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		For everyone who serves, whether in uniform or not, who sacrifices years of your life or hours of your time, who fights in a hostile land or keeps the home fires burning. For everyone who feels that rush of pride upon seeing our flag, that rush of gratitude upon seeing a member of our Armed Forces, and that rush of sorrow upon hearing of yet another American casualty, and for every one of you who prays God bless America, thank you.
            



	

    
	
		
History defines strong as having great physical power, as having moral or intellectual power, as striking or superior of its kind. But with all due respect to Webster, there’s strong, and then there’s Army Strong.

—U.S. Army

 


Courage is being afraid but going on anyhow.

—Dan Rather




	

    
	
		Chapter 1


Fifteen minutes after retrieving her luggage from Tulsa International Airport, Avi Grant still sat in her rental car, doors locked, windows up, keys in her hand, the temperature inside climbing. Sweat broke out on her face and hands, inside her uniform and boots, and her stomach churned so wildly that a lesser woman would lean out an open door and heave her guts onto the sizzling pavement.
         

She breathed deeply, head back, and focused. She could do this. An image flashed into her mind: the colonel, her mentor. Another image: Frankie, from Massachusetts, loved baseball. Another: Camarena, married with two kids. Rebecca, who’d shared her quarters and tastes in music and chocolate. Ian, organizer of soccer games with plans to be a priest. Chatham, who joined the Army to escape his overbearing parents. Miller, whose wife got pregnant every time he finished a rotation. Chandra, who’d never met a man as good as her dog.

The sweat rolled, picking up tears at the corners of her eyes and continuing down her cheeks. Finally Avi swiped her sleeve across her face, then inserted the key in the ignition. She started the engine, rolled down the windows, and turned the AC to arctic blast. It took a moment longer to back out of the space and wend her way through the parking lot to the exit.

When the plane landed, she had looked out, thinking she could have been in any medium-size airport in any medium-size city, except for that clear blue Oklahoma sky. She swore its colors, in all its moods, weren’t used in any other sky; she could recognize it with half a glance. The clarity today meant there was no ozone alert. The streaky clouds moving from east to west testified to the winds up high, but down here on earth, not so much as a breath of a breeze was blowing.

She had been back in the States ten days—not long enough to fully adjust to flying, driving, being alone. She followed road signs to I-244, vaguely taking note of the changes along the way. The freeways were wider, the overpasses still bumpy, the drive-in theater on the north side of the road a welcome replacement for the historic one that had burned down a few years earlier.

There were shortcuts she could have taken to get to her destination quicker, but she was in no rush. Her parents were out of town and wouldn’t be back for a week. Mom had accused her of knowing that when she scheduled this trip, and Avi had lied and said of course not; would she do that? Then Mom had apologized, and Dad had taken the phone and said, “Of course you’d do that.” She’d taken four weeks, her leave for an entire year. Was it too much to want the first week of it to herself?

Dad had been relieved that she wanted time alone. A thirty-five-year anniversary cruise wasn’t the sort of thing you wanted to cancel at the last minute.

She circled around downtown Tulsa, then took 412 toward Sand Springs. It seemed everywhere she looked, she saw signs for Indian casinos. She’d taken enough gambles with her life. She had no interest in doing so with her money.

Though somebody has to win, a voice whispered. Why shouldn’t it be you?
         

She recognized the voice as belonging to Ian of the soccer and priesthood. He’d had a great poker face, lying to them all even as he lay dying. Don’t worry. I’m gonna be okay.
         

She squinted her eyes tightly and told herself it was because of the powerful August sun starting its afternoon slide. As she turned north again, she blinked away the few drops of moisture that spilled from her eyes.

As soon as she left town behind, the scenery gave way from houses to hills, rocks, and weaving roads. The trees were green, like much of the grass, but the dustiness that covered them spoke of a dry hot summer, as if Oklahoma had any other kind. She hoped there’d been enough rain the past few months to put on a lovely show in the fall.

The farther north she drove, the fewer trees, more grass dotted with small patches of wildflowers and occasional houses. Cattle and horses lazed in the sun; dogs dozed on porches. A squirrel darted across the road in front of her, chittering as if chastising her for disrupting his day.

This was real life out here: farmers, ranchers, housewives, commuters to jobs in the city. Normal life. What was her real life? Her time in Afghanistan was over for the moment, though the Army made no promises. She’d thought she’d seen the last of the desert four times before. She’d spent a lot of years in remote provinces that most Americans had never heard of until some of their fellow citizens died there. Even then, it was a million miles away. Nothing for most people to worry about. It didn’t touch them, safe at home.

And people like Avi couldn’t get away from it.

When mechanical horses’ heads, pumping oil in small fields, began making more frequent appearances along with real-life horses’ and cattle’s and kids’ heads, she drew a deep breath. Her destination, Tallgrass, had been founded over a hundred years ago to support the oil and ranching industries in the area. Growing up in Tulsa, she’d visited GrandMir and Popi in the town a hundred times, but she remembered few details about it.

On the other hand, she’d never forgotten a thing about GrandMir and Popi: their house, their business, her cooking, the strays Popi collected, their church, their neighbors, and how happy they were. She’d imagined the same kind of life for herself one day.

Until she’d met a handsome Army officer, tall and forbidding in his dress uniform but quick to break into a grin that made a ten-year-old girl feel like the most important thing in his world. The day she’d met then-Major George Sanderson, she’d changed her mind about being a professional traveler, a zoologist, and Speaker of the House when she grew up—any job with the word speaker in its title had sounded good to her—and decided to join the Army instead.
         

She’d done it, too, enlisting during her senior year in high school. She’d even gotten her dream duty assignment: serving under Colonel Sanderson on this last go-round in Afghanistan.

Where three months ago she had watched him die.

A green-and-white sign stated that she was entering Tallgrass city limits, and she gratefully refocused on her surroundings. Nothing looked familiar, with most of the buildings on this southern approach fewer than ten years old, while her last visit had been fifteen years ago for Grandmir’s funeral. She hadn’t expected to remember any of it, though. While waiting for her flight in Houston that morning, she had called up a map on the Internet and committed the directions to her parents’ house and their nursery to memory.

Once she’d passed the nondescript buildings a person could find on the outskirts of any town, she had to admit that downtown Tallgrass could charm a person if she was in the mood. The buildings were constructed of brick faded to a rosy hue or of sandstone, its drab earth tones reminding her of the desert. None stood taller than three stories, hugging the ground, a smaller target for the nonstop winds that swept across the plains.

Avi made a right turn onto Main Street and drove 1.4 miles to Grant Plant Farm. For a moment, she was seven again, coming to work with GrandMir and Popi, running barefoot through the nursery, hair in pigtails, denim overalls just like Popi’s, hearing his great big belly laugh and GrandMir shaking her head, saying, Honestly, Ernest…
         

They were gone now, buried side by side in the cemetery outside the little country church they’d attended all their lives.

Avi was only thirty. Too young to have lost so many people.

We’re not lost, Avery, Popi would have said. We’ve just gone home.
         

With a deep breath, she shut off the engine and climbed out. Gravel crunched beneath her boots as she passed through the scant shade offered by the board sign that had stood there longer than she’d been alive. To the music of chimes and water tinkling in the distance, she walked inside the open-walled structure and removed her sunglasses, breathing deeply the scent of damp earth.

She’d lived in the dirt, worked in it, had it blown by fierce desert winds into places it shouldn’t have gone, but she hadn’t taken off her shoes and dug in it for pleasure since the last summer she’d spent here fifteen years ago. God, she’d missed it.

