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      Daisy Greenwell knows what it’s like to hit rock bottom. Mentally, she climbed her way slowly back to the top after losing her legs. It seemed only natural to want to aid others once she’d learned how to help herself. Her love of people, animals, and keen understanding of loss has pushed her to tackle her toughest client of all: a handsome ex-soldier named Ethan.

      

      Ethan Minter lost everything in the blink of an eye. When a bomb goes off during his tour of Afghanistan, he comes home a broken man to a world he doesn’t recognize. He’s depressed, lonely, and unsure how to start over… until he meets her.

      

      In Daisy’s eyes, Ethan finds a strength he didn’t know he had and hope for dreams he’d once thought were long gone. Could this beautiful woman be just the breath of fresh air he needs? Could loving Daisy give him a second chance at the future he’s always wanted or will her secret take it all away?
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      August 2015

      Ghazni, Afghanistan

      

      “Wilkes, you’re a bloomin’ moron and the sun is getting to you if you think that the Lakers are going to draft him this next go around,” Ethan Minter laughed, shoving at the other soldier. They were doing another sweep of the hills under their leader, CPO John Griffin – or ‘old man Griff’ as they called him bravely.

      “Minter, you are the one who’s the moron. They’d be fools to pass on Watkins. Have you seen him on the courts?”

      The two soldiers were marching in the heat, completely loaded with gear and falling off to the side of their group. Their helmets felt like burners on an oven atop their shorn scalps but they didn’t dare take them off. The heavy camouflaged uniforms were sweltering and there was not a bit of shade in sight. The sooner they were done with patrols, the better off they would all be. Ethan hated doing sweeps in the hills.

      “No and you haven’t either. We barely get reception out here in the desert.”

      “That’s true but I saw part of one game.”

      “And?”

      “The man takes the court like he’s all alone. It’s a thing of beauty to watch him dunk,” Wilkes said reverently, pinching his fingers together and kissing them, before releasing. “C’est magnifique!”

      “Idiot.”

      “Takes one to know one,” Wilkes said childishly, shoving Ethan Minter back on the shoulder once again. The two had been best friends since high school. They’d practically grown up together- an inseparable pair.

      “Pay attention you two nitwits!” Griffin yelled out, annoyed. They looked at each other and Minter rolled his eyes the moment the man was turned around. Griffin had always been a hard man to work for- but he was definitely one you’d want on your side. There was a code to him, a sense of pride that he expected of his team that drew unwavering loyalty… but it was moments like this, that really irked him. The man treated them like children at times – even though they were grown men.

      Griffin’s K-9 dog, Radar, was by his side with both ears perked up and sniffing the air. Ethan hated that enlisting had put him in the middle of the seventh layer of Hell. He believed in serving his country, he just thought he’d be doing it somewhere air conditioned. Afghanistan wasn’t it.

      “When we re-up or go back state-side, you and I need to see a game. We can pick up some chicks and have a few brewskies too.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Yeah it does- because this moron has some great ideas,” Wilkes announced, pointing at himself proudly as he shoved Ethan one more time on the shoulder, playfully. Ethan stumbled. His boot slipped on a rock, sending a sharp zing of pain into his ankle a moment before they both heard it.

      Click.

      The dog Radar yelped in alarm, giving Ethan goosebumps instantly as he knew what was happening immediately. He was suddenly airborne and mass chaos erupted around him. He couldn’t hear a thing but knew he’d stepped on a land mine. They’d been sweeping the hills for them.

      Blinking up at the bright sun, Ethan tried to focus on the biggest problem surrounding him first but couldn’t put a finger on it. Was it the eerie silence? The sheer panic on the men around him moving soundlessly… Or the burning rush he felt racing through his body? Where was Wilkes? Was he okay?

      Just then he caught a glance at Colin Wilkes’ face in front of his, as he slapped Ethan several times on the cheeks. His lips were moving but all Ethan could hear was ringing in his ears. He tried to look around, but Wilkes kept grabbing his face and pointing at his own eyes indicating Ethan should be only looking at him.

      Wilkes was… crying?

      Something was seriously wrong.

      Slapping Wilkes’s hands away, Ethan tried to sit up and saw his Chief Petty Officer, John Griffin, yanking off his belt. Ethan met Griffin’s eyes and knew he was the man that had been hurt. Looking down the length of his body, Ethan saw Griffin grab his leg and tie it with his belt as a tourniquet. Why? Where exactly was his boot?

      And then Ethan knew what the men were trying to tell him in all the silence.

      He’d been severely injured and the lower half of his leg had been blown off. He was going to die, there in the sand, among his brothers. He couldn’t help the wave of tears he knew were rolling down his cheeks unchecked at that moment, nor the panicked puffs of breath as he struggled to keep from screaming at the unfairness of it all.

      He didn’t want to die.

      Griffin waved the men back and Ethan stared at Wilkes’ ashen face. He didn’t have to hear the words that his friends’ lips kept forming. He saw them in his devastated eyes. Ethan was picked up bodily by his CPO as they retreated back to camp. He saw his boot off in the distance and almost waved… if it wasn’t so horrifying a thought. He was leaving part of himself in Afghanistan permanently – and if he was lucky, he wouldn’t be buried here.

      Wilkes came into view again and clenched Ethan’s hand as they raced quickly back to camp. He could hear muffled echoes returning as the ringing in his ears faded. That only made it where he could hear his own screams of pain that Ethan didn’t realize he was uttering. He knew what Wilkes was saying long before he heard him- because Ethan was saying them mentally in a prayer of his own making…

      I’m sorry.

      I’m sorry.

      I’m so sorry.

      Take me away from this nightmare!
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        * * *

      

      Ethan woke up hours later, blinking several times as he tried to get his bearings. He wasn’t hurting anymore. He was shaking all over, his teeth chattering, and covered with a sheet. He was surrounded by white dingy curtains and felt hot beyond belief. Why was he shaking if he was so hot? If this was Heaven, why was it so terribly stuffy? Rubbing his eyes, he realized his arm was tethered to an I.V. drip and he then remembered what had happened. His left leg just below the knee was gone.

      The heart rate monitor began to chime nervously as his chest began to pound in fear. Looking at the sheet he was covered in, he saw the outline of his new body- or what was left of it. His left leg was now a stump just below the knee. His heart beat even harder, making it hard to breathe as the impact of what had happened finally hit him.

      “You need to calm down, Minter.”

      A male nurse walked in and pressed a button on the machine nearby. His shirt said Houghton on the embroidered name badge on his scrub top. A wave of chemical dizziness hit him making everything spin around him.

      “Morphine?”

      “Yeah- and be glad of it.”

      “My leg,” Ethan whispered sadly. “My leg is gone?”

      “It is,” Houghton confirmed. “But you are still here due to some quick thinking by your CPO. If he hadn’t shut off the bleeding, you’d have died out there. Your leg might be gone but you are alive- and going home in a week or so, once you are stable.”

      “Go away,” Ethan ordered softly, feeling dumbstruck and scared at what his future would look like now. Go home? How? To what? How would he get by anymore if he was alone? Wilkes had always been there with him and now he was being abandoned?

      “No problem. You need to get some sleep anyhow.”

      The nurse put a fresh I.V. bag on the post nearby and tried to put a sensor on Ethan’s finger but he yanked his hand away angrily. He’d been touched enough recently- the most obvious being the bandaged stump he couldn’t stop staring at.

      “This is going on you whether you want it or not,” Houghton announced firmly. “I couldn’t care less if you gave me the finger and I put the oxygen sensor on there – but it is going on. I have a job to do. Your job is to heal right now and rest.”

      Ethan gave the man the rude gesture and sure enough, Houghton smiled and put the sensor on his middle finger. It made Ethan feel petty to retaliate like that. His soul felt deflated, like there was nothing else left for him. What was he going to do?

      Everyone else had a plan for when they got out. Wilkes was going to watch basketball games and drink beer. Griffin was in some sort of strange relationship with a pen pal halfway around the world. Houghton had someone back home according to the ring on his left hand. Post talked about his fiancée all the time and even Luka claimed he had a girl in every town he visited waiting for him. Ethan would have nothing… but a crutch or some prosthetic waiting for him back home.
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      December 2015

      

      “Ethan, you need to keep working at getting stronger,” the physical therapist told him for the millionth time. He felt his growing frustration at the shaking in his arms. He was trying to get stronger to move himself about. He didn’t want to be in a wheelchair and didn’t want to try a prosthetic limb yet. He wanted his own leg back. “I know this is hard, but we are here to help you.”

      “Do you see me, doc?” Ethan snapped, looking at the man and pointing to his cargo pants that were folded up and pinned in place. “I mean, do you really see me? Look at me! Look, don’t pity me- but really look! Look at this!”

      “I see your leg and I see a man that has his whole life ahead of him- if he can get past this roadblock,” the therapist said gently, causing Ethan to laugh sarcastically.

      He called it a roadblock? Seriously?

      The therapist went on speaking as if nothing had happened. “I think you should take some time, be with your family. Develop a hobby that makes you feel good, something that makes you complete on the inside so you don’t focus as much on what is on the outside.”

      “Says the man standing on his own two legs.”

      “We can get you fitted for a prosthetic. I told you that, but you need to toughen up the limb so you don’t get so sore when you have it attached.”

      “Maybe someday but I think I need to learn how to manage without it first since it’s not like my stump is growing back,” Ethan said hatefully; hot tears of anguish burned at his eyes and he would not allow himself to cry in front of this man who antagonized him three times a week.

      Ethan had gotten a few letters from his squad back in Afghanistan and all of them said the same thing – sorry about your leg, man. He was tired of being the recipient of people’s pity. He wanted more out of life. He wanted a reason to go on.

      “Ethan, I think you should see a counselor.”

      “Is that your professional opinion, doc?”

      “It’s my personal one.”

      “Well keep your personal opinions to yourself.”

      “I understand you are mad right…” the therapist began and Ethan threw a crutch across the floor angrily in reaction to the words he’d heard over and over again since his discharge. No one knew how he felt. He was robbed of his life, or so he felt!

      The crutch skittered away and nearly hit another woman there doing therapy. He saw the surprised and scared look on her face in the mirror she was facing, making Ethan feel even more ashamed by his outburst.

      “I think it would be a good idea to see a group that can help you deal with the loss you are going through. I will give you some homework exercises to perform so you can maintain your strength until you calm down a bit.”

