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      The scream Tyler heard on the other side of that door could have shattered glass.

      This wasn’t the way he had planned on spending his Spring Break, holed up on the Labor and Delivery floor of the hospital listening to sounds no single guy like himself was ready to hear. But the girl he’d seen in the coffee shop sure didn’t look any more ready to face the realities of childbirth than he was.

      She was too young. Too alone.

      Too much like he remembered his sister being, way back when.

      Last autumn, he had been selected to be one of West Point’s exchange students to the U.S. Naval Academy, spending the semester in Annapolis rather than up north. The place had grown on him, with its sail boating, pub crawls, and mild winter. When he headed back up to West Point in January, just in time for what cadets referred to as The Gloom Period—the most brutal, tedious part of winter there on the banks of the Hudson River—it seemed a pretty damn good idea to return to Annapolis for a week in the spring.

      Till he had seen Bess, a friend of one of his Naval Academy instructors, sitting in the coffee shop, looking like she was just about to pop. Literally.

      Before he knew it, she had gone into labor and he was driving her to the hospital.

      What else could he have done? She had no husband at her side. No boyfriend within sight. It was natural he’d feel a sense of obligation to hang out with her until her friends arrived. But if he’d been smart, if he’d been like any other cadet he knew, he would have bolted the minute her friends showed up.

      He could walk right now. He barely knew Bess. No one would judge him poorly for it. Bess had her two best friends in that room with her.

      But for some damn reason or another, he wanted to make sure she was okay. He was never one to bail on a mission. Even in the two years he had been enlisted in the Army before getting accepted to West Point, he had gotten a reputation for tenacity in the field.

      “Aaaaaaaaaaaaa-ohhh-it-hurts!”

      The hairs on his arms stood on end at her cry, and his stomach roiled.

      Never. Never would he put a woman through this. Didn’t matter how much he liked kids, he was ready to make an appointment to get snipped first thing tomorrow.

      Vasectomy, here I come.

      “Push!” someone shouted on the other side of the door, followed by another blood curdling scream from Bess.

      Tyler crossed his legs.

      Hell with that. I think my balls just snipped themselves.

      A nurse stepped out of Bess’s room.

      “Excuse me, Ma’am,” Tyler asked. “Can’t they give her something for the pain?”

      The nurse shrugged. “She didn’t want an epidural. And it’s too late for her to change her mind now. Are you the father?”

      Tyler eyed her, dumbfounded. If he were the father, wouldn’t he be in there holding her hand right now as she tried to squeeze a watermelon through a keyhole? “No, Ma’am. I’m just a friend.”

      “Oh. Well, it shouldn’t be much longer now.” She gave a curt nod and stalked down the hall.

      Another order to push followed by a splintering scream poured out of the room and down the hallway. And another. And another. Tyler’s insides were screwing up like he had just eaten an MRE for breakfast. Normally, he had been trained to charge in when someone was suffering. Not cower in the hall helpless. This was totally out of his comfort zone.

      Then he heard it—a baby’s cry. Not nearly as loud as Bess’s, but still, definitely a healthy set of lungs on the kid.

      Heaving a sigh of relief, Tyler leaned back on his hard chair, letting his shoulders sag. It was over. Thank God. He hadn’t felt this stressed jumping from a C130 in Airborne School.

      Only a few minutes passed before Maeve, one of Bess’s friends, stepped out of the room. Her cheeks were streaked with tears. The happy kind, Tyler guessed.

      “Do you want to see the baby, Tyler?”

      He hesitated. “I’m good out here.”

      “Come on,” she urged. “She’s beautiful. Bess wants to show her off.”

      Curiosity overtook him and he rose from his chair. Why not? He had come this far. He should at least take a peek at the little kid.

      Stepping into the room, his eyes fell immediately to the tiny baby, almost looking surreal to him. She was so small. Too small. “Is she all right?” Tyler asked, even knowing it was a stupid question as it passed from his lips. But she looked so fragile, swaddled in a yellow blanket, eyes pressed shut and skin moist and ruddy.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      “She’s fine. She’s perfect.” It wasn’t even until she spoke to him that he noticed Bess, brow drenched with sweat, and arms holding her baby protectively.

      Wow. Start off the day as a party of one, and end the day as a mom. Crazy world.

