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Blurb



He's a grumpy prisoner of war who won't let anyone around him. She's the ball of sunshine that pushes his boundaries. What happens when she pushes too far? 


A year of being tortured as a POW has left him lost in his own head.

Until she walks in... his best friend's little sister.

She's full of sunshine and smiles, while he can't stand to be touched but he still feels drawn to her.

He had a crush on her for years and her memory pulled him through his darkest times.

Even now she's the only one who holds the key to his recovery.

She's pushing him outside his comfort zone, but when she pushes him too far, will she lose him forever? 
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Dedication



To all the men and women serving our country, past , and present. To their friends and families who support them daily.






Get Free Books!






Do you like Cowboys? Military Men? Best friends’ brothers? What about sweet, sexy, and addicting books?

If you join Kaci Rose's Newsletter you get these books free!

Join Kaci Rose's newsletter and get your free books!

Now on to the story!








Chapter 1


Paisley







"I know, Molly, I love coming here, too," I say to Molly. She's a therapy dog and loves coming to Oakside. Mostly because I’ll let her off her leash to play on the back lawn when we’re done. 

This is only our second time here, and we both already like it more than the hospital. Don't get me wrong, we both enjoy helping injured soldiers, but Oakside feels more like a bed-and-breakfast, or like someone's home than a stuffy hospital. 

I come to the side of the building via the staff entrance with Molly, and everyone stops to pet her. Downstairs they can pet her, but once we go upstairs, she’s working. She cuddles, plays, or listens to the veterans for whatever they need. As a therapy dog, if she can bring even a small smile to their day, then we have done our job. 

I knock on Lexi's office door. She and her husband, Noah, run the place. I met Lexi one day at the hospital, and we seemed to keep bumping into each other, so when she opened Oakside, she asked me to make a few stops here each week. 

"Hey, just checking in to see where we’re needed most," I say. 

"Paisley! Well, hello there, Molly. Are you ready to go play?" Lexi says.

Molly is a golden retriever, so she isn't a small dog by any means, and her hair is a bit longer than most, but she’s really smart and well trained. She already knows Lexi is the one with the treats. 

Lexi supplies treats for the guys to feed Molly, if they wish. Whatever isn't used, we take home, and Molly can enjoy tonight and tomorrow. 

Molly sits looking over at the bookcase Lexi got the treats from, and Lexi just laughs and pulls out the bag. 

"Today's flavor is cheese biscuit," Lexi says to Molly. Cocking her head to the side, Molly looks like she’s trying to figure out what she has to do to get the treat. Molly is well trained. She has to be around these guys.

"I know they sounded good to me, huh, girl. Play shy." Lexi says.

Molly bends her head and brings her paw up over her nose, earning her a treat from Lexi. 

"I didn't teach her that one. She came already knowing it," I say.

"Oh, I wanted to ask you what you look for when looking for dogs to train?" I also train therapy dogs for soldiers. They can be trained to do just about anything. Everything from reminding the owner to take their medicine, sensing when a panic attack is coming on, or helping calm or sensing when they are having nightmares and wake them up. I've trained some to sense PTSD attacks and help pull the person from their own heads. They’re trained to bring a phone to their owner in an emergency, as well as many other ways to help someone function with just a little help. 

"Well, one that already has some training is best. They should be housebroken and know not to jump or chew, you know, the basics, so we can start on the harder stuff. It’s important that they don’t scare easily and are good with everyone from adults to kids and infants. They should play well with other dogs, cats, and animals as well. They should also be okay with car rides. Everything else is trainable. Why?" 

"Well, I have a few leads on some military police dogs, and they’re retiring due to injury. A few of their owners have passed, so they’re looking for homes, but the dogs are already trained. I'm wondering if we can complete their training and bring them here full-time for the guys." Lexi says, while petting Molly.

"I think that's a great idea. The guys here will love it. The MP dogs are one of them, even if they have four legs, instead of two," I say.

"Okay,” Lexi says. “Try the guy in room four today. Though, he probably won't even let you in, but I want to see if maybe he will let the dog near him."  

"Sure, anyone else?" I ask. 

"Nope, everyone else is fine, so just room four. Noah has taken it upon himself to help this guy out, even if he has to drag him kicking and screaming."  

