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            To those currently serving in the military and to our veterans:

thank you for your sacrifice and service.

 

            And to the hardworking moms and mom-like creatures everywhere:

give yourself grace.

You are doing great things!
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            Chapter 1

         

         Bryce Weatherford examined the pull-ups section of the grocery aisle, baffled by how much information you needed to buy a kid diapers.

         She glanced over at her twelve-year-old niece. “June, how much does Addie weigh? She’s not fifty pounds yet, is she?”

         June snorted, her face buried in her phone. “How would I know? That’s a question for a responsible parent. Why don’t you go find one?”

         Bryce gritted her teeth and beckoned Addison closer. Her five-year-old niece was flitting from black square to beige square on the grocery store floor, the yellow, glittery wings vibrating on the harness around her back as she jumped, singing something under her breath.

         “C’mere, Addie-bell. Let me pick you up.”

         Trying to remember what it felt like to haul in those fifty-pound bags of rice at Chez Pierre—a lifetime ago when she’d been their sauté chef and completely in control of her kitchen and her life—Bryce hefted her youngest niece, who shrieked and giggled.

         “I’m flyin’, Aunt Beamer! See me?”

         Bryce grunted, holding the little girl up by the armpits. Her gold-glitter-glued sneakers dangled a foot from the floor.

         “Oof. You’re flying, all right. All thirty-five pounds of you. Maybe forty, but you get medium-sized pull-ups.” Bryce set her down. “Don’t run, Addie-bell, and stay in this aisle where I can see you.”

         Addison grinned at her, her blond hair and pixie-like face all sweet innocence. “Only, fairies like to run, an’ I’m the fastest fairy runner in all the worllllldddd!”

         And like a hummingbird, she was off, dashing from one side of the aisle to the other, snatching at low-hanging packages of baby toys, squeezing three of them to see if they squeaked, then trying and failing to re-hook them onto the strip where they’d dangled, tantalizingly, just for grabby hands like hers. With a backward grin at her aunt, she tossed the baby toys atop a shelf of formula and twirled away before Bryce could decide whether this was what the counselor would label “a scolding event.” Probably not.

         Nothing was broken. Addie got so much joy from playing fairy, and Lord knew these girls had experienced little of that lately. Bryce figured any responsible mother figure wouldn’t get uptight about Addison ruining a baby toy display.

         Right?

         Selecting the proper pull-ups, Bryce winced at the price. Addison had been wetting the bed at night for the past six months. Initially it had worried Bryce, yet the court-required therapist assured her that regression was common in grieving children. While she’d rather be spending this same amount on a really good Roquefort, the pull-ups—and not being woken at 2 a.m. to change the sheets—beat the cheese.

         Yet she weighed the package in her hand, debating. Dry sheets? Or an aged blue cheese to go with her last bottle of sauternes wine? The debate she’d never anticipated having seesawed in her sleep-deprived brain as she pushed the grocery cart down to the end of the aisle.

         “Aunt Beamer, you’re missing a kid,” June said, interrupting the mental conundrum. Her tween niece wore a pair of black jeans, zombie-killer boots, and a black long-sleeved tee that said It’s a beautiful day to leave me alone. Her long brown hair was tied in a low ponytail. She rolled her eyes, lowering her phone just enough to gesture with her chin behind them.

         Following the chin-point, Bryce groaned, tossing the toddler pull-ups into the cart as she spotted her third niece sprawled on the floor trying to reach something under the bottom shelf of the baby food aisle.

         “Cecily! Stop messing around and get out from there,” she hissed, bending to tug on the dirty ankles of her eight-year-old niece. Cecily had refused to wear weather-appropriate clothes for the cold, drizzly day that passed for spring in Western New York, insisting that her long basketball shorts were as warm as jeans. “What’s wrong with you?”

         “I dropped my lucky rock, and it rolled under,” came Cecily’s muffled voice from beneath the shelving unit. “I had to reach really far to get it, and now I’m stuck. But you wouldn’t believe how much change is under here. How much is two dimes and a quarter?”

         “Forty-five cents,” Bryce answered, belatedly realizing she should’ve let the girl figure out the math on her own. Another caregiver fail, and she was about to commit one more parenting sin: bribery. “Let go of the change and the rock so I can pull you out, and I’ll give you a dollar.”

         “Two dollars,” bargained her niece, “and I get to pick out the cookies this week.”

         “Done,” she muttered, flipping her braid over the other shoulder as she knelt down to peer under the lowest metal shelf, her palms on the store’s dirty floor and her cheek perilously close to the same. “Now let go so I can unstick you.”

         Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a tall man with a baby in his cart pull into the aisle. She levered herself onto one hand, snapping her finger at Addison, who was currently twirling in circles close to the approaching stranger, oblivious to everything as she sang and stared at the lights overhead.

         “Addison, stop twirling and come here! You’re going to knock something over.” Then she turned to Cecily, tugging on her shoulder, but the girl was either resisting or was really stuck. Bryce figured it for the former and sighed in exasperation. “C’mon, Cici! The manager is going to kick us out if you guys can’t behave.”

         “You know, we all identify as female in this family, and calling us ‘guys’ is sexist and promotes the toxic belief in male superiority.” June speared her with a green-eyed glare. “And before you resort to ‘girls,’ keep in mind society uses that term for groups of females as a pre—a per…prerogative.”

         “Pejorative,” Bryce corrected, clenching her jaw against the urge to swear. “And it’s not an insult when the group of girls you’re addressing aren’t yet old enough to vote. As for calling you ‘guys,’ that’s my bad. But you can’t work for eight years in an all-male kitchen and not have sustained testosterone poisoning from it all. Now, can you put your phone down and help me here?”

         With the amount of all-suffering, put-upon-ness matched only by biblical martyrs and hormonal teens everywhere, June stuffed her phone into her pocket and shuffled in her black chunky boots to half-heartedly tug on Cecily’s leg.

         “Owwww!” Cecily howled.

         Bryce closed her eyes, wishing for the millionth time that her brother was here. Bentley would have his daughters sweetly compliant in a heartbeat, his wife and his sister laughing over it later, everyone succumbing to his easygoing charm and ability to put things in perspective. If Bentley were here…Bryce wouldn’t be wrangling her nieces. She’d be over a thousand miles away, standing at her ten-burner Vulcan range as she crafted another soup to complement Pierre’s menu, dreaming of the next starred review for the Tampa restaurant.

         But Bentley was dead, and his wife with him.

