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			For my parents

		

	
		
			Isa

			Wednesday

			“It’s the rules,” Finn says. “New kids have to wait on the Witch at table twelve.” He grins at me, and his eyes go all crinkly. He probably thinks he’s adorable, all muscles and short blond hair, but he doesn’t work on me. I know his kind. He’s being weird and condescending to get me to like him. He’s trying to rattle me.

			“No problem, Finny,” I say, sugary sweet. It’s my third lunch shift, after all. I’ve got this. I waltz out into the restaurant with my pen whipped out and a perfect, professional smile plastered all over my face. For breakfast, lunch, and early dinners, people come to Waterside Café for excellent service and divine food made by a world-­renowned chef who was recently featured in Food Weekly. But after five p.m., people come to Waterside Café for the food, the service, and, most importantly, to order too many cocktails.

			As for the Witch at table twelve—I heard about her five days ago, when I started. She’s infamous, and apparently a megafreak. She hits on the male waiters and is unfailingly cruel to the girls. I heard she told Xavi, this busgirl who always gets the late shift, that her wig looked like burnt ­plastic. Except Xavi doesn’t wear a wig.

			I take a slow, deep breath, pull my pad of paper out of my cummerbund, and—holy shit.

			I recognize the woman—the Witch at table twelve.

			I don’t just recognize her. I know her.

			Katerina Roland.

			I have to go back to the kitchen. I have to tell Finn that, I don’t know, she tried to scratch me with her ugly press-on nails or mace me with her bottle of overly floral perfume.

			But she sees me. And she waves me over with two flicks of her gold-bangled wrist.

			Maybe she won’t recognize me. Usually when I’m around her I look . . . different.

			“Can I help you?” I ask, trying to sound bright and cheerful.

			“Uh,” she says, “can you?” She pulls down her bright red glasses and peers at me.

			Great. She’s going to be one of those. Still, she doesn’t recognize me. I don’t think. I’d rather be anonymous waiter girl than—myself. Or whoever she thinks I am.

			“Have you had a chance to look at the menu?” I say. I will not be daunted. She loves me, after all. Well, usually.

			She looks at me closely. Does she recognize me without all the makeup? I hope not. Otherwise, being the newest waitress at Waterside is going to be a lot less fun.

			“Honey.” Her voice drips with condescension. “Honey. I’m what those in the restaurant world call a regular. I know this menu better than you. I’ll take a cheese plate. I want extra rice crackers, two thin slices of tomato, and three slices of cucumber. I want the Niçoise salad, but tell that fool cook of yours I’ll strangle him if he tries to put salmon on it again. I need a new water with four ice cubes. This one,” she points at her glass, which already has garish lipstick marks all over the rim, “has seven.” She drums her fingers on the white tablecloth.

			I make a few cursory marks on my notepad. “Anything else?”

			Mrs. Roland sniffs at me. “You can go.”

			I resist the urge to make a snarky remark. I turn away, but as I do, I hear her:

			“Wait.”

			I stop, but I don’t turn around. She knows. I know that she knows.

			“You’re Isabel Sanchez, aren’t you?”

			I turn back to her. Damn it. I look left and right. None of the other waitstaff are around, and Rico, who owns the place, has disappeared from his post at the bar.

			“Yeah,” I say. “Hi, Mrs. Roland.”

			Her whole face lights up like a glow worm. “Oh, Isabel! You look so different without your makeup! So fresh! What are you doing here, darling? Don’t you make enough money winning pageants?”

			And there it is. My deep, dark secret.

			I, Isa Sanchez, could have starred on Toddlers & Tiaras. I have been in rhinestones since before I got out of diapers.

			I’m a pageant queen.

			And I hate every freaking second of it.

			Still, a girl has to have money. Especially me.

			“College will be expensive, Mrs. Roland.”

			She winks at me, and her false eyelashes shift. “Sure,” she says. “College.”

			I give her my best pageant smile, but we both know I’m not saving for college. When I don’t win cash for parading across a stage in a bikini, I at least get a nice untouchable scholarship put away for me. I’ve got enough for four years at any college. God knows I’d prefer cash with the way I live now—if you call living in a double-wide with my great-aunt “living.”

			“How are your parents?” she asks. “Doing well out on the road?”

			“Brilliantly,” I answer, with my smile fixed in place. It’s a complete lie, but it’s one I’m used to telling. It’s gotten easier with time.

