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Last Call for Help Wanted

I iron a button-down for a bar job.

That's where I'm at in life. Standing in my boxers in a bedroom that isn't mine—because it's technically Marcus's guest room and Marcus is technically my college friend's boyfriend and I'm technically a twenty-five-year-old man sleeping on a futon with a fitted sheet that doesn't fit—pressing creases into a navy oxford like I'm heading to a client presentation instead of a job that pays twelve an hour plus tips.

The iron hisses. Steam curls toward the ceiling. I catch my reflection in the window and look away.

Six months ago I had a desk. A salary. A 401(k) with a match I didn't appreciate until it was gone. Then the layoffs came, swift and bloodless, a Slack message and a thirty-minute call with HR and a box I didn't even need because everything was digital. We appreciate your contributions, Nolan. Sure. So much that you're contributing me right out the door.

I haven't told my parents the full truth. Mom thinks I'm "exploring options." Dad thinks I'm networking. My sister Grace, who passed the bar exam on her first try because of course she did, texts me job listings from LinkedIn every three days with no commentary, which is somehow worse than commentary.

The bar job came through a friend of a friend who knew the owner was desperate for a barback. I said yes before I knew what a barback was. Looked it up after. A barback stocks, cleans, and supports the bartender during service. Basically a glorified busboy. Basically the bottom of the food chain. Basically the opposite of everything my family planned for me.

But rent is real and savings are finite and pride doesn't pay for groceries.

I button the shirt, tuck it in, then untuck it, then half-tuck it, then give up and leave it untucked. Check my phone. 2:47 PM. I'm supposed to be there at three. It's a fourteen-minute walk. I should go.

I should definitely go.

I go.

• • •
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The Rail doesn't look like much from outside. Brick front, black awning, a chalkboard sign by the door that says HAPPY HOUR 4–7 / DON'T BE LATE in handwriting that leans aggressively to the right. The windows are tinted enough that I can't see in, which feels like a metaphor for my decision-making process. I showed up to one shift as a customer two weeks ago—dragged here by the friend who got me the interview—and I remember thinking the cocktails were good, the music was loud, and the bartender was—

I stop that thought.

The door is unlocked. I push through into a room that looks nothing like it did at midnight. Lights up, chairs on tables, someone running a vacuum in the back corner. It's smaller than I remember. Dingier. The floor is sticky in a way I pretend not to notice. There's a faint smell of bleach and citrus and something underneath both—years of spilled beer soaked into wood, probably. The bones are good: exposed brick, a long mahogany bar that looks like it's survived more than a few fights, mismatched stools, a wall of liquor bottles backlit with warm amber light.

A man built like a retired linebacker emerges from the back hallway. He's got a dish towel over one shoulder, forearms like Christmas hams, and a face that says he's heard every excuse in the English language and isn't interested in yours.

"You're early." He extends a hand. "Tony."

"Nolan. Nolan Chase."

His handshake could crush walnuts. "You start now. Don't need the shirt, by the way. You'll ruin it." He looks me over with the same expression my dad uses when I make a life choice he doesn't understand. "Eli trains you. He's—" Tony turns toward the bar and points. "There."

I follow the point, and my stomach does something I refuse to name.

He's behind the bar with his back to us, restocking the well from a case of bottles on the floor. Moving fast, efficient, like his body knows exactly where everything goes without his brain getting involved. Black t-shirt with the sleeves pushed up past his elbows, exposing a full sleeve tattoo on his left arm—botanical, geometric, the kind of ink that was added piece by piece over years. Dark hair, short on the sides, longer on top, falling across his forehead. He's humming along to whatever's coming through the house speakers. Something with bass.

Tony whistles, two fingers, like he's hailing a cab. "Eli. New guy."

The bartender turns around, and I get the full effect.

Late twenties. Maybe five-eleven. Lean, not bulky, the kind of muscle that comes from lifting cases and moving fast, not from a gym. Brown skin, sharp jaw, easy smile that starts in his eyes before it reaches his mouth. He holds a bottle of Tito's in one hand like it weighs nothing, forearm flexed just enough that I can see the tendons shift under the tattoo.

He looks at me. The smile arrives.

"Tony said you were corporate." His gaze moves from my ironed collar to my tucked-in shirt to my clean shoes that are going to be destroyed by the end of tonight. "You look corporate."

