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Foreword
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Thank you for taking interest in my military romance series.

These stories stand on their own, but if you want to experience all the interconnected books, catch up on the series. Volume 1 is free at digital retailers.

https://books.bookfunnel.com/militaryromanceseries 

*


As a veteran, these stories hold a special place in my heart. The dedication and sacrifices servicemen and women make, as well as their families, are commendable.

Let us honor our active duty members as well as our veterans.
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About Twice Upon a Love
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Two paths collide through holiday cheer and one cute little fur-baby.



Veronica Baker is more than happy with her life as a divorcee, living on her terms and enjoying seeing her grown children’s successes. So what if she’s fantasized about her son’s enticing future father-in-law – a former Navy SEAL – who’s also divorced. They’re just fantasies. Right?

Wes Townsend gave his all for country and family. When it wasn’t enough for his wife, divorce was inevitable. He settled into contentment but began contemplating more once his daughter regaled him with alluring stories of her future mother-in-law. 

Will love strike twice, proving there’s always a second chance for a happily-ever-after? 

A 1 flame, second chances, seasoned characters romance.








  
  

Chapter One
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Veronica

“Come on, Mom,” my son whines like a child rather than a young man of twenty-eight years. “It’s for a good cause, and couldn’t you use some companionship for the holidays?”

“Really, Skyler? Trying that ploy? As if my kiddos won’t be enough.” It’s a week after Thanksgiving, and while it was a lovely holiday, I’m really looking forward to Christmas.

He gives me a look I know all-too-well, and my high spirits plummet. “You aren’t going to be here, are you.” I say quietly. Not once have we ever missed Christmas together, even after I divorced their father. Especially since then. “When were you planning to tell me?”

“Well,” he starts sheepishly, “this weekend. I can’t speak for Sawyer or Vivica’s plans, but Stormi and I are taking advantage of her father’s generosity, and we’re spending Christmas and New Year’s at a ski resort in Colorado. We’d really like to experience the sightseeing, the whole white Christmas, ya know?”

After a grueling residency, Skyler is about to take a position at Sharp Coronado Hospital across the bay from San Diego where he’ll specialize in rehab and limb prostheses. His girlfriend of three years, an established veterinarian nearby in Logan Heights, has been a fabulous support. I know they deserve this.

“Have you already told your brother and sister?” He nods and I sigh. “And of course, they’re going to support you. As I will. I want you to enjoy your holiday, even if it means without me.”

“Mom,” he draws out. “You do realize that not every holiday will be spent together from now on? I mean, yes, I love them, but...”

“The dreaded but.”

“But, Stormi and I will start our own traditions. And with Sawyer in New York, and Vivica in Paris, it means less time together. But there’s always video chat.” He gives me his best cheesy grin.

“Yes, there is. Seeing you three achieve these tremendous accomplishments, knowing you’re finding your own way, makes me so proud. But, a mother never stops mothering or wanting her babies close.”

Skyler steps to me and wraps me in a hug. “I know. And I don’t ever want you to stop mothering.” He draws back. “Got it?”

I nod, brushing my wayward curls out of my eyes. “Got it.” We part and I draw in a breath. “Okay, tell me again about this charity event. Every detail. Then you can give me Stormi’s father’s information so I can hassle him about sending my son away for the holidays.”

“Mom,” Skyler rolls his eyes.

I chuckle. “I’m kidding. It’s actually very generous of him to gift you two this trip. Are he and Stormi’s mother going too?”

My son gives me a teasing look of annoyance. “How do you not remember what I’ve told you about them? They are going to become part of your life too.”

“Hey, I remember some things.” I playfully swipe at him. “Like, Mr. Townsend was a Navy SEAL and worked with dogs. That’s what led Stormi to become a veterinarian. And her brother, Jamey, followed in his dad’s footsteps and joined the service. And Mrs. – or should I say, the ex-Mrs. Townsend – is some event organizer. And just because they’re divorced doesn’t mean they don’t still spend holidays together for the sake of their children.”

A snort escapes. “They’ve been divorced for five years, and since, I don’t think they’ve spent more than a handful of days in one another’s presence.”

In all the time Skyler and Stormi have been dating, I never had the opportunity to meet her father due to his work and travels. I did have one encounter with her mother, Cecily, and, well, I’ll just leave it at that. “Huh, so, it’s like that, eh?” Can’t say I blame him, I muse. But who am I to judge.

“Yeah, it’s like that.” 

We both drop down onto the couch, getting comfortable.

“So, what are her parents doing for the holidays?”

“I honestly have no idea what her mom is doing. As for Wes...” My son trails off as I cock my head at his easy use of the man’s first name. Skyler just laughs. “He insists I call him Wes. Says Mr. Townsend is his dad. And whenever I’d call him sir, he’d say, I’m no sir, I work for a living. I guess it’s some military joke. Anyway, Wes recently returned from a job rescuing K9s, so he’ll be here for a bit, Stormi says. Besides, he practically ordered us to take this trip. Said we both deserved it and to consider it an early wedding present.”