         All she had left of her brother were his children and his wish that she be their sole guardian.

         Bryce shoved thoughts of Bentley to the background where they’d been on constant simmer and focused on the dumpster fire that was today.

         “Cecily, stop yelling!” Bryce hollered over her. She gave up on avoiding the gross factor and lay down on the grimy floor in her white chef’s coat, pressing her cheek against the tiles, using her cell phone’s light to peer into the darkness at her niece. It appeared she’d wedged herself between two support legs of the store shelves. She’d somehow have to twist the girl to the left and pull at the same time to get her out. “Cici, turn your head until your cheek is lying on the floor, like mine.”

         Bryce shoved her own arm in up to the shoulder, attempting to put her palm between Cecily’s face and the sharp edges of the metal shelf above her, but it was too close. Her niece was truly stuck. Panicked thoughts of having to call the police or worse—the girls’ maternal grandparents—and explain what had happened made sweat prickle at her scalp.

         No. She was going to figure this out.

         And she’d do it without any injury to Cecily that would require paperwork to be completed and add to the mountain of reasons Adele and Harvey Payne already had for why Bryce wasn’t capable to act as their granddaughters’ guardian.

         “Are you a pirate?” Bryce heard Addison ask someone as she pressed down and pulled on Cecily’s shoulder. “’Cause I’m looking for Captain Hook, who stole Peter Pan’s ship.”

         Bryce glanced up from the floor and noticed two things at once: the man Addison had called a pirate was standing a few feet away.

         And he was hot as hell. He had close-cut dirty-blond hair, and a hard-edged face with thick eyebrows that bunched over a pair of deep-set blue eyes that gave him a sexy brooding vibe, like a grumpy Viking. From her position on the floor, the guy appeared tall and muscular, and he looked vaguely familiar. Bryce figured maybe she’d seen him come into PattyCakes—her tiny workstation at the bakery’s kitchen stove gave her a partial view of the dining area and she’d gotten to recognize most of the regulars in town—but she couldn’t place him. He was dressed like he’d come from the gym in a Buffalo Bills cap and black long-sleeved shirt with a matching pair of long mesh shorts. Her niece was currently clutching the man’s left leg…which ended in a metallic spring-like prosthesis below the knee.

         The pirate comment suddenly made the worst kind of sense.

         The man glanced down at Addison and gave a half smile. The expression transformed his face, like the sun emerging from behind a storm cloud, and that momentary softening of his fierce expression was as surprising as it was mesmerizing.

         “Aye, lassie.” The man’s faux brogue made her simultaneously think of the Outlander series and every sexy, pirate-themed movie she’d ever watched. Like a gas burner twisted to medium-high, Bryce felt her dormant libido tick to life. As his voice continued in that sexy rumble, flames, hot and eager, raced through her body. “But I’m retired from the high seas, and not even Davy Jones himself can make me return! ’Tis not me yer lookin’ for, little Tinker Bell.”

         “I’m not Tinker Bell. I’m Addie-bell, and I think you’re lyin’ to me, pirate.” Addison yanked a plastic cutlass from her pants, and Bryce wondered how that child always managed to stuff toys in the most unlikely places. “Now, fight me, Hook!”

         Then she gave the hot guy—who happened to be pushing a cart with a baby inside—a mighty jab with her sword.

         Right in his junk.

         With a surprised Oof, the guy doubled over, hands on both of his knees.

         “Addie, no!” Bryce yelped.

         Addison brandished her sword in triumph, a manic grin on her elfin face. “Ha! Got you, pirate! Hand over my friend’s boat, or I’ll make you walk the flank!”

         With that odd threat, her niece jabbed again.

         Bryce had lunged to her feet, hoping to stop the fake sword from bashing the guy in the head but knowing she’d never get there in time, when the man’s hand shot out, fast as a snake.

         “Nay, lassie. I am not your enemy.” The man held the pointed end of the cutlass, his grip unwavering, even as Addison tugged on the weapon with all her fairy-sized might. He straightened slowly, but his free hand stayed down by his balls in a defensive cup Bryce recognized from playing football with her brothers and his friends.

         The guy must be cramping so bad.

         Unbidden, a giggle bubbled out of Bryce, attracting the man’s gaze. When the laser-like blue stare hit her, she clapped a hand over her mouth, willing away the laughter she’d always had for pratfalls and slapstick situations. This was serious. Her niece had nailed a guy in the prunes. He might really be hurt.

         Recalling when these mishaps had happened to Bentley when they were growing up, she sprang into action, snatching a bag of frozen vegetables out of her grocery cart.

         “I—I’m sorry,” she stumbled over the words, willing herself not to laugh again. It wasn’t funny. The man was obviously suffering. She saw the pained lines of his mouth as he held his ground with the furiously fighting fairy at his feet. The guy was intimidatingly handsome, so Bryce moved only close enough to snatch Addison by the upper arm, reeling her and her plastic sword out of fighting range.

         Bryce held up the vegetables, like a peace offering.

         “Here. Hold this on there. It’ll help with the cramps.”

         She tossed the bag of frozen corn at him. But she’d been so distracted by those sensuous lips and perfectly stubbled jaw that her aim was off. She’d misjudged the distance and force of her underhand throw, and the bagged corn swooped up and between his legs.

         Scoring him in the jewels once again.

         “Mmph!” The frozen package smacked the floor next to his sneaker, and the cute baby buckled into his cart’s front seat burbled a laugh, pointing with one chubby finger at the unintended crotch missile.

         “I—I didn’t…I’m sorry.” Bryce choked back a giggle, biting the inside of her lip. It was totally uncool to laugh while the guy was doubled over after a plastic cutlass and a bag of corn to the nuts. But damn, was it funny! A few snorting giggles came out before she was able to rein herself in enough to ask, “A-are you okay?”

         “Depends. If I say yes, are you going to sic the rest of your pack on me?” the guy asked, without a Scottish accent, his forehead even with his baby’s in the cart. Delighted, the little one gave up her stuffed book to grab her father’s ears, twisting them and shrieking in glee. Bryce noticed that the man’s left ear had a notch taken out of it, high up on the stiff ridge of the cartilage. He continued speaking, his head bowed under his baseball cap. “Because if that’s the case, I’ll surrender my pirate vessel and my grocery cart, both. Just no more shots to the groin. Please.”

         Bryce bit both cheeks, feeling her abs contract with the laughter she held inside as she managed to squeak out, “I’m sorry. I was trying to help.”

