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      Savoring the feel of his warm skin against her fingertips, Becca splayed her hands against his chest as she straddled his naked form.

      Something about wearing the red lace corset that her bridesmaids had bought her unleashed her inner bad girl, and for her, that was a hell of a stretch.

      His smile was lazy from champagne as his head settled into the hotel’s down pillow. Dipping her head to him, she tasted his lips, salty and sweet, and so soft against her own.

      But that was the only thing that was soft on his body, she thought with a wry smile, dragging her fingers down his ripped chest to grasp the dog tags he always wore, even when he was out of uniform.

      The pressure of his mouth on hers made her ache suddenly inside, wanting more. Wanting more of him for the rest of her life.

      He’s mine now, she assured herself, her mind flashing back to only hours ago when they had walked beneath an arch of sabers down the church’s steps to begin their life together. She had no reason to worry that she might lose him. He was hers.

      And she was his, she confirmed as her pulse rocketed from the sultry slide of his skin against hers. Memorizing the sharp contours of his face, she watched him watching her, waiting for her next move.

      Catching a glimpse of the ring on her finger, her eyes shot back to his.

      “We’re married,” she murmured, still somewhat in disbelief.

      His smile was full of mischief as he toyed with the red lace that separated them. “I know. I was there.”

      Reaching up to her shoulders, he nudged her to her side and let his hands roam to the thin lace of her panties. He slid them off and she nearly sighed in relief from being free of the itchy lace. Her hands moved to her corset, dying to tug it off. She didn’t want anything between them this time.

      Nothing at all. Her mouth edged upward at the thought—just as a frown threatened, a shred of doubt touching her heart, then swelling into a fear that gripped her without explanation.

      She nudged the panic aside as he blanketed her body with his and slid inside her, and then felt nothing but the pleasure of being joined with him. They moved in unison together, a slow and erotic dance they’d done many times before. She might have worn white today, but he had known every square inch of her body long before they had taken hands at the end of a rose petal-sprinkled aisle. But feeling him inside her right now, she tingled from head to toe, as though it was their first time together.

      She didn’t care what anyone else said; sex was different married. Better, knowing that this man would be the one to make love to her for the rest of her days, knowing that he alone would lay his hands on her body this way, taste her as he was doing right now, raise her soul up on a precipice to feel her shatter beneath him as she was poised to do any moment.

      Inhaling deeply, she breathed in his simple, soapy scent as their bodies clung to each other. Her arms encircled him, the hard curves of his muscular shoulders moving as she pulled him closer, yet still, never close enough.

      “I love you,” she said, the words fraught with a profounder meaning today somehow. Yet she wasn’t quite certain why. Maybe because the two years they had spent apart while he was in training and then stationed in South Korea reminded her that every moment with him was unfathomably precious.

      And I’m yours forever, she thought through a fog of lust as she lifted her hand from his back to see the band of gold on her fourth finger that proclaimed she belonged to him.

      Turning her hand over with his chest still pressed against her, she saw it.

      Blood.

      Her hand was dripping with blood.

      She gasped, pushing him off her, only to see blood smeared across his chest and her own. Gashes slashed across his face, and his eyes were open and lifeless.

      A scream wrenched from her, twisting inside her esophagus, nearly choking her as it expelled from her mouth. Her heart pounded behind her ribcage, echoing in her eardrums as she pulled herself out from under him, her skin drenched in blood.

      It was warm and sticky, and the oppressive smell of death hung low in the room even as sobs echoed from her lungs in sharp, constant bursts.

      “No!”

      Her wails ceased, drowned out by the shriek of a high-pitched alarm clock.

      Bursting upright in her bed, her hand slapped against the cotton of her nightshirt, gripping her chest.

      She was in her room. There was no blood here. No death.

      No Brian.

      Pulling the sheet tight underneath her chin, she tried to shield herself from reality. A sob threatened to tear her soul in two, but she remained silent. She didn’t have the luxury of being able to cry.

      A face appeared in her bedroom doorway—reminiscent of Brian’s face, just much younger than the image of his father in her dream-turned-nightmare. The sight of her son’s brown eyes soothed her.

      “Mom, aren’t you going to turn that off?” Rubbing his eyes of sleep, Brandon glanced over at the alarm clock that rested on her nightstand.

      “Oh, sorry, honey.” Reaching over, she clicked off the alarm and forced a smile. “Happy first day of summer vacation.”

      Brandon shrugged in response. At eight years old, school still came easily to him, and Becca wondered sometimes if he was happier with the constant distraction of his fellow students than with only her.

      “I have the day off work. What do you want to do today?” she asked, fully expecting him to ask to be left alone for the duration of the summer so he could play Minecraft in peace.

      Sitting beside her, Brandon toyed with his thumbs and furrowed his brow. “Can we go to the Grand Canyon?”

      “The Grand Canyon?” Becca’s face stilled.

      “Yeah.”

