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Chapter 1

Rain pelted against the old Honda Civic’s window as Julie Chandler sucked in a breath and held it. Whoever said you couldn’t go home again was wrong. Unless they meant you couldn’t go home and expect to find a job. Since returning to the small town of Seaside, North Carolina, she’d applied for nearly every exercise-related job posted, and no one had so much as called her back.

Releasing the breath, she glanced at the folder sitting beside her on the passenger seat. It was a long shot, but she’d poured her soul into writing this proposal. If there wasn’t a job for her here, she’d simply have to make one. At least that’s what she’d decided after several glasses of cheap red Muscadine last night, right around the time she should’ve been going to bed.

She parked in front of the Veterans’ Center and checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. She’d covered up her dark circles and splashed some color on her face before driving over. She flashed the mirror what she hoped was a confident smile. The feeling of confidence evaded her these days, however, thanks to a relationship that had gone on far too long.

Every muscle in her body tightened at the thought of her ex. Damn it. She took another breath, forced another smile.

Confidence. You’ve got this.

Grabbing her umbrella and the folder on her seat, she stepped out just as a truck came splashing into the spot next to hers. She shrieked as muddy water rode up her pants leg. Then she dropped her unopened umbrella on the ground, and—oh, crap! Her proposal fell into the shallow puddle at her feet.

“Noooo!” she cried, bending down to pick it up. The golden folder was a shade darker on the corner, evidence that the water had soaked through. She yanked it up and held it against her body, no doubt muddying her crisp white shirt now, too. Then she hurried to the sheltered awning, shaking her head like a wet dog, which was exactly how she felt, thanks to the idiot in the truck.

“Are you all right?” a deep voice drawled behind her.

She ignored it because if she didn’t her cool demeanor might unravel. She was low on sleep and high on caffeine—never a good combination. Instead, she continued toward the Veterans’ Center’s entrance. The director had told her on the phone that she only had fifteen minutes to spare, and Julie didn’t want to waste any time. She hurried down the hall, turned right, and hesitated at Allison Carmichael’s office door. Maybe she could use one of those minutes to take a quick trip to the bathroom, freshen up, and settle her nerves.

Too late.

The door opened and Allison stood before her, dry as a martini. Her red-toned hair was perfectly straight and cascading over her shoulders instead of in rain-soaked chunks. “Julie!” Concern distorted her beautiful features. “What happened to you?”

Julie shook her head. Allison had been one grade ahead of her in high school. Their paths had always crossed, but never converged. And perhaps that was best today also. “I, uh…I…” She held up the dampened folder. “It’s raining outside.”

Allison nodded. “I can see that.” She laughed a little. “So, what did you want to see me about?”

Julie swallowed. “I know your website says you aren’t hiring, but I have a proposal.”

Allison’s gaze dropped to the golden folder in her hand. “Okay. Well, I was just going to make myself a cup of hot tea in the community kitchen. Looks like you could use one, too. We’ll talk there.”

“Sounds perfect,” Julie said, following her. As she did, she focused on her breath. Yes, she needed a job, but she also really believed that Seaside’s active and retired military needed the service she hoped to offer. Growing up in a military family, she’d seen how her father had always seemed to carry the weight of the world on his shoulders. She wanted to ease that burden for the military if she could—at least a little.

“Go ahead and sit down. I’ll just get the kettle going,” Allison said, pointing to a small wooden table off to the side of the kitchen.

Julie sat and took several deep breaths, praying that her nerves would settle.

A few minutes later, Allison set two steaming mugs in front of them. “I don’t want to rush you, but I only have a few minutes before my next meeting.” She pointed at the folder in front of Julie. “What do you have here?”

“It’s a proposal. I’m sorry, but it got wet as I was coming in,” Julie explained. “I can bring you a fresh copy later.”

“That’d be great. Looks like you dropped this one in a puddle.”

“Just for a few seconds. Five-second rule.” Julie laughed nervously. Wow. Interviews really did trip her up.

“It’s okay. Why don’t you just tell me what you’re proposing?” Allison smiled warmly at her and pushed the folder to the side. She reached for her hot cup of tea, leaned back in her seat, and crossed her long, perfect legs.

“Sure.” Julie wrapped her hands around her mug, soaking in the warmth and praying for something smart to say—or at least something halfway intelligible. “I want to do yoga with the Marines.”

Allison’s smile dropped a polite notch.

Julie sucked in a breath and continued talking. “Yoga is being used for stress-reduction programs all over the country. There have even been programs for Marines with post-traumatic stress disorder. Lots of programs, actually.” Excitement surged through her as she explained what she’d come up with last night. “It’s amazing what this exercise is capable of doing. It lowers heart rates, focuses the mind, strengthens core muscles.”

Allison nodded, appearing to listen as Julie rambled on about the benefits of yoga and how the exercise had been her lifesaver during college when her test-taking anxiety had gotten out of control.

“So you went to school for yoga?” Allison asked.

“No. I majored in business with a minor in exercise science. But I’m a certified yoga instructor. I think offering a program like this here at the Veterans’ Center would be a wonderful way to support our military men and women returning home from deployment. I’ve heard that mental health is an underserved need here. I want to help.” Julie scooted back in her chair and stood. “A few basic poses are all you really need to get started.”

She was talking quickly now, a mixture of excitement and nerves. She’d always been horrible at interviews, but this one wasn’t going so badly. Allison appeared to be listening, interested even. “I’ll show you.” Folding her body forward, Julie secured her hands on the white tile floor at her feet and stepped back, shaping her body into an inverted V. “This is Downward-Facing Dog,” she said, looking at the world upside down between her knees. “It’s one of the most basic positions. You’d be surprised how much focus it takes to stay inverted like this.” The blood rushed to her head as she spoke.

Then two combat boots came into view between her legs. Her eyes widened. Focus shattered. The blood drained from her body.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty focused,” a man said in a smooth Southern drawl. Standing behind her, she imagined that he had a perfect view of her…

“Oh!” Julie’s balance shifted. She wobbled, as one foot started to slide out from under her. Trying to gracefully stand was useless at this point. It was either go to her knees or fall on her butt. Neither of which spoke to her skill as a yoga instructor.

As she started to fall, the man’s hands steadied her waist, fraying her composure completely. Then he gently pulled her upright, holding her tightly against his body for a solid moment that felt like forever before letting go.

“Sorry ’bout that. I guess I startled you,” he said, as she turned to face him, finding herself a little too close for comfort.

She swiped at the blond hair in her face and blinked through the burning in her cheeks. There was also an unwelcome buzz humming in her stomach—the kind that came with a man’s touch. Her lips parted as she took in his cowboy hat and pale-as-water eyes. “I know you,” she said. “You’re Lawson Phillips.” She’d met him last year when her sister had started dating his best friend.

Lawson smiled, slow and easy. “Nice to see you again, Julie. You dropped your umbrella outside.” He held it out to her.

She looked at it, then back up at him. “You’re the idiot behind the wheel of that truck.”

—

As Julie took her umbrella, Lawson tried to contain his grin—and not look down again at her very nice curves. When he’d arrived at the Veterans’ Center to fix a few squeaky cabinets for the director, he’d expected to see a bunch of retired Marines. He hadn’t expected to run into Julie Chandler.

“You two know each other?” Allison Carmichael asked, seated at the table in front of him.

“You could say that. Her sister married my best friend last year. Which kind of makes us friends-in-law, or something like that.” Smooth, Lawson.

Julie didn’t smile. He remembered that about her. Before his last deployment, he’d tried like hell to flirt with the woman, but she was untouchable. She’d barely given him the time of day back then, or even looked him in the eye. Similarly, she tore her gaze from his now and returned her focus to the center’s director. “Um. Well…” She hurried back to the table and collected a folder. “I know you said you were in a hurry. I can get you a dry copy and let you review it in your free time, if you’re interested.”

Allison nodded. “That would be great, Julie. The owner here has said we won’t be offering new programs until next year. You never know when things will change, though. Military life is synonymous with change, right?”

“Indeed,” Julie said.

“And I’m always interested in new ways to meet our service members’ needs.”

Julie smiled, but Lawson could see it was a façade. The truth shone in her green eyes. Defeat. “Thanks for your time, Allison.” She shook Allison’s hand, offered a sideways glare at him, and headed out of the kitchen.

“The cabinets are fixed,” he told Allison.

“You’re the best.” The slender redhead pointed her index finger at him. They’d had drinks a time or two before, but both had realized early on that their easy banter warranted friendship only. And considering Lawson’s current state of mind since returning home from the desert, friends were all he needed these days.

“Well, if that’s all, I have somewhere I need to be.” Like work. But that wasn’t where he was running to right now. Despite the little voice inside his head telling him to leave it alone—leave her alone—he was going to check on Julie.

“Sure. Thanks again, Lawson. Volunteers make this place possible.”

With a nod, he waved and hurried down the hall toward the front entrance. With any luck she’d still be there and he could apologize.

Stepping out into the rain, which had fizzled to a light sprinkle now, it looked like luck was on his side today.

And luck was definitely not on Julie’s.

Her engine whinnied like a sick mare, then fell flat. He watched her from the covered walkway in front of the parking lot for a few minutes as she attempted to crank her car again, and again. After several tries, she slammed a hand against her steering wheel. Then she folded over and rested her head there.

Stepping out into the light rain, Lawson walked to her car window and tapped. She jumped, nearly out of those wet clothes she was wearing—which he had to admit would be a sight for his sore eyes—and stared at him. This was the second time he’d startled her this morning. Three if he counted splashing in beside her when he’d parked.

“Move over,” he ordered.

Her chin lifted stubbornly. Then she folded her arms in front of her chest, making cleavage pop through the still-damp shirt she was wearing.

Eyes in your head, Lawson, his mind chided.

Thunder crackled and then the light sprinkle turned into a sudden downpour. “Please, move over,” he said, unsure if she heard him anymore over the white noise of rain splattering the pavement all around him. If he had any sense he’d just get into his truck and leave her here. That was obviously what she wanted. She could call for help inside if she needed it. Instead, true to his roots, he stayed put.

Finally, she crawled into the passenger seat and he whipped the car door open, stuffing himself behind the steering wheel of the little car. This was one of the reasons he drove a big truck. He needed leg room, arm room, room to wear his cowboy hat inside if he wanted. Pulling off his hat so he could straighten, he turned the key several times before pulling it out of the ignition. “Looks like you’re riding with me.”

“I…well, I…That’s really not necessary.”

“You want me to leave you sitting here in the rain?” he asked. “A ride is the least I can do for interrupting your meeting like that. I’m really sorry.”

Julie folded her arms in front of her chest again. It wasn’t her cleavage that caught his attention this time; it was the look sparking in her eyes. Something about him was rubbing this woman all wrong. “And splashing in the parking lot like a bat out of hell,” she added.

“I was driving the speed limit. You opened your car door as I was turning in. How was I supposed to know that would happen?”

If looks could kick a guy in the nuts, he’d be bent over right about now.

“She just needs a little time. A few more cranks and I’m sure she’ll start.”

Lawson stared at her. “She?” he asked, a small laugh escaping.

“My car.”

He ran his hand over the side of his jaw, willing himself not to laugh again. Julie was obviously in no mood for his humor. “All right. I’ll make you a deal. I’ll crank her one more time. If she starts, then I’ll leave you alone. If she doesn’t, then I’m giving you a ride. I can come back and look under the hood later, after the storm passes.”

Those crossed arms hugged her body even tighter, and he had to force himself not to look down. “Fine,” she finally said. Her gaze dropped to the keys in his hands.

“Good.” He slipped the key into the ignition and turned, expecting the metal gnashing sound to answer back. In which case he’d add chauffeur to his list of job duties this morning. Instead, her car revved to life.

Julie pushed on his shoulder. “See? Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll slip back behind the wheel and be going home now.”

Lawson didn’t budge. “I don’t trust it. Her,” he clarified, unable to help himself. “Let me follow you back to your house. I want to make sure you get there all right. And I meant what I said. I’ll come take a look later.”

“Not necessary.”

Lawson contained his grin. He couldn’t decide if her stubbornness was a turnoff or a complete turn-on. “Have you ever heard of chivalry? Women are supposed to like that stuff.” And most usually did. He slid his hat back on his head and pushed open the driver-side door. “I’ll follow behind you and then be on my way. You’re staying at your sister’s old place, right?”

Julie’s eyebrows lowered. “How did you know that?” she asked.

“Relax. Micah mentioned that you were staying in Kat’s house right now. Just wait for me to get in my truck.” He stepped out, adjusting his cowboy hat to keep the rain out of his eyes, and walked toward his truck. It’d been attraction at first sight when he’d met Julie last year, on his end at least. Julie, on the other hand, wasn’t interested. Same as now, only he wasn’t flirting with her at the moment. All he was trying to do was help.

He opened his truck door, got inside, and looked over at Julie’s car as he cranked his own engine. Except Julie’s car wasn’t there anymore. With a glance in the rearview mirror, he saw her turning out of the parking lot. “Ah, hell,” he said, rearing back and chasing after her. Turnoff, he decided.

Five minutes later, he slowed his truck as Julie pulled into her driveway. He watched her step out of her car, then hurry toward the front door, not bothering to look back.

“You’re welcome,” he muttered to himself, watching her fidget with her house keys. They dropped to the porch and she bent to pick them up, reminding him of the position she’d been in when he’d walked up on her this morning.

Turn-on, he thought, despite himself. Julie Chandler was definitely a turn-on.

Seeing that she’d gotten home safely, he continued driving, creating as much distance as he could between himself and the pretty yogi who clearly hated his guts. That served him well. Otherwise, he might be tempted to go knock on that front door and offer to help pull that stick out of her sweet little ass.

He didn’t have time for another sparring match with Julie Chandler, though. He’d been released to get back to regular duty last Friday. No more paper pushing for him. He needed to go home and put on some dry clothes. Then it was time he got back to doing what he loved—flying.

—

Julie peeked through the blinds in the front window and exhaled as she saw Lawson’s truck fade into the distance. Her morning so far had gone about as disastrously as possible.

Heading to the fridge, she collected some fruit for her morning smoothie. She might as well enjoy this, because if she didn’t secure a job quickly, this might be her last decent meal for a while. She peeled a couple of bananas and tossed them into her blender. If Lawson hadn’t walked in, Allison might have found a job for her. If he hadn’t ruined her proposal packet, Allison might be reviewing it right now.

Tossing in some frozen berries, she chided herself. She wasn’t being fair and she knew it. Lawson had only been trying to help. After her experience with her ex, she’d promised herself she wouldn’t turn into one of those bitter, man-hating women. But that’s exactly how she’d acted this morning. Ugh.

She scooped a couple generous spoonfuls of yogurt into her blender and pressed the ON button, watching as the fruit swirled around, surrendering to the machine’s blades. Next time she saw Lawson, she owed him an apology. She was a nice person. Daren hadn’t robbed her of that. She didn’t owe Lawson a date, however, which is what he’d tried so hard to get when she’d first met him last year. Dating was the furthest thing from what she needed right now.

Pouring her smoothie into a cup, she walked to the kitchen counter and sat. She pulled her computer in front of her to continue looking for jobs as she drank. There had to be something out there for her.

As she scrolled through the new postings on a local job site, hope shriveled inside her.


DOG WALKER

CHEF

BABYSITTER


She had no experience with kids or dogs, not that she didn’t like them. And this smoothie was as good as she got when it came to skills in the kitchen. She could make the basics, but that was it. With a sigh, she grabbed her drink and yoga mat and decided to go do something she was good at: yoga on the beach. She’d found that even if it was raining here, the sun was usually shining just east of the Seaside Bridge. Maybe a few calming poses with nature would take her mind off unemployment, stacking bills, and a certain sexy cowboy turned Marine.


Chapter 2

Lawson tapped his fingers along his steering wheel as he waited to enter into Camp Leon, the military base just outside of Seaside. He was off to a late start this morning, thanks to the favor he’d agreed to do for Commander Oakes. And thanks to the very beautiful, albeit nose-in-the-air, uptight woman he’d run into while completing that favor.

Chuckling under his breath, he turned to look at the fence to his right, lined with homemade banners from excited families welcoming their loved ones. He wasn’t sure if there’d been banners for him when he’d gotten home four months ago. His world had been a blur back then, and he’d half wondered if he was even alive. He was, unlike one passenger who’d been on his UH-1N Huey helicopter. Sergeant Jenkins. Jinx had been young, one of those guys who was full of enthusiasm for every mission. He’d been brave and he’d lost his life too soon if you asked Lawson.

Lawson’s throat burned as he nodded at the young Marine guarding the gate to Camp Leon.

The Marine offered a salute and a “Good morning, sir. Go ahead.”

“Thank you.” Lawson pressed the gas on his Ford F-350. His window was rolled down just enough to hear the roar of helicopters thundering in the sky. As he drew closer to the airfield, he experienced that same feeling he got at the top of a roller coaster, teetering at the highest point, ready to plunge toward the ground at breakneck speed. His heart quickened. Flying was the ultimate rush. What he was feeling right now was adrenaline, not fear. Fear had no place in a man. That’s what his father used to bark at him at every opportunity growing up.

Lawson parked his truck and got out, stretching his neck from side to side, and then rolling the tension off his shoulders. He was dressed like the man he’d worked so hard to become, in a fatigue-colored jumpsuit and his favorite aviator sunglasses. It’d been a while since he’d set foot on the airfield. Longer since he’d piloted a helicopter, but he was ready. In fact, he was chomping at the bit to get back to piloting this morning. He’d been given time off for recuperation from his injuries—just a few broken ribs and a torn rotator cuff muscle. He’d taken the time to drive home to Texas and see his mama. He’d done his physical therapy while he was there. But now he was back and ready to fly.

A couple of Cobras flew overhead as he walked. He didn’t even have to look up to know that’s what they were. Osprey sounded different from Super Cobras sounded different from Hueys. They all had a distinct sound. Lawson’s pace slowed as he listened, the noise growing impossibly louder as he drew closer to the Huey at center field. Sweat began to bead on his forehead, underarms, and at the back of his neck.

Just keep walking, Lawson. One foot in front of the other, he told himself. Fear is for the weak, his father’s voice barked in his memory.

Lawson’s vision blurred as he continued onward. In the skies of North Carolina a Huey wasn’t likely to become a target. But in Afghanistan, going up in one of these was always a risk. Sure, he was a risk taker. Always had been. And he’d always come out a winner.

Until a few months ago.

“Captain? Something wrong?” a young lieutenant asked, walking up behind him.

Lawson stared at the beast of an aircraft before him. His heart was knocking around in his chest like a rabid dog in a cage. It was suddenly hard to breathe. He felt dizzy and…weak.

“Captain?” the kid next to him asked again. Anyone who’d never been in combat was a kid in his eyes. They were still innocent. Not Lawson. “Captain?”

Come on, Lawson. Man up. Flashes of his father yanking his arm and lifting him off the ground when he’d been bucked off his horse as a child poked at his memory. Not wanting to let his old man down, he’d always stepped up back then. Getting back in a helicopter after it’d exploded in the sky, however, wasn’t quite the same. He wondered what advice his father would have for him now if he hadn’t run off with his mother’s best friend.

Sweat sealed his jumpsuit to his skin. Lawson’s legs refused to move forward.

“Cap—”

Cutting his gaze to the kid beside him, Lawson growled out a breath. “Shut up, Sergeant,” he said. Then he turned and quickly walked away.

When he got inside the building just left of the airfield, he veered into the men’s room and vomited. He’d dreamt of flying all his life. In the sky was where he was meant to be. And now he couldn’t even look at a helicopter without losing his breakfast.

What now? He couldn’t “quit” the Corps. This was his life—at least it had been until that last flight.

“Captain Phillips?” The voice came again outside his bathroom stall. Geez. This kid didn’t know when to stop.

“I’m not feeling well, Sergeant. Leave me alone.” He waited until the door to the bathroom shut, and exhaled a painful breath. He wasn’t sick, but he sure as hell wasn’t ready for today. Tomorrow he’d come back. He’d be ready. He wouldn’t fail.

—

Julie parked her car in front of the Veterans’ Center the next day and gulped in a breath. At least it wasn’t raining this morning. She had a fresh printout of her proposal to offer Allison in case funds did show up and new classes were allowed.

Determination. That had to count for something. She also wanted to apologize. She’d been a little unnerved by Lawson the last time she’d been here. Allison may not have a job for her, but Julie wanted her to wish that she did.

“Hi, Julie,” Allison said from the front desk as she walked in.

Julie squared her shoulders and flashed her best smile. This wasn’t an interview, so there was no need to stress out. “Hi. I came to bring you a fresh copy of my proposal.”

Allison’s gaze fell to the folder. “Oh, thank you. I really wish we could okay it right now. It sounds like a great idea, Julie. Something that would really benefit our veterans.”

“Really?” Well, that was something.

“Really.” Allison stood up and took it from her hands. “Our Marines need all the support we can offer.”

“You can say that again,” a bellowing voice said coming up behind them.

Both women turned.

“Mr. Banks,” Allison said to an older man. “How are you?”

“Ah. That heart episode last week was nothing. I survived two wars. A whole year as a POW. A little heart attack is minor in comparison.” He waved a dismissive hand.

“Glad to hear that.” Allison gestured toward Julie. “Julie, this is Mr. Banks, the owner of our center. Mr. Banks,” she said, turning to the older gentleman, “I’d like for you to meet Julie Chandler.”

The large-statured man turned toward Julie. Even at his age, he was built and carried himself proudly, with an upright back and lifted chin. And, if Julie wasn’t mistaken, there was mischief sparkling in his gray eyes. “What is this you’re proposing to help our Marines?”

“Oh.” A flash of heat tore through her. “It’s just…Well.” She felt all kinds of silly now. This was a man who probably still lifted hundred-pound dumbbells. He probably ran several miles a day.

“Julie wants to do yoga with our Marines,” Allison offered. “For stress reduction.”

Mr. Banks’s face distorted. Julie was beginning to get used to that reaction.

“There have been programs like this at other military bases. I looked them up after you left yesterday morning, Julie,” Allison continued.

Julie’s mouth fell open. “You did?”

“Uh-huh. I was very impressed with your proposal, watermarks and all. And from what I’ve read, there’s been a lot of success. I even spoke to my mother about it. She’s a naval psychologist at Camp Leon.”

“I remember.” Julie nodded.

“She thought it was a great idea, actually.”

“She did?” Julie asked, stunned. She didn’t know why she was so surprised. It was her idea. And it was a good one.

Mr. Banks chuckled. “Marines doing yoga, huh? Sounds like hogwash to me.”

Julie swallowed, forcing away memories of her ex saying the same about her passion. “I assure you, Mr. Banks, yoga is not hogwash. I have a lot of research and experience backing up my proposal.” She held up her folder. “I have testimonials of people whose lives have changed due to this valuable exercise program specifically aimed at stress reduction.” Pride surged through her. She was strong, she reminded herself. Words were just that. Words. She wouldn’t let them hurt her anymore.

Mr. Banks stared at her. He was a retired Marine and that was a bit intimidating, but she didn’t blink as he watched her. Then he pointed at the folder in her hand. “Not happening here,” he said. “Marines don’t do yoga. Sorry, Ms. Chandler.”

Julie watched him turn and walk away, feeling like she’d just been in a boxing match and lost. Feeling the way she used to after every interaction with Daren. “Well, that’s that,” she said shakily, trying not to let Allison see how destroyed she was.

“No, that’s not that.” Allison put her hands on her hips and looked after Mr. Banks as he walked away. “I think I can get him to change his mind.”

“What?” Julie looked up. Allison had a little grin on her face, and her green eyes had a gleam to them. “How?”

“Just don’t count the Veterans’ Center out quite yet, okay? You have a great program and I’m sure you could get it up and running somewhere else. I want it here, though. So let me see what I can do.”

Julie sucked in a breath. “Okay.” She didn’t have a choice but to wait anyway. Allison was wrong; there weren’t any other businesses lining up to let her do this program. It was Veterans’ Center or bust. And if Mr. Banks had a say about it, the proposal was a bust.

She walked to her car on shaky legs and started driving toward the beach a few miles away. The salt and the sand always shifted her mood, along with a few calming poses and deep breaths. Her phone rang beside her in the passenger seat as she drove. She hesitated before reaching for it. No way could answering be any worse for her mood.

“Hello?”

“Julie.” Her mother’s soft voice came onto the phone, better for stress than any beach on earth.

“Hey, Mom. How are you?” Julie was already smiling. When she’d lived in Charlotte, she’d missed her mother and was ashamed at how seldom she’d called or come home to visit.

“Concerned,” her mother said.

Julie’s foot instinctively lifted off the gas pedal. Her mother only lived thirty minutes away. If she had to, she could be there in twenty. “What’s wrong?”

“Daren just called me again.”

Julie’s heart sank to her belly. “And? You did what I asked you to, right?”

Please, Mom. Just this once say you did what I asked you to.

“He asked where you were and I really hated to lie to him, dear,” her mother said.

The car suddenly felt like the air had been vacuumed out of it. Julie’s gaze wandered to her side window where the ocean bordered the road now. Calm and scenic.

“But I did,” her mother continued. “I told Daren you’d gone to the West Coast to visit one of your college friends. Jennifer.”

Julie’s body sagged even as she continued to grip the steering wheel, holding on for dear life. “Who’s Jennifer?” she asked, pulling into the public parking zone for the beach.

“I don’t know.” Her mother laughed lightly. “You know how they say one lie leads to another? Then it gets easier and easier? Well, apparently that’s true.”

Now Julie was laughing. She parked and laid her head back against the headrest. “I love you, Mom. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Take care of yourself, dear. And you and Kat come see me sometime. I’m old and lonely.”

Julie shook her head. “You’re fifty-two years old and you have more friends than I do. But yes, we’ll come see you soon.” Julie owed her mother that much. Becky Chandler may have just saved her a visit from Daren, for a while at least. All she needed was a little while longer, to figure things out and to find herself. Daren had broken off little pieces of her until she no longer knew who she was. It’d been nearly a year, but she still couldn’t face him. Not until she was stronger, bulletproof, and immune to the poison he seemed to funnel into her whenever she was with him.

She said goodbye to her mother and grabbed her yoga mat from the backseat. Then she headed toward the crashing waves, feeling better with each sandy step. She set up and went through a few sequences, pushing the stress of Mr. Banks and Daren out of her mind.

The one person she hadn’t been able to get off her mind, not since yesterday’s encounter, was Lawson Phillips.

—

Lawson had called in “sick” yesterday. He was sick again today. The only thing turning his stomach, though, was feeling this elephant-sized pressure sitting on his chest when he thought of flying.

He headed to the barn that housed his sister Beth’s and her four-year-old daughter’s horses and grabbed a shovel. This was the work of his youth in Texas. It was what he’d always done to kick his stress to the curb, although since his short-lived deployment last winter that was a lot harder.

Julie Chandler flashed across his mind. An hour or two with her and he bet he’d be feeling all right.

He scooped a pile of manure out of one of the stalls. He didn’t need a woman, he needed…Hell, he didn’t know what he needed these days.

“Hey,” his sister called behind him, stepping inside the darkened barn.

Lawson stopped working and glanced over his shoulder at her.

“Something wrong?” Beth asked.

“Nope.” Handling the shovel again, he worked harder, faster.

“You’ve never been able to fool me, Lawson. Want to talk about it?”

“That’s a negative, little sister.”

She didn’t respond to that immediately. Instead, she sat on a chair in the barn and stared at him.

“Where’s Sabrina?” he asked as he worked. His four-year-old niece occupied a huge part of his heart. She was another distraction from his daily stressors.

“Napping for once.” Beth held up the baby monitor.

“You sure that thing will pick up from way out here?” he asked, glancing back again.

“My ever protective brother.” Beth laughed. “You’re supposed to be at work today. But you’re here. So I’m guessing this has to do with—”

“What part of ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ don’t you understand?” Lawson set his shovel against the wall and blew out a breath. “I’m sorry. Just a rough morning.” He met his sister’s worried gaze. “Nothing to concern you with. I’ll be fine.”

“Of course you will.” She nodded.

“Thought you had a babysitter lined up for Sabrina this week,” he said, changing the subject.

“I did.” Shrugging her shoulders, Beth shook her head. “And I don’t want to talk about that.”

Lawson frowned. His niece was an angel in his opinion, but in the presence of others she had a less than angelic side. “The horse show’s in a couple weeks. You and the horses need to train.”

“What part of ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ don’t you understand?” Beth said, tossing his own words back at him with a smile. She stood. “Since neither of us are in the mood to talk, I’m going to go check on the child in question, just to soothe your mind that this monitor is working. Then I’m going to make lunch. Can you stay?” she asked, starting for the barn door.

“Sure. I’ll be in in a bit.” After he’d sufficiently cleaned both stalls and worked off his frustration.

His cellphone rang as he reached for a new bale of hay. Pulling it to his ear, he answered.

“Captain Phillips?”

Straightening, the stress that Lawson had just worked off came back in full force. “Yes, sir?”

“This is Commander Oakes. How are you?”

Lawson hesitated. Commanding officers didn’t usually call when you were sick. He’d no doubt heard about what happened at the Air Station yesterday. Lawson had had every intention of going back this morning, but then he’d woken in a cold sweat. “I’m well, sir. Just a little under the weather.” Which wasn’t exactly a lie.

“I see. Captain, you have an appointment at zero nine hundred tomorrow at the Naval Hospital. Dr. Pierce will be expecting you.”

“An appointment, sir?” Lawson rubbed his hand over the senior mare’s snout. “I’m sure I’ll be feeling better by that time.” Commanding officers didn’t usually make doctor appointments for their guys, either.

“It’s with Naval Mental Health. Dr. Pierce is a psychologist there.”

Lawson froze. “Sir, with all due respect, I really don’t think that’s necessary. Like I said, I’m just under the weather and—”

“Zero nine hundred, Captain Phillips. I strongly suggest you be there on time.” A dial tone replaced the commander’s voice.

Fuck.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

He kicked the bale of hay next to him and stormed out of the barn. He’d text Beth and tell her lunch wasn’t happening. In his state, she’d just ask more questions. And Sabrina definitely didn’t need to witness his current mood.

Talking was not his forte, which is exactly why seeing a psychologist was the very last thing he needed. What he needed was something, or someone, to take his mind off his stressors.


Chapter 3

The next morning Julie entered the Seaside Café, collected a cup of coffee and a bagel, and sat in the back corner. She had a newspaper laid out in front of her and opened to the HELP WANTED section.

She doubted there’d be anything new from yesterday, but she could hope. Or people watch. She looked up, scanning the customers seated around her. It was early morning, so most of them were likely headed to a job after leaving here. Lucky ducks. Since arriving home in the fall, Julie had only managed to get seasonal and odd jobs. She bit into a sesame seed bagel and discreetly turned her focus to the young couple to her far left.

The woman was pretty with dark hair and milky white skin. She was tall, slender. Her boyfriend was taller and built like an ox. A frown was firmly set on his jaw as he leaned forward and talked to the woman.

Julie tried not to stare. She sipped her coffee and continued to peruse the ads.


DISHWASHER

MAIL CARRIER


The man’s voice carried. He was upset and the woman looked shaken by whatever he was saying.

Memories of Daren slammed into Julie’s mind as she pretended not to watch the couple. She’d had countless times with her ex where he’d been angry and she’d been…frightened. He hadn’t always been that way. He’d been gentle once, she remembered.

The woman reached for the man’s hand and he jerked it away. His frown was a sneer now.

What is he saying to her? Julie couldn’t hear, but she caught the gist of the conversation by the body language between the two. Bringing her coffee cup to her mouth, Julie sipped anxiously.

Just leave him, she mentally begged the woman. Don’t waste too much of your time, or heart, on a guy like that.

She’d made that mistake in her own life. Never again.

A finger tapped her shoulder and Julie jumped, nearly spilling her hot coffee down the front of her blouse.

“Whoa! Hey.” Lawson was standing beside her table. He must’ve walked around, avoiding her peripheral vision. And she’d been distracted by the couple. “If you keep startling like that every time you see me, I’m going to think I’m a scary-looking guy.” He offered up a grin that poked dimples in his cheeks.

Not scary. Sexy.

“You okay?” he asked.

Julie shrugged. “Just lost in my thoughts, I guess.”

He nodded. Then, without invitation, he sat in the open chair beside her. It was just as well because she’d been hoping to talk to him.

Brushing a chunk of hair behind her ear, she met his gaze. “Lawson, I want to apologize for Monday morning. I was rude and antisocial and…” She shook her head. “You were just being nice. I know that. So, I’m sorry. And thank you.”

Lawson sipped his coffee. “Apology accepted. And you’re welcome,” he said, watching her, making her body heat. She was definitely attracted to him and definitely didn’t need to be. Not right now.

The couple at the neighboring table was still arguing. Her gaze flitted toward their rising voices. Then the man slammed a hand down on the table, making the woman jump.

Julie jumped, too. Then her body heated for totally different reasons as she turned back to Lawson.

“Glad to see I’m not the only person making you jump,” he said, his voice lowering.

Julie shifted uncomfortably. Folding up her newspaper, she tossed her bagel back in its bag. Then she stood and offered him a smile, summoning that shattered confidence. “I, uh, really need to get going.”

“Busy day?” he asked, his gaze laser sharp.

She wished she could say yes, but without any job prospects, there was just the volunteer work she sometimes did at the local elementary school for her sister, Kat. “Something like that. Good seeing you, Lawson.”

“Always a pleasure,” he said.

Passing the table with the woman, alone now after the jerk with the anger problem had marched out, Julie gave an empathetic smile; she understood how the woman must be feeling. Like she’d done something wrong, which she probably hadn’t.

Or maybe that was just Julie projecting the details of her own past on the stranger.

Julie made it to her car and exhaled. She could ride around and check storefront windows for HELP WANTED signs. There was always that. Opening her purse, she noticed her cellphone blinking. She’d had it on mute in the café.

Checking the screen, she saw that she’d missed a call from Allison at the Veterans’ Center. With her luck, Allison had called to hammer the final nail in her proposal-package coffin.

Best to get this over with and let the day go up from here.

Julie pressed redial and waited.

“Good news,” Allison said, bypassing hello. “Mr. Banks is going to give you a chance.”

Julie straightened behind her steering wheel. “What? Why?”

Allison laughed into the phone. “Because it’s an awesome program, that’s why. And maybe because I also called my mother and had her pull a few strings. Mom is good friends with the commanding officer of Camp Leon. She suggested that a wellness program might be beneficial to the local Marines. Or a yoga program. Then, of course, she told the CO about how her daughter—me—works here at the vet center in Seaside. One thing led to another and voilà. Mr. Banks apparently loved the idea when the commanding officer suggested it. He said he had a program already in the works.”

Julie’s mouth fell open. “I can’t believe it.”

“Well, there is one catch.” The excitement in Allison’s voice dropped off.

Julie held her breath. “What is it?”

“He wants you to do a one-month trial. He’ll offer you a room at the Veterans’ Center and the minimum supplies needed.”

“All I really need are yoga mats.” And she could make do without those if she had to.

“And you’d be volunteering your time for this trial program. No pay. You’ll move to paid status after the month, if the program is a success.”

“No pay?” Julie nodded, remembering the stack of bills currently on her kitchen counter. A job that didn’t pay wasn’t ideal, but it was better than sitting around and being depressed about being unemployed. At least with this opportunity, there was a chance of doing something she loved long-term.

“So? What do you think? Are you in?” Allison asked.

Julie didn’t hesitate. “Definitely.”

“Great. Can you start next Monday?”

Excitement surged through Julie. “Yes. I can’t wait. Thank you, Allison.”

—

Lawson looked at the clock. Commander Oakes had warned him not to be late, but evidently Dr. Pierce played by different rules. He’d wait for this “doctor” one more minute and then he was leaving. Maybe he’d run into Julie again in town like he had earlier this morning. He could get used to running into her, although he’d prefer if she didn’t act so jumpy in his presence.

“Captain Phillips?”

Lawson turned toward the older woman with short gray hair and emerald eyes.

“I’m Dr. Pierce,” she told him.

He nodded. He’d expected some young naval psychologist who didn’t know his nose from his ass.

The woman laid a file on her desk, sat in the chair in front of him, and smiled. “So, why are you here?”

He fidgeted with his hands in his lap. “Well, if you don’t know that, then why are you here?” he asked, only half joking.

Dr. Pierce didn’t look impressed. Yeah, he wasn’t impressed with himself these days, either. Enough of his buddies had been ordered to see shrinks that he knew what Dr. Pierce wanted, though. She wanted to label him. His friend Shawn had been labeled with post-traumatic stress disorder two years ago, and he hadn’t set foot in a cockpit since.

Lawson’s jaw tightened. “Look. I got a little spooked on Monday. That’s all.”

She continued to watch him, waiting for him to say more. He’d seen how psychologists acted in movies. Silence made the other person talk. Not him.

“And?” she asked.

“And I’m fine. It won’t happen again.”

“How are you sleeping?” she asked.

He shrugged, as if that answered anything. “Sleep is overrated, if you ask me,” he joked.

She nodded, unamused. “Any other symptoms?”

“Symptoms?” He met her gaze, chewing on his thoughts. The powers that be would see anything she wrote in his file. Depending on the language, and whether his commanding officer liked him at the moment, all those years he’d spent training for aviation could be for nothing. “I’m not sure what happened out there on Monday, but I’m over it. If I wasn’t sitting here in front of you right now I’d already be back in the cockpit. I’d already be in the clouds.”

Dr. Pierce folded her hands in front of her. “You don’t need to put on a tough guy act with me, Captain.”

“I’m fine,” he ground out, not liking this Dr. Pierce even a little.

“Is that why you’re sitting in front of me? Because you’re fine?”

“Fine as someone can be who’s been shot down from the sky.” He ran a hand over his head, missing the weight of his hat. The way it seemed to serve as a shield of sorts. “I don’t know how…” He paused, looking for the right words. Words that wouldn’t ruin his career. “I don’t know how to act as if nothing happened out there, okay?”

“You don’t. You act as if something did happen.” She leaned forward. “Something terrible. Something that no Marine should ever have to face. You tackle it head-on, instead of pretending.”

“No offense, doc, but how would you know?”

She met his gaze, holding it where a lot of brave men backed down. “I know.”

“Okay.” He shrugged. “So tell me what to do.”

“I can’t tell you that.” She sat back now and folded her arms at her chest. “I can only tell you what I did.”

He swallowed. “All right.”

“I did everything wrong, and nearly ruined my career. What you need right now is to find your new normal. Do the things you used to do. Act like your old self even if you don’t feel that way. And whatever you do, don’t make any rash decisions.”

“Like buying a new car?” he scoffed. No worries there. He liked his truck.

Dr. Pierce nodded. “Or jumping into a new relationship.”

He lifted a brow. “Why is that?” he asked. Not that he cared. He needed a woman in his life right now like he needed a hole in his head.

“Because you’re not ready. You’ll hurt yourself and everyone around you if you’re not careful,” she said knowingly. “And ease up to the helicopters. If you’re not ready to be in the sky, don’t push yourself.”

Lawson shook his head. “The problem with that is that my commander has given me a ticking clock. I’ve been given one more month of light duty.” And that in itself pissed him off. He didn’t want another month at a desk. “If I’m not flying by then, there’s a warming bench waiting for me at Camp Neally. Any other words of wisdom?” Lawson asked.

Dr. Pierce smiled back at him. “Yes. I’m ordering you to take an exercise class.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You’re joking.”

“No, Captain. I’m not. Your commander told me that what I say goes. There’s a new class being offered at the Veterans’ Center in Seaside. My daughter is the director there. You live there, correct?”

“That’s right.”

“It’s a stress-reduction class for Marines.”

“I don’t have PTSD,” he said, stiffening.

Dr. Pierce shook her head. “No one said you did. I’d have to do a formal assessment to diagnose you with that. And we may do that in one of our next sessions. Either way, you do have stress, Captain Phillips, just like anyone else who returns home. Combat stress is normal. What you experienced in front of that helicopter the other day is normal, too. Your body is trained to flee from danger. That’s what keeps you alive during life-and-death situations.”

Lawson looked up. So she didn’t think he was crazy. That was good.

“I think this class is exactly what you need. Plus, it’ll look good in your file. It’ll show that you’re working on your issues under our guidance.”

“You mean it’ll look good for you in case I go nuts? I don’t need an exercise class,” he said again, shaking his head. What he needed was to get back to flying, as soon as possible.

“Perfect.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “Then it’s settled. And I’d like to see you back in my office next week. Maybe by that time you’ll be ready to talk more about your issues.”

There was that T-word. Everyone wanted to do it. Except talking to Dr. Pierce could have repercussions just like it had for his friend.

She stood, signaling that their session had ended. Then she jotted down a date and time for this exercise class on a sticky note. “Be there, or I’ll find out. And my next recommended action for you might not be as much fun.”

Lawson looked down at the paper in his hand. “This class starts Monday night.” Talk about short notice.

With a smile, she walked to the door and opened it, laying a hand on his shoulder before he exited. “I’m here to help you, Captain, not hurt you in any way. I hope you know that.”

He wanted to tell her he didn’t need help, that whatever he was dealing with, he could deal with on his own. Instead, he nodded. “Thanks, Dr. Pierce. I’ll, uh, see you next week.”


Chapter 4

Julie had been sitting at her computer for over an hour. Her yoga class with the Marines started in just a few days, and she needed to do a little more research to prepare.

After pulling up Google and typing in a few keywords related to Marines and stress, she’d found several sites devoted to yoga and PTSD, even a couple specifically talking about the benefits of yoga for soldiers returning home from war. The reading was fascinating, and if she didn’t have plans to go out with the girls tonight, she’d probably fall asleep sitting right here with her reading glasses on and a half-eaten bar of chocolate by her side. Margaritas with her sister, Kat, and their friend Val were in order, though. She’d made baby steps toward securing her life in Seaside, but she still had miles to go. She needed advice, and a paying job in the meantime. The nest egg she’d saved since college had helped, but it was almost gone.

Julie glanced at the bills she’d pulled from her mailbox earlier. Unopened bills that she didn’t want to think about right now. Instead, she headed to her room in the back of the house and pulled open her closet to survey her wardrobe. After trying on and discarding several skirts and dresses, she squeezed into a pair of tight jeans that complemented a fitted knit shirt and checked her image in the mirror. She’d forgotten how much work went into being single.

She stared at her reflection. Not bad. Yoga helped maintain her figure and the push-up bra she was wearing helped showcase what she had going on upstairs. Tonight was about hanging out with the girls, though. Not attracting the opposite sex. Lawson crossed her mind again, and she wondered if he’d be out tonight. If they were going to the bar that Kat’s husband, Micah, liked to go to, then it was also the bar that Lawson might be at. Why should she care, though? She didn’t, she decided, inspecting her reflection one last time. Slipping her feet into a pair of high heels to top off the look, she headed toward the front of the house just as the doorbell rang.

Kat and Val greeted her as she opened the door. Kat was dressed in a fitted black dress. Val sported an ensemble similar to Julie’s, except her top sparkled and screamed sass, which was fitting for the smart-mouthed brunette.

“You look great,” Kat said. “Ready to go?”

“So ready.” Julie grabbed her purse and locked up behind her.

A few minutes later all three walked into Heroes, a local bar that catered to the town’s military. There was dim lighting inside and easygoing music that didn’t compete with the lively cacophony of conversation coming from all directions. Along the walls hung military memorabilia: a helmet, a few uniforms, medals that the bar’s owner had been awarded during his service. They headed to a table in the back and ordered a pitcher of margaritas, then began catching up on the details of each other’s lives.

“I was sick three mornings in a row,” Kat said, halfway through her first drink. “I would’ve bet money that I was pregnant.”

Val and Julie frowned at their newly married friend. “Maybe the test was wrong,” Julie suggested.

Kat shook her head. “No, I took three. And I got my period last night.” She took another sip.

“It’ll happen,” Val said. “And you should just savor the first year of marriage without trying to have a child, anyway. You’re in the honeymoon period. Enjoy it.”

Julie nodded. “True. Although I have to admit, I can’t wait to be an aunt.”

“You’re already a step-aunt,” Kat reminded her. Kat’s new husband had a fourth-grade son from a previous marriage.

“I know, and Ben is an amazing nephew.” Julie lifted her glass to her mouth, and then froze as she saw two men enter Heroes and head to the bar.

“What’s wrong?” Val asked, following her gaze. “Oo-la-la.” Her lips puckered down. “Wait, isn’t that Micah’s friend, Lawson?” she asked, turning to Kat.

Kat nodded. “Yep. And that’s Griffin with him. He’s a friend of Micah’s, too.”

Julie was still staring. “I had a run-in with Lawson the other day.” She looked between the girls. “I saw him at the Veterans’ Center and he completely ruined my interview.” She left out the part where she’d treated him like a leper. Guilt spiraled inside her chest. She’d already apologized for that, though, and he’d accepted. Then she’d bailed on him as quickly as possible at the café this morning.

“He ruined your interview?” Kat asked, confused.

Julie lifted a shoulder. “Not intentionally, of course. He just showed up as I was talking to Allison and startled me while I was doing Downward Dog.” Julie met Kat’s and Val’s confused faces. “Don’t ask. I started to fall, he caught me. Then my car wouldn’t start and he insisted on taking a look and following me home.”

Kat and Val grinned at her.

“What?” she asked, her defense rising at their expressions. “It wasn’t like that. It was completely innocent.” Except for the way her body had reacted to his hands on her hips when she’d been in the Downward-Facing Dog position. That hadn’t been innocent. Neither had her thoughts about him since.

“I think he’s single,” Kat told her.

“No, no, no. He’s nice, but…” She shook her head. “After breaking up with Daren, I’m not ready for anything serious just yet.”

“It’s been a year,” Kat reminded her.

Julie sipped her drink and shook her head. “It’s not been a full year yet. And what does that matter?”

Kat tilted her head. “Maybe it’s time to start testing the waters.”

“It doesn’t have to be anything serious,” Val added. “You just got out of a long relationship. All you need is a good roll in between the sheets. Or a roll in the hay, in Lawson’s case. I love cowboys.” She sighed, glancing over her shoulder at him.

“Don’t let Preacher Hunt hear you talk like that,” Kat warned.

Val rolled her eyes. “Daddy knows I’m a sinner. He has the women’s and men’s prayer groups praying for me.” She took another sip of her drink. “I say you do him.”

“Do him?” Julie lowered her head a notch. “What, are we still in high school?” She shook her head. “Anyway, I got the job despite all that. The only glitch is that it involves me working for free.”

Kat and Val stared at her.

“I know. Not ideal. But it’s only temporary. I just have to prove to Mr. Banks that my program is worth keeping. That it’s worthwhile.”

“Mr. Leroy Banks?” Val asked, shaking her head. “I tried to convince him that his suit was navy blue and not black once when I worked in the Men’s Clothing Shop on Front Street. You can’t convince that man of anything. Good luck.”

Julie frowned, wishing she hadn’t been given that piece of information.

“Tough maybe, but not impossible,” Kat said. “Any leads on something that actually pays until this becomes more…prosperous?”

Julie shook her head. “The Chow Bucket needs someone to dress up like a chicken and hold a sign outside.”

Her friend and sister continued to stare at her, and she laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m not that desperate.” She ran her finger around the rim of her glass. “Yet.”

“Well, if you need a reference, I’ll vouch for you,” Kat said.

Julie sipped her drink. “You’re my sister. You’re biased.”

“Do you really want to do the chicken dance for a living?” Kat asked.

Julie shook her head and all three women laughed.

As they did, both men at the table across the room looked over. They were joined by Kat’s husband, Micah, now. He waved and, if Julie wasn’t mistaken, her sister’s cheeks darkened a shade.

“Oh, to be in love,” Julie said wistfully.

“You’ll have that one day, too.” Kat lifted her half-full glass. The glass was always half-full when it came to her sister—Mrs. Optimistic. “Here’s to love and paying jobs, whichever comes first.”

“Now that’s a toast I can drink to,” Val snickered.

“Me, too.” Although, in Julie’s case, she hoped the job came first.

They tapped their glasses together. As they did, Julie’s gaze wandered back to Lawson, who just so happened to also be looking at her.

—

Lawson spotted Julie as soon as he’d walked in the door. The Lawson he’d been before his last deployment would already be over there, making moves on the willowy blonde, buying her drinks and formulating a way to take her home tonight.

He wasn’t looking for a good time these days, though—not that kind anyway. What he could really use was a stiff drink and a nice, long sleep that didn’t end in a cold sweat.

“What’ll you have?” the waitress asked him, looking at him through her eyelashes. Her flirting wasn’t lost on him.

“Just a Coke,” he said, fighting the urge to ask for a shot of vodka, or two or three. He’d tried that when he’d arrived home from Afghanistan. It hadn’t helped, and had only turned him into a jackass. It also made for painful headaches the next morning.

