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  Blurb






For his heart to heal, he must let go of his guilt… 




Teddy 

The bomb exploded, and then changed my life forever. I was the only member of my unit to survive, and every day, I wonder why.

Why me and not them? Now that I’ve learned a fellow soldier left me his family fortune, it’s made the guilt unbearable.

I have the money to do whatever I want, except change the past. 




Mia

I was attracted to Teddy the moment our eyes met.

Yet, the survivor’s guilt he suffers from is palpable.

I want to get close, but he’s determined to keep the world at arm’s length.

Can I help him learn to celebrate his second chance, instead of blaming himself simply for surviving? 
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Do you like Cowboys? Military Men? Best friends’ brothers? What about sweet, sexy, and addicting books?




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

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

Now on to the story!








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







Mia







“Mia!” Lexi screams and tackles me before I even get out of my car.

“That’s one hell of a greeting.” I joke with her, returning her hug.

“You’re here earlier than we expected you,” she says.

“I left just before six a.m. this morning and hit almost no traffic on the way here. Though, I didn’t stop for lunch, and I’m starving.”

“Well, Noah is making sandwiches. Let me show you to your room, so you can get settled, and then eat.”

Noah is her husband, and they have just as sappy a relationship as my best friend, Ellie, does with her husband, Owen. They both give me hope that my own sappy love story is still out there.

I follow Lexi around to the side of the house.

“You have your own private entrance here.” She says, as she unlocks the side door, and then hands me the key ring.

We walk into what is the basement of her house, only it doesn’t feel like a basement. The one wall is all floor to ceiling windows, including a sliding glass door out to the backyard.

“This whole place is yours. There are two bedrooms, so take your pick,” Lexi says.

“Wow, I was really just expecting a room. This is an entire apartment.” I say, still in shock.

“It was like this when we bought the house, so we figured it would be good for events like this,” Lexi says.

“Can I come down? I have food.” Noah calls from the top of the stairs.

“Yes, please!” I call back.

“This door closes and locks, so you can have some privacy. The laundry room is at the foot of the stairs, and you’re welcome to join us anytime for a meal,” Lexi says, just as Noah enters the room.

“Take her up on that. She’s an amazing cook,” he says.

Noah smiles at Lexi, and it slightly stretches the scars on his face. He was in an IED blast on his last deployment, and he saved Lexi’s brother’s life. In doing so, he was badly burned on the right side of his body.

It’s what brought Lexi and Noah together, and Noah is the reason Lexi started Oakside Military Rehabilitation Home.

“I will, I promise,” I tell them.

“Okay, well, you get settled. We’re going to head over and get some work done. If you want a tour, come on over. Just go out of the door we came in, and then go to your left. You’ll see a paved walking path, and that will lead you right over to Oakside. Go in the front door, and if I’m not there, just ask for me.” Lexi leans in to hug me. “I’m so glad you’re here! This is going to be a great summer.”

With that, they both leave me alone in my new place. Taking a look around, I’m impressed with how bright a space it is for a basement. One corner of the large room is a kitchen with an island and bar stools. The other half is a living room with a TV and two couches.

The far side of the apartment has two bedrooms with a bathroom between them. When I peek in, they both seem about the same size, but one of them has one more window than the other, so I pick that one. Then, I set my bags in the room, before I go to my kitchen and eat the sandwich Noah made me.

While I eat, I text Ellie and let her know I made it.




     Me: I’m here and settled. I have my own basement apartment, and not just a room.

Ellie: See! You will love Lexi.

Me: How was the trip?




Normally, I’m the nanny to Ellie and Owen’s two little girls, but they decided, since it’s summer break to take a two month family vacation. Owen insisted on paying me anyway, so I could have taken a vacation anywhere I chose. Perks of your best friend marrying a billionaire.

Instead, I decided to come down and volunteer at Oakside. This is a charity Ellie has been helping out ever since they opened about six months ago, and I wanted to volunteer as well.

Oakside is a rehabilitation facility for men and women wounded in action. Once they’re cleared from the hospital, they can come here to continue treatments. But instead of a hospital, it feels like a bed-and-breakfast.

I can’t wait to learn more and see how they run it.




Ellie: It’s great. We’re exploring Nashville today.




They left two days ago and are heading up to Chicago, and then they’re going to drive the old Route 66 to California. From there, up the Pacific Coast Highway and then back, all in this top-of-the-line RV that Owen bought. That thing is nicer than the apartments Ellie and I were living in, when she met Owen. It’s bigger than this apartment, too.




     Me: Good. Send tons of photos. I’m going to unpack.

Ellie: You send photos, too! Talk soon!




