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​Chapter One: Double Shifts
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I look up at the wall in the small office and read the time on the clock.  “Six-fifteen,” I mutter as I shake my head.  It has now been more than twelve hours since I opened the restaurant for the holiday meal.  “Thanksgiving sucks,” I chuckle as I get up from my chair and walk out of the office.  The smell of turkey, dressing, and all of the other side items a person might expect in a thanksgiving meal cause my stomach to turn a little.  After several hours of having to deal with the aroma, I am tired of it and I wish people would just go home.

“It’s busier than I expected.”  I turn to see my wife standing just to my side.  A beautiful woman of twenty-eight, Lisa stands just five-two and probably weighs a little over one hundred pounds.  Her dark brown hair put back in a ponytail along with her dark blue eyes make her look even younger as she smiles at me. 

“Yeah, busy,” I grimace.

“Cheer up, Thomas,” she laughs.  “I’m doing really well today and you should be happy for me.”

“I would be happier if the owner had decided to allow us to close for the day.  Instead, I am forced to smell that fucking turkey all day long.  Even when I came in this morning the cooks were already cooking it.”

“Mr. Logan wants the restaurant open because of this.”  Lisa motions toward the hundred or so people sitting throughout the large dining hall.  “We are busier today than we have been over the last several weeks.”

I nod my head in agreement.  “Yeah, it’s hard to beat the numbers coming in for today.  I’m amazed at how many people would prefer to eat at a restaurant for Thanksgiving than to make the meal at home for their families.”  This is only the second year we have been open for the holiday and apparently word has spread since last year that we are the place to be for some of the finest turkey.  Still, I hate that we have to be open on a day like today.  What’s next?  Christmas?

“Hey, I think if things go really well in my second shift I may have enough in tips for that Michael Kors bag that I have been looking at,” Lisa tells me.  “I’m excited.” 

“Ugh, the bag,” I laugh as I shake my head.  My wife and I are not exactly wealthy but we make do with what we have.  Unfortunately the housing in this area is expensive and sometimes we find ourselves struggling to enjoy the smaller things in life.  “How much is it again?”

“Three hundred dollars,” my wife gushes.  “Can you imagine me carrying one of those with me when we go see your family for Christmas?”

“Yeah, I can imagine what my mother would say,” I laugh.  “She will wonder where the hell we got the money for it.  You know how she can be with things that cost so much.”

Lisa frowns.  “Well, we don’t have to worry about what she thinks, then, do we?  I think Margaret and Tonja will like it.”  Margaret and Tonja are my sisters.  They are both much better off than my wife and I, which often bothers Lisa.  Whenever we see my sisters and their families they have something else that is nicer and newer than anything we have.  It really is not surprising, though, as Margaret married a surgeon and Tonja married an attorney.  Of course they have money.  We often do not.

“Just be careful what you do to get those tips,” I caution my wife.  “You know how the other servers here hate that I’m your boss, right?”

“Mr. Logan hired me,” she replies.  “You had nothing to do with it.”

“Well, technically, I did.  I told him you were my wife and that you had applied for the job and I thought he would just toss the application into the trash.  I think he hired you to make me happy.  After all, he doesn’t pay me very much to be the manager.”  Mr. Logan and I have had some interesting conversations in the past about what skills I bring to the restaurant team.  Though I have several years of experience in restaurant management, the owner feels that I am paid plenty for my job.  It is my belief that he brought in my wife as a server to try to quell any further complaints that I might have about my pay.  

“I’m being careful,” Lisa says after some thought.  “I wore my best skirt though.”  My wife moves her hands around the short skirt as she smiles at me.  

“Shit, the men in the restaurant are going to be trying to look up that skirt, honey.”

“They have been,” she laughs.  “I got a twenty-dollar tip from one table of old guys after I lifted it just a little.”

“You can’t do that, Lisa,” I reply.  “If one of the other servers catches you doing that...”

“They are mostly old women, Thomas.  They have no clue what I do to earn the bigger tips.  Besides, even if they wore this kind of skirt do you think anyone in here would want to see that?”  My wife has a point, if not a self-conceited one.  She is by far the youngest of our female servers in the restaurant.  The one nearest her age, Sherry, is forty-three and not exactly attractive.  Years of being an alcoholic and a drug addict took their toll on her before she cleaned up three years ago and came to work for us.  Though she is a sweet woman and a great server, she is not the sort of eye candy most of the men in the restaurant care to indulge in.

