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Olivia.

Arriving at work, I found the atmosphere as strained as ever. I nodded a greeting to a coworker who was rushing from one table to another, looking stressed. Going to be another great day, I thought and tried not to sigh.

“Hey, how are you? I’ll be back in one minute,” I said to one of our regulars. Heading into the kitchen to greet the others and put away my coat and purse, I found things even more stressed in there.

“Fuck you, I quit!”

My eyes widened in alarm. Fuck. One of the waitresses had already quit last weekend. She hadn’t liked all the extra hours we’ve been working, and her replacement was abysmal. Now our second-best chef, John, was storming toward the backdoor looking livid. He was a nice guy, so something significant must have happened to make him this upset.

“Fine! Fuck you,” Reggie yelled. My boss strode into the office, slamming the door hard enough behind him to make me jump.

John caught my eye before he left. “Hope you weren’t expecting to be paid today. Sorry I yelled. I gotta go.”

Before I could say anything, he was out the door. At least he didn’t slam it like Reggie had. Nervousness fluttered in my belly. John’s shift had just ended, so at least we wouldn’t be short-handed during my shift tonight. Still, I’d enjoyed working with him during the two years he’d been here. He’d be missed. Anna’s going to be really short-handed now. Belatedly, my brain processed his words. Wait, did he not get paid?

“Reggie said he’d have checks in two days,” the evening chef, Anthony, whispered to me. He chewed on his bottom lip, looking at the closed office door. “Uhh, I want to give you a heads up. If we don’t get paid in full in two days, I’m quitting too.”

Nodding, I hurried out to the dining room before Reggie overheard us talking and before I started crying. I tried to talk down my nervousness while I bussed tables, but it was hard. Last pay period everyone’s pay had been short, and while mostly it had been fixed a few days later, we were now getting our entire pay a few days late this pay period.

My lip trembled when I realized rent was due tomorrow. Mentally reviewing my bank account, I realized I had enough money for rent, barely. Ugh, I still needed groceries though. Well. It was only two days. Tips tonight would cover a few days of groceries. Everything would be fine.

Thank goodness I’d spent so much time at my partners’ home this past week. I hadn't had a chance to go anywhere and spend money, otherwise I’d be short on rent. Thankfully, I had plans to stay home tonight to spend time with Marie. This way I could avoid laying my problems on poor Sana and Liam, who’d been listening to me complain about work for almost two weeks now. Liam had been pissed enough when my check had been short the extra twenty-five hours that I worked last week.

I hadn’t been able to bring myself to tell him that while they had paid me for the extra hours later, it had been for my usual hourly wage with no overtime added. Since things were so bad at work, I hadn’t bothered telling Anna about their oversight, and I was actively avoiding talking to Reggie. At least the extra hours I worked last pay period ensured that I wasn’t screwed right now. I’d count my blessings where I could.

The new girl wasn’t on tonight, which meant I would have good help. Asking table five what they’d like to order, I apologized for the disturbance. There was no way they hadn’t heard the shouting from the kitchen.

With it being the weekend, things were hopping. Anna had already gone home for the day, so there should be no hushed arguing between her and Reggie tonight. Well, except for the brief yelling a minute ago when one of our best cooks quit. If Anthony left too, the restaurant would be completely screwed.

Running into the kitchen to grab the dishes for table seven, I heard Reggie talking to Anthony. “He’ll be begging for his job back in a day or two.” He sounded pretty confident. The look on our cook’s face said he didn’t think so, but he wasn’t going to start an argument, so he nodded.

Grabbing the plates, I rushed out before Reggie decided to talk to me. I was pissed he’d cheated on his wife. Anna was so distraught. If not for wanting to look after her, I might consider quitting too. They were both missing a lot of work, and my hours had been far higher than usual for two weeks now.

The bell dinged, and I looked up to see several people piling in. They all looked half drunk and the bartender and I shared a look. It was going to be a long flipping night. I set down plates on table seven. “Sorry for the delay and um, the yelling.” Augh, why do people have to keep yelling in my workplace? It’s so awkward apologizing to the customers.

“Don’t worry about it,” one of the ladies said, waving off my concern. “We eat out far too much. Not the first time we’ve overheard an argument in the kitchen, and this one was over lickety split.”

It was a good thing the women hadn’t been here when the epic meltdown had happened. I gave them a grateful smile. One of the guys who’d just come in vigorously waved at me, though he and his friends weren’t in my section.

I tried to explain to the men that their server would be right over, but they started piling on their orders in the most confusing way possible, ordering both drinks and their meals and appetizers. They spoke over each other, two of them completely changed their orders a second after giving them, another changed his mind multiple times, continuing to talk over his friends. It took both Sarah and I to finally get their orders sorted out.

Seeing how impatient they were, Sarah ran for their drink orders while I brought the food orders to the kitchen. Anthony looked uncomfortable, which made me wonder what else Reggie had talked about.

