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            Foreword

          

          KRISTINE KATHRYN RUSCH

        

      

    

    
      You hold in your hands a wonderful anthology of Sweet Valentine’s stories. This is part of our Holiday Spectacular series, and it marks the first time we’ve branched out from winter holidays like American Thanksgiving, Hanukkah, and Christmas.

      Annie gamely took on the challenge of finding heartfelt Valentine’s stories. She did an amazing job. Each story in this volume is wonderful. Most made me smile with joy, but a couple also made me tear up a little.

      If you’re interested, you can find the other anthologies we’ve edited under the Holiday Spectacular series on WMG Publishing’s website, wmgpublishinginc.com. Or you can get the gigantic ebook compilations of Holiday Spectaculars #1 and #2.

      We have two more series coming in 2021—one in time for Halloween, and then our third big end-of-the-year Spectacular. I hope this inspires you to check them out.

      
        
             Now I’m handing this over to Annie. She’ll be your guide for the rest of the volume. Enjoy!

      

      

      
        
        —Kristine Kathryn Rusch

        Las Vegas, NV

        August 10, 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction: You Want Me To What?

          

          ANNIE REED

        

      

    

    
      You might think you’re holding a book in your hands (or on your ereader), but what you’re really holding is an expansion of a successful experiment.

      On a whole bunch of levels.

      Let me explain.

      Sweet Valentines is part of the Holiday Spectacular series, which is the brainchild of Kristine Kathryn Rusch. The Holiday Spectaculars started in 2019 with three different Christmas holiday themes: Joyous, Bloody, and Winter Holidays. I was lucky enough to have two stories included among the thirty-five stories that made up that series. The first story I wrote was a dark crime story featuring murder and mayhem on a quiet suburban street. Not exactly sweet romance, right?

      The second story though, that one featured cats and an unexpected romance for a woman of a certain age, with not a dead body in sight. Talk about doing a one-eighty. I tend to do that a lot in my own fiction. I just never expected to do that with my first editing gig for WMG Publishing.

      See, I’d originally pitched a noir anthology idea to the folks at WMG. Everyone liked it. I was all set to take a lot of walks down some very dark fictional avenues when WMG pitched me a curve ball.

      “How would you like to edit a Valentine’s Day anthology instead?” they asked.

      Me?

      You sure you have the right person?

      Absolutely, they assured me. The Holiday Spectacular series was expanding to Valentine’s Day and Halloween, and they thought I’d be perfect for Valentine’s Day. They’d already selected Mark Leslie for Halloween. (I can’t think of a better editor for that holiday. Have you seen Barnaby Bones?)

      So, with no small amount of trepidation, I said I’d love to do a Valentine’s Day anthology. We played around with various themes, and settled on sweet Valentines.

      Now I just had to convince a bunch of writers, some of whom had never written romance before, to not only write short romance stories (not nearly as easy as it looks), but write sweet romance short stories.

      And I have to tell you—those professional writers not only rose to the challenge, they turned in some of the best short sweet romance fiction I’ve ever read. More than enough to fill two of these volumes. It broke my heart to have to say no to some of the stories that didn’t make the cut. I know they’ll find homes elsewhere in the world.

      The stories you’re about to read, though—each and every one of them will make your inner mushy-butt romantic happy, even if you shed a tear or two along the way. Because that’s what romance fiction is all about—all the feelings you get as you take the journey along with two people you know are going to get their happy ending.

      Romance fiction comforts the soul. Sweet romance puts a smile on your face while it whisks you away from all the cares in everyday life. You know nothing truly bad’s going to happen in a sweet romance. No dead bodies, remember?

      Sweet Valentines is the first of the non-Christmas Holiday Spectaculars, but it won’t be the last. I had a lot of fun editing this volume, mushy-butt romantic at heart that I am. (Somehow Kris knew that; maybe it was the Christmas romance I wrote for the Holiday Spectacular the year before.) I’m thrilled with the variety and the quality of these stories. From my perspective, I’d call this expanded experiment a success.

      I hope you have fun reading the stories that follow.

      I also hope you return to these stories whenever you need some fictional comfort for your soul. I know I will.

      
        
        –Annie Reed

        Sparks, Nevada

        March 30, 2020
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          MICHELE DEAN

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Michele Dean

          

        

      

    

    
           I wanted to start off this anthology with a traditional boy-meets-girl story—sort of. It’s more of a girl meets the last boy in the world she’d ever want to fall for story, but even that’s not doing justice to this wonderfully inventive, heartfelt story by Michele Dean. A lot of the stories in this volume made me tear up (happy tears!), and this is one of them.

      I’m not surprised. Not only is Michele a phenomenal writer, she has a personal connection to this story, and that personal connection shines through the page and makes this story a memorable place to start this book. As she puts it, she took a story about a family incident she heard as a child and tossed it “in the blender with liberal scoops of embellishment.”

