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Chapter One
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She starts on a Friday, which already feels like a test.

New people always start on Fridays. Management calls it immersion. Rowan calls it cruelty. Either way, Fridays don’t forgive mistakes, and he’s already three tables deep when he hears her name for the first time, thrown across the room like it’s always been here.

“Hallie—stick with Jess. Don’t touch anything yet.”

He doesn’t look. He’s juggling plates, listening to Mark complain about ticket times like the kitchen is personally out to get him, clocking the way the dining room surges and stalls in waves.

New servers come and go. Most of them blur.

Then she passes him.

Not close enough to touch. Close enough that the air changes.

He looks.

That’s the mistake.

She’s shadowing Jess, a step behind, hands wrapped around a clean notepad she hasn’t written in yet. Black T-shirt too new for this place. Jeans that fit like she didn’t dress for anyone but herself. Hair pulled back, neck bare, posture loose like she isn’t bracing for impact the way most people do on their first night.

It hits him fast. Unfiltered.

There’s no story attached to it. No curiosity yet. Just the immediate, unhelpful awareness of her body in space and his attention snapping to it before he can stop it.

He notices her legs first. The way she plants her feet when Jess stops short. The way her hips shift when she leans in to listen. The easy confidence of someone who doesn’t shrink when a tray skims past her shoulder.

His interest is physical and low and sharp.

A response, not a thought.

Jess catches him looking.

“Don’t,” she says.

Flat. No humor.

Rowan exhales through his nose. “I’m standing here.”

“Exactly.”

There’s history there. Not dramatic. Not explosive. They never made a mess of it. It had been easy for him — comfortable, physical, contained. Something that fit between shifts and didn’t ask for more than he was already giving.

For Jess, it had meant something else.

They don’t talk about it now. They’ve learned how to work around it, how to keep things smooth. But sometimes it surfaces anyway, like this — quick and sharp.

Hallie doesn’t notice any of it. She’s watching Jess open the POS, leaning in, eyes tracking table numbers like she’s mapping the room in her head. She asks a question. Jess answers without looking at her.

Rowan forces himself to turn back to his tables.

Get it together.

“Training wheels,” Mark mutters from behind the bar. “She won’t last.”

Rowan doesn’t respond. He watches Hallie instead — the way she laughs once, surprised, at something Jess mutters under her breath. The sound cuts through the room, clean and brief.

She isn’t supposed to be interesting yet.

She isn’t even working.

Later, the aisle between the bar and the service station clogs all at once. A busser stumbles. Someone pivots too fast. Rowan turns with a tray just as Hallie steps back without looking.

They stop short.

Too close.

Her shoulder nearly hits his chest. His arm tightens instinctively, pulling the tray in. For half a second there’s nowhere else for either of them to go.

He smells her then.

Vanilla. Warm. Close to skin.

She looks up, eyes wide for a beat — not startled, just aware — and then she’s already moving, murmuring a quick “sorry” that doesn’t sound like it belongs to him.

“No worries,” he says, too quickly.

The space closes again like nothing happened. Like it wasn’t anything.

His focus lags for a second too long after.

Later still, she ends up near him at the server station, leaning in to look at something on the counter. He catches the scent again. The heat of it. The way it doesn’t belong to work or noise or this place.

“Do you guys always stack plates like that?” she asks.

“Yeah,” he says. “If you don’t, someone will yell.”

“Good incentive.”

She smiles — easy, unguarded — and it tightens something in him he doesn’t need tightened.

“First night?” he asks.

“Is it obvious?”

“Jess hasn’t made you cry yet.”

Jess, without turning around: “Give it time.”

Hallie laughs. “I’m resilient.”

“Good,” Rowan says. “You’ll need it.”

She looks at him then. Really looks. Curious. Measuring. Like she’s clocking him the same way she’s clocking everything else.

The moment stretches.

Jess steps between them.

“She’s training,” she says, bitterness finally surfacing. “And she’s not here for whatever you think you’re doing.”

Rowan shrugs like it doesn’t land.

“I’m not doing anything.”

Jess turns to him, tired and sharp and honest in a way she doesn’t bother hiding anymore.

“That’s usually how it starts with you,” she says. “You don’t mean to. You just notice. And someone else fills in the blanks.”

The line sticks.

The rush crests and breaks. A fork hits the floor. Someone complains about tips. The kitchen bell rings too long.

Hallie leans against the counter near Jess, still asking questions, still just outside the machinery of the place. Still clean. Still temporary.

