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Till death do us part.


Grace Flaherty, owner of the Sugar Plum Bakery, tried to drown out the wedding vows she couldn’t get out of her head by humming a song. Her breath hitched when she recognized the melody—“Amazed,” her and Jack’s song. It was as if he knew what she was going to do and tried to stop her. A warm spring breeze wafted through the screen door, and she closed her eyes, letting its soft caress soothe her aching heart.


Today was her husband’s thirty-fifth birthday, and the day Grace said good-bye to him.


“I’m sorry, Jack. I can’t do it anymore. I can’t keep pretending you’re coming home,” she whispered as she put the finishing touches on the cake, tying a yellow ribbon to the tiny white picket fence that circled the pink fondant house.


Since the day Jack’s Black Hawk went down in Afghanistan and he’d been listed as MIA, she’d clung to the hope he’d come home to her and their two-year-old son. But where hope had once sustained her, now, seventeen months later, the gossamer threads held her in limbo. The not knowing was making her crazy. She had to move on with her life and somehow heal her broken heart. And the only way she knew how to do that was to let Jack go.


Kneeling on the stool beside her, her son Jack Junior dumped a bottle of blue sprinkles onto the stainless steel prep top instead of the cupcake she’d given him to decorate.


She sighed, prying the bottle from his small fist.


“Me do.” Under a tumble of curly dark hair, a frown puckered the brow of his sweet face. “Mommy sad.”


So sad that it hurt. “No, Mommy’s happy.” She gave him a hug, touching the tips of her fingers to her cheek to ensure there were no tears. Grace had been schooled at an early age to hide her feelings, and it amazed her how easily her son picked up on her emotions. Then again, she could never hide her feelings from his father, either.


Forcing a smile, she handed him a miniature American flag. “Put it on your cupcake,” she said as she attached one to the Victorian’s front porch. His hand darted in front of her. “No…” She swallowed a frustrated groan when he smashed the flag in the wildflower garden, taking out two poppies and a sunflower.


If she didn’t hurry up, he’d destroy the cake. She quickly retrieved the chocolate sugar plum from the refrigerator. Typically, the sugar plum contained an engagement ring or a wish. This one held Jack’s wedding band, a good-bye note, and a wish for her future. A man’s man, her husband didn’t wear jewelry and had only worn the ring on their wedding day. Their life had been filled with such promise then, promises and dreams, like the house on her cake. But while her dreams with Jack might be over, she was determined to create new ones for her and her son. Different dreams, but just as bright.


Instead of hiding the sugar plum in the cake like she always did, she placed it beneath the house. She couldn’t risk someone finding it, but she needed the sugar plum to be there. It wouldn’t be her signature cake without it. And lately she’d been receiving letters from people whose sugar plum wishes had come true. Something her silent business partner and friend—not that Madison McBride knew what the word silent meant—had been happily exploiting. Grace didn’t believe there was anything magical about her cakes, but if there was a chance…


The stool wobbled as Jack Junior tried to get down. “Me go party,” he said, referring to the gathering Jack’s friends had organized to celebrate his birthday at the Penalty Box tonight.


After putting in twelve hours before picking up her son at the sitter—two of her employees had called in sick that morning—the last thing Grace wanted to do was spend an emotional evening with the citizens of the small town of Christmas, Colorado, who believed with all their hearts their hometown hero would one day come home. It wasn’t as if she could plead a headache or heartache and drop her cake off and leave. They expected her there, as upbeat and as naïvely positive as they were.


At the thought, Grace wearily scooped her son into her arms. “As soon as mommy’s cleaned up the kitchen, we’ll go.”


“No!” Wriggling in her arms, he tried to break free.


She couldn’t handle his Flaherty temper right now, but nor could she leave the bakery in a mess. She put him down and reached for the broom. “Here.” She handed him the dustbin. “Let’s play catch the sprinkles.”


After an exasperating five minutes, even though the black-and-white tiles were clear of sprinkles, Grace reached for the mop, then stopped herself. She was being ridiculous. Instead, she searched for something to occupy her precocious son while she cleaned the prep top. She latched on to the cupcake liners he’d dumped onto the counter and sat him on the floor at her feet. “Can you put these back in the tube for Mommy?”


He nodded. She ruffled his baby-soft hair before turning to clean up the icing and sprinkles. The crushed flowers called to her. She needed the last cake she made for Jack to be perfect. When an over-the-shoulder glance revealed her son to be engrossed in his task, she reached for the gum paste and cutter.


Less than ten minutes later, she’d replaced the last of the three flowers in the garden and turned to her son. “Jack…” He was gone. Panic overwhelmed her as the memory of another child who’d gone missing on her watch came back to haunt her. She pushed the thought aside as her gaze darted to the narrow space between the industrial ovens and refrigerator.


“Jack, it’s time to go to the party,” she cajoled, kneeling to look under the prep table. At the sound of a shuddering crash from the front of the bakery, she uttered a panicked “Jack” and shot to her feet, racing through the swinging doors.


Chunks of wet plaster had knocked over a round bistro table, water gushing from a hole in the ceiling above. In one breath she was thanking God her baby hadn’t been hiding under the table, while in the next she was crying out his name, her voice ragged with fear.


“I’ve got him, Grace,” a deep male voice called from the kitchen. Sawyer Anderson, Jack’s childhood best friend and owner of the Penalty Box, came through the swinging doors with her son in his arms. The former captain of the Colorado Flurries, a professional hockey team, Sawyer had been there for Grace since the day Jack went missing. Incredibly good-looking and laid-back, he was the one person she’d been able to share her fears with. The one person who understood why she couldn’t keep pretending Jack was coming home. His support made it easy to be with him. Only lately, it’d been too easy.


She reached for Jack Junior, who wrapped his small arms around Sawyer’s neck. She laid a palm on her son’s back, the steady rise and fall of his breath and the warm body beneath his navy T-shirt calming the panicked gallop of her heart. “Where did you find him?”


“Back alley. I was coming to check on you…”


She closed her eyes. She’d been so focused on making sure the flowers were exactly right that she hadn’t heard the screen door open.


“He’s fine, Grace.”


“Only because you were there. If you…” She shook her head, trying not to think of what could’ve happened. Of what had happened that long-ago summer. “Thank you.”


From beneath the ball cap pulled low on his dark-blond hair, he scanned her face, then lifted his gaze to the ceiling. “Shit,” he muttered.


