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Chapter 1
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Sarah Ladina turned the key and pushed open the oak door, her pulse quickening in anticipation. Stale smells of forgotten perfumes and long ago dinners wafted from the entrance hall. She crossed the threshold, shut the door behind her, and leaned against it.

Mine. This soon-to-be-inn is all mine.

She rubbed her hand on her stomach. Ours.

Cobwebs huddled in the high corners of the paneled entry and a screw sticking from the staircase newel told of a missing cap. Layers of dust added texture to the floor.

The work was also going to be all hers.

Her shoulders sank. What had she been thinking?

“If you want a job done right, do it yourself.” Other people aren’t dependable.

A bark from outside made her drop her bag of cleaning supplies, snacks, and tools on the floor. Cautiously, she opened the door.

A golden retriever sat on the porch, staring up at her, dark eyes pleading entry. The dog barked again, stood, nosed the door open, and walked in. He ... or she ... made a beeline for the front sitting room, circled, and laid down.

Great. A dog who thinks it owns the place. 

Keeping a wide berth, she walked toward the dog. “Shoo,” she said. “Go home.”

The dog looked up at her, rolled over, and beat its tail against the floor.

Definitely a girl dog.

“Go! Get out of here!” Sarah raised her voice. She did not need anything else to take care of.

The dog whined and thumped her tail harder.

Tires crunched the driveway gravel.

Sarah groaned, stomped to the door, and opened it wide.

The dog got off the floor, followed her, and sat down crowded close to her leg.

The heat of the retriever’s strong body against Sarah’s leg gave her courage, ready to face whoever was coming to call. Maybe I do need a dog. A single woman—correction: a single pregnant woman—might be at risk living alone.

She glared at the newcomer’s car, a black Jeep polished to a gleaming shine.

A tall man with broad shoulders emerged from the Jeep. His dark hair was clipped short and he stood with the rigid carriage of a soldier, an odd contrast to the banana slug T-shirt and shorts he wore. His right leg ended in a prosthetic below the knee.

How sad.

“Hello,” he said, his deep voice easily carrying across the distance between them. “Nice dog,” he added and walked toward her.

A rumble from the dog’s throat made her put her hand on its head. The soldier wasn’t a threat.

Yet.

The man reached out his hand. Automatically, she took it. “I’m Hunter Evans.”

Her cold hand was engulfed by his strong warmth.

“I’m Sarah.” She withdrew her hand. “What can I do for you?”

“I understand you just bought this place.”

She nodded. “Today.”

“Will you sell it to me?”

She almost laughed out loud. Is he serious? “No.” She stepped back to close the door. The dog stood.

Hunter didn’t move. “I’d really like to buy it.”

“It’s not for sale any more. I bought it.”

His green eyes glittered with determination. “I know, but you haven’t had time to get attached to it yet. I’ll give you ten percent more than you paid.”

Now she was getting irritated. Why couldn’t he accept “no” to meant “no” and move on? Typical male. “Why do you want it so badly?”

His lips went to a thin line. “My family used to own this house. I spent some of my best years here. After spending some time in the war ...” He gestured to his leg. “I was hoping to return to happier times.”

Her irritation fled. “I’m sorry, I really am, but no.” She wouldn’t give up her baby’s future for anyone, even a vet. “I wish you well, but this house is not for sale. I’m going to make it into an inn.”

“Interesting.” He took a piece of paper from his pocket and scribbled on it. “In case you change your mind.” He handed her the paper.

He gave her a mock salute, climbed into the Jeep, and drove off.

Sarah patted the dog, anticipation and regret tingling her nerves. Even with a bum leg, Hunter Evans exuded testosterone. He was the kind of man who could take the place of Rhett Butler, swooping up a reluctant Scarlett, and ascending the stairs to bed.

She shivered at the imagined touch of Hunter’s arms around her.

Stop that. He’s probably nothing like Rhett Butler.

She regarded the dog. “C’mon you.”

Shutting the door, she picked up her purse and supplies and headed off to the kitchen, the dog’s nails clicking on the floor behind her.

One thing she knew for sure. Hunter Evans was a damn good-looking man.

Too bad she’d sworn off the species.

Once they reached the kitchen, the dog wagged its tail, sat down, and peered up at her expectantly.

