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      “Here’s what’s going to happen, Ensign.”

      At the senator’s tone, a fine sheen of sweat formed behind the collar of Aidan’s service dress uniform. His fingers itched to tug at the stiff polyester, but instead clasped themselves around the thin wedding band he’d started wearing yesterday, reassuring himself that Leia Bellamy was his now. His forever. And nothing the powerful chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee could do would change that.

      “Sir?”

      “I’m owed a significant number of favors at the State House in Annapolis,” Senator Bellamy continued, his voice slick and unwavering as he casually toyed with a stack of papers on his desk. “I’ll put in a few phone calls, and by the end of the hour, your marriage to my daughter will cease to exist.”

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      Lifting his eyes to Aidan’s, the senator’s nostrils flared. “For what? For marrying my twenty-year-old daughter in some shotgun wedding at the Justice of the Peace? No, Ensign, I don’t think I can excuse that at all.”

      Behind his ribcage, Aidan’s heartrate accelerated. Leia had warned him that her father wouldn’t like what they’d done after Commissioning Week at the United States Naval Academy. But like Aidan, she hadn’t cared what anyone would think at the time, until this morning when the senator had demanded a meeting with Aidan in private. “Sir, with all due respect, our marriage did take place. I have the certificate. She is my wife.”

      “She is my daughter. You are nothing more than a randy ensign who took advantage of a young girl.”

      “Leia’s twenty years old, Sir. She knew what she was doing. We’ve dated for more than a year.”

      “A year out of my daughter’s life is nothing compared to what I’ve invested in her. Do you know the kind of education and upbringing she’s had, Ensign? Private schools, colleges, an MBA in her future. She’ll be a CEO before you even manage to pin a gold oak leaf on your uniform.”

      “Sir, I know how smart she is. I know how ambitious and focused she is. It’s part of the reason I love her.”

      Reaching into his desk, Senator Bellamy sighed with annoyance. “I can see where this is headed, Aidan, so let’s just cut to the chase.” He pulled out a leather-bound checkbook. “How much will it take to sweeten the deal for you? Ten thousand to walk away and pretend this marriage never happened? Twenty?”

      Aidan tucked his chin toward his chest. “I don’t want your money.” His tone was clipped as he left off the customary “sir” that had been ingrained in him during his years at the Naval Academy. The senator’s offer didn’t deserve the respect of it.

      The senator slapped his hand down on the desk. “God damn you, boy. I will not be seen as the senator whose daughter is barefoot-and-pregnant before she can take a legal drink. Before she has her degree. Before she’s made a name for herself. She’s a Bellamy. That counts for something in this town. In this country. You think you’re the only one with a duty to our nation because you wear that uniform? You’re not. It’s families like ours that run this nation. That build companies and create jobs. I’d bought and sold major corporations before I ever turned to public service. And I raised my two daughters to serve as paradigms of what can be attained through a good education and hard work—not so that the press can depict them as college dropouts who couldn’t keep their hormones in check until they’d made a name for themselves. I won’t stand for it, do you understand me?”

      Aidan bristled. “First off, she’s not pregnant, sir. Secondly, we have no plans to start a family until she’s well on her way toward the goals she wants for herself. I plan to back up every one of her dreams. They’re as important to me as they are to her.”

      “And how do you plan to do that with you as an ensign in the Navy?”

      “We’ve decided that she’ll stay at Georgetown for the next two years until she finishes college. She’s too close to her degree to give it up now, and I’ll be away at sea much of the time, anyway. When I’m stateside, I’ll visit whenever I can. After she gets her degree, I’m hoping I’ll get stationed near a school where she can get her MBA like she’d planned. There are plenty of Navy bases along the East coast.”

      His eyes peered out through narrow slits. “Oh, I see. And I’m sure you plan on asking me to pull a few strings to ensure you get such a post.”

      “Absolutely not, sir. I plan on doing it on my own.”

      Leaning back in his chair, he folded his arms across his chest. “And you’ll support her on your own, I suppose?”

      “I—of course.”

      “Do you have any idea how much her tuition is at Georgetown?”

      His heart hammered, having not actually considered it before. “I—imagine it’s plenty.”

      “And I’m sure you weren’t expecting for me to subsidize a marriage that I don’t believe in.”

      “Sir?”

      “Well, if Leia’s adult enough to get married without my blessing, she’s certainly adult enough to pay her own way in life. And I have better places to put my money than into her education or car payments or that nice apartment she rents in Annapolis.”

