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Chapter 1 The Beginning
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The dish pit at VIP's Restaurant was a special kind of hell. At 2 AM, I stood ankle-deep in greasy water, my hands pruned and raw from industrial detergent as I attacked a never-ending mountain of plates. The harsh fluorescent lights buzzed overhead like mechanical insects, casting everything in a sickly yellow glow that made even the freshly cleaned dishes look somehow dirty. Three months into this job, and I still hadn't figured out how to avoid getting soaked from chest to knees during every shift. My waterlogged shoes squished with each step, a constant reminder that I was making $2.35 an hour to stand in what was essentially a swamp with dishes.

The constant clatter formed a soundtrack to my misery – the clanging of silverware, the rattling spray of the industrial washer, the thud of heavy ceramic plates being stacked. Each sound vibrated through my skull until I could hear the dish pit symphony even in my dreams. My back ached from hunching over the deep sink, and my fingers had developed calluses in places I never knew could callus.

My paycheck after two weeks of this torture came to just under a hundred bucks, barely enough to cover my share of rent in the crappy apartment I shared with three other guys. The faded check seemed to mock me every time I looked at it, as if to say: this is what your time is worth.

The swinging door to the kitchen banged open, and my roommate Doug sauntered in, still wearing his waiter's apron. He leaned against the cleanest section of wall he could find, careful not to get any splatter on his crisp white shirt.

"Almost done in Waterworld?" he asked with a smirk. "Some of us are heading to Denny's after this. You know, to eat at a real restaurant."

I flicked soapy water in his direction. "Hilarious. I've got another hour at least."

Doug reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of cash, thumbing through it with deliberate slowness. "Made $120 tonight. Not bad for a Tuesday."

The bills fanned between his fingers, green and crisp. It would take me over fifty hours of standing in this disgusting water to earn what he'd made in a single shift. I watched him count the money again, making a show of it, and something clicked into place in my brain. I was tired of being on this side of the equation.

"You need to spot me twenty bucks for the phone bill," Doug said, still counting. "I'm not covering your share again."

I didn't answer, just kept scrubbing a particularly stubborn piece of dried cheese from a plate. I'd watched Doug work the dining room for months now – the way he'd laugh at customers lame jokes, how he'd recommend the most expensive specials, his talent for appearing at tables the exact moment drinks needed refilling. It didn't look that hard.

"Earth to dish boy," Doug waved his hand in front of my face. "Twenty bucks. Phone bill."

"I heard you," I said, drying my hands on my already soaked apron. "I'll get it to you. But I've been thinking, how hard was it to get the waiter gig here?"

Doug laughed. "For me? Easy. For you?" He looked me up and down, taking in my dripping apron and disheveled appearance. "Let's just say Shar Filson would rather hire her dead grandmother."

Shar Filson. The head waitress. I'd seen her patrolling the dining room like a hawk, clipboard in hand, her brown hair pulled back so tightly it seemed to stretch her face into a permanent look of disapproval.

"Neil makes the final call though, right? He's the manager."

Doug shrugged. "Technically. But Neil doesn't cross Shar. No one does."

After Doug left, I spent the rest of my shift thinking. By the time I hung up my apron, the sky outside was turning from black to deep blue. My hands were shriveled, my feet were numb, and my mind was made up.

I knew Neil would be in early to do the books. He was always there before anyone else, frantically preparing for the day as if each breakfast rush might be the restaurant's last. I changed into my dry clothes in the employee bathroom and waited.

At 6 AM sharp, I knocked on Neil's office door, my heart hammering against my ribs.

"What?" The voice from inside sounded strained, as if the single word had cost considerable effort.

I pushed open the door to find Neil hunched over a desk drowning in paperwork. The office was barely bigger than a closet, with walls covered in schedules, memos, and food safety regulations. The room smelled of coffee and anxiety.

Neil didn't look up. His pen tapped an irregular rhythm against the desk calendar as he squinted at a column of numbers. The dark half-moons of sweat under his arms were already visible, though his day had barely begun.

"Morning, Neil," I said, trying to sound confident.

He glanced up, his face a mask of confused irritation. "You're the dishwasher, right? Night shift?"

"Chris," I supplied. "I've been here three months."

"Right, right," he nodded, though I suspected he was still drawing a blank. "Dishwasher. What do you need? I'm kinda in the middle of something here." His pen resumed its tapping, faster now.

