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      “I asked for a supra, non-fat, sugar-free, no-whip, eggnog latte.”

      Brandy Henderson narrowly refrained from answering Ms. Prada-purse-and-yoga-pants in the same bitchy tone. It was three weeks until Christmas, and Brandy was whipping and foaming drinks at Sweet Tea and Joe’s as fast as she could while dealing with the customers in line waiting to order. She had to dig deep to find the spirit of the season at six a.m.

      “That’s what I made you, ma’am.” She was proud of her even tone and friendly smile as she pitched her voice over the hissing steam spitting out of the espresso machine, her hands busy assembling the next order on auto-pilot.

      “There’s no way this is sugar-free. Make it again.”

      “I assure you, ma’am, I used the sugar-free eggnog syrup right here.” Brandy gestured to the bay of syrup pumps next to her station. “Piccolo peppermint latte, for Ted?” She spun the finished drink on to the counter pick-up window.

      “And I’m telling you, you screwed it up. Make me another goddamn coffee!” The woman’s voice pitched higher and more shrill than the screaming steamer as Brandy foamed more skim milk.

      The customer is always right. Brandy silently chanted the mantra as she sent an apologetic glance to the restless customers in line. Many of them were regulars who wouldn’t mind, but she hated to keep them waiting.

      “Yes, ma’am.” She reached across the counter for the offending coffee and bobbled it. Since the woman hadn’t put the cap back on completely, scalded milk splashed over the back of Brandy’s hand and onto the counter. Sonofabitch! That hurt.

      “You idiot! You splashed that on my purse.” The woman began furiously blotting the leather bag with a handful of napkins.

      Brandy bit her tongue against the pain of the burn and the insistent pressure of the sarcastic response desperate to break free. She glanced up at the clock, praying for Clare to hurry up and get there already. She didn’t mind covering for her perpetually late friend, but this morning she needed help and she needed it now. Throwing the perfectly good coffee in the wash sink, Brandy assessed the damage. She ran her hand briefly under the cold water, praying it wouldn’t blister. The normally tawny skin on her hand was turning an angry red. Damn. She didn’t have time for a serious burn.

      “Hello? I don’t have all day!”

      Not trusting herself to speak, Brandy silently and efficiently made another supra, non-fat, sugar-free, no-whip, eggnog latte, exactly as she had the last one. She may have wanted to put this loud, inconsiderate, rude woman in her place, but Brandy couldn’t afford to lose this job and the tips it brought in. Not this close to Christmas. Her family was depending on her this year, and she wasn’t going to let them down.

      “Here you go, ma’am. Have a nice day.”

      “Next time, get it right the first time.”

      The worst part of working the early morning shift at the coffee shop was trying to get people their caffeine before they’d had any caffeine. Not ideal. She turned to the next person in line. Miranda, brevis Americano, extra shot, room for cream. She was already filling the order before she ducked back to the register to ring it up. Back in her rhythm, she took orders, counted change, and crafted the overpriced coffee and tea creations that seemed to power Silicon Valley. It wasn’t a great job, but it was a means to an end. God, she couldn’t wait for the end.

      Tinkling bells pulled her from her trance. She looked up to see Clare with her straight inky black hair peeking out from beneath a ridiculous jingling red elf hat hustling behind the counter. The college girl looked like a member of a K-Pop girl band who’d gotten a make-over from Santa.

      “Where have you been?” Brandy whispered with another glance up at the clock. She sprayed whipped cream to cover her words. “You’re forty minutes late.” Her hands never stopped flying.

      “Bad traffic on 101.”

      A likely story. Even more likely, her new boyfriend had woken up horny. Brandy would never begrudge her friend a morning quickie, but she could sure as hell be jealous. It had been months since she’d had time for a date, let alone a third and all that entailed.

      “Cover the front for a minute. I need to put some burn cream on my hand.” She ducked into the back and rummaged in her pack for her first aid kit. Old habits died hard. As a former army medic, she never left home without her pack. She ran her hand under cold water as she popped an ibuprofen. She briskly cleaned and dried the wound site, applied a lidocaine cream, and loosely wrapped gauze around it. With any luck, she’d avoid a blister.

      “There you are. Why is Clare working the front all by herself during the morning rush? Get your butt in gear, Brandy.”