“What am I going to do with you?” Sarah asked. She pulled her cell phone from her purse and dialed. “Hi, Mom.”

“How are you doing?” Elizabeth asked. “Is everything okay?”

Her mother was going to drive her crazy. Ever since Sarah had told Elizabeth she was pregnant, her mother had pinged between being furious that Sarah was throwing her life away and worrying about Sarah miscarrying like Elizabeth had done so many times.

“I’m fine. Healthy. Mom, stop worrying.”

“Um. Sure. Fine. Stop worrying about my unmarried pregnant daughter who just sank all her money into a rundown house. Sure. Okay. Whatever you want. Dinner should be ready around seven. I’ll see you then.” Her mother hung up the phone.

Elizabeth had flipped from worried to furious with the speed of a NASCAR racer.

Sighing, Sarah redialed.

“Mom, can you listen? I need some advice.”

“Oh. Okay.” Elizabeth’s voice brightened.

“It’s just ... well ... there’s this dog. It came in the door and won’t leave. Any idea who I should call?”

“SPCA. They’ll come get him, I think. Do you have the number?”

“They won’t kill her or anything, will they?”

“Well, I don’t know, Sarah. They try to place all their animals, but if an animal is there too long ...”

The silence lingered. Sarah looked down at the dog who regarded her steadily as if she knew her fate was being discussed.

Who could have abandoned such a beautiful animal?

“I’ll have to think about it,” Sarah said. “I’ll be home in time for dinner. See you then. Love you, Mom.”

“Love you, too.”

Sarah hung up the phone. “C’mon you,” she said. “Let’s explore.”

She poured through the bag she’d brought with her. Unsure what she’d find upstairs in dark corners, she grabbed a flashlight. Time to find out what work lay ahead of her.

Even though the day had been unmarred by winter rain, the January light was fading. Sarah flicked on the light switch and a solitary bulb turned on. Shadows lingered in the corners—the Victorians had been cheap with their fixtures.

The dog thumped her tail, got up, and trailed Sarah up the stairs and into the main upstairs hallway. This time flipping a switch produced no light. Sarah turned on the flashlight, halfway expecting to see a mouse scurry along the baseboard.

Nothing but layers of dust and cobwebs.

She breathed out. Good cleaners and elbow grease would take care of those problems. Hard work would keep her from remembering the ugly scene with Rick when she’d told him about the baby—their baby.

The five upstairs bedrooms were passable. Once the inn was making money, she could redo the wallpaper and get rid of the bordello-like flocking on the walls. But for now, she could tell prospective guests they were having a true Victorian experience.

She chuckled. Good thing she’d started with hotel marketing classes at Davis.

A flash of melancholy washed over her, but she pushed it aside. There were things to do.

The last bedroom was the only one with a closet carved from the space. She’d have to find wardrobes for the other rooms. Peering into the small nook, she realized she’d need to get some kind of light fixture installed.

Her flashlight beam caught on a box tucked back on a shelf. Curious. The rest of the house had been empty.

Using the tips of her fingers she nudged the box to see how heavy it was.

She wasn’t going to be able to get it down without a stepstool.

The twinge in her side caught her unaware and she bent double, her breath leaving her as if someone had punched her in the gut.

As quickly as the pain had come, it passed.

Had she imagined it?

No.

She pushed back the tears. Keep thinking positive thoughts and everything will be okay.

Won’t it?

The dog pawed at Sarah’s foot, as if she knew something was wrong.

Sarah smiled weakly at the animal. “Maybe I should keep you,” she said, still short of breath. “But you need to behave or it’s off to the pound with you,” she said, knowing it was a step she’d never take. “And you’re going to need a name.” She glanced at the bedroom wallpaper. Rose didn’t seem right.

“I think I’ll call you Daisy,” she said and patted the dog on the head.

Daisy’s tail thumped.

“Time to call it a day.” Sarah started back down the hall. “Let’s go face the music.”

# # #
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AFTER HE LEFT HIS FORMER home, Hunter drove aimlessly south on Highway One.

Future inn. Ugh.

The thought of the future innkeeper made him smile. Her wiry toughness was covered by a soft petite frame, luminescent eyes, and gleaming chestnut hair. Boy, would he like to wrap his hands in that hair and find out what kissing her would be like.