"I'm—not corporate. Anymore."

"Anymore." He sets the vodka down, wipes his hand on a bar rag, and extends it. "Eli."

His grip is warm. Callused. He holds it a half-second longer than necessary—or maybe that's just how he shakes hands—and I feel the heat of his palm against mine like a brand.

"Nolan," I say, and my voice comes out steadier than I expected.

"Nolan." He says it like he's testing the shape of it. "Cool. You ever barback before?"

"No."

"Bus tables? Wait tables? Work in a restaurant?"

"No."

"Work in any establishment that serves alcohol in any capacity?"

"I went to college."

That gets a real laugh—head tilted back, throat exposed, the sound of it warm and full and unreasonably attractive. "Good enough. Come on. I'll show you where we keep the bodies."

He lifts a section of the bar top and holds it open for me, and I step behind the bar for the first time in my life.

• • •
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The next two hours are a masterclass in controlled chaos.

Eli walks me through the basics with the patience of someone who's trained a lot of people and the energy of someone who's caffeinated beyond medical recommendation. The ice machine is in the back—learn to love it, you'll live there. Bus tubs go here, glass racks go there, dirty glasses never touch the clean ones or he'll know. Speed rail on the right, backup bottles underneath, garnish station at the end. Fruit needs cutting every day—limes, lemons, oranges—and if I cut my finger, I bleed into a towel, not the limes.

"Health code," he says, grinning like this is funny.

He shows me how to change a keg. It involves crouching in a cooler that smells like yeast and regret, wrestling with a metal coupling while your fingers go numb, and not complaining about it. He does it in thirty seconds flat. I do it in three minutes while he watches with his arms crossed and his head tilted, something between amusement and assessment.

"Not bad," he says when I finally get it seated. "Last guy couldn't figure out the coupling. Thought you had to twist it."

"Do you not?"

"You pull, then twist, then push. It's counterintuitive."

"Like most things in life."

He looks at me. A beat. Then: "Huh. You're funny. Didn't expect that from—" He gestures at my shirt.

"The shirt isn't a personality."

"No," he says, something shifting in his expression. "Apparently not."

He has me practice pouring. Not cocktails—just pouring water from a speed-pour bottle into a line of shot glasses, learning to count the seconds that equal an ounce, an ounce and a half, two ounces. My first attempt is a disaster. The water goes everywhere. Eli catches a glass before it rolls off the bar without looking, like he has a sixth sense for falling objects.

"Slower," he says, and steps behind me.

My brain short-circuits.

His chest is against my back. Not pressed—just there, close enough that I feel the warmth of him through two layers of cotton. His hand comes around to cover mine on the bottle, adjusting my grip. His other hand lands on my wrist, light, guiding.

"You're death-gripping it. Relax your fingers. Let the bottle do the work." His mouth is near my ear. Not at my ear—near it. Close enough that I can feel his breath and smell him: bar soap, citrus from the garnishes, something underneath that's just warm skin. "Count with me. One-one-thousand, two-one-thousand—"

I count. Or I try. My voice comes out thin and my hand is trembling slightly and if he notices—which he does, because he notices everything, I'm already learning that—he doesn't mention it. Instead he squeezes my wrist once, lets go, and steps back.

"Better. Again."

I pour again. It's better. Not good, but better.

When I glance back, he's watching my hands with an expression I can't read. Then he turns away, grabs a rag, and starts wiping down the bar like nothing happened.

My heart is hammering so hard I can feel it in my wrists.

Don't, I tell myself. Don't do this. He's your trainer. He's your coworker. He probably does that with everyone.

I pour again. My hands are still shaking.

• • •
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Happy hour hits at four and I am immediately, spectacularly drowning.

The bar fills in waves—first the after-work crowd, ties loosened, laptops open, then the happy-hour hustlers who know exactly when the $5 wells start, then a group of women in matching "bride tribe" shirts who are louder than the sound system. The noise level triples. The orders come fast, overlapping, shouted across the bar.

And I can't keep up.

The ice runs out and I scramble to the back to refill, hauling the bucket with both hands, slopping meltwater down my leg. I restock the wrong bottles on the speed rail and Eli reaches past me—arm brushing mine, quick and warm—to swap them without comment. I drop a pint glass. It shatters on the rubber mat behind the bar and I freeze, everyone looking at me, heat flooding my face.