      “You don’t have to doc.”

      “But I will,” the therapist said firmly, moving past Ethan to pick up the crutch on the floor and handing it to him.

      “I will see you Wednesday at four. Thank you,” Ethan said, accepting the crutch awkwardly. He pushed it underneath his arm and got into a standing position, ignoring the ache he still got under his arms from having to use a crutch so much.

      “No. I will cancel Wednesday’s appointment until you can get past this. I can’t have you throwing a tantrum in the building or throwing things.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Me too.”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      “No, I know,” the therapist said quietly. “I can’t have you losing control or endangering other patients. Please, go see a group and talk to someone. Just get it out of your system and talk to others who are dealing with loss too. I’d recommend talking with Daisy Greenwell- in fact, I insist on it.”

      “I don’t need to talk to someone who’s going to sprout nonsense at me or prescribe me happy pills. Nor do I need someone with a degree to tell me I have issues. I can tell you that I have issues for free.”

      “Well, she’s none of that and she won’t prescribe happy pills, as you say.”

      “Then why her?”

      “Because she will understand better than most what you are going through.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Go and talk with her. Take a flyer, Ethan, and at least think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Ethan had wadded up the flyer that he’d taken and thrown it on the passenger side of the car. The neon green paper almost glowed, reminding him and piquing his curiosity. Things had changed so much since he’d been discharged from the military. He’d found a place to live by throwing a dart at a map. He had been a loner when he’d joined with Wilkes and now found himself in the same shoes once again- in Texas.

      He was looking for anything- something- to give him a sense of normalcy since his world had turned upside down. He had a studio apartment that was barely furnished, he’d grown out his hair and beard as a way of asserting his independence. He didn’t have to have a chit(or permission slip) anymore, nor did he have to fit in.

      He actually didn’t fit in anywhere.

      A glorified desk job paid the bills, but he found himself wanting to do more – and couldn’t. Most interviews ended quickly when they saw he was missing part of his leg, regardless of being a veteran or disabled… and the word tasted bitter in his mouth. He rarely used his parking pass because he felt like he could move about, it was just a bit harder to do so.

      He began to pull out of the grocery store parking lot and saw the flyer again out of the corner of his eye. Sighing heavily, he pulled back into the spot and picked up his cell phone. Putting the car into park and leaving it running, he dialed the number and nearly hung up when he heard the recording.

      

      “Hello and thank you for calling Shamrock Pups – we are good luck for when you are stuck! You’ve reached the voicemail for Daisy Greenwell. I am currently in group or in training, so please leave your name and number after the beep.”

      

      “Uh…” Ethan hesitated nervously and cleared his throat. “Miss Greenwell, I got your number from the VA physical therapist office near Longview. They said you had group meetings and I… uh… you know what? Never mind.”

      Ethan hung up the phone nervously and put his head down on the steering wheel for several moments. This was just another chance to have more people pity him or look at him with disgust. The happy go lucky handsome soldier who was once surrounded by friends out there in Afghanistan was now just a bitter, broken man… and the sooner everyone adapted to it, the better off he would be.

      His phone began to ring moments later and Ethan saw it was the lady calling him back. Group was a bad idea and truthfully, it was late Friday afternoon. He wanted to go home and be alone, maybe soak in a hot bath to ease some of the aching he felt in his leg. It was the strangest thing to feel like his leg was there, yet it was missing. Sometimes he got pins-and-needles sensations and other times he felt cramping. Tonight, was one of those nights. He didn’t really want to talk to anyone to begin with and it had been a mistake to dial the number after all.

      He let the call go unanswered – and to voicemail.
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      January 2016

      

      Daisy smiled and waved to the happy faces as they left the building late one afternoon. She’d started Shamrock Pups several years ago and the idea took off. Daisy had come home from the hospital with a bilateral amputation that had sent her spiraling downward into a fit of depression at only twenty years old. She’d lost both of her legs due to a severe infection that had taken hold, turning gangrenous. The doctors didn’t know where or what had happened, only that she had been lucky to live.

      That had been five years ago. It had taken her quite some time to drag herself out of her depression and realize that life goes on. She threw herself into her studies to earn her degree a few years later. A lot of tears, a lot of hard work, and a true passion for wanting to help people made her feel like she was a success.

      Shamrock Pups was a therapy center of a different sort and Daisy welcomed anyone. She had sessions that met with children, elderly, trauma patients, grieving patients and others. Sometimes people just came by to play with the dogs, bringing donations or dog toys because they’d heard through the grapevine how well people seemed to do here.

      The idea was born when Daisy herself had been gifted a beagle puppy by another student at college who thought it might be neat to train the dog to fetch things for her. Her friend, Eva, had meant beer or socks at the time- but instead she found camaraderie in the small animal.

      Slobbers, as she named the little puppy, became her best friend and gave her a reason to participate in the world again when she found herself sinking fast. Those wet puppy kisses kick-started her heart and brought a smile to her face. When Daisy found herself adopting several other puppies and inviting people to come play with them, that is when she founded Shamrock Pups.

      The idea grew into a business that cared for animals in the form of a rescue shelter – but it also cared for people as a rehabilitation center. Daisy believed that everyone needed a place where they were loved, regardless of whether it was a puppy or a human – and she believed everyone deserved a second chance.

      The business took the mantra ‘good luck for when you are stuck’ because Daisy had been mentally trapped in a funk she wasn’t so sure she could pull herself out of alone. Being gifted Slobbers gave her a reason to go on. It had quite literally saved her in a way she’d never realized – and now it was time to give back.

      Mondays and Wednesdays were ‘Double D’s’  and everyone got a kick out of the nickname. Her older dementia patients met with some of the more experienced and well-trained dogs. Those dogs had been through spells where they were abused or had once been malnourished. Daisy was very careful to make sure that each dog had the personality to be an asset to a person’s life – the last thing she wanted was to scare someone with a bite or upset animal.

      Tuesday’s and Thursday’s were ‘Kidtastic Kuddles’. Children from all over came to play with the puppies she cared for. Some children were handicapped, others were from broken homes, but all of them were simply there to love on the sweet puppies. It was heartwarming to see them rolling around on the floor, playing with the doggies and each other. The children felt sheer happiness and a sense of belonging – because wasn’t that what every soul needed?

      Friday’s were the toughest and most heartbreaking days for Daisy. She’d named the event each week ‘The Soldier’s Litter’. This was the day that everyone dealt with the ‘stuff’ that real life presented them with. On Fridays, she found herself smiling the hardest- resisting the urge to cry when others broke down.

      She tried desperately to be the ray of sunshine they needed while they healed from the wounds that had destroyed their lives. It wasn’t just soldiers either – they had police, fireman, widowers, car accident victims, families of the slain, who all spent time here talking, crying, and desperately searching for normalcy… just like Daisy had once done. Her own brother used to come on some Friday’s as he was still dealing with the lingering effects of PTSD from his time overseas. Now, he lived in Oregon helping other soldiers. Not everyone was the same she found… some scars were external – and some were internal. Every single scar was a wound- regardless of where it was located on the person.

      Every soul was infinitely precious- which is why Daisy was still trying to get ahold of the man who’d hung up three weeks ago. His voice sounded so scared, so lost, and it broke her heart. She had called that number back repeatedly trying to get a hold of the man. She’d gone so far as to call the VA center in Longview but due to HIPPA, they could not release any names or information. He wasn’t her patient – yet. Since he was avoiding her call and not responding to her voicemails – she thought she’d try a different tactic… she texted him.

      

      This Friday we are meeting at Shamrock for ‘cookies and cream’ night.

      The dogs get biscuits(aka cookies) and the people get ice cream.

      Come join us – no pressure.

      You don’t even have to say hello or stay long.

      Simply be here with us for a snack – okay?

      You are always welcome here, friend

      

      Daisy grinned when she saw that the text had gone through. It didn’t turn red indicating it was a land line that the man had called from. She saw that the text notification moved from delivered to read. It was okay that he didn’t respond – at least he read the message and the offer was out there.

      Sometimes that was the first step.
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        * * *

      

      Strapping on her prosthetics, Daisy was excited for the afternoon’s event. She hoped that the stranger she’d texted would make an appearance at some point. Donning some slacks, she slipped a light cardigan on knowing it would protect her arms from the little scratches she was sure to get from the pup’s claws as they climbed and wiggled in an effort to return to where the attention would be. Her prosthetics were comfortable enough to wear for a majority of the day but she would keep her wheelchair nearby- just in case.

      The cookies were baked, giving a warm sweet smell to the front office area she’d dubbed the playroom. The kennels were in the back near her office. She’d gotten caught up with the financial statements and billing, almost making her late for her own event. A small galley kitchen off to the side made the remodeled building feel more like a home instead of an office or animal shelter. It had been necessary to put ramps in and make the place a bit more open so she could move about in her wheelchair.

      A massive tub of ice-cream was in the freezer awaiting the unknown amount of visitors that would attend. She loved having parties and meeting new people. Sometimes they adopted out the dogs and other times, they simply came by to see what Shamrock was. Walking down the hallway, she let the puppies and dogs out in the yard to use the restroom before anyone arrived. Returning to the front entryway, she made sure the door was unlocked and simply waited for the first person to arrive.

      She didn’t have long to wait at all as she heard several cars pull up on the blacktopped parking lot. Walking out on the front porch, she waved and smiled as families began their march forward towards the building. Ignoring the cold brisk wind, she looked up to see a lone beat-up truck was sitting at the back of the lot running.

      She waved and noticed that he didn’t acknowledge her at all. The shadows cast from the window tint made it hard to see, but she could tell there was a single man sitting in the cab. Carefully, she maneuvered the ramp with her prosthetics, holding onto the handrail just in case.

      She both loved and hated the attachments.

      It gave her a chance to be more mobile but increased the risk of slipping sometimes- especially when temperatures got really cold out- like today. Getting to the flat pavement, she made her way over to the truck and saw the expression on his face as he refused to roll down the window. Oh yes, she knew now that this was her caller from several weeks ago.

      “You are welcome here anytime if you’d like something to drink or eat,” Daisy said loudly so she was heard through the tinted glass that he stubbornly refused to roll down. She knocked slightly on the window glass and was puzzled that he still didn’t roll down the window. Taking out her phone, she texted him as she stood beside the running truck.

      

      “Hi! I’m Daisy and it’s cold out here. Come have some fresh cookies inside with us. The dogs would love to meet you.”