      Suddenly, Aidan found his shoulders slumping, with his and Leia’s last-minute plans not seeming as well thought out as they had in the post-commissioning rush. “If that’s the way you feel, Sir, then I understand.”

      “Good. Because I won’t be paying money so that you can play house with my daughter when you feel like it.”

      Aidan straightened. “I didn’t marry your daughter so that I could play house with her. I married her because I love her and I’m going on a warship in a matter of days and I want to make sure she has all the rights that are afforded her.” It had really been that simple, Aidan reminded himself. If something happened to him while he was away, he’d wanted Leia to have the support and services that were granted a wife, not a girlfriend.

      “We can adjust our plans,” Aidan continued, trying to sound confident, even though he knew the idea of dropping out of Georgetown might shatter Leia. “And she can live with me on base housing. She might not finish her degree at Georgetown, but with her business sense, I have no doubt she’ll still excel,” he finished weakly, not because he didn’t believe in his wife’s capabilities, but because he was sickened by the idea that he was standing in her way. He’d married her to make her life better—easier somehow—not more difficult.

      “Excellent,” the senator remarked, sarcasm hanging in the air like a thick fog between them. “And while she’s racking up tuition debt at some online university or state college, you can also find her a nice beater car to get her around town while you’re off playing Popeye.”

      Trying desperately to lighten the mood, Aidan forced a laugh. “I think I can do better than a beater.”

      “And she’ll need credit cards to fix its transmission and for all those things she likes to buy, and eating out like she enjoys. After all, you’ll be away for much of the time and you can’t expect her to sit around bored in your one-bedroom apartment on base.”

      Aidan pictured it then, Leia alone, far from friends and family, living in one of the small apartments supplied to childless O-1s at the start of their careers. How would she spend her time while he was at sea? On his pay, how would she possibly budget for the things that always brought her pleasure—the nice clothes she wore, the purses and shoes that she seemed to collect in her current walk-in closet?

      But she loved him more than any of those things. He knew that. He reminded himself it, even as the senator stood, walked to the front of his desk, and leaned against it.

      At 6’2”, Aidan towered over the senator by five inches when standing. But right then, sitting in a chair with the well-connected politician staring down at him, Aidan felt small and powerless.

      “You know the life that’s ahead of her as your wife, Aidan. I had your past investigated when you started dating my daughter.” The senator almost looked sympathetic just then. Yet it was only on the surface, as though part of the façade that got him re-elected every six years. “I know how your parents struggled. You know what it’s like to live paycheck to paycheck, finding yourself further in debt each month for no other reason except that you want to feed your kids and make sure they’ve got the basics. Do you really think that’s the kind of life Leia wants to live?”

      Aidan could picture it then, so clearly that it shook him to his core—the small apartment where he and his family lived before they’d managed to get a house. He remembered the noisy neighbors with the incessant thump-thump-thumping of their music while he tried to nap as a little boy. He remembered the overcrowded day care facility where he was dropped off while his mom worked, and how his father was home barely enough hours from his two jobs for Aidan to even remember what he’d looked like in those early years.

      His gut churned, ready to admit he hadn’t thought this through until the good memories of his childhood thrust past the bad ones, and Aidan was struck by the laughter and love that was the cornerstone of his family. He might not have been raised in a life of privilege like Leia had, but he’d been given a solid foundation for a future.

      “She loves me, Sir. And I love her. And despite what you think, I can provide for her. If you choose to take away the things she has now, I understand, and it will make things harder for us, but I’ve survived worse.”

      “And has Leia?”

      “Leia’s a lot tougher than you think, Sir.” Yet even as he strategically laced his tone with certainty, doubt simmered inside his veins.

      “You think you’re going to make something of yourself? Well, good for you. Go do it. Ask her to marry you again when you’ve got more to offer her than nothing. But don’t you dare stand in my daughter’s way.”

      “Sir, you’re the one talking about cutting her off. Not me.”

      “Damn right I’ll cut her off. I’d rather she learns the consequences of crossing me and my plans for her than—” He stopped, his features constraining as though he hadn’t meant to say the words that had slipped from his lips.

      Aidan remained silent, suddenly seeing this had more to do with the senator’s plans than Leia’s.

      Senator Bellamy’s eyebrows rose. “Don’t try to turn this around on me, Son, or you’ll find yourself in a battle you can’t possibly win,” he threatened, walking back around the perimeter of his desk. “I’m the Chairman of the Armed Services Committee. Don’t think I can’t pick up that phone and have you stationed in goddamn Antarctica if I want it.” He sat again, leaning back in the leather chair.