“You should be careful talking like that out here,” I say to her quietly.  “We have good people working for the restaurant, Lisa.  They work hard for their tips as well.  Every time they see you flaunt something or say something somewhat sexual to a diner, they come complain to me about it.  It would be in both of our interests for you to try to keep that sort of thing to a minimum.”

My young wife rolls her eyes as she giggles.  “The men who come in here like it and they ask for me all the time.”

“That’s just the problem,” I say as I shake my head.  “It’s not fair that you have twice the tables on some days as any of the rest of the servers.  Honey, Mr. Logan is eventually going to come down on us for that if you keep playing this game with the male diners.”

She shrugs her shoulders.  “Will he, Thomas?  Or will he be happy that I am bringing some guys back almost every day just to see me while they eat their very expensive meals?”  Lisa has a point.  To Mr. Logan, everything is about the almighty dollar.  He very likely sees my wife’s assets as a financial asset to him.  Not only that, but she has taken it upon herself to occasionally flirt with Mr. Logan as well whenever he comes by for a visit.

“You just need to be careful,” I warn her.  “Don’t do anything that will cause problems with the other servers, alright?  Can you promise me that?”

Lisa huffs as she shakes her head.  “I’ll try to be careful not to offend them,” she replies.  “But I can’t guarantee that the men who come to eat in the restaurant won’t look at me, Thomas.  We can’t blindfold them when they come in.”  Smiling at me, my sexy wife turns and trots off toward a table full of three men and one woman.

“Wow.”  I laugh to myself as I think about how eager my wife is to earn enough money for that expensive bag.  “You don’t need one,” I say to her under my breath as I watch her smile and talk to the men at the table.  Her short skirt, which is barely covering her ass, already has the attention of one of the men at the table.  I watch as she very carefully lifts the skirt a little, causing the man’s eyes to become wide.  Lisa is very shrewd in the way she uses a small pocket on the skirt to lift it with her hand.

“I wish she wouldn’t do that,” one of the other servers says as she comes over to me.  “Thomas, you know I love your wife, but she is going to get herself into trouble.”  Darma is our oldest server in the restaurant and the one who has served here the longest.  In her early sixties, the older woman is kind to everyone and always great to the diners.  She has been the lead server for the last fifteen years or so, long before I ever took the position as restaurant manager.  

“I spoke to her just now,” I reply.  “Lisa told me that she would not do that again.”  

“The others are talking.  It won’t be long before someone files a complaint with you or Mr. Logan.  This has to end.”  The older woman looks over at me with her steely blue eyes.  “I know that you are in a terrible position to have to do this, but you may have to forbid Lisa from wearing any skirts.  She could wear black pants like most of us do.”

I nod my head.  “Yeah, I know.”  It is the sort of thing I have considered, but one that will most likely cause a rift between me and my wife.  Lisa hates the black slacks the restaurant allows, so she opts for the black skirt instead.  There is no minimum length requirement for skirts, so she has taken this loophole and ran with it.  Even Mr. Logan is aware that Lisa works the dress code to her favor, and he has never seemed fazed by it.  He likes the money she generates no matter how she does it.  

“Good luck.”  Darma walks away and I am left thinking about what to do.  Sure, I could pull Lisa into the office and tell her that she can’t wear skirts anymore, but that only means that she will give me a terrible time over the directive.  Also, if Mr. Logan feels that I am somehow doing something to decrease the restaurant’s profits, he will object strongly.  I am caught between a rock and a hard place at the moment and unfortunately no matter what I do there will be someone upset over my decision.  Seeing that this worry gets me nowhere, I slip back into the office to continue counting up today’s receipts so far.  The numbers will take my mind off my troubles for a while.  
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​Chapter Two: Men Talk
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It has been far too long since seeing my two closest friends, Riley Johnson and Dave Williams.  For the last few weeks I have been completely tied to the restaurant as we prepared for the holidays and as we ran several promotional events.  Having a Saturday afternoon off from work is nice as I settle down into a basement recliner and relax after eating a hamburger that Riley cooked on a grill outside.  

“Good, huh?” Dave says to me as he sits down nearby.  “That guy knows what he is doing around ground beef and charcoal.”  We both laugh as our friend Riley comes down the stairs with three cold bottles of beer in his hands.  

