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      LIVVY

      

      “You shouldn’t be so picky, Olive.”

      My sister still talks to me like I’m the little brat she’s been pushing around since we were kids.

      Why did I take her call? It’s never the best way to start my day.

      Actually, her calls are to be avoided any time of the day. I know this.

      And yet.

      Worse still are the warning bells jabbing at my already-irritated nerves. I spot Mrs. Perkins one block away. Headed right towards me.

      I dart across the street, dodging a cab and a confused tourist on a rental bike, causing both to hit their brakes hard. It’s worth risking my life though, because Mrs. Perkins thinks nothing of asking me to expel her dog’s anal glands every time she sees me.

      Because of this, her dog hates me and growls his displeasure whenever I’m around. If it wasn’t weird, I’d growl right back at him because I hate him and his anal glands too. I can’t blame him, though. I’d hate the person who poked at my backside on a regular basis.

      Thank god I don’t have anal glands is all I can think every time I work on some dog’s.

      “Olive? Are you listening?”

      Is my sister actually calling me Olive? Like she forgot the nickname I’ve used exclusively since I was in middle school? “Really? Really, Krista? We are having this conversation again? And please stop calling me Olive. You’re not Mom.”

      She sighs at full volume, just like my mother does when she’s frustrated. Two peas in a pod they are, even wearing matching outfits from time to time. I’ve tried explaining that twinning with your mom is something most grow out of when they are… I don’t know? Twelve years old?

      But she’s not deterred. I’m surprised she doesn’t let Mom crawl right into her marriage bed.

      “Okay. Livvy,” she draws out, like my nickname feels dirty in her mouth, “it’s just that Carter and I were talking and well, you know, you don’t have a lot of options. We both agree you should give Deck another chance.”

      Oh for god’s sake. First, what kind of horrible parents name their kid ‘Deck,’ and second, is she still trying to match me with him?

      I draw a slow, steady breath. I will not fight with her. I will not. “So you guys think I don’t have a lot of options? That’s nice, Krista. Nice of Carter too. Didn’t know you guys thought I was such a bottom-dweller. Thanks for clueing me in.”

      I want to be angry, to rage, to tell her that she and her douchebag ‘hubby’, who make an insufferable couple I call Kritter—Krista plus Carter—can go to hell. But the lump in my throat would give away my hurt and anger, and if there’s one thing I don’t want to do right now, it’s give my perfect sister more power over me.

      I lean against an anemic tree, one of several the city of New York planted on my street a couple years ago at the insistence of my local neighborhood group. I’m careful not to put much weight on it because the poor thing hasn’t done very well for itself—a light touch causes a cascade of leaves to flutter to the ground. They land on me, getting stuck in my struggle bun topknot, a style my sister never hesitates to tell me is lazy and sloppy.

      I will away my tears so I can defend myself, and while I do, I watch Mrs. Perkins, thankfully on the opposite side of the street, meander with her anally-challenged pooch. With her terrible eyesight, she’ll never see me, so I really don’t need to hide, but I do because that makes me feel like less of a total asshole.

      While Krista is extolling—again—the virtues of my brother-in-law’s nose-picking buddy, I spot a man hoofing it down the sidewalk at full speed.

      This person, I don’t need to hide from. He will not ask me about anal glands. But I don’t want to meet his gaze, either. So, I hold the phone up to my ear and knit my brow like I’m on a very important call and cannot possibly acknowledge anyone else in the world. Not even if they are bleeding out in front of me, about to meet their maker.

      Nope, sorry. Much too busy doing Very Important Things.

      I always avoid this man, even though he makes my knees weak with his dark-wash denim jeans, white-soled dress shoes (all the rage among New York’s snappy dressers), and fitted vest over a white oxford shirt. I’ll never say hello, even though his rolled-up sleeves show off a crazy kaleidoscope of tattoos on some nicely muscular forearms, and his bushy hipster beard is trimmed to perfection.

      I won’t interact with him, even though I know his name is Owen Whitlocke and he is one of the owners of the trendy and massively successful restaurant EastSide, right next door to my own shop, Pawsh Pets. I call him and his partners the bistro boys. They don’t know this, of course.