Eucalyptus trees whipping by the side of the road made him glance at the speedometer. Immediately, he eased off the gas. He wasn’t in the desert anymore; he actually had to obey the laws instead of enforcing them with the military might of the U.S. Marines.

He had no right to be attracted to another woman. He still hadn’t completed his penance for getting Lauren killed. No matter what the shrink said, Hunter knew his inattention was to blame for her death.

He pushed away all thoughts of women—past and present.

The day gleamed in a way his soul never would again. He should focus on the natural beauty of the bay. Ignoring the camouflaged paintball store at the curve of the road by the Bennet Slough, he concentrated on the egrets and herons stalking the wetlands.

His stomach grumbled. Moss Landing, the small town up ahead, was a good place to stop for something to eat and figure out his next moves. He needed a job and a place to live.

As he turned off the highway by The Whole Enchilada, he caught a glimpse of otters in the cove and pulled over to watch. The flop of their webbed feet as they rolled and dove in the water whispered boyhood memories of carefree afternoons on the Santa Cruz shores.

Before his father had uprooted them all and moved them to the chi-chi town of Sausalito. Before Hunter had gone to war.

Before Lauren had died.

Hunter scowled, got back into the Jeep and drove to the fish house. On a late Saturday, even in January, the place was awash with humanity, each person jostling for a place in line.

Panic crept his skin. He scanned the room for exits and examined faces for threats. His breath became shallower and he remembered why he was here. He focused on the mounted fish on the walls, the dinner choices before him, and edged as close to the glass cases as possible.

Why did he ever think he could resume a normal life?

He got a tray of fish and chips and found a table near an exit. He forced himself to eat deliberately, fighting the urge to bolt his food and rush back to the safety of the Jeep. Good thing he no longer kept a gun in the glove box. Times like these made him unsure the struggle to live was worth it.

Practice, the shrink had told him. One day at a time—the mantra of all twelve-step groups.

Hunter wasn’t sure it was ever going to work.

If it didn’t, what would be become of him? Memories surfaced of his mentally ill grandfather reliving the Vietnam War on the streets of San Francisco.

Hunter shoved a fish stick in his mouth, chewed, and swallowed without tasting anything.

He forced his mind back to the present and the image of the innkeeper reappeared in his mind, making him smile. If the thought of her made him feel this good, what would a date feel like—or a kiss?

A bit of life stirred in his heart.

He shook his head. If she was smart she’d want nothing to do with a screwed-up, out-of-work, one-legged vet.

He stuck a French fry in his mouth, the greasy, salty potato soothing his mood. Taking a piece of paper from his pocket, he flattened it and clicked on a pen to write down his job qualifications.

The blank page mocked him.

He couldn’t put down a word. Everything he’d done in the war was classified. The past four years were a blank slate as far as prospective employers were concerned.
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​Chapter 2
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“Hi Mom,” Sarah said as she pushed open the kitchen door of her mother’s home. Spicy aromas of oregano and garlic permeated the air and she breathed in deeply. Daisy trotted behind her, her nose reconnoitering the floor.

“I see you decided to keep it,” her mother said as she walked into the kitchen from the dining room. Elizabeth put her hands on her hips and studied Daisy.

Daisy sat, the picture of politeness. The only giveaway was the slight thump of her tail on the tile floor.

“Uh ... yeah ... do you mind? She’ll only be here for a few days, until I move to the inn.”

“Don’t rush things. You know you can stay here as long as you like.” Her mother’s arms wrapped around Sarah. “The dog, too. Did you name her?”

“Daisy.” Sarah shrugged off her mother’s arms with her coat.

The animal must have sensed her acceptance. She clicked across the floor to Elizabeth and nudged her palm with her snout.

Elizabeth automatically patted the dog, but Sarah could still feel her mother’s inspection. “Are you okay?” Elizabeth asked.

“Sure. It’s just been a long day—the closing, the dog, you know ... ” She let her voice trail off as she hung her coat on the hook in the side room. “I brought stuff for Daisy.” She unloaded bright yellow dishes from a bag, opened the dog food, and poured it in the bowl. “There,” she said kneeling next to the dog and burying her face in Daisy’s warm fur. “Food. I hope you like it. Not as good as Mom’s ravioli, but ...” She shrugged her shoulders as she stood.

Daisy walked over to the bowl, sniffed, lay down, and began to eat.

