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        - LOGAN -

      

      

      

      Maeve traces her manicured hand up the length of my tandem kayak and the movement is enough to make any man drool.

      She turns sharply toward me, her face incredulous. “Ohio? What the hell are you moving to Ohio for?”

      I crack a smile, her harsh tone pulling my gaze away from her French-tipped fingernails and over to her eyes—the eyes of a very happily married woman and a good friend these past months. And even though I might have easily fallen in love with her had I been given the chance, I’m not unlike any other man who has met her. She’s just one of those women who would be easy to love.

      Her husband is one lucky Lieutenant.

      “That’s where I’m from, Maeve.” I’m not surprised I never told her, and doubt she or Jack ever asked. In the Navy, the question is usually Where have you been stationed? rather than Where are you from?

      I’m guessing people look at a Navy uniform and assume the guy in it must have been raised someplace near the water to appreciate this way of life. But my childhood memories center around farmhouses and grassland, not ocean waves and sailboats.

      She tsk-tsks quietly. “Is that why you’re parting with this? There’s no water where you’re headed?”

      Her eyes drift back to the kayak I’ve got leaning against a stately oak on the northeast side of the campus of the U.S. Naval Academy. The tree’s leaves are golden yellow now, as bright as a dandelion, and it pains me to think I won’t be here to see them fall to the ground.

      I knew this would be my last tour. I was supposed to have left this summer, but separating from the Navy comes with a mountain of paperwork and bureaucratic red tape, and I haven’t fought it because Annapolis is a great place to be stuck for a while.

      I shrug, moving the kayak to lay flat on the ground as an autumn wind threatens to topple it. “Not where I’ll be, anyway. There’s a creek, but not deep enough to kayak in for more than a quarter mile without crashing into rocks.” I frown at the sight of the kayak, unmarred and unused. “Besides, it’s a tandem kayak.”

      “So your girlfriend isn’t following you.” She says it like a statement rather than a question, and I suddenly can imagine her snuggled up in bed with Jack as they shake their heads, lamenting what poor taste I have in girlfriends.

      And I’d be the first to agree with them.

      “No,” I answer, making sure to keep my tone level and unemotional.

      She shakes her head, as I predicted she would. “Jack and I didn’t like her anyway.”

      They’d like her even less if they knew why she left me.

      Her back straightens and lightly tanned arms fold across her chest, looking again at the kayak. “You sure you want to part with her? She’s a beauty.”

      I’m assuming she’s talking about the kayak. Not my ex-girlfriend.

      “Yep. You’ll be doing me a favor, taking it off my hands. And I figured with the way Jack likes to kayak, maybe a tandem would be in your future sometime soon.”

      Jack doesn’t wear the SEAL Trident on his uniform like I do. But he’s stationed right now as an augmentee for one of the Teams down in Little Creek, Virginia, even though he and Maeve spend any moment they can up here in Annapolis.

      Her brow furrows in thought. “How much are you asking for it?”

      “For you? Nothing.”

      Cocking her head, her knuckles move to rest on her trim waistline, a classic Maeve pose. “No way. This is practically new, Logan.”

      Brand new, I want to say, but I won’t. “Seriously, just take it. I owe you big time for the decorating you did on my house when I got here.”

      Her eyes roll lavishly. “Oh, please. You would have been happy to live in a bachelor pad with a picture of dogs playing poker on the wall. You only let me decorate as a favor to Jack and me.”

      She’s actually right. She was starting her own interior design company and needed to build up her portfolio. And how could any man say no to a woman like Maeve? “Maybe. Just take the kayak, Maeve. Consider it a wedding gift.”

      “You already gave us a wedding gift.”

      “A second wedding gift then. You can send me photos of all the places you go in it and make me cry while I’m landlocked in the Midwest.”

      Wincing from the image she likely had of me in the middle of a cornfield, she touches my arm sympathetically—a friendly gesture that would have stirred me up a while back. But now I only see her as the big sister I always wished I had.

      “You’re sure you belong in Ohio? I thought you’d head back to San Diego when you were done here.”

      Uncomfortable suddenly, I stoop to lay the paddle on the inside of the vessel as my heart rate climbs. “My family needs me now. You know the deal.”

      It has nothing to do with the way my hands are suddenly clammy, and I feel like I’m suffocating.

      “Well, don’t dig those roots too deep, okay? We’re still hoping you’ll come back to us,” she says, her innocent words unintentionally having a double meaning because I really do feel far away sometimes, 7,000 miles from everyone else.

      My eyes drift to the water as she climbs into the kayak to get a feel for it. The brackish water here flows into the Chesapeake Bay and then intermingles with the waters from every ocean on the planet.

      And the thought calms me. This time, just like always.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ~ ALLIE ~

      

      

      

      “So… what do the rooms look like here?” I’m actually stunned that the words slipped from my mouth. They’re so unlike me that I nearly glance over my shoulder to see who said them.

      My mother would be ashamed, but my friends would probably rise to their feet applauding. It had been that long.

      It’s not that I’m a prude when it comes to sex. I can tell a room full of half-sloshed women how to effectively play with a guy’s balls while they give a blowjob. Or, without even blushing, I’m able to stoically discuss the best angle to find your G spot.

      After all, that’s what helps pay the bills.

      But I am all talk, no action. I mean, no action. Not for over a year, closing in quickly on two. And after what the last guy did to me, it’s no wonder. Especially now that my world has been expanded by sex toys and I’ve discovered that I can give myself a much better orgasm than my last boyfriend ever did.

      The man sitting across the table from me is different, though.

      I’m okay-looking and on a good day I’m a solid 7. But I’m not really the social butterfly type. If I try something like the hair-flip-while-giggling move that I see executed by other women at this bar, it usually looks like I have an acute neck spasm.

      So the guys I attract seem to fall into the average range—not the “drop your panties” kind of men like the guy I am sitting across from right now. He has Hollywood A-lister looks. Chiseled features, piercing eyes, and a wide jaw that makes him look a bit like a football star. I’m not sure why he’s even sitting here with me, and certainly clueless as to why he bought me dinner after sharing a drink at the bar. Yep, actually bought me dinner, picking up the bill without the slightest hesitation the way men do in those old movies I watch on cable at 2 a.m.

      And when he told me he was a SEAL—a freakin’ Navy SEAL?—my mouth went dry and my heart did its own version of Riverdance.

      “Nothing too special,” he answers me. “But I hear the room service is good. Maybe we could order dessert in the room?”

      The timbre of his voice is like liquid gold, warm and smooth. The kind of voice that flows through the air casting a warm sensation across my breasts.

      Dessert? The only dessert my starved libido wants to devour is him.

      “Sounds perfect.” I try to sound like the confident woman I’m not. I have never picked up a man in a bar, and certainly hadn’t intended to tonight. I’m here only because I was supposed to meet one of my sales reps, who stood me up via a text message forty minutes after we were supposed to meet.

      Logan—yes, a guy who looks like this could never have an ordinary name like Mark or John—bought me a drink while I waited. A drink that led to dinner, that led to a tantalizing conversation that made me want to lick his entire body like a lollipop.

      As I stand, he pulls my chair out for me, a gesture I’m not even sure what to do with. The last time a guy pulled a chair out for me, I was trying to sit down, which resulted in me crashing to the ground with the cackles of my third grade classmates in the background.

      This time is different. Instead of feeling like a humiliated eight-year-old, I’m feeling like the horny, sex-deprived 24-year-old I am. This man has all the moves, the moves that are making my knees give way and my lips want to meld themselves to his.

      His hand touches the small of my back as he guides me toward the mirrored elevator doors in the hotel’s lobby, sending tiny shivers down my spine. I’ve had drinks here a few times before, but I’ve never actually seen one of the hotel rooms. Here in the far, far-reaching suburbs of Dayton, Ohio, this hotel and conference center is the only option for happy hour drinks outside of meeting at Applebee’s.

      He reaches for the “up” button and I can’t help noticing his hands. I’ve always had a thing for guys’ hands. Logan’s are rough and imperfect, the way I like them, with long, sensual fingers. I imagine they are calloused in all the right places.

      So as one of those long, rough fingers presses the button, it is then that hesitation grips me. No, not quite hesitation exactly. More like sheer terror. I see my reflection standing next to an impossibly hot man. Me, in my sensible skirt and lightweight blouse, teetering on heels that I only wear under duress.

      This is not something I do. This guy is just passing through town. He said his home is in San Diego. He’s probably leaving tomorrow or the next day.

      This is destined to be a one-night-stand.

      My first one-night-stand… which anyone would figure out if they learned I’d had one solitary sex partner in my entire life, my college boyfriend who dumped me for being “no fun anymore” after my dad died unexpectedly.

      A one-night-stand is not in my playbook.

      But I need this. I need to feel this man’s hands on me, to remind me that sex is not intended to be a solo sport.

      We step into the elevator and I immediately wish for another drink. I am sober as a judge, so tomorrow morning when I slink out of his room to do my walk of shame, I won’t even be able to blame alcohol.

      I am ready to bolt, till he stands next to me in the otherwise empty elevator and the doors shut. His arm gently wraps around my waist, and his warmth seeps through the clinging fabric of my skirt. Lightly, his finger traces the tiny cleft in my chin as he says, “You’re sure you wouldn’t rather have dessert in the restaurant?”

      Arrgh. I curse my own transparency. Don’t you dare pull a “nice guy” routine on me, I think. I need a Bad Boy tonight. Not a nice guy.

      I know this for a fact because I hear plenty of sordid tales of nights with Bad Boys while I’m peddling my sex toys for the multi-level marketing company I work for. You have no idea how women talk at these parties as they are drinking their Chardonnays and filling out sales forms for overpriced vibrators and candy-scented lubricants. I listen to more post-coital confessions than a psychiatrist specializing in sex addicts.

      I hear these stories of hot, creative men, and wonder what the hell my selfish-in-bed last boyfriend was thinking with his usual missionary-style sex that lasted just long enough for him to get off, while I usually had to finish myself off after he dozed next to me.

      I’ve been missing out. Big time. And while I might be able to talk a good game when it comes to sex, I’m pretty much sticking to the script that the company gives me. And yes, they really do provide a script.

      So I do what any hot-blooded female other than me would do at that moment: I push him against the mirrored wall and say, “They’re not serving what I want for dessert in that restaurant.”

      Then, just as a smile touches his lips, I press my mouth against his and taste him for the first time, swirling my tongue across his teeth and entwining it with his. My hands are pressed against the mirrored wall on both sides of his head and his fingers channel into my hair. He consumes me, kissing me in a way that makes my pelvis arch against him unconsciously.

      My, my. He is a big boy, isn’t he? I can feel his erection pressing against me and it sends my entire mind into a whirlwind like one of those carnival rides that whip you around in circles upon circles until you can’t even remember your own name. He is bigger than the new UltraMag vibrator model that just came in last week complete with a clitoral stimulator, retailing at $199.95 (but $100 off if you host a party for me in the month of June).

      Spinning me 180 degrees so that my back is now against the wall, his rock-hard chest is pressed against mine, entrapping me. I feel his hands grip mine, lifting them above my head as he plunges his tongue into my mouth in a needy, suggestive rhythm. His kiss is addictive, and had he broken it off right then, I would have grabbed his face and demanded, “More, please.”

      The heat between us is searing. I can feel the steam rising from my skin. His body is hard and big and broad and makes me feel tiny.

      I like this feeling. I like it a lot.

      Releasing me from his possessive grip, his hands travel along my body, down my sides, the pads of his thumbs lightly brushing against the curves of my breasts. I ache to strip this silk blouse off me and feel him against me with nothing in between us.

      As the elevator gives a final ding, and the doors open to an empty hallway, my knees nearly buckle. He must have felt me start to go limp because, giving a quick glance over his shoulder, he lifts me off my feet and carries me out of the elevator. The last time I was lifted by a man, I was nine years old and had twisted my ankle during gymnastics class, and the guy was my dad.

      My dad, who would be shaking his head at me right now.

      Guilt threatens to extinguish the glorious feelings that are shooting off like fireworks throughout my torso. I fight my good-girl conscience, my hands moving to the sides of his face as I kiss him while he walks down the hall with me in his arms.

      He’s surprisingly adept at being able to walk down this hall, somewhat blindly with his face firmly attached to mine. It makes me wonder how many women he has carried down this hall.

      Maybe this is his shtick—picking up women in the bar downstairs and taking them to his room. Maybe I am one of a long string of women during his visit to Ohio.

      No, no, no. I’m battling my sensible, paranoid mind as it lectures me with every step he takes down the hall. I focus on the taste of him, a mix of the beer and steak that he had for dinner, as I dip my tongue further into his warm, inviting mouth. And the smell of him. I inhale it deeply—a simple, soapy scent that intoxicates me. He sets me down gently to fumble for a key card in his pocket and I glance at his door. His door. That leads to his room. That has his bed. That I am going to have crazy, mindless, hot monkey sex in.

      Holy shit.

      Trying to banish the hesitation that is building in my conscience, I nudge him against his door before he is even able to slip the card into its slot. I splay my hands against his chest, the thin fabric of his shirt warm to my touch.

      And I feel them.

      Oh, yowza, I feel them: real, honest-to-God six-pack abs that are so firm I could bounce a penny off them.

      Right there in the vacant hallway, I can’t resist pulling his shirt out just a little so I can slip my fingers underneath the bottom and touch them.