We say our goodbyes then head to the stairs, where I put on Molly's vest, and her posture turns serious. She knows she’s working now. We go upstairs and make the lobby our first stop. I love this lobby. It's like a massive living room with a stone fireplace and large floor to ceiling windows that look out over a courtyard between the lobby and the east wing of the building. 

I walk slowly, letting Molly take account of everyone in the lobby, who mostly look like family members. As we head down the hallway towards room four, Molly takes off at a full run right to the guy, sitting at the window with his back to me. He’s in sweats and a long sleeve t-shirt, even though it's the dead of summer in southern Georgia. 

Molly sits there, and the man gently reaches down to pet her. The moment he does, Molly climbs into his lap. What the hell is wrong with this dog? She never misbehaves like this. 

"Molly, you can't run off like that." I scold her, as I take a quick assessment, making sure being in his lap isn't causing any issues. He doesn't seem to be missing any limbs or be in any pain.  

At the sound of my voice, the man slowly turns his head, and my heart skips a beat. It can't be him, it just can't be.

"Easton?" I ask, my voice shaky. 

This man in front of me just stares at me, while he pets Molly. I take a few steps into his room to get a better look at him, and sure enough, this is Easton Mathews, my brother's best friend growing up. 

This is the boy I had a crush on all through my school years, and the boy who chased all the other boys away without even trying, because they didn't compare to him. Only he isn't a boy now, he’s a man. He's bulked up, and even through the t-shirt, I can tell he has some serious muscles. His black hair is a few inches longer than he normally wore it, and he's grown out his beard enough to hide most of his face. But his ice, gray eyes are still the same.  

Why is he here? If he's here, that means he was injured during his military time, which I didn’t even know about. What did Lexi say downstairs? Noah has been visiting him, even if he didn't want it? I need to get back to Lexi and find out why he's here. 

"Hey, um, I need to use the restroom, and she won't go in there. Will you watch her for me for a few minutes?" I ask. 

It's a lie. Molly will go wherever I go, but he’s doing well with her, and I need to go see Lexi now. I also want an excuse to come back. 

Easton looks at me like I might be crazy, but gives a small nod before I turn and flee the room. I run back through the lobby and downstairs to Lexi's office. 

"Room four. It's Easton." I say a bit out of breath, and Lexi and Noah both look at me like I've grown two heads.  

"Yes..." Noah says.

"Where’s Molly?" Lexi asks.

"Molly is with Easton. Easton is my brother's best friend. Well, he was growing up." I say, and Lexi and Noah look at each other. "Why is he here?"  

Neither says anything.

"Molly has never met him, but as soon as we got to the door, she ran right to him. The moment he started petting her she crawled up in his lap."  

"He let her?" Noah asks, looking shocked.

"Yes, she's still there. I used some lame excuse of needing to use the bathroom to come back down here," I say. 

Lexi sighs, "He's fine physically, but Easton was a prisoner of war for a year. We don't know much other than what’s in his file. He doesn't let anyone in his room. Other than to his doctor and to Noah, he doesn't really talk either. When he was a POW, he had no human contact for a year, except for the fully masked men, who tortured him. So, Easton having Molly in his lap is huge. If you knew him before, you might be able to push him to finally heal." 

"But don't push too hard," Noah says. 

I nod. "I should get back up there."  

Lexi and Noah follow me up. We stand quietly in the doorway and watch Easton stare out of the window while petting Molly, who is still in his lap.

When I look over at Noah and Lexi, they both nod, so I take a step into the room, which perks Molly's head up. Easton turns his head to look at me, before staring back out of the window. I sit on the couch at the opposite end of the room and look back at the door to find Lexi and Noah gone. 

I'm not sure what to say, but since I had no idea he even joined the military, I think that’s a good place to start. 

"What branch of the service are you in?" I ask him. 

"Was." He says, and even in the one word, I can tell his voice has gotten deeper. 

Just that one word has my body tingling. How the hell did he do that?

"What?" I ask, trying to clear my mind and focus.

"What branch was I in. This happens, and they were pretty fast to discharge me." He says with a hint of anger in his voice. 

"I'm sorry I didn't know," I say softly. 

The last thing I wanted to do was anger him. 

"Marines." He says at the same time he turns his head to look at me. 

"I didn't know you joined.”

Only he doesn't look at me, he's looking past me. 

"How long have you been bringing Molly in?"  

"Well, this is only our second time here, but we have been visiting the hospital for almost three years now. Lexi and I met when Noah was in the hospital." I give him more info than he asked for, but it's better than the silence before.