			“Mmm,” she says, and takes a sip from her water and grimaces.

			Why do I feel like I’m naked in the interview portion of a pageant right now? “May I get anything else for you, Mrs. Roland?”

			She flaps her wrists around. “Candles,” she says. “I need atmosphere, darling, and this place simply doesn’t have enough for me.”

			Candles. At lunchtime.

			Whatever.

		

	
		
			Finn

			Wednesday

			I watch Isa waiting on the Witch and try not to snicker. Last time a new girl waited on the Witch, she quit. Just ditched her stuff and booked it. She didn’t even come back for her paycheck, which would only be, like, twelve bucks anyway. Ever since, Rico’s been all about using the Witch—Mrs. Roland, who I guess married rich—as a test case. If the waitstaff can’t ­handle her, he doesn’t want them. He only wants the best waitstaff for his restaurant, seeing as how it’s competing with General Steakhouse, a ritzy Texas-style joint, since last year.

			Isa returns to the kitchen, tears the top sheet off her pad, and hangs it in front of Peter, the cook. Peter’s the man. Everybody likes Peter.

			“You survived,” I say. “Nice.”

			She shoots me a look. “You’re surprised? She was about as mean as you are smart.” She tosses her long brown hair at me, in the way that girls do that means they’re a little pissed but also sort of trying to show off. She’s pretty. Kind of. I think. Maybe in a classic way or something. I don’t know.

			“You should wear jewelry,” I say. “Earrings and a pearl necklace, I think. To be, like, fancier.”

			Now she gives me an evil look, like she wants to scratch my eyes out. “Excuse me, you jock asshole? A pearl necklace?”

			Oh shit. “I didn’t—”

			“Screw. You.” She spits the words at me, turns on a heel, and stalks out toward the dining room. But before she reaches the threshold, she pauses and straightens her posture. Hmmm. Professional. Not bad. Rico’ll be happy, at least.

			Behind the stove, Peter starts laughing.

			“What?” I ask, but I get it.

			“You’re sick, man,” he says. “Propositioning the new girl on your first training shift with her? Nice.”

			I laugh too. Better to sound like an asshole than an idiot. “Yeah, man. I didn’t think she’d get it.”

			Peter shakes his head, and some of his black hair comes loose from the hairnet. “No wonder you don’t get chicks, dude. A good-looking guy like you? All-state football and wrestling? You got it made, man. And then you open your mouth and ruin it all.”

			I resist the urge to protest. Peter doesn’t know.

			“And you get girls? I think you’re all talk,” I say instead.

			Peter just grins at me in this stupid, irritating way, because he doesn’t talk much about girls at all. He doesn’t need to. He just looks at girls with his floppy hair in his dark eyes and their clothes just disintegrate off their bodies. It’s fucking magical.

			“Shot?” he asks. He pulls out a bottle of bourbon. Expensive bourbon, used only for cooking tonight’s special—a bourbon rib-eye steak. Famous in three states. Let General Steakhouse try to top that.

			“Yeah,” I say. He pours out a couple and we take them, wincing at the burn. Even good bourbon isn’t as smooth as everyone says it is.

			“Pour me one,” Isa says from behind us. She grabs a drying shot glass from the open industrial dishwasher and slams it on the table. “Now.”

			Peter tips the bourbon bottle and pours her a full one, and she downs it without blinking.

			“Damn, girl,” Peter says. “Respect.”

			“Respect,” I echo.

			She glares at me and wipes her mouth off on the back of her wrist. “Whatever. I need to get candles for Mrs. Roland’s table. She wants ambiance or something.”

			“They’re in the closet by the fridge,” Peter advises.

			“Thanks.” She flashes him a smile—a real one—and I actually feel a little bad. She swipes a couple of candles from the closet and a lighter from Peter’s back pocket. He grins at her.

			“She’s not bad,” he says, watching her walk away. “Think we should let her in the game, man?”

			“Not yet,” I say. “I don’t trust her.”

			Peter takes a pass of the bourbon, straight from the bottle. “I don’t know, man. I think she’s perfect. I mean, yeah, maybe we can give her a few more days. But if Xavi says yes and Rico likes her, I say she’s in.”

			“Why Xavi? I mean, I know she’s your stepsister, but she’s a busgirl. She’s hardly ever even able to buy in.”