      It was a two-hour drive to the Grand Canyon from their townhome in Sedona—a short enough trip that she and Brandon might have traveled there more often if the National Park hadn’t been shrouded in memories neither one of them wanted to face.

      Until today, apparently.

      “But you’ve already seen the Grand Canyon.” Her tone was guarded.

      “That was three years ago, Mom. I barely remember it.” He shifted to turn to her, making the old mattress squeak beneath them both.

      He was ready, she observed. But she wasn’t. Becca felt an apprehensive tug on her gut.

      “Well, sure,” she finally replied. “We can fit that in sometime this summer.”

      “Why not today? It’s only a couple hours away.”

      “Today?” Her mouth went dry.

      “I just really need to see it, Mom. I—” His voice faded and his eyes grew distant, lost in a memory.

      The Grand Canyon had been their last trip together as a family before Brian deployed that last time. Becca could remember it like it was yesterday, and she always wondered what Brandon could even recall of the trip. He’d been so young when they buried his father—just a kindergartner.

      “Okay,” she said quickly. “Do you want to try to book a hotel and spend the night? It’s kind of hard to do that last-minute up there.”

      “No. I just want to see it. It won’t take long. Promise. We can go?”

      A sigh escaped her. Three years had passed since Brian’s death, each day seeming twice as long as the last without her husband by her side. She’d left Fort Huachuca where they’d last been stationed to move to Sedona, trying to liberate herself from the shadow of Brian’s memory. Yet every time she managed to pull free of it, she could feel herself being tugged again toward the past.

      Like today.

      She looked at the hopeful eyes of her son. So young, she thought, that he probably believed that seeing those vast cliffs again today without his dad by his side might actually bring closure.

      It wouldn’t. Saying good-bye was never that easy. But she wouldn’t be the one to tell him that.

      “Okay.” She tried to hide the wariness in her voice, yet it was still there. And Brandon was old enough now that she was certain he recognized it.

      His grin was wide. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Now be my hero and make me some coffee.”

      He rose from her bedside and darted out of the room. She envied his energy at this hour.

      She looked out her bedroom window to the red rocks that had once soothed her. Sedona was a different landscape from anyplace she’d ever seen, almost otherworldly in nature—the kind of landscape that simply couldn’t be captured in a photograph. And she’d seen her fair share of America, most recently of its landlocked states, as an Army wife.

      Back then, Becca had longed for the coastlines that she’d enjoyed in her youth, being the daughter of a Navy officer, hiking along rocky shores or dipping her toes into the sand with the sound of waves crashing alongside her.

      Her brother Joe, who followed in their father’s footsteps and was now a Navy Captain and SEAL commander, had always told her she’d married into the wrong branch of the military if she craved the water.

      But love doesn’t care what a guy’s uniform looks like. So she went from Navy brat to Army wife.

      She watched a flock of starlings take flight from the rocks that loomed across the street. The red rocks looked even more vibrant as the first rays of dawn touched them, glowing in the first breath of daybreak.

      “Here.” Brandon handed her a travel thermos filled with instant coffee. It wasn’t the best taste to kick-start her day, but it would have to do.

      “Wow. You’re eager to go, aren’t you?” Becca’s wide eyes met her son’s briefly before he went into the bathroom to brush his teeth. He seemed older than the other boys on his baseball team. He was growing up too fast for her, as though she was stuck in the past while he was still moving forward. He’d be a teenager before she knew it—a kid who needed a man’s influence in his life.

      Joe would be there for Brandon. She had her big brother, always looking out for them both. But as a SEAL commander, he was away all too often. And all the Skypes in the world couldn’t provide what her son needed—a male influence standing at the ready to throw a baseball with him in the backyard, be a stand-in at school during Father’s Day celebrations, answer his questions about girls that he’d never ask his mother. Someone to take him fishing and snowboarding in the mountains, things that his father had once loved to do and were inevitably in his blood.

      Her friend Maddox might pinch hit for Joe from time-to-time. Also a SEAL, Maddox wasn’t a brother by blood to Becca, but he might as well be. He’d served under Joe’s command several years back, and had rushed to Fort Huachuca to support her and Brandon when her husband had died. Joe had been on a mission at the time, and couldn’t be with Becca then.

      She kept Maddox in her life, not only for herself, but for her son—an honorary “uncle” who might hopefully fill a small part of the void that Brian’s death had left.

      But again, it never felt like it was enough.

      Her son needed a father. His father.

      No more than an hour later, the crisp desert air touched her skin as she stepped out onto their front stoop. Her car pointed north as they drove. North—with every mile pulling her further away from that pristine plot at the National Memorial Cemetery down in Phoenix where Brian was buried.

      So why did it feel like she was being drawn closer to him with this short trip, as though there was some remnant of his soul left in the Grand Canyon, that special place where they’d last reveled in being a family before he left them forever?