      “I’m not trying to be disrespectful, Sir. But you underestimate me, Leia, and our love for each other.”

      “Maybe. But I’m not underestimating human nature. And as much as my daughter loves you—I’m not questioning that—but as much as she loves you, one day she’ll look at you and regret the day she married you. If your love for each other is strong enough, then take my offer. If you think her love for you is too weak, if you think she won’t still love you after she’s on the path toward the future that I want—that she wants for herself,” he quickly amended, “then by all means, keep her chained to you and the life you can give her.”

      “Sir, I took a vow.”

      “To love and honor her, I’m sure. And how is it honoring her to strip away all the dreams she’s had? There’s no honor in that. Only selfishness.” He lowered his gaze on the young ensign. “Take my offer. Let me make your hasty marriage disappear from the books so that she can become the person she was destined to be while you get yourself established in the world.”

      Aidan’s fingers gripped the wedding band once more, and he remembered the moment Leia had slipped it on his finger at the Justice of the Peace. He could feel her hands in his again as he enclosed her palm in his. And he could remember the image of her he’d savored in that first moment that they were husband and wife—her flawless young face, framed in the long, coffee-colored locks that draped over the simple white dress she’d worn.

      She always looked as hopeful as she had that day they’d married—her clear eyes never marred by frustration or worry—as though she was certain that her future would always be bright and filled with promise.

      He tried to imagine his Leia with the same lines of worry that always creased his mother’s brow when the bills came in. The anxious looks shared with his father when their paychecks weren’t enough to cover the needs of their children.

      That was something he’d never seen on Leia in the precious time he’d spent loving her—that worry, that feeling that all the hard work in the world wouldn’t suffice. And dammit, he didn’t want to see it, knowing that it was her marriage to him that had caused it.

      “And if I say yes,” Aidan began, his words tentative, as though making a deal with the devil himself, “and she finishes school and still wants to marry me, you won’t stand in her way?”

      In that moment—that split second when Aidan had dared to let doubt crack through the armor of his love—Aidan knew his life would never be the same.
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      Leia heard the screech of tires against the pavement before her pre-coffee eyes could even soak in the sight of the calamity.

      Leia Bellamy had never been much of a morning person.

      Only a half-second before the ear-splitting crunch of steel against the sturdy trunk of an oak, she’d swung open the door for a quick dog walk before she had to open her coffeehouse just before the break of dawn.

      She’d felt the usual brush of Ranger’s furry body against her bare calf as he slipped past her. But just as the leash reached full extension, it drooped again, slapping against her leg as Ranger bolted freely across Maryland Avenue.

      At 5 a.m., a broken leash normally wouldn’t have been a problem. No one ventured down her quaint side street at this early hour. But apparently the driver of the silver car who just veered into a tree to spare Ranger’s life didn’t get that memo.

      “Oh my God!” Lunging toward the car, Leia saw Ranger turn his head toward her, apparently not phased with his near-death experience as he trotted to her side. Grabbing his collar, her eyes searched in the dim light for signs of life in the driver’s seat of the car. “Are you all right?” she called out, headed in the car’s direction.

      The door opened halfway, making a crunch noise as it did. “You might want to put your dog on a leash,” the voice said.

      “I’m so, so sorry. He was on a leash, but it broke at the clasp.”

      Another creak of steel as the door pushed open a bit further and a foot stepped out.

      Dammit. Her stomach roiled at the flash of the man’s half grin as their eyes met.

      “If you were trying to kill me, Leia, there are more efficient ways of doing it.”

      Her initial thought of Thank God, he’s all right quickly shifted to Why him?

      Aidan MacDermott’s smile settled on her, showcased spectacularly by the streetlamp lit above him.

      Her gaze rested on a face so familiar to her, even though she’d scarcely seen it over the past eight years. Aidan had virtually disappeared from her life after their quickie marriage had “disappeared from the books,” as her father had put it.

      “You’re okay?” she asked again. She told herself that she didn’t care—shouldn’t care. This was the same man who had sat her down the day after their shotgun wedding at the Justice of the Peace and tried to convince her that they’d made a mistake. Tried… and failed.

      But even though she was committed to despising Aidan, she couldn’t avoid him either, since he’d become part owner of the ice cream shop next door to her coffeehouse.

      “It takes more than a little crash to get rid of me.”

