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For Lance Corporal Kent Ferrell and Military Working Dog Zora

Thank you for your service and for allowing me to use Zora’s name. She made the ultimate sacrifice, and the free world is safer for it. I hope I did her justice. Semper Fi

For Mr. Jay McLean—yes, that Mr. McLean—this book could not have happened without your help in retrieving that file.

For Sam Hunt.

Thank you for helping a blocked writer get her groove back. Your music is everything.
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As an author, sometimes you choose a story, and other times the story chooses you. This was the case with The Way Back Home. After releasing my first military romance, Toward the Sound of Chaos, in May 2016, I thought I was done writing Marines with PTSD . . . and then August Cotton happened. This angry, resilient yet somehow oddly fragile man came to mind, and I knew I had to tell his story. I also knew he needed a woman as strong as a hurricane to sweep him up, shake out all his demons, and force him to face them head on. He needed Olivia Anders.

The sad truth is, not all of our returned servicemen and women have an Olivia. Twenty-two U.S. Veterans take their own lives every day. Not every week, or every month, but every day. War doesn’t end when a Marine or soldier returns home. For some, it’s just the beginning.

In the U.S. there are a reported 44,193 deaths from suicide yearly. Each day in America, there are an average of 5,240 suicide attempts by young people in grades 7-12, and four out of five teens who attempt suicide have given clear warning signs.

If you are in crisis, or you suspect that someone you know is thinking of self-harm, please call or assist them by calling the following numbers:

United States: National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK (8255) or contact the Crisis Text Line by texting TALK to 741-741.

Australia: Lifeline Australia on 13 11 14, beyondblue on 1300 22 4636 or call Kids Helpline on 1800 55 1800

United Kingdom:  Samaritans on 116 123 or HopeLineUK at 0800 068 41 41 
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PROLOGUE
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August

“Mr. Cotton, are you there?” Mr. White asks. I press the receiver closer to my ear to drown out the noise of the bar around me. It’s too loud. Everything is too loud after the stillness of the woods. The speaker crackles, echoing the panic I feel inside. I wanna leave. I wanna walk out the door and disappear, melt back into the trees and vanish. Instead, I rake my hands through greasy hair and lean against the wood-paneled wall. Three hundred miles. I’d been three hundred miles away from home when it happened. “Mr. Cotton?”

I scrub my hand down over my face and bushy beard. I sure could use a shower, a shave, and a decent night’s sleep. Sleep. Shit, I ain’t done much of that since I signed up for the Corps. “Yeah. I’m here.”

“I’m sorry to do this over the phone. Your parents were good people,” Mr. White says. “They were well respected in this town, and they are sorely missed by everyone.”

“Where was Bettina at the time?”

“She was in the vehicle. She’s alright now—a little banged up, and a broken wrist, but nothing she won’t heal from.”

I glance around the bar. A woman with teased blond hair and a tight animal print dress occupies a stool a few feet away. Her mascara is clumped on so thick it’s as if spiders are nesting beneath her eyelids. Red lipstick bleeds onto the butt of the cigarette, and I close my eyes, trying to erase the image of blood splattered on the desert floor. The first strains of Patsy Cline’s “I Fall to Pieces” blare from the jukebox, and it all feels like some cruel joke. “Where is she?”

“Miss Cotton is in the custody of the State. You should know, your parents expressed their wishes that you be her legal guardian in the event of their passing.”

“What?” I stiffen. My ears ring. The music grows louder, and I stare at the peeling laminate on the bar, uncertain I heard him right.

“You need to come home, August. There are affairs to put in order. The coroner has held off from the funeral as long as he’s willing to, but as you know, ours is a small town and there isn’t a heck of a lotta room in the morgue.”

The morgue. How many times did I picture my parents visiting me there on a cold metal slab? Yet here I am, somewhere outside of Bear Creek, wearing my shoes through with the miles I walk every day, completely unaware that my parents lay cold and lifeless in a fucking refrigerator for a week while my baby sister is in the custody of the State. “August?”

“Yeah, I heard you.”

“If money is a problem I can wire you the funds for a bus ticket.”

“No,” I say sharply. I don’t like handouts, and I don’t like being underestimated. “I got it.”

“You’ll come home,” Mr. White says. It ain’t a question.

Home. Why did my blood turn to ice at the thought of that one word? Home. One word, four little letters, and a shit-ton of regret.

This morning I’d been excited at the prospect of a hot meal and a real bed, and within seconds, my whole world’s been turned upside down. My parents are dead. My little sister needs me, and I am going home to Magnolia Springs—the one place I swore I’d never return to.