      

      Surprised at the continued hard-headed silence, Daisy rubbed her arms against the cold breeze and shivered. She waved her hand, beckoning him to follow, and began her walk back inside. As she got to the ramp, she gestured again that he should come inside. Maybe it would just take him some time or he needed a bit more prompting? Inside, she took a photo of the cookies and one of the puppies- texting it to him. She was surprised to see him typing on the phone.

      

      I’m afraid to trip on a dog with my crutches.

      

      Daisy felt a keen sense of understanding. She knew that feeling of being overwhelmed by something so scary it was paralyzing. She lifted her pant leg just enough to take a photo of the large prosthetic limb she had strapped on. She texted the photo to him and nudged the puppy away from her foot so she could put her pants leg back down.

      

      You are among friends here – join us.

      

      Several children were sitting on bean bags and giggling at the puppies wriggling all over their laps. The pups were licking and their tails were wagging fiercely in happiness. A few parents sat on chairs lined up along the walls, eating ice cream while their children played. Daisy heard the door chime as it opened and she glanced up with her brightest smile, freezing as she caught her breath.

      The stranger was beautiful… and utterly broken.

      It wasn’t just the fact that he was on crutches either. It was the wounded, devastated, haunted look in his eyes. That ragged pain that simmered just below the surface. She could see creases around his eyes indicating that he used to smile a lot, but that expression was long gone.

      What. A. Shame.

      “Welcome to Shamrock. Would you like a seat?” she said quietly, walking across the room towards him. He stood several inches taller than her and it looked almost like his crutches were a bit short for him. She would normally recommend moving the bolt brace up a notch but knew the proud man would balk.

      “Why? Cause I’m on crutches?”

      There was a silence that fell across the room at his hostile tone that he used towards her. He was defensive and apprehensive at anyone being kind to him. Had he been hurt so very badly on the inside too?

      “Well, now that you mention it – you are on crutches, aren’t you? I offered you a seat because it was the polite thing to do when someone visits. Sooooo…”

      Daisy drawled out sweetly with a bright grin on her face that she knew didn’t match her inner feelings right now. She was shocked at the abruptness he’d displayed but she wasn’t a fool either. When a dog growled that loudly, you were very careful in how you approached it – she found it was the same with people too.

      “Would you like a seat or maybe a soda? If you want to be the only man standing- then go ahead and stand. It’s up to you.”

      Instead of answering her, he simply took the nearest chair silently. She could see the protective posture he had as he propped the crutches against the side of his seat. His jeans were pinned up, revealing that the lower half of his left leg was missing. She wondered how long it had been for him since he’d lost it. It had been years for her and she still woke in the middle of the night imagining that her legs were still there.

      There were several puppies and smaller dogs climbing around the room, scurrying around the children like nothing had ever happened. After several moments, the kids ignored the strange man altogether and went back to playing with the puppies. Grabbing a cookie, a scoop of ice cream, a dog treat, and a soda – Daisy made her way over to one of the empty seats not far away from where he sat.

      She said nothing but looked straight ahead, still trying to keep a cheerful nature in the room that obviously held one enormous storm cloud – him. Feeling his eyes on her, she held out the bowl towards him and then finally set it down on the seat between them when he didn’t move to take it. She then put the soda can beside the bowl and leaned towards him.

      “I’m glad you came inside to join us.”

      “Why?”

      “Because everyone enjoys a little treat now and then,” Daisy said softly, shrugging nonchalantly. “I’d like to call a puppy over but he will gobble up the ice-cream in a heartbeat before the dog biscuit. It will make him sick if he eats that,” she explained, pointing at the bowl. “Awww, here comes my favorite little fellow. Baxter! Come here lil’ Baxter!”

      The stranger snatched up the bowl the second the puppy came into view. Baxter was adorable and would be a perfect match for the man. He needed a pup that would love him unconditionally and yank at the tightest heartstrings in the world. If Baxter couldn’t pull a verbal Awwwww! out of the Grinch- then no one could!

      Baxter was a brown and white beagle puppy with massive ears that nearly dragged the floor beside him. His paws were fairly good sized and he would be a hefty dog someday but for now- he was nothing but loose skin, big black eyes, and a tail that made his whole body shake when he was happy. Daisy had spotted him among a litter that had been dropped on her doorstep and immediately fell in love with the little canine.

      “That’s my little guy. Baxter, you want a treat?” Daisy cooed, cupping the little face that tossed frantically, trying to lick her hands as his paws pulled at her pants legs. She handed him the little dog biscuit. The little dog dropped immediately to the floor and proceeded to gnaw on the little bone-shaped treat, making all sorts of sweet nasally grunts and groans of happiness. Hearing the spoon against the Corelle bowl, she glanced over and saw the man take a bite.

      Progress was one tiny step at a time.

      “Can you watch Baxter a moment? He tends to bite off more than he can chew.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Daisy got up and left the man there. Going into the galley kitchen she leaned against the counter and took several deep breaths.

      The stranger was utterly gorgeous and made her heart thump nervously around him. While she was sitting there trying to think of a way to draw him out of his shell, she’d been trying not to picture what he looked like when he was smiling, laughing or happy. She just knew that if she did that – she’d probably turn to mush instantly and melt onto the floor.

      Glancing around the corner, she saw that he’d put the bowl down on the seat beside him and was leaning forward to pet the puppy. Daisy bit back a sigh of happiness seeing the corner of his lip upturn as the puppy chewed on his thumb. There was something special about a puppy. That breath, those big eyes, and the sweet high-pitched little barks could crack the shell around any heart. She wanted to give him time to bond with the dog and knew that the stranger was on edge.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan had seen the woman walk over to his truck and was mortified at the flare of need that hit him like a punch to the gut. She was incredible and a reminder that he had nothing to offer any woman anymore. The old Ethan would have gotten out of the truck and leaned against it, flirting and smiling, to see if she’d give up her phone number. Now, he hid inside of the truck like a scared man praying she would go away and not come near him.

      He didn’t want to be pitied anymore.

      He wanted to feel normal – like a regular guy.

      Watching her stand there for several moments, he felt his shame grow knowing she was cold. Go away, he wanted to shout as tears burned at the back of his eyes. Go away and leave me alone. But why had he bothered to come if he wasn’t going to make an effort?

      As if she understood what he couldn’t say, she began to walk away. She’d beckoned him to join them repeatedly – waving and eventually texting him. She knew it was him that had called weeks ago, or had made a heckuva guess.

      Getting out of his truck, he managed to make it across the parking lot and up the ramp. He nearly slipped once and almost turned around, except he could hear the faint sounds of barking inside. He’d always loved dogs and even though his CPO told him to repeatedly stay away from Radar- his bomb sniffing dog, he’d always loved the pooch.

      Opening the door with one hand, Ethan managed to step inside. The warm vanilla smells, the sounds of laughter, and seeing the wiggling puppies on the floor made him remember what he was missing out on.

      No one would want a cripple, he thought irately. This was all just a reminder of the life that had been stolen from him. He should have finished his tour in Afghanistan and gone with Wilkes to a basketball game. He should be throwing back beers and flirting with girls instead of here.

      The woman walked over to him and he remembered her text message. The photo made him angry that she’d dealt with the same loss he had. He wanted to punch something because she’d suffered. Just seeing her welcoming smile at him made him feel a spark deep down inside- a feeling he didn’t want to flourish- and he’d snapped at her.

      He should have left.

      He could have disappeared.

      Instead he sat down and began eating the ice cream she’d brought him. Why was she doing this? Why was she being so nice to him? He wanted to lash out and see if it was due to pity. Poor pathetic little man was getting all emotional because some chick was nice to him? Just as he was about to say something, she got up and left him there with a puppy.

      Baxter.

      The name was bigger than the little mongrel that was gnawing his shoelaces now. Ethan bent down to pet him and the tiny jaw immediately clamped down on his thumb. He felt a chuckle almost choke him, as it had been so long since he’d laughed at something. Picking him up, he cradled the little beagle against his chest and looked around to see if anyone had noticed.

      No one was looking at him.

      Good.

      A pink smelly tongue suddenly licked his chin and Ethan smiled before laughing aloud. The little puppy was chewing on his chin and making little grunts. He felt a warmth blossom in his chest right before he heard the innocent words that chilled his heart.

      “Mama, what happened to that man?”

      “Shhh sweetie. He is here for a reason too.”

      Ethan put the puppy down and snatched up his crutches. Quickly, he hobbled out the door and was hurrying to the car. He felt his crutch slide a bit on the ramp and knew that if he fell, he would lose his ever-lovin’ mind. He didn’t want to fall on the ground in front of anyone. He felt like he was retreating to what he knew was safe from harm, safe from emotion. He got into his truck and slammed the door – effectively sealing him off from the world. Looking up, he met her eyes as she stepped quickly onto the porch of the building.

      Daisy.

      He didn’t want Daisy to see him as less of a man and Ethan felt that way right now. He only hoped that she didn’t hear the young girls’ words. Her high-pitched voice echoed in his mind over and over again, each time sounding worse and worse. He heard his phone ding and saw Daisy was holding her phone in her hands. He didn’t even look down at it, instead starting up the engine and pulling out of the parking lot. He couldn’t handle this right now and felt like a coward retreating from the battlefront.
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      Daisy couldn’t believe how fast the handsome stranger had left two weeks ago. He had yet to answer her text message and wasn’t responding to phone calls. She ended up having dinner with Eva simply to unload, knowing it wasn’t healthy for her to keep it all bottled inside. She only hoped that whoever the gorgeous man was – that he had someone he could reach out to.

      “Do you think that it was something I did?” Daisy asked for the hundredth time. It really bothered her to think that she could have driven someone away unknowingly. She prided herself in trying to befriend everyone. It didn’t help the fact that she thought he was incredibly handsome to boot.

      “Honestly, you have got to stop beating yourself up,” Eva said sagely. “Which one of us is the counselor here?”

      “I am,” Daisy said quietly. “You didn’t see his face. Something happened to make him leave and a couple of people left not long afterwards. I’ve never seen it in such disarray so quickly. There was a little girl crying, her mother was trying to console her, and then that man just stormed off without a word. Poor little Baxter whined for who knows how long.”

      “You know, I know a girl who used to tell me that dogs had a keen sense of people. Maybe you should keep trying to reach your mysterious man. If the puppy liked him then maybe he’s not half bad.”