Customers stood in line at both registers, and water dripped from the irrigation system. Mom had said she would leave the keys with Linda, one of their longtime employees, and Avi looked around until she found her, white-haired, tanned skin, unsteady hands culling plants past their prime from a display.

“Linda? Hi. I’m—”

A brown gaze studied her an instant, then the wrinkled face relaxed and a welcoming smile softened it. “I know who you are, Avery Grant. You’re the spittin’ image of your grandma Mirabelle when she was your age.”

The compliment pleased Avi, though she knew her regular-average features didn’t begin to compete with GrandMir’s beauty. She smiled, I’m flattered on the tip of her tongue, but the woman didn’t pause more than a few seconds.
         

“So you’re finally home safe and sound. Though I guess this isn’t really home since your mama and daddy moved here after you joined the Army. Still, it must be glorious to be back in Oklahoma. I bet some part of you started pining for this place five minutes after you left.”

Not exactly. Avi had been living her dream, following in George’s footsteps, busting her butt to get through Basic, going to Signal school, finding her stride in Army life. It hadn’t been until her second deployment, maybe her third, when she’d found herself dreaming of plains, hills, and forests, oil wells and cowboys and Indians, tornados and droughts and floods, blistering summers, bone-chilling winters, sadly short autumns, and the most incredible spring season anywhere.

Linda had continued talking, her familiar accent soothing with the backdrop of water and sweet-scented flowers, but she interrupted herself as Avi tuned back in. “Here I am, chattering away, and I know you must be tired from your travels. Let me get the keys for you, and you can go home and get some rest. It’s such a shame that Beth and Neil's cruise happened to be this week, but I know they’re excited about getting back to see you.”

Avi followed her to the office, tiny and crammed to bustin’, Popi used to say. She remained outside and watched while Linda sorted through a desk that should have collapsed under the weight of the mess it held, coming up with a key ring. She handed it over with a triumphant gesture. “Here you go. Now, if you need anything, you call me, okay? I’m sure your mom left notes for you all over the place, telling you everything you could possibly want to know, but we’re here if you have any questions at all.”

“Thank you.” Avi pocketed the keys and turned toward the nearest exit, but Linda stopped her with a hand on her arm.

“Thank you for your service, Avery.”

Emotions rippled through her—gratitude, discomfort, sadness, guilt—but she managed a wobbly smile. “You’re welcome.”

A sweet smile tripled the wrinkles on Linda’s face. “No, honey. You’re welcome. Welcome home.”
         

*  *  *


Smoke billowed up from the grill, carrying with it the amazing aroma of roasted chicken. The wind blew it toward the house on the west, then did a one-eighty and sent it rushing into the yard on the east, carrying its flavors long after the gray wisps had dissipated.

Ben Noble had a warm, sunny day, a garlic flavored chicken on the grill, a sweaty pitcher of tea within arm’s reach, and a fresh supply of ice in the cooler beside him. What more could a man ask for?

Maybe someone besides his mother to share it with?

His gaze shifted to the house sitting small and tidy at the far side of the yard. It was Lucy Hart’s house, occupied by Lucy—who liked him a lot—and Norton, her mutt, who didn’t. Ben liked Lucy a lot, too, enough to date her for a month or so at the beginning of the summer.

Enough to agree with her, no matter how painfully, when she’d pointed out that as far as relationships went, they were great friends.

He had plenty of friends. He hadn’t been looking for another—for anything at all, in fact—when he’d met her, but it hadn’t taken long for ideas to pop into his head: a girlfriend, a woman to settle down with, to have kids and a future with. But Lucy had been right. They were very good friends, but it didn’t go beyond that. There was no spark, no anticipation, no promise.

No magic, she’d said forlornly.
         

He really wished he could have been the one to give her back the magic her husband’s death had taken.

Behind him the kitchen door closed, and his mother’s voice filtered across the patio. “I’m leaving for the store now. Anything you want?”

He turned to face Patricia, wearing a skirt in light blue, a shirt that picked up the color in its floral pattern, and sandals, makeup on and her hair styled expensively casual. She always looked her best, even if her only destination was Walmart. It was one of the things, she said, that her late husband George had loved about her.

Funny. Her total lack of concern with her appearance—wild hair, flowy clothes, overload of shiny jewelry, and bare feet—had been one of the things Ben had loved about her back before she’d abandoned him and his sisters, along with his father, for George.

After two decades, he could hardly bear to hear the man’s name or see the uniforms that were common in Tallgrass with an Army post in town.

His fingers tightened around his iced tea glass. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

“The chicken will be fine on the grill if you want to go inside where it’s cooler.”

“Okay.” He would go in in a while, but at the moment he was too comfortable to get up.

“All right then.” Her smile wavered before regaining strength, a little gaily false now. “I’ll be back soon.”

She still hadn’t quite figured out how to say good-bye, whether it was for an hour or until his next visit to Tallgrass. Neither had he. Twenty years of virtually no contact made that sort of thing hard to peg. He wished he could put all the blame on her—after all, she was the adult, the parent—but he was an adult now, too. What had happened in the past belonged in the past…but damned if that wasn’t easier said than done. He would like to think he was mature enough to silence the fifteen-year-old boy who’d mourned his mother’s disappearance and his father’s death a few years later, but didn’t everyone’s childhood shape them into the person they were?

Not wanting to explore either his childhood or the person he’d become, he topped off the ice in his glass. The cooler was foam, cheap, meant for a summer’s use, then disposal, but the scoop on top of the bag inside was sterling, engraved with an elaborate S. There was probably a matching bucket in the house, probably a wedding gift for Patricia and George. Nice things are meant to be used, she would say.
         

In the silence, a chime sounded distantly. Ben’s first visit to the house had been immediately following George’s death, when the doorbell had rung so often that he’d heard it in his dreams. He could ignore it now, but even as the thought formed, he was rising from the chair, heading inside.

The bell rang again before he reached the hallway, its tones fading as he opened the door. The woman standing on the porch looked…not surprised, exactly, but caught off guard, something that he would imagine didn’t happen very often. She struck him as the essence of a long, hot summer, with a loose pink dress, a few strands of silky black hair escaping the braid that kept it off her neck, and flip-flops that showed off her slender feet and hot-pink nails. She was pretty and tanned and dark-eyed, and she looked as if she’d rather be anyplace else in the world than here.

“Is Mrs. Sanderson here?” Her voice was husky, a local drawl underlying influences picked up outside the state.

“Not at the moment.” He hesitated, thought of his mother’s welcoming manner versus his lack thereof, then went on. “I’m Ben, her son. Would you like to come in and wait for her? She should be back any time now.”

Offering his name didn’t earn him the same courtesy. She tucked a strand of hair into her braid, and it fell out again the instant her fingers moved away. Without much more than a few movements, he could see she was going to say no, that she would come back later. But even as her mouth opened to form the words, her gaze caught on something in the window, and she didn’t say anything at all.

Ben didn’t need to see to know she was looking at Patricia’s Gold Star flag, a small banner presented to the parent or spouse of a service member killed during service. Lucy had a Gold Star flag. So did all her friends.

“I’m sorry. You didn’t know about the colonel’s death?”

She swallowed hard. “I knew. I just hadn’t seen…”

Neither had Ben, beyond images in the media, until Patricia had received this one. It was a simple flag: a red border surrounding white, a gold star, gold fringe across the bottom, two small gold tassels at the top. And yet its narrow borders encompassed so much: Remembrance. Pride. Honor. Sacrifice. Acknowledgment. Heartbreak. Loss. The giving up of dreams.