      Perfect. Anna. Late and making assumptions without asking questions, as usual. Once again, Brandy bit back the words she longed to set free. Arguing with her boss would get her nowhere fast. She stowed her kit, tucked her rambunctious curls back under her cap, and dove back into the morning fray. If anything, the army had taught her that she could do hard things if she just put her head down and tackled the job head on. She could do anything if it brought her closer to her goal.

      When she’d left the army two years ago, she’d immediately applied to nursing school only to find out there was a long waitlist. But nothing was going to keep her from her dream. She’d taken all the pre-reqs she could. Now, it was a waiting game to see when they would let her in. In the meantime, she’d keep earning her checks, helping her mom keep a roof over her half-siblings’ heads, taking care of her step-father, and doing anything else that needed doing.

      The incessant jingling of silver bells pulled her from her thoughts as Clare bobbed her head along to the piped in Christmas music while she worked the register.

      “For God’s sake, Clare. What possessed you to get the one with bells?”

      “‘Every time a bell rings, an angel gets his wings.’ It gives me hope.”

      “It’s giving me a migraine.” Brandy grinned at her friend as she began making the medio Mexican mocha just ordered. “There are going to be a lot of new angels before Christmas if you keep that up.”

      “Christmas spirit brings in the tips, Brandy.” Anna commented from behind the other register. She shook the tip jar meaningfully. “You’d do well to remember that. Just look how much Clare brought in this morning while you were dawdling in the back.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” She bit her tongue against her own defense, knowing she’d regret the lack of Christmas presents for the kids, no matter how good it would feel to spew the truth burning in her throat.
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      “Watch your step!”

      Seth yanked his thoughts from ruminating on his disturbing dream just in time to avoid taking a two-by-four to the face. His hard hat wouldn’t have protected him from a broken nose. His boss, Antonio Valenti, gripped his arm and pulled him back, as if he was still a young child.

      “Pay attention, son. If I have to file a workman’s comp claim on you, I’m gonna make you do the paperwork. Actually, maybe I should knock you out. It might be the only way I get you to actually sit down in the office and learn the ropes. When you’re running things, you will need to have a finger on every pulse. It’s not all demo days.”

      Why did every word of criticism make him feel ten years old? Maybe because the same man was delivering them then and now, a pitfall of working for Dad. Seth didn’t belong on the construction site. He knew it. The crew knew it. The only one refusing to acknowledge it was Dad.  For two years, he’d been putting Seth on crews, giving him busy work, trying to convince him that he had a place in Valenti Brothers Construction. His plan was backfiring. While Seth appreciated the paycheck and the chance to do a little demolition every now and then, he didn’t love the repetition of construction. What he would love doing was anyone’s guess, so for now he would break down walls and haul supplies for his dad. He could help out his family while he figured out the rest.

      The addition of an outdoor kitchen space on the back of a mid-century modern ranch was a two week job that his dad could do in his sleep. Though he could lay bricks or mud drywall with the best of them, Seth had no passion for it and zero patience for dealing with sub-contractors.

      When he’d left the army two years ago, he had one unrelenting goal. Just get home. Beyond that, he had no idea what he wanted to do with his life. The job helping his dad was the least he could do, literally. His heart just wasn’t in it, but he wasn’t ready to risk his heart on anything important yet, so here he was on another job site, taking orders from his dad. But there was only so much of that he could take, especially on a day when demons from his past were chasing him.

      He turned and headed for the front of the house.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Coffee run. I’ll be back in fifteen.” He had to get his head on straight before he really did get himself injured. He hadn’t slept well, memories turning into nightmares again. He’d woken in a cold sweat after dreaming of Gabe, alive and well, building the tree house together when they were kids. He knew who should have been the one taking over the family business. Everyone did. But that dream had died years ago, and Seth couldn’t bear to fill his cousin’s shoes. Guilt and remorse were distractions he couldn’t afford to indulge this morning. Maybe caffeine would help click his senses into place. He ignored his father’s shaking head and hopped in his truck. He clenched his hands on the steering wheel, noticing not for the first time that he had the same battered, olive-toned, rough hands as his father. It simultaneously pleased and terrified him. He’d always wanted to be just like his dad, but now he knew that wasn’t his path.