“Shit,” said her son.


Grace shot Sawyer a don’t-you-dare-look as he fought back a laugh. “Jackson Flaherty, what did I tell you about using the S-word?” Grace’s sweetly innocent child had been spouting expletives with an alarming frequency, and now it seemed she’d discovered the reason why.


“Me no say shit, Mama, me say shh.” He grinned at Sawyer, who’d lost his battle with laughter.


She narrowed her eyes at the two of them. Sawyer winced. “Okay, buddy, I’ll make you a deal. No more S-words this week, and Mommy’ll bring you to the bar for a root beer float on the weekend.” He raised a brow at her.


“Bribery?”


He shrugged. “Worked for me.”


Obviously it worked for her son, too. He nodded. “Me like beer.”


“I’m sure that’s just what your mother wanted to hear,” Sawyer said, handing her Jack Junior. “We need to do something about the leak.”


Distracted by her son’s safe return, she’d forgotten about the gaping hole in the ceiling. She wished she could ignore it completely and the dent it was going to put in her meager bank account.


Leaning over the table, she called to their tenant, “Stu, are you up there?”


“Stu, up there?” her son echoed.


“He’s not there, Grace. Get me the keys.”


“How can you be…” She caught the sympathetic look in Sawyer’s eyes. “You think he skipped out on us, don’t you?” She groaned. “Jill’s going to kill me. She wanted to put him out when he didn’t pay last month’s rent, but I thought… Jill’s right. I am a sucker.”


Hefting Jack Junior higher on her hip, Grace rounded the display case and opened the cash register drawer.


“You’re not a sucker,” Sawyer said as he followed her. He took the key she retrieved from under the tray and held on to her hand until she looked at him. “You were just trying to give the guy a break. Nothing wrong with that.”


There wouldn’t be if she could afford to, but she couldn’t, at least not yet. Stu, a recent divorcé whose wife had had an affair and gotten both their home and their children in the settlement, had easily garnered Grace’s sympathy. She hated the thought she’d been played.


“I could be wrong. Maybe he didn’t skip out on you. Give me a couple of minutes upstairs and—”


She shut the register drawer and locked it. “I’ll go with you.”


“You sure? He might have left the place a mess.”


“Oh, I didn’t think of that.” Going into the apartment was hard at the best of times, and this was not the best of times. There were too many memories of Jack there. It was one of the reasons Grace had moved in with her sister-in-law a year ago, the other being the extra income from the rental.


Jack Junior held out his arms to Sawyer. “Me go, Da. Me go you.”


A soft distressed cry escaped from Grace, her arms tightening around her son.


Sawyer bowed his head, then raised his eyes. “I wish, buddy,” he murmured as he rubbed her son’s head and held her gaze.


She averted her eyes, nervously clutching the neckline of her white blouse. “Sawyer, I can’t—”


He lifted his hand to caress her cheek. “Yeah, I know. It’s too soon. But—”


“What the hell’s going on here?” Jill, Grace’s sister-in-law, snapped, keys jangling in her clenched fist as she strode through the front door. Eyes the same vibrant blue as her brother’s were dangerously narrowed beneath her dark hair, her blade-sharp cheekbones flushed with Flaherty temper.


Grace went to take a guilty step back. But Sawyer, with a gentle yet firm grip on her shoulder, held her in place. He gestured to the mess on the floor. “There was an accident. I’m going up to see what I can do.”


Her sister-in-law looked up at the ceiling. “Son of a—”


“Jill,” Grace interrupted her in an exasperated tone.


“Sorry.” Hands on the hips of her tan uniform pants, Jill’s lips flattened. “So Stu decided to leave us a good-bye present when he skipped out, did he? Wait till I get a hold of the little pri—”


Sawyer cut her off. “I’ll take care of it. Help Grace get the cake and Jack Junior to the party.” The look in his eyes dared her to argue.


Which she probably would, because when Jill and Sawyer were in the same room together, fireworks were guaranteed. Jack had always thought his sister had a crush on his best friend. She’d been their shadow growing up. If their interactions of late were anything to go by, Jill no longer loved Sawyer; she hated him. Grace released a grateful breath when her son broke their silent standoff. “Me go party.”


“Right.” As quick as Jill’s anger flared, it dissolved with one word from her nephew. “Are you going to show me the cake you and Mommy made for your daddy?”


Jack Junior nodded as Jill took him from Grace’s arms and headed for the kitchen. He looked back at Sawyer and opened his mouth.


Don’t say it, Grace prayed. Don’t call him Da. Jill would never understand that it was normal for a little boy without a father to be looking for one. She’d blame Grace for spending too much time with Sawyer. Given what he’d just said to her, maybe she’d be right.


“See you at the party, buddy. Save me a piece of cake.”


Jack Junior grinned. “Me have beer.”


“Nice, Sawyer. Now you’re corrupting my nephew.”


“Don’t listen to her,” Grace said as she went to drag the garbage pail over to clean up the mess.


“I’ll take care of it.” Sawyer stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Don’t let her get to you, Grace. You’re not doing anything wrong.”


“I know. It’s just…” She shrugged, then looked up at him with a smile. “Thanks for everything.”


“It’s not your thanks I want,” he said before heading for the door.


*     *     *


With the cake in her arms, Grace walked the half block along Main Street with her son and Jill. Jack Junior giggled as his aunt swung him up the street by his hands.


“No wonder he’d rather walk with you than me,” Grace said.


Jill laughed. “Mommies aren’t supposed to be fun.”


“Thanks.” Grace wasn’t fun; she was boring and overprotective. She used to wonder what it was about her that her adventure-loving husband had fallen in love with.


Jill cast her a sidelong glance. “I was teasing. You’re a great mom.” She stopped, lifting a protesting Jack Junior into her arms. “Are you okay?”


No, I’ve just said good-bye to the man I loved with all my heart, and if you ever found out, you’d never forgive me. “Tired. It’s been a long day. Not to mention the ceiling caving in and Stu skipping out on the rent.” Grace sighed. “I’m sorry. I should’ve listened to you.”


“I’m sorry, too, about earlier, with Sawyer. It’s just seeing the two of you…” Jill held the door to the bar open with her shoulder. “Jack’s coming home, Grace. You still believe that, don’t you?”