      I purr in response. I’ve never touched anything so fine in my life, except maybe that time my college roommate wore a mink coat (even though morally I find fur coats reprehensible, I’ll admit it was soft as sin).

      My hands seem to sizzle against his skin, sending a shimmering sensation from my fingertips all the way to my core.

      I touch my mouth to his and tentatively trace his perfectly formed lips with my tongue. I feel him moan, low and mildly menacing, and he drops the key card to the floor, digging his fingers into my hair again. His hands then move to my back, pulling me closer so that I can feel just how much he wants me right now. And I can’t help but wonder if he’s visually impaired because I’m not nearly as smokin’ hot as he is.

      But who cares? I’m not caring what he sees in me as he does something completely incredible with his tongue, titillating me in a way that simply cannot be replicated by any of the toys in our most expensive line.

      My body is thrumming in a rhythm that seems almost primal in reaction, and I’m wondering what other parts of me he could spark to life with that gifted tongue.

      He pulls his mouth from mine and bends over to retrieve the key, just long enough for me to check out a truly remarkable ass. From behind him, I wrap my arms around to his front to feel those abs again. I wonder if he has any tattoos on that shredded bod of his. Or maybe a bad-ass body piercing, though he doesn’t quite seem the type. I wonder if he’ll let me trace my tongue along the hills and valleys of those sculpted muscles.

      I wonder… if I can do that without having to take off my own clothes in the process.

      Oh, no, I suddenly think as he slips in the key and the tiny green light on the door lights up. I am going to have to get naked with this man.

      Me, in my sensible undies and legs that I skipped shaving this morning.

      Do I have any stubble in my armpits? That would really suck.

      Maybe he’s the type that likes it with the lights off?

      Truth is, I don’t know. I don’t know anything about him. And I sure don’t know how men like to fuck women they pick up in bars. Because technically, this will be just a fuck.

      I’ve never had just-a-fuck in my life.

      Just as he starts to nudge the door open, I panic. I panic like any God-fearing cafeteria-Catholic would panic in this situation. This is out of my realm. Beyond my comfort zone. This is a huge mistake.

      “Oh, God.” I say it out loud, though I hadn’t meant to.

      He turns to look at me. “What’s wrong?”

      “I—”

      I’ve had one sex partner in my life. The only sex I’ve had in a hotel room was at a sex toy conference and I was very much alone at the time.

      And I’m a spineless scaredy-cat.

      But rather than saying any of these truths I do what any spineless scaredy-cat like me would do. I lie. “I left my phone downstairs.”

      “Want me to go get it? You can make yourself at home in the room.”

      “No. It’ll just take a minute. I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay,” he says, a smile in his eyes. “While I wait, I’ll order dessert.” He presses his lips to mine again and I almost have to swallow the cry that is singeing my throat. I memorize the feel of his brief kiss, the way his hard body melds so nicely with mine, the feel of his muscles as they bunch when he moves his hand to my face in a light caress.

      I memorize it, because I know I’ll never have it again. Guys that look like this only come along once in a lifetime.

      And here I am, too chicken-shit to take advantage.

      As I step into the elevator, I lean my head against the mirrored wall, noticing the smudge marks from when I had plastered my hands at either side of his head, kissing him.

      On a whim, I snap a picture of the smudge with my phone. I know it’s weird. But it’s the only proof I’ll have that for five precious minutes out of my life, I had thrown caution to the wind.
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        ~ ALLIE ~

      

      

      

      If a stray cat walks by, I’ll be dragged into the street.

      I have three dogs attached to me, one in each hand, and a third whose leash has somehow wrapped itself around my ankle. It is the best I can do under the circumstances. Two of my volunteers have yet to show up, and two more texted me saying they’re sick.

      Sick. Yeah, right. The sky is the color of the blue topaz pendants that sparkle in the window of the jewelry store just five doors down from where I sit, and a warm breeze is blowing in from the South. It is a perfect day in May in America’s heartland, and I swear I can smell the moist soil being tilled on Len Kroger’s farm a mile south of town.

      My deadbeat volunteers are probably lounging on their hammocks, sipping a Starbucks right now, or writing up a grocery list for a spontaneous neighborhood barbeque because it’s just that kind of day in Newton’s Creek. That’s what I’d be doing if I didn’t feel the weight of adorable furry lives bearing down on me every day.

      Sinking my back into the uncomfortable folding chair outside Sally Sweet’s Pet Boutique, I watch the slow but steady trickle of traffic on Anders Road, which is pretty much our town’s Main Street.

      I like this street because it seems frozen in time. My dad used to tell me that half the stores he had shopped at as a kid were still open here, even if they are struggling now in today’s economy. There’s a five-and-dime across from me where Dad used to buy me balls of cherry blast gum or a pretzel rod for a nickel anytime we visited. It is the kind of street where people always greet me as I sit with my rescued dogs trying to find them homes.

      Even after spending half my night wallowing in my humiliation after bailing on the hottest man alive, I’m feeling pretty content sitting out here just like I do every Saturday morning for two hours with my canine friends.

      Life is like that. You fall in a pile of mud. You get up. You move on.

      I spot Cass hauling ass across the street toward me, dragged by a 75-pound husky mix on a leash. I sigh with relief and longing when I see the cardboard tray she holds sporting three large coffees, mine heavily spiked with cream and sugar if she got my text fifteen minutes ago.

      Slow down, Snowball. Don’t make her spill my coffee.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she says as she sets the coffee down on the concrete beside me and takes one of the leashes from my hands.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I respond, greedily taking the cup and sucking in a hot mouthful of caffeinated decadence. “Thanks.”

      “Am I the only one here so far?”

      “No. Maddie and Lila are inside with the little ones,” I say as I give a toss of my head in the direction of the pet store entrance. The little ones are a Chihuahua and a Maltese, both likely to have homes by the end of the week from the number of applications I have in hand for each of them. It is so much easier to rehome the little guys.

      I unwind Crocco’s leash from my leg and put it in my hand, getting licked by Snowball in the process.

      Cass’s eyes meet mine briefly as she gives Crocco a pat in greeting. “You look tired.”

      I know she’s talking to me, not Crocco, despite his permanently weary bloodhound eyes. He is a mutt in the extreme, and I struggled to choose a breed in his listing on our website. Even my dad, who was a vet for twenty-five years, would have had a hard time nailing it down. But Crocco’s eyes are all bloodhound.

      I grunt my reply, not exactly ready to explore my indiscretions of last night. Or my lack of indiscretions, as the case may be. Cass is my friend, and a pretty good one, even though I’ve only known her a matter of weeks. But really, as the founder of this shoestring rescue organization I need to keep some measure of dignity.

      “You sick or something?” Her big, blue eyes—the exact shade of the sky this May day—are prying open my bounty of secrets from last night. But I clamp my mouth shut.

      Cass is gorgeous. Freaking gorgeous. She moved here from New York City for a summer job at an amusement park called Buckeye Land, Ohio’s second rate Disneyworld knock-off. I’ve never been there since it opened up after I had outgrown the I-wanna-be-a-fairy-princess stage of my life.

      Cass doesn’t even need a costume to look like the princess she was hired to portray. She has platinum blonde hair and a pearly white smile that could make a man’s head do a 180 as he plows his Lexus into a telephone pole. If I had her looks there would be no way I’d hang out in front of a pet store with a bunch of dogs when I could be sitting in front of a mirror somewhere just admiring myself.

      But that’s just me. And I guess the thrill of being gorgeous would wear thin after a while.

      “Not sick. Just was out late last night,” I finally confess.

      “Oh, that’s unusual for you, isn’t it?”

      I raise an eyebrow. I know she didn’t mean it in an insulting way. I work two jobs and foster dogs in my little one-bedroom condo. My free time is usually spent walking down Anders Street with three dogs and a fistful of poop bags. So unless it’s for business, I tend to go out about once or twice a Presidential administration.

      “What’d you do?” she asks.

      “I was supposed to meet Mary. She said she had a great idea for booking more parties this summer. You know how things slow down. But she never showed.”

      “Didn’t she cancel on you last week?” She shakes her head. “I don’t know why you put up with her.”

      I shrug. Mary books about twelve sex toy parties a year, and since I was the one who signed her up as a rep, I get a piece of the pie every time she makes a sale. So I’ll put up with her.

      Granted, selling sex toys wasn’t what I wanted to do when I was growing up. And it sure wasn’t why I slogged through college.

      But my real job working as an executive assistant for a nonprofit based in Cincinnati barely pays enough to cover my mortgage, let alone dog food for three and vet bills.

      I moved to Newton’s Creek just two days after I graduated from college, not the best place for new grads to go looking for a job unless you majored in agricultural sciences. My mom had gotten remarried—too quickly after my dad’s death, in my humble opinion—and something inside me wanted to move to my dad’s hometown.

      I don’t know why. I was probably chasing ghosts. Or just wanting to keep him with me in any way I could.

      When I was a junior in college my dad died of an aneurism. He had seemed healthy as a horse only two months prior when I kissed him on the cheek and promised I’d come home to Cleveland for Thanksgiving.

      Sometimes, like right now when I’m thinking of him, I can still feel the warmth of his cheek against my lips and see the sheen of tears in his eyes as he said good-bye to me. I was Daddy’s little girl—Daddy’s only child, actually—and he had hated to see me go. He spoiled me every day of my life. Not with things, because we didn’t have the money for that. But with love.

      And with pets. Dad was a vet with a very special place in his heart for abandoned and neglected animals, so much so that people started dumping their unwanted pets at our house rather than at the local pound.

      So when I settled here in his hometown, the first stop I made was the county shelter. I had thought I’d adopt a dog, but instead of just walking out with one dog for myself, I walked out with three… and a mission.

      My “day job” boss, Nancy, who started a nonprofit of her own about ten years ago, helped me establish my fledgling rescue organization as a 501(c)(3) charity. Then I put a sign in Sally Sweet’s Pet Boutique asking for volunteer foster homes. It was really a lot simpler than I had dreamed it would be.

      I smile now at the memory of when I placed my first rescue dog in his new home. That was 53 dogs ago. Yet still not enough.

      “Where’d you go?”

      “Hmm?” Cass’s voice snaps me back to the present. “Bergin’s. The hotel bar.”

      Barely registering as a blip on the GPS, the town of Newton’s Creek doesn’t have many places to meet up for happy hour. So if you’re over 21 and single in Newton’s Creek (I think there are about twelve of us), you are definitely familiar with Bergin’s.

      “Hmm.” She stretches her lavishly long legs in front of her. Cass actually modeled in New York, and I think it’s really odd that she seems content for the moment in Newton’s Creek. “So what was his name?” she asks me.

      “Who?”

      “The guy you don’t want to talk about.”

      I slump in my chair, signaling my spaniel mix up onto my lap, while Crocco tugs mercilessly on his leash, attracted to the smell of the donut shop two doors down.

      “Logan,” I mumble. To hell with keeping my dignity. I have three layers of dog spit on my shirt. Who am I kidding?

      “Logan,” she repeats, glancing over at another one of my volunteers walking toward us on Anders Street. “Sounds like a made-up name.”

      “Well, whoever he was, he bought me a nice dinner when Mary didn’t show up.”

      Cass’s eyes widened. “Wow. A man who actually buys dinner. Last time I got invited to dinner here in town, we went for fast food, and he still asked me to split the bill.”

      This is hard to believe coming from Cass. With her looks, she could seduce a prince or a sheik or a billionaire oil mogul. Or any combination of the above. But I guess there aren’t many of those in Newton’s Creek.

      “What’s he do?” she asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what is he? Pilot? Lawyer? Doctor? Sports agent? They’re never just carpet salesmen or accountants at a hotel bar. They always come up with something good.”

      I hate that she is right. “SEAL,” I mumble, giving a wave to my friend Kim about a hundred feet away as our eyes meet.

      “A seal?” Cass’s face is scrunched up.

      I can tell by her expression she’s picturing a marine mammal at the Cincinnati Zoo, balancing a ball on its nose and going, “Ar! Ar!”

      “SEAL. Like, as in Navy SEAL,” I clarify.

      She bursts out laughing just as Kim approaches, reaching out for Crocco’s leash.

      “What’s so funny?” Kim asks.

      “Allie met a guy at Bergin’s last night who told her he was a Navy SEAL.”

      Shaking her head, Kim’s eyes narrow into tiny slits. “That bastard. I’ve heard about guys like that. They lie and pretend they’re heroes to get free drinks and stuff.”

      “Or to get laid,” Cass adds with enough authority that I suspect she’s met a fake SEAL or something similar in her past.

      My face droops, Basset-hound-style. I hadn’t considered that. “Well, he actually might be one. He told me a lot of stuff about their training and the places he’s lived.”

      “Probably read some stuff in a book or something.” Kim shakes her head. “Haven’t you seen all those stories recently? Total losers pretending to be in the military? It’s all over the news these days. It so pisses me off.”

      I actually have seen those stories. I surf the web as much as the next girl. But I hadn’t suspected he was a fake last night. Nothing seemed fake about that guy, especially not those magnificent pecs that I had ogled while we ate. Even now, remembering the way the smooth fabric on his shirt seemed to showcase his sculpted torso makes my body hum. “I don’t know. He was pretty convincing. I mean, you guys didn’t see him. The guy had six-pack abs.”