I don’t know the first thing about being a parent. Hell, I’m not even a fucking grown-up most days. I served one tour in Afghanistan—eight months of hell. I didn’t even make it a whole tour before I got myself blown up, and I returned home an echo of my former self. I can’t deal with crowds, I can’t deal with people—even my own mother’s pity had been too much for me, and the second my body had healed, I’d been outta that town like a shot. The dust hadn’t even settled on my pack. If I hadn’t been ripped apart by an IED, I’d have signed up for my next deployment and lost myself in another battlefield, but they don’t take invalids in the Marines. I’d been honorably discharged, and it had been a punishment worse than any we could inflict on our enemies because I’d wanted to die a hero, and instead I was living life as a cripple.

Now my parents were dead, and I was going home. Stepping into someone else’s life to take care of my sister, as if I could ever fill their shoes. As if I could ever be anything more than broken.
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Olivia

I glance up the abandoned platform for possibly the hundredth time in an hour. Aside from the hanging baskets of Silver Bells and a giant clock that ticks loudly and is two minutes too slow, the bus station is empty. Greyson said he’d be here to pick me up at three, but it’s ten after four, and I’d bet my last dime that he isn’t coming. With a final glance along the platform, I gather up my cases and heft them toward the stairs.

There are a few things that the Cotton’s should know about me: One, I devote a good deal of my time to helping others. I rescue dogs from death row, and I pair them with broken Marines. It’s damn hard work, but I haven’t found a Marine yet who I couldn’t fix. The tougher the Marine, the tougher the challenge, and I ain’t ever been one to walk away from a challenge.

Two, I’m a southern woman, born and raised. That means I like my clothes pressed, my face made up, and my hair big. Three, my purse contains all the essentials and the kitchen sink. And four, I might have just the smallest itty-bitty obsession with nice lingerie. 

I swear on all things holy it’s an expensive habit I’ve tried hard to break, but like my penchant for men who are all wrong for me, Snickerdoodles and Birthday Cake Oreos, I never could just stop at one. I’m a firm believer that a woman should be able to look in the mirror and appreciate her body no matter the size or shape in a nice pair of panties. So, all of this is to say that the cases I’m lugging down the platform steps are anything but light. I’m not even sure I know how to pack light.

I lug the bags downstairs one by one. There’s no one around—not even a clerk at the ticket dispenser. That’s Sundays in small towns, I guess. It’s the same in Fairhope, and anywhere else you might go in the South. Sundays are for church and family or in my case . . . for making love to my vibrator. After my last failed relationship, I’ve sworn off men for a while. There are more than a few upsides to this. For one, there isn’t anybody there to eat my Oreos. The downside? There isn’t anybody to eat my, er ... Oreo. 

After working up a sweat with my bags, I make it out onto the street, and surprise, surprise, it’s empty. If the apocalypse had torn through here last night, turning all of the good people of Magnolia Springs into zombies who shambled into another town, no one would have known. The buildings are old but well maintained, there are Black-eyed Susans and Purple Dome Aster in the flowerbeds, and there isn’t a single building that takes away from the town’s old-world southern charm. Magnolia Springs is a community well loved, and one well-kept, as the mayor had promised me on the phone. I don’t care how the town presents; I’m more concerned with the occupants of it.

For years, the Magnolia Springs bus station has transported fresh-faced boys and girls off to war, and I am betting more than half of those kids have never come home. The ones who have returned? Well, they’re mine now. At least, they will be, given time. The broken, the able-bodied and not-so-able-bodied, and the ones who find themselves here wandering around this modern-day war zone we call life not knowing why they returned or wanting any part of the living. Those men and women are my wheelhouses. They’re the reason I’m here.

My shelter, Paws for Cause, has rehomed abused and abandoned dogs, trained them up and paired them with more than five thousand ex-infantrymen. We’ve saved more lives than any free-standing organization associated with the military. Therapy dogs work, and I am stupidly excited about bringing the possibility of hope and companionship to the people of Magnolia Springs.

I just have to find Tanglewood, the big old plantation house on the outskirts of town that has been transformed into a bed and breakfast first. Tanglewood will serve as my lodging for the next month until I can get myself sorted with a rental. I booked a room there over the phone months ago, and Greyson, his wife, Pearl, and I have stayed in touch ever since. It’s odd that they didn’t show at the station, given that when we last spoke, they’d both been real excited at the idea of my coming to town. They have a son who needs my help, and after learning a little about the Marine, I didn’t argue with them. He’s off traveling around this great and vast nation, but maybe by the time the shelter is up and running, I’ll have the perfect four-legged traveling buddy for him.

Right now, I just need a bus, a taxi—hell, I’ll even settle for a damn lift from a stranger, because carrying these bags in this heat is murder. After a long bath and a decent night’s sleep, I can finally start work on the next chapter of my life. 

