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DESCRIPTION

 

My murderous boss gives me a choice: sell myself or lose my job. And since washing dishes in his upscale restaurant is the only source of income, what choice has a homeless girl like me? I don’t want to end up on the street again. So, I swallow my pride and agree to be auctioned to some rich scumbag. 

 

Just. This. One. Time.

 

But when that (hand)some rich scumbag opens the door to his hotel room full of FBI agents, my life is about to be changed forever.

 

It turns out, I hold a very important piece of information and soon, I find myself in a safehouse with my gorgeous rescuer, babysat by his equally-handsome FBI buddy. And the longer we spend together the more we realize there’s something deeper connecting us.
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CHAPTER 1

 

ALEXA

 

“Get out of my way, you idiot!” 

The shout rings through the huge kitchen, making me jump and splash sudsy, grey dishwater up my plastic apron. I sigh, looking down at the puddle at my feet. Just more to clean up. 

But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Shouts like that are pretty common when Prego’s owner is at work.

“Jesus Christ, why is everyone here a complete moron?” Lorenzo Vivaldi, our always-charming boss, spits as he and his two hulking bodyguards cut a swath through the busy kitchen. Tall and good-looking in that classically dark, Italian kind of way, Lorenzo clearly thinks he’s king of the world. Personally, I think he’s a total creep. Not to mention some kind of actual mafia boss. The first thing the staff told me when I was hired was to avoid him at all costs. Never get in his way, never speak to him, never meet his eye. And I’ve been doing my best not to. Not that I really needed to be told. Lorenzo is terrifying.

Well, maybe if you didn’t come stomping through here during the dinner rush, I think grimly. Lorenzo always shows up when he’ll be the most in the way. But even as I think angry thoughts, I hunch my shoulders and try to be as small as possible in my corner by the sink. After what happened last week, the last thing I want is to draw attention to myself. Not that Lorenzo is looking my way anyway. There is nobody in this kitchen more important than him—and nobody in it more insignificant than me.

The poor sous-chef that he screamed at scuttles away, cowering. I fish around in the lukewarm water with my clumsy rubber-gloved hands, hunting for escaped cutlery. We all want to look busy while Lorenzo’s in the kitchen. 

A few minutes later, a collective sigh goes up when Lorenzo and his thugs finally disappear into the alley out the back. Somebody mutters something angry, but they’re smart enough to do it too low for anyone to make out the words. Sometimes it feels like Lorenzo hears everything. And yet, somehow, he still hasn’t found out about me.

A stressed-looking waitress appears from the dining room, adding yet another order to the long line. “It’s a madhouse out there,” she says, shaking her head at the head chef, who nods silently as she plates a leg of lamb. 

Any minute now, I’ll be told to take off my apron and help clear tables. My jobs at Prego, one of Pittsburgh’s premier Italian restaurants, aren’t exactly glamorous, but I can’t complain. Other than Lorenzo, everyone here is really nice. Which is kind of weird, I think as I load plates into the plastic trays of the industrial dishwasher. How does a restaurant run by such an asshole manage to attract such nice staff?

But, in all honesty, the staff here basically saved my life and, asshole boss or no, I love this place a lot.

“Alexa!”

Here we go.

Sandy, the same harried waitress from before, sticks her head around the door frame. “Can you help with the tables?” she asks breathlessly.

I nod and close the dishwasher. It can run while I’m on the floor. Quickly, I hang up my apron by the sink, run a hand over my red hair and black uniform, and head out of the kitchen.

The customer side of Prego is bustling and loud, but the air isn’t heavy with steam and grease and the smell of food and it feels like heaven on my tired skin. And I have to hand it to Lorenzo, as much as I hate him, he certainly did a good job on this place. The main dining room is large, but intimate, divided up by low walls into private-feeling nooks and crannies currently filled with loud, gesticulating Italian families, gooey-eyed young couples, and overwhelmed-looking tourists. The lighting is warm and golden, and the low walls are covered in lovely, lush vines. If I were rich, I’d want to eat here.

As it is, I guess I do sort of eat here, I think as I pile empty plates onto one arm the way Sandy and the other waitresses taught me. While we load dishes on trolleys in the back, Lorenzo thinks it looks bad to bring “those plastic things” into the dining area, so we have to carry everything by hand. It takes longer, but he’s not wrong. Plastic trolleys are not exactly the look we’re going for here.

“Thanks, babe,” Julie, another waitress, gives me a stressed little smile as we pass each other by the kitchen entrance. She’s carrying plates of steaming food as I go in with the dirty dishes.