      She pondered this as they drove in silence, with the only proof of Brandon still being in the back seat being the sounds of Minecraft coming from his iPad. The low rumble of the engine was interrupted by creepers exploding and the crunch, crunch, crunching sound of Steve, the main character, picking away at the terrain with his ax.

      Becca felt her ears pop as their SUV wove through the curved highways as they gained elevation. Her eyes met the vast stands of forests, feeling like it was both yesterday and a lifetime ago that she had last come this way.

      The roads became flat again as they approached the Grand Canyon. Straight and flat. She remembered seeing this landscape with Brian the first time years ago with Brandon strapped into his car seat in the back.

      “Ever wonder what the pioneers must have thought, Bec? They’d finally made it across the mountains and reached a nice, flat piece of land. They probably thought they had it made. Then—BAM!—they hit the Canyon and thought, ‘What the hell do we do now?’”

      Becca laughed quietly with Brian’s voice whispering softly in her brain, an echo from the past, just as she had laughed when he said it years ago. The memory was so clear to her it practically sparkled in her mind’s eye.

      “What’s funny?” Brandon pulled himself from the world of Minecraft for a moment to ask.

      “Nothing. Just remembering the last time we came through this way. You were so young.”

      “I had chocolate ice cream and it spilled all over the back seat.”

      “You’re right. I’d forgotten that.”

      “You were so mad at me.”

      “I wasn’t mad at you. I was mad at the mess.”

      “We stayed at that lodge overlooking the Grand Canyon.”

      Becca nodded, her mind drifting. “We had the reservation for a year. I was so worried one of us would get sick and we’d have to cancel. You just can’t get rooms there so easily.”

      “It was fun.”

      “It was.” Her voice seemed far away, even to herself.

      “You just stayed in the hotel, though.”

      Becca smiled. “I came out a few times. I’m just not as into hiking as you and your dad. Especially along those cliffs. They scared me to death. I was so worried you’d fall over the side.”

      “We only took the easy trails. And Dad held my hand the whole time,” he said, and his voice cracked a little when he said it.

      They pulled up to the entrance gate.

      “So where do you want to go?” she asked.

      “What’s that path that goes along the rim? The one Dad and I walked on while you were staying in the hotel?”

      Becca pulled to the side of the road and took a look at the map she had just been handed by the park employee at the gate. Glancing over the names, her eyes rested on two familiar words.

      “Rim Trail,” she answered him. “Does that sound familiar?”

      “Maybe,” he answered.

      She caught the faraway look on his face as she gazed at his reflection in the rear view mirror. Why was it he wanted to do this? Should she allow this walk down memory lane even though every part of her screamed that it would only end in tears?

      Help me, her heart called to Brian. Help me to be whatever he needs today.

      And damn you for not being here.

      Why couldn’t he be here?
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      Major Liam Carter slid the thin performance fabric of his t-shirt silently over his head, and tucked his dog tags inside. He was only on this trip with his brother. He could play civilian for the day and leave the tags at the hotel. But going without them felt like sacrilege.

      Eyeing his brother on the opposite side of the room, he watched the rise and fall of the bedsheets over the mass of human flesh. Colm was a slug on vacations, and there was this tiny piece of Liam that envied him for that ability to completely unplug and relax.

      Tucking the key card to his hotel room into the pocket of his shorts, he slipped the “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door as he left. If he’d been in his twenties, he might have had the sick sense of humor to flip it to the “Maid Service Requested” side of the sign so that his brother would be awakened. But Colm had just come back from a mission where he and his fellow Rangers likely didn’t sleep for days at a time.

      Liam knew that drill all too well.

      As he stepped out onto the terrace of the hotel, his eyes adjusted to the incredible view. He’d been here for two days now—a hiking trip that he’d planned with his brother spontaneously when they both found themselves stateside for a spell. He still wasn’t accustomed to waking up to a postcard-perfect view, especially after having finished another deployment to the Middle East just a month ago, and was grateful that the hotel had a cancellation when they arrived without reservations. Some things were just meant to be, he imagined with a grin, looking up at the robin’s egg blue sky which provided the perfect backdrop for one of Mother Nature’s most awesome spectacles.

      He should stretch or warm up, but the urge for speed consumed him and he shot out full throttle along the pathway that followed the South rim of the Canyon.

      The trails were fairly vacant this morning, and the only sound he heard was the slamming of his feet against the ground or the scurrying of some critter or another in the thick groves of trees.

      That is, until a woman’s wail had him halting in his tracks.

      “Get back down here right now!”

      “Just a little higher, Mom.” A second voice shouted back, a younger one, strained with childhood angst.

      “Brandon, if that branch breaks, you’ll break your skull. Get down.”

      “But, Mom—”

      “I mean it.”

      Liam wasn’t ordinarily one to impart himself into family quarrels, but the anxious voice of the woman pulled him off his path and in her direction. He’d just see if she needed help. He’d once been a boy who tended to climb trees too high, and his own mother would be proud of him for helping out today.