      “Congratulations, Bess.” Tyler tried to look at her directly as he spoke, but his eyes were still drawn to the vulnerable little girl she held. “She’s beautiful. So tiny.”

      “Do you want to hold her?”

      Hell, no.

      Hell, yeah.

      He could handle an M240 like it was an extension of his own arm. But could he dare to hold something so fragile, even for a moment?

      At Bess’s nod, Maeve took the baby from her and gently handed her to Tyler.

      “Just be sure to support the head.”

      Tyler nodded. He knew that, remembering it from when his teenage sister had given birth. Tyler had only been five at the time. He could almost hear his mother’s patient voice instructing him, an echo from years past. “Support the baby’s head, Tyler.”

      Okay, Mom.

      The baby’s eyes were shut, and her face was puffy like a rosy, pink marshmallow. Lips forming a tiny o, garbled sounds came from her mouth. Not quite cries. Not quite coos. Just strange, unintelligible sounds that made Tyler crack a smile.

      A little hand poked out from beneath the blanket and grasped Tyler’s finger. His breath caught from the contact, and a lump lodged firmly in his throat.

      “What’s her name?” he asked, his eyes never leaving the baby.

      “Abigail,” Bess answered.

      “Abigail,” he repeated, his voice barely a whisper, and his eyes transfixed by the sight of her tiny fist coiled around his index finger. That’s right, little girl. You hold on to me. I’ve got your six.

      Her eyes opened slightly, like little windows to her soul, and locked on his gaze.

      And he was lost to her.
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      It’s not him. It’s not him.

      Bess glanced again into her rear view mirror at the red Lotus Elise sports car they had passed at the intersection. In her mind, she could still see every contour of the face through the windshield as though his outline were etched into her brain. He was wearing dark sunglasses, but Bess could feel his eyes burrowing into her as her car passed.

      The hair looked like Dan’s—short and sandy blonde. A little spiky on the top. The lips were a straight, thin line, hinting of displeasure.

      She had seen that look on his face often enough in the months they had been together during college, the same expression that was often followed by a strike to her face.

      But the car behind her was a Lotus. It had been nearly four years since she had seen Dan, and it was possible he replaced the Ford pickup he had gotten from his dad. But a flashy sports car just wasn’t his style.

      Of course, styles can change over four years.

      No, she thought, giving her head a slight shake. It had to be her imagination again. That was it. Her lack of sleep was causing her mind to play tricks on her.

      In her rear-view mirror, she saw the car turn and head in the opposite direction. “Good,” she said under her breath. It was much more palatable to think she was just losing her mind than to think that Dan had found her here in Annapolis.

      “What’s good, Mama?” Abigail asked from the back seat.

      Bess bit her lip, unaware that she had spoken so loudly. She’d have to watch that. “It’s good we missed that red light. We’re going to be late enough as it is.”

      She glanced at the clock on her dashboard. Just once, she’d love to arrive somewhere with Abigail on time. But there was always some kind of drama attached to loading her three-year-old into the car.

      Picturing poor Tyler, she laughed a little, imagining the tough Army Ranger waiting for them alone, surrounded by screaming children and a throng of drooling moms wondering why a guy so hot was sitting by himself at Pirate Pop’s Pizza Palace.

      Tyler, she reminded herself. Think about Tyler. If he wasn’t enough to get her mind off the imaginary image of her abusive ex-boyfriend following her around, then there was something seriously wrong with her.

      The last time she had seen Tyler was a little over a year ago, when he stopped by for a quick visit on his way driving from Fort Drum to his next Army post, a coveted assignment to the 1st Ranger Battalion in Savannah. They traded a couple emails since then, and he had called on Abby’s third birthday, stunned to discover that Bess’s little girl was talking so much now.

      Gazing in the rear view mirror, Bess smiled at the reflection of her daughter, watching the trees as they zipped along Route 2 heading north of Annapolis. Pirate Pop’s was just outside of town, where the historic structures of Maryland’s state capital gave way to more industrial buildings and strip malls. This was where moms like Bess spent their time—frequenting the bounce houses, little kid gyms with foam pits, and restaurants that boasted talking mechanical animals.