      Michele’s no stranger to writing short, sweet romances. Her stories have appeared in Love Among the Thorns and Love is Like a Box of Chocolates, and she has a story in Fiction River: Chances. She’s currently having great fun writing about the smart—and sometimes sassy—women finding love that won’t let them down in her Once Ditched, Twice Shy series of short romance novels. Learn more about Michele at micheledean.com.
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          MICHELE DEAN

        

      

    

    
      Anna’s cell phone began ringing just as she dragged a soggy towel out from under the malfunctioning garbage disposal and tossed it into the kitchen sink. The call would have to wait. She only had two hands, and at the moment they were both busy cleaning up a minor flood.

      The phone stopped ringing soon enough and was quickly forgotten as Anna dove back under the sink with another towel. So when her six-year-old daughter, Cassie, patted her back and said, “Mommy, Mommy! Auntie Gayle wants to talk to you,” Anna was more than a little confused.

      Anna scooted backward, tossed another towel into the sink, and looked around. The sliding doors separating the living room from the kitchen were wide open, but there was no sign of her cousin, only the blanket fort Cassie and her playdate friends were building between the couch, the coffee table, and the dried-out remains of their small Christmas tree. “Where is she?”

      Cassie held out the cell phone. “Here.”

      “Where’d you get that?” Anna said, not expecting an answer. She was always setting her phone down—one more problem with not having pockets—and this wasn’t the first time one of her children had answered it for her.

      She accepted the phone from Cassie’s outstretched hand and with a tired smile sent her back to the patchwork fort.

      “Hello?”

      “Cassie says you were under the sink,” Gayle’s laughing voice said.

      “One of the best places to do battle with a water dragon,” Anna said, stretching. She glanced at the clock. Four-thirty on a Saturday afternoon. As much as Las Vegas claimed to be the city that never slept, she wouldn’t be able to get a plumber in to fix the disposal before Monday at the earliest. “What’s up?”

      “I’ve been seeing this really great guy…” Gayle began, then proceeded to tell Anna all about her latest dreamboat. Anna only half listened to her cousin, the phone wedged between her ear and shoulder as she gathered up the last of the soggy towels and squeezed them out into the sink. Gayle’s job as a bank teller always seemed to bring her into contact with interesting people—interesting men, that is—but she never went out with any of them more than a few times in her endless quest for The One.

      As for herself, Anna had given up on men, at least for the time being. Her ex had proven the truth of every cliché of his fighter pilot profession, and when the Air Force had sent him overseas three years ago, he’d wasted little time filing the divorce papers. After all, he was a flyboy, and there was no glamour or adventure traveling the world with a wife and toddlers in tow.

      “…so I told him that we’d double—that was okay, right?” Gayle said, finally pausing for breath.

      “Wait, what?” Anna said, nearly dropping the phone into the sink as she shifted it from her shoulder with a wet hand. “What did you volunteer me for?”

      “A double-date. With Ben and his new bunk-mate, Kevin. I just told you.”

      “Why would you set me up for a blind date?” Anna asked. “Between the kids and the office…when would I have the time? And what do you mean his bunk-mate? Are they military?”

      “Yes, silly. They’re airplane mechanics. Over at the Air Force base. Ben’s been stationed here for a couple of years, but Kevin’s just been transferred here—I don’t remember where from—and doesn’t know anybody. So I told him the four of us would have dinner. It’s not like a blind date—you wouldn’t be on your own with a total stranger⁠—”

      “No. It would be you and me and two total strangers.”

      “Ben’s nice. And I’m sure Kevin is nice, too,” Gayle whined. “We could do it at your house. Tuesday night. You can make a pot of your wonderful spaghetti—that’s not too expensive, and I’ll chip in with the bread and wine. I’ll even bring dessert. Please, Anna. I really want Ben to like me. I think he could be The One.”

      Anna looked around at her little house. Evenings in early January were a little too cool to have the dinner out in the courtyard. But if she cleared away the Christmas tree and the blanket fort, and rearranged the furniture just a bit, she could put a card table in the living room—that would be nicer than serving in the eat-in kitchen. She’d have to see if one of the playdate parents would take her two children for the evening…

      She sighed. If she was already sorting out the logistics of the dinner, she might as well tell Gayle that she’d agreed to do it.

      “Okay,” she said. “But just this once⁠—”

      Gayle whooped with joy “You’re the best! It’s going to be so much fun. You’ll see.”