			Peter gives me a sharp look. “She’s a good judge of character.”

			“What if Isa doesn’t want to be in?”

			Peter shakes his head. “Finn, everyone wants to be in. Everyone.”

			He’s right. No one turns down Tips.

			“I’ll talk to Rico,” he says. He pours himself a little more bourbon. Peter can drink like a madman and still come off like Tom Brady.

			“I don’t know, man,” I say. “There’s something off about her. I haven’t decided yet.”

			Peter walks around the kitchen to the refrigerators and cuffs me on the arm. “There’s something off about you, too, dude. But we still let you play.”

			I reach across and down his bourbon. Peter has no idea how right he is.

		

	
		
			Xavi

			Thursday

			I’m going to win. I have to.

			I fix my hair and reapply my lipstick, using the ­stainless-steel refrigerator as a mirror. A job at Waterside requires perfection on the floor if you want to keep your job, and if there’s no job, there’s no game. Annoyingly, the game’s probably off for this weekend. It’s off whenever a new person is hired. We can’t take any chances until Rico gives the okay. And if Isa doesn’t like the game . . . well, the job won’t really like Isa. Rico will find a reason to get rid of her.

			The game has been going on forever. It’s a tradition as old as the restaurant. It’s how my dad paid for his golf clubs in high school. It’s how Cade Eisen made his first eight payments on his fancy BMW before he totally pulled an epic wuss-out and it got repossessed.

			And it’s how I, Xavi Diane Mitchell, am going to get the ever-loving hell out of this godforsaken town and move to New York City, where I will wear stiletto heels and fancy scarves and say things like “take the tube.” 

			Wait, do people say “tube” on the East Coast, or is that, like, a British people thing?

			Whatever. If it’s not a thing, I’ll make it one. I’m going to be a fashion designer, like Kate Spade or Betsey Johnson.

			I stash my lipstick in my apron, grab a tray, and head out to the floor. I might as well start cleaning off table two if I’m going to have any chance at buying in.

			People are so disgusting. I mean, what did they do here? Turn into Picasso, using the ketchup and hollandaise sauce? And oh my damn, someone has actually stuck their black cloth napkin to the window with leftover truffle butter. People are monsters. They’re, like, not even people.

			Yep, I bus, which is a shitty job, but Rico won’t make me a waitress until I’m seventeen. Only four tiny months away. I tried to convince him to let me move up early, but he’s a total stickler. I even tried to kiss him once, out back behind the Dumpsters, but he just misunderstood and hugged me. Seriously. Hugged. Like I was his little sister. So embarrassing. And so not helpful in moving me to waitress.

			But it’s not all bad. I mean, the waitstaff likes me and throws me a pretty big portion of their tips—so I can buy in for the game sometimes.

			I finish busing the table, load all of the leftover dishes onto a tray, and lift it above my shoulder. I wave a hello index finger to Jake and Finn as they arrive for their shifts through the front door, work uniforms slung over their arms. Servers are supposed to use side doors. Finn must be wiped to be lazy enough not to park in back—I heard he worked pretty late last night with Isa, the new girl. Jake, well, he doesn’t give a shit, even though he looks out of place among the long, wispy curtains and expensive art. But, I mean, the best parking is out front.

			Jake is this skinny, rock-star-wannabe type, and I would think he were cute if he actually showered. Finn is actually really attractive—probably because he spends every minute he’s not waiting tables at football practice or the gym or whatever, getting all sweaty and pumping iron, probably wearing a tight shirt. Or maybe no shirt at all. He’s kind of strange, and I think that’s what I like about him. He’s real because he doesn’t get any other way to be.

			“What’s up, girl? How’s my favorite blonde?” Jake asks. He wraps his orangutan arms around me, almost making me drop my tray. I hold my breath against his stink. Ugh. Fortunately, he’s a dishwasher, so he’s not exactly up-close-and-personal with the diners. And usually he smells a little more like actual soap by the time he ditches at the end of the night.

			“We have customers,” I hiss. There is a couple who arrived late for lunch enjoying early afternoon cocktails in the corner. Total lushes. I bet they’ll be smashed by three.

			Jake pulls away and pretends to pout. “Come hang with me in the kitchen, pretty.”

