s mouth split into a grin that threatened to engulf her face. She hadn’t considered the possibility, but it was an amazing problem to have. “How about this. Since you still met as part of the event, we can consider it just meeting. Sound good?” 
 
The girl excitedly handed over the newly printed photos. Taylor marked on the back of the photo paper to indicate they didn’t have a prior relationship and taped the row of pictures to the board. 
 
She continued to smile as the group scampered off together. That was, until she caught sight of Carson in her peripheral vision, the woman slinking around like a panther in all black. She looked unfairly sexy for being such an ungodly person to deal with. Taylor was angry at her body’s physical response. Her pulse quickened and she felt a flush spread across her chest, an awareness settling in her bones that made the woman almost impossible to ignore. 
 
Taylor wondered if they’d even speak tonight, and then wondered again whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. She didn’t have to wait long, as it became clear the moment Carson set her sights on her, navigating deftly around bodies as she walked toward her with a large brown box in her hands.
 
“Hi,” Carson said, slightly out of breath. Her voice was lower and punctuated with the uneven gulps of air she took in.
 
“Didn’t know if I’d see you tonight,” Taylor retorted honestly, giving Carson a level stare to convey she meant business.
 
Carson placed the box on the floor between them and put her hands on her hips. The moved caused Taylor’s eyes to follow the line of the other woman’s arms, stopping where they ended at her abdomen. Taylor’s own clenched in response, and she willed the emotion away. 
 
You’re angry at her, she reminded herself. Don’t forget that so easily.
 
“I wanted to apologize,” Carson stated simply. She moved one of her hands up to her face and pushed back a rogue bang that escaped from her high ponytail. Her hair being pulled back caused her already defined features to grow more angular, her cheeks sharp like a knife drawing Taylor’s attention. 
 
Taylor shook her head back and forth, willing her brain to catch up to the fact that she was supposed to be angry. 
 
“Does that mean you don’t accept my apology?” Carson asked. 
 
Taylor grew flustered at the woman so close, of the extremely mixed feelings rushing to the surface and pooling on her skin. She let out a whoosh of air.
 
Carson laughed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it’d be such a complicated statement,” she said with a small smirk.
 
“It’s not. I mean, it is. I mean, you can’t just freak out on people in stores and stomp away when you’re mad.”
 
Carson did what Taylor accepted was the woman’s favorite trait and quirked her head to the side. “That’s not what I did.”
 
“I’m not sure how you could so grossly misconstrue what happened, Carson.”
 
“Look, I came over here to apologize. We can keep rehashing a shitty thing that happened, or we can work to move forward and make this week a success. I’m voting on success, but now the ball’s in your court,” Carson stated evenly.
 
“I don’t know if that qualifies as an apology.”
 
“Semantics,” Carson said with a wave of her hand. “Plus, words aren’t my thing. I brought you something to apologize.”
 
Taylor’s brow drew upward with curiosity. “And what’s that?”
 
Carson bent down and began rummaging in the box at her feet, pulling out items stuffed inside haphazardly. “I brought more stuff for the photo booth. I wanted to up the ante a little bit. I didn’t know where your tastes lie, so I wanted to liven up the party.”
 
“And what is Carson’s version of livening up the party?” She was almost afraid to ask but did anyway. 
 
“Well, I had to bribe Blake, but I brought a few of his drag items, and I also stopped at a consignment store and bought a bunch of gaudy jewelry and weird accessories.”
 
“Describe weird,” Taylor asked, a small smile tugging at her lips as she watched Carson wrestle with extracting the items from the box.
 
“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” Carson answered with a laugh. “Nothing big. Just a few taxidermied animals and a captain’s wheel.” She continued rummaging around without looking up.
 
“There’s a captain’s wheel in there?” Taylor asked incredulously. She wasn’t going to touch the taxidermy comment, figuratively or literally.
 
“It’s a small one. Honestly, I wouldn’t bank on it being authentic, but I think it’ll be a good time. Especially with...” Carson popped up quickly and placed something on Taylor’s head. “A captain’s hat! How are you going to captain a boat if no one knows you’re the captain?” she asked gleefully.
 
Taylor was so thrown by Carson’s excitement that she almost forgot her anger and what a mess their professional relationship had been since day one. It was easy to get caught up in the other woman’s enthusiasm, a characteristic she rarely displayed but that caused the magnetic pull to intensify within Taylor. They both wanted, and more importantly, needed, these events to be successful, and there was no reason to hang on to her anger if it could be helped. “I accept your apology, Carson. Let’s just have a good rest of the week.”
 
“Aye aye, Captain,” Carson answered with a salute before bounding off through the crowd.
 
***
 
Carson stared across the room from behind the bar, the rush of people intensifying as the night wore on. She’d made more drinks than she could count, preemptively mixing at this point to keep up with the onslaught. 
 
The board with photos was completely filled, the collection spilling over to the wall behind it with the groups in the pictures growing progressively larger and with more outlandish poses. She hadn’t had time to leave her post in the last few hours, but she caught glances of Taylor as she mingled with the customers and chatted the night away. She looked so in her element, and Carson found it difficult not to stare as Taylor finally wandered toward the bar.
 
It took a few minutes to reach the bar because of the crowd, her body gently swaying with the music reverberating against the walls, the heat almost palpable from the bodies stuffed inside the small space. A group moved away with their drinks and Taylor slid into the empty space, a content smile on her face. “Wow, tonight’s going so well!” she yelled above the noise.
 
Carson smiled right back. She couldn’t remember a time the bar had been this busy in years, and she started to wonder if she’d misjudged Taylor and her plan. “I know. Who knew people liked Valentine’s Day after all?” she said with a smirk. “Want a drink?”
 
“Sure. I’ve kept my wits about me, but where’s the fun in working in a bar if I can’t drink? I’m going to start disassembling the photo booth in a few minutes, so I might need some liquid courage to cut off the line.”
 
Carson let out a low whistle. “I do not envy you.” She looked over at the booth, still at least fifteen people waiting. “At least tomorrow is trivia, so it should be a little easier to control,” she said with a small shrug.
 
“Aww, you read the email I sent you,” Taylor said as she swayed to the music. 
 
“Don’t get all excited about it. I told you, I get around to them,” she said with a laugh before doing a complicated bottle trick. Not that she was trying to impress anyone except the customers who tipped better when bartenders entertained them.
 
“Did you see it might snow tomorrow?” Taylor asked as Carson pushed a drink toward her. 
 
Their fingers gently brushed, and Carson quickly pulled her hand away and continued working. “I’m not exactly up on checking the weather app.”
 
“Downright shocking, Carson. Who would have guessed?” The smirk Taylor shot her way caused heat to pool in her stomach. Or maybe it was the unknown number of drinks she’d been gifted by customers over the last few hours. She typically didn’t take the full shot, instead spitting it back into her chaser, but tonight she felt light and giddy, riding high on the fact that for once, things were finally looking up.
 
“I’ve managed this far living whimsically. Why would I stop now?” 
 
Taylor’s eyes lightened, and again Carson felt a ripple of awareness flood across her body. She looked like she was going to say something, but instead, Taylor shut her mouth for a few seconds before saying her next words. “The drink’s good. Thank you. I’m going to go fight the horde. Wish me luck,” she called behind her shoulder as she disappeared through the sea of bodies.
 
By the time Carson rolled into bed well after three, her eyes were heavy and her muscles ached, but she fell asleep content for the first time in too long.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Strawberry Blonde With Champagne
 
Ingredients:
 
 
	2 oz champagne
	2 oz Stoli Strasberi vodka
	1.5 oz pineapple juice
	.5 oz strawberry simple syrup

 
Instructions:
Pour ingredients into a shaker filled with ice, and shake gently to mix. Strain into cocktail glass and garnish with a strawberry.
 
***
 
Taylor checked her apartment mailbox on her way out of the building, flicking through the pieces of mail but choosing not to open any. She knew what they all were, and the notices weren’t the first she’d received. She shoved them in her tote bag and continued outside into the chilly afternoon air. 
 
The weather was calm, but snow was in the forecast. It was the kind of weather where everything on the ground was absolutely still, but she knew a lot was going on above the clouds, the atmosphere slowly collecting moisture until the growing weight was no longer bearable. She knew a lot about unbearable weight, and she hoped she could shoulder hers if the time came.
 
She pushed the thoughts away and hopped in her Lyft to head to the bar. She’d spent the week before the event figuring out trivia questions, and she hoped that even with the poor weather outlook, there would still be a decent turnout.
 
As she stepped out of the car, the first flurries hit her coat, the cold enveloping her body as snowflakes melted against her face. She shook the remaining flakes away after opening the door to the bar. When would her eyes finally adjust to the dim light? Even though it was almost dark outside, it still took minutes after she entered to feel like she could see clearly.
 
“It started snowing,” Taylor said as she approached the bar, Blake the only person positioned behind it. 
 
“Well, you can call me Frosty then because I love a good snowfall,” he said with an impish grin. He sat a drink down in front of a customer a few seats down and gave a charming wink before moving back to her.
 
She spoke before she could stop herself. “God, you and Carson are like night and day. You’re all smiles, and she’s all scowls. You make such strange bedfellows.”
 
Blake let out a laugh and began stirring the two drinks in front of him. “I owe her a lot,” he said simply. “She can be as feisty as she wants as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
Taylor cocked her head to the side, an annoying trait developed over the last week, wondering what he meant. “Feisty is definitely a good way to put it,” she said, scanning the crowd. “Where is she?”
 
“I think she’s back in Glenn’s office,” he said, nodding his head in the direction of the back rooms.
 
“I’m going to go check in with her before trivia starts,” Taylor said, her gaze already trained on the hallway.
 
“Here.” Blake placed two cocktails on the counter in front of her. “Tonight’s drink. It’s called a Strawberry Blonde,” he said with a wink. “Not that you’d know anything about that.” Taylor eyed him dubiously as he stared at her long, what some may call strawberry blonde, hair with a smirk. “What? I just want to make sure it’s up to Carson’s standard before I start churning more out,” he said with a smile.
 
“Thanks,” she said, slightly squinting at him.
 
“No problem, love. Always happy to help.” Without another word, he moved down the bar and began chatting with another customer, his arms already flailing dramatically in tandem with his words.
 
She carefully picked up both drinks, taking a few seconds to adjust and make sure the garnishes didn’t fall off before heading back to the office. The bar was decently filled, but nowhere near the numbers of the first few events. Her body moved easily around the few people in her way.
 
She pushed her shoulder into the swinging door toward the hallway, taking a quick sip of the drink that looked precariously close to sloshing over the edge. She had to hand it to Blake. He definitely didn’t pour light. 
 
The door to Glenn’s office was slightly ajar, so she used her shoulder again to gently nudge it open enough to slide through. It didn’t make a sound, and she had a few seconds to watch Carson before she was detected. Like everywhere else in the bar, the lights were dim, the majority of illumination coming from a small lamp on top of the large, wooden desk.
 
Carson sat behind it, one of her hands propping up her head as she scrolled on a laptop with her other hand. She squinted slightly, her nose scrunched up as she focused on the screen in front of her. Taylor’s gaze was drawn to the woman’s mouth as she bit her lip in concentration. She wore the same cherry red lipstick she’d seen previous nights, bright and lush like she’d just applied a fresh coat. 
 
“Ahem,” Taylor said, clearing her throat. She felt a bit voyeuristic, and she didn’t get the sense Carson liked surprises.
 
Carson’s eyes popped up toward her, a small smile appearing. “Hey,” she said softly as she leaned back in the chair.
 
Taylor moved toward the desk and placed the drinks down on it. “I don’t think I’d make a very good bartender. I barely made it back here safely.” She scrunched her nose. “And I had to take a few sips along the way. Probably something I shouldn’t do with customers’ drinks,” she said with a small laugh.
 
“But you do lots of other stuff well,” Carson said simply. Was this the first time the other woman had ever said something complimentary to her? “Is one of those for me or are you getting an early start tonight?” she asked, staring at Taylor for a few moments before her eyes wandered to the drinks on the desk.
 
“Blake sent me back with them. He wanted to get your approval before he started going wild. Mind if I sit?” she asked, nodding toward the empty chair next to her.
 
“Sure.” 
 
Taylor dropped her bag next to the corner of the desk and slowly unbuttoned her jacket. She felt Carson’s eyes scanning her body, and she let out an involuntary tremble. “What are you looking at?” she asked as she slid the jacket off her frame.
 
Carson gave a cocky grin. “Just curious about tonight’s outfit. That’s all,” she said before picking up one of the drinks.
 
“What about my outfit?” Taylor’s cheeks flushed under the weight of the woman’s stare. Maybe she wasn’t dive bar material, but she’d worked hard the last few days to blend into the crowd while still looking professional.
 
Carson shook her head, like she’d mentally been somewhere else. “No, I’m not trying to offend you. I’m genuinely curious about what you’ll show up in each night.” Okay, weird. But not the weirdest thing Carson had said to her by a long shot in their short time knowing one another. The part that set her most on edge was that there wasn’t a hint of sarcasm or judgment imbued in her tone. 
 
Taylor squinted slightly at her across the open expanse of desk before sitting down. She leaned back into the broad chair and let out a deep sigh. “Well, I hope tonight’s outfit is up to your standards,” she retorted. Carson gave a small, goofy grin, and it set Taylor’s body aflutter. It felt like seeing the sun come out after a month of darkness. The woman’s face soft, her eyes light. “What’s got you in such a good mood?” Taylor asked before she allowed her mind too many more unhelpful thoughts.
 
“I’m running the numbers from the past few nights. Things went really well,” she said, her face splitting into an even bigger smile.
 
“That’s great,” Taylor said, her features mirroring Carson’s excitement.
 
“I guess we don’t make such a bad team after all,” Carson conceded as she dropped her eyes and stared at the computer instead of Taylor.
 
The moment felt pregnant with weight, the same overwhelming weight she’d experienced earlier today. Like the feeling could evaporate in an instant or crush her to death, and she had no idea which one was on the horizon. She tried not to dwell on it, instead raising her glass halfway across the table. “To new beginnings,” she stated simply.
 
Carson looked back up from the computer screen and gave her a long stare, her eyes giving nothing away. “To new beginnings,” she echoed, clinking her drink gently against Taylor’s.
 
***
 
Carson had an unbridled energy that made it difficult for her to stop herself from running back and forth across the back bar area. Tonight was slower, and keeping up with orders felt like child’s play compared to the past few nights. But the lull didn’t dampen her mood. After running the numbers for the past few nights, she realized they’d already made more than in the past month combined. Even with the share of profits that would go to Taylor, they were in a great position based on previous revenue.
 
She took a sip of whiskey behind the bar and stared out toward the main area as the crowd prepared to begin trivia. There were at least ten teams already seated around various tables or stuffed into the few seats available at the main bar. Thank god trivia nerds were impervious to weather. She felt guilty for a moment that she’d never thought to implement a weekly trivia night to drum up business, but she pushed the feeling away. They could do it moving forward. Maybe Taylor would even consider stopping by weekly to host it for them. 
 
She smiled as she thought about it, and she caught the event planner’s eyes across the room. Taylor stood next to a small table they’d set up. A jar of pencils rested on the corner, papers fanned out across it. Carson had admired her dark t-shirt when she’d been in the office, but now, her entire body was visible, her black jeans molding around her body like they were painted on. A small blush crept across her cheeks, hoping Taylor didn’t catch the focus of her stare.
 
The other woman gave a small wave of acknowledgment and a thumbs up, signaling Carson to turn down the music for trivia to begin.
 
“Good evening everyone,” Taylor’s voice boomed through the microphone. Carson had noticed in the past few days that although the woman’s true self always shone through, she had a presentation mode she’d go into when using the microphone or dealing with crowds. She respected that Taylor, but she also enjoyed the Taylor that was less on guard. When she’d quirk her eyebrows or fidget restlessly as she organized before events. 
 
She continued to smile until Blake brought her out of her trance. “Uh oh,” he said, shooting her a long look.
 
“What?” Heat flamed across her cheeks as she busied herself with making a drink no one ordered.
 
“I know that look.” He turned to the side to give her his full attention.
 
“I don’t have a look.” She wiped any trace of enthusiasm from her face before scowling at him. “I’m just pleased this week is going so well. I think we could turn things around.” 
 
He let out a long, punctuated laugh that bordered on a cackle. “Okay, girl. Whatever you say.”
 
“Don’t you want the bar to do well?” she pressed, working to change the course of conversation. 
 
“I think we’re having two different conversations, love. Obviously, I want the bar to do well. I was merely commenting on your gooey look.” Goddamn, Blake. 
 
Carson gritted her teeth. “I don’t have a look, and I definitely don’t have a gooey look. What the fuck does that even mean?” She held up her hand. “Wait. Forget I asked that. I don’t want to hear your answer.”
 
Blake laughed again, although more subdued this time. His eyes softened. “It’s okay to want things,” he said simply.
 
“I have everything I want. And everything I need,” she said with a scoff.
 
“Look,” he said, growing serious for a moment. Everyone’s attention was focused on Taylor as she talked through the rules of trivia, most bodies turned away from them. “Neither of our lives have ever really been about stability. Whether that’s our fault or the cards we were dealt, it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t get to want things in our life.”
 
“I have you. And I have the bar. There’s nothing else I need,” she said with as much conviction as she could muster.
 
Blake had known her for long enough to know when she wasn’t going to back down, and he placed his palms upward toward her in submission. “And you’ll always have me. I just don’t want to see you alone and angry when I marry some fabulously gay politician, and we move out to the suburbs with our poodles.”
 
That earned a laugh from Carson, the tension of the moment finally lessening. Her face broke out into a lopsided grin before a smirk quickly settled in its place and her eyes narrowed. “But Blakey, I always thought I’d get to come along too and be his beard. A marriage of convenience,” she said dramatically. “You’d be our live-in poodle trainer, and I’d carry on a passionate affair with the chef.” She gave him her best puppy dog eyes. “It’s like you don’t even support my dreams,” she said, her voice dripping with sadness.
 
Blake whipped a bar towel in her direction. “I’d love if you quit hijacking my dreams and making them all about you. Typical,” he snapped back, his eyes gleaming.
 
“I’m sorry,” she said, feigning contrition. “How about I make it up to you by doing as many cherry bombs as you want for the rest of the night?”
 
“It’s like you can see into my soul,” he squealed excitedly, already popping open the top of the garnish tray.
 
***
 
By the time the halfway point in the questions rolled around, Taylor desperately wanted another drink. Given trivia’s popularity at other bars, she should have understood the players were serious and finicky about the rules. She’d prepared as much as possible leading into it, but she was making more judgment calls on the fly than she felt comfortable with. It wasn’t her style, and she had to work to absorb all the new information and make sure she didn’t misspeak as the mounting number of newly-clarified rules piled on top of one another.
 
She approached the bar, Carson deep in conversation with a customer. Her white teeth gleamed even from a few feet away, and she had one of her hands resting on her jutting hip to show she meant business. Taylor smiled as she wondered what the other woman was going on about.
 
“Hey,” Carson said when she noticed her approach. She turned briefly back to the man she’d been talking with and held her finger up to him. “Brian, I will say this one last time.” Taylor braced herself for some sort of blowout. “Joe’s has never had peanut butter milkshakes. You’re delusional.”
 
“You’re wrong, kid. I don’t know how many ways I can tell you you’re wrong.” He threw his hands up in mock anger, but his face was all smiles.
 
She put her other hand on her hip and widened her stance. Taylor wanted to laugh at her attempt to intimidate him. “I’m going to ask Maddy next time I’m in, just so we can settle this once and for all. I cannot keep having this argument with you every week.”
 
“Get a television in here, and you’ll shut me up faster than a bloodhound tracking a scent,” he said gruffly before running his hand through his longish, silver hair.
 