      “Or maybe the pup has an off sense of smell? I caught him digging in the kitty litter this morning.”

      Eva flinched and gagged silently.

      “That’s disgusting and precisely why I don’t have animals. Maybe you should let him go then?”

      “I can’t,” Daisy admitted. “I know it’s silly but I need to reach him.”

      “Honey, you can’t fix everyone. There are just some people that can’t be saved.”

      “I can’t believe that about him. I know he’s just hurting and could use a friend.”

      “How do you know that? Cause your psych-oooo?” Eva teased, twirling her finger beside her ear playfully and crossing her eyes.

      “No. I just know deep inside because I’ve been there,” Daisy whispered, blindly remembering those first few months after she’d lost her legs. The darkness and depression had been overwhelming. The thought of such a gorgeous, broken man being left alone to suffer bothered her greatly. “I don’t know what I would have done if I didn’t have you or Slobbers.”

      “Then maybe he needs a friend and a dog to fetch him beer.”

      “Not everything revolves around beer, Eva,” Daisy giggled. “Besides we never really drank in college.”

      “No, I know- but it sounds so hip and tough. Speaking of…” Eva trailed slyly. “Guess who I saw in town the other day?”

      “Who?”

      “Lily! You know she was in a funk for a while after her best friend died? Well, I guess that’s over because she was on the arm of some gorgeous cop.”

      “Good for her!”

      “I know you like her and she used to spend quite a bit of time out here hugging your puppies with Sherry. I always thought she was so sweet and outgoing, even as a kid growing up. Remember she used to live down the block?” Eva reminded Daisy lightly.

      “She always seemed really happy and he looked like he was head over heels in love with her.”

      Daisy couldn’t help the pang of jealousy that hit her as she thought of her own private life. She’d dated someone for a little while but things always seemed to fall apart. Instantly her mind jumped back to the stranger and she wondered what his name was.

      “Earth to Daisy?” Eva was saying, waving her hand and smiling. “You still in there?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “I said that Lily scored her man through some pen pal program. She gave me the address and I am going to send off a few letters. I figure it’s like fishing? You put your line in the water and see what bites.”

      “That isn’t what dating is like, Eva.”

      “Says the woman who is sitting in a sushi restaurant, single, with her other single friend. Just saying, you know? Maybe we should both sendoff letters and see if we can snag us a hot soldier via snail-mail.”

      “You go ahead.”

      “You got something better on the hook?” Eva asked curiously, a bite of sushi suspended between chopsticks halfway between her mouth and the plate.

      “No. I just have a lot on my plate and don’t have time for a relationship right now.”

      “Riiiiight.”

      “Seriously.”

      “You are still stuck on your ‘stranger-danger Mr. Hot-guy’, aren’t you?”

      Daisy didn’t say a word and stared at her plate. There was something about him that she couldn’t explain. Maybe it was something she recognized in herself and mistakenly thought she could fix? What if Eva was right? What if he was stranger-danger after all?

      “Look, sweetie. Just keep an open mind and realize that you can’t save everyone, okay?” Eva said gently. “Sometimes you need to listen to that inner voice and recognize when it’s a defense mechanism and when you should go for it. Your voice might be saying to reach out to him – but understand that his own voice might be telling him to run away- for a good reason too. You never know.”

      A slight vibration from Daisy’s pocket alerted her to a text message. Pulling her phone out, she smiled and heard Eva’s sigh.

      “To put it in Daisy-terms. I don’t have a dog in this fight, do I? It’s him, isn’t it?”

      “You know I love you, Eva.”

      “I love you too- just be careful, Daisy. You are my best friend.”

      “I will be. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Ethan stared at the phone in his shaking hands. He was scared. His life had turned upside down and now he was putting himself out there again. It was terrifying and a reminder of how lonely he was. He’d sent a short letter in the mail to Wilkes and Griffin – thanking them for their quick work in saving him- but his letter to Griffin was returned to sender. He never heard from Wilkes.

      He felt more alone and alienated than ever before. Even his old friends and fellow soldiers had abandoned him. He needed someone or something to pick him up and that is when it hit him. He wanted to smile again and the last time he had was petting little Baxter.

      Taking a gamble,  he texted Daisy to see if he could see the puppy away from everyone else. He didn’t want to do a group session or have anyone else see him. He just wanted to be alone, to have the puppy chew on his shoelaces and to smile. He didn’t think he could take care of a dog, but he could certainly go play with it and let someone else do the dirty work. Besides, it wasn’t fair to the little puppy to have him cooped up in a small studio apartment- even if they let animals on the property.

      Hearing his phone ding, he took several deep breaths before opening the screen. As he looked at it, he read the text several times repeatedly- confused. Was this a therapy session she was trying to schedule or something else – like a date?

      

      
        
        Please come by and see Baxter – we can have coffee too.

        Tomorrow at 2?

      

      

      

      Ethan was afraid to talk to Daisy. What if she looked at him with pity or made him feel stupid? What if he cried? Swallowing hard, he felt nauseated at the thought of weeping in front of the beautiful woman. He’d spent several nights reliving that nightmare of losing his leg. He still woke up screaming or broke down in bitter tears. He was having a heckuva time establishing what normal would be like now for him.

      What if he liked her?

      What if she liked him?

      What if this was all a ploy to get an insurance check sent to her and she was using him? That last bit made him feel hurt as his mind instantly went to the worst possible scenario. This was a bad idea and he realized it now, but it was too late to go back.

      He’d needed to be able to deal with people because it was affecting him not just at home but at work. He’d been written up for losing his temper at work and calling a client an idiot before hanging up. He had to find a way to get past the anger and bitterness.

      

      See you at 2

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Nervously, Daisy checked her lip-gloss and mascara again in the mirror. Her handsome stranger was supposed to be here any moment. That would give her time to chat with him before group started at three that afternoon. She hoped he would stay for that meeting but doubted it. If the skittish man showed up at two, she’d be impressed. Hearing a car, she peeked out the blinds and saw it was him pulling up. Part of her wanted to run out and see him but she held back.

      He was here to see Baxter again – not her.

      She’d pushed that idea of meeting for coffee on him. She wanted to get to know him, know his name and see what he was like. She thought it was a great way to chat and it was a lot simpler than asking some gorgeous man out. He wasn’t her client – yet. It made her feel almost dirty to think of her dating a client… but everyone she met nowadays had some sort of contact with Shamrock.

      No one ever dropped in to say hello to her- Daisy.

      Everyone she met or who ran in her circles was either married, in a relationship, or needing some sort of therapy… so how was she ever supposed to find someone for her? Besides, just because she was meeting her handsome stranger didn’t mean they were in a relationship. It was just coffee- right?

      Smoothing her sweater, she put on a bright smile and waited for him to knock.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      Wasn’t he coming in?

      It was cold out. Had he changed his mind? Giving up, she opened the door to see his knuckles poised just about at the height of her eyebrows. Leaning back, she grinned and met his eyes.

      “Hey there. How are you?” She was surprised to see the look of surprise on his face and the flush of color on his cheeks. Before he could say a thing, she spoke. “Come on in. Baxter is in the blue playroom and starting to whine. He’s not used to being alone.”

      Daisy stepped back and made way for him to walk in. She couldn’t help but admire the way he looked again. She knew he was tall but he also had a presence when he entered a room, something she’d never had before. She always felt like she disappeared and it was hard for her to stand out. She wondered what it was like for someone to be noticed all the time. Shutting the door behind him, she turned to walk back to the blue room where you could hear the puppy whining. The doors for the playroom she had halved, the top half remaining open and the bottom corralling the little puppy. Several other dogs began barking from the kennel area knowing that there was a person here to play.

      Opening the door, she smiled amicably as he walked in the room. There was a low setting couch in there that was easily accessible for the dogs to climb onto. It was vinyl and easy to clean, making it ideal. She almost suggested another room when she saw the man sit down heavily onto the low couch and decided not to by the dark look on his face. She realized then that he was extremely proud and would be insulted. He’d managed it on his own and there was no reason to take that ‘win’ away from him. Shutting the half-door, Daisy smiled.

      “I’ll go make our coffee. Do you like cream?”

      “Please,” he told her, instantly picking up the whining puppy who was jumping up at his single leg that was outstretched in front of him. Stepping away, she walked into the kitchen to give him privacy. If she was right about him, having someone watch him fawn over a puppy might not be welcomed. She’d make their coffee and join him shortly.

      The minutes ticked by and she heard him whispering to the puppy but the words were indistinguishable. She wished she could be a fly on the wall and thought about putting cameras in the rooms but it could be invasive too. She personally clammed up when a camera was on her.

      “Here I come with the coffee,” Daisy called out with a sing-song voice. She wanted to give him plenty of warning because she’d seen all sorts of things when damaged people were alone and dropped their defenses. She’d seen people get angry, she’d seen them cry hysterically… and she had seen them just as this mysterious stranger was now.

      Lost.

      “What’s your name?” she whispered with a smile. “I’m Daisy, but then you probably know that from my voicemail that first time you called. Coffee?” she asked, holding out the cup and slowly entering the room. She felt so bad for him because she knew just how deep and dark that place was.

      “Name?” she prompted gently, taking a seat nearby.

      “Ethan,” he admitted softly, accepting the steaming cup of coffee.

      “It’s nice to meet you Ethan. I’m glad you came by. Baxter seems to have really taken a liking to you.”

      The puppy was pawing at his leg from the floor where Ethan had set him down so he could hold his coffee. Neither said a word for several moments and Daisy took this time to take several sips, allowing the flavor to reach her senses so she could relax a bit. She hoped it would do the same for Ethan.

      “Do you let people come here often to pet the dogs?”

      Daisy nearly spilt her cup, startled by the timbre of his voice. He had a tentative yet husky tone that sent a slight shiver of happiness down her spine. She never expected him to speak much or open up. Usually she was the one having to bear her soul in order to reach some sort of tentative bond with her clients.

      “Actually- I enjoy the company and talking with people. The puppies keep me happy and really helped me get through a tough place long ago.”

      “Your leg?”

      “Legs- plural,” she said with a wide smile, seeing the surprise on his face. “I’m willing to bet that is how you found out about me, isn’t it? Because people thought we might have something in common- but that is because they don’t understand. Do they?”

      “We have nothing in common.”

      “I’m thinking that we might, but not what people imagine.”

      “Like what? We are both cripples?”