Patricia felt all those things for the stepfather Ben had never known. He’d met George only three times, following his, Brianne’s, and Sara’s graduations from high school. How much could you learn about a man at lunch while he waited for a flight back to Germany? That he had a strong handshake. That he didn’t assume marrying their mother made him part of their family. That he didn’t expect a generous graduation gift to make up for Patricia’s absences, though he gave it anyway.

The woman in front of him apparently had known the colonel, because she was controlling more grief than the three Nobles had scrounged up together. Ben stepped back and opened the door wider. “Come on in. I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on the grill until Patricia gets back.”
         

She hesitated a moment then, with a deep breath, walked through the door and waited quietly. He locked up before leading the way back to the kitchen and gesturing out a large window. “Is it too hot for you outside?”

She shook her head, and he thought maybe the heat would restore a little color to her suddenly pale face.

He took a tall glass from a cabinet, then they walked out to the patio. She chose a seat halfway between him and the grill. He handed her tea before settling back into his own chair.

She breathed deeply, then murmured, “Smells good.”

“No credit of mine. My mother’s the grill master around here.”

“I have a grill at home, but I can never get the igniter to work, and I’m not about to stick a match in there.”

“Where’s home?”

She hesitated before answering. “It’s Georgia now. Augusta. I just moved there.”

“And your name?”

Her fingers tapped against her glass. “Avi Grant.” She said it with a soft ah at the beginning.
         

“Avi. That’s different.”

“It’s not bad if you’re an Israeli football player.” She managed a bit of a smile, emphasizing how delicately pretty she was.

“I’m going to take a shot and say you’ve never been an Israeli football player.”

“What gave it away?” she asked with another faint smile.

“Maybe the hot pink on your toes.”

“Aw, you don’t know what they’re hiding inside those soccer shoes.”

Definitely an Oklahoma girl who’d been away long enough to mute her accent, not get rid of it entirely. “You just visiting in Tallgrass?”

“Yes. I got in this afternoon. Spending some time with my mom and dad.”

And yet one of the first things she did was drop in on someone else’s mother. What kind of connection did she and Patricia have? Patricia had practically adopted Lucy and her neighbor, Joe Cadore, as if they were her own. Maybe Avi was another friend who’d made it easier for Patricia to do without her birth-given kids.

The thought stirred the old ache deep inside at how easily she’d left them. How she’d just turned off her need for them until she’d found herself alone again and grieving. They’d grieved more than half their lives for her, while she’d found other people to take their place.
         

That’s not fair, Lucy sometimes told him when his resentment spilled out.
         

Kids didn’t have to be fair when their families were ripped apart through no fault of theirs.

“Do you live here?” Avi asked.

His eye twitched as he forced the familiar emotions back into their dark corner. “No. Tulsa.”

“What do you do there?”

“I’m a surgeon.”

She raised her right hand, letting it swing loose at the wrist, and said, “Hey, Doc, it hurts when I do this.”

“So don’t do it.” His smile was reluctant but formed anyway. Why not? His issues were with Patricia, not Avi Grant. “That joke’s been around longer than you and me both.”

“Good things last.”

This time he flat-out laughed. “You may be one of three people in the world who think it’s a good one.” Joe Cadore would likely be one of the remaining two, since he seemed to like anything that set Ben on edge.

“Maybe your sense of humor needs a little nip-tuck work. Or maybe mine needs a little refinement.” She took a long drink of tea, and he watched. On second inspection, she wasn’t small and fragile-looking; in fact, she was close to his own height, with an air of substance about her. But in a way that had nothing to do with physicality, she did seem fragile. Even when she’d smiled, the look in her eyes was tinged with loss. Because of George?
         

“So what took you from Tallgrass to Augusta?”

Her gaze went a bit vague. “I’ve never actually lived here. My parents inherited my grandparents’ business when I was in high school. They paid people to run it for them, then as soon as I graduated and took off, they retired and started their second careers.”

Ben noticed that she’d neglected to answer his question, but the sound of tires in the driveway made him let it pass. Avi heard it a beat later, sitting impossibly straight in her chair, head erect, hands knotted tightly in her lap. Not quite the response he would have expected for a woman waiting to greet a friend.

Patricia came into sight around the corner of the house, her purse over one shoulder and a couple of recyclable shopping bags in hand. “I’m back, Ben. I’ll get the tomatoes in the salad and put the bread in the oven, and we’ll be ready to eat in…” Her gaze slid from him to the visitor, her head tilting quizzically to one side.

Curiously, Ben stood to watch them. After a moment, Avi rose, too, the movement clumsy. She shifted her feet a few times, then swiped her palms down her skirt to dry them.

Shopping bags crinkled as they slid from Patricia’s boneless fingers to the stone, and her purse followed. She took a few steps, then pressed her hands to her cheeks, eyes bright and teary, a cry slipping from her. She moved a few steps closer, caught Avi’s hands, and held her at arm’s length for inspection. “Oh, Avi, you’re home!”

“For a while.”

“And safe?”

“Safe and whole.” Avi looked as if she might dissolve into tears, asking in a tiny voice “Are you angry?”

Ben retreated to pick up the bags his mother had dropped. Close proximity to weeping women who weren’t his patients made the back of his neck itch. Them, he knew how to console and reassure. His sisters, Brianne and Sara, too. He’d gotten enough experience with that when he’d finished Patricia’s job of raising them. Outside of those females, though, he didn’t have a clue and didn’t want one.

But he didn’t go inside and give them privacy. He might not like tears, but when he told his sisters about this, they would beat him senseless if he couldn’t finish the story.

Patricia let go of Avi’s hands to hold her shoulders. “Why would I be angry with you?”

“I made you a promise, and I broke it.”

Patricia’s expression went blank for a moment, then her eyes widened, and she pulled Avi into her hug. “Honey, just making the promise was enough! No one could have possibly kept it. All you can do is your best, and if the worst happens, it’s not your fault, because you tried. Oh, Avi, sweetie, I could never be angry with you, never, ever.”

Discomfort crept along Ben’s spine, making him turn and carry the bags inside. So Avi thought she had disappointed Patricia. He’d witnessed his mother giving the same sort of reassurance to his sisters a few months ago, taking their comforting over George's death and giving it back with soft words and softer hugs that they always, always held a place in her heart. She would have included Ben, too, but at the time he wasn’t sure he wanted that place. He still wasn’t.

He could be friendly with her. He could spend time with her. He could tell her all the things about his life that she’d missed because she’d run off—and in twenty years, she’d missed a lot. But to this day he wasn’t sure if he wanted to be her son again, if he wanted her for a mother again. Friendship of a sort might be all he could handle.

At the island, he set the bags down and unloaded the last-minute groceries. A bottle of Head Country barbecue sauce had been the only thing on her list when she left. There could be no grilled meats in her house, she’d decreed, without the made-in-Oklahoma sauce. Besides a giant bottle of that, she’d picked up sweet onions, late Porter peaches, a large green box of imperfectly shaped tomatoes, a carton of vanilla Braum’s ice cream, and a loaf of take-and-bake bread.

In little more than an hour, she’d hit Walmart, a farm stand, Braum’s, and CaraCakes Bakery. His sisters, who knew a lot about shopping as an extreme sport, would be impressed.

Ben put the ice cream away, read the instructions on the bread, and slid it into the oven, removed the salad bowl from the refrigerator, washed his hands and the tomatoes, and began dicing them. The deep ripe red of their thick skins took him back to sunny days in Patricia’s garden, sitting with her and his sisters on cool damp dirt, picking tomatoes and passing around the salt shaker. They ate them straight from the vine until their mouths hurt, until Patricia laughed and said, Don’t eat too many. There’s peaches for dessert.
         