I finish up my sandwich, go to my room, and unpack. I only have two bags of clothes with me, because I figured I’d want to be comfortable, while at Oakside and wouldn’t have a reason to dress up, so packing was easy.

Once unpacked, I grab my phone, and the key Lexi gave me, and then head out of the door. The walking path is right where Lexi said it would be. It’s a large sidewalk with benches and lighting along the way. It’s wide enough that four people could walk side-by-side and still have some room.

I round a curve, and Oakside stands in front of me.

Wow.

It’s more magnificent than the photos give it credit for. An old, southern, plantation home stands in front of me. The massive two-story columns look like something from Gone with The Wind.

The original plantation home has a two-story L-shaped wing attached. But in the center, is a beautiful front porch, and I make my way there.

I step inside to the lobby, which looks like a massive living room with a ceiling over twelve feet tall. The centerpiece is this huge stone fireplace surrounded by seating areas with couches, chairs, and love seats.

On either side of the lobby, are glass walls that overlook small courtyards between the lobby and the added-on wings on the building.

Behind the front desk are Lexi, and another girl with dark brown hair, and a golden retriever dog at her side.

“Mia!” Lexi waves me over.

“This is Paisley, and the dog is Molly. This is Mia.” Lexi introduces us.

“Nice to meet you.” I smile at them.

“My Easton is walking around here somewhere. He’s security and has a dog with him, too. Her name is Allie. If the vest is on, we don’t touch, but if the vest is off, they’re free to play.” Paisley smiles, and I nod.

“Let me give you the grand tour,” Lexi says.

“Oh, can I come, too?” Paisley asks.

“Of course!” Lexi says.

“This is the lobby, and down this hallway is the dining room, library, and PT room,” Lexi says, heading down one of the halls that leads to the side wing of the house.

“This is where most of the patients eat their meals. Some will eat in their room, but that’s up to them. You’re free to eat here as well.” Lexi hands me a badge. “This badge is your all-access key that allows you anywhere on the grounds. Also, you can use it to get meals.”

She shows me the library with the desks and computers, which patients use, the PT room, and the therapist’s office, before going back to the lobby. There’s an elevator behind the original staircase that we take up to the second floor.

“Up here, we have ten rooms, and two more on the third floor,” Lexi shows me an empty room. “Each room is decorated differently and has its own bathroom. There’s a staff bathroom on the basement level, where the offices and kitchen are.”

“How many rooms are on the main level?”

“Six. Each room is numbered. You’ll mostly be visiting patients there. What we need is for you to keep them company, get them to their appointments, and help with that sort of thing. Always do as the nurses and doctors tell you. Don’t get offended if patients don’t talk to you, or don’t want to be around you. They’re all in different stages of healing,” Lexi says.

“When he first got here, my Easton didn’t talk to anyone, or even allow people in his room,” Paisley says, just as a man with a dog walks up accompanied by Noah. He wraps his arm around Paisley’s waist and pulls her in for a kiss.

Even though my heart clenches, I smile. Another head over heels in love couple. While I’m happy for them, I can’t help but wonder, if I’ll ever find that, too.

“This is my Easton,” Paisley says.

Easton nods, but doesn’t say anything. He’s a tall man and all muscles. A dark beard covers his face, as tattoos and scars cover his arms.

“You were a patient here?” I ask him.

He nods, “I was a prisoner of war, and it took me a while to come back from that. Noah never gave up on me, even when I had given up on myself. Then, in came Paisley, who was going to drag me kicking and screaming, if she had to from isolating myself.”

“Did she get a tour?” Noah asks.

“Yep, we just finished.” Lexi smiles up at him.

“So, what do you think?” Noah asks.

“This place is wonderful. I’m so happy to be here for the summer,” I say.

“How do you feel about starting now?” Lexi asks.

“Oh, I’d love, too!”

“Good. There’s a guy in room three that I’d like you to sit with. He’s healing well physically, but he’s shut down and doesn’t want to get better. Though he’s in a wheelchair, he needs to learn to walk again. Finding someone to talk to, would be a start, but don’t push too hard. If you can figure out what’s triggering him, then that would be a huge help,” Lexi says.

“On it!” I say, going down the hallway towards room three. I don’t know what waits for me, but I just hope I can be of some kind of help.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  






Teddy







I finish reading the letter for the third time today, and what must be the millionth time, since I received it. I stare out of the window, and just like every time I read it, the bone crushing guilt overtakes me.

Though, I deserve it and welcome it, reminding me that I don’t deserve to be here. I don’t deserve to walk again. Several times a day, I read this letter to remind myself that I don’t deserve it, and I’m certainly not worthy of it.