“Well, he’s not wrong on either account. Okay, he gets a pass. Now, the event.”

Skyler outlines the details of the event he’s eager for me to attend, called A Hound for the Holidays. Attendees are encouraged to either foster a dog for the month of December, in the hopes they’ll be adopted, or donate the equivalent of what it’d cost to care for the dog for the month, to the shelter PAWS – Pacific Animal Welfare Society.

“So as an attendee, you’ll want to wear comfortable clothes you wouldn’t mind getting fur or even a bit of dirt on, should you decide to hold or play with any of the dogs. There will be handlers and volunteers to help with all the canines.”

“That does sound fun. It’s been a long time since I’ve had an animal presence in my life.” Skyler smiles as if he’s hooking me, but I give him my stern-eye. “Doesn’t mean I’m going to bring any home.”

He laughs. “Oh, come on, Mom. You’ve got the kindest heart. You loved having Bonnet. Wouldn’t you enjoy having another doggo to love, who’d love you back? You’ve got the room, and you certainly have the time, with much of your work being online anymore.”

My son has me on both accounts. Our Bonnet was the dearest girl; a mixed breed with dominant Cocker Spaniel. And being a realtor for fifteen years, running my own agency with the freedom to delegate work, many of my tasks can be accomplished remotely, which I love.

With the kids visiting less frequently, it does get lonely at times. And in the seven years since the divorce between me and their father, Stan, I’d only dated a few times; none of which ever led to intimacy. Hell, even the sex between me and Stan became non-existent the last few years of our marriage.

“Mom?”

Skyler’s soft call has me shaking off those tangent thoughts. “I’ll do it. What time would you like me at the park on Friday?” 

He grins. “It starts at 10AM, but you can be there around eleven. Stormi and I are volunteering to set up the event then help PAWS move the dogs to the park. Leesa – she's the director of PAWS – says we’ll probably wrap up around 2PM. Four hours should be plenty of time. Besides, we’ll need what's left of the daylight to clear and clean the park while any remaining dogs are transported back to the shelter.”

“Do you know how many dogs they currently have? Don’t they have a pretty good placement record? And why not wait until January or February for the event? You know, too many people get cute puppies at Christmas, only to surrender them to shelters within a few months when they realize it’s not all cutesy fun. They’re a real responsibility. They–”

“Mom, I get it. You’ve said the same thing for years.” He winks.

The little turd knows I’m very passionate about animal ownership. Probably one of the reasons I’ve been so reluctant to have another dog is because I want to ensure I give him or her the time and care they need and deserve.

“PAWS does have a high placement rate with rare returns. They do adoption events twice a year, and one of the staff thought it a great idea to have this one specifically for December. Many people are truly alone, especially during the holidays. Or, there are families who want to responsibly try out a dog to see if they’re a good fit together. This way there’s no permanent commitment, yet the dogs and the shelter benefit from it. Leesa already has the next event scheduled in June next year.”

“Sounds like I’d like this Leesa. Can’t wait to meet her and the staff, tomorrow.”

Skyler smiles big, almost mischievously. “It’s gonna be a great day.”








  
  

Chapter Two
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Wes

“Stormi!” I yell from the kennel, knowing she can hear me since she’s over in the next corridor. “Where’s Otus?”

As soon as I turn around, heavy footfalls sound off. Stormi comes barreling around the corner with her blonde ponytail swinging behind her, reminding me of when she was just a child. Damn, when did my little girl grow up? The panicked look on her face quickly deviates my thoughts. 

Uh oh. Did something happen to Otus? Did he get sick? Was he shipped out? Did he–

“Dad! Dad,” Stormi says, huffing a little.

“Forgetting your PT, young lady? Getting soft at your age?” I can’t help but tease, knowing it always gets a rise out of her.

“I’ll have you know, I’m in great shape.” She slams her hands on her hips. “I just happened to be maneuvering several dogs out of their spaces; one of which was dead set on not coming out of. So, Leesa coerced him and handled it.”

“Okay, so did Otus already get taken out?”

Stormi’s eyes sadden for a split second before giving me a hopeful look. “He got adopted.”

“That’s great! Ol’ man found a home.”

My daughter cocks her head, questioning, and I wave away her concern. “I know, I know, I got a little too close to the old guy, but I’m really not ready to take on a pet full-time. I’m sure it’s a damn fine home he’s gone to. Leesa wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Very true. It was so sudden, but it worked out perfectly, Leesa said.”