“If I did that, we’d have to set up a cot for you in the corner because I’d never get you out of here.” 
 
“That tone. And with a paying customer,” he shot back quickly.
 
Carson quirked an eyebrow as her hand emerged from behind the bar with a whiskey bottle. She poured a generous shot into the glass sitting in front of the man before deftly setting the bottle back under the counter. “This is for being a great conversationalist and to remember how much you love me when I prove you wrong.”
 
He stood up from his bar stool and drained the whiskey in one, quick gulp. “That’s why you’re my favorite,” he said with a grin.
 
“I heard that,” Blake yelled from the other side of the bar. “You know he’s been playing us for years, Carson,” he continued while staring at Brian.
 
Carson gave Brian a long look. “The nerve.” She gave him a wink, her voice light.
 
“Lights of my life. Both of ya,” he said with a final wave as he walked toward the door.
 
As he moved outside, a rush of cold air made its way quickly through the bar. Taylor could see the large flakes of snow falling outside, and it looked like a few inches had already settled across the streets. She let out an involuntary shiver when the cold touched her exposed skin. She looked up.
 
Carson was staring at her. “Need to warm up?” she asked from behind the bar.
 
Taylor blushed, thinking of just how many ways a person could be warmed up. She shook the thoughts away and let out a slightly too high laugh to cover her tracks. “What do you recommend?” She bit her lip, the words coming out lower than intended.
 
She saw Carson’s eyes flash with something before she tempered the look and threw her head to the side. “How about a whiskey?”
 
Taylor’s shoulders hunched low with embarrassment. Flirting with Carson was a horrible idea for many reasons, mostly because the other woman hadn’t flirted back. She plastered on the best smile she could muster. “Whiskey sounds great. People who play trivia are absolutely bananas,” she said as she waited patiently for her drink.
 
Carson let out a laugh. “Tell me about it.” Taylor tossed her hair at the platitude, her brow furrowing. Carson pushed the drink toward her. “No, I’m serious. I meant that you should tell me about it. I love hearing stories about weird people.” She smiled, and Taylor felt a small flutter in her body.
 
Taylor heard the sound of her phone’s timer, and she pulled it quickly out of her pocket. “I’d love that, but my break’s up,” she said with a hint of sadness in her voice. “Just trust me when I say they will burn this place to the ground if I don’t stay on schedule.” She let out a small laugh and lifted her drink up in the air, tipping it slightly in Carson’s direction. “Thanks for this.”
 
Once back at the host table, she took a long sip of whiskey, the burn working its way through her body before settling in her stomach. The warmth it caused radiated outward, the rush of cold air from minutes ago already forgotten.
 
She smiled and picked up the microphone. “All right, party people. Let’s get on with the second half,” she shouted into the bar.
 
***
 
Carson cut Blake from the bar about thirty minutes ago when she noticed the snow continued to fall with increasing intensity. She’d stepped outside with him before he left, the streets already covered with no signs of snow plows in sight. She gave him a quick hug and smacked his ass as he skittered off into the night to walk the few blocks home.
 
Taylor had just crowned a winner, a team with an impossibly idiotic name Carson couldn’t remember, and the customers thinned out at a rapid pace after that. Anyone not participating had already left as snow continued to pile outside, so the prep work for tomorrow was already done and tonight’s mess cleaned up.
 
Once the last stragglers from the game exited, she walked toward the door and locked it. It was earlier than their usual closing time, but she doubted any more customers would arrive in this weather, and it wasn’t worth keeping the bar open to sell a few drinks. She let out a sigh as she wiped the last stray drops from the bar top. 
 
“Hey,” Taylor said as she bounced toward her.  
 
Carson smiled reflexively and stilled her hand on the bar. “Hey. Looks like you killed it out there,” she responded. 
 
“And what’s your measure of that?” Taylor asked.
 
“Well, you managed to keep all the people participating from leaving even with the fear of trekking through six inches of snow, so I’d say you’re a pretty compelling host.” 
 
Taylor turned toward the frosted windows and let out a groan. “Oh, no. I completely forgot. Guess I was just in the Trivia Host zone. How bad is it?”
 
“There’s at least half a foot, and I don’t have high hopes for them to plow before early morning. Budget cuts and all that stuff,” she said.
 
“I didn’t realize you were an expert on Baltimore plowing schedules,” Taylor said with a wry grin.
 
“Well, obviously, you’ve never been stuck in a bar at two in the morning with people who can’t hail a ride home,” Carson shot back. She walked around from the back of the bar and started clearing the remaining few glasses off the tables.
 
“And now, I’ve become one of those people,” Taylor said, dejectedly looking up from her phone. “I don’t see any Lyfts or Ubers available.” She chewed on her bottom lip for a moment before speaking. “Do you think it’s okay if I hang here for a little. Just until it lets up?”
 
“Sure, but let’s go upstairs.” Carson didn’t give herself a chance to second guess her words. She was tired and although she loved the bar, she wanted nothing more than to change into pajamas and hang out in her apartment.
 
Taylor stared at her with confusion as Carson returned behind the bar and placed the last glasses in the small dishwasher before setting it to run. “There’s an upstairs?”
 
“Oh,” Carson said, her ears turning pink as she looked up to meet Taylor’s gaze. “My apartment is the unit above the bar.” The blonde let out a wholly unexpected laugh that reverberated around the empty room. “What’s so funny?” Carson asked as she squinted to make sense of the reaction.
 
“I’d wondered if you lived in the bar considering you were always around, and now I’m finding out that’s actually true.”
 
Carson scowled and crossed her arms. “I don’t live in the bar. I live above the bar. Completely different.” She pointed between the ceiling and the floor to emphasize her point.
 
“Hey, I’m not making fun of you,” Taylor said lightly. “And I’m too much of a chicken to stay down here by myself, so I apologize for my previous laughter. Does the offer still stand?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
“Sure,” Carson answered. “Why the hell not?” She grabbed a bottle of whiskey and walked back around the bar toward the door to the hallway. “You coming?” she asked behind her.
 
***
 
This was decidedly not how Taylor saw her night playing out. Thank god she and Carson had gotten to a better place over the last twenty-four hours because she absolutely did not want to stay down in the bar by herself. 
 
Once she realized she wouldn’t have to do that, a strange, heavy feeling settled in her bones as she followed Carson down the hallway. The woman in front of her walked almost to the end and stopped next to a door to the left that Taylor had never noticed before.
 
Carson pulled a key out of her pocket and unlocked it gingerly before pushing against the metal. She held it open for Taylor as she stepped further inside the small landing leading to steps. Once they were both inside, Carson reached back and clicked the deadbolt back in place. “Never can be too careful,” she said simply before turning around.
 
Taylor followed her up the steps to another landing with a single door straight ahead and waited patiently as Carson unlocked it before pushing open the door. Carson flipped on the light switch and the living room illuminated, Taylor’s eyes working to adjust.
 
She scanned around the room, her eyes stopping every few feet at the multitude of items situated on surfaces. It wasn’t messy, but there were a ton of different things scattered throughout the room. A record player along with a huge collection of vinyl, stacks of old magazines, shelves running along a wall from the floor to the ceiling filled with books, and a variety of odd knick knacks she wouldn’t even know what to call if asked.
 
There was a hallway at the back of the large room, and she could see a kitchen entrance off to the side along with a few other doors, presumably a bedroom and a bathroom. Her eyes continued to scan the objects when Carson’s voice broke the silence. “I know. I have a lot of stuff.” 
 
Taylor let out a surprised laugh. That was the understatement of the year. “Fancy yourself a bit of a collector?”
 
Carson fidgeted with the hem of her tank top, her eyes cast downward. “I just like my things. I don’t have time for a dog or anything, so this is who, or more accurately what, I spend my time with. I like to have options to entertain myself during the brief periods I’m not down at the bar,” she said simply. It felt like there was more to it than that, but Taylor was thankful she’d been invited up and chose not to push.
 
“I get it. It seems like we both spend a lot of time working, although my response has been the exact opposite of yours. I barely have anything in my apartment.” She used to have more, but she’d never held on to tons of things or bought tables just to place tchotchkes on top of for the sake of decor.
 
“I find that hard to believe,” Carson said, finally looking up at her.
 
“How so?” Taylor asked as she started to move farther into the room to look at a few of the items more closely.
 
“You dress like you like nice things,” Carson said as she moved toward an end table with a decanter and two glasses set atop it.
 
“Says the woman with a decanter set in her living room,” Taylor said with a laugh before continuing. “Liking nice things and having a lot of them are two completely different things.” She began to idly flip through a stack of vinyl albums but pulled her hands away quickly. “Sorry, I’m being rude. Do you mind if I take a look?” she asked, her hands now clasped in front of her.
 
“Sure,” Carson answered. “Except for me and Blake, who only likes seventies disco albums...” Carson stopped when she noticed Taylor’s look. “I know, probably the least shocking statement in the history of the world. But anyway, besides us, the albums don’t get a lot of love.” Instead of pouring from the bottle she brought up, she opened the decanter and poured a generous portion of amber liquid into both glasses.
 
Taylor stared at her as Carson walked across the room, stopping with a few inches of space in between them and lifting one of the glasses toward her. “Thanks,” Taylor said weakly, taking the glass from her. She began to realize how weird it was to be in Carson’s apartment, for them to be spending time like this, almost as friends, in spite of all the tension and frustration between them.
 
But she didn’t feel any of that now which was the strangest part. She felt like she was straddling a line between comfort and confusion, her body wanting to relax but her brain refusing to allow it. God, it was a tiring feeling to keep tugging back and forth between, the push and pull threatening to split her body straight down the middle.
 
Carson still stood next to her as she thumbed through the albums, Taylor’s body acutely aware of the proximity. It was easy to dismiss Carson and work to fight her way out of the woman’s magnetic field when her behavior made Taylor want to scream in frustration, but this more layered, nuanced person confused her.
 
“Do you want to listen to something?” She looked up at the sound of the soft voice to see Carson staring at her.
 
Taylor took a deep breath and tried to swallow down the strange and intrusive feeling ballooning in her chest, like all possible emotions decided to take up residence in her ribcage, fighting for dominance. Each one pushed to the surface at random intervals like she was flipping through a Rolodex. “Sure. You pick,” she said, willing her voice to remain light.
 
As Carson fiddled with finding an album and setting the record player up, Taylor continued to walk around the room. The dull roar in her ears didn’t subside as she put distance in between them, so she worked to distract herself as she stared at the items adorning the shelves along most of the walls.
 
Seconds later, music began to float through the room, the type that would never be played down at the bar. She strained her ears to figure out if she knew the tune.
 
“It’s Billie Holiday,” Carson said when she turned around. She walked over to the sofa and sat down with one of her feet nestled under her leg so that she faced the center, the other leg hanging off the side and brushing against the floor. 
 
Taylor’s parents hadn’t listened to much music growing up, so although she knew who Billie Holiday was, she would never have been able to name the tune as it wafted through the room. “I like it,” she said, sitting down across from Carson.
 
“It’s hard not to live in Baltimore and grow up loving jazz.” Carson inclined her head. “Are you not from the city?”
 
Taylor took a sip of her drink as she contemplated the question. She took a few seconds deciding whether to be honest or not. “I grew up in rural Pennsylvania. I moved here about a decade ago.”
 
Carson’s eyes lit up, a small laugh escaping from between her red lips. “A country girl?”
 
“I mean, I ended up here, didn’t I? So maybe born in the country, but not exactly a country girl in my heart of hearts.”
 
“Barn weddings and parties at the fire hall weren’t your dream?” Carson asked, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.
 
“I’ll have you know, people pay a lot of money for the perfect barn wedding. Country is kitsch these days, or did you not read that email either?” she teased, her brow arched as a smirk settled across her face.
 
“Why are you out of the wedding game then? You’d done all you could with Mason jars and hanging lights?” Carson laughed at her own joke but Taylor froze. Carson noticed the response, and her hand came up to rest on Taylor’s forearm. It sent little jolts across Taylor’s body that momentarily tempered the lurch in her stomach caused by the question. “I’m sorry. Did I say something wrong?” Carson asked, her voice laced with concern. Her thumb rubbed gently across Taylor’s arm, and it was almost all she could think about.
 
Taylor shook her head and cleared her throat. “I wanted to try something new,” she said with a forced smile. Carson didn’t need to know she was the world’s biggest idiot. She couldn’t stand the pitiful stares from people she knew, and for some reason, it would hurt worse if the pity came from Carson.
 
“Okay.” Surprisingly, Carson didn’t push the subject further. “Well, cheers to you finding your true calling as a trivia host,” she said with a laugh. Like they’d done earlier tonight, only this time with Carson initiating, they tipped their glasses together in celebration.
 
***
 
Carson walked over to the window and looked out toward the snowy street, thankful for the warmth of her apartment as she watched the flakes falling harder than at any point tonight. There was no way Taylor could make it home safely in this weather.
 
She walked back over to the decanter and poured herself another whiskey. Taylor still sat on the couch, looking serene and slightly buzzed, her head swaying gently to the music. Carson felt strange with how comfortable it was having her there, of how easily Taylor fit into the weird world she’d cultivated inside her home.
 
Nothing about Taylor screamed off-beat, but there she sat, among the records and books, looking like she’d always belonged. Carson’s heart tightened briefly at the thought. People didn’t stay, and Taylor would be no different at the end of this week. She took a larger than necessary chug of whiskey, the burn in her throat a welcome distraction from the tightness in her chest.
 
She looked back toward the falling snow, and when she turned around, her eyes met Taylor’s. How long had the woman been watching her? She looked more alert than she had moments ago, but her face was still soft. Her fingers rested loosely around the edges of the glass as she put it up to her lips and took a sip of whiskey. She maintained eye contact the entire time, and it was one of the sexiest things Carson had ever seen play out in real life. Her throat bobbed gently up and down as she drained the rest of the liquid, and as she put the glass down on the coffee table, she licked her lips in a way that should be illegal.
 
Heat flooded through Carson’s body, a tightening in her center that had everything to do with the woman sitting in front of her. She shook her head forcefully, willing her body to not make a horrible decision. They needed to make it through this week, and they needed the events to be a success. Anything else distracted them from their common goal, and she wouldn’t forgive herself if something happened.
 
“It’s still snowing.” She chose her words carefully. “I don’t think it’s safe for you to try and make it home tonight. I’ll sleep on the couch, and you’re welcome to sleep in the bedroom.” She let out a whoosh of air after her practiced monologue.
 
Taylor tilted her head in an annoyingly cute but infuriating gesture, and Carson focused on keeping her feet planted in place. If she didn’t, she’d cover the distance between them and wouldn’t be able to stop herself after that. She’d run her finger across Taylor’s lips, knowing the moment she kissed them they’d taste like whiskey. And she’d put her hand in hair that seemed impossibly soft, even as she stared at it from across the room. And after that, they couldn’t go back. 
 
“That’s sweet of you to offer, but if I’m staying here, I’ll sleep on the couch. There’s no sense in putting you out like that.” Taylor patted the space next to where she sat. “We’re already old friends, the couch and I. I’d break its heart if I left now.” She stood up and stretched her arms above her head, Carson unable to stop herself from following the line of the woman’s curves as her shirt clung to her frame.
 
Carson gritted her teeth before letting out a long, slow sigh. She couldn’t fight her on this because the longer they talked, the less her resolve about anything held steady. “I’ll go grab you some pillows and a blanket from the closet.”
 
She stalked off into the hallway, returning moments later with a pillow and blanket. As she rounded the corner into the living room, she saw Taylor, her long body already spread out on the sofa, her shoes placed on the floor next to her. Her chest rose with deep, even breaths, and it was clear she was already asleep.
 
Carson smiled into the room before unfolding the blanket and placing it across her body. She gently lifted Taylor’s head to place the pillow under it, and she turned off the light on the end table. 
 
She walked back toward her own bedroom and let out another long, expressive sigh before throwing herself down on the mattress.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Kiss On The Lips
 
Ingredients:
 
 
	1.5 oz peach schnapps
	5 oz mango mix
	1 tbsp grenadine
	2 cups crushed ice

Instructions:
Add peach schnapps, mango and crushed ice into a shaker. Pour the grenadine into bottom of cocktail glass and then pour shaken mixture in over the top. Garnish with a pineapple slice and cherry.
 
***
 
Taylor woke up to the smell of coffee and wondered if she was hallucinating. She kept her eyes closed for a few moments, taking deep breaths and savoring the rich smell that may be the last wisps of a dream. She felt a slight strain in her neck, her face unusually positioned. She opened her eyes slowly, an unfamiliar room coming into focus.
 
Right, she’d stayed at Carson’s last night. Who was apparently a welcoming host and helpful saint for stuck travelers in snowstorms. She shook her head, laughing slowly at the absurdity. Two days ago, she’d thought they were going to get into a fist fight in a craft store, and today, she’d woken up on the woman’s sofa. 
 
This week hadn’t had a dull moment yet, and they were only halfway through it. She groaned loudly as Carson popped her head out of the kitchen. “Morning,” she said brightly, a surprising enthusiasm given the early hour and her typical demeanor. 
 
Her face was washed of any makeup, and she looked far sweeter, less like a tiger ready to strike. Maybe more vulnerable with nothing to hide behind. Her hair ran wild down her back, and she wore a pair of loose fitting sweat pants and an oversized t-shirt. 
 
Taylor groaned again at how cute she looked and resisted the urge to smother herself with the pillow before she remembered her manners. “Morning,” she said as she sat upright on the sofa. She petted the pillow gently to let it know she meant it no harm. “Thanks again for letting me crash here last night,” she said sheepishly. “I may still be walking home if I’d gone out in that weather.” 
 
Carson walked over to the window facing the street. “It looks like they plowed. And it’s supposed to be unseasonably warm today, so most of the snow should melt off pretty quickly. I’m hoping it doesn’t impact tonight’s turn out.”
 
Taylor lifted an eyebrow. “Did you check your weather app? I don’t know if I should be impressed at your personal growth or embarrassed you’re trying to get rid of me as quickly as possible.” A slight blush tinged her cheeks at the honest admission.
 
“Oh my god, no,” Carson said, her eyes wide. “It’s not about you at all. I was trying to figure out the expected volume tonight so that I could prep as much as possible for the drinks.” She paused for a moment. “Honestly, there hasn’t been much of a need the last few years to stay on top of things like that.” She fidgeted from foot to foot as she ran a hand through her wild hair.
 
“I see.” Weirder than fighting with Carson was not fighting with her. The ease of their conversations over the past day was sending her into a bit of a tailspin. It’s like she’d morphed into a different person, the edges of her personality still well-defined but with a softness that made her want to lean into their conversation. She shook her head. “Well, I can get out of your hair if you have stuff to do. Thanks again for letting me crash here.” She picked up her shoes and began to put them on.
 
“Oh, um...” Taylor looked up when she heard Carson’s voice trail off.
 
“What? Do I have awful bedhead or something?” She tried to look down at her body to see if anything was amiss. Her clothing was still on, although her shirt was slightly skewed to one side, and she gave her head a gentle pat. It didn’t seem too worse for the wear.
 
“I was going to head to Joe’s for breakfast if you wanted to come along.” She fidgeted again with her words, and Taylor’s pulse quickened at the woman’s vulnerability.
 
Her face broke out into a smile. Maybe they really were finally making progress. “Sure. I’d like that.” She finished putting her shoes on as she continued talking. “Although I probably won’t stop talking about the upcoming events, so I hope you’re a morning person.”
 
Carson let out a small huff and ruffled her hair again. “I am not, but I’ll do my best. Just give me a few minutes to get ready. There’s some coffee in the kitchen if you want any,” she said as she turned and walked back toward her bedroom.
 