His buddy Griffin stared at him.

“What?”

“You’ve turned down advances from two women since we’ve walked in. And you’re drinking Coke. I’m worried.”

Lawson slid a glance in his direction. “Don’t be.”

“You’re not fooling anyone, bro.” Griffin accepted a beer from the waitress, who also slid a soda in front of Lawson.

“Here you go, sweetheart,” she said, batting those long, black lashes at him again. Yeah, back in the day he’d have asked for her number.

“I’m fine,” he told his friend.

“You’re full of shit is what you are.” Griffin suppressed a grin and took a swig of his brewski. “We’re fellow Marines. That makes us brothers. And brothers look out for each other.”

Lawson rolled his eyes. “Would it ease your mind if I were drinking too much and sleeping around with loose women?”

Griffin considered this. “That is what you did before. So yeah. That would make me feel like all was well in the world.”

Lawson couldn’t argue that point. “I’m fine,” he said again, turning to steal another glance at Julie. As much as he’d tried, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. Even if she’d made it very clear how she felt about sharing space with him. This morning she’d practically run out of the café without finishing her breakfast.

“Send her a drink,” Griffin suggested, knocking his elbow into Lawson’s upper arm on the table.

Lawson didn’t feel the need to respond. Instead, he diverted the attention away from him and nodded at Micah, who sat across from them. “How’s married life?”

“Amazing,” Micah supplied, leaning back in his chair. Like a lovesick puppy, he couldn’t take his eyes off his new wife across the room. Lawson wanted to find it disgusting, but he was happy for his friend.

“That’s great,” he said. Micah deserved to be happy, deserved the best things that life had to offer.

He, on the other hand, didn’t. That’s the way he felt at least.

“I hate to put a damper on things, guys, but Bill Johnson has his sights on Melanie Harris from the diner.” Griffin tipped his head across the room.

All three men turned to look at the tall, muscular man with blond, buzzed hair. He was with a woman that the men lovingly referred to as Stalker Mel. She tended to latch on to any guy who gave her half a second of attention and then, coincidentally, or not, seemed to show up everywhere that guy went for the next month.

“Who wants to stop Stalker Mel from being this guy’s latest victim?” Griffin asked, his jaw clenched tight and his eyes stony.

“Depends on which one of us wants to be the object of Mel’s stalkerish affections for the next year.” Micah shook his head. “I’m married now. Kat won’t like Mel coming around.”

Griffin held up his hands. “Not it,” he called. “I was it last time. The woman scares me a little.”

Micah and Griffin both looked at Lawson.

Tag, I’m it.

“Fine.” Lawson pushed up from his seat. “But you guys watch my back. If BJ so much as looks at me wrong, I’m likely to drag him outside.” And that would be another strike against him with his commander.

“You got it,” both guys chimed.

Lawson nodded, turned, and started walking toward BJ and Mel’s escalating flirtation. He’d seen how BJ operated. BJ was a good-looking guy that women seemed to fall all over themselves for, just like Mel was doing right now. He peppered them with compliments and bought them drinks to their heart’s content. Then he brought them home. More like carried them home because after he got them drunk, they could barely stand. They were incapable of walking, driving, or consenting to whatever BJ did with them once they left. Mel drove pretty much every single guy in town insane, but she didn’t deserve the likes of BJ. No one did.

“I thought I told you I didn’t want to see you talking to another woman in this place, Johnson.” Lawson folded his arms in front of his chest.

“And I told you where you could go,” Johnson said, not bothering to look up.

Lawson shook his head. “I’d hate to have to tell your friend here how you treat women. She might just take that drink you bought her and splash it in your face.” And boy, what he wouldn’t give to see that.

Mel giggled as if he’d told a joke. This wasn’t a joke. Messing with BJ was serious. His behavior bordered on illegal, in Lawson’s mind. Especially if Johnson was slipping anything extra in the women’s drinks, which Lawson had a hunch he might be.

“Are you guys fighting over me?” Mel asked, obviously tipsy already. Tipsy and delusional.

The waitress stepped up and set another drink on the table. “Here’s your drink,” she said, looking at BJ. The dirtbag’s eyes grazed over her.

“Yum!” Mel started to lift the glass.

Lawson took it out of her hand. “Sorry, but I think you’re done here. Why don’t you let me take you home?”

Mel’s eyes lit up, and she nearly spilled onto the floor as she jumped up. BJ pulled her back toward him, his voice smooth but his eyes chilly.

“The lady’s with me. Go get your own woman, Phillips. And get the hell out of my face.”

Well, shit.

Lawson glanced back at the guys who’d promised to keep him out of trouble. They didn’t appear to be paying attention. Which was a pity. Damn shame. Lawson smiled. His fists curled. Screw the consequences. This was going to feel good.

“Why don’t you come with me outside?” Lawson took a step forward. Then someone’s hand grabbed him from behind.

“Hey, there, buddy.” Griffin’s smooth, easygoing voice floated over his shoulder. Griffin stepped up beside him, keeping his hand anchored on Lawson’s shoulder. “Hey, Mel,” he said.

Mel grinned, but her gaze was locked on Lawson. At least she wasn’t draped on BJ anymore.

“Not you, too,” BJ huffed. “Come on, baby. Let’s get out of here.” He wrapped his arm around Mel’s waist, but she shook her head.

“No, I think I’ll stay.” She winked at Lawson. Great. Just great. Chivalry had its consequences. It either earned him enemies, as in Julie’s case, or stalkers, as in Mel’s.

“Actually, I called you a cab, Mel,” Griffin said. “It should be here any minute. I’ll walk you outside and wait with you.”

Before she could argue, Griffin gently took her arm and started charming her all the way to the door. Lawson would have to thank Griff for that later.

“You’re an asshole,” Lawson said, turning back to BJ. “I mean it. Stay out of here.”

BJ lifted his beer to his mouth, casting Lawson what was supposed to be a fuck-you look. His hand shook, though. Good.

Heading back to his table, where Micah was still seated, Lawson tried to collect himself. He’d been itching for a fight, but he was glad he hadn’t done anything he’d regret in the morning. Or in Dr. Pierce’s office at his next appointment. Not that BJ didn’t deserve an ass beating. He sure as hell did. And hopefully someone somewhere would give it to him one of these days. That guy couldn’t be Lawson, though. Not with the watchful eye of his commander on him, waiting for him to implode.

He glanced over at Julie’s table again. He was itching to do another thing he might regret in the morning, like heading over and asking her to show him those yoga moves she’d been doing the other day. Another very bad idea. He was full of those tonight.

—

Julie had stopped having fun an hour ago when her buzz had worn off. The feeling had only gone downhill when she’d watched Lawson pick a fight with another guy over a pretty brunette. He hadn’t been flirting with her exactly, not that she’d care if he had. But he’d looked protective of her, like he wanted to chew the young Marine up and spitball him to the other side of the earth. And something about that left her unsettled.

Val and Kat giggled across the table. They were toasted in the best kind of way.

“I’m going to call a cab home, girls,” Julie said, shifting and getting up.

“No!” Kat protested, but Julie raised a hand.

“No arguments. You’re still having fun and I’m not ruining it. I’m leaving, you’re staying. It’s final.”

“You’re pushy, you know that?” Kat said, feigning a pout.

It was supposed to be a criticism, but Julie took it as a compliment. After three years of being controlled by Daren, she was proud of being called pushy. She flashed her cellphone at her friends. “The reception in here is awful. You two have rides, right?”

“Micah,” Kat said. “Love you. Call you tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Julie waved and headed outside, gulping in the fresh salt air. She stared at her cellphone screen and began to sidestep around, looking for the best reception to call a cab.

“The dance floor is inside.”

Julie froze. She knew that deep voice, smooth and Southern. At least she hadn’t jumped this time. Turning, she forced a smile. “Hey. I was just, uh, looking for a signal on my phone.” She held it up to show him.

Lawson stepped closer. “I needed some fresh air.”

“That, too.” She returned her focus to her phone. She stepped left, then right, took a few more steps away from Lawson, pretending the poor reception was leading her. In truth, she just needed distance between herself and him. There was a charge in the air when he was around, and happily single or not, she wasn’t immune to his good looks.

“Here.” Lawson handed her his phone. “Mine is picking up better.”

She looked up. That was her first mistake. Those eyes of his were liquid aphrodisiacs. “Thanks.” She dialed the number she knew by heart: 455-RIDE. Back in the day she’d called a cab from this very bar more times than she cared to admit. “Hi. I’d like a cab,” she said when the receptionist picked up.

Lawson pulled the phone from her hand and clicked the CALL END button.

“What—?” Her mouth fell open as she looked at him. “But you said I could use your phone.”

“And you can.” He shoved it back in his pocket. “If you need to. But you don’t need to. I’ll drive you home.”

Julie shook her head, unsure whether to be mad or amused. “You are determined to give me a ride this week, aren’t you?”

Lawson grinned.

“What?” she asked, grinning back.

“Nothing. It’s just, the old Lawson would have a response for that.”

“The old Lawson?” She crossed her arms under her chest, meeting his gaze.

“The less mature version of myself,” he supplied.

Julie’s mouth kicked up in one corner. She didn’t want to enjoy the exchange she was having with Lawson Phillips right now, but she was. “Let’s hear it.”

“Save a horse,” Lawson said. His brows lifted, letting her put the rest together.

Julie’s mouth dropped again. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

“I didn’t. I didn’t finish it.” Lawson jingled his keys. “Ride a cowboy.” He cleared his throat. “Sorry. What I meant to say was ride with a cowboy.”

Julie laughed. It felt good to laugh. “Fine. Thank you.”

He led her to his truck and opened the passenger-side door for her. “You’re welcome.”

She stepped inside and he shut the door after her. She waited for him to get behind the wheel. “Are you able to drive? I mean, have you had too much to drink?”

Lawson glanced over. “I don’t get drunk anymore. That was the old Lawson, too.” He cranked the engine and reversed his truck.

Julie folded her hands in her lap. “Why not?” she asked, already guessing. People didn’t just stop drinking unless there was a problem. She tallied that on the list of reasons not to be attracted to Lawson. She’d already dated one man with a substance abuse problem. She didn’t intend to date another.

“I like being in control of what I say and do. I got tired of making a fool of myself. I drink one or two every now and then, but that’s it.”

Julie nodded. People with true problems couldn’t stop at one or two. It was all or nothing. The tally mark moved to the reasons why Lawson wasn’t such a bad guy after all. “I see. So, how’s work?” she asked, looking for a neutral topic.

Lawson glanced over. From the look on his face, he didn’t like her conversation starter. “Could be better,” he said.

She could relate to that. “The Chow Bucket needs a person to dress up as a chicken if you need a job.”

He glanced over again, this time amusement playing in his blue eyes.

“But you’re a Marine, so that’s irrelevant.” She rubbed her sweaty palms on her thigh.

His gaze flicked down before returning to the road. “Do I make you nervous, Julie?” he asked.

“No.” She shook her head.

“I think you might be telling a little fib.” He smiled and the air between them charged even more.

Thank God they were only five minutes from her house. She could handle five minutes. She hoped. “Crowded bars make me nervous,” she explained. “It seemed like everyone in Seaside was at Heroes tonight. And it’s not even a weekend.”

“They all must be having the same kind of week.”

“Bad week?” she asked, knowing she probably shouldn’t. He was turning into her driveway and she didn’t want to extend their time together. The truth was, he did make her nervous.

“You could say that.” Lawson parked.

“What happened?”

He shook his head, turning to look at her. There was something sad in his eyes; it made her want to reach out and touch him. That could be dangerous, though, because the tension between them was thick.

“Nothing I can’t handle,” he said.

Julie reached for the door handle, begging herself to pull it and just walk away. “When I have a bad day, I do some breathing exercises and yoga. It helps.”

Lawson raised a brow; his lips pulled into a small smile. “Thanks for the advice.”

Julie nodded. “Anytime. See you around.” Then she pushed the door open and hopped out, exhaling as she put distance between herself and Lawson. She needed to do some breathing exercises of her own to slow her racing heart and collect her unruly thoughts, because right now she was in favor of saving a horse. Her hormones were all but holding picket signs to save all the horses in Seaside.

Unlocking her front door, she turned and offered a small wave. Then she slipped inside and exhaled sharply. She had to stop running into Lawson. She’d forgotten the probability of running into someone you didn’t want to see in a small town. She’d just have to start avoiding the local attractions. Until her attraction to him fizzled.


Chapter 5

The clock ticked loudly on the wall in front of Lawson. Work had never been so torturous in his life. His job had always consisted of variously scheduled adrenaline rushes, not sitting at a desk for hours at a time shoving paper from one bin to another.

Torture. He’d rather be caught behind enemy lines. At least then adrenaline, his drug of choice, would be pumping inside his body. His blood right now felt like one long-ass slug. Except when he thought of Julie outside the bar last Wednesday night. Then his blood rushed to all areas of his body. She’d had on tight pants and a tighter T-shirt that showed off two of his favorite things, he remembered. Even more attractive than that was her complete discomfort sharing space with him, and it wasn’t because she hated him. Nope. He could tell when a woman was attracted to him, and with Julie the sparks were flying.

Someone knocked and Lawson looked up at BJ lurking in his doorway.

“What do you want, Johnson?” Lawson asked, straightening. All he needed was one good excuse to use the jackass’s face as a punching bag.

“We’re at work now, Captain. Let’s keep things professional,” Lieutenant Johnson said. He was standing rod straight, exemplifying phony excellence. BJ was anything but excellent, though.

If possible, Lawson hated the guy even more.

“I was told you were looking at my leave request,” Johnson continued.

Lawson shrugged, reminding himself to think things through like Dr. Pierce had taught him to do in his last session with her. “I haven’t reviewed it yet. Might take a while.”

BJ’s expression faltered just a fraction. “How long?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m taking my new role here very seriously. Reading every word and considering every possible plan of action.”

Johnson tilted his head. “Shouldn’t you be in a helicopter somewhere, Captain? Why aren’t you doing that these days? I’ve heard you’ve been seeing a psychologist. Everything okay?” He feigned a look of concern.

Lawson smiled so wide it hurt his face. What had Dr. Pierce told him? That smiling released chemicals, even when the smile was fake. “That leave request isn’t ready, Lieutenant Johnson. Now get out of my office.”

BJ poked his tongue inside his cheek. “Yes, sir. I’ll see you at Heroes. Oh, and stop trying to steal my ladies. Get your own, Captain Phillips. Or are you having problems getting up for the ladies, too?”

Bastard.

Lawson didn’t reply. He was BJ’s superior. If he wanted to he could cause real trouble for the lieutenant. Instead, he glared at his guest until he left. At least some of Dr. Pierce’s advice had helped. He hadn’t lost his cool and sent BJ to the ER, which would’ve been his preference. Pulling BJ’s leave request out, Lawson signed it because BJ leaving Seaside and Camp Leon for any amount of time was a good thing. Leaving indefinitely would be better. Lawson slid the paper aside and glanced at the clock again with a sigh. He doubted Dr. Pierce’s other advice, or order, would do him any good. Going to an exercise class tonight promised to be even less fun than the first half of his day.

—

Julie sat in the Veterans’ Center parking lot as nervous energy bubbled through her. She hadn’t been this excited about something in a long time. It wasn’t just passing on the exercise she loved. Teaching this yoga class had the potential to do more. And the Marines who returned home from who-knew-what deserved more.

Lawson came to mind. She knew from talking to Kat that he was dealing with some heavy things since returning from his last deployment. She vaguely remembered hearing about an accident he’d been involved in during his time in Afghanistan. He didn’t seem like the type of guy to enjoy it, but she wished when she’d suggested deep breathing and yoga to him at Heroes last week, that she’d invited him to her class. She hadn’t thought she was the yoga type either, until she’d tried it.

Of course telling Lawson about the class would’ve meant spending more time with him. There was a chemical reaction that took place in her body when he walked into the room. Even though she knew getting involved with another man was a bad idea right now, her body wasn’t getting the message. Her body was like a dog begging for a treat. And since her body was obviously starving, she was going to feed it tonight with exercise. Solo exercise, not the kind that involved a certain cowboy Marine with twilight eyes and a jawline that she wanted to kiss for a reason she couldn’t explain. She wanted to start on his bottom lip and sink down to his chin, planting kisses up along his angled jaw straight to his ear. Then she wanted to whisper all the naughty things she wanted him to do to her.

Groaning, she grabbed her yoga mat and headed inside the Veterans’ Center ten minutes early.

“Hey, Julie,” Allison said as Julie passed the front desk. “I’m so excited about this class.”

Julie grinned. “Me, too. How many people should I be expecting tonight?”

Allison lifted a shoulder. “I spoke to my mother this morning. She said she’s advised about eight Marines to come. She also asked if you’d keep attendance so she can make sure they’re fulfilling her orders. Do you mind?”

Julie shook her head. “Not at all.”

“Great. I’m on my way out, but call me if you need anything.”

“I will.” Julie waved and headed toward the back classroom. It was a spacious room that would easily fit eight macho Marines—who might not want to do yoga for the next hour. She was well aware that some of the men, or women, might be forced to be here. That they might not actually want to learn what she was teaching. That was okay; she’d win them over.

She sat and took a deep breath, waiting for the first person to arrive.

“Hi.” A short Asian woman walked into the classroom with a bright, energetic smile. “I’m Rose.”

“You’re a Marine?” Julie asked.

Rose laughed. “Yes. Is this the yoga class?”

The breath whooshed out of Julie’s chest. Rose looked friendly. And she looked like she wanted to be here. “Yes. Please come in.”

Four men walked in next. And they didn’t look like they were being marched to the firing squad, either. By seven o’clock, there were seven members of the military seated on yoga mats in front of her.

“Okay. Looks like it’s time to start. I’m Julie Chandler and I’ll be your yoga instructor for the next month.” She proceeded to tell a little bit about herself and how yoga had changed her life. She hoped it’d have an even bigger impact on the lives of the people in front of her. “So let’s sit cross-legged and take a moment to quietly focus on breathing.”

Everyone in the room followed her lead. It was going smoothly, and then she hit a road bump.

She heard the sound of the person’s heavy sneakers before turning and seeing his face. And, was it her imagination or did the man before her look as confused as she was?

“Yoga?” Lawson placed a hand on his hip. Dressed in nylon shorts and a large T-shirt with the sleeves cut out, he looked like he was ready to step into a boxing ring more than strike a Warrior Pose. Everyone else had on tightly fitted clothing that would stick to their bodies while doing the positions. “This is the exercise class?” he asked.

She nodded. “This is the class for stress reduction.”

If she wasn’t mistaken, his eyes darkened.

“Figures.” He started to walk to a spot in the back.

“You need to take off your shoes,” she said, watching him. “And grab a mat from along the wall, please.”

All of the other Marines were watching him, too. He was older than most of them, and, she guessed, higher ranking. Lawson kicked off his sneakers and grabbed a mat, then proceeded to set up as Julie instructed the others to stand and explained the first pose. Her confidence was shaken, though. What was Lawson doing here? Whatever the reason, he certainly didn’t look happy about it.

“All right, everyone. Hands up over your heads, lift your face up to the ceiling and arch back. Breathe.” She inhaled deeply through her nose, trying not to think about Lawson in the back of the room, watching her. Or actually, not watching her. “Bring your hands back to center,” she said, taking a peek in his direction. Yes, he was watching, but he wasn’t doing the movements. “Spread your legs wide, turn your front foot to point at me, your body faces the wall. Arms out to the sides. This is Warrior Two Pose,” she said.

The others in the class imitated her movements. Lawson, however, did not. She brought her legs back together and decided it was time for a little one-on-one instruction. She sprinkled a few words of praise and guidance to the others in the room as she made her way to the tall, lean guy in the back corner.

“Do you need help?” she asked.

“Me?” He laughed. “No, I don’t need any help,” he said a little too loudly.

He was embarrassed to be here, and he wanted to make sure everyone knew it wasn’t by choice.

“But you’re not doing the poses,” she said, crossing her arms and looking at him. She could tell what he was thinking. He thought yoga was stupid. Silly. “If you’re going to be in this class, you need to participate. This isn’t a spectator sport.”

Lawson shook his head. “This isn’t sport, period. Or exercise.” He looked around at the others, who were all tuned in and watching them as they held the pose.

A lot of good this was doing for their stress levels, watching their instructor argue with one of their colleagues.

“It is exercise,” she said through tight lips.

“Exercise is a five-mile run. Forty-five minutes in the weight room. This is stretching.”

Julie took a deep breath, pushing down the anger that was bubbling up inside her. “I’m sorry you feel that way. You can leave now, Captain Phillips.”

He rubbed a hand along his five o’clock shadow. Despite her increasing fury, she wanted to rub a hand across his new growth, too.

“I wish I could, but, uh…” He looked around. “I have orders to be here. I’m guessing everyone else in this room does, too. So I’m staying.”

Damn. “Then you’re participating or you won’t be counted as present. Spread your legs,” she ordered, raising her voice.

He gave her a long, hard look. She guessed few people ever ordered Lawson Phillips around. With a sigh, he mimicked her earlier pose. Julie placed her hands on his front hips, turning them outward as he bent his knee. She would’ve done that for any student, but he wasn’t just any student. The touch zinged through her. If she didn’t want to punch him right now, she might be tempted to continue running her hands over his taut, muscled body.

“There,” she said, pulling away. She walked back to the front of the class and led the group through the rest of the moves, ignoring Lawson’s mumbled jokes. It wasn’t funny to her. She was here, donating her time to help people. And she needed this trial program to be a success. If she had people like Lawson in the class making it look like a joke, her proposal wouldn’t go any further than this one-month trial.

As the hour passed, he halfheartedly copied her poses, but the others seemed to be enjoying themselves. There was a relaxed look on their faces, which made Julie feel like she’d done something worthwhile.

“Namaste.” She placed her hands in a prayer position in front of her chest and bowed to the class. “All right, everyone. I hope to see you all on Wednesday night.”

People began to roll up their mats and collect their shoes. Julie tried not to, but she couldn’t help listening to Lawson talking to two of the guys he knew.

“I’m here because I was told to be here. Just following orders.” He laughed loudly.

The two men laughed along with him.

“Same here, Captain,” one said. “I’d rather be doing PT in the desert.”

Julie clenched her teeth tightly. She was never this tense after doing yoga.

“Thank you so much for this,” a woman’s voice said, tearing Julie from Lawson’s conversation in the back. It was Rose.

“I feel good.” Rose’s eyes crinkled in the corners as she smiled. There was a healthy glow to her face.

“You’re welcome.” Just to help one person. That was the original goal in her proposal. She could help more, though, if Lawson would stop talking them out of it. Julie glanced toward him again.

“I read that yoga can help with insomnia,” Rose continued. “I’ve tried everything. Even sleeping pills. I can’t work with the pills, though.”

“This isn’t a magic fix, but your body will thank you if you keep doing it.” Julie forced herself to take a breath and focus on Rose.

“Well, I plan on being back on Wednesday,” Rose said with a wide smile.

“Good. I’ll see you then.” She watched Rose leave, following a few others out. She hoped they’d all be back, despite Lawson’s attitude. All except him. He could stay away. Far, far away.

—

Lawson rolled up the mat he’d borrowed from the corner and put it away, planning to go talk to Julie just as soon as the woman she was talking to left. When he turned around, though, Julie was gone. The look she’d given him at the end of the class hadn’t gone unnoticed. She was pissed.

Guilt gnawed at his gut. He was a Marine, though. Oo-rah! He didn’t wear tight clothes and do yoga on rectangular rubber mats. He didn’t do counseling either, but in order to please the higher-ups, and keep his job, he needed to.

He left the room and started walking. She couldn’t have gone too far. The least he could do was apologize, and hope she didn’t give him the boot and ban him from coming to the next class. Because he had no doubt Dr. Pierce would make good on her offer to give him less appealing orders. When he got to the end of the hallway, he looked in both directions. No sign of her. He made his way to the parking lot and looked for her old Honda Civic. It was gone. She must have gone home immediately after dismissing the class, which meant she’d had enough for one day. He’d hurt her feelings, and now she was going to go to bed thinking he was a big, fat jerk.

The idea of her going to bed with him on her mind was a good one. But not if she was envisioning beating him with her rolled-up yoga mat. He shook his head, heading for his truck. A soreness was already setting in along his inner calf muscle. He hadn’t even given the moves his full effort and he was sore. The music was peaceful, too. If he had given the exercise half a shot, he might be relaxed right about now. If nothing else, watching Julie in those tight, stretchy pants, contorting her body into positions that had his imagination running wild, was a good distraction.

“Lawson? Hey.” A woman’s voice sliced through the darkness and the building arousal in his pants. Shoot. Him. Now. He was in no mood for Melanie Harris.

The brunette giggled. “I saw your truck in the parking lot, so I pulled in. I wanted to thank you for the other night. You were a hero at the bar. Who knows what that creep would’ve done to me.” Mel stepped closer and before he knew what was happening, her hand was on his chest. He would’ve taken a step backward, but his truck was behind him.

“Just helping out a friend,” he said, his gaze still searching for Julie. He needed to find her.

“Friend. Right.” Mel winked.

Lawson’s stomach soured. He gently removed her hand from his body and guided her away from his truck. “Speaking of friends, I have to go see another one right now. Good seeing you, Mel. Have a good night.”

“Oh. Okay.” Her eyes were wide as he waved at her, slipped inside his truck, and cranked the engine. He needed to get to Julie like his life depended on it, although he wasn’t exactly sure why.


Chapter 6

Julie was two minutes from home, literally two minutes, when her car sputtered, spat, and gave a little lurch. She steered to the side of the road just before it died completely. And she’d thought her night couldn’t get any worse.

Before she could start devising a plan to get herself and her car home, two headlights slowed behind her and pulled to the side of the road. Apparently the night could get worse, she thought, groaning out loud as she watched Lawson step out and approach her car. He was the very last person she wanted to talk to right now. Anyone but him.

He tapped on her window. Just like that morning at the Veterans’ Center, when he’d done the same in the pouring rain. She hesitated, but she had no choice.

She opened her car door and stared at him. “The window doesn’t roll down because my car is not currently working.” There was a you-idiot tone in her voice that she couldn’t help. He deserved it. He’d just ruined the class that she’d been so excited about for the past week. Just like Daren and Mr. Banks, Lawson had acted like yoga was foolish. He hadn’t put her down with his words, but he’d definitely put her down with his actions tonight.

“Julie.” His eyes softened. “About tonight.”

She held up her hand. “I’m not talking about tonight. I just need a ride home. I’ll call someone to help me tow my car tomorrow.” She got out and pushed past him, walking to his truck without him offering her a ride this time. He owed her this much. Slamming the passenger door, she buckled herself up, and took a deep breath. It didn’t calm her.

Lawson stepped inside the truck, also. Glancing in her direction, she saw him nod from the corner of her eye. Then he cranked the engine. The ride to her house was silent until he pulled into her driveway. “I was an idiot, and I’m sorry,” he finally said.

“You don’t have to say that.” She crossed her arms in front of her defensively.

“The hell I don’t. I hurt your feelings. I’m sorry about that.”

He wasn’t sorry for criticizing her passion, though. Just for hurting her feelings. How many times had Daren done the same, hurt her feelings and then apologized? How many times had she stupidly accepted his apology? Too many.

She pulled the door’s handle and stepped out. “Thanks.” She slammed it and headed for her front door, aware that a towering figure was following. Couldn’t he get a clue?

He grabbed her elbow and pulled her to look at him just before she reached the porch steps.

“Don’t touch me!” she snapped, jerking away. Her heart was suddenly hammering and every hair on her body was at attention.

Lawson’s hands flew up. His eyes grew even softer, which made her emotion suddenly raw. She’d overreacted. One unexpected touch and she’d acted like he was about to hit her.

Damn it.

“What do you want?” she asked, hating the little fault line in her voice. “You said you were sorry. Great. Anything else?” To cover the pain, she feigned more anger.

He kept his gaze steady on her. “I’m not like him, Julie.”

She stiffened. “Like who?”

“Whoever made you react like that just now.”

She tried to maintain her composure. “I reacted like that because you grabbed me.”

“Barely,” he said softly.

“Your apology is accepted. Thank you for the ride, Lawson.” She looked down at her feet, not trusting her eyes not to show him everything. He’d already seen too much and had read her like a damn book.

“Save a horse,” he said, humor lacing his voice as he attempted to lighten the mood.

She was grateful for that.

Tipping his hat, he said, “I’ll see you in class on Wednesday.” Then he turned and walked away.

On an inhale, she hurried inside and closed the door, leaning against it. Her body was trembling from the interaction she’d just had. She would’ve preferred to still be angry at Lawson. Anger served her better than thinking maybe he was a decent guy. Anger was better, too, than letting him see her weakness. He somehow knew she had a past.

A past she never wanted to repeat.

Right. Lawson’s true colors had shown through at the Veterans’ Center tonight, and she’d be wise to remember that.

—

Lawson glanced at the car key he’d managed to swipe from Julie’s keyring as she’d ignored him all the way here. He headed back to her car and got to work. It was the least he could do, seeing that he’d ruined her class tonight. He pulled a toolbox out of the back storage compartment of his F-350 and grabbed a spotlight so he could see while he worked.

He’d been a dick tonight. Worse than that. The hurt in Julie’s eyes had been clear. Along with something else that left him bothered. He’d recognized pain in her eyes, just before he’d grabbed her arm and brought fear there, too. Despite his job, which required that he kick ass for the military from time to time, he wasn’t a violent guy. Someone had hurt Julie, though, and he hated it.

Dipping to look under her hood, he started investigating why her car kept shutting off. He’d always been good with his hands and with cars. He guessed he had that as a fallback plan if he didn’t steel-up and get back in the cockpit. He didn’t love mechanics, though. Not like he loved flying. He needed to get back in a helicopter. He would—just as soon as his commander was satisfied that he could handle it.

Lawson studied the engine. It only took a moment to locate the culprit. The connections with the car’s battery were grimy. He pulled off his shirt and used it to wipe the dirt away. Then he retrieved his battery cables from his truck and gave the Honda a jump start. It revved to life immediately. Looked like she needed a new battery if she expected to get anywhere safely. He’d tow her car back to her house, then head to the local Walmart’s automotive department to get one. He hooked the front end of her car to his rear and slowly towed it to her driveway. The lights inside her house were off. Good to see she hadn’t lost any sleep over his jackass ways. Fixing her car was his idea of a peace offering. Hopefully she’d accept it, and the apology he would give the next time he saw her pretty face.

He jumped back in his truck and went to get the battery. After installing it, he headed home. It was after ten, but he wasn’t a bit tired. Instead, he fired up his computer and YouTubed Huey helicopters. Even watching them on the little screen made his blood pressure spike. The dulled roar of the engine brought back memories of fire and death. He forced himself to watch anyway. This was his idea of therapy. Not talking or yoga. Even though Dr. Pierce’s advice had helped him with his interaction with BJ earlier. And seeing Julie did help distract him. He watched the videos until he started to fall asleep, then headed to his bedroom.

—

The next morning Lawson walked next door to his sister’s house and entered without knocking. He made the coffee and sat down with a cup, waiting for the aroma to rouse Beth from her bed.

“Good morning, sunshine,” he said as she shuffled into the kitchen a few minutes later. Her hair was poking out around her sleep-creased face. She grunted a hello. It usually took some coffee before she made any sense. Lawson stood, poured her a cup, and waited. “So,” he said after she’d drained the first cup. “Any leads on a sitter for Sabrina?”

Her gaze flicked up and, for a moment, she looked so much like his mother that he got a little homesick. “No. I’ve interviewed three people. One was barely sixteen. You and I both know what a handful my daughter can be. The second one smoked and Sabrina is prone to respiratory stuff. Not a good fit. Then yesterday afternoon I interviewed a lady that seemed perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

“What happened?” Lawson asked, leaning back in his chair.

“Sabrina happened. She told the lady to, and I quote, ‘Buzz off.’ ” Beth shook her head, trying not to laugh. “Then she cried for an hour asking where her daddy was.” Beth’s laugh was short-lived. Now her brows were tilted in a deep V.

Lawson’s heart squeezed.

“I hate lying to her, but you can’t tell a little girl that her father just left. That I don’t know when or if he’ll ever come back.”

Lawson sipped his coffee. If the sorry-ass kid who’d knocked his sister up and left her to raise a daughter alone ever did come back, he’d have to answer to him. “You should’ve hired the lady who was perfect. Sabrina will adjust.”

“Will she?” Beth frowned as she looked at him.

“Yes. She’s strong-willed just like her mother,” he said pointedly. “But she’s a kid. She doesn’t get to run the show, and riding horses is important to you. You need something of your own.” He’d be damned if he was going to watch Beth give up her dreams unnecessarily. Ever since his father abandoned their family during Lawson’s senior year of high school, he’d stepped into the authority role of the family. He felt responsible for his mother, his sister, and now his niece. “You need to train for the show and Jax needs to stay conditioned. So we need a babysitter for Sabrina.”

“Always looking out for me. You’re a good brother, you know that?” Beth smiled behind her mug of coffee.

“Yeah, I know.”

“You’re going to make some girl very lucky one day,” she added.

Julie’s face crossed his mind for some reason. That wasn’t the girl he’d make lucky. She couldn’t stand the sight of him right now, and he didn’t blame her. He set his cup down and stood.

“Going to work?” Beth asked, still watching him.

“Yep.”

“Flying again?”

“Not yet,” he said. Last she heard he hadn’t been cleared to fly. He’d had to get checked out by a doctor and cleared after his injuries. Pilots couldn’t have bum arms or cracked ribs. That’d gotten him this far. Now, only by the grace of God and his commanding officer, he had one month to get his mental shit together.

“What’s wrong?” Beth’s brows lowered. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

Before he could answer, a three-foot ball of energy launched herself into his arms.

“Uncle Lawson!”

Saved by his niece. “Hey, blossom. How’d you sleep?”

“Good.” She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and blinked up at him. Like her mother, her hair was making a crown of tangles around her face.

“Great. Do me a favor today?” he asked.

“Okay.”

“Be good to your mom. And if she interviews any more people, be nice. No more ordering people to buzz off.”

Sabrina started giggling. Giggles evolved into a fit of laughter as he tickled her belly. Then he kissed her temple.

“Gotta go.” He headed out the door and took a breath. His family needed him here in Seaside. If he couldn’t fly, he’d be re-stationed to Camp Neally. Commander Oakes had all but guaranteed that. And there was no way in hell Lawson was going to let that happen.

—

Julie groaned as the sun slanted in through her window. A new day, which meant more job hunting. Getting up, she padded down the hall to make herself a smoothie and do her mini morning yoga routine. After that she showered, dressed, and opened her laptop to search the local job sites.


WAITRESS NEEDED


Maybe.


ANIMAL GROOMER


No, thanks.


PERSONAL MASSAGE THERAPIST


She hummed on that idea for a moment. She wasn’t specifically trained in massage therapy, but she did know the muscle groups and could give a decent massage. Plus the pay listed was more than most of the other jobs being advertised. The bills on the counter’s corner caught her eye. Right. She was never depending on someone else again, she told herself.

She kept reading.


PERSONAL MASSAGE THERAPIST WANTED TO HELP ELDERLY MAN WITH BACK PAIN. CALL FOR MORE INFORMATION/INTERVIEW.


She pulled her cellphone out and dialed the number listed. A few minutes later she had a job. The man on the phone had only asked her a few questions and then asked her to come by for his first session.

He’d sounded elderly and nice. Nonthreatening.

Grabbing her purse and keys, she prepared to trek down the road to retrieve her car, praying that it would start for her. She froze as she opened the front door. Her old Honda Civic was somehow in her driveway. Had she dreamt breaking down on the road and needing a ride from Lawson? Had she dreamt him following her out of his truck and grabbing her elbow?

I’m not like him, Julie.

She swallowed at the memory, wishing she wasn’t so see-through. Last night had definitely happened. She could still feel Lawson’s hand on her skin, the electricity snapping from his gaze. He must have towed her car here himself. She looked around as she stepped off the porch and headed to her car, as if Lawson might be outside, waiting for her. He wasn’t, which both relieved and disappointed her. He was a jerk, she reminded herself. A gorgeous jerk who’d given her a lift last night and towed her car back to her house. She opened her car and got in, preparing to put her key in the ignition when she realized it was already there. Glancing down at her keyring, she shook her head. How had he gotten her key? He must’ve done that while she’d ignored him on the way home last night.

Guilt poked at her conscience. She cranked the engine on a prayer and exhaled as it revved to life. The usual clicking noise was gone. The CHECK ENGINE light that had been displaying on her dash for months was off, too. The one she was waiting to get checked out until she had a long-term, paying job. Lawson must have fixed it. Not the actions of a certified jerk.

Just dandy. This meant she was going to have to be nice to him the next time she saw him. She preferred guarding her heart with irritation, anger, and every other negative emotion she could manage.

She groaned and headed toward Seaside’s Assisted Living Homes. Fifteen minutes later she pulled in and parked. On the phone Mr. Adams had told her he was eighty-two. She wouldn’t normally feel comfortable going into someone’s home, but an old man with back pain was harmless. She located apartment 14C and knocked.

It only took a minute for Mr. Adams to answer the door.

“Hey, there, sweetheart,” he said, smiling at her in the doorway. “Come in. Come in.”

Julie stepped inside, closing the door behind her. The small living quarters smelled stale, and also like buttered popcorn, which made her stomach turn a little. Following behind him she noticed that Mr. Adams got around the small apartment just fine for his age. And for someone who claimed to be in so much pain.

“I set up a place for you to work your magic over here in my bedroom, sweetheart.”

“Okay.” He was old, she reminded himself. Fifty years her senior. There was no reason she couldn’t go into his bedroom. She followed him and looked around. There wasn’t much. Just a bed, a small dresser, and several pictures of an older woman on the wall.

“That’s Dorothy. My late wife.” Mr. Adams’s eyes slanted in sadness.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Julie said, setting her bag down.

“No one lives forever, honey.” Mr. Adams sat on the bed, then pulled his legs up in front of him.

Nodding, Julie turned around to start digging in her bag. She’d brought some massage oils and plastic massagers she’d had at home. When she turned back around, Mr. Adams had taken off his shirt. She froze for a moment, taking in his rolled and wrinkled midsection, so hairy it looked like he was wearing a large toupee on his chest.

“Um.” She’d imagined that he’d at least wear a tank top. This was fine, though. She could work better if his shirt was off. Forcing a smile, she met his gaze. “Okay. Ready to get started?” she asked enthusiastically.

Sweet old Mr. Adams shook his head. “Not yet, darling. It’s your turn.”

Either he had something in his left eye or he was winking at her.

“My turn?” she asked, lowering her brows.

“I took my shirt off. Now let’s see what you have under that top of yours.”

Julie’s mouth fell open. She took a small step backward, nearly tripping over her bag. No way she’d heard that correctly. “I’m sorry?”

“You heard me right. Take it off, baby doll. I’ll double your pay.” He winked again.

Ew!

“I came here to help with your back pain.”

“And believe me, you will.” His dentured smile was no longer sweet. Sweet Mr. Adams was really dirty Mr. Adams.

Julie grabbed her bag without saying anything else and sprinted for the door. She’d rather dress up like a chicken at the Chow Bucket. Slamming the door behind her, she went to her car and got in. With a glance in her rearview, she saw that Mr. Adams hadn’t followed. That was good. Because, elderly or not, she had a good mind to run him over right about now.

She shuddered and pressed the gas. Job searching was over for the morning. She’d intended to grab something to eat once she left here, but her appetite was now gone, maybe forever. Instead, she drove home to take a shower and scrub the image of Mr. Adams out of her brain.


Chapter 7

Lawson shoved his hands into his pockets as he walked toward the Air Station. This afternoon he was teaching a bunch of ripe pilots the ins and outs of the new flight training manual for one of the newer-model helicopters. It was boring reading material. Boring as hell for everyone involved, including him.

His pace slowed as he heard the familiar va-dup, va-dup, va-dup of an incoming helo. It was in the sky, just crossing over the tree line on its way to the landing pad half a mile away.

Va-dup. Va-dup. Va-dup.

A cold sweat broke on his forehead. He couldn’t remove his gaze from the machine. Even though he’d been forcing himself to watch videos of helicopters for the last week, seeing the real thing was a different story. What if it went down and he needed to run? Which way would he go? What if it crashed into the training building? There’d be casualties. He’d need to help with the rescue efforts.

Va-dup. Va-dup.

Flashes of his last time in the sky—last time being conscious at least—crossed his mind. Those last few seconds had seemed like eternity. There’d been a million voices all screaming and barking orders at once. Then there’d been nothing. Just silence and a heart-crushing awareness of death.

Va-dup. Va-dup. Va-dup.

Lawson jumped as someone grabbed his shoulder from behind. He whirled on his feet.

“Whoa, man. It’s just me.” Micah leveled him with a gaze. “You all right?”

The sound of the helicopter faded into the background.

“Yeah.” Lawson exhaled and offered a halfhearted laugh. “Sorry. You caught me off guard.” Similar to the way he’d done to Julie the other night. What was her crash and burn story, he wondered, knowing she had one.

“You were watching the helicopter,” Micah said.

Lawson nodded. “Yeah. I miss being up there.” He glanced at Micah. “What are you doing here anyway? You’re a civilian now. I thought you’d be hard-pressed to ever set foot on the military base again.”

Micah adjusted the mirrored aviator sunglasses on his face. “I’m meeting Dad here. We’re going to go grab a bite to eat at the Officers’ Club.”

“Really?” Lawson was surprised. Micah and his father had never gotten along. And after his father had ordered him to one last deployment upon learning he was getting out of the Corps last year, Lawson would’ve bet money that Micah never spoke to the commanding officer of Camp Leon again. But Micah was one noble, forgiving guy. More forgiving than Lawson would’ve been. Nope, Lawson would never forgive his old man for walking out on his mother the way he had.

“Life is too short for grudges.” Micah was still watching him. “You haven’t come to dinner lately. Just because I’m married doesn’t mean you have to keep your distance.”

“Just giving you and Kat some honeymoon time. Maybe I’ll stop by next week.”

“Monday night?” Micah asked.

Lawson shook his head. “Can’t do Monday. Or Wednesday.”

“Hot date?” Micah lifted his voice hopefully.

“Afraid not. I have, uh, yoga class.” Just saying the words made Lawson’s skin crawl.

“Yoga class? Since when do you do yoga?”

Since he was a coward dressed in a brave man’s clothing. Lawson ran a hand across the back of his neck. “Apparently I need to go to this class to help with my…stress.”

“I see.” Micah had been deployed at the same time, but he hadn’t been on the same mission—the one that had cost their squadron one good man. The accident could’ve been far worse. Lawson knew that. None of them could’ve come home. In that respect, they were lucky. “You could always talk to me about it,” he continued.

Talk. Everyone wanted him to talk. He’d rather put on skintight leotards and twist himself into a pretzel. “Thanks,” he said. “Maybe later next week I’ll come by for dinner.”

“Ben would love that. He’s been asking about you.”

Lawson had missed Micah’s son, Ben, lately, too. Ben was a fourth grader this year, but had the intelligence of a high school freshman. “I’ll try. But listen, I have to go. Got a class to teach this afternoon.”

Micah laughed. “Have fun with that.”

Lawson pressed his lips together and gave his head a hard shake. “You remember how much we loved sitting through that BS?”

“It was necessary, though.” Micah patted Lawson’s back. “Someone’s got to do the boring work.”

But that someone had never been Lawson.

“Hope we see you next week,” Micah called, veering off in another direction. “Have fun in yoga,” he said, with a teasing tone.

Lawson waved an affectionate middle finger in the air at his friend. His heart had slowed since seeing the helicopter in the air. That was good. But if he could barely handle watching one from the ground, how the hell was he ever going to get back in the pilot’s seat? All he knew was he had to. His niece had already had her father walk out on her. Having her uncle stripped away, too, would be devastating.

—

Julie unrolled her purple yoga mat and sat in a basic Baddha Konasana position, resting the bottoms of her feet together in front of her and interlacing her fingers to wrap around her toes. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with air and telling herself that this second yoga class was going to go better than the first.

On an exhale, she released her worry that it wouldn’t. Lawson had already told her he was coming back tonight. And even though he’d apologized for his behavior last time, he’d only apologized for hurting her feelings. Not for putting down the exercise she loved. He still thought it was a waste of time and energy, and if that was true, tonight might very well go the same way.

She inhaled again.

And then there was the attraction she felt toward him. Undeniable. Intense. She didn’t want to be attracted to him. Yeah, it’d been a while since she’d been with her ex, but she was undoing three years of being chipped away at.

Heavy footsteps entered the room. Julie turned to look at her first student of the night. None other than Lawson Phillips. Her eyes traveled down his long, lean body. He was wearing a cowboy hat, of course. He also had on a loose-fitted T-shirt and athletic shorts. The only thing about his yoga attire that he had right was that he was barefoot, holding his sneakers and balled-up socks in his hands.

“Hey.” His gaze landed on her and stayed, unwavering, which unnerved her.

“Hi.” She swallowed thickly. “Thanks for returning my car to me. And for fixing it.”

He shrugged. “It was the least I could do.”

He was talking about when he’d ruined her class on Monday night. She was about to say something about that when two other students entered the room. In comparison to him, they were dressed in fitted clothing that wouldn’t drape into their faces when they inverted their bodies. They were taking what she was trying to do seriously. They’d also brought their own mats.

“Hi,” Julie said, focusing on them and doing her best to ignore Lawson as he headed to the back corner of the room. As the minute hand ticked toward the hour more people filed in. Julie smiled and welcomed each one. “Okay.” She stood. “Are we ready to begin?” she asked.

She led the class through the basic Sun Salutations that she’d done last time, adding on a few new moves that she’d worked on yesterday at home. Her gaze flicked to the back of the room as she pulled her hands back to her chest.

Surprisingly, Lawson’s hands were also in front of his deeply defined chest. She could see the definition even in his loosely fitted T-shirt. His eyes were locked on her. She bent her front knee. He did the same. His arms went out to his sides in Warrior Two Pose just like her. He wasn’t laughing or rolling his eyes this time.

“Good,” she said to the class, looking around at the others and doing her best not to watch the cowboy in the back. His hat was gone, resting on the floor beside him. His teasing grin was replaced by a serious demeanor. Was he actually giving her his undivided attention? Doing his best?

After several sequences she led the class to the floor and got in a Bridge pose, resting her back on the floor, and pressing her shoulders into her mat. She lifted her pelvis up and toward the ceiling and held the movement. The class followed along.

Getting up, she began to walk around and inspect everyone’s position. “This is a gentle stretch for the back and the legs,” she said as she walked, her legs carrying her toward the back of the room where Lawson was lying. He had his pelvis lifted and his loosely fitted shorts were hanging down under his muscled thighs, giving her a view that led all the way up to the curve of his very fine ass. She couldn’t tear her eyes away. He had blond hair running over his legs, and perfect definition of every beautiful muscle.

“Am I doing this right?” he asked.

Caught. “Um. Well, actually you need to open your palms and press them into the floor.” She squatted near him and uncurled one of his fists, very aware that he still had the lower half of his body up and lifted toward her. “There.” She stayed for a second longer. What was wrong with her?

“Am I good now?” he asked. His gaze was teasing when she met his eyes.

“Yep. All good.” She stood and started walking quickly, sizzling with electricity from just being near him. This was going to be a tough month with him in her class.

Forty minutes later, she concluded her last sequence. “Namaste.” And thank the good Lord.

People collected their mats under their arms and headed to the door, thanking her on the way out.

“Great job,” someone said from the doorway.

Julie turned to the voice. Not one of her students. Nope. Mr. Banks stepped inside the room. “You were watching?” she asked. She hadn’t even noticed, too distracted by another.

“Just a little,” he said.

Julie stood and brushed her hair out of her face. It was better that she hadn’t known he’d been watching. That way she wasn’t nervous. Mr. Banks had gotten a true look at her class in action. “What’d you think?” she asked, fidgeting with her hands in front of her. There were still a few students lingering in the room, chatting with one another. And then there was Lawson.

Mr. Banks lifted a shoulder. “I think you did a good job,” he said.

“Thank you, Mr—”

He held up a hand. “It’s still going to be a tough sale to me, though, sweetheart. No offense, but I don’t see how what you just did can help anyone.”

Julie’s mouth fell open. “Yoga has been proven to—”

“I read your proposal. But this is a warm-up to real exercise. Marines can do this stuff in their sleep,” he continued.

Julie did her best not to let her feelings show. What an ignorant, egotistical jerk. This was only the second class. She’d been promised a month before he would make his decision. But it sounded to her like Mr. Banks had already decided.