         He lifted his head enough to look the chortling baby directly in the eyes, and the hard lines of his face softened. He touched his nose to the girl’s teeny button nose, rubbing to the left and right in what Bryce’s dad used to call “polar bear kisses.”

         “You think that’s funny? I can’t believe you’re ganging up on me, too, little Lisi.”

         Bryce’s urge to laugh evaporated as the sweet sight left her heart melting like butter, oozing into a puddle at the bottom of her chest. If she captioned this picture in her mind it would read: Find a man who gazes at you with the adoration this father has for his baby.

         “In-garden!” Addison, sensing weakness, tugged away from Bryce to brandish her plastic cutlass again.

         This time, Bryce snatched the weapon away and swooped to grab the frozen vegetables from the floor, putting both in her grocery cart. She set the gallon of milk on top of the toy sword as insurance against her niece using it once more for evil.

         “It’s en garde, and you’re done fencing. You hurt this man, and you need to tell him you’re sorry,” Bryce said.

         Addison mumbled an apology, then twirled away. She dashed to the cart, where she swung herself up to stand innocently grinning, while her blue eyes darted to gauge the difficulty in reclaiming her cutlass.

         Bryce gave her own apologetic smile as the man straightened. “Sorry. She likes to play fairy. All the time. She won’t take off her wings, even for school—since her parents passed, she’s confused fairies with angels and—”

         Suddenly, Cecily shrieked from under the shelving unit. The high-pitched sound was like an ear-busting fire alarm, both in its inability to be ignored as well as decibel-topping tone.

         Bryce jumped and spun in one movement, rushing toward the sound before making a conscious decision, and Cecily stopped squealing enough to shout.

         “Quit pulling! You’re ripping off my arm!”

         “What?” June asked, in faux confusion, holding her hands up in an “it wasn’t me” gesture as she sat back on her heels. “You told me to pull and get her out, didn’t you?”

         Bryce made herself take a calming breath. It didn’t help.

         June must’ve sensed she’d pushed a little too far because she let go of her sister and joined Addison next to the cart, pulling out her phone once more. Bryce knelt on the floor next to Cecily, heaving a frustrated sigh. “Cici, you’ve got to scoot yourself backward and to the left. Or you’re going to spend the night sleeping under the baby food.”

         To her surprise, the man with the bruised balls wheeled his cart over. “Can I help?”

         Bryce looked up, noticing with appreciation his muscled arms. His shirt was one of those Dri-FIT jobs and she could see his well-defined biceps. She felt herself staring a beat too long, but before she could refocus, her gaze caught sight of the guy’s forearms. Suddenly, it was as if Bryce’s brain stuttered to a stop. Some girls were chest and ab girls, some dug a guy with a nice ass—and that was great, but Bryce herself was an arm girl. Give her bulging biceps and strong, corded forearms, lightly dusted with hair, and she was off. And this guy’s sleeves were shoved up, showing every glorious inch up to the elbow…

         She dragged her gaze away from his arms—although she did note he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring—and she nodded.

         “I’d appreciate it. I don’t want to call the manager. If they have to bring in the Jaws of Life to get her out, I’m screwed from ever getting guardianship of my nieces.” Bryce knew she was babbling, but the man had bent down to peek under the shelf at the situation, sending a whiff of his warm, woodsy cologne or body spray or whatever her way, and she sensed her libido moving from simmer to a rolling boil. “June and Addie—can you please watch Mr.…uh, what is your name?”

         “Ryker,” he replied, straightening. He released his hold on the cart when Addie came bouncing over with June at her heels.

         The unusual last name pinged in her head, but Bryce was certain she hadn’t met him before. Surely, she’d have remembered those forearms? But then again, these past months in Wellsville had felt similar to stepping on dry land after a day spent Jet-Skiing in the choppy waters of the Tampa Bay—she was in a constant state of dizzying vertigo as she struggled to keep her feet pointed in the right direction. So it was possible she’d met this guy, and in her exhaustion-fogged brain she’d forgotten.

         “Watch Mr. Ryker’s baby while he looks to see if we can get Cecily out from under here?”

         June huffed but obeyed, stashing her phone and pulling his cart out of the middle of the aisle as the man looked on, trepidation in his face. But when June and Addison began a game of peekaboo, making the baby erupt in deep belly laughs, his expression relaxed, and he crouched down, peering under the shelf. Seconds later, the laser-blue eyes were on Bryce once more.

         “My arms are longer, so I’ll take that side. Her shoulders are stuck, and she’ll have to wiggle in deeper, get her arm down by her side, and then dip her shoulders around the shelf’s floor brace. Then we can tug her out. Ready?” At Bryce’s nod, the guy stepped over Cecily’s prone body, switching sides with Bryce. Without hesitation, he lay flat on the grocery store floor, adjusting his baseball cap to put his face right up to the edge of the bottom shelf that held the larger jars of baby food as well as some disgusting concoction of pasta and vegetables so overcooked and oversalted she wondered how anyone would feed the crap to a defenseless baby.

         Bryce flopped down on the other side, her hand patting Cecily’s calf in reassurance.

         “Hey, Cecily, Mr. Ryker has an idea of how to get you out. Listen to him, okay?”

         “’Kay,” she said. “Before I get out, can I roll my rock to you, Aunt Beamer?”

         It was useless to argue, so she agreed, and a flat, gray rock came shooting out. Bryce caught it, lifting up on her hip long enough to get it into her pocket, then activated her cell phone’s flashlight, shining it under the shelves.

         “Hi, Cecily.” Mr. Ryker’s voice came from the other side of her niece. “Looks like you got wedged in there. Once when I was a kid, my dad had to cut the back off our kitchen chair because I got my legs stuck sitting in it backward. But this’ll be way easier. Scoot your head up to where you dropped that dime, and don’t stop until your nose is even with the coin.”

         Cecily’s little body wriggled in farther, and Bryce swallowed her objections as most of the shelving unit devoured her niece’s legs, leaving only her untied sneakers visible.

         “Good.” The man’s voice was calm and cheerful as he coached her through putting her arm down to her side, and then wriggling backward first in one direction, then another, as if this were a standard, grocery store catastrophe he’d seen a million times. “Now, use your left arm to push yourself to us and keep your right one by your side, and your aunt is going to pull. If anything hurts, tell us and we’ll stop.”

         Slowly, Bryce dragged Cecily’s body out by the ankle, then by her knee, then holding her narrow hips. The girl’s black athletic shorts were covered in massive dust bunnies comprised of dirt, wadded hair, and God only knew what else.