I pull my phone out of my purse and bring up Tanglewood’s address, then I open another browser and punch it into Google Maps, just to see how far I might be walking. Three miles. Too far with these bags. I’m just about to call up a taxi service when my phone flashes its little memory bar at me like a warning too late, and the screen goes dead. Shoot. I didn’t bring my portable charger with me. Of course, I have the actual charger in my suitcases, but then I don’t see no power point to plug into. It’s late afternoon on a Sunday, and there isn’t another soul around. None of the businesses are open on Oak Street, so I take a stab in the dark about which direction I’m supposed to be heading, according to the brief glimpse I got on Google Maps. I pick up my bags and start walking.

What feels like three hours later, but is most probably only one, I stumble across Tanglewood Road on the outskirts of town, and find the huge Greek Revival-style plantation house. It’s crisp and white, and has these huge Greek columns with dark green shutters over the French doors, and what I swear is the longest oak-lined driveway in history. I drop my bags at the gate and pull my hair back off my face. I had my best friend Ellie cut and color it before I left. She’s a hairdresser, the best in Fairhope, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to manage it without her. 

I walk through the gate, past the little swinging sign that says Tanglewood Bed & Breakfast, and I feel like smacking the damn thing. Walking three miles in the southern heat with more than half your weight in luggage entitles you to a complaint or two in my book. By the time I reach the front porch, I’m practically dragging my suitcases behind me in the dirt. Sweat trickles down my spine, my shoes are covered in dust, and my feet ache like the devil himself done gone and stepped on them. I leave my bags where they are and carefully navigate the stairs, wincing each time the hard leather rubs against my blistered flesh. I need to get these boots off before my feet swell so much I have to cut them free with a pair of gardening shears. 

I grab the door knocker and bang three times. Nothing. No footsteps, no “just a minute.” Just ... nothing.

I try again, knocking louder this time ... because I want them to hear me, not because I’m almost at my wit’s end. I need a long luxurious bath. With bubbles. There had better be bubbles.

“Hello?” I shout to the brilliant white façade of the front door. “Pearl? Greyson?”

Still nothing.

I ring the polished brass bell next to the door, hard. Ding, ding, ding. No answer. I trudge down the stairs, and I’m fixing to lose my shit completely when a beat up white truck pulls into the drive and begins the long descent. It feels like it takes forever for the vehicle to stop in front of the house, and I’m practically accosting the man inside before he can make it out.

“Hi, I’m sorry,” I say, heading toward the truck. “I’m looking for—”

“We said no visitors.”

I frown and balk at his sharp tone. “Well, okay but I’m supposed to ...”

He climbs out and slams the door behind him. The man is tall and built like a grizzly bear. He stands opposite me, and I thank the good Lord that the hood of his truck is between us because it’s clear that it’s more than just his build that’s grizzly. “What’s the matter with you? You show up here on a Sunday? Today, of all days? Whatever it is you want, whatever they owe, you can wait until they’re—”

“Okay, I think maybe we got off on the wrong foot here.” I hold my hands out in a warding gesture, and I’m sure my eyes are as round as dinner plates. “I’m Olivia Anders. I’m supposed to—”

“Lady, I don’t give a shit who you are,” he says, leaning over the hood. “Now if you don’t get off this property I’m gonna call the sheriff.”

“Whoa,” I say, backing up a step. “Okay, big guy, I don’t know what your problem is, but I need to see Pearl and Greyson. I was told there would be a car waiting at the station to pick me up. I paid for that service, along with my room a month in advance, so I’d really like to speak with the owners of this house.”

“Then you’re gonna have to visit the cemetery,” he says slowly and clearly, as if I were a child who had trouble comprehending plain English. 

“Oh, lord, it’s not their son, is it? Greyson said he was troubled. I’ve known plenty of vets who couldn’t be around their family after returning home. War is traumatic, and—”

“What do you know about it?” he says. 

“Plenty, actually. It’s what I do—work with Marines. I pair them with service dogs, and from the sounds of things, he could really use my help.” I tuck my hair behind my ears because it’s a hundred degrees out and the tousled waves that I’d created this morning are practically sticking to my forehead like wet noodles. “I’ve dealt with a lot of men and women in denial about their post-traumatic stress disorder, but from what Greyson has told me, their son takes the cake. I’m itching to get my hands on him.”

“Their son’s just fine,” he snaps.

I frown. Lord. This guy needs to eat a Happy Meal or two. I make a study of where my bags are at, preparing to run as fast and as far as I can and get the hell outta here, devil feet or not, but a soft voice calls from the passenger seat, “Auggie, who’s that lady?”

Something about that name sounds familiar, but before I can put my finger on it, the jackass here is coming out from around the truck. Despite the heat, he’s wearing a clean, white button-up and a pressed pair of slacks. He walks toward me with an uneven gait and stops just inches from where I’m standing.

“That lady is leavin’,” he says to the little girl, only his eyes never leave mine. They burn with anger and impatience, and then it hits me like a sledgehammer to the face.