Speaking of Reggie, why is he getting ready to leave? Up until two weeks ago, both he and Anna worked days, but since the blow up, they were working opposite shifts. The guy who usually helped in the kitchen on nights was now working days with Anna, and Reggie was supposed to work nights with the cook.

“It’s really slammed in there,” I stammered, watching Reggie zip up his coat.

“I won’t be gone long. Gotta run an errand before they close,” he said, his words running together. The door swung shut behind him a moment later.

Anthony looked drained. “I don’t think he’s coming back tonight.”

I sighed. “I’ll help you out as much as I can. Text Anna to let her know you’re alone in the kitchen on the weekend.”

He looked like he was going to say something but nodded instead.

I handed him the stack of orders. “Sorry, a group of assholes came in. I’ll prep what I can.” The door dinged again, and we heard another big group come in. I cast him a worried look.

Anthony rested his head in his hands for a moment, looking like he wanted to be anywhere but here. He took a deep breath. “Start warning anyone who hasn’t been served that we’re understaffed, and things could be awhile. I’m okay with the current orders, we’ll only be a little behind, but it sounds like a big group just came in, and that’s going to put us way behind.”

Nodding, I ran out to go talk to them. Thankfully, they were friendly and said they’d go elsewhere. I swallowed a sigh as they left. They looked far nicer than the other group in here, and it looked like a lot of money walking out the door. Hopefully they’d come back another night.

The half-drunk guys were soon drunker, and the bartender ended up having to kick them out. Sarah looked near tears, but I kept being run off my feet and couldn’t take her aside to ask her what the group of people had said to her. Judging by how pissed the bartender looked, someone probably said something sexual, which made me angry.

By the end of the shift, my feet were killing me. I’d skipped all my breaks to help out in the kitchen because Reggie hadn’t returned. Anna had come in, but she looked so tired that I sent her home after an hour lest she be garbage all day at work tomorrow.

I’d texted a few employees, but no one had volunteered to come in. Not that I blamed them. Everyone was tired, already overworked, and pissed off because they hadn’t been able to pick up their checks today.

***
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“Good riddance,” I huffed once the last customers were out the door. It was almost a half hour past closing time, and I was exhausted. I wished I hadn’t said yes to Anna when she’d asked if I could come in on my day off tomorrow. I was so fucking tired.

Looking around, I saw I still needed to mop. At least I’d gotten all but one table wiped down already. Behind me, the bell rang. Damn it, I should have locked the door right behind them. I hadn’t wanted them to feel chased out though. Turning to tell whoever it was that we were closed, I hoped they wouldn’t be an ass about it.
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​Chapter 2.
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“Hi, honey.”

Seeing Liam, I threw my arms around him. Hugging him tightly for a moment, I locked the door to make sure no one else walked in. I was so happy to see him instead of another group of people expecting to get served. Liam’s soft smile warmed my heart. “What are you doing here?”

“I was still awake, and I didn’t want you taking the bus when you’re this tired. I texted you to see if Reggie was here or not. When you didn’t answer, I decided to wait in the car in case my presence made him cranky at you.”

It was because of Liam that we’d all gotten paid our extra hours last week. I mean, I’m sure we would have anyway, but I also felt it would have taken longer. Reggie hadn’t taken kindly to Liam coming in to talk to him. He hadn’t barred Liam from the restaurant, but I had the feeling he never wanted to see him again.

I saw Liam glance toward the kitchen. “He’s not here. He uh, wasn’t in tonight.”

Liam frowned. “Did he get someone to cover him?”

“Unfortunately, no one was available.” Not that Reggie actually tried, but Anthony and I did. “I let Sarah go home half an hour ago. She’s got a three-year-old who isn’t feeling great right now. I still have to mop, I’m sorry. And I should see if the cook needs any help too. Poor Anthony was drowning in work all night. It was packed in here the whole shift. I don’t want to make you wait.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Anthony said, coming out to join us. He looked worn out. “Was it you or Sarah those guys harassed?”

“Sarah. Do you know what happened?”

“No, I just know something happened. Mark left a few minutes ago. He was cranky, so I didn’t ask. He said not to clean up the bar, they can do it in the morning.”

Glancing at the bar, the mess I saw there made me wince.

“You should leave the mopping for morning shift too. Bad enough we were slammed and understaffed with rude ass customers tonight, but we didn’t even get paid.”

“What?” Liam asked, his voice sharp.

Shit. Dammit, Anthony, I hadn’t been going to tell him. I don’t want to worry him. 

“They’re behind on paperwork,” I stammered. “Reggie promised checks in two days.” The muscles in Liam’s arms flexed to show his displeasure, though he didn’t say anything. My stomach chose right then to growl. Ugh, I was starving. I just wanted to go home to eat and sleep, not deal with all this.

“I’ll take you home, sweetheart. Sana packed a nice supper for you,” Liam said, his voice softening.