Sarah stood up and twirled, just as she had when she’d come home from dance class years ago. “So do I look like the owner of a successful inn?”

Elizabeth laughed. “Of course you do!” She put her arms back around Sarah and planted a kiss on her head. “Set the table and I’ll serve dinner.”

Once grace had been said, Sarah asked about Elizabeth’s boyfriend. “So when is Marcos coming to California again?”

Her mother blushed. “In a few weeks.” She glanced toward the kitchen. Daisy sat expectantly in the archway. With an exasperated sigh Elizabeth said, “All right. You can come in.”

Daisy walked to Sarah and lay down at her feet.

“Marcos says he’s going to teach me to prune vines,” Elizabeth said and shook her head. “I can’t even imagine it.”

“Well,” Sarah said, “you knew when he bought a vineyard last year that he was going to get you involved. Pretend it’s gardening.” She grinned at her mother.

“Uh-huh. So how does the inn look? Will you have enough money to spruce it up? When do you plan on opening?”

“If I’m careful the money from Daddy’s trust fund should last. The kitchen needs work. I’m still not sure if I should hire a chef or do the work myself.” If Rick had been true to his word, she wouldn’t need to worry about a chef.

Her mother wrinkled her nose. “Given the way you make breakfast, I think you should find some help, or take a lot of lessons.”

Sarah stuck her tongue out at her mother. “I could hire you. These raviolis are amazing.”

“Not me. Remember I’m going to be pruning.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“So, when do you think you’ll be able to open?” Elizabeth asked again.

“I’d love to open for Valentine’s Day, but that’s not happening. The kitchen has to be brought up to code, even if all I’m serving is breakfast.” Among fifty million other things. “Maybe by April or May? The weekenders should start coming from the valley around then, shouldn’t they?”

“Yes, that’s when they start showing up at the day spa. What do you need to do at the inn other than the kitchen? Do you have a plan?”

Get the inn open before I give birth. Without answering her mother, Sarah took another cheese-filled pasta pocket and savored the tastes. Her mother really was a master chef. Probably why she’d never tried to compete. Elizabeth did everything so perfectly—perfect homemaker, mother, wife.

How could you have done what you did, Daddy?

Sarah put her hand on her tummy. Rick hadn’t turned out any better. At least her dad had stuck around when Elizabeth became pregnant.

She glanced at Elizabeth who appeared lost in thought, a bemused smile on her face that brought tears to Sarah’s eyes. It was good to see her mother in love. Although she’d never figured her mother would have taken up with a casual acquaintance from Italy, Marcos made Elizabeth happy.

“I haven’t got a real plan yet. Today was a bit crazy,” Sarah said. The pain she’d experienced earlier still concerned her. Was it anything to worry about or was it simply the stress of the day—the closing, the dog ... and the man.

Damn. He’d been good looking. She pushed the thought from her mind and calculated how many weeks she had left in the first trimester. Women were supposed to get a surge of energy their second trimester. If she tapped into that energy, she’d have the inn open by spring. That would give her a few months before the baby’s birth to work out the kinks and find someone she trusted to help her the first few months after the baby was born.

Finding that person was going to be the most difficult task.

“When do you see the doctor again?” Her mother asked.

“Next week. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t see her until next month, but because of your history, she wants to see me a little more often in the beginning.”

“You can’t be too careful.” Elizabeth frowned. “I wish Rick—”

“Stop, mother,” Sarah interrupted, a warning tone in her voice. “It’s over.”

How was she going to make it through eight more months of her mother’s anxiety and pressure?

“These ravioli are the best, Mom. Sure I can’t talk you into creating a supply for the inn? Please?” Sarah turned on the wheedling voice she’d always used as a child when she really wanted something.

“I suppose I could be persuaded.” Elizabeth’s smile returned.

Good to know some things still worked.

# # #
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SARAH GOT TO THE INN early the next morning. When she opened the door, Daisy trotted in and lay down in the front sitting room. Carting in her bag of supplies, Sarah closed the door behind her.

I’m going to have to get a dog bed, or at least a rug. 

She tugged a yellow lined pad from the Grenaldi’s Market bag and wrote down “Rugs.” Then she started her walk around the rest of the inn. Daisy lunged to her feet and followed.