Rowan realizes the room feels tighter than it did an hour ago. Sharper. Like his attention has narrowed without his permission.

There are no stakes yet.

No meaning.

Just heat he doesn’t need and a body he’s already tracking.

He tells himself it’s nothing.

That it will pass.

But he keeps noticing anyway.
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The restaurant never waits for you to catch up.

Rowan feels it as soon as the shift starts—the way the room fills unevenly, the way the host stand turns into a choke point, the way the kitchen bell feels less like a sound and more like a demand. Someone’s already waving for water. Someone else is asking if the gluten-free pasta is actually gluten-free. The dishwasher laughs too loud in the back, like he’s daring the night to get worse.

Rowan likes it. The movement. The noise. The way momentum passes for purpose.

Hallie is there again.

Still training. Still shadowing Jess. Notepad in hand like a shield she hasn’t decided how to use yet. She looks different tonight—less untouched. A faint crease in her shirt. Something dark at the edge of her sleeve that might be sauce or might be permanent already.

Proof she came back.

Rowan tells himself that shouldn’t matter.

Jess clocks him immediately.

“Are you going to work,” she says, arms crossed, “or are you just going to stand there smiling at the air?”

“I am working,” Rowan says, dropping menus on the counter with unnecessary care. “This is my focused expression.”

“You look like you’re waiting to be impressed.”

“Maybe I am.”

Jess follows his line of sight without trying not to. Her mouth tightens—not anger, not quite. Something older. Sharper.

“Don’t,” she says.

Rowan grins like it’s a joke. Like there isn’t a small, real thrill in being told not to.

“I’m just being friendly.”

“You’re always ‘just’ being something,” Jess says. “That’s kind of your brand.”

Hallie turns at the sound of her name, eyes flicking between them, polite and neutral and clearly trying to learn how this place works when it’s not written down anywhere.

Jess lifts her voice. “Hallie—watch how he refills waters. If you do it like him, people will tip you just to thank you for being normal.”

Rowan raises his brows. “High praise.”

Hallie smiles—small, contained. “I’ll take notes.”

The words are harmless.

The smile isn’t.

Rowan leans his hip against the server station like he has nowhere else to be. Like the night isn’t already nudging him forward whether he wants it to or not.

“You should,” he says. “This is advanced technique.”

“On water?” Hallie asks.

“On people,” Rowan corrects. “Water’s just the delivery system.”

“That sounds manipulative.”

Rowan shrugs. “It’s hospitality.”

Jess mutters something under her breath and moves away.

The dining room surges. A party of six gets sat all at once. The host calls numbers like a chant. Someone in the kitchen yells back. Rowan moves because movement is easier than thought. Plates. Smiles. Reassurances delivered like muscle memory.

Behind him, he can feel Hallie watching.

He doesn’t turn right away. Lets the awareness sit there. Lets it sharpen him.

At table nine, an older couple studies the menu like it’s a test.

“How’s the salmon?” the woman asks.

“It’s popular,” Rowan says.

“That doesn’t mean it’s good,” the man replies.

Rowan doesn’t miss a beat. “It means people order it twice.”

The woman laughs despite herself. The man sighs, resigned. They order the salmon.

When Rowan turns away, Hallie’s eyes meet his.

She gives him a tiny nod.

Not approval. Recognition.

Something in his chest lifts, inconvenient and immediate.

He passes her at the station, lowering his voice. “Did you see that?”

“You lied,” Hallie says.

“I curated,” Rowan replies. “There’s a difference.”

Her mouth curves. “I’m learning a lot already.”

“Stick with me,” he says, too easily. “You’ll be unstoppable.”

Jess’s voice cuts in from somewhere behind them. “Don’t recruit her.”

Rowan doesn’t look back. “You say that like it’s a cult.”

“It kind of is,” Mark says, bumping Rowan’s shoulder as he slides past with a tray. “And you’re the worst evangelist.”

“Jealousy doesn’t suit you,” Rowan says.

Mark’s eyes flick to Hallie. “Just doing quality control.”

Then, louder: “Hey, Hallie—just so you know, he flirts with everyone. It’s a reflex.”

Rowan presses a hand to his chest. “Slander.”

Hallie looks at him, measuring. “Is it true?”

Rowan spreads his hands. “I’m friendly.”

“Uh-huh.”

The pause that follows is small, but Rowan feels it. The urge to fill it rises immediately—and he almost does. Almost jokes. Almost smooths it over.

Instead, he leans in just enough to make it a choice.

“You should write that down,” he says lightly. “Friendly. It’s a defining trait.”