I took a deep breath. "I want to be a waiter."

The tapping stopped. Neil looked at me like I'd asked to pilot the space shuttle.

"You. A waiter." It wasn't a question, just a flat repetition of my words.

"Yes. I'm a quick learner, I know the menu inside out, and I, "

"Hold on," Neil raised his hand. "It's not that simple. Shar handles the waitstaff, and she has a... process." He straightened a stack of invoices that didn't need straightening. "She doesn't usually promote from the dish pit."

"But you're the manager," I pressed. "You make the final decisions, right?"

Something flashed across Neil's face, pride, maybe, or the memory of it. He adjusted his too-tight tie.

"Technically, yes. But Shar's been here fifteen years. She knows what she's doing." He glanced toward the door as if worried she might materialize at the mention of her name. "She's very particular about who serves her customers."

I noticed he'd said, "her customers," not "our customers." Interesting.

"I understand," I said, not backing down. "But there must be some way I can prove myself."

Neil sighed and leaned back in his chair, studying me. His eyes narrowed slightly, as if seeing me for the first time.

"You really want this, huh?"

I nodded. "More than anything."

He rubbed his jaw, thinking. Then a small, almost mischievous smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

"Alright, here's the deal. One night. I'll let you serve tables for one night, alongside your dishwashing duties."

My heart leapt. "Thank you! You won't regret, "

"I'm not finished," Neil cut me off. "If you can make $80 in tips in that one night, I'll make you a waiter, regardless of what Shar says."

My excitement faltered. Eighty dollars was a fortune for a dishwasher doubling as an inexperienced server. Most of the regular waitstaff were lucky to make that on a good Friday night.

Neil saw my face fall and his smile widened slightly. "Not so confident now, huh?"

I straightened my shoulders. "When?"

"This Friday. Payday weekend. You'll have a shot, at least."

He was already turning back to his paperwork, dismissing me. I knew what he was thinking that I'd fail, that this challenge would put my waiter aspirations to rest once and for all.

"Deal," I said, my voice steadier than I felt.

Neil looked up, surprised I was still there, and nodded once. "Talk to Shar about which section you'll take. And Chris?"

"Yeah?"

"She's going to hate this. So when you fail, and you will fail, don't come crying to me when she makes your life hell afterward."

I left Neil's office with my future balanced on an almost impossible challenge. Eighty dollars in tips in one night, while still handling my dishwashing duties. It was a trap disguised as an opportunity.

But as I walked out into the crisp morning air, a plan was already forming in my mind. Neil had given me exactly what I wanted, a chance, without realizing I never played fair when the stakes were this high.

I had exactly fifty-seven dollars and fourteen cents to my name. It sat in a wrinkled pile on my lap as I counted it for the third time, the interior light of my '76 Chevelle illuminating my desperation. The car was parked in the back lot of VIP's, my five friends crammed inside, watching me with a mixture of amusement and concern. I'd promised them beer in exchange for their help, but what I was asking went well beyond what a six-pack could reasonably compensate. I was asking them to help me cheat.

"Let me get this straight," said Mike, folding his lanky frame awkwardly in the backseat. "You want us to come in, pretend we don't know you, order the cheapest crap on the menu, and then tip you like we just won the lottery?"

"That's exactly it," I said, dividing the wrinkled bills into five uneven stacks. "You need to space it out though. Come in at different times. Look like real customers."

"This sounds like a scam," said Liz, but she was smiling as she said it. Liz worked at the record store down the street from our apartment complex. She had a soft spot for underdogs and lost causes, which probably explained why she put up with me.

"It is a scam," I admitted. "But it's a scam with purpose. If I don't make eighty bucks in tips tomorrow night, I'm stuck washing dishes for eternity at slave wages."

"What's wrong with washing dishes?" asked Dave, who'd never worked food service a day in his life. His dad owned a construction company where Dave worked office hours for twice what I made.

I held up my hands in response. Despite scrubbing them raw after my shift, the skin was still stained in places, my fingernails rimmed with the kind of grime that never fully washed away. Three months in the dish pit had left permanent damage.

"Right," Dave said, looking away.

"Here's how we'll play it," I continued, handing each of them their portion of my life savings. It hurt physically to watch my money disappear into their pockets, but I reminded myself this was an investment. "Mike, you come in around 6:30, sit at the counter, order coffee and pie. Leave a five. Liz and Dave, you two play a couple, arrive around 7:15, get a booth, split an entrée, leave eight bucks."