And he, Brianne, and Sara had insisted: We always have room for peaches.
         

As he slipped a large bite of tomato into his mouth, she came inside, closing the door just loudly enough to chase away his memory in the old garden twenty-five years away. Seeing the tomatoes, she smiled. “Don’t eat so many you can’t stuff in a peach or two.”

Some part of him was grateful that she remembered those afternoons. Some part just felt antsy as he dried his fingers, scraped the diced tomatoes into the salad, then left the cutting board and knife in the sink. Patricia joined him there, gazing out the window to where Avi stood, hands on hips, staring at a bed filled with red, white, and blue flowers. She looked…lost.

“Her mother didn’t hint that she’d be home this soon. She looks so good. Don’t you think she looks good?”

He shrugged and admitted, “She looks good.”

Patricia looked at Avi again, then back at him, worry in the lines that wrinkled her forehead. “Do you really think so? I’m wondering if she’s not too thin, maybe just a little too pale. Do you think she’s a little thin?”

Ben gazed at Avi again. She was on the slim side, but she also had some impressive triceps and biceps. He’d bet the abdomen covered by the pink dress was perfectly sculpted, and her quadriceps and hamstrings made her legs damn interesting to look at. Girly dress, soft warm skin, powerful legs… “She looks fine.”

“Yes,” Patricia said absently, sounding less than convinced. After a moment, her mouth tightened and she refocused on the meal, gathering dishes, pushing a tray across for him to carry. He followed her outside, the fragrances of fresh-baked bread and spicy barbecue sauce drifting back to him.

As soon as they’d set down their loads, she smiled, extending one hand to him, one to Avi. “I want to formally introduce you two. My favorite son and orthopedic surgeon, Dr. Ben Noble, and my second-favorite soldier in the whole world, Sergeant First Class Avi Grant. Our very own hero come home from the war.”

Sergeant First Class. Deep down, something inside Ben twinged, turning sour. Avi was in the Army.
         

Wasn’t that a kick in the gut?


	

    
	
		Chapter 2


Sometimes it seemed karma didn’t care what a person was doing, how it was going, or how hard she was trying. It just smacked her anyway.
         

That was how Lucy Hart was feeling Saturday evening. Heaving a great big pity-party sigh, she gave the pan on the stove another stir before checking the thermometer attached to its side. The pecan pralines were almost ready to scoop onto wax-paper-lined pans, where they would harden into luscious, sweet, melt-in-your-mouth miracles of fat-creating incredibleness that she should never again let cross her lips.

Thursday she’d had her annual checkup, and the doctor brought up the dreaded subject: losing weight, following it with a comment about her blood sugar and her blood pressure. Her blood pressure, she’d wanted to point out, had been fine until he’d mentioned her weight. She’d given up regular pop. She hadn’t made fudge since May. She walked twice a day most days, no matter how hot and humid it got. She’d eaten broccoli without cheese sauce or ranch dressing, for God’s sake, and lost seventeen pounds, and all he’d been interested in was the twenty still left.
         

Twenty plus twenty, honesty forced her to admit.

But that wasn’t why she was making candy. Neither was the fact that the nurse had called yesterday to report that her blood sugar and cholesterol were high, or that this morning she’d picked up her brand-new prescriptions—her first in seven years. It wasn’t even the fact that it was Saturday night and she was home alone. Or that, the summer’s short interlude with Ben Noble aside, she might never have another date again.

Certainly not with this big ol’ sorry case of whatever was wearing her down. She felt prickly. Edgy. Like her body couldn’t quite contain all the electricity and anxiety popping through it. It wasn’t PMS. She was safe from that for another two weeks. It was…

Unable to put a name to it, she gave it voice. “Aarrgh!” For good measure, she stomped her foot, too, but it didn’t make her feel better. She just wanted to explode into a million little pieces, tiny jiggly bits of pure energy that would bounce and roll around before slowly coming back together into human form. Maybe twenty pounds’ worth of them would get lost in the process, lowering her blood pressure and cholesterol and blood sugar and making her feel less…more…

She knew exactly how she wanted to feel: smarter, stronger, more capable. Thinner, prettier, more involved with life, with people, with everything. Less emotional, more hopeful, more confident, not scared, not living life on the sidelines. She wanted to feel the way she had seven years ago before Mike died on her, the coward, and shook up her entire life.

Burnt sugar registered with her brain an instant before her nose. Giving a yelp that would do her dog Norton proud, she yanked the pan off the burner, then scowled at its contents. Nana had taught her early that there were two burnt foods that couldn’t be salvaged no matter what: beans and sugar.

She set the pan in the sink to cool, then looked around at the mess that filled the counters. She could stay, clean, probably burn something else, and end up eating everything in total self-pity. Instead, she took a dog cookie from its jar. “Come on, Norton. Time for you to go into the bedroom a while.” Following the big dog down the hall, she dug her cell phone from her pocket and punched in her best friend’s number. “It’s me,” she said before Marti had a chance to finish hello. “My stove betrayed me. Let’s go have a treat somewhere.”
         

She didn’t ask if Marti had plans. Marti was even more of a stay-at-home girl than Lucy was. She was happy with life at Casa Levin: regular contact with the Tuesday Night Margarita Club, occasional calls and visits with her family, and all the hours she wanted to devote to her job, her hobbies, or anything else that caught her interest. Marti wasn’t looking for love or marriage or anything that resembled a commitment. She wouldn’t even consider a pet.

Lucy wished she was happy with her life the way it was, and truthfully, for the most part, she was. But Lord, she was tired of being alone at night. And being fat. And not doing things she wanted to do because she was fat. And lonely, despite the best bunch of family and friends a woman could wish for.
         

She was immeasurably lonely for Mike and snuggling and kisses and sweaty sex and love and happily-ever-after.

“Where do you want to go?”

Images of their usual treat spots filled Lucy’s head—Braum’s for ice cream, CaraCakes for two-bite cheesecakes, Serena’s Sweets for pie, Java Dave’s for dessert disguised as coffee—but her mouth didn’t even water. Heavens, she had a whole counter full of brownies, fudge, oatmeal cookies, and peanut brittle that she would pack up and deliver to her neighbor in the morning. Joe Cadore was the high school football coach; his metabolism could handle the calories way better than hers.

“How about we meet at QT and get a drink, then go to City Park?”

Marti did everything with elegance and sophistication, and that included her snort. “You want to go to the park in three-digit heat and…what? Watch me spontaneously combust?”

“I’ll bring you peanut brittle,” Lucy coaxed in a singsong voice. She shooed at Norton as he jumped onto the middle of the bed with the cookie—he usually waited until the door was closed behind her before doing that—but he closed his eyes and pretended not to notice. It wasn’t worth spiking her blood pressure, so she retrieved the yellow rubber ducky from his bed and laid it beside his head. His eyes opened to thin slits, and he sneakily swiped it in closer with his giant paw, beneath his chin, before feigning sleep.

“Is it the airy kind that doesn’t get stuck in your teeth?”

“Do I make any other kind?”

Balancing her cell precariously, Lucy did her hair in a ponytail, then kicked off her flip-flops for a pair of walking shoes as worn as Norton’s ducky. She’d put a lot of hard miles on them since she’d bought them in June.

Marti gave in as Lucy had known she would. “All right. You want me to stop by and pick you up?”

“Nope. I’m gonna walk.”

“It’s a hundred-and-crap out there, Lulu.”

“Joe and I have been walking all summer. I’m not gonna melt.”