“That was great exercise,” Lawson said, interrupting as Julie stared, speechless. “I feel so much better after that, Ms. Chandler. Thank you.” He turned to Mr. Banks. “Hello, sir. I’m Captain Phillips. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

Mr. Banks puffed his chest. “Commander Banks. I own the center here.”

“Well, good job hiring Ms. Chandler. She’s going to do a lot of good things here.” Lawson turned back to Julie. “See you next Monday.”

“See you Monday,” she said, holding herself together.

“We’ll see.” Mr. Banks nodded at her. “Maybe I’ll take your class one day, too. See what it really does for me.”

She nodded, unable to produce words. Words might mean saying something she’d regret. Her self-composure was already frayed. First, she’d gone to a job from hell with dirty old Mr. Adams this morning, and now the man who determined whether her yoga program thrived or got laid to rest was stressing her out. She watched Mr. Banks walk out of the room. Then she collected her own mat, grabbed her car keys, and headed to the parking lot, wanting to go home and replenish the calories she’d just burned with a massive bowl of fudge ripple ice cream. Chocolate and ice cream made everything better.

She hesitated as she approached her car, where Lawson was leaning against her driver’s-side door, blocking her entry.

“I guess I should thank you again,” she said. It seemed like she was always swinging from apologizing to thanking him, hating him, and being attracted to him.

“Want me to beat his ass?” he asked. 

“No.” This made her laugh.

“Someone should for breaking your heart like that.”

She shook her head. “My heart isn’t broken. I’ll just have to prove him wrong. That’s all.”

“Atta girl. You proved me wrong, so…” He trailed off.

“Did I? You weren’t as hard as I thought then.”

He cocked a brow and her body burned.

“I mean, you weren’t as hard a sale as I thought.” She sucked in a breath. “I need to sell Mr. Banks on this program. Otherwise, it ends and he won’t even let me do it for free. I can’t get a full-time paying job in Seaside, and I’m having trouble keeping a job where I work for nothing. Talk about hard, um…times.”

“You’re doing this for free?” he asked. “Why?”

“Because I believe in it.” She lifted her chin, waiting for him to laugh at her. He didn’t. “Yoga is worthwhile. It changed my life. You wouldn’t understand.”

He stared at her for a long moment. “My sister is looking for someone to babysit my four-year-old niece part-time while she trains her show horse. It doesn’t pay much, but…”

Julie blinked. Was Lawson helping her find a job? “Really?”

“She’s interviewing someone else tomorrow morning. The last three interviewees have been duds. Can you meet her around ten?”

“Yes. Yes, I’d love that. And my car is working now, thanks to you, so there should be no problem getting there.”

“Okay. Well, then I’ll tell her you’re coming.” He pulled a pen from his pocket and wrote down an address and phone number. He handed it to her and then removed himself from her car door.

“Thank you, Lawson.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “You haven’t met my niece.” The corner of his mouth kicked up. With a wave, he walked to his truck and got in. He didn’t leave, though. Instead, he waited to see that she got into her own car. Julie suspected that he was making sure her car started and that she got out of the parking lot safely. She didn’t need him to do that. She didn’t need a man to do anything for her anymore. But she appreciated it.

Maybe Lawson Phillips was one of the good guys after all—which made him even more dangerous to her than she’d initially thought.

—

The next day, Julie pulled into the driveway of the address that Lawson had scrawled onto a piece of paper. Cutting the engine, she scanned the large yard with a set of stables neighboring one side. There was one horse grazing in the grass and a small, rustic red barn in the back. The scene was out of place for a tiny coastal town.

A petite woman with short, dark hair stepped onto the porch and waved as Julie walked up. “Right on time,” the woman said. She had her brother’s same blue eyes and a ready smile.

“Hi, I’m Julie Chandler. Lawson’s friend,” Julie started, her nerves already bumping through her with every breath. She reminded herself that this wasn’t the only job in town. Or it was, but she’d be fine no matter the outcome of this interview.

The woman met Julie halfway and offered a hand. “I’m Beth. My daughter, Sabrina, is playing inside. Why don’t you come in?”

Julie nodded, following behind Beth. She dried her palms on her jeans, her gaze catching on a chocolate stain on her shirt. Damn it. How had that gotten there? She wiped futilely at her blouse. Not that she didn’t remember downing the chocolate Hershey’s bar in the car, but getting it on her clothing was sloppy. She blamed that on her pre-interview nerves. The same way she blamed stumbling clumsily on that top step and losing her shoe briefly.

Take a breath. Center yourself, Julie.

She forced herself to fill her lungs to capacity, held her breath for a long second, and exhaled as casually as she could sitting at a stranger’s kitchen counter.

“Would you like a glass of sweet tea?” Beth asked, turning back, seemingly oblivious to Julie’s nerves.

Julie strategically placed her arm in front of the bottom part of her blouse, hiding the chocolate stain. “Water is fine. If you have it.”

Beth’s brows lowered as she continued to smile easily. “I think we have water.” She laughed lightly.

Julie’s cheeks heated. “Of course you do. Sorry. I’m not the best at interviews,” she said, deciding blatant honesty was her only hope.

“How about taking care of children?” Beth asked, reaching for a glass in her cabinet and carrying it to a water filter near the sink. “That’s my main concern. Because the last four people I met with didn’t seem to have a clue.” She turned back to Julie.

“Well…” She really didn’t know how good she was at caring for children. She’d had so little experience. “I love children,” she said honestly. “And I’d love to have the opportunity to get more experience.”

“Sabrina is a little bit of a handful.” Beth sipped from her own glass of water. “She can be strong-willed.”

“People used to say the same about me,” Julie said. “I can handle it.”

The door behind her opened and shut with a loud bang. Julie froze.

“Sheriff Daniels said there’s nothing he can do. This is a private road with no posted speed limit. And if a crime hasn’t been committed, he said his hands are clean.” Lawson had barged into the house like a bull ready to stampede the first flash of red that someone waved in front of him. “So until Sabrina is plowed down by that idiotic neighbor of ours, there’s nothing that can be done.”

Beth frowned.

Julie turned, meeting Lawson’s wild gaze. Wild, sexy gaze. She hadn’t realized he’d be here this morning. When she’d considered the position, it hadn’t occurred to her that working here would also mean seeing more of Lawson. That might not be the best thing. She was attracted to him, and she really didn’t want to be. What she wanted was to be independent. And single.

“I don’t let Sabrina play in the streets, Lawson. It’s fine,” Beth said.

“It’s dangerous,” he ground out, obviously biting back his temper.

Julie definitely didn’t need another man with a temper in her life, either. Or a man who would tell her what to do. She glanced around, debating whether or not to step outside as Lawson and Beth continued to bicker. Or maybe she should just bow out of the interview altogether, even though she was desperate for a paycheck. If she didn’t secure work in the next couple of weeks, she’d be having all her meals at Kat and Micah’s house.

Her gaze caught on a little girl standing in the entrance to the living room. With her blond silk ringlets and rose petal lips, she looked like a little cherub. A sad little cherub.

Julie turned to tell Lawson and Beth, but they were in the midst of a heated discussion about the road racer. She turned back to the little girl and offered a smile. Returning the smile just barely, the girl motioned for Julie to follow her into the living room.

Julie hesitated, but the girl waved her on again. Unable to disappoint such a cute little girl, she followed. The child sat on the couch and folded her hands in her lap, gesturing for Julie to sit in the blue leather recliner across from her. “Please. Have a seat.”

“Oh. Okay.” Julie sat obediently.

“What’s your name?” the girl asked, taking on the role of interviewer.

“Julie.”

“I like your hair, Julie,” the girl said, matter-of-factly. She primly folded her hands in her lap. “I’m Sabrina.”

Julie had already guessed this piece of information. “Thank you. Hi, Sabrina. I like your hair, too.”

“Can you cook mac and cheese?” Sabrina asked next, sounding like a little adult rather than a small child.

Julie tried to contain her smile. “Yes. It’s my specialty.”

Sabrina nodded, putting a finger to her chin. “Do you like to play outside?”

“I love being outside. I like to ride my bike and take long walks.”

“Me, too.” Sabrina was full-on smiling now. “And I like to catch bugs. Are you afraid of bugs?”

“Me? No.” Julie shook her head, stretching the truth just a little. She didn’t mind bugs, but she preferred they stay clear of her.

“Good. The last lady said bug-catching was for boys.”

“Girls can like the same things that boys like.”

“Can you read?” Sabrina asked. “Caring for me means you have to read me stories.”

“I can read,” Julie said, already loving this precocious little girl. Too bad she couldn’t take the job. “I don’t think I’m the best babysitter for you, though,” she said. Misleading the poor child into thinking something that wasn’t true didn’t seem right. She’d thought she was up to the challenge until Lawson had walked in.

“Why not?” Sabrina’s lower lip puckered.

“Yes. Why not?” Beth asked, stepping into the room. “I think you’d be perfect, actually.”

Julie whipped her head around and stared at Beth. And Lawson. “I’m just not very experienced,” she said. And too much time with Sabrina’s uncle was risky, to say the least.

“If Sabrina likes you and Lawson trusts you, then I trust you. Just one more thing,” Beth said.

Julie nodded slowly. “Okay.”

“It’s about my husband.”

“What about him?”

“Well, not my husband. He’s, well…”

“My daddy left us,” Sabrina supplied, matter-of-factly.

Julie noticed the subtle darkening of the child’s eyes. She tried to swallow, but the sudden lump in her throat made it difficult. “Oh. I’m sorry,” she finally said, not knowing what else to say.

“It happens,” the four-year-old replied. “Now it’s just us girls. Right, Mommy?”

Beth nodded, as tears shined in her eyes. “That’s right, baby.”

“Hey.” Lawson raised a hand. “I’m a part of this family, too, and I’m not a girl last time I checked.”

This roused a smile from Sabrina.

“And I’m not going anywhere,” he added, rustling her hair until it poked up in varying directions.

“We need someone stable, who won’t disappear on us tomorrow. Or the next day.”

Julie nodded. “Of course.”

Lawson folded his arms in front of him. “So what do you say?”

Julie looked at Sabrina again. No way was she turning this kid down. Not after that. She’d just have to deal with her attraction to Sabrina’s uncle. And experience would come. She was good at learning on the job. “When can I start?” she asked.

Sabrina cheered, hopping on the floor and bouncing on the balls of her feet.

“How about Tuesday?” Beth laughed.

“I’ll be here.”


Chapter 8

The air around Lawson was constricting as the helicopter jolted and the men inside sucked in what might be their last breath. Everyone knew it. They were in the enemy’s zone.

Adrenaline, and what some might call courage, forced him to say the words he didn’t quite believe. “Calm down. We’ll be all right.” He looked out the window, spotting a few scurrying men—like black dots on the ground at this distance. “Jenkins?” He glanced over at his copilot. “What’s the damage?”

Before Jenkins could answer, however, the helicopter was jolted again, throwing everyone around the metal container like they were nothing, mere feathers instead of trained Marines.

Someone screamed. The calming words that Lawson wanted to say didn’t come out this time. Partly because he was barely conscious. He could feel it, along with the warm trickle of blood on his face. There was no air now, only smoke and a pending feeling of doom.

Lawson sat up in bed, sucking in all the air around him, gasping for each breath as if he were still trapped inside the smoke. His hand clutched hard at his chest and he coughed with the memory. His shirt was sweaty.

Fuck. Another nightmare. When would it end? Or would he always be haunted by that helicopter ride? There should be a pill for this, to give the afflicted amnesia. He’d be first in line to take it, wipe out every memory he ever had. There weren’t too many good ones anyway. Becoming Sabrina’s uncle was one. Every moment with Julie was another.

He groaned and rubbed his eyes before glancing at the clock. It was early Saturday morning. The sun would be up within a half hour. A good jog would clear his head. After pulling on a pair of New Balance sneakers and a lightweight T-shirt, he grabbed his ball cap from the hook by the door and headed out. There was a path that led around the Seaside Park, then bordered the Intracoastal Waterway. He usually jogged it three or four times a week, if the weather permitted. Otherwise, he hit the gym for the treadmill and weights. And, lately, he did yoga.

Lawson stretched his calves for a long moment. They were sore. Julie’s class was meant to be stress-relieving, and it was up to a point, but it also stretched and strengthened areas of his body that he’d clearly neglected. He got in his truck and drove the short distance to the Seaside Park. Then he got out and started walking, working up to a fast jog and following the paved pathway as it curved. There was a nice spring breeze coming in off the water this morning. And despite his racing thoughts, hearing the gentle rustle of the trees that bordered him on one side as he passed the park was calming. He was nearly in a meditative state as he pounded past the waterway when a man in a pair of black sweats fell into stride beside him.

Lawson looked over and groaned. “You.”

“Me.” Griffin smiled widely. “You haven’t been at Heroes as much lately. I hear you’ve been seen spending time with Julie Chandler.”

Lawson’s pace slowed. “You keeping tabs?”

“Part of my duty as one of your best friends. The unspoken part. Are you seeing her?”

“Ah, geez.” Lawson headed toward a bench along the waterfront. “I came out to exercise, but, fine. If you want to talk, we’ll talk. But we’re not talking about me. We’ll talk about you.”

Something shifted in Griffin’s gaze.

“See? It’s no fun being on the other side of things, is it?” Lawson laughed despite his mood.

“Point taken.” Griffin wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Just be careful, man. That’s all I’m going to say. You have a lot going on right now. It might not be the best time to…you know.”

Had Griffin been talking to Dr. Pierce?

“Having sex is fine. Great for stress actually,” Griffin continued.

Lawson frowned. “I’m not talking to you about my sex life.”

“Good.” Griffin nodded. “I think that’s good. I favor my sleep. Don’t want visuals of you and Kat’s sister doing the dirty deed in my head. Not that she’s unattractive. Quite the opposite, actuall—”

“Done talking about this now.”

Griffin laughed and jabbed an elbow into his rib cage.

Lawson doubled over. “Ouch! Is that part of your unwritten job description, too? Beating up fellow Marines?”

Griffin shook his head. “Let’s go. I wanted to get in at least two miles before I head to the kennels and run Jaws.”

“Two?” Lawson stood and shook his head. “Lightweight.” Then he left Griffin in a blaze of dust, knowing good and well that his friend would be by his side in a matter of seconds. Good. Griffin was a needed distraction from the things he was running from.

—

On Tuesday morning, Julie stepped into her car and sucked in a breath. And, unless her imagination was screwing with her, the scent of Lawson’s cologne still lingered in the driver’s seat from when he’d fixed her car last week. If not for it being the first day at a new job, she might be tempted to sit here another few minutes and just soak in the aroma of a gorgeous man.

A gorgeous man who was a mistake waiting to happen.

She parked at Beth’s home and got out for her first day of babysitting.

“Hi,” Beth said, smiling wide as Julie approached the screen door. “Right on time. I left my cellphone number on the bar and Lawson’s number in case of an emergency. I’ll only be gone for a couple of hours. I’ll have my phone on vibrate while I’m riding so the ring doesn’t spook my horse…Oh, and I left out some food to cook for Sabrina’s lunch. She’s on a grilled cheese kick right now, so that should be easy. She’ll try to get you to raid the secret stash of last year’s Halloween candy, but that’s a big no-no.”

Julie nodded quickly at all the tips that flowed from Beth’s mouth. And there were a lot. How hard could it be to take care of one four-year-old for a couple of hours, though? Didn’t you just feed them and put them in front of the television? Or play dolls until it was time for their nap?

“And don’t even think about trying to get her to nap,” Beth said, pulling her purse over her shoulder. “That’s probably not a fight you’ll win.”

“Oh. Okay. No problem.” Julie waved a hand. “We’ll be fine. Go.”

Beth gave her an assessing look, then smiled. “Great. Thanks. I’ll see you later.” She grabbed her keys and kissed Sabrina’s cheek as the little girl came storming back into the kitchen. “Be good to Ms. Julie, okay?”

“Okay,” Sabrina said in a sweet-as-nectar voice.

When Beth was gone, Sabrina turned to face Julie. “Yay! Mommy’s gone! Let’s go play!” Her voice was full of enthusiasm. She grabbed Julie’s hand and started dragging her toward her bedroom down the hall. “This is going to be so much fun!”

“Right.” Julie kicked her shoes off as she was being pulled down the hall. A couple hours—no problem.

Forty-five minutes later, Sabrina had “made over” Julie’s hair, which was now knotted and sticking out in varying directions. Julie also had a new manicure in glittery orange and a throbbing headache behind her left eye.

“Wheee!” Sabrina said, jumping on the bed and landing with a loud thud on the floor.

“I’m not sure you should be jumping on the bed. Haven’t you ever heard the story about the Five Little Monkeys?”

“Wheeeee!” Sabrina said, not listening.

“Hey, Sabrina? Sweetie?” Julie stood and walked around to the front of the bed just in time to catch Sabrina as she jumped off the mattress again.

“Wheeee!”

“No more jumping on the bed,” Julie said, becoming a little more forceful.

“You’re not the boss of me.” Sabrina climbed up on the bed again and began to jump. So this was what Beth and Lawson had meant when they’d warned her that Sabrina was a handful.

“Okay. Time to relocate.” Distraction seemed like the best plan of action.

“Sabrina, let’s go watch a cartoon!” Julie tried to sound enthusiastic about the idea—anything to get the bundle of energy to take a rest. She hoisted Sabrina onto her hip and headed toward the living room. Julie still needed to pick up all the toys that Sabrina had strewn and refused to pick up on her own. She also needed to prepare lunch.

Setting her down on the couch, she put Mickey Mouse Clubhouse on the TV.

“Are you hungry?” Julie asked. 

“Cookies,” Sabrina said, grinning from one dimpled cheek to the other.

“I don’t think filling you with sugar is a good idea. Grilled cheese it is.” Julie headed toward the kitchen. She was second-guessing any future children she’d ever considered having. She didn’t have high hopes for finding love again during her childbearing years anyway.

Julie dipped inside the refrigerator and pulled out the items she needed. She was just about to unwind the twisty-tie on the bread when Sabrina’s scream tore through the house, piercing straight to Julie’s heart.

“Sabrina?” she gasped, dropping the bread on the counter and running down the hall. Her heart was beating so hard, it actually hurt as she ran. “Sabrina?” she called, turning into the room to see the little girl curled up on the floor and holding her head.

“Oww!” she cried. “It hurts!”

“What happened?” Julie went to her side, inspecting every square inch.

Sabrina was sobbing now. “Oww!” She held her hand to her head, right above her ear.

“Did you hit your head? Were you jumping on the bed?” Julie’s gaze went to the bedpost right behind Sabrina. Oh, God. She’d fallen and hit her head on the wooden post. The worst-case scenarios, which Julie was sure she didn’t know the half of, flashed through her mind. “Let me see.” She tried to pry Sabrina’s hand away, but it only made her cry harder.

“Oww! I want my mommy!” Large tears spilled over her ivory cheeks. “I want my mommy!”

“Okay.” Julie nodded, pulling her cellphone from her pocket. She might get fired over this, but right now she was more worried about cracked skulls and brain damage. She pulled up Beth’s name in her contact list and waited impatiently as the phone rang and Sabrina screamed in her ear. “Come on, come on, come on.”

The phone went to voicemail. Beth had told her she’d be available at all times. Julie dialed again, her fingers crossed, praying that Beth would pick up. She didn’t.

“How are you feeling, Sabrina? You okay?”

“Noooo!” Sabrina cried, shaking her head vigorously. “No. It hurts a lot! I need Uncle Lawson! It hurrrrts!”

Julie’s mouth fell open. She really, really didn’t want to call Lawson. He’d been nice enough to get her this job, and she’d gotten his niece hurt in a matter of hours. But what if Sabrina was seriously injured? Julie needed to call somebody. “Okay.” She scrolled through her contact list again. Beth had given her Lawson’s number as a second contact in case of an emergency, which this was. Or might be.

The phone rang twice and then Lawson’s voice came on the line. “Hello?”

“Lawson?” Julie hated the way her voice shook.

“What’s wrong?” he asked as Sabrina screamed louder beside her.

“It’s Sabrina. She fell and hit her head.” Tears were in Julie’s eyes now, too. She’d only walked away for a second to prepare lunch. How could things have gone so wrong?

“Calm down,” Lawson commanded. “I’m five minutes away. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Okay.” Julie took a breath, keeping her eyes on Sabrina. “It’s okay, honey. Your uncle is almost here.”

A soft whimper replaced the loud screaming. Just knowing Lawson was on the way made Sabrina feel better. It made Julie feel better, too. “He’ll take care of you.” Because, obviously, she had failed to do so.

“I’m pulling in the driveway now,” he said, still on the phone. “I’ll be there in just a second.”

Julie nodded to herself, more relieved than she’d ever been to know someone was coming to her rescue.

—

Lawson strode through the door of his sister’s home two minutes after disconnecting with Julie. He’d torn down the street just like the jackass who lived a few houses down. He had an excuse, though. Sabrina was in trouble, and family always came first. At least in Lawson’s book.

“Julie?” he called, walking briskly down the hall. When he turned the corner to Sabrina’s bedroom, he stopped to find Sabrina and Julie laughing. Julie was holding an ice pack to the side of Sabrina’s head.

“That was fast,” she said, looking a lot less stressed than she’d sounded on the phone a minute earlier.

“I was just down the street, heading in this direction anyway,” he said.

“To check on me?” she asked, her chin lifting just slightly.

“To drop these off.” He tossed a bag of cookies on the floor in front of them. “I promised the squirt a special treat if she didn’t run you off by noon.”

Julie’s eyes widened.

“So? What happened?” he asked.

“She fell and hit her head,” Julie recapped, looking sheepish, and sexy as hell. “I’m sorry. I just left her for a moment, I swear. I was going to make lunch and—”

He held up his hand. “Looks like you have everything under control now.” His gaze moved to Sabrina, who was reaching for the bag of cookies.

“You got the healthy kind, didn’t you?” Sabrina accused, crumpling her face.

“Yeah, so? It’s a cookie, isn’t it?” He sat on the floor beside them. “So your head is feeling better?” he asked his niece.

Sabrina nodded. Her eyes were bright, he noticed. Alert.

“Are you tired?” he asked.

She shook her head vigorously. Something a child wouldn’t do if they had a concussion.

“Good.” He turned to Julie. “And how are you doing?”

“It scared the”—she looked at Sabrina—“bejeebies out of me.” A soft smile colored her pretty face. She really was gorgeous, he decided, sitting this close to her. From her rigid posturing, he could tell she was expecting him to be mad at her. He hated that, and couldn’t help but wonder who the jackass was that had put that fear in her eyes.

“Want to know a secret?” he asked, leaning in toward her and lowering his voice. As he drew closer, the scent of her perfume tempted him to keep leaning in. Her gaze was hesitant to meet his.

“Am I fired?” she asked.

“Fired?” He laughed softly. “No. The secret is, Sabrina fell off the bed on my watch once, too. Except that time she actually did get a concussion. I had to take her to the emergency room. It was horrible. Scared me to death.”

The corners of her pink lips lifted. “Sounds awful. I’ll have to keep a better eye on her. Unless, of course…”

“No unless. You’ll be back tomorrow. My niece needs you. My sister needs you. That means I need you.”

Julie’s mouth quirked to one side.

“You deserve a cookie, too.” He reached for the bag and pulled one out, offering it to her.

“I happen to like healthy cookies,” she said, winking at Sabrina. “They make you big and strong.”

Sabrina seemed to consider this as she took another bite of hers. “I’m big,” she said finally.

“Bigger every day,” Lawson agreed.

“Can’t talk like that to a girl once she gets my age.” Julie met his gaze and damn, she was breathtaking even with the makeover Sabrina had given her.

“I have different ways of talking to a woman like you,” he said without thinking. Because if he were thinking, he wouldn’t be flirting with Sabrina’s sitter. According to Dr. Pierce, he shouldn’t be flirting with anyone at all.

“Can you stay for lunch?” Julie asked.

He started to say no. Needed to say no. But Sabrina was already climbing into his lap with cookie crumbs sprinkled around her lips as she cheered.

“I mean, you have to eat, right?” Julie asked, smiling.

Good. He’d made her feel better, which in turn made him feel like a million bucks. He’d been feeling more like a penny on tails lately. “Well.” He scratched his chin, finding a crumb that Sabrina had left behind when she’d landed a slobbery kiss on his face.

Julie laughed. “Need a tissue?” she asked.

He inspected the crumb and then licked his finger. “Those are good,” he said, making both of the girls in the room burst into giggles. Julie wasn’t a girl, though. She was a woman, one he’d be very obliged to spend time with if the circumstances were different. “Sharing a meal is nearly common law marriage in some places.”

Julie ran her hand along the carpeted floor. “I’m not looking for a commitment longer than half an hour.”

He nodded. “Then I guess my answer is yes,” he said, unable to argue. He’d just have a quick bite and leave. Easy. There was no reason to get skittish.

No reason at all.

—

Julie’s gaze kept flicking up to meet Lawson’s across the table. It was harmless. There was a child between them, supervising their every move. And they were both here for Sabrina. Not because of the man-woman, melt-the-clothes-right-off-you attraction buzzing between them.

Julie swallowed the last bite of her sandwich and got up to start the cleanup process. She carried her glass to the sink. When she turned around, Lawson was gone.

Sabrina shrugged. “He’s a Marine, you know.”

As if that explained her uncle’s disappearance. Julie guessed in Sabrina’s mind that explained her father’s current MIA status.

“Lawson?” Julie called, scanning the room. She heard movement down the hallway and went to check on what he was doing.

“I have to get back to work,” he said, walking toward her. In his hands he was carrying a pair of women’s boots. “They’re Beth’s. She won’t mind. Looks like you two wear about the same size.”

Julie’s brow furrowed. “Um…” She glanced down at the sparkly flip-flops on her own feet. They showed off the pedicure she’d given herself the other night. Her toes were painted a soft lavender color. “Thanks, but—”

“My turn to show you what relaxes me.” He held the boots out to her. “Beth won’t mind if you borrow them. Ask her for a pair of riding pants, too.” He kept walking past Julie.

“Excuse me,” she called after him, confused about what he was ordering her to do. She didn’t take orders from men anymore.

Lawson turned to face her. “I want to take you horseback riding this afternoon, Julie. I want to show you the world through my eyes. Show you what kicks my heart into overdrive and calms me like only Mother Nature can. Would you come with me?”

Her lips parted. Lawson’s order now sounded more like an invitation—one she couldn’t refuse. “Okay.”


Chapter 9

Lawson arrived at the stables earlier than the time Julie was expected to be relieved from babysitting his niece. He typically helped Beth with the chores here, either in the mornings or evenings. It wasn’t a big hardship. This was the work he’d grown up doing. The work he loved. He also loved flying helicopters, but that dream was slowly crashing and burning—literally. The longer he stayed on the ground, the more he wondered if his piloting career was over for good.

Lawson watched the side door to the house expectantly, feeling a little like Stalker Mel. He’d seen Beth return home ten minutes earlier, and knew Julie would be coming out any minute. The side door to Beth’s house opened, and his heart kicked into gear.

Julie headed down the steps, wearing a tight-fitting pair of Beth’s riding pants and the boots he’d picked out for her at lunch.

“Hey,” he said as she approached.

She whipped her head up to face him.

“Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to sneak up on you, darling.”

“Darling?” Julie laughed.

“You’re in cowboy territory now. That makes you a darling.”

She laughed again. He loved the sound. It made him want to say one charming thing after another. To charm the pants right off her. Literally.

He gestured to the barn. “You’ve been teaching me yoga, and showing me what makes you feel better. Now I want to show you my idea of stress relief.”

She offered a slight nod. “Okay. Let’s do this. Do I look all right?”

His gaze ran down her body as he suppressed a groan and fumbled for the right words. She looked more than all right. He’d always had a cowgirl fantasy and right now Julie was pretty much fulfilling it. “Yep” was all he could manage. He turned and headed toward the barn, opening the stable doors and exciting the horses inside. The smell of hay and animals invigorated him. So did the beautiful woman who stepped up beside him.

He grabbed a saddle from one of the hooks on the wall. This had seemed like a good idea when he’d dreamt it up at lunchtime, telling himself he was just being friendly, taking Dr. Pierce’s advice and letting someone in on his feelings. Dr. Pierce had also advised him not to get romantically involved right now, and suddenly this felt like he was in direct opposition to that advice.

“How many horses do you have?”

“I don’t have any here. Mine are back home in Texas. Beth has two. Jax is hers. Bon-Bon belongs to Sabrina.”

“Sabrina has her own horse?” Julie asked, as surprise lifted her brow.

Lawson grinned, unlocking Bon-Bon’s stall. “She doesn’t really ride, but Sabrina likes to come out here and feed her apple slices.” He rubbed his hand over Bon-Bon’s sorrel-colored muzzle. Leaning in close to the horse, he whispered loud enough for Julie to overhear. “Want to take a ride with me, Bon?”

The horse made a gentle nicker.

Lawson looked at Julie. “She says yes.” He started preparing the saddles.

“Wait,” she objected at his side. “Wait.”

Lawson turned back to her, noticing her wide eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know how to ride,” she confessed. “I mean, I’ve been on a horse before, but it’s been ages and I basically just walked around on a lead. I really don’t think—”

“Relax.” He continued fastening the saddle on Bon-Bon’s back. “No thinking necessary. I’ll take care of you.” Carrying the other saddle toward Jax, he mentally reprimanded himself.

I’ll take care of you?

A few minutes later they were standing outside the barn with both horses.

“You can ride Bon-Bon.” 

Julie nodded. “Okay.” She lifted her leg, securing her foot in the stirrup, and tried to pull herself upward. It didn’t work. She tried again, then again. After several unsuccessful attempts, she sighed and turned to Lawson.

“Can I help?” he asked, praying she’d say yes. Because helping her meant being close to her, touching her. And he couldn’t think of anything better than that at the moment.

—

Julie blew a breath toward the lock of hair that had slipped out of her ponytail. She really wished she didn’t need to say yes to Lawson’s offer of help, but mounting Bon-Bon was proving to be impossible. “Please,” she said, releasing a breath of frustration. So far Lawson’s claim of stress reduction with horse riding was falling flat.

He took a step toward her and her entire body stiffened. Then he leaned in close. “I’m going to have to put my hands on your leg, Julie. Is that all right?”

The thought set her skin ablaze. “Mm-hmm.” She nodded, anticipating his touch. Wanting to run just about as badly as she wanted to match every movement he made toward her.

“Okay, bend your left leg,” he said. “I’m going to grip underneath your knee and lift, while you use your right leg to push up off the ground. When I do, I want you to use your arms to hold on to the saddle and pull your body up.”

She swallowed and nodded her agreement.

“Here we go,” he said. “On the count of three. One…two…three.”

She jumped and his hand pushed against the back of her knee just as he’d told her it would, though by the end his hand had shifted up on her thigh. Then, when she needed just a little help swinging her right leg over onto Bon-Bon, he gave a small push on her backside.

Is Lawson’s hand where I think it is?

She landed in the saddle and held on tight.

“You okay?” he asked, standing on the ground below her, acting as if he hadn’t just gotten a free pass to first base. And if she wasn’t mistaken, a small curve lifted on his mouth.

She nodded quickly, not wanting to draw attention to her complete embarrassment. And turn-on. That was more action than she’d gotten with a man in a very long time.

“Good. All you need to do is follow my lead. She’s a gentle horse. To turn right, lightly pull your reins to the right. To turn left, pull your reins to the left. To stop, pull back toward your belly button. It’s that easy.”

“Right, left, belly button.” Julie nodded. “Got it.”

“You’ll be fine,” he assured her.

She nodded again and then tightened her legs around the horse, not wanting to fall. She could do this. No problem. What she couldn’t do was look at Lawson and not remember his hand on her ass.

She rode behind him down a path that led through the trees behind Beth’s house. Julie hadn’t even known the path was here. It was narrow, leading through a canopy of tall pines. The air was cooler, crisper in the shade. She inhaled, relaxing into the saddle below her.

“Almost there,” Lawson called behind him.

She pulled her eyes from his backside. She hadn’t even realized she’d been focused on his tight-fitted jeans with a little worn spot near the left-hand pocket. He had a worn T-shirt tucked into his waist and a leather belt hugged his narrow midsection.

“You still doing all right?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder at her.

She nodded. “Left, right, belly button.”

A smooth, sexy smile crossed his lips. “You’re a natural,” he said.

They continued riding until the path opened onto a field, speckled with yellow dandelions. The breath caught in Julie’s chest. “It’s beautiful.” She stopped her horse beside Lawson’s, pulling the reins back toward her belly button just like he’d instructed her.

“Yeah. When I come out here on horseback, I feel a little less homesick.”

“You miss Texas?” she asked.

He shrugged, the fabric of his shirt hugging his body a little tighter as his muscles contracted. “Of course. You can take the boy out of Texas, but you can’t take Texas out of the boy. That’s what my dad used to say.”

From where she was sitting, there was no boy in sight.

“Guess that’s why Dad decided it was okay to skip town.” He kept his gaze straight.

“I’m sorry,” she said, quietly.

“It’s not your fault. You aren’t the woman who stole his attention away from our family. That honor belongs to my mother’s best friend.”

Julie watched him. “Ouch.”

“Yeah.” He sucked in a deep breath. “What makes it worse is that my mother had just been diagnosed with stage-two breast cancer. She was about to start her first round of radiation and my father decided he didn’t really mean that whole spiel about ‘for better or worse.’ ”

“Sounds like your family had it rough.”

“Forgive and forget, right?” he said, smiling at her.

“If only it were that easy. How is your mom now?” 

“Good. Cancer-free for almost ten years.”

“That’s great.” Julie looked out on the field as they walked the horses some more, breathing in the fresh air. A gentle breeze blew around them, making her hair tickle the side of her cheek. “I can see where this would be stress relieving. It’s nice out here.” 

“You should come to Texas someday.” He looked over. “My mom lives on twenty acres. A horseback ride can last forever.”

“Sounds peaceful. Thank you for bringing me here,” she said, glancing over.

“Thank you for coming. You look good on a horse.”

This made her laugh. “Really?”

Lawson tipped his head to one side. “You could use a hat.” He brought his horse closer to hers and took the hat off his head to place on hers. It was akin to wearing a guy’s jacket, an immediate intimacy falling on her and igniting all those dormant places. She doubted Lawson gave the honor of wearing his cowboy hat to just anyone.

“How do I look?” She struck a pose, holding on to Bon-Bon’s reins.

“Beautiful,” he said, stealing her breath and her smile.

Her heart bucked against her rib cage. “I, uh, better get back. I have to prepare for tomorrow’s yoga class. I want to add a new pose or two.”

He rubbed his hands together. “Can’t wait. Never thought I’d say that about yoga.”

“It grows on you,” she said, as they turned around and headed back down the path. He was growing on her.

“I’m here a lot after work. Come ride with me anytime,” he said, helping her dismount from Bon-Bon when they were back at the barn. He didn’t place his hands on her ass this time, which was both regrettable and a relief. Instead, he steadied her waist with his hands. She turned to face him after he helped her to the ground, and was surprised to find how close they were standing. Close enough that the brim of his hat on her head nearly touched his chin.

“This belongs to you.” She took off the hat and went up on her tiptoes to put it back where it belonged. Their eyes locked as the movement brought them even closer together. Her heart bucked again, like a wild horse ready to bolt.

Returning to flat feet, she started to step away. Needed to step away. Too bad Bon-Bon was still behind her, blocking her escape.

“Julie?” he said, making her feet pause and her heart stutter. She liked the sound of her name on his lips. Low, deep.

“Yes?” she asked breathlessly.

He reached out his hand to tame a strand of her hair brushing against her cheek. “You have what I call hat-hair.” He took his time smoothing the hair around her ear, awakening every nerve in her body. Then he slowly dipped, keeping his blue-as-the-ocean eyes on hers, and kissed her.

She melted into him instead of stepping away. The side of his cheek on hers was warm and inviting, intoxicating. His tongue tapped softly against hers, just once, as he swept his hand behind her neck, pulling her gently toward him.

A soft moan escaped her throat, betraying her. She parted her lips for him, inviting him in, begging him to stay, which he did for just a moment longer. Then he broke it off, keeping it sweet. The kiss had threatened to be more, though. It had threatened to take her inside that barn, lay her down on a blanket of hay, and be a whole hell of a lot more.

“See you later, Lawson,” she said, forcing herself to step away from him, away from the horse and the barn. She turned toward her car and didn’t look back. Otherwise, her hormones were going to win and drag this cowboy into the barn and slam the stall doors behind them.

“See you later, Julie,” he called after her.


Chapter 10

Julie lay in bed Tuesday night reliving the kiss, again and again. Lawson’s lips on hers, the feel of his skin against her. The smell of him.

She blew up a breath, turning her attention to the window where the moon was casting soft light into her bedroom.

“What are you doing, Julie?” she said out loud, her voice filling the small room. There’d been a time when she’d felt these butterflies in her chest over Daren, and look how things had turned out. Lust and romantic feelings were dangerous; they led to unknown places and right now she really needed to know exactly what she was in for.

Sitting up in bed, she got up and dragged her feet down the hall for a late-night snack. Grabbing a small carton of ice cream from the freezer, she sat down at her kitchen table, not bothering to turn on the lights.

Ice cream made everything better. She usually indulged with Kat and Val. Kat would be asleep in bed right about now. But Val might still be awake. She was single and a bit of a night owl. Pressing Val’s icon on her cellphone, Julie slid another spoonful of ice cream into her mouth and waited.

“Hello,” Val answered a moment later.

“You awake?”

“I wouldn’t have answered if I weren’t. I’m surprised you’re up, though. What’s going on?” Val asked.

Julie shrugged slightly. A chill moved through her as she ate the cold treat. And as she thought of Lawson. “I kissed him,” she confessed. “But don’t tell Kat.”

“You kissed who?” Val’s voice perked up now. “Oh, my God. Did you kiss Lawson Phillips?”

Julie shut her eyes, immediately regretting telling her friend. This was still too fresh. She had no idea what she was going to do about it. Lawson was in her yoga class; she was his instructor. And she was babysitting his niece. “It was a mistake, though. It shouldn’t have happened and—”

“Clarify. You kissed him or he kissed you?”

Julie swallowed. “He kissed me. We went horseback riding through this field and it was so freeing. We opened up to each other about our lives and we just kind of got lost in the moment.”

Val squealed. “I love secrets. I can’t believe you’re telling me and not Kat.”

“Lawson is Micah’s best friend. I can’t tell Kat. She keeps secrets about as well as she lies.”

“She’s an awful liar,” Val agreed. “Sooooo, did you kiss him back?”

The butterflies stormed Julie’s chest as she thought about it. “A little, I guess.” Or a whole lot, but Val didn’t need all the details. Julie just needed someone to knock some sense into her right now.

“This is awesome, Julie!” Val said, doing the opposite of what Julie needed. She needed someone to tell her that kissing Lawson was crazy, foolish, a temporary lapse in good judgment.

“Awesome? Really?”

“Sure. It means you’re moving on. Waving bye bye to Mr. Jerk Face.”

“Right.” That’s all this was. It was her letting go of the past. It didn’t mean there was going to be a future with Lawson. One kiss didn’t equal forever. Julie placed the lid on her carton of ice cream and carried it back to the fridge. “You made me feel better about the kiss. Thank you.” She was surprised, actually. She and Val had hated each other for a good part of their teenage years.

“Glad I could help,” Val said. “And if there’s more kissing, I want to hear about it. I have no love life, remember? I thrive off the details of others. Although I’ve banned Kat from telling me her details these days. Baby-making sex creeps me out.”

Julie laughed, carrying herself and her phone back to bed. “Good night, Val.”

“Night.”

Julie hung up and lay back on her bed again, staring at her ceiling. It was just a kiss, she repeated to herself. A magic kiss. That could never, ever happen again.

—

Lawson was actually looking forward to yoga tonight, which was one clue that maybe he did need that psychologist his commander had forced on him. After a day behind a desk, yoga sounded wonderful.

And so did the thought of seeing Julie in those fitted exercise pants and sports bra.

He pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt, then headed out the door for class. It was look-but-don’t-touch when it came to the beautiful yoga instructor from now on. Kissing her had been…a mistake.

A mistake that had occupied his thoughts over the last twenty-four hours, which was a nice relief from thinking about what had happened in the desert, and the fact that he wasn’t flying right now.

He got in his truck and drove to the Veterans’ Center, arriving early. “Hey, Allison,” he said as he entered the building.

Allison looked up from a novel she was reading and waved. “You’re back for more, I see.”

A pang of embarrassment hit him. Yoga wasn’t exactly his exercise of choice. He’d still rather ride a horse or go for a run. Lift weights. In fact, the main thing yoga had going for it was the instructor here. Although the deep breathing did seem to help.

He scratched the side of his face, forcing himself not to say something stupid like he’d done the first class. He’d rather do yoga in front of his entire squadron than hurt Julie’s feelings again. “Back for more,” he echoed, keeping it simple. And good thing because Julie was walking up behind him.

“Hey,” she said, attracting his attention. A little blush crawled through her cheeks when he looked at her. She was thinking about that kiss, too. He wondered what she thought about it. If she wanted it to happen again. Not that it mattered because he’d decided that it definitely shouldn’t happen again. He needed to get his shit together before he started seeing anyone.

“Hey.”

They stared at each other for a long moment, heat moving in the space between them. Lawson wanted to close the space and put his mouth on hers. Put on his mouth on her. Damn, how the hell was he going to do an hour of yoga with thoughts like these filling his mind?

“Um, hey, Julie,” Allison said, laughing. “I’m here, too. But it looks like you two are somewhere else.” She raised a brow.

Julie shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean. Class starts in four minutes, though, so we better get down there,” she said to him, avoiding his gaze.

They walked down a narrow hall in silence.

“About yesterday afternoon,” Lawson said before they reached the workout room.

Julie looked up. “Class starts in two minutes. We don’t have time to talk about…um, that.”

And something told him she didn’t want to talk about it.

“After class then,” he said. “Let’s go back to the Seaside Café. I sometimes have a sweet tooth before bed.”

She folded her arms across her chest, and he forced himself not to look down. She was sweet. He could definitely eat her up and take her to bed.

“Okay,” she agreed. “We’ll talk after class.”

For the next hour, Lawson went through the movements. He half-assed them at first, but then found himself working hard to keep up. More embarrassing than letting a few of the guys see him do yoga was doing yoga and sucking at it. Sweat lined his brow by the time Julie concluded the final sequence.

“Namaste,” she said, a soft smile blooming on her face as she looked out at the people in the class. It was obvious she loved doing this. Lawson admired that about her. He admired a lot of things about her.

He rolled up his yoga mat and placed it back on the stack in the corner of the room. A few of the people in class had carried their own mats. They’d also been wearing appropriately fitted clothing, unlike him. He took his time cleaning up his gear and putting his shoes back on, waiting for everyone else to leave.

Then it was just him and Julie in the room.

She met his gaze and it was all over. He’d intended to take her to the Seaside Café and tell her that he was sorry for kissing her; that it wouldn’t happen again. And he suspected she’d agree with him one hundred percent. Looking at her now, though, those thoughts were blown to pieces. He was taking the woman in front of him—the one who’d spent the last hour volunteering her time to help service members de-stress, the one who’d played with his niece this week and hadn’t been scared off yet, the one who’d dominated his thoughts since the moment he first met her—and doing everything in his power to get her to want to kiss him again.

—

Julie shivered as she stepped outside.

“Want to ride in the truck with me?” Lawson asked.

She shook her head. “I’ll drive and meet you there.” Being in a closed space with him might make her do something crazy. Like kiss him again. Plus, she needed time to think about what she was going to say because at the moment she had no idea.

Val had told her to go for it with Lawson. It didn’t mean things had to get serious between them. And after dating Daren, Julie didn’t want things to get serious. She pulled into the parking lot of the Seaside Café and watched Lawson pull in beside her. He had that cowboy hat on his head again, which made her smile. Then her chest got all fluttery just looking at him.

They walked inside. The diner was fairly empty tonight with only one other couple seated in a corner booth.

“A sweet tooth, huh?” Julie said as they stepped up to the counter and waited for the waitress to take their order.

“This place has the best cheesecake you’ll ever have. Care to share a piece with me?”

“Um, sure.” Julie nodded. “You order and I’ll grab us a table.” Not that there was a risk they wouldn’t have a place to sit. She just needed space.

A minute later, Lawson laid a slice of cake in the middle of their table and handed Julie a fork. He sat across from her with his own fork.

“I don’t usually share,” he said, gesturing for her to take the first bite.

She slid her fork down into the smooth piece of cheesecake. “I’m honored.”

“You should be.” He winked when she looked up. “How was Sabrina today?” he asked.

Julie laughed. “Too funny. We played Barbie dolls and enacted every scene from the movie Frozen.”

“I’m impressed that you’ve seen the movie,” he said.

“Have you?” she asked. 

Lawson scratched his chin. “I have. But don’t tell anyone. First yoga and now Disney movies.”

Julie stiffened. She didn’t want to take offense, but she couldn’t help it. “What do you mean by that?”

Lawson shook his head. The cowboy hat was on the booth beside him now. At least he had his manners. “Stop right there,” he said. “I can hear your thoughts and you don’t need to get upset. Those are just two things I never saw myself enjoying. And I do enjoy watching those princess movies with my niece.” He leaned forward, his gaze grabbing hers and holding.

Her heart pounded as she looked at him. She wanted to hold on to her defenses, but he was melting them away.

“And I enjoyed class tonight,” he said. “Not just because of you.”

A warm, gooey feeling moved through her. “Oh.”

“So about that kiss,” he said.

She swallowed and shook her head. “It never should’ve happened.” That was her defenses talking again. No matter what Val said, she couldn’t be carefree when it came to Lawson. He was already igniting things that sent off warning bells inside her. She wasn’t ready to be in a relationship yet. Not until she could stand her ground.

He stared at her, then sliced more of the cheesecake with his fork and slipped it into his mouth.

Was he going to suggest something different?

“I agree,” he finally said, surprising and disappointing her a little.

“You do?”

“Umm-hmm. Better to be friends first.”

Her breath hitched at the word “first.” That implied there’d be a next. She could live with that. “Right. Friends first.”

He sliced another piece of cake and suspended his fork to her. Hesitating, she took the piece in her mouth, aware that his gaze was locked on her.

“Mmm. So good,” she said reflexively. Then her body burned because he was watching like a man who wanted to be more than just friends.

“I need help,” he said.

“Help?”

“As my friend I need to ask you a favor. These clothes aren’t right for your class.” He gestured at his loose-fitted T-shirt. “What do you think about taking me shopping and helping me pick out some yoga clothes on Saturday?”

She pulled her lower lip into her mouth. Friends. And he was right. He couldn’t do yoga well in the clothes he had on. “I think that it’s my responsibility as your friend to help you out.”

He grinned. She loved those dimples and blue eyes of his. Loved pretty much everything about him, she thought as more warning bells rang.

“Perfect,” he said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

And despite herself, so was she.


Chapter 11

After finishing off her second week of yoga class and first week of babysitting, Julie wanted nothing more than to spend her entire Saturday in bed.

In bed with a certain tall, golden cowboy.

She face-palmed and sat up. It was ten o’clock in the morning. Instead of spending time in bed with Lawson, she’d be going shopping with him this morning. As friends. Just friends, even if that kiss they’d shared on Tuesday evening had left her wanting more. Every encounter she’d ever had with the man had left her wanting more.

She glanced over at her nightstand and noticed her phone blinking, signaling that she had a text message. It was probably Kat or Val. Picking up her phone, her heart stopped at Lawson’s name on her screen.


Are we still on for this morning?


There was her out. She could take it if she wanted to.

Instead, she typed: 


Yes.


She waited for his response, sitting along the edge of her bed. The tiredness was suddenly gone. Now there was a little rev in her engine. Hormones, foolish little hormones.


Great. I’ll see you at Sports Crush in about an hour.


Julie hesitated, then typed: 


Okay.


She set her phone down and hurried toward the shower. She was just helping a friend out. No big deal. Which was why she showered, blow-dried her hair straight, splashed on some makeup—just enough to wake up her complexion—and wore her tight jeans, the ones that made her butt rival a Victoria Secret model’s, according to Val. An hour later, Julie walked into Seaside’s local sporting goods store and glanced around.

“Julie?” a familiar voice called from behind her.

Julie whirled and smiled brightly at one of her yoga students. “Hey, Rose. How are you?”

Rose returned her smile easily. Just looking at her, you wouldn’t know she was dealing with any of the stress that came from returning home from combat. You wouldn’t even know she was a Marine, dressed in a fitted pink polo shirt and a casual pair of dark jeans. Her hair was pulled back in a soft ponytail and she had makeup subtly accenting her Asian features. “I’m so glad I ran into you. I’ve been meaning to tell you how much I’m enjoying your class,” Rose said. “It’s really helping me. I feel calmer and refreshed lately.”