      There was no plausible reason for a guy like Tyler to be spending a nice summer day in this part of town with her and her daughter. He should be downtown, hanging out in one of Annapolis’s pubs or watching a boat race off Horn Point. Bess imagined Tyler kept in touch all these years because two of her best friends, Mick Riley and Jack Falcone, outranked him.

      But whatever the reason, she was grateful that Abby had another man to add to her roster of honorary uncles.

      Bess reached for the soda that was in her cup holder, desperately needing the caffeine. She hadn’t yet gotten used to sleeping in the house with only the company of her little girl. Every innocuous sound—the creak of Abby’s bed as she rolled over, the scratch of a bush against the siding, the clunk of the refrigerator icemaker as it kicked on—sent her heart into palpitations.

      She had been spoiled all these years, living in a little Cape Cod style house with a view of the Chesapeake Bay that was owned by her friend, Maeve. When Maeve moved out to live with her new husband Jack down in Little Creek, Virginia, Bess’s friend Lacey had moved in so that she could be close to her husband, Mick, who had been going through treatment for Traumatic Brain Injury at Walter Reed in Bethesda.

      Now that Mick had recovered enough to go back to active duty, he and Lacey had bought a condo in DC, leaving Bess and Abby in the house alone.

      Even with the security system turned on, Bess still felt like she was a target, so alone in that house with her daughter. Alone and vulnerable.

      Paranoid. That’s what she was. But with her history, how could she not be?

      “Can I play skeeball?” Abby called out from the back seat.

      “Of course. And you can ride the horse, too.”

      “That’s for babies. It’s not a real horse.”

      Bess laughed, remembering how much the mechanical horse had amused her daughter last time. “You used to like it.”

      “I’m grown up now.”

      “You’re three, honey. Don’t grow up on me too fast, okay?”

      “Okay, Mama.”

      The conversation bolstered Bess. Until just recently, Abby barely had spoken a word, causing Bess to worry endlessly. Now, it was hard to get her daughter to keep quiet.

      She glanced in her rear view mirror again, half expecting the red car to reappear with Dan’s face staring at her from behind the wheel. But it was a Jeep. A Jeep never looked so good to her.

      Twice now, she had seen someone who could pass as Dan’s twin. The first time, she spotted him jogging down her street. He even slowed to glance at her house—she’d swear on her life that he did—then disappeared around the corner.

      It was absurd, of course. In the months they had been together, Dan hadn’t once gone jogging. It had to be someone who just looked like him.

      But now… she thought she’d seen him again.

      Shaking her head, she slowed to a stop as the light in front of her turned red. She just needed some sleep.

      And a housemate. What she wouldn’t give to have another responsible adult in that house, preferably one with a black belt in karate.

      She flicked on her turn signal and pulled into the parking lot.

      “Is Tyler giving me presents?”

      Bess sighed. It was a natural question, she imagined, since most of the times Tyler’s name came up it usually had a gift or two attached to it.

      “Honey, it’s not your birthday,” Bess answered.

      “I know. But he always gets me presents.”

      “Well, he sends those on holidays and birthdays, honey. Today is just an ordinary day.” Bess half smiled. Ordinary? Not by a long shot. There was nothing ordinary about a day when she got to have lunch with a deliciously hot Army Ranger. Actually, going out with any man would be classified as something of a miracle. Being a single mom, it was a little hard to date a man, especially when her last relationship had caused her so much pain.

      Her phone buzzed in her purse just as she was pulling into a parking space. A message from Tyler popped up on the screen. “Where are you?” he wrote. “Everything okay?”

      “Just pulled into the lot. Sorry,” she quickly wrote back, adding a frowning emoticon.

      As she undid Abby’s car seat buckle, a man emerged through the door of Pirate Pop’s, his shoulders filling up the doorframe and his smile making the high noon sun seem dull in comparison.

      Tyler.

      Her heart did a backflip, and she reminded herself for the twentieth time today that he was really here to see Abby, not her. Not her, in her stretchy tank dress that hid the twenty extra pounds of pregnancy weight that had never disappeared. Or her cheap drug store makeup that was always put on in a rush, or her sensible flip-flops that she actually considered a step up from the grubby sneakers she usually wore. Even if Bess owned a pair of sexy stilettos, she would have left them at home. Who can chase after a three-year-old in stilettos?