I grin back and wait for her to get out before I head through the doors. At twenty-two, I don’t know if I’m actually the youngest member of staff, but they all treat me like a little sister. It’s the closest I’ve ever come to feeling like I have a family, to be honest. Which is kinda sad, I guess. But whatever. At least now I have some sort of family, right?

In a blurry circle of clearing tables, washing dishes, and putting things away, the night passes and, finally, finally, it’s closing time.

“Thank fucking god,” Sandy groans, slapping a wad of cash down on the kitchen counter before slumping back against the wall. 

Jenny, the head chef, a no-nonsense woman in her mid-forties with small, bright black eyes and close-cropped gray hair, grins, picking up the pile of cash. It’s the kitchen’s cut of the tips for the night. “You girls did well tonight,” she says, counting the bills. 

Sandy nods. “Of course, we did. We’re the most charming goddam wait staff in all of Pittsburgh.”

Jenny laughs as she doles out the money. “That you are.” She smiles at me as she passes me a twenty. “Don’t spend it all in one place now, Alexa,” she says with a wink.

I make a face. Jenny knows perfectly well that I don’t spend any money anywhere. 

Slowly, the staff make their goodbyes and trickle away, until Jenny, Sandy, and I are the only ones left. 

As Jenny pulls on her coat, she tells me, “I left a plate for you upstairs, okay?”

“Thank you,” I say quietly as I finally strip off my rubber gloves for the last time that night. Even after the few months I’ve been here, I still feel a little shy about accepting the food that Jenny makes sure I get.

Sandy shakes her head. “One of these days, kiddo, we are going to get you a place of your own. I swear to god, I worry every day that Lorenzo’s going to figure out you sleep upstairs and have you arrested or something.”

Jenny clucks her tongue. “He can’t have her arrested for that. And besides, it’s been two months. Stop worrying, Sandy. It’s not perfect, but we can’t let Alexa sleep in the frickin’ street, can we?”

“Obviously not,” Sandy shoots back. “I’m just saying. I wish we had a better solution.”

“This is already so much better than I’d hoped for,” I tell Sandy, not wanting her to feel bad.

She smiles wanly. “Oh, sweetie. You should have bigger dreams than living above a restaurant. You’re smart and hard-working. You could do so many things.”

“One day,” I say. “I’m saving all my tips and wages. Soon I’ll have enough for a couple months’ rent and a damage deposit.”

“Come on, Sandy,” says Jenny. “Let’s let the girl get some sleep. God knows she needs it. She’ll be up for the breakfast shift tomorrow after all.”

Sandy makes a face, but nods. “Sleep tight, Alexa,” she says, and the two women leave by the back door, the same one Lorenzo left out of earlier that night. The same one that leads into the tiny, dark back-alley, where—

I shake my head. I don’t want to think about that right now. Not right before I go to bed. The nightmares were bad enough last week.

Instead, I climb up the steep staircase tucked away in the back of the kitchen’s storage closet. At the top, there’s a tiny attic, stuffed with spare sets of bowls, broken machines, and my bed. Well, my camping mat. It’s not exactly a bed per se. But it’s home. 

And, next to my bed, a plate of food with a bowl turned upside down over it sits on the sideways milk crate that serves as my bedside table. I smile. Thank you, Jenny, I think.

After I eat, I brush my teeth and quickly wash my hair in the staff washroom downstairs before climbing back up and flopping down in my bed. God, I’m tired.

With a groan, I roll myself up in my blankets and close my eyes, willing myself to fall asleep. 

But, as tired as I am, I can’t sleep. For some reason—maybe because I was thinking about family earlier?—memories of my mom keep flickering through my mind. I sigh. This is not my idea of being lulled to sleep. 

My mother…

Well, as I said, the restaurant staff is the closest I’ve ever come to having a family. I don’t know who my dad is—just some guy my mom slept with at a party—and my mom…well, motherhood isn’t exactly her strong suit. Partying, drinking, one-night stands, she’s pretty good at all those. But raising a child? Not so much.

Sometimes, when I’m really bitter, I think the only reason she kept me as long as she did is because, by fifteen, I was paying our rent thanks to my job at a local bakery. Lucky for her, when I was nineteen, she met Frank. And Frank’s mechanic job brought in way more money than mine. So, I was out and Frank was in.

Literally. One morning I woke up and she was there, sitting on the edge of my too-short single bed, smoking a cigarette and playing on her phone, just waiting for






































