“No, you’ll dehydrate, and there’ll be nothing left but a pile of clothes and those nasty shoes and your friends gathered around, saying ‘We loved her well.’” A soft, sighing sound came over the phone, as if Marti were fanning herself. “All right. I’ll be at the QT closest to City Park in ten minutes. No, better make it fifteen. I’ve got to find something appropriate to wear. And don’t forget my peanut brittle.”

“Thanks, Marti.” Lucy hung up, left Norton on the bed with the door closed, and returned to the kitchen to bag a generous portion of peanut brittle. Before summer, she wouldn’t have dreamed of walking to the store—before she’d met Ben, before she’d fallen head over heels in lust and begun yet another diet-and-exercise program. Now she didn’t think twice about it. She put necessities into a bright orange sling backpack, grabbed a bottle of water, and headed out the back door.

She glanced at Joe’s house as she headed east. A lamp was on in the living room, but his car was gone from the driveway. School had started last week, so he could be at some function there. Football, it seemed, never ended, so his absence could have something to do with that. He could be out partying with his friends or even on a date. He was way too gorgeous to not be in a serious relationship, but every time she tried to fix him up with someone, he insisted he could find his own women.

He was clueless in a really cute, overgrown boy sort of way.

By the time she reached QuikTrip, she was sweating—not a good look on her—and beads of it were running everywhere, not just down her spine. She spotted Marti’s BMW parked in the corner, engine running, windows up, and AC blasting. After tossing her empty water bottle in the trash, she tapped on the driver’s window, and Marti shut off the motor and got out.

“See,” Lucy said in greeting. “You had something appropriate for sweltering needlessly in the park.”

Marti glanced at her own outfit—cotton shorts, pressed and creased; sleeveless top in cool jersey, and adorable sandals with just enough of a heel to make her look inches taller than she already was.

When Lucy wore heels, she looked 5'3"-and-chunky-in-heels.

“I swear to you, the temperature went up one degree on the drive over. I’m going inside and standing in the freezer compartment.” Marti beeped the key fob, and with a bird trill the doors locked.
         

Lucy’s key fob sounded like a strangled toad’s last breath. It didn’t always lock the doors, either.

The QT was busy inside and out, lines at the gas pumps, the pop dispensers, and the registers. Marti headed straight for the frozen French vanilla cappuccino machine while Lucy took a bottle of lime-flavored water from a refrigerated case and got a giant cup of crushed ice to go with it. They met at the register, where Marti grinned. “Look at you, ignoring yucky pop and buying good-for-you water. I’m so proud of you.”

Lucy gave the clerk her debit card. “Water’s good. Almond milk’s fine. Iced tea is great. But sometimes I dream of giant vats of ice-cold pop and a straw a mile long. Of everything I’ve had to give up, I think I miss it most.”

Despite her sweaty state, Marti hugged her. “It’s worth it, though, isn’t it? You’re healthier and happier and skinnier.”

“Tell that to the doctor who poked me and said, ‘You could stand to lose a few pounds.’”

“Did you tell him you already lost more than fifteen pounds?”

“Yeah, he wasn’t impressed.”

“Then did you tell him to keep his opinions to himself?”

Lucy pushed the door open and held it for Marti plus an incoming soldier, who nodded politely and said, “Thank you, ma’am.” Young men were always calling her ma’am, when she was only thirty-four, for heaven’s sake. She had years to go before becoming a ma’am.
         

Outside, it was her turn to give Marti a look. “Well, he is a doctor, and I did go to him for a checkup. That’s pretty much the same as asking for his opinion.”
         

Marti waved her free hand as if such minor details didn’t matter. Of course, she’d never been in anything other than perfect health. Not one of her body’s systems would dare misbehave, and if one did, the doctor would tell her in the kindest, gentlest way. She did not like hearing bad news.
         

Though she and Lucy had heard the worst news possible within minutes of each other over six years ago, when their husbands had been killed in the same combat incident in Iraq. For both of them it still ranked as the worst time of their lives.

As they continued their lazy stroll along patched and crooked sidewalks, Marti asked, “What’s got you blue and making candy tonight?”

“Nothing, really.”

“Is it Ben?”

“Nah. We’re where we should be.” Friends, no more.
         

“Are you ready to meet the next guy?”

“Nah. It would be nice if it would happen sooner rather than later, but no rush.”

“Are you—” Marti’s voice bobbled, and she sternly cleared her throat. Most times she liked to pretend she was on the practical, non-dreamy side of the fence, squarely opposite Lucy, but Lucy knew better. A wide pink streak of romance wove its way through Marti’s soul, rooted the day she’d met Joshua, blossoming throughout their marriage, tattered and faded since his death, but still there, waiting. “Are you missing the magic?”

Lucy’s smile was bittersweet. Neither of them was mathematically inclined, but there were some equations that needed no explaining. Joshua + Marti or Mike + Lucy = Magic. “Every time Mike looked at me, I felt like a princess at a ball, beautiful and beloved by my charming prince in combat boots,” she said on a sigh. “Mike got me, you know, the way women dream about. He loved me, imperfections and all, and I loved him back the same way and more. It really was magic.”
         

“I know, LucyLu.” Marti’s voice bobbled again. “You two were blessed. So were Joshua and I.”

Restless energy bounced and rolled inside her, feeding the self-pity that was slowly consuming her. “So much loss…so much change…It isn’t fair, Marti.”

Marti slid her arm around Lucy’s shoulder and gave her a hug. “No,” she agreed, her words muffled by Lucy’s hair. “It’s damned unfair.”

*  *  *


Avi admired the tenacity of Oklahoma natives, who didn’t let a little thing like life-withering, bone-drying heat keep them from doing what they wanted and enjoying it. Though the sweat had stopped trickling down her spine to be absorbed instead by the thin cotton of her dress, though her hair was damp and stuck to her head in places where it had worked free of the braid, she couldn’t imagine a better welcome home than eating dinner in an elegant outdoor setting. Feeling the breeze cool her skin, listening to the tinkle of wind chimes, smelling the fragrance of flowers—it all gave her a sense of ease, something she’d been missing for far too long.

She breathed deeply, then slowly let the air out in a long, thin sigh. She and Patricia hadn’t had more than a few minutes to talk privately, but that little bit had gone a long way to soothing her conscience. They would visit longer, Patricia had whispered, when her son went back to Tulsa. Dinner tomorrow evening? she’d asked, and Avi had nodded, the lump in her throat too big to speak over.
         

Now Patricia was inside, dishing up dessert, and Avi and Ben sat silently in comfortable chairs, each holding a half-finished glass of wine. The chairs they’d moved to after the meal had sinfully thick cushions and were gathered around a black steel fire pit. The stone border edging it allowed it to do double duty as a table. It would be a wonderful place to sit in November, when winter’s chill was finally settling in, or in March, when they couldn’t stand another evening cooped up inside waiting for spring.

Spring in Oklahoma was a glorious thing.

Across the table, Ben shifted, drawing her attention that way. He was something of a surprise. She’d known Patricia had children from her first marriage. She’d seen pictures of them as kids and at their high school graduations. But she’d never given them much thought. For reasons she’d never asked about as a kid and never thought about as an adult, she’d known Patricia rarely saw them.

If she’d ever imagined what Ben would be like, it wouldn’t have been close to reality. There wasn’t a bit of resemblance between him and Patricia. Where she was average height, slim, with light brown hair and blue eyes, he was a classic cliché: tall, dark, and handsome. Black hair, dark eyes, with the strong features of one of Oklahoma’s Indian tribes. Nice hands, skillful enough to become a surgeon; long legs; lean body.