“Auggie?” I whisper to myself more than to him. Crap on a cracker. “Wait, you’re August Cotton?”

August is Greyson and Pearl’s son. Holy shit. August Cotton is standing before me, his dark blue eyes narrowed, his brow furrowed, and his mouth set into a hard line. Oh shit, oh shit. This is not how I wanted our first meeting to go.

“I’m August Cotton,” he says, folding his huge arms across his chest. I swear, if the baked Alabama earth would just open up beneath me, I’d gladly dive right into the fiery pits of hell to avoid the way he’s staring. 

“Oh.” I clear my throat and smile sheepishly up at him. “I didn’t—”

“Mean nothin’ by it?” he finishes, sarcastically. And although I know I put my foot in it, this is not at all how I wanted to introduce myself to a potential client. 

“Look, I’m sorry. I’m sure today has been a bad day for everyone, but I just walked three miles to get here in a new pair of boots, so if you could just call the Cottons on your phone we can straighten all this out. The sooner I can get that sorted, the sooner I can relax in the bubble bath and just forget about this whole thing.”

He wets his lips. “Well, I’d love to help you into your bubble bath sooner, Miss Anders, but my parents are dead. We buried them today, not more than a half hour ago to be exact.”

“What?” I say, my brow knitting in confusion.

“Car accident, two weeks ago.” He lowers his voice. “Killed them both.”

“Oh my God.” My heart sinks, and my eyes well up. “I’m so sorry. Here I am raving on about having to walk a few miles, and you just ... oh hell, I feel terrible. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

He holds his hand up. “I don’t want your pity, and I definitely don’t need your help.”

“I understand ... I’ll just ...” I peter off, and with a deep sigh I pick up my luggage, even though my shoulders burn with the strain.

“Auggie,” the little girl says, and he pushes past me to get to her side of the car. 

My feet ache. Tears come freely as I remember the countless hours I spent talking to the Cottons about Tanglewood and their son, and how excited they were about the prospect of Paws for Cause coming to town. With tears clouding my vision, I stumble on one of the tuberous oak roots peeking up through the pavers. I feel August’s eyes burning into me from behind.

The salt water coursing down my cheeks might seem like an overreaction considering the Cottons and I have never met face to face. But it isn’t just the news of Greyson and Pearl’s death that has me so upset—it’s everything, from these damn bags, my poor pitiful feet, and the fact that I have nowhere to go. It’s another three miles back to the station, I know there’ll be no more busses running this afternoon, and I don’t know where I’d go even if there were. I am royally screwed. And to make matters worse, August Cotton is a jerk. A hot jerk, but a jerk none the less.

When I finally make it to the end of the drive, I drop the bags. I can still feel August’s eyes on me, but I can’t hold the weight any longer, not even to save face in front of an angry Marine. He’s probably standing there laughing at me right now because I can’t carry three suitcases without throwing out my shoulder, but I don’t care. The last six yards of the driveway I shove and kick and practically throw my bags, so they’re no longer on Cotton property—okay maybe they are, because I’m pretty sure they own the land on either side of the house too, but that don’t matter. I’m officially no longer in their driveway. I move a little left of the gate and dump my large case, and sit down on it, wondering what the hell I was thinking bringing so many sets of matching bras and panties. They don’t weigh much, but the storage cases I keep them in do. I’m not messing up my La Perla for anyone or anything.

I take off my boots and rub my sore, blistered feet. Sniffing back tears and snot, I try to breathe, but my head swims. I liked the Cottons, but I do not like their son one bit. I kick the case nearest to me until it falls over in the baked grass.

“Stupid asshole, Marine.” I kick the other bag. It’s idiotic, really, because it hurts my feet like hell. That doesn’t stop me from jumping up and making that luggage pay. When my feet are numb, and I’ve successfully taken out all of my frustration, I turn around and about leap out of my skin when I see August Cotton standing there.

“You ’bout done?”

“What? Am I not far enough off your property?” I snap, folding my arms over my chest. I may be a little embarrassed at my outburst, but I don’t want him to see that.

“Bettina told me about the mix-up,” he says impatiently.

“Bettina?”

“The four-year-old in the passenger seat of my car.”

“Oh.” I sniff. “That’s little Bettina? She’s just as pretty as Greyson said she was.”

He nods. “With everything going on, I didn’t check the log books. I didn’t know we had a guest staying.”

“I didn’t know about your parents,” I say. “If I had, I would have booked somewhere else.”

His jaw ticks. “There is nowhere else. Unless you wanna walk the six miles to Foley.”

“Great,” I say sarcastically. My shoulders fall in defeat. “Just great.”

“So, if you’re done kicking the crap out of the case, I’ll take it into the house for you.”

“I’m not staying here,” I say. 