I wish I did. “Of course I do,” she said, smiling in response to the greetings their friends called out. It seemed like half the town had crowded into the rustic-looking bar with its exposed log walls and wood-planked floors. Jack Junior reached for one of the hundred yellow balloons that were tied to the chairs and bar stools.


Gage McBride, Christmas’s sheriff, came over. “Hey, Grace, Jill.” He kissed both their cheeks and took the cake from Grace, setting it on a nearby table. His wife, Madison, who was not only Grace’s partner and friend but also the town’s mayor, took Jack Junior from Jill and untied a balloon from the back of a chair. “Here you go, sugar.”


Madison smiled at Grace then rolled her eyes when Nell McBride, Gage’s great-aunt, sauntered over with her best friends, Ted and Fred, in tow. “Here we go.” Madison sighed.


Gage, standing behind his wife, grinned. “You’d better give me Jack Junior.”


Madison handed him off to her husband and took a seat, rubbing the barely noticeable baby bump beneath her floral sundress. “I’m sitting, okay?”


Ted pulled out a chair, and Fred plunked Madison’s pink-sandaled feet on it. “Now, you stay put, girlie,” Nell ordered.


The three of them shared a couple of their memories of Jack before moving off to join their friends at a large table near the jukebox.


“Gage, you have to talk to them. I can’t take five more months of this,” Madison complained.


Her husband leaned over and kissed her. “I’ll give it my best shot, honey. But the three of them are almost as stubborn as you are when you set your mind on something.”


“Hey, I’m not stubborn.”


Gage snorted. “Come on, buddy,” he said to Jack Junior, “let’s go play some air hockey.”


Grace felt a sharp twinge of longing. In the beginning, she and Jack had been as head over heels in love as Gage and Madison. She wondered if she’d ever have that again. The thought made her feel horribly disloyal. But who was she trying to kid? The citizens of Christmas, especially Jill, would never forgive her if she moved on with someone else. And it wasn’t as if she’d leave town. Her father’s military career had taken them all over the world, and Christmas was the only place that had ever felt like home.


“I’ll be right back,” Jill said.


Madison pulled out a chair. “Come sit with me.”


“How are you feeling?” Grace asked as she took a seat.


“Not you, too. I’m fine.” Madison looked at her closely. “But you’re not. Do you wanna talk about it?”


“We had a minicatastrophe at the bakery. There was a leak in the apartment and part of the ceiling came down. Sawyer’s… What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.”


Grace arched a brow.


Madison grimaced. “It’s Gage. He’s worried Sawyer—”


She was right. They’d never allow her to move on. “We’re friends, that’s all.”


“Forget I said anything. And don’t worry about the leak. Your insurance will cover the damage. Plus, I have an idea that’s going to make us rich.” Grace’s skepticism must’ve shown, because Madison said, “I’m serious. I’ve been thinking about all those letters. We’re going to create a story about a Sugar Plum Fairy being the one who granted their wishes. We’ll sell T-shirts, and books, and wands… Anything we can think of, we can sell.”


Grace could almost see the dollar signs flashing in her business partner’s blue eyes. She didn’t want to be a downer, but she had to ask, “Umm, won’t there be an issue with copyright? There’s a Sugar Plum Fairy in The Nutcracker.”


“The Sugar Plum Cake Fairy, then. My friend Vivi can write the stories. Can you do the illustrations?”


Grace nodded. As a little girl, she’d loved to draw, but had stopped the day her sister died. It wasn’t until Grace started working on the designs for her cakes that she rediscovered the joy, the deep sense of satisfaction she got from drawing.


“Fantastic. I’m so excited about this, aren’t you?”


“Yes, it’s a great idea.” Anything that had the potential to increase the bottom line was welcome news to Grace. She just didn’t know where she’d find the time to do everything, but it was exactly what she needed right now. The perfect way for her to move on with her life.


Madison glanced at the door and reached for her hand. “Okay, just breathe.”


“What…” She followed Madison’s gaze and swallowed, hard.


Jill followed behind their friends—the twins Holly and Hailey and Sophia and her sister-in-law Autumn—with a life-size cutout of Jack tucked beneath her arm.


A warm hand gently squeezed Grace’s shoulder. Brandi, one of Sawyer’s waitresses and another of Grace’s friends, set a drink in front of her. “This’ll help. It’s a Hero. Sawyer named it after Jack.”


“Thanks, Brandi,” Grace murmured, wrapping her fingers around the cold, frosted glass.


“What do you think?” Jill asked, setting up the cardboard likeness beside Grace as the other women took their seats around the table. They placed their orders with Brandi while commenting on the lifelike Jack in his desert camouflage fatigues and Kevlar vest, a helmet tucked under his arm, his sexy grin flashing perfect white teeth in his deeply tanned face.


“There’s nothing hotter than a man in uniform. And Jack Flaherty was—” Autumn, the owner of Sugar and Spice, the woman who made Grace’s chocolate sugar plums, quickly corrected herself. “—is hands down the hottest man I’ve ever seen.”


He was. And looking at him now, Grace felt the same heart-stopping punch of attraction she did on the night he strode into the Washington ballroom to receive his Medal of Honor.


Sophia, owner of the high-end clothing store Naughty and Nice, pointed at Jack and in her heavily accented voice said, “Yes, and he is coming home with me tonight.”


“Grace?” Jill said, looking hurt.


She took her sister-in-law’s hand “It was a great idea, Jill. It’s like he’s here with us.”


Jill smiled, her eyes bright. Brandi came back with their drinks, and they lifted their glasses. “To Jack.”


Everyone in the bar followed suit, and then, one after another, they stood to share their stories about Jack and their prayers for his safe return. By the time they were finished, Grace had downed two Heroes.


Jill clapped her hands. “Okay, time for cake.”


They cleared the table and placed the cake in front of Grace. She stood, relieved that her emotional torture would soon be over. Gage, with Jack Junior in his arms, took his place beside Madison.


Sawyer came up behind Grace and whispered, “Hang in there. Not much longer.”


Before she could turn to ask how it went at the apartment, Jack Junior yelled, “Da, Da.” And put his arms out.


Grace’s breath seized in her chest.


Several people said, “Aw,” while her friends quietly sniffed. “He’ll be home soon, buddy,” Jill said, swiping at her eyes.


Grace wheezed out a relieved breath. Thank God, no one seemed to realize he’d meant Sawyer.