      Anna scooped up the armful of wet towels and carried them to the washing machine. The things she did for family. She just hoped that this guy Ben really was The One.
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        * * *

      

      Ben parked his sporty red Civic and looked at the tidy little peach-colored stucco house. A well-used and slightly dusty minivan was parked beneath a carport at the side of the house, with a child’s bicycle beside it and a small Subaru behind it—the Subaru was Gayle’s so the minivan must belong to her cousin, but had no clue about the bicycle. Gayle hadn’t said anything about kids. He exchanged glances with Kevin.

      “Shall we go pick up the ladies? It wouldn’t do to keep them waiting.”

      Kevin nodded, and the two got out of the car and began to walk up the short sidewalk.

      “Are most houses around here like this?” Kevin asked.

      “Wouldn’t know,” Ben replied. “I’ve been here for two years, and this is the first time I’ve had occasion to visit the suburbs.”

      They continued in silence. Ben hadn’t seen many xeriscaped yards like this one up close and wasn’t sure what he thought about the pale, crushed gravel dotted with clusters of desert succulents and clumping grasses nestled around the base of tall, swaying palm trees. It was so very different from the green lawns and flowerbeds of the Midwest where he hailed from. He suspected that many of the gray-green plants would burst into color in a couple of months, after the last of the winter frosts gave way to the infrequent spring rains. As they passed through a small, tiled courtyard, he wondered if the dead-looking vine climbing up the side of the house and stretching over the front of the carport was a bougainvillea. They had nearly reached the front door when it swung open.

      “You’re just in time!” Gayle said, with a broad smile on her face. She was wearing a brightly patterned halter-top dress and her curly, reddish-brown hair tumbled over her tanned shoulders.

      She came up to them, turning and looping her arms through theirs so they were flanking her as they walked through the door.

      Ben stood there, blinking a moment as his eyes adjusted to the change in light—and then had to admit that it wasn’t the light that had made him catch his breath at all. It was the woman standing in the center of the room.

      Petite in a butter-yellow sundress, with long, nearly black hair that she wore pulled back into a ponytail that hung almost to her waist, and the deepest blue eyes he’d ever seen. Her smile was relaxed and genuine, not that fake smile he saw whenever he ventured downtown. And where Gayle was only a few inches shorter than him, this woman couldn’t have been much more than five feet tall.

      “You must be Anna,” he said, disentangling himself from Gayle and stepping forward. He extended his hand, and when she took it, he was momentarily unsure of what he should do with it—he only knew that he didn’t want to let it go. But he quickly recovered himself, shook her hand, then stepped back and introduced Kevin.

      “We thought we’d just eat here—keep it simple,” Gayle said, gesturing ahead of them at a table covered with a Southwest-patterned cloth and set for four that sat at one side of the casual living room. “I hope you hadn’t made reservations somewhere or anything.”

      Ben forced himself to look away from Anna and glance around the room. The walls were a soft, creamy color in contrast to the terra cotta floor tiles. A wide arch sporting a pair of sliding doors inset with stained glass separated the living room from what appeared to be a tidy kitchen beyond, from which wafted the wonderful scent of garlic and onions.

      A long, tall sofa sat with its back to the kitchen, creating a narrow aisle between the rooms, while providing views of both the flat screen television on the wall and over a low, wooden coffee table and out the large window overlooking the courtyard. The small table and chairs had been set up on the wall opposite the television, near a set of bookshelves that were fully stocked with books on the upper shelves, an assortment of board games on the middle shelves, and dark wicker baskets at the bottom.

      Ben took it all in in a moment, his gaze returning to Anna. “That sounds very nice,” he said, smiling at her. “Something smells wonderful. I hope you didn’t go to too much trouble.”
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        * * *

      

      When the little red car pulled up in front of her house and the tall driver with the dark, wavy hair got out, Anna’s heart skipped a beat. “I’m going to marry that man,” she murmured, peering through the slats in the window blinds.

      “I thought you’d given up men,” Gayle teased, coming over next to her to watch the two men come up the walk. “The tall one is Ben—isn’t he a dream! The shorter one must be Kevin.”

      Anna gulped. “I was just joking,” she said, turning away quickly, before Gayle had a chance to realize that she’d been looking at Ben. She had no idea why she’d said that anyway—she wasn’t marrying anybody, certainly not another flyboy. Pilot or mechanic, a flyboy was a flyboy, and she’d had enough of them.

      And then Gayle had gone and dragged the two men into the house and she just stood there like an idiot while introductions were made.

      Kevin was definitely the more handsome of the two, in that golden-haired, movie actor sort of way, but Anna couldn’t take her eyes off Ben. He was so tall—probably only six feet, but compared to her five-foot-two, that was a lot. There were little lines around his eyes when he smiled, and his voice had just a hint of the South in it. And when he took her hand in what she supposed was intended to be a handshake, his grip on hers was both firm yet so very gentle.

      She was lost.