         Cecily tried to get up on her knees and pull herself the rest of the way out, and then she yelped.

         “Ow! Something’s poking me!”

         Bryce shoved her hand up, feeling immediately what it was—the bottom of the shelving unit had a plastic pricing tag holder that dipped slightly lower than the shelf, and it was scratching down the middle of Cecily’s back.

         “It’s this.” Bryce turned off her cell light and pocketed her phone. She wrestled with the plastic holder, but it was bolted to the shelf.

         The guy sat up and watched Bryce struggle with the bolted holder.

         “Here. That plastic is going to cut you if you’re not careful. I’ve got it.”

         His large hand replaced hers, callus-roughened palm brushing against the outside of her hand. A prickle of awareness went through Bryce at the warmth of that brief touch, and she caught the flash of his glance. Had he felt it, too? Remnants of the old, easygoing Bryce loomed up inside her, and she had a sudden desire to flirt. Smile, maybe crack some joke and—

         There was a metallic pop, and her gaze returned to Cecily. With one quick jerk, the man yanked the entire contraption out of the shelving unit, bolt and all. Although his muscles bulged, Bryce averted her gaze, focusing on her niece. She wasn’t the old Bryce. Not anymore.

         Addison oohed in appreciation behind them. “You’re the strongest pirate I’ve ever seen!”

         Bryce shook her head. “Addie,” she said, warningly, but then Cecily was wriggling out and Bryce was helping her niece to her feet, scanning her from dirty head to grubby toe. No blood. No limbs broken or hanging at odd angles. Cici was okay. Bryce gave her a quick hug.

         “Thank you,” Bryce said as the man pushed off the floor to stand easily, dusting off his workout attire. “I don’t know how much of a scene we’d have made if it weren’t for you saving the day. We owe you, don’t we, Cici?”

         Before she’d prompted her to thank him, Cecily crossed over, going in for a hug. She wrapped her scrawny arms around the guy’s waist. The man’s whole body stilled as she embraced him, and his face took on a funny, almost wistful expression.

         “Hey.” He patted Cecily’s back awkwardly. “Glad I could help.”

         “Thanks, Mr. Ryker.” Cecily released him. Then, turning to grin at Bryce, she opened her fist to reveal a handful of coins she’d hauled out with her. “Plus, now I’m rich. Can I get gum when we leave, Aunt Beamer?”

         Without waiting for an answer, she headed for the grocery cart with the man’s daughter, cooing along with her sisters at the beautiful, wispy-red-haired baby inside and showing her sisters the booty she’d discovered.

         Bryce wiped herself off, noting with a grimace that her chef’s coat was now smudged with grime all down the front, and walked with Mr. Ryker to their respective carts. The girls, seeing him approach, did one more peekaboo game with the baby—he’d said her name was Lisi—and then scattered to their own cart, June hauling out her phone and Cecily counting her change as Addison twirled in circles just out of reach and always in the way.

         “Well, thanks again for the help,” Bryce said. “You were the hero we didn’t deserve.”

         “Your little fairy had it right—I’m more pirate than hero.” He tossed the ruined price-tag holder into his cart next to a bottle of baby shampoo and two sad cans of pour-and-heat soup. Then he hesitated, his expression guarded as he adjusted his baseball cap. “Hey, uh, I didn’t get your name—”

         Suddenly, it was as if a bomb went off behind them.

         Bang! Bang-BANG!

         Before Bryce registered the sound, she, her nieces, and the cart with little Lisi were corralled to the aisle’s endcap. In two heartbeats, the guy had placed himself between them and the noise, like a human shield.

         “Get down!” he yelled, smooshing them toward the floor while huddling over the baby in the cart. They all ducked at his command.

         Her heart hammered in her throat as she clutched her nieces to her, even June scuttled to crouch under Bryce’s arms. But after a few seconds, as The Weeknd’s “Save Your Tears” continued to play and there was no emergency announcement, Bryce peeked around the man’s leg.

         There was no crazed, gun-toting shopper.

         But there was a mess.

         Three jars of baby food lay smashed on the floor. Bryce put the clues together and realized she and her nieces had likely caused this upset.

         “Um, I think we’re good now,” she said to the Viking-strong man crouching over them. “It was just baby food. We must’ve thrown those jars off-balance while we were rescuing Cecily.”

         Mr. Ryker looked over his shoulder, confirming her words. Then he stood. His ears flushed bright red, and before she could say anything, he’d unlatched his baby and scooped her out of the cart. Cradling her head with his free palm, he rounded the endcap, his long legs eating up massive chunks of aisle as he fast-walked through an empty checkout lane and through the exit as if escaping a flaming building.

         “Wow. He was like a superhero,” Cecily said after he’d disappeared through the swooshing automatic doors, her eyes as big as pearl onions. “A genuine supermarket superhero.”

         “No. He’s a pirate, and he’s tired. He tol’ me so.” Addison fixed her bent fairy wings. Then her eyes alighted on the mess in the middle of the aisle. “Are we gonna get yelled at, Aunt Beamer?”

         Suddenly, a public announcement came over the grocery store’s speakers.

         “Cleanup on aisle five, please. Cleanup on aisle five.”

         “Nope. But we’re going to check out.” Bryce snatched the baby shampoo and canned soup from the man’s cart, then rushed the girls out of the aisle and toward the cashiers. “I think we’ve worn out our welcome here.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Ryker bolted from the store, leaving everything but Elise behind in his rush to outrace his humiliation. But as good as his prosthetic was, he couldn’t outrun his PTSD or his embarrassment. Every day since returning from deployment to Afghanistan seven years ago, he’d fought the feeling that he didn’t fit in the real world. Some days, months even, it would lessen. He’d hang out with guys from his old high school football team or his Marine brothers, and things would run smoother, like his life had gotten a much-needed oil change. But then, inevitably, the gears would gum up. Life would feel…heavier. Some days when he appeared in public, that sense of not belonging—of being out of sync with the rest of the civilians—became so painfully intense it was all he could do to clench his jaw and gut through the sensation.

         On those days, it was just easier to skip the VA therapy appointments, rationalizing that it wasn’t worth time away from the shop. It was easier not to leave the garage at all; the grocery delivery app was the best thing created, in his opinion. He’d planned to just stay home with the baby…until she’d shit herself all the way up to her hair. Twice.