An hour later, she’d made it to the kitchen and her list was five pages long. How was she ever going to get this done by springtime? She glanced through the broad kitchen window to the garden beyond.

At least it appeared to be a garden. The realtor had told her there was a view of the ocean, but Sarah was skeptical.

When her mother and Marcos where done with the vineyard, they could start here.

Her shoulders went limp. This was insane. The only way the inn was going to work was if she found a magic wand or a winning lottery ticket. Waiting for a knight in shining armor wasn’t going to work.

Unless Hunter Evans came back. Her face heated. She had to stop thinking about the good-looking soldier. She was pregnant. About to be a mother. She had to be more ... more ... sedate.

Ugh.

Her cell phone rang and she pulled it out of her pocket to answer.

“Hi, it’s Mandy,” the caller cheerfully announced.

“Mandy?” The name seemed familiar, but Sarah couldn’t place it.

“I’m sorry!” Mandy laughed. “I know your mom and Annie. I work at the Costanoa Grill.”

Mandy came into memory. About four inches taller than Sarah, red-brown hair with a purple streak.

“What can I do for you?” Please don’t be trying to sell me anything.

“Your mom called me.”

Uh-oh.

“She said you could use some help in the kitchen. All my life that’s all I wanted to do ... be a chef, that is. They won’t give me a chance here because they’ve got me pegged as a waitress and I thought since your mom said it was okay to call, I would. Sorry your boyfriend dumped you. Oh, shit. I wasn’t supposed to say that.”

Great. A babble-mouthed airhead in her kitchen. Not what she needed. She dug up her professional voice. “I’m sorry, Mandy, but I’m not ready to hire a chef. I’m sorry my mother jumped the gun. I’ll let her know when I’m ready and she can tell you. Have a—”

“At least let me show you what I can do. I can stop by before work this afternoon and help you decide how to equip the kitchen. You need to know that now, don’t you? Besides, I’ve always wanted to see that house. I’ll see you around four, okay? Bye.”

The phone clicked off.

Sarah put the phone back in her pocket and rubbed her temples. Maybe she was being too hasty. She was going to need some help at some point.

Sighing, she slumped into a chair.

Surely, she could learn to accept another person into her life as long as she didn’t depend totally on them. People were never there when you really needed them. Her father and Rick had proved that.

She forced herself out of the chair and headed upstairs.

By four, Sarah’s body ached from cleaning the main upstairs bathroom. The notes of what she needed for an upgrade in that single bathroom had increased to a full page. Would she have to hire a plumber? Plumbers were expensive. Maybe she could trade to get what she needed—someone who needed a place to stay to help around the place. Someone like ... Hunter.

Bad idea. I can be my own plumber!

Then an image of herself, eight months pregnant, crawling under the sink to fix a leak came into her mind and she cracked up. That’s probably a bad idea, too.

The doorbell rang and she trudged down the stairs, calling out, “Just a minute!”

Daisy sat in the entryway and watched carefully as Sarah opened the door.

Mandy stood there with a large grin on her face. “Thanks for seeing me today. You must be busy. Oh gosh, look at you.” She started laughing.

“What?” Sarah asked. Heat flushed her skin.

“Your face!” Mandy exclaimed between giggles. “Don’t you have a mirror?”

“Well, yes ... but I haven’t used it lately.”

“Let me help.” Mandy took a tissue from her purse and reached up to Sarah’s face.

Sarah stepped back. “That’s okay. I’ll wash up in the kitchen. Want a cup of tea?” Much as she wanted to, it didn’t feel right to send Mandy away without at least letting her see the place. Sarah led the way to the kitchen.

“It’s wonderful! There’s so much you could do with this place! And what a beautiful dog!”

Daisy’s tail thumped on the floor.

Mandy opened and closed cupboards as Sarah washed her face in the kitchen sink. “I hope you don’t mind,” Mandy sang out. “I want to get a good idea of what you need. These cupboards could use a do-over.”

The grime came off in Sarah’s hands. So could I. Good thing Mandy was the only person who had shown up at her door. If Hunter had come back ... 

Her skin was hot under her fingertips.

“Now then.” Sarah dried her face with a kitchen towel. “Tea or coffee?”

“Oh, I can’t stay long. Got to be at work in ...” Mandy checked her watch. “Oh, gosh, thirty minutes. I’m always late. Not that I’d be late as your chef. It’s too important to me. Have you talked to the county yet about what’s required?”