			Ugh. I kind of don’t want to. But I’ve wiped down the window and I don’t have any reason to be on the floor, so I hoist my tray a little higher and follow him. I need to unload the dishes for him anyway.

			I follow him back, setting the tray carefully on the empty countertop next to the dishwasher, and Jake ties a stained apron around his waist. He pulls his too-long hair into a ponytail and begins filling the sink to soak a couple of the dishes before putting them in the dishwasher. After he adds soap, I flick him all playful-like with a couple of handfuls of ­bubbles, hoping to make him smell a little less like a dead animal, and his eyes light up. He scoops up a handful of bubbles and tosses them back at me, but—they’re more wet than actually bubbly, and they slop across the front of my shirt.

			“Oops,” he says.

			Uh-oh. Pigsty thinks I’m flirting.

			I look down at the wet mark on the front of my crisp white button-down.

			“Jake!” I squeal. “I have to go back out there!” I paw at the spot, which is practically translucent. I mean, you can see skin. If I were attending, like, one-tenth of a wet T-shirt contest, I’d totally be eligible to enter.

			“Is there a problem in here?”

			I whip around.

			Peter.

			My stupid, stubborn stepbrother, Peter, who everyone thinks is so. Cool.

			(News flash: He’s not.)

			“No,” I say.

			“Are you sure he wasn’t spraying you?” Peter asks.

			Oh my damn. Is he serious right now? Is he really playing the overprotective stepbrother card again? I mean, he’s hardly even my stepbrother. He’s been, like, just a guy at school I barely knew until our parents decided to go all lovey-dovey on us and get hitched after two months of dating. Ew.

			“What are you, the water police?” I snap.

			Jake holds up his hands. “We were just messing around, man. I swear.”

			Peter just stares at him, with his ridiculous intense eyes, and Jake sort of melts into a puddle of shame, like he’s been shot with X-ray beams. Ugh.

			I push past Peter and out, to the empty smoking patio reserved for employees. I wish, more than anything, that my stupid stepbrother hadn’t started working here last year. I mean, it was fine before our parents got married, but now—now everything’s different.

			“Xavi,” he says, following me out. “You okay?”

			I glare at him. “Leave me alone. You’re not even my real brother. I’ll put up with you until our parents end up starring on Divorce Court or something, but don’t pull the bullshit family card, okay?”

			He waits for a moment, but I don’t address him, so he closes the door behind me all quiet while I seethe.

			Peter ruins everything.

		

	
		
			Peter

			Friday

			At one point or another, everyone falls in love. It’s totally normal. It’s perfectly healthy.

			But it’s usually not with your stepsister.

			It sounds terrible when I say it like that. But it’s not. I’ve known Xavi for years, and she’s always been just okay about me, and I’ve always had this little thing for her. And then our parents got married. And now she thinks I’m basically the Luke to her Leia. Or whatever slightly less dorky reference you prefer. It’s like she thinks her mom is trying to replace her with me, like I’m the son the family needed or something, and it’s created all of this resentment.

			Not so conducive for a relationship.

			Fortunately, I have a plan.

			Rico is helping me. He just doesn’t know it. I mean, I’m not going to tell him. I don’t think it’s socially acceptable to tell people you sort of want to bang your stepsister.

			“You in for Tips tonight, man?” Rico asks. Rico’s the boss. He always dresses like James Bond and does his hair like—well, Bruce Willis, seeing as he doesn’t have any to speak of. And he’s only thirty. He’s standing in the kitchen with me, watching me cook. He says it’s health code shit, but I’m pretty sure he’s just bored. He doesn’t actually do much in his own restaurant, besides overseeing the Tips game.

			“What about Isa? The New Girl Rule?”

			Rico grins. “I like Isa. We’ll take a chance on her. Hey, man, you want a drink?”

			I nod. He doesn’t actually know we swipe liquor all the time, but if he did find out, I’m not totally sure he’d care. He’s a decent boss and everything, but he likes a good time too. Like everybody. He leaves the kitchen while I begin peeling the sweet potatoes for the dessert special this evening (sweet potato pie with a brown sugar crust). The peels land in the bottom of the sink. Jake hates when I do this, but Celia’s dishwashing tonight. She won’t care. I sort of wish Jake were here. I’d leave all of them in there for him until they are damp and falling apart and let him deal with it.

			Asshole.

