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            PROLOGUE

          

          Gage

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To whom it may concern,

        My name is Tommy Anderson, and I’m eight years old. I’m in third grade, and my teacher, Miss Gunner, is making the whole class write letters to soldiers.

        I like riddles, do you?

        This one always makes me laugh:

        What currency do they use in space?

        My mom thinks it’s funny, too. She has a nice laugh.

        Gotta go do my homework now!

        Your friend, Tommy

      

      

      I can’t help my chuckle as I read the boy’s letter. I’ve been in the Navy for fifteen years, and I think this is the best letter I’ve ever received. My family writes me every once in a while, but this is different. I have a real chance to connect with someone who might need me.

      After being in this hell hole for so many years and feeling like it’s getting worse rather than better, I like the idea of starting fresh once my tour is over in six months.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tommy

      

      

      “I hate you!” I’m screaming at my mom again because my dad ditched me. I don’t hate her; I know she does the best she can. I just wish my dad were here.

      “Tomas Gregory Anderson.” Her voice is quiet, and I can tell she’s sad. I hate making Mom sad. Sometimes, I can’t control my temper, though, and she doesn’t understand that. “What is going through your mind when you do these things, baby?”

      I’m so angry I scream again. Tears are rolling down my cheeks. I don’t know how to make her understand that I need my dad. “Cassie threw that stupid pencil first. She deserved it!”

      “Miss G. said– “

      “Miss G. is stupid! You’re stupid! Cassie’s stupid!” I see the tears pool in Mom’s eyes at my words, and mine stream down my face harder.

      Stomping my feet, I run up to my stupid room and slam the door shut. Flopping down on my bed, I scream into my pillow like I’ve seen Mom do so many times before.

      I just want my dad.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Paisley

      

      

      I ache for my little boy’s pain. I hate that he feels abandoned by my ex, Jack. We were high school sweethearts, had our entire lives planned. We thought we were ready to be intimate at sixteen.

      We were so wrong.

      I don’t regret Tommy for anything. He’s the best thing in my life. Jack, however, is an asshole I could do without. As soon as he found out I was pregnant, he ran. His parents handed me money for an abortion, and I never heard from any of them again.

      About a year after my son was born, Jack showed up. He wanted to be part of Tommy’s life. At eighteen, I was skeptical and naïve and scared that I was failing as a mother. So, I let Jack in, and I’ve regretted it ever since. He pops in and out whenever he likes. Barely remembers to call on birthdays or Christmas or any other important moment in our child’s life.

      Like the reason Tommy is currently acting out now. He turned eight over the summer, and Jack missed it—big surprise there—but he promised to make up for it. Swearing to his son that they would go fishing next time he was in town.

      That was two weeks ago.

      Jack called, and they talked and made plans. Tommy was up at five that Saturday morning, sitting on the front step waiting for his dad to show.

      He sat there all day long.

      I cried harder that night than any other before it.

      I think Tommy and I are at the point where I need to make the decision of whether or not to cut Jack out completely. At this point, he’s only doing more harm than good, and I abhor seeing my baby so upset. He needs a real man in his life.

      Walking up the stairs with a letter from his soldier in my hand, I knock softly on the door. “Your letter’s here, sweetheart.” After waiting with no answer, I slip the envelope under his door and walk away. My heart as heavy as it’s ever been.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tommy

      

      

      Once my mom’s clear of the door, I scramble to the floor and fetch the letter from him. I don’t even know his name yet, and already he’s more dependable than my dad.

      I rip open the letter and pull the paper out.

      
        
        Hey kid,

        Thanks for writing me. It’s always nice to know other people think about us over here. My name is Lieutenant Gage Drapper. I’m thirty-five years old, and I’m from Baltimore, Maryland. I like to fish, hunt, and play paintball with my nephews. Their mom hates that.

        You’re a riddler, huh? I’ll bite, though I admit I ain’t so great at them.

        Is this your answer…

        Milk duds?

        Why was the watermelon sad?

        One of my privates told me that. I’m scratching my head.

        So, your mom, she likes your riddles? What about the rest of your family? What else do you like to do for fun?

        See you on the flip side, Riddler,

        Gage

      

      

      “Wow!” Gage sounds really cool! And he likes fishing! I wonder if he’d have time to take me with him. Maybe he could bring my mom out, too!

      Then I’d have a dad, and she wouldn’t look so lonely.
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            PAISLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Paisley,

        I know I’ve been talking back and forth with Tommy the past three months now, and he’s told me a lot about you. Actually, more than a lot. He admires the heck out of you.

        Here’s the thing, he hasn’t mentioned you reading any of our letters, so I can only assume you haven’t? In which case, this is gonna be a shocker.

        I’m almost positive he’s trying to hook us up.

        He hasn’t outright said it, but he’s dropped enough hints that I can guess. Plus, the picture he sent me of you in a pretty little bikini, well, it gives a guy ideas. In his last couple letters, Tommy has hinted about me taking him fishing when my tour is over. We’ve talked a lot about his dad, and how he feels about the man.

        It’s not my business or my place, I just…fuck. I don’t know. I thought you should know, I guess.

        Yours, Gage

      

      

      “Oh!” Tears stream down my face as I read Gage’s letter. I know about him, of course. Tommy talks about him all the time. In fact, since he’s begun writing to the man, his attitude has changed so much.

      I thought I was getting my little boy back. I thought he was moving forward with Jack being out of our lives. I didn’t even get the chance to tell Jack off after the last time he’d broken his promise to Tommy. He just hasn’t been in contact.

      I was worried, at first. Now, I suppose, I understand why Tommy hasn’t been too upset about it. I want to be excited that he’s happy, but after learning that he’s trying to set me up with a man I’ve never met, let alone spoken to, and who is lord only knows where, I feel like I should be even more worried.

      “Tommy!” He’s in his room reading his own letter.

      “Coming, Mom!” is followed by his footsteps barreling down the stairs like an elephant.

      “I got a letter from Gage today, too.” The sneak flashes me a huge smile. “He says you asked if he’d take you fishing when he’s on leave.” At least he has the decency to look away.

      “He lives in Baltimore, Mom! He could do it!” The eagerness in my son’s gaze breaks my heart.

      “He also said you sent him a picture of me.” Little boys blushing is adorable, but I can’t let that sway me. Sitting on the couch, I pat the cushion and ask him, “What’s your plan here, sweetheart?”

      With his heart in his eyes, he tells me, “I don’t want you to be lonely anymore, Mom.”

      “Oh, baby, I have you. How can I be lonely?”

      “You’re not married. And you don’t have someone to tell you how much you mean to them. Cassie’s dad tells her mom all the time. I want that for you.”

      Crap.

      I can’t lie and say I’m not lonely; I am. So much so, my heart aches. But I thought I’d done a reasonable job hiding it.

      “Tommy,” a sigh leaves me, “you shouldn’t be worried about that.”