      “You might be mentally – but I’m not,” she snapped angrily and saw the surprise on his face. Taking a deep breath, she sighed heavily. “I’m sorry but that is a tender subject with me. I think there is more to a person than their limbs. I think that the mind is stronger than the body and if you allow yourself to sink down- then you will.”

      “So, you just barf up rainbows and it makes everything better?” he said sarcastically, watching her. She could see the glimmer of hope in his eyes and the doubt. This was her now or never moment.

      “Barfing up rainbows – now that is an interesting concept, but no,” she said with a knowing smile. “I had hit rock bottom when someone gave me a puppy to train. Instead, I found myself having to care for an animal that had basic needs that needed to be met. One of them was companionship – and I realized that other people needed a chance to have that special bond with another person or creature.”

      “So, dogs are magical and make all your ills go away?”

      “I never claimed that.”

      “Then what?”

      “They aren’t judgmental with a big chip on their shoulder. They love and want to be loved by people regardless of how they are treated. People can be a lot harder to deal with because they are protecting themselves from being hurt and tend to lash out at those that want to help them,” Daisy said pointedly with an upraised eyebrow, taking a sip of her coffee- then she spoke again.

      “Sound familiar, Ethan?”

      His angry eyes met hers and she stared him down. Daisy wasn’t about to back down because if she did, she knew it would haunt her to no end. She was attracted to him but only if he was as strong as she suspected and she hated to be let down. If he decided to give up or bail on her, she would always feel like she’d failed.

      “Now, I think you are stronger than you realize which is why you are having such a hard time. Prove to yourself that you are more than just a left leg- more than just what people initially see. Ethan whateveryourlastnameis exists here,” she said, pointing at his head and dropped her finger down to his chest. “And here. More coffee yet?”

      At his curt nod, she knew she hadn’t lost him yet. That was good. She got up and ran to refresh their cups, knowing he would need a few moments to absorb her candid words. The truth hurt sometimes but being called onto the carpet by someone else was worse. She’d thrown down the gauntlet, now it was up to him to pick it up and begin the process of healing. Walking back in the room, she saw Baxter had curled up on Ethan’s lap and smiled. The puppy had never done that with anyone else- including herself. She carefully handed the cup back to him, making sure she didn’t spill it, and took her seat again.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “You don’t sugarcoat anything, do you?”

      “Do I need to with you?”

      “No. I’d prefer this truthfully – and it’s Minter.”

      “Your last name?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m glad to finally meet you, Mr. Minter.”

      “Please call me Ethan.”

      Nodding, she flushed happily and finally looked away from his dark eyes. Don’t have a crush! Don’t have a crush! she chanted to herself and took a distracted sip from the cup.

      “Will you be staying for group? There should be a couple of people arriving shortly.”

      “I don’t know that I am ready for that.”

      “You don’t have to participate, just listen,” she urged. “You can keep Baxter with you if you can keep from misbehaving or showing everyone that proverbial chip you’ve got on your shoulder.”
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        * * *

      

      A little over an hour later, Daisy found herself thanking the group for coming. Several of the men and women had misty eyes, including Daisy. That was the hard thing about being a part of group- she was a reactive crier. When one person began, she usually started crying herself and then you ended up in a room full of people blubbering.

      She’d been watching Ethan carefully out of the corner of her eye. He was sitting towards the back silently. She could see him tense up several times, knowing that when they talked about feeling lost or betrayed- that was a tender subject for him. She expected him to get up or walk out like he’d done the other day during the ‘cookies and cream’ event when he’d first appeared at her door. He sat there unmoving as everyone left the room, simply holding Baxter as if his life depended on it. The tiny beagle had sprawled out across Ethan’s chest and he’d slouched down in the chair to accommodate the little puppy. Walking back into the room, she smiled knowingly at him.

      “Do you want to take Baxter home with you this evening?”

      “I’m not sure I should. He’s a little thing and considers this his home.”

      “True.”

      “Plus, I have to work tomorrow and it wouldn’t be right for him to be cooped up all day.”

      “That is very sweet of you to think of him first.”

      “Can I come back to see him tomorrow evening?”

      “Of course. What time do you get off of work?”

      “At five.”

      “I have a long session tomorrow with dementia patients that ends at five, so that should be fine. You are welcome to stay and cuddle with Baxter a bit longer,” she offered.

      “I’ve taken enough of your time,” Ethan argued, then tried getting to his feet yet still holding the puppy against his chest. He then got a frustrated look on his face and set Baxter down onto the floor. “I hate these things,” he uttered, grabbing his crutches angrily.

      “I only wish I could have used them,” Daisy admitted. “You have a leg to brace yourself on. For me, it was these things or a wheel chair.” She showed her metal ankles and shrugged. She noticed the dawning realization on his face and suspected that he hadn’t put it together yet. She didn’t get a choice and he should be fortunate to be able to use the crutches, even if he hated them. “They get a little annoying sometimes but it’s who I am now. Let me show you to the door and we can put Baxter away until tomorrow.”
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      Ethan walked out to his truck silently, surprised that he went to an actual group meeting this evening. He’d sworn to himself that he didn’t need it or want to go, but he understood some of the things people were saying. He didn’t feel like he was there yet where he could speak about his experiences, however, he understood that it was about perspective too.

      He’d been shocked to hear that Daisy used a wheelchair when she didn’t use her prosthetics. He had been so focused on how he felt and what he was missing out on, that it never occurred to him that someone could be dealing with the same thing or worse. Tonight, he looked at her for the first time in awe – not just because he thought she was pretty. He realized that she was tougher than he was and it made him feel like he needed to step up his game. Daisy was beautiful inside and out – and she didn’t make him feel like less of a man. She threw down the gauntlet and called a spade, a spade.

      Even now, sitting in his truck in the darkness, he felt the depression closing in around him. Taking several deep breaths, he started the truck up and drove home. Every time he felt that sinking sensation in his mind, he thought of Daisy smiling or talking – and thought of Baxter. Ethan focused his attention on Baxter – the puppy was safe. Thinking of the beautiful counselor was not. She would never entertain the idea of a relationship with someone like him.

      Would she?

      Shaking his head, he scattered the thoughts from his mind. Right now, he had absolutely nothing to offer a woman. He was a sad lonely man, grasping at the first sign of someone being nice to him. Women didn’t fall for pathetic men, they wanted flirtatious men who could provide and take care of them. He was on crutches and felt far from being flirty anytime soon.

      That little puppy with the floppy ears had enchanted him. Great big paws showed he would be a good-sized dog someday. He assumed Baxter would grow into his large ears instead of stepping on them as he ran towards Ethan. His little face would flop noisily as he harrumphed, sending his jowls flying. The dog would have quite a bit of loose skin and probably drool something awful, but for now he was absolutely precious. As he lay on his bed to sleep, he found himself cradling a small pillow, thinking of the puppy and how he snuggled over Ethan’s heart.

      The next day at work, Ethan realized that he was able to get through the day a bit better than he’d expected. He couldn’t wait to play with Baxter this evening and planned on stopping to get a toy for the puppy. Out of curiosity, he’d called his apartment complex to ask about a pet policy, just to be certain. Sure enough, they didn’t allow pets. He felt that sinking feeling again and shut his eyes, imagining Daisy’s large green eyes.

      Smiling softly to himself, he tried to focus on the little puppy that captivated him but kept coming back to thinking of her. He really needed to stop that! She was being kind to him because that is what counselors did. They talked to people like they made a difference and charged a fee to your insurance for it… only he hadn’t given her any information yet. Curious at the realization, he wondered why that was.

      He focused on that simple fact over and over again – finding himself getting more and more defensive. Was she allowing him to see the puppy because she pitied him? He hated the idea of someone feeling sorry for him and it made him sick at his stomach. Before the bomb, he knew he was good-looking.

      Dillion Luka may have bragged about having a girl in every town he’d ever been to – but Ethan didn’t have to brag. He actually dated several girls where ever he was stationed, not committing to any of them. This simple thought brought up the frustration again that he’d been robbed of his choices. Women looked at him with pity or regret- their faces said what their lips didn’t.

      What a shame he’s like that.

      He’s cute – but I don’t know if I want to be stuck with a guy like that.

      Poor thing – he can’t even take care of himself.

      By the time the day was over, Ethan was in a truly foul mood. He wanted nothing more than to be alone in the room with Baxter who treated him like he was normal. He didn’t want to see the pity or condemnation in anyone’s face, nor did he want to be cross-examined by some counselor… regardless of how pretty she was!

      As he pulled up, he wanted to storm into the office and demand to be left alone – but it lost something in translation when you were struggling to maneuver crutches and avoiding icy spots on the pavement. Instead, he made his way slowly, trying to keep an even mind. He just wanted to unwind and relax – not talk.

      “Hello Ethan.”

      “Hey,” he said flatly, trying to be polite.

      “Blue room?” Ethan questioned, stepping right past her without looking her way. He stopped, startled when a walker came flying up out of nowhere, two pegs and two wheels pressed up against the wall beside him- effectively blocking him. He glanced at her and saw iron resolve in her face and realized that maybe there was a bit more to her than he’d ever realized. The counselor had a tough streak in her under a happy-go-lucky personality!

      “Yes- I can put Baxter in the blue room for you. In fact, I’d be happy to. So, since I invited you to come visit again… part of that visitation comes with a big whopping dose of courtesy, mister. So, let’s try this again: hello Ethan,” Daisy repeated firmly with a wide smile that didn’t match her eyes.

      Shocked and surprised, Ethan looked at her and realized the petite blonde was staring him down. He couldn’t help the chuckle that bubbled up within. Here he was, a grown man who’d faced the enemy repeatedly and was twice her size, but she was bucking up to him like it was nothing. Seeing her expression darken even further, he nodded and backed down.

      “I’m sorry, Daisy,” he admitted. “How are you this afternoon?”

      She dropped the walker and had the good graces to flush embarrassed. Her hand flew up to her hair to smooth it back from her forehead as she cleared her throat.

      “I should be apologizing to you. I let my temper get the better of me,” she said regretfully and raised an eyebrow, “But this is my home as well as my work so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t go trotting off on your own accord. You are welcome here, but as my guest.”

      “About that,” he said, suddenly feeling his own temper flare again. “We’ve never discussed billing or payments. I don’t handle pity well and if this is a freebie cause you feel sorry for me- then I am out.”