Otus had been among the transports of mine, brought out here from the Midwest. With flooding issues and people being displaced, many pets had been surrendered as well, and local shelters were being overwhelmed. It was an awful situation that would take some time to return to normal.

“Glad to hear it.”

“The adoptee is a retired police officer who was also a K9 handler in Oklahoma before retiring here a few years ago.”

“Even better.” I grin. “So, with Otus gone, do you need me to help with another?”

Stormi squints while biting her lip – her tell-tale expression that she’s about to tell me something I really don’t want to hear. Suddenly she smiles brightly.

“Yes, we still need your help. So, um,” she reaches out, grabbing my hand. “Come with me.”

She proceeds to lead me through the maze of the shelter and out the side door where two others are loading up what must be the final dogs. A lethargic Bulldog is being hefted into a harness while a gal is holding the tiniest furball I think I’ve ever seen.

“Ah, Kim, why don’t you let my dad hold Princess for a moment. Let her get used to her new handler.”

My head whips to my daughter then back to Kim, who appears perplexed by her request. Suddenly, two little blue eyes peek out from what looks like silky lashes as a red sash blows loose in the breeze. Then a tiny yip comes from the furball, followed by another, and another.

“Oh, well, she seems eager to meet you, um, Mr. Townsend, so, here you go.” Kim then proceeds to lay the yapping fluff who’s also wearing a sheer red tutu, into my hands. The dog must be a teacup Yorkie, because she honestly looks like she’d fit into my coffee mug. 

Once she’s swallowed in my grasp, the little cutey wiggles with excitement and tries lapping at my face. I can’t help but laugh, as do Stormi and Kim while I bring Princess closer.

“Yes, she seems extremely eager to meet Dad. I knew it’d be a good match.”

I look over at my daughter, curious about her behavior and nervous chatter. “If you’re getting any ideas about pairing me with a permanent dog, you can forget it. While this little Princess may be today’s belle of the ball, she’s not going to charm her way into my life. I’ve barely begun to settle, so I can’t have–”

My daughter steps to me, patting me on the shoulder while the one in question is intent on licking my ear. And I do nothing to move or dissuade her. “I’m doing no such thing, Dad. You said you wanted to help, so here’s your pooch for the day. And thank you. If you want to bring her with you, and ride with me and Skyler, you’re welcome to.”

“No, thank you. If I can have a carrier and transport her in my own vehicle, I’d prefer that.” I turn to the little one in my hands and allow her to smoosh her nose against mine. “You, little beauty, are sure to win the heart of someone very quickly.”

I hear sighs, the kind women emit when they literally swoon over a handsome movie star. I turn again to face the women, and they look positively love-struck. Kim turns to my daughter, placing her hand over her chest. “Your father is the sweetest.”

Jesus. Yeah, okay, I’m a softy when it comes to any dog, but this little one...

“He really is,” Stormi croons. “Okay, let’s get you that carrier, Dad, and we’ll go.”


      ***

An hour later, the event is in full swing with several dogs already gone out to foster families. Leesa’s organization is tremendous, and her staff and volunteers, excellent. An older couple is gushing over Princess while another woman looks to be waiting her turn. I smile, knowing that little one will bring joy to someone’s life. With another volunteer handling the enclosure, I decide to walk the park. The day allows me to strip off my jacket and enjoy the pleasant sunshine. 

Once I’ve made the rounds, satisfied everyone is good, I make my way back. I stop when I spot Stormi talking excitedly with a woman. She’s slightly taller than my daughter, dressed in faded jeans and a dark blue, long-sleeved T-shirt. Although lean, she still has curves, and I watch with fascination as her silver curls laced with traces of black dance about while she speaks and gestures, even more animated than Stormi. Then I hear the call of mom, and the woman turns – as do I – to see Skyler waving her over.

Ah, so this is Veronica Smithson. Well, Baker now, since Stormi told me she returned to her maiden name after she divorced her husband, Stan. Arrogant prick. I know this firsthand since I had the displeasure of meeting him while he consulted with my unit on tracking devices just before my separation from service. And from the stories I’ve heard from my daughter, via Skyler, the family is better off with him on the East Coast. 

Sad really, but better to be happy than live in misery. I knew Cecily's personality when we married, yet I couldn’t stop myself from falling for her at the time and trying to give her everything I knew still wouldn’t be to her standards. We tried, but once we’d had enough, and before it got brutally bitter, we ended it. I’d like to think we’re more content. At least that’s what I tell myself. I’m just thankful our kids turned out to be well-adjusted, motivated adults. 

I continue to watch as Veronica gives Stormi a squeeze before she jogs over to her son, embracing him with exuberance. Damn, she’s even more gorgeous than the last photos Stormi showed me. Crazy how our schedules never meshed before now, allowing us to meet in person.

