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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For all the lovers of Thanksgiving.
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        Asa

      

      

      I heaved a heavy sigh, glancing at the clock on the wall behind the register. The overnight girl was an hour late. And I hated that she and the overnight manager were so freaking close. Because of it, she’d never get fired so we could get someone more reliable.

      This happened all the time. Every evening shift I worked, I ended up being the last one out the door because the overnight girl couldn’t ever show up on time. And I hated that I was always scheduled like this, too. I mean, Margo did her best to make it a little easier on me so I wasn’t so slammed, and it wasn’t her fault that I was always scheduled like this; she was just a shift manager—nothing more. She didn’t make the schedules.

      “Still hasn’t shown up?” Margo asked as she popped out of the back, her smoker’s voice a bit raspy and low.

      I shook my head as I wiped down the bar for the umpteenth time. It was thankfully slow, only two booths occupied, and they’d already paid. They were regulars, so they knew that I wanted to be out the door as soon as I could, and they didn’t take offense to that. They always ordered everything they wanted, went ahead and had me ring it up, and paid, even if their food wasn’t done yet.

      “I don’t know why Rachel can’t be a decent manager and fire her,” I grumbled. God, I was so tired. I glanced down at my painted nails, frowning. The pink on one of them was chipped. I needed to get in to get another manicure. “There’s a difference between being someone’s friend and being an employer.”

      Margo grabbed me a soda and set it in front of me before gently squeezing my shoulder. She was a couple of inches taller than me at five foot five, so she was able to comfortably lean her head on mine. “Just keep sticking it out, hun. Maybe one day it’ll change.”

      It sure didn’t feel like that, but before I could say anything, the bell above the door jingled. I jerked my head up, hoping it would be Anslee, the girl that was so very late, but nope. It was another customer. He was wearing an Army uniform, the name Sloan on a patch on his chest. He was holding his hat in his hand. Dark hair fell onto his forehead just the tiniest bit, the sides cropped close.

      He had a grumpy, aggravated look that made tingles rush down my spine, momentarily making me forget about how tired I was. There was something about his face that just made me want to crawl onto his lap and nestle against him, even though he looked mean as hell.

      “So glad you guys are open twenty-four hours,” he said, dropping into a seat in front of me at the bar. He was a huge man—well over six feet with bulky muscles that strained against his uniform jacket. “I’ll take a coffee and a stack of pancakes—extra syrup.”

      I smirked over my shoulder at him as I turned to put the order in on the computer, though I already knew Jack was firing up the griddle. “You’ve got to be new in town or something,” I said. “Don’t get many unfamiliar faces in these parts.”

      He shrugged. “Somethin’ like that. My grandmother retired here a couple of years ago; I’m here to visit her for Thanksgiving.”

      I nodded my head to let him know I’d heard him and grabbed him a mug, beginning to pour coffee into it. “Sugar? Cream?”

      He just shook his head as I set the coffee in front of him. Snatching it up, he took a tentative sip of the scalding coffee. I began wiping the counters again for the umpteenth time, my gaze flicking up to the clock again.

      An hour and fifteen minutes late.

      Fuck.

      “Don’t want to be here?” the grump in front of me asked.

      I looked back at him. “It’s an hour and fifteen minutes past the time I was supposed to clock out,” I informed him. He arched a brow at me. “Overnight girl always shows up late,” I explained.

      He snorted. “And she’s not fired?”

      I just shook my head. He grunted, shaking his head. “Just fucking clock out and leave,” he said. My lips twitched in amusement. If I did that, I’d be fired because unlike Anslee, I wasn’t BFFs with the fucking manager. “It’s not your responsibility or your problem if they don’t have a server. It’s their problem for keeping someone unreliable.”

      My lips quirked the slightest bit. “That your solution to everything—leave it to someone else?”

      He just shrugged. “I don’t know; I don’t have to deal with punctuality issues. Hence why I like the military.”

      I snorted. “Not all of us are built for the military,” I retorted.

      He ran his eyes over me, a deep rumble sounding from his chest that sounded suspiciously like agreement, but it didn’t offend me. My smirk widened. “Like what you see?” I teased, pushing my fingers through my black, curly hair. It was my natural hair color, and I loved it.

      He hummed, his eyes darkening. My blood pounded in my veins, and I prayed my dick would behave. It rarely ever did though.

      The bell sounded from behind me, and I quickly spun around to grab his pancakes. “Hey, Jack, can I get more syrup?” I asked the cook.

      He flashed me a grin. “That bear out there need some sweetening up?” he teased, shooting me a wink.

      I flushed. He knew I had a thing for big, growly men. Laughing, he set more syrup on the plate, not saying another word, but there was a knowing look in his eyes. I quickly set the man’s pancakes in front of him. He nodded approvingly and began to cut up all his pancakes before pouring every bit of the syrup I’d given him all over it.

      “That’s a lot of sugar,” I commented before I could stop myself.

      He glanced up at me from beneath his lashes. “I like sweet things, pretty boy.” My entire body flushed. He took a bite of his pancakes and chewed for a moment, his eyes slowly running over me for the second time that night. My entire body tingled. “You a sweet boy or are you a bratty one?”

      Oh, dear God, help me.

      I leaned my elbow on the bar, arching a brow at him. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I teased.

      His lips quirked the tiniest bit—barely even moving—but I noticed it. “Definitely a brat.”

      I gasped in mock hurt. This time, he did smile.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Anslee strode through the door, I’d come to learn that Sloan’s first name was Rip, he was a Sergeant First Class, and he definitely was not straight, which made me all giddy inside.

      “You’re late,” I grumbled to her when she was stowing her bag beneath the bar.

      She rolled her eyes. “Get over yourself, Asa. And get a manicure, yeah? Nails look like shit.”

      I clenched my jaw, opening my mouth to call her a piece of shit, but Rip beat me to it. “First of all,” he grunted, drawing her eyes to him. I bit my lip to hide my smile when her eyes widened, clearly as drawn to him as I was, “Asa has had to stay for two hours past his shift time. He has every right to be pissed off about it, and frankly, he was a hell of a lot nicer for just calling you out on it because I wouldn’t have been as nice. Second of all, maybe if he didn’t have to cover your ass all the time, he could spend more time on himself. Did you ever think about that? It’s two in the morning. I’m sure by the time he manages to get up in the morning, the day will already mostly be gone.”

      She flushed, embarrassment reddening her cheeks. Rip stood up. “Come ring me out, pretty boy.”

      With that, he strode over to the register, leaving both of us gaping after him.

      . . . And maybe I was hard as steel in my jeans, too.
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