      “Nothing’s free,” Daisy immediately retorted. “I planned on getting your insurance information and billing them for your last visit and this one. I got pretty caught up in simply having a cup of coffee with someone who seemed nice – I didn’t remember it until later.”

      Ethan blinked several times, stunned. She thought he was nice? He didn’t know what to say or how to react. Seeing her face turn extremely pink, he also realized that she’d never expected to admit it to him either. This gave him a flush of happiness that reached the sole of his single shoe. Nervously, she smiled and ducked- clasping her hands together and practically running out of the room.

      “Blue room! I’ll get Baxter for you!” she hollered out behind her as she disappeared from sight. Ethan felt himself grinning as he made his way slowly to the blue therapy room awaiting the little puppy and Daisy.

      As she returned, he’d just taken a seat on the couch. Baxter scrambled out of her arms and she had to struggle to hold him. The puppy had taken one look at Ethan and leapt towards the man. He reached up to grab Baxter at the same time that Daisy leaned forward in an effort to hang onto the dog as to not drop him. Their hands met and she immediately stumbled, catching herself with the arm of the couch he was sitting on.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she breathed, turning bright pink again. “My balance isn’t the greatest sometimes with these things especially when I have a little octopus in my arms. He really likes you.”

      “I like him too.”

      He got quiet and nearly bit his tongue to keep from saying aloud I like you too. Daisy just stood there as Baxter immediately began licking Ethan’s hands as he tried to pet the animal. He looked up to see her watching him with a peculiar look on her face.

      “What?” he blurted out, trying to keep it from sounding rude.

      “Nothing,” she quipped immediately. “If you’ll give me your driver’s license and insurance information – I’ll go start your folder. I want to make sure I bill them so we don’t have to worry about mistaken freebies ever again.”

      “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Don’t always assume the worst all the time, Ethan. Sometimes there are no ulterior motives or reasons behind what people say or do,” Daisy said simply as he handed her the cards. He watched her walk out of the room and focused on the wriggling puppy in his lap.

      Maybe she was right. What if he was looking for the negative all the time because it was easier to handle for him? He felt like everything he knew was taken from him and needed some sense of security. It was easy to believe the worst of people. If you had twenty people tell you that you looked great in an outfit, but one person said you looked awful… in your mind you looked awful- regardless of what the others said.

      Changing his perspective was a hard thing to do, he thought sadly and continued to pet the puppy. He needed to be strong enough to be okay with whatever came his way. Baxter and Daisy were the first steps down that long road that lay ahead of him.
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        * * *

      

      “Daisy! What is wrong with you?” she muttered to herself as she entered the silence of her office to start a patient file for Ethan. There was something about the man that brought out repressed emotions in her. First, she loses her temper and now she was practically fawning all over him like a simpleton. She was thankful and sad that she didn’t fall right into his lap with the puppy.

      “Oh gosh… his gorgeous eyes,” she whimpered and closed her own eyes in sheer delight. There was something about the way his eyes held hers. Some girls were into shoulders, some were into guys with tight jeans, and others liked an arrogant attitude. For her, the eyes had it! Ethan’s dark brown eyes did a number on her heart. She could look at him for hours on end and see a hundred bajillion different expressions in those dark orbs.

      And these were thoughts that she wasn’t supposed to be having!

      Bad counselor!

      Bad girl!

      Rolling her eyes at herself, she sat down at the desk and copied his driver’s license and proof of medical insurance. Ethan Minter was twenty-nine years old. He had a birthday coming up in May, organ donor, six foot tall…. mmmm yes. He was checking off all her mental boxes.

      Check. Check. Check.

      Had a driver’s license photo ever looked so good? Ever??

      “Oh my gosh… I’ve got it bad,” she whispered and hurriedly wrote down the information she needed. This was bad, so very bad. Maybe she should just tell him that she couldn’t take him on as a client – but then that would lead to explanations. Could she explain it? Could she tell him why? A hurt or wounded look in those beautiful eyes would simply be like a stake to the heart. She couldn’t do it! She would have to be the professional and keep her yearning thoughts, happy sighs, and dreamy wishes to herself.

      Ethan Minter was off-limits!

      … and that was a crying shame.
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      Daisy was having a tough time having Ethan as a client. First of all, clients weren’t supposed to be attractive. There had to be an unspoken rule somewhere, if not- she was going to make one! Secondly, why on earth did he have to be witty and intelligent? He didn’t participate much in group sessions, but when he spoke up it was usually something that wow’d her or made her think.

      Smart men were incredibly sexy.

      Last of all, Daisy was starting to get the impression that he was trying to befriend her but was scared to. That should have been a good thing for her – befriending clients was in general a bad, bad idea… but then again so was harboring a crush on a client. Sometimes she would catch his dark eyes watching her and practice in her head how she would recommend another counselor.

      

      “Sorry, I can’t see you anymore – you are too gosh darn hot to handle.”

      “I think there would be someone better suited to meet with you – oh? Now you want to have a dinner together Friday night? Sure!”

      “There’s been a terrible mistake… and we can discuss it over dinner.”

      “You’re fired… cause you are HAWT! Canna I get an Amen?”

      

      Daisy smothered a laugh and pretended to cough as her mind wandered on its own. There was no fighting it, she thought the man was breathtaking and it was distracting. The sooner he felt secure about not needing group, the better off she would be. Then she could go off to her solitary world full of puppies and strangers.

      Man, that sounded rough, she thought morosely.

      She found, beginning only this last week, finding herself wishing she had someone to watch television with at night or to share a cup of coffee. She wondered if he liked scary movies, comedies, or action movies. She wondered what he looked like when he smiled and what he liked to eat for breakfast.

      Omelets, poached eggs, fried eggs… fertilized ones?

      This time Daisy choked hard on her water as she accidently spit it out of her mouth. Mortified, she saw it fan out from her mouth towards Baxter who yelped and ran to hide under Ethan’s chair. Coughing and apologizing profusely, she excused herself from the group session and felt Ethan’s eyes burning in her back. Oh my gosh, where had that thought come from? Fertilized eggs as in children? She’d barely had any conversations with the man and could not be thinking of him like that! Hearing a knock at the bathroom door, Daisy sighed and yanked it open to see Ethan standing there.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Yes,” she croaked out, looking away. Her voice had not returned fully and her trachea burned with irritation. “My drink went down the wrong pipe.”

      “I don’t think it went down, exactly. It was more like it went up. Baxter is soaked,” he teased quietly. Daisy looked up and froze at the smile on his face. His arms were there holding his crutches but for the first time ever she noticed how tan and strong his arms looked where they peeked out from his short sleeve t-shirt. He’d removed his jacket earlier revealing them and she’d been trying desperately not to look at the man. He was too attractive for his own good.

      Oh no, she thought to herself. There is no unseeing that smile.

      “What’s wrong with my smile? Have I got something stuck in my teeth?” he asked, his smile faltering instantly. He immediately ran his tongue along his teeth and Daisy stared, fascinated, before realizing that he was waiting for her to respond.

      “Did I say that out loud?”

      “Yes, and you didn’t answer the question.”

      “Nothing is wrong with your smile. It’s me, not you,” she teased and gave a giggle that sounded more like a snort. Mortified, she threw her hands up and grinned nervously. “Isn’t that what people say?”

      “Are we breaking up then?” There was a tone so intimate, so seductive to his voice that made her instantly take note. This was a new side to Ethan- one that was utterly charming as he flirted back. Dangerous territory!

      “What?”

      “That is what you say when you break up with someone.”

      “We aren’t breaking up – we aren’t even dating. That’s a bad thing for a counselor to do you know. I mean, we just don’t do that. We aren’t supposed to anyway. No. That would be bad. Super bad- like as in jinxed-forever-bad. Nuh-uh.”

      “Daisy, is there something going on that you want to tell me?” His dark eyes were instantly wary and she noticed he was staring at her lips. Oh gosh! She had to get out of here! He was too close and they were too alone.

      “No,” she squeaked. “Um, you are blocking the door and I need to head back to group.”

      “Everyone is leaving. We were almost done anyhow.”

      “Oh. You should be going too.”

      “I could,” he hedged and still stood there.

      “Buuuut?” she drawled, feeling nervous that it was just the two of them.

      “But I’d like a towel to dry off Baxter, if you have one available,” he said softly, watching her.

      Daisy got the feeling that wasn’t what he wanted to say to her but he was backing down a bit. It wasn’t that he was coming on to her, but she couldn’t stop her raging imagination as she stared at him. She was infinitely jealous of the crutch handle and wanted to hold his hand instead. A dirty piece of rubbery foam. It made no sense but it was the little things, like that foam, she was noticing now that made him wreak havoc on her mental state.

      She smelled his cologne, noticed his hands, the scruff on his chin- it was everything about him that made her yearn for more. It was also the longing she imagined in his eyes that was the clincher. Was he interested in her too?

      Ethan left not long afterwards. There were no awkward exchanges or weirdness it seemed between them. It made her wonder if she’d imagined the tension between them. She could have sworn that he was coming onto her or wanted to kiss her. She also recognized that feeling in herself. It would have taken nothing for her to lean forward and simply initiate the kiss that would have caused a catastrophe in her world.

      Counselors just did not date clients.

      Clients didn’t date their counselors.

      Combining a damaged heart with a twisted relationship was a recipe for disaster. Maybe someday things would be different for them both or perhaps he would find something that made him happy. Until then, it could not be her. No, Ethan Minter would need to find a way to get past his frustration, depression, and realize that life could be had if he would only grasp at it.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, Daisy knew she was right.

      She didn’t want to be nor did she expect the verbal attack that came during a group session one evening. They had all been talking about their experiences and if they’d reached their turning point in their lives. She’d just finished speaking when Ethan suddenly exploded from the back of the room.

      “How did you know it would be okay? For me, I knew that I had to pick myself up and that I deserved so much better. It was easier to lay there and cry- but every time I did, I found myself wondering what Slobbers was doing or who was going to feed him?”

      “You know, life is not all sunshine and rainbows.”

      Stunned, Daisy saw the angry look on Ethan’s face as he finally spoke up in group. He’d been sitting at the back each time, listening but never really participating. Tonight, was the first time he’d said anything and it was quite obvious it was directed at her.

      “No, you are right. It’s about perspective.”

      “So, what you are saying is that the world is okay around me but I’m messed up? That is all a bunch of stupid ideas thought up by people that don’t understand how people like me really feel.”

      “Not at all. I’m saying that you should…”

      “That’s right. Tell me what I should do since you’ve dealt with similar issues.”