"Happens," Eli says, already grabbing the broom. He sweeps the glass away in three strokes, dumps it, and turns back to the customer without missing a beat. "Sorry about that, gorgeous, where were we? Aperol spritz, extra prosecco, yeah?"

I watch him work and it's like watching someone play an instrument they were born with in their hands. He moves behind the bar like the space was built around him—reaching, pouring, shaking, sliding drinks across the wood with just enough force to land them in front of the right person. He remembers names. He remembers orders. He talks and listens and flirts and calculates tabs and slices garnishes all at the same time, and none of it looks like effort. It looks like breathing.

A woman at the end of the bar asks who makes the best margarita in the city and Eli puts his hand on his chest like she's offended him. "You're looking at him. But you have to tip well or I'll make it with the bad tequila."

She tips double.

A couple arguing about where to eat leans over the bar to ask his opinion and he rattles off three restaurants, which ones take reservations, which ones don't, and what to order at each, and they look at him like he just solved world peace.

A man—regular, by the way he sits, back corner stool with his phone out—waves Eli over and they do a complex handshake that involves a fist bump and a finger snap and ends with Eli pouring him a whiskey neat without being asked.

He's the center of every interaction. The sun the whole bar orbits around.

And I am the guy with wet jeans and glass dust on his shoes, trying not to trip over the floor mat.

By seven, my feet hurt in places I didn't know feet could hurt. My shirt—my ironed, stupid, corporate shirt—is soaked under the arms and has a lime juice stain on the cuff. I've been in Eli's way at least four times, and each time he just... routes around me. No irritation. No sighing. Just a hand on my hip to move me left or a quiet "behind you" as he slides past, and back to work.

One of those behind yous, his fingers graze the small of my back. Light. Probably accidental.

I feel it for twenty minutes.

• • •
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The rush dies around nine. The bride tribe stumbles out in an Uber, and the bar settles into its nighttime hum—lower music, dimmer lights, the clink of glasses and murmur of conversations. I'm leaning against the back counter, chugging water, trying to convince my body that standing for five more hours is possible, when a server with short black hair and sharp eyeliner materializes next to me.

"You survived." She's tiny—five-two, maybe—but she has the energy of someone who could end you and knows it. "I'm Josie. I give you a week."

"That's generous."

"I gave the last one three days. He cried in the walk-in."

"So I've heard."

She looks me over, nods once—apparently satisfied with whatever she sees—and slides behind the bar to make herself a drink like she owns the place. Eli sees her and doesn't blink. Josie takes a stool and pats the one next to her.

"Sit. You look like you're about to die."

"I'm fine."

"Sit."

I sit.

A bouncer appears—Dominican, mid-thirties, arms crossed, earpiece in—and leans against the wall near us. "Who's the new one?"

"Nolan," Josie says, like we've been friends for years. "He's corporate."

"I'm not—"

"Used to be corporate," Josie corrects, without looking at me. "Carmen, this is Nolan. Nolan, Carmen. She doesn't like anyone, don't take it personally."

Carmen gives me the smallest possible nod. I'll take it.

Eli finishes with a customer and drops into the stool on my other side. He reaches under the bar, grabs a bottle I don't recognize, and pours something amber into a rocks glass. Slides it in front of me without asking.

"What is this?"

"Bourbon. The good kind. Not the shit we serve to people who order Jack and Coke."

I take a sip. It's smooth and warm and burns in a way that feels deliberate, like it's trying to tell me something. I'm not a bourbon guy—wasn't, before tonight—but I could become one.

"You survived," Eli says, echoing Josie. But the way he says it is different. Less assessment, more... approval. "That's better than the last guy."

"What happened to the last guy?"

"Cried in the walk-in on day two."

"You didn't cry, right?" Josie asks, leaning around me.

"Not where anyone could see me."

Eli laughs. It's the same laugh from earlier—warm, full, his head tilting back to expose the column of his throat—but this time I'm closer. Close enough to see the vibration in his neck. Close enough to notice the tiny scar on his jaw, just below his ear. Close enough that when he turns back to me, his knee presses against mine under the bar, and neither of us moves away.

"You'll get faster," he says. "Everyone sucks at first."