A knock on the door pulls me from my thoughts. Turning, I find the most beautiful woman, standing in the doorway. She’s in simple shorts and a t-shirt outfit, but her curvy body is shown to its full advantage. Her dark brown hair falls halfway down her back in loose waves. I haven’t seen her around here before, because I would remember if I had.

“Hi, I’m Mia. May I come in?” She asks.

What man would say no to her? A crazy one, that’s who.

“Yeah. I’m Teddy.” I say, remembering the manners my momma taught me.

“Nice to meet you, Teddy.” She moves to sit down on the couch. “I’m here to keep you company, until your PT appointment.”

“I’m not going.”

“Okay, well then.” She pauses before she sees the letter in my hand. “What’s that?” She asks, nodding to the letter in my hand. “Did you get a letter from your family?”

There’s the letter again, reminding me about the guilt I carry around. I’m not meant to be happy. I won’t be either.

“No,” I tell her, wheeling myself over to my nightstand and putting it in the drawer.

“Then, what would you like to do? We can talk or watch TV.”

“Why are you here?”

“To keep you company.”

Her smile seems genuine, but I still don’t know what to make of her.

“No, I mean at Oakside,” I say.

“Oh well, I have the summer off work, so I wanted to come down and volunteer. Lexi is letting me stay with her.”

“What do you do for work?”

“I’m a nanny for my best friend’s little girls.”

“Good gig,” I state, making her laugh.

“Yeah, it wasn’t my first choice. I was working for my landlords’ brother as a secretary, and it was a good job, until the landlord was a little handsy. That’s when Owen, my best friend’s husband, stepped in. Next thing I knew, I had a job watching their girls.”

“Ellie and Owen?” I ask, remembering the names, as they are big donors here.

“Yeah, I got to watch them fall in love with a front row seat. It was something out of a fairytale.” She has a smile on her face obviously remembering.

“What’s your dream job?” I ask to keep her talking.

“I didn’t know what I wanted to do for the longest time, but being the girl’s nanny? It’s like getting paid to hang out with my best friends, so it has become my dream job. Just last week, we spent an entire day, building a blanket fort in the living room. The thing was huge. Then, we watched TV in it that night, until the girls fell asleep. What other job do you get paid to build a blanket fort?”

This girl is something else. She’s so full of life, and that’s something Oakside desperately needs. Something that will attract many of the guys here, and they’ll flock to her. Something close to jealousy hits me, when I think of other guys, getting her smiles and her time.

But this girl isn’t mine, and she can’t ever be, because I’m not allowed to be happy. Hell, I can’t even walk. No girl wants to deal with all of this.

“Come on, let’s get you to PT.” She says like she can read my mind.

“I said I’m not going.”

She looks at me and purses her lips before a smile slowly takes over her face, all the way up to her caramel eyes.

“Well, you’re in a wheelchair. I could just force you to go.”

“Try it. I dare you,” I deadpan.

I’d love nothing more than for her to try and force me anywhere. My legs might not work right, but my arms are stronger than ever. Not to mention, I could have her pulled over my knee and turn her ass cherry red in seconds.

My cock starts to get hard just at the thought. That hasn’t happened, since before the accident. Yes, this one is going to be fun. Maybe, I won’t mind her sticking around for a bit.

“Okay, tell me what you’re here for, and I won’t make you go. Well, for today anyway,” she says.

Just like that, it all comes crashing back on to me. Why I’m here. Why I can’t have fun. Why I can’t move on. She may have made me forget for just a moment, but I won’t ever be able to forget for good.

“I was the only one to survive.” Is all I say. “Now, please go.”

Suddenly, I don’t want her around. I don’t want her making me happy, or asking questions that I may not have an answer for.

“Fine, but I’ll be back tomorrow. Don’t think you’ll get out of PT so easily then.” She stands and heads towards the door, thankfully, without asking any more questions.

She stops in the doorway and turns back to me.

“I think we’re going to be good friends, Teddy.” She grins at me, and then taps the door frame, before heading down the hall.

I think she’s going to be in trouble. I’m suddenly in a battle, because part of me, wants her to come back tomorrow, while the other part of me, wants her to stay as far away from me as possible.

I’m not sure which side is going to win, but I guess we’ll see tomorrow.

Though, I feel only a little bad, leading her to believe I wouldn’t be doing PT at all. If I don’t go down to the PT room, then Vince, the physical therapist, comes to my room, and we do some lighter stuff.

He won’t let me off the hook that easy. Even with the light stuff we have done in my room, we can already see improvement.

They haven’t forced me to leave my room yet, but I’m sure the day is coming soon.