“Here you go,” he says as he hands me one of the beers.  I twist the cap off and have a quick drink of the cold brew.  

“Damned good burger,” I say as I nod my head at our host.  This time around Riley is hosting our get-together.  Next time will be my turn and I plan to make chicken tacos and frijoles.  

“Thanks.”  Riley sits down in another chair and enjoys some of his beer.  The whole afternoon he has seemed to me to be a little down.  I wonder if Dave has noticed?  

“Tough week?” I ask as I smile in Riley’s direction.

He sighs as he sits forward in his chair.  “I guess you could say that.”  After taking another drink of his beer he tells us, “I had to pull a badly injured teenage from a burning car a few days ago.  I just got a call last night by the chief and he told me that the kid died at the hospital after being on life support since the accident.”

“Oh, that accident,” Dave replies.  “Man, I am so sorry.”  Riley is a captain in the city’s fire department.  Having worked there for ten years, he rose through the ranks quickly as his dedication to the department and to the citizens of our community became nearly legendary.  At thirty-two he is the youngest fire captain in the department’s history.  

“It never gets easier,” Riley tells us.  “Every year there is something that causes me to pause and wonder if I have chosen the right profession.”

“You’re really good at it,” I say as I nod my head.  “You have a tough job, but you definitely help a lot of people who sometimes can’t help themselves.  It’s not the sort of thing most people can do.”  I feel terrible for my friend.  He sees things that most people will never see in their lives and so they do not completely understand what he and the other firefighters go through when they go to the scene of a fire or accident.  It is a hard life to live for him and for his wife Carrie.  I suppose it is probably a good thing that they have not had any children so far.

“I’m good at collecting the pieces,” the fire captain says with a frown.  “Maybe that’s what I am meant to do, but I don’t like it sometimes.”

“You could try making bread,” Dave cracks with a smile.  His humor is just what we need sometimes to break up the somber conversations we often have with each other.  “I go home every night smelling like wheat dough and rye.  It really puts a crimp in my love life.”  

I laugh.  “Your wife doesn’t like making love to a loaf of bread?”

“Dude, you have no idea,” he laughs.  “I always take a shower when I get home.  I even use the strong bath soaps and Nora still claims that she can smell it on me.  She will barely sleep in the same bed with me because of it.”

“Do you still smell it after you take a shower?” Riley asks. 

“No, of course not.  I’m around it all day every day, so the aroma is something I have gotten used to.  Honestly, I’m not sure Nora really smells it on me.  I think she is just tired of having sex with me.”

Riley smiles.  “Yeah, I know what you mean.  Carrie loves sex well enough, but only if it’s normal sex.”

“Normal?” I query.

“Normal, meaning that she will lay back on the bed and let me do what I want to do, but she won’t do anything else.  I haven’t had a good blow job in more than five years.”

“Shit,” Dave says while shaking his head.  “I can get a blow job if I get Nora good and drunk.  Otherwise, I get nothing.  Have you tried going out for dinner and drinks with your wife to loosen her up a bit?”

Riley shakes his head.  “No, and I don’t think that would be such a great idea.  I’m on-call with the fire department a lot.  If I get a little tipsy that could be dangerous.  Besides, the chief frowns on drinking in public for department officers.” 

“That sucks.”  I take another drink of my beer before observing, “My wife has a lot more sex drive than your wives do.  As a matter of fact, it gets in the way of her work sometimes.”

“How so?”  Dave straightens up in his chair and looks over at me.  

“Well, for one thing she sometimes shows off a little too much for other men while serving our diners.  Short skirts, low blouses; whatever it takes to get a lot of big tips.”

“The tips,” Riley laughs.  “I think I have eaten there when your wife is serving tables.  She does seem to really get the attention of the men in there.”

“She gets the attention of the other servers too,” I tell him.  “I’m worried that Lisa is going to take things too far and the owner will step in to keep the other servers from mutinying over what they consider to be an unfair advantage.”

“The fact that you are the manager?” Dave asks.

“Not that so much,” I reply.  “Her unfair advantage is that she his younger and much better looking than the rest of them.  Lisa knows that and she is using it to her advantage even though some of the other servers have asked her to tone it down.  Even I find myself knocking my head against the wall when I try to get her to stop some of the things she is doing.”