      Anna made it through whatever other introductory pleasantries were exchanged—it was all a blur—and quickly retreated to the kitchen, where the color rising in her face could be explained away by the rush of steam from draining the pasta or removing the garlic bread from the oven.

      What was she thinking? Ben was Gayle’s date. Off limits. And a flyboy. Double off limits. But as the dinner progressed, even though she tried—she really did try—to remember to talk to Kevin, it seemed like most of her conversation was with Ben. His stories were more interesting, his jokes funnier, his attention more captivating.

      And when the dinner was over and Anna took the plates into the kitchen to exchange them for the dessert dishes, it wasn’t Gayle who followed her in with the serving dishes. It was Ben.

      “I told Gayle I’d help out,” he said, coming over near the L-shaped section of counter that turned the corner between the sink and the stove. He held the remains of the pasta in one hand and the marinara in the other. “Shall I put these here?”

      “Yes, yes of course,” Anna said, scooting back toward the stove to get out of his way, only to find herself trapped in the corner.

      Ben set down the dishes and turned, and for a long moment the two of them stood there, staring at each other, only inches apart.

      And then a cough from the living room broke the silence and they both moved in opposite directions, Ben to the other side of the sink and Anna past the oven to the refrigerator to retrieve the cream pie Gayle had brought.

      “That’s a fun collection of art you have there,” Ben said, gesturing at the crayon drawings that fluttered on the refrigerator door as it swung closed.

      “My kids,” Anna said, setting the pie on the kitchen table. “They’re always bringing home fun drawings from school, and we put them on display.”

      “Kids?” Ben said, leaning against the counter, his arms folded across his chest.

      Anna’s heart sank. There it was—she’d barely met him, and already the fact that she was not just a single woman, but a single parent, was dropping like an executioner’s blade between them. But he was Gayle’s date after all, so it was probably for the best. Might as well get it over with.

      “Yes,” she said, turning away from him to pull the dessert plates from the cupboard. “I have two children—Cassie is six and Tommy is four. Their father is stationed in Germany at the moment. We divorced about three years ago.”

      Ben nodded sympathetically. “That’s about the same time my wife and I split up,” he said.

      “Do you have kids?”

      “No. We weren’t together that long.”

      Anna busied herself cutting the pie and serving it out. She looked up when she heard water running. Ben had rolled up his sleeves and was scraping the dishes into the garbage disposal.

      He reached for the switch.

      “No!” she said, crossing the room in two steps, catching his hand just before he flipped the switch.

      Ben looked down at her, clearly puzzled.

      “The disposal leaks,” Anna explained, reluctantly pulling her hand away. “If you’d turned it on, we’d have had a flood. I haven’t had a chance to get anyone in to look at it—the plumbers all want to come during the day while I’m at work.”

      “Well, I don’t want to leave more of a mess for you,” Ben said, kneeling down and looking under the sink cabinet. Anna watched as he peered intently into the darkness for a moment, then pulled out his phone and used the flashlight app to illuminate the space.

      “Mmm-hmm,” he said after a moment, and reached under the sink. Then he stood, closed the cupboard, and before Anna could say anything, stuck his hand down into the disposal.

      “What are you doing?” she gasped.

      “It’s safe. I unplugged it,” he said, scooping out a handful of pasta. “And I think I know where the leak is coming from.” He looked over his shoulder at her. “I could come by, maybe tomorrow evening, and fix it for you, if you like.”

      While Ben cleaned out the disposal, Anna loaded the scraped dishes into the dishwasher with the other things she’d added while preparing the meal. It was very companionable, she thought, working together side by side like that, talking about the children and what they were doing in school and what gifts they’d gotten for Christmas.

      Anna was wiping down the counter and Ben was just washing up when she turned and saw the slices of cream pie sitting on the kitchen table.

      “Oh, no!” she said. “We’ve been in here all this time—I completely forgot about Gayle and Kevin.”

      Together she and Ben rushed through the open double doors to the next room.

      The wineglasses were empty, the candles burned down nearly to the nubs. Gayle and Kevin were gone.
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        * * *

      

      Anna stared at her phone, exasperated. She’d apologized to Gayle more times than she could count over the past ten days, and her cousin still insisted on giving her grief for the double-date fiasco.

      “So I hear from reliable sources that you and Ben are dating now,” Gayle said.

      “What sources? And no, we’re not dating. Who told you that?”

      “That’s not what Kevin says. According to him, they’ve barely seen Ben outside work hours—and he’s almost never eats dinner at the mess hall anymore.”

      “Well, sure, he’s had dinner here a few times,” Anna said. “But what was I going to do? Ask him to leave so I could feed the kids after he’d fixed my leaky garbage disposal or repaired the broken chain on Cassie’s bike? He’s a nice guy, I’ll give you that, but we’re just friends. Really.”