      He spotted the woman right away, about five-six, average build, with a practical ponytail holding her chocolate brown hair up high from her pale neck. Her eyes were startled when she saw him approach. Brown eyes—the color of coffee beans, only flecked with hints of gold that were showcased when a ray of sun shot down on her through the trees.

      “Need some help?” he asked her.

      “No,” she said quickly, looking slightly rattled. “My son’s just decided he wants to climb a tree right now.”

      “I’m just trying to reach something, Mom.”

      Liam pulled his gaze from the woman, which was damn hard to do because she looked almost familiar to him, even though he was sure he’d never met her before. His head turned upward to spot a boy, about eight or nine from the look of him, clinging to a branch. “What’s he trying to reach?”

      “I haven’t got a clue.”

      “Come on down, kid, and I’ll get it.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” she answered.

      At the same time, her son asked, “You will?”

      “Sure. I’m a pretty good tree climber.” Liam chose to answer the boy’s question rather than the woman’s, and angled himself underneath the kid just in case he fell. “Come on down, before your mom gets too mad.”

      “She’s already mad,” he said, shimmying downward.

      “Well, madder then.”

      “Thanks,” she mouthed silently to Liam, then adding, “You don’t really have to go up there.”

      “No problem. What am I looking for?”

      “Dog tags,” the boy said, now with both feet planted on the ground.

      “Dog tags?” His mother’s voice was in unison with Liam’s.

      “Yeah. Dad put one of his sets up there on our last trip. He said we’d get them off the tree together when he returned.”

      Liam’s gut pinched slightly. He didn’t want to ask why his dad wasn’t here with them to retrieve the tags. There was a sliver of his brain that hoped the couple had been divorced, or that the dad was just estranged.

      The sudden pallor of the woman standing next to him affirmed the real reason. The boy’s father had been lost in the war.

      “Brandon, you never told me about that.” Her voice was hushed.

      The boy shrugged. “I didn’t want to get them without him. I just kept feeling like…” His words trailed.

      “Like you’d be able to bring them home with him?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Liam shifted his weight from one foot to another, feeling unbearably awkward caught in this very personal moment.

      She looked at him apologetically. “My husband died in the Middle East.”

      Hearing the emptiness in her voice made Liam feel as though he’d been sucker-punched. “I’m so sorry.”

      He didn’t let the silence grow between them. Turning his attention to the boy, he made a silent vow to find the dog tags. “And you’re sure he threw them in this tree?”

      Glancing from one tree to several others that looked nearly the same, the boy looked crestfallen. “Pretty sure. It was one of these. We were near that sign there.” He pointed to a trail marker.

      Liam grasped onto one of the branches and lifted himself up. “Then I’ll find them. Did he climb to get it up there?”

      “No. Just threw them a few times till they caught a branch.”

      Like Troops sometimes do with their boots when they ETS, Liam thought, remembering the sight of a few pairs of boots caught up in telephone wires on bases, and making him suspect the boy’s father might have shared Liam’s branch of service.

      Suddenly, this became a mission for a fallen brother.

      Liam scaled up the tree. Hell of a view from up here, he thought, catching a quick glance at the woman below him. Why did he feel like he knew her already? He had a sharp memory for faces, and would have recalled if they had met. But the feeling was more like looking at an image through fog, almost dreamlike, as though he’d only been hinted at about her existence before, and now, seeing her for the first time, something had clicked into place.

      A part of him wondered if he’d ever met her husband. It was a big Army, but a small world. Why else would he feel this connection to her?

      Climbing higher, he shook off the feeling. It was nothing; He’d stepped into a poignant moment for her and her son, and he felt the weight of responsibility for finding those dog tags. That was the only explanation for the pull he felt between himself and this woman.

      But the tags were definitely not in this tree. From his perch, his eyes picked out similar looking trees. “I don’t think they’re up here. How about that one over there?” He pointed, and scaled back down.

      “Maybe,” the boy replied.

      “You really don’t have to do this,” she reiterated.

      Yet he did. Whoever this boy’s father was, he’d do everything he could to make sure that young son of his had whatever mementos he could of his dad.

      With a thud, Liam dropped to the ground and didn’t let a moment pass before he was up in the canopy of leaves again.

      In an odd way, he was liking this, and he resolved to add tree-climbing to his morning PT whenever possible.

      “Please, really, this isn’t necessary,” she said yet again when he climbed down, empty-handed a second time.

      Grabbing a high branch on another tree, he chuckled, climbing, then shimmying far out on a branch.

      “Ma’am, I live for this shit.” He cringed. “Oh, sorry. I’m not exactly used to being around kids.”

      The boy giggled hysterically, and even if the mom might have been annoyed with his poor choice of words, it was worth it just to hear that kid laugh.

      “It’s okay,” she said, still looking wary when he glanced down at her.

      On the fourth tree, the sight of a metal shimmer caught his eye. “I think I see something up here.”

      “You do?” The kid’s voice hiked up a half octave with excitement.