"Did you suck at first?"

"I was incredible at first. But I'm built different."

Josie throws a lime wedge at him. He catches it without looking.

They talk over me, around me, through me—bar gossip, schedule complaints, a regular named Jake who's "handsy lately," a beer delivery that came wrong, Tony's new rule about phone use that nobody follows. It's fast and loose and full of inside jokes I don't understand, and I should feel outside it. I do, a little. But I also feel the warmth of it—the way Josie's sharpness is love, and Carmen's silence is comfort, and Eli's sprawl on his stool is an invitation. Sit. Stay. You're in now.

At some point, Eli's knee is still pressed against mine, and his arm is along the back of my stool, and I'm on my second pour of the good bourbon, and Josie is telling a story about a customer who tried to pay his tab with a poem, and everyone is laughing, and I think: I like this. I like being here.

It's the first time I've thought that about anywhere in six months.

• • •
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The bar closes at two. Tony left at midnight. Josie and Carmen cash out and leave in a burst of coats and goodbyes and Josie pointing at me and saying "one week" over her shoulder. The last customers trickle out. The door locks. And then it's just Eli and me.

"I'll walk you through closing," he says. "It's not bad. Tedious but not bad."

He shows me the routine: wipe down the bar, restock what we burned through, wash the last round of glasses, flip the stools, mop the floor. We work side by side in the kind of quiet that happens when a noisy place goes silent—ringing, almost, the ghost of all that sound. The music is off. The beer signs buzz. Our footsteps and the slosh of mop water are the only sounds.

I'm restocking the speed rail, back aching, fingers pruned from wash water, when Eli comes up beside me and takes the bottle out of my hand. Puts it in the right slot—I had it wrong again—and doesn't move away.

"Hey," he says.

"Hey."

"You did good tonight."

The words land somewhere in the center of my chest. I don't know why they hit the way they do—I've had bosses tell me good job before, mentors, professors, my own father—but none of them sounded like that. Low and easy and certain, like he's not complimenting me so much as observing a fact.

"I dropped a glass and restocked the wrong rail twice."

"And you didn't quit. And you didn't cry. And you kept running ice without being asked, which means you were watching me to figure out when we needed it, which means you're paying attention." He leans against the bar, arms crossed, tattoo shifting as the muscles move underneath. "Most new barbacks need a week before they start anticipating. You did it in one shift."

I don't know what to say. My throat does something inconvenient and I look away, focusing very hard on lining up the bottles.

"Same time tomorrow?" he asks.

"Same time tomorrow."

"Lose the button-down."

"It's already ruined."

"Wear a black tee. It's our uniform. Also—" He pushes off the bar, walks to the door, and holds it open for me. The night air rushes in—cool, damp, tinged with exhaust and distant laughter from whatever's still open down the block. He stands in the doorframe, backlit by the glow of the exit sign, and for a second he looks like something out of a painting. Dark eyes, easy stance, one hand on the door, the other tucked in his back pocket.

"Get some sleep," he says. "Tomorrow's worse."

"Worse how?"

"Friday."

"Ah."

"Ah." He grins. "Night, Nolan."

"Night, Eli."

I walk home in the dark. Fourteen minutes that I don't remember because my brain is replaying the entire night on a loop: his hand on mine during the pour, his chest against my back, his knee against my knee, his laugh. You did good tonight. The way he said my name, like he was turning it over in his mouth, testing its weight.

My phone buzzes. Grace, with a LinkedIn listing for a junior analyst position at some consulting firm. This could be a good fit!!! Let me know if you want me to reach out to my friend there. Three exclamation points. My sister really believes three exclamation points can fix a life.

I text back: Thanks, I'll look at it.

I won't look at it.

I let myself into the apartment. Marcus's guest room. Futon. Fitted sheet that doesn't fit. I strip out of my ruined shirt, lie down on the mattress that smells like someone else's laundry detergent, and stare at the ceiling.

I think about the way his hands moved. The speed of them, the sureness. The way he plucked a falling glass out of midair like gravity was optional. The way he poured—wrist loose, count steady, every ounce exact. The way those same hands adjusted my grip, gentle and firm at the same time, and I couldn't tell if my heart was racing because of the lesson or the teacher.

I think about his voice near my ear. Relax your fingers. Let the bottle do the work.