      “I know.” He looks so sad. “Sometimes, I’m lonely, too, Mom. I want a dad that loves me. One who wants me.” Hope lights his gaze as he stares at me. “I think if Gage knew us, he’d want me, too.”

      When he throws his arms around me, I fight not to break down and give into the emotions taking control of my heart and mind. My son, my life, is wracked with self-doubt, and I have no idea what to do.
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            GAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Soldier man,

        I think Mom’s mad at me. She didn’t say nothin’, but her eyes were sad again. They’re like that a lot lately, and I think it’s ‘cause of me. Sometimes, I wish we were normal, and my dad wanted us.

        She would be happy ‘cause someone would tell her she’s pretty and bring her flowers, and I’d get to go fishing.

        Mom said I shouldn’t be putting pressure on you like that. I just know you’d love her, too, though. She’s pretty, right? She makes the best chocolate chip cookies, too. I sent you some this time. I forgot before.

        Do you know when you’ll be home? Maybe we could have a BBQ? I’ll ask mom if she can make her Oreo cheesecake. She loves to bake.

        Oh! And you could bring her daisies, they’re her favorite.

        Gotta go to bed now!

        Riddler

      

      

      This kid’s breaking my fucking heart. I couldn’t lie and say I’m not attracted as fuck to his mom. She’s gorgeous. Long blonde hair, bright honey-gold eyes, plump lips I could easily get lost in. What pulled me in when I first saw her photo was her smile. It was real, genuine. 	I’d bet my last dollar she was watching her son when it was taken. That kind of radiance only comes from a deep love.

      I pull the box of cookies from the box and see I have a letter from Paisley as well. I was concerned when I wrote her, but I didn’t want her to be blindsided when I show up on their doorstep in a few months.

      I don’t know when I decided I wanted this little, broken family to be mine, but it’s done. They’re mine. I just have to convince her of that.

      Biting into the first cookie, I moan like a teenage boy getting off for the first time. Holy fuck. The kid wasn’t lying. His mom is a goddess.

      
        
        Dear Gage,

        If you were here, you would feel my bewilderment. I’m speechless and mortified, and I don’t know what to tell you.

        I had no idea Tommy felt this way.

        Jack, his father… I can’t even write his name without feeling angry.

        I’m sorry. I am so sorry. I can’t… Ugh. Obviously, it’s a touchy subject.

        Tommy said he asked you to meet us when you come home. After listening to everything he had to say, and against my better judgment, I think it would be good for him.

        If you wanted to, that is. There’s no reason for you to say yes and feel pressured. I just wanted you to know that I’d be alright with it.

        Just please, don’t disappoint my son.

        He… We can’t handle anymore.

        Paisley

      

      

      I wonder if I can ever make her understand that this letter has sealed her fate with me. She might not be able to see it, but I can. She’s interested in what Tommy wants to brew between us as much as me.

      I only hope I’m able to pique her interested in getting to know me before I arrive.
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            TOMMY

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s here, I just know it! We haven’t heard from Gage in two weeks now, so today has got to be the day he’s written us back.

      Mom has secret smiles now after she reads a letter from him, and I think my plan is working.

      “Sit still, Tommy. You’re like a jumping jelly bean.” Mom’s face lights up from the front seat of the car as we drive home from school.

      Cassie doesn’t bug me as much anymore, and I like that. I can talk to her about Gage, and she asks me what kind of plans he’s making when he comes home. Her face scrunches funny when I tell her fishing; she thinks they stink. Mom does, too, so I’m used to it. Girls just don’t understand. Gage says it’s a great way to provide for your family. I kind of like the sound of that.

      “I just know our letters will be here today, though!” I bounce excitedly in my seat, and Mom gets this look on her face. She’s trying not to laugh at me while attempting to remain stern. I like when I can do that to her. We always have the best laughs, and Mom soothes me.

      “Shit.”

      “I heard that! That’s one nickel for the swear jar, Mom.” We have a deal that when she says a bad word, she has to put a nickel in a jar, and when I slam a door or throw a toy, I have to do the same. At the end of the month, whoever has the least nickels in their jar gets all the money. Last month, I won, and we had pizza for dinner.

      Mom’s smile is gone now, and I realize we’re home. Sitting on the front step is Jack. I can’t bring myself to call him my dad anymore. I don’t think he deserves it for the amount he’s made Mom and me cry.

      “Mom?” I question when she stops in the driveway, and he stands. A stupid smile on his face.

      “I love you, Tommy,” she says, and I can hear the tears in her voice.

      “I love you, too, Mommy.”

      “I want you to know, it’s your choice if you go with him. But if you don’t want to, I won’t make you.” Mom’s so strong. I know I’m young, and most people would say I don’t understand what the wobbling in her voice and the look in her eyes means, but I do.

      Mom doesn’t want dad to hurt me no more.

      I don’t either.

      “I don’t want to go, Mommy.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Paisley

      

      

      I shouldn’t be so relieved. I’m horrible for wanting to keep my son from his father, but Jack is so damn unreliable and selfish. He hurts Tommy with every broken promise, and I can’t stand it.

      “You got it, baby. I want you to go on inside and get your stuff put away, and I’ll be in, in a minute.” I have to mentally build up my walls to face Jack. I know he’s not going to like me saying no about Tommy.

      “Can I check the mail first?” he asks. I love that he’s always excited to hear from Gage. It’s sad that a man we haven’t even met is more reliable than his own father.

      “Do it real quick.” My son’s out of my Jetta before I’m done talking.

      Leaving the car, I watch Tommy run to the sidewalk to check the small mailbox. “Yes!” His cheer makes me smile. When he runs up to the house, he scowls when Jack tries to hug him.

      “Tomas!” I scold him.

      “Sorry, Mom.” His muttered words hold his reluctance to even look at the man. “Hi, Jack.”

      I have to put my hands over my mouth to hold in the laugh at Jack’s shock as my boy runs inside.

      “What the hell was that, Paisley?” He sounds different. The usual anger is there, but it’s magnified.

      Treading lightly, I walk around him and up the steps before answering. “He’s lost his respect for you, Jack. What did you expect?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Is he for real?

      “We haven’t heard from you in months. You stood him up for going fishing. No phone call, text message, smoke signals, nothing. You either need to be in his life or out of it, Jack. There’s no in between.”

      “You’ve been filling his head with lies! I call plenty.” When he steps towards me, I step back, and he sneers. It’s the look in his eye that scares me, however.

      “No, I haven’t. I’ve given him choices. And whatever you planned to do here today, he wants no part of it.”

      His hand shoots out so fast I don’t have time to move out of the way as his palm lands on my cheek. My head whips to the side, and my face instantly stings, bringing tears to my eyes.

      “You bastard.” I hiss at him, one hand cradling my face.

      “You stupid whore. If you don't let me see him, I’ll just have to go to court and take him.”