“Well, suit yourself, but it gets kinda cold out here at night.” He shrugs. The gesture looks odd on someone so big and stoic. “You’d get eaten alive by bugs.” The corner of his mouth turns up a fraction of an inch. “If the coyotes didn’t chew off your toes first.”

“Fine, but I’m staying only for the night.” I fold my arms across my chest. “You can return my month’s deposit, and I’ll find a rental first thing in the morning.”

“Tomorrow’s a town holiday.”

“What?”

“Fourth of July,” he says impatiently, as if this is something I should know.

“But it’s only the first tomorrow.”

“Yup and the whole town closes down for four days.” He bends and grabs my two largest suitcases, hefting them with ease. Bastard.

Magnolia Springs isn’t that far from Fairhope. I could have stayed at home and driven the half hour each way to the shelter, but I’d wanted an adventure. I was restless and wanted to oversee every aspect of our new expansion. I already rented my house out to one of my employees, and I know staying in Fairhope won’t be tackling the problem from the ground up. They say it takes a village to raise a child—the same is sometimes true for healing a veteran. They need support, they need people in their corner, and I can’t be the person they turn to when I’m thirty minutes away and they have a gun to their head, ready to pull the trigger. I could always call Ellie or Jake to come get me until the Fourth of July holidays have passed, but I know how tough this holiday is for them, and with Spencer and little Maybelle, they have enough going on. Besides, I’d be right back to square one. I made my bed, and now I have to lie in it, even if it means living with the angry Marine for a few days. I’ve lived through worse. 

“Come on. You ain’t going nowhere sitting here kicking your suitcases,” August says.

I scowl at him, but a pang of guilt worms its way through my chest. I’m not really mad at him. I’m angry at myself. Not only had I opened my big fat trap and insulted the man in perhaps the worst cause of foot-in-mouth syndrome I’ve ever displayed, but I was also stupidly selfish. August and little Bettina buried their parents today, the Cottons had lost their lives, and here I was crying over a few blisters and the thought of having to stay with the jerky Marine until this jerky town decided to open its businesses again.

August is already halfway down the drive when I grab the third case, the one that contains my super special La Perla that I keep for days when I’m feeling down. What I do has its shortcomings—aside from the shoveling of dog shit from the kennels, that is—but some of the Marines I work with have torn my heart out with their stories. And for a woman who hasn’t always been the happiest person walking the planet, for someone who spent a lot of time researching the best ways to kill herself, I can relate to their despair. I sometimes find it hard to leave work behind. Working with the dogs helped me, and now I help others, but it wasn’t always the case, and life wasn’t always easy. Life isn’t always easy. You wouldn’t know it to look at me, but I’ve battled in my thirty years. I battle every day with who I am, with the woman I see in the mirror. I might not have been through combat, but I fought like hell to get here, just like our returned soldiers.

I watch August as he walks on ahead of me, carrying my cases as if they weigh nothing. His gait is pretty good for an amputee, which means he’s either had a really great physiotherapist, or he’s worked his ass off to make it that way on his own. He definitely has a limp, but to the untrained eye, it’s not obvious right away. I’d be willing to wager good money that the average person would never guess, unless he was wearing shorts. Of course, I’d be willing to bet everyone here knows about it. Everyone knows everything in a small town. Especially when there’s tragedy surrounding it.

It doesn’t make him any less of a man in my eyes, or any less gorgeous, unfortunately. Thankfully, he’s not a complete asshat. He could have left me out here to fend for myself. First thing Friday I am out from under his feet and into a rental. Hopefully.

August waits at the base of the stairs for me. His expression is stoic, but I’m pretty sure he’s mocking me on the inside, and though it kills me, I pick up the pace so he doesn’t have to wait too long. When I reach the stairs, Bettina sits on the stoop, just a few feet away.  She eyes me warily for a minute. “You havwe wots of bags.”

I attempt a smile. “I sure do. I don’t like to travel light.”

“I nevwer been outside Madnowia Spwrings,” she says, and I can’t help but smile because her little lisp is the sweetest thing.

“Well, I haven’t been a lot of places either, really. I mean, there was that trip I took with my ex to Dallas, though that’s not much fun, and it wasn’t much like a vacation.” I’m rambling. August clears his throat. 

“Mamma says you was stwarting up a dwog kennel.”

“Sort of. I help pair soldiers with assistance dogs.” I slide my gaze to August whose jaw is tight as he looks above my head, and down the drive. He’s probably thinking I talk too much, and wishing he’d left me outside the gate with the coyotes.

“I like dwoggies,” Bettina says, toying with the hem of her midnight-blue dress. She looked adorable with her peter pan collar and little cap sleeves. Her long chestnut hair falls down to her waist and is pushed back from her face with a headband adorned with a huge bow. This girl is going to break some hearts. A few more years and August is going to have to get real friendly with a shotgun again to ward away the boys. “Mamma says we can’t hawe one, ’cause all da people who stwayeded here might be allwergict.”