      No kidding, she thought. In truth, when she’d first learned that he had invested in the neighboring shop, Tribute Ice Cream, Leia had briefly considered shuttering her coffeehouse that she’d slaved and saved for since those first days after he left her.

      But Leia was made of sterner stuff than that.

      This was her town. Not his. And if he wanted to dabble in a little business venture while he was still on active duty with the SEALs, that was fine with her. After all, he was stationed an entire continent away in San Diego and was barely ever in Annapolis.

      So what in the Sam-hell are you doing here now?

      It wasn’t until his eyebrows arched that she realized she had asked that question out loud.

      “I’m in town for Captain Shey’s promotion ceremony next week. And I took some extra leave so that I could learn the ice cream business a little. You know, so I can pinch-hit for Maddox or Becca when they’re away on vacations.” He tilted his head. “Didn’t they tell you I was coming to town?”

      Her lips formed a tight frown at the sound of the names of his business partners, Becca and Maddox. She’d become good friends with both of them since they opened their shop next to hers. Maddox also married Leia’s closest friend, Bridget, who owned a bed-and-breakfast inn a couple blocks away.

      She was grateful for their friendship, but when Aidan was in town, it all became a little too cozy for Leia. “Guess it slipped their minds,” she finally replied through her teeth.

      “I’m staying on Maddox’s sailboat,” he volunteered.

      She didn’t reply—didn’t want to let him think she had any care where he slept. Or with whom.

      “His and Bridget’s B&B is booked solid this week, so—” He cut himself off, probably noticing the look of indifference on her face. Giving a quick nod, he glanced down at Ranger. “Is your dog all right?”

      “Fine. I’m sorry about your car.”

      He shrugged. “It’s barely a scratch. The air bag didn’t even deploy. Doesn’t even qualify for sympathy.”

      She looked at the dent in the left side of his front end. It was more than a scratch. And certainly not the added expense she needed right now. But she opened her mouth anyway. “Just tell me what it costs to fix it. I’ll pay you back.”

      “You don’t have to do that. It’s a rental, anyway. I’ll just let my insurance work it out with them. I’m the one who hit the tree.”

      “Avoiding my dog.” The last two words slipped from her mouth too easily, and she immediately felt remorse for them. Ranger wasn’t her dog. And eventually, she’d have to say goodbye to him.

      Funny how she always had to say goodbye to the things she loved.

      “When did you get a dog?” he asked.

      Her breath caught a little at his conversational tone. The last time they’d spoken, at Bridget and Maddox’s wedding, the tone had been more confrontational. Well, on her end it was confrontational. On his, it was sheer defense.

      “Late last fall,” she finally responded, somehow tugging herself out of the memory of him in his full dress uniform standing across the aisle from her as they both played their roles in the wedding party. “He’s not mine. I’m just taking care of him for someone while he’s deployed.”

      Aidan’s smile dwindled slightly. “That’s nice of you. Navy guy?”

      “Army.”

      He glanced at the dog. “What’s his name?”

      “The dog or the owner?”

      He chuckled. “The dog. The owner isn’t my business.” That last sentence hinted of remorse; Leia could almost swear it.

      Damn right it’s not your business. “Ranger.”

      “Good name for a Soldier’s dog. Well, you might want to get a better leash for him though. You know… Rangers lead the way.”

      “Huh?”

      “The Ranger’s motto. Rangers lead the way. And he’s leading you… aw, forget it. It was a pun, Leia.”

      “Oh.” A bad one.

      “You never did get my jokes, did you?” His gaze softened, as though lost in a memory, just as Leia’s hardened.

      “Only the joke that was our twenty-four-hour marriage.” She cast him a deadly glare before glancing again at the battered front end. She backed away toward her building’s door. “Just let me know what I owe you for that damage.”

      “I think with all the damage I’ve caused you, maybe we’ll call it even.”

      Damage. Is that how he looked at it? He thought he’d just caused her a little damage eight years ago when he’d told her that they’d made a mistake eloping to the Justice of the Peace. That he should go his way—off to sea—and she should go on with the life she’d planned for herself, which included a degree from Georgetown, an MBA from Harvard, and a successful chain of coffeehouses designed for addicts like herself. And then, daring to tell her that he’d wanted to stay in touch, as though she could snap her fingers and forget that she’d vowed to love him forever?

      She’d had her phone number and email address changed before the sun had set the next day.

      We’re not nearly even, she thought, scowling as she reached for her door. And just to make the point, she’d write a check to fix his car and have Becca deliver it to him.