Glad that’s being rectified today. Can’t say I’m ashamed of the thoughts that have run through my mind when it came to Veronica, hoping one day we’d meet, and I could show her how a real man treats a woman. Yeah, now who sounds like the arrogant prick, I scoff at myself. But there’s no denying my attraction to her. 

Am I God’s gift to women? Hardly. But I know how to respect those deserving, and all I’d learned about her fortitude and ambition while continuing to be the mother her children needed told me she’s more than worthy of respect. And I’m no Casanova, but I remain in good shape. And I know how to please. That was never the issue with me and Cecily. But sex isn’t enough to keep a relationship intact. 

With their backs to me, I step closer as mother and son begin to talk. A hint of honeysuckle teases me, knowing it must be from Veronica. Her voice is a unique mix of cheery and sultry, sending unexpected pleasure coursing through me. Anxious to meet her, I discreetly adjust myself before waiting to make my presence known.

Skyler points over to Princess, and I know this is my opening.








  
  

Chapter Three
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Veronica

“Isn’t that the cutest lil’ guy?” I can’t help but coo, eyeing the Yorkie. With a red bow on its head, he’s sitting rather docile on the grass considering the rambunctious antics of other canines around him. And it appears he’s staring right at me.

My son sputters then grins, opening his mouth to respond. But before he can utter a word, a deep voice sounds off behind us. 

“Actually, that’s a girl, and she can be yours. Along with me.” 

I spin, ready with a witty retort at that ballsy remark, but words clog my throat faster than my hair in the sink trap. The man before me is the beefiest, most ruggedly handsome specimen I’ve ever encountered. 

“Oh, hey, Mr. Town-, er, Wes.” Skyler says. “I thought you had the Belgian Malinois? Otus, right?”

My gaze toggles between my son and his future father-in-law. I’d seen a few photos from Stormi, but most were of him in fatigues, with dark sunglasses and a face covering. The only other one was from Stormi’s college graduation, and he looked damn fine in his dress uniform.

Hearing her talk about her father, about his honorable actions, along with his love and care for her and her brother despite his time away, piqued my interest. Certainly earned my respect. And inexplicably, my imagination conjured wickedly inappropriate thoughts about this complete stranger. Who would one day – as my son so aptly pointed out – become an integral part of my life.  

To some, he may appear intimidating, with his muscled build, tattoo-covered arms, and stoic expression. But in the deepest recesses of my mind, I desire to uncover every inch of his form and give him a reason to smile, making his green eyes soften with satisfaction. 

Jesus, am I blushing? Did someone turn up the thermostat on this day? 

His bright green eyes roam my face, lingering on my lips. I’m certain my skin is glowing like a neon sign considering what I'm thinking our lips could do with one another. When he looks back into my eyes, I swear he’s reading my mind because his mouth forms the sexiest grin before turning toward Skyler. 

“Otus got adopted yesterday, which is great for him, and that left me with Princess.” He shrugs and smiles, making him a thousand times more appealing. 

How the heck is that possible? 

Wes returns his gaze to me. “You must be Skyler’s mom? Veronica, right?” 

“Oh, right, sorry about that,” Skyler says without a hint of sorrow in his voice. “Mom, Wes. Wes, my mom, Veronica. I, uh, I gotta go find Stormi. Catch up later.” And with that, he takes off running across the lawn.

Wes chuckles, drawing my attention back to him. “Sorry for the alarming introduction. Stormi has shown me pictures, that’s how I recognized you.” 

“Boys are so different from girls.” I can’t help but chuckle, earning a grin. 

“Too true.” 

“I have seen you in uniform,” I blurt out, suddenly feeling like an idiot. “Stormi showed me a few pictures, and she talked about you all the time, I felt as if I already knew you.”

“I knew about you too.” He grins. 

When neither of us says anything else, an awkward silence elapses before we both begin speaking at the same time. 

“It wasn’t–” 

“So, you’re–” 

More silence followed by laughs. “Go ahead,” Wes says. 

“Well,” I clear my throat, “it wasn’t an alarming introduction. Just not how I imagined finally meeting the father of my son’s girlfriend.” 

His brow rises, as does one corner of his mouth. “And how did you imagine it?”

“Oh, well,” I stammer, suddenly embarrassed, never daring to reveal my fantasies about him. “I suppose I thought we’d all have dinner, share stories, get to know each other better. I had no idea you’d be here today. I’m starting to think this was orchestrated by our children, considering Skyler’s odd behavior.”  

Wes chuckles. “I think you’re on to something. I can’t tell you the number of times Stormi feels the need to hint at my lack of social life.” 

I laugh. “Sounds like my household whenever the kids visit. Which, admittedly, is less and less as each year passes.” I wince at the melancholy in my voice, knowing my grown kids have lives of their own, hence their persistence for me to get a life as well. 