      “And cozying up on the couch for a ‘family movie’ or taking the kids swimming together fits into your ‘we’re not dating’ scenario where?” Gayle asked. “Cassie could barely stop talking about going swimming.”

      Anna opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again. It wasn’t exactly like she’d cozied up on the couch with Ben the other night—the kids sat between them throughout the animated film—though they’d both agreed that it would be nice to see a grown-up movie without the kids at some point. And they were all looking forward to this weekend’s planned outing at the Air Force Base’s indoor pool, and…

      She groaned. “Oh, no. I am dating Ben. And he’s dating my whole family. What am I going to do?”

      Gayle laughed. “Enjoy it while it lasts, cuz.”

      They talked for a few more minutes, their conversation neatly avoiding the thing they both knew was on Anna’s mind: Ben was a flyboy, and sooner or later, he’d fly away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ben strode into his quarters, whistling, and tossed his cap onto his bed. He dug a pair of jeans and a T-shirt from his dresser and tossed them onto the bed as well, then began unbuttoning his uniform. The jet he’d been working on that afternoon had sprayed oil all over him, and he was looking forward to a hot shower and a change of clothes. He looked up when Kevin came into their shared room.

      “Hey, thanks for setting me up with Gayle,” Kevin said, lightly tapping Ben’s shoulder with his fist. “I didn’t think she’d want to talk to me again after how the double-date went, but we had dinner again last night. She’s nice.” He slid his toolbox underneath his bed, then dropped onto the bed and began unlacing his boots. “So, how are things going with you and Anna?”

      “We’re just friends,” Ben said.

      “Ri-i-i-ght,” Kevin drawled. “And that’s why you’re at her place every evening.”

      “She’s a nice lady,” Ben said, shooting Kevin a warning look. “Has her hands full with the kids. I’ve just been helping out a bit. Being neighborly. Nothing wrong in that.”

      “Nothing at all,” Kevin agreed. “So a few of us are going out—play a few rounds of pool, have some beers, take it easy. You in?”

      Ben tossed his dirty uniform into his laundry hamper and retrieved a towel from a closet shelf. “Can’t. Have plans⁠—”

      “With Anna. I guessed,” Kevin said. “What about this weekend? Weather’s supposed to be nice. Thought I’d drive over to Lake Mead. Have a look at the local sights.”

      “We’re taking the kids swimming tomorrow…” Ben began, then broke off, shaking his head.

      “You’re dating her.”

      “I guess I am.”

      “Didn’t picture you as the instant-family sort.”

      “Whaddya mean? Her kids are great.”

      Kevin held up his hands in surrender. “Didn’t mean anything. Just got the impression that you liked your freedom more than that.”

      Ben didn’t reply. He just grabbed his toiletry kit and stalked to the showers, his fist clenched around the towel.

      What was he thinking? He liked kids, sure, and wanted kids…someday. But he’d joined the Air Force to travel, to see the world beyond the tiny mid-western town where he’d grown up. And his not being ready to have a family was what had broken up his marriage.

      So what was he doing, dating a woman with kids of her own?

      A smile softened his face when he thought of Anna’s children. Tommy was a one-kid whirlwind, always on the go. But when he settled down with his building blocks, he was a natural little engineer. And Cassie, with her dark braids and big blue eyes, was so like her mother.

      And that was it, really. He wanted Anna in his life, and if that meant opening his world, his heart, to her kids, well, he was already well on the road to doing just that.
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        * * *

      

      Anna slipped quietly out of Tommy’s room, pulling the door closed behind her. The little boy had been so tired after the afternoon at the swimming pool that he’d nodded off twice over dinner, even though macaroni and cheese was his all-time favorite.

      She looked in on Cassie next, tucking her daughter’s favorite baby doll in with her.

      “Was a good day,” Cassie murmured, her eyes drifting closed. “Ben’s nice.”

      “Yes, he is,” Anna said, smiling. She smoothed the hair away from Cassie’s face and kissed her on the forehead. “Sleep well, sweetie.”

      As she headed down the hall toward the front of the house, she heard music playing, soft and low. She found Ben in the living room, his attention divided between his phone and the television. He looked up when she came into the room.

      “This phone is pretty good, but the television has better speakers,” he said, showing her how he’d connected his phone to the television and selected music from a playlist of old Vegas show tunes. As Frank Sinatra began to sing, Ben set the phone on the large coffee table and held out his hand. “Would you like to dance?”

      Anna stepped into his embrace, and the two of them swayed gently to the music, moving in a constricted waltz in the small living room. It felt so right to be there, in his arms, and for a moment she forgot that he was a flyboy and just listened to the beating of his heart where her head rested against his chest.

      And when the music faded and their steps slowed and Ben bent down and pressed his lips to hers, that felt right, too.
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        * * *

      

      “No, no, no,” Ben said, staring at the printed orders in his hand. He couldn’t leave now, he hadn’t even known Anna for two whole weeks yet. A month-long temporary duty assignment halfway across the country would mess up everything they were just barely beginning to build.