         Ryker wondered if somehow Dr. Kirkland had arranged the entire fiasco, just to prove his point. Ryker could hear the doc’s calm, unruffled voice in his head.

         “You know PTSD comes in waves, and avoidance is not a therapy. PE and CPT are,” the calm, patient tones of Dr. Kirkland explained for the thousandth time the benefits of prolonged exposure and cognitive processing therapy for both veterans and anyone who’d experienced trauma. “Just like Notre Dame had a binder full of plays to get into the end zone, I’ve got a binder full of ways we can tackle PTSD. All you need to do is participate with me. Suit up. Be in the game.”

         In every telehealth session, Dr. Kirkland always managed to slide in a reference to his four glorious years of collegiate football. At first Ryker had been suitably impressed—even sharing with doc his days as the Wellsville Lions Varsity quarterback—up until Doc admitted he was the team’s kicker. And the backup kicker, at that.

         “I just want to be on the sidelines. Or the bench. The bench would be good,” Ryker muttered to himself, then, as his niece grabbed onto his left ear, he forcibly pushed those thoughts from his head. He unhooked her chubby hand and lifted her in the air to blow a raspberry on her little belly until she drew her legs up, screeching in her throaty baby voice. “First things first: get you back to the garage, little Lisi.”

         He unlocked the door to his truck and carefully slid baby Elise inside her car seat.

         “Frigging thing,” he said under his breath, wishing the makers of this moronic ninety-point baby harness were here so he could strangle them. He’d finally clicked it all together when someone tapped him on the shoulder.

         “Excuse me, Mr. Ryker?”

         Whipping around, he let his muscles relax. It was the friendly woman from the grocery store with the loosely braided hair and white chef’s coat. The one the kids had called Aunt Beamer. The one he’d “saved” from jars of baby food. His muscles tensed again as his neck burned with embarrassment.

         He stood at stiff attention, throat working to find something to say, until he finally blurted out the first words that popped into his head.

         “Just Ryker. No mister. I mean, I am a mister, but…” He stopped his babbling with effort. What in the hell was wrong with him anymore that he couldn’t even handle an introduction? He took in a lungful of air, finishing the dangling sentence. “Ryker’s my first name.”

         “Oh.” She smiled and nodded, seemingly unbothered by his verbal foaming at the mouth. “Well, Ryker, I just wanted to say thanks again for getting Cecily unstuck and all. I’m Bryce, by the way. Bryce Weatherford.” She stuck out her hand and he shook it, appreciating how strong her grip was at the same time he muscled past his embarrassment to meet her eyes. Momentarily, he was distracted by her frank, blue-gray gaze, looking away only when she dangled a plastic bag from her other hand. “Thought you might need these.”

         Elise yammered “dadadada” in her seat as he took the bag. Inside was the baby shampoo and the two cans of soup he’d left behind in his cart.

         Glancing back up, he could tell from Bryce’s expression that his face was set in its usual rigid lines—the look his younger brother, Zander, had coined his RBF, or resting bastard face—and he fumbled to pin on a suitable expression.

         “Uh, thanks.” He paused, recalling the moment in the store when he’d been about to ask her name and then maybe ask her out. Maybe it wasn’t too late? His mind desperately tried to come up with a segue, and he spotted the cans of soup. “I’m the stereotypical bachelor—I don’t have the time or skills to cook, so canned stuff is my go-to.”

         “Growing up with a short-order cook for a mom taught me how to whip up a good meal in under ten minutes.” Bryce shrugged, her hand coming up to brush an escaped strand of her brown hair from her eyes as the wind whipped around them in the parking lot. “It’s all in the prep.”

         He was hoping she’d zero in on the “bachelor” part versus the cooking part of his statement, and was puzzling out another conversational transition to get her number when she gazed over his shoulder, her lips pursing. She pointed with two fingers to her eyes, then to something outside of his gaze, then back to her eyes in a classic “I’m watching you” gesture.

         He swiveled his head to see a canary-yellow BMW the next lane over, with two girls’ heads—the one with the fairy wings and the one who’d been stuck under the shelf—pressed up against the glass of the car’s rear window. They were both taking turns smashing their lips into the window and puffing out their cheeks until they looked like blowfish under the glass, then pointing and appearing to giggle at each other.

         “Your nieces are cute,” he said. Then snapped his fingers, finally figuring it out. “Oh, I get it. Aunt Beamer because you drive a BMW.”

         The woman took her gaze off her car with a laugh. “Other way around. My initials are BMW, so I’ve been nicknamed ‘Beamer’ my whole life. I thought it was only fitting I owned one, and this was my first, non-parent-funded car purchase. It’s not very conducive to hauling three girls around, but it does the job until I can afford something bigger. Something road-trip friendly.”

         Ryker found himself repeating the nickname in his head. Beamer. How appropriate for this woman who seemed to be a grinning ball of sunshine and light. Belatedly, he noticed it was his turn to do the reply thing. Clearing his throat, he looked at the plastic bag.

         “Thanks for tossing my stuff in your cart. What do I owe you?”

         “Zilch. It was the least I could do when your quick thinking saved my niece. And if it had been an active shooter in there, we’d have been in good hands. Are you in the military?”

         He nodded, shifting uncomfortably. “I was.”

         “Let me guess—Marines?” she asked, and when he nodded again, her face brightened as if she’d won a prize. “I knew it—you were fast on your feet and fearless. Well, thank you for your service. Is that how you lost part of your leg?”

         Wow. She went there.

         Her bright smile hadn’t lost any wattage as she awaited his response. Typically, people would studiously avoid looking at his leg, or else they’d stare at it. They rarely asked any questions.

         He blinked and moved his head up and down. Damn it—what was wrong with him? He felt as tongue-tied and reclusive as his horror-writing older brother, Drake, had been before he’d met Kate and she’d dragged him into society. Clearly, Ryker needed to get out more.

         Yet the woman appeared undaunted by his conversational ineptitude. Her easy expression never shifted as she slid her hand into her jeans pocket underneath the white chef’s coat like she had all day to wait for more than a nod to her question.

         “Yeah. In Afghanistan.” The sting of the word was still there, but as promised, seven years of PE therapy had dulled the barb to a scratch versus a stab. Yet something must’ve shown on his face, as she was quick to reply.

         “I wasn’t trying to pry. My dad was born with a leg-length discrepancy and a big port-wine stain on his face, and the thing he hates most are people staring and pussyfooting around it. Nobody likes to be pussyfooted around, right?”