      I also happen to know he’s twenty-nine years old, his parents went through a divorce when he was a kid, and he has twinkling hazel eyes, even though I’ve never actually seen them up close. Arthur, my neighbor and gay BFF shared these gems after dinner at EastSide one night where his sole intention was to determine which team Owen played for.

      Newsflash—not Arthur’s team, much to his disappointment.

      But that means he does play for my team, Arthur informed me, as if he were giving me Owen as some sort of gift.

      Problem is, guys like Owen don’t date girls like me.

      They don’t even know we exist, evidenced by his blowing right past me, arguing on his phone about how many reservations they can fit in tonight.

      No, I get to date the guy my sister and brother-in-law think I’m barely worthy of, even if his name is Deck and he picks his nose in public.

      I trot after Owen, of course from a distance, once there’s no chance of his seeing me. There are just a few city blocks until we reach our respective businesses, so I wrap up my miserable call with Krista. I call it miserable because, thanks to her relentless pressure, I agree to go out with the nose picker one last time.

      One last time, because, as we know, I can’t afford to be so picky. That’s how much of a bottom-dweller I am.

      That’s how my day is starting.
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      As soon as Owen unlocks the front door to EastSide, I scurry across the street from where I’m hiding or rather, spying on him. Too bad we didn’t have a few more blocks to go so I could continue to admire his muscular ass, perfectly encased by a pair of Levi’s.

      Once he’s inside the restaurant and there’s no chance of coming face-to-face with him, I push up my own security gate to open my upscale pet boutique.

      I love saying that. My boutique.

      All mine. Mine, mine, mine.

      Until I opened Pawsh Pets, I never had much of my own. Not my own bedroom, not my own clothes, not even my own books. The house I grew up in was small enough that Krista and I had to share a room, and because we were basically the same size, we shared clothes too. Which really was the ultimate insult because I was on the losing end of nearly every fight over them.

      Thank God, our reading tastes were different, even though everything on our shelves was ‘co-owned,’ a term my mother liked to use to make sharing sound fun and cool. The books I knew Krista would never open were the ones I wrote my name in, large and possessive on the title page. No one would ever know, because no one but me would ever read these books. At last, I owned something. They might have been mine only because no one else wanted them, but I didn’t care. To me, they were still mine.

      I worked two, sometimes three jobs at a time for years, saving every last penny to open Pawsh. When it came down to it, no big surprise, I didn’t have enough cash. Luckily, because my parents splurged on a fancy-ass wedding for my sister to impress her new in-laws, they took pity on me and gave me what they would have spent on my wedding, something that would surely never happen because hey—I’m Livvy, Krista is Krista, and she’s the pretty one who gets the guy.

      Yeah, their vote of nonconfidence stung, but in the end, I got Pawsh, and that’s all that really mattered.

      The bells on the front door jingle as I enter, and Harry, the world’s laziest cat and Pawsh resident, opens one eye from his perch to see who’s disturbing his sleep. When he finds it’s me, he turns over with a grunt and gets back to snoozing.

      When I opened Pawsh, I thought it would be cool to have a store cat, like a mascot, living here as a permanent fixture, who people in the neighborhood would stop by and say hi to and offer a nice scritch under the chin. Instead, Harry—named after Prince Harry thanks to his ginger color—has turned out to be the most unpleasant pet anyone could ever had. He hisses at our customers, yowls at me for his food, and can’t be bothered to move from his perch. I won’t complain too much, though. At least he gets up to go potty in his box. It’s like he knows I’d draw the line at an incontinent feline and give him the boot from his sweet setup here to a new home, God forbid a family with children who would expect him to interact.

      Before I set out my organic dog treats in the front window, chilled overnight to the perfect consistency, I stop for a moment to admire the shop with its bleached pine shelves stocked with all things pet-related, from cashmere cat beds to Swarovski-studded dog leashes. Everything’s tidy and in its place. To the quick observer, Pawsh is more a peaceful day spa for humans than a place to get high-end trinkets for fur babies.