      “I have.”

      “No, you haven’t. You think that… but it’s not true.”

      “How?”

      “You haven’t had everything ripped from you. You haven’t lost your entire world and had to find yourself again.”

      “I went through a very similar thin-“

      “Don’t!” he bit out angrily, causing Baxter to growl protectively under Ethan’s chair. The pup had taken to spending time with him, hovering around him as much as possible when Ethan came by the building. “Acting all upbeat and chipper doesn’t make the past go away nor does it change how people look at you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Of course, you wouldn’t know,” he lashed out, his eyes pained. “There is no way you’d understand it. I hate the pitying looks and…” Ethan grabbed his crutches and left the room. Part of her wanted to run after him but another part of her knew he was a very proud man battling some demons.

      “Everyone- I think we’ll cut it a bit short tonight. I don’t know about you but I think maybe we all need to think about our moments that are triggers for us and how we get past them. Let’s share a few ideas together next week.”

      Filing out of the small room, Daisy walked into the kitchen and put the kettle on. She wanted something warm and calming to soothe her nerves. She hated that Ethan stormed out tonight. Sometimes when you finally broke through the shell, it was painful and this wasn’t unexpected. Counseling dredged up feelings and emotions that were tough to deal with but it was learning how to cope with them that got you through the day. She would call him later and see how he was doing, she thought as the kettle began to whistle. Daisy poured a cup and as she stirred it, she heard Baxter whining nearby. She had thought he’d finally taken the little puppy with him but obviously not and he missed Ethan.

      Walking into the front living room/office area, she was surprised to see Ethan sitting there on the small couch in the corner. He was sitting in the dim room that was barely lit by a lamp. It was casting a warm inviting tone on the room in the stillness. He was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, his fingers in his hair. He was staring down at the floor and Baxter was on the couch nearby, licking his arm and whining softly.

      “I thought you’d left,” she whispered softly, handing him the cup of tea she’d just made for herself. “Baxter, let’s get you something to snack on while your friend and I talk for a bit.” Daisy set the cup down on a coaster near Ethan and silently put a box of tissues near the cup, just in case.

      Stepping in the kitchen, she poured herself another cup and reentered the room silently. Sitting on the opposite end of the couch, she silently watched him. He was breathing heavy and looked like he was in the process of a mental fight with himself. Whatever memories he had, they were raw and brutal. Her heart broke remembering her own bouts of crying and hopelessness she’d gone through.

      “You aren’t alone, you know. Sometimes it’s not the talking but simply knowing that someone is here for you and that you’ve got a friend. If you want to talk, we can talk – but if you don’t feel like it yet, lets just take your mind off whatever you are dealing with and watch a little television. No pressure, just companionship for a bit,” she offered, wondering if he could even hear her right now or if he was so far gone that she couldn’t reach him. After a few silent moments, she spoke again.

      “It’s like Baxter- you need something to make you feel normal and I get it,” Ethan glanced up at her words. His brown eyes were shiny with unshed tears and he had a tortured expression on his face. He didn’t speak, he just stared at her… waiting. Daisy took a deep breath and continued talking to him.

      “I used to watch The Weather Channel over and over again on the television. It’s not like I cared whether it rained, snowed, or hailed at the time but I knew that every eight minutes that report would come on the screen. It was ritualistic and became something I could expect that made me feel like I could make it another eight minutes. Then that became sixteen minutes… which turned into a few hours. Grab normalcy where you can find it- the peace and acceptance come later when you are ready.”

      Instead of waiting for him to speak, she picked up the television remote and turned on the TV. Flipping through channels, she settled on a game show. They’d been around for decades and it was something that people knew and recognized. She remembered being home from school during break and watching the TV- bored to tears. There had been nothing but cooking shows, painting, or game shows. Patting the couch beside her, Baxter jumped up and immediately settled down to gnaw on the small snack she’d given him. Staring at the TV, Daisy pretended not to hear Ethan trying to calm down his attack as he took several deep breaths. Baxter was between them, making sweet little grunting noises as he chewed.

      “I think Adam will make it to the end and win the money. Even if he bets it all at the end he is so far ahead that he’ll still be in the lead. What do you think?” Daisy asked quietly, trying to distract Ethan as he began to relax.

      “I should go,” he said thickly.

      “You haven’t finished your tea and the show isn’t over.”

      “No, but group is.”

      “Are you in a hurry?”

      Ethan didn’t say a word and Daisy could feel his eyes on her at times. She concentrated on watching the TV and sipping slowly on her chamomile tea. Eventually, she slid a sideways glance at the man opposite of her and saw him sipping on the cup she’d given him. She had to fight a smile of satisfaction knowing he was doing better. Whatever he was thinking about earlier might be something they needed to talk about outside of group where he could vent freely away from others.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Embarrassed,” he admitted quietly. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’ve got nothing to apologize for and I should be apologizing for hitting a nerve. I didn’t intend to but glad I did. It gives us something to talk about when you are ready- but not tonight.”

      “I don’t know that I will ever be ready.”

      “Sure, you will,” she said confidently.

      “Sunshine and rainbows?” he repeated, shaking his head.

      “Hey, enough of that,” she chided. “There is enough anger, hatred, and disappointment in the world. I kinda like sunshine and rainbows. I could lie to you and tell you that you’ll be all hunky-dory in a week but I think you’ve had enough dumped on you. How about some honesty, some understanding, and some freakin’ sunshine?”

      “Don’t forget the rainbows.”

      “Those are the best part and usually the most beautiful rainbows follow the mightiest storms.”

      “Thank you for all of this,” he uttered quietly, understanding the meaning behind her words.

      “That’s what I’m here for,” she encouraged softly, reaching out to pat Baxter. “Me and this little guy.”

      “He’s pretty great and… you… ah,” Ethan whispered and then hesitated, surprising Daisy. He grabbed his crutches and got up. He closed his mouth quickly and started to make his way towards the door. Confused, Daisy stared at him, trying to analyze his stance and the confused look on his face. He looked like he was warring with something all over again, but this time it wasn’t something unpleasant. He looked like he wanted to blurt out something, like a kid with a secret he couldn’t stand to keep any longer.

      “I… ah… I’ll see you next time.”

      “Certainly.”

      Puzzled, Daisy sat there for a moment before getting up to peek out the blinds. She watched him walk slowly through the parking lot towards his truck. As he got inside, the dim light on the overhead console barely illuminated the man before the door shut and she was completely alone again. As if the puppy understood, he barked from across the room once as if to say, ‘remember me?’

      Surprising herself, she missed having Ethan in the room. His presence left a void now that she was alone. She hadn’t realized that she wanted company, something so simple as watching TV together once was all it took to make Daisy no longer enjoy the solitude. She was lonely and hadn’t realized how much until just now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan thought back to that evening two weeks ago repeatedly. He’d been in such a bad place and had lashed out after having a bad day at work. On his way home, all he could think about was how relieved he was to have group that evening. He didn’t want to analyze why- only that he wanted to go. He’d been sitting there at the back of the room when everything hit him at once.

      He was crippled and no woman would want him- least of all Daisy. All of the ‘I can’t do this’ ideas were whirling through his mind and he felt like the meeting that night was a joke. He wanted to go out with the guys or pick up girls just like he and Wilkes used to do. There was no more jogging or driving a stick-shift car. Suddenly, all the negativity was overwhelming and he lost his cool. But instead of rejection or shame when he’d stormed out of the room- he’d had understanding.

      Daisy had the kindest heart of anyone that he’d ever met- even if it was because she was paid to care. She seemed genuinely nice. No one else had ever made him something to comfort him or simply waited with him while he had a meltdown. No, people always backed away- sometimes muttering at the ‘weirdo’ or ‘headcase’ when they thought they were out of range of him hearing them.

      He heard them all though- and their voices, the tones of their words echoed in his mind… but not Daisy. She shared with him and he found himself calming down. The scent of her perfume and soothing taste of the tea had him relaxing in no time. She’d turned on the television, but he’d barely paid attention. Instead he had sat there tense, expecting a snide comment or a trigger that simply never happened. He’d felt at peace for the first time in a long while by the time the TV show was over, realizing that it wasn’t the talking, the tea, or the puppy.

      It was her.

      Ethan wasn’t a bright guy but he knew in his heart it was a supremely dumb idea to become enamored of his counselor. He needed the help and knew it. He wasn’t exactly a chick-magnet anymore and felt like the loss of his leg would turn away most women. He’d asked out women in the past only to have them let him down gently, or so they thought. No was still a rejection no matter how much someone smiled or asked you ‘is everything okay?’… or better yet… his favorite line- ‘we can be friends, right?’. If he screwed things up here, then he would have to find someone else for his therapy… and the idea of that having to happen, bothered him tremendously.

      People were filing in the room for group tonight and he was starting to recognize a lot of the faces. Smiling faces. He was always surprised by how content people seemed to be coming here to share their most painful experiences. One of the men was speaking tonight, and while it shouldn’t surprise him any longer, his words chilled him.

      “I’d been taking my car in to the service place for weeks and I’m embarrassed now when I look back. I remember yelling at that guy repeatedly. I would come in; they would check my car for an oil leak and find nothing. I’d go home, park in my spot and suddenly there was oil leaking again. This went on for weeks. Finally, I got sick at work and found out that it wasn’t my truck leaking oil,” the older man took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “My wife had someone that was parking in my spot in the garage and taking my place.”

      “I’m so sorry, Murphy,” Daisy told the older man and Ethan felt his eyes immediately turn to her. She was beautiful and so genuine. He could feel her sorrow. He felt bad for the guy and it was terrible, but he couldn’t help being drawn to Daisy.

      “You know, looking back now, I realize that while it was horrible – it was the best thing that happened to me. I would have never known if I hadn’t had that lobster roll that day- bad shellfish,” he explained.

      “But then I saw her face and knew that she didn’t regret her actions- only being caught. As I look back, I realize now that she was glad that I finally knew. I wish I had known that then. At the time I was so mad I hit the man that had been sleeping with my wife. Unfortunately, it resulted in assault charges which led to my needing counseling but I don’t regret it. I feel like I can finally handle the terrible things because there’s a reason that things happen.”

      “Not everything happens for a reason,” Daisy hedged, glancing at Ethan. He felt his face flush and body tense immediately feeling defensive. Was she thinking of him losing his leg? That he was another victim of fate? Just as he felt himself begin to simmer with rage; she spoke again.

