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      Stella glared at the customers in Booth 4. Food was flying in every direction. A burger flipped up in the air. Spaghetti hit the neon-infused glass that faced the Ave., adding more texture to the glaring headlights and drizzling rain. The clitter clatter of ice cubes hitting the floor undercut the din of conversations across the diner. Happy summer.

      She hated Labyrinthians. On their home planet they ate only liquids. But as tourists on Earth, they wanted to try everything. They didn’t have any of the right appendages to eat hamburgers, let alone spaghetti. She’d have to deep clean the booth after they left.

      “Number 20’s up,” yelled Joe, the cook and owner of Joe’s Milky Way Cafe.

      Where was Genevieve? She was supposed to be here half an hour ago to help out with the dinner rush. Probably out on a job interview, the little bitch. Genevieve had it made. She had youth, upper middle class parents, and was pretty too. Genevieve was only working her way through college and she’d conned Joe into giving her the schedule she wanted.

      Stella, on the other hand, would probably be working at Joe’s until the end of time.

      She’d never had any of those advantages. Stella worked so she could eat and have a place to live. And if tips were really good, she could go out on the town once a month.

      A Dissian remake of a Duran Duran song spilled out through the speakers adding to the clinking and the chatter, the scraping of metal chairs on the tile floor and the squeaky helium-like voices of the group of Mirattas sitting up at the counter.

      Stella wiped the sweat from her forehead, adjusted her short pink and white skirt with the white apron, then grabbed the floating tray and herded it towards Table 20. The family of four Tolpians were each dressed in gauzy silver fabric, pinned on with pink rhinestones. Their clothes went nicely with blue and purple reptilian skin.

      She set the sausage and eggs in front of the female, the BLT in front of the male. The tuna sandwich went to the alpha male (who she could identify by the pink rhinestone earring) and the chocolate cake to the neuter. And chocolate malts to all of them. Which she knew they would smell and ooh and ahh over, but couldn’t drink. Tolpians and dairy just didn’t get along.

      She loved to watch how they looked at each other with such kindness. The Tolpians understood love in a way humans just didn’t get. She’d never been in love. Just lust. She and lust were best friends. How could she have made it to fifty and never been in love?

      Returning the tray to the kitchen she saw the hostess, Daphne, seat a dripping wet party of ten.

      Damn, how could it be raining again? Where the hell was summer? She’d left her raincoat at the apartment.

      Joe yelled, “Order up, get a move on Stella.”

      She turned to him, putting her hands on her hips.

      “I can’t serve the entire place myself. Get her highness, Daphne, to do something else besides fanny about with menus.”

      “Don’t start on me about Daphne,” he said, returning to the stove to rearrange some onions.

      She laughed and went to deliver another order. Stella loved to hassle Joe, he was so easy to rattle. Daphne, his current squeeze, was twenty-nine with purple hair and blonde roots. When one of them got tired of the other, which would be soon she knew, Daphne would be replaced by another twenty-something.

      Stella wasn’t jealous. Joe wasn’t her type. Paunchy, bald and in his fifties, with a taste for Southern Comfort and watching car races. He had a great sense of humor, so she ignored most of the rest of it. He was a decent boss. And she’d had some doozies. She’d been at Joe’s for almost ten years.

      Don’t shit where you eat was her motto. That included customers as well. Not that she’d had any viable offers lately. She still looked good, just not as good as twenty. Her only offers came from the bad boys. Why did she always go for the bad boys? Like her ex?

      As she was on her way to the table of ten, in walked three Senumians. Senumians hadn’t come to Earth much yet, having just joined the Unity. So there wasn’t much info about them available. Stella tried to study the various groups of aliens so she wouldn’t inadvertently offend anyone and although she was usually gifted with bigger tips, that’s not why she did it. She loved to learn about people. And aliens were just different people.

      Two of them seemed to be a couple, their long muscular limbs wrapped around each other. The third, definitely male by the crimson skull ridge poking through his black curly hair, took her breath away. She literally stopped in the middle of the cafe and stared at him.

      A customer on their way back from the restroom, jostled against her and she returned to reality.

      Table for ten, right.

      By the time she’d finished taking their order, Genevieve had arrived and waited on the Senumians.

      Stella felt royally pissed off. If she had to do most of the damn work, then at least it was fair she should get the easy tables. Then she realized she’d have bumbled the order anyway, because she couldn’t stop staring at the one with the golden brown eyes. He returned her stare. Or was that wishful thinking?

      At any rate, she didn’t talk to Genevieve more than was necessary.

      The rest of her shift seemed to fly past; it was high tourist season. Summer in Seattle. But the cafe would’ve been the same if it was in New York, Denver, Paris, Frisco, London, Tokyo or Bombay. Same food, same mix of clientele. These days the big cities were mostly all the same. Except for the poor areas.

      The cities each had a little bit of their own flavor, but a person really had to search for it. It wasn’t like when she was a kid and there were Pike Place Market Tours, Space Needle Tours, Underground Tours. All those places downtown were long gone, built over with corporate office buildings.

      Joe’s was in a middle-middle class area. Which attracted tourists who wanted to see how Earthlings lived. Even though the middle class in any country was now a minority.

      The way the Unity worked with the World Government, the majority of people were lower class or poor, while the ultra-rich controlled what could be controlled. And the Unity controlled them. It was like the early 2000’s multiplied by a gazillion times. And she was old enough to remember way back then.

      None of which meant much to Stella, except that she would never move higher on the financial ladder, unless she partnered with someone who had money. Which was not bloody likely, given her track record so far.
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