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CHAPTER ONE
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When I was a little girl, playing waitress was one of my favorite pretend games. Together with my friends who lived next door at the time, we'd rush around and serve imaginary people at my mother's dining room table. In nice weather, we would use the back deck of my house. The state of Vermont has beautiful foliage during the autumn season, and we enjoyed gathering the multicolored leaves, pretending they were different types of entrees. The customers never complained about how long the food took to arrive, nothing was undercooked, and we always received hefty tips. And I never spilled food or broke glassware. 

Yeah, only in a perfect world...

"Carrie Jorgenson?" A deep male, accented voice boomed in my ear.

I jerked myself out of my thoughts. A tall, powerful-looking Polynesian man was standing to my left, glancing down at me with a somewhat impatient look upon his face. 

With trepidation, I rose from my chair. "Yes, I'm Carrie."

The man looked me over without comment and extended his hand. "Hale Akamu. I'm the owner of the Loco Moco Café." He gestured for me to sit down again.

"It's very nice to meet you. This is such a wonderful location for a restaurant." The café was close to the beach and situated smack in the middle of the highly popular Aloha Lagoon Resort in Kauai. 

It was a perfect day weather-wise, something I had learned not to take for granted growing up in snow-ridden and rural Vermont. The sky was a cloudless blue like the ocean, waves were gentle, and the temperature warm without nagging humidity. Hale and I were the only ones inside the building, besides a server and two customers at the counter. 

He ignored my comment, perhaps thinking I was sucking up—which, of course, I was. Desperation can do strange things to an unemployed person. 

Hale eyed me sharply. "References?"

I swallowed hard and produced a manila folder from my shoulder bag. "Yes, they're from back home on the mainland. I just moved here a few weeks ago."

He gave a curt nod and glanced at the page while I took a moment to study him. He was very good looking, similar to Tom Selleck from his Magnum, P.I. days, with thick, dark hair and eyes black as coffee without a hint of cream. I knew he was in his early forties because I'd checked him out on Google the night before. In addition to the restaurant, he owned a mammoth-sized shopping mall on the island of Oahu. Hale had inherited a vast amount of wealth from his parents when they'd died in a car accident about twenty years ago. It sounded like a horrible tragedy for a child to endure—anyone actually—and for a moment I pitied the man. Unfortunately, there was something about him that immediately registered high on my radar in terms of dislike. 

Even during our brief exchange, he managed to puff his chest out in an exaggerated manner while looking down his nose at me. He clearly thought I was beneath him. As if this wasn't enough to repulse me, I saw his eyes focus on my chest for the briefest of seconds. When he raised them again and found me staring back at him, his mouth twitched into a small grin. 

Yeah, not in a million years, buddy. 

Hale tapped his pen on the tabletop with an authoritative air. "I don't see any serving experience here."

Darn. Kim was right. I had called my best friend from back home last night, and she had advised me to lie about my experience. "Make up some hole-in-the-wall restaurant," she'd advised. "He'll never check."

But I couldn't do it, especially now, not with those calculating eyes pinned on me. "I-I did work in customer service." 

Hale pointed at the sheet of paper. "Walmart. You worked for a Walmart. It's not the same thing."

This was not turning out the way I had hoped. It was my third interview in as many days, and I was slowly running out of options. Brad, my boyfriend, worked as a surfing instructor at the resort and had told me that the Loco Moco was hiring. 

I decided to level with the man. "Please, I really need the job. I'm willing to do almost anything."

He narrowed his eyes, and a sly smile formed at the corners of his mouth. "Oh really?"

Ugh. Bad choice of words, and this guy had letch written all over him. I heard myself babbling. "Um, I meant wash dishes or sweep the floor." 

His eyes swept over me, and my discomfort grew. "Well, that's a shame."

Yikes. Yes, Hale was a pig. I was almost certain of it. 

"Excuse me, Hale."

Hale glanced up. "Yeah, what is it?"

A man about my age glanced from me to Hale and seemed embarrassed. "You asked me to let you know when Carmen got back from lunch."