He nods and keeps petting Molly, who has her head on the armrest of his chair and is looking at me. 

"You know, she's never taken off on me like that, much less climbed into anyone’s lap, even mine," I tell him. 

"Why me?"  

"I think she can sense you need it. It's what she’s trained for." 

More silence. I've never been good with silence, especially with how my nerves are on overdrive. For something to do, I take a look around the room. Easton sits in a brown leather chair he has pulled over to face the window in front of his bed.

The room is long, and Easton and his bed are on the far wall. In the middle, is a living room area with a dresser and TV on top, a second chair to match the one he’s sitting in, and a matching leather couch, where I’m sitting. The door is on the opposite wall of the bed, and there’s a small desk on one side and the bathroom on the other. 

A quick glance out of the window shows he has one of the best views. It looks right out the front of the house. To the right is the long oak tree-lined driveway and to the left are the gardens. 

"Would you like to go for a walk with us?" I ask, thinking at least then there would be something else to concentrate on other than the silence. Plus, the gardens are really pretty this time of year.

"No," he says. One simple word, but he sounds so irritated. Does he even recognize me? Probably not. Why would he remember his friend’s silly, younger sister? 

Not wanting to upset him, I ask, "Do you want me to stop talking?" 

He takes a deep breath, "No." This time it’s a very different no. It's much softer and not as harsh. 

Then he says, "Tell me about Lexi and Noah.” 

So, I launch into how I met them at the hospital when Noah was healing from his burns and regaining muscle strength. I tell him how I met Lexi and about our talks, as she was setting up Oakside. How she lived in this old southern plantation home by herself for a few years, before she had the idea to make it what it is now. I tell him how I fell in love with the place the moment I walked in the door, and how Molly loves playing in the backyard when we’re done. 

All the while, he’s staring out of the window with no reaction. 

"You know, this place almost became a B&B," I say with a laugh, but still nothing from him. 

"I know it doesn't seem like there’s much to laugh at right now, and things seem dark, but it will get better. You’ll like it here."  

He finally looks over at me again but says nothing. 

"I’ll be back in a few days. Can I come back to see you?"    

When I walk over to get Molly without thinking, I place my hand on his shoulder. 

"Goodbye, Easton." He flinches so hard from my touch that Molly goes almost into a panic state, trying to help calm him. 

"Please, don't touch me," he says. 

I give him a sad nod. "I won't again. I'm sorry." 

I head out and visit a few other patients, but I can tell our time with Easton took a lot out of Molly, so we cut the visits short. Before I leave, I stop by and see Noah and Lexi, giving them a report.

Once outside, I change directions and go to the front yard with Molly. When I turn and find Easton in his window, I offer a small wave, before I take off Molly's vest and leash, letting her run. 

I pull her ball from my bag, and she takes off at a full run across the yard. Just like Easton taught me all those years ago, I throw the ball as far as I can. 








Chapter 2


Easton









Gunfire.  

Every night it’s gunfire I hear. When I wake up in a cold sweat, my nurse is standing at the door, calling my name and checking on me. 

"I'm fine," I tell her, and a shocked expression crosses her face. I don't normally talk to her.

I'm covered in sweat and trying to catch my breath. Just like every night, I'm back there. I'm back to the worst, most hopeless year of my life. 

The nightmares don't stop, and the sleeping medication my doctor tried only made them more vivid. 

Like every night, my mind goes to Paisley. Seeing her today, was such a shock. I never thought I'd see her again. I'm not even in contact with her brother anymore, not that I would have reached out, even if I was.

When we were in school, she was the kid who kept to herself, stayed out of the way, and was good at school. She made friends easily, but she wasn't a huge people person, though everyone loved to be around her. She was beautiful then, but now she’s breathtaking. 

Seeing her wearing those cutoff jean shorts, drove me crazy. They set off her tan skin, curvy body, and dark brown hair perfectly. No matter how bad things got overseas, Paisley was my safe place. She got me through it. She brought me home, and yet, she has no idea. The thoughts I have of her aren't the innocent kind either.  

Even now, every night she pulls me from these nightmares and grounds me back to the present. But today, I have new memories to think of, and keep me going. Her sitting on the couch in my room talking to me. Just her and me. 