“Bett, go on inside and change out of your good dress,” August says.

“Bwut I don’t wanna.” She stands up and folds her tiny arms across her body—it must be a Cotton thing—and I know I shouldn’t encourage her, but I chuckle because she is the spit out of her brother’s mouth. August shoots me a disapproving glare, and I quickly shut up.  “I wike this dress.” She stamps her foot and tears of indignation well up in her eyes. “And Mamma wiked it.”

“Now,” August orders, so that we both snap our heads toward him. “And hang it up. I don’t wanna find it on the floor of your room where you stepped out of it.”

Bettina screams, “I hate you!” and bursts into tears, running across the porch, inside and up the stairs, where a door slams. I cringe. I’m no stranger to meltdowns. Ellie’s son Spencer is autistic, and he has one every other minute, but it’s hard to watch any child’s feelings getting hurt.

“She’s taking it kind of hard, huh?”

“Her parents just died. What do you think?” August pinches the bridge of his nose and sighs, and then he turns his rigid body toward me. “Come on upstairs. I ain’t much good at cookin’, and I guess that’s what was included in your board. I’ll happily refund that money and you can feel free to use the kitchen. I could run you into town tomorrow to pick up some supplies, though nothing’s opened but the diner and the gas station, and even then, they’ll be shuttin’ up shop at midday.”

I don’t know what to make of his generosity. I feel terrible that I judged him so harshly, and I don’t like that either one of us are in this situation. “That’s kind of you to offer, but I don’t mind walking.”

I really do mind. I can’t think of anything worse, but I don’t want to burden him anymore than I already am. 

“Well, suit yourself,” he all but grunts as he picks up my bags and I follow him up the stairs and into the huge plantation house. It’s as gorgeous inside as it is out, with antique furniture and heavy damask silk curtains in robin’s egg blue. The sweeping staircase greets us, and off to the right there’s a formal dining room, and a sitting room off to the left. My greedy gaze catalogs everything, and I’m disappointed when August makes a gesture toward the staircase, indicating I should go first. I always loved these old antebellum houses; that’s what drew me to Tanglewood in the first place. With another glance at the ever-impatient Marine, I decide not to push my luck and I climb the stairs ahead of him.

I don’t turn to look back at him as he ascends the steps a few beats later, because I figure that will only make him uncomfortable. Stairs can be difficult at the best of times for amputees, but I guess he’d be used to these by now, given that he probably grew up here.  

“Obviously, the bed isn’t made up, so I’ll need a few minutes to do that for you.” He moves ahead of me and stops outside of a room with a polished oak canopy bed with pink linens and upholstered chairs. There’s an antique dresser in the corner and French doors that lead out onto a balcony that wraps around the entire house.

“Oh, I don’t ... are you sure this is the right room?”

“What? It’s not big enough? Sorry, princess, we’re fresh out of presidential suites this week.”

I frown. “I didn’t mean for that to come out the way it sounded. I just meant, I don’t need anything this fancy—just a bed and a locking door.”

He tilts his chin toward the bed and then reaches around and flips the lock on the back of the door, with a smirk on his infuriatingly handsome face. Smartass.

I set the case down on the floor and walk over to the French doors, peering out through lace curtains onto the balcony. Beyond that sits a huge yard, surrounded by trees. While I can’t see the whole porch, I’m secretly hoping that there’s a place to sit with my morning coffee and take in the view of the grounds. Assuming August doesn’t chase me off the property before the morning, that is.

When I turn around, he’s struggling to fold the heavy silk bedcover. Like everything in this house, it has an old-world charm and is indicative of the period in which this house was built. I’d bet good money that August’s bedding isn’t as complicated at this.

“I’m capable of making my own bed,” I say, watching him struggle some more with the four different panels. “Been doing it the last twenty-five years or so.”

All I get in response to that is a chin lift and a nod. No grunt this time, but no conversation either. August leaves the duvet cover on the bed and heads for the door. “Bathroom across the hall is mine, but I’ll share Bett’s.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that.”

“It’s the only bathroom with a tub.” It’s my turn to nod, and I stare at August who stares stoically back. “All I ask is that you keep it free from five until six; that’s when Bettina has her bath, and the people at child services told me to keep to her regular routine as much as I could.”

“Got it.”

“I’ll get you some sheets, but towels are in the linen closet down the hall. Use as many as you want.”

“Thanks.” Another nod and then he’s gone, out the door as it closes behind him with a soft snick. I sit down heavily on the bed, wincing as it squeaks beneath my weight. I kick off my shoes and lie back on the soft mattress and just breathe. What I wouldn’t give for a warm bath with bubbles and a pound of Birthday Cake Oreos right now. Oh, and a map to figuring out the angry Marine would be good too.
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Olivia

I don’t venture out of my room for some time after that. In fact, I’m so exhausted from all the walking that I close my eyes for just a second and wake to moonlight spilling through the curtains. Someone knocks on my door.