Hale scowled and rose to his feet. "I'll be back in a minute, Miss Jorgenson. Don't go anywhere."

As he spoke the words, I noticed how quickly the color rose in his neck and cheeks. Whoever this Carmen was, I sensed she might be in for a bit of a tongue-lashing. Hale swaggered behind the front counter on his long, powerful legs, head held high and erect. His dark eyes circled the restaurant while he walked, as if afraid he might miss something, and the well-defined nose stuck out so far I feared he might suck up all the air in the place. He disappeared through the double swinging doors with portholes, which I assumed led to the kitchen.

I let out a long, steady breath and tried to calm myself. I seemed destined to strike out again. Maybe panhandling on the beach was in my future.

I looked up to see the other man watching me with unabashed interest. Well, he wasn't just any man. This guy was as hot as the inside of a volcano. 

He flashed me a perfect, gleaming white smile. "Interview?"

I nodded. "I don't think my chances are good."

"Ah, I wouldn't say that. We've all been working overtime because the place has been so busy. And Hale does not like to pay overtime." He extended a hand. "I'm Keanu Church."

"Carrie. Nice to meet you." His hand was smooth and cool to the touch. 

"Likewise." Keanu had dark wavy hair, a natural tanned look to his skin, and crystal blue eyes the same color as the ocean. Although he was slim, powerful muscles bulged underneath the short-sleeved white T-shirt that said Loco Moco Café on it. The jeans he wore fit him perfectly everywhere, and I do mean everywhere. He was tall, but anyone was tall when compared to my five-foot-four-inch stature.

Before we could exchange any more pleasantries, the sound of a woman shrieking met our ears. I glanced around. There was now one lone customer at the counter, reading the newspaper, and he seemed disinterested. 

"I don't care what he did," Hale yelled. "The customer is always right. And since you have no idea how to treat the public, you're fired." 

"You're not firing me because of that idiot, and you know it."

Hale's voice was similar to a low, angry growl. "Get your stuff and leave." 

The woman's tone was menacing. "I would advise against firing me, Hale. For your own sake." 

"It's Mr. Akamu to you now. And your empty threats don't bother me. You're no longer an employee here. Pick up your things and get out."

I expected more sobbing, but instead the woman's tone was venomous. "You'll be sorry for everything you did to me. I'll make you sorry."

Hale laughed. "Threatening me, huh? Yeah, like that's the first time I've heard that line before. Get your pathetic self out of here."

Keanu's expression was grim while his eyes remained focused on the swinging doors. 

Less than a minute later, a woman who looked to be in her midthirties pushed through them, a purse in one hand and a tote bag in another. She turned and lifted her middle finger in salute toward the kitchen. "You haven't heard the last from me, you freaking tyrant." 

Only she didn't say freaking.

As I watched the woman depart amidst a sea of sobs, my insides filled with dread. I turned to Keanu. "Why did he fire her?"

Keanu sighed. "A patron left her a nickel tip, and she made a snide comment to them. Hale overheard and went nuts. It's nothing new. Believe me. He fires someone at least once a month. It's like he needs to make a quota or something."

A giant knot formed in the pit of my stomach. Do I really want to work here? Uh, no. But then again, what other choice did I have? All of my life I'd wanted to escape from my hometown and had dreamed of living on a tropical island. When my boyfriend had landed a position as a surfing instructor, I'd asked if I could tag along. Although his reaction had been less than favorable, he'd agreed. 

Brad and I had been dating for close to a year, but instead of becoming closer over time, it seemed as if we were growing apart. He'd come out a few months ago to get settled and had recently started to ask around about a job for me. Another surfer had told him there might be an opening at the café.

Keanu broke into my thoughts. "It sounds like your chance for a job might have improved."

Before he could say anything further, Hale pushed through the swinging doors and strode back over to us. He had papers in one hand and a giant coffee mug that read Hale Rules in the other. He placed the papers in front of me.

"Carrie, is there any chance you could start work right now?" Hale pointed outside to where the tables were starting to fill. "Our dinner rush will be starting soon, and as you might have overheard, we're suddenly shorthanded."