      Cass raises a single eyebrow at me. “Allie, we’re in Ohio. The only Navy SEALs you’ll find around here are the ones in my fantasies. The guy was a fake.”

      Kim reaches down and lets Crocco slather wet kisses on her arm. I’ve known Kim since I started this organization. She’s never been able to foster a dog because she lives with her parents right now. But I can’t remember a single Saturday when I couldn’t rely on her to help handle the dogs. “Wait a minute. How would you know he had a six-pack?” she ponders. “What’d he do? Strip down in the bar?”

      My gut tightens. I’m caught. I hadn’t intended to tell anyone how I had followed him up to his hotel room, only to race back to the elevator in a fit of blind terror. “I could just tell. His arms were ripped. You know.” Arms, yeah. Focus on those arms and don’t get tempted into telling your friends that you had dared to touch a set of abs so fine they should be cast in bronze.

      “Oh. My. God. You slept with him, didn’t you?”

      “No,” I deny. I didn’t sleep with him. If I had, I might be sporting a wide Cheshire cat grin right now, and have a brain filled with dirty memories to last a lifetime.

      Kim’s eyes widen. “You did. That’s totally out of character for you. He didn’t slip something in your drink, did he?”

      “No, no,” I say. Not unless it was a pint of estrogen. “And I didn’t sleep with him. I swear it. We had dinner and that was it.”

      “And you know about his abs, how exactly? Did he Vulcan mind-meld you?” Kim is a bit of a sci-fi geek and not afraid to show it.

      “I might have felt one or two of them when we kissed.” Or three or four. Not that I was counting.

      Unconvinced, Cass bites her bottom lip thoughtfully. “Is he a good kisser, anyway?”

      I blush from the memory of his lips on mine. “Damn good.”

      Kim tightens up the leash on Crocco. “Well, thank God you didn’t sleep with him. Navy SEAL, my ass. Can’t believe you nearly fell for that. Probably uses that line all the time. He could have been an axe murderer, or a carrier of every STD around.”

      I should have expected this reaction from Kim. She is a single mom of a four-year-old who swears anxiety is as much a part of motherhood as stretch marks.

      “Shut up, killjoy. Besides, she would have used a condom. Right?” Cass glances at me for confirmation.

      “Of course I would have.” I nod vehemently.

      Kim raises her eyebrows. “Yeah, and if condoms were foolproof, I wouldn’t be a mom right now.”

      I shoot her a silencing look as an older man approaches, about my dad’s age if he were still alive. He pets our dogs for a while and talks about one of the dogs he had seen online. My heart does a happy dance when he tells me he already filled out an application—a sign that he’s serious about adopting. I pull a small stack of applications I printed out this morning from my backpack and find his close to the top.

      Giving him an encouraging grin, I point him in the direction of the pet store’s door where Lila has the Chihuahua. Hope wraps itself around my heart. The man seems perfect for Dollie. No kids. An apartment that allows dogs. All I’ll have to do is swing by for a house check and call a few references, and I’ll have one more open slot in a foster home.

      And one more dog I can save from the county shelter. That is enough to make me take a sip of my latte, imagining it is celebratory champagne.

      “He’s perfect for Dollie,” Kim comments, and I’m happy that we’ve moved on to a different topic. “Seems very calm. That dog is so hyper. I’m surprised you even had Lila bring her today.”

      I toss my shoulders upward. “She’s okay if we keep her indoors. And she’s easier to manage than Streamer.” Streamer is Lila’s other foster, a MinPin that pees every time he meets someone new. I don’t have enough volunteers to bring all of our dogs to these Saturday events, and have to pick the ones who make the best impression. Streamer is definitely not the cream of the crop among our rescues.

      The second hour of our event approaches, and we’re starting to see more traffic.

      As another couple hands me their application and gives Crocco a final pat on the head, I feel a strange prickling up my spine, as though someone’s hand is touching the nape of my neck.

      And I see him approach, feeling the air rush out of my lungs.

      Logan?

      What the hell?

      For a split second, I’m thinking the guy is stalking me. I know. Laughable, considering he has this spectacular Greek god bod, and I’m just… me. But when I see the complete shock in his eyes, I know he isn’t exactly expecting to run into me either.

      Then the humiliation settles over me like a wet blanket, remembering how I ditched him last night. As he walks toward us, I just stare at him, dumbfounded, suddenly oblivious to what Kim is saying to me as I nod in response, completely on auto-pilot.

      I hear Cass give a low whistle as Logan nears and I know she must have spotted him. You can’t not see a guy like Logan approaching. At least, not if you’re a heterosexual female under the age of 80.

      Logan stands above me, towering over my speechless form as I melt into my folding chair from his mere presence. Even in the daylight, the guy is hot. No, he is hotter. No wonder I nearly got naked with him.

      “Alexandra,” he says, and I hear Cass whimper at the sound of his voice uttering my name. The guy could be a phone sex operator with a voice like that. Come to think of it, if I signed him on as a sex toy rep, sales would quadruple and I could retire ten years earlier than planned. “What are you doing here?” he asks.

      “I—uh—” I stammer. What am I doing here? Oh, yeah. “I run a dog rescue. We’re here every Saturday morning so that people can meet and uh, maybe adopt a dog.” The words are stumbling from my mouth, but I’m not even sure what I am saying. Being close to this much testosterone in the morning is inebriating. Two more minutes in his presence and I’ll turn into a blithering idiot.

      “I know,” he replies. “I’m here to see Kosmo.”

      Kosmo. Seriously? This guy wants to see the chocolate Lab mix I’ve been fostering for the past six months? No one wants to see Kosmo. They all ask how he’s doing, but no one wants to actually adopt him. I had taken Kosmo home from the shelter, not knowing that he’d end up being our most costly foster ever. Not that that would have stopped me. There was something about his soulful eyes that had drawn me to him, and once I took his face in my hands and stroked his furry cheeks, I was a goner.

      But Kosmo turned out to be a special needs dog. He has a valve in his heart that won’t close all the way, requiring expensive medication and a surgery as soon as I can afford it. Donations for the heart procedure are trickling in. But as of now, the medicine is paid for straight out of my sex toys sales, like so many of the other expenses that come with my fosters. Who would have thought I’d be selling dildos for dogs?

      “I filled out an application online last week,” he adds.

      “Oh,” I murmur, still shell-shocked.

      Cass sends me an inquisitive look, obviously trying to figure out how I know this guy. “And your name is?” she asks him in her breathiest tone. Is she flirting with him? And can I blame her if she is?

      Logan’s dazzlingly blue eyes shoot over to Cass. “Jake Sheridan.”

      My gut seizes up. The lying piece of shit. “Jake?” I ask. “I thought you said your name was Logan.”

      Coughing, Cass spits out a mouthful of coffee. Obviously, she is putting two and two together.

      “Are you okay?” Logan—I mean, Jake—asks her.

      Her cheeks are flushed. “Yeah. Sorry. Went down the wrong hatch.”

      My eyes are still locked on his as I await his answer.

      “Logan’s my middle name.”

      I glance sideways at Cass who is giving a slight eye roll. Don’t say it, Cass. Don’t say it. But I’ll think it: Lying SOB.

      “I’m Jacob Junior, so I’ve always gone by Logan, my middle name. But I probably put Jacob on the form.”

      Yeah, right. Jake, Jacob, Logan. If I talk to him for ten more minutes, I’m betting he’ll toss a few more names my way.

      Cass spots his application and hands it to me. I can see her pointer finger placed appropriately at the line where he listed his occupation. And my stomach roils at the words “Construction Manager.” Prick.

      Navy SEAL, my ass. I can hear Kim’s words echoing in my brain. She was right, and I hate that. The guy is slicker than the best lube I sell.

      How could I have been so stupid?

      “Well, Jake—” I begin.

      “Logan,” he interrupts.

      Whatever. “—Kosmo isn’t here today. I only had enough volunteers to handle six dogs.”

      “Okay. So how can I meet him?”

      Insistent guy. He’ll do well in… construction management.

      “Well, normally one of us will take the dog to meet you at your home. We always do house checks, anyway, before we adopt out a dog. You know, to make sure someone’s not living in a place that’s unsuitable for a dog. Like, say… a hotel.” I frown at him.

      A half-grin sidles up his cheeks, and my heart rate picks up in pace by 10% despite the fact that this guy is a compulsive liar.

      “I was just staying there a couple nights. I’m renovating my townhouse and had no plumbing.”

      “Really.” Unconsciously, I draw the word out three or four syllables. “I thought you said you live in San Diego.”

      “No, I lived in San Diego. A while back. I still consider it home, though.”

      Sure thing, Slick. “Mmm, okay. Well, I’m not sure it sounds like you’re ready for a dog then.” I set his application back down on the pile.

      “Of course I am.”

      “Well, you said your townhouse is undergoing construction. With workers coming and going, I don’t think it would be the best place for a dog. He might slip out an open door. And I’m sure you must have seen on our website that Kosmo is a special needs dog. He needs a calm, stable home. Not a construction zone.” I know I sound patronizing, but I hardly care.

      What an idiot I was. Sitting there last night, listening to him talk about life in the SEALs, which he no doubt learned about by picking up a few bestsellers. How many other women did he use that line on?

      “My plumbing’s fine now. The townhouse is nearly complete. I have a fenced-in backyard. There’s nothing dangerous there for a dog.” His gaze on me is heavy.

      “Okay. I’ll call you if he’s still available. There’s been a lot of interest in him lately.”

      Kim shoots me a look and I silence her with a stifling glare. There has been no interest in Kosmo. Few people want to adopt a dog that comes with such a hefty price tag.

      Logan—or Jake, Jacob, or whatever the hell his name is—inhales deeply, broadening his chest in a way that is, frankly, scary as hell. “I think we should talk,” he says. Then, glancing sideways at my two friends, he adds, “Alone. Maybe we could take one of the dogs for a short walk?”

      If I wasn’t in a public place, I would be paralyzed in fear right now, especially with Kim’s suggestion that he might be an axe murderer still floating around in my brain.

      “Sure.” I toss my shoulders carelessly to make it seem like my heart isn’t palpitating behind my ribcage. I stand up, suddenly feeling like a munchkin next to his 6-foot-plus frame. I am a Maltese to his purebred German shepherd.

      Feeling Kim’s and Cass’s eyes watching me, I give my dog’s leash a little tug and walk down the brick-lined sidewalk toward the smell of coffee pouring out of Pop’s donut shop. It is busy every Saturday morning. Plenty of witnesses in case this guy turns Jekyll-and-Hyde on me.

      When we are out of earshot from my friends, I turn to him. “So?”

      “So. Small world, huh?”

      I nod. “Small town.”

      “You disappeared on me last night. I was worried about you when you didn’t come back. I even checked the restaurant and the front desk downstairs. But no one remembered you leaving.”

      That is the one good thing about being average-looking like me. No one really notices me coming and going. I kind of fade into the woodwork.

      “Well, I had second thoughts,” I tell him.

      “I figured that must be it.” He stares at me for a beat. “You could have just told me that.”

      He seems so damned sincere. I have to remind myself that, in the span of a few hours last night, this guy lied to me about his name, his job, and where he lives. He probably has a wife and kids waiting at home for him.

      “You didn’t mention last night that you were looking for a dog,” I say.

      He laughs. “And you didn’t mention you rescue dogs. I thought you said you work in some kind of sales.”

      I glance at him, nearly sucked into the vortex of his baby blue eyes. Noooo, a silent scream wails inside my hormone-laden brain. “We’re an all-volunteer organization. I have two other jobs to pay my bills.” My voice is clipped. “The dog rescue is just something I do on the side.”

      “Good for you. I wish we had talked about it last night. I love dogs. I’ve wanted one for years,” he says, sounding so sweet I can feel cavities forming in my teeth. He touches my arm lightly and I hate the way my body reacts, blood surging south, warmth pooling just below my naval.

      I square my shoulders toward him, and give him my deadliest glare. I don’t have time for this. I have more respect for myself than to give another minute to a guy who lies to me within minutes of meeting me. And pretending to be a SEAL? Hell, that’s just unpatriotic.

      “Listen, as nice as it is to talk about old times, I really do have to get back to my volunteers.”

      He takes a step backward, looking confused. “And Kosmo?”

      “What about him?”

      “I’d still really like to meet him. I think I could give him a good home.”

      I nod curtly. “I’ll be in touch.” I turn on my heel and walk away. Yet pulling my eyes from him is almost painful. Such a waste of good looks on a complete liar.

      And my thoughts seem to echo those of my friends. Thank God I hadn’t slept with him.
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      My niece is tearing a path across my parents’ front lawn toward my truck and, just like that, my world lights up.

      Hannah is beyond adorable in her two tight braids with her glasses that are just a little too big for her face. Despite the sour attitude of her mother, my niece seems to have retained that special joy that comes from being seven.

      She’s at that age when she doesn’t mind me calling her names like Peanut, Sugar Puff, and Pumpkin. Which is good, because I think I’ll always think of her as Pumpkin. She still takes me on fairy hunts in the woods that line the banks of the creek beyond my parents’ house. And she closes every day saying it’s X number of days till Santa comes.

      I think we’re about at day 230 now.

      “Did you get the doggie? Did you get the doggie?” Hannah chants as soon as I open my door.