***
 
It was strange for Carson to be at Joe’s with anyone other than Blake, but to be fair, it was strange to do almost anything with a person other than Blake. She didn’t exactly scream warm and fuzzy, and besides casual hookups that didn’t last through the night, there weren’t many people she’d call if she needed something.
 
But Taylor wasn’t a hookup. She wasn’t even a friend. They were in business together, and although bars were notorious for blurred lines, she worked to keep things professional.
 
She slid into her usual booth as Taylor spoke across from her, already nestled into the high seat. “I hope Blake doesn’t think you’re cheating on him,” she said with a small laugh. Taylor picked up her menu and scanned it as Carson processed the words. Could Taylor read minds or something?
 
She pushed the thought away. “That boy will be in bed until nightfall. I swear, he’s closer to a vampire than a human.” At least she wouldn’t have to worry about having straw paper blown at her today. Maybe new company could be a positive thing.
 
“It sounds like you two have known each other for a while,” Taylor said as she continued to stare at her menu. She didn’t notice Carson go still, her eyes flashing as she wondered how to explain their situation.
 
Carson settled on, “He’s practically a brother to me, but yes, we go way back.” 
 
“You guys are fun together. All opposite energy and weirdly compatible friction. It reminds me of myself and Jane,” she said with a smile.
 
Right, Jane. Carson still didn’t understand the nature of their relationship. “And you and Jane are...” she asked carefully, unsure of the answer or what she hoped it to be. 
 
“Jane’s my best friend. She came with me on Monday because she’d just broken up with her boyfriend. She’s also an amazing guest to have at events. Like a live wire. You never know what to expect with her, but she always leaves the crowd wanting more,” Taylor said before putting down her menu.
 
“I do seem to remember her leading a few chants,” Carson laughed. 
 
“She really is one of the most ineffably positive humans I’ve ever met.”
 
“You’re pretty damn positive yourself.” Carson gritted her teeth after the words tumbled out unconsciously. Stop telling her you notice things about her.
 
Taylor peered back at her for a few seconds before speaking. “It’s a habit I practice. I don’t see the point in being ruled by the bad stuff. It’s going to happen, but it will make me a better person if I can find a way to work through it,” she said simply.
 
“Just that easy?” Carson asked, with a teasing smile. The comment was laced with sarcasm, but there was a part of her that was curious as to whether it was actually possible. She’d just always assumed people were positive or negative, that they either felt emboldened by moving through the world or exhausted by it. She’d manage to carve out a nice little life for herself with Blake and the bar, and she tried not to tempt fate anymore beyond that.
 
“Well, if it’s a habit, it gets easier with practice I suppose. But some days are definitely better than others.” Taylor stilled for a moment, and Carson could tell she wanted to say something else.
 
“Spit it out.”
 
“Take you for example,” she said tentatively.
 
Carson sat up straighter in the booth, her hand clenching around a piece of silverware. “What about me?” Way to prove her point, asshole. She unclenched her hand and forced a smile.
 
Taylor laughed and fiddled with the sugar packs in a small holder. “All I mean is, two days ago we could barely be in the same room for ten minutes without fighting, and here we are today, having breakfast like functional humans.”
 
Carson looked at Taylor questionably. “And that’s been hard for you? Being in the same room with me?” she asked. She knew she wasn’t always the easiest person to get along with, but it was difficult to hear someone else say the words.
 
She could see Taylor choosing her next words carefully. “I think we just approach things differently. You’re all broody and capricious, and I’m completely Type-A. Neither is better or worse, but we don’t always work together well without significant compromise from both parties.” She let out a small laugh and continued. “But look at us now, working together like the adults we are.”
 
Carson absorbed the words for a few seconds before she smirked. “So, what you’re saying is, I’ve taught you a lot?”
 
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Taylor retorted quickly. “But I will acknowledge that I’ve already learned a lot from this experience,” she continued with a lopsided grin.
 
“So, what are your plans after the week is over? Do you have other jobs or clients lined up? I’m not sure how event planning works-” Carson’s words were interrupted as their waitress approached the table.
 
“Hi, girls. What can I get ya?” 
 
“Morning, Maddy,” Carson said as her face split into a grin. She loved Maddy. She loved her dependability. She loved that she’d been working here for the past fifteen years. She loved that she gave her and Blake extra milkshake mix when they were teenagers. Besides Glenn, Maddy was the closest thing to a responsible adult Carson had in her life. “I’ll have my usual.” She handed her menu over.
 
“And what about you, sweetie?” Maddy asked Taylor. She looked pale, and Carson wondered for a moment if she was sick. Or maybe more hungover from last night than she’d thought. 
 
Taylor stumbled over her words for a few seconds before finally spitting them out. “I’ll have the omelette please. And a coffee in the biggest cup you can give me.” She let out a small, forced laugh.
 
“Coming up,” Maddy said as she walked away from the table and back toward the kitchen area.
 
Carson looked over at her with concern. “Are you okay? I say this in the nicest possible way, but you look like you’re about to hurl all over the table.”
 
“I think I’m just tired,” Taylor answered sadly. “I’ll be happy when this week’s over.”
 
Carson grew defensive, anger beginning to prickle under her skin at Taylor’s words. “Sorry being at a dive bar all week has reduced you to nothing more than ash and bone. Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll be back to extravagant barn weddings and corporate parties in no time.”
 
Taylor’s eyes shot up and found Carson’s. “No, I’m sorry. That came out wrong. I just want this week to go well.”
 
“We both want this week to go well,” Carson said, confusion drawn across her face. “At least you’re not struggling to keep your business open. I’d say if we’re fighting for who needs this more, the bar wins out on that one.”
 
“You might be surprised,” Taylor answered glumly.
 
***
 
It’s not like the story was the first result when someone Googled her name, but there were enough angry reviews that the situation came to light pretty quickly. After the fallout, vendors flocked to Taylor’s Yelp and Google review pages to leave scathing tales of being wronged. The worst part was that none of them were inaccurate. Even if she didn’t know they were happening, it was her responsibility to keep better tabs on things. Her stomach churned when she thought about it which was probably why she worked so hard not to think about it whenever possible.
 
As hard as this week was, it had been an escape from her old life and the briefest glimpse of hope that she could turn things around, that this didn’t need to be her story.
 
She let out a long sigh and finally looked up at Carson. Now that they were beginning to know one another, Carson didn’t seem as sharp. She seemed guarded, an emotion Taylor recognized easily in herself these days. There was obviously more going on with her story as well, and they were circling around each other, drawn farther into her orbit with each passing day. She’d been too trusting before, and she worried making the same mistake again could have catastrophic consequences.
 
“Hey,” Carson said, reaching her arm across the table and encircling Taylor’s hand with her own. The simple touch made Taylor want to cry at its tenderness. “Are you okay? We don’t have to talk about anything if you don’t want to, but I’m here to listen if you need me.” She gave her hand another gentle squeeze but didn’t let go. Taylor felt like she could break apart into a million tiny pieces.
 
“I think you’ll respect me less if I tell you,” Taylor choked out. Even she respected herself less for what happened, so she expected the same of others.
 
Carson looked at her with a seriousness she’d never seen before. “We all do what we need to survive, and we all make mistakes along the way. You’re here now, and that’s the important thing.”
 
Taylor let out a deep breath and willed herself not to cry. “My first company failed pretty cataclysmically,” she said with a forced laugh.
 
“A lot of companies fail,” Carson said simply.
 
“This was a bit different.”
 
“How so?” They both paused for a moment as Maddy dropped their food off. Carson waited until they were alone before speaking again. “If you don’t mind me asking?”
 
Taylor pushed the omelette around on her plate without taking a bite. Once she opened Pandora’s Box, she couldn’t shove everything back in. Carson would know the story, and it would be impossible for it not to taint how she saw Taylor. “Honestly, it sounds like a soap opera.”
 
Carson’s eyes lit up. “I love soap operas! I mean, more so when they’re not involving real people because that’s a whole heck of a lot of drama, but I doubt you could tell me anything I haven’t already seen used as a plot device.” 
 
Taylor almost managed a smile, Carson constantly surprising her at every turn. “I started a business with someone I trusted. Things were going well for a few years. At least I thought so.”
 
“But they weren’t?” Carson hung on her every word. At least there was entertainment to be provided by way of her fucked up life.
 
“They were, to a certain extent. I handled all the liaising with clients and event execution while my partner handled the operations and vendor relations. Based on the records, things were on the up and up for a few years, but money slowly started going missing.”
 
“No!” Carson yelled across the table with the perfect balance of shock and horror. She even lifted her other hand, the one not still wrapped around Taylor’s, up to her face.
 
“Yeah,” Taylor said ruefully. “And I only found out because my partner completely disappeared with said funds, leaving behind a boat load of unpaid invoices for vendor labor we used at events.”
 
“I hope you found their ass and had them thrown in jail,” Carson said with a forceful head nod, like it was obviously the only solution. 
 
“God, it sounds like someone else’s life to tell this story,” Taylor said with a laugh, more genuine this time as she told the insane tale out loud for the first time in months. “He hasn’t been found yet. Honestly, it doesn’t seem like a great con to be running. He didn’t make off with enough to live on, but he managed to run the credibility we’d built up over the years into the ground.”
 
“The nerve,” Carson said before shoving a bite of pancake in her mouth. “What a fuckin’ asshole,” she continued in between bites of food. “So where does that leave things?”
 
“Well, that’s what these last few months have been all about. I don’t want to file for bankruptcy, and I sure as hell want to pay the vendors back. They were all amazing, and I’m still horribly ashamed they weren’t paid.” She paused and finally took a bite of her omelette. “But, it’s not exactly a high margin business, and no one in the industries I used to work with will touch me. Unpaid invoices are the curse of death for event planners. Unless you’re managing the company completely in-house, which is almost impossible considering you need catering, event supplies, florists, and anything else people can dream up, you’re almost always outsourcing the majority of the execution to your trusted vendor team.”
 
“That’s some bullshit,” Carson yelled. A few tables looked over at the outburst, and she quickly ducked her head. She lowered her voice before speaking again. “It’s not your fault Taylor. That person screwed you over, and while you could have been watching him like a hawk and double checking everything he did, that’s not why you work as a team in the first place.”
 
She was surprised at Carson’s practical approach to the situation, and strangely, she felt unexpectedly better after telling her. “I know. But it’s hard to not feel like a fool. I just feel like I’ve been running ragged these last few months, trying to find a way to stay in business while making enough to slowly start paying the vendors back.”
 
“So, how did you end up hooked up with Second Chances?” Carson asked.
 
“Oh,” Taylor said with a laugh. “I used to go there when I first moved to the city.”
 
Carson arched an eyebrow. “I don’t remember seeing you there...”
 
“I’m sure you’ve served thousands of people. I didn’t expect that you’d remember me.”
 
“Wait. Do you remember me?” Carson asked as she sat up straighter in her side of the booth again.
 
Taylor blushed, heat snaking across her chest and up her neck at the admission. She’d done enough sharing for one day. “Thank you,” she said, giving Carson’s hand one last gentle squeeze before extracting her own. “I need my hand back, or I’ll never be able to cut my omelette.”
 
Carson let out an annoyed scoff at Taylor’s unwillingness to participate in her walk down memory lane. “You’re no fun.”
 
“We’ve been at a bar every night this week, and I failed to even make it home last night,” Taylor said quickly before shoving a properly cut piece of omelette into her mouth before it got cold.
 
“Well, I’d hate to besmirch your good name,” Carson said with a smirk.
 
***
 
 
“Hey, Blake,” Carson said into her phone as she cradled the device between her chin and her neck.
 
“How many times do we have to go over you not calling me before nightfall?” Blake said with an exasperated sigh on the other end of the line.
 
Carson laughed. “I know. I’m sorry I interrupted your beauty rest. Ian sent me a text that he’s not feeling well. I’m heading to the bar now to cover the rest of his shift, but I was hoping you’d be available tonight to work.” She heard Blake let out another long, punctuated sigh. “Act like you weren’t going to be drinking your face off there anyway. Come on,” she chided. “And it’s bingo night! You love bingo.”
 
“I love nothing and no one,” he said solemnly. “Wait, where are you?” he asked with more interest in his voice.
 
“I was grabbing breakfast,” she said. He didn’t need to know that breakfast had turned into a four hour affair until she’d received Ian’s text.
 
“Oh, hell. You did not go to Joe’s without me,” he huffed.
 
“It was either step out on you or step out on Joe’s. I made my choices,” she said with a laugh. “Are you gonna get your sorry butt in tonight? You know the tips will be amazing.”
 
“Fine. What time do you need me?” She heard him shuffling around his apartment, a good sign he’d actually show up.
 
“Anytime before seven works. Love you, bye,” she said before hanging up quickly. No sense in giving him time to change his mind.
 
She walked the remaining few blocks to her apartment, and the bar by proxy, with a lightness she hadn’t felt in a long time. She stood in the alleyway for a few seconds next to the back entrance and stared around at the drab gray on every surface. Gray dumpster. Gray painted bricks. Gray fire escape. Gray snow, flecked with dirt and detritus so soon after its birth. She took a deep breath and categorized each item, even though she’d seen them a million times before. But today, they didn’t make her sad. They made her feel lucky. After letting herself in the back entrance, she took the steps two at a time and burst into her apartment.
 
The smile on her face hadn’t waned since she and Taylor parted ways, and she touched her fingers to her lips and let out a small laugh. God, she was such a sap right now. Even Ian calling in sick hadn’t dampened her mood, mostly because she’d have an excuse to hang out with Taylor all night. They’d both be working, but it was a better situation than her staring across the bar and drinking every time her stomach fluttered when the other woman was near. If that was the case, she’d be falling off her barstool before the sun went down.
 
She hopped in the shower and willed her body to slow down, enjoying the sensation as the hot water dripped across her skin. She thought about what to wear tonight, annoyed that her stupid smile returned almost as soon as she thought about Taylor arriving in a few hours.
 
As she dried herself off, she walked around her bedroom and surveyed her potential options. Black. Black. More black. Not a lot of versatility in her wardrobe, but she’d never had problems with women liking her style before. 
 
“Calm down,” she said into the empty room. “You don’t even know if she’s gay.” Not that that had stopped her from flirting with women before, but she’d never much cared if they flirted back.
 
Taylor had crawled under her skin, and Carson felt aware of her in a way that both made her want to crash into the feeling with reckless abandon and run away from it as quickly as possible. But given they still had three more events together, she didn’t think the second option was going to happen. And she didn’t want it to happen. She hadn’t had this much fun with someone except Blake in a long time. 
 
Taylor had been vulnerable today, had let her see behind the perfectly coiffed facade to a realness she hadn’t known existed below the surface. And damn if it didn’t make Carson want her more.
 
She threw her outfit on the bed in a haphazard pile and walked into her bathroom to put on her makeup. “Eat your heart out Taylor Tate,” she said to her reflection in the mirror.
 
***
 
 
Taylor grew nervous as she made her way over to Second Chances. Not because of anything professional related to tonight, but because things felt different now. Carson had shocked her today, in a positive way, the effects from their morning together still monopolizing her thoughts even hours later.
 
Even with the heavy snowfall they’d gotten last night, the snow had almost melted today in the surprisingly warm weather. No need for unscheduled sleepovers tonight. Her face grew warm when she realized the emotion prickling under her skin was disappointment, and she laughed on the sidewalk and took a few moments to compose herself before she opened the door to the bar.
 
She noticed Carson immediately, any hope she had of playing it cool melting faster than yesterday’s snow. Carson wore all black, like always, and her hair fell in big, loose waves around her face and shoulders before cascading down her back. Her makeup was done impeccably, the smokey eye look giving the appearance she’d just been fucked. Taylor blushed again for the second time in minutes at the thought, unable to pull her gaze away. 
 
She let out an involuntary groan as she walked across the bar, unsure if she was in heaven or hell right now. “Hey,” she said before slipping out of her jacket as casually as she could given her hands were shaking. To her credit, Taylor didn’t think the tension was one-sided, Carson’s eyes not leaving her own as she’d walked across the room.
 
“Hi,” Carson responded, her voice low and husky. The tone sent a shot straight to Taylor’s center, and her body fidgeted with the intensity of her response. “What can I get you?”
 
“What’s the special tonight?” Taylor asked. She’d been so discombobulated from today’s events that she honestly couldn’t remember.
 
“You tell me,” Carson said with a smirk. She stirred a drink in front of her calmly like she didn’t have a care in the world, but Taylor could feel the woman’s eyes still on her as she stared down at the menu.
 
The heat crawling across her skin intensified as she reached Thursday’s drink. Was she really going to make her say it? She looked up and stared into dark eyes as the smirk directed at her intensified.
 
Apparently, Carson had every intention of making her say it. 
 
Taylor tried to avoid the situation, wondering how far either of them would push this. “I’ll have the special.” She placed the menu down in front of her like it was made out of glass, working to maintain her resolve.
 
“I slaved away all week on a Valentine’s menu painstakingly built with thought and care, and you won’t even humor me?” Carson asked in a sad voice. She made her eyes bigger and turned her face slightly upward to increase the effect.
 
And damned if it didn’t work. The small sliver of resolve Taylor clung to since walking in the door melted like an icicle in the sunlight. She allowed Carson a few more seconds to bask in how clever she thought she was before Taylor gazed back at her with the same look bestowed on her right now. She held Carson’s stare for a few beats before one side of her mouth turned upward, and she bit down gently on her bottom lip to draw Carson’s eyes there.
 
Two could play this game.
 
She stood up slightly on her stool and leaned farther over the bar, Carson’s eyes still following her lips. “I’ll have a Kiss on the Lips,” she practically whispered, their faces only inches apart. Carson met her stare once more before her eyes dropped back to Taylor’s mouth. 
 
She couldn’t stop herself, and she damn well knew she should stop. Of all her bad ideas, unabashedly flirting with Carson was definitely top of the list. But something she couldn’t quite pinpoint pushed her along, a feeling more and more pronounced over the past day that she couldn’t shake regardless of how hard she worked to compartmentalize her feelings. 
 
And she didn’t want to anymore. 
 
For her final act, a gesture that would leave no confusion as to her intentions, Taylor reached into the garnish tray sitting open between them, gently plucking a cherry from the pile by its stem. She brought the fruit slowly up to her mouth and gave Carson a long, hard stare. She put the fruit halfway into her mouth, her lips sucking the juice on the outside as her tongue slowly pulled the cherry in deeper. She made sure her teeth didn’t break the skin, that her mouth formed into a perfect ‘o’ around it with just enough suction to create a small sucking sound.
 
Carson moved closer to her, close enough that she could pluck the cherry from Taylor’s mouth with her own if she wanted. And Taylor couldn’t deny she definitely wanted that to happen. She dropped her gaze to Carson’s lips and then back up to meet the other woman’s eyes again before she finally popped the cherry into her mouth and bit off the stem. Carson’s eyes blew wide at the act, and Taylor was sure she could see the pulse point thrumming on her neck.
 
Taylor’s want threatened to take her over, her abdomen tightening with every second Carson continued to stare. She swallowed the cherry after a few quick chews before her lips split into a wide smile. Then, she tilted her head and asked with an innocence she didn’t feel. “So, about that drink?”
 
 
***
 
Jesus fucking Christ. Carson practically growled when Taylor sucked the cherry into her mouth across the bar. She’d dug her nails hard into the old wood, sure she’d left indentations from the force of it.
 
If sex was a food, it was a cherry. If sex was a look, it was how Taylor stared at her as she took the fruit between her lips. If sex was a sound, it was the breathy way she whispered that she wanted a Kiss on the Lips.
 
Why hadn’t they been doing this the whole time they worked together? Taylor was a lot more fun when she objectified cherries instead of bothering Carson about how frequently she checked her email.
 