I think back to the summer vacations we'd spend together. Paisley, her brother, and I would go to the beach and play in the water before we'd walk down to the pier and do some fishing. 

She would be right there with us, digging up worms and handling the fish. She wasn't afraid of anything. An added bonus, she was also pretty good at cooking the fish we caught. 

More often than not, we would catch enough for dinner that night. Then, we'd head home, and she and her mom would cook us up the fish we caught, or her mom would save them for dinner the following night, if she already had dinner going. 

One summer her family took a beach vacation and invited me with them, and I’ll never forget the bikini she had on and those intriguing tan lines on her body. 

I was over at her house more than I was mine. It was easy to pass it off as hanging out with her brother, but really it was because I wanted to be near her. 

Thinking of those long summer days with Paisley calms me enough that I can drift back to sleep.

She said she’ll be back. I look forward to the memories she’ll give me, but I don't have enough hope that she can fix me. 








Chapter 3


Paisley









It's been a few days, since I've seen Easton, but today, we’re heading back to Oakside, and as soon we hit the driveway, Molly sticks her head out of the window. She loves it here, and I can't blame her. 

I peek in to see Lexi, but she's on the phone. Without missing a beat, she grabs Molly's treats, gets her one, and gives Molly a good rub down, before handing me the bag and mouthing 'sorry' to me. 

I just smile and leave, letting her get to work. I take a few minutes longer than normal to calm my nerves, before we head upstairs. 

After leaving Lexi’s office downstairs, my first stop is to see Easton. He's still staring out of the window, but Molly takes off and runs right to him. She sits down in front of him, and he reaches to pet her. Then, she carefully climbs into his lap, resting her head on the arm of the chair and looking at me, as he starts petting her. I swear she forgets she’s supposed to be working because within minutes she’s asleep. 

When he doesn't make any effort to look at me, I begin to feel like I'm intruding on his time with Molly. I don't know where we stand after my last visit. I had completely forgotten he doesn't like being touched, and now, I don't know if he even wants me in his space.

"Do you want me to leave her here? I can come back later." I ask him. 

"No, you can stay." His voice is scratchy from not being used. 

I nod and sit at the end of the couch, closest to the door and furthest away from him. 

"Sorry I was rude... the other day. I just... can't stand... being touched." He says slowly, like he’s thinking of each word before he says it. 

"I know. Lexi gave me a bit of your background."

His face goes hard with tension and maybe anger. 

"Calm down. It's standard for those of us who work with therapy animals. We have to know what to expect for our safety. I don't know the details just what you’re being treated for. For instance, Molly jumped into your lap, but what if you were healing from a leg injury? It could harm you, and I wouldn't allow her to do it."  

He nods, and then silence fills the room again. I've noticed he listens a lot more than he speaks, but I want him to talk. His deep, gravelly voice does something to me and makes my body tingle. 

"Why don't you like being touched?" I ask.

He’s hesitant to answer, so I push a bit more. "I don't need a lot of details or a sob story. Is it because you don't like the feeling, or is it a trigger?"

"Both. It makes my skin crawl," he says. 

Finally, we’re getting somewhere. 

"But you’re okay with Molly," I say, more as a statement than a question. 

He looks at me, "Yes... and you." He says hesitantly.

"What do you mean?"

"I'm surprised Lexi didn't tell you. I don't talk to people other than my doctors and Noah, and I don't allow anyone, but my doctors in my room. My nurse only a few times."

"No, Lexi didn't tell me," I say lost in thought. "Why don't you like people in your room?"

He looks back out of the window for so long I begin to think he isn't going to answer my question. 

Finally, he says, "I don't want any of this to touch you, Paisley."  

I close my eyes for a minute and soak in that he finally said my name. He remembers me! 

"While you were gone, I grew up, Easton. Before I started coming here, I took Molly to the hospital for a few years. I've seen a lot. Let me help you." 

He's quiet again before speaking.

"When the only people who are around are there to hurt you, it conditions you to think a person nearby means indescribable pain, and that anyone nearby wants to hurt you. Though, it's different with you. I'm calm. You don't make me anxious like the others do."  

I don't know how long he will be open to talking to me, so I figure I should take advantage of it, while I can. 

"Why are you always looking out of the window?" 

Again, he doesn't answer me right away, and I wonder if he's back in that room alone or just thinking of exactly what to say. 

"I couldn’t see anything outside much less the sun for over a year." 