I wasn't a superstitious person. Plus, I needed the job. Yet I had a bad feeling about coming to work at a place where the owner was obviously disliked. Plus, what if he came on to me? I didn't need that hassle. Maybe I could accept the position for now but still look around for something better.

Hale waved an impatient hand in front of my face. "Hello? Are you still with us, Miss Jorgenson?" 

I gulped and forced the words out before I had a chance to change my mind. "Ah, yes, I can start right away."

He nodded and pointed at Keanu. "Good. Take her into the kitchen and show her around until Vivian frees up. Then she can shadow her around for the rest of the day—get drinks and stuff for the customers. A little later on you can show her how to run the register."

Keanu nodded. "Sure thing."

Hale pointed at the papers on the table. "Fill out your W-4 and I-9 and give these to Keanu before you leave."

"Of course. Thank you very much." 

He looked down at me, but it felt more like a leer and practically made my skin crawl. When he reached for my hand again this time, I flinched. It was moist and clammy and sent a shudder of repulsion through me. Ick. I hastily pulled away. 

"I look forward to having you here."

Before I could muster a reply, he was over at the register, laughing with a customer who had come inside to pay his bill. Hale slapped him on the back and rang the man's credit card through the machine, between taking sips of coffee from his egotistical mug. He then turned and disappeared into the kitchen again. I turned to Keanu, who gave a slight shrug.

"I guess congratulations are in order. Come with me. I'll show you where you can put your purse and find you an apron. I'll get a name tag made up for you too."

I followed him through the swinging doors into the shining kitchen, still shocked that I actually had a job. I couldn't wait to tell Brad. 

"You're an import, aren't you?"

It took me a moment to realize that Keanu was talking to me. "Yes, I've lived in Vermont my whole life."

Keanu grinned, and for the first time, I noticed the adorable dimple on the left side of his mouth. "Did you get tired of all that white stuff?"

I laughed. "Something like that. Plus, I've always wanted to live in a tropical paradise."

He ran a hand through his dark hair, and I found myself wondering if it was as soft as it looked. "Tropical, yes. Paradise—eh, not so much. So tell me, what's snow like? I've never seen it."

"Shut up."

He smiled. "I'm dead serious. I've always wanted to ride a snowmobile. Maybe I'll go check out Vermont sometime."

From his physique, he seemed better suited to a pair of swim trunks and a surfboard than a ski parka. "You were born here?"

Keanu shook his head. "I was born on the mainland, but my parents moved here when I was a baby. The island's all I've ever known. Don't get me wrong—I love it here, but I really want to see other places. Experience other seasons. You know, watch the leaves change and maybe shovel a driveway or two."

I raised an eyebrow at him in disbelief. "Believe me—you're not missing much. So, did your parents name you after the actor?"

"Keanu means 'cool breeze' in Hawaiian. My mother tried to convince me she came up with the name because of the long walks she loves to take at night, but I wasn't fooled. Bill and Ted's Excellent Adventure is one of her favorite movies, and it happened to premiere the same year I was born. Coincidence?" He grinned. "Nah, I don't think so." 

I glanced around at the gleaming, stainless steel kitchen. A short, balding man in a white chef's hat was stirring something on the enormous ten-burner stove. There was a walk-in freezer, two dishwashers, two three-bowl sinks, and endless counter space. The one nearest to the chef held a whole pineapple, red peppers, and spices. My stomach rumbled as the smell of whatever he was stirring hit my nose. I hadn't eaten yet today—primarily because of nerves—but now I was starved.

Keanu brought me to a smaller room that branched off from the kitchen and pointed at an open, empty locker. On the opposite side was a flight of stairs that I assumed led to an office overhead.

"You can put your purse in here," Keanu said. "We don't have locks for them. Your welcome to bring one in, but no will bother your stuff. Only the employees are allowed back here." He reached over it into a cubbyhole above the locker and produced a white apron that said Loco Moco Café on it. "Put this on." Then he glanced at my hair. "Hmm." 