“And it’s only been two weeks.” Julie loved knowing she was doing something good for someone. Her ex had always discounted yoga. It was lazy exercise, he used to say, even as she sweated harder during a one-hour class than she did during one hour of lifting weights.

“I hope you’ll continue teaching the class after the month is up.”

Julie shrugged. “I hope they invite me to continue.”

“Well, I’ll make sure I tell Allison how beneficial it is.”

“That’s very nice of you. Please do.” Julie hugged Rose. It wasn’t Allison who needed convincing, though. It was Mr. Banks. “It was great seeing you,” she said, pulling away.

“You, too.” Rose waved and started walking toward the exit.

Just as one tall, muscular hunk of a man walked in.

She forgot to breathe as she met his warm gaze. Saying yes to meeting him this morning had either been a very bad idea, or the best idea she’d agreed to in a long time. “Hi,” she said, trying to keep her eyes on his face and not on the way his navy blue T-shirt hugged his sculpted chest. He was dressed in faded blue jeans that were just loose enough to leave too much to her overactive imagination.

“Hey,” he said. “Thanks for agreeing to help me.”

She shoved her hands in her pockets as she stepped closer to him. “No problem. I needed motivation to drag myself out of bed this morning anyway.”

“Out of bed?” He lifted a brow. “You’re one of those late sleepers on the weekends, huh?” A charming smile swept across his face and swept her off her feet at the same time.

“It was a busy week. And your niece is quite the ball of energy.”

Lawson nodded in agreement as they headed down the aisle. “Don’t I know it. So, if I’m going to be a yogi, I need the right clothes.”

Julie nodded. As much as she liked seeing his loose-fitted clothes drape around him, giving her glimpses of his body that she had no business seeing, she also wouldn’t mind seeing him in the more fitted stuff. She walked to a rack and started pulling things off, holding them up to him. “How about this?”

He looked down and grimaced slightly.

“What?” she asked.

“I was just hoping for something a little more…” His head wobbled back and forth. “I don’t know. A little more manly, I guess.”

This made her laugh. “This is very manly, I’ll have you know.”

“Yeah?” he asked, grinning at her. “I thought I was the man here. My man-card will definitely be in jeopardy if I wear that out in public.”

Julie placed her hands on her hips, snatching the outfit back toward her body. “You still owe me so, sorry, but you’re buying this.”

Lawson’s mouth fell open. “I thought we were even since I got you a paying job in Seaside.”

She considered this, but shook her head. “It’s just a part-time job. And after the way you acted during my first yoga class, you’ll owe me for a long, long time.”

“I see.” He rubbed a hand along his jaw. “Okay. What else do I need?”

She pulled a few more outfits off the rack, holding them against her, not giving Lawson a chance to object. “You’ll look great in these. Trust me.”

He folded his arms at his chest. “I do trust you.”

The way he said the words made the hairs on her body raise. Trust was an issue she was working through. So was confidence. But, here she was, acting confident with him. Feeling confident. Having fun. She turned to glance at Lawson over her shoulder. “You should have your own mat, too.”

“Mat?” His gaze on her was intense. She doubted he was paying attention to the clothes she was holding in her arms anymore, or how much of his cash she was proposing spending. “Why do I need a mat? The center has mats for me to use.”

“But you can’t use those when you practice at home.” She lifted her chin stubbornly, but she was only teasing. “I expect you to practice if you want to be a gold-star student.”

“Do gold-star students get extra privileges?” he asked, his voice dropping a sexy notch.

Her skin burned as she considered what kind of privileges she might offer the Marine in front of her.

“Maybe.”

Lawson held out an arm. “Then please. Take me to the mats. I insist you pick out a manly colored mat, however. No pink ones.”

Julie laughed. “I wouldn’t do that to you.” She led the way. She knew this store well, even though she hadn’t had the money to go shopping for herself in a good while. “I thought you might like a bright purple one.”

Lawson groaned behind her. “You’re killing me, Julie Chandler. Killing me.”

He was killing her, with that gaze he had steady on her and his one-liners that had her laughing so easily, something she’d rarely done since returning home.

She bent to pick up a boxed mat, very aware of the view she was giving him. Whirling, she shoved the mat into his arms. “Blue. Is that manly enough for you?”

“I’ll take blue. Is this it?” he asked. “Anything else that I can’t live without? Other than a good yoga instructor, that is.”

She swallowed. “Nope. This should be sufficient.”

They browsed their way to the cash register and paid. Then they stood awkwardly outside the shop for a long moment.

“That was fun,” Lawson said, adjusting the hat on his head. “I have to admit, when I woke up this morning I got excited at the thought of spending time with you.” He rubbed the new growth of hair on his jaw again. Why was something so simple so very sexy?

She pulled her lower lip into her mouth, suppressing a smile. “Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. I, uh, rented a movie before coming here,” he continued. “I’m not too keen on watching movies alone, though.”

“You could ask Beth,” she suggested. She was his sister, after all.

“I could. But I’d rather ask you.” His gaze held her hostage as they stood in the parking lot.

Her pulse quickened. She adjusted the shopping bag in her hand, trying to expel some of her nervous energy. Where was that confidence she’d just prided herself on having in the store? Now she was a bundle of nerves.

“Here. Let me take that to your car for you while you try to decide whether or not to say yes to me.” He took the bag, which contained a simple shirt that she’d purchased for herself. A small splurge to celebrate surviving her busy week.

“Where are you parked?” he asked.

Julie pointed across the street. “There.” She followed him, considering her answer. Bad idea. Very, very bad idea. “Yes,” she said before she could stop herself. There were those pesky hormones overriding her brain again.

Lawson turned. “You know coming to my place tonight is a bad idea, right?”

She froze. “So you should probably take back the offer.”

“Can’t. I don’t want to. So you’re going to have to take back your answer.” He took a step toward her, ramping her attraction to dizzying levels.

She shook her head, pressing the UNLOCK button on her keychain. Her instinct was to back away as he came closer, but she kept her feet rooted to the ground. “Can’t. I don’t want to, either.”

“I’m likely to turn out to be a jerk.”

Doubtful. She was an expert on jerk-dom. And despite her initial thoughts, Lawson didn’t fit the bill. “You’re one of my students. It’s bad form for an instructor to, um, spend alone time with students.”

Lawson dipped to place her bag in the passenger seat, then stood back to allow her to step inside her vehicle. “But we’re just friends, remember? Nothing wrong with two friends watching a movie together.”

“Right,” she agreed.

“So, about that movie?” he asked again.

She lifted a shoulder. “Well, what’s the title? If it’s one I’m interested in, then I’ll come. If not, then we’ll call the whole thing off.”

His mouth quirked on one side. “If I’d known that would be the deciding factor, I might’ve picked something a little more enticing. I like old movies.”

“Old movies?” she asked, falling just a little in love, despite agreeing two minutes earlier to remain friends.

“I rented The Dirty Dozen.” He hung his head. “So, the answer’s no, huh?”

“I’ve never seen The Dirty Dozen. And I happen to like old movies, too. Not exactly old war movies, but how about we strike a deal?”

“Let me guess. I do yoga with you and you’ll watch this war movie with me?”

“No. I’ve forced enough yoga on you for one week.” She played with the sleeve of her shirt. What am I doing? “How about I bring my favorite old movie tonight and we watch both?”

Getting hooked on his smile, that’s what she was doing.

He pretended to spit into his hand and then held it out for her to shake.

Her entire body lit up as she slipped her hand into his callused one. She imagined it was from barn work or from holding the reins during horseback riding. “Deal,” she said.

—

Lawson reached for a beer in his fridge, stared at it for a long moment, and then put it back. He didn’t need the beer to relax. Julie was just coming over as a friend. Yeah. The most good-looking friend he had. It was going to take all his willpower to keep his hands off her tonight.

He turned and looked at his small living room, sizing up how this would go. If she sat on the couch, he’d sit in the recliner, giving himself a fair distance so that he couldn’t smell her, because the way she smelled made him want to get even closer. Made him want to touch her. And if she took the recliner, he’d take the couch. Easy.

The doorbell rang. Shutting the refrigerator, he purposely slowed his steps to go answer the door. Dr. Pierce had warned him that jumping into a relationship was a bad idea. Inviting Julie over tonight had nothing to do with what he’d experienced in Afghanistan, though. This wasn’t a reaction to his stress. It was his…well, his overly neglected Lawson Junior, who he’d denied any action for almost a year. Lawson Junior had certain expectations. He was used to getting action, and since returning home, Lawson Junior had been…denied.

“Who is it?” Lawson asked, standing behind the door, teasing Julie. She was the only person he was expecting, so of course he knew damn well who it was.

“Me,” a female voice said.

His hand was on the doorknob before his brain could catch up, because that “me” wasn’t the beautiful, calming voice he’d come to know as Julie’s. He was actually starting to look forward to yoga class because, even if the deep breathing and rhythmic moves didn’t calm him, Julie’s voice did. The other day, after seeing a helicopter fly overhead, he’d dialed his voicemail just to hear a message she’d left him the week before. That was enough. Just her voice.

So he should’ve recognized immediately that the person standing behind his door was not Julie.

“Mel,” he said, finding the short-statured brunette standing on his porch.

Stalker Mel’s face brightened as she stood before him, holding up a bottle of wine. Despite the sick feeling in his stomach, he forced a smile. “Mel,” he said again, for lack of anything better to say.

She took a step toward his doorway, which he blocked like he would a calf trying to squeeze out of one of the stalls back home.

She giggled and tried again.

He blocked it, holding his smile. “What are you doing here, Mel?”

She swiped a lock of brown hair off her pale skin. “You’re too much of a gentleman to take me up on my offers to”—she licked her lips—“get to know each other better.” Her eyebrows lifted and the sickening feeling in his stomach increased.

“Get to know each other better,” he repeated.

“Uh-huh. So I took it upon myself to bring the wine and just…” giggles erupted between her words; she was like a giddy schoolgirl with a crush and, this month at least, her crush was on him, “…stop in. I hope you’re not busy.”

“Actually, I am. A little busy.”

Her smile faded. “You are?” She made a point of running her gaze up and down his body, pausing just below the belt, which made him squirm. He was dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt, no shoes. He probably looked like he was lying when he’d claimed to be busy.

“This is the best wine that the winery offers. It’s very good,” she promised in a singsong voice, stepping into his personal space.

Lawson’s gaze lifted as a Honda Civic slowed and pulled into his driveway. This was going to look bad. Two women with expectations. Once upon a time this would’ve been a fantasy for him.

Mel turned, following the direction of his gaze. “You have company.” She looked at him again, her expression not so bright. “Female company.”

If he wasn’t mistaken, anger sparked in her mahogany eyes.

From the corner of his gaze, he saw Julie get out of her car and head toward them. “I do.” He nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry, Mel.”

Mel’s voice rose. “You’ve been leading me on, Lawson Phillips. I thought we had something.”

No. No, no, no. He hated when a woman cried and this one was either going to pull a knife on him or combust into waterworks. Both equal forms of torture in his opinion.

Her voice cracked, shook. “Is this how you treat women? Are you going to do the same to this young woman coming to your home?” Mel asked.

He shook his head. “I interrupted your date with a sleaze. That was all, Mel,” he said slowly. “Bill Johnson isn’t good for anyone. I was just trying to help you, not lead you on.”

“And we saw each other again the other night.”

“Not intentional on my part,” he pointed out. “You showed up in the Veterans’ Center’s parking lot.”

“You led me on!” Mel turned and looked at Julie, who was standing beside her now, looking confused and so, so sexy. “Here!” Mel shoved the bottle of wine in Julie’s hands. “Be warned. He’ll break your heart, this one.” She turned back and glared at Lawson. “In a million tiny, little pieces,” she said, punctuating every word. Sniffling, but with no real tears, she marched back to her sporty red convertible in his driveway.

Julie’s mouth quirked on one side as she faced him. “Friend of yours?” she asked, handing him the bottle of wine as Lawson led her inside and closed the door quickly—before Stalker Mel could come back for more.

“Long story,” he said, hoping he wouldn’t have to explain.

“You’re going to break my heart into tiny little shards, huh?” She sat on the stool at his counter and stared at him.

“I’ll try not to. She was just—”

Julie held up a hand and smiled. “Relax. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

Lawson nodded, a slow grin forming on his mouth. “Okay, then. So, how about we forget about her and focus on us.” His brain stuttered on the last word. “Us” had rolled off his tongue too easily; he’d felt too comfortable saying it, and now he was suddenly uncomfortable. “Would you, uh, like a beer?” he asked, placing his hand on the refrigerator door. “I also have soda.”

“Just water,” she said behind him. “I’m easy.”

He glanced over his shoulder at her. The jokester in him wanted to counter that answer with “I’m hard” but he resisted because it’d only be a partial joke. Julie was dressed in fitted jeans and a short-sleeved yellow top that dipped low enough to put his imagination on overdrive. Lawson Junior could jump from limp to steel in two point five seconds if he wanted.

But Julie was here as his friend, he reminded himself. Just a friend.

“So, what movie did you bring?” he asked.

“When Harry Met Sally.”

He slid a bottled water onto the counter in front of her. “That’s not an old movie.”

She grinned. “Yes, it is. It was released almost three decades ago. And it’s a classic. I could watch it a million times. Have you seen it?”

He wobbled his head from side to side. “Parts. It’s about two friends who become lovers, right?” His gaze snagged hers, and oh shit, he was in trouble.

“And then they hate each other,” she said. “And then they love each other.” She cleared her throat. “Friends should never be lovers, though. It ruins everything.”

“That’s a line from the movie, isn’t it?” he asked, leaning on the counter in front of her. It was as if her body was pulling him toward her, like a magnet, and he was definitely attracted.

“And it’s true. Friends make lousy lovers,” she said.

“Plus there’s the whole hate thing,” he said. “I don’t ever want you to hate me. Mel Harris is doing a fine job of that right about now.” His gaze rested on her smooth, pink kissable lips. “Us hating each other wouldn’t be good for Sabrina, either,” he said.

“And clearly you’re a heartbreaker.” She gestured to the bottle of wine from Stalker Mel, teasing him.

“You’re more likely to break my heart, darling.”

They were both leaning toward each other from opposite sides of the counter. The last thing on his mind right now was watching a war movie or a sappy chick flick. “So let’s pop the corn and dim the lights for the movies. What do you say?”

“Or we could, um…” Her eyes flicked to his mouth.

“What?” he asked, wanting her to suggest something entirely different. That was a fantasy, though, because no way was Julie going to say the things he wanted to hear.

“We could pop the cork on that wine,” she said. “Since your friend doesn’t seem to be coming back.”

“God, help me. I hope she doesn’t come back.” He laughed softly. “Would you like a glass of wine?”

She nodded. “That’d be great. And I’m not really in the mood for watching a movie quite yet.” Fire ignited behind her eyes. He knew enough about a woman to recognize that look. Or maybe he was projecting his own desire.

“I’m not in the mood for watching movies, either,” he said.


Chapter 12

What the hell was she thinking? She hadn’t even had any wine yet and here she was letting her hormones do the talking. Which was what she’d promised herself she wouldn’t do on the way here.

Lawson was looking at her and waiting for an answer to his question. He repeated it. “What are you in the mood for, Julie?”

Her skin burned. “I’m, um…” She subconsciously licked her lips. “I’m in the mood for yoga,” she said.

Yoga? I’m in the mood for yoga?

The skin between Lawson’s eyes pinched softly. “Yoga? You want wine and yoga?”

“Yes. I often have wine before yoga,” she lied.

“But you’re wearing jeans. You don’t do yoga in jeans.”

He had a point, but no way was she going to admit that she’d been suggesting they wear nothing instead and do a different kind of exercise. “That’s the great thing about yoga. You can do it anywhere, wearing pretty much anything.”

“Which is why you helped me buy a yoga wardrobe today.” Lawson smiled, a knowing look in his eyes. Crap. Did he know that she’d been thinking, in a brief moment of insanity, that they should pull a When Harry Met Sally and turn friends to lovers? Why, oh, why had she picked that movie to bring?

“Okay,” he said. “Wine first and then yoga.”

She nodded. She was going to need some wine to get through this night.

Two glasses later, and feeling much more relaxed, she led Lawson through the core poses she’d been teaching at the Veterans’ Center over the last couple of weeks.

“You’re right. It’s not easy to do yoga in jeans,” she said, wobbling as she did the Downward-Facing Dog pose—the one she’d been doing when he’d walked in on her interview with Allison a few weeks earlier. A lot had changed between them since then. She wobbled again, then her whole body electrified as two hands steadied her waist. Just like that rainy day.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Keeping you from falling on your butt.”

“I’m a yoga professional. I don’t fall.” Except she was falling, hard and fast, for this cowboy behind her.

“Even when you’re drunk?” he asked.

“Two glasses,” she said, walking her hands back to her feet and slowly straightening her body. As she did, her body leaned up against his, her back to his front. His hands were still settled on her waist, keeping her firmly planted on solid ground.

“Those were big glasses. Maybe we should move this over to the couch.”

She turned to face him. They were standing so close she could feel his breath against her cheek. She wasn’t drunk, but she’d had just enough wine to lose her inhibitions. “Or the bedroom,” she said quietly, focusing on his mouth. She wanted to taste it again, taste him. The kiss at the barn had been too brief, too innocent. It’d left her hungry for more.

“Julie,” he said in a low growl.

“I know. But we can be adults about this. We don’t have to end up hating each other. And I won’t stalk you.”

“Julie,” he said again.

“If you don’t want me, just say so, Lawson.”

“That’s not it,” he said. “Because believe me, I want you.”

She looked up at him under her eyelashes. “Then take me.” Lifting her chin, she challenged him. “Take me to your bedroom.”

He stared at her for a long moment. She was about to back away and take back her offer. Then his hand went up, cupping the back of her head and pulling her toward him. His mouth covered hers, his tongue lashed against hers. His body pressed against hers, and she felt him. He wanted her just as badly as she wanted him.

“Take me to your bed,” she whispered, pulling away from the kiss. Her hands clutched the front of his shirt tightly.

With a growl from deep in his throat, he dipped and lifted her off her feet, making her squeal and laugh at the same time. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, with just enough drawl to remind her that he was a cowboy. She’d never been taken to bed by a cowboy. Or a Marine for that matter. But there was a first for everything.

Darkness wrapped around them as Lawson entered his bedroom and laid her gently on his bed. She could still see his face, his eyes set on her.

“You sure you want to do this? Are you too drunk?” he asked.

“Lawson. I’m not drunk. It would take half that bottle to make me drunk. But yes, I’m sure,” she said, her whole body tingling.

He pulled his shirt over his head. As she sat up and started to reach for his belt, he stopped her. “I took my shirt off. Your turn.”

A flash of dirty old Mr. Adams saying the same thing when she’d gone to provide massage therapy for him the other week crossed her mind. She shook that image away and refocused on the one of Lawson, bare chested in front of her. “Fair enough.” She grabbed the hem of her shirt and lifted it slowly, tossing it to the floor.

His eyes stilled on the skin above the lace borders of her bra.

“Now, it’s your turn to remove something else,” she said, grabbing his belt again. This time he let her unfasten it. She slowly pulled the zipper open.

“Your turn.” He took ahold of her arms and gave a soft tug, urging her to her feet. Then he unbuttoned her jeans, unzipped her, and gave a hard yank on the denim. He followed her jeans down, falling to his knees and putting his face at level with the source of all her tingles.

“What are you doing?” she breathed, already knowing. “It’s your turn to take off your pants.” Because fair was fair, right?

“I don’t play fair all the time,” he said, running his finger under her lace underwear.

She closed her eyes, finding the roughness of his finger against her skin sinfully intoxicating. Now she really was drunk. Her world was spinning and it was all she could do to keep both feet on the ground. His kisses trailed up to her bare stomach, her chest, one shoulder, the side of her neck. He pressed her back on the bed and stood, taking off his own pants now. Then his boxers fell and oh, for the love of Pete, whoever that was. This was really going to happen. She was going to have sex with Lawson. Unless she stopped it. Hell, no.

Her throat grew dry. “Do you have, um…a…um…condom?” There was no way they could continue without one.

Something in his posture changed. “Don’t you have one?”

The tingles in her body came to an immediate halt. “Why would I have one? I’m not…I don’t…” 

“Neither do I,” he said.

“But you’re a guy. You don’t have sex?” she asked.

“Yes. Of course I do. I’m a guy,” he repeated. He was still standing in front of her, naked and ready. “I just haven’t since returning home. And I didn’t while I was deployed.”

She did the math in her head. Lawson had been home a few months. His deployment had been short-lived due to the accident, but still, that was a long time.

“So, no condom, huh?” he said.

She started to sit up and reach for her clothing. No condom equaled no sex. Which meant they could return to the living room for a night of old movies.

Then his hand pressed down on her shoulder. “Wait just a minute. No condom doesn’t rule out everything.” His voice lowered. “It doesn’t mean I can’t touch you, does it?” He kissed the side of her neck again, following the curve down to her shoulder as his hands explored lower parts of her body.

A soft moan escaped her throat as the tingles returned in full force, flooding her as he urged her body to lie back again. Then he proceeded to touch and taste, kiss and lick every inch of her bare skin until she quaked underneath him.

An eternity later, he fell into bed next to her.

“What about you?” she asked, coming back down to earth.

“I’m fine, darling. Trust me.” A satisfied smile slid across his handsome face. “But next time we’ll have a condom.”

She lifted her eyes. “Next time?” She hadn’t thought that far ahead.

His expression changed subtly. “Right.” He paused, tracing a finger lightly over one of her bare shoulders. “This was a one-time thing. Because we’re friends.” The tone of his voice made the statement feel like a question.

She nodded slightly. “That’s right.” It was what she wanted, wasn’t it? Just this once to give in to her body’s desires and ignore her brain. “Right.” And if this was just a one-time thing, then she better make the most of it. Rolling into him, she kissed his mouth and, copying his earlier movements, she began to kiss his neck, his chest, his chiseled stomach.

“Julie? What are you doing?”

“Returning the favor,” she said as he groaned under her touch, tossing his head back on the bed. Fair was fair. He’d driven her over the edge with his mouth, and now she intended to do the same to him.

—

Lawson grabbed his keys Monday afternoon and locked up his office, ready to go home. He’d spent his entire Monday, just like Sunday, thinking about Saturday night with Julie. Consequently, he’d gotten exactly nothing done at work today. He was a week away from reporting back to regular duty, which he prayed to God he’d be able to do. Watching YouTube videos of Hueys had gotten easier. He’d even sat and watched a couple takeoffs last week without getting nauseous. He had this.

Walking downhill toward the space where he’d parked his truck this morning, his cellphone rang in his pants pocket. His heart lifted as he momentarily wondered if it was Julie. He’d called her to make sure she got home okay on Saturday night, but they hadn’t spoken since then. He glanced at the ID and disappointment crawled through him. Not Julie. Instead, his sister’s name lit up the screen. “Hey, Beth. What’s up?”

“Hey. Just wondering if you’d do your little sister a favor?”

“Of course.” He unlocked his truck and stepped inside. “What is it?”

“Milk. We’re out and I just got home with Sabrina. She’s whiny and—”

“Say no more. I’ll drop it by when I get home.”

“You’re the best brother in the world, you know that?”

“I know,” he teased, then hung up. A few minutes later he stopped at the local grocery store in Seaside and walked in. He’d grab the milk and get out. That was the plan. But as he walked down the middle aisle toward the coolers where the milk was stored, his feet slowed in front of the selection of condoms. Why the hell hadn’t he had a condom with him this weekend? He’d never gone without one back in the old days. He’d always been prepared.

He’d been in no way prepared for Julie on Saturday night, though.

“Something I should know about?” a familiar voice asked. “Or should I say someone I should know about?”

Lawson scrubbed a hand over his face as he faced Micah coming toward him. “Hey, man.”

And ah, hell. Coming down the aisle to join them was Griffin. The three of them stood in front of the condom selection.

“Well, Micah is a married man now, so I know we’re not buying rubbers for him.” Griffin slammed a hand across Lawson’s back, making him lock his knees to keep from falling headfirst into the display. “Who’s the lucky girl? Stalker Mel?”

Lawson choked on the thought. “Hell, no.” He looked at Griffin, who continued talking.

“She was looking for you today, by the way. I ran into her at your office when I came by.”

Lawson shook his head. He was about to start walking past the condoms when both Micah and Griffin grabbed his arms and pulled him back, sandwiching him in front of the Trojans.

“For her pleasure. That would definitely sell me. In fact, I have a box of those at home,” Griffin said. “Just in case.” He waggled his eyebrows.

“Got to be safe, my friend.” Micah gestured toward the boxes. “The glow-in-the-dark variety could be fun. To make sure you see where you’re going. Less poking around.”

“Shut up. I wasn’t…” Lawson stumbled on his lie. “A guy should just have these things.”

“Exactly,” Micah and Griffin chimed.

Lawson grabbed a box. “There. You jerks happy now?”

Micah laughed and patted his shoulder. “You promised to stop by the house soon. And feel free to bring the mystery woman. Kat would love to have another female to talk to at the dinner table.”

Lawson nodded. Kat and Julie were sisters. That would be awkward. Him and his best friend dating two sisters.

Dating? No, they were just screwing. And not even that. He glanced down at the box in his hand. He and Julie might never get that close to doing the deed again. In fact, they’d agreed that they wouldn’t. These condoms weren’t for her. They were to make sure he was prepared if and when he decided to close the deal with another female. A different female.

“Sure. Will do,” Lawson said. “Now if you two assholes don’t mind, I have to pick up milk for my niece and get ready for yoga.”

Micah’s brows lifted. “Condoms, a mystery woman, and yoga?”

Griffin was smiling, too. “Condoms and yoga. I think I know exactly what’s going on here.”

“No, you don’t.” Lawson leveled his friends with a stare. “It’s not what you think.”

Griffin shrugged. “Whatever it takes to get your head clear and you back in the game.”

Being a Marine wasn’t a game, though. Lawson knew that better than most. “Yeah. See you two.” He walked quickly down the aisle and turned, blowing out a breath and focusing on his mission at hand. He needed to get milk and get out of this grocery store without anyone else seeing the box of condoms he was carrying. A brief image of Mel discovering him with this purchase made him flinch. That would be awkward and, as crazy as she was, she’d probably think they were for her.

He physically shuddered and then froze, spotting the woman who was heading in his direction. She hadn’t noticed him yet. She was too busy looking down at a paper list in her hand. Running into Julie right now was possibly worse than seeing Mel. Julie would know the box was being bought with her in mind. She’d know and they’d already agreed that tearing each other’s clothing off would never happen again.

Julie looked up, her eyes widening. Her pace slowed as she continued to approach. Then she quickly scrambled to rearrange the items in her basket. But not before he spotted a box very similar to the one that he was holding.

Well, well, well.

“Hey,” he said.

Her eyes landed on the condoms he was carrying and her cheeks flushed. “Hi. What a coincidence meeting you here.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were stalking me,” he teased.

Her eyes narrowed until she realized he was kidding. “I’m about to see you at yoga anyway, so that would be a bit obsessive.”

“I seem to have that effect on the ladies.” He shifted as she looked at the box in his hand again. “A guy should be prepared,” he said.

Meeting his eyes, she nodded. “And safe.”

Was she thinking about all the things they’d done without a condom the other night? His mouth. Her mouth. He’d felt like a teenager again, going as far as he could without crossing the line of what was considered sex and not sex.

“So I’ll see you in an hour,” he said, tucking the box of condoms under his arm, doing his best to pretend it didn’t exist.

She nodded. “Yes. See you then.”

He tried not to look back at her as she walked past him. Failing, he turned and checked out her perfect backside, which he’d seen in the buff over the weekend. He also caught a glimpse of Micah and Griffin spying on him several aisles down. Judging by the grins on their faces, the identity of his mystery woman was no longer a mystery. Shit.

—

Over the last couple of weeks, the yoga class had grown from a few reluctant participants to ten focused yogis—one of whom was Lawson.

Julie sat with her legs crossed in front of her and inhaled deeply, waiting for the participants to settle in on their mats. She was also still trying to get Saturday night off her mind, which was hard to do when Lawson was sporting the getup she’d helped him pick out at Sports Crush over the weekend. It fit him perfectly, hugging every muscular curve that she’d become very intimate with just a few days ago.

Rose waved as she walked in, holding her mat under her arm. She had another woman following behind her.

“I brought a friend today. I hope that’s okay,” Rose said.

“Of course it is. The more the merrier.” And the more likely that Julie would get to continue offering the class. Even if she had to offer it for free indefinitely, she would. What she was doing here was making a difference. She could feel it. “Is everyone ready?” she asked.

All eyes focused on her. She wasn’t usually someone who liked having all the attention—thus the reason she bombed most interviews—but when it came to leading a class, being front and center didn’t bother her. She lengthened her spine and rested her hands on her knees.

Then she saw someone walk in from the corner of her eye. Her nerves immediately frayed. Mr. Banks was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. He tipped his head at her as he walked to the stack of yoga mats in the back of the room and grabbed one. Then he made his way to an open space on the floor and mimicked her current pose.

Oh, geez.

Julie didn’t move a muscle for a long moment. She couldn’t. Fear had her paralyzed. What if tonight went badly? Her program would be terminated. Her dream of passing on her passion would be stomped out, and her ex would be right. Nothing she did mattered. She was small and insignificant.

Her gaze bounced around the room, finally landing on Lawson. She took a breath, then another. His gaze was steady, reassuring. She could do this. She wasn’t small and insignificant. She was strong. Yoga mattered. She mattered.

“Okay, everyone. Breathe in for a count of four.” Her spine lengthened as she took in a long breath and held it for four seconds, needing this exercise more than ever. She signaled for the class to exhale as she did the same. Even Mr. Banks. Maybe having him here wasn’t a disaster after all. He could see for himself all the good she was doing.

“Great. Now let’s move into Child’s Pose, making sure we continue to breathe,” she said. She didn’t even have to demonstrate. Most of the people in the class had come several times. They knew the positions for the basic poses. “Breathe in as you hold the position. As you do, pick just one thing from the day that you want to get rid of. Focus on it for a count of four. Then we’re going to release and let go. Get rid of it.” They all exhaled in unison. “Good. This is something you can do at home,” she said. “Getting rid of the day’s stressors always helps me sleep better. I breathe it in, hold it, then breathe it out. Release and let go.” Which was what she was trying her best to do right now.

She glanced over at Lawson on his personal blue mat. He was wearing the fitted shirt she’d picked out for him. As he stretched his arms out in front of him in Child’s Pose, his taut muscles popped and rippled, making her worry shift into yearning. She’d had to do a lot of releasing and letting go after she’d left on Saturday night. Not that she’d wanted to get rid of the moment, but she’d had a hard time sleeping after she’d gone home. She’d breathed in and released her thoughts about what could’ve happened if they’d had just one condom. Then she’d breathed in and let go of the fact that her body wasn’t quite satisfied and wouldn’t be until they finished what they’d started. Really finished.

Centering her thoughts, she led the group through several familiar poses before introducing something new. She hesitated to teach a new pose because the familiar was going so well. And if Mr. Banks was in her class, she needed things to go well. She didn’t want his presence to change her plans, though. Taking a deep breath, she moved forward as if the stumpy older man wasn’t in the room.

“This is the Camel Pose,” she told the group. “Watch me first, then we’ll do it together.” She stood on her knees and arched her neck and body back, letting her hands move from her hips to fall by her sides toward the floor. She released her head back to look behind her and held the pose for a long moment, allowing it to melt away her tension. Coming back to center a moment later, she looked at the class again, focusing on Lawson. “Your turn.” She watched as everyone mimicked her earlier moves. “I love this position because it opens up your chest and supports deep breathing.” She stood and began to walk around, checking to make sure that everyone was doing the position correctly. “Just go as far as you’re comfortable going. We’re not trying to hurt ourselves. You should be leaving this room tonight feeling lighter. Calmer.”

She tried not to look at Mr. Banks. Instead, she headed to Lawson. “Let your body sink further back with each breath.” She audibly breathed in, cuing him to do the same. Reaching out, she touched his chest, partly because she just wanted to touch him. His muscles softened under her hand. When he returned to center, he met her gaze, holding it for a moment, silently exchanging an affirmation that she could do this. This was nothing compared to other things she’d done in her life. He was right.

“Let’s do it one more time,” she said, removing her hand from his body. She headed to her newest student, who was arched awkwardly on his mat. Mr. Banks had skinny legs, in contrast to his wider midsection—a midsection that was throwing off his balance. As a result, his neck was tense, doing all the work to keep his body from falling backward.

“Relax,” she said, laying a hand on his shoulder for a moment. Then she moved his hands to his waist and tipped his elbows behind his body, altering the pose, but balancing his weight. “There. That’s better. Don’t forget to breathe,” she said, noticing that he was holding his breath to the point that his face was flushed. His teeth were also clenched tightly, trying to do the work of his body. What he wouldn’t give to be lifting barbells right about now, she guessed.

“Breath goes in through your nose.” She demonstrated for him, pulling air into her body through her nostrils. “Now hold it…And release.” She blew the air out of her mouth. “Okay, back to center, everyone.”

She headed back to the front of the class, then froze at the sharp cry of pain behind her. Turning back around, she saw Mr. Banks with his hand on his back. He was leaning forward now, a heavy grimace on his face. “Mr. Banks, what’s wrong?”

“My back,” he ground out. “I think I pulled my back.”


Chapter 13

Lawson helped Mr. Banks stand, wrapping an arm around his waist. “I’ve got you, sir. Lean your weight into me.”

The older man groaned in pain.

This was not good. Lawson’s gaze slid to Julie standing a few feet away. She looked like someone had just run over her puppy, which yeah, they kind of had. She was really invested in making this yoga class work. He suspected it was as much to help the military community as it was to help herself get past whatever demons she was fighting.

“I’ve got him,” he told her. “I’ll take him to the emergency room.”

“I’ll go with you.” She took a step toward them.

“No! You stay away from me!” Mr. Banks ordered, barely able to open his eyes.

Julie blinked. All Lawson wanted to do was take her in his arms and hold her. Someone needed to. “Okay,” she said softly. “I hope you feel better, Mr. Banks.”

Lawson eased Mr. Banks out the door and toward his truck in the parking lot. Once Mr. Banks was seated, he drove toward Seaside Medical. “You were trying too hard,” he said, his growing resentment seeping through in his voice. “To prove to Julie that yoga was easy. It’s not.” His jaw tightened as he remembered the wounded look on Julie’s face just now.

Mr. Banks glanced over. “Are you saying this is my fault?”

“Yes, sir. That’s exactly what I’m saying.” Lawson kept his eyes on the road.

Silence rode in the truck between them. Lawson didn’t mind. Mr. Banks had no power over him; he needed him if he expected to get out of this truck and make it into the ER where he’d probably be given a couple of muscle relaxers and feel better in the morning. Lawson wasn’t so sure there was a magic pill to take away Julie’s misery tonight, though.

He slammed his truck door as he walked around to the passenger side and opened the door. “Lean into me and I’ll get you there.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Mr. Banks said after a few painful steps. “I don’t stretch much before I exercise usually.”

“Yoga is more than stretching,” Lawson muttered. He’d been guilty of thinking along the lines of Mr. Banks a few weeks back, too. Had he been as big a prick as this guy beside him? He hoped not. Otherwise, how in the hell had Julie forgiven him?

“You like this mumbo jumbo then?” Mr. Banks asked. “You must like it to be dressed like that.”

Lawson growled. They were five steps away from the entrance to the ER and then he was dumping this guy’s ass in the lobby and leaving. “Yeah, I like it. If you’d taken things slowly tonight maybe you would’ve, too.”

The automatic doors to the hospital opened. He helped Mr. Banks to the reception desk, then turned and walked out without saying another word. Someone else needed him right now, and no way was he going to let her down.

—

Fifteen minutes later, Lawson pulled his truck into Julie’s driveway and parked behind her car. The lights in her house were off, but he doubted she was sleeping. He walked to the front door and knocked. Then he knocked again and again until he finally saw the living room light come on.

“It’s me,” he called. “I need to see you.”

The lock clicked and Julie opened the door. Her eyes were red and swollen, and that undid him. Stepping toward her, he pulled her into his arms and held on tight. Her body was rigid against his at first. He held on until she softened. Then he heard her suck in a ragged breath, and she started to cry.

He was the first guy to leave a room when a woman cried. This wasn’t his thing. He didn’t do tears or crying. He also didn’t do counseling or yoga. That was the old Lawson, though. This was the new one—new and improved if you asked him. He lifted his hand and stroked the back of her hair, released from its ponytail. “He sucks,” he whispered in her ear.

She laughed against his chest.

He gently guided her inside and shut the front door behind them. After another minute of holding her, she stopped crying and pulled away. He’d have gladly held her all night, if that’s what she needed.

She headed for the coffee table, grabbed a Kleenex, and plopped down on the couch. “I’m sorry,” she sniffled. Her face was splotched now, and she wasn’t a fraction less attractive to him.

“Don’t be.” He sat beside her. “And don’t worry about Mr. Banks. He’ll be fine.”

She glanced over. “But he won’t renew my yoga program. That’s pretty clear.”

“Then screw him. Do it somewhere else. The Julie I know doesn’t give up that easily. I mean, look at what I’m wearing.”

She laughed again and his heart soared. “You’re right. I can do it somewhere else if the Veterans’ Center doesn’t keep me on.” A soft smile bloomed on her mouth. She reached out and covered his hand with hers. “Thanks for coming over, Lawson. I feel a little better now.”

“That’s what I’m here for.” He swallowed as he stared at her, wrestling between running for the door and leaning over and kissing her. Both seemed enticing to different sides of his brain.

“Can you stay?” she asked.

His mind screamed noooooo! “For a little while,” he said, ignoring his mind and listening to his heart instead.

—

Julie needed a distraction. That’s all this was. At least that’s what she was telling herself as she watched Lawson’s hand rub up and down her thigh. He was just comforting her. The fact that she wanted to take advantage of that was wrong. She’d returned to Seaside determined to be an independent woman who didn’t need a man.

She needed Lawson right now, though. She needed him so bad she could hardly see straight. She stopped his hand with hers and looked at him. Her heart stuttered in her chest. Maybe this wasn’t her giving up control; maybe this was her taking control. She leaned in toward him, keeping her gaze focused on his. Judging by the heat in his eyes, he wanted her as badly as she wanted him right now.

“Do you have a condom this time?” she asked, knowing he did. She had some, too. That wasn’t the point of asking the question. The point was to see if they were on the same page.

“In my wallet.” His touch became firmer, his hand moving higher as he rubbed her.

“Good.” Crossing the distance, she pressed her mouth to his.

He pulled her to him, parting her lips with his tongue. She didn’t care. His tongue could go anywhere he wanted to put it tonight. So could any other part of him, thanks to Trojan.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked, pressing against her.

“Oh, yeah. I’m sure.” She stood and started leading him down the hallway to her bedroom. Once inside, his mouth went to hers hungrily, stopping all words. He pulled her shirt off and tugged on her pants, yanking them down. A low growl came from his throat as he laid eyes on her black lace thong. Just knowing he was looking at her, about to touch her again, made her ache with need.

His hands gripped her bottom as he dropped to his knees and kissed just below her navel. Then his tongue licked where he had kissed. Was he going up from there or down, she wondered, because both were a good idea. This was all a very good idea, even if they’d sworn it’d never happen again. Even if he was just comforting her after the yoga class from hell.

Laying her back on the bed, Lawson crawled up her body, taking his time and attending to every square inch.

“You’re still wearing clothes,” she said, pushing him off her after a time. He rolled onto his back as she straddled him and began to peel down his yoga shorts.

“So are you,” he said with a grin, flicking his gaze toward her underwear. “I’ll have to fix that in a minute.”

She undressed him and did the honors of taking the rest of her own clothing off, slow and deliberately, letting him watch.

“You are so fucking beautiful, Julie.”

The words turned her on as much as his touch. She moaned as he pulled her close and planted his face in the curve of her neck. Then he slipped his fingers between her legs and rubbed her gently before slipping on a condom and pushing his way inside her. She felt amazing, better than any ride he’d ever taken. He pushed harder, deeper, faster, taking Julie higher and higher, if her moans were any indication. 

When they were done, they both lay side by side, breathless and sated.

“How was it?” Lawson asked.

Julie opened her eyes and laughed. “How was what?”

“You know.” He looked at her. “ ’Cause if it wasn’t good, I can try again.” He grinned, trailing his hand over the curve of her waist.

“You know it was good. Great, actually.”

“I’m glad I came over tonight.” 

Julie rolled her body toward his. “Me, too. There’s coffee in the kitchen if you want some.”

“Maybe later.” He kissed her mouth. “We have two whole boxes of condoms to put to good use, darling.” His hand wandered up her body again.

She arched and moaned with need. And then they enjoyed each other’s body again.

—

He should be getting up and leaving right about now. This was just sex between two consenting adults. Funny thing was, he didn’t have the urge to leap out of Julie’s arms.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked, eyes half closed. There was a dreamy look on her face, and he was responsible for that. He wouldn’t mind repeating what he’d done to put that look there, either. Three times was a charm.

“I’m thinking a cup of that coffee you offered earlier sounds good right about now. You stay there. I’ll get it. Want a cup?”

She nodded. “Otherwise, I’ll fall right to sleep. You wore me out.” She smiled wider.

“I could say the same of you, sweetheart.” He stood, fully naked. Pulling on the cock-hugging yoga shorts Julie had persuaded him to buy, he headed down the hall toward the kitchen. A cup of coffee would be nice, but the real reason he’d gotten out of bed with Julie was because he’d been too comfortable there, which in turn made him uncomfortable. Julie was a sweet girl. And Dr. Pierce had warned him that jumping in too soon would ruin everything. Then Julie would hate him. And quit sitting for his niece.

Ah, shit.

He poured two cups of coffee, then searched through the cabinets for cream and sugar. Finding them, he made the long walk back to the bedroom.

She pushed herself up and took the coffee from him. “Thank you. Looks like you found everything you needed.”

“Your kitchen is very organized.” He sat on the edge of the bed and exhaled. “I’m sorry, Julie.”

She looked at him over her cup of coffee. “Sorry?”

“About what just happened? I shouldn’t have—”

“Taken advantage of me?” Julie laughed. “Is that really what you were going to say?”

Lawson took a sip of his coffee. “You’re a nice woman.” A caring, beautiful, multi-talented woman.

“Stop backtracking, Lawson. You didn’t do anything I didn’t want you to do. And I’m not going to turn into Mel. You don’t have to worry about me. I just got out of a serious relationship, so I’m not looking for another commitment.”

“I see.” He looked over. “Who is it exactly that you’re getting out of a serious relationship with?” Because he’d been wanting to meet that guy in a dark alley alone for a few weeks now. It was obvious the guy was bad news.

Her smile faltered. “My ex in Charlotte. Daren.”

“How long were you together?” he asked.

“Three years.”

“Geez.” He’d never had a relationship that had even lasted one year. “Do you mind telling me what happened?”

She stared into her coffee, the look on her face making it clear that she didn’t enjoy revisiting the memories. “Daren was a great guy when we first started dating.” Her eyes slid sideways to meet his gaze momentarily. “He was my boss at the gym where I worked. He gave me the job and I was grateful. Then he started giving me more responsibility. I was honored at first. And when he asked me out, I was flattered. It was good between us for a while.” She shrugged.

“So what changed?” Lawson asked.

“He started working out obsessively for a weight-lifting competition in Charlotte. He and several of the gym’s members were really serious about it. Turns out his muscles weren’t just coming from his extra reps with the barbells.”

“Drugs?” Lawson asked. He’d known guys in the past who’d done the same. You couldn’t get away with it in the Corps, but he’d had classmates in high school who’d experimented with things to get ripped.

“Steroids,” Julie confirmed, nodding. “His whole demeanor started to change. He wasn’t the sweet boyfriend who brought me flowers for no good reason anymore. Suddenly he was angry and possessive. I didn’t know what was going on at first. He’d criticize what I wore and tell me to change. He started ordering for me at restaurants. If another guy so much as looked at me, Daren would fly off the handle. And it was always my fault.” She pulled her knees toward her chest as she sat, guarding herself as she confided in him. “I finally realized just how pathetic I had gotten when he vetoed the cake I had chosen for my birthday dinner with friends last year. It was my birthday. I wanted chocolate cake.”

“What woman doesn’t want chocolate on her birthday?” he asked, trying to lighten the mood. He didn’t want her to stop talking. He suddenly wanted to know more about the woman in front of him.

“Right. He decided we should have yellow cake. He also ordered my dinner that night. And the wine. We went back to his house afterward, even though I wanted to go dancing with the others. And we had, um…” Her cheeks darkened.

“Sex,” Lawson supplied, hating this guy she’d dated.

Julie nodded. “But it had been the way he’d wanted it. It was about his pleasure and not mine. And it was my birthday, damn it. Mine, not his.” Her voice grew louder as she spoke.

“Sounds like a royal asshole.”

Julie smiled at this. “He was. At least that’s what he became. I’d known it was time to leave for a long time, but I hadn’t done it. I’d lost myself to him and his stupid steroids. So I woke up early the morning after my birthday and started packing. I left before he even woke up.”

Lawson looked at her now. “You didn’t break up with him first?”

“I left a note,” she said, pulling her lower lip into her mouth and avoiding his gaze. “I knew if I actually talked to him he’d just control me more. And obviously I can’t stand up to him. If I could I would have had chocolate cake on my twenty-ninth birthday and gone dancing.” She shook her head. “He was just mean. I don’t know what I ever saw in him.”

“And he hasn’t tried to mess with you since you came here?”

Julie looked away. “He’s called. Left me messages. He doesn’t know where I am for sure. He called my mom and she told him she thought I’d gone to the West Coast to visit a friend….I think he just calls every now and then to remind me how weak I still am. And that really pisses me off.” She lifted her eyes to look at him.

“You’re anything but weak, Julie. From where I stand, you’re pretty damn strong. You whipped me into shape, after all. It sounds like he’s just a dick. A really small one.”

Julie laughed. “Yeah. It’s not just about Daren or my birthday and the cake. I realized that night that my life wasn’t what I wanted it to be. He wasn’t who I wanted to be with. I didn’t love him. I didn’t love anything about my day to day, either. I was homesick.”

“I’d say leaving was the brave thing to do.”

“Thank you.”

“And I’m honored to be the guy you trust yourself with after all that. Some might call me your rebound guy. I’m fine with that if that’s what you need,” he said, setting his coffee mug on the nightstand and pulling hers from her hand. Then he kissed her, long and hard. She’d taken some of the pressure off by telling him about her past. But she’d also made him wish that he was ready to offer more.

He couldn’t right now, though. So instead, he’d give her what he could: a night that rivaled all others. He wouldn’t stay the night, of course. For more reasons than he cared to count, one of which being that sleeping for him these days always ended in a cold sweat. He wasn’t ready to explain that to anyone right now, even if Julie had just entrusted him with all of her secrets.


Chapter 14

Julie had noticed at some point in the night that Lawson was no longer beside her. He’d quietly gotten his things and left. Which was fine. They’d agreed to nothing. This thing between them was nothing. But it sure had made waking up this morning easier, considering what had happened last night in yoga class.

Julie flinched at the memory. Disaster. She just hoped Mr. Banks wasn’t seriously hurt. She knew he’d had a heart issue a month or so back. Hopefully she hadn’t killed him. Forcing herself to get up, she padded down the hall to turn on the coffeepot. Then she showered and dressed. She had to get to Beth’s to take care of Sabrina. They were catching bugs this morning. Julie had been able to put Sabrina off on this one thing for a while, but now Sabrina was adamant. They needed to catch ladybugs, roly-polies, and earthworms. Julie cringed. The bright side to the activity was that walking around the yard was bound to wear Sabrina out. And after last night, Julie really needed Sabrina to nap today.

Climbing into her car, she sipped on her thermos of coffee, summoning her courage to check on Mr. Banks. She needed to make sure he wasn’t on his last breath because of her.

First, she sucked in a breath, held it. Release and let go. With her courage gathered, she dialed Mr. Banks’s phone number and waited, relieved when his voicemail picked up. After the beep, she took a breath and left a short message, telling him she hoped he felt better. Then she dialed Allison’s number. She figured she would rather hear she’d been fired from Allison anyway.

“Just the person I wanted to talk to,” Allison said as she answered the phone.

A feeling of dread anchored in Julie’s stomach. “So you heard?”

“Heard what?” Allison asked, her voice lowering a notch.

Julie’s fingers unconsciously curled around the steering wheel. “That I sent Mr. Banks to the hospital last night.” She grimaced just saying the words.

“You what? What happened?”