They nodded, taking mental notes. I turned to my roommate Doug, who was examining his nails with exaggerated boredom.

"Why am I even here?" Doug asked. "I already have a waiter job. The one you're trying to scam your way into."

"Because you're going to be my insider," I said. "You'll tell Shar you're meeting a friend. When she's watching, you slip me a twenty like it's the most normal thing in the world."

Doug raised an eyebrow. "And why would I do that?"

"Because I covered your half of the electric bill last month. And because if I become a waiter, I can finally pay back all the money I owe you."

That got his attention. Doug might be a jerk, but he was a practical jerk.

I turned to my last co-conspirator, Tony, who was unusually quiet. "You're the closer," I told him. "Come in around 8:30, order the meatloaf special, and make a big show of leaving a ten. Act like you're some big shot businessman. Wear that tie you wore to court."

Tony nodded solemnly. Three months ago he'd been arrested for public intoxication, and the tie had been an unconvincing attempt to look respectable before the judge. It was the only tie any of us owned.

"What if your manager catches on?" Liz asked, stuffing the bills I'd given her into her pocket.

"Neil's too stressed about food costs to notice," I said with more confidence than I felt. "It's Shar we need to worry about. She watches everything."

"The hawk-faced lady?" Doug chimed in. "Yeah, she'll be suspicious."

"That's why you all need to be convincing," I said. "Order real food. Complain about something small so it seems authentic. Comment on the weather. Act like normal people who don't know me."

They all nodded, and I felt a flicker of hope. It was a ridiculous plan, probably doomed to fail, but it was the only one I had.

"One last thing," I said. "Tip in cash. Bills, not change. Make sure other customers see you doing it."

"This is going to work," Liz said, squeezing my arm. "You'll be the best-tipped dishwasher in Washington."

I hoped she was right.

—-
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Friday night arrived with the subtle dread of an execution date. I'd barely slept, running through the plan in my mind, imagining all the ways it could fall apart. What if my friends forgot their roles? What if Neil revoked the challenge? What if Shar somehow knew everything already?

Neil caught me as I clocked in, his face betraying nothing. "Remember our deal," he said. "Eighty dollars by the end of the night. And you still have to keep up with the dishes."

I nodded, my mouth suddenly dry.

The dish pit waited for me like an old enemy. I filled the industrial sinks, the familiar reek of detergent and food scraps rising in the steam. My section would be four tables near the back, the worst spot in the restaurant, far from the entrance and adjacent to the restrooms. It was where they put new waiters to fail.

I'd barely started on the first rack of dishes when my manager appeared in the doorway.

"Your first table's here," he said, a hint of amusement in his voice. It wasn't Mike as planned, my carefully orchestrated schedule was already falling apart. Instead, a middle-aged couple I'd never seen before sat impatiently at table 12.

With wet hands and a racing heart, I grabbed an order pad and approached them. "Hi, welcome to VIP's. Can I start you with some drinks?" My voice sounded foreign to my own ears, too high and uncertain.

They ordered without looking at me. As I hurried back to put in their drink order, I caught sight of Shar watching from across the restaurant, her lips pressed into a thin line of disapproval.

For the next hour, I lived in perpetual motion. Take an order, run to the dish pit, wash a rack, deliver food, clear a table, wash another rack, refill coffees, wash more dishes. My uniform was soaked through with sweat and dish water, my hands raw and stinging. Every time I thought I was catching up, a new party would be seated in my section or another bus tub of dirty dishes would appear.

Mike arrived at 6:45, fifteen minutes late but at least he'd shown up. He sat at the counter as planned, ordered coffee and apple pie à la mode, and left a five tucked conspicuously under his saucer. I thanked him loudly as he left.

By 7:30, Liz and Dave had claimed their booth, playing the part of the dating couple with surprising commitment. Dave even put his arm around Liz, who giggled in a way I'd never heard before. They shared a plate of chicken strips and fries, complained that the ketchup was too cold (a nice touch), and left eight dollars weighted down with a salt shaker.

"Thank you so much!" I called after them, making sure the nearby tables noticed the generous tip for such a small bill.