“Come in,” I say, smoothing my hair down, which no doubt resembles a bird’s nest right now. The door opens, and I’m blinded by the light in the hall. A huge silhouette of a man fills my doorway. I can’t see his face clearly, on account of the light being behind him, but I’m betting his expression is as angry and exasperated as it has been all afternoon.

I clamber to my feet, only I forget about the boots I kicked off earlier at the base of the bed, and I go down, hard. This isn’t a little stumble. I wind up splayed on the floor in front of him with my dress around my waist and my ass on display. August Cotton now has a front row seat to the gallery showing my wares. Jesus, kill me now. Please?

I’m starting to think that the coyotes were a safer option, and a part of me just wants to crawl away from him in my mortification and hide behind the bed, but though August Cotton may be a jerk, he’s a gentlemanly one, and he moves toward me. Grabbing hold of both my elbows, he lifts me and sets me on my feet. And now I’m forced to look him in the eye and pretend I’m not dying of humiliation.

I inhale, and I’m struck with how good he smells, not a synthetic cologne but a genuine outdoorsy scent, earth and hard work, and a faint hint of sandalwood, as if it came from a bar of soap rather than an expensive bottle. He’s no longer wearing the button-up and slacks but is dressed in a flannel, jeans and work boots, and he looks good. I have the strangest urge to run my hands over his beard to see if it’s as prickly as his disposition. I don’t, of course, because even I’m not that freaking nuts. But I won’t lie, I’m tempted, if for nothing more than to rattle him, and get some sort of a response that isn’t a grunt. As if he can sense my thoughts—and very much does not want to be a part of them or anything they might produce—he releases my arms from his grip and takes several steps back.

“I heated up some pizza. It’s not good, but it’s food, and should tide you over until mornin’.” With his lips parted as if he’s preparing to say something more, he hesitates, and I think for sure he’s about to comment on my blushing, or the fact that he just got his very own peep show for the bargain price of my humility, but he turns abruptly and walks away. “It’s downstairs when you’re ready.”

I flop back on the bed for the second time today and wonder what the hell to make of August Cotton. After taking a minute to catch my breath, I head downstairs to eat, absorbing as much of the grand house as I can along the way. It’s beautiful, with its high ceilings, decorative molding, and glossy dark wooden floors. The Cottons had looked after this beautiful old house—that much was plain to see. Everywhere I turn there’s another new treasure, whether it be furniture or some exquisite piece of history in the walls or ceiling. Tanglewood is the kind of house you see only in Hollywood classics.

I make my way past columns and corbels, sideboards and portraits hanging on the walls. I make a mental note to come back and study those later as I head into the kitchen where Bettina and August sit silently at a small table, their eyes focused on the untouched pizza before them, both of the Cottons look pale and exhausted. 

“Auggie, do we have to eat pizza, again?” Bettina asks. 

“I’ll go shopping soon, kid.”

Her quiet sigh fills the room. “I miss Mamma’s cwookin’.”

“I know,” he says, tossing a slice onto his empty plate. “Me too.”

“I miss Mamma.”

“Yeah.” He nods.

When Bettina’s little watery eyes flit over to me, she brightens some. August doesn’t brighten. His shoulders stiffen, and he doesn’t turn to look at me, but I know he knows I’m here, and clearly, he’s not happy about it.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I say.

“What hwappened to your hwair?” Bettina says, scrunching up her nose and managing to giggle at the same time.

My hands fly to my hair and meet matted strands sticking up at all angles. “Oh, I ... er ... fell asleep.”

“You can wuse my bwush if you want? It’s sparklwee,” she announces with pride.

“That’s okay. I brought my own.” I make a funny face and sit down in the seat between her and August. “I just have to dig through my suitcase to find it.”

“Bett, go brush your teeth,” August says sharply, and from the way Bettina flinches, I can see he’s startled us both. “I’ll be in to run a bath as soon as you’re done.”

“But I wanna twalk to Owivia.” She draws out my name as if it were eight syllables and not four. She’s so cute, my heart hurts just looking at her. Big blue eyes like her brother, the same warm brown locks, and the fullest lips I’ve ever seen on a child. I am betting her brother’s lips are as full and pillowy-soft without all that facial hair in the way. 

“I’ll be here tomorrow,” I supply, but August shoots me a look, and I quickly shut up.

“The rebwervations book says you is here for a whole month.”

“Ah—”

“That’s a mistake,” August tells his sister, pushing back his chair and coming to his feet. He crosses the room and throws his half-eaten pizza in the trash before dumping his plate in the sink. “Miss Anders isn’t staying that long with us. Now go on upstairs.”