      Abby broke into a full gallop toward Tyler as he approached. To her, Tyler was a gift-bearing superman.

      Setting down a shopping bag on the pavement, he lifted Abby and swung her around.

      “You’re getting big, Abby,” he said, the mere sound of his voice making Bess’s backbone tingle, like it always did. She loved his voice.

      “I’m free now,” Abby responded, her “th” still sounding like “f.”

      “I know. Don’t grow up on me too fast, okay?” he replied.

      Abby laughed gleefully. “That’s what Mama said in the car.”

      His eyes were drawn to Bess now, and his gaze on her made her blood sizzle like frying bacon on Sunday morning.

      “Hey, Bess,” he said, putting Abby down. “You look great.”

      Bess suppressed a snort of disbelief as he stole her into a hug. She nearly passed out from the sensation. The body behind his innocuous polo shirt and cargo shorts was rock hard. “You do, too.”

      He took Abby’s hand. “Glad you got here. All the moms in there are giving me some strange looks. I think half of them think I’m some kind of freak sitting by myself. It’s not exactly a place for a lone guy to hang, you know?”

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s why they’re staring,” Bess enlightened him. “They may all be haggard moms like me, but they’re not too tired to check out a guy with biceps like yours, Tyler.”

      He laughed. “Is that it?”

      “I guarantee it.” She smiled. “Being in the Rangers has certainly agreed with you.”

      “Well, glad to hear it. I was afraid it just made me a bitter, scarred up Soldier from it.”

      Concern creased Bess’s brow. “Scars? Did something happen on one of your missions?”

      Tyler shrugged. “Nothing I can’t handle,” he said carelessly as he herded Abby through the door. “Come on in, sweetness,” he said… to Abby, Bess reminded herself. Not to her. “I got a present for you.”

      The air conditioning in Pirate Pop’s slapped Bess as Tyler opened the door for her. The chill would help her stay awake, and maybe suppress the rising temperature underneath her skin that always seemed to accompany being near Tyler, her unattainable crush for nearly four years now.

      They ordered a pizza at the counter and Tyler pulled a new stuffed toy from a shopping bag for Abby. “It’s a bulldog, Abby. They’re really into bulldogs down in Savannah.”

      Holding the dog in her grasp, Abby wrapped her arms around Tyler’s leg. “Thank you,” she said.

      Bess’s heart cracked a little at the sight of her little girl, so enraptured by the burly, adorable saint she hugged ferociously. What Bess wouldn’t give for her little girl to have a father like Tyler.

      “Here.” Tyler handed Abby a fist full of tokens. “Go try some skeeball while your mom and I wait for the pizza.” He patted her on the head before she darted away.

      “So how long are you in town for?” Bess asked as she planted herself in a booth near the skeeball.

      “A year, actually.”

      Bess’s eyes opened wide. “What?”

      “I’m up as an augmentee to Fort Meade.”

      Bess gave her head a quick shake. “But I thought you said you were going to stay in the Rangers for a while.”

      “I’m still part of the Battalion. They need a Ranger in a Military Intelligence position for a year. Then I’m headed back to Savannah.”

      “That’s great.” She was just happy to have another friend in Annapolis, she tried to convince herself. It had nothing to do with the way his smile made her melt like a snow cone in August heat. It might be nice to see him more than once a year just to remind herself that she still had some estrogen pumping in her blood.

      “Yeah. But I’ve got just two days to find an apartment or I’ll be stuck living on base.”

      Bess bit her lip, her mind wandering to the two empty rooms in her house. No way he’d want to live with a single mom and a three-year-old. But it was nice to imagine. She might actually get over the fear of Dan showing up at her door with a guy like Tyler sleeping in the same house.

      With those pecs, he’d be better protection than a set of Dobermans, and a lot less risky to Abby than a couple of angry dogs.

      The thud of a skeeball smacking against Plexiglas drew her eyes to Abigail. “Roll the ball, honey. Don’t throw it.”

      Shoulders slumped, Abby frowned as she came back to the table. “I never get better,” she moped.