A real customer at one of my tables, an older man eating alone, watched this interaction with interest. When he finished his meal, he left four dollars instead of his usual two. I'd seen him before on other shifts; he was a regular who always left exactly two dollars, no matter what he ordered.

My hands were becoming useless claws, stiffened from constant immersion in hot water and the repetitive motion of scrubbing. Every time I left the dish pit, I fell further behind. Stacks of dirty plates and glasses multiplied like some ceramic plague, but I couldn't stop serving tables if I wanted to make my target.

At eight o'clock, Doug arrived, taking a booth in Shar's section. I watched as he chatted with her, gesturing in my direction. Her eyes narrowed as she looked over at me, now taking an order while balancing a tub of dirty dishes on my hip. Doug said something else that made her purse her lips.

When I passed by his table later, Doug pressed a twenty into my hand with a wink. "Don't spend it all in one place, buddy," he said loudly.

"Wow, thanks!" I replied with equal volume, tucking the bill into my apron with theatrical appreciation.

Two tables of actual customers watched this exchange. When they left thirty minutes later, both left tips well above the usual 10%. One even wrote "Great service!" on the receipt.

By the time Tony arrived, I was running purely on adrenaline. My shirt clung to my back, my hair was plastered to my forehead, and my feet felt like they'd been put through a meat grinder. Tony wore his court tie as instructed, along with a sport coat that was at least one size too large, probably borrowed from his father.

He played his role to perfection, speaking too loudly about a fictional business meeting and calling me "my good man" whenever I approached the table. When he paid his bill, he made a show of peeling off a ten-dollar bill and placing it under his water glass.

"For your excellent service," he announced at a volume that caused nearby diners to turn their heads.

I bowed slightly, the motion sending pain shooting through my lower back. "Thank you, sir. You're too generous."

It was working. I could feel it. Every time one of my friends left an oversized tip, the surrounding tables took notice. Real customers began leaving three and four dollars instead of the usual dollar or two. One woman even complimented my hustle, "I've never seen someone work so hard", before leaving a five.

I was creating a tipping ecosystem, building a reputation as a server who deserved special recognition. And all it had cost me was every cent I owned and whatever remained of my physical endurance.

Something strange was happening. As the night progressed, I noticed that tables were leaving larger tips than VIP's had likely seen in its entire history. A four-top of truckers left fifteen dollars on a forty-dollar check. An elderly couple who'd nursed two cups of decaf for an hour left a five spot. It was as if my friends had broken some invisible barrier, giving permission for everyone else to be more generous. Their performance was creating a reality, a contagion of generosity spreading through my section like a virus.

A businessman who'd ordered nothing but a turkey sandwich and coffee watched Tony's theatrical tipping display with interest. When he paid his modest bill, he pulled out his wallet and hesitated, glancing at Tony's table where the ten-dollar tip still sat prominently displayed. Then he extracted a five-dollar bill and placed it carefully beside his plate, a 50% tip that would have been unthinkable an hour earlier.

"You've earned it," he said with a nod. "Don't see that kind of hustle much anymore."

I thanked him profusely, making sure my voice carried to nearby tables. Each performance built upon the last, creating a feedback loop of increasingly generous gratuities. The growing pile of bills in my apron pocket felt like winning lottery tickets, each one bringing me closer to escaping the dish pit.

From across the restaurant, Shar Filson tracked my movements like a predator studying prey. Her brown hair was pulled back so severely it seemed to stretch her suspicious expression even tighter. She'd been watching all evening, her eyes narrowing each time a customer left me an unusually large tip. Twice she'd approached tables after they'd paid, asking about their experience in a tone that suggested she was looking for complaints.

I was halfway through washing a particularly stubborn pot when I saw Shar corner Liz near the restrooms. My hands froze mid-scrub, soap bubbles dripping onto my shoes as I strained to overhear their conversation.

"I couldn't help but notice you left quite a generous tip," Shar said, her clipboard clutched against her chest like a shield. "Especially for such a small order."

Liz blinked with practiced innocence. "Did I? I guess I'm just a good tipper."

"For a dishwasher?" Shar's voice had a razor's edge.

"Oh, was he?" Liz's performance was Oscar-worthy, her expression shifting to mild surprise. "I thought he was a regular waiter. He seemed so attentive, running back and forth, I figured he deserved a little extra for working so hard."

Shar's eyes narrowed further. "You've never been in here before."