“Yeah, well, I’m sure they only want you to be happy. Not to say you aren’t,” he rushes to add. “They’re young and in love, and I suppose they want the same for us. I mean, you. And me. Separately. You know what I mean.” 

Is it possible I see a touch of pink beneath the well-groomed beard and mustache adorning his handsome face? 

I grin. “I do. Know what you mean, that is. And I didn’t mean to sound so down. I do have a life; one I enjoy. But everyone seems to think it’s incomplete if I don’t have a man in it. I mean, would I like that? Sure. Maybe. I have needs, just as I’m sure you do. But we’ve lived long enough to figure out how to take care of those needs on our own.” 

My verbal spewage grinds to a halt and I feel my eyes widen. I’m tempted to slap my own mouth, but Wes’ laughter causes me to give a timid grin. 

“You know what I mean,” I mumble. 

“I do.” He turns a bit. “Come on, let me introduce you to Princess. She’s a little sweetheart.” 

I step forward, close enough to smell his freshness, like an ocean breeze, and together we walk over to the pen. At our approach, the prim and proper Princess begins to yip excitedly as she jumps up, placing her tiny front paws on the enclosure. 

“Yes, yes, I had to leave you for only a moment.” Wes greets the little furball while bending over to extract her from her prison before holding her close. Princess lavishes his face with tongue kisses, and I swear, I’ve never been more jealous of a dog. 

He turns, smiles, and offers her to me, causing her to wiggle even more. I gladly accept, tingling at the feel of his rough, warm skin gliding over mine. Our eyes meet, and he must feel something too by the honest-to-God heated look he’s giving me. The moment is broken when the excited movements of Princess nearly has her tumbling out of my hands. Once secure, I give her air kisses as I rub her soft fur against my cheek.

“Aren’t you the most beautiful belle of the ball, with your lovely hair, and bow, and,” I set her back a bit. “Where's your gown?” I tease.

“She had a tutu, but I guess it came off. She’s had many admirers, I’m surprised she’s not taken.”

“Well, I for one am glad you’re still here so I had the chance to meet you.” I snuggle her against me, and she laps at my neck. “Yes, so many kisses.” I continue to baby-talk before realizing how I must sound. I peer up at Wes to find him grinning at me, causing me to laugh. “Guess I get a little excited too. It’s been years since I’ve had a dog.” I look back at Princess. “And why would anyone surrender you to a shelter? You can’t tell me you aren’t the sweetest thing ever.”

“I wondered that too. Leesa said she belonged to a single woman who recently succumbed to breast cancer.” 

“How awful!”

“It is. And no one in the family could care for Princess, so there was no choice but to take her to PAWS.”

“Aww. And what’s her age? Yorkies are a challenge because they always look so youthful.”

Wes chuckles. “Very true. She’s only three.”

“Oh, you’re just a baby,” I resume my cooing as I hold her close to my chest while running my fingers through her soft hair. Looking down at her, she tips her face up, panting as her little tongue hangs out of her mouth. “Would you like to come home with me, or has Wes already fallen under your spell?” I look up at him to see such longing on his face. Is it for Princess? Or something else. 

“Maybe I’ve fallen under your spell, Veronica.” He steps closer as if he has every right to do so, and I don’t mind one bit. Reaching out, he twists one of my curls around his finger.

"You did make it sound like a package deal,” I rasp, enjoying our flirty game.

Wes blinks, seeming to refocus before giving me an intense look. “I certainly did. And I meant it.” He brushes his knuckles down my cheek, and I lean into the caress. “Can I interest you in that dinner? Tonight?” His voice is deeper, softer. Hopeful. 

“I’d like that,” I reply just as softly. 

Surprisingly, Princess settles against me and falls asleep. I peer down at her and smile. When I look back at Wes, a gentle smile transforms his tempting mouth.

“I think she just found her second chance,” he says.

“Is it possible she’s not the only one?” I say boldly.

“Anything is possible.”








  
  

Chapter Four
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Veronica

“You little stinker, get back here.” I playfully scramble after Princess as she races across the bed, burying herself beneath Wes’ pillow. “We’re supposed to be comforting each other as we pine for his return.”

She pops her head out, blinking rapidly before rushing over to snuggle against my neck. I gently stroke her head, comforting her. “I miss him too, but it’s his job, sweetheart. He’ll be back today. He wouldn’t miss our excursion.”

I realize Princess has no concept of time, only that she wants her daddy home now. As do I. It’s been over six months since that fated day at the park when Wes and I met. Or, I should say, were wrangled together by our children. Not that we’re complaining. Our dinner date led to what seemed like endless conversation followed by the hottest kissing I’d ever had in my life. Oh, we could’ve taken it further, but decided to give ourselves time getting to know one another.