I think about the scar on his jaw and how close I'd have to be to touch it.

I close my eyes. My body is exhausted. My brain is wired. My pulse is doing something that has nothing to do with tired feet and everything to do with a bartender who smells like citrus and looks at me like I'm a puzzle he's already halfway to solving.

Don't, I tell myself again. Don't develop a crush on your trainer. Don't develop a crush on your coworker. Don't develop a crush on the most magnetic person in any room he enters who definitely flirts with everyone like that and definitely doesn't think about you the second you leave.

I pull the blanket up to my chin.

I think about his hands.

I'm so fucked.
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Hands-On Training

I open the bar the way some people go to church.

Keys in the lock at two-thirty, alarm code punched before the beep turns into a scream, lights up one section at a time. First the back hallway, then the bar top spots, then the overheads. I leave the accent lighting off—that's for customers. Right now it's just me and the room and the smell of last night still trapped in the wood.

I love this part. The quiet. The before.

The chairs are still flipped from closing, legs-up on tables like dead beetles. The floor is clean—I mopped it myself at two AM because the new guy's technique was more of a suggestion than a cleaning—and the bottles are lined up behind the bar in the order I put them in, because I always put them in the same order, because I'm a control freak about exactly one thing in my life and this is it.

Tequila, vodka, gin, rum, whiskey, bourbon. Speed rail loaded, backup bottles underneath, garnish trays empty and waiting to be filled. I grab a cutting board and a case of limes from the walk-in and start slicing.

The knife is sharp. The limes are cold. My hands know the work without asking my brain for directions, which means my brain is free to wander, which means my brain wanders exactly where I told it not to.

The new guy.

Nolan. Nolan Chase, who showed up to a bar job in a pressed button-down like he was meeting the board of directors. Nolan Chase, who dropped a pint glass and looked at me like he'd committed a felony. Nolan Chase, who couldn't stock a speed rail to save his life but ran ice all night without being asked because he was watching me, studying my patterns, anticipating what I needed before I said it.

That's not normal. Most new barbacks spend their first shift in survival mode—head down, don't break anything, pray for closing time. They don't observe. They don't anticipate. And they definitely don't make quiet, dry jokes that land like little grenades when you're not expecting them.

The shirt isn't a personality.

I slice a lime in half. Then quarters. Neat, even wedges.

He's cute. Obviously he's cute—I have eyes and he has that whole thing going on, the floppy hair and the blue-gray eyes and the jaw and the way he blushes from his neck up like someone's pouring pink watercolor under his skin. When I stood behind him for the pour training, he went so rigid I thought he'd stopped breathing. His hand shook under mine. His pulse was doing something frantic in his wrist and I could feel it through my fingertips.

And I—

I stepped back. Gave him space. Switched to coach mode.

Because I'm not doing this again.

I'm not doing the thing where I notice a new coworker is attractive and let that become a shift-long game of how close can I stand, how often can I touch, how far can I push before one of us does something that makes the next six months of working together incredibly awkward. I've done it. Twice. And both times it fizzled into nothing—no hard feelings, no drama, just the slow deflation of something that was never inflated enough to matter—and I told myself that was fine because it was fine, it was always going to be fine, because I don't let things not be fine.

But I also don't need a third fizzle. And I definitely don't need to be the guy who makes a nervous new hire uncomfortable because I can't keep my hands professional.

So. He's cute. Noted. Moving on.

I finish the limes, start on lemons. The knife thunks against the board in a rhythm that matches the song I've had stuck in my head since this morning. I catch myself humming it, which I always do, which is why Josie calls me a walking jukebox, which is why Tony bought noise-canceling headphones and wears them in his office when I'm opening.

The door chimes. I glance up.

Nolan walks in wearing a black t-shirt.

It shouldn't be a thing. I told him to wear a black tee. It's the uniform. Everyone wears one. But seeing him out of the corporate armor does something to my brain that I choose not to examine. The shirt fits well—not tight, just well—and his shoulders are broader than they looked under the button-down. Swimmer's build, maybe. Or used to be. The kind of body that's quietly athletic in a way its owner probably doesn't think about.

His hair is doing the same floppy thing. He pushes it back. It falls forward again immediately. He's going to do that eight hundred times tonight and I'm going to notice every single one.