She spent her life surrounded by lean bodies. She wasn’t easily swayed by a fine physical specimen. If she was with her best friends right now, one of them would say But there’s something about this body, and everyone would laugh, because the sheer number of times they’d heard the comment made it more than mere words. It imbued the words with the full power of countless memories of unforgettable good times. Avi knew she’d been lucky to have so many good times.
         

But her friends weren’t here. Rosemary was stationed in Germany, spending every available free moment studying the architecture of the castles, or so she said. The others agreed that she was really fulfilling her princess fantasy. Jolie had gotten out of the Army and returned to Shreveport, where she shared her quarters with three kids and dealt with an ex-husband who acted like one. Kerry was in South Korea for her second time—or was it third? She freely admitted it was the food that kept drawing her back.

And Paulette was in Arlington.

Deliberately Avi refocused her thoughts. The friends she’d lost were never far from her mind, but the opportunity to relax and enjoy the presence of a totally hot guy hadn’t come along often in the last few years.

“What do you do in the Army?” Ben asked, apparently tiring of the silence about the same time she did.

“Signal,” she replied, then explained, “Communications. I’ll be an instructor at the signal school at Fort Gordon when my leave’s over.”

“When will that be?”

“Four weeks. Mom and Dad have always come to visit me since I joined the Army, but it was time for me to see Oklahoma again.” And to talk to Patricia face-to-face.

He propped one foot on the table. Like her, he wore flip-flops, though his probably cost more than her entire flip-flop wardrobe, and it was an extensive collection, one she’d started years ago. “Any brothers or sisters?”

“Nope. I’m a happy only.” She’d liked having her parents’ attention to herself, being the sole grandchild-light of GrandMir and Popi’s lives. “You have sisters?”

“Two sisters, one brother-in-law, a niece, and two nephews.” His smile was thin. “Except for assorted aunts, uncles, and cousins, that’s the extent of the Noble family.”

And Patricia. She wanted him to include Patricia. She was his mother, after all, and she was alone and grieving and needed someone to love.
         

“You’ve got us Grants outnumbered more than two to one. My parents are only children, too.” She’d noticed a dozen times through the meal that his ring finger was bare: no wedding band, no paler skin to indicate that one had ever been there. It had been a long time since she’d noticed such a thing. A long time since she’d sat opposite a gorgeous guy and wondered about his availability. It was a warm, shivery feeling in itself, and the ordinariness of it made it twice as nice. “No wife?”

“No. My sisters say I’m married to my job.”

“Is that enough?”

His gaze darkened and shifted to stare off across the yard. Was he seeing the house on the other side, she wondered, or looking into the past? At someone who’d broken his heart? “Until recently it was.” After a moment, he looked at her again. “You ever been married?”

“No. I always figured there was time for that and kids and college later.” Images flashed through her mind, and the corners of her mouth pulled down. “I was wrong. Time is more precious than I realized.”

The words came out quietly, more regretful than she’d intended. She was grateful when the back door opened and Patricia’s cheery voice said, “Dessert! The best part of the meal.”

Ben rose to help her with the tray she carried, setting it on the table. The three dishes were filled with pound cake, vanilla-bean-flecked ice cream, and a mix of mashed and sliced ripe peaches that practically drew a moan from Avi. Oh, she’d missed fresh Oklahoma peaches!

“Can I get you some more wine, Avi?” Patricia asked, holding up the bottle from the dining table.

“No, thank you.”

“I won’t ask Ben. Even when he’s not on call, he doesn’t drink enough to get a hummingbird tipsy, in case he’s got to go in and assist in an emergency.” Patricia chose the chair to Avi’s left, handed her a dessert dish, then took her own and sank back. “I’ve got a son who’s a surgeon, a daughter who’s an oil leasing whiz, and one who’s raising the three most perfect kids you ever saw. Just how blessed am I?”

There was that Oklahoma spirit again. Looking for the good in the worst of times. Avi intended to renew hers while she was home, to recover that indomitability, that glass-half-full optimism that made Oklahomans special. She had relied on a sense of fatalism to get through the last five years. What will be, will be. If it’s my time to die, I’ll die. If it’s my day to stick my hand inside my buddy’s chest and try to keep him from bleeding out but he does anyway, it’s meant to be.
         

She and fatalism weren’t a good match.

“This is delicious, Patricia,” she said, her yumms implied in her voice.
         

“Isn’t the cake lovely? My dear neighbor, Lucy, baked it. She lives right across the yard there. She’s talked a time or two about opening her own restaurant or dessert shop. There’s a part of me that wants her to jump right into it and a part that really would prefer to keep all the excess goodies flowing in our direction.”

“How is Lucy?” That came from Ben, intent on his dessert and asking the question as if it were an afterthought. Which, of course, made Avi think it wasn’t an afterthought at all. That answered her question about whether he’d been staring at the house a few moments earlier. Did it also answer her question about a broken heart?

“She’s fine. I guess you didn’t have time to visit her this morning, what with Saturday clinic and all. Ben’s practice is so busy that they have to schedule clinics on Saturdays twice a month to get caught up on all their patients.” Patricia further explained, “Lucy and I are members of the Tuesday Night Margarita Club. Out of tragedy comes joy, they say, and the margarita sisters have provided me with a lot of joy.”

Ben gazed at the house across the yard again, just for a moment, before explaining to Avi, “They’re also called the Fort Murphy Widows Club.”

Avi caught herself from recoiling. She’d heard of such groups, but she’d never imagined anyone she knew actually claiming membership in one. Sure, in the beginning a person needed a support group, but after a while, wasn’t that just refusing to let go of the past and face the future?

What do you know, Avery? You’re great at facing the future, but letting go isn’t one of your talents. You just drag all your sorrows right along with you.
         

But she couldn’t forget. The people she’d known, the things they’d done…they should be remembered forever and ever, amen.

The conversation turned lighter, tales about Patricia’s grandchildren, comments about great restaurants Avi had to try while she was in town, Patricia relating her conversation with Avi’s mother when she found out she would miss the first week of Avi’s visit.

“I said, ‘Why, of course she wouldn’t schedule her first visit in a decade to coincide with your cruise. You know the Army. It’s just how things happen.’” Patricia laughed, easing the worry lines that seemed to have taken up permanent residence, then gave Avi a mock-stern gaze. “Don’t you ever let her know that’s exactly what you did. Your mama’s never been gone from home a month, much less twelve years like you. She doesn’t understand how much a person can need time alone, especially when that person is her baby girl.”

“I’ll make it up to her, I promise.” Avi set her empty dish down, her stomach filled with sweet, cold summery goodness. “Let me help you with the cleanup, then I’d better head back to the house. It’s been a long day.”

Patricia fluttered her hands in a brush-off gesture. “Forget about the cleanup. Ben stopped making that offer when he found out I was coming along behind him redoing everything.”

“Is it my fault you’re compulsive about your dishes?” he asked, one brow raised.

“I’m just a little compulsive,” she teased. As she stood, a frown furrowed her brows. “Avi, I didn’t see any car out front besides Ben’s. How did you get here?”

“I walked. It’s not that far.”

“Oh, sweetie, Ben will take you home. You don’t mind, do you, Ben? It’s not far, but with the sun going down and her being new in town…”

Avi smiled, all too able to imagine the same arguments in her mother’s voice. Forget that Avi was a soldier, that she’d done five combat tours, that Tallgrass was about as safe as a place could be. She was Beth’s little girl, and she still needed protecting.

“Of course I don’t mind,” Ben said.

Patricia embraced Avi again, holding her tight enough to make her feel like a little kid, safe in her mother’s arms. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve prayed every day.”