      But as hip as the place is, it unfortunately doesn’t smell like a spa due to the stinky scent of raw, organic pet food, my daily reminder to flick on the expensive air filter one of my dog food reps convinced me to buy. Baby works like a champ, especially with my cedar-juniper reed diffuser.

      While the air filter whirs quietly, I arrange the Jenga-like display of pet treats in my front window, wondering if Owen Whitlocke, of this morning’s titillating sighting and the restaurant next door, or his partners, might happen by. While I am under no illusion they’ll stop and chat, or even smile and wave, it’s always nice to see any of the trio. Seriously. How is it that three perfect specimens of maleness banded together to open one of the hottest restaurants on Manhattan’s Upper East Side?

      Some people have all the luck. These guys have been blessed with good looks, success, and probably more women than they know what to do with.

      Just as I take a photo of the store’s front window for the Pawsh Pets Instagram account, which is up to a whopping two hundred followers, most of them the kids who visited the store on a school trip last month, the phone screeches. I run for it, remembering I turned it up to full blast yesterday when I was working in the back.

      Harry, who’s already hissed at me twice this morning, glares at the disturbance.

      “Livvy?” a shaky voice asks when I pick up the receiver.

      Oh boy.

      “Hi Jewel. What’s up?” I ask my shop assistant.

      Between the two of us, it’s a draw as to who has the worst love life. Actually, who’s to say in the complete absence of a love life like mine, or one that implodes on a monthly basis, like Jewel’s?

      “Liv, he broke up with me,” she says between choking sobs.

      I sigh. Jewel has been with me for nearly two years, and the number of calls I’ve gotten like this are too numerous to count.

      “Okay, Jewel, you know what to do. Take some deep breaths, honey.”

      “Uh… okay.”

      Her breathing returns to normal for about two seconds, then she gets right back to sobbing.

      “Sorry you’re upset, Jewel. It sounds terrible,” I say, letting her cry it out.

      It doesn’t matter who she dates. It always ends the same way.

      “I… I can’t come in t…t…today. I’m s… sorry, Liv,” she manages to say.

      I shrug even though Harry’s the only one who can see me. “It’s okay. I don’t think we’re going to be too busy.”

      She signs off with a tearful goodbye, and I, satisfied with the way Pawsh Pets looks, grab a seat behind the cash wrap counter and wait for customers and their furry friends to arrive.
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      I don’t have to wait long before Mrs. Johnson comes in with her overweight beagle. I swear, if I had a dollar for every time the woman asked me for dietary advice for that dog—and never bothered to follow it—I might have another whole steady income stream for the store.

      I bend down to scratch the beagle’s ears, and when he looks at Harry like he might be a tasty snack, the cat bares his teeth. The message is lost on the beagle, who tries to jump but is too chubby to follow through.

      “Now, Mrs. Johnson, what did the vet say when you took this little guy in last week?”

      She avoids my gaze, like a bad kid in trouble. “Oh, well, he did say my boy is a little overweight…”

      Exactly what I told her the vet would say. One doesn’t have to be an expert to recognize that a dog whose stomach almost drags on the ground is too well-fed, as I tactfully put it to her.

      I place my hand on Mrs. Johnson’s arm to let her know I’m on her side, and nod, looking at the chubby pupper with all the admiration I can muster. “He’s such a handsome boy. We want him to be around as long as possible, right?”

      Mrs. Johnson’s eyes well up. “Yes,” she says in a breaking voice. “But I don’t know what to do. He’s always so… hungry.”

      I skip the speech about the pet owner being the ‘leader of the pack,’ and how Mrs. Johnson needs to be the boss and not the other way around. I’ve tried it a few times over the years, and pet owners don’t want to hear it, at least not from me.

      So I do the only other thing I can think of.

      Sell her some of my very expensive, air-dried, organic lamb dog food.

      Hey, a girl’s got to make a living, right?

      And this stuff is so fancy-schmancy high-end all-natural, it could have its own stand at the freaking farmer’s market.

      Mrs. Johnson carefully reads the label on the bag of dog food, dreamily running her finger over its promise to ‘help unleash your dog’s true potential.’