      Just as soon as she had enough money in the bank for it to clear.

      Which might be a while.

      She pulled her eyes from him (a harder feat than she’d ever admit) and tugged Ranger by the collar as they headed toward the door. When she reached for the antique brass knob, she stopped at the sound of his voice again.

      “Leia?”

      “What?” She tried to make her voice sound detached, but the one word revealed the raw emotion that scratched at her soul every time he was near.

      Bitter. Party of one.

      “Does this mean we’re actually talking again?” When he asked her, his eyes glimmered with a hint of that boyish flair she’d fallen for so many years ago.

      Inwardly, she cursed herself for even daring to look at him. The image of him at this early hour was a sucker punch to her gut, a reminder of the sight she’d dreamed of waking to every morning so many years ago. He’d always been such a morning person, with clear, bright eyes and a clean-shaven face to greet her when she awakened.

      She wondered if he still carried the faint smell of soap and shampoo. Inhaling, she found herself longing for it now, standing ten feet away from him and unable to tell. If she were alone, she’d shut her eyes right now and remember the feel of him that morning so long ago...

      “Let’s do this,” he had said, his smile greeting her that sunny day. His eyes had been so sure of himself and of their future together, that she could only ride the wave of his certainty, feeling confident their destinies were locked together.

      Until the next day when he’d shattered her heart.

      “Leia?” Aidan’s voice broke through a memory so sharp she’d swear it was unfolding in front of her.

      As her eyes snapped to his, they were shaded with years of experience and heartache.

      “What?” Her voice, breathless, was barely a whisper.

      “I asked if this means we’re talking again?” There was a note of hope in his voice.

      She wanted to find some forgiveness in her heart for him. Or at the very least, some measure of dignity by saying something like, “I’m too busy for resentment” or “Grudges are for children, not adults.” But still, the hurt was raw.

      Steeling herself, she lifted her chin as she looked at him.

      “No.” She hadn’t intended to say the word, and certainly not so decisively. Yet it slipped from her mouth before she could think the better of it.

      Tearing her eyes from his, she led Ranger through her door.

      In the narrow staircase that led to her apartment above her coffeehouse, silence greeted her as she let go of Ranger’s collar and leaned against the wall to catch her breath. The dog’s wet nose touched her fingertips and he made a soft whimper as though he knew the real weight of the brief conversation between Leia and Aidan, as though Ranger had been there for every tear that had fallen from her eyes because of that man.

      Lord, how she adored this dog.

      As he leaned against her protectively, the feel of his fur on her skin strengthened her enough to walk up the staircase, the ages-old wood plank floor creaking beneath her feet.

      She turned the key to her lock and stepped inside, letting the smell of the coffee that had brewed on her countertop soothe her. Ranger must have sensed the lightening of her mood, and padded to his well-loved dog bed beneath the front window.

      “What am I going to do with you, boy?” she muttered, watching him lift a raccoon stuffed animal into his mouth as automatically as taking a breath. She followed him to his dog bed and detached the broken end of the leash from his collar.

      “Lousy leash.” A smile touched her lips. “Next one I’m buying will be in pink just so Trevor will have to walk you in a pink leash when he gets back from the Middle East.” Her smile broadened, picturing the Army guy walking his dog with a girlie leash, maybe even something with sparkles or fake gems.

      She’d miss this dog when Trevor returned stateside and Ranger followed him to wherever the Army would send him next.

      She’d miss Ranger a lot more than she’d miss Trevor, truth be told. He was a great guy, and the handful of dates they’d enjoyed had been more than passable. He was just nice enough that she couldn’t say no to him when he asked if she’d take his dog while he was deployed, seeing as she and the furry guy developed an immediate affinity for each other.

      Trevor was meant for someone else, no matter how endearing his smile or tempting his muscles. There wasn’t that sense of completion when she’d first touched him in a casual handshake. No feeling like her second half had been found.

      She’d felt that once, knew the intensity of it, like a high she desperately needed to seek out even if the last time she’d felt it had resulted in her ruination.

      It was a burden finding true love at the age of twenty simply because nothing in the eight years that followed ever seemed to match it.

      “Of all the cars on all the roads in all the world, you had to run in front of his,” Leia mumbled, recalling her favorite line in Casablanca, even though, in truth, she’d never seen the film.

      Ranger’s wise eyes bore into her, as though trying to send her a message:

      There are no coincidences. Only destiny.