      “You just need some practice. Let me help,” he offered. Without another word he got up from his seat and took Abby back to the skeeball. He bent over to slide a token into the machine, showing off the remarkable ass showcased in his cargo shorts. Good Lord. Bess swallowed a sigh. Yeah, definitely wouldn’t be a good idea to be living with that. She’d die from unrequited lust within six weeks, tops.

      She watched him take the skeeball and lift it backwards very slowly so that Abby could see the arching line of his arm as he rolled the ball onto the machine. What he didn’t realize was that the slow motion movement accentuated the rigid lines of his triceps, drawing the attention of at least three nearby moms.

      Bess cracked a smile. Yep, ladies, he’s with me, she wanted to boast. Even though he wasn’t really “with her,” she could at least enjoy the moment.

      Seemed his time with the Rangers had definitely added more bulk to his frame. The muscular bulk, not the soft and squishy kind that Bess had reluctantly gained since becoming a mom, putting guys like Tyler even further out of her reach.

      As the server brought out the pizza, Bess frowned at the fat calories staring at her.

      “Pizza’s here,” she called out just as Abby rolled the ball smack into a 5000 point hole.

      Jumping, the little girl’s ponytails bounced as she let out a squeal. “I did it! Mama, did you see?”

      “Awesome, honey!”

      Grabbing Tyler’s hand, Abby dragged him back to the hard seats of the booth, and curled up her lip at the sight of pepperoni and sausage on one side of the pizza. “This side is mine,” she said possessively, pointing to the cheese-only side. Abby had recently declared she was a vegetarian when Bess had offered her sausage one morning and she responded, “I like pigs, Mama. I don’t eat them.”

      Bess reached into her purse. “Hands,” she ordered, as Abby automatically extended her hands so that she could squirt some hand sanitizer on them. “Want some?” she asked Tyler.

      “I embrace germs,” he said playfully.

      Bess narrowed her eyes. “Not around my kid, you won’t. Hands,” she repeated firmly.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” he said with a dramatic sigh and turned to Abby. “You’ve got a good mama, Abby.”

      That was probably the best compliment a man could have possibly given Bess. “I don’t know how good I am, but I do know that I’m always armed with hand sanitizer.” She glanced at the sticky jar of parmesan cheese, victim to a hundred grubby kid hands, as Tyler reached for it and resisted the urge to wipe it down first. She had to draw the line somewhere.

      “So where are you looking to live, anyway?” Bess asked casually.

      “Are you moving here?” Abby asked, wide-eyed.

      Mouth full of pizza, Tyler nodded his reply.

      “You should live with us, Tyler!” Abigail burst out.

      Bess felt the heat rush to her cheeks. “I don’t think Tyler would like living with a mom and a three-year-old, honey.”

      “Why not?”

      Tyler shot Bess a deliberate grin. “Yeah, why not, Bess?”

      She narrowed her eyes on him. “Well, honey,” she began, turning to Abby, “men like Tyler like to have some privacy.”

      “Why?”

      Tyler saved her. “We’re always hogging the bathrooms and the TV.”

      “Oh.” The little girl nodded sagely.

      “Besides, isn’t Lacey still staying with you?” he asked.

      Bess shook her head. “She and Mick just bought a condo in DC. He got stationed at the Pentagon after his treatment at Walter Reed was over.”

      “That’s good.” He angled his head. “How’s he doing now, anyway?”

      Bess felt awkward, not knowing how much to share. She was protective of her friends, and it had been a hard recovery for Mick. Even though he was now able to take a SEAL job at the Pentagon in Special Ops planning, he still wasn’t quite back to his old self. “He’s doing much better,” she responded vaguely.

      “TBI’s serious. Glad they got him into the program at Walter Reed. There’s actually a long wait list for it.” He reached for a piece of pepperoni. “Bet Lacey’s glad to be back home on the East coast for a while.”

      Bess grinned at the thought of her friend. “She’s madly in love. Her home’s wherever he is.”

      Tyler’s smile seemed to fade slightly, though Bess wasn’t sure.

      “Good for them,” he said.

      “They sold their house in San Diego and made a great profit. So Lacey’s hoping to do the same thing with the place in DC. It’s got a nice view of the zoo, but it’s kind of a mess inside. Nothing Lacey can’t fix though. All cosmetic.”

      “Aunt Lacey has lions in her backyard now. I saw them,” Abby chimed in.