Well, it had only taken a week before we were tumbling into bed and discovering much more about each other. And I have to say, my fantasies absolutely came true. The man is a dynamo. By Christmas, he was moving in with me, and we were both blissfully happy. Especially with our little Princess. Yes, she became mine that very day, and she was happiest when both mommy and daddy were home.

Wes was due to come home today after accompanying two retired K9s from San Antonio to Utah, with families who adopted them. He began working with an organization that found fur-ever homes for retired military and service dogs, which meant traveling – stateside only – about four or five times a year. When not doing that, he worked with a local trainer, rehabilitating canines who often filled the roll as support animals. 

Preparations were nearly complete for Skyler and Stormi’s wedding, which would take place in two weeks. Stormi joked about making it a double wedding that would include her dad and me, but no way would I intrude on her special day.

Wes and I were more than happy with our arrangement, living together, being a couple without the official tying-of-the-knot. If the day came that we decided to marry, so be it, but life was excellent right now.

Princess perks up when we hear the front door open. And when Wes calls out, “Where are my ladies?” she yips louder than I’ve ever heard. I laugh, scooping her up and racing to him. The sight of our gorgeous man standing before us truly weakens my knees and causes my insides to melt like chocolate fondue.

I launch myself at him without squashing our girl, giving him a sensual kiss. I wish I could progress to ripping off his clothes and performing delectable deeds to his body. He kisses me thoroughly before we hear the whining between us. Wes looks down and smiles, brushing his hand carefully over the little fluff.

“Are you ready for your outing?” He asks.

“Just as soon as I get her pink bow.”

Twice a month since February, the three of us visit a local hospital to provide cheer and encouragement for women undergoing breast cancer therapy. It’s been a wonderful experience for all involved, and I couldn’t be more honored to have a part in their journey.

“Let’s get our Princess squared-away.”

At that, our little star yips as if to say yes! Wes and I chuckle before sharing another kiss. We exchange a meaningful look that conveys our love, knowing we’ve been blessed this second time around.

***
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About Let’s Make It Forever 
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Grumpy and sunshine collide at the holidays, and the results are magical. 



Sawyer Smithson deals in data and facts. Adherence to rules brings about tangible results. There’s no room for emotions. They only complicate matters. But he wonders what it’d be like to be as carefree as Bryanna; his best friend’s sister he’s developed a longing for.

Bryanna Kalani spreads joy wherever she goes because life’s too short for bad days. She’s never met a person she couldn’t wrangle a smile from. And she desires that and more from Sawyer, the shy yet intriguing roommate of her brother.

Will a forced proximity turn this simmering attraction into a love that’ll last well beyond the holidays?

A 3 flame, grumpy/sunshine, mutual-attraction, holiday romance.








  
  

Chapter One
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Sawyer – December 13th, Friday – NYC 

“Come on, come on,” I mutter while watching the computer run my program. As if that’ll encourage it to present the results I’m looking for. 

Hoping for.

“Give it to me.” My words are low yet demanding. Ridiculous, I know, given the computer isn’t going to be swayed one way or another. Data doesn’t lie. 

“Swat it on the backside and growl a bit more. That’ll make it submit.” 

Laughter follows those words from my smart-assed co-worker and best friend before he starts singing. Words like, who’s your daddy, who’s your baby.

I shake my head, trying to block out his antics. Doesn’t matter that I prefer silence – well, except for my own grumbling – Mikai has no compunction about chiming in with what he thinks will bring levity into the situation. 

I don’t need levity, I need results. Whether I get the results I want remains to be seen. 

“C’mon, Sawyer, let’s break for lunch. That program will take at least an hour if not longer. We can grab something from a food truck and stroll the park.” 

The park being Central Park which basically butts up against our workplace, the Icahn School of Medicine at Mt. Sinai.  

Mikai steps to my side and throws his arm around my shoulder. “We can admire all the holiday decorations while we sip on hot chocolate. Doesn’t that sound just cozy?” His brows dance up and down as he gives me his cheesy smile. 

I push him away, shaking my head. “It’s freaking cold out there and I need to watch this program.” 

He leans against the counter, facing me and crossing his arms in front of him. “Dude, it’s almost fifty degrees. We’re having a heat wave. And that program doesn’t need watching. It runs itself, and when it’s done, it’s done. You standing there staring at the computer screen isn’t going to change the outcome.” He straightens and nods toward the door. “Let’s go, Mr. Impatient. The data will be here when we get back.” 

My gaze flickers between Mikai and the computer, knowing he’s correct. But, damn, I wish I could speed this process up. 

Says every patient to ever battle cancer. 

Yeah, in a nutshell, Mikai and I conduct cancer research for Mt. Sinai. When initially looking at positions to apply for, talk about the Breast Cancer Research Foundation came up, given that breast cancer is the most prevalent cancer among women. But there wasn’t an opportunity at the time. And now that I’ve been with Sinai four years now, I couldn’t imagine working anyplace else. 