      Shaking her head, she sensed the words she’d said to her friends so many times before.

      This was different.

      After pressing a kiss to the top of Ranger’s head, she departed on her short commute downstairs to the coffeehouse she loved like life itself.

      This was her safe haven. And she felt its arms wrap around her like a warm hug as she heard the door chimes jingle when she passed through the entryway.

      Crabby Before Coffee, her business, was her sanctuary, and she wouldn’t let the image of Aidan slip into the confines of this space even if he was only a matter of steps away in the ice cream shop next door, looking…

      …fiercely divine.

      A sigh escaped her at the thought until she shook it off. No, not here. She might let Aidan involuntarily slip into her fantasies from time to time—along with the standard issue SEAL physique he’d gained these past years. She was only human.

      But here in her coffeehouse, the man’s image was banned from her subconscious.

      This place had been her goal since she’d been a junior in high school and had gotten her first weekend job at The Buzz, Annapolis’ premiere coffeehouse at the base of Main Street in Annapolis.

      She hadn’t needed the money back then when she’d first proudly worn the apron of a coffee barista—not being the daughter of a wealthy senator, with their house perched up on a hillside overlooking the Bay in the most expensive neighborhood in Annapolis. And she might have even been grateful to her father for forcing her into the job, if he’d done it so that his daughter could learn the value of hard work.

      But the senator had only made her take the job because it would look good to voters, giving them the impression that their well-heeled family was somehow in touch with the hard-working people of Maryland.

      Senator Louis Bellamy had always been into appearances.

      What he hadn’t known was how addicted Leia would get to that smell of fresh-brewed coffee in the morning at The Buzz, and those grateful looks she’d receive from customers when she’d hand them their cups in the morning.

      It was silly, really. Leia knew she wasn’t saving the world or doing something of philanthropic value by handing someone a steaming hot cup of coffee. Yet she’d felt that way—enjoyed the sense of community she had with them every time she’d greeted them with a smile and pulled them out of the haze of fatigue in the morning.

      A couple years ago, she opened Crabby Before Coffee on Maryland Avenue, far enough away from The Buzz that she thought she might have a chance of survival. There would be no competing with the quintessential Annapolis coffeehouse any closer to the touristy area near City Dock.

      On Maryland Avenue, in Leia’s slice of the city, she hoped to attract government workers from the nearby Maryland State House.

      Her plan was working—in a modest capacity. Or at least it had been working until The Buzz started parking a coffee food truck at the State House, stealing her clientele of government workers by saving them the short walk to Crabby Before Coffee.

      Survival was slipping from her fingers.

      No, now was certainly not the time to let herself get distracted by the guy scooping ice cream next door while he was visiting her friends. Especially not when he’d already shattered her life once before.

      Besides, she had coffee to brew.
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      “She really hates me, doesn’t she?”

      Three five-gallon containers of ice cream later, Aidan glanced over to Becca as he hoisted the massive container of butterfat off the counter and turned toward the industrial size refrigerator in the back room.

      Becca glanced over her shoulder at Aidan as she poured the cream into the machine. “She?”

      “Leia,” he specified.

      He’d told his business partners about his brief encounter with Leia that morning; they were his friends, after all. When it came to advice, Maddox tended to be as useless as tits on a bull. But Aidan had half-hoped that Becca would offer some kind of input.

      She eyed him for a moment, then to Maddox who stood statue-still next to the freezer, before her gaze returned to Aidan. “I can neither deny nor confirm that.”

      Maddox snorted at her answer.

      Aidan grimaced. Becca should have gone into politics with answers like that. “You don’t need to,” he sighed. “I guess it should have been a statement, rather than a question, huh?”

      “I guess.”

      A stony silence fell among the three of them as he followed Maddox into the storage room to retrieve a five-pound container of toffee made by a local candy maker. Aidan had only been in town for two days but had already picked up on the things that needed to be done before they opened at eleven a.m. Some days, like yesterday, they’d start the morning at a later hour. But today was restocking day, and Aidan had shown up early to learn just how Becca creates ice cream so mouthwatering that it’s become the talk of the town.

      “You didn’t tell her I was coming to Annapolis?” he asked.

      This time it was Maddox who responded. “Were we supposed to?”

      “As close as she is to you both, I kind of pictured you warning her, yeah. I mean, she’s just next door. And she’s your friend.”

      “What’s to warn her about?” Maddox almost looked menacing as he glared at Aidan. They’d been SEAL brothers before Maddox had left the Navy, and considered themselves brothers still. But the topic of Leia was a point of contention.