         The p-word, twice, falling from the lips of this gorgeous woman made the edges of his mouth quirk up. “True,” he said. “Pussyfooters are the worst.”

         She nodded once, as if he’d passed a test. “Well, I appreciated what you did in there and wanted to pay it forward somehow. I’ve been really blessed to have met some kind people in town who’ve helped me adjust to being a single…whatever I am. Mom-like creature, I suppose. But I use the term loosely.” Her eyes darted to the yellow BMW, and her expression lost some of its luster. “Truth is, I feel like a failure. Every day is a crisis—the disharmony is exhausting, my self-care is nonexistent, and I’ve given up finding a work-life balance. Who knew caring for small humans was so hard?”

         He knew from the gutted tone of her voice that she needed something. Empathy, or, more likely, she just wanted to be heard. Seen. Validated. Ryker knew the feeling. But coming up with a response was like turning the key in the ignition of a car left sitting in a dusty garage too long. His vocal cords were seized up with disuse, and he wondered if they might squeal from rust as he cobbled together a few sentences.

         “Yeah. This is my first whole weekend with little Lisi, and I’ve been on high alert the entire time. Hard to believe a kid this tiny could fill a diaper so full that it ran up her back and into her hair.” He shook his head with the memory of getting crap out of baby Elise’s fine, red-brown curls. When he stopped speaking, the woman’s bright, inquisitive eyes and expectant expression wrung more words from him. “It took a half bottle of baby shampoo to get the mess out—it was like washing a greased seal. I thought it was tough playing football in the rain, but bathing a wet baby is next-level difficult. Just as I had her clean and wrapped in a towel…she pooped again, and now the whole bottle’s empty and I’m sure when I hand her back to her mother on Sunday, there’s going to be some rapid-fire questions.”

         “Oh, I can top that.” The woman’s lips curved in a wry smile, her eyes glinting with something like competitive mischief. “Last week, Cecily set off the emergency flare she’d dug out of the roadside kit I kept under the seat and nearly blew us all up. We piled out right in the middle of Main Street. The inside of my car looking like the Fourth of July and everyone around us just started taking pictures and making judgments. I had no idea parenting was so hard—did you? I mean, someone should write a damn manual.”

         Ryker had been marveling at how he and his brothers had never managed to set off a flare inside the car—they’d likely done everything else to drive Mom crazy after Dad died—when the rest of her words made it through his rarely used conversational filters.

         She thought he was Elise’s dad. He rushed to explain.

         “I’m not—”

         Suddenly, the horn sounded from the nearby BMW. Both girls were still messing around in the rear window, so it must be the oldest girl beeping for her aunt.

         “I’ve got to run, or they’ll find a way to destroy my car.” The woman grinned. The smile brightened her whole face, crinkling the skin next to her eyes.

         In his head, Ryker tried to classify her eye color as blue or gray, while at the same time, he berated himself. Why hadn’t he asked her out when he had the chance, before he’d acted like a kook?

         Suddenly, he realized she was still talking. He struggled to catch up with her words.

         “…the baby shampoo, but honestly, as far as the canned soup goes, take my advice and save that crap for a blizzard. Next time, soup’s on me. We caregivers have to stick together to survive these tiny humans. Agreed?”

         Dumbly, he nodded. Then he noticed he was standing at loose attention, his posture rigid and his hands at his thighs, thumbs pointing straight down where the seam of his trousers would be, if he were in his dress blues. Her voice had a crisp, no-nonsense, “this woman is in charge and means business” cadence that his Marine-trained brain reacted to by standing at the ready to receive orders. He made a concerted effort to relax his shoulders and take the business card she’d thrust at his chest.

         
            Bryce Weatherford, Sous Chef

            PattyCakes and Coffee Café

            Wellsville, NY

         

         He blinked, details of past conversations with his family sifted through the teeth-like gears of his mind. This was the woman his mom had hired a few months ago to take over the kitchen and expand the menu. The same new employee she’d been trying to not-so-subtly suggest would be a nice person for Ryker to “get to know” if he would only stop by the bakery—one more woman in the seemingly never-ending stream of them his family was always thrusting in his path, as if he were incapable of finding his own dates.

         “Don’t let the title fool you,” Bryce said, misinterpreting his pause. “Patty gives all her employees business cards with fancy titles, because she says words matter. Although I’ve told her whipping up sandwiches and soups hardly qualifies as a sous chef, Patty insists. Since she had these cards printed, I didn’t want to seem ungrateful—she’s been good to me and the girls—so I occasionally give them out as a promo-type thing.”

         He squinted at her, wondering if she truly didn’t know who he was, wondering if somehow his mom had orchestrated this whole meetup. Then he noticed writing bleeding through from the back of the card. He flipped it over to read a quickly scrawled note:

         
            Redeem for a free bowl of soup—Bryce.

         

         “You’re giving me a coupon? To PattyCakes?” The words were his way of digging into her motive, yet his tone must’ve been wrapped in barbed wire from the way she winced.

         “Um, yeah. It’s a really good café.” Her smile fled as she shrugged. “Feel free to swing in sometime.”

         Then she was gone, jogging over to her car, where she put both hands on the trunk, pushing up and down to make the car jump like an amusement park ride. The two girls in the back giggled and shrieked, the sound muted but still carried by the spring breeze.

         He watched her get in the car, still trying to figure out if this had all been some strange, elaborate setup by Mom, or Drake, or even his younger brother, Zander. But then he recalled Cecily, and the way she was stuck under the shelf. That couldn’t have been premeditated. He might’ve spent more time figuring it out, except just then the unmistakable stench of baby poop hit him like a cloud of tear gas.

         Cupping his hand over his nose, he turned to Elise, who grinned, flashing those eight tiny teeth, and the swollen gums of teeth to come—which, according to his brother, were the reason for the diarrhea. Erupting teeth apparently came with erupting diapers.

         He glanced at his watch, then at the baby.

         “If we hurry, we have enough time to get you hosed down before Staff Sergeant Mahoney arrives.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         As it happened, he was right. At exactly 11:30 a.m., after he’d cleaned up Elise and dressed her in the last clean outfit in the diaper bag—a black long-sleeved onesie with the words My Little Black Dress spelled out in glittery gems above a scratchy tutu-like frill—the door to his garage banged open.

         “Staff Sergeant Matthews!” came Tarun Mahoney’s crisp bark from behind the ’69 Cougar Eliminator Ryker had suspended on the lift. “Front and center.”