      The smile that had just been on my face threatens to disappear. I’ve tried to forget about Kosmo and the bat-shit crazy girl who seems to like playing God with the animal. It’s been a week since I saw her in front of the pet store, and I still haven’t heard a word about my application.

      I’ve rewound the 24 hours I had known her a few times in my head, and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why she turned into a cold-hearted ice queen overnight.

      Thank God I hadn’t slept with her.

      Seriously… I bought her dinner. She pretty much invited herself to my room, plastered me against the elevator in a kiss that was off-the-charts, then disappeared on me as I sat waiting in my room with two orders of lava cake (which I managed to eat later by myself). Then she treats me like I committed a crime the next day.

      But my niece, in all her wide-eyed innocence, has reminded me why I’m really pissed off.

      That woman has blocked me from getting the dog I want.

      “No, Pumpkin,” I answer. “Not yet, anyway. But hopefully soon.”

      Her hazel eyes are sad, ripping the heart out of my chest, until she brightens only three seconds later. “Want to hunt for fairies?”

      “You bet.” I love the way her mind works—changing direction as quickly as the wind. My niece has ADHD, and I always joke that between her ADHD and my PTSD and my brother’s OCD (though he’ll never admit to it), we’ve got enough acronyms in our family to sound like a branch of the federal government.

      She is a whirlwind of energy, a whirlwind that her teachers complain about relentlessly, according to her mother.

      “Just let me drop these groceries in to your grandma.” I take her hand and walk up the paved driveway to my parents’ house.

      I can never seem to call this place my home, even though I have many memories here. This house is luxurious, and I don’t feel like I fit in. Especially not after five deployments and countless missions that showed me how most of the people of the world live. This is the kind of opulence that almost makes me feel a sense of shame.

      Don’t get me wrong. Even though it was my grandfather who started JLS Heartland, my dad worked his ass off to get the company to where it is today, and I give him a lot of credit for that. He never even went to college, and started working for JLS the Monday after he got his high school diploma. With Dad at the helm, JLS grew from a solid construction company to a housing development empire. JLS Heartland has developments in 32 states now.

      Even since his diagnosis, Dad still manages to work eight-hour days, doing most of his work from home. “Eight hours is a short day for me,” he is always quick to remind my mother when she nags him to rest. And he’s right. Fourteen-hour days were always the norm for him. I barely have any memories of my father because of it.

      My mom smiles at me as I walk into the kitchen.

      “I still don’t get tired of seeing you walk through my door, Logan,” she says. I know she’s referring to the years I was away. They were hard for her, and I still feel a pang of guilt for putting her through that. But she understands why I felt the need to serve.

      Which is more than I can say for my dad.

      I smile in reply. “I picked up the stuff you asked for,” I tell her as I set a bag of groceries on the counter. My mom is chopping some vegetables for tonight’s Sunday dinner. She could easily hire someone to do the cooking for her, but she politely refuses. She won’t hire a driver to take Dad to his doctor appointments and, until last year, wouldn’t even hire someone to clean her house.

      She is a proud woman who thinks she can do everything herself. Which is one of the reasons I came back to Ohio. She needs help with Dad. And even though I have brothers, I know that as Dad’s dementia progresses, she’ll need all her sons here.

      I share a conspiratorial look with Hannah as I witness her snatching a cookie from the plate Mom has reserved for dessert.

      Over her shoulder, my mom asks, “So, I don’t see that dog with you today. Did you not get him yet?”

      Again, with the dog. Obviously, sharing the idea with my family was not the thing to do. “No. I put in an application, but haven’t heard from the woman who runs the rescue organization yet.”

      “Maybe she didn’t get your application. I never trust all those online forms they have these days. I always think it’s better to hand things to someone in person.”

      Sure, I think, unless the lady apparently hates you with a vengeance. “She got the application. I saw her in person last week. I just think she doesn’t want me to have the dog.”

      “Why on earth not?”

      I sigh. I’m not about to tell my mom that I had nearly slept with the woman. “For some reason she doesn’t like me.”

      My mom drops her knife and eyeballs me. “Why on earth would she dislike you?”

      I crack a smile. My mom is always saying why on earth this and why on earth that.

      “Maybe she has something against military guys.” There actually are women that do. I’ve known a couple kids of service members who had some resentment toward a line of work that took away one of their parents for most of their lives. I can’t blame them in the least. I even dated a girl briefly who was terrified she’d fall too hard for me, and then just be waiting around all the time like her mother did for her Navy dad. Waiting for me to come home. Waiting to get orders that would send me away again. Waiting for that dreaded day when a Casualty Assistance Calls Officer might show up at her door and tell her that I wasn’t coming home again.

      There is a lot of waiting in the military.

      But Alexandra didn’t seem to mind that I had a military background when we talked over dinner that night. I can’t remember all that I told her, but she definitely got that predictably dazzled look in her eyes when I told her about my life as a SEAL a while back. Damn, she had been cute with those dark eyes and gentle curves, and a wholesome façade hiding the inner witch that I got to see the morning after.

      “Are you just giving up, then?” my mom asks.

      I glance over at Hannah before I answer. I never want that little girl to think that her uncle gave up on anything. “Just trying to figure out what my next move is.”

      “You could just go to the county shelter and adopt a dog there.”

      “Yeah, but this one really needs some medical help.”

      My mom glances my way. “Taking on another hard luck case, are you?” She smiles, probably remembering all the injured animals I used to bring home as a kid. “Well, then just do what you always did when you were a SEAL.” My mother perks up a smile as she reaches for the refrigerator door.

      “What’s that, Mom?”

      “Command. Take the lead. Tell that woman what you want and ‘don’t give up the ship.’” She ends her statement with a famous Captain James Lawrence quote. I have to love the way Mom is always weaving some Navy heritage into the conversation. You’d think she had been married to an Admiral all these years.

      She is right, I realize hours later as Hannah and I are deep in the woods looking for fairies, armed with flashlights and magnifying glasses, and covered in some kind of apple-berry scent that she said would attract them. And yeah, I realize that my brothers in the SEALs would never let me live it down if they knew I let my niece douse me in perfume.

      My mom is right. I don’t need to retreat. Time to march forward.

      I slip away to the front porch just after dessert with my phone and start typing out a message to the contact email address I found online, when one of my brothers steps out on the porch.

      “It was nice of you to come,” he says.

      Ryan is my younger brother by ten months, which classifies him as my Irish twin, I guess. “I always do,” I tell him.

      “Yeah. Keep it up, okay?”

      “I will.”

      “I know Dad appreciates it.”

      I nod slowly, knowing immediately where this conversation is headed. I’m the eldest son—the one Dad always imagined handing over his business to one day. Even though I enjoy construction, I love actually building something with my own two hands. Dad’s business has gotten so huge that the only place for me in his company is something behind a desk, wearing a suit, and having godforsaken business lunches with people I don’t give a shit about.

      I know; I interned there in high school before I got accepted to the U.S. Naval Academy, breaking my father’s heart.

      “He’s glad you’re home. We all are. Especially now.”

      I sigh deeply, wanting to ask him something, but not really ready to hear an honest answer. “How’s he been, anyway? He always seems fine at dinner.” About a year ago, when I was stationed in Annapolis, I got a call from Dylan, my youngest brother. He had received a phone call from Dad asking when Dylan’s plane was going to land and where he needed to be picked up.

      Trouble was, Dylan wasn’t flying on any planes that day.

      My dad is pretty stubborn, and he insisted that Dylan had told him that he was flying into Ohio that day. We all shrugged it off. Dylan does travel a lot, and Dad was under a lot of stress at work.

      But then about a month later, he called me from his car. He didn’t know where he was. Not just like his car had made the wrong turn and he was in an unfamiliar part of town. He didn’t even know what state he was in.

      I’m not sure why he called me, actually, but I’m glad he did. Because if I hadn’t heard it for myself, I never would have believed it.

      He hung up the phone with me against my pleas, and I called the police to try to get some help finding him. They found him in Pennsylvania two hours later.

      The diagnosis was vascular dementia.

      That day when I had flown to Ohio to meet my family in the hospital, I learned that the man I knew as strong and determined and successful would slowly wither away into someone who didn’t even recognize me. It would take a while—maybe five or so years depending on how quickly it was advancing, the doctor said. But it was inevitable.

      “He’s doing well,” Ryan tells me, and I fight back the hope that always churns up inside of me when I hear things like this. I can’t help thinking sometimes that the doctors have made a mistake. But then another episode happens, and reality stabs me in the gut.

      “He’d really love it if you came to work for the company, Logan.”

      I roll my eyes childishly at the statement.

      “It wouldn’t have to be running the show. But right now, while he still knows what’s going on around him, don’t you think it would be a good thing?”

      I know what he’s insinuating and I hate it. I could work for him for a while, until Dad reaches the point when he doesn’t know who I am anyway. I don’t like thinking about that. “Ask Dylan.”

      Ryan cocks his head. “You know he has no place at JLS Heartland. Never had any interest. Even Dad knows that.”

      My youngest brother Dylan had been blessed with enough talent to eclipse any plans my dad had for him at the company. He went to college on a full wrestling scholarship, spent every free moment training, and ended up with a medal at the Olympics. So while I was deployed to third world countries armed with an HK416 and wondering if I’d come home in a body bag, Dylan was raking in millions from cereal and shaving endorsements.

      I’m happy with my choices in life, don’t get me wrong. But Dylan’s a pretty hard guy to relate to.

      “Besides,” Ryan adds, “he’s busy now. Got another gym opening up in LA.”

      And I’m not busy is what he’s really saying, just renovating a handful of little townhomes. In this family, that classifies more as a hobby than a job.

      “I’d go crazy locked in an office all day, Ryan. Besides, I’ve only started renovating my townhomes. You’d know that if you ever stopped by,” I add. Hey, if he’s going to toss a little guilt my way, I can throw it right back at him.

      I bought a strip of townhomes that were in foreclosure when I moved here, and am fixing them up one by one. I love the work. I love taking something that has been neglected and turning it into something that shines. If I stick around after I sell these ones, I might do it again. Sadly, there are plenty of foreclosures in our area these days.

      “Sorry. Been meaning to, but I’ve been a bit chained to my desk now that Dad’s unable to take the lead on projects.”

      My point exactly, I want to say. But I don’t. I know Ryan enjoys his work to some degree, but I also know there is a trace of resentment toward me for not stepping up to bat when Dad wanted me in his company years ago.

      “Just think about it,” he finishes, rising from the wicker chair and stretching his back as he gazes at the sunset.

      I see the way he looks at the stand of trees leading up to the creek as he stretches, and it saddens me. I never pictured Ryan taking over for Dad. Not Ryan, who liked backpacking and hiking and rock climbing. Looking back at the two of us as we were growing up, I’m a little surprised that he wasn’t the one who ended up a Navy SEAL rather than me.

      But he has a responsible streak in him a mile long. And I’m damn grateful our family has him. “I will think about it. Promise.” And I will. After the townhomes are renovated and sold, I might be looking for another challenge to fill my time.

      I’m clueless, though, how a mission-driven guy like me would thrive at JLS Heartland.

      Nodding and giving my shoulder a pat, he walks back into the house. The silence of the night somehow bothers me—it always has since my last year in the SEALs—as though I’m waiting for a firefight to erupt or an IED to explode beneath me. My heart picks up its pace, and my throat feels like it’s closing.

      I know it isn’t. This, I can control now.

      I suck in a deep breath, reminding myself that oxygen is not scarce and look back down at my phone to distract myself. I start tapping out a message:

      “Alexandra, I’m writing to follow up about Kosmo since I haven’t heard from you. I’m still interested in him and know that I could provide a good home for him. I would appreciate it if you would contact me ASAP to conduct the house check you mentioned.”

      I gaze out at the final rays of sun as they disappear behind the trees in the distance, remembering the image of the refreshing woman that I shared dinner with. She had that kind of sweetness that guys like me eat up. Such a stark contrast to how she was the next morning.

      Coming from a band of three brothers, the intricacies of the female mind continue to evade me.

      “I’m not sure what happened between the time you departed that Friday evening and the following Saturday morning that caused you to detest me…”

      I pause, and delete the word “detest.”

      “…dislike me. However, it is imperative that Kosmo receives the medical care he needs and I can provide this without further delay.”

      That’s right. Guilt her.

      Through the open windows, I hear the laughter of my niece inside as she plays Go Fish with my brothers. My heart feels its usual tug.

      “Regardless, I would like to offer to pay for any medical expenses Kosmo has, and would like to discuss with you and his vet scheduling the surgery he needs.”

      I close with my contact information, and hold myself back from adding my advice that she seek psychiatric help for her obvious multiple personality issues. After all, now is the time to focus on Kosmo.
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      I had expected a reply. I hadn’t expected it so quickly.

      Within an hour of sending my email, she asked if she could do the house check tomorrow during the day sometime. She was surprisingly polite, and apologetic for not being able to do it after normal work hours, but she works most nights.

      So now it’s closing in on 10 a.m. and I’m rushing to finish painting this wall in the townhome that adjoins to mine before she arrives. I hate leaving a wall half-painted. My team is in the third townhome over, knocking down the wall between the kitchen and the living room, just as they had in this one last week. The noise is overwhelming, and I’m really worried she’ll tell me that my house is too chaotic for a dog like Kosmo to recover from surgery. I plan on putting the heavy work on pause during that time anyway, but I just don’t want anything to trigger this woman into going Ice Queen on me again.