      “Not really in her backyard, honey. In the zoo across the street, remember?”

      Abby ignored her. “They were sleeping. They didn’t roar.”

      “So do you like having the house all to yourself, Abby?” Tyler asked.

      Abby frowned. “I miss Aunt Lacey and Aunt Maeve. Aunt Vi, too. She promised she’d do a lemonade stand with me this summer.”

      “Aunt Vi?” Tyler looked at Bess.

      “Lacey’s sister. She lived with us for a few months. Didn’t you meet her at Maeve and Jack’s party last year?”

      “Can’t recall. There had to be a hundred people there.”

      “More like two hundred, but they filtered in and out through the night, so it didn’t seem that bad.”

      “Someone new is coming to live with us,” Abby volunteered.

      Tyler raised his eyebrows. “Who?”

      Bess shrugged. “We’re not sure yet. But we’ve had a couple people in to see the place. I’ve got to get a housemate. Maeve said she’s not worried about it, but I know she is. And besides, I need to split the electric bill with someone.”

      “She hates kids.”

      Tyler looked to Bess for clarification.

      “The last woman who came to look at the house,” Bess explained.

      “She hates kids,” Abby repeated. “She said so.”

      “Well, I hope you showed her what the door is for,” Tyler commented before turning to Abby. “She wasn’t nice, Abby. Who couldn’t love a kid like you?”

      Abby beamed.

      “How much are you asking for the room?” he asked Bess.

      Bess told him the amount and bit her lip, seeing his eyes widen in response. Were they asking too much? “But it’s really two rooms that would come with it. The master bedroom upstairs and the little office on the main floor.”

      Tyler shook his head. “You’re asking way too little.”

      Relieved, Bess sighed. “Oh, I thought you were going to say it was too much.”

      “No way. For waterfront? Are you kidding me? That’s dirt cheap.”

      “Yeah, but it comes with a catch, you know?” Bess glanced at Abby who was pulling the cheese off a slice and putting it in her mouth. “I run a pretty clean house. No overnight guests. No music with foul lyrics blasting through the place. That sort of thing.”

      “You need a nice Amish woman.”

      Bess laughed. “Exactly. Know any Amish who are looking to make their way in the big, bad world of Annapolis?”

      “No. But I will keep my ears open. Fort Meade is a huge base. I might hear of someone who needs a place.”

      “Thanks.” Bess smiled. “And let me know where you end up, okay? I might be looking for an apartment soon.”

      “Why? What do you mean?”

      “Well, think about it. If Maeve didn’t have Abby and me at that house, she could be renting the place for so much more money. Every month, I’m costing her.” Frowning, she nabbed another slice of pizza from the tray. “If this keeps up, I feel like it’s time for me to do the right thing and… you know.” She glanced at her daughter, who was looking blissfully unaware of the conversation around her as she examined something on her pizza, no doubt ensuring it wasn’t a stray piece of pepperoni.

      Bess couldn’t imagine leaving that house, which had been her home for nearly four years now, the only home that Abby had ever known. But if she couldn’t find a housemate, she really didn’t have a choice.
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      Tyler stood on the balcony, blankly staring at the parking lot of the cookie cutter apartment complex just west of Fort Meade. It looked exactly like the other two he had seen this afternoon.

      “Can you keep a grill out here? Throw on some steaks?” he asked.

      The leggy blonde who worked in the rental office grinned at him from the frame of the sliding glass door. “You’re not supposed to. But I doubt anyone would report you,” she said, glancing him up and down. “Especially if you were willing to share your meat.”

      Tyler laughed at the innuendo. She was a bold one, that’s for sure. Funny and definitely interested. At another time he might be interested, too. Right now, though, he’d rather focus on finding an apartment or he’d be stuck living on base for the next year. Base living wasn’t for him—always feeling there was some commander looking over his shoulder.

      “The view’s not very promising,” he said skeptically.

      “We don’t have any two-bedrooms available that have a different view. If you could manage a one bedroom—”

      “No, I definitely need two bedrooms.”

      “You have a roommate?” She looked curiously hopeful, and Tyler briefly wondered if an image of a threesome was floating into her mind.

      He grinned. “No, just a lot of crap.”