"First time," Liz agreed with a bright smile. "My boyfriend wanted to try your chicken strips. They were good, but the ketchup was cold."

I ducked back behind the dish machine as Shar glanced in my direction. My heart was hammering against my ribs. If Shar figured out what we were doing, the whole plan would collapse. But Liz played her part perfectly, chatting about the decor and asking for directions to the nearest gas station before making her escape.

By nine o'clock, my tip jar, actually an empty soup container I'd stashed under the counter, was overflowing. I had to stuff bills into my pockets as well, a problem I'd never encountered before. My back screamed from the endless rotation between serving tables and washing dishes. My fingers were pruned and raw. The soles of my feet felt like they'd been worked over with a meat tenderizer. But none of that mattered. I could sense victory within reach.

A table of four college students who'd witnessed Tony's big-spender routine left a twenty on a forty-five dollar check, nearly double the expected amount. When I thanked them, one shrugged and said, "You're busting your ass, man. Never seen someone serve and wash dishes at the same time."

My performance had become truth. I was working harder than anyone in that restaurant, and people were responding to the genuine effort beneath my calculated scheme.

As my shift wound down, Neil emerged from his office, keys jangling nervously in his hand. The dinner rush had ended, leaving only a few lingering customers nursing cups of coffee. My dish pit was a disaster zone of backed-up plates and utensils that I'd have to tackle before leaving, but my serving duties were essentially complete.

"Let's see what you've got," Neil said, gesturing toward the register.

With trembling hands, I pulled crumpled bills from my apron pockets and the overstuffed soup container. Neil's eyes widened slightly as I placed the pile of money on the counter. He began sorting and counting methodically, creating neat stacks of ones, fives, tens, and the occasional twenty.

"Eighty-five... ninety... one hundred..." he counted under his breath.

I held mine. The restaurant had fallen nearly silent, as if everyone knew something momentous was happening. Even the cooks had stopped clanging pots to watch.

"One hundred and twenty dollars," Neil announced finally, looking up at me with an unreadable expression. "And fourteen cents," he added, pushing a small pile of change to the side.

A wave of dizzying relief washed over me. I'd done it. I'd actually done it.

"That's impossible," came a sharp voice from behind me.

Shar stood in the doorway to the dining room, her face flushed with anger. "No dishwasher makes that kind of money. Ever. He must have planted those tips himself."

Neil glanced from Shar to me, then back to the money on the counter. "Do you have proof of that?"

"Look at his section, worst tables in the house. And suddenly he's making more than our veteran servers on a Friday night? Come on, Neil. Use your brain."

I kept my mouth shut, afraid anything I said would give the game away. My heart pounded so loudly I was certain they could both hear it.

Neil sighed and ran a hand through his thinning hair. "We had a deal, Shar. Eighty dollars in tips, and he gets a shot at waiting tables."

"This is ridiculous. He's scamming you!" Shar's voice rose enough that the remaining customers turned to stare.

"Maybe," Neil conceded with a shrug. "But a deal's a deal. And honestly, if he worked hard enough to pull off whatever he did, maybe he's got what it takes."

Shar's mouth opened and closed without sound, like a fish suddenly finding itself on land. Her clipboard shook slightly in her white-knuckled grip.

Neil turned to me. "Report tomorrow at 10 AM for training. Lunch shift." He reached under the counter and pulled out a clean waiter's apron, tossing it to me. "And bring a clean white shirt and black pants. No jeans."

I caught the apron with disbelieving hands, the fabric tangible proof that my gamble had paid off.

"This isn't over," Shar hissed as she stormed back into the dining room.

Neil watched her go, then turned to me with a weary expression. "You know she's going to make your life hell, right?"

I nodded. "I can handle it."

"We'll see," he said, then gestured to the catastrophe that was the dish pit. "Finish that mess before you leave. That's still your job until tomorrow."

After he walked away, I stood alone in the humid back room, surrounded by towers of dirty dishes and the wreckage of my former position. The challenge had been a means to an end, but now I faced something potentially more difficult, actually becoming a good waiter while navigating Shar's inevitable revenge.

I had exactly twelve hours to figure out how to wait tables for real. No friends to plant, no schemes to fall back on. Just me, the customers, and a head waitress who already had me in her crosshairs.

With a deep breath, I hung my soaking wet dishwasher's apron on its hook for the last time. It dripped steadily onto the floor, forming a small puddle, a final reminder of the job I'd just escaped. I clutched the dry waiter's apron in my hands, a ticket to a different life.