“Me, too.” Even when she’d wondered if God was listening. That hadn’t stopped her, though. Every day, whether full of faith or running on empty, she’d said her prayers. After all, what if she’d been too cynical to offer up prayers for their safety and one of her comrades had died that day? It wasn’t a risk she had been willing to take.

With another squeeze, Patricia released her, then began gathering dishes. Ben gestured toward the driveway, and they headed that way. They walked in silence until they reached the street, where he stopped.

“My car’s there.” He gestured to a sporty car out front that cost more than she’d made her last year in the desert. “You want a ride or do you prefer to walk?”

She considered it a moment. She had a weakness for powerful little cars, especially after months when her primary mode of transportation was her own two feet or an MRAP, a mine-resistant ambush protected vehicle. But right now those feet wanted to move. “I’d rather walk, if you don’t mind.”

He gestured in agreement, and she turned right. It was only three blocks west, then four blocks north, to the house Popi had built for GrandMir to celebrate their tenth anniversary. It was old and comfortable and had the best yard in town, and she loved it dearly.

After a half block in silence, she said, “You don’t really have to see me all the way home.”

He gave her a slight smile. “My father would disagree. He had very strict rules for how men treated women. Holding a chair, opening a door, walking on the street side of the sidewalk…” His long fingers gestured toward his position on the sidewalk.

“So if a reckless driver comes along and swerves onto the sidewalk, you can push me out of the way?” She laughed. “I had to ask GrandMir about that one. I never could figure it out myself.” She hesitated. “Is your father still living?”

“No.” Ben’s mouth tightened, then relaxed again. “But his influence lives on.”

“One of the best things you can say about a parent.” She hoped one day her children or grandchildren would be paying the same compliment to her.

“My dad was a good guy. He was better suited to being a father than anyone I’ve ever known.”

Avi pulled the elastic band from her hair, gathered the hair again, then tugged it back into a neater, higher ponytail. “Is that why you haven’t had kids yet? You don’t want to face such high standards?”

“Nah. He taught me well. But surgery takes a lot of hours. Clinic days, OR days, call. I wanted to get established before I considered marriage or having kids, and by the time I realized that I was established, I was booked solid for months ahead. I don’t have time to date, fall in love, be a father.”
         

Is that enough? she’d asked, and he’d replied, Until recently. “You’d better make some changes then.” She thought about Lucy, wondering if she was the catalyst that made him realize work wasn’t enough anymore. Avi would guess they weren’t still seeing each other, or surely he would have spent this evening with her instead. Had their relationship failed, and why, and when?
         

It was none of her business. After all, she wasn’t looking for a relationship. Fun, a boyfriend to share dinners and dances and beds, a man to help ease her back into normal life…She could do full justice to a sexy, good-for-now kind of fling in the next thirty days, with no strings and no regrets.

And for a woman who had way too many regrets, that sounded pretty damn good.

*  *  *


After a few more blocks, they turned right. Ben had learned in the short time that Avi was a career soldier, that she didn’t like the blues or jazz—his favorite kinds of music—and that her tastes in food ran to good old home-style cooking. No fusion, saffron-scented air, tiny portions artistically arranged on huge plates and kissed with multiple sauces.

“Oh, and no trendy, cool-vibe places whose names are misspelled on purpose,” she added.

He laughed. “You’ve just described half the places I eat at.”

“I am not surprised. You strike me as a trendy, cool-vibe sort of person.”

“I think I’ve been insulted.”

This time she laughed. “Oh, no, Doc. When I’ve insulted you, you’ll know.” She slid her hands into pockets that Ben hadn’t realized the dress had. He found himself wishing that she slid her hand into his, so he could feel its heat and warmth and strength, so he could imagine how a real touch from her would feel. Wanting wasn’t a new thing, but it had felt like it back in the early summer with Lucy. It felt like it again now, new and filled with potential. Pretty women and potential were one of his favorite combinations.

After a moment’s silence, Avi gave him a sidelong look. “How is Patricia doing, really?”

He shoved his hands in his own pockets and shrugged. He got that question from people he worked with, from friends, and he gave them a stock answer: She’s coping. But Avi wasn’t the sort to settle for stock answers, he didn’t think, and she knew Patricia probably as well as he did, if not better.
         

“She’s dealing with it. She makes an effort to put on a good face for everybody, but…” Guilt, a feeling Ben knew all too well, seeped through him. They’d come a long way in healing things between them, but there were restrictions. She rarely mentioned George because she knew she didn’t have a sympathetic audience in Ben. When she slipped, all he could think about was where was this grief when his father died. Where was this love? She’d been married to Rick almost as long as George; she’d promised to love him until his death; she’d had three kids with him.

But at Rick’s funeral, there had been few tears from her. She’d come out of a sense of obligation, more for the kids she’d left behind than for the man she’d once loved.

Which was something, but Ben hadn’t appreciated it at the time. Wasn’t sure he appreciated it yet.

“Does she see a grief counselor?”

Ben smiled faintly. “The margarita club is her grief counselor. They’re good for her. They’ve all been where she is. They understand in ways we don’t.” Though he wasn’t sure he should be including Avi in that we. She probably knew. She hadn’t lost a husband, but she’d known guys like George, Lucy’s husband, all the margarita sisters’ husbands. She’d worked with them, joked with them, shared meals with them, gone into combat with them, and seen them every day until, suddenly, they were gone.
         

The thought made him look at her in a way that went beyond the beautiful-woman-great-body-pink-toenails way, even beyond the damn-she’s-a-soldier. She was a soldier who’d been assigned to a war zone, who’d lived under primitive conditions with the knowledge that the enemy wanted to kill her, seeing the results of combat firsthand: the physical, the mental, the spiritual wounds. She’d lost people she loved—not just one, not just a spouse, but one after another. How hard was that on a woman’s heart?

“They were together so long. It’s hard to imagine that they never will be again.”

Ben couldn’t stop the muscles tightening in his jaw. “You met them through the Army?”

“No.” Then she smiled, her face softening, her eyes brightening. “Actually, I guess I did. My father went to West Point. That’s where he and George met. Dad did his obligated service, then got out, but they stayed friends. He visited us when he had a chance—spent an entire month’s leave with us one time. He’s the reason I joined the Army.”

Ben had known George was visiting friends in Tulsa when Patricia met him. She’d told him and his sisters that much the night she’d gathered them around the kitchen table and told them she was leaving them behind and moving to another country. So those friends had been Avi’s parents. George had come to Oklahoma, charmed Patricia right out of her marriage and Avi right into his career path.

A visit Avi remembered with great affection and love, while for Ben, it had been the worst time of his life. But it was twenty years past. He was twenty years older. He could put aside the past to enjoy the present, couldn’t he? Or was he as stodgy as his sisters teased?

“Why did your father get out?”

“Dad believes everyone should do at least four years of service in the military. He felt it was his duty—and his honor—but he didn’t intend to make a career of it. He got selected for the academy, got an education, did his service, then came back to Oklahoma. I thought it was pretty cool that Dad had been in, and so had Popi, and when I met the colonel…”

The look on her face was nothing less than remarkable for a woman who’d experienced everything she had: pure, childhood innocence. It wasn’t a girlish-crush look, but admiration. Awe.

“He was ten feet tall and could leap skyscrapers while fending off enemy hordes. I wanted to be just like him when I grew up. I wanted to wear that uniform, do all the cool-guy stuff, and inspire little kids along the way.”

She had fallen under his spell as much as, maybe even more than, Patricia. Ben could honestly say he hadn’t been nearly as impressed when he’d met the man. How could he have been, after three years of watching his father disappear into grief, of rebuilding the family George and his mother had devastated, of giving up most of his hopes and dreams so he could be there for the family.