Not saying there aren’t other worthy institutes and organizations, but I’ve found my fit. And Mt. Sinai does collaboration with the BCRF. 

There’s plenty involved in it, such as data collection, program running, extrapolation, trial-and-error, and so on. Our work mostly involves lab testing vs human clinicals, so you could say we’re the starting point. When we discover something that works on cells, data is extrapolated and synthesized for the human body. Our results are then passed onto the next phase, determining if it’s prudent for clinical studies on patients. 

Is it tedious? Absolutely. Is it frustrating? No doubt. Is it rewarding? Words cannot describe the feeling of accomplishment, knowing others will benefit. And while I haven’t experienced first-hand the loss of a family member or friend due to cancer, too many have. It’s a despicable disease that comes in many forms. All of which need to be eradicated.

“Hey, Sawyer,” Mikai says, waving his hand in front of me. “You in there?” He drops his hand when I focus on him. “Give yourself a break,” he says kindly. “You know the saying, Rome wasn’t built in a day. You aren’t going to find all the answers today. But, you are making strides. And the next ones should be toward that door to grab your coat.” He pivots and proceeds to the exit, and without turning his head, he says, “See you out front.” 

The door closes behind him with a soft whoosh. I glare at my computer screen one more time as I mumble, “You better not fail me.” 

Shaking my head, I stand and stalk to the door, locking it behind me. Twenty minutes later, giving ourselves a reprieve from work, Mikai and I are sitting in the sun with grinders and hot chocolate. We watch others stroll through this area of Central Park, always amazed at the variety of individuals in the city. In fact, it’s quite entertaining to simply sit, observe, and wonder.

Who are they? Where are they from? What do they do?

It’s the scientist in me; always observing, calculating, hypothesizing. 

Then there are the dogs. Some well-behaved; others, not so much. Mikai and I play ‘guess the dogs’ names based on their breed, mannerisms, and owners. It can be quite entertaining. Especially anytime we hear their actual name and we’re nowhere near close to being accurate. 

Makes me think of my mom back in the San Diego area who recently acquired a dog; a Teacup Yorkie to be exact. I’ve seen plenty of pictures, thanks to Mom, and to say Princess – she came with the name – is adorable is an understatement. She’d been relinquished to a shelter due to her owner passing and no one in her family able to care for her. 

Turns out Mom had been wrangled into helping at an adoption event with a local shelter by my twin brother, Skyler, and his fiancée, Stormi. It’d been their mission to subtly introduce Mom to Stormi’s dad, Weston “Wes” Townsend. Both had been divorced for a handful of years, and their offspring thought they’d be perfect for each other. I had my reservations about Skyler and Stormi’s plan, but it worked. Mom and Wes have been dating for two weeks, and Mom says she’s unbelievably happy. 

I hope it continues, because if anyone deserves love and happiness again, it’s Mom. My parents’ marriage hadn’t been the best in its last few years, but Mom maintained her cheerful, never-let-anything-faze-her attitude. I saw the effect it had on her, and I’m glad those days are behind her. And while I still maintain a civil relationship with my father, he truly was an ass. Still is at times. Part of me worries I’ll start displaying his traits of selfishness and arrogance. But then I remember who my mother is, how she raised me and my siblings, and just because I share someone’s genes doesn’t mean I’ll be a replica of them. 

There’s something to be said about the saying, nature versus nurture, because environmental factors outside the family mostly definitely have an effect on who a person becomes. 

“So, I did tell you Bryanna is on leave and coming to the city to visit, right?” 

Mikai’s sudden rhetorical question about his sister has me smirking at him. “Only about every other day for the past two weeks.” I finish the last sip of my drink that’s cooled down then place the cup in my empty sandwich bag. 

“Yeah, well, I’m excited. I haven’t seen Bryanna in over a year. Besides pictures and video calls, as you well know. She finished her assignment in Japan and has been with Mom and Dad in Hawaii.” 

“Which begs the question: why aren’t you going to Hawaii to enjoy paradise? Why would she want to leave and come here?” 

“That’s two questions, and because as much as she loves our parents, she can only handle them in small doses. Besides, I can’t afford any time off right now, again, as you well know. This stage of our research is critical.” 

“It’s all critical.” 

“True.” He bundles up his trash, and we both stand, heading toward the receptacle. “Anywho, she’s never been to NYC, and she’s eager to experience the city at Christmastime.” He tosses his bag into the can and cheers as if he’s made the game-winning shot at the NBA finals. “Score!” With his hands up, he dances in a circle until he faces me. “And I did tell you she’s staying with us, right?” 

My steps falter as I stare at him. “Uh, no, no you did not. How are you just now springing this on me? Where the hell is she going to sleep in our tiny place? I thought she’d made other arrangements?” 