      He knew he was a disappointment to his dad, and that hurt. But Seth didn’t want all that responsibility heaped on his shoulders. His mom, Elena, wanted Dad to step back so they could spend more time together. She’d pushed just as hard to encourage Seth to take over more of his father’s roles at their eponymous construction firm, but he just couldn’t do it. As much as he wanted to please his parents, every time he thought about taking on the business he froze. He knew it wasn’t right for him, but he didn’t have a better plan yet. He’d made the mistake of leaping without looking once before, and the results had been disastrous.

      So here he was, hauling wheelbarrows of debris and making coffee runs, waiting for something to come a long and break him out of this slump. He pulled into the lot of Sweet Tea and Joe’s and threw the truck into park. Something had to give soon.

      He stood in line patiently, fiddling with his phone until it was his turn to order.

      “Hi. What can I get for you?”

      “I need a…Whiskey?”

      “Sorry, we don’t serve that here. You’ll have to come see me at Flipped for that.” Whiskey smirked at his obvious confusion. He knew he should call her by her name, but he couldn’t recall anything but her army moniker. They had spent a lot of time together helping their mutual friend, Nick, get back on his feet, but right now he was blanking on her real name.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I work here. What can I get you?”

      Seth continued to gawk at her, unable to compute seeing her out of context. His brain refused to process the anomaly, and his order got caught in the shutdown. She grinned and his brain shut down even further. Damn, she was beautiful when she smiled. He knew for a fact it didn’t happen often enough. He’d noticed it at Flipped, but her smile in the bright light of morning commanded his full attention.

      “Did you need coffee?” She prompted, her tone full of repressed laughter.

      “Clearly. Um…” Get it together, man. “I need two medium peppermint mochas and a to-go box of dark roast.” Maybe Dad would overlook his abrupt departure this morning if he returned with his favorite drink.

      “I’ll brew a fresh batch. Can you wait five minutes?”

      “Sure. So how long have you been working here?”

      “A year. Stella got me the job. That’ll be $19.83.”

      “How did I not know this?” He handed her a twenty.

      “When do we talk about anything but Nick or army days?”

      He’d stuck to the easy topics when they were together. He realized he’d missed a lot as a result.

      “I thought you were going to be a nurse.”

      “I will be, just as soon as I get off the waiting list at a program close enough to home.”

      “So, you’re still living at home?”

      “Listen, Seth, I’d love to shoot the shit, but there’s a line out the door, so…”

      “I’ve got this, Brandy. Why don’t you take your break and walk your friend to his car?” Seth read the young woman’s name tag and grinned at her elfin face peeking out from beneath her ridiculous hat.

      “Thanks, Clare. Come on, Whiskey. Help me carry the coffee to my truck.” Her irritated scowl told him that the last thing she wanted to do was spend her break with him, but she ducked into the back room and re-emerged with her coat and a brown paper bag. She filled the coffee box and huffed out the door ahead of him into the damp chill of the Bay Area morning fog.

      “Which one’s yours?”

      “The red one.” Hands full with the two peppermint mochas, he nodded his head at his baby, the cherry-red Ford F150 XLT parked at the back of the lot.

      “Of course it is.”

      “What do you mean by that?” He balanced one cup on top of the other as he fished in his pocket for his keys.

      “Nothing. Sorry. I’ve been bottling up my snark all morning, and it seems to be leaking out around the edges.”

      “That’s not healthy, you know. It can lead to sarcasm toxicity. You go ahead and let loose. My truck is pretty sound proof.” He hit the unlock button and gestured for her to open it. Unreasonable pride rose in his chest to have teased another grin from her, and he felt like a goddamn hero when she kept it on her face as she placed the coffee box on the middle console and climbed in after it. He started the truck and flicked on the heater for her as she opened the brown paper sack and took out a PB&J.

      “Lunch time? At nine a.m.?”

      “I’ve been at work since four, the first two hours all by myself. I’m starving.” She tucked into her sandwich like she’d just finished a fifteen-mile full-pack hike. She ate to sustain her energy, not to savor a childhood favorite. What a shame…

      “You never answered my question.”

      “No, I didn’t.” She pulled out a second sandwich.

      “There’s nothing wrong with living at home.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with keeping your nose in your own business, either. I have no desire to let the whole world know about my personal affairs.”

      “I’m not the whole world. I’m your friend.”