“I wish my wife would want to flirt with me that way,” Dave says as he lifts the beer bottle to his lips.  

“That would be nice, huh?”  Riley adds, “I would love to just get a nice blow job from Carrie whether she is wearing sweatpants and a dirty sweatshirt or she is naked.  I’ll take anything I can get if she will just give me a little oral.”  The fire captain stands up from his seat and walks over to a small table where he puts his bottle down.  Then he reaches into a drawer and pulls out three darts.  “I’m going to throw a few if you guys want to.”

“Nah, I’m good,” Dave says as he smiles over at Riley. 

“I’ll toss a few.”  I get up from the recliner where I have been lounging and put my bottle of beer down as well.  Riley has transformed the small basement into a sort of man cave and one of the things that he swore he would have when he finished it was a nice dart board on the wall.  

“Okay, so if I hit the bullseye before you do I get a blow job from your wife,” he says with a wicked smile on his face.

I laugh.  “Now wait a minute.  What do I get if I hit it first?”

Dave chimes in, “You get missionary position with Carrie.”  We all laugh loudly as Riley prepares his first toss.  Due to his laughing, he is far off from the mark as he throws the first dart.

“Ah, fuck,” he complains as he takes the second one into his hand.  Riley tosses the second and third but neither of them strike the bullseye.  

“My turn,” I laugh as I take a drink and then reach for the other set of three darts in the drawer.  Tossing the first one, I am not close at all.  “Well, shit,” I grumble as Dave laughs hard on the chair nearby. 

“Come on, Tommy.  You need this.  Just think about Carrie on her back wooing you to come to her in the bed.”

“Dammit, Dave,” I laugh as I try to aim the second dart.  “You can’t do that while I am trying to throw a dart.  It’s not fair.”

“Sort of like golf,” Riley observes.  “You both fucked me up on my first one, so I don’t really have any pity for you.  But, if you want, you can plow Carrie’s fertile field if you hit the bullseye.”  We all laugh again and I miss the bullseye completely.  The third one is almost as terrible before Riley and I go to collect our darts.

“Maybe I need to toss my wife into the mix,” Dave says as he watches us walk back to the throwing line.  “You know, Nora is pretty hot in bed if you can keep from smelling like dough.”

“She’s hot,” I agree.  For many men, this may seem to be a bit beyond the pale, but the three of us grew up together and we have shared a lot of things that have happened in our lives.  Talking about each other’s wives is just something we do when we get together.  If one of us is having a hard time with our significant other, the other two will do their damnedest to make him feel better.  It is the nature of our friendship together.

“Okay, then on this next one, if I hit the bullseye and you don’t, I get a blow job from Lisa and a...”  Riley looks over at Dave.  “What’s good with Nora?”

He smiles.  “She loves anal if you can handle it.”

“Fuck,” Riley laughs as he shakes his head.  “I haven’t had anal since my wedding night.”  Looking at me, he says, “Okay, so I get a blow job from Lisa and anal from Nora.  You get to spread my wife’s legs and an ass-fucking from Nora if you hit the bullseye.”  We all laugh as we each take a drink of beer.  Then, Riley throws his darts.  One of them gets very close to the bullseye and causes goosebumps to rise along my neck.  This is all for fun, of course, but I can’t help but feel as if there is something to what we are doing.  

“Alright, my turn,” I tell Riley as I step forward.  I toss the first dart and it lands almost beside my friend’s closest one to the bullseye.  “Shit,” I mutter with nervous laughter.

Riley steps close to me and says, “You know that you want me to get that blow job, right?”  I laugh as I turn and look at him.  

“Man, you are a real snake.  Let me throw.”  Turning back around, I throw the second dart and it goes wide, landing on the outer ring.  “Shit.”

Dave laughs.  “My wife’s asshole will probably stay closed for business with you two guys.”

“Shut up,” I chuckle as I take a breath and begin to aim the third dart.  No, I do not believe for one moment that we are playing for the chance to actually have sex with each other’s wives, but it is the principle of the thing that drives me now.  I want to beat Riley at darts just to end the talk of him getting a blow job from Lisa.  It makes me queasy thinking about her servicing another man.  I release the third dart from my hand and watch as it flies toward the board.  

“Motherfucker,” Dave comments after seeing where the dart lands.  “I’m not sure we have any lube, Tommy.  You are going to need to bring your own.”