			Rico returns a minute later and slides me the smallest pour ever of—something. I sniff it. Crown. Like, two tablespoons of Crown.

			“Uh, thanks, man,” I say. He sits on the counter, which breaks about eighty of his precious health codes, and we clink glasses.

			“Cheers.” He has this slick look on his face, and I have a feeling he’s about to tell me why.

			“To Tips,” I add, and we both drink. I set the empty glass down and begin peeling the potatoes again without saying anything. I know Rico. He’ll spill.

			He just looks at me, though, over his glass, and he keeps swirling his Crown like it’s a nicer drink than it is. Unless it’s the special reserve. But I doubt it.

			“You ever worried about serving to minors?” I ask. I’m seventeen, but I can usually pass for nineteen. Bouncers rarely hassle me when I use a fake ID, and when I tend the bar, no one even questions me. The cops don’t give us trouble as long as we take a few dollars off their tab at the end of the night.

			He shrugs. “I don’t hire idiots. And I only serve to employees.” He grins so widely I can see gold on one of his back teeth. Gross.

			“To responsibility.” I lift my glass in a mock toast.

			He laughs and then taps a finger against his lips. “How are the pies?” he asks.

			“I made an extra one for the fridge,” I tell him. I baked it last night, because Rico always gets into the pies, and I hate it when he takes one I’ve just made and then I have to go back and start the recipe over—for one pie. “You know, I think we need the menu updated. Can you get Dubois back in here? This is about the tenth time I’ve made these.”

			I’ll admit it. I’m kind of protective of the restaurant—­especially the kitchen. If I hadn’t already sworn to my dad I’d go to school for IT, I wouldn’t mind eventually ending up a chef somewhere, and Chef Dubois is kind of the shit. The fact that he ended up at Waterside blows my mind when he could be in New York or LA or something. But I guess he likes the small town and the bay. At least, when he’s actually here, he looks out the window in front a lot and mumbles about the salt air. He’s a weird dude, but I respect him.

			“I’ll reach out,” Rico says. He hops down from my counter and opens the giant silver refrigerator.

			“Third shelf,” I tell him. I peel the last of the potatoes and lean back against the sink. He pulls out the pie and peels the plastic wrap off the top.

			“Can I?” he asks, pointing at it. I had drawn an R on the top with whipped cream. You’d think that would be enough of a hint. I sure didn’t make it for Raj, the valet, who always lies about his take.

			“Whatever, man. You’re the boss.” I grab a fork and hand it to him. “Take it home.”

			“Thanks. You sure you have enough for tonight?”

			“Sure.”

			He digs in with his fork and groans.

			“Oh dear lord, Pete. This is the shit. I’m going to fire Dubois and let you take over the menu.”

			I laugh, wiping my hands on my apron. “I’m not quite ready for that yet.”

			Rico shakes his head. “This pie says you’re a freaking Paula Deen, man.”

			I roll all of the potatoes into a bowl for mashing. I’m a racist old lady? Awesome. I choose to take it as a compliment. “Thanks, I guess.”

			For a while he lets me mutilate the potatoes in silence, but he’s being, like, 10 percent creepy, the way he keeps watching me. He reminds me of Jake being weird with Xavi, and it raises all the hair on my neck. I wonder what she’s doing. Who she’s with.

			“What?” I finally snap, and then regret it. Maybe snapping isn’t the best way to relate to a boss.

			“I’ve decided,” he says simply.

			“Decided what?”

			He leans forward. “You’re out of the game tomorrow.”

			I try my damnedest not to grin. This guy is playing right into my hands. “Should I assume I make the dare?”

			He nods. “We’ve got over a grand in the pot after the weekend.”

			“It’s time to play, then.”

			“Hell yeah. It’s time to play.”

		

	
		
			Isa

			Friday

			“Isa!” Rico shouts, poking his head into the dining area. “Get in here!” He crooks a finger at me and disappears behind the silver double doors that separate the floor from the kitchen.

			I smile apologetically at Gustavo, a short kid who I’m helping bus the most disgusting table I have ever seen. Spitballs? Really? I mean, this is supposed to be a fine dining establishment. Not Applebee’s during happy hour. “You cool to finish up?”

			“I’m cool.” He tries to smile back, but instead he looks like he might actually throw up. Which is where I was a minute ago when I was trying to pick up a phlegm-covered bit of napkin with a butter knife. I am pretty sure that single moment was worth roughly a billion points in karmic energy.