      The windows are open, and I’m surprised to hear a car pull up in front of my home ten minutes early. Leaning over to peek out the window, my hand slips and I end up with a thick, giant streak of beige paint on my blue shirt.

      Dammit. Way to make an impression.

      I open the door before she even is able to ring the bell next door. “Hi.”

      Glancing at the number on the door, she looks confused. “Oh. I thought you had written that you were in #1.”

      “I am.” I step outside and move to my own door, swinging it open. “I’m just working on #2 and 3 now. I bought this row of townhomes and am renovating them.”

      “Oh,” she says noncommittally and adds, “Wow,” when she steps into my living room.

      I have to admit, my house looks great. I bought most of the furniture and art pieces at Maeve’s direction when I moved to Annapolis for my last tour with the Navy. There’s nothing that looks “bachelor pad” here and that suits me fine.

      “This is really beautiful,” she says, her eyes darting around the room.

      “Well, don’t be too impressed. My friend Maeve is an interior designer.”

      “She’s talented. Does she live in Newton’s Creek?”

      I suppress a laugh, trying to imagine Maeve in a small Midwestern town like this one. “No, she’s in Annapolis, Maryland.”

      Her hand strokes the supple leather of the couch and I notice she seems to be appreciating the woodwork I installed. There’s dentil molding along the ceiling and built-in bookshelves around the fireplace. I love books and I like to show them off.

      She walks toward them. “You must read a lot.”

      “I try. I’ve only read half of these though.”

      “You could get an e-reader and not have to store all these,” she says, making me grimace. I like e-readers—don’t get me wrong. When I was deployed, it was the only way I could read as much as I liked since I couldn’t fill my rucksack with books. But given the choice, I just prefer the weight of a good, heavy book in my hands.

      “I guess,” I reply. “But then what would I put on my bookshelves?”

      She nods, her eyes wandering to the huge smear of paint on my chest.

      I glance down apologetically. “Sorry. I was painting next door,” I say.

      Her eyes are still on my chest, but she seems to be staring at my pecs more than the paint. She bites her bottom lip awkwardly. “So, Kosmo is in the car. Shall I bring him in?” she asks, fluttering her lashes nervously as her eyes meet mine.

      “Of course. I was expecting you to.”

      “Yeah. I just have learned to always take a quick peek at a house first. Sometimes applicants don’t tell me about other dogs that might not get along with ours. Or once a house I visited had a definite hoarder situation going on. And another time there was a guy who greeted me at the door wearing nothing but a thong. I mean, who wants to expose a nice dog to that?” she finishes, stifling a laugh, and I swear her eyes glance down at my groin momentarily.

      This woman completely baffles me. I’m getting the same vibe I did from her that night at dinner, the one that tells me she’s attracted to me. But I’m still waiting for her head to start spinning as she mutates into the woman who stared daggers at me the morning after.

      She heads toward the door, but stops abruptly at a framed photograph of my team and me before my final mission with the SEALs. It’s signed by all my SEAL brothers.

      “What’s this?” Her voice is faint and I can barely hear it over the circular saw two doors down.

      “Just a photo of my team.”

      Taking two steps closer to it, she almost looks pale suddenly, and I’m clueless why. I’m a little freaked out by the expression on her face right now. She’s eyeing my picture in a way I can’t even define.

      That photo means a lot to me and if she does something weird like sending it crashing to the floor, I’ll be pretty pissed off.

      “And that’s you. Second from the right,” she notices.

      “Yeah.”

      She touches her fingers to her lips. “You were a SEAL.”

      My eyebrows arch. I’m positive that I told her that when we had dinner. “Yeah. We talked about that. Remember?”

      “But your application said you’re a construction manager.”

      “Um, yeah. I separated from the military last year. Got a little too banged up for it.” I’m vague like I always am. If pressed for details, I tell people about my shoulder injury because it usually shuts them up. It’s really no one’s business that I came back from my last couple missions with moderate PTSD, as defined by the docs. I’m doing much better. And somehow talking about having it now just doesn’t seem right to me since most the guys I know who have it are a lot worse off than me.

      “Oh, no,” she says quietly, her lower lip inexplicably quivering. “I really owe you an apology.”

      “Why?”

      “I assumed that you had been lying about being a SEAL just to—um…”

      “Get laid,” I finish for her. I toss my head back and laugh. “So is that why you suddenly disappeared that night?”

      “No. I didn’t think that till the morning after when I saw your application and some other job listed as your occupation. And then when you said your name wasn’t really Logan…”

      “It is,” I interrupt, trying hard to hold back a smile. “I only fill out forms with my legal name though. A habit from ten years in the military.”

      “Yeah, I get that now.” She sighs, looking humiliated. “But you did tell me you were from San Diego.”

      “If I recall correctly, you asked me where home was. I only moved back here temporarily for some family reasons. If you had asked me where I lived, I would have said right here.” I shake my head. “Look, I’m sorry if I wasn’t specific enough for you. Maybe I should have made things clearer. But I don’t lie to women.”

      That is the God’s truth. Lies are like unexploded ordnance. You don’t know when they’ll blow up in your face, but they will.

      “I’m really sorry,” she says.

      I touch her shoulder impulsively. I can’t resist because she really looks defeated and I hate it when people look that way. “Not a problem.”

      “I’ll get Kosmo.” She walks out my door without even looking me in the eyes.

      It’s really not the big deal she thinks it is. It’s not like she poured gasoline on my truck and lit a match. She just acted a little bitchy one morning.

      Hell, my last girlfriend treated me like that once a month when she’d get PMS, and I wasn’t mad at her about it.

      I step to the open doorway and see Kosmo bound out of the car. He’s big and burly and full of personality, I can tell already. I love how dogs just barrel through life. I’ve seen it before. They don’t let things get to them much.

      Got a heart valve problem? Oh well. Where’s my toy?

      Missing leg? No prob! Let’s play anyway.

      Blind in both eyes? So what. Got a bone for me?

      I try to keep that attitude. It was hard when I was told that my time with the SEALs had come to an end. No one wants to hear that. But I just try to barrel through, same as Kosmo.

      When they step in the house, I sit on the ground as Alexandra unhooks his leash, and let him sniff and lick me anywhere he wants. He immediately shows interest in the thick streak of wet paint on my shirt. Instinctively, I strip my shirt off quickly. “Hey, no, buddy. I don’t need you licking paint off me the first time we meet.” I ball up my shirt and toss it to the side. His fur is thicker than most Labs and I wonder if there’s some husky or collie in him.

      “Want to see your house?” I ask him. I know it’s presumptuous to assume she’ll let me have him. But at this point, I’ll do anything for this mutt.
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      Please put your shirt back on. The sight of your body will ruin other men for me.

      I want to say it. I want to beg it. But I also want to just give one poke to that tantalizing V at the edge of his abs just to see what it feels like. His jeans are low on his hips, just low enough that I can see every precious ripple of muscle on his torso. What does a guy have to do to get a body like that?

      “Be right back,” he says and he bounds up the stairs, presumably to his bedroom to get a new shirt. Kosmo follows him.

      I want to follow him, too.

      Not a minute passes and he’s in front of me again, covered up in a t-shirt that only turns my temperature down a degree or two. Truth is, he looks almost as sexy in that shirt as he did half-naked. Almost.

      I follow him through the house as he gives me a tour. He opens the fridge when we’re in the kitchen and asks me if I want a soda. I nod, wishing I could pour the cold liquid over my body right now.

      There’s a box of dog treats on the counter that he says he picked up this morning, and he asks if it’s all right for Kosmo to have one. I tell him yes, feeling a warmth settle into me as he sits on the ground and hands Kosmo the treat. Kosmo nuzzles him, looking for another and Logan wraps his thick arms around him in a hug.

      I could cry right now. I could honest-to-God cry as I see these two together. It’s like they were meant for each other, and I had nearly stood in their way.

      Of course, I had intended to do a house check on him all along. I just let his application fall to the bottom of the bunch. After all, just because I thought he was a lying prick didn’t mean he might not be a good pet owner. And like Cass was quick to point out, just about everyone lies when they are hanging out in hotel bars. Even I had dipped my toe in the water of deceit when I told him my name was Alexandra. It just sounds sexier than Allie, though no one uses my full name except for telemarketers.

      But he hadn’t been lying. He is a SEAL. Or was, specifically. And trying to remember what exactly he had told me that night, I’m willing to bet he never said he currently is a SEAL. Honestly, looking at him during dinner I was so damn focused on how gorgeous he was, the conversation had gone pretty much like this:

      “Blah, blah, blah, Logan, blah, blah, blah, Navy SEAL, blah, blah, blah, blah, San Diego, blah, blah, blah, blah, Check, please!”

      He shows us the upstairs next and my heart skips two or three beats as we step into the master bedroom.

      He smacks the top of his king size mattress to urge Kosmo up onto it. Is it wrong to envy a dog? If he’d make the same gesture for me, I’d probably launch myself onto the mattress, too.

      “So, is this where he’ll sleep?” I ask.

      “Yep, unless you think someplace else is better.”

      “It’s perfect.” Some dogs do better in crates at night, but definitely not this one. And I have to admit, I’m partial to letting a dog sleep with me at night. After all, it’s the only company I get in the sack these days.

      I doubt Logan can say the same.

      “And I’m thinking I’ll keep a water bowl upstairs in the bathroom here, and one downstairs. Your website said he gets a little more tired than other dogs right now, right?”

      “Mmhm. But if the surgery is successful, that should change.” I step into the master bath in the direction he’s pointing, and my jaw drops. It’s as big as my bedroom, and the tile work makes me feel like I’m in some boutique hotel in New York City. There are double sinks, a stand up shower, and a huge soaking tub. With the image of him shirtless still etched in my brain, I can’t resist imagining him in that tub. And since it’s big enough for two, my own likeness creeps into the fantasy. Of course, in my imagination, the ten extra pounds on my thighs and butt have miraculously relocated to my breasts.

      I clear my throat. “Was this part of the renovation you were talking about?”

      “Yes. I had to strip this place pretty much down to the studs. And I stole some of the space from the bedroom on the other side of this wall to make the bathroom bigger. Like it?”

      “Love it,” I reply without hesitation. I’ve never met anyone who’s done a big project like this.

      I step back into his bedroom where Kosmo is making himself at home on the four-poster bed. The room is definitively masculine with its dark wood and a leather recliner facing a television along the back wall. Another two bookcases stand on either side of a picture window. Glancing outside, I notice a fence around his yard—perfect for a dog like Kosmo. Just outside the fence, I see a rocky portion of Newton’s Creek, the picturesque stream that gave its name to our town. The view is lovely, and I can picture Logan dropping a fishing rod into the water there with Kosmo at his side.

      “You have a big yard for a townhome,” I tell him.

      “Let me show you it,” he says, backing out of the room. “Since it’s an end unit, I decided I’d fence off the side yard, too.”

      We walk down to the kitchen and he swings open the back door. Kosmo darts into the green space, sniffing and exploring. He’s in heaven right now.

      “He seems pretty happy here,” Logan notices.

      “He does,” I agree.

      He turns to me, suddenly looking serious. “Listen, I need to ask you something important.”

      I immediately brace myself. I knew this was too good to be true.

      “How is he with kids?” he asks.

      I expel the breath I was holding. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but when a man you barely know offers to cover a dog’s $4,000 surgery, it’s natural to think there might be some strings attached.

      “You have kids?”

      “No. But I have a seven-year-old niece who I spend a lot of time with when she’s staying with her dad. I’d need a dog to get along with her.” He pauses. “I’ll pay his medical bills regardless, though. I just don’t want her getting attached to a dog that might not get along with her. Life doles out enough rejection as it is.”

      I’m impressed that he even thinks on that level. So many people don’t see the big picture when it comes to adopting a dog. It’s not all cuddles and long walks and games of fetch. “He plays all the time with my friend’s four-year-old,” I say, remembering how patient Kosmo was when Kim’s son yanked his tail. “I mean, you really need to be cautious with any dog, and especially when he’s recovering from surgery he might be crabby. But I haven’t seen anything that would make me hesitate in letting you adopt him.”

      “So you’ll let me?” He looks hopeful.

      “Yes.” I feel a little lump in my throat at the thought of handing Kosmo over to someone else. I always feel this way, though. “And it’s written in the contract that you’ll sign that if for any reason you can’t provide a home for him, you have to give him back to us.”

      “Absolutely. So what happens now? Do you just leave him here?”

      I almost agree to. I feel that certain Kosmo is exactly where he belongs. “Um, no. I actually have to check your references first. I usually do those after house checks because it sometimes takes a while to track people down, and half the time I get stood up for house checks, anyway.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. But anyway, that will give you time to buy the things you’ll need. I’ll give you a list and the brand of foods and treats he’s been eating. I’d stick to what he’s used to, at least for a while. And his medicine—” I begin, hesitating only briefly. “You’ll need to stock up on his heart meds because he can’t go a day without them. I have about a week’s worth that I can give you. They’re, um, pretty expensive,” I warn him, ready to watch him bail.