He gets that fake perplexed look on his face as he rests his fist under his chin. “Huh, thought for sure I mentioned it. Whatever,” he says, waving his hand as if dismissing his simple error which in fact is not simple at all. “So she’s staying with us, and she arrives tonight. We’ll be leaving directly after work to pick her up at LaGuardia then go for dinner. Then-” 

“Wait, we? As in, you and me? What if I have plans or don’t want to go.” 

I don’t have plans, and I do want to go, but he doesn’t need to know that. 

“Pssh, you never have plans and of course you want to go. It’s my sister! She’s eager to meet you.” 

And he definitely doesn’t need to know I’m eager to meet her; and not in a sisterly way. How could I not be when she’s become as much a part of my life as Mikai has. He talks non-stop about her, shares pictures and stories, and has included me in more than a few video calls over the years. She’s a beautiful, gregarious person, and just so damn bubbly. 

How can one person be that freaking cheery? As if she hadn’t a worry in the world. And to hear Mikai describe her, she’s the most intelligent person on the planet, what with being a linguist in the Air Force and knowing at least six languages. A brainy, bubbly beauty. 

I snort. 

“What?” Mikai asks. “Aren’t you eager to finally meet her? I mean, you and I have been best friends for, what, five years now, and you’ve never met my family. And vice versa.” 

I shrug. “It’s the way of the world. Families spread out, get busy. Sometimes there’s only time for a video call. Not saying I like it, but, it is what it is.” 

My friend stares at me like he doesn’t know me, when in fact, he probably knows me better than anyone I’ve ever allowed to know me. It’s not like we sit around and gab and share everything about one another like women do. Or so I remember. I do have a sister. But, we know enough about the other to know there’s friendship and trust. 

“What?” I ask him. 

He closes his eyes and shakes his head as if disappointed by my words. “Those are sad, sad words, my friend.” 

I roll my eyes and turn, heading back toward work. Eerie just how well we do know one another. I’d almost think Mikai was my twin instead of my brother, Skyler. Except for the fact that I’m pale and lean with sky blue eyes, and Mikai has brown eyes with perpetually tan skin over muscled limbs due to his Polynesian genes. The only trait we share is dark, curly hair. While he makes his look almost fashionable, mine is the bane of my existence. I could blame Mom, because I got my hair from her, but I love her too much to fault her for anything.

And crap if my heart doesn’t pinch. I do miss my family, dammit, it’s just, well, as I said, people spread out, follow their own path. Then before you know it, time gets away from you, and you settle into a job, a routine, and your focus and priorities shift. Not that my family isn’t a priority, it’s just... shit. Now I’m getting all melancholy, and I hate that feeling. I’m not a melancholy person. Skyler got all the emotion while I got all the logic. Or so we’d get teased. 

It’s not as if I don’t have any feelings. I just tend to keep them buttoned up, locked away. Feelings don’t solve equations. They don’t produce positive results in an experiment. They make matters sticky and complicated. I prefer smooth, straightforward, and simple. I- 

“Sawyer, wait up.” Mikai jogs to my side and as is his way, slings an arm around my shoulder. “Hey, I get it. You know I do. Families don’t live under one roof forever. As for us meeting each other’s families, well, you’ll get a start by meeting Bryanna tonight, yeah?” 

“Yeah.” 

He drops his arm and keeps pace with me as we wind our way out of the park and back for a few more hours of work. Hopefully, my program is complete, and the results are favorable. 

“So,” he starts again. “Where do you suggest we take her for dinner? She can eat just about anything and everything. I was thinking Gianni’s but thought, is pizza too cliche. Then there’s the Thai place, or the Greek cafe, or-” 

“Mikai, relax.” I chuckle. “If you say she’ll eat just about anything, why not simply ask her what she’s in the mood for? Not like there aren’t plenty of choices.” 

“Right, you’re right. Okay, when we pick her up, we’ll simply ask her what she’s hungry for. It’ll be a long day for her, and I’m sure she’ll be ready to crash shortly after we eat. But you know those airline meals suck anymore, so she’ll need something good.” 

I stop and face my friend. “Why are you so nervous? This is your sister, not the Queen of England.” 

For the first time in the years I’ve known Mikai, he purses his lips as his brows squeeze together. “Yes, this is my sister, and I want to pamper her. She doesn’t do enough for herself; always doing for others.” 

“So why not treat her to a stay at The Ritz or something? Buy her a spa package?” 

“Who says I haven’t already booked her a night or two for some luxurious pampering? But for her entire stay? No way could I afford that. Neither can she. So, for the greater part of her three weeks here, she’s-” 

“Three weeks? Mikai, are you serious? Three weeks? All of us in our place? Where’s she sleeping? What does she plan to do for three weeks? Why the hell was I not consulted about this?” 
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