      The threat could buckle me under, but I force my spine straight. “You could try that, Jack. Haven’t you ever wondered why I haven’t gone after you for child support, more frequent visitations? A single court visit. Anything?” He looks puzzled. “You left me alone with your child at seventeen. How did you think I was going to get back at you? You have no rights where my son is concerned. And frankly, after today, if you come back here, I’ll call the police and have you arrested.”

      I rush inside and lock the door before he can do or say anything. Tears stream down my face as he pounds on the wood and calls me obscene names.

      “Mom!” Tommy comes rushing down the stairs visibly terrified.

      “Back upstairs, honey, it’s fine.” I can’t bring myself to look at him. He’ll see all of my pain, the swelling from Jack’s blow. I’m raw. I can’t let him see me like this.

      After I hear his steps retreating, I quickly order pizza for dinner and go up to my room, intent on cleaning myself up before I have to face my son and tell him everything’s all right, knowing it’s a big fat lie.

      On my bed is an envelope with my name scrawled across it in bold letters. I don’t know if I have the energy to give him what he wants anymore. What they both seem to want so desperately.

      As I open the letter, something falls to the ground, and I look down to see dried yellow daisy leaves. I can’t contain the sobs that consume me as I read.

      
        
        Paisley,

        I walk around camp constantly saying your name. I love the way it rolls off my tongue. How delicate and soft it sounds.

        Paisley…

        I especially love the way I can picture moaning it against your lips for the first time.

        Paisley…

        As sweet as a Daisy.

        I know they’re not as fresh or look as nice as in the store, but I hope you can find comfort in the petals as if I gave them to you myself.

        We haven’t met, hell, we haven’t spoken, but I know you, Paisley. Your words speak of everything you want but won’t ask for. Everything I suddenly want to give you.

        When I come home, I’m coming for you.

        Both of you.

        Love, Gage

      

      

      My fears and dreams. Hopes and failures. They all sweep through me at the speed of light as I soak in his letter. The petals delicate in my hands as I fight back the overwhelming urge to beg him to keep his promise.

      Sadly, as I’ve learned, words are simply that. Words.

      You can’t trust what you can’t see.
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            GAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      A package came for me as we were out on patrol and one of these little fucks decided to open it. I’m tempted to kill the fuckers. Especially since Paisley hasn’t responded back to me the last two times I wrote her. Tommy has been, but he also hasn’t been his normal cheery self either, and I’m going crazy not knowing what’s happening.

      After having to deal with watching Killian, the captain of our unit, go all googly-eyed over the girl writing to him, I’m dreading opening this box. I want a letter from her to be in there. I don’t know what I’ll do if there isn’t.

      Picking up the open box, I begin pulling out the container of double chocolate chip cookies that are suspiciously open already, some essentials they’ve packed for me like deodorant, toothbrush, and other necessities. Seeing the Marvel comic books, I feel a smile spread across my face. Tommy and I had talked about our favorite superheroes, both of us agreeing that Iron Man and The Hulk were the best.

      Seeing only one letter with Tommy’s childish script on the front, I’m disappointed. I know something’s wrong with Paisley, I just can’t figure out what. I could ask the kid, but I don’t want to put him in the position of essentially telling on his mom.

      Pulling the letter from the envelope I’m opening, what I see breaks my heart.

      
        
        Soldier man,

        I haven’t told you, but mom is sad. Jack came to the house a couple weeks ago, and when he left, Mom had a bruise on her face. She’s never cried so hard before, and I don’t think I’m strong enough for us both.

        I’m afraid Jack will try to come back and take me. I told Mom I don’t want to see him no more, but I think he’s been to my school before. I don’t know if it was him for sure.

        Are you coming home soon? I think Mom would like that a lot. She always smiles when you write her, even though I know she doesn’t write you back.

        You can make her smile again, Gage.

        Riddler

        P.S. There's 30 cows in a field, 28 chickens, how many didn't?

        That always stumps people :)

      

      

      A clattering of items hits my bunk walls, and I don’t realize what’s happened until my ears stop ringing and my breathing slows down. I’d tossed everything in the box and on my side table across the room.

      I’m so far beyond livid, I don’t think I’ll see straight again. That son of a bitch hit her. He hit my fucking woman.

      Two more months and my tour is over. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll find that piece of shit and show him what a real man is.

      Sitting down on my bunk, I ignore the ruckus of the guys outside as they try and decompress after a harder than normal patrol. The aftermath of a firefight is always the most stressful. Killian and I have had to talk a few of the guys through it. What they’ve seen, what they were forced to do.

      It’s the worst part of not only being a soldier but of being a higher-ranking officer. We can’t sit by and let them work their way through the destruction on their own. We have to help, talk them off any ledge they might be feeling. Get them ready to go back stateside without going AWOL or developing such a severe case of PTSD that they’ll be a danger to everyone around them.

      Our soul mission to these men is to get them home in one piece.
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            PAISLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Paisley,

        Talk to me. I miss the sweet smile I imagine is on your face when I read your letters. I miss the laughter I often felt in your words.

        Tommy worries about you. That boy worships the ground you walk on. I wonder if you know that? Does he tell you?

        If I were there, you bet your sweet ass I’d make sure he told you.

        I’m coming home in two months, Paisley. Less by the time you get this letter. I am coming for you. That’s a promise you can bank.

        When I do, you’re going to tell me everything. This thing between us isn’t just in my head. I’ve been around too long not to know the real thing when I get it.

        You’re real, Paisley.

        We’re real.

        Love, Gage

      

      

      Every time he writes me, I feel his touch. Every word and command feel like the promises he’s making. Trusting it is the hardest part.

      I’m terrified, after Jack, that I’ve only built Gage up in my mind. He can’t possibly be as perfect as I’ve dreamed. Can he?

      I mean, no man just wants an instant family. They don’t want a little boy that isn’t theirs. Or a woman that has no idea what she’s doing with her life.

      “Hey, Mom!” Tommy calls from the driveway. “Watch this!” I got him a new hockey net with all the bells and whistles, and he’s never been happier.

      “Great job, honey!” I cheer him on as he slaps the puck through each target in the corners. He loves sports, and he enjoys impressing me with all his tricks knowing I can’t kick a ball in front of my feet.

      My eyes stray back to the letter in my hands and the thoughts and feelings this man evokes in me. I wish it were as easy as he makes it seem. With Tommy, I can’t just jump the gun. Dive head first into the potential of failure.

      “Will you write him back?” Tommy’s curious question draws me from my thoughts to see him standing in front of me, peeking down at the letter. “I think he’d like if you did.”

      “When’d you get to be so smart?” I smile at him, hoping he doesn’t push for more.

      “He could make you happy again, Mom.” There’s hurt underlying his words.

      Pulling my son into my arms, I whisper, “You’re all I need to be happy.”

      I think. I hope. I wish.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Tommy

      

      

      Mom’s good at hiding her feelings. She thinks she’s protecting me. I don’t know what from, though.

      Gage would be good for us. Better than Jack the jerk. He hasn’t been around since he hit Mom. I think if he did come, I’d have to take care of him.