      “It’s not a problem.” He says it without hesitation, and I can’t help but wonder how much this guy’s banking as a construction manager. After buying a row of townhomes and putting all this work into them, I can’t imagine he’s got a lot of other projects right now. But I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “I can drop him off later this week, if that’s okay. I’d really like to do it before Friday evening, if possible.” I wouldn’t ordinarily tell him why, but for some reason I’m compelled to. “The shelter euthanizes dogs then and since I’ll have an extra space available in my home, I’d really like to pick up another dog who has run out of time.”

      His eyes are still fixed on Kosmo as he plays in the yard, but his expression changes. “Jesus,” he says quietly. “Yeah, I’ll buy everything I need tonight and be ready for him as soon as you want to bring him over.”

      “Great, thanks.” I slap my hand to my thigh, and Kosmo charges to my side. “Well, I don’t want to take up any more of your time today. I should probably get going.”

      He nods, heading back into the house, and I fight disappointment because I really don’t want to go.

      “Thanks for coming by, Alexandra.”

      “Allie,” I say, hooking Kosmo back up to his leash. “Most people really just call me Allie.”

      “Really? You look more like an Alexandra to me.”

      I stare at him silently a moment. He probably doesn’t know I am taking that as a compliment, but I am. When I look in the mirror, I don’t see anyone as exotic or dramatic as an Alexandra staring back at me. I like the idea that he might see something different.

      He walks me out the front door and up to the side of my car.

      Bending over, he gives Kosmo a final pet and kisses him on the top of his head. That’s one lucky dog, I’m thinking.

      “See you soon, boy,” he says, opening up the car door. I hope he doesn’t notice that my car smells like a kennel.

      Walking over to my side of the car, he asks, “So why did you leave?”

      I’m caught off guard. Maybe it’s the proximity to him that’s causing it, but my brain seems to be short-circuiting as he gallantly opens my door for me. “Hmm?”

      “That night at the hotel. If it wasn’t because you thought I was lying about being a SEAL, then why did you disappear on me?”

      Sighing, I sit in my car wishing I could come up with a good way of spinning the truth. “I just chickened out. That’s… not like me. You know, following a guy up to his hotel room. I’ve never done that before.”

      He smiles. “Technically, you still haven’t. You didn’t make it over the threshold.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “No need to be sorry. I just wish you had told me. I’d never push a woman into something she’s not comfortable with.”

      This guy is too good to be true. I’m tempted to throw myself at him again like I did in that elevator, but I’m sure that train has left the station. After all, I haven’t really made the best impression on him.

      No need to humiliate myself further with this man.

      “Well, I’m sorry, just the same.” He’ll never know how sorry. The mere sight of Logan does more for my sex drive than the best vibrator I sell.

      As he shuts my car door for me, Kosmo sticks his head over the seat and licks my ear. Wish Logan would do that, but I can’t be too sad about it.

      After all, Kosmo’s getting a home and the surgery he needs, and I’ll be saving another dog this week.

      Life is lonely. But life is good.
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      “Seriously? He’s really a SEAL?”

      It’s barely nine in the morning and I haven’t had my coffee yet. I’m not ready for questions like this. But it’s my boss, Nancy, talking to me, so I slap on a smile and respond.

      “Was a SEAL,” I clarify, talking into the little camera on my phone. Nancy likes to Skype our meetings, and I don’t mind because I can do it in my pajama pants. I manage to put on a bra and a decent shirt just to make me look a little professional. But I’ve worked for her for over a year now, and I’m pretty sure she can guess I’m in slippers right now. “And he really does go by Logan. When I called his references, that’s the only name they used for him.”

      “Holy crap. And you told me you were such a bitch to him that Saturday morning,” Nancy reminds me.

      It might seem odd that I even share details like that with my boss, but at this point she’s really more like a friend who passes me a meager paycheck every two weeks. She runs her nonprofit out of her home in Cincinnati, but is on the road two-thirds of the time giving speeches and having meetings pumping up the health benefits of being vegan.

      It’s a hard sell in the heartland of America.

      I take a sip of my coffee, laden with non-vegan creamer, and am glad she can’t smell the bacon and cheese omelet I cooked up this morning. Nancy knows I’m not a vegan, but there’s no need to rub her nose in it.

      “Yeah,” I answer her, pausing to swallow my coffee. “But he’s still interested in Kosmo. And Crocco and Bullet look like they’ll have homes by the end of the week, too.”

      “So you’ll have no dogs?” she asks.

      I nod. “I’ll stop by the pound this week and pick up a few more,” I say, even though I know that’s not what she’s insinuating.

      Tilting her head to the side, she raises her eyebrows. “Or you could sell your place.”

      I sigh, trying to press the image of my real dream to the back of my brain. “I’m not ready to take that on.” My voice stammers, not sounding very convincing.

      Nancy is the dictionary definition of a Type A. There’s nothing she won’t take on if it means getting closer to her goal. If she gets an idea in her head, she’ll pursue it to the ends of the earth. Which is why she has the balls right now to be calling from a hotel in Chicago—home to some of the best steakhouses on the planet, in my opinion—where she’s been trying to convince schools to embrace the vegan lifestyle.

      Good luck with that, Nancy.

      We talk more about her schedule of meetings and I jot down notes about some calls I need to make for her.

      Even though the pay is the pits and I make twice as much selling sex toys in the evenings, I love my day job working for Nancy because she lets me telecommute. So while the rest of the world is stuck in rush hour traffic, I can be at home with my dogs, half of whom need a refresher course in housetraining when I get them from the pound.

      I finish getting dressed so I can grab another coffee at Pop’s on Anders. It’s only a short walk from my condo, and I love that I live in small town America but can actually do things without needing to get in my car.

      Granted, there aren’t many things to do in downtown Newton’s Creek, unless I want to buy gourmet pet food at Sally Sweet’s (which I certainly can’t afford), or get a malted milkshake at the five-and-dime (which I do far too regularly), or drool over the diamonds in the local jewelry store (which, sadly, has been having its going out of business sale for the last two months).

      There’s a nouveau chic restaurant here, too, though I’ve never had enough in the bank to try it. It’s got a five-star rating online and people drive all the way here from Dayton and Cincinnati to check it out when they spend a day in the country.

      I pick up one of the free papers on the corner before I turn onto Anders. It’s a warm late spring day and the humidity has kicked in just enough to make my hair frizz at the ends.

      When I’m at the counter ordering, I put down my paper to pull my hair back in a ponytail.

      “Hi, Pops,” I say, my eyes meeting the older man behind the counter.

      “Happy Tuesday, Allie,” he greets me. Every morning, it’s the same greeting. Happy Monday, Happy Tuesday, Happy Wednesday. And Pops has been plenty happy lately ever since the commuter bus started picking up here on Anders Street, doubling his business on weekdays.

      I can’t complain about it either since my condo’s value has spiked with more people wanting to live in the serenity of Newton’s Creek and commute to the city.

      “The usual?” he asks.

      “Yes, thanks.”

      “Can I tempt you with a donut today?”

      “No. Please don’t,” I beg him. I could easily be tempted, but something about meeting Logan has made my donut ritual seem a little less tasty. I know I blew my chance with the guy, but it reminded me that one day, maybe, just maybe, I’ll want to get naked with a man again.

      Glancing at my watch, I pick up my pace toward home. I’m meeting Cass at the pound today to photograph the dogs. Cass is really good with a camera. I guess she picked it up modeling in New York. So every Monday we meet at the pound to take pictures of the new intakes so that they can be put online. Before we started doing this, they didn’t even have photos up of the dogs, and the only names they had listed were things like “HC128-SpanielX” and the like. There aren’t many creative types who work at our local pound.

      By the time I arrive, Cass is already trying to put a pink bow on a Westie. The dog’s all brushed and I’m feeling guilty. “Am I late?”

      “No. I got here early. Half of them are done already.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Figured I owed you after talking trash about your SEAL.”

      I scoff. “He’s not my SEAL. And don’t worry about it. I would have done the same thing if the tables were turned.” I move to the Westie. “What’s your name, pretty girl?”

      “Boy. It’s a boy.”

      “Then why the pink bow?”

      “I didn’t have a blue one. And it looks so cute. Don’t you think?”

      I shrug. It does look cute. This one won’t even need my rescuing, I’m betting as Cass snaps a picture. Someone will probably snatch him right up direct from the pound.

      But there are so many others.

      We walk Ice Cream (Cass apparently named him) back to his cage, and I frown at all the new faces around me. They all aren’t as cute as Ice Cream. And worse, I see the familiar dogs, the ones I saw last week and the week before, who are likely running out of time. They might not be here when I come back later this week. I always let the County know when I’ve got space coming up, and they do their best to hold off on euthanizing them. But there’s only so much room here, and I need both my fingers and toes to count how many times I’ve come for a specific dog only to discover they’d just been euthanized.

      Death is a bitch. There’s no “undo” button for it.

      I feel my face droop. “Does this ever seem futile?”

      Shocked, Cass turns to me. “What?”

      “There are just so many we can’t save. And they keep coming. I wish I could get more foster homes.”

      Cass frowns at my discouragement. “With the commuter bus now coming to town, more people are going to move here, Allie. Happens all the time. More people mean more fosters. And more people willing to adopt, too.”

      “I know…” My voice trails as my eyes fall to a German shepherd. His face seems wise and I wonder what he’s seen in his life. Why would anyone give up such a beautiful dog? Will he still be here later this week when I have space? I make a mental note to ask before I leave today.

      I turn to Cass. “Remember that property I was telling you about?”

      “The foreclosure? Sure.”

      Pausing before I say anything else, I mull whether to even voice my thoughts. There’s an old boarding kennel that went out of business before I even moved here, after a newer, fancier kennel opened up closer to the highway—one of those luxury pet resorts that offers tuck-in service, quilted bedding and dog massages. The older place just couldn’t compete, so the property is in foreclosure—two secluded acres about fifteen minutes from town sandwiched between two farms. I snooped around it once and guess it could fit at least thirty dogs in there.

      It’s my dream.

      Nancy told me about a nonprofit loan I could get, but I’d still need to come up with a good percentage of the money myself. Even though we get some donations, it’s not nearly enough to secure the kind of loan I’d need to buy that place and fix it up.

      “Do you have a couch?” The words slip from my mouth too easily.

      “Umm, yeah. Why?”

      I sigh as I retrieve a dog from his cage and hook him up to a leash. “I’ve been thinking more about that boarding kennel. And if these three adoptions go through this week, it will be the first time I’ve been dog-free in ages, right?”

      “Right. But what has that got to do with the boarding kennel?”

      “What if I sold my condo, and used the money to secure that nonprofit loan Nancy told me about. I could make a bid on the foreclosure.”

      “Where would you live?”

      “Your couch.” I send her a feeble grin.

      “Oh, Allie. You’d hate where I live. The people in my building are freaks. Even I can’t stand them, and I have a really high tolerance for freaks.”

      Frowning, I lead the dog down the long hallway toward the room where we’ve set up our makeshift photo studio. Cass’s apartment is right outside of Buckeye Land, where most of the seasonal workers like her live. She’s right. It sounds like hell to me. But it can’t be worse than the hell I face walking in here every week and seeing all the dogs I can’t save. “It would only be for a short while, till I hear back from the bank.”

      She picks up a dog brush. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you need. My roommate is drunk half the time she’s home anyway and probably won’t even notice. I don’t even think she’s noticed I started fostering dogs. But I think it’s a crazy idea. What if you go through all that and don’t even get the place? I’ve heard foreclosures are weird like that. You put an offer on one and wait for months, and the damn thing ends up going to someone else anyway.”

      My shoulders slump. “But who’d want an old kennel? No one around here. It’s been sitting vacant for so long, I can’t imagine it’s in good shape.”

      “All the more reason not to buy it, hon.”

      I sweep up a pile of fur that has collected on the ground. “I just can’t get it out of my mind, Cass. I mean, it might be run-down, but it’s a boarding kennel, already equipped for animals. How many times is an opportunity like this going to come up?” I take the brush from Cass and start on the matted fur on the dog’s front legs, giving him a pet with my free hand. “When you decided to move to New York City to model, weren’t you following your dream?”

      “Yeah, and look how that turned out for me, genius. I’m playing fairy princess in the middle of freaking Ohio for the summer because that’s the only thing my agent could get me.”

      “But you went for it. You went for your dream. You don’t regret it, do you?”

      “Every day of my life.”

      Okay, not the answer I was expecting. “But you’d regret it more if you hadn’t tried. You’d be working somewhere wondering ‘what if?’”

      “Maybe. But at least I wouldn’t have to slap on a smile for another slobbery, germ-ridden kid who’s been in line an hour in the heat to get a photo op with me.” She pauses. “Oh, speaking of, they changed my schedule on me again, and I won’t be able to bring Moppet to the adoption event on Saturday.”

      I nod, expecting this. Now that Buckeye Land is starting their summer schedule, I doubt I’ll be getting much help from Cass. “No problem. I can pick her up in the morning and bring her back if you give me your key. Or I’ll ask Kim. She’s running a party for me tonight, anyway.”

      Kim only does a couple parties a year for me. Her parents frown at the notion of their daughter selling sex toys, her mother referring to them as “those Devil tools,” which is why Kim needs to store her samples in my closet.

      “Great.” Cass picks up the camera. “And you know what? Don’t listen to me. You go for your dream. My couch is there for you if you need it.”
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      “Oooh, pretty.” My niece is toying with the overlay of the wedding invitation I received from Annapolis. It’s laser cut paper that looks like elegant lace, fastened by a blush pink bow that only my niece can fully appreciate.