      I really wish they didn’t market like that. Talk about over promising. I don’t know that a chubby, spoiled beagle will ever be making much of a mark on the world.

      She leaned close to me even though there was no one around except for our pets, and whispered. “Do you… think it will give him gas? Because he gets awful gas.”

      After assuring her if there were any issues with the dog food she could return it, I placed a ten-pound bag into her wheeled grocery cart. I made her promise to let me know how the dog liked it, and she was off, smiling broadly and telling her boy he didn’t have to go on a diet alone, that she’d join him.

      Another satisfied customer.

      I am straightening up my inventory of dog leashes, all hanging on the wall in order of size, when another neighborhood local, Tim, strolls in with his parrot on his shoulder.

      “Livvy the lovely,” he booms.

      “Livvy the lovely,” the parrot repeats.

      “Hi there. And how are you, Polly?” I ask. Who names a parrot Polly? So basic.

      “How are you, Polly? How are you?” she repeats five more times.

      I’m not sure I could handle an obnoxious parrot, although she listens better than some men I’ve dated.

      Polly balks a few times and after turning in circles on Tim’s shoulder, settles down facing away from me. It takes me a moment to figure out why she turned her back, but when I see her staring down Harry, it all becomes clear.

      Ah yes. I’d keep an eye on Harry too, if I were a bird.

      Tim reaches up and strokes Polly’s back. “Polly baby, sing your new song for Livvy. Sing your song.”

      Polly balks again, continuing to watch the cat. “Livvy has nice tits. Livvy has nice tits.”

      What?

      While I’m recalling that parrots only parrot—in other words, repeat what they’ve heard—Tim’s face turns bright red and he chokes on something.

      Really?

      He waves his hand in a no big deal fashion and giggles. “Crazy bird. I don’t know where she comes up with half the things she says.” His laugh is high and squeaky. I bet he wishes the floor would open up and swallow him.

      Hell, I wish the floor would open up and swallow him, too.

      He grabs some of the special birdseed we carry, especially formulated for talking parrots, and when I hand him his bag, he slips me a postcard-sized flyer.

      “What’s this?” I ask, turning it over in my fingers.

      It was one of those club invites that people hand out on street corners. The ones I never take.

      He bounces in his shoes a little, his embarrassment of a moment before forgotten. “I’m performing at a comedy club, Livvy,” he says with pride.

      Oh yeah. He told me he was in an improv class.

      “You’re performing in clubs now? Cool,” I say, knowing I’ll throw away the card as soon as he leaves.

      He takes it back from me and points to a small line of text. “You see, if you use this card, you can get in for ten percent off. Whaddya say we meet there?”

      I have so many questions.

      “Um… well, I don’t really⁠—”

      “Look, Livvy, I’ve been wanting to ask you out for a while. And I thought, well, I thought that with the ten percent off coupon, you wouldn’t be able to say no.”

      Ten percent off of paying my own way on a date to a comedy club I don’t want to go to with a man I couldn’t be less interested in?

      There is so much wrong here.

      While I struggle to say something, anything, he takes a step closer, like he’s going to share something confidential. Thank God the cash wrap desk is between us. Still, I can smell his coffee breath. It’s not pleasant.

      “I get in for free since I’m performing,” he continues. “I don’t get paid, newbies like me never do, so the free entrance is sort of like payment. You know?”

      I try to nod and show I understand, but all I do is rock forward from the waist like some sort of stiff-limbed zombie.

      “Okay, then,” he says, giving Polly a nice stroke down her back.

      Harry’s in his predator crouch, so I put my hand on him, pretending to stroke his fur, but really restraining him in case he gets an idea about pouncing. I’ve never seen him go after any animal in the store, not yet, anyway. I thought he was too cool to do that, but now I’m realizing he can’t be trusted. He is a killer, and that’s not good.

      “See ya, Livvy,” Tim says, heading for the door. Before he’s gone, he turns back. “Say thank you, Polly. Thank Livvy for the yummy birdseed.”