"What's wrong?" 

"I'm not sure if Hale will insist that you wear a hairnet or not." 

I made a face. "But I'm not cooking, only serving. Plus my hair's in a braid." It fell way below my shoulders. I'd been growing it for what seemed like forever.

He nodded. "You've got a point. Still, the man rules with an iron fist around here." 

"Yeah, that's pretty obvious." 

"It's a shame to cover up something so beautiful." Keanu's tone was so low that I barely made out the words. "I hear Viv out in the kitchen. Come on. I'll introduce you."

I followed him out the door. Did he mean I was beautiful? Oh, get a grip, girl. "Are you a server here?" 

Keanu shook his head. "I'm the assistant manager, so I run things when Hale isn't around. I keep the books for Hale but also help out with serving when needed. Hale lets me make my own schedule, but I usually put in ten-hour days. I'm studying to be a CPA."

"Wow, when do you find the time?" I asked.

He shrugged. "I'm here so much these days it's getting tough, but I manage."

The portly male chef was standing in the doorway of the walk-in-freezer, chatting on the phone with someone. A pretty woman who appeared to be about my age was writing something down on an order pad. As we approached her, she looked up and flashed me a genuine, warm smile. 

"Viv, this is Carrie Jorgenson," Keanu said. "She's starting work tonight. Hale wants to know if you can show her around."

"No problem." Vivian extended her hand forward. She was pretty, with delicate features and short, blonde hair worn in a pixie cut. Slim and about my height, she moved around the kitchen in a graceful manner that reminded me of a bird. 

"Nice meeting you," Vivian said. "Mainland, right?"

I laughed. "Is it that obvious?"

She smiled. "I've lived in this state my entire life. I'm pretty good at picking out the imports, such as you. Mainlanders aren't as relaxed and always seem to be in such a hurry."

Speaking of which, the sound of someone running down the stairs could be heard. Hale's face appeared before our eyes as he leaned over the railing and pointed at Keanu. His dark eyes raged with an internal fire. "I want to see you in my office. Now." 

"Okay." Keanu winked at me. "Nice meeting you. Catch you later."

"You too," I managed to say while Hale glanced over at me. His gaze met mine and then raked slowly over me. Instinctively, the hairs rose on the back of my neck. Why did it seem like this guy was undressing me in his mind? Pervert. 

I watched Keanu casually start up the stairs, and then he disappeared from sight as the wall separated him from my view. "Is he in trouble?" 

"Nah." Vivian shook her head. "Hale always acts like that. It makes him feel more important." She studied me closely. "Cute, isn't he?"

I grinned. "Are you talking about Keanu or Mr. Akamu?"

She laughed. "You know darn well who I'm talking about. Not the big kahuna, that's for sure. He's a jerk. As soon as I can catch a break, I'm out of this place." She looked at my hair. "Oh, I see we're going to have a problem."

I sighed. "Yeah, I know. Hairnet." 

She fiddled with the lone braid that fell past my shoulders. "You're gorgeous. I'd kill for those big dark eyes of yours." 

I'd actually been thinking that I preferred her amber-colored ones to my own. They were striking in her oval face and framed with long, thick lashes. "Thank you."

"So what do you think of your—ah—new boss? Barrel of laughs, isn't he?" 

That was definitely one way I wouldn't describe him. Since I was new, I didn't think it would be a good thing to start bashing Hale right away, so I struggled for something positive to say about the man. "He's good-looking but not exactly my type."

Vivian frowned. "He started right in with you, didn't he? Seriously, the man is about as disgusting as he can get. I mean, he sits in that office upstairs all day, staring outside at the customers and counting his money. You can always see his face pressed up against the window. His parents left him a gorgeous mansion that overlooks the ocean too. He pretends like he works, but Keanu does most of the daily operation items. Despite all the cash he's got, do you think he'd give me a raise so I don't have to eat ramen noodles three times a week? Fat chance."

"That's awful," I said.

Her eyes looked weepy as she nodded. "He hates me." 