      Kevin ran into their quarters, waving his own set of orders. “I’m heading to Louisiana,” he said breathlessly. “No idea where Shreveport is relative to New Orleans, and haven’t checked the dates yet, but might even be there for Mardi Gras. Fun times ahead!”

      “Big whoop,” Ben said, tossing his orders on his bed.

      Kevin jerked his chin up, indicating Ben’s orders. “They sending you somewhere, too?”

      “Shreveport. Same as you. And it’s up north, closer to Dallas than to New Orleans.”

      “So a few hours’ drive down to the coast. Cheer up. It will be fun.”

      Ben shook his head. “I’ve gotta make a call,” he said, heading toward the door. Whatever Kevin said after him was just buzzing noise, lost in his tumbling thoughts. For the first time in nearly two weeks, he wasn’t looking forward to calling Anna.
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        * * *

      

      Anna had moved from her desk to the real estate office’s small conference room when she heard the serious tone in Ben’s voice. She knew something was wrong the minute he’d spoken, but hadn’t been prepared for him to tell her he had a new assignment and would be flying out in three days.

      “It’s only a TDY,” he said. “Temporary. I’ll be back in a month.”

      “And where will they send you next?” she asked. “And how long will it be before they send you away and you don’t come back?” She heard the shrill panic creeping into her voice, but couldn’t stop it.

      “Don’t be like that, Anna,” Ben said, his own voice insufferably calm. “I’m not happy about it, but I’m military. Going where they send me is part of the job. I’ll call you every day. And we’ll see each other when I get back.”

      He was a flyboy, she reminded herself. No matter how much she’d tried to ignore it, to pretend it didn’t matter, flyboys always flew away.

      Anna shook her head, then forced herself to speak. “No, Ben. No. I can’t put the kids through that, letting them get attached only to have you go away.” The tears welled up, but she blinked them back. “I can’t do that again. I’m sorry.”

      She ended the call before he had a chance to reply, and stood there, looking out the window, letting the tears slide down her cheeks now, uninterrupted.

      When the phone buzzed in her hand, she ignored it.
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        * * *

      

      Ben felt like an idiot, standing outside Anna’s door with a bouquet of flowers. He’d knocked five times—loudly—but there was no answer. Of course there wasn’t. The house was dark, and the minivan wasn’t in the carport.

      It hadn’t been there yesterday or the day before, either.

      He’d raced across town to Anna’s as soon as he’d gotten off work two days ago, hoping he could convince her to talk to him, convince her that he really was coming back as soon as his TDY assignment was over. But the house had been dark and the carport empty, and even though he’d spent two evenings in a row waiting until nearly midnight, alternating between sitting in his car idling the engine and walking around her neighborhood, Anna hadn’t come home.

      Ben looked down at the flowers in his hand, wedged them in alongside the doorknob, then trudged back to his car.

      He’d always wanted the freedom to travel, to come and go as he pleased, with no one relying on him for anything. Funny thing, life. He had all the freedom in the world.

      And all he really wanted was this little family that had wedged itself firmly into his heart.
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        * * *

      

      Anna looked up from the couch, squinting and blinking when her living room door burst open, the bright sunshine silhouetting Gayle’s annoyingly tall, model-worthy figure.

      “Too bright,” she said, shielding her eyes.

      “Well, yeah,” Gayle said, closing the door behind her and then crossing over to the windows and opening the blinds. “It’s called daylight for a reason.”

      “Aaargh!” Anna wailed as the afternoon sunshine poured into the room. She pulled a throw blanket up over her face, spilling a pile of magazines and the television remote onto the floor. “Too bright!”

      “Natural light is good for you,” Gayle said. “Get used to it. Where are the kids?”

      “Playdate,” Anna mumbled from under the blanket. She growled and glared up at her cousin when she tugged the blanket off her head. “Why are you here?”

      “You didn’t answer your phone.”

      “It’s dead. Buried here somewhere,” Anna said, gesturing vaguely at the blanket. “What were you calling for?”

      “Because you’re wallowing, and no one should wallow without suitable comfort food,” Gayle said, pulling a half-pint of Anna’s favorite overpriced designer ice cream and a plastic spoon from a small plastic grocery bag and handing it to her.

      “How did you know?” Anna asked, fussing with the plastic band around the ice cream lid.

      “Kevin told me that Ben’s been in a bad mood all week, ever since they got to Louisiana. That tells me that you’re not taking his calls, either—am I right?”

      “Flyboy flew away,” Anna mumbled around a bite of triple death-by-chocolate crunch.