"You look like a bartender," I say.

He glances down at himself. "I look like a guy in a black shirt."

"Same thing. Come on, we're cutting garnishes."

He comes behind the bar. He's moving more comfortably back here already—he figured out the flow yesterday, the tight spots where you turn sideways, the rhythm of the space. I hand him a knife and a cutting board and a pile of oranges.

"Wheels, not wedges. Thin. If I can't see through it, it's too thick."

He starts cutting. His technique is terrible—he holds the knife like a letter opener—but the results are decent. Thin, even circles. Careful. He concentrates with his whole body, shoulders slightly hunched, tongue between his teeth, and it's—

It's not cute. I'm not noticing.

"Loosen your grip," I tell him, because I can't help myself, because teaching is what I do, because if I'm going to be standing next to him I might as well be useful. "You're choking the handle. Pinch the blade where it meets the spine—here—" I reach over and adjust his hand.

His fingers are cold from the fruit. Mine are warm. The contrast registers somewhere between my brain and my chest.

"Like this?" he asks, adjusting.

"Yeah. Like that."

I pull my hand back. Go back to my lemons. We cut in silence for a minute, two minutes, the rhythm of our knives slightly out of sync, and I find myself adjusting my tempo to match his.

Stop it.

• • •
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The afternoon training session goes like this: I demonstrate, he watches, he tries, he fails, he tries again, he gets it. Repeat.

I teach him the well layout—where every bottle lives, why it lives there, what goes with what. I teach him glass types: rocks, highball, coupe, martini, pint, wine, snifter. "If a customer orders a martini and you hand me a coupe, I'll know you know what you're doing. If you hand me a rocks glass, I'll know you don't and I'll still love you but I'll judge you silently."

He files this away. I can practically see him building a spreadsheet in his head, the corporate brain reorganizing bar knowledge into a system. It should be annoying. It's not.

I teach him how to move behind the bar with another person. This is the hard one.

"The well is tight," I tell him. We're both standing in it, and the space between my body and the bar top is about thirty inches. "When we're slammed, you're going to be in my space constantly. It's not optional. You learn to move around each other or you collide."

"Okay."

"The calls are: 'behind' when you're passing behind someone, 'corner' when you're coming around the bend, 'sharp' if you've got a knife, 'hot' if you've got coffee or anything that'll burn. Say them loud. If you don't say them, you'll get an elbow in the ribs or a knee in the ass."

"Behind, corner, sharp, hot. Got it."

"Good. Now walk the length of the bar and back while I'm working. Feel the space."

He walks. I pour. We collide exactly once—my hip against his hip as I reach for a shaker and he's grabbing a bus tub—and he says "sorry" and I say "don't apologize, just call it" and he says "behind" and moves past me and his forearm brushes my lower back and I feel the drag of it like a match strike.

I keep my face neutral.

We run through it ten more times. By the end he's calling his positions without thinking, sliding behind me with a fluid turn of his shoulders, and I only have to adjust for him twice. He's a fast learner. Fast enough that I stop thinking of him as the new guy and start thinking of him as the other half of the bar.

Which is dangerous, because the last time I thought of someone as the other half of something, it was Marcus, and Marcus decided I wasn't enough, and I spent six months drinking my own inventory and pretending that was a lifestyle choice.

"You're getting it," I tell Nolan, and mean it.

He does the thing—the flush, the pleased surprise, like he didn't expect to be told he was doing well. Like praise is something he has to earn and never quite believes he has.

I file that away too.

• • •
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Happy hour. The flood.

Friday is worse than Thursday, which I warned him about, and he took it in stride with that quiet, stubborn focus that I'm starting to recognize as his default setting. The bar fills fast—regulars first, then the weekend crowd, then the chaos.

Nolan keeps the ice full. He keeps the glasses cycling. He anticipates the beer run before I call for it and he's already halfway to the walk-in when I open my mouth. He still fumbles the speed rail, and his lime cuts are ragged by the third hour when his hands are tired, and he bumps into me twice—once hip-to-hip, once shoulder-to-shoulder—but both times he calls it and both times the contact is brief and professional and absolutely not something I think about.

Except that both times, his body heat registers against mine like a space heater, and both times I have to reset my brain before I can pour the next drink.