			I wash my hands quickly at the kitchen sink and then head into Rico’s office, which is more of a glorified supply closet, really. I’m not totally sure why he needs an office since there’s actually nothing in there except for a dingy desk covered in candy wrappers and a few manila folders. A trash can with crushed soda cans sits neglected in the corner.

			The only kind of cool part of his office is the ladder against the back wall, which leads to the roof. I heard that sometimes the employees go drink up there after hours, but I’ve never been invited. Well, not yet. I’m still pretty new. I’ll give everyone a little more time before I write them off as assholes.

			“What’s up?” I ask. I sit down in the wooden chair opposite Rico, who, for once, is looking sort of serious. He’s usually grinning at me in this way I find a little alarming, like I’m not sure if he’s being friendly or being, you know—friendly.

			“Isa,” he starts, very slowly. He takes a deep breath, ­steeples his fingers, and then unsteeples them. He actually seems a little . . . nervous.

			“Yeah?”

			“How are things going? On the floor?” He’s breathing fast.

			“Um. Fine, I guess.” I watch him through narrowed eyes. It’s like he’s . . . up to something. Something weird.

			“And the money?”

			“The money isn’t bad.” Actually, the money is pretty great. We get pretty incredible tips just because the food is so high priced. But I’m not about to let him think I’m content. Because I’m not.

			I need more.

			“I’d like to offer you . . . a more lucrative opportunity.” He leans forward slightly in his chair, and the leather squelches underneath him.

			“Lucrative?” I say. “You mean, more money? You’re giving me a raise?”

			He finally grins at that. “Yes, more money. But no raise. I mean, you’ve been working here for about twenty-four hours.”

			I lean back in my chair and cross my arms over my chest. Really? It’s been, like, a week now. I don’t get it. What’s he talking about? A creepy prostitution ring he runs as a hobby in his spare time? A spot on his wannabe vigilante gang?

			“Then what?” I ask.

			“I’m talking,” he says delicately, “about a little game. Something of a wager. Something all of my employees do. It’s called Tips.”

			“Tips?” It sounds familiar. In fact, I’m pretty sure I heard Xavi discussing it with Finn on the back patio a couple of days ago, but they got all quiet and weird when I came over and started talking about the weather, and then Xavi started puffing on an unlit cigarette.

			“Tips is a game that’s been running for about thirty years. Every two weeks, the staff contributes about 20 percent of their tips into a pot for a chance to take an unknown dare. A task or stunt, if you will, that isn’t revealed until the night of the game. One staff member stays out of the game each week and crafts the dare. And the rest of you—well, those who want to take the ­challenge . . . come forward. Everyone writes their initials on cash and drops it into a hat. If your bill is drawn, you accept the dare. And if you complete the dare, you win the entire pot.”

			“So, everyone just contributes a huge chunk of their tips on the chance they get the dare?”

			Rico nods. “It’s a very big pot. Trust me . . . if you win once, it’s worth it. Oh, and to encourage our newest employees to participate in our extra-special culture here at Waterside—any first-time players get first dibs on the dare. But it’s a one-time thing. One chance to accept the dare automatically, without your name being drawn from the hat, but after that you take your chances like everyone else.”

			Hmmm. That’s interesting.

			“And if you don’t complete the dare?” I ask.

			“Money goes back into the pot, and you’re ineligible for the next time, but you still have to pay your fees.” He grins, a little evilly, and moves back and forth in his swivel chair, like a villain in a bad spy movie.

			I make a face. “So this is like truth or dare.”

			He shakes his head. “We don’t require truth around here, Isa.”

			“And what are the dares? Like, toilet paper someone’s house? Plastic wrap on the toilet seat?”

			Rico runs his hand over his head. “I think you’ll find us a little more creative than that.”

			I rub my hands together. “How much money are we talking, Rico?”

			Rico pushes away from his desk and kneels down by the air-conditioning vent in his wall. He loosens the screws by hand and pulls out a fat stack of bills. He tosses them across the desk, leaving the vent cover on the floor. “This Saturday’s take.”

			I feel my mouth drop open. I shut it quickly. He walks around and sits back in his chair, looking satisfied.

			“You like?” he asks.

			Of course I do.

			It’s more than I’d make in tips all summer. It’s more than I’ve ever won, even in my biggest, most embarrassing beauty pageants.