      She glances sideways at me as she rocks from one leg to the other on his shoulder, then squawks and lets loose again. “Livvy has nice tits. Livvy has⁠—”

      The front door jingles as Tim runs.

      I look down at the card he left me, with its promise of a rocking good time and ten percent off the twenty-dollar admission. A two-dollar savings. Wow.

      Jesus.

      Is this as good as it gets? Are my romantic choices limited to cheapskate Tim and his dirty-mouthed bird, or a dork named Deck, who picks his nose in public?

      Is this all you’re going to give me, Universe?
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      I never expected Pawsh Pets to be a goldmine. Sure, Swarovski-studded dog collars and cashmere cat beds fetch a pretty penny, but you can only sell so many. The pet food flies out the door, but it’s got a much lower margin to compete with Pet Outlet and huge stores like that. Which is fine. All I ever wanted was to earn enough to cover the store’s rent, keep the merchandise fresh, and pay myself a livable wage for getting by in New York City.  I don’t think that’s too much to ask. I’ve never had dreams of owning a weekend getaway like so many New Yorkers, and travel isn’t really my thing. Hell, I’m pretty much tied to the store anyway, especially with a flaky assistant like Jewel. She’s great and all. She works hard when she’s here.

      The key is, when she’s here.

      I know I provide an important service to the neighborhood. I even got written up in the paper last year as one of the top ten pet stores in the city. Of course, I had to contact a hundred of my customers to vote for me, but it was really fun to see Pawsh Pets in the paper. It boosted business, and I was super busy for a while.

      Some might think, like my sister and brother-in-law, the Kritters, that the things I sell are silly and frivolous. Maybe they are, but I also help find homes for a lot of dogs and cats from the local animal shelter. Of course, the Kritters get pets only from breeders, so they don’t even consider my volunteerism important, hard as that is to believe.

      And now, as the end of the business day approaches, I stop rearranging merchandise and take a seat at my desk to get ready for the only part of the job I don’t like—facing the bills.

      It isn’t cheap to run a business in New York, and over the last couple weeks I’ve seen more money going out the door than coming in. I’m not panicking—I’m sure it’s just the time of year or something. The big-box pet store across town could never take away any of my business.

      Actually, I’m not sure about that. Not sure at all.

      I kick my shoes off in my little office, which is really just a storage closet stacked high with inventory, and stare down at what feels like a mountain of invoices. And late notices.

      Yes, late notices.

      Maybe I can just drop them all into my desk drawer and pretend they don’t exist.

      Great idea, Livvy.

      With more bills to pay than cash in my checking account, I do exactly that, at least for the time being. I will take care of them, just not today. For now, they’re poof, gone.

      I wander to the front of the store to peek out front and make sure there’s no dog poop on the sidewalk. People seem to think that I don’t mind picking up their dog’s mess because, why else would I be in this business? A couple times a day, I have to go out and clean the mess people leave behind.

      For me.

      I could pretend not to notice, but the number of people who’ve yelled at me after stepping in it forced me to act.

      As if I, personally, crapped on the sidewalk.

      The coast is clear, as it has been all day, leaving me wondering if I might see any of the hotties from next door wander by, when I realize the smells wafting my way indicate they are probably neck deep in preparing for the evening’s customers.

      There is one thing that catches my eye, though, and it’s a new ‘for sale’ sign in the window of the business across the street.

      What the hell?

      The business, a women’s shoes store, was there yesterday.

      But it’s not there anymore, as if it disappeared overnight.

      Actually, it did disappear overnight.

      I’d been in the shop a couple times to check things out. Never bought anything as I mostly live in Birkenstocks and sneakers, but they had nice stuff. And now the place is empty and dark. Someone even spray painted the name off the awning.

      I’d heard of businesses in the city that clear out their inventory and disappear in the middle of the night to avoid paying bills.

      A scratchy uncertainty washes over me, and I shiver even though the shop is more warm than cool with the sun shining in. Then, I see someone come out of the store and lock the front door behind himself.

      The landlord. I know him. He has three dogs.

      He sees me looking out the window and waves, then hustles across the street to me while dodging traffic.