I'm making an old-fashioned for one of my regulars—two-count bourbon, bar spoon of simple, three dashes of Angostura, orange peel expressed over the glass—when I see it happen.

Jake. Corner stool. Jake's been a regular since before I started—quiet guy, decent tipper, drinks Maker's neat, harmless until he's four deep and then his hands develop ambitions his brain can't supervise. I've redirected him a dozen times. It's never been a problem. But right now Jake is four Maker's deep on a Friday and Nolan is clearing his empty glasses and Jake's hand is on Nolan's wrist.

Not aggressive. Not violent. Just—there. Fingers wrapped around Nolan's wrist, holding him in place, Jake leaning in to say something with a grin that's three inches past friendly.

Nolan freezes. Not scared—uncomfortable. His body goes rigid the same way it did when I stood behind him for the pour training, but this is different. This isn't I'm flustered by someone I'm attracted to. This is I don't know how to get out of this without making a scene and I don't want to make a scene because it's my second day and I need this job.

I'm across the bar in two seconds.

"Jake." My voice is easy. Light. The same tone I use to cut someone off without making it feel like a punishment. "Hands off the new guy."

Jake looks up. He's drunk enough that the grin stays in place. "Just saying hello, Eli."

"Say it with words, not with hands." I set a glass of water in front of him without being asked. "You break him, you buy him. And he's expensive."

The table next to Jake laughs. Jake laughs. The moment diffuses like smoke.

But under the bar, out of sight, my hand lands on the small of Nolan's back and presses once. You're fine. I've got you. His spine softens by a fraction of an inch and then I pull my hand away and turn back to the old-fashioned like nothing happened.

When I glance over a minute later, Nolan is watching me. His expression is—

I don't know. I don't know what that expression is. Gratitude, maybe. Relief. Something warmer underneath both of those, something that lives in his eyes and makes the blue go soft, and I look away because if I hold his gaze right now I'm going to do something stupid like touch his face in front of forty customers.

I finish the old-fashioned. Express the orange peel. Slide it across the bar. "Here you go, gorgeous."

The regular laughs. Tips five bucks.

The machine keeps running.

• • •
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Closing is easier tonight. Nolan's faster—he knows the routine now, muscle memory building in real time—and we work through the checklist in comfortable silence. I catch myself watching him mop and look away. I catch myself watching him flip stools and look away. I catch myself watching the way his shirt rides up when he reaches for the top shelf to put a glass away, exposing a strip of pale skin above his belt, and I don't look away fast enough.

He catches me looking.

I don't flinch. I'm Eli Navarro. I don't flinch.

"Missed a spot," I say, pointing vaguely at the bar.

He turns to check. I exhale.

Staff drinks tonight are just us and Josie. Carmen took the night off; the weekend bouncer covered. Josie claims her usual stool, makes herself something violently pink, and launches into a debrief that's half gossip and half performance review.

"Friday tips were up twelve percent," she announces, like she's presenting quarterly earnings. "Bride tribe tipped like shit—no surprise—but the back corner table made up for it. Nolan, the old couple at table six told me you're 'such a nice young man.'"

Nolan's ears go pink. "I just refilled their water."

"Twice, without being asked. That's the whole game, honey." Josie sips her drink. "How are your feet?"

"I can't feel them."

"Good. That's how you know it's working."

I pour Nolan the bourbon again—the good stuff, not the well—and myself a beer. We settle into the same configuration as last night: Josie on one side, me on the other, Nolan in the middle. His knee finds mine under the bar. Or mine finds his. It's unclear. What's clear is that neither of us moves.

Josie interrogates him with the subtlety of a blowtorch. "Where are you from? What did you do before? Why a bar? What do you drink? Are you seeing anyone?"

That last one is Josie being Josie—she asks everyone, files the intel, deploys it later. Nolan answers without flinching: "No. Not currently."

"Currently," Josie repeats, like the word has a flavor. "That implies recently."

"It implies not currently."

I snort into my beer. Josie's eyes narrow. She does not like being out-deflected.

Nolan picks at the label on his bourbon glass—a nervous habit I've already cataloged—and says, "I just got out of... a situation. At my last job. It was—it wasn't serious. We both pretended it didn't happen, which is its own kind of ending, I guess."