         “Here.” Ryker held Elise with one hand on the makeshift changing table he’d rigged atop a rolling metal toolbox as he battled with the diaper. “Give me a sec, Mahoney.”

         “I’m not asking for a blow job. But a salute would be nice.” Tarun appeared carrying a pink pastry box, his face expressionless under his close-cropped hair. Yet his eyes glinted with pride as he pivoted in his woodland cammies to show off his insignia: three chevrons above two rockers, a set of crossed rifles in between. “Especially when I stopped at your mom’s place for celebratory cupcakes.”

         His best friend, his brother-in-arms, his fellow staff sergeant, had finally been promoted.

         Ryker’s stomach plummeted to his knees. “You made Gunnie. Congrats, man. I’d salute,” Ryker said, wiping his hands on the fiftieth wet wipe, buying time as he fixed his face. “But I’m digging baby crap out from between my fingers.”

         Gunnery sergeant was the next rank Ryker would have achieved, had he not been injured. It was the last rank before master sergeant—the same level as his late father.

         It was all he’d ever wanted, to achieve master sergeant. And it was forever out of reach.

         “Did someone finally make you a father?” Tarun squinted at Elise as he set down the pastry box. “Funny, your mom never mentioned it when I chatted her up a few minutes ago. All she said was to drag your ass out of this place. Not in those words, of course, but Patty always gets her point across. It’s one of the things I love about her—that, and her cooking. Those new soups and sandwiches are incredible. She gave me a sample as I was waiting for the cupcakes. Why didn’t you tell me your mom had hired a new chef and expanded the menu?”

         Because I didn’t know. Because I avoid the café, my family, and all civilians as much as possible. That may make me a rotten son, but my presence lately is far worse.

         Ryker kept those words to himself, his gaze on Elise. He lifted the baby to his shoulder, thankful for her warm, baby-powder-scented body between him and his friend.

         “This is my niece, Lisi. Well, her parents call her Elise, but I think the name is far too serious for such a little one. Officially, I’m watching her for the weekend so Drake and his wife can focus on the upcoming book launch they’re having at an abandoned sanitarium up in Rochester.” Ryker allowed Elise to lean forward and grab at Tarun’s lid.

         Tarun ducked his head, obliging the baby’s tiny hands, and allowing her to take off his camo cap. He smiled as she screamed in delight, then focused his perceptive brown eyes on Ryker.

         “And unofficially?”

         “Unofficially, it’s another ploy by my family in their never-ending quest to fix me. Make sure I’m not…at risk.”

         Tarun was quiet for a beat, his gaze penetrating. “Should they be worried?”

         Ryker grabbed a premade bottle of formula from Kate’s diaper bag and headed toward the makeshift coffee bar. It was situated next to the dilapidated front end of a vintage yellow-and-white Volkswagen bus he’d bolted to the garage’s wall. Jabbing the hot-water button on the Keurig, he handed Elise to Tarun.

         “Hold her while I warm up a bottle,” he said. Tarun obeyed, holding Elise under her arms a good distance from his chest, as if she were a delicate bag of something toxic. Which, with her latest diaper explosions, wasn’t far from the truth.

         Elise’s chubby little legs kicked delightedly and she belly laughed as Tarun made faces at her until Ryker at last had the bottle sitting in a bath of steaming water inside an old coffee can. Yet Ryker knew his buddy wasn’t going to let him off without a direct answer. He waited until he’d retrieved a rolling stool for them both and took Elise.

         Ryker snagged the baby blanket from atop the VW bus’s front end and draped it on Elise, settling her in the crook of his left arm. “I’m not suicidal. I want to be left alone. That’s all.”

         “Is it?”

         Ryker bit back the immediate Yes, searching for his truth—an excavation that was always excruciating when he was with Tarun. Something about their shared past—the fact that they were both middle siblings, Tarun from a Vietnamese family where he was the first ever to enlist, and Ryker from a family whose men had been Marines practically since the battle against Montezuma—had brought them together in basic training. Then, after they’d both been deployed to Afghanistan, fought side by side there…well, it made sense Ryker was unable to lie or hide the truth from Tarun as he did with civilians and even his family. Ryker finally spoke.

         “I’m sick of watching my brothers live out their happily ever afters.”

         Tarun’s eyebrows rose.

         “Brothers? I mean, Drake’s been married to that event planner who got him to write romance in addition to horror—what’s her name?”

         “Kate.”

         At the name, Tarun snapped his fingers on both hands in a three-snap, staccato gesture, an old habit he’d had ever since Ryker had met him in boot camp years ago.

         “Yes, her. So if it’s not Drake, I assume something’s new with your baby brother, then?”

         Ryker shook his head, snagging the bottle from the coffee can and testing the temperature by dribbling a bit of it on his left wrist, jostling Elise’s head into a weird angle to do so. Luckily, the kid was so good-natured she just gave a gummy smile at the awkward manhandling, grabbing at his hands as he guided the bottle to her mouth.

         “Nothing new, exactly. Zander and Imani are still engaged. No date for the wedding, but they’re madly in love.” Ryker watched Elise sucking contentedly on her bottle, her eyes slipping closed. He envied her security and innocence. “I’m happy for them. But it feels like the universe is giving me the middle finger.”

         “And?” Tarun prompted, doing a rolling, “give me more” motion with his hand. “What’s really got your RBF in turbo-mode? I noticed you favoring your left leg. Are you okay?”

         “I’m fine—”

         “Don’t lie. Not to me.” Tarun traced the chrome VW emblem, lingering on the ragged hole in the outer edge of the “V,” the other piece of evidence in this room of the damage done by the IED’s detonation. “When you save a guy’s life, it’s a rule—”

         “That you get to be up in his business for eternity?”

         “It’s your HO rearing its ugly head again, isn’t it?” Tarun asked, undeterred by Ryker’s words. “Have you gotten any bloodwork?”

         Ryker supposed it was the bond forged from their shared wartime experience, as Tarun was practically psychic when it came to the bizarre twists and turns of Ryker’s mind and mood. While his family knew of his battle with trauma-induced bone heterotopic ossification, only Tarun knew the extent of the mental and physical pain the rebellion of his own cells caused Ryker, growing in soft tissue and muscle, with no way to halt the sneaky enemy other than radiation…or more surgery. The latter was what kept him up at night.

         “It might be HO.” It was all Ryker could make himself admit, even to Tarun. “I’m due for bloodwork in another month.”