      Aidan knew whose side they were on. And he couldn’t blame them.

      Becca tapped a scooper onto the side of a metal bowl, letting a clump of succulent ice cream plop into a container. “Look, I’m tired of this whole childish thing you two have going on. I mean, yeah, you guys have a rocky history. But you know what? You’re going to have to figure it out sooner or later. Hopefully sooner.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I’ll be getting married to Liam soon,” she spat out, flashing the ring that Aidan still wasn’t used to seeing on Becca’s finger. “And I’d really like you both to be at our sides when we do it. But I’m not putting up with any of your crap, Aidan. No death glares across the front table at the reception like at Bridget’s wedding last year. No hushed arguments behind closed doors. I’m not up for it. If you do that, I’ll sic my brother on you.”

      Though the threat was laced with humor, the mention of Becca’s brother, soon-to-be-Admiral Joe Shey, was enough to make Aidan bristle. “Hey—I wasn’t firing any death glares at Bridget’s wedding. Leia was.” He glanced to Maddox for back-up.

      “Yeah. It was mostly coming from her,” Maddox agreed.

      “Maybe,” Becca conceded. “And I’m going to talk to her about that. But you definitely inspired it, Aidan.” She used her scary mom-tone, the one Aidan had heard her use on her young son, Brandon, from time to time.

      Raising his brow, Aidan looked at Maddox.

      “Hey, don’t look to me for help,” Maddox said. “I still have a hard time wrapping my brain around the idea that you deserted her the day after you married her. You reap what you sow, Aidan.”

      Aidan wanted to tell them what had happened that day, how the senator had threatened to cut off his daughter, leave her saddled with college debt, and stand in the way of her dreams—all for falling for the wrong guy. But, as always, he stayed silent about it. That was the last thing Leia needed to hear, especially when Aidan imagined the man was probably bankrolling her coffeehouse. “I wanted better for her than what I could give her.”

      “Should have thought about that before you married her then.”

      “I was twenty-two and in love. There was very little thinking involved.”

      Stone-faced, Becca leaned against the front freezer, thumping an ice cream scoop against the inside of her palm as though it was a lethal weapon.

      Aidan was a SEAL. Or, he corrected in his mind, he had been a SEAL up until a month ago when his life had exploded into the clusterfuck it was now.

      Still, even if his career was poised to change dramatically over the next week, there was no reason for him to be intimidated by his business partner with her tidy ponytail and slight frame. But as a mom, Becca had honed her ability to whittle a person down with the slightest stare.

      “So why’d you do it? Did her dad pay you off or something?” she asked.

      “Hell no,” Aidan spat. He might stay silent about the threats that were made that day eight years ago, but he’d be damned if he’d let his friends think that he’d given up his wife—and by God, for one precious day she had been his wife—for something to gain for himself.

      “Then why?”

      “The person I am now isn’t the person I was, Becca,” he muttered, but when she looked unsatisfied, he gave her an answer he knew she’d accept. “Oh, hell. You know how it is, right after you graduate from the Academy. Any of us who happened to be in a relationship felt that urge to run down to the Justice of the Peace and make it official. I wanted her waiting for me when I got back from sea. I wanted her waiting for me for the rest of her life. But she—”

      Deserved better than what I could give her. Needed more than I could provide. Would give up everything she’d dreamed about if she walked down the path with me.

      “She what?”

      “Wasn’t cut out for Navy life,” he answered instead.

      “Nice of you to make that decision for her rather than with her, I guess.” Becca’s remark was thick with sarcasm.

      “Come on. It worked out for the best. She got what she wanted. She’s doing exactly what she wanted with her life.” He paused thoughtfully. “How’s her business doing, anyway? When I was here last, you said it was still struggling. And I noticed The Buzz opened a food truck up the road. That’s got to hurt her.”

      “Ask Leia,” she said smugly.

      He glowered. “So you get to ask questions, but I don’t?”

      “You never had to answer them.” She disappeared into a storage closest, pulled out a box of napkins, and then headed toward the front room. Stopping in the doorway, she turned suddenly. “But I will say this. You say you’ve changed from the man you were when you got married to her. She’s changed, too. Maybe you should try to get to know each other again.”

      She stalked out of the back room, leaving Aidan in silence.

      He could only hope that she would give the same advice to Leia.

      Eyeing the clock, he walked into the front room, brushing by Maddox.