Carson was confused beyond belief now and had no idea what Taylor actually wanted. Had this Taylor been lurking below the surface the entire time? Just waiting to come out and play? Carson took a few deep breaths as she worked to bring herself back down to reality. Her blood rushed spastically through her body, and it took all of her resolve to stop leaning in toward Taylor.
 
She looked at Taylor, now back in her seat, a small dimple prominent as she smiled like she hadn’t just instigated this entire interaction. Well, maybe Carson had started it, but Taylor had certainly taken control and finished it on her terms.
 
Carson cleared her throat and Taylor let out a low, flirty laugh. “One Kiss on the Lips,” she said as confidently as she could project. “Coming up.”
 
Taylor continued to watch her as she mixed the drink, although she’d decided to keep her talking and cherry sucking to a minimum. Thank god for small miracles. Less than a minute later, Carson pushed the drink toward her. “Thanks,” Taylor said as she stirred the straw around in the glass. “I’ve got to go play bingo with some bar nerds now. Wish me luck.” She hopped down from the stool and gave Carson a long, lingering look traveling the span of her body before she walked away.
 
Carson had about two seconds of peace and quiet before a towel whipped her hard on the arm. “What the fuck!” she yelled louder than intended, turning toward the source.
 
Blake stared at her with a shit-eating grin plastered on his face. This couldn’t be good. “Girl, I need a cold shower right now, so I can’t imagine how you feel.” He laughed maniacally as he looked across the room to Taylor and then back to her.
 
Carson gritted her teeth. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
“Do you think cherries can get pregnant? Because if so, that cherry would be pregnant right now. That girl just gave a whole new meaning to the term cherry bomb.” 
 
Carson glared at him. “Do you have anything else to say? Seems like you need to get this out of your system.”
 
“Since you asked, just a few more things.” He held up a finger like he was counting off. “Damn, I didn’t know she had it in her.” Another finger. “Damn, I haven’t seen you drool that hard maybe ever.” Then a third. “Damn, I think we need to be charging higher cover.” He popped up a fourth finger before gently slapping himself across the face. “And goddamn, when the two of you finally knock boots, the world might implode.” Blake quickly jumped back a few steps as Carson lunged at him. “That’s not fair. You said I could get it out of my system!”
 
“I didn’t think you had a speech prepared. Fuck,” she said as she ran her hands hard through her hair. Her skin was electric, alive and buzzy like she’d just been stunned with a taser. 
 
***
 
 
Taylor spent the next two hours in a fruitless attempt to focus on corralling the bingo players. She was not on her game at all, although people began to care less as they grew more drunk. She’d only gone to the bar once more, but she’d made sure to order from Blake. Otherwise, she may not have ever left. Even from twenty feet away, she could barely take her eyes off of Carson, unconsciously following the woman as she moved from one end of the bar to the other like she was some dark, ethereal goddess floating across the floor.
 
At ten, her timer went off to indicate tonight’s activity was over, a nervous thrill shooting through her body. “All right everyone, we’re winding down here at Cupid’s Bingo Hall. If you won a game, make sure to use your free drink ticket. If you didn’t win a game, cozy up to a stranger who did and convince them to give you theirs.” That earned her an appreciative laugh from the crowd, a few faces she recognized from past events.
 
She hopped down from the stool she’d been sitting on in the corner and slowly made her way to the bar. God, what had come over her before? She wasn’t a prude, but she’d never sucked the juice of a cherry in a bar to get a rise out a woman. A woman who may or may not even be interested in her.
 
She should apologize. Carson started it, but she’d upped the ante in a professional setting in a way that was neither professional or fair. It was a complete fucking turn on, but that wasn’t the point. She reached the front of the bar, but she didn’t see Carson anywhere. “Hey, Blake,” she yelled a few feet down from where she stood. He looked over toward her and smiled but didn’t speak. “Where’s Carson?”
 
“Getting more alcohol,” he yelled back before taking the next order. 
 
As she looked around the bar, she noticed tonight was the busiest night yet. The floor was packed with people, and it was no surprise they’d already run low on alcohol in the front. Between her mind on Carson and her focus on trying to get through bingo, she hadn’t been paying attention to much else and failed to notice as the crowd swelled in size over the past few hours.
 
Taylor pushed through the solid wall of people toward the back offices. She relished the moment of quiet when the metal door shut behind her and blocked out the noise of so many people corralled in one place.
 
A door was slightly ajar just beyond Glenn’s office, and she closed the few feet between herself and the doorway and walked inside. Carson stood with her back to Taylor as she entered, plucking bottles off shelves and placing them in a brown box at her feet. Three of the walls were covered with shelving, hundreds of bottles set atop almost every free surface. 
 
“Hey,” Taylor said into the room, the confidence from earlier gone from her voice.
 
Carson turned around at the sound, her eyes flashing with surprise before they softened, a small smile on her face. “Hey. How’d bingo go?”
 
“Honestly, not my finest night, but I got through it.”
 
Carson took a step closer but continued to pull bottles from the shelves. “Was something wrong?” she asked with a genuine concern that caused Taylor’s chest to tighten.
 
She decided to be honest. “I think I was just a little distracted,” she said in a quiet voice.
 
“Yeah, it’s been insane tonight,” Carson responded, missing the confession entirely.
 
Taylor took another step forward, any thoughts of apologizing vanishing with each passing second spent in the supply closet. “I didn’t notice.”
 
Carson looked over again, her arm braced against one of the shelves. She stared at Taylor intently. “Care to elaborate?”
 
Taylor felt the mood shifting in real time, of Carson’s awareness of the situation, and their very close proximity in a very private place. She took a deep breath before letting out a small laugh, working to lessen the overwhelming tension. “I thought I did my talking with the cherry earlier, but maybe I wasn’t clear enough.”
 
Carson’s eyes grew wide, and a small thrill shot through Taylor’s body at the reaction. Her cards were on the table. She’d been attracted to Carson before, but after today, and how comforted and understood the woman had made her feel, Taylor couldn’t seem to find a way to put those feelings neatly on a shelf anymore and hide them away.
 
This whole week moved in hyperdrive, like she’d entered a black hole and come out on the other side. Time passed differently here, and she felt like she’d already lived a lifetime. A lifetime of waiting. A lifetime of being unsure. A lifetime of feeling too afraid to go after what she really wanted. 
 
Taylor took another step. She and Carson were chest to chest, her own frame slightly taller in her high boots. She looked down and searched Carson’s face for any hesitation, for any sign she didn’t want this.
 
But, surprisingly, it was Carson who finally closed the gap, who melded their bodies softly together and let out a breathy little sigh as their lips connected. The push and the pull of their orbits finally collided together, like a missile crashing into its intended target.
 
She leaned into the kiss, the warmth of Carson’s lips on her own causing a jolt of want to rocket through her body with the simple touch. It wasn’t frenzied like she would have expected of either Carson or the situation. The woman brought her hand up and placed it lightly on Taylor’s hip, her fingers dancing delicately across a trail of exposed skin. Taylor’s mind moved slowly, but her body reacted like she’d gone into hyperdrive. 
 
Her abdomen clenched hard as Carson peppered a featherlight line of kisses across her jawbone. Her skin burned from the touch as the other woman ran her fingers delicately down Taylor’s arm. And when Carson finally leaned away from the kiss and looked at her with the softest, warmest eyes she’d ever seen, she thought her heart was going to jump out of her chest with little regard to the consequences it may cause.
 
Carson gently touched her forehead to Taylor’s in a move that shocked her with its affection, taking a few, deep sighs in the quiet of the room. Carson pulled her face back again, her mouth splitting into a disarming grin. “I would absolutely love to keep doing this, but I left Blake out there alone. He’s going to kill me if I don’t get back with the alcohol.”
 
Carson leaned forward again and gave her a surprisingly chaste kiss on the lips as she ran both hands down Taylor’s arms before letting her own drop to her sides.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
Hanky Panky
 
Ingredients:
 
 
	1.5 oz gin
	1.5 oz sweet vermouth
	2 dashes Fernet-Braca

 
Instructions:
Put some ice in a mixing glass and pour in all three ingredients. Stir to chill and strain the mixture into a chilled glass. Twist an orange peel over the surface of the drink. Garnish with the orange twist.


***
 
“Breakfast at Joe’s a third time this week?” Blake mumbled as he slid into the booth. “Christ, Carson. What’s gotten into you lately?”
 
She gave him a hard stare from across the table. “Can’t I be riding high on life?”
 
“More like riding high on who,” he said with a bleary grin. “Don’t think we’re not discussing what I saw last night. I felt like I should have paid admission for that show.”
 
“You already mentioned that, Blake. Your affinity for snark seems to be waning.”
 
“Some things are worth mentioning twice,” he said as Maddy set down two coffees on the table. He took a hungry gulp before speaking again. “So what’s going on? Spill. There are few things I’ll get out of bed for. This story is one of them. I know it’s going to be better than if Katarina challenged Estelle to a duel in the hopes of winning your love back.”
 
“There’s nothing to tell.” Blake’s eyes bored into her. She took a sip of her own coffee and averted her gaze, trying not to laugh at his last comment. He wasn’t weaseling his way in with humor.
 
“Are you going to hook up?”
 
“Well, that’s a bit crass, Blake,” she said with mock indignance.
 
“No. Crass is asking if you two fucked in the supply closet after your cherry porno foreplay at the bar. Don’t think I’m not still pissed that you left me alone with that crowd for so long.”
 
Carson let out a laugh this time, unable to contain it any longer. “I have the utmost trust in you Blakey. And I only took so long because we were out of so much inventory out front.” Not a complete lie, although she did encounter an unexpected distraction. And Blake should be thanking her that she had the will to walk away and come back at all when her apartment was only a floor away. Someone should give her a medal as far as she was concerned.
 
Blake narrowed his gaze, clearly not accepting her answer. “I saw Taylor walk out of the hallway a few minutes after you with that same stupid, gooey look on her face you had. Are you really going to make me beg for it?”
 
“First, and this is the last time I will say this, I have no idea what you mean by gooey look.”
 
“Oh come on,” he yelled, throwing his hand out to the side. “The gooey look. The look where your eyes go all lidded and you make weird motions with your arms like you’re practicing to be a ballerina but have a secret drinking problem that makes you uncoordinated and unfocused. And you have a stupid, shit eating grin on your face that doesn’t go away.” He took another sip of his coffee. “Kind of like the one you’re wearing right now.”
 
She wiped the smile from her face that was not in any way the same smile he’d just described and stared at him evenly. “If I didn’t love the food here so much, I’d walk out right now.”
 
Blake’s eyes softened and he stuck his arm out across the table. Carson rolled her eyes. “Come on, baby. Hold my hand.” He wiggled his fingers around, and Carson begrudgingly intertwined their fingers. “This is a good thing,” he said as he squeezed her hand.
 
She considered the statement. Was it? Or was it a train wreck waiting to happen that could implode her minimally productive yet carefully crafted world? Her life was fine. There was no reason to throw a wrench in it now that things were starting to look up. 
 
She let out a huff and rolled her eyes although she maintained the connection. “Since when are you qualified to give advice on this? Neither of us have an especially stellar track record for healthy relationships.”
 
He let out a deep, long laugh that caused both their bodies to shake. “Oh, come on. This is the plot to every soap opera storyline ever. Will they? Won’t they? All the reasons it shouldn’t work. The unbridled passion.” He shot her his most charming grin, the whites of his teeth flashing against the backdrop of the bright red booth.
 
“I hate you,” she said as she gently squeezed his hand. She stilled for a moment and took a sip of coffee before speaking, willing her voice to sound casual. “So, I was thinking about stopping by the center today.”
 
Blake’s eyes shot up in surprise. “When was the last time you were back?” he asked softly.
 
“Too long,” she said with an embarrassed mumble. “I’m never going to feel like I have the time or the energy or be in a good enough place to give back, but those aren’t excuses.”
 
“Want me to come along?” he asked with a wide smile, their fingers still interlaced on top of the table.
 
“I thought you’d never ask.”
 
***
 
“I feel like we’re in that part of Grease where Sandy shows up at the carnival in her satin pants and feisty hair,” Jane said as she stood next to a rack of clothing. She nodded toward Taylor. “Think you can handle it, hot stuff?” she asked with a laugh.
 
Taylor groaned and rolled her eyes before walking away to another aisle. Inviting Jane along had not been her best idea by a long shot. She’d woken up before sunrise this morning, plagued with a frantic energy and unable to sit still. She told herself she was just excited about what would hopefully be the most successful night of the bar so far this week, but she knew it was a lie as soon as the thought settled in her brain. But Jane didn’t need to know that. “It’s Friday, and the events are doing really well. Can’t two gal pals just hit the town for some weekend shopping?” she asked over the rack of clothes.
 
“Gal pals?” Jane asked, quirking her eyebrow. “Are you trying to blend in with the straights right now? Because we don’t talk like that. Give us a little credit. Sheesh,” she said with a huff.
 
Taylor was dying to talk about what happened last night, but the words sat heavy on her tongue. She didn’t know how to qualify what had happened, what it meant for her and Carson moving forward. She took a deep breath before walking back into Jane’s view. “Carson and I kissed last night.”
 
Jane’s eyes popped open wide, and her face split into a grin. “Shut up! The angry hottie bartender?” Taylor realized how much had happened this week since the last time she’d seen Jane. Carson was now a fixture in her life every day, and she’d almost forgotten the world continued to move along outside of it.
 
“Yes. And she’s not that angry once you get to know her,” Taylor responded softly, a blush blooming across her cheeks.
 
Jane raised an eyebrow and stared her down. “Oh yeah? And just how well did you get to know her?”
 
Taylor’s blush intensified, snaking across her chest and warming her body like she’d been lit with a match. Not as well as I wanted, she thought wryly, remembering their kiss and the tension leading up to it. “We kissed. That’s all.”
 
“That’s never all. Tell meeeeeee,” she pushed, taking a step closer. Jane was shorter than Taylor, but her best friend cut an intimidating presence when she wanted something.
 
“I mean, there may have been a fairly public incident involving a cherry.” She winced as she said the words out loud. God, she hadn’t even been drunk when she’d done that. It was fueled by pure lust and stupidity.
 
“I...” Jane said before she stopped talking and walked over quickly to wrap Taylor in her arms. “I’m just so proud right now. I feel like my baby’s all grown up.” She squealed and gave Taylor a tight squeeze that she thought might strangle her.
 
“Jane,” Taylor huffed out as she worked to extricate herself from her friend’s hold. “You’re suffocating me.” 
 
Jane released her arms and took a step back, her eyes gleaming. “I am just so goddamn excited. And you better believe I’m coming to the bar tonight. I need to see this for myself.” Taylor rolled her eyes, but she found it difficult to stop herself from smiling. “Oh, my god,” Jane gushed. “You like her. You like, like her, like her.”
 
“If I can’t say gal pals, you can’t say like like,” Taylor shot back, earning a pout from Jane. “I don’t make the rules.” 
 
But she couldn’t bring herself to deny it. She did like like her, and she didn’t know what she was going to do about it.
 
***
 
Carson sat in Glenn’s office as she ran through the numbers and worked on taking inventory. Blake and Ian were bartending tonight, but she still had a whole mess of things to complete that had fallen by the wayside the past week.
 
She scrolled through the computer and added bottles to the next delivery list, shocked at how much they’d gone through already. Next week’s delivery wasn’t scheduled until Tuesday, and she realized she may have to run out to a distributor and pay a premium to ensure they didn’t run out of too many items.
 
“Hey, kid.” She looked up to find Glenn standing in the doorway. 
 
“Hey, Glenn. Long time, no see.” She smiled and moved to stand up from his chair.
 
“No, sit,” he said, walking into the room and taking a seat in the chair across from her.
 
She fidgeted slightly as she worked to get comfortable. “This feels awkward,” she said with a light laugh.
 
“Nah, you’re a natural.” He leaned back in the chair across from her and looked around the room. “View feels a bit different from over here though.”
 
“Did you finally notice your 2015 calendar on the wall?” she joked.
 
“2015 was a good year. You got promoted to bar manager. Mary’s cancer was in remission.” He smiled, but his eyes were far away.
 
He didn’t talk about Mary often anymore, but she knew he missed her every day. He’d almost worked himself to an early death after her passing, and it took over a year of gentle prodding to get him to spend more time at home again, to work to build a life when there was a hole in it that could never be mended.
 
She smiled at him. She didn’t know where she’d be without the man who sat across from her, and she thought about him and the impact he’d made on her life at least once every day. “And here we are, all these years later,” she said contentedly. “Did you stop by to take a walk down memory lane?”
 
Glenn let out a laugh and fiddled with the watch on his wrist. “I just came to check in on how the week is going. I’ve gotten a few updates from Taylor via email, but I wanted to see how things are going from your perspective.” 
 
Loaded question, Glenn, she thought to herself.
 
“It’s...” She paused, working to choose her words carefully. “It’s been going better than expected.” A small smile bloomed on her face that she couldn’t suppress.
 
“That’s about as high of a compliment as one can expect to receive from Carson Smith,” he said with a deep belly laugh. 
 
“You know me so well,” she shot back before standing up next to the desk. “I have to head to the inventory room to do a final count before tonight. Did you need anything else?”
 
“Just for you to keep doing what you’re doing.”
 
She walked around the desk and laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You got it, boss,” she answered before continuing out the door.
 
As she walked out into the bar thirty minutes later, she didn’t feel the same, deeply consuming hatred for the red decorations as she’d felt at the start of the week. She let out a small laugh as she continued around the back of the bar. She was almost amused at the hearts reflecting in the light and how obviously out of place the cupids taped on the walls were.
 
Ian was already working behind the bar, and Blake wasn’t scheduled to arrive for another few hours as the night, hopefully, grew busier. A few regulars dotted the main floor, and after making a drink, Carson walked back around and sat on one of the stools like a regular customer.
 
She stirred her drink idly as she watched people quietly sip their cocktails or chat in small groups. This bar was the closest thing to a home she had, the blessing in her life that all other events and new beginnings were measured against. Not that there were many of those, and not that anything could ever come close to the impact this place had on her. 
 
She didn’t believe in god or a higher power, she’d seen too much shit for that, but ending up at a bar called Second Chances edged her a little closer to believing in something bigger than herself, that maybe there was actually a plan for her life instead of sadness and fear and loss. 
 
A gentle tap on her shoulder pulled her from her introspective path. Back to the bar and its dark walls and garishly out-of-place Valentine’s Day accents.
 
“Hey,” Taylor said, a shyness in her voice that melted Carson with its innocence. That was not the voice coming out of those lips last night, but she worked to quickly push the inappropriate thoughts away when she noticed Jane stood behind her.
 
Carson grew momentarily uncertain. Did Taylor bring Jane along as backup so they didn’t end up alone together? She sat up a bit straighter on the stool and continued to fiddle with the straw in her drink. “Hey.”
 
Jane practically pushed in between them which didn’t alleviate any fears running through Carson’s mind. “I’m Jane. We met on Monday. Carson, right?” she asked with a head quirk.
 
“Nice to see you again, Jane,” she said with a less-than-chipper tone she worked to temper.
 
“Are you not working tonight?” Taylor asked as she stared toward the back work area behind the bar. 
 
“I’ll hop on if things get too crazy, but Ian’s working now, and Blake should be here in a few hours,” she said simply. 
 
Taylor shot her a smile that made her knees go weak. “So, you’re saying you’re free to participate tonight?” Taylor asked, the smile turning into a grin.
 
“I think I made my feelings on Valentine’s Day pretty clear when we first met,” she said, the tension slowly releasing from her shoulders. She’d probably participate in a Polar Plunge right now if Taylor asked her, but the blonde didn’t need to know that. 
 