But Sawyer did. “How about that root beer float I promised you, buddy?” He went to take Jack Junior from Gage, who gave him a hard look before passing him over. Of course Gage would notice, Grace thought miserably.


“Me want beer.”


Everyone laughed as Sawyer carried her son to the bar. After they sang “Happy Birthday” to Jack, Grace cut the cake while Jill handed out the pieces.


She reached across Grace, bumping into her. “Sorry,” she said when Grace stumbled.


The knife jerked and hit the house, toppling it over, revealing the chocolate sugar plum underneath.


“Hey, no fair, it’s supposed to be hidden in the cake,” someone grumbled.


Grace sucked in a panicked breath and dove for the sugar plum. Jill beat her to it.


Her sister-in-law laughed. “Finally, I got a sugar plum.”


As Jill opened it, Grace wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole. Jill’s laughter ended on a choked sob. “How could you? How could you give up on him?” she said, her voice a strangled whisper.


“Jill, let me explain,” Grace called after her sister-in-law, who strode for the door.


From behind the bar came a shrill whistle. “Everyone quiet,” Sawyer yelled, directing their attention to the flat screen behind the bar where a newscaster announced breaking news. Sawyer turned up the volume. “We have just received unconfirmed reports that the four crew members of the Black Hawk that went down in the mountains of Afghanistan seventeen months ago have been recovered… alive.”















Chapter Two
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From where he sat behind his desk, the doctor made a nervous sound in his throat when Chief Warrant Officer Jackson Flaherty unfolded his large frame from the chair opposite him. “Chief Flaherty, if you’d be patient a bit longer, I’ll—”


“With all due respect, Doc, I ran out of patience two days ago.” Jack winked, rapping his knuckles on the dark polished wood. “There’s a steak calling my name and a gorgeous woman waiting for me, so I’ll be on my way. If I have any problems, I’ll be in touch.”


The doctor looked like he’d swallowed his tongue. His bald head bobbed a couple of times before he recovered his voice. “I realize after your experience you’re anxious to get on with your life, Chief Flaherty, but there are some things you need to know.”


Experience? Interesting choice of word to describe over a year in captivity, Jack thought, but let it go. He was due some serious R and R and had already lost several days being debriefed, poked, prodded, and analyzed. It was standard procedure, but there were other things he wanted to be doing—like Maria DeMarco, the reporter they had been sent in to rescue when the RPG—rocket-propelled grenade—brought down his Black Hawk seventeen months ago.


The beautiful, voluptuous brunette was exactly the type of woman Jack was attracted to. Smart and aggressive, she was an adrenaline junkie like he was, and more importantly, she wasn’t looking for a ring on her finger. During their captivity, with an attentive audience, they’d had little opportunity to do more than talk and steal a kiss or two. And even though they’d had the freedom and privacy to do a whole lot more while they were on the run, all they’d managed was one very hot, very steamy make-out session.


He planned to rectify that now.


Jack headed for the door. “Thanks, Doc, I’m sure I’ll figure it out.” Learning the blow he’d taken to his head in the crash had stolen the last four years of his life had taken some getting used to. But what no one seemed to understand was that Jack felt lucky just to be alive and back in the good old U.S. of A. There were a lot of guys who’d lost far more than he had.


“Wait, you can’t go. Your sister’s on her way. She should be here shortly.”


Jack stopped in his tracks and swung his gaze to the doctor. “What do you mean, my sister’s on her way?” Jill hadn’t mentioned coming to Virginia. He’d told her that, once things were squared away on his end, he’d head to Colorado. But now that he thought about it, she had sounded like she was holding something back during their conversation. At the time, he’d put it down to shock at his return.


Avoiding Jack’s gaze, the man shuffled the papers on his desk and cleared his throat. “Under the circumstances, I thought it best for a family member to be present when—”


The cell phone Jack had been given pinged. He held up a finger, cutting off the doctor’s explanation, and read Maria’s text. Once he finished, Jack narrowed his eyes at the man who was putting a serious crimp in his plans. “Thanks to you, Doc, I’m going to have one unhappy woman on my hands.” Hot-tempered and dramatic, Maria’s reaction to this latest delay in their one-on-one time would no doubt be over-the-top. Her intensity was a little unnerving at times, but his hope that she’d bring some of that passion into the bedroom outweighed the discomfort.


“You don’t know the half of it,” the doctor murmured.


Before Jack could question the man’s odd remark, another text popped on the screen. He swallowed a frustrated oath. Maria was on the base. He shouldn’t be surprised. The woman was also tenacious and enterprising. Two traits he admired, but not necessarily when they were applied to him.


“I’ll be back in a minute,” he said, opening the door to step into the corridor.


“Jack,” Maria called, her white do-me shoes clicking on the shiny tile floor as she strutted toward him wearing a body-hugging white dress that showed off her cleavage and a whole lot of bronzed skin. He doubted it was only her impressive journalistic creds that got her past security.


“Hey, I thought we agreed I’d give you a call when I was finished up here, and we’d meet back at the hotel,” he said, unable to keep the frustration from his voice.


Pulling her lush red lips into a playful pout, she stepped into his space, bringing with her the appetizing scent of vanilla musk. “I got tired of waiting. I thought you’d be happy to see me.” She walked her fingers down his chest. “I love a man in uniform, but I’m really looking forward to seeing you out of yours.”


He grimaced and wrapped his hand around her fingers before they walked any lower. “About that, I’m going to have to take a rain check. My sister’s due to arrive any minute now. I want to spend some time with her.”


She stared at him. “You can’t be serious.” Then, with a calculating look in her dark eyes, she wound her arms around his neck, rubbing against him like a cat in heat. “Come on, Jack, we’ve been waiting so long to be alone. You can spend time with your sister tomorrow.”


With the loss of his memory, Jack didn’t know exactly how long it’d been since he had a woman in his bed. At that moment, his body was reacting like a teenager who was about to get laid for the first time. But no matter how much he wanted to indulge in a few rounds of hot, sweaty monkey sex, he wouldn’t blow off his sister. It’d been the two of them against the world for as long as he could remember.


