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Chapter One

 


Warrick parked the large black SUV
they used for business trips in front of a cafe. The vehicle
carried the three huge men comfortably and had the necessary space
in the back for everything they would require for any given job
they were on.

He, Brett, and Reid walked into the
café that was recommended to them and looked around for a large
table. Warrick pointed to a corner booth where they could fit and
not bump knees with each other under the table.

The place was dated but clean, and
everyone eating seemed to be enjoying it.

Within a minute of sitting down, a
woman brought glasses of water and menus as she told them the
specials. “Shelby will be right with you.”

Warrick nodded and started looking at
the menu.

“Um … hi. I’m Shelby, and
I’m going to be your waitress.”

Warrick looked up. The pretty young
woman stood in front of them with a paper pad and a pencil pressed
to her chest. She could be twelve years old or late twenties, it
was so hard to tell.

“How old are you?” he
blurted and ignored the two guys with him when they
snorted.

She dropped her arms and blushed but
didn’t take her eyes off of him. “Oh, well, I’m twenty-three and
four months. How about you?”

Fuck, she looked like a teenager with
her hair up in a high ponytail with a purple polka-dot ribbon. The
waitress’s uniform was pink and short, and it barely contained her
breasts behind the bib.

“I’m
thirty-six.”

“That’s nice. Would you
like for me to get you anything to drink?”

“We’ll all take coffee,
honey.”

Her eyes widened a bit at the
endearment, and then she nodded. “I’ll be right back.”

He watched her walk off. One of the
guys clearing their throat got his attention.

He turned to them and saw the smirks
on their faces. “What?”

Brett snickered. “I’ve never seen you
look like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like someone just
gut-punched you,” Reid said.

Warrick pressed the heel of his hand
into the middle of his chest. “It feels like I got kicked in the
chest.”

“She grabbed my attention
right away, too, but it was you she focused on, you bastard.” Brett
laughed.

Reid nodded. “She’s beautiful, but she
doesn’t look the type to have one-night stands, if that’s what
you’re looking for in the short time we’ll be here on this job. But
I could be wrong.”

Warrick turned to watch Shelby. “No,
you’re right. She wouldn’t.”

“We’re only going to be
here for a week,” Brett reminded him.

“I know.”

He watched her concentrate on
balancing three cups of coffee on the tray, and he almost smiled
when she looked relieved as she set the tray down. Then she handed
out the coffee and set a basket with sugar packets and creamers in
the middle.

She pulled the pad of paper and pencil
out again. “Are you ready to order?”

They all three ordered the
special.

She smiled. “You’ll like it. It’s my
favorite.” She picked up her tray. “I’ll be right back.”

Warrick nodded.

“What are you going to
do?” Reid asked as he tore a packet open and poured the sugar into
his coffee cup.

“I’m not sure,” Warrick
said. “It’s like you said. We’re only here for another week, and we
live four hours away. So having any kind of long-distant
relationship is out of the question.”

“Take it day by day, man,”
Brett said. “If it’s meant to be, it will happen.”

A short time later, Shelby returned
with two plates, and another woman followed with the third. She set
the two down and reached for the last one. “Thank you,
Cindy.”

“It’s better helping you
carry things than picking up your mess when you drop
one.”

Warrick frowned at the woman, but the
waitress didn’t see because she had turned and walked away. He
noticed the bright blush on Shelby’s face when she placed the last
plate down.

“Is there anything else I
can get you?”

Her voice was softer, and she wouldn’t
look any of them in the eyes.

Warrick grabbed her hand to stop her
from leaving. She glanced at him quickly and then down.

“Don’t listen to her,
honey. I think you’re doing a great job.”

She seemed surprised and then pleased
before the smile dropped from her face. “No, she’s right. I’m very
clumsy.”

“I doubt that.” Warrick
rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. He smiled when he caught the
rapt attention she was giving, watching him caress her.

She shook her head and pulled her gaze
from their hands. “No. You don’t know me. I’m book smart, but she
likes to say when God gave out common sense, he missed me.” She
tried to laugh.

She pulled away from him. “I’ve got to
take care of my other customers. I’ll be back to check on
you.”

When he lost sight of her, he turned
to his country-fried steak meal. She was right. It was the best
meal he’d had in a long time.

She came around when they were about
halfway through their meals. “Can I get you anything?” she asked as
she filled their coffee cup.

“No, thank you,” Brett
said.

“We’re good. The food is
wonderful.”

She smiled. “I’m glad you like
it.”

Warrick watched her walk away and felt
like she was taking a part of him with her. He’d heard about
several relationships that started with that instant attraction,
and he hadn’t believed them until now.

They stood and set down several bills
when they finished, enough for the bill and a hefty tip. They
needed to get back to the job, but not before he tried and failed
to find Shelby. He sighed when they walked out.