Carson tried to resist the urge to rake her eyes across Taylor’s body, the crisp white t-shirt hanging low on her frame, the bright red bra she wore underneath obscured but not invisible. Was Taylor trying to torture her?
 
Ian walked over to them and set his palms down on the bar, thankfully breaking her focus. “What can I get for you lovely ladies?” he asked, his Scottish accent thick even after a decade spent in the United States.
 
Jane’s eyes darted toward the bar faster than a horse out of the gate, her palms coming down onto the counter and mirroring Ian’s position. “Hi, I’m Jane.”
 
“Ian,” he responded. “Any friend of Carson’s is a friend of mine,” he said good naturedly. “What will you be havin’?”
 
Jane looked down at the drink menu in front of her before her eyes wandered back up to Ian, a broad smile on her face. “Hanky Panky,” she said so seriously that Carson had to bite back a laugh. “Please.”
 
“Comin’ right up. What about you, Taylor?” Ian asked as he began to mix the first drink.
 
“Make it two,” she answered. Carson stared at the exchange between Jane and Ian, but she could feel Taylor next to her, unable to shake her awareness of the other woman since she’d tapped her on the shoulder.
 
“Make it three,” Carson added from her seat.
 
He laughed and added another glass to the row. “Looks like we’re off to the races tonight.”
 
“Or Carson’s working up her liquid courage to play Cupid’s Challenge,” Taylor interjected as she turned to face Carson fully. Their bodies were inches apart, her thigh so close it brushed Carson’s intermittently when she moved. She let out an involuntary shiver and forced herself to keep her hands at her sides.
 
Carson blinked slowly, working to regain any semblance of confidence. “What’s that now?” she asked in an attempt to pull her thoughts back to the conversation and not how she could almost see the muscles of Taylor’s thigh flex below her tight jeans.
 
Taylor dropped her gaze to Carson’s mouth and then back up to her eyes. It was only a second, so quickly she could have blinked and missed it. Heat pooled in her stomach as Taylor leaned forward, her voice dropping lower. “You did read my email, didn’t you?” she asked with a devilish glint in her eye.
 
Taylor. Fucking. Tate. This woman was driving her absolutely insane, and she’d been here for fewer than ten minutes. Carson pulled her eyes up and met Taylor’s evenly. “Humor me,” she practically purred at the other woman.
 
Taylor bit her lip, just like she’d done last night, and Carson heated at the gesture. Ian and Jane were still chatting amicably, neither of them paying much attention to the push and pull happening between Taylor and Carson less than a foot away.
 
Carson crooked her finger and signaled for Taylor to come closer. The other woman obeyed immediately and bent her knees so they were eye level. Carson smelled her sweet shampoo and noticed every individual freckle dusting Taylor’s adorable nose. “You’re not playing fair,” Carson whispered into the small space between them. 
 
“I didn’t know I was playing at anything,” Taylor answered immediately, her eyes wide and unblinking.
 
“I doubt that very much. You’ve been playing games all week, and not the kind you’ve been hosting from the bar.”
 
Taylor leaned in closer this time, so close Carson could feel the woman’s breath on her cheek. “I thought I made myself pretty clear last night. Am I mistaken?”
 
Carson had never wanted anything so much, and she’d never feared wanting something so much. Regardless of the desire coursing through her body, she couldn’t say it first. Taylor wasn’t some woman she’d never see again. Some one night stand who she didn’t know. Who didn’t know her. “Tell me.”
 
***
 
Taylor was enrapt in Carson’s spell. The woman’s dark eyes. Her breathy voice. The vulnerability that shone through when she asked for confirmation of Taylor’s desire. Everything else in the bar melted away, and she worried if she didn’t keep her wits, another cherry incident, or worse, would play out on top of the bar.
 
But she couldn’t deny her, and she didn’t want her to think for even a second she wasn’t invested in this anymore. “Let me be perfectly clear. I will be thinking nothing except for you tonight. I have to go spend two torturous hours emceeing this event, but every time I can, I’ll look at you.” She dropped her voice so low it was barely a whisper. “You and that black lace bra you’re wearing that I wish you weren’t. And the cherry red lipstick on your lips I want to smear so badly.” She looked at her with an intensity that scared herself. “You.” Then she stood up straight, Carson’s eyes following every move she made. She took a deep breath and put on her best event planner smile. “Is that clear enough for you?” she asked.
 
“Crystal,” Carson gulped.
 
“Great,” she chirped in a voice higher than normal. “I’ve got to set up for the game. I expect that being the amazing bar manager you are, you’ll be participating tonight.” She turned to Jane and tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
Jane pulled her eyes away from Ian. “Um, you don’t see me interrupting your conversation,” she scoffed, earning a gruff laugh from the man behind the bar.
 
“I need to start setting up. Will you help me?”
 
Jane cocked her head to the side, looking at Taylor and then to Carson before she let out a deep laugh. “Girl, I think you’re way beyond help.” Jane turned back toward the bar. “Duty calls. Honor bound. All that good stuff. Thanks for the drink, Ian.”
 
“My pleasure,” he said as Jane walked toward the event table, Taylor following hopelessly behind.
 
Again, the theme of the night focused on socializing with one another. Everyone was given a sleeve of red heart stickers to carry with them as they chatted. Typically, the game was played where if a person used one of the words, they got a heart sticker which was a bad thing. In this version, if they said one of the buzzwords like love or heart or Valentine’s Day, they received a sticker. If they earned enough stickers from other people, they would receive a free drink.  
 
Taylor walked around and chatted with customers in a vain attempt to focus on anything except Carson sitting at the bar. Or Carson breathing. Or Carson existing. Or Carson doing anything. She gritted her teeth and walked up to where Jane chatted with a group of people. “Hey,” she said, slipping into an open space.
 
“Everyone, this is my friend Taylor. She’s hosting the Valentine’s Day event tonight,” Jane said with a flourish. Taylor bit back a laugh. She should really hire her on one of these days to run the events instead of her. A pipe dream right now, but if this week gained her some credibility in the bar scene, she may be able to think about rebuilding sooner than later.
 
“I feel like you only did that to get a sticker,” Taylor said as she peeled a small heart off her mostly full paper. “They’ve all seen me. They know who I am.”
 
The small circle of people laughed before introducing themselves. Taylor didn’t catch a single name, something she’d never struggled with before. Her gaze shifted back toward the bar involuntarily, Carson currently laughing at something Blake said as he forcefully shook a drink shaker in each hand.
 
The phone in her pocked vibrated, and she pulled it out to confirm the timer for the event had ended. She let out a long sigh and placed it out of sight again before walking over to the microphone. “All right everyone,” she boomed out into the room. “Tonight’s event is officially over. You can’t earn any more drink tickets, but feel free to keep playing if the spirit of Cupid compels you. And don’t forget to join us for tomorrow, actual Valentine’s Day, for the end of the week party. Have a good night everyone!” she forced out with as much enthusiasm as she could manage.
 
When she put down the microphone, Carson’s eyes were on her. The woman stood up from her stool and walked through the crowd deftly, at Taylor’s side in seconds. “Oh darn,” Carson said with fake sadness. “I didn’t even get to play.” She held up a full sheet of stickers and shrugged.
 
“I thought we weren’t playing anymore,” Taylor responded as she raised an eyebrow.
 
“We aren’t,” Carson answered quickly. “But I’m off work. And you’re off work. So I don’t know what we’re doing down here with all these losers,” she said with a laugh.
 
Taylor smirked. “You know these losers help pay your rent.” 
 
“And I will be eternally grateful to them.” Carson stared at her long and hard, the flutter in Taylor’s abdomen she’d worked to suppress the last few hours rushing back like it had never disappeared.
 
“I need to say bye to Jane. She’s the most self-sufficient person I know, but I don’t want her to think I abandoned her.”
 
“No problem.” Carson pulled out a key from the pocket of her jeans and slipped it into Taylor’s hand. “I’m going to head upstairs. Come find me when you’re done?”
 
Taylor gulped. “Sure thing.” Carson disappeared through the crowd back toward the entrance to her apartment, and Taylor searched for Jane, who appeared at her side out of nowhere moments later.
 
“Hubba, hubba,” Jane growled while making a litany of strangely mechanical yet vaguely sexual noises.
 
“I’m going to head out.” Taylor motioned toward Carson’s door. “Well, I mean up. I’ll still be in the building if you need me. Are you going to be okay?”
 
“I got three numbers, but I already have my sights set on the only possible match for me tonight,” Jane answered, her eyes darting toward the bar.
 
Taylor followed Jane’s eyeline and spotted Ian, who even over the sea of bodies, noticed them immediately and gave a small wave in their direction. She rolled her eyes in Jane’s direction. “For the love of god, please take it easy on him.”
 
Jane gave a devilish smirk. “You know I can’t promise that,” she said with a laugh as she disappeared back toward the bar.
 
Taylor walked up the steps to Carson’s apartment slowly, a nervousness settling in her stomach as she reached the platform. The door was propped open slightly, and she took a few moments to compose herself on the landing before heading inside.
 
She pushed the door open and stepped into the living room, the apartment surprisingly quiet given its proximity to the bar. Music floated from the record player, Carson nowhere to be found. Only the light next to the sofa was turned on, the rest of the illumination coming from a few candles set atop various shelves, their flames barely bouncing in the stillness of the air. She smiled reflexively, the romantic gesture causing the flutter in her stomach to intensify.
 
Maybe she was overthinking it? People loved candles. Carson probably used them for casting spells on customers who’d wronged her. She smiled again at the thought as Carson came down the hallway and stepped into the room.
 
“Is Jane going to make it on her own?” Carson asked as she took another step forward.
 
“Jane’s the best team of one I’ve ever seen,” Taylor said with a small laugh. “Although, and I’m not taking any responsibility for this, she seems to have set her sights on Ian.”
 
Carson shrugged and moved over to the decanter, the whiskey glasses from earlier this week cleaned and placed back on the small table. She poured a glass and gestured the bottle toward Taylor who nodded in acknowledgment. “Must be something in the air,” Carson said, staring down at the table as she filled the second glass.
 
Taylor walked toward Carson and the glasses on the table, her legs heavy, like she was swimming. Her body worked against her with the simple task of putting one foot in front of the other. As she reached the small table, Carson picked up a glass and handed it to her.
 
“Cheers,” Carson said, tilting her glass.
 
“Cheers,” Taylor echoed back, the air full with the few words spoken between them. She searched Carson’s face, the light dancing across her features as the woman took in deep, measured breaths. “Still hate Valentine’s Day?” she asked quietly.
 
Carson slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled out a full sheet of red stickers. She didn’t speak as she plucked one from its row. Taylor held her breath until she felt a featherlight touch against her palm. She looked down to see the tiny heart resting there. Her face broke into a small smile as she stared at the shape, its color contrasted against her pale skin. Carson raised Taylor’s hand gently and placed a soft, sweet kiss near the heart.
 
“I’m coming around to it,” Carson answered simply before taking a sip of her whiskey. 
 
“And what about all of the beautiful decorations downstairs?” Taylor asked, wanting the woman to touch her again. She knew how to make that happen. “The adorable little cupids with their bows and arrows.”
 
Carson plucked another sticker from the sheet. She put her glass down and stepped around the small table, so she stood in front of Taylor. This time, she placed the sticker between the v of Taylor’s shirt, as low as possible while still touching skin. And then, Carson leaned in slowly and kissed the skin directly above it, the touch of her lips causing a wave of desire to roll through Taylor’s body.
 
“Don’t you just love Valentine’s Day?” Taylor said, working to even her breathing. Carson plucked two more stickers from the sheet. She placed one on Taylor’s neck before gently kissing her pulse point. “What about the other one?” Taylor asked, her eyes wide.
 
“I may finally be coming around to Valentine’s Day,” Carson answered as she placed the sticker on her own face, inches away from her cherry red lips.
 
Taylor closed the few inches of space between them and cradled Carson’s face in her hands. She placed her own gentle kiss at the edge of the other woman’s mouth, and she could feel Carson smiling. Emboldened, Taylor shifted her lips over and kissed her softly, her own lips melting into the sensation.
 
Even the light touch set her body on fire, the need to taste more and touch more consuming her within seconds. She slowly drew Carson’s bottom lip into her mouth, gently sucking on the lush skin. Carson moaned at the contact, a zap of want shooting straight to Taylor’s center with the sound. 
 
“Carson,” she said into the darkened room and against the other woman’s lips, her body light and electric as she worked to control her emotions, her heart full and threatening to burst from her ribcage.
 
“I know,” Carson answered her quietly. “I know.”
 
***
 
Carson took a step back and stared at Taylor’s face, her eyes mapping every freckle and dimple like she’d never see them again. She moved her hand to the hem of Taylor’s shirt and gently pushed her hand under the fabric. She felt Taylor’s muscles tighten at the contact, and she touched her fingers against the soft skin for a moment before pulling the hem upwards. Taylor lifted her arms as the shirt shifted higher until Carson saw what she’d been fantasizing about all night.
 
She didn’t have long to enjoy the view, Taylor pulling their bodies together and giving her a long, deep kiss that sent shockwaves through her body. Taylor’s hands were everywhere, the woman begging for entry with her tongue, her teeth nipping against Carson’s bottom lip.
 
“Take off your shirt,” Taylor panted against her lips, the sound intensifying the shocks rocketing through her body. She disengaged their lips and peeled her own shirt off, throwing it haphazardly onto the floor. “This is crazy,” Taylor said into the room, although Carson didn’t know if she was talking to her or to herself. But she definitely understood the sentiment.
 
“I blame all of your hokey Valentine’s Day fanfare,” Carson quipped as she ran her hands down Taylor’s exposed side, her eyes distracted by red lace and smooth skin.
 
Taylor laughed. “Seems like it’s working out for you though,” she said as she quirked her head to the side. “You’re welcome,” she teased.
 
“Sometimes when we talk, we fight,” Carson responded. “We probably shouldn’t do that much talking right now.”
 
Taylor stepped forward again and ran her hands down the exposed plane of Carson’s stomach, her muscles clenching under the contact. “But sometimes when we talk, I tell you how much I want you,” Taylor answered. “So, I don’t think it’s the words’ fault. Plus, I like talking during sex,” she said as she stared at Carson innocently.
 
Carson’s eyes blew wide at the admission, wondering just what else the woman had to say on the subject. “You make a compelling argument.” She pulled their bodies close again and placed her mouth on Taylor’s throat, sucking her pulse point between her lips and then nipping slightly.
 
Taylor groaned and pushed her body harder into Carson’s. “So do you. I would say I’d stop talking if you keep doing that, but I don’t know if I can.”
 
“Then keep talking,” Carson growled, the idea turning her on more than she’d thought possible. She wasn’t usually vocal during sex, and she’d never much cared what partners had to say either. But like most things where Taylor was concerned, she couldn’t stop herself.
 
Taylor’s hand came up and wrapped around Carson’s wild strands of hair before settling near the nape of her neck. With a gentle tug from Taylor’s purposeful fingers, she let out a moan that surprised them both.
 
“God, you’re sexy,” Taylor said as she pushed her hands in deeper. 
 
“Keep going.” Carson breathed her own words out with more difficulty than she’d thought possible.
 
“Telling you how sexy you are or touching you?”
 
“Both,” Carson panted into the room. Taylor had carte blanche to do whatever the fuck she wanted right now as far and as long as she kept going.
 
“Take your pants off.” Taylor stepped away from her quickly and began peeling her own down her long legs, Carson following suit. The minute they fell in a ball on the floor, Taylor pushed her over to the sofa and down onto the cushions below.
 
Taylor wasted no time, sitting down on top of her with her legs straddled along Carson’s sides. Her body burned at every point of contact, the feeling of skin against skin pushing her closer and closer to the edge.
 
Taylor ran one of her hands up and down Carson’s thigh while the other hand came to rest again at the nape of her neck. “I love your hair,” Taylor said as she rocked her body against Carson’s slowly, the friction building with each passing second. “And I love your hands,” she said, the one pushing into Carson’s thigh moving to encircle her own hand now, their fingers laced together and resting at her side. The act felt intimate, and her stomach tightened with the rush of want coupled with the fear that came with it.
 
“Fuck, Taylor,” Carson said as the woman pushed their bodies together again, two thin pieces of underwear the only barriers between them.
 
“We’re getting to that,” Taylor said lightly. She stilled her body for a moment, and Carson looked up at her, Taylor’s eyes scanning across her face. “But most of all, I love how much you care when you think people aren’t looking.”
 
“You can’t prove that,” Carson choked out, surprised she had the will to disagree with Taylor about anything right now.
 
Taylor slipped her hand from Carson’s hair, her fingers skimming along her body until they came to rest gently between their legs, pressing into Carson’s underwear. Carson let out a moan at the contact, her body quivering like a bow wound too tightly. “I beg to differ,” Taylor chided. She pushed again, harder this time, her hand running up and down Carson’s center, the barrier of fabric pushing her to her breaking point. “I don’t think you could be this turned on right now if you didn’t care.”
 
“Have you seen yourself?” Carson asked incredulously. “You’re grinding on top of me in a red lace bra and whispering dirty things as you touch me. I’m not made of stone.”
 
Taylor slipped her hand into the waistband of Carson’s underwear, likely already knowing what awaited her. “Stone. Definitely not,” Taylor answered as she pushed in harder. She stroked her fingers up and down, her hand quickly encircling Carson’s clit. The pressure began to mount with only a few purposeful flicks of the wrist, the coil in her abdomen tightening faster than she was prepared for.
 
Taylor began to grind harder, her breath starting to come out in ragged intervals as she worked to roll her hips in purposeful circles. Carson couldn’t take it anymore, her free hand snaking up and into the waistband of Taylor’s underwear. Taylor slipped two fingers into Carson just as Carson found the other woman’s wetness, discovering how turned on Taylor was at the same time the fingers pushed into her body, pushing her dangerously close to the edge.
 
She bucked her hips up, Taylor pushing her own body down to meet her, a rhythm developing as they worked their fingers against one another. Taylor finally seemed at a loss for words, the only sounds coming out of her mouth a few loud moans as she ground hard into Carson’s hand. Taylor’s hand clenched hard around the fingers that had been clasped together since they’d made it to the sofa as her other hand pumped hard into Carson’s center. 
 
Taylor put her lips against Carson’s sternum, uneven breath ragged against her skin. “Carson,” Taylor panted against her chest, her hips rolling unevenly into Carson’s hand, the sensation reverberating through both their bodies. “Fuck, Carson. Fuck,” Taylor practically screamed as her entire body tensed, her stomach tight. The sight of Taylor falling apart above her pushed Carson over the edge.
 
Carson didn’t speak as she came down, Taylor content to nuzzle into her neck and ride out waves of pleasure as her body bucked every few seconds with the aftershock of her orgasm. 
 
Carson hadn’t ever felt this emotion before, any words to define it escaping her grasp.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Love Bomb
 
Ingredients:
 
 
	50ml Tequila Rose
	30ml Black Raspberry Liquer
	Fresh strawberry

 
Instructions:
Shake the ingredients with ice and strain into a cold glass, garnish with a fresh strawberry.
 
***
 
Taylor awoke to tattooed arms encircling her torso, Carson spooning against her butt, hair fanning across her cheek. She let out a small laugh at the tickle it caused. Carson stirred and wrapped her arms tighter around Taylor’s body.
 
Carson let out the cutest sigh of contentment and burrowed into Taylor’s neck. “Morning,” she said into her ear.
 
“Morning,” Taylor answered as she nudged her butt backwards.
 
Carson let out a low groan at the contact. “Are you trying to make me so tired I can’t get up today?” she asked softly.
 