      “Yeah—it’s—” He reached upward and into the thick cloak of green till he felt the telltale chain. “—Yep, this is definitely it.” He gave a tug, freeing it from the branch and gazed down at the metal in his hand.

      Brian M. Corridan, it read. Episcopal. And the string of numbers that the military comes to identify you as, even more than by your name.

      Christ Almighty.

      He felt a lump in his throat, holding them in his tight grasp as he shimmied down the tree. Was this how the Casualty Assistance Officer felt, knocking on some unsuspecting spouse’s door, informing yet another family that all they’d have to remember their loved one by are mementos like these?

      “These are your dad’s?” he asked as his feet touched firm ground again, handing over the treasured items.

      Taking them in his small grasp, the boy’s eyes sparkled with unshed tears.

      “Dad.” His voice was barely a whisper as he looked at them, seeming lost in a memory.

      The woman stared at them in her son’s hands. “Oh, honey. You did this with him while I was in the hotel?” Her voice was hushed, reverent for the soul that seemed to be awakened in the Canyon that morning.

      “It was our secret. I was upset that he was going to leave us, so he put them up there, and promised that we’d come back to get them as soon as he returned.”

      And he never did. Liam didn’t have to hear the rest of the story to know how it ended. He’d seen it plenty.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” he said again. Empty words, he knew, but he’d say them just the same.

      The woman snapped out of her reverie, finally pulling her eyes from the dog tags as though she’d forgotten he was even there. “It’s okay. It was a long time ago. Going on three years now.”

      “It’s never okay,” he said.

      Her nod of agreement slight, she pressed her lips together and took in a long, unsteady breath. “Well, thank you for getting my son out of the tree.” Her small smile was forced on her pale face.

      “Yeah, thanks for finding Dad’s dog tags, too,” the boy piped in, even in his anguish, managing a polite thank you.

      Pretty amazing kid, Liam thought, more a message to Brian Corridan than an observation kept to himself. You can be proud.

      “Not a problem. I’m Liam, by the way.” He extended his hand. “Liam Carter.”

      The woman smiled as she took his hand, and Liam would swear his heart skipped a beat the moment their skin touched, as though some slight electric shock had flowed between them, stunting the organ for just an instant.

      His brow furrowed at the sensation, and he would have remained taken aback by it if he hadn’t seen the sheen of tears in the woman’s eyes. It shattered him.

      “I’m Becca, and this is my son Brandon,” she answered, slightly breathless.

      “A pleasure, Becca.”

      “Well…” Her gaze drifted away from his briefly. “I didn’t mean to pull you away from your morning run.”

      “It was a privilege.”

      She started to step away from him, and those few extra inches of space between them felt inexplicably wrong to him, as though whatever strange destiny that had brought them together that morning didn’t want them to part ways just yet.

      “Can I—buy you two breakfast?” He shrugged. “I, uh, wasn’t really up for a run this morning, anyway.”

      Her eyes locked on his, and he was certain he saw a glimmer of something inside them. Interest wasn’t quite the word for it. More like longing. He felt the weight of her stare, her eyes tracing down his face to his shoulders, and then to his chest, before they fluttered away nervously.

      “No, thank you.” The words burst out of her in a sudden rush.

      “Why not, Mom? I’m hungry.”

      Liam didn’t even spare a glance at the boy as he spoke. He couldn’t pull his attention away from Becca and the war that was brewing in her eyes beneath the soft canopy of her lashes.

      “We just—can’t. Thank you again for helping us, though… Liam.” She tacked on his name almost like an afterthought as she stepped away from him again.

      He didn’t want the pair to walk away. He wanted to tempt her. He knew a simple mention of the chocolate chip pancakes they serve at the hotel might get the boy on his side, and cause Becca to cave in.

      She looked the way he felt, as though she didn’t want to part ways just yet.

      But she did, taking another step.

      “Thanks again,” the boy said, walking backwards as he draped the dog tags around his neck.

      “You bet,” Liam replied, eyes still on the mother till she turned away from him.

      He watched them walk into the distance together. Becca’s hand reached out to her son, her fingers tracing the chain of the tags along the back of his neck, then slipping downward to hold his hand.

      Liam’s eyes never left them till they turned along a curve and disappeared from his sight. Yet he could still see her in his mind. And something inside him knew it was an image he wouldn’t erase very easily.
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      Three months had passed since Becca had first driven over the picturesque Navy Bridge spanning the Severn River, with her heart thumping nervously that day and Brandon squeezed into the back seat along with all their luggage from a long cross-country drive.

      Three months since she’d first set eyes on the cozy two-bedroom basement apartment just a short walk from the water’s edge.

      Three months since she and Maddox had flipped over the “Open” sign for their new ice cream shop, Tribute Ice Cream, using her late husband’s family recipe.

      Yet the feeling was still there, as fresh and invigorating as it was when her tires had first touched the pavement of the Naval Academy Bridge—affectionately called the Navy Bridge by the locals—headed toward the northeastern side of Annapolis.