Vivian seemed too pretty and sweet for anyone to hate. "Why?" 

She pressed her thin lips together in a stubborn manner. "Because I wouldn't go out with him. He humiliates me every chance he gets."

A sick feeling of dread swept over me. "Well, I have a boyfriend, so I doubt he'll ask me." 

"That makes no difference to Hale," Vivian said. "He'd have to have morals first. And don't suggest I file a sexual harassment claim either. I need this job. I think of him as gum on the bottom of my shoe. Useless and disgusting."

"Ah, you must be talking about our fearless leader." 

I jumped, startled at the deep voice. The chef was standing there, watching us with a bemused look upon his face. He held a pineapple in one hand and a chef's knife in the other, the phone now sticking out of his breast pocket. 

He appeared to be in his late forties or early fifties with a balding head, eyes as black as coal, and a slim moustache on his upper protruding lip. Short and stocky, his stomach protruded underneath his white double-breasted chef's jacket like a small basketball. There was a huge gap between his top front teeth when he smiled, and I found the effect strangely endearing.

Vivian gestured at the man. "This is Poncho, our cook. Poncho, this is Carrie. It's her first day here."

Poncho placed the pineapple on the counter and shook his finger at Vivian. "It's head chef, Viv, remember."

"Yeah right, whatever."

As I extended my hand, Poncho grabbed it and bowed his head in a dramatic fashion.

Vivian groaned. "Cut it out, Poncho. Give the girl a break. She's already had to deal with Hale, and she hasn't even been here for a full hour yet."

"Delighted to make your acquaintance," Poncho said. His dark eyes regarded me with interest for a moment. Then he turned and thrust his knife into the pineapple. Afterward, he pressed his fingers to his lips with a satisfied sigh. "Ah, do I know how to pick 'em or what? Look how juicy this one is!"

I took a step backward and bumped into Vivian behind me. She patted my arm reassuringly. "You don't have to worry about him. He's a bit strange but overall, harmless."

"We are all a bit like that here." Poncho glanced over at Vivian. "You heard about Carmen?"

"Yeah. It wouldn't surprise me if I'm next on the chopping block." Vivian's voice quivered slightly as she glanced toward the stairs. 

"Girls, you have to try some." Poncho handed us each a piece of the fruit. "It's to die for."

We both sampled the pineapple. It was my first time trying the tropical fruit since I had arrived on the island, and my mouth practically burst from the flavor. I savored it for as long as I could, rolling the sweet, juicy taste around on my tongue. In no way did it even come close to the canned variety I'd always eaten back home. "Wow, this is delicious."

Poncho giggled like a schoolgirl as he plunged the knife into the pineapple again. He continued chopping away to his own beat, as if playing the drums. It was obvious he was enjoying himself. "I've thought about doing this to a certain person. Bet you can't guess who?"

"There's a reason this place is called Loco Moco," Vivian whispered in my ear. "You have to be loco to work here."

I was already starting to figure that out.
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CHAPTER TWO
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"Hey, babe, you home?"

"In the bathroom. You can come on in." I was sitting on the side of the tub in our apartment, soaking my feet, which were screaming in agony. I hadn't realized how physically demanding this job could be. After about eight hours of carrying trays and rushing back and forth from the café to the patio, I was beyond exhausted. And the best part? I got to do it all over again tomorrow. I prayed I'd get used to the workload eventually.

Brad stood in the doorway, a six-pack of beer in hand. He was your typical-looking beach bum with an Adonis-like body to die for. His dirty blond hair had turned lighter in the brilliant Hawaiian sun, and his hazel eyes held a hint of green to them that sparkled like emeralds when he smiled down at me with those pearly white teeth of his. 

Brad worked out almost every day at the resort's gym, and it showed. His abs, along with the rest of him, were definitely drool worthy. I was ashamed to admit his looks were the first thing that had attracted me to him. He had casually mentioned the other day there had been a recent increase in women signing up for surfing lessons at the resort. It didn't take a genius to figure out why.

He leaned down to kiss me. "I saw your text. Congrats on the job. That's awesome."