Hallie hums, considering. Then she lifts the pen and actually writes something.

Rowan blinks. “You’re serious?”

“You told me to take notes.”

“I didn’t think you’d—” He trails off, smiling despite himself. “What’d you write?”

She caps the pen and finally looks up at him. There’s something steady there. Not impressed. Not defensive. Just present.

“A reminder,” she says.

His grin sharpens. “About me?”

“About you.”

“That feels personal.”

“It’s not,” Hallie says easily. “It’s practical.”

“Practical how?”

She slips the notepad back under her arm, smile polite again, unreadable. “If you’re still here in a month, maybe I’ll tell you.”

There it is.

The smallest hook. Clean. Precise.

Rowan laughs, louder than necessary. “That’s ominous.”

“You started it.”

She turns back toward Jess, the notepad tucked away like something he doesn’t have access to yet.

Something in his chest tightens. Not jealousy. Not curiosity exactly.

Awareness.

Jess watches the exchange from across the station, arms crossed, expression caught between amusement and something harder. Rowan feels it—the familiar prickle of guilt he never quite names. The knowledge that he’s doing the thing he always does: turning charm into armor, keeping everything light enough that no one can accuse him of intent.

He keeps it light anyway.

The restaurant keeps moving. Orders shouted. Glasses clinking. Someone calling Rowan by name from across the room.

Hallie trails Jess from table to table, absorbing everything. Polite with customers. Calm with chaos. Unreadable in a way that makes Rowan want to push, just to see what gives.

When she passes him again, closer this time, she pauses at the edge of his section.

“Do you ever get tired of talking?” she asks, genuinely curious.

Rowan leans back, grin in place. “Never. It’s my gift.”

Her eyes flick down his face, quick. Then back up. “That’s unfortunate.”

“For you?” he asks.

“For some people,” she says, not committing.

Rowan holds the beat like he’s fearless. Like his interest isn’t sharpening into something more inconvenient than lust.

“Well,” he says, “if it ever gets unbearable, you can file a complaint.”

“Who with?”

Rowan nods toward Jess. “Her.”

Jess looks up. “Don’t you dare.”

Rowan smiles wider. “See? She’s already invested.”

Hallie laughs—quiet, almost private, even though nothing in this place is private.

Rowan watches her go, his attention following without permission.

He tells himself it’s harmless. That it’s just banter. That it doesn’t mean anything yet.

Inside, though, something has shifted.

He’s thinking about timing. About proximity. About how easy it would be to keep this up and call it nothing. How easy it is to choose interest before he’s asked to justify it.

He goes back to his tables. Keeps moving. Keeps smiling. Keeps the restaurant flowing around him like a current he knows how to ride.

And every time Hallie is within arm’s reach, he feels it again.

The heat.

The pull.

The instinct to lean in.

On the outside, it’s charm.

On the inside, it’s the beginning of something he doesn’t have language for yet.

He doesn’t need language.

Not yet.

For now, bravado is enough.
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Chapter Three
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They go out after work because that’s what you do when the shift ends late and nobody wants to go home yet.

Someone says the bar like it’s a question, even though it isn’t. It’s close enough to walk without thinking, loud enough to disappear into, familiar in the way that makes it feel like part of the job instead of an escape from it. Rowan barely remembers agreeing. He just finds himself outside in the cold with the rest of them, shoulders still tight from carrying trays, shoes still sticky in a way he hates.

Jess lights a cigarette she never actually smokes, just holds like a prop. Mark walks backward down the sidewalk, talking too loud. Eddie—dishwasher, closer, unofficial union rep for everyone who’s ever hated a schedule—makes a face at the group like he’s been dragged against his will even though he’s the one who suggested it.

“You know who I want to fight?” Eddie says.

Jess blows air through her nose. “A customer?”

“No,” Eddie says. “Management. Specifically. Like, one of them. Any one of them. Give me a choice. Blindfold me. I’ll swing.”

Mark laughs. “You’d miss.”

“Not the point,” Eddie says. “The point is the intent.”

Rowan’s phone buzzes in his pocket. A table from earlier leaving a review in real time, probably. He doesn’t check. He keeps walking.

The bar is tucked between a laundromat and a place that sells plants that always look dead in the window. The sign is small. The door sticks. Inside it’s warmer than it has any right to be. Wood, old vinyl booths, dim lights that make everyone look kinder. Behind the bar, Rico nods at them like they’re regulars because they are. Because this is where people from the restaurant land when the night is over and their bodies are still in motion.
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