      Becca Shey-Corridan was home.

      Less than a year ago, when Maddox first came up with the idea of opening the ice cream shop in Annapolis along with the financial partnership of her brother and some of Maddox’s former SEAL teammates, she hadn’t even considered the innumerable ways it would affect her life.

      With hindsight, she could see that Annapolis was more than a dot on the map to start a new business. It was a place of family and friendship. And support, Becca couldn’t help thinking—with Maddox just a few miles from her apartment along with his new fiancée, Bridget, who’d already become a close friend and confidante for Becca.

      Even better, her brother Joe and his wife Vi were only thirty minutes away in DC.

      There was a support system here that Becca had been missing for years.

      And maybe at this time of year, she loved it the most.

      The winter sky was dark, despite the dinner hour, but the lampposts along the bridge shed their light on the wreaths that adorned each of them, a gentle reminder that they were in the thick of the holiday season. For the first time since her husband’s death five years ago, Becca was one hundred percent in the spirit.

      Still, her feet ached from a long day. Days like today were the hardest—when Maddox had a rare night off and Becca needed to close up the shop on her own. She glanced in the rear view mirror to see Brandon’s eyelashes dropping low on his father’s dark eyes.

      “Tired, hon?” she asked him.

      “Yeah. I hate daylight savings time. Why do they do it?”

      In bewilderment, Becca shook her head. “I have no idea.”

      “It’s stupid. The dark makes me sleepy. And I still have to finish my math homework.”

      Becca frowned, wishing his teachers would let up on the homework a bit. It was, after all, the last week before school let out for the holiday.

      A smile touched her lips as she pulled into the driveway. The house was lit up, with Joanna and Ed home for the holidays, living above them. Recently retired, the couple traveled any chance they had. But Christmas, Joanna had told her earlier this week, was a time to be at home with family.

      Stepping out of the car, the stars already sparkled above her. “Look at the stars, Brandon. Hope it’s like this for Santa on Christmas Eve.”

      Brandon didn’t even glance upward to enjoy nature’s luminous display. He only leveled a look on her that matched the slight curl of his upper lip. “Seriously, Mom?”

      Becca laughed slightly. “I’m just kidding.”

      “Yeah, but what if someone heard you?” His voice scolding, he reached deep into the car to retrieve his backpack and swung it onto his back.

      Ah, the tween years, Becca thought, feeling a sense of loss for those days when she and Brandon would lie out under the stars together and count them. It wouldn’t be long before he started asking her to drop him off two blocks away from school so that none of his friends would see his mother with him.

      Maddox and Joe were different, Becca had already concluded. Brandon loved being around them, being seen with them. Especially when they were in uniform because that made him stand out… in the right way among his peers.

      Becca was just a mom.

      A mom who couldn’t resist wishing she could go through motherhood just one more time so that she could savor those precious early years when her child had looked at her as though she was the sun and the moon and all the stars wrapped up in one.

      There hadn’t been many of those years for Becca, because at their peak, Brandon and she had suffered a loss together that cast a suffocating shadow on memories that should have been perfect.

      Like Christmas.

      But not this year, Becca reminded herself. She had a new life now. And she’d make new memories, new traditions, ones that were exclusive to her and Brandon and their life in Annapolis.

      “The stars are perfect tonight. Crystal clear. Bet you can find Betelgeuse,” she challenged him, referring to the red star of Orion.

      “Too tired to look, Mom. Gotta do my homework and get to bed.”

      “Okay. Let me know if you need any help,” she offered, praying that he wouldn’t. Math was her best subject in school, but the way they taught it to kids these days had her head continually spinning, and her longing for a hefty glass of wine afterward.

      Fortunately, Brandon had inherited her love of numbers and seemed to be more tolerant of the new methods offered by his teachers.

      She arched her neck to stare up at the sky, and like always, she silently sent a message of love to her husband. She could feel him on nights like tonight, when she wasn’t so distracted by a million things tugging her in different directions.

      Yet tonight, she would swear she felt him even more. So as Brandon disappeared through the door to their apartment, instead of joining him inside, Becca stepped deeper into the large backyard where the lights from the front of the house were vastly diminished.

      Content in the darkness and barely able to see her hand in front of her, she gazed up at the humbling incalculability of the universe. If she had any sense, she would have pursued her love of the stars and changed her math major to astrophysics back in college. But sense wasn’t abundant for her at that stage in her life, which might be the reason she wound up unexpectedly pregnant for her senior year at Columbia University just after Brian had graduated from West Point.

      Minutes passed as Becca savored the silence of the night. She saw her kitchen light had turned on inside, and she could imagine Brandon sitting at the counter opening his textbooks. He might cop an attitude from time to time, but he was responsible and determined.

      You’d be so proud.

      One star streaked across the sky. And her mind drifted to the many times Brandon and she would bundle up in their sleeping bags and lie out in their small backyard in Sedona to watch meteor showers or wait for Saturn to rise up above the horizon.