			“I, of course, supplement slightly with a few of my profits.” He waves his fingers over a couple of the larger bills. “I like to see the game continue.”

			I raise my eyebrows. It seems like pretty easy money. “Nice.”

			“So,” Rico says. He leans forward, onto his elbows. A few dollars are pushed off the desk, onto the ground. “Are you in?”

			I pick up the dropped bills and fan them out. I think of my parents, out on the road all the time. I think of my room in the back of my great-aunt’s double-wide. I think of clothes from Walmart and off-brand granola bars and always being a little hungry. I think of making it all worth it.

			It’s not a hard decision.

			“I’m in.”

			Rico’s smile stretches even wider, reaching its normal creepiness levels. Strangely, I feel a little more comfortable. “Tips is always on Saturday nights. Be here at three a.m. Enter through the back door—it’ll be unlocked. The game always starts on the roof. Come through this office, climb up the ladder, and you’ll find us waiting.”

			“Awesome.” I smile back at Rico, and a rather uncomfortable shiver runs a cold thread from my back up to my hairline.

			“You can go,” he says, like he’s dismissing me, and he starts scrapping all of that gorgeous money back into a neat pile.

			I stand up, and the wooden chair squeaks over the floor.

			“Wait,” Rico says suddenly.

			“Hmm?”

			“You’re going to want to leave that money.”

			I look down and realize I’m still holding the fanned-out bills. I wave them at my face a couple of times.

			“I do declare,” I say with a hint of southern accent, “it must have slipped my mind.”

			I leave the cash on his desk and Rico laughing at my back.

		

	
		
			Finn

			Saturday

			“Isa’s weird.” I join Xavi on the back patio with a handful of artichoke hearts I swiped from the salad bar.

			“What do you mean?” She unties her apron and tosses it across a planter.

			I shrug. “I’m never sure if she’s going to kill me or if she’s about to bust into a striptease.” I pop an artichoke heart into my mouth.

			Xavi wrinkles her nose at me. “I’m guessing neither.”

			“Seriously, Xavi.” I lean against the railing on the patio and look out over the water. A fish jumps, and the sound of the splash carries over to us. Xavi turns her back to the railing and puts an unlit cigarette between her lips. “Rico shouldn’t be letting her into the game so quickly. We don’t know what she’s about. Something’s off there.”

			“Something’s off here,” she says, pointing to my head and making a circular motion around my ear. But she’s smiling as she says it. “Besides, I heard you basically asked her to do you and that’s why she doesn’t like you. Smooth, Finn. So Don Juan of you.”

			I grin. I’m not exactly sure who Don Juan is, but I get it. “Complete misunderstanding. I’m innocent, I swear.”

			“Right.” Her voice is thick with sarcasm.

			“What’s your thing?” I point at her cigarette. “Why don’t you ever light them?”

			She winks at me. “Oral fixation, Finn.”

			“Well, don’t tell that to Jake. He might take it the wrong way.” I’m not kidding, either. Dude has a serious thing for Xavi. I found a messed-up love poem in his car about how his love for her was like roses and moonstones or some shit. It drives Peter crazy. He’s way overprotective for someone who has only been her stepbrother for a couple of months.

			Xavi fake-puffs on her cigarette. “Maybe if Jake tried a cologne outside of eau de cat piss, he’d get a girl. In the meantime, please don’t mention it, mmm-kay?” She offers me a half smile, and I go back to staring at the bay. The sunset is pretty amazing—casting oranges and yellows off the water, like it’s on fire or something.

			“Are you in for tonight?” Xavi asks.

			I frown. “Tonight?”

			“Um, Tips is happening? Are you going to miss it?”

			I laugh. Right. “Come on, Xavi. You know I never miss Tips. That’s crazy.”

			And I don’t. Tips is awesome. It’s not like I need the ­money—I have other means of income, and plenty of it. But the thrill . . . There’s nothing like it. Once, last year, I won by getting these giant purple hickeys from everyone at Tips that night, and then the next day I had to skinny-dip at the PTA picnic that Waterside Café sponsored.

			It. Was. Epic.

			Of course, Tips is also how I landed my other . . . gig. Let’s just say that if a football scholarship doesn’t work out, I’ve got college covered. If I get in. Grades aren’t really my thing.
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