"Thanks." I turned on the hot water again.

"The Loco Moco has excellent food. Do you get to eat for free?" He turned and walked back out the door, into the kitchen presumably.

Jeez, he was unbelievable sometimes. "No idea. I didn't exactly feel comfortable asking about free food on my first day of work." Heck, I was grateful to have a job for now. "Are you home for the night?" I asked, suddenly hopeful. "I could make us something to eat, and then we could talk and watch television."

"Nope," he called out in a cheery voice. "One of the guys is having a party. I might be pretty late. Why are you soaking your feet?"

"No reason," I snapped back in irritation. "I only spent eight hours running back and forth on them." 

He peered in the doorway again, piece of pizza in hand. "Bummer." 

I pulled up the stopper to let the water out of the tub. "I was really hoping you'd stay home for once. You're always working or out with your friends. We never spend time together anymore." 

Brad blew out a long breath. "Give me a break, okay? You're already acting like we're married or something. You're the one that wanted to come here. I didn't ask you to."

His words cut like a knife. Okay, he was right about that. Besides wanting to escape my miserable situation back home, this had been a last-ditch effort on my part to save our relationship. Now I was starting to wonder if it was actually worth saving. 

My throat tightened with tears that I fought to hold back. "Gee, thanks for that."

"Look, I'm sorry." He leaned down and kissed the top of my head. "I got stuck teaching a bunch of bratty little kids to surf today because their regular instructor was out sick. One even got gum in my hair. Man, talk about annoying. Kids are such a drag, you know?"

It was nice to know that Brad would make a wonderful father someday. "Don't worry about it. Go with your friends. I'll be fine." I was getting used to spending nights alone anyway.

Brad handed me a towel so I could dry my feet then pulled me up gently and put his muscular arms around me. His cool hands moved seductively underneath my shirt. "I have some free time before I'm supposed to meet them."

Usually I succumbed to Brad's romantic advances, but tonight I couldn't bring myself to. His words had hurt too much. "I think I'm coming down with something," I lied. "I wouldn't want to make you sick."

Brad released his hold and eyed me sharply for a minute. "Yeah. I get it. Well, don't wait up." With that he turned and left the room. 

When the front door slammed a minute later, I allowed myself a good, healthy cry. 

*   *   *
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By early evening the next day I hadn't dropped anything yet—always a good sign. Only about four hours left to go. As I returned from delivering beers and Mai Tais to a couple on Loco Moco Café's wide outdoor patio, I paused for a moment to savor my surroundings. The deep blue sky was tinted with a hint of orange as the sun got ready to disappear behind the clouds.

The island was gorgeous with its lush green surroundings and palm trees swaying lightly in the warm breeze. The pleasant scent of hibiscus filled my nostrils as the waves lapped gently up to the shore and beckoned me. Although not a fan of deep water, the effect left me feeling serene and very peaceful. 

The café was only a small part of the very elegant resort, situated in the town of Aloha Lagoon, on the island of Kauai. I hadn't been inside the actual resort part yet, but Brad had mentioned the rooms were gorgeous. 

The Loco Moco was not your average café either. The inside of the building was pristine, from its gray tiled flooring to granite countertops, oak tables, and chairs, and long counter with individual padded seats that ran in front of the coffeepot machine and the register. The outdoor venue consisted of wicker tables and chairs, with padded seats for comfort, all covered by large, raised bamboo umbrellas that shielded patrons from the rain. 

I found myself thinking of Vermont again but not in a homesick sort of way. When I'd left, there'd been three feet of snow on the ground. It had been no problem for me to say good-bye to the only home I'd ever known. In truth, all I wanted was to forget the first twenty-four years of my life and forge ahead with a new one. There was something better waiting for me here. I knew it. Yes, this was going to work out fine.

I looked up to see Hale's face pressed against the upstairs open window of the café. Even at this distance I could hear him shout, "Get back to work!"

Okay, so things weren't perfect, but I'd get there eventually. At least I had a paying job. I scurried back inside the café where an elderly woman was sitting at the counter. I smiled and gave her a menu. "Welcome to Loco Moco Café. Do you need a few minutes?"