      I’m more of an e-invitation kind of guy.

      “Is this from a princess?” she asks. At her age, everything is princesses and fairy tales and happy endings. I hope she enjoys this stage while it lasts. Because, damn it all, it won’t.

      I open the bow for her. “No. It’s just a wedding invitation,” I say bringing disappointment to her eyes. It’s for Bess’s wedding, someone I only ran into a few times while I was in Annapolis, but my friend Maeve is the Maid of Honor. I’d bet my next paycheck—if I had one—that Maeve hand-picked the invitations herself.

      “When I get married, I want to have invitations like these.”

      “Then you’ll have them, honey,” I tell her confidently. There’s nothing too good for my brother’s only child. He’ll have white doves deliver the invitations if she wants it.

      “Are you going?”

      I wince at the thought. I hate weddings, especially going stag. But I feel a pinch of guilt for the regrets that I’m destined to send back as a reply. Maeve warned me the invitation was coming. Bess doesn’t exactly have a huge family and Maeve’s trying to bulk up the bride’s side of the aisle.

      Since my family’s pretty big, three brothers and seven cousins, and about twenty SEAL brothers, I shouldn’t even be able to relate to Bess’s predicament. But the idea of not having them, any of them, is like a punch in the gut.

      Besides, she’s marrying an Army guy. A Ranger. She’s going to need all the support she can get. “I might,” I finally reply with a sigh as Hannah sits back down to our game of Battleship. Playing a board game is always a daylong event with Hannah, as she flits about the room in between moves, distracted by whatever happens to land within her line of sight.

      I can imagine the struggle the poor kid is having in school and it breaks my heart.

      “E4.” My niece stares at me, her eyes steely and determined. She looks almost menacing from her expression, despite the pigtails popping out from the sides of her head.

      I glance down at my tiny plastic ships on my board, and frown. “Hit. Submarine.”

      Her face lights up, like it always does. To see her smile like that, I’d gladly throw any game of Battleship. Fact is, though, I’m not throwing the game at all. She’s whipping my ass like she always does. She’s got an instinct for games that is unreal, and as soon as she is old enough, I’m taking her to Vegas.

      I press my little red peg into my partially sunken sub when I hear the doorbell ring.

      “He’s here!” She jumps up from the table and races to the door.

      I dart behind her and stop her from swinging it open. “Now remember, this dog is new to you, so let him approach you, okay? And if he doesn’t seem into you, don’t push it.” Sounds like I’m giving her dating advice about ten years too early, but I’m not. I’m seriously worried about how this might go. My niece is my everything. She has a pretty hard time making friends at school, and the last thing I want to do is bring a dog into her world that might reject her. Or worse, bite her.

      “I know, Uncle Logan. I know.” Hannah’s eyes roll, exasperated.

      I open the door and Kosmo immediately strides toward her, sniffing. I watch them like a hawk, looking for any sign of displeasure from either of them. I know Allie is there, too, on the other end of the leash, but I can’t even glance her way right now. Kosmo is almost face-high to Hannah, and I see just how vulnerable small children can be to big dogs. My heart is in my throat.

      “Hi, Kosmo,” Hannah says, reaching out to pet him. He licks her arm and she giggles. He immediately drops down to the ground and rolls on his back for a belly rub.

      “That’s a good sign.”

      Only now do I glance up at Allie, who isn’t even looking at me. She’s watching the two of them, too, and I’m grateful for it. She’s dressed up again, like she was that night I met her.

      “Hi, Allie,” I reach out my hand awkwardly to shake hers. Considering the first night we met, I’m not really sure how to greet this woman. “This is my niece, Hannah.”

      Allie holds her hand out to Hannah and my niece takes it in her wrong hand and gives it an enthusiastic shake.

      Hannah returns to rubbing Kosmo’s belly and he is basking in the attention. “Oh, you’re a nice doggie. Can he come off the leash?”

      “Sure.” Allie shuts the door behind her and detaches Kosmo’s leash.

      I sit on the ground with my niece, confident now this is a good match for all of us. “How are you doing, bud?” I scratch his belly lightly and his back legs quiver, telling me I found a sweet spot.

      “Um, I have some paperwork and a few of his toys in the car.” Allie tosses her head in the direction of the door.

      “Want me to get them?”

      “No, that’s okay.”

      Allie slips out, and my eyes can’t help following her. She’s in a torso-hugging peach t-shirt and a short skirt that is made of some kind of jersey material. She looks like she’s headed to a picnic. Her brown hair is swooped up into a high ponytail, revealing a dark mole at the base of her neck. And for the life of me, I have the distinct urge to kiss it.

      I give myself a shake as the door shuts behind her and look at my niece, who is still petting Kosmo. “So, do you like him?”

      “I love him,” she says, dipping her head low to the ground and embracing him while he lies prone on his back. If there were ever a position that a dog might growl at a child, this would be it, essentially trapped against the ground. But Kosmo is savoring the attention.

      “Just keep your face away from his, hon,” I remind her. I can’t help being a little cautious. Since I was always out rescuing strays as a kid, I was bit by my fair share. It’s not something I want to happen to Hannah. But the more I’m seeing them together, the less I worry. And I worry plenty about this little girl.

      When Allie comes in, we move to the kitchen table so that I can sign some paperwork and write her a check for the adoption fee. When she glances upward at me as I hand her the check, I swear I think I see a few unshed tears in her eyes.

      “Thanks,” she says. “I know he’s found a really good home here.” She glances toward the couch which Kosmo has already decided is his. My niece is still petting him, and fur is flying everywhere.

      Pressing her lips together as she watches the two of them, she gives a nod as though to reassure herself.

      “How long have you had Kosmo?” I find myself asking. I hadn’t really considered her feelings in all of this. How hard would that be, to rescue a dog from the shelter and then have to hand him over to someone else for the rest of his life?

      “Six months. A little longer than most my dogs because he was a lot harder to rehome.”

      “Well, I’ll take good care of him.”

      “I’m sure you will.” Her face frowns, and she bites her bottom lip. “And will you let me know how his surgery goes?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks. And if there’s anything he needs. Really—even if you need a dog sitter while he’s recovering, because you probably will want someone around then.”

      “I’ll clear my schedule so I can be with him when he needs me. My hours are pretty much my own. But I will definitely call you if I need anything,” I add simply because I think she needs to hear it.

      She nods as she reaches for the signed paperwork. For some reason, I don’t want her to leave. I want to find out more about her and this passion for rescuing dogs she has. “We were going to order Chinese tonight. Hannah loves egg rolls. You can join us, if you’d like.”

      “Oh, no. That’s okay. Thanks, though.”

      “Really, it would be great. That way Kosmo doesn’t feel abandoned, you know?”

      Biting her lip, she seems to hesitate, her eyes transfixed on Hannah and Kosmo snuggling on the couch like the two had been raised together. Her eyes then dart to me and I feel this strange shooting sensation in my heart when her gaze locks on mine. There’s something about her, and I can’t quite put my finger on it. Like she reminds me of someone I knew in another life, if I believed that sort of bullshit.

      But for the record, I don’t.

      I decide to push. “So, what do you like? Are you more a General Tso’s chicken or shrimp fried rice kind of girl?”

      A smile touches her lips. “General Tso’s chicken. Extra spicy.”

      I’m wondering if there was any flirtation in what she just said. I’m really hoping there is. Because even though Hannah is here tonight, I’ve got plenty of other nights this week when I wasn’t planning on sharing company with anyone but my new dog. And as I look at Allie, I can’t help remembering how she tasted.

      “You got it.” I pull up the menu on my laptop and order enough food for a feast. Hannah likes taking a couple bites out of everything, and I think it’s good that she wants to sample all that life has to offer, so I don’t make her hold herself back when she orders eight different entrées. Trouble is, I always end up with about a week’s worth of meals for leftovers.

      While we wait for the food to be delivered, we move to the backyard, where Kosmo is involved in a slow game of fetch with Hannah. He runs out of energy quicker than most dogs, but I was expecting that. And Hannah seems pretty content petting him for five minutes in between each throw.

      “Your niece is precious, Logan.”

      “She is. Can’t say I had anything to do with it, but yes, she is.”

      “Does she visit you often?”

      “Whenever I can convince her dad to let her come over. Ryan’s divorced, and only gets her on the weekends. So he has a pretty rough time parting with her. But we all get together at my parents’ house a couple Sundays a month for dinner. Kosmo will love it there. Lots of table scraps.” I glance at Allie briefly as we sit on the back step of the porch. “So what got you into the dog rescue business?”

      “My dad—” she begins, then hesitates, seeming to change direction. “When I graduated from college last year, I went to the pound to get a dog and found out it was a high-kill shelter just because there weren’t enough people adopting dogs. So I decided to foster, rather than adopt. I got a few other people to do it with me, and the rest is history, I guess.”

      She sends me a meek smile, and I’m trying to register what she just said. Something about fostering and a high-kill shelter. But my head is still reeling from the words, “When I graduated from college last year…”

      “You just graduated last year?” I can’t help myself.

      She nods.

      Shit. “So you’re 23?”

      “24, actually. I skipped a semester when⁠—”

      Again, she cuts herself off. I think I’ve never met a woman who liked talking about herself less.

      “—I needed a break,” she finishes evasively.

      Holy crap. “You look…” I catch myself before saying it, thank God, because no woman wants to be told she looks a lot older.

      “Older,” she finishes for me. She nods. “Yeah, I know. I get that a lot.”

      I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact that I nearly picked up a kid practically fresh out of college in a bar. Seriously, after my last catastrophe, that’s not my style. 24 is way too young for a cynical former Navy SEAL with more baggage than a 757 bound for Miami during Spring Break.

      “So…” I pull my eyes from hers, keeping my hormones in check. 24, I remind myself. I go for women closer to my age. The kind with issues. That way I won’t look like such a hot mess by comparison. “Your sales job must not make you travel much, then.”

      She stares at me, looking slightly baffled.

      “Sales. You had told me you were in sales.”

      “Oh, yeah. That’s actually why I love my job. I never have to drive further than an hour or so. And I get to be home a lot.”

      “What do you sell?”

      She nearly chokes on the soda she is sipping as she looks at me, wide-eyed. Her cheeks blush as my niece heads in our direction with a wet dog toy in her hand.

      “Um—it’s probably a little too graphic for present company, if you know what I mean,” she mumbles vaguely as Hannah closes in, with Kosmo only inches behind.

      I nod, guessing it’s some kind of medical equipment like catheters or scalpels, and too gory to be described in front of a seven-year-old. There are a few companies based outside of Dayton like that and, outside of JLS Heartland, they tend to be the bigger employers.

      “And that’s just a side job,” she continues. “My main job is working for a small nonprofit.”

      “Dog-related?”

      She laughs. “Not really. It’s actually an organization that promotes the vegan lifestyle.”

      I pause, taking in this information. “But you’re not⁠—”

      “Vegan? No. I tried it for a few days once and failed miserably.”

      I sigh, relieved that I’m not taking her down the dark path by ordering General Tso’s chicken for her tonight. “I was going to say, I’m pretty sure you ate a steak at the hotel restaurant.”

      “Best steak I’ve had in a long while.”

      She must not get out much, because the steaks there are way below par. If she weren’t so young, I’d invite her to a place I know in Dayton that serves a really good steak.

      But she is young, I remind myself.

      Hannah hands her the wet dog toy. “Want to try? Kosmo can catch it before it even hits the ground. I trained him.”

      “I saw that. You’re really a good dog trainer, Hannah. So, how do I get him to do this exactly? I don’t think I’ll be as good at it as you,” Allie says.

      I love that she makes Hannah feel good about herself. I’m not sure what goes on in that school my niece attends, but it seems to be chiseling away at her self-esteem.

      Watching her with my niece I feel somewhat vindicated that I misjudged Allie’s age. It’s not the way she looks. She looks 24. But something in her eyes seems almost… tired. Like she’s seen just enough to be a little more burned-out on life than others her age.

      No, I’d guess her age to be around 28. 28 is doable for me. There’s a world of difference between 24 and 28 in my book. At 24, I was a fresh-faced, newly promoted Lieutenant JG looking to charge through life without thinking twice. Four years later, I had made it through my first two SEAL missions and was well on my way to becoming the sardonic pain-in-the-ass I am today.

      After Hannah retreats to the other side of the yard as Kosmo sniffs something intriguing along the fence line, Allie looks over at me, her gaze wandering appreciatively over my pecs. She glances away briefly before asking, “So why aren’t you in the Navy anymore? Your commander said you were pretty amazing when I called him for a reference. Got a silver medal, or something.”

      I laugh. “Silver Star.”

      She blushes again, and I hate how attractive she looks when the pink rushes to her cheeks. “Sorry. I’m not really up on the whole military thing,” she says.

      “That’s all right. But I thought you said your dad was a vet?”

      “Veterinarian,” she corrects, and I’m realizing just how little she really talked about herself at dinner that night. I must have monopolized the conversation.

      “So anyway, why’d you get out?” she asks.