      Sometimes, I say not so nice things to my mom, and I always feel bad after, but she really is the best. I wish she saw herself the way I do.

      After dinner, before I get ready for bed, I get the chance to read Gage’s newest letter.

      
        
        Riddler,

        Alright, kid, I’m stumped. Either you’re missing words in that last riddle, or the answer is really hidden. Cause I’ve got squat.

        I’m coming, Tommy, real soon.

        When I get there, your mom’s gonna have some explaining to do. She’s also going to learn what it means to have a real man by her side. I won’t let anything happen to her. That’s a promise you can hold me to. I want you both safe. With me around, you’ll never feel like Jack can take you. Not on my watch.

        Hang tight, kid.

        Soldier man

      

      

      A deep breath releases from me, and I know things will be okay. Mom will be happy, I’ll have a dad, and Gage will have a home.

      We’ll be a family.
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            GAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Down, down, down!” Killian is yelling at Steele and Des as the military attacks our camp. With a blade in my hand, I’m stealthily making my way around the hut Killian is trapped in to shock and awe the bastard holding the automatic that’s shooting at my captain.

      It was bad enough we had to witness the horrors in the village these sons of bitches had destroyed. But having them come to our grounds? Un-fucking called for.

      I hear the ratatatat as I approach from the side and take the asshole off guard by tackling him to the ground and gutting his ass.

      “Got him!” I yell in to Killian, who comes running out with a rifle in hand and his 9mm strapped to his thigh.

      As gunfire blasts our way, we both scramble to take cover. An intense burn flashes through my bicep as I dive back behind crates full of supplies and wetness trails down my arm.

      “Lou, you’re hit!” Des comes running over, pulling out ace bandages as he moves.

      “Thanks, Tips.” My voice is laced heavily with sarcasm. “How many of these assholes are there?”

      “Drones are coming.” His answer pisses me off, but before I can say anything, I feel the adrenaline that had been present slowly drain from my system.

      “What the fuck?” My body is going limp as I try moving around. My ears begin to ring, and the explosions happening around us are like percussion drums going off in my head.

      Steele and Des each grab an arm and haul me to my feet, but I don’t feel like I’m moving. My world is spinning. Darkness fields my vision as my team drags me out of harm’s way, and all I can think about is my family.

      How I didn’t get to read Paisley’s last letter before shit turned to hell.

      
        
        Dear Gage,

        I’m sorry. I’m scared.

        Of life, of love. Men. My son hating me. Failing.

        I feel like I could have this wonderful life if only I were strong enough to reach out and grab hold of it. I can feel it slipping through my fingers, and yet, I can’t seem to catch onto it.

        Tommy is growing up so quickly, and if I don’t watch every moment, I’m going to miss everything. He talks about you, you know. You’ve been so good for him, Gage.

        I’m going to believe in your promises. I’m going to believe in you.

        We’re waiting for you.

        Yours, Paisley

      

      

      I didn’t get to make them mine.
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            PAISLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      “That son of a bitch,” I growl for probably the eighth time in as many minutes. Tommy is back to being angry and confused. Anything to mask his pain.

      We haven’t heard from Gage in over a month. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted him. He’s like every other man in my life. Telling nothing but lies. Making false promises. Building dreams, only to dash them away with the first opportunity.

      I hate him!

      Pounding on the dough for the homemade pizza I’m hoping will sooth some of my son’s temper, I realize I’ve overdone it and must start again. It’s not until I feel dampness on the tops of my hands that I realize I’m crying.

      Not just for Tommy.

      For myself.

      For the life I’d begun to hope for. For the deceit I’d let him weave around me when I knew better. “Dammit!” I yell into the quiet room. My frustration and hurt getting the best of me.

      The ringing of the phone startles me into screaming as my heart beats out of control. Once calm, I pick up the receiver. “Hello?”

      “Miss Anderson?” It’s Tommy’s counselor. I really don’t like the woman.

      “Yes?” I try to inject happiness in my tone in the hopes my child hasn’t done something else.

      “I’m afraid we need you to come to school. Tommy has punched another student.” I can feel the judgment bleeding through her tone as she relays the information to me.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      I drag my feet after hanging up, the same way Tommy does when he’s in trouble or doesn’t want to do something.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tommy

      

      

      I made Mom mad again. She doesn’t even care why I punched stupid Andrew in the face. He needs to keep his big mouth shut.

      “I just don’t understand, Tomas. Why is hitting someone your only solution?” I can’t look at her. I’m so mad at her and Gage. I don’t know what she did, but he stopped writing to us.

      I thought we were finally going to be normal again. That we would have a family like everyone else.

      I hate Gage. He tossed me to the side. He made me promises and then broke them.

      “Tomas?” Mom’s voice is sad as she drives us home.

      “What?” I snap out angrily.

      “Why did you hit him?” It’s the same question everyone’s been asking me.

      “He called me a bastard, okay!” I yell at her. Briefly, I see the hurt in her eyes as I rage at her, but I don’t care. “It’s your fault!” I can’t stop myself from blaming her.

      “What? How is it my fault?” She turns as she parks the car in front of our house.

      “You didn’t marry Jack! You were stupid and selfish, and you gave up on me!” When tears stream from her face, I push the regret I feel at my words back and storm out the car, racing to the backyard and the treehouse Mom bought me last summer.

      Blocking the door shut, I collapse against the mountains of pillows she put in here so I would have somewhere to relax when I play my games.

      I was never this angry all the times Jack hadn’t shown up. I don’t understand why I am with Gage. He’s just another person to leave me behind.

      I should be used to it.
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            GAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Landing on American soil again wrested a bittersweet feeling throughout me. I’m glad to be home, but I’m angry I haven’t been able to garner five minutes to get in contact with Paisley and Tommy before just showing up on their doorstep.

      I’m pissed I was fucking shot during that last firefight. The brachial artery in my bicep had been nicked, and I’d been airlifted to the nearest base for immediate medical attention. I’d nearly died and realized just how important my new family was to me.

      My plans had always been to sign up for another tour after this one; I was going to be a lifer. Like my dad and granddad before me. It’s funny how one life-changing moment can alter a person’s perspective.

      I’m retiring from active duty, but not leaving the service. Desk work will be boring as fuck, but once I convince Paisley to forgive me, because I know she’s going to think I abandoned them, it’ll be worth the transition.

      Seeing the way Killian’s girl reacted to seeing him after radio silence from the explosion, gave me hope that maybe Paisley and Tommy won’t hate me. That they could forgive me, too.

      I stop at a sports store on my way to their house for some new fishing gear for Tommy, and then a florist for as many yellow daisies as I can for Paisley. I don’t expect the gifts to soften them towards me but rather for them to know I couldn’t stop thinking about them.

      It’s mid-afternoon, and I’m hoping they’re both home from school by now. As I pull up to their house, an address I had Steele track down for me, I see her. She’s a thousand times more gorgeous than I ever imagined. Her soft blonde hair is up in a messy bun, and she looks unhappy and infuriated at the same time. That could be because of the douchebag standing on her front steps that she’s currently yelling at.