It hadn’t occurred to him until much later—this past summer, in fact—that the man he’d scorned might have been worth knowing.

“This is it.” Avi stopped in front of a great old house built of sandstone and wood siding painted pale yellow. Big stone columns anchored the porch, where four rockers stood in a straight line on one side of the door and a glider sat on the other. The grass was lush and green, and flowers bloomed everywhere. Lights shone through the windows to the left of the door, and barking sounded there.

“That’s Sundance,” Avi said. “All my life I wanted a dog, but Mom was against it. So what’d she do when I’m grown and gone? Went out and bought an Irish setter puppy for Dad for Father’s Day.”

Looking closer, Ben spotted a blur of mahogany-colored hair and long floppy ears. As they walked up the sidewalk to the porch, the dog disappeared, its barks coming from the area of the door, then reappeared at the window in an excited wiggle. “Don’t you usually kennel puppies when you’re gone for a few hours?”

“Do you.” She said it as a statement, like that’s interesting when it really wasn’t, and pulled a key from her pocket as they climbed the steps. “Are you a dog person?”
         

He thought of Lucy’s mutt, who bared his teeth every time he saw Ben, and his sister’s little ball of fur that thought his own reflection was an intruder. “Not so you’d notice.”

“They left Sundance with their neighbors, who must not have known what they were getting into. I hadn’t even gotten my suitcase into the house when the lady marched over with the dog and a bag of food. ‘Welcome home,’ she said, and ‘Here’s your dog.’ Then she practically ran back to her own house.” She paused, key in the lock. “You want to meet her?”

As opposed to retracing his steps and going home to Patricia’s alone, where she would spend the rest of the evening reminiscing and worrying over Avi? “Sure.”

She opened the door just wide enough to reach in and grab the puppy’s collar, then backed her into the hallway so Ben could follow. As soon as Ben closed the door, Avi flipped a light switch with one hand and let go of the dog with the other.

She’d said puppy, Father’s Day, eight or ten weeks ago. Little and cuddly and sweet. Sundance was a puppy who looked as if she’d eaten three or four of the size Ben had envisioned. Her coloring and floppy ears and expressive eyes were beautiful. A full-grown dog who looked just like her but could actually sit still could pass as an art object in some of the pricey homes he found himself in.

The dog ran from Avi to Ben and back again, circling their feet, trying to climb their legs, barking excitedly. Her paws were as big as saucers, and her tail beat relentlessly, swiping furniture legs, people legs, and her own. When Avi scooped her into her arms, Sundance licked every part of her she could reach, though Avi avoided face kisses by tilting her head away.

“You can pet her. She won’t pee on you by accident since I’m holding her.”

“None of the dogs I know have accidents in the house. Every single time is on purpose.” He took the few steps necessary to rest his hand on Sundance’s head. Instantly her long pink tongue reached out to swipe his fingers, and she pressed her silken fur against his hand until her face was compressed like one of those wrinkled dogs he’d seen on TV.

“She lives up to her name.” With hair the color of the intense molten-fire surface of the sun and her wiggly, jiggly dancing about, she was a perfect Sundance.

“My dream dog was a beagle. I loved their baying. Second choice would have been a black Lab, because who could possibly not love a black Lab? But really, I would have taken anything, even a Chihuahua. But you’re a sweetie, aren’t you, girl?”

Ben watched her nuzzle the dog and found himself actually contemplating jealousy for a moment. With a wry smile, he shifted his attention to the house. A yellow sticky note was stuck to the wall a few feet from him with loopy handwriting: Don’t forget to set the alarm. (Code’s on the back.) Another clung to the closet door nearby: Sundance’s toys inside. Try to teach her to pick them up, would you? (I taught you.)
         

He chuckled, drawing Avi’s attention. She looked at the note and rolled her eyes. “My mom is a great believer in list-making—one item at a time. I’ve been gathering them since I got here, and they’re still everywhere. Buy milk; you need it for your bones. Extra toilet paper in upstairs linen closet. Where she’s kept it my entire life. Water this plant on Tuesday. Water that plant on Thursday. Run the dishwasher when it’s full. No more than three treats a day.” A rueful look came across her face. “I hope that one’s meant for Sundance and not me.”
         

Hearing her name, Sundance started wiggling even more, with purpose this time. Avi glanced down at her. “You need to go out, baby?” She put her on the floor, and the pup’s nails skittered on the wood as she raced down the hall, anxious little yips echoing back to them.

Avi followed, and Ben followed her, reading more notes on the way. How to program the thermostat was helpfully stuck on top of said thermostat. Best coffee: Java Dave’s. Real coffee: Keurig on counter hung between family portraits. Clean the dryer lint trap was stuck to a lopsided ashtray that looked handmade, circa fourth grade.
         

“How old does your mother think you are?” he asked as they reached the kitchen, where an entire rainbow of notes rustled in the air from the central air conditioning.

“Thirty going on thirteen and first time ever spending the night alone in the house. It’s not just me. She leaves Dad notes, too, and plasters them around work. Dad told me that when she had surgery a while back, she taped a note to her breast: Not this one. That one. Over there.”
         

Ben laughed. “I’ve had patients who’ve written notes or drawn arrows on their own knees before. A friend of mine was scrubbed in to do a cesarian, and the mom had written on her abdomen, Remember, I want to wear a bikini again.”
         

“I’ve never had surgery”—Avi rapped her knuckles against the wood door jamb as she stepped out the back door—“but if I did, I think I’d want to make sure everything went the way it should.”

“In the OR, that’s the doctor’s job.”

“But you hear cases about doctors amputating the wrong leg or doing a hysterectomy but forgetting to take out the uterus.”

Ben shuddered for her benefit. “That means you’ve got a bad doctor.”

“Good doctors don’t ever get careless?”

“Good ones aren’t careless, and careless ones aren’t good.” He stopped at the edge of the back porch steps. Sundance was tearing around the yard with more energy than Ben possessed in his entire body.

Avi sat on the steps, her skirt gathered close to her legs, to wait for the pup to answer the call of nature. Sundance showed no such inclination. She sniffed flowers, darted off to carefully inspect the smells around a tree, stopped to give a longing look at the hammock a foot or two above her head, then ran to sample other scents elsewhere.

After a moment, Ben sat beside Avi. The steps were wide enough that he didn’t crowd her, narrow enough that her cologne scented his every breath. It was hard to be certain, given the night’s heat, but he was pretty sure he felt warmth radiating from her bare arms and legs. Sweet-scented warmth with just a slight undercurrent of energy that made the air between them smell…expectant.

If she felt it, she didn’t show it, and he didn’t take any action. Instead, they watched the dog for a while, checking her surroundings as if she’d never seen them before, then Avi sighed quietly. Contentedly. “Your mom said you’re going back to Tulsa tomorrow.”

He obliquely gazed at her. “Yeah, I’ve got clinic Monday and surgery Tuesday and Wednesday.”

“Does Patricia still go to church?”

A few months ago the question would have surprised him. Church was something she’d discovered on George’s watch. But he’d learned since the funeral that God, the Bible, and church had been an important part of her and George’s lives. “Every Sunday.”

“Do you?”

He shook his head.

“Want to have breakfast? I have a Post-it note attesting to the incredible breakfast fare at Serena’s Sweets.” She flashed a grin. “Mom also drew a map so tiny that I can’t read it, but I can find my way back to Patricia’s and you can give me directions.”

He needed to relax, Lucy was always telling him. Not everything was important or life-changing. Some things were just pure fun, and he should enjoy them when he could. How pleased would she be when he told her the next time they talked that he’d taken her advice? “Sounds good. I’ll see you at nine?”
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