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THERE’S MAGIC EVERYWHERE - all you have to do is believe.

––––––––
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“CAN YOU ADD SOME CHEESE to those scrambled eggs, George? The customer just remembered he hates his eggs without it.” In spite of being dead on her feet, Sarah giggled at the rude gesture the cook made in the general direction of the dining room. She doubted George would have taken his frustration out in that manner if the customers had been able to see into the kitchen, but he was a cantankerous old coot so it was possible he might have done the same thing either way. 

Sarah didn’t have the time to get into another long, drawn-out conversation about all the reasons he hated stupid people, so before he could work up enough steam to begin a lecture, she hurried over to the three sizzling plates of food already prepped and sitting on the counter. She focused on arranging two of them down the length of one arm, tucked a bottle of catsup under that elbow and then grabbed the final plate just as George stomped on his cigarette, turning toward her with his spatula waving wildly in the air. She nodded toward the dining room, to indicate she was too busy to talk, but smiled to let him know she would soon be back.

She pushed through the swinging doors and forced the small smile into something a little more cheerful. No one wanted a grumpy waitress. The café was just a roadside stop for most people who were either on their way to their vacation cabins or returning home. Sarah respected the feelings of peace and happiness these people had worked so hard to acquire and saw no reason to be a black cloud or a killjoy.

Realistically, Sarah also needed as much tip money as she could earn. With a little luck, she would soon have enough to travel the rest of the way to Nashville. That day couldn’t come soon enough. She was sick of smelling of fried chicken and fries. There had to be a better way to earn a living than pretending each customer’s wants and needs were all she lived for.

After delivering the plates of food and refilling several glasses of water, Sarah scanned the restaurant for anything else that needed doing, relieved to see that all seemed well for the moment. She hopped onto the nearest barstool, but just as she rested her elbow on the counter, the front door opened and two men brought in a gush of freezing air. She would have leapt to her feet had a set of piercing blue eyes not fixed her in place. The chill that now ran down her spine had nothing whatsoever to do with the blast of arctic air.

It seemed an age before she found herself standing. Fortunately, her brain clicked back into place before she could embarrass herself or the man, at whom she couldn’t stop staring. Avoiding his amazing blue eyes, she fished around in her apron pocket for a tablet and pencil, although she had no real need for either. She could remember as many as twenty different orders at a time, customers’ drinks and condiments, all without forgetting to bring out their orders of extra lemons and the like. While she was fishing in her pocket, she reminded herself that pretty eyes were a dime a dozen. They only made it easier for a guy to get away with telling big fat lies. She had big fat plans for Nashville and certainly wasn’t going to get sidetracked by anyone – gorgeous eyes or not.

Sarah met them in the middle of the dining room and drew in a large lungful of air to steady her nerves. She tried to smile but her mouth was so dry her top lip stuck to her teeth, along which she ran her tongue. That might have worked had the blue-eyed stranger not watched her do it, the kind of focused attention she had never had on her mouth before. Of course, that only flustered her even more but she finally managed to fall back on routine. “Would you two like a booth or a table, or would you prefer to sit at the bar?” Sarah couldn’t afford to lose out on any tip money so she gave the man a huge smile, but without looking into either man’s eyes.

Staying aloof didn’t quite work when beautiful-blue-eyes spoke. His voice was deep and rich. Each word came out slowly and deliberately, as if he never spoke unless he meant every word. “You were looking very comfortable a moment ago at the bar. I don’t see why we can’t be just as comfortable sitting there for lunch.”

Sarah again found herself gazing into the most perfect blue eyes she had ever seen. She would have become lost in them had the other man not cleared his throat. Feeling a little lightheaded, she waved them towards the bar and ran off to the kitchen for glasses of water before anyone saw her red face. 

Filling the glasses with ice and water gave Sarah time to regain some control, and to wonder at her odd reaction to the gorgeous stranger. She poured another for herself and drank it all in one. She practiced her smile, straightened her ponytail, picked up the glasses and headed back out to the dining room. Keeping her eyes averted, she pushed through the swinging double doors and made her way to where the men were now seated at the bar. She placed a glass in front of each, pulled the tablet from her pocket and took in a long deep breath before looking at them again. Fortunately, they were both intent on their menus which gave her time to study the man who had, just by walking into the diner, somehow so thoroughly scattered her thoughts.

While the man’s blue eyes were indeed charming, the rest of him was just as amazing. He may have only been of medium height, but every inch of him was toned to perfection, as though he could lift a semi-truck by himself. With his coat now draped over the barstool beside him, it was easier to see just how well he filled out the red plaid flannel shirt he wore. She wondered why he kept his hair trimmed so close to his scalp. Why so short? Even then, she could see it was thick and beautifully black. 

The corners of his eyes were etched with deep lines - a man who laughed a lot. Lifted by his even tan, she also noticed he had a tiny scar right above his left eyebrow. And why was he so tanned at this time of the year? Then she realized he was looking at her and once again fell into his smiling blue gaze.

His companion cleared his throat for a second time and the trance was broken, Sarah’s face feeling flushed once more. She looked down at her pad and pencil and silently hoped the floor would open up and swallow her.

“Do you know what you would like to eat?” she surprised herself by being able to say.

When no one answered, she looked up. The blue-eyed stranger held out his hand. “Charlie Prince, and you are?”

Sarah found her hand in his. “Sarah White,” she answered, startled. Instead of shaking her hand, Charlie covered it with his other and kept it trapped there.

“A lovely woman with a lovely name.” He raised her hand to his lips and placed a slow, lingering kiss on her knuckles and then reluctantly released it, his eyes still held to hers as he nodded in the direction of the other man. “This sorry excuse for a man is my best friend, Todd Wayne. He’s not much to look at, but he’s saved me more times than I care to admit.”

Sarah had leaned onto the bar top, not realizing she was no longer self-conscious. Something about Charlie Prince felt so familiar that it put her right at ease. It was like they had known each other forever. “Why did he have to save your life?”

Charlie leaned closer, their faces now only inches apart. “We’ve served together three times in Iraq. We’re heading back overseas in three weeks. We’re catching a little R&R before heading out to meet up with the 101st in Clarksville, Tennessee.”

Sarah studied Charlie’s face and wondered how he could be so casual about heading back out again into such danger. “You’re far braver than I could ever be about going someplace where people are trying to kill you every day.” 

His face crinkled into a broad smile and Sarah’s heart melted at its brilliance. “They don’t try to kill us every day.” He slapped his friend on the shoulder. “Do they, Todd?”

Todd laughed and offered his hand to Sarah. “Don’t let this guy fool you. They only try about once a week, but we’re both too mule-headed to take the hint and die.”

Once Todd had released her hand, she remembered her other customers and went back to acting like a waitress again. “Well, what would the two of you like to eat? George will cook anything for you, even if it’s not listed on the menu. He may scream and cuss before doing it, but you always get whatever you want once the dust has settled.”

Charlie grinned. “Let’s not rile George unnecessarily. Just bring us both cheeseburgers loaded with the works and a ton of French fries. It’s going to be hard getting a good burger and fries in a few weeks’ time. We might as well eat well while we still can.”

Sarah looked over at Todd to make certain a cheeseburger and fries was okay with him and then headed back to the kitchen. The rest of the time Charlie and Todd were in the diner she was too busy to spend much time with them. She exchanged a few pleasantries with the two men as she checked them out, but was really too busy to stop and talk for long.

Sarah finally hung up her apron a couple of hours later when she handed over to the next shift’s waitress, relishing leaving the chaos behind for the rest of the weekend.

Since Sarah was renting
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