“A fucking BULLSEYE!” Riley laughs as he pats me on the shoulder.  “Holy shit, I didn’t think you would hold it together long enough to land that shot, buddy!”  We all laugh as I just stare at where my dart landed.  It could not have been any more centered in the bullseye if I had walked up and pushed it in myself.  

“Damn.  That was a lucky shot,” I finally say with astonishment.  “It’s been years since I landed a toss that clean.”

“But you did it today,” Riley says as he looks at me.  “I’ll let Carrie know that she and Nora will have to pay out.”  We all have a good time with this as we sit back down in our chairs.  

“If only our wives would actually pay out on our bets,” Dave observes with a wry grin.  “Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“Yeah, fun.”  Riley sips his beer as we all relax together in the basement of his home.  There is a sense of reality that has slipped back into our lives as we all consider our problems in our own marriages.  We joke and we make idiotic bets that could never be repayed, but that is just how we deal with some of the things that we go through.  It is a guy thing, I suppose, but together we help hold each other up.  That is the way it has been and the way it will continue to be between the three of us.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Three: Mountains of Debt
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I hate when the bills come due, and so does Lisa.  However, we have to get things paid if we are going to keep the lights on and the water running.  As I look up from the small dining room table, I see my wife walking up to me in her bathrobe with her brown hair back in a nice, neat ponytail.  

“How’s it going?” she asks as she sits down across from me.  

“Fun.”  It is all that I say as I look over at the clock on the wall behind Lisa.  At six in the morning on a Sunday I am surprised that she is already up.  We don’t have to be at work for another four hours.  

“The bills were a little higher this month,” my wife says as she looks at the sheets of paper in front of me.  “I don’t understand why the electric bill is so high.”

“Your sister,” I say as I look up at her for a moment.  “She has been coming over here for the last couple of weeks to do her family’s laundry and it takes more electricity for all the hot water she uses as well as the dryer.”

“That much?”  The electric bill is almost fifty dollars more than we expected.  Though I have tried to keep my mouth shut concerning her sister’s excessive use of our laundry facilities, it is getting to the point that we may have to ask for some compensation.

“Yeah, that much,” I reply.  “That and the other bills that we have.  The car you bought last month has its first payment due.  Also, the credit card bills are a bit higher since you went shopping with your mother.”

Lisa scowls.  “Are you putting this all on me, Thomas?”  Her blue eyes shoot back up to me.

“I’m not putting anything on you,” I tell her.  “We are in this together.  It’s just that you will have to put that tip money in the bank if we are going to make all of the payments on time.”

“My tip money?”  My wife shakes her head.  “That’s mine, Thomas.  I worked hard for it.”

“And I don’t work hard for my pay?” I fire back.  “Lisa, let’s be completely honest here, okay?  My entire paycheck will not cover everything we have to pay.  Your base wage will not cover everything.  That leaves the tip money you have squirreled away in the jar you keep in the closet.  There’s nothing else we can do if we are going to make all of our payments this month.”

My wife shakes her head as she lightly pounds her fist on the table.  “That’s not fair.”

“No, it’s not,” I reply.  “But you have taken out two more credit cards and bought a car.  You did this without even consulting with me.  Why did you do that?”  This is an argument that has happened once before, right after she drove the Nissan home from the dealership.  Lisa could have at least said something to me before making the purchase, but she did not.  She assumed that I would be able to find the money while paying the bills.  Unfortunately, I have not been able to do so.  We have limited funds and a lot of debt to cover.  Something has to give or we will be in trouble and so Lisa’s tips have to be part of the equation.

“You told me that I could always keep my tips,” my wife complains.  “That was the deal when I took the job at the restaurant.”

“First off, I didn’t want you to take the job at the restaurant, honey.  You went behind my back and asked Mr. Logan for the position before you told me you had applied.  You knew how I felt about you coming to the restaurant, so there was no deal between us.”

“I make a wage,” Lisa replies.  “That should be enough.”

“You bought a fucking car.”  The hairs on my arm stand as I grit my teeth.  Rarely do I become this angry over something my wife has done, but now that things are getting tougher on us I feel compelled to confront her over the situation.

Lisa at first has tears that begin to form in her eyes, but she quickly wipes them away and becomes defiant.  “That tip money is for the Michael Kors bag.  I am
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