      Jack.

      He’s the only one they’ve told me about having any problems with. Stepping down from my pickup, I cross the street, ready to tell this son of a bitch to piss off, when her startled eyes meet mine. I hadn’t sent her a picture of me, so I don’t know how she recognizes me, but she does.

      “Gage.” She’s nearly breathless as tears pool in her gold eyes, and she walks away from Jack and down the steps.

      I ignore the other man as she stops in front of me, amazement and wonder shine in the pools of her eyes. An electric pull has me gripping her hip in one hand while the other latches onto the back of her neck, pulling her into my body as I lean down towards her.

      “Paisley,” I murmur against her lips before taking possession of them. They’re soft like silk. She’s delicate like spun glass. When her hands reach for my biceps with a tightening grip, I know we’ll be okay in time.

      Our tongues tangle right there in the street, and a blast of kinetic energy races through me when she moans my name. She steps closer, melding our bodies together, and only the thought of her bastard ex pulls me free from the trance she’s weaved around us.

      “What the fuck is this shit?” He roars, and I hear his steps getting closer.

      I have to tear my lips from hers, only to see a dazed look in her honey eyes. Nipping her bottom lip, I tell her, “Later, Paisley.” I love the sound of her name falling from my mouth.

      She bites the same lip I just did and nods her head, turning to face Jack.

      “Who the hell is this, Paisley?” The other man snarls.

      Before she can answer, I step forward, my body ready to tangle. “I’m her fucking man. What the hell do you want?”

      Amusement replaces his anger. “She ain’t got no man. I’d have known.”

      “That ‘cause you’re stalking her?” For fifteen years, I’ve been in hell on earth, I know how fuckers like him think.

      “No,” he blusters, “she and Tommy never mentioned some has-been soldier in their lives.” His eyes wash over my uniform in disdain.

      “Has-been?” My laughter is harsh in his face. Filled with malice, not amusement. He’s uneasy on his feet now. Good. “If a has-been means protecting my country, then sure I am. Care to tell me why you put your hands on my girl? Ever think they didn’t tell you about me because they knew you’d get meaner, really fill out your pansy-ass shoes, and show your true colors as a woman beater? Did it ever occur to you that they would have a protector? Someone who would come back and beat you into the ground like you deserve?”

      Shock renders him speechless for a moment, and I can see my threat has him thinking through his response. “That’s my kid. You can’t keep me from him.” Pussy.

      “I don’t need to. Tommy can make his own choices. But let me tell you something now. If you ever want to see him from here on out, it’ll go through me. You will never have contact with Paisley again.” This wuss will never touch my woman again.

      “You can’t do that,” he snaps.

      “I can. And I will. You will see, as soon as they say yes, I’ll be adopting Tommy as my own. Which means I get all the say. This is my family, not yours. You gave up any rights you might have ever had the moment you bitched out and ran away. They’re mine now.” I snarl in his face to drive the point home.

      “You can’t do that unless I give up rights.” His voice is uncertain.

      “You’re not on the birth certificate, Jack, remember? Tomas is mine.” Paisley speaks up from beside me, her little hand slipping into mine with a firm grip.

      Wrapping an arm around her shoulder, I kiss her temple before turning my glare back on the asshole. “From this day forward, it will be solely Tommy’s choice to see you. Any and all contact will go through me. If I ever find out you’ve gone behind my back to harass either of them, I will end you, Jack.”

      “Is that a threat?” His chest puffs out like he could do something to me.

      I step forward so we’re nose to nose and murmur, “It’s a fucking promise. I will make you disappear.” Menace laces my voice.

      Shooting us each a glare, he walks away pissed off, but I think I’ve driven the point home. After Paisley informed me that Jack wasn’t on Tommy’s birth certificate, it was one of the few things I hadn’t been able to get off my mind. Of course, I’d meant to talk to her in private before announcing it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Paisley

      

      

      He’s here. I can’t help the sigh that leaves my lips. Gage came. My bickering with Jack was getting on my nerves, then out of nowhere, he was there. Watching, waiting. My body sang. I don’t know how I knew it was Gage, I just innately did.

      He’s huge, easily a foot taller than me. With dark brown hair and the warmest chocolate brown eyes I’ve ever seen.

      When he kissed me, I nearly melted. I experienced everything he said he’d been feeling in his last few notes. The longing and uncertainty. The relief to be in his arms.

      The way he told Jack off, claimed my son and me without a thought, it made the distance and silence vanish. I was no longer angry at him. I knew he had a reason for losing touch.

      “Are you okay?” His hands on my neck are soft.

      “You’re here,” I whisper in awe.

      His smile, dimples on both cheeks, reaches his eyes to crinkle in the corners. They shine with happiness. “I told you I was coming for you, Paisley.” His smile dims. “I’m just sorry it took me so long to get here.”

      Looking down at the reminder, I resolve myself to ask him, “What happened?” Afraid of the answer. Emotion making my voice crack.

      “Oh, Paisley,” he lifts my chin, “sweet as a fucking Daisy.” Our lips meet in a small kiss. Our foreheads touch as he pulls back slightly. “There was an attack.” My eyes widen in shock. “We barely made it out. I was shot– “

      “Are you alright?” I interrupt before he can finish.

      “It was touch and go for a bit, but I am now. After debriefings and recovery, we were always on the go. I’m truly sorry I couldn’t get in touch. I would never abandon you two, and I know you were both thinking I did.”

      “But you’re okay?” I can’t seem to focus on anything other than he was shot and could have died, and we never would have known what happened to him. My heart is pounding so heavily I can see my shirt rise and fall.

      His arms wrap around me in comfort. He embraces my panic. “I’m not going back, Paisley.” My body freezes at his words. “I realized I could have lost you guys before I ever got to have you, and I won’t risk that again. I’m retired from active duty and saddled to a desk.” He leans back to look me in the eyes. “I’m not going anywhere, ever again, baby.”

      It’s with that reassurance that we go pick Tommy up from his friend’s. Gage intent on fulfilling every promise he made to us both and proving he’s in it for the long haul.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tommy

      

      

      “Tommy! Your mom’s here.” Cassie’s mom yells for me as we’re playing in her backyard.

      “Oh man. I was supposed to be able to stay all day!” Smacking the dirt off my knees, I sulk as I walk to the front door, Cassie right behind me. “Mom, you said–” I pause when I see a man with her.

      The next thing I know heavy arms are wrapped around me, tears are streaming down my face, and he’s whispering in my ear, “I’m sorry, kid. So damn sorry.”

      “You didn’t write me back! You left us!” I scream, trying to pound my tiny fists against his chest. It just hurts so bad.

      “Hey,” he pulls away to grip my cheeks in both his huge hands, “it won’t ever happen again. I ain’t going nowhere now.”