“Oh, you know,” Julie said. “He took my class and ended up in excruciating back pain. Lawson drove him to the ER last night. That’s not what you’re calling about?”

Allison blew a breath into the receiver. “No. But I’ll be calling him just as soon as we disconnect. To see if I need to start searching for a new job.”

Oh, geez. Julie hadn’t considered that she might get Allison fired, too, just by association. “I just called and he didn’t answer. But maybe you’ll have better luck.” Although really, Julie counted herself lucky for not having to exchange words with Mr. Banks. “So if that wasn’t it, what did you want to talk to me about?”

“A delivery that arrived at the Veterans’ Center this morning. Mr. Banks approved your request for yoga blocks. Obviously ordered before last night’s ordeal.” Allison cleared her throat.

“I’m really sorry about this, Allison.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t your fault.”

Which was true. Julie hadn’t forced Mr. Banks to walk into her class last night. She hadn’t pushed him down on the mat and ordered him to do yoga poses.

“Mr. Banks has gotten overeager and hurt himself with the machines once or twice before.”

This made Julie feel marginally better.

“I’ll let you know when I hear something from him,” Allison said. “Until then, assume you’ll be using the new equipment tomorrow night in class.”

“Thanks. Talk to you soon.” Julie hung up and exhaled softly, turning her car into Beth’s driveway. At least babysitting would keep her mind off the alternative for tomorrow night—which was either returning to Mr. Adams’s assisted-living apartment to provide massage therapy—no way!—or poring over the HELP WANTED ads online again.

Beth met Julie at the door, dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt that read RIDE ME across the chest. She had on knee-high leather riding boots.

“Nice shirt,” Julie said, laughing as she stepped inside.

Beth looked down and nodded. “You wouldn’t believe how many propositions I get when I wear this.”

“I bet.”

“So, my show is next weekend. I’d love it if you came.”

“To watch Sabrina for you?” Julie asked, setting her belongings on the kitchen counter.

Beth shook her head. “No, silly. That’s what Uncle Lawson is for on the weekends.” She smiled. “I’d love it if you came as a friend. My friend.”

“Oh.” Julie nodded. She really liked Beth; they got along great and lately Julie had stayed longer than she needed to in order to have coffee with Beth once she got home. The fact that she worked for Beth had somehow kept her from thinking they were actual friends, though. “That sounds like fun. I will definitely be there.”

“Good. Okay, I’ll see you later this afternoon,” Beth said to Julie, wrapping her arms around Sabrina. “Listen to Ms. Julie, okay?”

“I always listen,” Sabrina announced.

Beth’s gaze slid toward Julie’s as if to say Yeah, right.

With a wave, Beth left. 

Julie looked at Sabrina. “Time to go on a bug hunt!”

A couple hours later, Julie laughed as Sabrina’s head bobbed in the air above her bowl of macaroni and cheese. “Are you sleepy?”

“No,” Sabrina said, breaking into a yawn, her blue eyes little slits above rosy cheeks.

“Uh-huh.” Julie shook her head and stood, bringing her own bowl to the sink. “How about you just rest on the couch in front of the TV? I can stick Peter Pan on.”

“Okay.” Sabrina jumped down off her chair and headed toward the living room.

A nap was something that had rarely existed before Julie had started coming here. But she and Sabrina had gotten into a routine—one that consisted of playing dolls, having dance parties, reading stories, and naps. Julie had even started to teach Sabrina yoga poses with silly animal names that made her giggle.

Julie walked into the living room and pulled a blanket over the little girl, then pushed PLAY on her favorite movie. She sat down to watch with her when she heard the side door to the house open. Beth wasn’t expected home for a few more hours, which only left one person with key-holding privileges.

Nervous energy tap-danced in her chest.

“Hey, you!” Lawson said as she met him in the kitchen.

“Shh! Sabrina’s just about to doze off. If she sees you, it’s all over.”

He grinned. “I was hoping to stop in and see my girl.”

He meant Sabrina. Of course he meant Sabrina. But he was looking at Julie and it gave her hot flashes well before her time. She wanted to be his girl.

“Lunch break?” she asked.

He nodded. “But I’m not hungry. Not for food at least.” The blue of his eyes twinkled. Pulling her out of range of the doorway, just in case Sabrina saw them, he pressed Julie against the wall and planted his hands on her waist. “I’m hungry for you,” he whispered, his face hovering beside her ear. Her body heated, immediately ready for whatever he had to offer.

“You know we can’t,” she breathed, wishing they could. “Not here. Not while I’m working.”

“Fine.” He kissed her one more time, and then headed toward Beth’s fridge. “If I can’t have you, then I guess I’ll have a sandwich.”

“Want me to make you one?” she asked, following behind him, her gaze traveling down to admire his backside. She couldn’t touch right now, but there were no rules about looking.

“No. That’s not your job,” he said.

“I don’t mind.”

Lawson pointed to the chair. “Sit. I’ll make you a sandwich. PB and J or ham and cheese?” he asked.

Julie stared at him, blinked. She wasn’t used to having men dote on her. “Actually, peanut butter and banana is my favorite.”

Lawson’s face twisted. “Disgusting.”

She waited for him to tell her no. To tell her that he’d make her a ham and cheese instead because that was easier or healthier, or whatever reason Daren would’ve given. Instead, she watched as Lawson pulled a banana from the kitchen counter and started slicing it on the cutting board.

He was wonderful. Perfect. And, for the moment at least, he was all hers.

—

Lawson slid a sandwich in front of Julie and bit into his own.

“Thank you,” she said, picking hers up. “Want to try it?” she asked, holding it out to him.

He scrunched his face again, loving how easily she laughed. “I’ll pass. You’ve already sold me on yoga.”

“And you’ve sold me on horseback riding. It’s very therapeutic.”

“Come with me again sometime. Maybe this weekend.”

She nodded, chewing thoughtfully.

He watched her, remembering what she’d told him about her ex. He wanted to kick the guy’s ass. Any man who got to date Julie was lucky. She was everything he would’ve been searching for—if he were searching. She was the right woman at the wrong time.

“What are you thinking?” she asked, poking him softly a moment later. “You look like you’re a million miles away.”

He took another bite of his sandwich. A million miles away. That’s how far he needed to get right about now before he said or did something stupid, like pushed their status from friends and lovers to something very different. Because he was crazy about her. “I’m thinking it’s time for me to get back to work.” He pushed his chair back and stood abruptly. “Let me know if you hear anything about Mr. Banks.”

Julie nodded, pushing her own plate aside. “I will.”

He narrowed his gaze on hers. “He’d be a fool not to keep your program going. You know that, right?”

“Right. We’ll see.”

He wanted to put his arms around her, kiss her, and then take her to bed. He wanted to make her feel better. “I’ll talk to you later,” he whispered instead, keeping his voice low so that he didn’t disturb Sabrina.

He climbed into his truck and headed back over the bridge toward Camp Leon to finish off his workday. After that he’d stop back by Beth’s to shovel out the barns. Then maybe he’d follow that up with a little yoga on his own.

How on earth had he become one of those yogi people? Cowboys didn’t do yoga. They roped cattle. Rode horses. Hung out in bars and admired all the pretty women. Marines didn’t do yoga. They trained. They fought. They swore to serve their country. They shouted “Oo-rah!” They didn’t chant “Om.”

But he liked this thing he had going with Julie. Every bit of it.

He parked and walked inside the brick building he’d been frequenting once a week for the last month.

Dr. Pierce looked up as he knocked on her office door. “This isn’t your normal day,” she said, concern knitting the skin between her brows.

Lawson shrugged. “I know. I wasn’t sure if you’d have time to see me, but I thought I’d check.”

“I don’t have time, but sit down anyway,” she said, gesturing toward the empty chair in front of her desk. “I’m assuming you have something pressing you want to talk about.”

“More like a question.” He sat, leaned forward, and clasped his hands in his lap. “When will I be done, with the nightmares and stuff? When will I be ready to move on?” His gaze flittered up. “To start dating?”

“So you’ve met someone?” she asked, a soft smile curling her lips. “Do you think you’re ready for a relationship, Captain Phillips?”

He shrugged a shoulder. “What are they paying you for if you can’t answer the hard questions?”

The woman folded her hands on the desk in front of her. “To be perfectly honest, you’ve been coming to see me for a few weeks now and you haven’t told me much of anything. Are you talking to anyone about what you’ve been through?”

He stared at her.

“Your silence tells me that you aren’t. So, my answer, Captain Phillips, is no. I don’t think you’re ready to open your heart to someone. Not unless you’re willing to tell them exactly what’s on your mind and what you’re dealing with. And then let them decide if they’re willing to deal with it with you. Because in a relationship you deal with things together, not solo. And I don’t think you’re there yet.”

Lawson cleared his throat and stood. “Well, thank you for your professional opinion.” He turned toward the door.

“That’s it?” Dr. Pierce asked behind him.

He stopped walking. “No.” He glanced back. “I think I should’ve asked this question sooner. It’s a little too late at this point.”

“Captain Phillips?” she called again.

He took another step and stopped.

“We’ll talk more about this at your scheduled appointment on Wednesday.”

He glanced over his shoulder at her, chewing on his thoughts. Maybe Dr. Pierce was right. Maybe it was time he started working on his issues. Staying in Seaside for Beth and Sabrina were definitely motivators for him to do whatever it took to get back in the sky. But maybe there was more than that in Seaside for him now. Or maybe there could be if he got his shit together.

With a nod he walked out of her office.

—

Julie was dead on her feet. Caring for Sabrina all day had been exhausting, but even more exhausting was waiting for Allison to call and tell her what her fate would be.

Her phone beeped as she drove home, signaling that she had a message. There was a spot where her reception dropped between her house and Beth’s. And inevitably someone always called when she was in that exact spot.

Julie listened to the message and, sure enough, it was Allison. Her breath shallowed.

“Hey, Julie.” Allison’s voice came on her voicemail. “I spoke to Mr. Banks.” She hesitated during her message. “I don’t want to tell you this over the phone. Can you meet me somewhere? I’m going to Heroes in a bit for drinks. Meet me there?” She cleared her throat. “Okay. See you then, I hope.”

Julie replayed the message. What did it mean? Someone saying they needed to talk to you was never good. At least not in a relationship context. Veering off, she headed toward Heroes instead of home. She wasn’t excited about the news she was going to get, but at least there’d be alcohol handy. And, on an even brighter note, if she got wasted drunk she could call Lawson to come get her. And then he could comfort her some more.

Allison was already nursing a Budweiser when Julie walked in. She marched over to her table and held up her hand. “Don’t tell me anything until I’ve got my drink in front of me, too.”

Allison didn’t seem to be drowning her sorrows in her beer. Her mascara was still in place, Julie noted. No evidence of crying.

“Okay, well, maybe go ahead and tell me the news,” Julie said, draping her purse on the back of a chair and sitting down.

Allison set her bottle down. In the bar’s lighting her red hair glowed, making her green eyes pop as she smiled. “Mr. Banks is fine. He’s at home resting comfortably.”

“Really?” Julie took this in as she waited for the ton of bricks to drop. “But?”

Allison shook her head. “I didn’t make a big deal out of the incident when I spoke to him. I just told him that your new equipment had arrived and that you planned on using it during your next yoga class. He grunted and said that was fine.”

Julie swallowed. “So I’m working tomorrow?”

“I asked Mr. Banks why he ordered equipment when there was only one week left in the trial and he told me to tell you that he’s extending your deal. Two more classes and you’ll be moved to paid status.”

At this point she would’ve been relieved to come back for free. “Really? I can’t believe it. I’m so…” Julie hesitated.

“Happy?” Allison supplied. “Excited?”

“Confused.” Julie laughed. “Grateful, but confused. I sent Mr. Banks to the hospital last night.”

“Which he says may have saved his life. His back pain was related to his heart condition. They adjusted his medication and sent him home to rest.”

Julie’s mouth dropped open.

“So your yoga program kind of saved Mr. Banks’s life,” Allison said, taking another large drink from her beer.

Yoga had been Julie’s lifesaver, too, but in a much less dramatic way. 

Allison stood. “We’ll be adding a few more classes to the schedule, too. To make you work for that generous salary Mr. Banks is offering.” She winked.

“Generous?”

“Well, you did save the man’s life. I’ve got to go, but I’ll see you at the Veterans’ Center tomorrow. We’ll start the new schedule next week. Unless, of course, you’re interested in diving in tomorrow night. Your room is open. We just need to fill it.”

“As long as we don’t schedule classes in the mornings just yet. I have another job,” Julie said. A job that had become more important to her as time passed. She loved caring for Sabrina, and Beth only needed her for a little while longer while she trained. Then maybe just on a per diem status. “I can work from two P.M. to close for right now, any night of the week.”

“Whatever you want.” Allison pointed at her beer bottle. “I only drank half. Feel free to have the rest.”

Julie nodded. “Thanks.” But she no longer needed a drink. All she needed now was Lawson.


Chapter 15

“Namaste.”

Lawson repeated Julie’s closing phrase as the Wednesday night yoga class wrapped up. The breathing and poses hadn’t helped him relax as much as usual tonight. He’d gone to see Dr. Pierce this morning, and she’d been brutal with her advice. She still didn’t think he was ready for relationships, or for flying.

“You okay?” Julie asked, placing her rolled-up yoga mat under her arm and coming up beside him. “You look stressed.”

Lawson shook his head. “I’m fine.” He glanced around to make sure none of the other students were watching. Then he leaned in for a quick kiss on her lips. “And even better now.”

She angled her body toward him. “Long day?”

“You could say that.”

“Want to talk about it?”

He nearly flinched. “Nope. I’d rather listen to you tell me something good.”

“Okay.” Julie’s face lit up. “I’ve been waiting until I could tell you this in person. I’m going to be offering two different yoga classes at the Veterans’ Center next month. Allison also said I could do a trial Sunday class for kids. And my hourly wage for doing these classes is higher than I made at the gym in Charlotte.”

“Now, that is good news,” Lawson said.

“It won’t take time away from me watching Sabrina, either.”

Seeing how happy she was made him feel slightly better. Her smile was contagious. “Sounds like a celebration is in order.”

Her brows lowered. “A celebration?”

“Yeah. Of course. Celebrate as much and as often as you can. That’s my philosophy. And having more work doing what you love is worth celebrating.” Plus, he didn’t want to be alone right now. When he was alone all he did was think about helicopters. It was a vicious cycle. The more he thought about them, the more anxious he felt. The more he wondered if his career was over, and worried about where that would leave Beth and Sabrina.

With Julie, he didn’t worry about those things.

“Okay. But I can’t stay out too late. It’s a weeknight and I need to watch Sabrina in the morning.”

“Of course.”

“What kind of celebration do you have in mind?” she asked.

A few off-color thoughts ambled through his head. Tonight he only wanted to see Julie smile, though. “Just trust me.”

She hesitated. He hated that. And the guy she’d dated in Charlotte.

“Please,” he said, offering his hand. “You won’t be sorry.”

—

Julie left her car parked in her driveway and climbed into Lawson’s truck to go who-knew-where. That thought made her stomach feel a little uneasy. Here she was again, allowing someone to choose for her. He hadn’t even asked what she’d wanted to do tonight. He’d simply said, “Trust me.”

“I do trust you. But can you at least tell me where we’re going?” she asked now, sitting beside him in his truck.

Lawson slid a sexy glance in her direction. It made her want to throw caution to the wind. But she couldn’t. “Not one for surprises?” he asked.

“No, I love surprises. I just also like to make my own choices.”

He shook his head. “Your ex really messed with your head, didn’t he?”

She hugged her arms around her body, hating that the answer to that question was yes. Hating that she couldn’t just relax and allow Lawson to take her wherever he pleased. Doing so wouldn’t mean that she didn’t have an opinion.

He scratched his chin as he turned onto Seaside Drive, a scenic road that led to Seaside’s touristy downtown area and pier. “I can’t fix what that scumbag did on your last birthday, but I happen to know that the bakery and ice cream shop here serves chocolate cake.”

Her heart melted a little at the mention of cake, and at the fact that Lawson was trying to make up for Daren’s mistakes. “Chocolate cake?”

“Um-hmm. It’s such a nice night, I thought we could take it out on the pier. Maybe sit on one of those benches and relax.”

She was sorry she hadn’t let him surprise her. “That’s very sweet.”

He scrubbed a hand over his cheek as if she’d slapped him. “A few nights ago you were calling me sexy. Now I’m sweet.”

“That’s a step up in my book,” she said.

Parking, he looked at her. “Just don’t tell anyone, okay? If Mel Harris catches wind that there’s hope for me, she might start showing up at the gas pump next to mine again.”

“The gas station, too?” Julie laughed. “Are you sure you don’t want to give her another chance?”

“Not my type,” he said, unfastening his seatbelt.

“If not Mel, then who is your type?” It was a stupid question because she didn’t really need to know. The only reason she’d need to know was to see if she matched the description. But they had an arrangement—friends and lovers. And she liked this new arrangement.

“My type?” He was looking at her, long and hard, making no move to open his truck door and get out. “I’d say my type is blond. With green eyes. Fair skin, a lot like yours. She’d like hokey stuff, like yoga.”

Julie swallowed. She’d been hoping he’d say as much. “I see.”

“So, what do you say? Can I take you out for a slice of cake and a walk on the pier?”

She nodded. “I’d like that.”

“Good.” He opened his door and got out, walking around to the passenger side. “Well then, darling, let’s go have our cake. And if you decide that you don’t want chocolate tonight, just say the word. It’s lady’s choice.”

She took his hand, allowing him to help her from the truck, then walked by his side across the street, thinking about his words.

Lady’s choice.

At the moment, the thing her heart was beginning to want most didn’t feel like a choice at all. 

“This is the best celebration I’ve ever had,” she said fifteen minutes later, seated on a wooden bench on the pier. “Thanks for this.”

“It’s no big deal.”

But it was a big deal. “You know, every time I think I have you pegged, you surprise me.”

He grinned, softening his tough demeanor and showing off a smear of chocolate on the corner of his mouth.

“You have, um…” She laughed a little.

“What?”

With his rugged good looks and trademark hat, he should’ve looked ridiculous. Instead, he just looked delicious. “Chocolate. You have chocolate on your face.”

He wiped a hand across his mouth, only smearing it further. He tried again as she shook her head and laughed harder.

“Let me,” she finally said, reaching up to touch his face. Time seemed to slow as she did. He watched her, his smile faltering.

“There.” She started to pull her hand away, but he stopped her.

“I believe that chocolate is mine.” He covered her finger with his mouth, taking the chocolate and making her entire body sizzle with awareness.

“Um…” She gave way to nervous laughter, pulling her gaze, and her hand, from his.

He reached an index finger to her chin, urging her to look at him again. It was such an innocent gesture, but it felt like the best kind of foreplay. Every touch from him felt like the best she’d ever had.

“Congratulations,” he said. “Let’s make a toast.”

“Okay.” She grabbed her Styrofoam cup of hot cocoa and tapped it against his raised one.

“To new beginnings. And friends.”

“New beginnings and friends,” she repeated. They’d advanced well past friendship, though.

They took a sip of their drinks and then Lawson placed his down. “A toast is usually sealed with a kiss.”

She arched a brow. “I’ve never heard of that before.”

He shrugged. “It’s tradition.”

Her gaze flicked to his lips. “No disregarding tradition. We better kiss then.” Her heart pounded at the thought. They’d kissed before, had sex, but still every touch felt new. Every touch awakened a deeper desire inside her.

He slowly swept a hand behind her head and pulled her to him. His lips were hot and, with the chilly breeze blowing off the ocean, she grabbed on to the kiss hungrily, melting into it, into him. He tasted like chocolate, which made her want him even more.

“You are so beautiful,” he whispered, pulling away just for a second. “Why do you make me want you so much?”

She laughed against his cheek. “So this is my fault, huh?”

“It’s not mine. If you weren’t so damn gorgeous.” The heat of his words warmed her ear as he whispered.

“I have another way of celebrating in mind,” she said.

His eyes locked on hers. “Yeah? Well, it is lady’s choice. Lead the way.”

“You don’t even know what it is,” she said.

“I trust you.” He enveloped her hand in his. “And I have a pretty good idea what you want. It’s written all over that pretty face.”

She swatted his shoulder. “My place. Now.”

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” he said.

—

He wasn’t going to think too hard about this because if he did, he knew reasoning and Dr. Pierce’s advice would take over. And right now his brain was not working. Not with Julie’s hands running up and down his chest. Not with her naked body writhing under him, begging him for things that he wasn’t about to say no to.

He bent and kissed her neck, loving how her body arched up to meet his. Yeah. No way was reason getting in the way tonight. “I want you, Julie,” he whispered, trailing kisses to her ear and nibbling softly.

She grabbed his face and pulled his lips toward hers, kissing him as if her next breath depended on it.

“Is this the celebration you had in mind?” he asked.

“Mmm. I was actually thinking we could do yoga,” she teased, clutching the hard muscles along his back, pulling him closer until hers felt like a second skin.

“Oh, yeah? I like this position.” He kissed her along her collarbone, loving how she wiggled restlessly. “What do you call this pose anyway?”

She gasped as his tongue flicked along her sensitive skin. “Fuck,” she finally whispered.

“Yeah. That’s a good name.”

“Now. I want you now,” she said, clinging to him.

Obliging, he pushed his way inside her. “Fuck,” he said, mimicking her earlier words. But this didn’t feel like any fucking session he’d ever had. This felt like something different, more intimate. There he went, reasoning again. “You feel so good,” he whispered, pressing deeper inside her. “So, so good.”

They continued like that for what felt like hours, until they both were drained and lying together in her bed. He wanted to go get her a glass of water afterward, but damn if he didn’t think his legs would take him to the kitchen. His whole body felt relaxed lying next to hers.

“Julie?” he said after several minutes had passed.

She didn’t answer.

“Julie?”

Her breaths were slow and even. Sleeping? He tried to remove his arm from under her head, but she snuggled closer into him, moaning softly in her sleep.

Okay. He’d wait until he was sure he wouldn’t wake her, and then he’d get up. Until then he’d just have to figure out how not to fall asleep, too. Because waking up in a cold sweat beside Julie couldn’t happen.


Chapter 16

Julie jerked awake, suffocating under the tight squeeze of…Lawson?

She struggled to look at the shadow of a man spooning her in the dark, his grip steadily tightening like a vise. Wiggling around she tried, and failed, to free herself. “Lawson?” she whispered loudly.

His breathing was heavy and…

Is that sweat?

She wiggled harder. “Lawson?” she said, not wanting to startle him out of his slumber too abruptly. But if he didn’t wake up fast, she might not have the breath to wake him. “Wake up. You’re having a bad dream.” At least she guessed it was bad because this didn’t feel like a hug. More like a person holding on for his life. “Lawson. You’re okay. Wake up!” she said, raising her voice and jerking her body harder. She squeaked as his grip tightened even further, pinning her arms at her sides. She kicked her legs, bucking against him. And, oh, no. She really needed to pee. “Lawson!” she said louder, not caring about being gentle anymore. “Wake up!”

“No!” His arms flung open as his body jerked upright, nearly knocking her out of bed and onto the cold, hard floor.

She screamed, rolling away from him and filling her chest with air.

The sun was just starting to peek softly through the window, casting enough light that she could see the sweat trailing down his bare back. He scrubbed his hands over his face, as if washing the sleep off him, and then looked around. She guessed he was realizing where he was.

“Hi,” she said quietly, pulling the white sheet over her breasts as she sat up. Not that he hadn’t seen all of her last night. “You fell asleep at my place.”

He turned to look at her. She was breathing much easier now that his python squeeze had stopped.

“That was some dream you were having.”

“I’m sorry.” He shook his head and stood, collecting his shirt and jeans off the ground as if he were late for something. She hadn’t even seen him look at his watch to see what time it was.

“Don’t be sorry. What were you dreaming about?”

“Nothing,” he said, buttoning his jeans and avoiding her gaze.

“You know, you can talk to me if you want. I’m a good—”

“Listener. Yeah, I know.”

Fully dressed, he faced her, a dull look in his eyes instead of the sparkle she’d seen last night when they’d been together. Or the glazed look of a man undone after they’d made love.

“I don’t want to talk. Look, I shouldn’t have fallen asleep here. I’m sorry,” he said.

“It’s okay.”

He gestured behind him. “I have to go home and shower before heading to Beth’s to tend to the horses.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll get dressed and come with you.” She draped her legs over the side of the bed, reaching for her own clothing.

“No. You stay and rest. We were a little active last night.” He was teasing her, but he didn’t smile. She recognized exactly what he was doing—pushing her away. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

“You don’t have to be embarrassed, Lawson. It was just a nightmare.”

His gaze narrowed. “I’m not embarrassed. I just need space.”

She straightened at the sharpness in his voice. “Okay. Sure.”

Then without another word, or a kiss, he left her lying there, naked and alone. Her chest shuddered as she took another breath. What just happened?

—

“He just left you lying there?” Kat asked on the phone later that day, as Julie recounted what had happened.

“Pretty much.”

“Typical man. He doesn’t want to talk about his feelings,” her sister said. “Which is fine because he’s just a fling, right?”

Julie glanced in the living room at Sabrina, who was drifting off to sleep on the couch. “Right.”

“Wrong,” Kat corrected. “If he were nothing you wouldn’t be on the phone worrying about him right now.”

“We’re friends, too.”

“Friends and lovers. Gee, that sounds like a full-fledged relationship.”

Julie walked to the couch and sat, folding her legs under her. “I’m not ready to fall for someone. I haven’t even faced Daren since I left. I’m still figuring out my life. It’s not a good time to go for anything more from anyone.” She was spewing out all the reasons she’d been repeating to herself for the last month as she’d grown closer to Lawson. None of them seemed true anymore, though.

“I never thought I’d be ready for love again,” Kat said. “Then Micah came into my life and boom.”

Julie stared at the soft pink polish on her nails, the same color she’d painted Sabrina’s earlier in the afternoon. “I’m happy for you, sis, but Lawson and I aren’t the same. He’s not ready, either. He’s obviously dealing with stuff, and he won’t talk to anyone about it. It’s not healthy.” She frowned. “The next relationship I get myself into is going to be healthy.”

“We all have unhealthy areas in our lives. Maybe you can help him.”

Julie frowned to herself. “That’s what yoga is supposed to be doing.”

Kat coughed. “No offense, but yoga doesn’t replace talking things through.”

“I know that.” Julie continued to inspect her nail polish. “Speaking of talking things through, I miss you. Let’s go do something sisterly soon. Just us.”

“Sounds like fun. What do you have in mind?”

Julie fanned her nails in front of her. “A mani-pedi?”

Kat sighed dreamily. “You’re on.”

“Great. I’ll set us up for one tomorrow afternoon,” Julie said.

“Perfect.”

Julie hung up the phone and stared at Sabrina, who was lying next to her. Since she was still sleeping, Julie pulled her cellphone out and started Googling news articles. She knew there’d been an article on Lawson’s helicopter crash. She remembered seeing it, although at the time she hadn’t paid too much attention. After the way he’d acted this morning, though, she was curious what exactly he’d been through.

She scrolled through the articles that popped up from her search, and then stopped on one that mentioned Lawson by name.


HERO RESCUES FOUR IN CREW; ONE FATALITY.


She skimmed the article covering the details of what had happened. Lawson was a hero. Four men had gotten out of the helicopter after it’d crashed. One had lost a leg. And one man had lost his life.

She swallowed, reading the details of the crash, her eyes burning as she imagined what Lawson must’ve gone through. The helicopter had come under enemy fire. It’d continued to stay in flight almost to camp, thanks to the pilot. By the time the helicopter had combusted into a ball of fire, all but one had gotten out alive. Julie thought she recognized the name of the man who’d lost a leg. He lived in Seaside not far from where she stayed. She’d seen him at the grocery store once, limping on a prosthetic. Allen Rogers. He was cute. Single. He’d had a friendly smile, and she remembered admiring him for being able to smile after all he’d been through.

But Lawson had been through a lot, too. His scars weren’t physical. He carried them inside and smiled on the outside. He was brave, a hero who’d saved the lives of others.

“Julie?” Sabrina laid a hand on Julie’s lap, staring up at her with angelic blue eyes. “Are you going to cry?”

Julie shook her head, but a tear slipped down her cheek anyway. “Maybe just a little. I was reading a really sad story.”

Sabrina stared at her a moment. Julie could almost see how hard she was thinking, trying to come up with something worthy of a four-year-old to say. “Did you get to the end of the story? Because it’s always a happy ending.”

Julie laughed, pulling the little girl up onto her lap. “You are such a smart girl. I haven’t gotten to the end just yet, but I think you might be right.”

“Read me a story?” Sabrina asked then.

Julie sat her phone down and reached for one of the fairy tales at her side. “Cinderella or Peter Pan?”

“Peter Pan!” Sabrina said, cheering. “He’s my favorite,” she said of the boy who loved to fly.

“Mine, too.”

—

Lawson had spent his Thursday afternoon teaching a Marine whose IQ he seriously doubted was high enough to drive a car, much less operate a gun. And this guy would be standing next to him or one of his men on a future deployment. Scary thought.

Even more aggravating than the grunt was the fact that, when he wasn’t trying to hammer sense into a hopeless cause, he’d been thinking about Julie. He regretted the way he’d stormed off on her this morning. She probably thought he was nuts. Maybe he was.

He glanced at his watch. It was nearly eight P.M. Great. Julie had offered another yoga class tonight, eager to start filling her schedule. He’d told her he’d attend, but he hadn’t. He hadn’t missed it intentionally, not entirely anyway. Time had just gotten away from him.

The Veterans’ Center would be closed by now. Julie would be home.

He debated waiting until the morning, but he didn’t like the idea of letting things sit between them. When a man was wrong, he owned it. His father had taught him that, even if his old man had never owned any of his own mistakes.

Lawson was a different man than his father, though. He drove to Julie’s house and parked behind her car, slamming the truck door so she could hear him coming. He didn’t want to startle her. Nerves and anger were never a good combination. He rang her doorbell and waited, wishing he’d brought something like candy or flowers. Women liked that stuff, and he might win her forgiveness faster with gifts.

Movement stirred behind the front door.

“Julie. It’s me,” he called. “It’s Lawson.”

Her response was dead silence.

“I came to apologize.”

More silence.

“Please,” he said quietly, unsure if she could hear him anymore.

The lock clicked and the door opened.

“Hey, stranger,” she said, crossing her arms. She was already dressed in a pair of pajamas. Her hair was pulled back out of her face. Her skin was clean, without a trace of makeup, which only made her prettier in his eyes.

“Hey, Julie. Work ran late. I’m sorry I missed your class tonight.”

She lifted a shoulder, not meeting his eyes. Instead, she looked past him toward his truck in her driveway. “It’s okay. Not a big deal.”

“Oh.” He nodded, taking in her response. Hadn’t expected to get off the hook so easily. “Great. How did it go?” he asked.

“Fine.” Her arms hugged her body tighter.

“I see.” When a woman answered “fine” to anything, things definitely weren’t fine. “Listen, I’m sorry about this morning, too. I shouldn’t have run off on you like that.”

“It’s fine,” she said again.

He cringed at the F-word. “No. It wasn’t. I was short with you after, uh, well, after we woke up.” And she’d witnessed one of his nightmares.

She looked at him now. “You had to go to work. I understand. And work ran late tonight. I get it.”

Lawson nodded. “That’s right.” Maybe he was reading her wrong. Maybe she really wasn’t mad.

“And we’re just sex buddies anyway. You don’t have to cuddle with me in the mornings or go to my yoga class, Lawson. We have an arrangement.”

His chest tightened. “Sex buddies?” he repeated, not getting a good feeling from their interaction.

She lifted her chin. “That’s right. Sex buddies.”

“You’re more to me than that, Julie. A lot more.” He reached out to touch her and she drew back, her gaze snapping sharply to meet his. The door’s threshold still stood between them. He really wished he’d brought flowers. “Tell me how to make it up to you,” he said softly.

“You don’t have to.”

“Oh, I do. If you think we’re just sex buddies, whatever that is, then I’m doing something terribly wrong. I mean, I like the sex between us.” His voice lowered and she smiled just barely. That was progress. “I like the sex a lot, darling. But I also like talking to you. Being with you.”

Her demeanor softened.

“What if you gave me a private lesson? To make up for missing tonight?” His eyebrow arched, hooking the corner of his mouth with it.

This made her laugh. She shoved a hand into his chest, but he didn’t budge. Instead, he stepped into her, pulling her against him. “I know I’m already way over my head in debt to you, but I need to ask you another favor.”

She looked up, a questioning look in her eyes. The anger was gone now, replaced by hurt. He’d run out on her this morning, avoided her all day, and then missed her class. He wanted to kick his own ass up and down Seaside Drive right about now. “What’s the favor?”

“I was hoping you might accompany me to a horse show on Saturday. Beth is riding Jax. I’m going to be sitting in the stands with Sabrina.”

“Beth already invited me and I said yes.”

“Sounds like we’ll both be there. So, no need for me to ask you on a date.” No reason on paper, at least. But he and Julie were more than friends, more than sex buddies, and he needed her to know that.

Julie nodded. “Right.”

“But hell, I’m going to ask you to be my date anyway.” He met her gaze and held it. “I don’t believe that sex buddies go on real dates, do they?”

She smiled softly. “No, I don’t believe they do.”

He brushed a hand across her cheek. “I know a horse show isn’t the most romantic place in the world, but—”

“I’d love to go with you, Lawson,” she said, all evidence that she was mad at him gone. “Yes.”

He nodded. “Good. Then it’s our first official date.”


Chapter 17

The doorbell rang and Julie’s heart sank to her knees. It’d been a long time since she’d been on a real date. What she’d been doing with Lawson had started to feel like dating, but she’d told herself it wasn’t real. They’d agreed on as much.

Now, maybe things were starting to become real between them, though. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Was she ready for another relationship?

The doorbell rang again. And again. And again. Impatient much?

Julie walked to the door and opened it, laughing as she saw Sabrina standing there, dressed in jeans and a pink western-style shirt with a fancy pink cowgirl hat on her head. “Well, hello there.”

Sabrina smiled. “Hi, Ms. Julie.”

“Where’s your uncle?”

Lawson stepped into the doorway with a slow, curl-her-toes grin. He was also dressed in jeans and a western shirt.

Julie glanced down at her own dress and cardigan wrap. She did have on a pair of pink cowgirl boots that matched the floral print of her dress perfectly. “I might be overdressed for this date. I’ve never been to a riding show before.”

Lawson shook his head, then pulled a hat that matched Sabrina’s from behind his back. “I considered bringing you flowers, but decided on this instead. Wear this and you’ll fit in just fine.”

Julie laughed as he placed it on top of her head. No matter that she’d just spent the last thirty minutes straightening her hair. “I love it. Thank you.”

He reached out for her hand. “Shall we?”

She placed her hand in his, feeling a jolt of excitement shoot through her. They buckled Sabrina in her booster seat in the cab of Lawson’s truck and then climbed into the front seat next to one another.

Julie tapped her fingers nervously on her lap. The energy in the air was different between them today. A first date wasn’t about sex. It was about romance, and Lawson had already supplied a healthy dose by picking her up at her door and bringing her a gift. Even with a child in tow, he was smooth.

He turned on the radio and glanced over at her with a smile. He changed the station repeatedly until he found a song about winning a woman over. Her heart gave a little sigh. They were ten minutes into their first date and she was already a goner.

Three love songs later, they parked and headed toward a modest arena with bleachers lining both sides.

“Do you ride in these shows, too?” she asked, taking a seat beside him in the stands. Sabrina sat on her other side, snuggled close.

“I used to when I was a kid. Then I lost interest. I got much more interested in girls.” He winked, catching her eye. “I’m still much more interested in the girls.”

Heat burned her cheeks.

“One in particular. Thanks for joining me today.”

“Thanks for asking.”

He leaned forward and looked at Sabrina, who was consumed in playing a videogame on his phone. He lowered his voice. “I made a lot of apologies the other night, but I want to reiterate one thing I’m sorry about.”

“What’s that?”

“The way I left on Thursday morning.”

She laid a hand on his forearm. “Really, you don’t have to apologize.”

He looked out on the arena where the riders were preparing for their show. “My father always taught me that a man doesn’t show his fear. I guess I was embarrassed.”

“Do you have…a lot of nightmares?” she asked, wondering if he’d talk to her this time.

He nodded. “He also taught me that a man doesn’t talk about his problems.”

Julie frowned. “You don’t talk about what you’ve been through? With anyone?”

He shook his head. “Not usually. But I’ve started seeing a psychologist on base recently. It’s helped a little.” He looked at her long and hard. “Have you talked to anyone? Seems to me you chose yoga over talking about what you’ve been through.”

She glanced at Sabrina to make sure she was still occupied. “It’s not the same. What happened to you, what you’ve seen, it’s too much for someone to keep inside. I’m fine.”

“Pot, meet Kettle.”

She laughed, wringing her hands in her lap, uncomfortable with where the conversation was going. Daren needed to be in her past, but he wouldn’t be until she worked up the nerve to face him again. The only person she needed to talk to was him.

Lawson gestured toward the arena. “Hey, Sabrina. Looks like your mom is first up.”

Sabrina tore her gaze from the phone in her hand and smiled wide, bouncing lightly on the bleachers. “Yay! I hope she wins all the ribbons!”

Julie laughed, wrapping an arm around Sabrina’s shoulders. “Me, too, sweetheart. I hope so, too.”

Two hours and a box of peanuts later, Julie walked with Lawson and Sabrina down to the stables to congratulate Beth on her three wins.

“You were awesome,” Julie said, wrapping Beth in a hug. “I didn’t know Jax could do all that.”

Beth’s cheeks were rosy from the excitement of her wins. She scooped Sabrina up in her arms and held her against her chest. “Thank you. I have to say, it felt really good to be back in the saddle.”

Lawson’s smile faded. “Those words should never come out of my little sister’s mouth.”

She punched his shoulder. “Trust me, that’s not the kind of saddle I want to be back in right now.”

Julie shook her head. “As good as you are on a horse, you should be doing it professionally.”

Beth shrugged. “That was the plan before…” Her voice trailed off. “It’s still the plan. One day.”

“You bet it is.” Lawson knocked his shoulder against Julie’s. “My Uncle Lawson duties are over for the rest of the evening. What do you say we go on part two of this date?”

“Date?” Beth looked between them.

Lawson held up a hand. “I know what you’re going to say.”

“I don’t think you do.” Beth grinned. “I think this is wonderful. Don’t you, Sabrina?”

Sabrina nodded, enthusiastically. “Definitely. I’d love for Ms. Julie to be my aunt.”

Julie’s mouth fell open. “Um…I…”

“Dating doesn’t mean they’re getting married,” Beth said. “Not yet at least.”

Lawson’s jaw was hanging open now, too. He closed it and reached for Julie’s hand. “Let’s get out of here before she starts wishing two point five children and a white picket fence on us. See you, girls,” he said, waving at his sister and niece, then dragging Julie away.

“So, what exactly is part two of the date?” she asked, leaning into him as they walked. The air was cool as the sun began to sink toward the tree line. A soft breeze rustled her dress against her skin, adding to her awareness.

“Are you going to think I’m being controlling if I say the next thing I have planned is a surprise?”

“No. I’m starting to see that you’re nothing like my ex. And I’m starting to really like who you are.”

He stopped walking and turned to her. “Starting to?” he asked.

She positioned her fingers in front of her to measure an inch. “Just a little.”

He took ahold of her hand and pulled it to his lips, kissing the backs of her fingers. “I’ve liked you since the moment I met you. And I’m starting to think that’s not such a bad thing after all.”

Her breath shuddered in her chest. “Starting to?” she asked.

He measured an inch between his fingers. “Just a little.”

—

Lawson glanced over at Julie, seated beside him in his truck. “You look a little nervous. I thought you said you trusted me.”

“I do. It’s just…” She stared out the windshield. “Where are we?”

With a laugh, he turned the truck and headed to the back entrance of the military base.

“You’re taking me on base?” she asked, as they slowed behind a line of vehicles waiting to be waved through by the guards at the gate. “I am at a complete loss.”

He reached a hand out and squeezed her thigh. “Patience, darling. Patience.”

“That has never been a virtue of mine.”

He flashed his military ID and the guard saluted him and waved him through the back gate. A short drive later, he drove through a parking lot at the airfield and backed his tailgate up to the shadowed woods. He turned off his headlights. “Here we are.”

Julie chewed her bottom lip. “Um…”

“Come on.” He stepped out and grabbed a blanket from the cab of his truck. Spreading it out on the back of his tailgate, he motioned for Julie to have a seat. The sun was down now and darkness surrounded them. “When I was younger I used to do this outside the airport in San Antonio. There are a lot more aircraft to see there, coming and going all the time.” He joined her on the tailgate. The truck dipped under his weight. “I’ve always been fascinated by flying. I always knew I wanted to be a pilot.” He sucked in a long breath, looking out into the clear night sky. “Since I’ve returned home, just the sound of a helicopter has been…well, terrifying to me.” He looked over to gauge her reaction. Was she going to tear him down for admitting fear? Dr. Pierce had encouraged him to share the truth with someone else. He was sharing it with Julie.

She met his gaze evenly. There was nothing but acceptance in her eyes. “So why are we here? Aren’t airplanes going to fly over?”

“Helicopters will, for sure. Some of the guys are training right now.” He lay back onto the blanket and folded his elbows behind his head. “There’s this breathing technique you taught us during the first week of yoga class.” He sucked in a deep breath, held it, and blew it out. “It’s helped with some of the anxiety I feel around the helicopters.”

Julie turned to look at him. Then she lay back also, close enough that her arm brushed against his. “So you have learned something from me.”

He turned to look at her. “Darling, I’ve learned a whole hell of a lot from you. More than you know. The truth is, I haven’t been as on edge lately when a helicopter has flown over. I’m sitting in front of the airfield right now and I’m not even thinking about whether or not one will come crashing down on me.” He turned on his side, propping his head up with his shoulder. “All I’m thinking about is you.”

“You sure do know how to romance a girl, Captain. Riding shows. Airfields.”

“I do my best.”

She traced a finger over his arm. “Do you want to talk about what you were dreaming about on Thursday morning? What your nightmares are about?”

He took a long, deep breath. “I dream about the crash. The Marine that died. The ones that lived. That’s all.” This was the most he’d talked to anyone about what was going on in his head. He stared up into the starry night, waiting for a helicopter to fly across. It’d become like a personal challenge for him to see how many helos he could watch fly over without breaking into a cold sweat. He liked to control all of his responses: his heart rate, what he thought about when the aircraft flew over, the amount of sweat lining his skin.

“I read that you saved several lives,” Julie said quietly.

Lawson met her gaze. “You read about my accident?”

“Well, it was in the Seaside Daily News.”

He knew that. Everyone knew what had happened to him. They all thought he was a hero. That’s the way the article had portrayed him. He’d even been given a medal. The whole country had admired him.

“I don’t think of myself as a hero,” he said, his voice suddenly tight.

“Because you didn’t save everyone?”

He stared into her eyes, debating if he was going to tell the truth. This was his burden to bear, no one else’s. He nodded. “Yeah. A hero would’ve saved them all.”

Julie reached up slowly, moving her hand over his hair. Then she kissed his cheek softly, his lips. “You know that’s not true.”

Deep down he did. He knew it, but that didn’t keep the fact that Jenkins had lost his life from haunting him.

He reached a hand up to grab ahold of the one she had moving over his forehead. Then he pulled her toward him, suddenly needing to feel her against him. He kissed her, running his hand along her side, down her leg.

“We can’t do this here. This is Camp Leon. What if someone sees us?”

Lawson smiled against her cheek. “I’ve always been a rule breaker. And this is good for my stress. You’re good for my stress.”

Julie laughed, then gasped as he laid her on her back and crawled over her. “You’re serious?” she breathed.

“As a heart attack. We won’t get caught,” he promised. Most of the higher-ranking officers were home at this hour. And whoever was working had better things to do than survey the outer perimeter of the parking area.

She stopped protesting as he slid a hand under her dress. He couldn’t think of anything he wanted more right now than Julie. And that was a thought that scared him as much, if not more, than being at the airfield.

—

Julie moaned as Lawson tugged on her underwear. She’d always fantasized about having sex in the open, where anyone could see. But in the open on a military base? That seemed risky, which made what Lawson was doing to her body all the more intoxicating. He moved from her lips and began kissing his way down her body as she lay on the tailgate. She writhed, anticipating where he was going and what he was going to do.

Then he stopped. She opened her eyes and lifted her head to look at him.

Grinning devilishly, he shook his head. “No closing your eyes. Watching is half the turn-on.”

“Watching?” She swallowed thickly.

“You’ve never watched someone make love to you before?” he asked.

“No. Never.”

“Keep your eyes open this time,” he dared.

She did as he asked, watching as he caressed her inner thigh slowly, running his hand up between her legs. She gasped, working hard not to fling her head back and shut the world out. But he was right: watching him move as he made love to her was intoxicating. Arousing. He planted slow, gentle kisses over her most sensitive places, all the while keeping his gaze lifted, holding hers.

“Lawson,” she moaned, as his tongue caressed her, too. “Lawson.” She couldn’t help herself. She closed her eyes as he did magical things down under, saying his name again and again. “Lawson.”

“I thought you were going to watch,” he said, smiling at her as he crawled back up her body. Hovering over her now, he planted a soft kiss on her forehead as he pressed his groin against her so that she could feel him.

“I tried,” she said breathlessly.

“It’s okay. You can try again next time.”

She tugged on his jeans, peeling them down from his chiseled waist. Even in the dark she could see the defined ridges of his abs and hip bones. She wanted to take her time, to trace every beautiful line of definition with her fingers and tongue. “Take these off,” she ordered.

He cocked a sideways grin. “Public exposure is where I draw the line, sweetheart.” He sat up and unzipped his jeans just enough to free himself for her. Her dress was up around her waist. If someone came along, it’d be easy to push it back down and cover herself.

Making love with her clothes on—that was another first for her.

“Okay.” She lay back on the tailgate and smiled up at him, hoping no one saw, but enjoying the thought that someone might. She closed her eyes as he pushed his way inside her. After a moment, she forced her eyes open, meeting his gaze above her. Behind him was a black sky, accented by small, white stars. Time seemed to disappear as they clung to one another under those stars; as she stared into his eyes, falling a little deeper with every second that passed.

Somewhere in the distance, she heard a helicopter flying toward the airfield. Lawson didn’t flinch. His eyes stayed on her as he pushed deeper. He was focused on her, a man on a mission.

She pulled him closer. He’d opened up to her tonight. What did that mean, she wondered, trying hard, and failing, not to believe it meant everything.


Chapter 18

Lawson awoke to the sound of screams in his head. He sat up and looked at Julie, lying in the bed beside him. She didn’t stir. Good. He didn’t want to answer a bunch of questions about what he’d been dreaming about, not that he’d get dressed and leave her this time. No. She’d proven to him that she wouldn’t think less of him for having nightmares, or for struggling with what he’d been through.

Massaging his hands over his face, he tried to wipe away the images of one Marine’s bloody leg dangling off him like a broken tree branch. At least Rogers had lived. That’s what everyone always said. But with what repercussions?

“Hey.”

Lawson turned toward Julie’s voice behind him. Her eyes were still only half open, but a dreamy smile creased her face. He’d put that smile there. That was something to be proud of.

“Hey, yourself.” Leaning in, he kissed her, allowing her to wrap her arms around his neck and pull him back down on the bed.

“Don’t even think about rushing off on me this morning,” she said, running her hands over his back. “I’m not done with you yet.”

His lower part went on alert at the sound of that. “Oh, yeah? You’re becoming one bossy yoga instructor, you know that?”

She laughed, wiggling under him as he kissed the crook of her neck and started to make love to her again. He’d lost count how many times they’d had sex over the last twelve hours. Twice on his tailgate last night and at least that many times after they’d returned home.

Twenty minutes later, Julie’s stomach rumbled as she lay beside him in a boneless puddle.

“Hungry?” he asked, unable to keep his hands from touching her silky skin.

“Starving.”

He kissed her cheek. “Me, too. Let’s go have breakfast at the twenty-four-hour diner.”

She lifted her brows. “This early? People will know we spent the night together.”

“What people and why do I care?” He kissed her again, on the mouth this time. “I want people to know that I won over a girl like you.”

Dr. Pierce’s words poked at his memory. He’d made a lot of progress, but she’d told him in no uncertain terms what she thought about him getting involved with someone. It was risky. He didn’t want to hurt Julie the way her ex had. She deserved better than that.

But he’d let Julie into his inner world last night, and she hadn’t thought any less of him. He had taken Dr. Pierce’s advice; that had to count for something.

Thirty minutes later, Julie winked at him across the table. “Gee, I wonder what made me so ravenous this morning.”