She frowned, the lines around her eyes deepening further. "I've already had a few minutes. You people sure are slow around here."

My cheeks burned. "I'm sorry. What can I get you?"

"Just coffee, honey."

I grabbed the pot off the double-burner machine behind me and reached into the doorless, oak cupboard above it for a cup and saucer. After I'd filled it and had returned the pot to the burner, someone touched me lightly on the arm. I shrieked, and the coffee and cup both went flying, the later crashing to the floor.

I turned around. Keanu was standing there, one side of his white T-shirt stained with coffee and the rest dripping down his arm, which was also turning red above his elbow. 

My hands flew to my mouth in horror. "Oh my God. You scared me."

"Obviously," he said and reached for a dishtowel to dry his arm off.

"Coffee," the customer grunted again.

Flustered, I reached for another cup, ignoring the mess I had to step over. After I had served the woman her beverage, I raced through the swinging kitchen doors. Keanu was already in the back room. He had removed his shirt and was reaching for another one out of a locker. 

I stopped dead in my tracks and stared at the magnificent sight before me. Keanu's chest was sculpted and smooth, with abs that looked like they'd been carved from stone. He turned around and pinned me with that bright blue gaze of his.

"Something wrong?" he asked.

I shook my head. "Um, I wanted to make sure your chest—er—I mean, that your arm was okay. It looks like a nasty burn." 

Head smack. I couldn't believe I'd said that. Seriously, what was wrong with me? I had a boyfriend and didn't ogle other guys. That wasn't my nature. I remembered something Kim had said to me once, "Looking isn't cheating." Maybe so, but it still wasn't my speed. I turned away from him, thoroughly embarrassed. 

Keanu didn't respond as he thrust his arms into another white T-shirt and threw the stained one in a nearby hamper. 

"I'm really sorry," I mumbled. "I can't believe I was such a klutz." 

Keanu studied me for a long moment then smiled. "That's okay. It only stings a little. Besides, I've got another arm. You're a little bit jumpy, aren't you?"

I swallowed hard. "Yeah, sometimes my nerves get the best of me. I've been worried all day about dropping something, and just when I start to feel comfortable, bang! It catches up with me." The story of my life.

Before Keanu could respond, Hale thundered down the stairs and after throwing a curious glance in our direction, moved past us into the kitchen.

"Oh my God," I gasped. "I didn't have a chance to clean up the mess yet." I ran after Hale's retreating figure.

"Carrie, wait!" 

Keanu called after me, but I paid no attention. If Hale saw that I'd left the shards of cup all over the floor—

"Miss Jorgenson!" Hale screamed.

My insides immediately turned to Jell-O. That's it. He's going to fire me. Shortest work stint in the history of a server. 

I took a deep breath and with shaky hands, pushed through the doors. Hale was standing there, glaring at me and pointing toward the floor. 

The older woman was watching the show with interest. She came around the counter and handed me a twenty-dollar bill. "Here, honey. It's a rough world out there, and you're going to need this in the unemployment line."

Keanu appeared with a broom between his hands. The woman glanced from him to me and grinned, then beckoned me closer with her finger. She was tinier than me, and I bent down so that her lips were level with my ear. 

"I hope you got to see him with his shirt off at least." 

My face must have turned at least ten different shades of red. The woman gave me a high five, then turned and exited the café. 

Hale placed his hands on his hips, waiting for my response. I opened my mouth, but before the words could fly out, Keanu intervened. "Sorry, Hale. I wasn't paying attention."

What the—? I stared at him in disbelief. 

Hale watched Keanu, clearly unconvinced. "You did this?" 

"Guilty as charged." Keanu's gaze met mine. "Hey, Carrie, grab some paper towels and spray, will you? I don't think I'll need the mop for this."

"It's coming out of your check this week," Hale growled at him.

I stood there, my feet frozen to the floor, and Keanu shot me a warning look. "Now, okay? There's some in the back room."