Will I run into Mia if I do? Maybe, see her in the hall, or catch a glimpse of her in the lobby? Maybe, that’s almost enough of an incentive to get me out of my room.

Then, I remember why I’m here, and I lock that shit down. Maybe, if things were different. If Mia and I had met, before my last deployment, when I was still whole, and before I made the one move that changed my life forever, back when I was still a good man.

Maybe then, we could have had a chance, a real chance to be something, or have something. Back then, I wouldn’t have hesitated to flirt and get her to go out with me. Hell, or even take her to bed. But not now. Not ever again.
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Mia







After spending time at Oakside yesterday, I went grocery shopping, so this morning, I’m drinking coffee and eating some cereal in my small kitchen. Even though I slept well last night, I couldn’t stop thinking of Teddy.

He was the only one to survive.

His voice keeps floating around in my head. I know what it’s like to live with that kind of guilt. Looking it up online, I found that it’s called survivor’s guilt. Then, I stayed up and read as much as I could about it last night, trying to find a way to help him. I know everyone is different, but maybe, I can find a way to break through to him.

I didn’t get a chance to talk with Noah and Lexi last night, but I figure I can talk with them today. They’re probably over at Oakside already, anyway.

When I check in with Ellie on my walk over to Oakside, she tells me things are going well so far in the RV, but they have only been in it for a few days, so I’m still waiting. Even the most luxurious RV, will get small with two adults and two girls, who are used to having a massive house to run and play in.

Lexi and Noah are at the front desk, when I get in, just like I knew they would be. I go over and say hi.

“How was your first unofficial day yesterday?” Lexi asks.

“I was exhausted, but it was great. Listen, Teddy said something interesting yesterday. Though, I don’t know if it will mean anything to you,” I say.

Lexi and Noah look at each other. “Let’s go to our office,” Noah says.

I follow them down to the basement where their office is. Only the basement is very light and open, like the basement at their house. It opens right out to the back lawn of Oakside.

As Noah closes the door, Lexi and I sit in the chairs across from her desk.

“Okay, let’s hear it,” Noah says.

“Well, I walked in, and he was reading a letter and got very upset, when I asked about it. Then, when he was refusing to go to PT, I said I’d let him off the hook, if he told me why he was there, and the only thing he said was, “I was the only one to survive.”

Lexi nods. “It’s true. His unit was attacked, and he was the only survivor.”

“So, it’s at least in part survivor’s guilt?” I ask.

“Yes. We think so, but we think there’s something in the letter that disturbs him. None of us have read it,” Lexi says.

“I read online that in most cases people with survivor’s guilt learn to accept it in about a year,” I say, leaving out any of my firsthand experience. The last thing I want is more questions.

“That’s true, but there are always exceptions,” Noah says. “The best thing is to just be there for him. That’s why we thought you’d be good for him. He needs someone with good energy to spend some time with him doing whatever he needs or wants. There’s a library, so maybe get him some books, or find out what his hobbies are to get him more active.”

“I’d like to try to help him as much as I can,” I say.

Before I head back to Knoxville this fall, I had made it my goal to pull him out of this funk.

“Just make sure you follow what his doctors and nurses tell you to do. Don’t push too hard either,” Lexi says.

I nod and head back upstairs to Teddy’s room. Helping him isn’t the only thing I haven’t been able to stop thinking about. He’s beyond gorgeous with dark brows and eyelashes to die for. His arm muscles that bulge, when he moves the chair make me wonder what else his body is hiding. I think my mind ran away from me last night. He can’t be as sexy as I built up in my head. Can he?

I take a deep breath and knock on his door. When he turns those whiskey-colored eyes on me, my body feels hot. His tan skin and almost black hair give him an exotic look. He has a beard that he has kept trimmed and a kissable mouth. I wonder if there are any tattoos under his shirt, and what I’d have to do to find out.

I step into the room, but he barely acknowledges me. The letter is nowhere in sight, but that’s okay. I study him and knowing more of what to watch for, I can tell it might be guilt he’s feeling. It’s obvious that he’s moping around, stopping himself from being happy, and not believing he can have what he wants.

“Let’s go for a walk,” I say with a smile.

He shrugs and still doesn’t answer me, but I don’t care, because he’s at least letting me get him out of his room today. The change of scenery will do him good. Since he’s in a wheelchair, it’s easy to take him for a walk. It’s a win-win. He can mope, and I can get him out of his room.

Walking slowly out to the front porch, I’m hoping the sun and fresh air will help him feel better. I park his wheelchair next to one of the rocking chairs and take a seat.

“I figured some sun and fresh air will be good for you,” I tell him.

“You could have just opened a window in my room.”

“I never do anything the easy way,” I tell him.