Well, that’s that, I suppose. Glad he made that clear. With her little shoulders slumped, Bettina hops down off her seat and trudges out of the room. I rise from my chair because I can’t stomach sitting at his table when I’m clearly not welcome, but August’s deep voice comes at me from across the room and halts me where I stand. “Sit. Eat. I lost my appetite anyway.”

I glare at him. “I know today was difficult for you, but you don’t have to be such an asshole. Neither one of us want me here, and I assure you I won’t stay longer than absolutely necessary.”

“Difficult? You think that’s what burying both your parents on the same day is ... difficult? You don’t know the half of it, lady.”

“Don’t presume to tell me what I do and don’t know. You don’t know shit about me, Cotton,” I snap, and for the briefest moment I think I see a smile tug at the corners of his lips, but then it’s gone, and so is mine along with it.

“Don’t want to either.”

Ouch. I shove past, my shoulder bumping his side as I stalk out into the hall and up the stairs. Bettina is brushing her teeth in the bathroom across from my room, and I have to fight to remove the scowl from my face to smile down at her. The poor girl has been through enough, and with a brother like August Cotton, I’m sure the hardest times are still yet to come.
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Olivia

The churning of my stomach wakes me. I know, that’s as nuts as it sounds, but I am not a girl accustomed to not eating. I need three square meals a day and usually a cookie or two before bed. It really is a wonder I’m not the size of a house. That’s not to say I don’t have days where I wish the docs from Botched would come perform their magic on my ass with their lipo wand thingy, but for the most part, I’m comfortable in my own skin. It’s the only one I got. I have curves, but I’m not ... fluffy, so to speak. Then again, I’ll likely never make the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue, either.

I blink at the God-awful light coming from the sheer lace—I forgot to close the actual curtains over the French doors last night—and I climb out of bed, wrap a nude-pink silk robe over the top of my Carine Gilson chemise and hop across the room. I’m terrified I’m going to pee my pants. I fling wide my door and skip across the hall to the bathroom, where I bust in on August with his sweatpants hung low on his hips and his hand fisting his hard cock. I stagger back, trip over the doorjamb and land smack-bang on my ass. My robe and chemise are pushed up around my middle, and for the second time in as many days, my panties are on display for a man I hardly know. And even worse than that, I’m still staring, slack-jawed and wide-eyed at the erect penis in my face.

“Holy hot co ... Lord, is that ... um,” I say. It just slips out. I have no control over my mouth right now. Heat rushes up my neck, over my chest like a wave spreading across my skin and leaving behind a tide of blotchy ugliness. That’s when I notice the twisted flesh of his abdomen and hip.

“You don’t knock?” August sneers, tucking himself back into his pants.

“I’m sorry,” I say, attempting to get to my feet, but slipping on the smooth tiles. In the end, I decide it’s best just to stay where I am. It seems the safest bet with an angry Marine bearing down on me. I do rearrange my robe, though. “I just ... I needed to pee. I didn’t know you were in here. Besides, you didn’t lock the door.”

“There are no locks.”

“What?” I glance in horror at the door in question. I can’t have someone barging in on me while I’m in the bath, or worse, on the commode. What kind of bed and breakfast is this?

August eyes me suspiciously as if I meant to walk in on him. “You didn’t notice that last night?”

“I used the bathroom down stairs last night. I didn’t think you were going to use this bathroom anymore.”

“Well, by all means, allow me to get out of your way, princess.”

I huff, exasperated. “Princess?”

“It’s what you look like in your lacey little rich girl panties down on your knees, just willing to make everything better. You wanna know how to make it all better? Stay the fuck outta my way.”

Lordy, were my first instincts right. August Cotton is a big jerk. I slowly stand up in front of him. “You know what? I’ll make things better when you can start acting like you deserve it.” 

“You don’t think I deserve better than this?”

“That depends on what you’re referring to, now, doesn’t it? I know you fought for our country; I know you lost something there, but at least you came home.”

“To what?”

“Auggie?” Bettina’s little voice comes from the end of the hall, and we both glance down at her. I hadn’t realized my chest was pressed against his and though my face is red with anger and frustration, I’m practically panting. His breaths are even and not labored in the slightest, and I curse his stupid Marine training for helping him be so calm in the face of conflict. Though I’m sure with where he’s been, I seem like an angry gnat in comparison.

He brushes past me, and I grab his arm to stop him from walking. It’s a reflex, and a stupid one, because in a heartbeat I’m thrust up against the wall with his hand at my throat. His eyes are completely vacant as he glares at my face without appearing to even see it. I scrabble for purchase, clawing at his thick fingers. I can’t breathe, his grip on me is too tight, and I can feel how easy it would be for him to end my life right now, right here in front of his little sister.
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