      I stretch my legs and watch Hannah in the distance, keeping my voice low. I never like her hearing this sort of thing. “I was shot in my shoulder pretty bad. Wouldn’t have stopped me from staying in, but it’s my dominant shoulder, so I have a harder time with an assault rifle.” I skip mentioning the fact that I had a solid six months during which I couldn’t sleep more than an hour at a time. Or the fact that the eerie silence of nighttime in Newton’s Creek brings my blood pressure up at least twenty points.

      Her brow pinches with concern. “I’m sorry. There wasn’t someplace else they could use you?”

      “Oh, sure. I could have stayed in the Navy or even commanded with an injury like mine. But I can’t be a SEAL. And that’s all I ever wanted to be.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      I hate people’s pity, but there doesn’t seem to be pity in her eyes. Only understanding. So I don’t mind. Giving a shrug, I say, “It worked out fine. My family’s going through some stuff right now, and I think it’s better for me to be here now, anyway. How about you? Why are you juggling two jobs when you should be rescuing dogs full-time?”

      “You do what you gotta do,” she replies with a grin. “And there’s not a lot of money in the dog rescuing business.”

      I crack a smile, liking that she doesn’t inundate me with the details of her life. It’s refreshing. Anytime I meet women these days, I feel like they are trying the 30-second speed-dating tactic. I’ll be standing in the produce aisle and a long-locked stranger is suddenly telling me her decades of backstory and all her life goals. Which of course, isn’t really what I want to hear since I don’t know what my life goals are anymore. Just get through my plumbing inspection with the County so I can put up my drywall in #3, I guess.

      Certainly not the goals I once had in my life.

      When the doorbell rings, I go inside to get the food. It feels good to have a reason to pull my eyes from her. Looking at Allie is somehow calming and unsettling at the same time. And it confuses the shit out of me.

      Hannah washes her hands before I even have to remind her. Apparently her mother did something right, because she sure didn’t pick that up from her dad. Plopping herself down in a seat at the table next to Allie, she fires off, “Do you believe in fairies?”

      My gut clenches up. It’s a pretty innocent question, but Allie has no idea that there’s no right answer at this point. Say yes, and she’ll repeat it to the kids at school and get teased, and say no, and she’ll be heartbroken.

      Allie looks thoughtful. “I’m not sure. I’ve never seen a fairy, so I don’t really know they exist. But I think it’s more fun to believe, than not to believe, don’t you?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, it is.” Hannah nods sagely. “Do you want to try my egg roll?” she offers Allie.

      I breathe a sigh of relief and sit on the other side of Hannah. “Wow. You never offer me any egg roll.”

      “Silly. I know you don’t like egg rolls.”

      She’s actually wrong. I love egg rolls. I could eat twenty of them at one sitting, but I’m having a hard enough time keeping myself in shape since separating from the Navy. I’ve got workout equipment in my basement, but my routine is a far cry from the seven days a week of PT I used to do. So I’m stuck eating my chicken and broccoli and pretending that crunchy vegetables don’t make my lip curl up.

      God, I miss the Navy.

      Allie’s cheeks are bursting with color as she eats her General Tso’s chicken. I asked for it extra hot, as she had requested. “Too hot for you?”

      She finishes chewing and replies, “It’s never too hot for me.”

      I can’t miss the double entendre, and despite the fact that my niece is two feet away, I’m wondering if I see a flicker of suggestion in Allie’s eyes.

      Allie probably talks to Hannah more than she does to me during the meal, and I have to admit, I enjoy watching her do it. She shows enthusiasm for everything Hannah says, and doesn’t even bat an eyelash when the little girl changes topics two or three times in a long-winded sentence. Allie has loads of patience, and I imagine that’s why she’s so good with dogs.

      “So, are you headed to the pound to pick up another dog tomorrow?” I ask as I stack up the plates from the table. Hannah has crashed on the couch next to the warm body of my new chocolate Lab mix, and I’m betting she’ll be covered in hair when her father picks her up in a few minutes.

      I glance at Allie when a reply doesn’t come.

      “I’m not sure,” she finally says. I know enough about her already to know that she doesn’t want to give me details. That seems to be her mantra. And normally, I’d respect it. But this time…

      “Why wouldn’t you?” I dare to ask.

      “I’m…” Her voice trails almost as if she is still in the process of making a decision about something. “I’m actually selling my condo.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.” She gives a nod, though it seems more directed at herself than at me. “Yeah, I am. I talked to a real estate agent the other day and the value has really skyrocketed.”

      That’s pretty unusual in this town, and I hope the agent wasn’t blowing sun up her skirt. “Property around here doesn’t normally appreciate very quickly,” I warn her.

      “Well, my condo did because the commuter bus started picking up just a few blocks from me. According to my agent, the place will sell in a week. More people from Dayton and Cincinnati are coming to live here now that there’s an alternative to driving.”

      Oh, well, that makes sense. “Are you buying something else?”

      Her cheeks puff out as she expels a slow, ample breath. “I’m hoping to. I’m bidding on a foreclosure. I’m going to live on a friend’s couch till then,” she states with a laugh. “The only bad thing is, I can’t take on any more dogs until I see if I get this foreclosure or not. And that’s killing me. There are so many dogs there right now who are running out of time.”

      “Any idea when you will hear back from the bank?” I ask, knowing the answer, but just making sure she knows it, too. I don’t want her real estate agent leading her on, especially when Allie will be sleeping on someone’s couch till she closes on something new.

      “Could be days or months. You never know with foreclosures.” She shrugs. “I don’t mind. It will all be worth it if I get it.” Her eyes drift away from mine, and I can see she’s imagining it, whatever it is. “I could keep a lot more dogs in this new place than my condo. I’m so tired of going into the pound and feeling like I’m choosing who is going to live and who is going to die.”

      Her words slice through me, flooding my senses with memories that I try to keep locked up deep inside.

      Yeah, I know how she feels.

      “Do you mind noise?” I hear myself asking her, even though I’m not really sure if the voice is coming from me.

      She laughs. “I sure better not. The place I’ll be staying is a real party building, I’ve heard.”

      “No, I mean construction noise.”

      Shrugging, her eyebrows arch in question.

      I press my lips together a moment. “I just about finished with one of the townhomes, but can’t sell it until all five of them are complete. It wouldn’t get the best price with all the noise and mess. But if you and the dogs don’t mind it, you’re welcome to it. It would just be sitting vacant, anyway. You couldn’t put any pictures up or anything, since I just painted it and I’d rather not do it over again. And if you could just try to keep the hardwoods in okay shape, you’re welcome to have a few dogs there.”

      As soon as the words rush out of my mouth, I nearly regret them. I can already foresee having to refinish the floors before trying to sell the place in a few months. But the thought of her feeling like she’s depriving some dogs of their second chance at life kills me.

      Besides, whether she knows it or not, there’s a good chance she won’t get her foreclosure. And I don’t want her thinking about the lives that were lost while she took a chance at it.

      To my relief, she shakes her head. “Thanks. But I really can’t afford to pay rent right now. Even short term. I’ve sunk every dime I have into my offer.”

      “No, no. I wouldn’t charge you to stay there. Like I said, the noise will be pretty bad and it will be empty, anyway.”

      “Really?” She seems aghast.

      “Really.” I stand when I hear a knock on the door. Kosmo lumbers off the couch and barks, waking Hannah.

      Swinging open the door, I see my brother on the other side. His eyes immediately fall to Kosmo.

      “Hey, boy!” he says, bending over him and giving him an enthusiastic head rub. Ryan glances up at me. “So, you got him?”

      “He’s all mine now,” I answer, feeling a swell of pride. I know it’s ridiculous, but I’ve wanted a dog for so long. Being deployed as often as I was, it just wasn’t a good idea till now.

      “Daddy!” Hannah cries out, her voice still sleepy. She races toward him and my brother is enclosed in her slender arms.

      I don’t normally feel any jealousy toward my brother, not for the 6,000 square foot home he lives in by himself when Hannah’s not with him. Not for the hot tub or infinity edge pool he has in the backyard. Not for the souped-up man cave just off the foyer that has a TV I couldn’t even fit in my townhome.

      But when Hannah embraces him with so much love it could fill a house and bust the doors open, I feel a pang of jealousy. He claims he wasted three years of his life with the wrong woman. But look at what he has to show for it.

      “Hi. You must be Hannah’s dad.” Allie has come up from behind me and extends her hand to Ryan. She’s already holding her stack of paperwork in her other hand and her purse is slung over her shoulder.

      Ryan flashes her a smile, and I bristle seeing his eyes give her an appraising glance up and down. “Ryan Sheridan.” He takes her hand. “Logan’s younger brother.” He stresses the word younger as if it is supposed to matter—like if she wanted the younger version of me, then she knows where to turn. It annoys the hell out of me.

      “Allie Donovan.”

      “Allie runs the rescue organization,” I tell him.

      “Good for you. Thank you for saving this big guy.” Ryan stoops to pet Kosmo again, purely for her benefit, I’m sure.

      “My pleasure.” She turns to me. “Well, I better be going. Will you let me know how your pre-op appointment goes at the vet next week?”

      “I will,” I respond, grateful to have a reason to call her. I’m not sure why.

      “And if you have any questions⁠—”

      “I’ll text you.”

      She nods. “Good.” She bends over to pet Kosmo. “You be a good boy, Kosmo.” Her head is close to his and her voice cracks. This must be harder than hell on her.

      Hannah embraces her around the waist. “Bye. Thanks for Kosmo.”

      “Don’t forget my offer. And good luck on the bidding process,” I add.

      “Thanks.” She touches my forearm lightly, almost as though she would have given me a hug if my brother wasn’t standing there.

      Damn you, Ryan.

      “See ya.” Her eyes linger on mine a beat or two, before she descends the short staircase and walks to her car.

      “I’ll pack up my backpack,” Hannah says, charging back inside.

      Ryan’s still watching Allie as she pulls away. “She’s cute. Single?”

      I glare at him. “Yes.”

      “Wow.”

      “Wow what?”

      “You know there’s only about a dozen single women in this town, right?”

      “Yeah, but don’t get any ideas. She’s too young for you.”

      “How old?”

      “24.”

      “On what planet is that too young for me to date? I was married at 24.”

      “And see how that turned out?” I raise an eyebrow. “Seriously, she’s off limits, bro.”

      “You’ve got a thing for her.”

      “Maybe. She’s—” Sweet. Kind. Responsible. Cute. And a hell of a kisser. But I don’t say any of that. “Too young. Ryan, she’s fresh out of college. I remember what I was like at that age.”

      “Not the jaded asshole you are now, right?”

      I shrug. He’s not too far from the truth.

      “All the more reason to date a younger woman. Who the hell needs someone who’s jaded? You’re 32. She’s 24. ‘Half plus seven’ is the rule, you know, and she falls within the range.”

      My eyes shoot upward at that formula, which I’m certain was created by a bunch of desperate old men looking for a way to justify dating much younger women. “A guy like me doesn’t fall within the ramifications of that formula.” Or any formula, I’m tempted to add.

      “Well, if you’re not going for her, then I will.”

      I look inside my door to make sure Hannah isn’t within sight, and fist his shirt close to his neck. “Still think you will?” I ask, my eyes searing into him. It’s done in jest, the way my brothers and I always roughhouse. But there’s a trace of me that’s really thinking about punching him for wanting to date Allie.

      As I release him, he backs off laughing. “Ha! I knew you had a thing for her.”

      Hannah trots back onto the front porch with Kosmo jogging along behind her.

      “Will you be at Grandma and Grandpa’s this Sunday?” she asks, grabbing my hands and proceeding to climb up me like a tree the way she has since the day she took her first steps.

      “I will.”

      She smacks a kiss on my cheek. “Thanks for saving Kosmo. I love him sooooo much.” She draws out the word “so” to last at least five seconds.

      “And I love you sooooo much,” I say, drawing out the word twice as long as I give her a squeeze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 8


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~ ALLIE ~

      

      

      

      My life has generally moved at the pace of one of those slow-moving vehicles I always get stuck behind in a no passing zone when I’m late for something. So it’s no wonder that my hands are shaking as I sign the documents in front of me.

      In the past eight hours, I’ve vacated my condo, signed it over to a couple who commutes to Dayton, and right now I’m making an offer on the foreclosure that could change my life forever.

      I’m not sure if I’m nervous, excited, or terrified.

      Kim is waiting downstairs in a rented van with all my worldly possessions, including my newest fosters: a German shepherd, a hyperactive Welsh corgi, and a Siberian husky who sheds enough fur to stuff a pillow every thirty minutes. I keep this in mind as I scan the fine print of my offer, trying to read as quickly as possible so I don’t jeopardize a friendship that I can’t imagine living without.

      My condo sold as quickly as my real estate agent said it would. I had two offers in the first week and one was slightly over asking price. I was doing my happy dance till this morning when a thick lump of sadness settled into my throat as I signed the closing papers.

      That little one-bedroom was my last gift from my father. Not literally, but I still think of it that way. When my mother remarried a year after my dad’s death, she decided to give me a chunk of money from his estate. I think it was a guilt gift, since she must have known how I disapproved of her marrying again so quickly.

      It’s not that I dislike her husband—my stepdad, though I never call him that. I just felt like she swept Dad’s memory under the rug so quickly and that hurts. I don’t want to forget him.

      So I bought the condo here in his hometown with the money my mom gave me. I know he would have loved knowing I settled here in Newton’s Creek. And if he could look down on me right now, signing these papers to hopefully open a rescue kennel, I know he’d be smiling.
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