A silver-haired officer making his way down the hall aimed a censorious look in their direction. Jack went to remove Maria’s arms from his neck. “This isn’t the place for this. Why don’t I call you—” Before he could finish, she stretched up and fitted her lips over his. He lost all train of thought with the feel of her hot, sensual mouth on his, her voluptuous curves pressed against him. Her tongue was halfway down his throat when the short hairs at the back of his neck stood at attention. The electrical buzz was his internal warning system and had saved his ass in the past. Oddly enough, the damn thing went off that night in the desert when he and Maria were about to make love and stopped him from going any further. The last thing he’d wanted to do was put his men at risk because he couldn’t keep his zipper zipped.


Just as he was about to pull back, he heard a soft gasp from behind him. A sharply uttered “Soldier” brought him swiftly to attention. He extricated himself from Maria and turned to face their audience.


His sister, a shocked expression on her face, gaped at him. Jack saluted the grim-faced older man standing beside her. After what he’d survived, Jack figured the general needed to cut him some slack. Jill recovered and ran into his open arms. “Jack,” she cried, burying her face in his chest.


He held her tight. His little sister had been the only person he’d been worried about when he was stuck half a world away. She was the reason he never gave in or gave up.


She eased back, but didn’t let him go. “I can’t believe you’re here. I almost didn’t recognize you.” She half laughed, half cried, touching his beard.


He’d wondered at her initial reaction. But he supposed with the beard and long hair, he did look different. “You’ve changed, too. Older than I remember.” He teased, making a joke of his memory loss. He wanted Jill to know he was okay with it, didn’t want her worrying about him.


Maria nudged him, arching a dark brow.


Right. “Jill, this is Maria DeMarco. Maria, my sister, Jill.”


His sister’s gaze narrowed when Maria placed a possessive hand on Jack’s arm. With a curt nod, Jill stepped back.


Jack frowned, confused by her reaction. Before he had a chance to fill the uncomfortable silence, the general intervened. “Ms. DeMarco, I think it’s time for you to leave.”


What the hell was going on? First his sister and now the general. Granted, given where they were, the kiss was inappropriate, but their rudeness was uncalled for. “Sir, that’s not your call to make.”


“You don’t know how wrong you are, son. Jill, take your brother into Dr. Peters’s office. Ms. DeMarco.” He reached for Maria.


Dark eyes flashing from the general to Jack, Maria jerked her arm away. “What’s going on?”


His sister tugged on Jack’s sleeve. “Let General Garrison deal with Ms. DeMarco.”


“What’s gotten into you, Jill? No one’s going to deal with Maria. She’s with me and—”


Garrison got in his face. Thick-necked and barrel-chested, the older man wasn’t as tall as Jack, but he had about forty years’ worth of practice intimidating soldiers. Jack wasn’t intimidated. He was pissed. And he wasn’t about to stand around and let them treat Maria like crap. “Come on, let’s go.” Taking her hand, he sidestepped the general.


“No, Jack,” his sister called after him, “you can’t do this. You can’t do this to Grace.”


Jack froze on the spot, slowly turning to face his sister. “What did you just say?”


Garrison put an arm around Jill’s shoulders and held Jack’s gaze. “You’re married. You have a wife and son. Peters was worried how you’d take the news and wanted to wait until we were here to support you.”


“Bullshit.” But even as he spat out the word, he knew they had no reason to lie.


“You’re married to my daughter, Grace. Your son’s name is Jack Junior.” There was both pity and anger in the general’s voice.


Nervously biting her bottom lip, Jill pulled two pictures from her purse. She held them out to him.


With his heart beating in his chest at the speed of machine gun fire, Jack left Maria’s side and took the photos from Jill. The willowy blonde in the wedding dress looked like her name, a classic, delicate beauty. He stood beside her in his uniform, gazing down at her with a soft, loving expression on his face. And all he could think was why the hell had he done it? Years ago he’d made a promise to himself never to marry. What was it about this woman that had made him break that vow? He’d seen firsthand what being married to a military man did to a woman. And the military was his life, always would be.


He felt his sister’s gaze upon him and looked at her in stunned disbelief. She gave him a watery smile. “You loved her.”


He shifted his attention to the other photo and speared his fingers through his hair. There was no doubt the little boy with the mischievous grin was his.


Maria moved in beside him and studied the pictures. “He looks like you,” she said with a soft smile, reaching for the photos.


Jack held them away from her. For some reason, he didn’t want her to touch them. She looked at him, seemingly surprised by his reaction. “I’m sure there’s an explanation for this, Jack.”


Yeah, he’d lost his fucking mind.


“Maybe you and your wife were estranged and—”


Garrison cut her off with a terse “Ms. DeMarco, I’ll see you out.”


This time, Jack didn’t intervene.


*     *     *


“Are you okay?” his sister asked as she drove the SUV down I-70. She’d been asking him a variation of the same question since their flight landed at the Denver airport two hours ago.


Maybe if he told her the truth, she’d quit asking. “How do you think I am, Jill? I have a wife and son I don’t remember, and I was messing around with another woman.” And there’d been no one to stop him. He’d gone up with a new crew that morning. But still, it seemed odd that he hadn’t mentioned his family before the crash. He’d called Quinn, Holden, and Josh on the way to the airport. They’d been as shocked by the news as he was. Maybe Maria was right, and Jack’s marriage wasn’t as happy as his sister and father-in-law believed.


“You didn’t know you were married.” Chewing on her bottom lip—it was a nervous tic Jill had developed at six—she cast him a sidelong glance. “Grace doesn’t have to know. I won’t say anything and neither will her dad.”


Lying went against his moral code, but Jack wasn’t stupid. He didn’t plan on telling the woman who’d been waiting for him to come home about the other woman in his life. At least not right away. And when he finally got around to calling Maria back—she’d filled his voice mail—he’d make it clear that she had no place in his life now.


“What’s Grace like?” he asked. He’d been relieved when Jill called her from the Dulles airport to tell her not to make the trip to Denver. Jack had been reeling from the news of what he’d lost, the knowledge he had a wife and son. Still was. He needed a few more hours to get his head around everything. It was why, when he’d sensed his sister was going to hand him the phone, he’d ducked into a barbershop for a shave and haircut to avoid talking to his wife.


“She’s amazing. She’s sweet and kind, a bit reserved and quiet, but not in a stuck-up sort of way.” She gave him a wry smile. “When you first brought her to meet Nana and me, I thought she was one of those rich society girls. She was too perfect and polite. But she’s not like that at all. I know she doesn’t sound anything like the girls you dated in the past, Jack, but you were crazy about her. I’d never seen you as happy as when you were with Grace.”


