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PLEASE DON'T SAY IT, please don't say it, I think as I watch a smug gleam appear in the customer's eyes.

"An Asian cowgirl, huh?" he says.

I want to groan. God, he's going to say it.

He continues, "I don't think that's very historically accurate."

Not for the first time, I curse my work uniform.

As a server at an Old-West-themed restaurant called the Lone Star Tavern, I have to dress up like a cowgirl. And because of that, at least once a week, some wise guy feels the need to comment about the historical (in)accuracy of my presence. Each time, I have to grit my teeth and resist the impulse to tell them, Why the hell do you care about historical accuracy? You’re dining at a restaurant that serves mediocre Tex-Mex food, not visiting a fucking museum.

I force a polite laugh out of my throat. The things we have to do in the pursuit of decent tips. “Ha, yeah. What would you like to order, sir?”

After I manage to write down his order without insulting him to his face, I go into the kitchen, where I can insult him behind his back.

"What is with all these wannabe historian assholes?" I exclaim to Charlotte, one of the cooks. "I'm pretty sure they weren't eating loaded nachos on the American frontier, but you don't see them commenting on that."

"Should I spit in these loaded nachos?" Charlotte asks in her Southern drawl. She's the only genuinely Texan entity in this place.

The offer is tempting, but I say, “No, I don’t want to risk you getting caught by Gerald.” Our boss.

“Please, that oblivious fool notices nothing. Last week, I added some phlegm to the soup of an old pervert who tried to grab Laura’s ass. And trust me, it was some thick and nasty phlegm.”

I am simultaneously amazed and horrified. "Remind me to not get on your bad side," I say. Charlotte is also responsible for cooking meals for employees.

"Oh, I'll let you know when you start pissing me off." When she hands me a plate of loaded nachos, she asks, "You sure you don't want me to add some special sauce to that?"

"Nah, I'll take the high road. Thanks though."

She snorts. "The high road is for suckers, honey."

Though I'm inclined to agree with that statement, I walk out of the kitchen and hand the wannabe historian his phlegm-free loaded nachos.

When I see Paula the hostess bring a customer to a table in my section, I say in my head, Please let this customer not be an asshole.

My heart sinks when I see the customer's face. I should have wished harder.

"Hello, Miss Chu," Drake Ricci says, smiling.

Drake Ricci is a loan shark who might or might not be involved with the mafia.

And my father borrowed 15,000 dollars from him.

"Hi, Mr. Ricci," I say, glancing at his tailored black suit. Not the outfit of the typical Lone Star Tavern customer; the place ain’t exactly a fine dining restaurant. "How are you?"

"I'm good. How are you and your parents doing?"

I swallow. "We're good." Besides having the mountain-heavy weight of debt on our shoulders. Is he here to threaten to break my dad’s kneecaps if we don’t come up with the funds in 24 hours? “What would you like to eat, sir?”

His eyes slowly wander up and down my body. Suddenly, I’m all too conscious of the bit of midriff my plaid shirt shows off and the hem of my not-long faux suede skirt.

“I shouldn’t say the honest answer in polite company,” he says.

My lips quirk in what I hope is well-veiled disgust. But my belly fills with a warm feeling that is decidedly not disgust.

Drake Ricci may or may not be a violent criminal, but he is definitely a handsome man. He’s a few years older than my father, but you wouldn’t know it with his youthfully attractive face and his leanly muscled body. Even now, my fingers twitch with the impulse to touch his silky-looking dark brown hair, and my body wants to shudder under his clothing-melting gaze.

“Should I come back after giving you a few minutes to look over the menu?” I ask, keeping my voice diplomatic and cheerful.

He closes his menu, his gray eyes again traveling to the hem of my skirt. “I’ll have the 12-ounce ribeye. Rare please.”

It requires a massive amount of willpower to not run back to the kitchen.

Charlotte frowns. “Are you doing all right, sweetheart? You seem a little troubled.”

A little troubled is an understatement. “I’m okay. I’m just tired.”

After I give her Mr. Ricci’s order, she asks, “Does this customer get the Charlotte special?”

I shake my head. I can’t risk pissing off the man who has the ability to ruin my father’s life.

When I return with his steak, Drake asks, “When do you get off work?”

Dread swirls inside my stomach. “In an hour.”

He cuts into his ribeye, spilling red juice onto his plate. “I’ll take my time eating this steak then.”

I gulp. I do not like the sound of that.

For the next hour, I try to push Drake’s ominous words out of my head. I mostly fail, and my boss Gerald notices.

“Did you get diagnosed with butter hands?” he asks in exasperation, glaring at me when I drop silverware onto the floor for the fourth time.

Despite me handing a vegan customer a beef burger instead of a beet burger and me giving a lactose-intolerant patron a salad with a big pile of shredded cheddar, I somehow avoid getting fired.

Unfortunately, I can’t avoid Mr. Ricci.

“Ready to go, Paisley?” he asks.

Hell no.

Before I can answer, he grabs my arm and pulls me out of the restaurant, making me wince
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