      “We are friendly, sir. That’s not quite the same thing.” He didn’t imagine the emphasis she put on his higher rank, and it rankled. He’d hit the wall with her in record time. His flip and flirty banter worked great with most women, but Brandy was impervious to his charm. It wasn’t the first time she’d shut him down and made him feel like a fraud. He had chalked it up to the fact that he usually saw her when she was bartending at Flipped and he was playing wingman for his buddies. He imagined that she got hit on all the time, and just automatically shut everyone down. He could probably ask Dani, his best friend Nick’s wife, for confirmation. He knew her group of girlfriends liked to hang out at Flipped specifically when Whiskey was tending bar. He’d watched them grow close as they’d worked together to help Nick battle his PTSD. Seth wondered why that closeness hadn’t extended to him as well.

      Maybe it was the army connection. He’d never been her CO, but Nick had. He knew the kind of caution most women employed around men in their unit, not to mention the strict non-fraternization rules, but surely that didn’t extend to him, especially not now that they were home.

      While he had her alone in the quiet of his cab, he wasn’t about to let her brush him off so easily. Surely, he could manage to coax one more smile from her before her break was over. In the sandbox, she’d been just another soldier. The more he saw her in her civilian life, the more he liked her. And when it came to women, he wasn’t one to back down from a challenge.

      “Well, if you’re not going to tell me, I’ll have to use my imagination.” Her response was to bite into a crisp red apple and chew loudly and defiantly.

      “OK, here goes. You are secretly an Amazon, here to save us from ourselves. You work jobs that bring you into contact with the worst dregs of society, the drunk and the uncaffeinated, your only goal to save them from their worst selves. You live at home because you need a place to hide your golden breastplates from prying eyes. How’m I doing?”

      The glimmer of a smile teased at her lips as she tossed her apple core into her bag.

      “You nailed it. Now, I’ll have to swear you to secrecy or cut out your tongue. Your choice.” He ignored her sarcasm and looked straight into eyes that were as intoxicating as her nickname.

      “I hope you know your secrets are safe with me.”

      She looked down at her lap, rolling and unrolling the brown paper bag in her fidgeting hands. He waited her out. Just when he thought he’d overplayed his hand, she spoke quietly and met his gaze with serious eyes.

      “Yes, I still live at home. My step-dad has cancer, and rent is ridiculous. With him unable to work his normal hours, Mom needed my help.”

      “Damn.” Her eyes shot up at that, full of fire. Any pity would be thrown back in his face. “So, no spandex or metallic bra, huh? I was really enjoying that visual…”

      She smacked him on the arm, but laughed as she did. He tucked the sound away in his memory to savor later.

      “Break’s over, sir. I’d better get back in.”

      “When do you get off?”

      “I have another hour. Why?”

      “Just curious, Whiskey. See you later.”

      “Uh-huh. Bye.” She tossed the grunt over her shoulder as she climbed down from his truck cab and crossed the parking lot. There was absolutely no reason that the sight of her slim figure covered in jeans and a ridiculous apron should set his blood heating beneath his skin, but it did. There was also no reason that his truck should feel empty without her, but this was also true. She had brushed him off, hearing his parting words as a casual goodbye. There was nothing casual about his interest, and he was going to make damn sure that “later” happened real soon.
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      Jingle, jingle.

      “Who was that?” Clare jerked her head towards the door Brandy had just closed behind her. God, please grant me the strength to leave that stupid hat intact and on her head…

      “That was Seth Valenti, former army captain and current aimless flirt. Pretty to look at, but not to be taken seriously.”

      “So that ‘come-take-your-break-in-my-truck’ wasn’t serious?”

      “I usually run into him with some army buddies while I’m tending bar at Flipped. He was just surprised to see me here.” That had to be all it was, because even entertaining the thought of an interested man was ludicrous. She barely had time to blink, let alone bat an eyelash.

      “Whatever. The look in his eye was borderline serious.”

      “Sure. Everyone who comes in here is serious. Serious about getting their caffeine, which is what I’m going to focus on right now so I can finish out this awful shift. Some days I hate this job.”

      “Well, if working the counter isn’t to your liking, the bathrooms could certainly use some attention.” Brandy didn’t miss the undercurrent of anger and resentment in Anna’s voice as it drifted over her shoulder as her boss ducked back into the storeroom. Damn. Would nothing go her way today?

      “God, what is her problem?” Brandy started pulling out the cleaning products fuming.

      “I overheard her on the phone. Seems like Asshole Ed bailed on picking up the kids again this morning which made her late. He
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