      “You promised,” I say weakly. I hear Mom sniffle and see she’s crying, too. I’ve said some really mean things to her lately.

      “My promise is my bond, kiddo. I’m here to stay.” I look back at Gage; I want to believe him.

      “What happened?” I ask. I need to know why he abandoned me, too.

      “Let’s go home and talk about it, sweetheart.” Mom looks a mess.

      “See you later, Cassie!” I call as we walk out to Gage’s truck.
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            GAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Contentment flows through me as I watch Paisley hustle around the kitchen making Tommy’s favorite, homemade pizza. Apparently, the kid can’t get enough of it.

      “Okay, how ‘bout this one… When's the best time to go to the dentist?” Tommy smiles like he’s got me beat.

      I’ve got this one figured out, however. “Tooth hurty?”

      “Darn it!”

      “I got one for you, master riddler. What do you call a sad strawberry?” I ask.

      “A blueberry!” Paisley answers.

      “Mom!” Tommy groans.

      I can’t help laughing at the glare he shoots her way. This kid is damn adorable. I couldn’t be more satisfied than I am right now when they both burst out laughing.

      “It’s the only one I know.” She grins at us but continues kneading the dough.

      Watching her move around the room and joking with Tommy, it’s all I’ve ever wanted in life. They complete me in a way I never understood until now.

      Tommy may not be my blood, but he is damn sure mine. Just as soon as I can make it happen. Paisley and I have a lot of getting to know each other to do, but we have years to figure that out.

      While the pizza cooks, we sit outside on her small deck and play cards. Simple, yet everything. We seemed to have found an effortless fit with the three of us. I’m sure there’s going to be learning curves. There will be times where I need to back off because they’re so used to their independence, and there are going to be times they need to understand I’ll take the reins. That I’m not going anywhere.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Paisley

      

      

      We’ve just put Tommy down for the night, and I’m still unsure I’m not dreaming. I expect to roll over and wake up to my alarm any minute now.

      Gage exhausted him, playing every game my son wanted to. Not once did it enter his mind, that he could say no. Better yet, he wanted to spend time with the eager boy. Seemed to really enjoy playing catch, showing him how to properly bait his fishing rod. They even wrestled in the front yard while I cleaned the kitchen after dinner.

      My heart is so full of joy and ready to explode with satisfaction.

      If only I don’t wake up.

      My son has smiled more in the past four hours than he has in the past four years. There’s no fear that Gage will leave him. As far as he’s concerned, the man has fulfilled his promise and will never break it again.

      My reasonable and incredibly foolish heart is terrified I’ll screw this up. Every bad decision in our lives in the past nine years were all my fault. How can I trust this will be our happily ever after?

      “Breathe, Paisley.” His whiskey-smooth voice washes over my nape as he lays a light kiss there while his arms wrap around me from behind.

      “I’m trying.” I breathe out, realizing he’s right. I wasn’t breathing.

      “I could practically hear you hyperventilating from the other room.” There’s laughter and a touch of worry in his voice.

      Turning, I look up into his clear gaze, crinkles in the corners of his eyes from his smile that melts my insides. “I’m afraid you’ll leave,” I confess.

      “Seeing is believing, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Let me reassure you. My promise to you two is golden but let me show I’ll stick around. In time, this fear will back off, and you’ll get to fully enjoy the life we’ll have.”

      My own words thrown back at me.

      “Deal.”

      He seals it with a kiss. Searing. Hot. Intense.

      His strong arms lift me into his embrace as he takes us up to my bedroom. We collapse onto the bed in a heap. His body over mine. His hands gripping my hips as he tries to control the tension I feel rolling through him.

      “Goddamn, do I want you,” he mumbles in my neck. “Since the first picture I saw, I’ve desired you with a ferocity I can’t explain.” He pulls back to look at me. “This connection, tell me it’s not just me.”

      “It’s not,” I murmur, out of breath again, only for a much better reason.

      “Good.” His grin is devilish. He strips his shirt off over his head, and my own spins. Scars litter his chest and abs. The fresh one on his bicep catches my attention immediately.

      “Is this the one?” I ask, tracing it with a finger.

      “Yes.”

      “And it could have taken you from us?” Our gazes collide again.

      “Almost did.” His honesty scares me and wakes me up from that trance I was in earlier.

      “Make me yours, Gage.” I lean up on my elbows and kiss the middle of his chest as he pulls my shirt up and over my head. Our clothes wind up in a pile to the side of the bed once we’re done.

      Naked bodies, heavy breaths, and exploring fingers have us tangled up in each other. I feel one hand slip between my legs, his fingers petting me lovingly as he gets me ready for his entrance. Wrapping one hand around his cock, I slowly stroke him in the same fashion his fingers are moving inside of me.

      Light kisses, slow touches, soft moans, and he’s got my body ready to blast off like a freaking rocket.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Gage

      

      

      Christ almighty, this woman. She’s going to destroy me. Her body is the perfect specimen for me to play with. She’s responsive, soft, supple. Everything I’ve ever dreamed of while staring at her pictures across the fucking world. The way she accepts me as if we’re meant to be is humbling.

      “More,” she breathes out against my neck, sending a shiver through me. Her fingers continue working their magic on my hard cock. Pulling and tightening with every stroke.

      If I didn’t want in her body so damn badly, I’d show her just how hard I really like it. “Open for me, baby.” I suck a nipple into my mouth as she does what I ask. Her thighs fall open to make room for my excited body. I can see her want as I position myself against her warm cunt.

      Her arms wrap around my biceps, nails digging into the skin as I slowly push my shaft into her wet pussy. Nothing but bliss with my girl. “So much sweeter than I ever imagined,” I mumble into her neck. My hands are flexing on her hips as I forge my way into her body.

      Her legs slowly graze my thighs as they move up to wrap around my hips, constricting as I bury myself balls deep inside of her. Her tight channel envelops my flesh; I don’t move. I savor the feeling of her warmth, the ripple of her walls as she contracts around my length.

      When she purposely squeezes around me, I bite back the groan dying to break free and grit my teeth. My body wants to take her in the most primal way. I want to leave my mark on her body, anywhere I can, everywhere I can. She’s mine, and I don’t know if she realizes what all that will entail.

      “Gage,” she whispers in my ear, “don’t hold back.”

      I push up on my elbows to look at her. Her face flush from her pleasure, a light sheen of sweat glistening on her brow, and her breathing labors. It’s then that I realize she must feel my taught muscles, the way my skin is rippling to pound into her. To take her.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Her hands glide from my back, around my ribcage, and travel up to cradle my face. “I’m yours, Gage, completely. And that means your mine as well. Take me, Gage.”

      Spurred on by her words, my fists tangle in her hair. I sit back on my heels with Paisley in my lap and my cock buried to the hilt inside of her.

      “Ohhh.” She moans like a cat in heat.

      Her hips swivel, mine buck up into her, and in that exact moment, the cage around my lust for her is broken. 	One hand grips onto the base of her spine while the other pulls her head back by her glorious mane, her chest is in my face as I grind the base of my cock against her swollen nub. Her frame undulates with her desire in my hold.