      “Do you want me to turn the back deck light on for you?”

      Becca jumped at the sound of a voice in the distance, near to the house. It didn’t sound like Ed and definitely wasn’t Joanna. Protectively, her arms wrapped around herself.

      “Uh, no. Just looking at the stars.” There was a waver in her voice that she couldn’t hide.

      “I’m sorry. I must have surprised you a bit there. I’m Ed and Joanna’s son. I just drove up from North Carolina for the holiday.”

      “Oh,” she said quickly, recalling. “That’s right. Ed mentioned you would be coming for Christmas. He said you’re in the Army, right?”

      “I am. I’m down at Fort Bragg.”

      “That’s great. Well, thank you for your service. I—” She stopped momentarily, suddenly not wanting to mention that she’d once been an Army wife. In quiet evenings like these, her past would inevitably tug her backward. Yet expressing her loss out loud always brought back the pain that still scratched at her heart sometimes, like a housebound cat wanting to get out the door. “I think your parents retired in the wrong town if you’re Army,” she offered instead, referring to the longstanding rivalry between the Naval Academy and West Point.

      “They didn’t just retire here. I grew up in this house. And I didn’t go to West Point, so there are no hard feelings,” he quipped. “I’m Liam, by the way.”

      It was too dark to see if he’d extended a hand toward her, so she kept still.

      “Liam,” she repeated thoughtfully. Joanna and Ed had never said their son’s name in conversation before. They only shared a few brief but friendly chats in between the couple’s recent trips.

      Her lips formed his name again, as though repeating it silently to herself.

      Liam.

      It was just uncommon enough of a name to bring her back to a day out west when she’d dared to feel a flicker of attraction toward a man for the first time since her husband’s death.

      The name brought a flood of memories to her. She’d been so grateful to that man for finding those dog tags for her son. But it wasn’t just appreciation she’d felt that day. There was a stirring inside of her as she’d watched his muscular form climb up those trees. A pinch in her heart, a longing for something that she had convinced herself she wasn’t ready for.

      It had been too soon to feel such an attraction, at least for her. Certainly other women facing similar losses might have been able to move on more quickly.

      But not Becca. The pain of what love could do when it was taken from a person was still too fresh—too raw—for her to even look at another man that way.

      Or was it? Because that day, at the Grand Canyon, she’d looked. She’d definitely looked.

      “And you’re—?”

      She was grateful that he couldn’t see the blush that touched her cheeks as his name made a distant memory come rushing to the forefront.

      “I’m sorry. I’m Becca. Becca Corridan. My son’s name is Brandon. You’ll see him out in the yard a lot. You might want to come up with some excuses to not get pulled into a game of catch with him while you’re here.”

      “I’d love to—” His voice was cut short, and silence prevailed with the only sound coming from the rustle of a cluster of fallen leaves that had escaped this fall’s raking.

      “Becca Corridan, you said, right?” he finally asked, with an emphasis on her last name that she found curious.

      “Yes.”

      “And your son’s name is Brandon?”

      Bristling uncomfortably at his strange tone, she reminded herself that this was her landlords’ son. He wasn’t some lunatic. “Um, yeah.”

      After a long, weighted pause, he spoke again. “Did you get enough of the stars for the night, Becca?”

      Becca’s brow rose. “Why do you ask?”

      He left her standing there, his pace quick as he stepped toward the house, and then she heard the back door open. The backyard light flicked on, flooding the area in light. She watched him walk toward her. His pace was slower this time, and his eyes were locked on hers.

      Oh my God.

      “Liam from the Grand Canyon,” she murmured.

      “Becca from the Grand Canyon,” he replied, humor creasing his eyes.

      By her crystal clear recollection, he looked the same as he had years ago, with wide, muscular shoulders and a confident stride. His posture was flagpole-straight, the way her brother’s always was, the bearing of a man in control. A dark wool coat was opened in front, doing nothing to diminish the broad pecs that hinted beneath a burgundy shirt.

      On instinct, she took a step toward him, somehow wanting to hug him as though he was a long lost friend. But she stopped herself, remembering that he wasn’t. He just happened to have played a crucial role at a pivotal moment in her son’s life.

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “Ditto,” he merely replied. Soft lips curved upward, slightly lopsided, and his eyes sparkled with emerald reflecting the floodlight.

      “You know, he still wears those dog tags you rescued for him.”

      “Good to hear it.”

      “I really can’t thank you enough for that. You gave him something… priceless. If we’d left without them—I don’t know. It would have affected him a lot.”

      There was so much she wanted to tell him right now, like how every time Brandon’s expression looked empty, he’d reach for the dog tags and wind them around his finger, with the life returning to his eyes again. Or how he pulled them out from beneath his shirt for every school picture. And how each time he accomplished a milestone, whether it was when he hit two home runs in one game or won the school’s science fair, he’d touch the dog tags unconsciously with his palm, as though it was his way of making sure his dad was right there with him to see it.