      “Hi there,” I say, opening the door for him.

      “Livvy, hi.” He purses his lips. He’s clearly upset.

      “What’s going on over there? What happened to the shoe store?” I ask.

      He rolls his shoulders and cracks his neck, a sure sign he’s having a shitty day. “The fuckers split overnight. Owed me six months back rent. They took every last shoe and piece of furniture that wasn’t nailed down.”

      “Oh my God. I’m so sorry.”

      “Did you see anything? Did they tell you anything?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “They never really talked to me when they realized I wasn’t going to buy any shoes,” I say with a weak laugh. “I’m really sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “Oh well. Guess it’s a write off. Let me get some dog food while I’m here.”

      I hand him a basket and he starts filling it.

      Wow. A business splitting in the middle of the night.

      “You sure you didn’t see anything, Livvy?” he asks again.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m usually out of here before dark. I was probably gone well before they did the deed.”

      But I do know who might know something—the guys in the restaurant next door. Does that mean I now have an excuse to talk to them?

      Thank you, Universe.
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      When the last customer from lunch filters out and the prep cooks are getting things ready for dinner, I finally take a deep breath. Weston’s up in the office crunching numbers or something, and Enzo’s in the kitchen scolding someone for dropping a very expensive cut of meat on the floor. I know this because I can hear him yelling over the blaring house music we allow in the ‘quiet hours,’ the short time we’re closed between lunch and dinner.

      Funny thing is, these quiet hours are anything but, with employees joking around, just-washed pots and pans clanging together, and the local farming co-op bringing in last-minute items for the night’s service. We’re fully booked and it’s going to be a wild one.

      I love it. I really do. I love every positive thing about the business, from our top selling dishes and most expensive bottle of wine, to the negative things liked clogged grease traps and no-show employees. Nothing can kill the feeling I have when I’m at EastSide.

      I type tonight’s dinner menu into my laptop so I can send it to the printer down the street. Normally, we have crap like this done a day or two in advance, but we never got our sunchokes today and they were supposed to be served with our smoked-seared squab.

      It’s a bummer, but shit like this happens all the time in the restaurant business. You just have to roll with it.

      I click send, and look at my watch. I have a special arrangement with the counter girl at the print shop, who works on my stuff as soon as she gets it. It’s our secret, of course—we can’t let the other local businesses know I’m jumping the queue. In return, I bring my friend there a tasty treat.

      “Dude,” I call to one of the kitchen guys, “can you package me up something for the girl at the printer? Maybe one of those pine Pavlovas?”

      He hustles off to the cooler while I check my phone. I’m not a big fan of the pine-infused Pavlova, but Enzo insisted on it, saying ‘resin flavors are the next big thing.’ I’m not sure I agree, but the man’s got good instincts. I save my battles for other things.

      Heading down to the printer, boxed dessert in hand, I notice the shop across the street is dark, with a for rent sign in the window. Wasn’t that place open for business just yesterday? I can’t be sure. Because it was a women’s shoe store, I never paid much attention. Aside from the beautiful women working there.

      I zip past Pawsh Pets, where a pissed-off looking cat is sitting in the front window batting a beat-up toy. I’ve shopped there a few times and the owner—whose name I can never remember—is always helpful. A bit of an odd young woman smelling of citrus and wearing socks with her Birkenstocks, but beautiful in a girl-next-door sort of way. Not at all glamorous like so many other women in New York City, and especially not like those who frequent my restaurant. There was something comfortable about her as she pulled a pen out of the mass of hair gathered on top of her head, and hand-wrote my receipt. I almost told her about my cat Cheddar, but no one knows I have a pet feline. I just said I was picking up something for my mother’s cat.

      Today she must be in the back of the shop. The cat stares me down as I pass by, showing its teeth once or twice.

      I deliver the Pavlova to my inside girl, who runs to bring me my menus the moment I walk in. A couple other patrons look our way when I hand over her treats, and she blushes as she coos, “Thank you, Owen.”

      She’s a sweet thing. But just a kid.

      On my way back to EastSide, I duck into the corner market.