“At the rate we’re going, I have a feeling you’ll be ravenous again by lunch,” he teased, lowering his voice for only her to hear.

The waitress walked up and looked between them. She was a cute woman who was usually on shift when Lawson dined. “Well, this is a first. You brought a woman with you this time.”

He nodded. “I did. Fine food deserves fine company.”

The waitress agreed. “Your usual?” she asked.

“Always the Seaside Special for me,” he said.

The waitress nodded. “And for you, dear?” she asked Julie. “You want the same?”

Julie paused, taken aback by the question. Lawson could almost see her defenses rising. She couldn’t stand the thought of not being able to make her own decisions. “Um, no. I’d like a stack of pancakes, actually. And a black coffee.”

When the waitress was gone, Lawson reached his hand out toward Julie. “I thought you had your heart set on bacon and eggs. That’s what you told me on the ride up here.”

She shrugged. “A girl can change her mind.”

“As long as she doesn’t change it about me.” He squeezed her hand and let go. “Your choice today. What should we do?”

Her demeanor softened. Touching her pointer finger to her chin, she contemplated her answer. “You’re going to give me your entire Sunday?” she asked.

“Mm-hmm.” And she had no idea what a big deal that was. Sundays were usually reserved for riding the horses and meeting up with the guys. He liked to lift weights and jog.

“Anything I want to do?” she clarified.

“I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?”

She laughed. “You owe me a class, remember?”

“I remember.”

“Well, this afternoon is my first yoga class for kids. And it just so happens that I need an assistant.”

Lawson went still. He’d had a lot of things in mind that he’d like to do with Julie today. Teaching yoga to children was not one of them. “Sounds great,” he said, forcing a smile. Hopefully some of the things he’d had in mind for today could be squeezed in before or after doing the Warrior Pose with a bunch of elementary-aged rug rats.

“Here you go!” The waitress slid Lawson’s breakfast in front of him.

Julie stared at his bacon.

“I don’t mind sharing,” he said, placing some on her plate.

She grinned as she lifted a piece to her mouth and took a bite. “Man of my dreams.”

—

Julie stared at the room full of seven children, ranging in ages from five to thirty-two. The thirty-two-year-old was clearly a man—all man—but looking at him enjoying himself with the children, he could easily pass for one big kid.

Wiping the smile off her face, she raised her hand and got everyone’s attention. “Ready, kids?” She teasingly looked at Lawson. Lowering herself to the floor, she crossed her legs in front of her and waited for the others to do the same. Then she went through some basic poses, giving them animal names to make it more fun.

“This is the Cobra,” she said, lying on her stomach and lifting her upper body high off the floor. The kids laughed as they followed along. And if she wasn’t mistaken, watching from the corner of her eye, Lawson appeared to be just as into the moves as they were.

After a series of moves she’d put together over the last several days, she sat upright and gestured to him. “And it’s tradition for the class assistant to demonstrate the last pose of the day.”

His face visibly dropped, making her suppress a laugh. “Last pose? But I don’t—”

She held up her hand. “We want Mr. Lawson to show us an animal pose, don’t we, kids?”

The kids cheered, turning to him excitedly. “Yay!” they all yelled in cacophonous unison.

“Animal move, huh?” He flicked his gaze toward her as his mouth curled at the corner. “Let’s see. What kind of animal move should I do? Okay. I got it.” He stood and held out his arms, turning his palms toward the wall in front of him. “How about we do the Eagle? An eagle holds its head high, no matter what. It symbolizes freedom.”

The kids all mimicked his movements. Julie did, too. Her throat was tight as she followed along. Here was this big Marine helping her with something that was important to her. And he was being sincere about it, not belittling.

“You’re awesome. You know that?” She went up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek after the class had been dismissed. They were still standing in the small studio that Allison had opened to her. Everyone was gone now, however, and they were alone.

“I could say the same about you.” He placed his hand on her lower back as he pulled her to him. “I love watching you move, even when you’re moving like an alligator.”

She shoved him playfully, then allowed him to pull her toward him for another kiss. “I’ll be your assistant anytime you need,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“Mm-hmm.” His mouth lingered on hers. The day they’d spent together had been unbelievable. After breakfast they’d taken the short drive to the ocean. They’d walked along the beach and he’d held her hand, just like they were in a real relationship. And that wasn’t such a scary thing in her mind anymore. The only thing that scared her was that he might not feel the same.

“Want to come back to my place?” she asked, meeting his gaze.

“I shouldn’t.” He shook his head. “If I do, I doubt I’ll get any sleep. And tomorrow is a workday for both of us.”

“Right.” She nodded.

“You’re hard to say no to, though. Let me stop by my place and grab my things,” he said.

Her heart squeezed. “Sure. No problem.” They walked to his truck and got in. Then, as natural as breathing, they went home together.

—

On Tuesday night Julie walked into the local Mexican restaurant that Kat and Val went to routinely. They looked up from their margaritas and stared at her like she had two heads.

“What? You said I had a standing invitation,” Julie said.

Val pulled out the chair beside her. “Of course you do. We just figured you’d be spending the night with Mr. Cowboy Marine.” She waggled her eyebrows.

Julie rolled her eyes as she plopped down in the chair. “He’s working late.” Heat moved into her cheeks. “But we’re going to catch up later.”

“Catch up, huh? Is that what they’re calling it these days? I’ve only been married a few months and the terminology has already changed,” Kat said, shaking her head.

Julie laughed. “You guys. I didn’t come here to get harassed about my love life.”

Kat and Val exchanged a glance.

“Your…ahem, love life?” Kat sat her drink down. “We are long overdue for drinks, sis.” She raised her arm to signal the waitress. “We are going to need a peach margarita for my sister here, please. We need to loosen her up so we can squeeze information out of her.”

“You got it,” the waitress said, heading toward the bar.

“Sooooo.” Val stared at her expectantly, molding her lips around her straw. “Spill it.”

Julie shrugged, suddenly wanting to keep what she and Lawson had a secret. The rules had changed and she didn’t want anyone else’s opinions about it jumping in the mix, making her second-guess what felt right. “Let’s just say, Lawson and I have been exploring our arrangement.”

“The one where you sleep together at night and are just friends in the day?” Kat asked.

Julie nodded. “Yeah. That one.” The waitress slipped her drink in front of her and she sipped gratefully. She didn’t want to get drunk. Allison was meeting her here later for a business discussion, and even though they were friends, Allison was still her boss.

“Is Lawson ready for more? He’s been through a lot this past year,” Kat said.

“Well, he has a few nightmares and he’s a little skittish around helicopters, but other than that, he’s fine.” She nibbled her lower lip. “He’s perfect, actually.” More heat flared in her cheeks. She took another long sip.

“Perfect, huh?” Val’s smile stretched along her face. “Sounds like someone is falling in love.”

“No. We’re just—”

“Exploring your arrangement,” Kat said, finishing her sentence for her. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt again.”

“I won’t. I’ve become a lot more confident since returning to Seaside. I feel like I’m finally in control of my own life again, and it feels incredible.”

Kat nodded. “Have you spoken to Daren yet?”

Julie avoided her sister’s gaze. “No.” She was confident and in control, but still not ready to face the man who’d stolen those two things from her. She would be soon, though, she promised herself. She and Daren had unfinished business, and she was going to handle it at the first chance she got.

“I’d like to have a talk with that guy myself,” Val said. “He and the spike of my highest high heels need to meet.” She raised her glass. “To new beginnings.”

Kat and Julie tapped their margaritas with hers. “To new beginnings.”

“Speaking of new beginnings.” Allison stood at the edge of their table.

“Hi, Allison.” Julie set her drink down and glanced at her watch. “You’re early.”

“I hope that’s okay. I’m just so excited about the news I have to share with you. Mind if I sit down?”

“Not at all.” Julie looked at Kat and Val to make sure.

“I actually have to get home to Micah,” Kat said apologetically. “Meet us again sometime soon,” she told Julie. “You, too, Allison. The more the merrier. And call me tomorrow to tell me about this good news.”

Julie waved. “You got it. Kiss Ben for me,” she said.

“And kiss Micah for me.” Val winked, then stood also. “I’m out, too. Great seeing you, Julie. Bye, Allison.”

Julie watched them leave, and then turned to Allison. “So what’s up?”

Allison sat down. She was already holding her own drink, which made Julie feel less awkward continuing to drink from hers. “Guess who walked into my office today?”

Julie thought for a second and started to answer before Allison cut her off.

“I’ll tell you who. Mr. Banks.”

Julie lifted her brows. “Okay. How is he doing? Is everything okay?”

“Better than okay. He says he has a new lease on life since his”—she used her fingers to make quotation marks in the air—“near death experience.”

“I see,” Julie said.

Allison nodded, excitedly. “He wants to buy the empty building next to ours and turn it into our new health and wellness center!”

Julie nearly spat her drink out of her mouth. “Holy crap! That’s huge.”

“He’s going to renovate it to look similar to our main building.”

Julie smiled. “That is amazing news, Allison. I’m sure you’re over the moon.”

“And the sun and the stars. You should be, too.” She narrowed her eyes.

“Me? Why?” Julie asked.

“Because I think you’d be the perfect assistant director.”

Julie sat back and dug a finger into her chest. “Me?”

“Of course. You’d be great. You have a degree in business and exercise science. You’re from Seaside and know exactly what our military community needs.”

Julie was nodding along. Allison was right. She was the perfect woman for the job. “If Mr. Banks has a say in this, it will never happen. I might have won him over a little bit, but I don’t think he’ll go for that.”

“Mr. Banks just needs some convincing. That’s all.”

Julie met Allison’s mischievous grin. “I admit I would love the job.”

“Great. Then let’s make sure you get it,” Allison said.


Chapter 19

Lawson stared down the dimly lit hallway. He’d been sitting here for forty-five minutes, trying to make his feet move toward the flight simulator at the other end of the building. It wasn’t the real thing by any means, but it was a step in the right direction. If he was going to do this, he needed to do it soon. He was picking up Julie tonight to go to Kat and Micah’s for dinner—a couple’s dinner. That was another step in the right direction.

Commander Oakes turned a corner and started walking toward him.

Damn.

“Captain Phillips.” The commander’s steps quickened until he was standing right in front of Lawson. “What are you doing here? I thought we were still giving you time to lick your wounds.”

Biting back the sting of that comment, Lawson forced a smile. “I thought you just needed someone to push papers for a while. Give the other paper-pushers a break.” He laughed even though he didn’t see anything funny right now.

Commander Oakes shook his head. “No. You’re too valuable to keep behind a desk. You’re one of the best pilots we have on this base. Your record is clean, aside from that accident last year. That wasn’t your fault, though, Captain.”

Lawson nodded. Not his fault. He knew that, but it didn’t keep him from feeling guilty about it. That wasn’t something they’d taught in flight school—Guilt 101: How not to let it devour you.

Commander Oakes stared at him. “Are you still doing that yoga thing down at the Veterans’ Center? The one that’s supposed to be helping with your stress?”

Lawson looked up. Stress got elevated to PTSD in some minds, and that diagnosis had killed his buddy’s career. “I am doing the yoga, sir. Dr. Pierce recommended it. And the instructor isn’t bad to look at, so…”

This made the commander laugh. “I see. How are your visits with Dr. Pierce going? You ready to fly again?”

Lawson’s gaze flicked down the hall where the flight simulator loomed. As if reading his mind, Commander Oakes nodded. “Light duty is temporary, but there’s no shame in asking for reassignment. A lot of pilots go on to instruct on the base in Camp Neally. I happen to know that Major Pete is retiring and—”

Lawson shook his head. “I’m a pilot, sir. I’m fine and, frankly, I’m tired of pushing papers. Of course I’m ready to get back in the sky.”

Oakes studied him for a long moment. “Good. I’ll see to it that we get you back in the cockpit then.” He patted a firm hand on Lawson’s back. “We’ll be in touch.”

“Yes, sir.” Lawson expelled a breath as the commander walked away, then headed in the direction of the flight simulator. No time like the present to squash his demons. If he didn’t, he’d be packing his bags for Camp Neally. Nice to visit, but he didn’t want to live there. Being an instructor wasn’t his lifelong dream, either. He was a pilot. He’d worked hard to get here, and he wasn’t about to let anything get in the way.

He stopped at the door to the room, hesitated only momentarily, and then walked inside.

—

Two hours later, Lawson went inside his apartment to take a quick shower before going to pick Julie up. He was drenched in sweat as if he’d just completed a full day of physical training. What he’d done was clutch a fake control system for half an hour. It was meant to simulate the real thing, and it’d done a good job of that.

Today had been progress. Commander Oakes was expecting more from him, though. He pulled on a pair of jeans and a button-down, short-sleeved shirt. He’d go back to the simulator tomorrow and stay a full hour. And the next day, and the day after that, he decided, heading out the door with an unopened bottle of wine in hand. It wasn’t just Beth and Sabrina that he stood to let down if he got reassigned to another base. He had Julie now, too. And no matter how things had started between them, he had no intention of letting her go.

He drove to her home and rang the doorbell.

“Hey there, handsome,” she said, reaching for her purse. She locked up and fell into stride beside him, talking excitedly about something to do with the Veterans’ Center—he couldn’t focus, though. The afternoon had taken all the focus he’d had. He opened the truck door for her, waited until she was inside, and then walked around to the driver’s side. He was going through the motions. That was as good as he could offer tonight.

“Hard day?” she asked, watching him. He could feel the weight of her stare beside him.

“You could say so.”

“Want to talk about it?”

He glanced over. No part of him wanted to talk about it. “I, uh, got in a flight simulator today,” he said despite himself.

Julie sucked in an audible breath. “How’d it go?”

He shook his head. “I’m still alive. Baby steps.” He decided to leave out the part about running into Commander Oakes, and his comment about being transferred if he wasn’t ready to fly just yet. There was no reason to worry her with that tidbit of information because he’d do whatever it took to make sure that didn’t happen.

She reached for his hand and squeezed. “Thanks for telling me.”

She could thank Dr. Pierce for that. The good doc said he needed to start opening up to someone if he wanted to get better. And he did. He could see things working out really well with Julie if they continued the way they were.

He parked in front of Kat and Micah’s house and looked over. “Thanks for being my date tonight. It’s pretty weird that I’m dating my best friend’s sister-in-law. Micah and Ben have always been like family to me.”

“Tonight’ll be fun.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Let’s go inside.”

—

Julie couldn’t help the smile on her face. All of her favorite people were sitting around the same table. She could get used to this.

Leaning over, she whispered in her nephew’s ear. “Hey, Ben. I haven’t seen you in a while. What’s new with my favorite nephew?”

A large smile revealed his slightly crooked top tooth. “I won the spelling bee at school,” he said. “They gave me a ribbon.” 

Julie rustled her hand through his hair. “Smartest boy I know.”

“He gets it from his Uncle Lawson,” Lawson added, winking at the fourth grader.

Ben shook his head. “Not scientifically possible. We’re not blood-related.” He looked down at his plate, pressing his lips together and trying not to smile. The corners of his lips poked deep dimples into his freckled cheeks, though. “I bet if I had a brother or sister, they’d be just as smart as me. We would be blood-related and I’d teach them everything I know.”

Lawson looked across the table at Micah, who turned to Kat. “Something we don’t know?”

“Kat?” Julie asked, noticing now that her sister did look a little different. “Oh, my God!”

“We have a little secret,” Kat said, laughing excitedly. No one had made a move toward the food on the table yet.

“Oh, my God,” Julie said again, locking eyes with Kat across the table. Then she squealed, and Kat squealed, and the two of them squealed together. “This is the best news ever!”

Lawson sat back and looked at Micah. “Did I miss something?”

“Probably,” Micah said.

“And I never even told the secret,” Ben added. “It wasn’t me.”

Julie and Kat pulled away from their hug and laughed.

“Well, let’s eat before it all gets cold.” Kat wiped a tear from her eye as she sat back down.

Julie wiped a tear from her cheek, too.

Micah placed an arm around his wife, pulling her in to kiss her cheek softly. Kat deserved to be happy. And Julie couldn’t wait to be an aunt times two.

“Pass those beans,” Lawson said to Ben, who could only slide the dish with one arm due to his cerebral palsy. “But don’t spill ’em,” he said teasingly. “Or do spill ’em because I still have no idea what the he—” Lawson caught himself as everyone around the table stiffened. There were young ears listening, including those of an unborn baby.

“Language,” Kat warned, sounding like the school principal she was.

“Right. Sorry.” Lawson looked at Ben sheepishly. “What I was going to say is I don’t know what the heck everyone’s talking about.”

Ben giggled.

Kat frowned, sternly, but her eyes were twinkling. She was too excited about her news to stay mad. Julie loved seeing her sister beam. She turned to Lawson, not buying for a second that he hadn’t figured things out. Lawson was observant. He didn’t miss a detail. He was a jokester, too, though. Seeing him interact with her nephew gave Julie the warm fuzzies. Everything about Lawson warmed her.

After dinner Julie helped Kat and Ben with the cleanup.

“When did you find out?” Julie asked, setting a pile of dirty dishes beside the sink. She turned the water to warm and started rinsing them before placing them in the dishwasher.

“Two days ago.” Kat pulled a chair toward the sink and sat, wringing her hands excitedly. “I had pulled a student into my office for a good principal-style lecture and I got so nauseous I could barely speak. The poor kid must’ve really thought he was in trouble.” She laughed.

“Aww. This is what we always dreamt about when we were growing up. Love, marriage, and babies. All of your dreams are coming true.”

Kat narrowed her eyes, still wearing her smile. “Looks like you and Lawson are getting closer, too. I saw the way he was looking at you tonight.”

Butterflies swirled to the top of Julie’s chest like carbonation in a shaken soda bottle. Just thinking of him had her flustered these days. “We’re doing great,” she confided. There was nothing else to tell just yet, but the way things were evolving between them, who knew, maybe soon there would be.

“I’m going to go hang out with Dad and Uncle Lawson,” Ben announced, alerting the women to his presence. Julie had completely forgotten he was on cleanup duty with them. “You two are having girl talk and last I checked, I’m not a girl.”

Julie put her dish down and walked over to squeeze her nephew in a tight hug. “Tell the guys hello.”

They watched Ben roll his wheelchair out of the room and then turned to each other again.

“Okay, let’s talk baby names,” Julie said, going back to the sink.

—

An hour later, Julie laid her head against the seat of Lawson’s truck and sighed. “That was great. I can’t believe I’m going to be an aunt.”

“You’re already an aunt,” Lawson reminded her. “Ben adores you.”

“I adore that little guy, too.” Julie breathed in; the air felt fresher, more invigorating. She was so excited for her sister. “We should do this every week.”

“Fine by me.” He squeezed her hand, then brought it to his lips to kiss.

There were those butterflies swirling around inside her again. She was starting to imagine the same kind of future for her and Lawson that Kat and Micah had—which was crazy. They’d only been seeing each other for a month—the best month of her life.

He pulled into her driveway and left the truck running.

“You’re not coming in?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I have an early morning tomorrow. I might be working late, too.”

She nodded. “Duty calls. I understand. Just don’t forget about me.”

“Couldn’t if I tried, darling.” He got out and walked her to the front door. She was tempted to pull out all the stops to lure him inside and into her bed. She wasn’t sure if it was her baby clock suddenly ticking, but her libido had been on overdrive all night, craving more of him. She wondered if she’d ever get enough. Instead, she settled for a long, hot kiss. “Good night, Lawson,” she said, nearly drunk from it all.

He smacked her bottom before walking away. “Sweet dreams, Julie.”

Oh, she’d be dreaming about him tonight. She wasn’t sure they’d be so sweet, however.

—

Lawson got off work earlier than usual. He’d done the flight simulator again before leaving the base, and it’d been easier this time. Then he’d challenged himself to just walk up to one of the helos, touch it, and go inside. He’d done that, too, but now he felt sick to his stomach. Memories of Jenkins yelling out as the helicopter had started to descend rattled around inside his brain. Memories of the deafening sound of impact, of flames igniting, of the men around him watching their lives flash before their eyes. He could practically hear all of their hearts pounding inside their chests, like a stampede charging toward the exit.

Lawson had waited until everyone was off the helicopter, even if they had to be dragged. He was the last man inside, so if someone was going to die, it’d be him. The pain of his broken ribs seized his breath, as did the noxious smell of gasoline and smoke. He had Jinx in his arms as he stumbled, willing himself as far away from the aircraft as possible. Every step shot fresh pain through him. So much pain he couldn’t determine the source. But pain meant he was alive, and he’d take that over the alternative any day. “Don’t die, Jenkins,” he said, gritting his teeth. “Don’t you fucking die.”

Those were the last words his friend ever heard. Thus, one reason Lawson would never have a career at Hallmark.

He headed over the bridge that connected Camp Leon to Seaside, practicing his breathing the way Julie had taught him. He envisioned his muscles relaxing as he drove home. He needed to go to Beth’s first and finish up with the barn chores that he hadn’t gotten to this morning. An added perk was that Julie would be there. He was getting way over his head with her. It was probably time to end things now before it got too serious. Or actually, he should’ve ended things two weeks ago. Three weeks ago. From the moment he first met her. Now he was long past serious, and he was in serious trouble because he hadn’t defeated his demons like he’d thought he would. Nope. They were alive, taunting him, practically flapping their wings and whispering Chicken! in his ear.

And Julie was going to want more from him. He’d read that on her face last night when Micah and Kat had announced their pregnancy. The excitement in Julie’s eyes had been a clear sign to him that, like most other women her age, she had biological yearnings that went past orgasms.

Sabrina stood at the screen door as he drove up Beth’s gravel driveway. She catapulted out of the house and down the steps, practically throwing herself in front of his truck. He slammed the brakes and cut the engine. “Are you trying to get run over?” he asked, a little too forcefully. It was the nerves from the day, all raw and exposed.

Beth scooped the little girl up, looking as alarmed as he felt. “Sabrina, what are you doing?” she asked, hugging her daughter tightly.

“He wouldn’t run me over, Mommy. He’s my uncle.”

“I told her to stay put.” Beth shook her head at Lawson. “Her ears must not be working too well today.”

“I installed a latch at the top of the screen door to make sure she didn’t get out on her own.” And run into the road for the local street racer to run over. “Use it,” Lawson growled.

Beth frowned at him. “I love you, too. Even if you’re overprotective and broody some days.”

He kissed his sister’s forehead, and then took Sabrina in his arms, while looking around for someone else. Someone who had a way of making him feel calm. He needed her right now.

“She had an errand to run. Left as soon as I got home,” Beth said.

He met his sister’s gaze.

“Julie, right? You’re wondering where she is?” Beth’s smile widened. “You two are getting close, huh?”

Lawson glanced at Sabrina.

“Uncle Lawson and Ms. Julie sitting in a tree,” Sabrina chirped, wiggling out of his arms. He watched as she ran back inside the house.

Beth snorted.

“We’ve gone out a few times,” he admitted, already feeling a little bit better. Just talking about the woman made him feel better. “You know that.”

Beth punched his shoulder. “What I didn’t know is that you’ve been spending the night at her house nearly every night for over a week.”

His mouth fell open. “Are you stalking me, too?”

“No.” Beth shook her head. “One of my riding friends lives next door to Julie. She says you’re there all the time. I think it’s great.”

Lawson shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “You do? What if I mess up? Sabrina has already lost her father. What if I cause her to lose her babysitter, too?”

Beth narrowed her eyes on him. “What if you don’t? Then Sabrina not only has a great sitter, she gets an awesome aunt, too.”

“Whoa! Hey! Hold up, little sister.” He held up his hands. “I don’t know what your friend told you, but it’s not that serious yet.”

“But who knows.” Beth shrugged and headed inside the house, giving him a glance over her shoulder. “I cleaned the stables myself. You can feel free to go home. Or wherever.” With a wink, she disappeared inside.

Lawson stood there for a second, debating whether he should follow his little sister inside or get back in his truck and run some errands of his own. Maybe he’d run into Julie if he was lucky.


Chapter 20

Julie left the Veterans’ Center and drove home, exhausted from two back-to-back yoga classes. Exhausted, but equally excited. She had an interview for the new wing’s assistant director position next week. Allison had assured her that her résumé was golden. But Mr. Banks still wanted to talk to references, which only made sense. The problem with that was, Daren was the only person who’d ever hired her as anything health-related. And there was no way he was going to give her a glowing review.

Julie sighed. Not without some convincing at least, which she planned on doing tomorrow. She’d drive out to Charlotte in the morning. After what he’d put her through over the last three years, he owed her a good reference. And she had the confidence now to face him and demand it. At least she hoped she did.

Lawson’s truck was waiting in her driveway as she pulled up. He got out and waved at her as she pulled in.

“Hey,” she said, as he opened her car door for her. She’d been wondering if she’d see him tonight. He’d said he was going to be working late. “What are you doing here?”

“Maybe I missed you.” He pulled her up against his chest and kissed her. His lips were soft and warm. She breathed in the smell of him, like hay and old leather. Yeah, she’d missed him, too. “I stopped by Beth’s this morning and you weren’t there,” she said, closing her eyes as he trailed more kisses down her neck. Then he stopped and waved at her neighbor. Julie turned and hesitantly waved, also. “I didn’t know you knew my neighbor.” She furrowed her brow at him.

“I don’t really. But apparently she rides with Beth. She keeps my sister informed about how often I’m over here.”

Julie’s eyebrows rose as she glanced at the sweet woman next door. “Oh.” Julie laughed softly. “Maybe we should move our kissing inside.”

“Good idea.”

She led him in the house. “I’m just going to change clothes real quick. Feel free to make yourself something to drink.”

In her bedroom, she stripped out of her yoga attire, and then pulled on a floral skirt and cotton top that screamed sweet but sexy, and hopefully irresistible. She gave herself a quick once-over in the mirror.

“You look great,” Lawson said, holding a glass of champagne as she walked back into the living area. “Like a woman who’s ready to conquer the world. Or just take over the Veterans’ Center.”

Julie smiled. “I haven’t gotten the job as assistant director yet. I still have to win over Mr. Banks.”

He handed her a glass filled to the top. “You’ll do it. I believe in you.” He tapped his glass to hers.

“Thank you. That means a lot to me.” She brought her glass to her lips and took a sip. Having a man in her life that believed in her was a sharp contrast to her past. Looking at Lawson now, she liked her future.

“I, uh, was hoping you’d spend the night with me tonight?” he said then. “I had to turn you down last night and it just about killed me.”

She pulled her lower lip between her teeth. “I…can’t. I’m going on a little day trip tomorrow.”

He set his glass on the counter beside him. “A trip? Where are you going?”

“Just to see an old friend.” She tried to make it sound as casual as possible. With his protective instincts, Lawson would probably insist on going with her. And while she loved that about him, this was something she needed to do on her own. “I’m free tonight, though. We can”—she trailed a finger down his chest—“stay in or go out. It’s up to you. I haven’t eaten yet. What are you hungry for?”

He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her against him where she could feel that certain parts of him were very excited to see her. “You,” he said, surprising her by lifting her off her feet. Then he carried her down the hall and into the bedroom.

—

Lawson laid Julie down on the bed and stared at her for a long moment. Her skirt was slightly lifted, falling above her knees. Her hair was splayed out around her face. “Beautiful” was the only word he could think to describe her, but that didn’t do her justice.

She sat up and pulled at the button of his jeans.

“Wait a minute,” he said. “I thought I was the one seducing you.” He smiled as she slowly lowered his zipper.

“I want to celebrate you tonight, too.”

The front of his pants tightened at her suggestion; he nearly exploded with her touch. He forced himself to push her off, before he lost too much control. Then he lifted her blouse over her head and pushed her gently to lie back on the bed. “This is what I wanted to do last night.” He ran his hands and mouth over her body, enjoying the way she shuddered against his touch. Her skin was soft, smooth. He never tired of the way it felt. “I want you,” he said. “All of you.”

Except he didn’t mean he wanted her sexually, although that was a given. He wanted her, all of her. He wanted to wake up with her in the mornings and go to sleep with her at night. He wanted to tell her about all the things that haunted his dreams. And he wanted to know about her hopes and dreams as well, wanted to make them all come true.

He kissed her mouth, then moved to grab a condom from the nightstand drawer beside them. They were on the last of the ones they’d purchased at the grocery store weeks ago. He slipped one on and returned to the comfort of her arms, looking at her in a whole new light as he made love to her. The first few condoms might’ve been just about sex, but now it was more between them. A lot more, which should’ve terrified him, but it didn’t.

When they were done, he handed Julie back her skirt. “I’ll still take you to dinner if you want.”

Her eyelids hung sleepily. “Hmm?”

He grinned. “You said you were starving earlier,” he reminded her. “I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

“Anywhere?” she asked, draping her arm behind her on the pillow. She looked like an angel beside him.

“Lady’s choice.”

“I’m beginning to love those two words.” She stretched and started to sit up. “Just give me a few minutes to get beautiful again.”

“You’re already beautiful, darling.” He leaned in and kissed her on the mouth. She tasted like the champagne they’d sampled before landing themselves in bed. “But I’ll wait for you in the living room.”

He got dressed and walked down the hall, giving her privacy. Each step he took felt like walking on air, because of her.

Ten minutes later they were in his truck and driving across town to the local all-night pancake house.

“Of all the places you could’ve picked,” he teased.

She laughed. “I have a sweet tooth sometimes.”

Yeah, he did, too. And she was the sweetest thing he knew.

“So where exactly are you going tomorrow?” he asked when they were seated in front of a large stack of pancakes, topped with maple syrup and fresh fruit.

Smoothing her hair behind her ear the way he’d realized she did when she was nervous, she forked another bite of pancake, sliding it across the plate and soaking up the syrup. “Nowhere important.”

“Julie?”

Her gaze lifted to meet his and she sighed, her shoulders rounding. “I’m going to Charlotte for the day.”

A lead feeling anchored in his stomach. “Charlotte? Why the hell are you going back there?” He heard the edge in his voice.

She shrugged. “I didn’t want to tell you. I knew you’d be upset.”

“Are you going to see him?” he asked. “Are you moving back?”

Her eyes widened. “No. Of course not. Seaside is my home, and I don’t plan on leaving anytime soon.”

Something loosened in his chest. “But you are going to see him? Your ex?”

The look in her eye told him it was true.

“It’s a long story, but I need to face Daren. I need to tell him why I left.”

“You don’t owe that jerk-off anything,” he said through a tight jaw.

“No. But I owe it to myself,” she said slowly, firmly. “Things are unresolved between us. I slunk out of that place before daylight, like a frightened girl. I need to prove to myself that I’m not that girl anymore.”

Lawson picked up his napkin and wiped his mouth. “I’m going with you.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’ll be back tomorrow night. I need to do this on my own, Lawson.” Fire sparked behind her eyes. She wasn’t angry, she was determined.

Every muscle in Lawson’s body was tight. No part of him wanted to see her go back to Charlotte. Not because he was jealous—maybe just a tiny part—but he also didn’t want to see her get hurt again. “If he so much as looks at you wrong, you call me.”

A soft smile bloomed on her mouth. “Deal.” She outstretched her hand.

“We haven’t made a deal in a while.” He took her hand, rubbing his thumb along her smooth skin. “I mean it. I protect the ones I care about.”

“Which means you care about me.”

“Of course I care about you. I care a lot about you.” And that was as close to relaying his feelings as he usually got. Never show fear. Guard your feelings, boy. His father’s voice was as clear in his head as the truth about his feelings for Julie were in his heart. He pushed both away.

“I care about you, too.” She stabbed another bite of pancake, putting it in her mouth and chewing. “Flipping the tables now. Let’s talk about you. How’s work going?”

Lawson leaned back in his chair. He’d prefer being in bed with her. “Great,” he lied. “I spoke to my commander this week and I’m returning to regular duty next week.” That wasn’t a lie, unfortunately.

Julie straightened. “That’s awesome news, Lawson. I’m so proud of you.”

“You’re the one doing great things in this town.”

She blushed a little. “I love this town. It’s my home. When I was young I couldn’t wait to leave, but now that I’m back…” She shrugged. “I’m here to stay.”

Lawson watched her. He hadn’t lied when he said he cared about her. He wanted her to be happy. God knows she deserved a little bit of joy after her shitty ex. That’s why he needed his transition back to regular duty to go as smoothly as possible next week. He belonged where Julie was, and Julie belonged here. That was as clear as the desire in her eyes right now. “Again?” he asked. “You can’t get enough of me, can you?”

She grinned, shaking her head and setting her fork down.

“I’ll grab the check,” he said.

—

The sun was just coming up as Julie passed the sign letting her know that she was leaving Seaside behind. But not for long. Seaside was her home now, and there was no sweeter place.

Except maybe in Lawson’s arms.

A warm feeling ran through her as she retraced the details of the night before: making love, having dinner, Lawson telling her that he cared about her. She could put a lot of meaning behind those words if she wanted to. Maybe “care” really meant he loved her. Would that be so bad? To be loved by Lawson?

Smiling to herself, she veered onto the interstate. It would take another three hours to reach Charlotte. Daren would just be waking by the time she arrived. And hopefully he’d be in a good mood. If he was feeling rational, they’d agree that they were never good for each other. Then they’d part ways amiably, and Daren would give her a glowing reference when Mr. Banks called next week. That was the best-case scenario.

Julie’s phone beeped beside her. She’d respond later, when her hands and mind were free. For right now, she’d just keep basking in the memory of last night. Hopefully there’d be many, many more of those in her future, which she could begin enjoying just as soon as she handled her past, once and for all.


Chapter 21

Lawson tossed his phone on the bed beside him and willed himself to get up. Julie wasn’t answering her texts. He’d spent the last several weekends with her. But today he’d be flying solo.

He sat up and reached for the T-shirt beside his bed. He’d promised Allison at the Veterans’ Center that he’d go over one weekend and do some more handyman work. Today was as good a day as any. He reached for his phone again and tapped in Griffin’s number, hoping to score an accomplice to his good deeds.

“Work? On my day off?” Griffin asked, sounding about as excited as Lawson was about the fact that Julie was spending the day with her controlling ex.

“What else do you have to do?”

Griffin yawned loudly into the phone. There was no way Lawson had woken him up. Griffin stayed up late and woke early. It was debatable if the man slept at all. “True. I’ll meet you there in an hour.”

Lawson hung up and sent another text to Julie.


Call me if he gets out of line.


She was probably driving and didn’t want to be distracted by her phone. He liked that about her. She was a good girl. Sweet, smart, and innocent everywhere except inside the bedroom. In the bedroom, she was everything he’d ever fantasized about: sexy and vulnerable, shy and demanding.

Pulling on a pair of jeans, he headed to the kitchen to grab an apple to eat on his way to the vet center. On his to-do list today was fixing the center’s porch railing. The porch led to a nice-sized outdoor area where the veterans enjoyed several barbecues each year. He’d never participated in the events here, even though he’d been invited. He considered the center to be more for retired Marines. Julie’s yoga class proved that assumption wrong, though. It’d proved a lot of assumptions wrong.

“Hey, Lawson,” someone said as he got out of his truck in the parking lot. He recognized the voice immediately and took his time turning to face her.

“Mel,” he said. She was already in front of him, invading his personal space and smiling like a sugar-crazed child on Halloween. Obviously she’d forgotten that she was mad at him. “How are you?” he asked, glancing around the lot and formulating his getaway strategy.

“Good.” She nodded, still staring at him awkwardly. “I was thinking we should get together soon and drink that wine I brought to your house.”

This almost made him smile. The wine she’d shoved at Julie and told her to drink? The wine that he and Julie had enjoyed prior to making love? “Oh. Well, it was nice of you to bring it over. I’m, uh, seeing someone these days, though, Mel.” The words stumbled from his mouth. It was the first time he’d said it out loud. He was seeing Julie Chandler. Dating her. They were getting serious whether he was ready or not.

Mel’s smile fell into a flat line. Her bright eyes suddenly darkened. “Is it that woman who’s been at your place a lot lately?”

Lawson took a tiny step backward, not retreating from her, but personal space would be nice. And how the heck did she know that Julie frequented his place? “Mel, you’re bordering on stalking,” he said slowly.

“Stalking?” she scoffed. “You lead me on and then you accuse me of being a stalker?”

He nodded, looking at the entrance of the Veterans’ Center again. “Let me ask you. What are you doing here right now?”

“What do you mean?” Her voice rose a nervous notch that made him take another tiny step backward.

“I mean, you’re not in the military and never have been as far as I know. Why are you at the Veterans’ Center?”

“Well, I saw your truck and followed you in,” she said, giggling at the end of her words.

“Exactly.” He started to walk past her. Being a nice guy wasn’t getting him anywhere.

“You’re just going to walk away from our conversation?” she yelled at his back.

“Goodbye, Mel. Try finding a nice guy online. I’m sure the perfect guy is out there waiting for you.” He was not that guy, though. He was almost to the door when another voice grabbed his attention.

“Well, I have to say that was fun to watch.”

Lawson scowled at Griffin as he approached. “You were standing there listening and didn’t try to save me?”

“Why would I do that? I preferred to watch you squirm.”

Lawson shook his head, then laughed a little at himself. “When is she ever going to leave me alone?”

“I hear she followed Hines around like that for nearly a year,” Griffin said, patting his back.

Lawson pulled open the door to the center and slid him a look. “A year? Maybe I should get a restraining order on her. Think that would set things straight in her mind?”

“Lawson. Griffin.” Allison Carmichael looked up from the semicircular desk in the front of the room. “Are you here for the class?”

“Class?” Lawson shook his head. “What class?”

“I guess that’s a no. So you must be here to work on the porch railing like you promised last month?” She arched a brow.

“Yes, ma’am,” he drawled.

“Don’t call me ma’am. Makes me feel old,” she said, rising from her chair and walking around the desk.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said again, winking at her.

“I like him to call me sir, and we’re the same age,” Griffin piped in, soliciting another scowl from Lawson.

“Why did I ask you to come along today?” Lawson asked.

Allison laughed as she watched. Then she motioned for them to follow her outside. “There are tools and lumber, anything you need in the storage building over there.” She pointed at a metal building and handed Lawson a key. “Thank you so much for this. You and Julie are really investing a lot in this place lately.”

“It’s not a problem,” he said.

She started to walk away, then turned. “I was going to call you this week, but since you’re here, I need to check a reference with you.”

Lawson shoved his hands in his pockets. “A job reference? For Julie?”

“Well, you are technically her employer. Beth said you’re the one signing Julie’s checks.”

Lawson nodded. “That’s true. Beth has her hands full right now.”

Allison held out her hands. “It’s standard procedure.”

“Here’s my reference: making her an employee here is the best thing this place has ever done.”

“Aside from hiring me, you mean?” she teased.

Lawson took an elbow in the ribs from Griffin. “You’re losing your touch, man.”

“Sorry. I’m biased these days,” Lawson admitted. “But Julie is good.” In every sense of the word.

Allison nodded. Then her cellphone rang in her pocket. Glancing at the caller ID, she sighed. “I have to take this. Sorry, guys. I’ll catch up with you in a bit.”

“Sure.” Turning, he jingled the keys to the storage building at Griffin and hooked his head. “Let’s get to work.” Work would distract him from worrying about Julie. She was tough and could take care of herself. She didn’t need his rescue, and he admired that about her. He just hoped her ex played nice because whether she needed him to or not, Lawson would take care of any man who tried to hurt her again.

—

The closer Julie got to Charlotte, the more her stomach tied itself into tiny knots—the kind that needed the end of a fork to untie. She pulled into a gas station to fill up and picked up her phone to see what she’d missed during her two-plus hour drive so far. There were two texts from Lawson. She smiled as she read them. He really did protect the ones he cared about. She liked being part of that group.

She also had a text from Kat, along with a missed call. She’d call her sister back tomorrow. She didn’t want to explain why she was going to see Daren in person right now. Kat was protective, too. She’d have all kinds of objections, which would be convincing and which might make Julie reconsider.

No turning back now.

After filling up her tank, she pulled back onto the interstate and drove the last forty miles to Charlotte, pulling into Daren’s driveway at nine A.M. A man of relentless routine, he’d be awake and having breakfast right now—two boiled eggs and grapefruit with coffee, black. He’d scoffed at her prior breakfast of choice: maple syrup oatmeal. And eventually he’d ruled that she should trade it for something with less carbs, less sugar. Like what he ate.

Why did I let him control me that way? Never again.

Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to open her car door and get out. Her legs felt wobbly; she forced them to lock, took another deep breath, and reminded herself that she was strong. She was a Chandler, after all. Raised by a military father and moved from one town to another in her childhood. Being the new kid in school had demanded she be resilient, and she was.

She walked to the front door and rang the bell, even though Daren’s key was still in her purse. He’d probably be angry with her for leaving the way she had. And when he got angry, he tended to get in her face. He’d never shied away from shoving her to the wall, yelling at her, or calling her names. And then there’d been the one night he’d hit her. The night she’d decided to skip town like a coward. Her birthday.

She wasn’t a coward anymore.

The door opened and she stood face-to-face with her past.

Daren stared at her for a long moment, with an unreadable expression, one that could light to fiery anger in a heartbeat. His jet black hair was still wet from his morning shower, combed neatly and secured with gel. “What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice chilled with hatred. “I thought I was rid of you for good.”

She swallowed. Took a breath. You can do this. You’re stronger now. “Hi, Daren. Can I come in?”

He thought for a second, and then opened the door wider. “Don’t even think about trying to come crawling back.”

“I’m not.” She stepped inside, but stood close to the door. If things got out of hand, she’d grab the knob and run.

He faced her. “No? You want your job back then? Well, I’ve already replaced you. I had your replacement lined up before you even disappeared.” He seemed to enjoy relaying this information. Looking back, he’d enjoyed hurting her ever since he started using drugs. It was sick. He was sick, which made her sad. Once upon a time he’d been a really sweet guy.

“No.” She shook her head again. “I don’t want to work for you, Daren. I came to explain why I left.”

“You did that in your letter.” He folded his oversized arms at his chest. How had she ever found his muscles attractive? “And the truth is I was ready to end things with you anyway. I was going to be the one to do the breaking up,” he told her. His upper lip twitched with a satisfied smile.

“I’m glad you weren’t too upset,” she said.

“Upset?” He laughed. “I was glad. I threw a party after reading that damn note.” His voice was getting loud the way it did when he got angry. Her spine stiffened and she raised her chin. She might’ve left this house in the dark, too afraid to face him, but she wasn’t afraid anymore. She’d moved back to Seaside and was making her way on her own. By her own terms. Daren was wrong. People did appreciate yoga. Lawson appreciated it. And she’d helped a handful of Marines. Now, she was even going to manage a health and wellness center—if she could get Daren to give her a good reference.

“Good, Daren. I’m glad you’re happy. I’m happy, too. I moved back home. I have a job.” Or two. “And I’ve been offered an excellent opportunity.”

His expression was hard as he stared at her. “Why do I care?”

“You probably don’t. But as my former employer I need—”

“Oh. I get it. You need something from me.” His smile broadened on his angular face. “Is that it? You came crawling back here, pretending to be sorry about being the bitch you are so you could get a few nice words from me?” He laughed dryly. “Well, forget that, princess. If someone calls asking about you, I’m going to tell them the truth.”

Her own anger flared now. How dare he talk to her like that? “Which is that I’m the best worker you ever had?” she asked, stepping toward him. “I showed up early and worked late. I’m honest, reliable, and good with customers.”

“Yeah, right. Well, you’re also a bitch.”

Julie stiffened as memories of her life here with Daren scrolled through her mind. Why had she stayed? Why had she let him treat her the way he did? Because she believed him. Because she fell in love with him, and he slowly became someone different. But she’d still loved and trusted him. Not anymore. “I wonder”—she raised a finger to her chin thoughtfully—“how will your faithful customers react when they find out you’ve been doing steroids? That those muscles plastered to your body aren’t from all your hard work like you claim.” She took another step closer to him, very aware that while his hard muscles were a result of pills, they were no less destructive.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“They’d probably cancel their memberships and go to Fitness Universe across town. Heck, you might lose so much business that you have to close your gym.” She tsked, enjoying this a little too much. “All I have to do is call the local news station or, better yet, I can call the police. The news will like the story far better if it includes a mug shot of you, a weasel of a man who sells steroids to clientele under the table.”

Daren’s face had gone sheet white. His upper lip twitched. That’s right. She was no longer his doormat and if he wanted to play dirty, she’d play, too.

“Fine,” he said, shoving his hands on his narrow hips. “Fine. I’ll tell your caller that you’re great, a prized employee. Now get the fuck out of my house. You don’t belong here anymore,” he spat.

And he was right. She didn’t belong here. She belonged in Seaside, with Lawson.

Smiling, and shaking a little bit, she headed toward his front door, and slammed it behind her.

—

Lawson wiped the sweat from his brow and looked at Griffin. “Thanks for helping, man.”

Griffin had stripped down to a white undershirt, showing off his tattooed arms. He glanced back at the window where several women, half of them over seventy, had stood for the last two hours that they’d been working. “Looks like our audience is gone.”

“All but one.” Lawson pointed at Val Hunt. She was innocently lingering by the back door. Caught in the act, she disappeared while Griffin laughed.

“Now if we’re done, I’m going to go back home and shower, then continue with my day,” Griffin said.

“You sure you don’t want to go inside and talk to Val? She’s cute.”

“And she’s the daughter of the preacher at Seaside Chapel. Not my type,” Griffin said.

Lawson nodded. “Run while you can. First Micah. Now I’m crazy about Julie. It’s in the air around here. Watch out.”

Griff’s brow line lowered. “Are you saying that love is in the air?” He shook his head. “Don’t let anyone else hear you talking like that, bro.” He laughed and slapped a hand across Lawson’s back. “Later.”

Lawson looked for Allison on the way out. He wanted to tell her that the job was complete, but she wasn’t at the front desk anymore. Just as well. He was anxious to call Julie and make sure she was okay. Stepping outside, he glanced around the parking lot for Mel before heading toward his truck. The coast was clear. Pressing a button on his phone, he dialed Julie’s number and waited, feeling pangs of excitement and worry duke it out inside his chest until he heard her serene voice.

“Hello?”

Relief barged in between his battling emotions, and he stopped walking for a second. “You’re okay?” he asked on an exhale.

“Better than okay. I am woman, hear me roar.” She laughed lightly. He could hear it in her voice. Today had gone well.

Lucky for her ex.

“I wish you were here. I just want to wrap you up in my arms and never let go.”

“Fine by me. I’m on my way,” she said.

“My place tonight? If you’re too tired I understand, but I’d love to hear that roar in person.”

She laughed again, pulling a smile to his face as he continued walking to his truck. “I need to stop by my place first and freshen up. Then I’m all yours,” she said.

“I like the sound of that.” All his. Julie had clipped ties with the past that had been weighing on her over the last several months. She was moving forward, and hopefully he’d be doing the same on Monday. He would climb into a Huey and refuse to let what had happened in the desert keep him from flying. He had to.

Lawson gave his head a hard shake.

“Lawson?” Julie asked.

“I’m here. I’ll see you tonight. Be careful driving.” He hung up and drove home. As long as he went up in that helicopter next week, everything would be fine. Perfect, actually.

What Griffin had said was true. Love was definitely in the air.


Chapter 22

Julie pulled her overnight bag onto her bed and placed her clothes inside. She didn’t actually plan on wearing any clothes tonight. Not even the black lace lingerie she’d packed. She glanced down at the long-sleeved shirt and jeans that she was wearing, hiding the naughty surprise underneath. She couldn’t wait to see Lawson’s reaction to this. Or his reaction when he found the note she’d hidden strategically on her body. He was a man who wasn’t comfortable talking about his feelings, and that was okay. She wanted him to know how she felt, though. Instead of saying those three little words that had been true for a while, she’d written them on a pink square Post-it note.

With a giddy shrug of her shoulders, she zipped her overnight bag and headed to the front door. Ten minutes later, she rang Lawson’s doorbell. Before she could process the door opening, he’d pulled her into his arms and shut the door behind them, laying her bag on the floor and pressing her against the closed door with his rock-hard body. “Hard” being the key word.

“I think someone missed me,” she teased, letting her hands rest on his shoulders.

“Like a drug,” he said. “If I ever had any interest in drugs.” He kissed her neck. The stubble along his jawline tickled and aroused her.

“Let’s go to the bedroom,” she suggested.

He pulled back and grinned. “Sounds like someone missed me, too. But not so fast, cowgirl. I have a surprise for you.”

“A surprise?”

“Um-hmm. I cooked you dinner.” His hands slid down to rest on her waist.

Dinner? She wasn’t hungry for food. She was hungry for him. But there was a proud spark in his eyes. “You didn’t have to do that, Lawson.”