Taylor rolled over so that they faced one another, her body tired and sated after last night. Even with the hectic week, her personal work turmoil, and the present flutter in her heart whenever Carson was around, she woke up easily, excited for what the day would bring.
 
They hadn’t done a lot of talking last night, except for during sex, a blush spreading across her cheeks at the memory. She wasn’t some sex kitten, but something in Carson brought out another side of her, a more possessive side that wanted to make the other woman bend to her, to understand the effect she had on Taylor.
 
“Do you work tonight?” Taylor asked as she snuggled her body closer, breathing in Carson’s slightly sweet scent, her own now mixed with it.
 
“Yeah with Blake,” Carson answered as she thumbed a stray bang away from Taylor’s brow. The touch was light, but a flutter coursed through her body at the contact.
 
Taylor propped herself up on her elbow and pulled the covers around her exposed chest. “You never mentioned how you and Blake know one another. You two act more like siblings than friends. And those insane stories you go on and on about. It’s like you share a brain sometimes. Karolina or Kallista or something...” She wanted to know more about Carson, to understand her past and her present, and maybe, even be a part of her future.
 
Carson stilled, the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth vanishing with the question. “It’s complicated.” She breathed softly into the pillow but didn’t make eye contact with Taylor. “And it’s Katarina.”
 
“I’m not afraid of complicated,” she said, pushing her body slightly forward and placing a kiss on Carson’s nose.
 
“We grew up in foster care together. We were placed in the same house for a few years which is why we have such a shared bond for soap opera-esque stories,” Carson answered, her voice barely a whisper. “We’d watch them all summer together, and then in the winter when we couldn’t, we’d make up our own stories about what we were missing.” The sadness in her voice cracked Taylor open inside, and she held her body in place to stop herself from scooping Carson up in her arms and never letting her go.
 
“That must have been tough.”
 
Carson shrugged, her facade of disaffection starting to slip back into place. “We had each other. Life’s tough for a lot of people, and we’re not special.”
 
Taylor slipped her head low again, this time gently rubbing her nose against Carson’s and giving her an eskimo kiss. “I think you’re pretty special.”
 
Carson let out a laugh into the silent room and rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you say that to all the girls who give you half a dozen orgasms,” she said with a grin.
 
Taylor rolled her eyes right back in response. “It was only five, and I didn’t realize you were keeping count.” She stared at her evenly. “But if we are counting, I think I was the one who gave you six.” Carson laughed again and buried her face in the pillow, saying something Taylor couldn’t understand. “What was that?” she asked as she pulled the pillow away from Carson’s face.
 
“Seven.”
 
Taylor’s brow quirked upward. “Seven what?”
 
“Seven orgasms. Ugh, you’re so annoying,” Carson said as she rolled her body toward her.
 
“Wanna make it eight?” Taylor asked as she pounced into the soft body beneath her and rolled Carson onto her back.
 
***
 
 
“Do you want to go to Joe’s?” Taylor asked as she slipped her jeans back on. She’d had to go hunt for them in the living room, but it had given Carson an excellent view of her ass as she scampered out of the bedroom.
 
She followed Taylor out into the hallway. “That’s probably the safest option. I don’t think I have anything here that qualifies as a meal, and I’m absolutely starving.”
 
Taylor gave her a wry smile and stepped into her space. “Worked up an appetite?”
 
Carson shot back her best innocent look. “It was confusing, because I sure ate enough, but I kept getting hungrier.”
 
“Classy,” Taylor said as she ran her hand down Carson’s arm. The blonde pushed her backward, her back stopping against the hard wall as Taylor’s leg moved in between her own.
 
“Still hungry?” Carson asked with a lopsided grin.
 
“Insatiable,” Taylor murmured into Carson’s neck before gently nipping at her pulse point, then stepping back quickly. “But food would probably be safer for both of us. And coffee. I need coffee, or I’ll fall asleep standing up.” Taylor scrunched her nose and let out a tiny, indignant huff.
 
“Geez, woman. We’ll get you your coffee. You act like you weren’t the one who just had me pinned up against the wall.” She paused. “Which for the record, I totally loved and would appreciate revisiting at a later time.”
 
 
***
 
 
They sat in the diner less than fifteen minutes later, Carson still unable to get over how much everything had changed this past week. Maddy walked up to the table and placed a coffee in front of each of them before they’d even ordered. “Thanks, Maddy,” Carson said with a smile.
 
“No problem, sweetie. What can I get you girls?”
 
They ordered far too much food for two people, Carson remembering her conversation with Brian from a few days ago as Maddy moved to leave the table. “Hey Maddy,” she called out. “Did Joe’s ever sell peanut butter milkshakes?”
 
Maddy cocked her head to the side as she thought about the question. “As a matter of fact, I think we did. It must have only been for a few months and probably close to a decade ago. What made you think about that?”
 
Carson frowned, sad she’d remembered to ask the question. “I was just talking to Brian at the bar. I didn’t remember that,” she said, her voice trailing off.
 
She looked up to find Taylor staring at her quizzically. “You okay? You just seem kinda down,” she said and gently squeezed Carson’s knee under the table. The sympathetic gesture made Carson want to burst into tears, but she worked to smile and let the tension dissipate from her body.
 
“I’m fine. Just weird I didn’t remember,” she lied. “By the way, Happy Valentine’s Day,” she said quietly, a flush spreading across her cheeks with the words.
 
“Happy Valentine’s Day,” Taylor echoed back. “I don’t have any stickers on me,” she said with a laugh and pretended to check her pockets.
 
“Those stickers should probably be a once a year occasion,” Carson retorted before she considered the words.
 
Taylor stopped her coffee cup mid-air as she peered over it. “I may just hold you to that,” she said casually. A knot formed in Carson’s stomach, and she willed it away. 
 
Don’t fuck up today. Don’t plan for tomorrow. That was her motto, and it had worked for her so far. She’d never encountered a situation where both pieces couldn’t exist together.
 
As they walked out of the diner an hour later, Carson had managed to push her fears to the back of her mind, focusing on her time with Taylor and attempting to enjoy the day.
 
Taylor stood in front of her, bundled up in her wool coat and wearing last night’s clothing underneath. A strange sort of calmness settled across Carson’s body like a blanket, her heart tightening when Taylor’s smile landed on her.
 
“I’m probably going to call a car from here,” Taylor said as she glanced out toward the street and rocked back and forth on her heels. “But I’ll see you tonight?” She bit her lip and Carson resisted the urge to step forward and kiss her.
 
Carson’s face split into a smile she couldn’t stop, and she settled for running her hand across the lapel of Taylor’s jacket. “Definitely.”
 
Carson wandered back toward the bar, enjoying the crisp morning air as it hit her lungs. She appreciated the city today, even in its winter dreariness, the trees naked, a few remaining piles of snow littered across the ground. She jumped around them like a kid playing hopscotch, laughing at the silliness of it all.
 
She walked around to the back of the bar and the service entrance she used to go in and out of her apartment, taking a few seconds to stare at the drab, gray concrete in the alley. Maybe she’d see if Glenn wanted to have some kids from the center spray paint a mural or something. She smiled inwardly at the idea as she entered the building. 
 
Before she could do anything work-related, she wanted a long, hot shower. Coffee and kisses this morning had been a great start, but she needed to wake up and finish the week off on a high note. 
 
For the first time in a long time, she thought about tomorrow, about what she’d do with her first day off in far too long. Maybe Taylor would want to hang out if she was free, and they could go walk down by the harbor or something equally cheesy and stupid. She shook her head again, insistent on not traveling too far down the path of plans.
 
She walked down to Glenn’s office to grab the laptop that she’d locked away in the cabinet yesterday. After a hot shower, she planned to lay in bed and run the numbers from the past few nights before she got ready to do it all again. And if Taylor happened to stay over, well, she’d definitely need to conserve her energy today.
 
She unlocked the old metal filing cabinet and pulled the older model laptop from the high shelf, a manilla folder falling to the floor. She picked up papers scattered around on the ground, scanning a few feet in each direction to make sure she didn’t miss any. As she shoved them back in the folder, the text printed on the page resting on top caught her attention.
 
Contract for Sale 
 
There was no mistaking it was for the bar, although she didn’t see a buyer disclosed on the contract, the space for the purchaser’s information blank.
 
As she read the words and processed what they meant, her stomach lurched with a force that almost caused her to throw up. She put her arm down on the corner of the desk for balance as she took in deep, gulping breaths.
 
This couldn’t be happening. Her home. Her job. Why hadn’t Glenn told her? She’d seen him twice this week, and he’d obviously been planning the sale for a while. Maybe he was waiting until a buyer was confirmed before he sprung it on her. They both knew no matter how the news was delivered, she wouldn’t take it well.
 
Her face flamed with embarrassment, all her stupidly tenuous plans for even a single day in advance evaporating as she stared at the words on the page. She was right. Nothing stayed the same. People always left or fucked her over. The world was a dumpster fire that disappointed at every turn.
 
She resisted the urge to cry, throwing the paperwork back into the cabinet and locking it quickly. She sprinted up the stairs to her apartment two at a time, barreling inside so forcefully she thought she might break the door.
 
And then, as she stepped inside its safety, or at least for however longer it was safe and a place to call home, small tears began to prickle behind her eyes. She tried to stifle a sob. Sadness had no place in her heart, no helpful function for survival.
 
She haphazardly wiped the tears that had already fallen, taking a few measured, deep gulps of air as she worked to calm herself.
 
As she stood in her living room, the laptop still hanging limply in her hand and her coat adorning her thin frame, a hardness flashed through her body, an intensity she hadn’t felt in years and had hoped she’d never need again.
 
Carson gritted her teeth and continued inhaling until the tears stopped, until she made them stop with sheer force of will. She walked over to her record player calmly and surveyed the albums. She flicked through her favorites before settling on one, pulling the album out of its sleeve and gently placing it on the platter. With a few buttons, sound drifted through the room, and she rolled her shoulders in a vain attempt to shake the stress from her body.
 
With her shower practically forgotten, she walked over to her decanter and, at eleven in the morning, poured a large glass of her favorite whiskey. Staring out the window, the world had shifted, the things she’d enjoyed only a few minutes ago about the outside now frightening and sad.
 
The naked trees withered in the cold, the snow wet and soggy on the sidewalk. Carson took a long sip of the amber liquid as she stared out into the street, her view of the world returning to being framed by nothing more than survival. She downed the remainder of her glass before shutting the blinds, heading back toward the decanter for another glass.
 
***
 
Taylor couldn’t stop smiling in the Lyft. As she walked toward her apartment. While the hot water dripped down her tired body in the shower. No matter the activity, a wide smile graced her face with an enthusiasm she didn’t know she possessed.
 
She’d never had a Valentine before, and once she’d stripped away Carson’s sullen and guarded edges, she couldn’t imagine a better person to share the day with. Her plans usually had plans, and she’d worked to temper herself this week to ensure she didn’t get ahead of anything and scare the other woman away.
 
This week was the first in longer than she could remember that she’d spent a night away from her own apartment. The lack of items felt more empty now, the bare surfaces and muted color scheme a stark contrast to Carson’s apartment, to the items carefully curated and lovingly adored, displayed on every free surface.
 
All she wanted to do was get dressed and head back to the bar as quickly as she could, but if her professional life was on the mend, she needed to strike while the iron was hot. She sat on her bed in her bathrobe, scrolling through her laptop and checking her emails.
 
Apparently, she and Carson had both impacted one another, as she hadn’t bothered to check her inbox in over twenty-four hours, a rarity for her, even during the months the messages were nothing but notices and all caps diatribes of what a horrible business owner she was and that the vendors wouldn’t rest until they got paid.
 
She noticed a few at the top from unrecognized email addresses, the subject lines sending a little thrill through her body. She opened the first one up.
 
Subject: Trivia at Second Chances
 
Hi Taylor,
 
I found your information online from the event on Wednesday. I’m the bar manager at an Irish bar downtown, and we’ve been looking to diversify our weekly events to attract a bigger crowd. I loved what you did with the Valentine’s Day trivia, and I was hoping you could send me a price sheet or proposal for a St. Patrick’s Day-themed event.
 
Let me know if you’re interested!
 
Chris
 
She let out an excited whoop of glee as she opened the next one.
 
Subject: Love connection?
 
Hi,
 
I run the webpage for local singles meetups that you posted the events on. I don’t know if you’ve checked the message boards, but the feedback has been fantastic! Everyone couldn’t stop talking about how nice it was to not feel too much pressure to meet someone but still have an excuse to engage.
 
We were thinking about beginning to do “bar-takeovers” twice a month at different bars in the area. We’d love to pair with you to plan events ahead of time that we can participate in while we’re there. I’ve already chatted with a few local bars who are receptive to the idea, and a % of sales seems to be the standard if you curate the event for us to use.
 
I’m sure this week is crazy hectic for you, but shoot me an email back when you have a second to talk more! We don’t want to miss out on any spaces you have available!
 
Best,
 
Christine
 
Taylor fell backward on her bed and let out the longest, most expressive exhale before it broke into uncontainable laughter. She kicked her feet out in front of her, almost knocking her laptop off the bed, her heart thrumming more like she’d just received a Business of the Year award than the news that she may actually be able to stay in business at all.
 
Taylor spent the rest of her day running around in a flurry of energy. When it finally grew late enough that she wouldn’t look like a stalker for showing up at the bar, she got ready, taking extra time with her hair and her makeup and carefully selecting an outfit.
 
She felt like a kid with their first crush, her feelings uncontainable even in the short amount of time since everything began. A flutter had lodged itself in her ribcage, the weight of it distracting but not uncomfortable. It had mostly filled a space she hadn’t even known was empty, but the strength of it couldn’t be contained. It pulsed through her body. It seeped into her veins. It settled on her skin. It wrapped itself around her bones.
 
Taylor was scared by the intensity but comforted by the warmth, and when she finally walked into Second Chances, it felt like she was coming home.
 
She pulled open the large, mahogany door and slipped inside and out of the windy weather. No snow in the forecast, but the wind chilled to the bone as the temperature dropped in a race with the setting sun. 
 
Blake stood behind the bar, and she felt a rush of affection for him. Not just because Carson loved him, but because he was strong and resilient and still so positive in spite of the things life had thrown at him. Her face broke into a smile as she reached the edge of the bar. “Hey, Blake.” He stirred a drink as Taylor scanned the special menu. “Shots tonight, really?”
 
“I guess Carson thought we should end on a raucous note,” he said as he placed the drink he made in front of her.
 
“For me?” She looked at Blake and back down at the drink.
 
“Sure thing, sweet thing. Any friend of Carson’s is officially a friend of mine.” He turned his mouth upward and gave the impression he knew they were more than just friends. He paused for a moment, his eyes flashing around the room. “So, I need a favor.”
 
“Anything,” Taylor answered immediately.
 
“I haven’t seen Carson yet, and she’s not answering my texts. Can you see if you can find her?” Taylor’s face flushed at the mention of her name again, the sweet, sticky feeling radiating through her body intensifying.
 
“Sure.” She tried to hide the smile that settled across her face, wondering if maybe this was some plan Carson hatched to get her to come upstairs. It didn’t seem like the woman’s style, but the person she showed the world and the person she was in private were already vastly different, so Taylor didn’t know what to expect.
 
Blake handed her a key from his pocket. “Thanks. I owe you one.”
 
She rushed back through the hallway and up the stairs, pulled by an invisible string and excited to see Carson. To kiss her and tell her the good news she’d received about Charm City Events. 
 
She knocked on the door and waited, straining her ear for any sign of life inside. Blake had given her the key for a reason, and although it felt invasive, she began to worry something was wrong with Carson.
 
As she stepped into the living room, her eyes adjusted to the dark lighting, any concept of a romantic gesture vanishing when the look on Carson’s face came into focus. She held a whiskey tumbler in her hands, her eyes unfocused and glassy like she’d been crying. She looked over at Taylor with an unreadable expression. “What are you doing here?”
 
“Um,” Taylor stuttered, her mind taking a moment to process the unexpected situation. What the fuck had happened in the last few hours? “Blake wanted me to check on you. He said he hadn’t seen you and was getting worried.”
 
Something flashed across Carson’s face, but she tempered it quickly. “You can tell Blake I’m fine.” Taylor stood awkwardly in the doorway, unsure what to do with the chilly reception when less than twelve hours ago, they’d been wrapped up like lovers in the comfort of Carson’s bed. “Do you need something?”
 
Taylor cleared her throat and shifted from foot to foot. “Are you okay?” she asked, stepping farther into the room.
 
“I’m fine.” Carson gritted her teeth and continued to look forward at the artwork on the wall.
 
“Did something happen?” Taylor began to grow nervous. Even if Carson was a bitch, she’d always been willing to say things to Taylor’s face. This Carson was withdrawn and sullen, the spitfire gone.
 
Carson finally looked toward her with hollow eyes, scanning Taylor’s face. “I’m fine. I don’t need to have a heart to heart.” 
 
Taylor crossed her arms. She felt for Carson and whatever was causing this, but she didn’t much appreciate how she was treating her right now. “Carson, why are you acting like this?”
 
“I’m not acting like anything. This is who I am. This is who I’ve always been. One good week where we pretended that life was all sunshine and roses and hearts doesn’t change the reality of the world. The reality of my life.” Carson stared at her evenly, Taylor shrinking under the weight of her cutting words. “Good sex doesn’t mean we’re besties,” she said with a dismissive look.
 
Taylor’s face flamed, the prickle of tears beginning behind her eyes as a lump lodged in her throat. “I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with you right now, but I know you care. You told me last night you cared.”
 
Something flashed across Carson’s face before her eyes grew even harder. “I wanted you to fuck me. I would have said practically anything.”
 
Taylor bit back a sob. “That wasn’t just sex, and you know it, Carson.”
 
“It was,” Carson answered through gritted teeth. “I’m sorry to burst your heart-shaped bubble. Tomorrow, you’ll be back to your life, and I’ll be back to mine. No sense in making things messy.”
 
Taylor felt raw, like the world had shifted from under her in an instant. She took a deep breath, willing her body to keep it together for just a few more seconds. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Carson,” Taylor said. She pulled out a rose from her tote bag that she’d purchased earlier in the day, dropping it on the floor and walking out of the apartment.
 
***
 
Carson didn’t have time to think as she ran back and forth behind the bar, working on autopilot as she poured shot after shot. She could barely hear over the chatter and music, the bar almost filled to capacity though still early. She couldn’t remember a time in the last seven years here that they’d had a line to get in, wondering for a moment if tonight would be the night.
 
But it didn’t matter. Glenn was selling the bar. Maybe the new owner would keep her on as the bar manager given the success of this week, but the uncertainty made her feel hollow. She pushed the intrusive thoughts away and lined up half a dozen shot glasses, layering them quickly as she worked to get through the list of orders she needed to prepare.
 
“We’re almost out of tequila,” Blake yelled over the roar of the crowd.
 
She pulled her eyes away from the drinks below her and stared at him, her mind taking a few seconds to process the words. ”Okay. I’ll go grab more.”
 
Carson finished off her line of shots and handed them over to the already drunk customers before walking down to the side door and toward the inventory room. She recognized a surprising number of people from earlier in the week, although she likely would recognize more if she hadn’t been so damn distracted a few of the days. 
 
She dropped the ball this week, had been so absorbed in playing like her life could be different that she’d completely lost sight of the bigger picture. Carson forced the thoughts away as she pushed open the swinging door, a quietness enveloping her once it shut behind her. They were low on more inventory than she was proud to admit, and again she chastised herself for her lack of focus, for her inability to keep her shit together this week. 
 
After plucking as many bottles off the shelves as she could carry, she pushed her way through the door and back into the crowd. Her senses were dulled, like she was underwater, the buzz of voices far away even as she passed directly through the noise. Taylor hadn’t come to the bar since Carson had come down to work, and it was probably for the best.
 