      “I don’t know why you drink that shit,” Sal says when I plop two sixes of Bud Lite on the counter in front of him.

      The man loves to bust my balls.

      We’ve had this conversation a hundred times. “I told you, Sal, I get tired of that fancy Japanese stuff we have over at the restaurant. Sometimes a guy just wants his Bud.”

      He snorts. “Owen, even I don’t drink that stuff.”

      I raise my hands in surrender. “Look, you can be as prissy as you want about your beer. It’s all good, my man.”

      Sal scowls. Actually, he always scowls. He’d look put out if he won the damn lottery. It’s like his face is fixed that way. I do get a smile out of him from time to time, but even then, it’s only half a smile. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever you say, pretty boy,” he snickers, handing me my package.

      But I don’t leave just yet. I want something else. I’m just not sure what.

      I look around the market, pretty much like every other one in the city, with its small, overpriced, but convenient selection of necessities—some canned goods, some questionable produce, and lots of junk food and alcoholic beverages. Then I spot what I want.

      Sal snorts his disapproval again. “Goddamn, Owe, don’t tell me you eat this crap. With all the fancy shit you got over there, like sea urchin balls and such, you want chips and onion dip?” He wrinkles his nose in outright disgust.

      Which makes me laugh.

      He adds the new items to my bag, shaking his head like my lowbrow purchases are a personal insult. “Don’t you get decent food at the restaurant? For free?”

      I shrug one shoulder. The paradox of restaurant life. “Look, just because someone works in a restaurant doesn’t mean they get to eat there. It’s busy during mealtimes and besides, sometimes I want a goddamn potato chip. Ya know? Sea urchin balls don’t always cut it. But I appreciate your looking out for me, Sal. You’ll make somebody a nice wife someday.”

      He scoffs and waves me out of the store. “Yeah, yeah. Get out of here, pretty boy. And trim that damn beard.”

      I wave goodbye over my shoulder.

      Love that guy.
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      Eight quick hours later, the customers are gone and Weston, Enzo, and I are ourselves. I grab the Bud Lite from the back of the walk-in cooler, where I hid it in a box marked lard to keep sticky fingers off it, and break open a cold one at our favorite table, a corner banquette where we can see the whole restaurant.

      I raise a bottle and the guys join me. “To another killer dinner service, gentlemen. Boys, we are officially minted motherfuckers. How many restaurants are profitable in their first two years?”

      “I dunno, but we are, motherfuckers!” Enzo hollers, still in his food-stained chef jacket.

      “That’s right,” Weston adds. “You know you’ve arrived when people are more interested in Instagramming their food than eating it.”

      Another record-breaking month. It doesn’t get any better. Except for a great review from the local paper, which put us on the map in only month two.

      Thank you, restaurant critics.

      “I don’t even care that two teenagers were caught having sex in the ladies’ room tonight. Let them have at it. Nothing’s going to ruin this,” I laugh.

      I couldn’t get mad, anyway. I did the same thing back in the day. Only I wasn’t stupid enough to get caught.

      Enzo slams his fist on the table, rattling the beer cans. “Guys, we are the Kardashians of the culinary world. Well, with less drama and more talent.”

      Weston’s head snaps in his direction. “What? What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Enzo holds his hands up. “Whoa, brother. Calm down.”

      Weston leans away from Enzo like he’s got something contagious. “Dude, we are nothing like the Kardashians. And anyway, you don’t watch them, do you?”

      Enzo looks at me for backup. But he has to get himself out of this one.

      “I, well, um, no. But my nonna does, and sometimes when I’m visiting, she’ll have it on in the background. She loves those girls.”

      We’re silent for a moment as Weston and I look at each other. Then, in a burst of laughter, he slaps his thigh. “Dude! You watch the Kardashians. I knew it!”

      We continue giving Enzo shit until he’s well and truly sorry he ever mentioned anything about them or his beloved grandma.

      I crack open another Bud and lean back in the booth to look around.

      Fuck me.

      I never thought I’d have a restaurant, never mind one as successful as EastSide. Doing what I love with a great team? It doesn’t get any better.
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