From the dining room doorway, I could feel Shar's gaze burning into my back. When I turned, her eyes met mine with an icy promise of challenges to come. She knew I'd cheated somehow, and I knew she wouldn't rest until she proved it.

But for tonight at least, I'd won. As I attacked the mountain of dishes with renewed energy, I found myself whistling. Let tomorrow bring what it would, I wasn't going back to $2.35 an hour. Not ever again.
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Chapter 2 Sleight of Hand
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It took six months for the corporate Denny's people to stamp out every trace of VIP's Restaurant, but they couldn't change the smell. The newly installed plastic booths, the beige wallpaper with its vaguely southwestern pattern, even the remodeled counter, none of it could mask the lingering aroma of bacon grease and industrial cleaner that had soaked into the building's bones. I didn't mind. After surviving my rookie year as a waiter, climbing my way up from the dish pit through a scam that still made me smile, I'd developed a certain fondness for the place, and a talent for working the system to my advantage.

The corporate makeover had changed the name on the sign and the logo on our aprons, but the layout remained unchanged. The counter, where the real money was made, still faced the kitchen, forming a horseshoe where regulars perched like birds on a telephone wire, each in their designated spot. These creatures of habit were my bread and butter, the foundation of my financial strategy.

My tips had been decent enough after escaping the dish pit, but "decent" didn't make car payments on the '74 Camaro I'd been eyeing. That required something more... creative.

I pushed through the swinging door into the men's bathroom, glancing under the stalls to confirm I was alone. From my backpack, I extracted a small envelope containing five crisp five-dollar bills and two tens that I'd ironed the night before. New bills were key, they needed to slide easily and discreetly under saucers and plates.

Facing the spotted mirror, I practiced what I'd come to think of as my "discovery face", wide eyes, raised eyebrows, a slightly opened mouth forming a perfect O of surprise. 

"Wow, Bob! Five dollars? That's incredibly generous!" I whispered to my reflection, adjusting the pitch of my voice to hit that sweet spot between genuine appreciation and theatrical announcement. Not too loud to seem fake, but loud enough that nearby tables would hear.

I tried again, this time raising the bill to eye level as if inspecting it. "Five whole dollars? Thank you so much!" The trick was in the timing, the brief pause of disbelief, followed by effusive gratitude.

After slipping the bills into my apron pocket, I smoothed my hair and straightened my collar. The bathroom door swung open, and Neil entered, looking as perpetually harassed as ever despite his promotion to district manager.

"Talking to yourself again?" he asked, eyeing me suspiciously.

"Just practicing my customer service smile," I replied, flashing him my most innocent grin.

Neil shook his head. "Your section's filling up. Morning rush." He paused at the door. "And Chris? Try not to piss off Shar today. She's already on a tear about someone using the wrong towels for silverware."

I nodded solemnly, waiting until he left before letting my smile fade. Shar might have lost the battle over my promotion, but the war continued daily in a thousand small ways.

The morning light streamed through the recently washed windows as I took my position behind the counter. Right on cue, the front door chimed, and Bob Peterson shuffled in, tucking his folded newspaper under one arm. Bob was a creature of military precision, 7:15 AM, Monday through Friday, eggs over easy with wheat toast, no butter, coffee black.

"Morning, Bob," I called, already pouring his coffee into the mug I'd warmed specially. "Beautiful day out there."

Bob grunted in response, settling onto his usual stool three seats from the end, close enough to the kitchen to get fresh coffee refills, far enough from the register to avoid conversation with other customers.

"The usual?" I asked, though I'd already put in the order.

He nodded, snapping open his newspaper with a practiced flick. The Seattle Times rustled as he disappeared behind the sports section, his balding head just visible over the top edge.

I placed his coffee before him, making sure the handle pointed at precisely two o'clock, the way he preferred it. "Cook says the eggs are looking particularly good today," I said, though the cook had said nothing of the sort. "Nice firm yolks."

Another grunt, this one slightly more appreciative. I'd learned Bob's language of grunts over the past year, this particular one meant he was pleased by the attention but didn't want to show it.

The kitchen bell dinged, and I retrieved Bob's breakfast, presenting it with a flourish that was completely lost on him as he remained buried in his paper. Perfect. With his
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