      My thrusts are harsh as she continues to groan, ripping a growl from my throat. I know I sound more beast than man. When I feel her body tense and a gush of liquid floods my cock, I know she’s about to come apart for me.

      Taking her mouth in a savage kiss as she screams my name, I swallow every ounce of pleasure that’s running rampant through her body as she writhes beneath me. Once she’s sated, replete of all energy, I wrap my arms around her waist and thrust relentlessly in and out of her luscious cunt, chasing my own release.

      Just as I crest my peak, she shocks me by jutting her hips up into my downward thrust, lodging my cock as deep inside her as I can get. Her nails score down my back as I come. Toes curling, I bite her neck as currents of ecstasy rush through me at lightning speed. Exhausted, I collapse on top of Paisley, our breathing harsh in the silent house as we recover.

      “Sweet mercy,” is followed by a light giggle. “That was far better than I ever imagined.”

      My chest puffs up like a fucking peacock as I trail kisses up her neck to her mouth. We’re lazy, with no rush to push for more. Simply being together is enough for us both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE ONE

          

          Tommy

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six months later.

      

      

      “Dad, watch this!” Gage has the coolest cabin with a lake and dock for fishing, or as it is now, swimming. I hear Mom squeal as the water from my cannonball splashes up and soaks her.

      A whoosh of water covers my head as I hit the surface and see that Gage has jumped in, too, and Mom’s walking away shaking her head, soaking wet.

      “She’s not going to make us those drinks now,” Dad mutters.

      Gage lets me call him dad. He likes it. It happened by accident one day, and I thought I was going to get in trouble, but he smiled and gave me a noogie. Said it was mine and Mom’s choice, but he’d be honored.

      I don’t see or hear from Jack anymore, and right now, I think that’s best for everyone. Mom said he was never as committed to me as she was, but that didn’t mean he loved me any less than she did. Just that, sometimes, people aren’t ready for certain things in life.

      “Probably not.” We laugh together, and it feels nice.

      So far, Gage has kept his promise. He hasn’t left us other than when he had to get his house in Baltimore ready to sell. The only reason we didn’t go with him was because I had school.

      “Got a riddle for you, soldier man.” I grin. Mom has a secret, and she told me if I could come up with a riddle, I got to break the news.

      “Alright, Riddler, hit me with it.”

      “What has 4 limbs, steals all the attention, and comes in 7 months?” Mom said likely anywhere between six to eight. I’m excited for her. When I found her in the bathroom crying two weeks ago, I’d been worried. Scared our life was going to come crashing down.

      Turns out we’re only adding to it.

      “You sure that’s a riddle, kid?” I have to hide my laughter at the confused look on his face.

      “I think it’s my best one yet!”

      “You forgot to mention it cries all night!” Mom calls as she dumps a bucket of ice over top of us from the dock.

      “Mom!”

      She laughs.

      Gage is quiet.

      Worry settles in the pit of my stomach as I see his face.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Gage

      

      

      A baby.

      She’s given me a son already.

      She’s given me purpose in my life.

      Now, she’s giving me a baby.

      Swimming past Tommy, I wink as I see he’s concerned by my silence, and he grins back. The look of a big brother excited for a new sibling.

      I climb the ladder onto the dock and see no better time than the present to make our family official. The day Tommy started calling me dad, I should have done this. I’ve been ready for six months, I just needed them to be.

      Wrapping my arms around Paisley’s waist, I whisper into her stomach, “You’re a dream come true, peanut.” Holding her hips, I push her back a step but continue kneeling. “Paisley Anderson, will you marry me?”

      My girl has to be tough on me, for sure. “It’s about damn time, Lieutenant.” Her grin takes over her face. “Yes! I will most definitely marry you!”

      Standing, she’s in my arms before I can steady myself. Tommy is cheering from the water behind us, and in my arms, is my entire world.

      Who knew a kid playing matchmaker would give me everything I wanted in life?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE TWO

          

          Paisley

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven months later.

      

      

      As I watch our newest bundle of joy sleep after feeding her, I can’t help but wonder if I’m still in a dream. Life with Gage is everything I’ve ever wanted. He’s the perfect husband, a loving father to Tommy, and now to our precious girl he insisted we name Daisy.

      With her golden hair and honey-colored eyes, I couldn’t argue with him. She came screaming into the world exactly seven months after the day at the docks. That experience is ingrained in my memory as one of the best days of our lives.

      Gage is attentive and sweet, and he treats every day like new. Like if he doesn’t savor it, it’ll be gone. Tommy is thriving at school and happier than ever. I’ve never seen my son so content. He doesn’t argue and fight anymore, and there are no more outbursts at school. In fact, he’s joined a local archery team, and Gage volunteers there as well. It’s become a real family affair.

      A knock on the door has me turning around. “Mrs. Drapper?” A woman with an envelope enters the room.

      “That’s me,” I say quietly so as not to wake my little bundle.

      “This is for you.” She smiles down at Daisy as she hands it to me.

      “What is it?” I’m confused until I see the familiar scrawl on the front.

      Without a word, the woman is gone as I tear open the large envelope.

      
        
        Paisley,

        In your arms is our world. In your heart is my everything.

        I never thought I’d get the girl of my dreams because of some class assignment. I couldn’t be happier.

        Eighteen months ago, I made you a promise to be there for you, to come for you. To make you mine. My life was grey when I showed up on your doorstep. I had no idea what I’d do if you rejected me.

        You and Tommy? You’ve made everything bright as a Daisy. Perfect as our Daisy.

        Paisley, sweet as a fucking Daisy.

        Thank you for taking a chance and giving this old guy the world.

        Yours forever, Gage.

        P.S. What’s yellow, pretty, and reminds you of sunshine?

      

      

      “Daisies,” I whisper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE THREE

          

          Young Love

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ten years later.

      

      

      
        
        Dear Tommy,

        I feel like I can finally say this. I’ve waited years to tell you how I feel. With you gone now, it’s been lonely. My parents’ divorce has filled my house with this void of emotion and I’m suffocating.

        I love you Tomas Drapper. With my whole heart and soul, I love you.

        From the first time you pulled my pig tails to the time you kissed me on a dare. You’ve always been it for me.

        You always will be.

        When you come home, I’ll be here. Waiting. Like you asked me to without saying the words. I’ll always be here Tommy, and I hope one day, you’ll love me too.

        Love always,

        Your Cassie-bell.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Cassie-bell,

        I knew. All along, I knew you loved me. I tried my best to stay away the past few years, but when Ryan Hill broke your heart in Freshman year, I knew I couldn’t anymore. I’m the reason no one had asked you out again.

        For years, I’ve kept the asshole jocks away and I don’t regret it for a second. I’ll always protect you Cassie-bell. From everything and everyone.

        When I come home Cas, it’s you and me. Just you and me.

