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“Hello! Welcome to Rita’s, home of the world-famous Rita Burger. How many are in your party tonight?”

“Eight.” 

Hannah turned at the sound of the large number and felt a mix of nerves and excitement fluttering in the pit of her stomach. This would be her table, which meant a lot of work, but also a mandatory tip since the party was so big. The only let-down was that it was made up of middle-aged men and what she assumed to be their children or grandchildren; four kids under the age of ten. They quibbled with one another as Diana led them to their table...in Rita’s section?

“What the fuck?” Hannah cursed under her breath. She started towards Diana to ask her what the hell she thought she was doing, but then there was a chime from the open space of the kitchen.

“Order up, Han!” Farley, the cook, called out. Hannah sighed and made her way to him, grabbing a tray from the counter to rest her plates on. Her current table was full of college students, which was actually her favorite demographic. They understood how little money she made as a server and actively scraped together as much money as they could spare to leave her as good a tip as possible. It was only ever a couple of bucks, but she appreciated the effort.

She brought them their food with a smile and asked if they needed anything else. Politely, they declined and she moved onto her next table. All the while, she watched Rita’s section and the new table she’d stolen from Hannah as the owner/waitress greeted the customers with her winning smile.

She always did this. Ever since Hannah and her best friend, Abbie, started working here. Whenever there was a table big enough for a good tip, Rita snatched it right from under their feet. Her daughter, Diana, the hostess, always made sure to give her the good ones, too. Why they needed any kind of tips when Rita already owned one of the most famous restaurants in the country (and five more, as a chain), Hannah had no idea. 

They definitely didn’t need the money. Hell, Diana didn’t even need a job! Her mother paid for all her schooling and her apartment and the nice Mercedes that she drove. Meanwhile, Hannah and Abbie were just scraping by and sharing a studio apartment. 

“She did it again?”

Hannah spun around and frowned at Abbie, who was just tying her apron around her waist. Her shift must have started a few minutes ago, which meant that Hannah’s would end soon.

“Yeah,” she sighed. “This was supposed to be my table, too. Rita should have gone home hours ago.”

“You know she never goes home,” Abbie snorted. “Not when there’s money to be made and waitresses to scream at.”

Hannah opened her mouth to reply, but then Diana’s voice interrupted her. 

“Han,” she called. “Last table!”

Hannah sighed and grabbed her notepad out of her pocket, pasted on a smile, and made her way over to where Diana had seated an elderly couple. They were the worst tippers; they thought a dollar would still pay her bus fare home. 

“Good luck!” Abbie stage-whispered after her.

“Thanks,” Hannah muttered in reply.

Hannah’s feet were killing her when she got home. And she could swear that she heard her wallet screaming at her, hungry as it must be. Tonight had not been good for tips, despite how crowded her section was. Apparently it wasn’t only the older people who thought that a dollar was a sufficient tip and since so many people paid in credit and debit, Rita had sent her home with the difference on a check. She didn’t even have time to stop by the ATM since her bus was already there when she finally made it to the bus stop.

She made about twenty dollars, in all. 

As Hannah flopped down on her bed, still in her work uniform, she wondered why the hell she still put up with this. She was supposed to be some bigshot writer in New York by now. She should have spent her days at bookstores, signing copies of her bestseller; not waiting tables for people who couldn’t keep up with inflation. 

How did she get here?

And, more so, how had she allowed herself to stay here? She had made plans for after college, when she’d first got the job at Rita’s. She was going to work her way through college and publish a book on the side, when she had the time. But, in four years, all she had was a half-finished manuscript and a computer full of short stories that couldn’t be turned into anything more. Sure, she’d been published in a few literary magazines, but she had never made much doing that. 

Any publishers that she’d even contacted over the years had urged her to finish her manuscript and then send it to them, and they would see if it was ready for publishing. Nothing could be done before that. So, truly, she was stuck.

And she had no idea how to get unstuck.
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“Table for two, Han!” Diana calls into the kitchen and Hannah, who’d been massaging her aching feet, sighed and slipped her shoe back on, tying it tightly before she headed back out into the dining room. Pasting a smile on her face, she pulled out her notepad as she approached her section.

“Hello,” she greeted sweetly, “my name is Hannah and I’ll be your—“

“Where’s Rita?” the elderly woman, with a face that looked as if she sucked on lemons for a living, asked. “We came to see Rita! Couldn’t she be our waitress?”

“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” Hannah replied, politely—though she was fighting not to grind her teeth in annoyance—Rita is out for the day.

“Will she be back tomorrow?” the woman asked. Her husband just sat there, looking through the menu.

“I believe so,” Hannah confirmed, “but I assure you, I’m a rather good waitress. I could just—“

“No. We need to see Rita. Not you. Goodbye.” She stood and retrieved her coat. Her husband stayed put, oblivious. “Morty, stand up; we’re leaving.” He didn’t even flinch. “MORTY!” she bellowed at him, garnering the attention of the other restaurant patrons. 

Finally, he looked up, blinking at her. “Huh?” he said, dumbly.

“I said, we’re leaving! Get your coat!” she shouted, clapping her hands at him.

Morty frowned. “But I’m hungry!” he whined. “You said we would eat!” He was shouting, too, and they were both causing a scene.

“Rita’s not here, Mort! We’ll get food somewhere else. Now GET UP!”

Morty grumbled as he stood and retrieved his coat, following his wife out begrudgingly. Hannah watched them with a reddening face and fire in her gut.

That was it! She’d just lost out on two perfectly good—albeit hard of hearing—customers simply because she wasn’t Rita? Rita shouldn’t have even been waiting tables here in the first place! Why wait tables when you already earn most of the profits? Why take away from your workers? Even when she wasn’t here?!

Now was the time to do something, right? Otherwise this would just continue!

Making her way back into the kitchen, Hannah sought out Abbie, who was on her break and currently wolfing down a Rita burger as fast as she could before it was over. Hannah grabbed her by the arm and hauled her and her food into the walk-in freezer, slamming the door shut behind them.

“Han, what the hell!?” she asked.

“We have to do something about Rita,” Hannah said immediately. “It’s becoming too much. I just lost two customers because of her.”

“She’s not even here today.”

“That’s the problem,” Hannah hissed. “They wanted her to be their waitress. Not me. She’s probably waited on them before, so they’re not used to anybody else. And they’re old, too, so you know their wrinkly asses aren’t about to change their minds. God, I’m so sick of her stealing our customers. IN HER OWN RESTAURANT, NO LESS!”

“Whoa, calm down, Han,” Abbie said, placing one hand on her shoulder. “She’s not that bad. At least she lets us eat here for free. We don’t have to worry too much about buying food.”

“I’m sick of Rita burgers,” Hannah growled. “I want real food. I want vegetables and shit. Broccoli, even. Anything but those greasy monstrosities. I want freedom.”

“And how do you expect to get that freedom, exactly?” Abbie snorted. “This place is the only thing keeping us above water. We’re barely making ends meet as it is. Without Rita, we don’t have anything.”

“We have each other.”

“That’s cheesy and gay, Hannah,” Abbie chuckled. “But, seriously, what would we do without Rita’s?”

“I could be a writer. And you could be an artist; maybe get a few paintings in a gallery. You’ve always wanted that.”

“That takes time, though,” Abbie pointed out. “And money. Art supplies isn’t cheap and no job in this town pays as well as Rita does, despite her taking some of our bigger tables away. We’re lucky enough to only have to work one job at a time. Some people have three and barely scrape together enough for rent. We have enough to pay all our bills. We’re living somebody’s dream!”

“But not ours.” Hannah sighed. “I just don’t want to be
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