      It was almost embarrassing that he had accumulated so much in his 27 years, and every year he swore he’d whittle down his haul to a more manageable size. But there was always something pulling him away from the task. Deployments, usually. With his last two jobs, he had spent more time OCONUS—outside the Continental U.S.—than CONUS.

      Now with a year in a stateside military intelligence job in his immediate future, he might actually have some time to make a run to Goodwill and unload some stuff.

      Glancing again at the view, a sea of economical cars with a couple BMWs thrown into the mix, he couldn’t help imagining Bess’s little Cape Cod overlooking the Chesapeake Bay. He had been there once last year when he was passing through town. He had called Bess to see if she and Abby wanted to meet up for lunch, but he had ended up getting an invitation to her friend Maeve’s party that day instead.

      The house was a little slice of heaven with a shoreline where he could launch his paddleboard easily for a quick tour of the coastline. A good dock for crabbing. He could picture popping open a Sam Adams and watching sunsets on that screened-in back porch any night when he managed to come home from work at a halfway decent hour.

      Compared to this generic apartment with its cream-colored wall-to-wall carpet and the sound of someone’s bass speakers pulsating through the walls, the house suddenly seemed like a pretty damn nice option.

      He wondered if Bess would consider having a male housemate for a change. He’d had lots of friends who had female housemates, and only heard that they were generally clean and quiet compared to men. The only problems that ever seemed to arise were when some kind of attraction built up in the close quarters.

      That wouldn’t be the case with Bess, Tyler was certain. They’d known each other almost four years, and there wasn’t the slightest spark between them. She was more like a sister, he thought, which made sense since her situation with Abigail had always reminded him of his own sister, so many years ago.

      But living with a three-year-old as his other housemate? Was he ready for that?

      Tyler stepped back into the bedroom of the apartment, with the rental associate in tow.

      “There are two bathrooms,” she pointed out. “And they’ll paint the place before you move in.” She traced her long, French-manicured hand along one of the scuffs on the wall. “Looks like it got a little messed up when the last people moved out. And then in here,” she pointed out, placing her hand on his arm as though to guide him across the room, “you have a linen closet.” Her eyes fell to where her hand met his arm. “You have some pretty powerful arms,” she said, perking up a smile. “Do you box or something?”

      “Mixed martial arts, actually,” he stated, trying not to sound like he wasn’t completely uninterested in her. Once he found a place, he’d have the time to focus on his social life again, and her inviting eyes might be more intriguing to him. “And PT every morning.”

      She bit her glossed lip. “That’s right. I remember reading on your form that you’re military. You’re at Fort Meade?”

      “Yeah. Ranger Battalion sent me up here to work in an intelligence support role.”

      “A Ranger…” she said, voice trailing.

      And there it was. The Look. That look that he saw in women’s eyes just about any time he said he was a Ranger. Something about Special Ops always made women melt.

      He wandered into the second bedroom. It was a good size, and certainly big enough to hold his workout equipment. Holding his breath in anticipation, he moved to the window and frowned. More cars. Certainly not the best view for a workout, but it was pretty much par for the course for apartments around here.

      Yet somehow, after hearing about a dirt cheap vacancy with a waterfront view, the sight of endless cars from his window made his stomach tie up.

      At Bess’s, he could roll out of bed and paddleboard every Saturday morning. Put out a hammock and wile away his Sunday. And when he had a date…well, he’d just have to head to her place if things heated up rather than to his place. He doubted that would turn a woman off, he figured, glancing at the lust-struck eyes of the rental associate leaning seductively against the wall. Women were pretty easy to come by when a guy wore a Ranger scroll on his right shoulder.

      “So, are you interested?” she asked, clearly implying something other than his interest in the apartment.

      “I’ll keep it in mind,” he said, looking back at the window with a frown.

      She handed him her business card before he slipped out the door, inviting him to a party on Saturday night. Why did he bet the party was a party of two?

      She wasn’t what he was looking for. At least not at the moment. He’d keep the card handy in case he changed his mind.

      Picking up his cell, he texted Bess. “How do you feel about a male roommate?” he wrote.

      And he hit send.

      He paused a moment and picked his phone up again, typing, “And I should add, I mow the grass and am good with plumbing.”

      Better to increase his chances. After all, it was one hell of a view.
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