I think about how horrible it must have been for him, knowing he was a prisoner of war and kept where he didn't have contact with anyone, unless they wanted to hurt him. During his captivity, he didn't know if or when he’d see simple things like the sun again, or if he’d even ever be free, and it makes his behavior understandable. 

To him the sun and the outside are a reminder of his freedom, and no matter how fast the demons of his past are trying to catch him, he’s still free.

Maybe, it's time to switch to lighter subjects. So, I ask him, "What food do you miss?"

"Pizza." He says without hesitation.

"A home cooked meal?" I ask. 

"Yes, your meatloaf particularly."  

"The food here is pretty good," I say. 

"Yes, but it's all healthy stuff."

"Ahhh, not comfort food," I say understanding. 

My phone rings, and I pull it from my pocket.

"Shoot. I'm late for meeting my mom for what I'm sure will be another thrilling lecture of how I'm wasting my life by not giving her grandbabies, and a low down of every single man she knows. She's given up on finding me guys my age, and the last one she tried to set me up with was a fifty-year-old, which freaked me out." I realize I'm rambling and stop.

I don't miss the corner of his mouth tilt up. It's the closest I've gotten to a smile, so I’ll take it. 

"Time to turn the tables, and Molly gets to be my support dog now. Mom hates that I insist on bringing her with me, because it means we can only eat at a certain place and only outside, but Molly is my best friend, and having to walk her is the perfect excuse to bow out early." 

I stand and call Molly over to me, who reluctantly comes to my side. 

"I’ll be back on Monday. Can I stop in and see you then?"  

He nods, and I head out with Molly. Normally, I'd feel bad about not seeing any of the other patients, but none of the guys need as much help as Easton, and I really feel like I’m making progress. 

I stop in to see Lexi and Noah before I leave.

"So, you didn't tell me Easton doesn't let anyone in his room," I say. 

"We figured you would find out the way the rest of us have.” Lexi shrugs. 

"Actually, no. He lets me in, and I sit on the couch, when we talk," I say. 

They look at each other. 

"He doesn't even let me in," Noah says. 

"He explained a bit about it, and why he doesn't like people near him or touching him. I get it. I'm sorry I didn't get to any other patients today, but he was talking, and I just wanted to keep him talking, while I could." 

"That's okay. You’re back Monday, right?" Lexi asks.

"Yes. Oh, is Easton on any special diet?" 

"Nope, he's also not a picky eater from what we have seen. Why?" Noah asks. 

I just smile and wink, "I'm late for a meeting with my mom. See you Monday!"

On the drive to the restaurant, I realize neither of us mentioned my brother. I decide not to tell my mom about Easton. I can refer to him as another nameless patient. I'm also not sure I want to tell my brother about him yet either. I’ll play that one by ear. Though, I like having my time with him where he’s opening up, I do know at some point I have to tell my brother. 

"You're late. Which guy did Molly get attached to this time?" Mom asks, as she leans down to pet Molly, before we sit at the table.

"A new guy, actually. He was a POW and is struggling. She's been spending most of her time with him." I say honestly, just leaving out the name. 

"Oh, poor thing. I've read some of the things they do to POWs overseas, and it’s just horrible. I don't blame the guy for having a hard time, but Molly seems to help?"  

"Yeah. He doesn't like being touched, but he lets Molly climb in his lap, and he pets her and seems more at ease with her there. Like he knows she’ll guard him and let him know of any danger."

"That's good," she nods.  

We have lunch, and the meal goes surprisingly well up until talk of my brother hits. 

"So, I guess some of your brother's old school buddies are in town. They’re getting together at our house to have a pool party, and I think you should come. You might know some of them, and it would be good to catch up. You can even bring Molly, if it would make you feel better," Mom says. 

"I guess I should just be happy the guys are my age this time," I say, and Mom doesn't even hide her smile. 

"I’ll think about it. I want to try to work a few extra shifts at Oakside to help this guy out. I guess he's talking to me more than anyone else, and if I can be of some help, I want to be there."  

My mom accepts that, and we wrap up lunch. 

She walks me to my car and gives me a hug. 

"Just think about coming. I think it will be a good thing for you. Even if it's just a few dates that don't go anywhere, just getting out will do you some good.”

"Thanks, Mom," I say, rolling my eyes. 

For some reason, on the way home, the only person I can picture myself on a date with is Easton. 
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