“Yes, I did.” He grabbed her hand now and pulled her toward the kitchen, where she could smell the aroma of something wonderful—something other than Lawson’s cologne. He pulled out a barstool and picked her up under her arms. She laughed lightly as he set her down, then handed her a glass of wine that he had waiting for her on the kitchen counter.

“You relax,” he ordered. The order didn’t rub her wrong the way it had in the past.

Then he slipped a camouflage USMC apron over his neck and winked back at her as she laughed again. Either the wine was going to her head at record speed, or he was. He flipped the steak in the frying pan and grabbed a large wooden spoon to stir a saucer of black beans. Beans wouldn’t exactly go with the romantic evening she had planned, she thought, sipping more wine. As he worked, she let her gaze drop to the fit of his low-riding jeans. They wouldn’t exactly go with what she had planned, either.

Lawson glanced back over his shoulder. “You’re mentally undressing me right now.”

Her mouth fell open and she nearly dropped her wineglass. Shaking her head, she contradicted herself. “Yes, I am.”

“I was thinking after dinner we’d watch one of those old black-and-white movies you like. I picked up a few after I left the grocery store.”

Her heart sank, as did the smile on her face.

He set the wooden spoon down and stepped toward her, kissing her mouth for a long moment. “I suppose we could watch it in bed afterward.”

“You mean after you undress me and find the surprise I have waiting for you?” she asked.

He pulled back and looked at her, his blue eyes darkening. “For me?”

“Let’s just say I’m wearing layers,” she said, biting her lower lip.

He groaned. “You don’t play fair, Ms. Chandler. Here I am doing my best to make you feel special.” He ran a soft finger along her cheek. “Now it’s going to be torture to sit through a candlelight meal.”

“Aww. You bought candles?”

He smiled. “I also made dessert. It involves chocolate.”

“You do make me feel special, Lawson.” Julie held her tongue from saying what she wanted to say next. That she loved him. Loved him so much it felt like she might implode with all the warm, snuggly, hot and bothered feelings she had coursing through her. She wanted those words to be part of her surprise.

“Good. And I’m glad everything went okay in Charlotte today. I was worried about you.” Something shifted in his expression.

He wouldn’t have to say he loved her back. She didn’t need to hear it to know it was true. Here he was cooking for her, treating her like a queen. He’d worried about her today. His actions spoke volumes. He loved her, too.

“I’m sorry I worried you. I needed to do this on my own, though.”

He tipped her chin toward him and kissed her mouth again. “I’m proud of you.” Then he turned back to the stove and continued cooking, dancing slowly to the soft music she hadn’t even realized was playing in the background.

Her throat was suddenly tight, thinking about what she’d done earlier. She was proud of herself, too. Damn proud. Nobody’s doormat anymore. This was how she deserved to be treated from now on—like she mattered.

“Thank you,” she said, staring at Lawson’s back. Her words were so soft that she doubted he could hear her over the sizzle of the frying pan and the vent above the stove. “I love you,” she added quietly. Then she sipped her wine and let her eyes continue downward, back to those low-riding jeans with the silky black boxers playing peekaboo.

—

Lawson lit the candle on the table between them and sat. “This is about as romantic as this cowboy gets.”

“It’s nice. Thank you.”

“Anytime.” He lifted his fork and started to cut his steak, his hands a little shaky. He was out of his element here. A date for him usually consisted of going to a restaurant and paying the bill. He’d put in extra effort here, buying candles and groceries. He’d spent an hour cleaning his home before she’d come over, too.

So this is what it felt like.

“It’s good,” Julie said.

“You wouldn’t let me go with you today, so I wanted to do something. To show you that I was thinking about you. You’re sure he didn’t hurt you?” He ran his gaze over her one more time.

Julie smiled softly, her colors beautiful against the glow of the candle. “I’m fine. Daren said he’d give me a good reference when Mr. Banks calls him.”

“How’d you manage to get him to agree to that?”

Julie shrugged. “I turned the tables on him.”

“Well, let Mr. Banks call me and I’ll talk his ear off about all your positive qualities.”

“Thanks. I know Allison wants me to have the job, but I think I could still be a hard sale to Mr. Banks.”

Lawson looked up. “Why is that?”

“The whole yoga thing. He still doesn’t exactly seem impressed with the idea. Even if he does think coming to my class that night saved his life.”

Lawson reached out and stroked her hand on the table. “Well, he’s as big a fool as I was when I first joined your class.” The simple touch made him want to feel more of her in his arms. “You won me over. I’m sure you’ll do the same to Mr. Banks. Well, not exactly the same.”

She lifted a brow. “Did I mention that I have a surprise for you?”

He was only halfway done with his meal, but he set his fork down. The huskiness of her voice told him her surprise wasn’t wrapped in paper. Even Lawson Junior had a sense of what her surprise was. “What kind of surprise?” he asked.

“Oh, you know…” She moved her food around on her plate, looking up at him under her dark lashes. “I wrote you a note.”

And his libido took a kick to the groin. “A note?” he asked, trying not to sound disappointed. He’d read her wrong. Her surprise was sweet, not sexy. “Can I read it?”

Julie’s lips curled softly. “Yes. But you’ve got to find it first.”

His libido kicked back up. “Where is it?”

She shrugged a shoulder, still swirling her fork on her plate. Finally, she set her fork down and leaned back in her chair. “It’s hidden somewhere on my body.”

His pants tightened around him. He stood.

“You haven’t finished eating yet.” Her eyes widened.

“Oh, I’m finished here. I need to do a thorough search for this note you wrote me. Sounds important.” And he needed to get his hands on her. Pulling her up to stand, he kissed her, pressing his hands around her waist. He played with the hem of her shirt for a moment and then pulled away from the kiss to lift it over her head. “Mmm,” he moaned, laying eyes on her black lace bra. “Now there’s a surprise.” He liked the image, but not nearly as much as seeing her with nothing on. He kissed her softly again, running his hand along her sides. “This could take a while. I might need to lay you down.”

“The bedroom?” she asked.

“Too far away,” he growled. If he had to wait one more second he was going to explode. “Here. Now.” He dropped to his knees on the floor beside the kitchen table and started to peel off the rest of her clothing. Unbuttoning her jeans, he ran his thumb over her navel. “Not there,” he said, looking for this note of hers. He continued searching, and kissing, stroking. “Not there…Nope.” He pulled her down on the floor with him, loving how she looked in black lace and candlelight. His eyes stopped searching when he met hers. “You know you’re beautiful, right?”

“I know I feel beautiful when you look at me that way.”

He hovered over her. “Then I’ll keep looking at you. Now where is this note?” He looped a finger in the strap of her bra, making it fall and revealing the Post-it. “Aha,” he whispered, meeting her gaze again.

She lifted a hand to stop his. If he wasn’t mistaken, she suddenly looked nervous.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s just, you’re a man who prefers not to talk about his feelings. So, instead of talking, I thought…” She pulled that pouty lower lip of hers between her teeth.

“Can I read it?” he asked.

She nodded. “Okay.”

Unfolding the paper, he held the note up against the flicker of light from the table. I love you. Three small words. Lowering his body back over hers, he kissed her mouth.

“You don’t have to say anything. I just wanted you to know how I—”

Silencing her with another kiss, he stopped her nervous chatter. Then he pulled back and looked at her, as serious as he’d ever been. “I love you, too, Julie.”

He’d never said those words to a woman before. Never felt this way about a woman before. “I don’t mind talking about my feelings when it comes to how I feel about you. I love you,” he repeated, loving how easy it was to say. “I’ve said it. And now I’m going to love every inch of you, if that’s okay with you, darling.”

She smiled. “Only if I can do the same to you.”

His jeans were so tight now that the only thing to do was take them off. He unbuttoned and stripped down. Then they made love on the floor, and the couch. The shower. By the time they found their way to his bed, they were so spent that the only thing to do was hold on to one another, which was fine by Lawson. He planned on holding on to Julie longer than just tonight. A lot longer.


Chapter 23

The roar of a Huey pricked Lawson’s ears as he strode up the sidewalk toward a metal building at the entrance of the airfield on Monday morning. He didn’t ignore it this time. He was about to go up in one. Sucking in a breath, he continued walking.

He had to do this. For Beth. Sabrina. And Julie. No way was he letting a little anxiety keep him from staying in Seaside, and from the best thing that had ever happened to him.

He opened the building’s door and walked in, thankful for the drone of the air-conditioning unit.

“Captain Phillips.”

Staff Sergeant Andrews stood at attention. Was that uncertainty in his eyes? Pity? Was everyone here aware of the fact that he’d stayed away from this place because it physically hurt to be here?

“Good to have you back,” Andrews said.

Lawson nodded. “Let’s do this,” he said, really meaning Let’s get this over with.

Today was a training exercise. They’d be flying over the wide expanse of the Corps’ property, and landing in an opening between the bordering pines. Then they’d be flying back to camp. All in the span of a couple of hours.

This was a test. To see if he was able to stay at his current duty station. Or if it was time for him to be asked in a not-so-optional way to be an instructor to the young, up-and-coming pilots with dreams as big as the ones he’d once fostered. Well, screw that. He still had those dreams.

Commander Oakes stepped out of an office. “I’m going with you,” he said.

Probably in case Lawson freaked out in the cockpit. Fair enough.

“Yes, sir.”

Five men walked alongside him. None of them had gone down in one of these aircrafts. Their hearts weren’t beating in triple count to their march right now. But Lawson’s was.

He took a breath and held it, expanding his chest the way Julie had taught him. Just one boot in front of the other, he told himself. One boot in front of the other.

The roar of the engine got impossibly louder as he approached. That was just his nerves, though. He took another calming breath, trying to focus on something other than the aircraft, or on Commander Oakes watching him.

He took a few more steps and entered the Huey. His world suddenly shrank from the wide open outdoors to a small metal compartment just big enough to seat a crew. The faces from his last flight crossed his memory.

One boot in front of the other.

He sat inside the cockpit—ready to fly. At least he hoped so.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Commander Oakes asked, sitting also.

“We’re going up today. The training exercise.”

“You’re not ready. I can see it on your face, in your walk. I saw it before you even left that building over there, Captain.”

“Don’t worry about me, sir,” Lawson said.

Commander Oakes shook his head. “I’m worried about the crew members who’ll be flying with you. I have to be one hundred percent certain that you’re ready. And I don’t believe you are.” He stood stiffly.

“Commander, please.” Lawson turned to him. “I am ready. I just need to push through this.”

“I think it’s time we figure out what’s next for you, Captain Phillips. See me in my office on Friday morning at zero seven hundred. We’ll talk at that time.”

Lawson’s throat burned as the acid rose up. He noticed that he was shaking now, too. Had his commander seen that?

Fuck.

He’d walked inside the Huey and sat down. That was progress. Progress wasn’t good enough, though, and his time was evidently up. Time to move on. Commander Oakes meant in his career, but Lawson would be moving on from a lot more than flying helicopters, and that realization made him sick.

—

There’d been no text messages. Or lunchtime calls. Those were Lawson’s usual communication during the day. Sometimes he came to the house and had lunch with her and Sabrina. Not today.

Where is he?

Julie grabbed her phone and tapped in a text.


Everything okay?


She waited, glancing over at Sabrina, who was napping on the couch.

A second later, her phone buzzed in her hand. Reading the screen, she frowned. Not Lawson. Beth’s picture appeared in the corner of the screen.


Running five minutes late.


Perfect. Julie glanced at her watch. It would be fine. She’d make it to her interview with at least five minutes to spare and collect herself before impressing Mr. Banks so much that he had no choice but to offer her this job. She really wished she could talk to Lawson first.

Standing, Julie inspected her outfit of choice. Lean khaki pants and a fitted button-down blouse. She wore high heels and a scarf draped around her neck like a necklace. She looked the part. She just needed to walk and talk the part, too. Her interview curse needed to be broken today because she wanted this job as badly as she’d ever wanted anything in her life. Well, almost anything, she thought, thinking of Lawson.

The door opened and Julie hurried in that direction.

“I’m here. Sorry I’m late. Go knock ’em dead,” Beth said, talking quickly.

Julie paused. “I want the job, not a prison sentence.”

“Oh, you know what I mean.” Beth hugged her neck. “Good luck. Now go, go, go!”

Julie wanted to ask Beth if she’d heard from Lawson, but there was no time. He was just busy. He’d mentioned having a training exercise today. She wasn’t sure what that entailed, but he hadn’t seemed too concerned about it.

She slid into the seat of her car and drove five miles over the limit the entire way there. Any faster than that and she was sure to get a ticket. But maybe her luck was changing. She was back in her hometown, surrounded by friends and family. And she was in a relationship with a man who loved her. That made her a pretty lucky woman.

Parking, she gave her phone one last glance. No texts. She sucked in a breath and let it out. Shook out her shoulders. Then she pushed the car door open because she only had three minutes until her interview time.

The door came to an abrupt stop.

“Excuse me. Sorry,” Julie said, getting out of the car and praying she hadn’t hurt the person she’d just pounded her car door into. “I’m so—”

“Good afternoon, Ms. Chandler.” Mr. Banks straightened with a grim expression on his angled face. He looked at his watch. “Looks like our interview begins right now.”

She swallowed. This didn’t bode well for her. “Yes, sir. Are you okay?”

“I served five tours in Afghanistan and Iraq, Ms. Chandler. I’m tougher than your car door.”

“Of course.” She nodded, grabbing her résumé and locking her door behind her. She nervously walked beside Mr. Banks through the Veterans’ Center, conscious of how loudly her high heels clicked in the otherwise silent building.

“Hey, you two,” Allison said, turning a corner and walking toward them. “Looks like you started without me.”

Mr. Banks met her with a friendly smile. He hadn’t smiled like that at Julie.

Perfect. This was going as badly as every other interview she’d ever been on.

“Let’s have a seat in the kitchen. I can close the doors and give us privacy,” Allison said, leading the way. She gave Julie a sideways wink.

They all sat around a small wooden table.

“We’ve already looked at your résumé, Julie,” Allison started. “And, on paper, you have all the qualifications for this position.”

Julie’s gaze skittered toward Mr. Banks, who was focused on the black-and-white résumé before him.

“Why don’t you just tell us why you want this job,” Allison suggested, leaning back in her chair and pulling her hot cup of tea to her mouth.

“Oh, you know…” Julie’s body hummed with nervous energy. “I like to help people. It’s what I was born to do.” She turned to Mr. Banks and waited for him to look up. “I fell in love with yoga because it centers me. I feel calmer and things become clearer for me. Once I found yoga in college, my GPA went up to a 3.8.” She tapped the paper in front of him. “I graduated with honors. I taught yoga to adults and kids at the last athletic club where I worked, and after a year working there I stepped into a management role.” And into the owner’s arms, but she’d leave that part out. “I enjoyed every aspect of that job, down to handling the mundane tasks like making the employees’ schedules for the week.”

Mr. Banks nodded. “So, tell me then, Ms. Chandler. Why did you leave that job?”

Julie’s mouth opened to speak. Honesty was always the best policy, but no way was she telling her interviewer that she’d left because she’d given up all control to a man who’d pretended to love her. “Because I decided it was time to come home. Seaside is where I grew up, and I want to give back to my community. And to the men and women who fight for our country.”

Finally, Mr. Banks smiled, just like he’d done for Allison at the start of the interview. “You know I wasn’t a believer in your yoga program when you first suggested it. But I’ve spoken to a few of the people who’ve taken your class. They say it’s helped them.”

Hope began to spring up inside her. This interview was looking up.

“And it’s clear that you’re passionate about what you do. I think you’d make a great assistant director for the new wing of the Veterans’ Center.”

“You do?” she asked, sounding surprised. She shouldn’t be, though. She’d come a long way since returning to Seaside. And she’d made a difference in others’ lives with her yoga.

“I do.” Mr. Banks glanced at Allison. “We’d be crazy not to hire Ms. Chandler. And I’m not crazy. Are you, Ms. Carmichael?”

Allison laughed. “Not last time I checked.”

Mr. Banks stood, clutching the lapels of his sports coat. “Good. Hire Ms. Chandler then. I have a dinner date to get to.”

“Well, we haven’t discussed what we can offer Ms. Chandler,” Allison said, glancing at Julie. Allison knew good and well that Julie would say yes no matter what they offered. “She might not accept our offer.”

Mr. Banks looked between them. Then he reached inside his coat pocket and pulled out a small square of paper, handing it to Julie.

Julie opened it and read.

“Will that work?” he asked, a small smile playing on his mouth.

“Y-yes, sir. That will most definitely work,” Julie said, barely able to contain her excitement. She’d just doubled her monthly income and was going to have benefits. “Thank you, sir.”

He nodded. “Good afternoon, ladies. I’ll be in touch.”

—

Judging by the number of texts he’d missed from Julie, Lawson had a feeling she’d be stopping by his place any time now. What he was going to say, however, he had no clue.

His stomach had been knotted since earlier in the morning when he’d thought he was going up in a helicopter. He’d thought that was the only hurdle in the day. Wrong. Because now he had to face Julie and tell her he’d failed.

Lawson walked over to his refrigerator and dipped to get another beer out of the bottom drawer. The first one had done nothing to relax him. Nothing was going to take away what had happened, or rather, what had not happened. He twisted the cap off and took a long swig, his eyes burning as he shut them and tried to wash away the events of the day. He’d let everyone down, including himself. His failure meant that Sabrina was going to lose one more person in her life. Beth, too. They depended on him, and he’d dropped the ball. Commander Oakes had seen right through him. Lawson was no longer one of the best and brightest, and now he’d be re-stationed.

Marines moved all the time. It was the nature of the job. That wasn’t the problem. The problem was that he was leaving because he’d failed, in which case he was really no different from his father, who’d left their family due to his inability to cope with Lawson’s mother’s illness. He was no different from Sabrina’s father, who’d left because he couldn’t cope with the new responsibility of having a wife and child. Just like them, Lawson had failed to cope; he was a failure. Weak. How had he ever thought he deserved a woman like Julie? She was so much stronger than he was. She’d faced her fears and come out on top. He’d faced his and lost.

Lawson tipped his bottle up and took another long gulp of beer. Dr. Pierce had warned him not to jump into a new relationship. He’d jumped anyway—headfirst like a damn idiot. Now Julie would get hurt. Today she’d interviewed for the assistant director job at the Veterans’ Center. If she’d gotten the job, a dream of hers would be coming true. Who the hell was he to ask her to re-station with him? He had no right. Not when this mess was all his fault.

The doorbell rang and his chest tightened. He set his empty beer bottle down, then walked to the door and opened it.

“Hi!” Julie beamed at him in the open doorway. Even those green eyes of hers were twinkling.

“You got the job,” he said, as relief and disappointment played knockout in his chest.

“I got the job!” she squealed, bouncing lightly on the balls of her feet. Then she threw her arms around him and giggled. He’d never been one to find giggling attractive, but this time he did. Everything about Julie was attractive. She was wonderful. Sweet. Smart. She deserved better than what he was about to do.

“That’s wonderful,” he whispered, breathing in her scent, memorizing it because this was the last time he’d hold her in his arms. “Great news.”

She pulled back and looked at him, her smile falling a notch. “You okay? You don’t look so good.”

“I’m fine,” he said. If “fine” meant he felt like a grenade had just gone off in his chest.

“Oh. Okay. Well, good.” She stepped inside and started talking excitedly. She was getting a raise, an office, and a parking spot just for her. “I feel so special,” she said, grinning at him.

“You deserve to feel special, Julie.” His voice was void of enthusiasm. He sat on the arm of his couch.

“Lawson, what’s wrong?” Julie’s eyes tilted in concern. “Did something happen today?”

No. Nothing had happened, except life as he knew it had ended. He needed another beer. Getting up, he headed toward the refrigerator. “I don’t want to talk about my day, all right? You got the job. Life is good.” He grabbed another bottle, twisted off the top, and drank.

“You don’t get drunk anymore,” she said softly. “You told me that you like to stay in control.”

“Well, today’s a special day, right? You got the job. Everything is perfect.” His voice was rising. He heard the hard edge in it, half due to the alcohol buzzing through him and half because this was what needed to happen. He needed to start building a wall between them, pushing Julie away. He never should’ve pulled her close to begin with.

“Lawson?” Julie’s eyes were no longer twinkling. “Just talk to me.”

“Talk.” He laughed a little. “Fuck talking. I’m so sick of everyone wanting to talk about what’s bothering me. I don’t talk about my feelings, darling. That’s one of my many, many weaknesses. You should know that about me. You should also know that I’m unreliable. If I promise I’ll be here for you, I won’t.”

Sabrina’s sweet face flashed through his mind. Damn, he was an asshole. Just as much as her dickhead father.

“I’m a loser. A failure,” he continued, laying everything out for her. “In fact, you jumped out of bed with one loser and right into bed with another one. Got to hand it to you, sweetheart. You really know how to pick ’em.”

Julie’s lips parted. He took another drink, hating himself down to the very core.

“You’re nothing like my ex,” she said quietly. “This isn’t you. Just tell me what happened.”

“What happened is I had a wake-up call. That’s all,” he said. “You should, too. I’m no good for you. You should leave.” He pointed to the door.

Instead of stepping toward it, Julie stepped closer to him.

Lawson lifted a hand to keep her away. He didn’t need her hugs right now. He just needed her to leave him alone. “Just go, Julie. You should be celebrating that new job of yours. It’s your dream come true.”

“I don’t want to celebrate without you.” A tear slipped down her cheek. “I love you.”

His throat tightened, and damn, he loved her, too. Loved her so damn much that saying goodbye to her was going to kill him. “Well, I don’t…love you. I’m sorry, Julie. What I said this weekend, I shouldn’t have said that. We were in the moment and—”

“And you wanted sex. Is that it?” She shook her head, hurt shining in her eyes as she looked at him. He hated himself for that. “I can’t believe I let myself fall for you. I’m such a fool.”

Shrugging, he nodded. “Maybe you should be more careful of who you trust your heart to.”

Julie’s chin lifted. Her lower lip trembled. “Thanks for the advice. I’ll remember that.” Turning, she headed for the door. She was going to leave now. His first instinct was to stop her. To walk ahead of her, put his hand on the door, keep her from opening it and from walking away. That’s what he wanted to do. But that wasn’t what she needed. She was better off without him.

“Goodbye, Lawson,” she said, her voice cracking just slightly.

Then she slammed the front door behind her, the sound reverberating in his head along with the alcohol. He stared after her for a long moment. Then, finishing his beer, he got up and went to get another.

—

Julie got halfway down the street before she let the tears start falling. She gasped for air as emotion overwhelmed her. Had she and Lawson just broken up? For no reason? Had she really been that wrong about him?

She pulled her car to the side of the road and pressed a hand to her heart.

Yeah. She’d trusted her heart to him and he’d broken it. Just an hour ago, everything had been perfect. At least that’s the way it’d seemed. Now her world was shattered. She’d gotten the job, but she wasn’t excited anymore, because she’d lost something, someone, who meant more to her.

She grabbed several Kleenex from the side compartment of her car door, letting the tears fall as she sat there. Then, when her eyes were clear, she took a few calming breaths, pulled her phone out of her purse, and called the one person she’d always been able to depend on. The one person who would never let her down.

“Hello?” Kat answered after three rings.

“Hey, sis. I’m heading home. Can you come over?”

“What’s wrong?” Kat asked. “Are you okay?”

“Physically, yes.” It was Julie’s heart that had taken the beating when she’d sworn she’d never let another man hurt her. Lawson wasn’t the type of man who would, though. At least she hadn’t thought so. “Emotionally, no.”

“I’ll be right there. Do you have chocolate?” Kat asked.

Julie laughed even as the tears streamed down her face. “No.”

“I’ll bring it. See you soon.”

Julie hung up and pointed her Honda Civic in the direction of her home, swearing to herself that this was it—the last time she’d entrust her heart to someone.

Never again.

—

Kat arrived at her house in less than twenty minutes. She walked in, bearing wine and chocolate. And Val.

“I brought backup,” Kat said, not bothering to knock.

Julie sat up on the couch and attempted a smile, but it fell flat. Her lower lip trembled and she laid her head back on the armrest.

“Oh, sweetie.” Kat plopped down beside her. Val took the floor in front of her.

“What did that idiot do?” Val asked, smoothing a strand of Julie’s hair behind her ear.

“He told me he loved me over the weekend.” Julie pressed her eyes closed.

“Okay,” Val said, drawing out the word. “And that’s bad because?”

“Because he just broke up with me. Now he says he doesn’t love me. It was a lie.” Julie’s chest shook as she took a breath.

Kat pressed a piece of chocolate into her palm as if it were medication.

Julie popped it into her mouth. “Thank you.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Val argued. “Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know.” The chocolate dissolving on her tongue did make her feel a little better. “Because of sex. Isn’t that all guys want?”

“But he was already getting the sex,” Kat pointed out. “So no need to tell you he loves you.”

Julie whimpered.

“Okay, okay. He’s a jerk,” Kat said.

“All men are jerks,” Val agreed.

“That’s better.” Julie opened her palm for another piece of chocolate, which Kat placed in her hand. “Keep it coming.” She popped it into her mouth, and then cracked her eyes open. “I told him first,” she said, sniffling. “Maybe he just said it because he felt like he had to.”

Kat’s eyes tilted sympathetically. “Lawson doesn’t seem like that kind of guy, either.”

That’s what Julie had wrongly thought, too. But she was beginning to understand that when it came to men she was clueless. Best to stay away altogether if that was the case.


Chapter 24

There were at least a hundred things on Julie’s to-do list this morning. Or really just a few, but she still felt overwhelmed thinking about them. First up, she was going to Beth’s to help interview babysitters to take her place with Sabrina. It was the least she could do after giving Beth such short notice. But Mr. Banks was ready for her to take over and start overseeing things alongside Allison at the Veterans’ Center ASAP. And she couldn’t wait. She’d decided, after much chocolate and wine with Kat and Val the other night, that from here on out she’d focus on her career. And her family and friends.

No more men.

She pulled into Beth’s driveway and released a breath. Beth had told her that Lawson wouldn’t be here when she arrived, but she’d still wondered. Lawson was so protective over Sabrina; how could he not be here when Beth interviewed the next person who’d care for her?

Then again, Julie didn’t know Lawson as well as she’d thought she did. The Lawson she thought she knew would never have professed his love one day and treated her like she was disposable the next.

“Hey.” Beth turned as Julie gave a courtesy knock and entered. “Thank you so much for coming today. I hate interviewing people.”

Julie sat on the barstool at the counter. “Why don’t we just sit back and let Sabrina do the honors. She did a great job interviewing me.”

Beth took a sip of water and nodded. “That’s right. Aww. We’re going to miss having you here. You’ve been great with her. But I understand. You have to follow your heart.”

“Well…” Julie looked at Sabrina seated at a child’s table against the wall. “Sabrina will always have my heart now.”

Sabrina looked up and smiled brightly, tugging at Julie’s emotions.

“I’m not leaving Seaside. Just getting a new job. We can still have lunch or macaroni and cheese for dinner.” As long as Lawson wasn’t around, that was.

Beth nodded. “Sounds good.”

Someone knocked on the side door and Julie jumped. Giving her a strange look, Beth waved at the mailman and took a package. “Thank you,” Beth said, closing the door behind her. “Something’s up. You thought that was Lawson just now and you looked devastated. And Lawson has been acting strange since Monday.”

“Lawson is acting strange with you?” Julie asked.

Beth swiped at a long lock of bangs that fell in her eyes. “Yeah. When I asked him to help me interview, he said that Sabrina and I didn’t need him anymore. Which is just wrong. We’ll always need him. But I can see his point. I’ve depended far too much on him for far too long. It’s time I learn to do things on my own. Still…Lawson has always insisted on being here with us. It’s not like him to just let go.”

Julie nodded, wishing she didn’t care. If something was going on with Lawson, it didn’t concern her. He’d made it very clear the other night how he felt. “So if you’re going to start doing things on your own, why am I here?”

“For moral support, of course. And because you know Sabrina so well. Plus, it’ll be good to have a second opinion. I don’t have the best radar when it comes to people. What if I hired a total lunatic?”

Julie’s gaze fell to the countertop. Apparently, she didn’t have the best radar about people, either. Not according to Lawson, at least. “You won’t pick a lunatic.”

“Mommy? What’s a lunatic?” Sabrina asked, soliciting both of the women’s looks.

“Nobody, baby.” Beth cringed at Julie, who laughed.

It felt good to laugh, considering she’d cried for the good part of the last twenty-four hours. Today was a new day, though, and she’d put the past behind her now. No more crying over jerks who didn’t deserve her time or energy.

Two hours and four interviews later, Julie and Beth sat at the counter again. Sabrina was fast asleep on the couch, exhausted from her cross-examination of each interviewee.

“I didn’t like any of them as much as you,” Beth confessed. “But Lacey was nice.”

Julie held a mug of hot chocolate in her hands. “Sabrina liked her, too. And she said she could teach Sabrina how to play the piano. That’s cool.”

Beth considered this. “Lawson would’ve approved of her. I wish he’d been here. His is one of the most important opinions to me.” She looked up. “I’m not sure he cares about my opinion as much, but I think you’re pretty awesome together. He needs to hold on to you and never let go.”

Julie glanced down at the counter.

“Okay. Spill. Something is going on between you two. What is it?”

Julie shrugged as her eyes watered. Damn it. “Lawson and I broke up on Monday. It’s over between us.”

Beth’s eyes widened. “What? But he’s crazy about you. I’ve never seen him so happy. What happened?”

Julie shook her head. She still had no idea what had happened. “I guess he just changed his mind.”

“No way. Lawson is steadfast. He chooses a direction and doesn’t waver. If he chose you, he meant it.”

Julie reached for the box of Kleenex on the table. “Doesn’t matter because I have no business being in a relationship right now. I’m focusing on my career. It’s fine. Really.”

“Liar.” Beth lifted a brow. “I’ll talk to him tonight. He’s coming over for dinner. He’s being a dickhead and, as his sister, it’s my job to tell him so.”

Julie grabbed her purse. Whatever Beth learned, it wouldn’t change things. Lawson had broken her trust along with her heart, and she’d never be foolish enough to give him that chance again. “I have to head out. My cupboards are bare, so a trip to the grocery store is in order.”

“Thanks again for coming.” Beth walked her to the door. “So, you think Lacey is the one?”

“Lacey is definitely the one.” Julie hugged Beth’s neck. “Listen, I’m teaching a yoga class for children tomorrow afternoon at one o’clock. It’s usually on Sunday, but we’re moving it to accommodate some of the parents’ schedules. I think Sabrina would love it.”

Beth nodded. “I don’t have any plans, so maybe we’ll see you there.”

Julie smiled. “I hope so.”

—

Lawson had spent his Wednesday shuffling papers. He’d made schedules, put out some mild fires in the office, and tried not to think about Julie. Now his mind was numb. All he wanted to do was go home and watch a game on TV. But he’d made a promise to Beth and Sabrina. It was bad enough that he’d be leaving them the way everyone else in their lives had. He wasn’t going to start early by canceling on dinner tonight. 

He drove home and put on a T-shirt and jeans. Leaving his hat on the hook, he walked through the woods to his sister’s home. Something loosened inside his chest as Sabrina came running out the side door to meet him.

“Uncle Lawson!”

“Hey there, sweetheart.” He lifted her up in the air. In a couple years she’d be too big to do so. And he wouldn’t be here to watch her grow. Damn. “What’s to eat?” he asked, setting her down.

“I’m getting grilled cheese,” she told him. “You and Mommy are getting yucky grown-up food.” She stuck out her tongue and giggled at him.

“Nope. I’m eating all the grilled cheese. It’s all mine,” he teased, following behind her.

“Nooooo!” Sabrina went running inside.

Beth looked up as they entered. “Wash your hands, you two. Dinner’s on the table in three minutes.”

Lawson did as she asked, and then headed back into the kitchen to help Beth lay out the silverware.

“Why didn’t you bring Julie?” Beth lifted a brow as she looked at him. “I made enough, just in case.”

“Maybe I wanted you and Sabrina all to myself tonight.”

His sister continued to watch him. She was fishing for information. He knew that Beth had spent the morning with Julie, who had no doubt filled her in on the breakup.

“Just say what’s on your mind,” he said.

“Okay. You’re being a jerk. You are screwing things up with Julie. She’s the best thing that has happened to you in a long time, and you know it.”

Not responding, he grabbed his glass and poured a generous serving of sweet tea. He breathed a sigh of relief as Sabrina came charging back into the room to dominate the conversation. Good.

“This isn’t over,” Beth said, pointing her fork in his direction.

“Is that a threat?” he teased, laying eyes on his meal. It looked good, and it felt good to be here with his family. This was something he would miss when he got transferred.

After eating, he did the honors of reading Sabrina her bedtime story and tucking her in. Then he made the long walk back into the kitchen knowing Beth would be waiting with questions. He just hoped he had the answers.

“What’s going on?” She pointed at a cup of coffee on the table. “Just the way you like it. Now sit.”

His weight came down heavily in the chair. “I got in a helicopter this week.”

Beth leaned forward. “What? That’s fantastic. Isn’t that fantastic?”

He shook his head. “I was set to fly it for a training exercise and my commander stopped me. I must’ve looked like I was marching toward my death or something. He said I wasn’t ready. It’s over.”

Beth frowned sympathetically. “You have to give yourself time, Lawson. You’ve always been one to want to just plow through challenges. It’s okay to—” She stopped when he looked up.

“There is no more time. I’m meeting with my commander on Friday, and I’m pretty sure he’s sending me to Camp Neally to be an instructor there.”

“Camp Neally? That’s two hundred miles away.”

The look on her face was one he hated to see. He’d always loved teasing his sister, ruffling her feathers. But disappointing her, that was something he avoided at all costs. “I’m sorry, Beth.”

She reached her hand out to cover his on the table. “You have nothing to be sorry about. You’re a Marine. I knew you wouldn’t stay here in Seaside with me forever. Sabrina and I will miss you, but we’ll be fine. Really.”

He nodded. “I know that.”

“Do you?” she asked. “Because sometimes you still think I’m that fifteen-year-old girl whose father bailed and whose mother was left to battle depression in addition to her cancer. You took care of us, Lawson, and you never stopped.”

Acid burned inside his throat. He wasn’t ready to stop caring for her just yet, either.

“And no one took care of you,” she said, squeezing his hand.

“You just made me a free dinner.”

“Some deal.” She smiled. “Maybe you can convince your commander to give you one more chance.”

Lawson had considered that, too. But that felt desperate, and while he was a lot of things, he wasn’t desperate. “I’m sure.”

Beth got up and stepped toward him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “So that’s why you and Julie broke up? Because you’re leaving?” she asked. “She didn’t mention anything about that to me this morning.”

He didn’t respond.

Beth pulled back, her gaze searching his. “You didn’t tell her you were leaving?”

“She’s better off without me. Things are good for her here. Her dreams are coming true and…I don’t know. Maybe it’s better if—”

“You stupid idiot. She’ll go with you, Lawson. Julie loves you.”

“No.” He shook his head. “This is Julie’s home. She deserves to be happy.”

“You make her happy. Can’t you see that?” Beth sat across from him again. “Lawson, really? I thought you were smarter than this.”

He stood, unwilling to talk about it anymore because part of him wanted to run back to Julie and ask her to give up everything here and go with him. He’d considered doing just that every waking hour since he’d pushed her away. “I’ve got to go.”

“Lawson?” Beth said, reaching out her hand and grabbing his forearm. “Tell her. At least give her a choice.”

“I’ll think about it.” He pointed at her. “But, sis, you stay out of it. Promise me.”

She averted her gaze.

“Beth?”

“Fine. I promise,” she said, placing her hands on her hips. “But I still think you’re a stupid idiot. And the best brother in the world.” She frowned. “I just want you to be happy.”

Bending, he kissed her forehead. “Ditto. Thanks for dinner. Good night.” Then, before Beth could say anything more, he walked out into the night.


Chapter 25

Julie took a moment to warm up before the children started spilling into the room for her kids’ yoga class. Dressed in fitted black workout pants and a tank top, she folded her body in half and let her arms dangle in front of her. The stretch felt good, like a drug being shot into her body. Working, or playing really, was going to feel good, too. She loved the kids’ enthusiasm and the creative names they gave the moves.

“Ms. Julie!”

Julie straightened just in time to secure herself before Sabrina came barreling into her legs. “Hey, sweetheart.”

Beth smiled from the doorway.

“I’m so glad you could make it.” 

Beth nodded. “I wanted Sabrina to know that just because you have a fancy new job doesn’t mean she won’t see you anymore.”

“And Mommy says we’ll still have tea parties together,” Sabrina said.

“Of course we will. You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried,” Julie said, feeling a pang of regret. Lawson had gotten rid of her relatively easy.

Beth walked over and wrapped her arms around her. Now Julie was being sandwiched between both mother and daughter. “You are family now. We love you.”

Another pang.

“And you’re a much better sitter than Uncle Lawson. And probably Ms. Lacey,” Sabrina said.

Julie pulled back and looked down at her. “You’ll love your new sitter. I promise.”

Sabrina shrugged. “She’s not you, though.”

“No, she’s not. But I have a hunch you two will get along great.” Julie looked up, mentally chiding herself for wanting to ask about Lawson, too. She knew that he was supposed to go to Beth’s for dinner last night.

“I’m not allowed to talk to you about it,” Beth said, suddenly straight-faced.

“About what?”

“You were going to ask me if I’ve talked to Lawson and if I knew why he was being such a—” Beth glanced down at Sabrina. “Such a brat. I did, I do; but I promised him I wouldn’t tell you anything.”

Julie furrowed her brow as Beth lifted hers. “Doesn’t matter. I don’t care.” She placed her hands on her hips.

Beth shook her head. “Both of you are stupid idiots.”

“Excuse me.” Julie straightened.

“Which is why you’re so perfect for each other. My obligations as a sister trump those as a friend. But…” She looked sheepish. “You should talk to him,” she said quickly, as if she waited another moment, she might lose her nerve to say anything at all. “Demand answers. Cry if you have to because Lawson hates it when women cry.”

“I’m not going to cry in front of him,” Julie said flatly.

“Fine. Don’t. But go talk to him. Please,” Beth pleaded. She gave Sabrina a little shove. “Ask Ms. Julie nicely.”

“Pleasssssseeee,” Sabrina said, smiling wide.

Julie shook her head, then lifted her shoulders. “Fine. Okay.” Not that there was anything Lawson could do or say to make up for how he’d treated her.

“And you should do it soon. Like this afternoon soon,” Beth added. “Okay, that’s it.” She pretended to zip her lips. “That’s all I’m saying. No more.” She kissed Sabrina’s cheek. “Bye, little yogi. Have fun.”

Sabrina jumped up and down. “Bye, Mommy!”

Julie watched Beth practically run from the room. If Beth thought she needed to go see Lawson again, what could it hurt?

More kids started to file into the classroom. She inhaled deeply and tried to focus on the smiling faces in front of her. “Hi, everyone,” she said in her best singsong voice. The children’s enthusiasm immediately drew her in. “Are you guys excited about learning yoga?”

Everyone cheered. The energy in the room was the exact opposite of what it usually was in an adult class. It wasn’t peaceful, it was exuberant. No way was she going to be able to obsess over her love life right now. Or her lack of love life.

Thirty minutes later, after class had ended, she rolled up her yoga mat and waved goodbye to the last child. Sabrina came back in, dragging Beth behind her.

“Mom says we’ll be back next week!”

“Good.” Julie laughed. “It was great seeing both of you today. And, Sabrina, you did so good. Maybe you can be my assistant next time.”

Beth nodded. “And maybe I’ll join an adult class one of these days.”

“You should.” Julie followed them out and stopped at the reception desk where Allison was seated.

“Looks like you’ve made a bunch of kids happy today,” Allison said.

“I feel better after seeing them, too.” Julie watched as Beth and Sabrina exited the front door.

“I feel the same way after spending an hour in the weight room, watching a bunch of muscle heads. Speaking of which, I scheduled the ribbon-cutting ceremony for the new health and wellness center for tomorrow. As my assistant director, you should definitely be there.”

Julie clasped her hands at her chest. “Already?”

“Last minute, I know, but we’re ready. We already have classes scheduled for next week, so it makes sense. And I thought since you’d be running the place, that you would do the honors of cutting the ribbon,” Allison said.

“I’d love to.”

“After that, the place is yours to get up and running. The nutritionist I hired part-time will be able to come in on Thursdays. I’ll get you her phone number so you can get her oriented.”

“Great.” New energy surged through Julie. This was exactly what she was meant to be doing. This was a job that meant something, and it was hers. A fleeting thought of Lawson swept across her mind. A part of her wished she could call him and invite him to the ribbon-cutting ceremony. He’d encouraged her so much along the way, and someone should be there with her, celebrating her successes in life.

Julie shook the thought away. Kat and Val would be there for her. And Beth and Sabrina. She had people, albeit all females. They were people who loved her, though. That was all that mattered. And if Lawson ever truly loved her, he wouldn’t have broken up with her without any real explanation. “I’m going to throw everything I have into this new job,” she said. Which wasn’t much. First Daren and now Lawson had taken a piece of her. She’d gone and seen Daren and taken back her confidence. Now she was headed to Lawson’s place. She’d given him her heart, all of it. Now she was going to take it back. For good.

—

Since joining the Corps he’d moved three times. That’s why he was a man of few belongings. Belongings that he was ready to start boxing up.

Lawson circled the grocery store parking lot, landing a spot close to the entrance. In a military community, boxes were a hot commodity. No need to put them in a recycling bin here. They were recycled by giving them to the Marines with orders, something he didn’t have yet, but he was sure were coming when he met with his commander tomorrow morning.

“Got any boxes?” he asked the young cashier up front.

She popped a bubble in her gum. “Check in the back,” she said without even looking up.

“Thanks.” He walked in that direction, avoiding the condom aisle. That had gotten him in trouble last time.

“Boxes?” he asked the young man beyond the swinging metal doors. The kid’s head was shaved, which made Lawson suspect this was a second job along with the Corps.

“Take as many as you need, man. Where’re you going?” he asked.

Lawson shrugged. “All I know is I’m going.” He gathered up several boxes that were already broken down and nodded at the guy. “Thanks.”

He carried them to his truck, thankful that he hadn’t run into anyone he knew. He hadn’t grown up in a small town, but one thing he’d learned since living in Seaside was that you should always be prepared to see a familiar face. He hoped he wouldn’t see anyone today, though. Hope dissipated as he approached his driveway.

Julie’s car was parked there. Great. As if he hadn’t hurt her enough.

She stepped out as he parked and leaned against her closed door. She was dressed in fitted yoga pants, just like she’d worn when he’d run into her at the Veterans’ Center a couple of months back. She had her hair swept up in a ponytail, revealing a long kissable neck. “What’s going on?” she asked, crossing her arms in front of her.

Lawson mirrored her posture, crossing his own arms. Hers was to guard herself from being hurt by him again. His was to guard himself from pulling her into his arms and carrying her inside. “Hey, Julie. What are you doing here?”

“I spoke to Beth this afternoon.” Her chin lifted just slightly.

Oh, shit. Beth had promised him, and he was going to let his sister have a huge piece of his mind once he sent Julie on her way. Then he was going to pin her to the ground like he’d done when they were kids and muss that don’t-touch-me hair of hers. Payback was a bitch. “She shouldn’t have told you.”

Julie’s eyes narrowed. “I would have preferred to hear it from you.”

He shook his head, then opened his passenger door and pulled out the boxes from the grocery store. “I didn’t want to discuss it. I still don’t. I knew that being ordered to move at the drop of a hat was part of the deal when I joined the military. I’m a Marine. This is my job.” Turning back to her, he paused.

Her eyes were wide, shimmering with what he feared were tears. “You broke up with me because you’re moving?” she asked quietly.

“Beth didn’t tell you that?” he asked, cursing under his breath. “You tricked me.”

“And you were planning on moving without even telling me.”

He sighed. “I thought it’d be easier that way.”

“Easier for who? You? Because I’ve been tormented wondering what’s wrong with me, that you love me one day and decide I’m unlovable the next.” Her voice was rising along with the flush color of her cheeks.

“I never meant to hurt you, Julie,” he said. “I only wanted to—” Love you. I only wanted to love you. Protect you. And instead he’d done the opposite of those things.

She was watching him intently. She took a step toward him. “You said you love me the other night. Why are you pushing me away now? Was I just fun while you were here? And now that you’re leaving, I’m baggage? Is that it?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Uh-huh.” Her eyes were brimming with tears, but she was doing her best not to cry. She was strong. “You made me fall in love with you. How could you…?” She swallowed. “I told myself that I was going to wait before I fell in love again. If I ever fell in love again. And then you came along and swept me off my feet. Did I ever really mean anything to you?”

She’d never know how much. “Look, we moved too fast,” he said. “I never should’ve said I loved you. That was a mistake, and I’m sorry.”

The tears started sliding over her cheeks now. He resisted lifting his finger to wipe them away. She shook her head. “A mistake. I agree. Good luck and goodbye, Lawson.” Opening her car door, she got in and backed out as quickly as she could. He felt like punching something as hard as he could. Felt like jumping in front of her car, pulling her out of her driver’s seat, and kissing her stupid.

Instead, he carried his boxes inside and started packing. The quicker he got his orders tomorrow morning and moved to Camp Neally, the sooner everyone could move on with their lives.


Chapter 26

On Friday morning, Lawson knocked on Commander Oakes’s door. This was it. He was ready to get this dreaded meeting over with.

Commander Oakes opened the door, his movements efficient. Not one wasted muscle twitch. He gave half a nod and walked back to his desk. “Have a seat, Captain Phillips,” he said, gesturing toward a chair.

Lawson closed the door behind him. He could fight this decision. He hadn’t done anything wrong. He sat on the plush leather seat and looked at the older man seated across from him. His commander was solid, every square inch of him, even his stiff, iron-set lips.

“We’ve waited long enough,” Commander Oakes said. “If you’re not ready to fly—”

“One more chance,” Lawson said, surprising himself. He hadn’t planned on asking for another try. In fact, he’d loathed the idea of asking. It felt desperate, and a Marine wasn’t desperate. He didn’t want things to end this way, though. Being a pilot was the thing he’d wanted most in the world. He’d never wanted anything more.

Until Julie. He wanted her more.

Commander Oakes stared at him. “I saw how you looked in that cockpit the other day. You aren’t ready, Captain. That’s obvious.”

“I’m ready. I had nerves, but I’m trained to override my nerves. I’m trained to fly. It’s what I love, even after being shot out of the sky. I deserve another chance.” His voice was steadily rising. He’d worked hard to get where he was, and it pissed him off that someone was going to take it from him now. Not without a fight. Julie was worth fighting for, too. She mattered more to him than anything else, even this. Beth was right. He was a stupid idiot for letting her go. Why had it taken him so long to figure that out?

“I’m not taking away your wings. Not permanently. I just think it’s best for the Corps if you teach for a while,” Commander Oakes continued. “You are a valuable resource and we can utilize your knowledge at Camp Neally.”

Lawson’s back teeth clenched tightly. “No offense, sir, but teaching isn’t my dream. I’ve been dreaming about being a Marine Corps pilot since I was eight years old.” And he was a fighter. He didn’t just lie down and take whatever punishment life had to offer. He didn’t just walk away. He wasn’t like his father. Or Sabrina’s father. He stood strong. “Sir, I—”

The phone on the commander’s desk rang. Lawson bit back his words and waited.

Commander Oakes cursed into the phone, drawing Lawson’s attention. “How bad is it?” he asked. His features had gotten impossibly harder. “I see. I’ll start putting together a crew. We just sent our largest squadron for training in the desert, though.”

Lawson read between the lines. Someone was in trouble and they needed Marines to help. When his commander hung up, Lawson leaned forward over the desk between them, bracing the weight of his body with his arms. “What happened?”

Commander Oakes sighed. “A parachute accident during training at Camp Beaumont. They can’t find the Marine.”

Adrenaline surged through Lawson’s body. “I learned to fly with a small helicopter. I can fly most anything out there.” He gestured toward the distant airfield. “Let me help.”

“No. We already have one man missing. If I send you up and something happens—”

“So come with me, sir. I assure you that nothing will happen. This Marine needs us and the longer you stand here arguing with me, the longer he waits, possibly dying.”

Commander Oakes’s steely gaze met his, but Lawson wasn’t backing down. Not when he knew he could help.

“Fine. Gear up, Captain. Let’s go save a life.”

—

A ribbon-cutting ceremony sounded like a much bigger deal than it actually was. There was a thick yellow ribbon—yellow because it was the color of ribbon the community wore to support the troops—wrapped around the posts in front of the building’s entrance. Julie had a large pair of scissors in hand. She was wearing a fitted black dress because the Seaside Daily News was here to document the moment. She hoped they wouldn’t be documenting anything else, like how her legs were shaking or how her palms were sweaty when she’d shaken their hands.