His sister was right about one thing: Jack dated bad girls. And from everything Jill said, his wife fell in the good-girl category. The same girls he’d avoided once he was old enough to know the difference. They were the ones who wanted a ring on their finger. “But?” he asked when Jill averted her gaze.


“Nothing.”


“Shortstop, I know when you’re holding out on me. Spill.”


She released a shuddering breath and reached for his hand. “I missed you so much. I can’t believe you’re actually here.”


“I missed you, too.” He squeezed her hand, and she blinked back tears. “Do you want me to drive?”


“No way,” she said on a choked laugh. “You drive like a maniac. I’d have to arrest you.”


True. There was nothing Jack liked better than taking the mountain roads at breakneck speed on his Harley. His grandmother used to accuse him of having a death wish. He didn’t. He’d needed the rush and the excitement, needed to test his boundaries. The small town of Christmas had been as much a prison as the one he’d just escaped.


Because there’d been nothing or no one to jog his memory in Afghanistan, Doctor Peters was confident Jack’s memory would return fairly quickly once he was in familiar surroundings. Jack was counting on it. He didn’t plan on trading one prison for another.


“You going to tell me what you’re holding back?”


Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “You were different when you came back. You’d only been home for a few months when you re-upped. I know it was because of Charlie, but it was hard on all of us, especially Grace. You’d only been married eight months when you deployed, and you had been gone a year. So for you to voluntarily leave again, yeah, it was tough. And then not a week later, we got word you were MIA.”


His wife and son weren’t the only ones he’d forgotten. He hadn’t remembered that his grandmother had died three months before he’d returned from his initial deployment. But it wasn’t the news of her death that had knocked him on his ass. He never got along with his grandmother. No, it was learning of the death of his best friend and copilot Charlie in Dr. Peters’s office that had him struggling to keep it together.


“Grace’s father is a general. She knew what she was signing up for.” And that’s the only reason he could come up with for breaking his vow to remain single. She knew the score and wouldn’t fall apart like his mother.


“Really, Jack? How exactly does someone prepare for that?”


He might not remember his wife, but that didn’t stop an anxious knot from tightening in his gut. “She’s okay, isn’t she?”


“She’s strong. She’s not like Mom, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


It was, but he wouldn’t admit that to his sister. “I wasn’t. And you were there for her, you and the general.”


“A lot of people supported her, but she blamed her father for pulling the strings that allowed you to go back to Afghanistan, Jack. She hasn’t spoken to him much since you went missing.”


That explained the comment the general had made to Jack when he’d pulled him aside at the airport. He’d said his daughter didn’t forgive easily and advised Jack not to tell her about Maria.


“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said as they turned off the highway and the scenery became all too familiar. Feeling hemmed in by the mountains and the memories, he opened the window, breathing in the pine-scented air.


“Welcome home, Jack,” his sister said softly.


“Thanks, shortstop.” He didn’t bother reminding her that Christmas had never felt like home. He frowned when they turned on to Main Street. “I thought we were going to your place? Jill?” he said when she didn’t respond.


Instead she said, “Oh, look, Jack,” and pointed to the old-fashioned lampposts decked out with yellow ribbons, the pastel painted shops with the “Welcome Home” signs in their windows. She glanced at him, her eyes bright. “I know how you felt about Christmas, but please give it a chance. You’re not the town bad boy who almost burned down the church hall and flooded the school anymore. You’re our hero.”


He didn’t feel much like a hero. And there were a few other incidents his sister didn’t know about, but now wasn’t the time to enlighten her. “It’s real nice that they went to all this trouble. I do appreciate it.” Oddly enough, he did. Crowds lined the sidewalks, spilling out of what used to be his grandmother’s bakery. He took in the purple-and-white-striped awning and the sign above. “I’m surprised with what Libby’s sales were that someone opened another bakery. Looks like they put in some serious coin.”


His sister followed his gaze and chewed her lip.


He was already nervous enough about meeting his wife and son, and Jill wasn’t helping matters. “Would you stop? You’re going to gnaw your lip off. What’s going on?”


“Nothing,” she said, pulling alongside the curb. “Gage got married. His wife, Madison, is the mayor, and she, ah, owns the bakery. She’s supersmart and a financial whiz. The bakery’s doing really well. Wait until you see the changes. It looks great. And, um, Madison offered to hold your welcome-home celebration there. We thought it was a nice idea. You’re not mad, are you? I know how you felt about the bakery when Nana owned it, but…”


“Jesus, dial it back a notch. I barely made out what you said.”


“Sorry. I guess I’m a little nervous.” She looked over the crowd and opened the driver-side door. “I can’t believe how many people have come out to welcome you home.”


She was nervous? At that moment, Jack contemplated sliding into the driver’s seat and heading for Fort Carson. His sister frowned. “Aren’t you coming?”


“Yeah.” He forced a smile. “Lead the way.”















Chapter Three
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Grace glanced out the window to where the citizens of Christmas stood three deep along Main Street. Inside, the bakery was just as crowded with well-wishers. She struggled to keep her frustration and, if she was honest, her resentment, from showing. She’d wanted her first meeting with Jack to be in private. But it wasn’t as if she could send everyone on their way once they’d started arriving an hour ago. Jack had known them a lot longer than he’d known her. And at least he remembered them.


“If you’re not careful,” Madison said, prying Grace’s fingers from the strand of pearls at her neck, “you’re going to choke yourself.”


Grace unclenched her hand, letting it fall to her side. “I didn’t realize… Thanks.” She managed a smile. She was as nervous to see Jack as she had been on their first date. Scratch that. She was beyond nervous. She should’ve ignored Doctor Peters and her father’s wishes and gone to Virginia. The worst of it would be over now. But no, Grace Garrison Flaherty always did what she was told. You’d think at thirty years old she would’ve broken the habit by now.


Maybe she would have if the few times in her life when she’d done and said exactly what she’d wanted to hadn’t ended in disaster. It was probably for the best she’d obeyed the men’s wishes after all. Especially since Jack Junior had come down with the flu the night they’d learned his father was alive.


She kept a watchful eye on her son as he played with Madison’s stepdaughters, Annie and Lily, at one of the tables. Raising her gaze, she met Sawyer’s. Since that night at the Penalty Box, she’d barely seen him.