“I started to see what it said online and got confused.”

Mandy nodded her head. “Yep. Bureaucrats never make anything simple, but I can help you with that.”

“I can’t afford to pay you.”

Mandy plunked into a chair. “You don’t need to pay me! All I want is a reference when I’m done. It’s learning for me, too. I got my degree at a community college in New Jersey. Regulations are totally different in California and I’ve got to learn them. Let me do this for you.”

“I shouldn’t—”

“Good. That’s settled. I’ll talk to the manager at the grill, and the health inspector, and safety, and my friend I know at the county commissioner’s office, and—”

Sarah laughed, her chest relaxing with the release of air.

“What? Are you saying I talk too much?” Mandy joined her in the laughter.

It’s good to have someone to laugh with.

“Are you going to do catering?” Mandy asked. “You know, special parties, weddings? This would be a great place for a wedding. I’ll have to tell Annie.”

“Oh, no—please don’t let Annie know there’s the possibility of events. I do not want to start with the wedding of my mother’s best friend.”

“A lot of pressure.”

“Yeah.”

“But you know your mother will mention it.”

“How about we keep this between us?” Sarah asked.

“Pinky promise?”

Sarah laughed again and crossed her pinkie finger with Mandy’s, her mood lifting even further.

Once she relaxed, the urge to lay her head on the table and sleep took over. Surely, it was nap time. She propped her head on her hands.

“You must be exhausted,” Mandy said. She put her hand on Sarah’s. “Something tells me you could use a friend about now. Well, so could I. I’ve never found any in Costanoa. No time, and I never felt I fit in—being from New Jersey and all.” Mandy sighed.

“Thanks,” Sarah said and realized she really did appreciate the offer. Other than her mother, she didn’t have many girlfriends either. Most of her high school friends were off at college, while she ... Tears started to fall. Damn. Pregnancy was playing hell with her emotions.

Mandy stood, crossed to Sarah and wrapped her arms around her. “It’s okay. You don’t have to do this alone.”

But Sarah did. As Rick had pointed out, she was responsible and she could take care of the baby by herself. Unless she wanted to abort it. Then he’d stick around.

Not going there.

Sarah stiffened her spine and patted Mandy’s hand. “I’m okay. Really. Thanks.”

Mandy let go. “Sure.”

Sarah swallowed hard. “What do you think I need? For the kitchen, I mean.”

“An industrial refrigerator, of course. Six-burner gas stove. Have you got a plumber?”

“Not yet.” She put her face back in her hands. It was all too much.

Mandy glanced at her watch. “Oh my god—now I’m really going to be late. I’ll call you after I talk to everyone. I can’t wait to get started!”

She gave Sarah a quick hug and darted from the kitchen.

Sarah stared at her list. If Hunter came back today and offered to buy the place, she’d definitely take him up on it. What had she been thinking?

She stood, took up her list, and went into the front room. If Mandy was going to handle the kitchen, she may as well work on the rest of the house.

Daisy followed and plopped in what was becoming her normal spot.

Sarah knelt beside the dog and buried her face in the fur. I wish I could go to sleep for hours and hours and forget all this.

And she did.
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​Chapter 3
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After a discouraging day of job hunting, Hunter started his Thursday morning by pounding down the compacted beach sand of Rio del Mar. As he ran, he scanned the ocean cliffs for trouble. He ignored people’s curious stares at his prosthesis, but kept an eye out for any sudden moves.

Today’s run wasn’t the same as dashing down the beach as a kid, but he was thankful technology had gotten to a point where he could be almost good as new on the outside. Whenever he stopped by the Veteran’s Hall, the old, bearded Vietnam vets in wheelchairs saddened him. How might their lives have been different if they could have walked?

Was his life going to turn to be out any different from theirs in spite of his physical ability?

He increased his pace, wet sand flying behind him.

The salt-laden air filled his lungs, cleansing them further from the stale smells of hospitals and rehab facilities.

He watched a seagull lift in flight, soaring against the wind in takeoff. Hunter longed to have that ultimate freedom, but running was as close as he was going to get.

It would have to do.

A few surfers off in the distance caught his eye. Unfortunately, he’d never be able to do that again. He’d been learning to surf in junior high school. Only in Santa Cruz could you get gym credits for surfing.