      “Where are you going?” he asked. “We open in fifteen minutes.”

      “I need some coffee,” Aidan grumbled.

      “At Leia’s?”

      “Yes, at Leia’s. It’s a free country. And I’m tired of this childish bullshit, too.”

      Taking in a much-needed breath of fresh air as he walked the thirty or so feet to the next storefront, his eyes glanced upward to the “Crabby Before Coffee” sign above the front window of Leia’s coffeehouse. It was a cute sign, donning a cartoon-like version of one of Maryland’s famed blue crabs holding a cup of coffee in its claw.

      Fitting name for the place, considering its owner, he thought as he pushed open the front door. The smell of coffee slammed into him, probably a welcoming aroma to most people in the morning. But he’d never been a big fan of coffee.

      That was one thing he and Leia didn’t have in common.

      Her eyes glanced toward him at the sound of the door chimes above him. There were a few people sitting to themselves, their laptops open as they took advantage of the free Wi-Fi. It wasn’t packed, but at least the place wasn’t empty. That was a good sign for business.

      Besides, she’d be less likely to murder him with three witnesses innocently sipping their lattes.

      A frown curved the edges of her lips—lips he swore he could still taste even though it was closing in on a decade since he’d last kissed her.

      Her mouth opened, eyes stern, then snapped shut when she glanced over at her customers, then back to him. She raised a single eyebrow at Aidan.

      “May I help you?” Each word dripped with distaste.

      “Yeah. I’d like a coffee. Small,” he said, glancing up at the menu above her head, feeling slightly intimidated by all the Italian words. When did people stop drinking just a simple cup of coffee?

      “American roast or a special blend? I have six.”

      “Anything that’s not laced with arsenic.”

      Her frown deepened as she stepped back to pour his coffee.

      “So, do you have anyone else working here? When I was here for the wedding, I seem to recall seeing a couple other faces behind the counter when I passed your shop.”

      “Not anymore. Tanya only comes in to cover for me if I’m sick or something, and I had to cut back on Harper’s hours this past month.”

      “Why’s that?”

      She sighed at his attempt at small talk. “Business decision,” she answered evasively.

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his credit card. He glanced around, tempted to sit for a few minutes in the comfortable seating area she’d created. It was one of those spaces that beckoned a person to sit down for a while.

      So he did just that, letting his eyes glance out the window to the sun-soaked street. He swore he could see the two of them walking along, arm in arm, so many years ago, and hear her voice, spiked with excitement as she talked about the life ahead of her.

      “I want it to be more than just a place to get a cup of coffee and leave,” she had said that day to him so long ago. “I want it to be a destination, you know? Someplace that feels like home, with built-in shelves stacked with old books. And a little area where I can have someone come in to play music on Friday nights. And the place would have character. No cookie cutter décor like The Buzz. Maybe some of those antiques scattered around—you know, the ones you can find up on Maryland Avenue. Nautical ones. I mean, The Buzz is great, don’t get me wrong. But that place could be anywhere. I want my customers to never forget that my chain of coffeehouses originated right here in Annapolis.”

      The jingle of door chimes behind him tore Aidan from the memory as his eyes rested on the ship’s wheel hanging from the wall in between a set of antique bookshelves. Well-worn leather chairs were gathered around glass-topped crab traps used as coffee tables.

      She’d done it, he thought.

      There was no mistaking that Crabby Before Coffee had been founded here in Annapolis. And while she might not have the chain she’d envisioned when she’d talked to him years ago, she was well on her way.

      He turned to her again. Her eyes were locked on the customer in front of her. Locked, as though she was fighting the urge to glance his way. He opened his mouth, wanting to extend their brief conversation. But he shut it again, deciding to stop while he was ahead.

      Giving a quick glance at the empty chairs in the place, he stood and moved to the door, nudging it open.

      “Are you in here to talk about your car?” Leia’s voice stopped him in her doorway. “Because I meant what I said about covering any damage. Just tell me the number.”

      “I’m not in here about my car. I’m in here because—”

      He stopped himself short.

      I’m in here because hearing your voice, seeing your face, seems to fill a space in my heart that’s been empty for eight years.

      But he’d never say it.

      “—because I wanted a cup of coffee.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You hate coffee.”

      He grinned. “I’ve changed a lot in eight years, Leia.”

      She pressed her lips together and sadness touched her eyes as she gave a nod. An instant before he shut the door behind him, he’d swear he heard her reply softly, “So have I.”
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