Of course, because he was a good man, a good friend, he’d repaired the damage Stu had left behind and lent a hand when they moved back into their apartment. But so had plenty of people, making it easy for Sawyer to avoid her. She was grateful he’d only avoided her and not Jack Junior.


Grace hoped in time they’d get back to the way they once were. She didn’t want what happened between them to put a strain on Sawyer and Jack’s friendship. Not that anything had actually happened, but she knew it had only been a matter of time before it did.


Cheers erupted out on the street. He’s here, Grace thought, pressing a hand to her stomach in an effort to calm the nervous flutter. A look of concern in his eyes, Sawyer took a step toward her. Then, with a slight shake of his head, he shoved his hands in his jeans pockets and leaned against the wall.


Her throat tightened, and she barely managed to get the words out. “Come here, baby. Daddy’s home.”


Jack Junior glanced at Sawyer. Please, no, not now, Grace thought, and hurried to the table, scooping her son into her arms.


“Damn reporters,” Madison muttered when Grace returned to her side, her narrowed gaze moving from the window to Grace. “You didn’t happen to make a sugar plum cake for Jack’s homecoming, did you?”


Between Jack Junior being sick and getting the apartment ready for Jack’s arrival, she hadn’t had time. Grace cast an anxious glance at the glass display case that held the cupcakes and cookies she had on hand. Madison patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I just thought we could take advantage of the publicity. But since we can’t…” She smiled up at her husband. “Sugar, can you do something about the reporters?” Madison gestured to the men and women who shoved microphones and cameras into the faces of the crowd on the sidewalk. The corner of Gage’s mouth twitched, and he playfully tweaked his wife’s ponytail. “I’ll see what I can do.”


Grace self-consciously touched her own hair. With the number of people who’d come out for the event, she hadn’t noticed the reporters until Madison brought them to her attention. She should have. When her mother had called earlier, she’d warned Grace there would be a media frenzy.


Helena Garrison wanted to make sure her daughter behaved like a proper military wife, that she was suitably attired, suitably prepared. She’d wanted to ask her mother how exactly she was supposed to prepare to see the man who’d forgotten her, her and their son.


Grace ignored the thought along with the dull ache that accompanied it. After what Jack had survived, she had no right to be hurt. And maybe it was for the best. They’d have a chance to reconnect without the memory of that last night coming between them.


Madison wrapped an arm around her shoulders and frowned. “Grace, you’re trembling. Maybe you should sit down.”


Madison’s comment drew the attention of Dr. McBride. Despite being in his sixties, the dark-haired man was as good-looking as his son. “I’m fine,” Grace assured him, tightening her hold on Jack Junior, who wriggled in her arms. “Baby, don’t…” She trailed off when everyone started to clap and whistle, to shout, “Welcome home!” Her husband’s commanding presence filled the entrance to the bakery.


He stood there in his uniform, as breath-stealingly handsome as she remembered. “Jack,” she whispered, her voice breaking under the strain of the emotion welling up inside her. He’d looked different in the photos they’d released from Afghanistan. His wavy dark hair had been long, his strong, masculine jaw hidden behind a full beard. Now his hair was shorter, the shadow on his jaw accentuating, rather than hiding, his movie-star good looks. But his eyes were the same startling blue in his deeply tanned face as they’d always been. And now they lasered in on her.


She felt the weight of the crowd’s attention as they parted to make room for her to go to her husband. Desperate to think of something to say, uncertain what to do, Grace felt a hot flush work its way up her face. Madison took Jack Junior from her and gave Grace a nudge in her husband’s direction. She wanted to run to him, to throw herself in his arms, but there was a guarded look in his eyes that held her back. He doesn’t remember you, she reminded herself. He doesn’t love you. As if Jack sensed how close she was to losing her composure, sympathy darkened his eyes, and he reached her in three confident strides. He hesitated for a heartbreaking moment before drawing her into his arms.


When he did, she buried her face in the crook of his neck and breathed him in. For months she’d wrapped herself in his sweatshirts, worn them to bed, drawing comfort from the warm, spicy scent that was his and his alone, until one day that faded away, too, just like his memory of her.


A sob escaped from her parted lips, and then another. The tears she struggled to contain rolled helplessly down her cheeks. His strong arms banded around her, his large hand moving in comforting circles on her back. “Don’t cry,” he murmured, his breath warming her ear. “It’s going to be okay.”


She wanted to believe him, wanted to believe his memory would return along with the man she’d fallen in love with. Not the one who’d left for Afghanistan seventeen months ago. Cocooned in his embrace, she pushed her doubts away. All she needed to do was show him how happy they’d once been. She nestled deeper in his arms and immediately sensed his discomfort, the stiffening of the corded muscles in his back. Embarrassed, she pulled away and swiped at her tear-streaked face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


Jack Junior broke free from Madison. “No hurt my mama,” he yelled.


“No, baby, it’s okay. They’re happy tears.” Grace knelt down, opening her arms to him. “He wasn’t…” Jack Junior zigzagged past her to hurl himself at his father.


*     *     *


Jack couldn’t take his eyes off the woman who’d fallen apart in his arms. He hadn’t been prepared for the hard punch of attraction he’d felt from just holding her, from breathing in her soft, feminine scent. She smelled like wildflowers and cinnamon, and for a split second, he caught a wisp of memory. They were laughing in a meadow as he twirled her in his arms. Princess. He’d called her princess.


He didn’t know if the memory was real or not, but the name suited her. There was something regal about the way she held herself in the prim and proper yellow dress she wore, a strand of pearls at her neck. Jill was right. With her honey-blonde hair pulled back from her perfect oval face, his wife looked exactly like the snotty rich girls he’d once avoided. Until he looked into her liquid gold eyes and saw the warmth there, the warmth and the love.


But there was no love in the electric-blue eyes of the little boy who sank his teeth into Jack’s leg. Jack winced and reached for him. The kid let loose an ear-splitting shriek. Jack reared back, holding up his hands. “I didn’t touch him.”


“I know you didn’t,” his wife assured him and went down on her knees beside the little boy, trying to pry his jaw open. “Jackson Flaherty, you stop that right… Ouch.”


At his mother’s pained cry, the toddler loosened his grip on Jack’s leg. Reaching for her reddened finger, he kissed it and gave her a dimpled smile. “Owie better.” He scowled at Jack.