At least he was in laid-back Santa Cruz. He’d dreamed of the beach town ever since his father had yanked the family out of the city when Hunter was fourteen. He’d never forgiven his father for the change.

A sudden movement made him shy. Hunter’s adrenalin surged and he automatically reached for a weapon, before his therapy kicked in. He forced himself to examine his surroundings. Tiny clusters of snowy plovers played tag with the waves, a pelican dove beak-first into the waves, and a pair of dolphins crested the waves.

His breathing slowed and he eased his pace. His muscles ached and he tired more easily than he had before the injury. The doctors had told him his physical abilities would improve over time.

That’s how he tried to think of it—a simple injury. Just an accident that had cost more than he’d ever wanted to give.

Right.

Sweating, he reached the parking lot. Even in mid-January, the California coast could generate some heat. Today was the second in a string of perfect days the weatherman promised.

Perfect except that Hunter had to figure out how to live. His mother wanted him to come home so she could baby him. The VA wanted him to go to job training.

All Hunter wanted to do was get back to construction work. But construction work was hard enough to find if you had all your limbs. Hiring bosses took one look at him and shook their heads.

So much for supporting veterans.

Hunter toweled off, glanced at his watch, and got into the car. Just enough time to change before he went to see Joe. If Joe didn’t have something for him to do, Hunter would be stuck behind a desk for the rest of his life.

He needed a job of some kind to get back to the living—and maybe go out on a date.

He smiled as he pulled onto the highway, the image of a pixie-faced, chestnut haired girl clear in his mind.

God he had it bad.

# # #
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HUNTER PULLED UP IN front of the tiny bungalow a few blocks from Pleasure Point.

The gate squeaked as he opened it and a pink plastic tricycle barricaded the middle of the sidewalk. He grinned as he walked through the obstacle course. Joe’s one-track mind had never had room for straightening up. His wife Mary wasn’t much better. Concentrating on her kids’ happiness was more important, she’d always claimed.

He knocked on the peeling gray door and a preteen girl in purple pajamas immediately opened it.

His best friend’s daughter launched herself at him.

“Hunter!” she yelled.

He hugged her small body close and set her down on the floor. She ran toward the back of the house yelling, “Hunter’s here! Hunter’s here!”

Mary entered the room, dish towel in her hand. “He’s around back.”

“Still dealing with the surfing bug?”

Mary shrugged and smiled. “It came with the man. I’d rather he be out there building surfboards than in the bar.”

Or in the Middle East. 

She didn’t have to say it. Joe had survived a tour of duty before Mary had convinced him the family needed him more than the military.

“Cup of coffee?” Mary asked.

“Got a pot on?” When she nodded, he said, “Sure,” and followed her to the bright yellow kitchen in the back of the house.

“Were you able to get the house?” Mary asked.

“No, someone bought it a few hours before I got there. She says she’s going to make it an inn.”

“She?” Mary handed him a chipped cup of brew.

Hunter smiled. “Yeah. Cute little shrimp of a girl who looks like she’s ready for anything.”

Mary laughed. “Took more than a passing interest in her, did you?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Apparently.”

“So are you going to ask her out?”

“Naw. She doesn’t need someone like me.”

Mary glared at him. “You know I won’t allow you to talk like that. You’re still the same guy I’ve known since seventh grade. A little worse for wear, true, but it only adds to your charm.”

He shook his head. “If I ever decide to try online dating, I’ll be sure to have you write my profile.” He gestured with the cup of coffee. “Thanks. I’ve got some things to check out with Joe—topics that don’t include my love life.”

Mary gestured to the back kitchen door. “You know where to go.”

Hunter went outside to the shop housed in what used to be the garage.

When Hunter walked in, Joe looked up from sanding a surfboard. “How’s it going?” he asked. “How’d you deal with your folks last weekend?”

Hunter sighed and leaned against a workbench.

“That bad, huh?” Joe said.

“Yeah. Dad hasn’t changed. He didn’t think much of me before I went to war. Now he can barely look at me. Mom wants me to sit at home and ‘rest’ all the time.”

Joe nodded and kept sanding. “It’s tough for civilians to get it. Even though it’s good to be home, I miss the guys.”

“Yeah. Know what you mean.”
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