“How about we come back
again? We can eat here every day if you want,” Brett
said.

Warrick nodded. “I’d like
that.”

“Hell, the food’s great. I
could eat here a few times a day,” Reid said.

Warrick grinned. That may be pushing
it a bit even though he agreed.


Chapter Two

 


Shelby came out from the back to see
the table with the men gone and Liv cleaning up the table. She
couldn’t believe how disappointed she was. She enjoyed talking to
the man, and usually, men scared her.

She rushed over and started stacking
plates. “Did they pay for the food?”

Liv nodded. “Yeah, but there was no
tip. You must have screwed up again.”

Shelby’s shoulders sagged. Even though
she tried so hard, she still didn’t make people happy. She’d been
looking for another job, but since she didn’t have a car, she had
to walk to and from her apartment. The job would have to be close
by, and jobs around this area were hard to find.

Until she found one, she’d make do
with what she had.

It felt like the longer she stayed in
this area, the deeper she got, and it would make it harder to pack
up and leave. It wasn’t that she was putting down roots or making
friends she’d be sad to leave. She was only afraid she’d get stuck
in the same day-to-day grind and not be able to move
forward.

While she’d been saving for months,
she didn’t have enough for a bus ticket and a down payment on
another apartment. She also couldn’t go until she found a job in
the area she landed, and she hadn’t decided where she wanted to go
yet. It was a vicious circle, but she didn’t have any other
choices.

That day, Shelby walked home more
tired than usual. It had to do with the neighbors who had just
moved in above her. They fought all the time. It didn’t matter if
it was three in the morning.

What was worse, when they made up, she
could hear the bed creaking as they had sex, and that seemed to
last for a long time. She didn’t know people could do it that
long.

After walking into her little
apartment, she turned, locked the door, and pushed the dresser in
front of it. That little bit of safety was necessary if she was to
get any sleep at all.

The people upstairs were silent for
the time being, so Shelby decided to shower and try to get some
rest. She’d eat when they woke her up later.

The next morning, she looked at
herself in the mirror and groaned. The skin under her eyes looked
bruised, and her face was pale. If she didn’t know she looked so
bad from lack of sleep, she would have thought she’d been
sick.

She got ready and made herself eat a
piece of toast and some juice. When she had to use the heel of the
bread because it was the only piece left, she sighed. All she had
to drink was a juice box, and it was definitely not enough to
quench her thirst. She’d have to find the energy to go to the
grocery store after work.

When she got to the café, she hung her
jacket up and pulled on her apron.

“Hey, you look horrible,”
Benny, the cook and owner, said.

She snorted. “Thanks.” She liked
Benny. He was old enough to be her grandfather and had a gruff
attitude, but he’d always been nice to her.

“The upstairs neighbors
again?” he asked.

“Yeah. The manager of the
building won’t do anything about it.”

“People are lazy nowadays.
That’s why I appreciate you so much. You’re always here early, stay
late, and work your tail off while you’re here.”

“I’m glad you’re happy.
I’ll go make coffee.”

The morning was just starting to slow
down when she turned to see the three guys were back in the same
booth. She glanced around and saw Mindy headed her way.

“Hey, table six is
yours.”

“Can you get someone else
to do it?” Shelby asked.

“Nope. They asked for
you.”

“Oh.” Now, why would they
do that if they were displeased by her service?

She walked over, stood in front of
them, and stared down at her pad. “What can I get you to
drink?”

When they didn’t speak, she peeked up
through her lashes to find all three staring at her, so she lowered
her eyes again. “Would you like some coffee?” she asked.

“I don’t like talking to
the top of your head, honey. Look at me.”

Her gaze flew to his, and right away,
he scowled. She took a step back. “I’ll get you another
waitress…”

“You will not,” the man
said.

“But why would you want me
when I did a terrible job last time?”

They all looked confused.

“Who said you did a bad
job?” one of the other guys asked.

“Oh, well, I just
assumed.”

“Why?”

“It’s not a big deal,” she
said. “It’s just when you didn’t leave a tip, I thought I’d done a
bad job. But it’s okay. Not everyone leaves tips.”

“For one thing, you did a
great job, and we all left you a hefty tip. Was someone else here
at the table after we left?”

“Yeah, Liv was helping
clean up.”

“Which one is Liv,
honey?”

“Why?”

“Answer me.”

She looked around and then pointed to
the other waitress. “I’ll go get her. She’s a much better waitress
than I am.”

The first man who talked the most
shook his head. “We want you, but I want to talk to Liv,
alone.”

“Oh.” She didn’t know why
she hated the thought of him wanting Liv, but she had to remind
herself it was none of her business. “I think you’ll like her.
She’s nice to people.”

“Is she nice to you?” one
of the men asked.

“I … oh… Um, well. It’s
just that I’m not very fun. I’m not
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