“I’m so sorry,” she said, coming to her feet with the little boy in her arms. “He’s never done that before. Jack Junior, you apologize to your daddy this instant.”


The little boy buried his face in his mother’s neck and shook his head. “It’s okay,” Jack said, and tentatively reached out to touch him. “He was just protecting you.” His voice was gruff as he stroked the toddler’s dark, curly hair. Son. He had a son.


“No, it’s not okay, but we’ll talk about it later.” Her lips curved in a soft smile. “He’s a lot like you, you know.”


“I think his teeth are sharper.”


She laughed. “No, I mean he looks just like you.”


Her laugh was rich and warm, and it caused his chest to tighten the same way looking at his son did. He managed a smile. “I haven’t gotten a good look at him yet.”


“Hey, baby.” She nudged his son’s chin up. “Say hi to your daddy.”


“He no Da.” The little boy pointed to someone in the crowd. “He Da.”


His mother blanched. “I-I…” She cleared her throat. “It’s just—”


“Hey, Jack. It’s good to have you home,” Sawyer Anderson interrupted her, coming to stand by her side.


The little boy flung himself into Sawyer’s arms. “Me want beer.”


“Maybe later, buddy,” Sawyer said, extending a hand to Jack.


And if Jack wasn’t mistaken, there was a challenge in his best friend’s eyes when he did. Jack’s narrowed gaze took in the three of them. For some reason, the sight of them together irritated the hell out of him. He shook Sawyer’s hand, hard. Sawyer firmed his grip. So did Jack.


“It’s good to have you back, buddy.” Gage McBride intervened, pulling him into a bear hug. “Let it go. It’s not what you think,” he said for Jack’s ears alone.


“You sure about that? Because it doesn’t look that way to me,” Jack muttered, even as he realized he had no right to judge. He’d been fooling around with another woman. But he hadn’t known he was married, he reminded himself. She did. And so did Sawyer.


As though Gage and Sawyer’s greetings signaled the end to Jack and his wife’s one-on-one time, everyone crowded around him. Jack kept an eye on Grace and Sawyer while accepting hugs and pats on the back. Jill said something to the two of them, holding out her arms to his son. Grace looked like she was trying to explain something to Jill, but closed her mouth when Sawyer put a familiar hand on her shoulder. The little boy went happily into Jill’s arms.


His sister shot Sawyer a dirty look before making her way to Jack’s side, apologizing to two of his grandmother’s friends for the interruption. “I’m going to put Jack Junior down for a nap. I won’t be long. You okay?”


He didn’t know if he was or not. Half the people in here had wanted to run him out of town at one time or another, and now they were treating him like a hero. It felt like he was in a movie, and they’d forgotten to give him the script.


And the possessive feelings for a wife he didn’t know or want confused the hell out of him. He was about to tell his sister he was good when he felt a gentle hand on his arm. “Yes, I’m very happy he’s home,” his wife responded to Mrs. Tate’s question, then smiled up at him. “You must be tired. Why don’t you sit at one of the tables, and I’ll bring you a cup of coffee?”


Her comment brought about a flurry of concerned questions. Nell McBride, wearing a stars-and-striped T-shirt with a matching red streak in the front of her curly white hair, took his arm. An old friend of his grandmother, Nell had never failed to remind him what a disappointment he’d been to Libby. The older woman ushered him to a table and pulled out a chair. Her friends Ted and Fred stood behind her. They looked like the two guys from the movie Grumpy Old Men.


Jack looked for his sister in hopes she would rescue him, but she headed out the door with two young girls following behind her.


Sawyer came over to the table. “I’ll catch up with you later.”


“Yeah, seems we have a lot to catch up on,” Jack said with a meaningful look at his wife, who walked toward them carrying a cup of coffee and a platter of cupcakes and cookies. Her gaze shot from him to Sawyer, and she stumbled. Jack reached out to steady her at the same time Sawyer did.


Nell sighed. “Let go of her before she spills the coffee.” She took the platter from Grace. “Thanks, Nell,” his wife murmured in her cultured voice, then handed Jack the cup. He kept one hand on her slender arm until Sawyer lowered his.


“Call if you need anything, Grace,” Sawyer said.


She gave a jerky nod and cleared her throat. “Would anyone else like something to drink?”


Fred and Ted each asked for a cup of coffee. The band of tension across Jack’s shoulders loosened when the door closed behind Sawyer.


“She’s a good girl that wife of yours,” Nell said, pulling out the chair beside him. “Your grandmother would be proud of what she’s done.”


Before Jack could ask what she meant, several people he’d gone to school with came to say hello. He relaxed in the chair, when about an hour later, the crowd started to thin out. He caught sight of Grace cleaning tables and frowned. Every so often she’d checked in with him, making sure his cup was filled, that he had enough to eat. The same as she did for everyone else. He didn’t understand why she was playing hostess and not the attractive owner, who spent most of her time working behind the counter. Maybe they were short staffed and his wife had decided to pitch in. She seemed to be good friends with the woman. Now that he thought about it, his wife seemed to be friends with most of the people who’d crowded into the bakery. Obviously, she’d spent a lot of time in Christmas while he’d been gone.


Gage, who’d been manning the door, ambled over. “Reporters promised to give you some space for a few days, but that’s about all I can guarantee. They’d probably lose interest if you gave one of them an interview.” He handed Jack a card. “This guy wasn’t as aggressive as the rest.”


“Maybe you can put in a plug for the bakery.”


With a laugh, Gage shook his head at the woman who’d come to stand beside him. “You’re shameless, you know. Jack, this is my wife, Madison.”


She nudged her husband then smiled at Jack, extending her hand. “It’s great to finally meet you. You’ve had a lot of people praying for you.”


Jack stood and shook her hand. “Thanks. It’s nice to meet you, too.” He looked around, taking in the changes to the bakery that he’d hated as a kid. “The place doesn’t look anything like I remember. You did a great job fixing it up. And your cupcakes are amazing.”


The woman gave him a confused look. “I didn’t—”


Nell snorted. “She couldn’t bake a cupcake to save her life. You should’ve seen what she did to my gingerbread. This is all your wife’s doing. I told you your grandmother would be proud of what Grace has done. She’s turned the place around.”


No, there must be a mistake. Jill said… So this is what she’d been keeping from him. He was going to kill her, but before he did, his wife had some explaining to do. “Will you excuse me a minute? I need to speak to Grace.”
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