This was a big deal to her.

Despite the short notice, a nice-sized crowd had gathered outside the building. The weather was perfect, which she was thankful for. She’d give a small speech, if you could even call it that, and then cut the ribbon. No biggie. Except it was huge.

“Quit stressing,” Kat said, stepping up to her and hugging Julie’s neck. She’d taken the morning off work just to be here. “You’ll be great.”

“Right.” Julie nodded. She’d been giving her own self a pep talk all morning.

Val stood beside Kat. “Break a leg,” she said, raising her brow line playfully.

“Something tells me you really mean that,” Julie joked, feeling better because of the presence of her friends. She’d already spotted Beth and Sabrina in the crowd, too. And despite her earnest efforts not to look for him, she hadn’t seen Lawson.

“Stop it,” Val said, swatting her shoulder.

“Ouch! What?” Julie said, rubbing the spot that Val had hit.

“You’re thinking about him. Stop it. This is your moment. Don’t let anyone ruin it for you.”

Julie sucked in a breath. “Good advice. Thank you.” She hugged Val’s neck. “And thank you both for coming.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Kat said. “Now go cut that ribbon.”

Julie nodded. She’d never been good at interviews and this felt like one big interview. She was the new assistant director for the Veterans’ Center. The town was meeting her in this role for the first time today and she wanted to make a good impression. She planned on staying in this job for a long time. It was going to demand a lot of her time and energy, and she had plans to add more than just yoga classes. She was thinking about possibly offering a meditation class, too.

Allison waved her up toward the front of the building. Mr. Banks stood beside her, along with a few other people that Julie recognized. She stood with them and waited to say something that was somewhat intelligent. At least she prayed it would be.

Allison spoke first. Then Mr. Banks. Then they ushered her in front of the microphone.

“Hello, everyone. I feel honored to be here today, among so many people who have fought for this country. You are all my heroes, and I consider it an honor to be able to work with you, to give back, and hopefully help in some small way.” She smiled, looking out into the crowd. She hadn’t jumbled or stuttered any of her words so far. “Thank you.” She was unconsciously looking for Lawson as she addressed the crowd. How long would she do that? Would she look for him everywhere she went from now on? Would she wonder if it was him every time the phone rang?

Rose was standing in the front of the crowd. She’d been coming to Julie’s yoga classes from the beginning. She had PTSD from her war experiences, but she was fighting for some kind of normalcy.

Julie stepped over and placed the scissors in Rose’s hands. “You do the honors.”

Rose’s mouth fell open. “Me?”

“This building is for our heroes. It’s for you. You should cut the ribbon,” Julie said quietly enough for only Rose to hear.

Rose curled her fingers around the handles of the scissors. “I would love to.”

It was a small crowd, but they went wild as the scissor’s blades chopped through the yellow ribbon. Julie’s throat tightened as she looked out at the people surrounding the front of the building again, hoping to see one particular face.

But she didn’t.

—

Lawson focused on the missing Marine and not the fact that he was in a cockpit for the first time in months. He went through the motions that he could do in his sleep.

“Don’t kill us both,” Commander Oakes advised through the headset, looking over.

Lawson nodded. “Not today, sir. We have a life to save.” And that’s what he focused on. Not the sounds of metal gnashing in his memory. Not what had happened the last time he’d gone airborne.

He took a deep breath in through his nose, and exhaled. In through his nose and exhaled, watching the ground disappear as they lifted and started flying east toward the coordinates of the missing Marine. There was a search party on the ground, but there’d been no success, which meant the dense expanse of trees needed to be searched overhead. It was a fifty-fifty chance, in Lawson’s mind, if they were looking for the living or the dead.

A chill ran over him and those pesky memories of death on his last flight niggled in his mind. He focused on his breath and the memory of Julie’s voice telling him to release and let go. She’d been a calming force in his life since he’d met her. Better than any therapy the Corps could offer.

And now he was being torn away from her.

They approached the area where the Marine had gone missing, and he started to look down, praying silently that this flight was about life and not death.

Please let him be alive.

Please let him be alive.

It became a mental chant. He breathed in and chanted. Breathed out and chanted. They searched for over an hour, flying over the trees with nothing to show for their efforts. They were just turning to head back when Lawson saw something. At first he thought it was his mind playing tricks. It’d been good for that over the last few months. Then he realized that he was looking at a parachute caught up in one of the pines, its strings holding on to its lifeless passenger.

“Please let him be alive.” He said it out loud this time.

“Captain?” Commander Oakes glanced over and Lawson pointed. “There. In the tree.” He called out the coordinates to the local search and rescue chopper several miles away, breathing in and out. Then they circled and waited, the minutes ticking like hours.

“You just keep this thing in the air like you’re doing,” Commander Oakes said. “Because of you, we’re bringing this Marine home to his family tonight.”

Dead or alive was the question. Those were the unspoken words. They were implied, though, and it terrified him. Not because of the past. That didn’t matter right now. It was the future hanging in the balance. This guy had friends and family. He had a life he needed to get back to.

The search and rescue chopper came into view. Lawson kept his helicopter hovering at a distance, and they watched as a team of men worked. One man suspended down from the chopper, swinging gently in the modest breeze and the wind coming off the chopper. He reached the parachute and pulled at the strings.

Lawson swallowed as the lifeless body came into view. Acid rose up in his throat.

“How are you, Captain Phillips?”

Lawson shrugged. He wasn’t supposed to talk about his feelings, but he’d already lost this battle. This was probably the last time he’d ever fly as a pilot. “Scared shitless, sir.”

Commander Oakes nodded. “Me, too, Captain.”

They met eyes for a brief moment, then looked back at the dismal scene, still waiting and holding on to that fragile shred of hope.

“There’s a pulse,” someone said over the radio. “He’s alive.”

Lawson choked on the knot in his throat. Then he smiled, fighting back tears that refused to be held in. Fuck it. He didn’t want to hold them in. He wanted to release and let go, as Julie would say.

“He’s alive,” the person on the radio said again.

Commander Oakes patted Lawson’s shoulder. “You did well, Captain. Now take us back to camp. Our work here is done.”

“Yes, sir.” His eyes burned. “Gladly, sir.”


Chapter 27

Julie breathed in the familiar aroma of her childhood. Her mother’s home had always smelled deceptively like sugar cookies. Even though Becky Chandler believed in healthy eating. Sweets were reserved for birthdays and holidays—no exceptions.

Her mother placed a mug of hot chamomile tea in front of her and sat at the table across from Julie. “I am so happy to have you closer to home. I missed you when you lived in Charlotte.”

Julie’s eyes suddenly watered. “Mom, I’m sorry for not visiting more often.” She swallowed thickly. How had she let a man keep her from coming home? On Christmas she’d wanted to be here, but Daren had wanted to take a sunny cruise three years ago. And he’d insisted on visiting friends the Christmas after that.

“Oh, honey. Don’t worry about it. I knew how busy you were. You had other, more important things to do.”

“Nothing is as important as you. And Kat. Family is important to me, and I promise you I’ll never stay away that long again.” No matter if life took her away from Seaside, she’d still visit at every opportunity. She’d be home every Christmas from here on out. No cruise could ever take the place of her mom’s honey ham or Kat’s sixteen-layer chocolate cake.

“I never liked that guy of yours much, you know,” her mother said then.

Julie looked up from her mug of tea. “But you never said anything.” From what Julie could tell her mother had been impressed with Daren. He owned his own business and was always polite when he saw her. Everyone who ever met Daren thought he was the smartest, funniest, most good-looking guy around. Julie’s friends in Charlotte had all envied her for getting to go home with him.

“I didn’t say anything because you’re an adult now. I have to let you be your own woman.”

Julie shook her head. She’d wasted that opportunity by letting Daren control her. “I just hope I become as good a woman as you.”

“Aww. Honey, you already are. I am so proud of who you’ve become.”

Julie’s eyes welled, but she was all out of tears, so instead she blew out a breath and smiled. “Thank you,” she said, reaching for her mother’s hand and squeezing. “That means a lot to me.” The truth was she was proud of who she’d become, too. Who she was still becoming.

They visited for another hour and then Julie drove home. She’d picked up some food at the grocery store earlier and planned on cooking herself a nice meal. It didn’t matter that it was just for her. It would just be her from now on, and that was okay. She couldn’t deny that she missed Lawson. She missed him so much that she tossed and turned most nights. Hopefully that would lessen with time. With time she’d forget how great it had felt to be loved by him, and how horrible it had felt to realize her feelings for him had been stronger than his were for her. To realize that she’d been so wrong about him, too.

Silence greeted her as she unlocked her front door and stepped inside. This was Kat’s home. Her sister had been nice enough to let her stay here, but it was time she found a place of her own. She had a good job now. She was no longer in limbo here in Seaside. Maybe after dinner she’d go online and start hunting for an apartment to call her own.

—

Lawson exhaled as he landed the Huey helicopter after a long day of training with the guys. He’d flown twice since the rescue mission last week, and he’d been fine. In fact, today he’d even enjoyed himself, just like old times.

With everything shut down, he exited the aircraft and started walking toward the building to get his things. He’d heard that the guy they’d rescued last week was doing well. He had a broken leg and a few cracked ribs, but he was expected to make a full recovery. Lawson planned on heading over to the hospital right now to see for himself.

Griffin was standing by his truck as he headed toward the parking lot. “You looked good up there.”

“Thanks, man.” Lawson followed his gaze toward the sky where one lone Osprey was making its way to the landing field. He didn’t shudder or cringe. “I felt good,” he said.

“Glad to hear you’ll be staying at Camp Leon awhile longer. It wouldn’t be the same around here without you. Heroes later?”

Lawson shrugged. “We’ll see. I’m on my way to visit McKinley right now.”

Griffin nodded. “I didn’t realize you knew the kid in that parachute accident.”

“I don’t. But I watched him get pulled out of a tree. I feel like I know him. I hear he’s mostly sedated. I just want to lay eyes on him.”

“Makes sense. Maybe I’ll catch you later then,” Griffin said, walking back to his motorcycle, parked several rows away. Griffin always parked as far away from everything as possible, to avoid any kind of scratches to his bike. It made Lawson smile. His friend really needed to get a woman to take that good care of. Who was he to talk, though? He’d had a good woman and he’d let her go. Fixing that mistake was on his to-do list. He’d decided to fix it, or try, before he’d gotten his second chance as an active Marine Corps pilot. He’d just wanted to give Julie time to cool off.. And he’d needed to come up with something good to win her back, because walking up to her and admitting he was a jackass wouldn’t suffice. Now that he was staying in Seaside, Julie would probably assume he was just coming back because his orders changed. She’d think she didn’t matter enough to him for him to fight for her, which was about as far from the truth as she could get.

Lawson looked up at the Naval Hospital, comprised of a tall tower with three smaller adjoining buildings that catered to the various needs of its patients. Sergeant McKinley was on the third floor in room 311. Lawson hoped as he walked down the sterile hallway that McKinley would be resting. There was no reason to meet the kid. He just wanted to take a peek, to see that his vitals were fine and that sometimes things worked out okay. Not always, but sometimes.

He took the stairs instead of the elevator, needing to get his nervous energy out, then walked briskly toward room 311. The door was open. A young man in his early twenties looked over as Lawson stood there.

“Hi,” he said.

Lawson was still in his flight suit. He took a breath and stepped inside the single-occupancy room. “Hi. I, uh, I’m Captain Phillips. Lawson. Call me Lawson.”

Sergeant McKinley pushed himself up in the bed. “I’m Eric.” He looked confused.

“I was part of your rescue team,” Lawson said, standing next to his bed now. “I was just passing through and thought I’d check on you.” A little white lie never hurt anyone.

Eric smiled. “I guess I owe you a thank-you.”

“That’s not why I came.”

“I wish I could thank everyone who helped. I’m alive another day. Thank you. I have a new lease on life, and I’m not going to waste it.”

Lawson pulled up a chair and sat. “I should be thanking you for holding on. It felt good to see someone get pulled out alive.” There he went, talking about his feelings again.

They talked a few more minutes and then Lawson stood to leave. “Take care, Eric.”

Eric gave him a salute. “Yes, sir. Thank you,” he said again.

Lawson’s heart squeezed. He walked out of the room and back toward the stairs with one thing left to do before he went home tonight—hopefully not alone.

—

Julie was tired, but energized at the same time. She’d spent a full day at the Veterans’ Center and it’d been wonderful.

She slid into her car, ready to go home, alone, when her phone buzzed. Beth Phillips’s phone number popped up on the caller ID.

“Hey,” Julie said with a smile. She may have hated Beth’s brother right now, but Beth and Sabrina were still on her good side.

Okay, hate was something she was striving for when it came to Lawson. Anything except the love that still resided in her heart.

“Julie. Can you do me a massive favor?” Beth asked.

Concern filled Julie. “Something wrong?”

“No. Not exactly. I just have an errand I need to do and I don’t have anyone to take care of Sabrina. I can’t take her with me.”

“Oh.” Julie smiled to herself, relaxing a little. She missed having alone time with the little girl over the last week. This would actually serve her well because a night of tea parties and makeovers was just the thing to take her mind off Lawson for the next few hours. “Sure. I’m in my car now. I’ll come right over.”

“Lifesaver,” Beth said. “See you in a few.”

Julie tossed her phone into the passenger seat and felt a momentary wave of panic. What if she ran into Lawson at Beth’s house? Surely Beth would’ve asked him to watch Sabrina if he was available, though. Julie shook her head. She was being silly. Seaside was a small town. They’d run into each other eventually.

And during those times, she’d ignore him, which is what she should’ve done from the beginning.

She pulled into Beth’s driveway a few minutes later and got out. She was still in her yoga pants, which was her work attire from now on. She still couldn’t believe she’d scored her dream job. She’d thought she’d scored her dream man, too, but life was never that kind.

“Ms. Julie!” Sabrina came bounding out of the screen door, dressed in a little orange dress that made her look like a blurry fireball dashing across the lawn.

Julie laughed. Lawson had installed all the safety procedures to make sure his niece couldn’t get out without an adult and yet Sabrina’s strong will got past them all. She was so much like her uncle in that way. “Where is your mother?” Julie asked.

Sabrina grinned and pointed to the barn.

Brow furrowed, Julie turned to see that, yes, the barn doors were open. “Then why are you out here all alone?”

A woman stepped out onto the porch and called Sabrina’s name.

“That’s my babysitter,” Sabrina said. “I’ve got to go! Bye!”

Now Julie was thoroughly confused. If the babysitter was here, why did Beth call her to come?

Julie headed toward the barn to go find out. “Hey,” she said a moment later.

Beth was running a brush over Jax’s brown coat, talking softly to the horse as Julie walked up. Beth turned and smiled brightly. “Jax is ready for you. I’ll take Bon-Bon.” She pointed at a pair of riding boots and a helmet nearby. “You need to wear the proper gear.”

“Gear?” Julie glanced between the boots and Beth.

Beth wasn’t paying attention to her, though. She busied herself preparing the horses. “Better go ahead and get the gear on. The sun will be heading down in an hour or so.”

Julie did as she was asked. “I don’t understand. You wanted me to watch Sabrina, but her babysitter is here.”

Beth turned, looking sheepish. “I actually really needed you to take a ride with me.”

“Oh.” Julie shook her head. She and Beth were friends. Beth didn’t need to trick her to get her to come over. “You can call me anytime, Beth. And I like horseback riding.” Even though it would always remind her of Lawson.

“Great.” Beth started leading the horses out of the barn. “Now let’s get moving,” she ordered.

Julie pulled the awkward helmet onto her head.

“Do you need help mounting?” Beth asked.

“No. I think I can do it.” Julie placed one foot in the stirrup and jumped, pulling with her arms at the same time. She was amazed when she found herself sitting snug in Jax’s saddle. She guided the horse up next to Beth’s and they started toward the dirt path that Lawson had led Julie down once.

Don’t think about him.

“How’s Sabrina?” Julie asked instead, a little disappointed that she wouldn’t be spending girl time with her tonight. Being with Beth was good, too, though.

“She’s learning to play piano.” Beth laughed. “I think I have a future entertainer on my hands. She loves the spotlight.”

Julie nodded. “I don’t know. She’s pretty good at yoga, too.”

Beth glanced over, her expression turning serious. “Lawson misses you, you know?” she said.

Julie’s breath stilled. His words reverberated through her. I don’t love you, Julie. “We’re over, Beth. Really over.”

“Are you sure?” Beth asked.

“Ask your brother how sure he is.” Because he’d been sure when he’d broken up with her. He hadn’t flinched or hesitated. He’d just ended things like what they’d had never meant anything. And maybe it hadn’t—to him.

The pathway opened up to a field of dandelions ahead. Julie remembered how breathtaking the scenery was.

“Let’s not talk about Lawson, okay?” she said, sucking in a deep breath.

“No talking about Lawson. Got it.” Beth nodded. They entered the field and then Beth turned her horse around. “I hope you won’t be mad at me,” she said, soliciting Julie’s attention.

Julie looked over. “Mad?”

Beth pulled on the reins at her horse’s muzzle. “I’ve got to go. I’ll see you soon, okay?” she said with a bright smile.

“What? Wait, what are you doing?” Julie’s heart started hammering. Beth couldn’t just leave her here. Sure, she could probably get back on her own, but she was still an amateur at horseback riding.

Beth picked up her pace on Bon-Bon as she headed back down the path.

“Beth?” Julie called, looking over her shoulder. Her horse was still facing the field and she wasn’t sure she knew how to turn Jax around to follow suit. “Beth!”

“Julie,” a deep voice said in front of her.

It was muffled through her helmet, but she recognized it immediately. Her heart, her breath, everything froze. Slowly she turned to face him.

She didn’t want to love this man, but oh God, she did. She loved him so much that it hurt to think about him, to hear his name, to look at him. Lifting her chin, she narrowed her eyes, hoping her expression didn’t betray her. “Lawson, what are you doing here?”

He walked around to the side of her horse and reached up to help her dismount. She didn’t want to slip her hand in his. But she did want to. As he helped her down, she found herself standing close to him. So close she could smell him, could lean in and press her ear to his heart if she wanted.

I don’t love you, Julie.

She took a step backward instead.

“Wait here a minute.” Lawson grabbed Jax’s reins and led him to a nearby tree, securing him there. Julie watched and waited, wondering what would happen next. Next, he walked over to her and removed her helmet, his gaze latched on hers as he moved. She saw warmth there. Wanted to see love, but she was evidently bad at reading men.

Then he reached out his hand to her.

Her heart galloped like a runaway mare, wild and free. She couldn’t catch it if she wanted to. This man had stolen her heart over the last few months and she doubted now she’d ever rein it in.

He’d also broken her heart into a million little pieces that she doubted she’d ever reassemble, she reminded herself.

“Come with me,” he said, still holding his hand out to her.

He was wearing his cowboy hat, as always. The first time he’d brought her here, he’d placed his hat on her head. She’d kissed him that day, and fallen a little bit in love.

“I need to show you something,” he said. “Please.”

Against her better judgment, following her unruly heart, Julie slipped her hand in his. “Okay.” She let him lead her into the middle of the field. Breathing in the fresh air, she lifted her gaze to the sinking sun that gave way to an ambient light. It was beautiful, the perfect place for two lovers.

But Lawson didn’t love her back.

When they were standing in middle field, he turned and faced her, still holding tightly to her hand. “You changed my life over the past few months. I’ll never be the same because of you.”

She shook her head, not understanding. “Why am I here?”

“You’ve shown me your moves. Now I have some of my own yoga moves I need to show you.” He dropped her hand and stepped back, keeping his gaze sharp on her. Standing tall, he dug both of his hands into the middle of his chest. “This is the Me position. I’ve been one big jerk.”

Julie swallowed.

He moved his right hand over his chest. “This is the Heart pose. Mine is lost without you, Julie. I lied when I told you I didn’t love you. I was a fool and thought you’d be better off without me.”

“You could’ve let me decide that,” she whispered, fighting back her tears. He’d hurt her when he’d taken back his love. It still hurt to think about that night.

“You’re right. Julie, I love you. There’s no stopping that, not even if I wanted to. And I don’t want to.”

Her body trembled as she listened.

Then he dropped to his knees in front of her. “This is the Please-Forgive-This-Stupid-Jerk pose. I plan on holding it for as long as it takes.”

“For what?” she asked, lifting her chin and wishing she wasn’t hanging on his every word.

“For you to say that you forgive me. This is a tandem pose. Forgiveness takes two people. One to ask and the other to say they will. I’m so sorry I hurt you, Julie.”

She took a long breath. “Lawson, you’re only doing this because you’re staying. If you were still leaving, you wouldn’t be taking me with you. I never mattered to you enough.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. She couldn’t hold them back anymore.

He reached for her hand and held it in his as he remained on his knees. “That’s where you’re wrong. You mattered too much. I didn’t want to tear you away from your home.”

“You’re a Marine. You could get orders five minutes from now. Then what?”

He stood, leveling his gaze with hers. “Then I’ll selfishly beg you to go with me. I don’t want to lose you ever again. I meant it when I first told you I’m in love with you. I mean it even more now.”

Her breath hitched in her chest. He lifted a finger and wiped away her tears.

“I love you, too,” she whispered, unable to hold on to her anger. “And you’re wrong. This town is where I was born, but with you is where I’m home.”

“Can you forgive me?” he asked.

She sniffled and nodded. “Don’t even think about leaving without me ever again, though,” she said, forcing a stern voice.

“Yes, ma’am.” He wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her mouth softly for a long moment. Then, pulling back, he met her tear-filled gaze again. “This is the pose I like best. My arms around you, holding you, loving you.”

“Do you have a name for this one, too, Captain?” she asked, pressing her body into his, melting against his warmth.

“Yeah. This is called the Forever pose.”

She smiled up at him, so in love with this man. “It’s my favorite.”

“Mine, too.”

Then, as the sun melted on the horizon, painting a backdrop of pink and orange and blue, Lawson laid out a blanket and guided Julie to the ground, laying her back in the middle of the field of dandelions.

“Don’t ever try to leave me again,” she whispered, as he sprinkled kisses along her neck.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He lifted his head, looking down at her, serious. “You tame every wild part of me. You calm my storm and make me feel like I’m flying. You are everything to me, Julie, and I will spend every second, of every day, for the rest of my life hoping I can be the same for you.”

She cupped her hands around his face. “You have yourself a deal, cowboy.” Although he was already all those things to her and more. “Now make love to me,” she said, laughing.

Lawson dipped and pressed his mouth to hers. “Forever,” he whispered.

She savored the sound of that word on his lips. “Forever,” she answered back.


Epilogue

Julie smiled at the reflection of her and Lawson in their full-length bedroom mirror. He was standing behind her with his arms around her waist, his chin propped on her shoulder. They looked picture-perfect with her in her favorite little black dress and highest high heels. And him in a nice button-down shirt and dark pants. His hair was still wet from his shower—which she’d momentarily joined in on—and his face was cleanly shaven.

He kissed the curve of her neck. “Ready to go?”

She nodded, suddenly consumed with gratitude. Happiness. Disbelief that in a matter of a few months everything had changed for her. “Let’s go.”

The “sex party,” as Val had titled it, was taking place in a private room at one of the nicer restaurants in Seaside. There was excited chatter as Julie and Lawson walked in.

“Julie!” Kat called, heading in their direction. She was holding a longneck wineglass, which had Julie’s eyes widening.

“What is that?” Julie asked, pointing at the clear liquid inside.

“Ginger ale, of course. Hey, Lawson,” Kat said, smiling over at him.

“I half-expected Val to decorate the room with male and female parts on everything,” Julie joked.

“I vetoed that idea.” Kat shook her head and then rested a hand on her barely visible stomach.

Julie’s heart squeezed. “I can’t wait to find out the news.”

“Well, you don’t have to wait long,” Val announced, walking up from behind. “Because at this party, we have dessert first.” She held up a silver tray of cupcakes. They were all neutral-colored with a buttercream frosting on top, sprinkled with chocolate shavings. On each one was a small plastic baby’s rattle

“They’re almost too pretty to eat,” Lawson said.

All three women looked at him.

“No cupcake is ever too pretty to eat. Especially when you’re pregnant.” Kat looped her arm with Micah’s, who was standing beside her now. “Besides, I can’t wait another second to find out what kind of baby we’re having.”

“Hopefully a human one.” Lawson grinned at Ben, seated in his wheelchair at the table. He was going to be a big brother to a little girl or boy. That’s what they were all here to find out. Beside Ben, Sabrina squirmed in her chair, eyes fixed on the cupcakes. Julie could already imagine the fight she’d put up tonight when it was time for Beth to put her to bed.

Setting the tray on the long rectangular table, Val cleared her throat. “Sit down, everyone.” She looked at Kat and Micah. “Not you two. You two stand, so we all have a clear view when you take that first bite.” She lifted a cupcake and handed it to Micah. “You’re supposed to feed it to her. Kind of like a wedding cake.”

“And the cake will be blue or pink?” Kat asked.

“That’s right.” Val rubbed her hands together.

Julie reached for Lawson’s hand under the table. She really didn’t care if she was getting a niece or a nephew, as long as the baby was healthy, and happy, which it would be coming into this growing family.

“Here we go.” Micah lifted the cake to Kat’s mouth and Kat took a large, messy bite, leaving frosting on the top of her lip. Everyone laughed and then there was a collective “Awww!”

“It’s pink!” Ben announced loudly. “I’m getting a sister!”

Julie stood and threw her arms around Kat’s neck. “I’m getting a niece! Congratulations, big sister!”

There were tears and laughter, and excited chatter.

Val joined them in the group hug. “And I’m getting a mini-Kat. I can’t wait!”

They ate their meals after that and just before Julie was ready to nudge Lawson out the door, a waiter walked in holding another tray with a large chocolate cake and flickering candles.

“Not so fast,” Lawson said, tapping a spoon to his glass. No one else seemed to be surprised. Only Julie.

“What’s going on?” she asked. 

“Did you think we’d forget your birthday?” Lawson said.

Julie lowered her voice. “I thought we were having a private celebration later.”

“We can still do that. It’s your night and you get what you want.” He winked at her and all her feelings came bubbling to the surface along with tears in her eyes. “But first you get cake. It’s half chocolate, half vanilla because a woman gets to choose on her birthday.”

Julie laughed, pushing back memories of her last birthday when she’d had no say in her cake. She turned to look back at Kat. “But this is your party.”

“We’re family. We share things.”

There were more warm feelings, lots of them. The candles of the cake flickered in front of her, inviting her to lean in and prepare to blow them out.

“What are you going to wish for?” Lawson asked, wrapping an arm around her.

“I have everything I could ever wish for,” she said, meaning it. There wasn’t one thing she could think of that she wanted right now. Cliché as it sounded, she had it all.

Leaning forward toward the cake, she closed her eyes and wished that everything would stay this perfect forever. It was an impractical wish, not one that could be wrapped up in brightly colored paper and a bow. She took a deep breath, slid her eyes toward Lawson, then blew out the thirty candles on her cake, hoping with every cell in her body that her wish would come true.

“I have another present for you when we get home,” Lawson said as the cake was cut and passed around.

She looked at him. He’d already given her too much.

“It’s hidden somewhere on my body,” he said, teasing her. “Or you could just look in my shirt pocket.”

She noticed a piece of paper folded there now. “Can I have it now?” she asked.

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot that you’re not much on surprises.” He pulled it out and held it for a long moment. Looking at her, he said, “You have changed me, Julie Chandler, in all the best ways. I love you. I thought it might be time to take the next step in our relationship.”

Her heart kicked into triple beat. They’d already moved in with each other. What was the next step? Surely they weren’t ready for marriage just yet. They’d discussed it and they both wanted to wait. “Next step?”

His smile twitched. “Uh-huh. It’s time for us to take our first couple’s vacation.”

“Vacation,” she repeated, feeling the tension in each muscle dissolve. She loved Lawson and she’d marry him tomorrow, but she wanted to savor dating each other just a while longer. She took the paper he handed her, unfolded it, and read:


HAWAII COUPLE’S YOGA RETREAT


“Oh, my—” She held a hand to her mouth. Happy tears came spilling over onto her cheeks. She couldn’t stop them as they sat quietly together, unnoticed by everyone else. “This is the best gift anyone has ever given me. It’s perfect.”

Lawson shrugged and, if she wasn’t mistaken, his eyes were shiny, too. “I’m actually looking forward to it. Tropical island, yoga, you.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank you so much. I love it,” she whispered in his ear. Pulling back, she looked at him and grinned. “Now take me home, cowboy, and let me thank you properly.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Yes, ma’am.”


For my children. Being your mother will always be my favorite thing. 
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Chapter 1

Val was in an epic stare-down with her blank computer screen. She tapped her lilac-painted fingernails on the edge of her desk and waited for her muse to feed her the next great love story.

A knock sounded on her front door and Val flinched as the small but loud Pomeranian in the next room went berserk. The stare-down was lost. So was Val’s concentration.

With a growl—she’d learned that from Sweet Cheeks since she’d been caring for the little yapper while her neighbor, Alma Edwards, recuperated from hip surgery—Val stood up at her desk. It was the end of her first week of summer vacation from her school secretary job. She’d been hoping that by now Sophie Evans, her much smarter, way cooler alter ego, would have finished writing the first few chapters of her next book. Instead, Val had typed one sentence, deleted it, and repeated—for five days running.

She walked to the front door and picked up Sweet Cheeks, rubbing her softly between her ears. “Good girl,” she lied, then went to see what the UPS man had delivered. She hoped it was the Train Your Dog in a Week book she’d ordered last night, when she’d been desperate and grieving the loss of the last glass of wine she’d planned to enjoy while enduring yet another stare-down with her computer. But Sweet Cheeks, a.k.a. Devil Pup, had gotten under her feet as she’d carried the glass to her desk, sending her flying and spilling the red wine all over her tan rug. At least she hadn’t ended up with a broken hip like Alma.

Val picked up the box on her doorstep and smiled to herself. She would be reading this book just as soon as she got back from her book club meeting at Seaside Harbor nursing home this morning. The last thing Alma needed when she returned home was another puppy-induced fall. Collecting the little dog and the purse that she rode in, Val grabbed her keys and headed to her old Volvo in the driveway. A book club with a group of elderly women wasn’t exactly going to get her creative juices flowing so she could meet her August deadline, but it would take her mind off things like bills and devil pups, and that first gray eyebrow hair she’d discovered while tweezing this morning. She was only thirty. Thirty-year-olds did not have graying hair—at least, not without undue stress, which her latest deadline was causing.

As she drove, Val tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, singing along with the music. Then she squealed as Sweet Cheeks jumped onto her lap and slid her grainy wet tongue across Val’s cheek. Disgusting. Slobber was one reason she didn’t have a dog of her own. Sweet Cheeks licked her again. “Stop that,” Val said, shooing the puppy away. Maybe it was her vanilla ChapStick that had Sweet Cheeks all but French-kissing her as she drove. The puppy wasn’t giving up. Hopping over the center console, Sweet Cheeks landed back in Val’s lap and dug her little nails into the bare skin of her thighs. Then the little dog started licking her again.

“Get off me!” Val turned her face from side to side, trying to see past the puppy to the road. Then she screeched as she realized her Volvo had crossed the country road’s center line. Jerking the steering wheel to the right, she overcorrected and went off onto the bordering stretch of grass. Righting her course again, Val jumped at a loud honk from an oncoming motorcycle.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” she said, pushing the determined puppy back into the passenger seat. Her heart was pounding after what couldn’t have been longer than five seconds. She slowed to a stop at the side of the road to catch her breath, because in those mere five seconds her life had flashed before her eyes. Okay, that was a bit of an exaggeration, but that’s what authors do: they exaggerate both the good and the bad.

Sweet Cheeks barked at her side.

“You are in so much trouble,” Val growled, glancing in her rearview mirror. Her spine withered as she saw the motorcycle she’d nearly plowed into had turned around and pulled over as well. She was in so much trouble, too. She watched as the driver removed his helmet and came walking toward her.

Tall.

Lean.

He had black hair and wore dark jeans and a leather jacket. Everything about him screamed trouble. And sex appeal. In any other circumstance, she’d have been considering how to get this guy to notice her. Instead, she’d nearly killed him with her car. He’d definitely noticed her, and judging by the grim set to his mouth—a very nice mouth—he was about to toss some choice words in her direction.

Val opened her car door and got out, deciding to face this challenge head-on, like she did everything. Wit was one of her God-given gifts. In an argument, she’d always excelled at having a quick reply. Her mouth was dry right now, though, and she was willing to bet that her “gift” had crawled into a corner to hide. Sweet Cheeks’s claws tapped against the car window behind her. The puppy barked, then growled low in her belly at the man walking toward them—like she could save Val from impending doom. If this had been a Sophie Evans book, the stranger would have looked directly into Val’s eyes, forgotten about words, and started peeling off her clothes like a man possessed.

Fiction is so much better than reality.

“You okay?” he asked, bringing her back to the here and now.

“I should be asking you that. I’m so sorry,” Val said, leaning against her car door and willing Sweet Cheeks to shut up. “The puppy jumped on me as I was driving and I jerked the wheel.” She was talking fast, her wit nowhere in sight. “I think she likes my ChapStick.”

He hesitated, which made her squirm just a little. He was wearing dark sunglasses, but she got the distinct impression that he was staring at her dog-slobbered lips.

“You’re Valerie Hunt,” he finally said.

She knitted her brow and realized he did look familiar. She usually saw him under the local bar’s dim lighting, but she’d never actually exchanged words with him. “Hi,” she said for lack of anything better to say. “You’re Lawson’s friend,” she said.

“I’m Griffin Black.” He held out his hand for her to shake, as if she hadn’t nearly maimed him two minutes earlier.

His skin was rough as he took her hand in his, holding on to it for a second longer than necessary. She’d obviously spent way too much time alone in her office lately, because this was all it took to completely turn her on. A little buzz zipped from her hand down through her stomach, lighting up those dormant places she’d denied satisfaction over the last year.

“You need to keep your dog in a crate when you drive,” he said. “It’s not safe to have her on your lap.”

Val nodded. She’d never been a dog owner, so it hadn’t occurred to her to do that. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

He smiled, slow and deliberate, then pushed his sunglasses up on the top of his head, revealing rich brown eyes that she could stare into forever.

Stare into forever? She chastised herself. She was still in writer’s mode, and her overactive imagination was navigating all the creative avenues of a man and woman coming together—which wasn’t what was actually happening here. No, in this situation, she had said her apologies and should now continue on her way to the nursing home.

“I’ll definitely put her in a crate next time. I promise. Thank you, and I’m sorry again.” She turned to reach for her car door. But she realized that if she did that, Sweet Cheeks was going to launch herself at Griffin or, worse, into the road. She couldn’t allow Alma’s precious puppy to become roadkill.

She paused and was contemplating what to do when Griffin headed around the car toward the passenger-side door.

“I wouldn’t do that. I’m not sure if she bites,” Val started, holding up a hand.

Not listening, he opened the door anyway. Sweet Cheeks hopped the center console and onto the passenger seat, barking all the way, and stopped at his outstretched hand. Sniffing every square inch of it, her ears perked at his gentle speech. “Sit,” he ordered.

The devil pup hesitated and then, magically, sat. Griffin pulled a treat out of his coat pocket and slipped it to her.

He has dog treats in his pocket?

Val stood dumbfounded for a second and then opened her driver’s-side door and got in. Sweet Cheeks turned and hopped back into her lap.

“You can’t drive like that. You’ll get yourself killed,” Griffin said, dipping his head through the passenger door. “Do you have a leash for her?” he asked.

“Um. Yeah.” She reached for the jeweled leash in the middle console and handed it to him, watching as he pulled a MacGyver-style maneuver with the lap belt. Sweet Cheeks couldn’t move more than an inch in either direction, so she relented and laid down on the seat, lowering her head between her paws. “Wow,” Val said.

Griffin nodded. “You should be safe now. And so should everyone else in your path.” He winked, which did silly things to her stomach, and closed the door. She wondered if he’d just walk away and leave it at that. That’s what she needed him to do, because her morning and this incident had her all out of sorts.

No such luck. He reappeared at her window and knocked. She rolled it down, pulling her lower lip into her mouth as she met his dark eyes again.

“It was nice to finally meet you, Val,” he said. “Maybe next time we see each other at Heroes, you won’t be stuck up and will say hello.”

Her mouth fell open. What the hell? Before she could reply—and how did you reply to such a rude statement?—he turned and headed back to his motorcycle. She watched as he straddled the bike—which also did all kinds of silly things to her stomach—revved it up, and steered it back onto the road. Then he drove away in a blaze of dust.

He’d been joking, right? She wasn’t stuck up. She just hadn’t wanted Griffin to catch her staring at him at the bar—all for research purposes, of course, because she was the preacher’s daughter and he looked like sex on a skewer. He was someone she could fantasize about when she was writing under her pen name, Sophie Evans, but not someone she could bring home to Daddy for dinner.

Stuck up?

Val looked at Sweet Cheeks, who looked equally offended by the comment. Then she checked her rearview mirror and pulled back onto the road. She would indeed be exchanging words with Griffin Black the next time she saw him.

Griffin pulled his Harley back onto the two-lane road and headed toward the nursing home where he’d recently had his mother transferred from California. Trooper, his retired military K9, could’ve eaten Val’s puppy—if you could call it that—for a snack. Not that Trooper would’ve. He was a gentle German shepherd who’d seen too much during their tours together in Iraq and Afghanistan, and he now deserved “the spoiled life,” as Griffin called it. He was happy about Trooper’s freedom. He, on the other hand, had at least another ten years to serve before he was eligible for early retirement, which was fine by him. He loved his job as a military K9 officer.

Griffin pulled into the parking lot of Seaside Harbor nursing home and parked, leaving an empty space on each side because, while Trooper was his closest friend, his motorcycle came in a close second. Yeah, he had friends here—Lawson and Micah, to name a couple—but his dog and his bike were…hell, with his mom in her current condition and the rest of his family in California, they were the closest thing to family that he had these days.

He laid his helmet in the metal compartment on the back of his bike and headed inside the large brick ranch-style building. His mother hadn’t called him by name or even recognized him in over a year. That’s why he’d moved her here from the facility she’d been at before. He would be stationed at Camp Leon for at least another two years. That was time he could spend helping his mother remember, if possible.

“Hey there, Griffin,” Louise, the head nurse who often manned the front desk, called.

“Hey. How’s Mom?” he asked.

“She only ate a few bites of her lunch, but she declared it the best food she’s ever had. Now she’s watching TV in the community area.”

Best food she’s ever had? As a prestigious professor who’d lectured around the world, his mother had eaten at some of the finest dining establishments in the country. Now Seaside Harbor evidently had the best grub. Things had changed a hell of a lot since he’d been away.

“Thanks.” He kept walking down the long center hall, toward the community area. Inside was a large flat-screen TV, several chairs, and a sofa. There was also a table in the corner for playing cards, which his mother no longer understood.

Several residents looked up as he entered the room.

“Griffin!” Alma Edwards cheered. She was in a housedress, as she was every day, and her hair was in perfect rolls that added two inches to her head in each direction. She clapped her hands in front of her chest, smiling at the sight of him. His own mother stared right through him, like he was a stranger there to visit someone else.

“Hey, Alma. How are you?”

“Ready to go home and see my precious,” she said, folding down her lower lip.

“No, you aren’t. You like it here. Admit it,” another elderly woman said. “Now come join us to look at Maggie’s new magazine.”

Alma nodded and stood, holding tightly to her walker. “Her family brings the best magazines,” she explained, waving at Griffin and following the other lady across the room.

Griffin turned to look at his mother. “Hey, Mom,” he said, walking over to where she sat in a rocking chair. A small smile stamped her thin lips as her gaze fluttered up to meet his.

“Hello there,” she said, confusion lacing her expression. She was just as polite as ever, not saying out loud what her eyes clearly did: Who the hell are you?

“I’m Griffin. Your son,” he said, reaching for her hand.

She quickly drew hers away. Strangers, at best.

“How’re you doing, Mom?”

The lines on his mother’s forehead bounced softly as she tried to figure out what to say. The doctor he’d spoken to about his mother’s condition had said her early-onset Alzheimer’s disease could affect more than memories. She might “lose her words,” he’d said. Or forget basic things like what to do with a cup. She might remember those things again temporarily, but for the most part, the disease was progressive. It would only get worse.

Not responding to his question, his mother returned to watching The Golden Girls on the TV. Griffin watched, too. They sat together quietly for a long moment until a commotion arose among a few of the women sitting on the other side of the room. Griffin saw the spunky woman who’d nearly killed him ten minutes earlier walk in. She had a long bag draped over one shoulder and a little purse with a puppy’s head peeking out over the other. The puppy spotted him first and started yapping loudly, poking a leg through the hole and doing her best to wiggle out of confinement.

Why didn’t she use the purse in the car? he wondered, thinking for the millionth time that people should have to have a license to own a dog.

Oblivious to his presence, Val headed toward Alma. She wore a fitted knit top and a short skirt that made her legs look as long as the night would be trying to erase the image from his mind. Her attire didn’t fit with his knowledge that she was the daughter of a well-respected preacher in town.

She started to open the zipper on the puppy purse and Griffin’s heart went full throttle. Was she on a mission to kill everyone she came in contact with today? Her puppy needed training before she brought it to a place like this.

Griffin left his mother sitting in her rocking chair and walked swiftly across the room, placing a hand firmly over Val’s as she was about to open the purse.

Her eyes widened and her mouth made a little o that he could imagine it doing in other, more favorable circumstances.

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked, a little more forcefully than he’d intended.

She looked down at his hand on hers and back up at him. “I’m, um—”

“Now that’s no way to speak to a lady,” one of the women sitting off to the side said.

Alma nodded in agreement. “Apologize now,” she demanded.

Griffin took a breath and lowered his voice to talk to Val. “You can’t release this puppy here. It’s not safe.”

As if on cue, the pup growled low in its little belly.

Val looked at his hand again. “Take your hand off me, please.”

He did as she asked. Then she proceeded to pull out the puppy. Griffin watched, on high alert, as Val handed her to Alma.

“Aw, baby,” the elderly woman said, nuzzling the dog, who lapped her tongue over her wrinkled cheek. “I’ve missed you so much. Have you been a good girl for Ms. Valerie? You have?” She laughed joyfully.

“It’s her puppy?” Griffin asked.

“I’m taking care of Sweet Cheeks while Alma recovers from hip surgery.”

“I see.” That made him feel slightly better about the dog. She was spoiled and undisciplined because her owner had a bad hip and couldn’t exactly keep up.

“Sweet Cheeks got under Alma’s feet recently and caused her to fall.”

“The puppy broke her hip?” Griffin asked, lifting a brow.

“She didn’t mean to,” Alma chirped, listening to their conversation.

Griffin massaged a hand over his face. His job was working with dogs. An untrained one always sat wrong with him. He felt like taking her outside and doing rounds with her until she sat, rolled over, and begged on command.

“Are you okay?” Val asked again. “I’m sorry again about nearly running you over on the road.”

“You didn’t,” he said. “More like nudged me into the grass.”

She tugged her pouty lower lip between her teeth. His gaze lingered there for a moment—better than letting it drop back to those long legs of hers. This wasn’t Heroes, though. This was a nursing home.

“And you called me stuck up,” she reminded him. “Your turn to apologize.”

“Why would I say I’m sorry for that? It’s true.”

She shoved her hands onto her hips. “It’s not true. I’m very social. Ask anyone here.”

This made him grin. She was gesturing to a group of people who were three times her age. “Maybe so. But you never talk to me.”

“I’m talking to you now,” she pointed out.

Only because I just marched up and ordered you not to let the monster pup out of the purse, which you did anyway.

“I’m sorry,” he said, halfheartedly. “I was only teasing.” Flirting, really, which he had no business doing. He had his hands full with work and his mother right now. He didn’t need anyone else to worry about, or placing demands on him.

Val looked past him toward his mother. “Do you have family here?” she asked.

“My mother, who I should probably return to.” Not that his mother would care. The prestigious Helen Black, who’d stood before auditoriums packed with people and known everything about psychology and the human condition, didn’t even know who he was anymore.

“I’ll make sure I say hi to you next time I see you, to avoid being called stuck up,” Val said.

She was smiling when he met her blue eyes. They were a soft blue, the color of the ocean in Carmel. “Good. I hope you do. I’ll talk to you later then, Val.” He turned and walked back to his mom, needing to distance himself from the sexy brunette. Kneeling at her side, he whispered, “Sorry about that, Mom.”

Helen started, as if she’d been drifting off to sleep. “You?” she said, running her gaze over him.

For a moment, hope sprang from the depths of his heart, where he’d pushed it for safekeeping. Hope left a nasty hangover, he’d learned.

“Me,” he confirmed, wondering who exactly his mother thought he was. Maybe just this once she would remember that he was Griffin, her only son. He’d give anything to hear her tell him that a man needs a belt, whether his pants fit or not. That T-shirts are meant to be worn under clothing, they aren’t outerwear. He’d give anything to have her call him son.

He waited, breathing shallow, as he willed her to say his name.

Griffin. Your only son. Please remember me, Mom.

“What’s for dinner?” she asked.

Hope splintered, cracked, leaving a dull ache in his heart. Sucking in a breath, he tried to remember. “The menu says meatloaf. You love meatloaf,” he lied—she never had. Apparently her tastes had changed since coming here, though. A lot of things had changed in the years he’d been away.

She nodded, folding her hands in her lap. “Oh.” Then she returned her gaze to The Golden Girls. She’d never liked that show, either. He sat quietly beside her and pretended to watch, too. And pretended not to watch Val across the room in that short skirt that crept up her thighs everytime she picked up the monster puppy.

After a long afternoon at Seaside Harbor, Val collapsed on her bed and stared at the ceiling. It was better than staring blankly at her computer screen. Her deadline hung over her like a dark cloud. She’d heard of writer’s block, but never believed in it. Words had always come easy to her. Making up imaginary worlds and friends were her favorite pastimes. But now she was at a standstill, and had been for the past six months.

Val blinked and continued staring at the ceiling, letting her eyes blur and refocus.

One of the blocks to her creativity was Griffin—although her mind was being very creative at the moment, imagining undressing him and exploring the many tattoos she’d seen peeking out from under his T-shirt.

Sigh. The trouble with being a romance writer was that men in real life never lived up to the ones she created in her mind. “Created” being the key word. Her heroes were fictitious down to their extra-large endowments, as unreal as her alter ego, Sophie Evans. Val could only imagine what her father would do if he found out what she was doing in her spare time besides reading to the residents at Seaside Harbor. And the congregation of his church would be all aflutter if they knew she wrote about love and sex, sex and love. Some things are better left untold. It wasn’t like she was harming anyone—just the opposite. Romance makes people happy; it makes the loneliness a little less lonely. She should know.

Rolling onto her stomach, Val came face to face with Sweet Cheeks. “Real-life men are much smellier, cruder, and nowhere near as charming. They don’t call when they say they will,” she informed the puppy.

Sweet Cheeks cocked her head to one side.

“They spit and scratch. Watch too much football.” She rubbed behind the puppy’s ear, smiling as her tail thumped happily on the bed. “And treats? Forget it. They never bring you treats.”

Her doorbell rang, and Sweet Cheeks launched herself off the bed and down the hallway. Another package? She didn’t remember ordering anything else.

As she opened the front door, Val’s mouth fell open. “What…? How…?”

Griffin smiled at her, slow and easy, exactly like the hero would in one of her books. “I come bearing treats,” he said.


[image: ][image: ]


Love stories you’ll never forget

By authors you’ll always remember

eOriginal Romance from Random House

randomhousebooks.com



	[image: Penguin Random House Back Ad logo][image: Penguin Random House Next Reads logo]


	
		What’s next on
 your reading list?

		Discover your next
 great read!

						
						

						
		Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

		Sign up now.
	
	



OEBPS/images/space.png





OEBPS/images/Rain_9781101964781_epub3_001_cvi.jpg
i

ANNIE RAINS





OEBPS/Rain_9781101964781_epub3_nav_r1.xhtml


		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Epilogue



		Dedication



		Acknowledgments



		Other Titles



		About the Author



		The Editor’s Corner



		Excerpt from Welcoming the Bad Boy





		Cover


		Cover



		Title Page


		Contents


		Start




		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332





OEBPS/next-reads-html/images/next-reads_logo.jpg
‘ Penguin
PA ”ﬂm “ Random
ranpom nouse | HIOUSE





OEBPS/images/Rain_9781101964781_epub3_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rain_9781101964781_epub3_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Fort-Book.otf


OEBPS/images/Rain_9781101964781_epub3_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rain_9781101964781_epub3_001_r1.jpg
Welcome Home,
Cowboy

A Hero’s Welcome Novel

Annie Rains

Loveswept
New York