      “I felt honored to find them for him. How’s he doing?”

      “Oh, great. Loving Annapolis.”

      “Did you just move to the area, then?” His weight shifted slightly, and he crooked his thumb inside one pocket of his jeans.

      Her eyes wandered to his hands, and she remembered them, the slight tan on his skin that day at the Grand Canyon, the way they held the dog tags reverently when he’d handed them to her son. And she remembered the brush of his skin against hers as they shook hands—how it had fired every nerve ending, awakening her in a way that nearly shamed her at a moment she felt should have been reserved for Brian’s memory.

      So much conflict had battled inside of her that day, and for many months after that, as she came to the realization that there was a part of her that still desired to have the strong presence of a man in her life.

      Of course, a few crash-and-burn blind dates had fixed that.

      “Yeah. From Sedona,” she finally replied, having to remind herself that she still had working vocal chords. “I opened an ice cream shop on Maryland Avenue.”

      “An ice cream shop? That’s fantastic. I’ll have to stop by. I’m a bit of a connoisseur.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “So is Brandon inside?”

      “Um, yes. He’d love to see you.” She couldn’t even imagine the elation Brandon would have seeing him again.

      Liam Carter, she thought, suddenly remembering the last name he shared with her landlords. Carter. Such a common name. She never would have suspected that they were the parents of the man who’d brought such a smile to her son’s face that day. “Oh, but maybe we should wait till tomorrow. He’s really tired and trying to finish his homework. If he sees you, he’ll get so torqued up, he’ll never settle down.”

      “No problem. I’ll be around till the day after Christmas.” He stepped backward. “It was great to see you again.” His tone indicated that he was as mystified by this coincidence as she was.

      “It was great to see you.” Her heart ached as he walked away from her and she couldn’t resist taking a long, hungry look at the wide expanse of his back as it filled out his wool coat. She was female, after all. And even though she could count her recent dates on one hand, not one of them filled out a coat quite like this guy.

      “So…” She felt the urge to say something—anything—to bring him to a halt. She didn’t want this conversation to end. Not like it had years ago. Even though she knew he’d be just up the stairs from her, she couldn’t help feeling like he’d slip away from her once more. “…you’re in the Army.”

      “Yes.” He turned to her again.

      She paused, somehow clinging to the hope that he’d follow up his one-word reply with something like, I’m about to file my separation paperwork or I’m finishing up my final tour. But silence prevailed.

      “How many years in?”

      “About fourteen.”

      Fourteen. He was long past the halfway marker to a twenty-year retirement. Liam Carter was in for the long haul. Heart deflating, she suppressed the inevitable frown that threatened the corners of her mouth.

      “Is that why you helped us?” she asked. “I mean, not many men would have climbed up a bunch of trees looking for an old set of dog tags.”

      His grin was so genuine that it warmed her. “I’d like to think I’d have done that even if I hadn’t been in the Army. Although it did put a bit of a fire under my ass.” He cringed. “Sorry. I spend too much time around Soldiers.”

      A smile spread across her face. “Oh, that’s okay.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing Brandon again. Tell him I said hello, will you?”

      “I will.” She swallowed. “Well, I’ll see you around, then.”

      “Have a good night,” he answered, disappearing through the side door of the Carters’ house. His head popped through the doorway again. “Oh—do you want the light off or on?”

      “Off,” she called out, finding sanctuary in the dark again when the floodlight disappeared, and grateful that he wouldn’t be able to see her mouth the words:

      Holy Christmas.
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      The aroma of seasoned chicken browning on the stove struck Liam as he walked in through the side door, along with the scent of the pine potpourri his mother always bought this time of year to make the house smell like the holidays even though their tree was made in China.

      “Whatcha making?” he asked, sliding onto one of the counter chairs and noticing that his voice sounded more like that of a fifteen-year-old rather than a thirty-six-year-old Delta Force squadron commander.

      Funny how he tended to regress the moment he stepped into his childhood home.

      “Chicken and dumplings,” Joanna replied, barely giving her son a second glance as she transferred the browned chicken parts to a larger pot. Her hair was tied back in a tight ponytail and her glasses were splattered with something—probably chicken grease or bouillon or some such thing. “Did you meet Becca?”

      Liam’s eyes widened and he glanced out the window wondering if she’d seen them talking. His mother had some kind of built-in radar that set off an alarm any time Liam came within fifty feet of a single woman. And now that Liam was thirty-six and hadn’t yet supplied the brood of grandchildren Joanna had been hoping for, that radar was getting more sensitive by the day.

      “Yes,” he said, adding tentatively, “I’ve met her before, actually.”

      This earned a curious look from his mother. “When? Did you know her husband? I know he was in the Army, too.”

      “No, I, uh, never met him. A couple years ago when Colm and I went to the Grand Canyon, I met her and her son. Just briefly,” he specified, not wanting his mother to think more of their chance meeting in the woods than what it was.
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