She hated pity, anger and disaffection a better route to get Taylor to leave her alone, to stop inserting herself into Carson’s life. She didn’t need her. Who wanted to date a jobless, homeless loser anyway? Her face flamed as she considered the statement, the years of hard work toward stability vanishing under the weight of a single, stupid piece of paper. 
 
This was what happened when she wanted things, when she considered possibilities bigger than today. They didn’t work out. They never worked out.
 
Blake eyed her as she walked back to the bar area. “Why are you sulking about?” he asked, moving closer to her bar station.
 
“I’m not sulking.” She pushed a bottle of tequila toward him.
 
“You’re definitely sulking.”
 
“Would you stop saying that word?” she bit back more harshly than intended.
 
Blake stopped mid-movement. “You only get mean when you get scared. What’s going on?”
 
Carson scoffed. “You act like I’m some sort of wild animal.”
 
“Pretty damn close some days.” He paused as he considered his next words. “Although you’ve been different this week. Less broody and combative. Wonder what that’s about?” he said to no one in particular.
 
“I don’t even know how to answer that. I’m not admitting to being broody and combative. And I’m also not admitting to being any different.” 
 
“Where’s Taylor?” he asked, this time staring directly at her.
 
She squirmed under his gaze and grabbed the bottle to pour another round of shots. Fuck him for bringing her up. “I don’t know. I’m not her keeper.”
 
“And you definitely won’t keep her with an attitude like that.”
 
“I’m not trying to.” Her anger bubbled below the surface, her skin hot and itchy as the lie rolled out of her mouth.
 
Blake laughed and continued to make drinks at an impressive speed, dishing them out to customers on the other side of the bar while he continued to annoyingly insert himself into her life. “Don’t be an idiot, Carson.”
 
She stilled her movements to unleash the full impact of her glare on him and gritted her teeth. “I’m practical.”
 
“Practically an idiot,” he shot back laughing. 
 
“I swear to god, Blake. If we weren’t so low on alcohol, I’d throw this shot at you.” He laughed again, harder this time. “What the fuck is so funny?”
 
He finally stopped his rapid movements and turned to give her his full attention. “We’ve had a lot of bad shit happen to us. But it happened to us, not because of us. And we made it through. But whatever the fuck you’ve got going on now or that you’re doing to Taylor, it’s because of you. You’re the one that can control it. All we’ve ever wanted in our lives is to be in control for once. And now you have the chance, and you’re acting like the world wants to see you fail. It doesn’t. You want to see you fail.” He stared at her evenly, his eyes softer than moments ago during his speech. “And I think that’s because you’re afraid to be happy.”
 
Her heart constricted, the anger simmering quickly as a hollowness settled in its place. “I’m not afraid to be happy,” she said sadly.
 
“You’re practically crying while saying that, Carson.” He dropped the bottle in his hands and moved over to her quickly, encircling her small frame in a hug. “I just want you to be happy,” he said into her hair. A gentle laugh reverberated through his chest and into Carson’s body as he spoke again. “And, well, I was waiting for the right time to tell you this, but things with the senator are getting more serious, and given the acceptance of gay lovers, it’s looking like we don’t need a permissible third anymore.”
 
“When did you get so smart?” she said with a laugh, leaning into the hug. “It’s really annoying.”
 
“I know.” he answered, gently patting her head. “But don’t worry, you can still come over and play with the poodles anytime you want.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Carson woke up to a light dusting of snow on her bedroom window sill, the large, white flakes dropping leisurely onto the city street outside. Her stomach began to churn as soon as her brain snapped into focus, last night weighing her down. Blake’s words echoed in her mind, their conversation at the bar replaying over and over again like a broken record.
 
She rolled over to check her phone. By the time the rush had died down last night, Taylor was already gone. She hoped for a text message from her, although she wasn’t holding her breath. Her eyes widened in surprise, a notification on the screen. It was from Glenn, asking to meet downstairs in a few hours. So much for her day off. 
 
Her thoughts drifted from scenario to scenario as she padded around the apartment, wondering if she’d have to soon move out of it. Although the pay wasn’t great at Second Chances, she’d managed to save over the last seven years, hoping it was enough to secure a deposit on another apartment and keep her running should she end up both jobless and apartment-less in one fell swoop. 
 
The crushing weight from last night tempered slightly as she made coffee, her mind slowly shifting from fear to resolve, working to assemble the necessary pieces for a plan of action. She laughed into the empty room. 
 
After a shower, during which she thought about Taylor for the entirety, she dressed in joggers and a sweatshirt before making her way downstairs.
 
Glenn paced around the office, staring at old newspaper clippings taped to the walls and the items accumulated over the course of three decades. She smiled as she watched him move around, her presence unnoticed. She was still hurt and confused, but Glenn had been her second chance, and she didn’t want to resent him for the choices he made regarding the bar.
 
She knocked gently on the wooden door frame and cleared her throat. The manilla folder, probably the same one from last night, sat casually on the desk, like it didn’t know it had the power to change her life forever.
 
“Hey,” Glenn said, a broad smile flashing across his face. “Thanks for coming down to meet me today. I know it’s your day off,” he said sheepishly.
 
Carson had never been fired before. This was the only job she’d ever had, and she didn’t know the protocol in situations like this one. “No problem. It wasn’t an especially long commute,” she joked, trying to lessen the tension building inside her body.
 
“It can be a double-edged sword,” he answered. “No need to stop working if you never leave.”
 
“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” She asked in confusion.
 
“It’s just a statement.” He walked over and stood next to the window, watching the snow fall outside. “I wanted to talk-”
 
She cut him off. “Can I say something first?” She needed to say some things before the conversation took a turn and her emotions got the best of her. 
 
“Go ahead, kid.”
 
“I wanted to say thank you. All those years ago when we met, you didn’t have to give me a chance. You didn’t have to trust me, and you didn’t have to back me. I appreciate that more than you could ever know, and I just wanted to say thank you before things went sideways.”
 
Glenn raised a confused eyebrow. “Sideways?”
 
She took a deep breath. “I know you’re selling the bar. I found the paperwork last night. I understand why you’re doing it, and even if things change for me, I’ll always be grateful for the time I had here. And I’ll always be grateful that you believed in me.”
 
“Guess the surprise is ruined,” he said with a smile.
 
Carson cocked her head to the side. “Not gonna tell you how to live your life, but I always assumed surprises were good things.”
 
He let out a laugh. “Kid, you always keep me entertained. It is a good thing. It’s a great thing actually.”
 
She still didn’t understand. “Does that mean the new owner wants to keep me on?” Hope fluttered in her abdomen, but she worked to temper the sensation.
 
Glenn walked over to the desk and opened the manilla folder so that the documents faced his chair. “Come over and check it out.” 
 
Carson moved slowly, the push and pull between needing to know and wishing everything would stay the same exhausting her in only a few steps. She reached the chair and sat down, her eyes beginning to scan the document. The same one from last night, only now the paperwork was filled in with more details in pen, Glenn’s signature at the bottom.
 
Contract for Sale: Second Chances Bar
 
New Owner: Carson Smith
 
She scanned the paper once, then twice, then a third time, her eyes growing erratic as she worked to understand the words.
“But Glenn, I don’t have enough money to buy the bar,” she said sadly, her words heavy on her tongue.
 
“Carson, you have invested more into this bar in the last seven years than anyone that’s worked here in the last thirty. You love this place, and it loves you.” He put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I can’t pretend that you’ll be rolling in dough or that there won’t be hard years, but the building’s paid for outright.”
 
She stared up at him, eyes wide and unblinking. “So what does this mean?”
 
“Well, I can’t give it to you for free.” She winced at the words, but Glenn pushed on. “The lowest they’ll go on the contract is a dollar,” he said seriously. “We can take it out of this week’s paycheck. That is,” he said, hesitating for the first time during the conversation, “If you want to take it on.”
 
“I just-” She stopped speaking, the words lodged in her throat. “I don’t understand, Glenn.”
 
His eyes grew soft, and he gave her shoulder another gentle squeeze. “I was serious when I told you that you’re like a daughter to me. Mary and I didn’t have any of our own, and being able to spend the last seven years with you, even after what we’ve both been through, has meant so much to me.” Carson started to tear up. “You’ve proven yourself since day one, and you proved it to me even more this past week. What you’ve built here is amazing. The staff loves you. The customers love you. And I know that with a little creative thinking on your part, there will be so many more people coming through the doors who love you, too.”
 
“So, that’s what last week was about? To see if I could do it or not?”
 
“Well, I didn’t want to give you a legacy of breaking even and creative accounting,” he said with a laugh. “I know you don’t love change, and I knew you’d worry about trying new things as the owner if I didn’t give you my blessing. People change. Things change. I want you to do whatever you want with the bar.” He paused and looked at her seriously.
 
“As long as?” she said, finishing his unspoken words.
 
“As long as I can drink here for free forever.”
 
Carson let out a loud, punctuated laugh before composing herself. “You run a hard bargain, but that sounds fair. I do have one condition though,” she stated simply.
 
“What’s that? I never pegged you as a negotiator.”
 
“I need your help with something.”
 
“Anything, kid.”
 
“Perfect. Where do I sign?”
 
***
 
Taylor walked into the bar on Sunday afternoon, both terrified of running into Carson and not seeing her. She’d managed to hang on last night until the party officially wrapped up, but she’d left immediately afterward, unable to bear another second in the same room, even if it was filled with hundreds of other people.
 
Instead of forcing the confrontation, she’d emailed Glenn to confirm final payment and set up a time to come by and collect her check. She didn’t have the final numbers, but based on her rough calculations, with this week alone, she’d be able to pay almost half of the vendors she still owed money to. With the future job opportunities, as long as she lived meagerly, she might have her head above water within the next month.
 
The possibility should excite her, the last six months painful and bleak as she’d chugged along each day, but she felt somber, even news as good as this unable to pull her from her sadness. It was obvious why. She wasn’t an idiot. She’d felt something for Carson and had believed the woman felt something for her, too. It was clear she’d gotten wrapped up in the stupid, intensified projection of Valentine’s Day love and hadn’t accepted the truth.
 
Carson had wanted to fuck her, and according to her, she didn’t want anything else. Taylor tried to hang her hat on at least being a good lay, a sad, hollow laugh pushing out of her throat at the idea.
 
She walked through the front, stopping by the bar when she spotted Ian. His eyes lit up when he saw her. “Hey, Taylor. Great events last week,” he said excitedly before shifting his eyes around the bar. “I even stopped by last night though I wasn’t working. Thought maybe I’d run into your friend Jane,” he said in a neutral tone.
 
Taylor laughed at Ian’s red cheeks. If he had it bad, Jane had it worse. The woman had kept Taylor on the phone for at least an hour on Saturday afternoon as she got ready, prattling on about his great accent and kind eyes. Apparently, love really was in the air, at least for some people. 
 
“I think she decided to lay low last night,” Taylor answered honestly. “But she told me she really enjoyed meeting you.”
 
Ian’s eyes lit up brighter than fireworks against the night sky. “Aye, are you fuckin’ with me?” he asked with an earnestness that made Taylor want to laugh.
 
“My lips to god’s ears,” Taylor said as she placed her hand over her heart. She appreciated the banter, trying to work toward some sense of normalcy in her life. And she’d probably never come back here again, so any implosion between Jane and Ian that inevitably happened in the future wouldn’t impact her. 
 
Wow, she thought wryly. Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine today.
 
“Cool,” he said with a massive grin. “Do you think you could give her my number? In case she wants to text me to hang out?” He started scribbling on a bar napkin with a pen before words of agreement came out of Taylor’s mouth.
 
“Sure, Ian. I’ve gotta head back and chat with Glenn, but I’ll pass along the note. I mean napkin,” she said with a laugh.
 
“Thanks, Taylor,” he called behind her as she disappeared toward Glenn’s office.
 
Glenn looked up as she rounded the corner into the office. She’d only met him once before, but they’d emailed the past few weeks about the event. “Hey, Taylor. Great to see you!” He stood up from his chair and walked around to shake her hand. “Thanks for stopping by today.”
 
She smiled, his own infectious with its sincerity. “No problem, Glenn. I’m hoping we’re one another’s two favorite people when you run the final numbers,” she said with a laugh.
 
“About that...” he said, his words trailing off. Apprehension flooded Taylor’s body, her eyes narrowing. “No, nothing bad,” he went on quickly. “Carson’s just upstairs finishing the final numbers, so I don’t have the check to cut you yet. I had some things to take care of this morning and got a little sidetracked.”
 
Her posture relaxed slightly. “No problem,” she said, willing herself to remain positive. And to not say anything about Carson. 
 
“You’ve been fantastic to work with, and while I hope it can continue, I wanted to let you know that I’ve sold the bar.” Taylor’s eyes flashed upward toward the apartment above them, wondering if Carson knew. 
 
“Oh, wow. Congratulations.” She fidgeted slightly, unsure if the news was actually good or bad for Glenn. He seemed happy, so she went with that.
 
“Yep. I’ve been putting off taking a fishing trip for far too long, and I’ve always wanted to sail down the Atlantic.”
 
“Wow, that’s great, Glenn,” she said, more enthusiastically this time.
 
“But I meant what I said when I told you that I’d love for you to continue working with the bar if the new owner wants it. They’ll be around later today, so I was thinking you could swing by and pick up your check from them. That way, when they see how spectacularly the event went and meet with you in person, the two of you can talk a little shop and maybe hammer out a more concrete plan for events moving forward if they’re on board.”
 
Taylor didn’t know if she could continue working with Second Chances given everything that had happened in the last week, but she wasn’t in a position right now to turn down potential revenue. “Sure, that sounds great.”
 
“Fantastic,” Glenn beamed. “Two hours should be plenty of time to get everything in order.”
 
As Taylor walked outside, she realized she could make two things happen at once. She worried about running into Carson, and she knew Jane would love to know that her loverboy had reached out.
 
She pulled her phone from her coat pocket and quickly found Jane’s contact.
 
“My love. My liege,” Jane answered melodramatically into the phone. “How are you on this beautiful Sunday? Sadly, the farthest one away from another Valentine’s Day.”
 
Taylor laughed into the receiver. “I saw your boyfriend today.”
 
“What! Shut up!” Jane yelled into the phone. Her best friend was like a dog with a bone, and she’d never been so thankful for that.
 
“Yep. He’s working today. I have to head back to the bar later to get my check from the event profits, but I was wondering if you wanted to tag along?”
 
She could hear Jane working to compose herself on the other end of the line. “I mean, I have to check my schedule. And I doubt he even remembers me.”
 
“He gave me his number to pass along to you,” Taylor answered to sweeten the pot. Even if her love life was a train wreck, maybe she could still play Cupid for someone else.
 
“Awww, hell yeah!” Jane bellowed into the phone so loudly Taylor had to move the receiver away from her ear.
 
“Charming as ever, Jane. I’ll swing by your place later.”
 
Two hours later, Taylor, accompanied by Jane, walked into the bar for the second time today. Ian spotted them immediately, waving wildly before tempering his enthusiasm. “Hey you two,” he said when they reached the bar, although his eyes never left Jane.
 
Jane, to her credit, finally seemed tongue-tied around someone. “Hey,” she said meekly.
 
Taylor laughed, cutting the intensity of the moment and drawing Ian back down to planet Earth. “Drinks?” he asked. “Unfortunately, we’ve got no specials today, but I’m happy to whip up whatever you’d like.
 
“Surprise me!” Jane said with about as much subtlety as a brick thrown through a window. It was endearing to see her so excited about someone in a way Taylor had never seen her. It momentarily tempered the sting of her own woes.
 
“What about you?” Ian asked. 
 
“Whiskey sour please.”
 
“I’ve got it.” Taylor turned toward the voice to see Carson walking toward her, looking unfairly good in her low-cut tank top and exposed bra.
 
But that’s not why she was here. She was here to get her money and run as far away from Carson as possible. She tried to look anywhere but Carson, at anything from the cupids still attached to the wall to the hearts hanging down on the ceiling.
 
“I didn’t know you were working today,” Ian said with a smile. Taylor froze, unsure how to respond as the scene played out before her and doing a poor job of distracting herself.
 
“I’m not,” Carson shot back. “Don’t worry, I’m not trying to weasel in on your tips,” she said with a laugh before looking directly at Taylor. “Taylor’s here for a meeting, so I figured I’d help her get to it on time.”
 
Taylor bristled at the comment, but now she knew that Carson knew the bar had been sold, although who else knew what else still remained a mystery. She rubbed her brow, working through the thought in her head. 
 
She finally pulled herself together enough to speak, although thirty seconds after a response was warranted. “I’m always on time,” she said, her voice tinged with anger.
 
Like last time they were all at the bar together, Jane and Ian were in their own world, leaving Carson and Taylor to themselves. Although this conversation would likely play out far differently given all that had happened.
 
“I never said you weren’t,” Carson answered as if nothing was wrong, as if she hadn’t practically thrown Taylor out of her apartment last night and said some really shitty things on top of it.
 
Taylor glared at her, resisting the urge to explode in front of any customers. She pasted on her best fake smile. “I’m hoping that drink’s at least free considering what you put me through this past week.”
 
“I don’t know,” Carson mused. “New management and all that. Might have to do away with the freebies.” Taylor frowned. “Here,” Carson said, pushing the drink toward her. “I can take you back to the office.”
 
“I didn’t realize I needed a chaperone now that the events were over.”
 
Carson walked back from behind the bar and met her at the doorway leading to the back. “Never can be too careful these days.”
 
Taylor followed Carson wordlessly into the empty office. She looked around, a puzzled expression on her face. “Where’s the new owner?”
 
“Here,” Carson answered, walking over and taking her seat behind the desk.
 
***
 
A strange mix of emotions flashed across Taylor’s face, some of which Carson recognized, and some she didn’t. Confusion was obvious. Anger, even more so. If Taylor’s face hadn’t given it away, the way she clenched the back of the other chair so hard her knuckles turned white told Carson what she needed to know on that one.
 
But strangely enough, there seemed to be a small glimmer of happiness at finding out Carson owned the bar, although Taylor tempered it with a chilly stare.
 
“You didn’t tell me you were buying the bar,” Taylor said as she continued to stare around the office. “I’m not in the habit of sleeping with my boss.”
 
“I didn’t know until this morning,” Carson answered honestly. “And I definitely didn’t know when any of that was happening.”
 
“Real mature, Carson. Referring to us having sex as that,” Taylor huffed into the room.
 
“Will you sit down?” she asked, willing her voice to remain calm.
 
“Not sure that’s necessary. I just need my check, and then I can be on my way.”
 
“Please,” Carson pleaded. “I’m not asking as a bar manager or bar owner or anyone in a professional capacity. I, Carson, am asking you, Taylor, to sit down so that we can talk.” Taylor rolled her eyes, but Carson saw the woman’s resistance waning. “And I think you’ll definitely want to sit down when you see the numbers,” she added.
 
Taylor let out another little huff, but she placed her coat on the back of the chair and slid silently into the seat. “Well?” She asked after a few uncomfortable seconds of silence.
 
“I’m sorry,” Carson responded. A lump formed in her throat from the simple words. She needed to do this, but she worried it was already too late.
 
“That’s all you have to say? No explanation for your shitty behavior. No reason for why you practically threw me out of your apartment yesterday?” Taylor folded her arms over her chest.
 
“I figured I’d lead with an apology, and then we could get into the details if you wanted.”
 
“Jesus, Carson,” Taylor bit back, her voice rising as she leaned forward in her chair. “I care-” She paused and took a deep breath. “I cared about you. And I didn’t deserve what you did yesterday.”
 