         “Maybe you should get a bone scan—see if there’s any shit forming in there,” Tarun said, and when Ryker didn’t answer, he shook his head. “John Wayne used to say, ‘Life is hard. It’s harder if you’re stupid.’ Don’t be stupid. I’ll drive you to Walter Reed, or maybe your brother can hook us up with the fancy copter he rents to take you in an hour—”

         Ryker cut him off. “You know what’ll happen if I say anything. Drake will drop the rest of his book tour, Zander will postpone his classes, my mom will freak out and close down the bakery to hover. All because I’ve got some renegade cells acting up. It’s not serious enough yet to be an attention whore. I’ll double down on my ibuprofen.”

         “Allowing your family in your life isn’t being an attention whore. It’s being a real boy.”

         Ryker smirked at the familiar accusation. “Who wants to be a real boy when you can be a cool-ass cyborg?”

         “You got any swelling?” Tarun asked.

         Ryker knew his best friend wouldn’t drop it until he had visual proof, so he shifted Elise and hefted the edge of his gym shorts. With one hand, he rolled down the sleeve above the cuff of his prosthetic, revealing that the scarred pink-and-white tissue of his residual limb was only mildly puffy and irritated.

         “See? It’s fine.”

         “If it’s not your HO, what’s going on?”

         Ryker gazed at Elise. She was such an angel. Such a blessing…then his mind strayed to the beautiful woman from the grocery store. Bryce. The one he’d almost asked out on a date—a first for him in more months than he cared to admit. Then she’d said that comment about parenting, assuming he was Elise’s father, and the comment had ignited in his belly and bottomed out his chest at the same time.

         “These never-ending trips for radiation on my hip and knee to keep the HO at bay. Although they’re careful, the docs told me it’s pretty unlikely I’m ever going to…have kids.”

         “And?” Tarun asked, as if that weren’t enough of a buzzkill.

         “And that makes me not an attractive target. For women.”

         “Oh, but your winning personality and ready smile is winning hearts the world over? You think the possibility of your sterility is the only reason you’re not lighting it up on Tinder?”

         Ryker scowled. “I deactivated that account ages ago. I’ve had so many radiation treatments I practically glow in the dark. My sterility is more than a possibility. It’s a promise.”

         “Not all women are sniffing out sperm donors. Bunches of them are looking for love, I hear.” Tarun’s mouth curved in a smile. “Quit being so doom-and-gloom and get yourself out there. Date someone. If you find the right person, you can always adopt, like my parents did.”

         Ryker gave a soft snort, careful not to wake Elise, who’d fallen into a milk-drunk sleep, formula oozing from the corners of her mouth. He eased the bottle from her lips and used the blanket to sop up the mess.

         “If dating and falling in love is simple, why haven’t you done it?”

         Tarun’s gaze was steady. “Because of the dreams. Same as you. Or are you going to tell me the blanket and pillow I spy behind this ’72 VW front end is folded up there because you lack storage?”

         Ryker flinched, regretting that he’d told Tarun about his night terrors; how he sometimes relived the IED explosion and the memory of the Marine brother he couldn’t save, and how the sight of the vehicle’s yellow front end bolted to the wall of his garage calmed him. It was ridiculous—the part-metal man crouching behind his metal safety blanket wishing for the nightmare to release its claws from his heart, wishing for the morning, wishing…

         But of all the people in this world, Tarun understood. Too well.

         “I know I’m lucky to be here. We’re both lucky to be here.” Ryker examined Elise’s face, slack with the kind of innocent sleep he hadn’t had in years. “But when my mind rebels with PTSD moments, and this bone shit acts up, ‘lucky’ feels more like…”

         “Cursed,” Tarun finished, his gaze glancing off the metal surfaces of the garage like a ricocheting bullet. “While I was training the next batch of recruits, I met a girl at Camp Lejeune. She worked on base at the day care. We dated a few times, then she slept over. I thought it was all cool, except the next morning I found her locked in my bathroom. She’d slept in my tub. Apparently, in the middle of the night, I’d given a solo performance of the ‘Best of Afghanistan,’ a one-man soliloquy. Super stirring. But she didn’t stick around for a curtain call.”

         Ryker knew better than to offer a hug or dole out some form of pity. All his friend wanted was to be heard without judgment. Understood. And nothing said you cared like a little game of PTSD one-upmanship.

         “That’s nothing. I protected five innocent civilians from baby food jars today.” Ryker gave his friend a rundown of this morning’s adventure at the grocery store. He played up the ridiculousness, channeling his younger brother’s humor and ability to lighten the mood until, finally, they were both hooting with laughter.

         Elise’s eyes opened and she gave a perfect imitation of his sister-in-law’s green-eyed glare until they swallowed down the rest of their hilarity.

         “Wait.” Tarun wiped the leaking tears from his eyes, still chuckling. “She gave you her number after you herded them like goats? Sounds like a keeper. Or at least a good segue into the dating market.”

         “It wasn’t her number. It was a coupon to my mother’s place.” He didn’t tell his best friend that when he met Bryce their connection was like a spark plug to his chest. For the first time since leaving the Marines, his heart had chugged to life. But like becoming a gunnery sergeant, having a happily ever after was no longer in his future.

         Ryker forced thoughts of the woman out of his head. Best he be like the metal in his leg: sturdy, reliable, without emotional rust. Like a robot.

         Tarun leaned against the VW front end. “You need a service dog, my friend. I’d have one, but you can’t still be serving and qualify. Vazquez got one—a German shepherd named Valor—and he says it’s a game changer. I can’t force you to date, but I can hound you about getting your application in to Paws of War.”

         “Done,” Ryker said. “Submitted it right after you lectured me at Thanksgiving. Got my paperwork in from Dr. Kirkland to show I was in therapy and everything. The wait list is almost two years, so don’t go tattling to everyone about this. My family will get their hopes up, Drake will call his publishing contacts to pull strings, someone will write a freaking article about it, trying to get me moved up the list, and it’ll be smeared all over hell. This is my journey. My load to carry.”

         “No tattling. Roger that.” Tarun gave a salute with only his middle finger. “But for the record, it’s not only your load. You are surrounded by people who love you, and—”

         “Where are they sending you next?” he asked Tarun, his voice clipped.

         Tarun took the hint and changed the subject. As his best friend launched into a story about his promotion, Ryker held a baby who wasn’t his and listened to a career path forever gone from his reach. He nodded along, smiling and saying all the right words.

         Just as if he were a real boy.
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