        Not a fucking thing will keep us apart anymore.

        I love you to the stars and beyond, Cassidy Jones.

        Yours,

        Private Tomas Drapper.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LOVE LETTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Killian

        Dear Gage

        Dear Maverick

        Dear Desmond

        Dear Lena

        Dear Steele

        Boxset Collection

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
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      So thank you to everyone for embracing my fun, short series with open arms, heart, and mind. I truly appreciate it.

      What started as a fun little story, quickly turned into so much more, and the out pouring of love for people that can relate to how important connections with another human being is simply beyond amazing.

      

      Thank you!

      XOXOX

      KL
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        Cade Larrabee is…done. Done with love. Done with women. Done with basically any and everything that isn't his kids or his bike shop. After their mom decided she was done with family life, Cade knew where his focus should be.

        In need of childcare, and someone to help around the house, Cade goes in search of a nanny. One who is as plain as Jane but can be compassionate enough to handle Mac–a boy who keeps acting out–and Lily–his sweet girl who needs a woman’s touch.

        Petal Davies proves to be the perfect nanny. The perfect friend. The perfect…everything. Not only does she put up with his cranky attitude, but she gives it right back to him.

        Petal shows Cade day after day, time and again that not only is she the perfect woman for him, she’d be the perfect mom to his kids, and she’s mostly certainly A Girl Worth Fighting For.

        Falling in love isn’t always planned and when you least expect it, your heart decides for you. Come on over to Long Beach, California to find out who falls in love, who gets naughty on the beach and if family truly is everything.
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      For all them strong women out there – whether you think you are or not – kick ass, take names, love hard!
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          Petal

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twelve Years Ago

      

      

      “You be strong for Momma, now, Petal.” Nodding vigorously, at twelve years old, I watch my mother as she packs up her bags.

      “Where are you going, Momma?” I wonder, holding on to my little sister, Calla, with all my might.

      Walking over, Momma kneels beside us and cups each of our cheeks. “Calla and I have to go now, Petal. We can’t stay here anymore.”

      Tilting my head to the side, confused, I ask, “What about me?” Calla is only four years old and doesn’t understand what’s happening.

      “You’re a big girl, Petal. You can take care of yourself.” Turning back around, I watch as Momma backs her own and then Calla’s bags out the door and into the garage. Confused that they are leaving in the middle of the night, I follow behind her.

      My father isn’t home from work yet, but I know he’s going to be angry to find his wife and youngest daughter gone. As Momma kisses me goodbye and carries a crying Calla to the car, I wave and find myself asking, “What about me, Momma?” again, with more fear than curiosity in my tone.

      I know my life is changing, and until I wake up in the morning, I’ll have had no idea just how much so.
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      “I don’t have time for this, Steph,” I growl into the phone at my sort-of girlfriend. She’s becoming needier and more demanding of my time. Time that is precious and not hers. If I’m truly honest with myself, I’m fucking pissed off because I should have broken things off with her weeks ago.

      “But, Cade, we need some alone time.” Her whine makes me cringe and grates on my nerves. At one time, Stephanie was my dream girl. Sucked dick like a champ, didn’t want more than I was willing to give, and she has a to-die-for ass.

      But that was months ago.

      I have two kids who get one-hundred percent of me, and she doesn’t like it. She’s jealous, catty, and vindictive. I haven’t allowed her to meet them, and she hasn’t insisted. The only time she even talks about them is when she’s complaining about me putting them first.

      Rolling my eyes, I pinch the bridge of my nose, hoping to fend off the headache I feel trying to form. “I said no, Steph. Mac has a basketball game, and Lily has dance practice.” At the same fucking time. There are times where I curse my ex, Candace, for taking off the way she did right after Lily was born, and there are times where I wish she had been a good mom. The kind they deserve.

      She was never in it for the long haul though. I don’t know how we lasted for as long as we did, but I can’t regret any of it because I have two wonderful kids.

      “You need a nanny for those rugrats.” Her comment is snide, but it sparks an idea.

      “Talk to you later, Steph.” I hang up the phone and immediately start searching for reputable agencies. As much as I hate to admit it, she’s right. I’ve been struggling to keep up with the kids, the house, and my bike shop. I need help.

      With my parents living up in San Jose, I can’t rely on them to help me out as often as before they retired a couple of years ago. At thirty years old, this isn’t how I pictured my life going.

      I was never sure about marriage and kids until Mac came along. Candace and I were young, in lust, and having fun. Her winding up pregnant when we were twenty-one shouldn’t have happened, but I refuse to look at it as anything but a blessing.

      Candace took off for Vegas when Mac was almost three. I shouldn’t have allowed her back into our lives when she came crawling back, broke and hollow, two years later. Mac was so excited to have back the mom he barely remembered that I couldn’t say no.

      She manipulated me into believing she wanted our family. That was my second mistake. It was barely six months later that I let her back into my bed in a moment of weakness, and even though I gloved up, she fell pregnant with Lily.

      At first, everything was fine. Mac was excited, and I was thrilled. My shop, Controlled Bikes, was doing good despite the odds of people telling me I would fail. I thought we were leaning toward making our relationship permanent, even though I didn’t love her.

      How wrong I was.

      The day Lily was born, she fucking ran again. Signed the birth certificate, handed her rights to both kids over to me, and we haven’t heard a word from her since.

      That was over three years ago.

      With the help of my best friend, Jace Cooper, and my little brother, Beckett, I’m not sure I’d have made it as far as I have. It’s because of them my shop is a success.

      We all do a little bit of everything, whether it’s welding parts, dismantling bikes, or putting them together.

      Arguably, Beckett is the genius behind the graphics. Artistic his entire life, my brother is well sought after in the motorcycle community and even with some custom autobody places. I keep him well-paid after making death threats in case he ever gets the idea to leave. Beck doesn’t care about any of it though. He just wants to draw and paint.

      Jace and I have been best buds since grade school. When I told him of my plans to open Controlled Bikes, he was on board without me even asking. He wanted nothing more than to be business partners. I put him to work instead. He bought into the shop three years ago so Candace couldn’t try to take it from me.

      Thankfully, she never tried to.

      “Are those nanny sites?” Speak of the fucking devil.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I grumble. Jace laughs.

      “Why the hell are you looking for a nanny?” He’s not just my friend; he’s Mac and Lily’s uncle, too. They’ve never known him as anything else. “We’ve got those kids covered, bro.”

      “Did I hear something about a nanny?” Beck comes in from the back, paint smearing his shirt.

      “I need fucking help, man. I’ve got too much shit going on to do everything myself.” Leaning back in my chair, I see Jace has his eyes glued to the screen.

      “Okay.” He shrugs and walks off after clicking on something.

      “Goddammit, Jace!” I shout when I see he clicked inquire about a girl named Petal Davies. Her picture is kind of plain. Light green eyes and dull brown hair shadow most of her facial features. However, I see she’s their top requested nanny, so I leave it and wait to see what happens.
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