      “And you’re an idiot, hiding out in a hotel until he left and sitting in the dark now,” Gayle said. “What were you thinking?” She shoved a pile of wadded up tissues from the seat of an overstuffed armchair and into the now-empty grocery bag and dropped onto the chair. Leaning forward, she snagged a chip from the open bag on the coffee table and popped it into her mouth.

      Anna hunched down in the blanket, not looking up at her cousin, and took another bite of ice cream.

      “You’re gonna make me say it, aren’t you?” Gayle asked, licking the salt from her fingers. “Okay. I was never really mad about you stealing Ben from me—you two just clicked. I get that. But if you’re going to let him get away just because you’re too chicken to take a chance on him, then I will be mad. Really.” She reached for another chip. “At least give it a try—an honest try—before you give up.”

      “Flyboy—”

      “You are an idiot,” Gayle said, throwing the chip at Anna. “Fine. If you want to be miserable, that’s your choice, and I’ll support you in it, even if it is against my better judgment. But think about it, Anna. Is this—” she swept her arm to encompass the messy living room, Anna’s ratty hair and puffy eyes, and the broken-heart music playing from her stereo, “—really making you happy?”

      Anna didn’t say anything. But she did notice that the flavor of triple death-by-chocolate crunch was not enhanced by salty tears.
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        * * *

      

      Ben hadn’t wanted to go out on the town with Kevin in the first place—after all, it wasn’t as if a pool hall in Shreveport was that different from pool halls anywhere else he’d ever been—and losing yet another round had not improved his mood.

      “How long are you gonna pine over her?” Kevin asked, racking the balls for another game.

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ben said, taking a long pull from his beer and trying to act as though everything was perfectly normal.

      “It’s your own fault,” Kevin went on, as though he hadn’t said anything. “I mean, she was supposed to be my ‘commitment-free’ date in the first place, and it’s not exactly like you’ve known her all that long.”

      Ben looked across the table at Kevin, willing him to silence. “Choose your next words very carefully,” he said.

      Kevin grinned. “All I’m saying is you need to either get over her—” he said, methodically applying chalk to the tip of his cue, “—or suit up and go after her.”
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        * * *

      

      Anna ripped open the small box and laughed at the stuffed groundhog staring up at her from a bed of colorful tissue paper and holding a small, folded note between its paws. She sat, stroking the toy’s soft faux-fur as she read the note:

      Feb 2

      They say that if the groundhog sees its shadow, it will hide for another six weeks. I sent this little guy to personally inform you that no one saw any shadows around here, and I’ll be coming back home to you in much less than six weeks.

      —Ben

      Anna smiled. Maybe she hadn’t lost her flyboy after all.

      A few days later, Anna found a flat parcel on her doorstep when she got home from work. When she opened it, a red silk scarf fluttered out, along with a pair of large red bandannas, and a note written on a small, red card:

      Feb 7

      Apparently today is ‘Wear Red Day’ and everyone around here is wearing red in support of women’s hearts. You’re in my thoughts and in my heart, so I wanted to send plenty of red to keep you well.

      —Ben

      p.s. The bandannas are for Cassie and Tommy. I know they’re important pieces of your heart.

      Anna happily gave the bandannas to the children, wrapped the scarf around her neck, then dug her phone from the bottom of her purse to call Ben. But even though it was only early evening in Louisiana, her call went to his voicemail.

      “I’m not sure what to say,” she said into the recording. “I was stupid. Thank you for the gifts. I guess we have a lot to talk about…” She hated leaving messages, and always found herself babbling. “I guess—I hope—I’ll talk to you later,” she finished.

      She caressed the scarf, hoping her message didn’t sound as lame to him as it did to her.

      A gift box full of an assortment of dried fruit arrived on the tenth, in celebration of Tu B’Shevat, a Jewish holiday Anna had never heard of, and on Lincoln’s birthday, the kids were delighted to receive small leather pouches full of pennies. Each package had come with a note for her, but as the days passed and Ben still didn’t call, Anna began to wonder if she was reading too much into the gifts.
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        * * *

      

      Ben paced back and forth in the room he was sharing with Kevin. It was Valentine’s Day, and his phone had pinged him several times that day confirming delivery of the flowers he’d sent to Anna’s office, the card and box of candy he’d sent to her house, and the mixed treats he’d sent to the children from a different vendor.

      Anna hadn’t called or texted since her awkward voicemail message the week before.

      Okay, it wasn’t fair to worry—he hadn’t called her either, hoping the gifts and notes would help to smooth things over between them before they actually talked. But now he just kept pacing, waiting until he was sure she would be home from work, with the kids settled, before he called her.

      “You’re making me nervous, watching you,” Kevin said. “Call her. She’ll either take your call, or she won’t.”

      “What do I say?”

      “Just be yourself. She likes you well enough, though I can’t imagine why.”