I mumbled something that I think resembled a "yes" and flew into the kitchen, almost knocking Vivian over in the process. I found the spray and towels and hurried out front. Keanu took the dustpan outside and dumped the remains into the trash bin. The incident already forgotten, Hale was walking amongst the guests outside, shaking hands and most likely asking how their service was. Great. I was still probably doomed.

I waited until Keanu came back inside. "Why did you do that? It was my fault, not yours."

He shrugged, but his mouth formed a sly smile. "Look, it's your second day here. What do you think Hale would have done if he'd known you'd dropped that cup?"

"Fire me?" I asked.

"Good guess," Keanu said. He leaned over the counter, the ocean-like eyes watching me intently. 

"I don't know what to say. That was really nice of you. Let me reimburse you for the cup at least."

He flashed a genuine grin that warmed me from head to toe. "It's no big deal. I'm guessing you need the job pretty bad."

"You'd be right." I noticed a couple approaching a vacant table outside and gathered some menus and table settings together. "I don't think he likes me."

Keanu frowned. "Oh, he likes you all right. That's why you got the job. He'll be hitting on you before long."

I looked up at him, horrified. "Please tell me you're joking."

He shook his head sadly. "I wish. Did he ask you if you had a boyfriend?" 

"No."

"No you don't have one, or no, he didn't ask?" 

I laughed. "He didn't ask, and, yes, I do have one. Brad came to the island a few months back, but I've only been here a few weeks." 

Keanu reached for a coffee packet and placed it in the holder underneath the machine. "What does he do?"

"He teaches surfing at the resort." I didn't want to talk about Brad anymore. I was still upset about last night. He'd returned home sometime after I'd fallen asleep, showered, and then left for work before I'd woke this morning. I'd been so exhausted that even if he'd lain next to me all night and blown a conch shell, I still would have been dead to the world.

There had been a text on my phone from Brad earlier. Two words—Miss you. Yes, that was Brad's best attempt at an apology. He could be genuinely sweet and affectionate at times, but his communication skills did leave a bit to be desired. 

Keanu grabbed some silverware packets from under the counter. "You guys must be serious if you followed him out here?" It was in the form of a question, not a statement.

"We've been dating for almost a year." I realized I hadn't given him an answer but chose not to elaborate. Instead, I changed the subject. "How about you? Do you have a girlfriend?"

Before he could respond, the door of the café opened, and two elderly women entered and walked in our direction, nodding politely at us. They were both slender with gray hair. The shorter one wore hers in a tight curly bob, while the other woman's hair extended past her shoulders and was almost as long as mine. They were dressed in slacks and short-sleeved Hawaiian print blouses. The one with the curly bob clutched a clipboard to her chest. 

"Hi, ladies. What can we do for you?" Keanu flashed a gleaming smile.

"We're wondering if we could see Mr. Akamu for a moment," the woman with longer hair asked. 

"Certainly." Keanu started in the direction of the patio, but at that moment, Hale surprised us when he pushed open the kitchen doors. 

He glared at the both of us. "Why are the two of you standing around? We have customers waiting outside!"

Keanu narrowed his eyes but chose to ignore Hale's statement. "These two ladies would like to see you."

Hale stared at them with an impatient air. "Yes, what is it?"

The woman with curly hair extended her hand, but Hale only nodded in return. She looked startled but spoke anyway. "Mr. Akamu, we're volunteers at Hopeful House. It's an organization for children and young adults who suffer from cancer. We were wondering if you'd care to make—"

Hale rudely cut her off. "Sorry, ladies. Not interested. Have a good day." With that, he disappeared into the kitchen without a backward glance at them.

The two women stood there for a minute, flustered and exchanging shocked looks. My heart went out to them. What a crappy thing to do. Even if Hale wasn't going to give them any money, he could at least have been civil. That didn't cost anything. 

I reached into my apron pocket. I only had thirty dollars in tips so far for the day, but they were welcome to them.

The women smiled at us and without another word, headed for the door. Keanu saw me draw out the bills but shook his head at me.
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