Carson hung her head. The silence sat heavy in the air, and when she looked up, she saw hurt etched across Taylor’s face. “I know you care. And I just haven’t had a lot of people in my life that care about me, and I got scared.”
 
“You don’t let people get close, Carson. You put up this wall or facade or whatever you want to call it.” Taylor huffed and ran her fingers through her hair. “Maybe it is the real you. I don’t know. We’ve only spent a week together, so who even knows at this point.”
 
“You’re not wrong,” Carson answered quietly. “I’ve been this way for too long, and I don’t want to be anymore. I know we haven’t known each other very long, but I already know what I need to know.”
 
Taylor lifted her brows, her face a blend of curiosity mixed with annoyance. “And what’s that?”
 
“That I want you in my life.” Carson paused, the words lodging in her throat. “And believe it or not, that’s a very hard thing for me to say.” She couldn’t read Taylor’s expression anymore, unsure if the woman was moments away from standing up and walking out of her life for good.
 
“You shouldn’t find the idea of being with me difficult.” 
 
“Can I show you something?” Carson asked.
 
Taylor eyed her with suspicion, deservedly so. “You’re not going to flash me or something are you?”
 
Carson laughed, breaking the tension in the air. “Not unless you want me to,” she said with a smirk.
 
“I’m good right now.”
 
Ouch, strikeout, Carson thought. “Fair, but I do want to show you something,” she said standing up. She walked around the desk and stopped next to Taylor. “Come with me?” she asked, hesitating slightly as she held out her hand.
 
Taylor didn’t take her hand, but she stood up and stared at Carson evenly. “Lead the way.”
 
Carson walked out into the hallway, turning right and heading out toward the back alley. Taylor followed silently, but she could feel her presence every step of the way. She began to grow nervous as they reached the door, fearful of Taylor’s response.
 
She opened the large metal door and stepped out into the chilly winter air, the wind cutting through her like a knife. She turned around to face Taylor, confusion in the woman’s eyes.
 
“What are we doing out here?” she asked, scanning around, her eyes bouncing between the dumpster and the concrete and the piles of unmelted snow littering the ground.
 
“So,” Carson said, pausing as she worked up her nerve. She hated feeling vulnerable more than almost anything in the world, but Taylor deserved an explanation. “I reacted poorly last night.”
 
“Understatement of the year,” Taylor muttered under her breath.
 
Carson pushed on, undeterred. “I reacted poorly because I was afraid. I’d just found paperwork that Glenn was selling the bar, and I thought I was going to lose my home and my job.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “But that wasn’t your fault, and I took it out on you.”
 
Taylor met her gaze. “I still don’t understand what that has to do with me?” she questioned.
 
“I’ve never had the luxury of wanting things. Of being hopeful about the future. I take life one day at a time because that’s all I’ve ever been sure about. But I wanted you. So fucking much. I thought about lazy mornings and sleepless nights and us walking around the harbor together. And those are things I’d never let myself entertain before.”
 
“Okay,” Taylor said with a sarcastic laugh. “But honestly, wouldn’t being unemployed give us more time to do all those things?” she asked. “Just until you found another job. Which you obviously would because you’re a great bar manager.” A small smile bloomed on Taylor’s lips that melted Carson’s insides.
 
Carson took a deep, calming breath, willing her stomach to unclench. “This is where I used to live. This and the youth shelter when beds were available,” she said quietly. “This is how I met Glenn. Living as a homeless teenager on the streets after I aged out of foster care. I didn’t know where my next meal would come from, and I didn’t have a friend in the world except Blake.” Taylor listened intently but didn’t speak. “And then I met Glenn, and everything changed. He took a chance on me. He invited me inside out of the cold. He let me stay in the apartment upstairs and gave me a job as a bartender.”
 
“I didn’t know,” Taylor said into the alley.
 
“I didn’t tell you. This job. This apartment. They’re things I never thought I’d have. And when I thought I was losing them. Well...” She gave a hesitant smile and fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. “I think I lost it a little. And with everything falling apart, I didn’t want to lose you, too. 
 
“So you pushed me away?” Taylor’s expression was calmer, but her eyes remained intent on Carson.
 
“I figured better to lose something on my own terms if it was going to play out that way anyway.”
 
Taylor let out a small, simple laugh, the sound echoing around the alley. “That was a horrible plan,” she said simply.
 
“I’m sorry I ruined Valentine’s Day,” Carson responded, taking a step closer to Taylor. “And I really liked the rose you got me. I have it in a vase in my living room. I’ve been staring at it for the last twenty-four hours.”
 
“I thought you hated Valentine’s Day?” Taylor asked as she inched closer.
 
“I’ve never been a fan of any holidays. Just hasn’t been much to celebrate before, ya know?” 
 
Another inch. “And now?”
 
“Well, I think I’ve gotta learn what the masses like if I’m gonna peddle to them. Entrepreneurship and all that,” Carson said with a laugh before she grew serious. “And maybe see how much more enjoyable things can be if I have someone to share them with.”
 
“Are you and Katarina on the mend?” Taylor asked, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.
 
“Well, I was thinking of asking this wildly successful event planner out, but she may be too busy for me now.” Now it was Carson’s turn to step forward an inch, their bodies almost touching. She moved her hand up slowly and wiped a wisp of blonde hair away from Taylor’s forehead that had blown free in the wind.
 
Carson leaned in and kissed Taylor softly, waiting for any hint of hesitation or doubt. But she didn’t find one. All she found were soft lips, molding around her own, the moment intensifying with each passing second until a strong gust of wind made her realize they were standing outside without coats in below freezing weather. 
 
“You think you’re pretty charming?” Taylor asked, leaning into her and placing her hands loosely around Carson’s hips. It was the best feeling in the world, and she never wanted Taylor to let her go.
 
“They don’t call it Charm City for nothing, babe.” She placed another kiss on the woman’s lips but pulled her mouth away before she got lost in the sensation again. “Now let’s get inside and hang out with everyone. It’s freezing out here.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 
One year later
 
Taylor woke up to Carson’s arms encircling her, their bodies pressed closely together. She rolled over and began placing light, soft kisses across Carson’s nose and cheeks, the woman sleepily squirming at the touch.
 
“Morning,” Carson breathed into the pillow without opening her eyes. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”
 
“Happy Valentine’s Day,” Taylor responded before placing a kiss on Carson’s lips, who smiled into the contact, immediately deepening it. 
 
Taylor had lasted about a month in her own apartment before most of her clothing and makeup made their way to Carson’s. The other woman had said something practical and very Carson-like about neither of them paying rent and how much sense it made to live for free above the bar, but it was more than that, and they both knew it. So much more.
 
Taylor’s increasingly busy schedule kept her away during the day and with Carson’s late nights at the bar, they didn’t get to see one another as much as they wanted. Which was all the time, but she didn’t want to be greedy. When Carson proposed the idea on a chilly March morning last year as they’d snuggled in bed, not even the briefest flicker of doubt or hesitation crossed her mind.
 
And so it was settled. Taylor got rid of the few items she owned and gave her thirty day’s notice. 
 
She snuggled closer into Carson, wondering if she’d ever tire of waking up to her every morning. She didn’t think so, the way Carson’s body melted into her own still causing a flutter in her abdomen every time she did it. 
 
Carson opened her eyes and stared at Taylor softly, her lips turned slightly upward in a small smile. “I love you,” Carson said simply, the words gently rolling from her tongue.
 
“I love you, too. What time do you need to be down at the bar today?” Taylor asked with a pout. 
 
Carson gave a small laugh and pulled Taylor in closer, a tangle of arms and legs and hearts. “I’m not working tonight. I thought we could have a real Valentine’s Day this year,” Carson said sheepishly, a slight blush spreading across her face.
 
“That obviously ends up with us drinking our faces off downstairs, right?” Taylor asked hopefully. Their best friends worked at the bar, and most nights, there was nowhere she’d rather be. 
 
“Obviously,” Carson answered. “You know Jane’s just going to stomp up here anyway and drag us down if we aren’t there.”
 
Jane and Ian had started dating shortly after Valentine’s Day last year, the most shocking part was that even a year later, Jane seemed more invested in that relationship than Taylor had ever seen her about anything. They’d formed a strange little found family, Taylor’s heart tightening as she considered how much her life had changed in the past year.
 
With the success of last year’s Valentine’s Day events at the bar, she’d been slowly able to drum up business, her debts now paid in full and Charm City Events back in good standing. Jane now worked with her, the woman’s ineffable enthusiasm helping them to blaze a path across the Baltimore bar and event scene. Jane’s broad range of interests and short attention span made her perfect at capitalizing on new trends and integrating them into their event offerings to stay fresh and relevant.
 
Carson joked that they needed to keep the good events for Second Chances, but she’d supported Taylor unconditionally as her days grew busier and her calendar filled up months in advance.
 
Taylor let out a deep sigh of contentment, Carson’s eyes finding her own across the small sliver of space between them. “What’s wrong, cutie?” Carson asked, her eyes still slightly lidded with sleep.
 
“Nothing. Absolutely nothing,” Taylor answered. “I’ve never been this happy before,” she said honestly.
 
Carson opened her eyes fully and gave Taylor’s hip a gentle squeeze. “Me either. Some days it doesn’t feel real.”
 
“But it is,” Taylor said as she placed another kiss on Carson’s nose. “It’s as real as our kisses. And our cuddles.” She paused and raise an eyebrow. “And our orgasms.”
 
Carson let out a deep laugh that shook the bed. “Oh, those are definitely real.” She finally stilled, her face growing more serious. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”
 
“What’s that?”
 
“I’ve been thinking a lot about it, and I’m going to promote Blake to bar manager,” Carson said as her face split into a small smile. “The bar’s never been better, and he’s been a rockstar this past year. And, well...” Her words trailed off. “I want to give him a chance the way I was given a chance.” She blushed, Taylor melting at the sweet words.
 
“I think that’s an amazing idea, babe.”
 
“Yeah?” Carson questioned.
 
“Yes. Absolutely.”
 
“Great,” Carson said. “And I know you still have a crazy schedule with events, but it will give us more time to spend together if I don’t have to work so many late nights.”
 
“Does this mean you’re going to start making me dinner?” Taylor asked immediately, a hopeful look in her eyes.
 
“Let’s not get too crazy,” she said, giving Taylor’s hip another squeeze. “But I do want to be home with you more.”
 
“I’d love that, Carson.” Taylor’s face was all smiles, her heart thrumming hard in her chest with the woman’s admission. Carson’s loyalty and sincerity and focus surprised Taylor every single day, and she’d never get enough. “I knew you were just a big ol’ softy Carson Smith.”
 
“Is that right?” Carson asked as she played with a strand of Taylor’s hair.
 
“I mean, maybe not right away. Not when you were throwing water on my shoes when we first met-”
 
“I told you that was an accident,” Carson cut in immediately.
 
“So you say...”
 
“It was! In my defense, you burst into the bar all put together in designer outfits and four inch heels. It was kinda difficult not to ruffle your feathers.”
 
Taylor scooted her body closer. “So what you’re saying is that you noticed me from the first moment you met me?”
 
Carson groaned. “I think you know that’s obvious.”
 
“I know. But it’s always nice to hear,” Taylor answered with a grin. “And for what it’s worth, I noticed you, too,” she said, her fingers trailing down Carson’s side.
 
Carson smirked. “Well, this is a much more interesting story.” Taylor burrowed her head in the pillow, her voice muffled. “What’s that, babe? You said you were in awe of my charm and my grace? Is that what I heard you say?”
 
“You are literally the most annoying thing in the world sometimes, Carson.” Taylor paused before letting out a small huff. “And I meant, I recognized you from when I used to come to the bar when I first moved here.”
 
Carson sat up in the bed. “Finally! You admit it! Any reason you’re telling me this now?”
 
“It didn’t seem relevant before,” Taylor answered casually.
 
“How is you creeping on me for the better part of a decade not relevant?”
 
Taylor held up her finger. “First, I was not creeping on you. Second, you were always so busy with your gaggle of admirers that I doubted you’d have even noticed me.”
 
Carson laid back down, propping her head up with her hand as she rested on her elbow. “Well, you have all my attention now. Tell me more.”
 
“You’re killing me,” Taylor groaned.
 
“Act like you wouldn’t do the same thing if roles were reversed. You talk about absolutely everything. I mostly can’t believe you kept this to yourself for a whole year.”
 
Taylor considered the thought. “That’s probably fair,” she admitted begrudgingly. But it hadn’t come up because she’d been so lost in the present, in the life they were building together in the here and now. “Let’s just leave it at, while we got off to a rocky start, I’m very glad we finally had the opportunity to get to know one another.”
 
“Is that what we’re doing here? Getting to know one another.” Carson tried to make air quotes but fell on her side when she lifted the arm previously supporting her body, falling into a fit of laughter on the bed.
 
“Shut up,” Taylor said before placing a hard kiss on the woman’s lips. She pulled back to stare at Carson, her face growing serious. “I love you. If you want me to say I’m some lovestruck sap, I will. Because I am. I am so, truly and completely in love with you. I walk around all day with a smile on my face. It’s honestly embarrassing. I look like a crazy person.”
 
Carson grinned from ear to ear, her smile lighting up her entire face. “I love you, too, babe. Now let’s go to Joe’s for breakfast. Maybe we can persuade Maddy to have the kitchen make us some heart-shaped pancakes or something equally obnoxious.”
 
***
 
“I think I’m going to go into a coma after all those pancakes,” Taylor said as they exited Joe’s.
 
Carson melted into Taylor’s warm body as they walked, frustrated she couldn’t intertwine Taylor’s gloved fingers in her own because of the thickness. “No one made you eat the entire stack,” she chided.
 
“Maybe I worked up an appetite last night,” Taylor answered with a laugh, sliding her arm through Carson’s as they walked down the street. 
 
Carson worked to keep her voice calm and even, the lighthearted banter from this morning disappearing with each passing step. She’d been planning for weeks, and now as the time drew closer, she felt the intensity of the moment, of the next step she was about to take. Her free hand fiddled with the small box in her coat pocket, her fingers brushing against the soft velvet.
 
Taylor stopped and gave her a strange look. “You okay? Did you hear anything I just said?”
 
Carson snapped her eyes up and met Taylor’s gaze. “Sorry, babe,” she answered. “Just enjoying the walk with you.”
 
“Enjoying it so much you aren’t paying attention?” Taylor joked, her eyes light.
 
“Can we stop by the bar? I forgot something and want to grab it before we do anything else today.” Carson tried to act like a functional human, but the nervousness caused her pulse to quicken with each word, almost like she was out of breath.
 
“Sure,” Taylor answered as she started pulling Carson along back toward the bar.
 
They rounded the corner to the back entrance a few minutes later, Carson’s palms sweaty within her gloved hands. She unlocked the back door and allowed Taylor to enter before her, locking the door again from the inside. Taylor moved to stand next to the door leading up to the apartment. “It’s downstairs,” Carson said, struggling to maintain eye contact.
 
“Can’t stop working, can you?” Taylor joked. She began walking toward the bar area, decorated again for this year’s Valentine’s Week events. 
 
Carson watched Taylor a few feet in front of her, remembering back to a year ago, to bumped heads, cut fingers, and drenched heels. Her heart constricted when Taylor smiled at her, and for a moment, every jitter in her body calmed. All she could do was beam at the woman who she owed so much, who’d changed her life in a way she’d never thought possible. Carson took a deep breath and followed her into the bar.
 
Taylor stood near the center of the room, her eyes idly appraising the decorations strung along the walls. “What’d you forget?” she asked, turning again to face Carson.
 
“I love you,” Carson said as she walked over next to her.
 
“I love you, too.” Taylor gave her a quizzical look, unsure what was going on.
 
Carson took a deep breath. “I love you more than I ever thought possible. Sometimes, I feel like my heart’s going to burst out of my chest, and sometimes I miss you even when we’re still together because I know you’ll have to leave soon. I’ve never felt this way before,” Carson said, her eyes glistening and her voice cracking under the weight of her words. “I didn’t know I could feel this way about anything.” Taylor stared at her intently, like her brain was trying to understand what was happening although she hadn’t quite put the pieces together yet. “I’ve been wracking my brain for months, trying to figure out something romantic, something to convey how much you mean to me.”
 
Taylor raised an eyebrow and looked around the bar. “That’s really sweet... But you’re talking in riddles, Carson.”
 
Carson let out a nervous laugh and bit her lip. “I know. It’s just, I wanted this to be perfect, but it’s you that makes everything perfect. And this bar’s where we met, so it only seemed fitting. This day. After everything that’s happened between us over the past year.” She dropped down on one knee, Taylor’s mouth popping open. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?” She pulled out the small box she carried with her, opening it to reveal a ruby stone resting in the soft folds of satin.
 
“Babe,” Taylor said as she started to exaggeratedly fan at her eyes with her hands, tears springing up almost as soon as the question was asked.
 
“I’ve never done this before, and I never want to do it again, but I’m not sure if crying is a good thing or a bad thing,” Carson joked. 
 
Taylor grabbed Carson by her free hand and pulled her up, throwing her arms around her. She placed a hard, deliberate kiss on Carson’s lips, their bodies molded together as Taylor’s hands came to rest on the other woman’s hips. 
 
Carson stared into Taylor’s brown eyes, her heart hammering hard in her chest, tears springing behind her own eyes with the intensity of the moment. “So, is that a yes?” Carson asked with hesitation, her voice betraying her again.
 
“Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you!”
 
***
 
“Ready to head down to the bar?” Carson asked as she popped her head out of the kitchen.
 
After the proposal, any plans they’d had for the day vanished as they quickly headed upstairs and back to bed. Taylor couldn’t stop smiling, staring at the bright ruby on her finger every few minutes, constantly caught off guard when she moved her hand. “Sure, babe,” she said, stepping out of the bedroom, finally dressed to go to the Valentine’s Day party downstairs.
 
“Have I mentioned I love you?” Carson was ready for the party, too, dressed in an all-black ensemble that made Taylor question whether she actually wanted to leave the apartment or rip the clothes right off her.
 
Taylor smiled and placed a chaste kiss on Carson’s lips, especially given what had been going on less than an hour ago. “If I’d have known us getting engaged would lead to what we just spent the day doing, I’d have proposed to you first. Months ago,” Taylor said with a cheeky grin. Carson blushed, Taylor’s heart constricting at her fiancé’s embarrassment. God, she’d never tire of using that word, except for when the day came that she could finally call Carson her wife. Her heart felt full, like it could burst through her chest at any moment with the sheer force of happiness and contentment she felt.
 
“I actually wanted to ask you about something before we head down,” Carson said, the blush on her face intensifying. 
 
“I don’t think you can top the question you asked me earlier, but go for it,” Taylor said as she slipped her hands around Carson’s waist.
 
Carson bit her lip, clearly nervous. “Well, if you’re okay with it, I was thinking about taking your last name. I don’t know my parents and don’t feel much of an attachment to it, but Carson Tate kinda has a nice ring.” Her faces now flamed, the flush stretching from her neck to the tips of her ears. “If that’s something you’d be interested in allowing,” she added meekly.
 
Taylor broke into a smile that threatened to engulf her face, a rush of indescribable emotions coursing through her body at Carson’s request. She squeezed Carson tighter, staring into her eyes. “I would absolutely love it. We’re a family, and I’d love to give you my last name.”
 
Taylor noticed a small tear pooling in the corner of her fiancé’s eye. Carson wiped it away quickly and let out a laugh while leaning into Taylor’s body. “God, I’m such a baby.”
 
“I love that about you. Don’t ever change,” Taylor said sweetly. “Now let’s go, Future Mrs. Tate. We’ve got a Valentine’s Day date with our family.”
 
 
 
 
 
THE END
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