      Ben stopped pacing and turned to look at Kevin. “You think so?”

      “What? That she likes you? Don’t be an idiot—you know she does.” Kevin looked at his watch and stood. “Okay, it’s ten o’clock—eight o’clock in Vegas. That’s when you said you were going to call her, right? I’m going to go downstairs, watch TV or something, let you have the room. I’ll be back up in a couple of hours.” He paused, putting a hand on Ben’s arm. “If she doesn’t take your call, you know where to find me—we’ll go find a bar and drown your sorrows properly. But I don’t think that’s gonna happen.”

      “Thanks,” Ben said as Kevin moved to the door.

      “Good luck,” Kevin said, gave him a thumbs-up sign, and left the room.

      Ben pulled out his phone, opened the contacts, and took a long look at Anna’s picture. He hadn’t been this nervous about calling a girl since high school. “No time like the present,” he murmured, then took a deep breath and pressed the call button.

      She answered before the third ring. She never answered quickly, always had to find her phone from wherever she’d last left it. He took that as a good sign.

      “Hi,” she said.

      “Hi.”

      After an awkward silence, she said “I got the flowers. They were lovely. And the other gifts…thank you.”

      “I’m glad you liked them,” Ben said. Where was his brain? Why couldn’t he think of anything to say? He should have written out a script. “I wanted you to know I was thinking about you…miss you…”

      “I miss you, too.” Anna’s voice was soft.

      “Is this a good time?” he asked. “Are you busy?”

      “I just got the kids to bed. This is a perfect time—but you knew that, didn’t you,” she said, and this time he thought he heard a smile in her voice.

      “Well, yeah, I wanted us to be able to talk.”

      “Look,” she said, “I was wrong…I blew the whole ‘flyboy’ thing out of proportion⁠—”

      “You’ve been hurt before,” Ben said, “I get it. And I don’t want to hurt you. Ever.” And then he knew what he had to say—what he’d wanted to say to her all along. He plowed ahead, before she had a chance to interrupt him.

      “I couldn’t be there for Valentine’s Day—and I can’t promise my job won’t ever take me away for other holidays. But I want you to know that no matter where I am, you’re in my heart, Anna, and always will be. And I hope you’ll trust me enough to give us a chance.”

      After a pause that Ben thought felt like years, even though it was no more than a second or two, Anna replied. “I’d like that,” she said softly, her voice warm. “I’ve spent so long telling myself that ‘flyboys always fly away,’ I forgot that it goes both ways and that they can also fly back at the end of the mission. I think it would be nice to spend more holidays with you.”

      And then she laughed. “But no more packages, please. You’re spoiling us.”

      Ben was grinning from the bottom of his toes. “I like spoiling you,” he said. “And…well…there might be one or two more gifts already on the way…”
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        * * *

      

      Anna stirred the red beans and rice simmering on the stove, then replaced the lid and turned to check out the rest of the party preparations.

      Ben and Kevin had not been able to go down to New Orleans before they left Louisiana that morning, so she and Gayle had turned the house into a miniature Mardi Gras festival to welcome their flyboys home. They’d hung gold, purple, and green streamers and paper lanterns in the courtyard, and put on a playlist of Dixieland jazz. Cassie and Tommy had scattered plastic Mardi Gras bead necklaces everywhere—and more than a few had broken in the effort, which was going to be fun to clean up.

      Anna had even taken the afternoon off, gone online to dig up some recipes, and had cooked up a full menu of shrimp Po’ Boy sandwiches, red beans and rice, and a more-or-less authentic King Cake. The Susan B. Anthony dollar coins Ben had sent to celebrate the activist’s birthday were lined up in neat rows on the bookshelf, guarded over by the watchful bobblehead dolls of the four Mount Rushmore presidents which had arrived on President’s Day.

      Now they were just waiting for the men to arrive.

      “Do I look okay?” Gayle asked. She’d found a Caribbean-style yellow dress with rows of flouncy ruffles on the sleeves and at the bottom in the green, gold, and purple festival colors, and tied her hair up with a matching scarf.

      “Ready to party,” Anna said. “How about me?” Her own sundress was somewhat less flamboyant than Gayle’s—as usual—but the full skirt sported alternating wedges in the festival colors. She’d tied her hair up while she was cooking, but now she loosened the ribbon and let her long, nearly black hair fall to her waist.

      “You’re gorgeous,” Gayle said. “The boys don’t stand a chance!”

      They laughed, but the sound of Ben’s car arriving outside sent them both running toward the window.

      “I think he might be The One,” Anna said as Ben got out of the car.

      “That’s my line,” Gayle said, her gaze firmly fixed on Kevin.

      Anna squeezed her cousin’s hand, and the two of them followed the children out the door to greet their returning flyboys home with open arms.
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