There's something under that. Something heavier than a casual hookup that fizzled. The way he says pretended it didn't happen has a weight to it, a resignation, like he's used to being the thing that people pretend didn't happen.

"Their loss," Josie says simply, and for once she doesn't push.

Nolan looks at her. Then at me. "Is everyone here this... direct?"

"Yes," Josie and I say in unison.

He laughs. It's the same laugh as last night—surprised out of him, warm, real—and I watch his face change when he does it, the tension draining out of his jaw, the corners of his eyes crinkling, and I think: Shit.

Because I know that feeling. That tug behind my sternum, the one that starts small—just a flicker, just a spark—and then builds into something I can't outrun no matter how many jokes I crack or shots I pour. I've felt it before. Not often. Not with the random hookups or the coworkers or the regulars who leaned too close and smelled too good. Only twice, really. And one of those times ended with me sitting alone in this bar at three AM deciding that I was the problem.

I drain my beer. Set the glass down.

"I should close out the register," I say.

Josie gives me a look. The look. The one that says I see exactly what you're doing and I'm going to let you do it but I want you to know that I see it.

"Sure," she says. "Goodnight, Nolan. One week."

"You keep saying that."

"Prove me wrong."

Nolan finishes his bourbon, stands, stretches—arms above his head, shirt pulling tight across his chest, and I am looking at the register, I am looking at the register, I am absolutely looking at the register—and says, "Thanks for tonight. Both of you."

"Get some sleep," I tell him. Same thing I said last night. Because I don't know how to say stay and I definitely can't say come upstairs and so I say the safe thing, the easy thing, the thing a trainer says to a trainee.

"Yeah. See you tomorrow." He pauses at the door. "Eli?"

"Hm?"

"Thanks for... the Jake thing."

"Forget it. He's harmless. Just handsy."

"Still." He holds my gaze for a second—just a second, but a second that stretches like taffy, long and sweet and impossible to break cleanly—and then he's gone.

The door closes. The bar exhales.

Josie spins her stool toward me. Takes a long, deliberate sip of her pink drink. Sets it down.

"He's cute," she says.

"He's staff."

"And you've never fucked staff before."

I start counting the register. Ones, fives, tens, twenties. My hands know the work.

"That's exactly why I'm not going to now."

Josie studies me. She has this way of looking at people like she's reading the fine print on a contract they didn't know they signed. It's what makes her a terrifying server and an even more terrifying friend.

"Okay," she says. Which is Josie for I don't believe you but I'll wait.

She finishes her drink, rinses the glass, sets it on the drying rack. She pauses behind me on her way out and squeezes my shoulder once. "Goodnight, dumbass."

"Night, Josie."

The door closes again. I'm alone.

I finish the register. Log the totals. Lock the cash in the office safe. Check the door, the alarm, the lights. Everything off, everything locked, everything in its place. Routine. Ritual. The skeleton of a life that works because I keep the bones clean.

I go upstairs.

My studio is small. Kitchen that's really a counter, bathroom that's really a closet, bed that's really a mattress on a platform I built from lumber Tony was going to throw away. One window faces the street. There's a stack of thrillers on the nightstand—Lee Child, Don Winslow, the new Dennis Lehane I've been saving—and a mug of cold coffee from this morning and my phone charging on the floor.

I lie on the bed. The ceiling has a water stain shaped like Florida that I've been meaning to report to Tony for eight months.

I think about the sound Nolan made when he laughed. Not the polite one—the real one. The way it broke loose from him like something he'd been keeping in a cage.

I think about the look on his face when Jake grabbed his wrist. The freeze. The flicker of I don't know how to make this stop without causing trouble. The fact that his first instinct wasn't to push back—it was to endure. Like enduring is what he's used to.

I think about the way he said their loss after Josie said it, under his breath, so quiet I almost missed it, like he was trying to believe it.

I think about his hand under mine on the bottle. The shake in his fingers. The pulse in his wrist that I counted without meaning to—fast, fast, faster when I leaned in.

I think about the strip of skin above his belt.

I press the heels of my hands into my eyes until I see sparks.

He's staff. He's new. He's nervous. He's barely out of some situation he won't talk about. He needs this job and this bar and a boss who doesn't make it weird. You are going to be professional and normal and you are going to keep your hands on bottles and not on barbacks and you are going to be fine.
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