“Yaaay.” I really didn’t have the energy to cook. Sana's thoughtfulness was touching. I reached for the mop bucket I’d already prepared. “I’ll be quick. Have a seat.”

Anthony stepped between the bucket and me, his attention on Liam. “Take her home. She already did far more work tonight than she should have. I was alone in the kitchen most of the night. She kept coming in to help and didn’t take any of her breaks.”

I wanted to be annoyed with him for ratting me out, but he looked so damn tired. “You needed help.”

Liam took my hand in his. “You’re coming home to eat and sleep, or you’ll be too exhausted to work tomorrow.” Damn. He’d used his soft Dom voice. There was no saying no to it. A smile peeked from the corner of his mouth when I released the mop.

Anthony opened the door and waved us off. “Thank you for all your help in the kitchen tonight, Olivia. I really appreciate it.”

“I’m glad I could help.”

“You should go home too,” Liam said to him.

Anthony smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes.

Liam led me toward the car. When I heard the door lock behind us, I looked back to see Anthony resting his back against the door, his head hanging down. If Reggie didn’t come in tomorrow, then he’d be on his own in the kitchen yet again on a Saturday.

Following Liam to the car in silence, I tried to breathe through the emotions gathering in my chest. His hand slipped from mine to come up and cup the small of my back in silent comfort. When he opened the passenger door for me, I couldn’t hold back my tears anymore.

“Hey,” Liam said, hugging me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell.”

“No, no, it’s not you. It was just a long night, and there were a bunch of jerks, and I’m starving.” I wiped at my face. “On top of everything else, our second-best cook quit today. Reggie thinks John will come back in a day or two, but I don’t think so.”

I shivered from the cold wind, and Liam hugged me tighter. There was still a week left in September, but it already felt like mid-October weather. Just a week ago the weather had been gorgeous.

Liam kissed my forehead. “Get in the car, it’s cold tonight. Is John supposed to work with you tomorrow?”

“No, he’s on days now because of all the changes.” Glancing back at the restaurant before getting in the car, I felt guilty for not mopping up. One of the tables still needed to be wiped down too. Another gust of cold wind sent leaves flying into the car, and Liam closed the door.

“Thank you for showing up to drive me home. I probably missed the bus, and it doesn't travel often at night. It’s really cold out tonight.”

His lips brushed against my cheek. “It’s not a problem. I’ll pick you up tomorrow night too.” He flicked the key and the car rumbled to life.

“No, you don’t need to. I work the late shift again. You should be in bed.” He’d already picked me up a bunch since all this had started, and I felt bad about it. He worked mornings and should be deep asleep by now.

Liam pressed a finger against my lips.

My body tingled from his soft touch, especially when his finger trailed down to trace my jaw. Cupping it, he tilted my head up, and my eyes closed when he kissed me.

“Shush. I’m picking you up tomorrow. Now, before we leave, I’m going to link you to my account, so if you ever need a taxi you can charge it on my card, okay? It’s getting too cold out to wait for the bus when you work the night shift.”

“That’s kind of you, but it’s okay. I’m fine for money. It’s only a two-day delay for payday.” Except it wasn’t really okay, but I didn't want Liam to worry. I tried not to think of how much in tips an old friend told me she made each week when I’d run into her weeks ago. It was far more than what anyone here made in tips. If only I was so lucky.

“Already done,” he said. Snagging my phone, he clicked accept on the notification. “You can use it anytime. I want you to promise me you’ll use it when you need to, okay?”

Nodding, I tried not to cry again when my belly growled insistently. My exhaustion, both from the amount of work and from dealing with jerks all night, was catching up with me quickly now that I was sitting down. My feet aching from all the extra hours I’d been working didn’t help my mood either.

Liam pressed a kiss against my cheek. “I’m sorry you had another bad day at work.”

Pulling out of the parking lot, he drove past the only car left in the lot. It belonged to Anthony, who hadn’t come out of the building yet. My heart felt heavy when the restaurant sign turned off before we reached the road.

Once we got to my place, Liam followed me into the apartment. Saying hello to Marie, he settled me on the couch with a blanket before heading into the kitchen to heat up the meal Sana had packed.

“Hey, what’s up?” Marie asked, looking concerned. She left her work desk and sat next to me. I’d chastise her for still being hard at work this late in the night, but it was par for the course with her.

Bursting into tears sent a flood of embarrassment through me. “I’m sorry, I'm just really tired. It was a shitty night at work.” I gave her a brief rundown.

“Jesus Christ,” she said. “The place is going to hell.”

Her words made me cry harder, and both she and Liam wrapped their arms around me.

“Shit, I’m sorry.”

I couldn’t help but notice that she didn’t try to reassure me that things would get better at work. She and Jackson had been to the restaurant for supper a few nights ago, and she’d stopped reassuring me about the situation since then. Please let it get better soon. Even if one of my bosses left, it would be fine at this point. Well, as long as it was Reggie who left.
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