      “I believe that sometimes we are just dealt a bad hand. I didn’t ask to lose my legs and you didn’t want to find your wife like that.”

      “No. I know that but maybe you lost your legs for a reason and you just don’t know it yet?”

      “Do you truly believe that?”

      Ethan felt himself getting angry on Daisy’s behalf. Her calm features looked so smooth and he realized it was a mask she wore to protect herself. He wasn’t sure how he knew that, but it hit him all of a sudden like a ton of bricks when it occurred to him.

      “Crime victims are hurt because there’s a bigger reason behind it?” Ethan blurted out angrily. “Is that what you are implying? That babies are born hooked on drugs because there is a purpose to it? What about amputees? Did they deserve that?”

      “Everyone is entitled to their opinion or beliefs. This is a free zone where we can share our thoughts without fear of reprisal or ridicule,” Daisy said gently, her green eyes locking with his. She was obviously trying to keep him from getting upset again and he felt like a fool for speaking out.

      “Does anyone else want to share something?”

      A timid woman raised her hand slightly. She was fairly new to the group and Ethan had only seen her once before. Daisy smiled at her openly, and Ethan found himself wishing that Daisy would smile at him like that.

      “Ava, you have the floor.”

      “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I don’t get to come to these meetings very often because I have to find a sitter. You see, I am dealing with something that hurts on the inside and trying to figure it out. My daughter is a product of that injury and I am trying to get past the paralyzing rage that I feel.”

      Ethan was shocked and a bit taken aback by the hostility in the softly spoken voice. The woman looked like she was maybe twenty and reminded him of a porcelain doll. Pale hair, pale skin – her eyes blazed with a ferocity that resembled the footage of Mt. St. Helens exploding.

      “So, I have to agree with that guy over there,” Ava said, pointing directly at Ethan. “I don’t think there is a reason for everything but the result of my trauma is something I never expected. I am dealing with a resentment and a love I never expected all at the same time to a child I never anticipated. I’ve been robbed of my confidence, my innocence, my very life – but given another to care for. Is there a reason or justice to it? I don’t know. I haven’t figured that out yet but I would think that someday I will move past the pain and anger.”

      “How old is your daughter?”

      “She’s six weeks old.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “My mother is watching her tonight for me.”

      “We are glad to have you here. We’ll all get through the hurt together.”

      

      Ethan was tense in his chair as he realized that the woman was right. Some injuries aren’t seen or noticed. He wasn’t sure which was more painful- being struck down mentally or physically. Everyone here had lost something that tore them asunder from the root and they were rebuilding their lives into something they could call their own.

      Several others talked about their experiences and he was surprised at how some of their events made his own seem trivial. He’d nearly died but these people were living through mental traumas made real that affected their daily lives. His was a constant reminder, but theirs was something insidious that snuck up on them without warning. One of the men, an ex-marine with PTSD had been shaken by something as simple as going to the gas station. He’d been filling his tank with fuel and due to a defect, the intake exploded on his engine. Bob said he knew that now but at the time, it sent him scrambling for cover.

      The thought of reliving that moment where the bomb went off over and over again in his head unexpectedly was terrifying – yet these people around him were dealing with it. Ethan as coming to the slow realization that he should be grateful to have a chance to heal and move on because he wasn’t so sure some of the others in the room would.

      “Ethan? Ethan?”

      “What? Oh, sorry,” Ethan said, startled that Daisy had been saying his name. He’d been distracted and lost in his own thoughts, something that he seemed to be doing quite a bit of lately. “What were you saying?”

      “Did you want to share anything this week?”

      He sat there for several moments quietly, staring at his neatly pinned up jeans. He knew he didn’t have to talk but right now the thought of what had happened wasn’t so debilitating.

      “I was on patrol when it happened,” he whispered, unseeingly, as the scene flashed back in his mind. “My best friend, Wilkes – uh Colin Wilkes,” he stammered for a moment feeling like he needed to relay everything suddenly as it poured out of him cathartically.

      “Wilkes and I were goofing off. We were dressed in full gear and I remember how hot it was that day- not a cloud in the sky. My CPO was ahead of us with his bomb-sniffing dog moving about ahead of us. When Radar would stop, we’d stop and let the canine do its job. We all had a job to do- clear the hills and watch for hostiles.”

      Swallowing hard, he felt that pang of loss again- but it wasn’t just losing his leg. It was losing connection with what his life was… he’d been happy. Out in that sand-filled world, he had felt a part of a team and part of a greater purpose. Here, he felt adrift and lost.

      “I remember hearing and feeling the click under my boot. I heard Radar bark just seconds before I was airborne. I’ve never heard a silence like that before after the blast. The concussion of the bomb hit me hard. I was laying there in the sand and kept seeing my teams faces above me as they blocked out the sun. I couldn’t hear my buddy but his lips were moving and I knew it was bad from the look on his face. My CPO ran over and yanked off his belt, while Colin held my head. Nobody would let me look down for several minutes but when I did – I knew I was a goner deep in my soul. I woke up later to this,” Ethan said pointing at his leg.

      “A drug induced nightmare that had me on the next plane home as soon as I was stable. Alone. My friends, my team, my life was gone and I’m trying to figure it all out again.”

      Feeling suddenly self-conscious, Ethan shrugged and grew quiet. He felt several pats on the back from people sitting next to him and the ex-marine suddenly hugged him, making him feel awkward. Nodding politely, he happened to glance at Daisy and caught his breath.

      The sheer pride in her bright eyes was humbling. If he hadn’t already realized just how pretty she was before – he would have been struck dumb at that very moment. She was breathtaking and simply glowed in front of him as if she was illuminated from behind. His heart was pounding like a young boy experiencing his first crush on a girl out of his league. Suddenly everyone was getting to their feet and Ethan vaguely realized there was silence again around him. He was completely focused on the beauty across the room. Baxter jumped in a chair nearby and plopped himself on Ethan’s lap possessively.

      Everyone got up but him.

      Daisy didn’t say a word but rather shook hands and hugged several people as they filed out for the evening. He couldn’t move and found himself not wanting to leave. This was such a bad idea to become infatuated with her but she’d wiggled her way into his mind. Each time he was frustrated or upset, he didn’t think about the playful puppy lying in his lap anymore. He thought of her. He thought of them watching TV together, or the way she’d looked at him that day when he’d bumped into her trying to fetch a towel to dry off Baxter.

      She’d looked at him like he was a man.

      A whole man – undamaged.

      He’d dreamt of her that night and woke up with a new outlook that had him thinking twice about the counselor. Maybe he’d been led to her door for another reason? Not just to heal but to gain a new friend… or possibly even love? He’d found himself watching her more and more closely, wanting to make her smile… but other times, he was self-conscious- running away from the thoughts and desires in his mind.

      Daisy walked back into the room and smiled shyly at him, making his stomach leap into his chest. He found himself admiring the way she moved gracefully as if nothing was wrong. The sway of her hips made his mouth run dry and his heart race. It wasn’t just the look of a friend or colleague; it was the unknowing look of a girl interested in a guy.

      “You made a breakthrough tonight,” she began, taking a seat nearby. “How do you feel right now? Do you need to talk?”

      “I feel like I’m going to do something stupid,” he admitted, staring at her and seeing the confused look in her eyes.

      “It’s not stupid to share what is on your mind. That’s what people do.”

      Daisy laid her hand on top of his where it sat on the arm of the office chair. It was done innocently, but the touch of her soft hands made his blood boil with an emotion he’d not felt in such a long time… he wanted to kiss her.

      “Will you have dinner with me?” Ethan blurted out nervously, feeling his face flush and steeling himself for rejection that was sure to come. All his careful thoughts were gone the moment she’d touched him. There was no way she’d say yes to him. He’d hired her as his counselor. He needed to keep that at the forefront of his mind. This was a bad idea – a ludicrous thought from a pathetic lonely guy. A relationship or dating Daisy was something that he just needed to get out of his system.

      He saw her large eyes widen in surprise and closed his against the next expression he expected to see – disgust. He’d asked out a few women since the bomb but the moment he had, they’d all glanced at his leg and said no. It hurt so much to get shot down repeatedly when he used to hear acceptance all the time before he’d lost his leg. He’d never lacked for women’s attention before and was keenly aware of one woman in particular right now. Daisy. The moments ticked by and he could hear the small whirring that the ceiling fan had in the room as it spun, circulating the air.

      “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Daisy couldn’t believe she’d uttered that aloud. She should have said no. She could have recommended someone else see him at that very moment, turning him over to another counselor. Instead she listened to the voice in her mind that was screaming giddily over and over again a resounding response:

      YES! YES! YES!

      She’d been watching him from afar over the last few weeks, seeing him grow and blossom into the man he must have been at one time. They’d watched a few shows together after group once or twice. The last time, she’d been stunned to hear his laughter at something on the screen. He had a throaty chuckle that made her melt into a puddle of happiness- a sound she’d heard over and over again in her mind.

      Tonight had been a breakthrough and she’d been so proud of him! He’d opened up and spoke aloud of what had happened to him. She could imagine his fear and realized that he was stronger mentally than anyone ever gave him credit for. Daisy had been slowly dying from the infection, so she’d grasped at the chance to live. While her fight was slow and insidious, beating her down over time… this man in front of her had been struck down instantly.

      This was a huge hurdle he’d crossed, being able to talk about it and remain calm. Sure, there would be setbacks, but it was that first step that was the hardest one to take. Apparently he’d decided to take two of them tonight – the other one being that he was asking her out. She saw the anticipated rejection and felt his hand tense under hers. She’d meant her touch to be comforting or soothing, savoring the feel of his warm skin under her hand.

      “Yes,” she’d uttered softly – surprising herself and him. “We should celebrate.”

      “Yes?” Ethan repeated, stunned. His face transformed; it blossomed with an upturned grin that suddenly had her smiling. “Really?”

      “Yes really,” Daisy laughed shyly, glancing away. She removed her hand from his and sat back nervously. “I should have probably said no.”

      “No because you don’t want to go… or because of this,” he said, gesturing to the chairs in the room. She saw the doubt in his eyes and found herself staring at him, slightly breathless as she pictured him leaning towards her in her mind. He was incredibly attractive – even if he was insecure.

      “I’d like to go out to dinner with you,” she admitted softly but before she could say anything else, he’d grabbed his crutches and got to his feet. Baxter scrambled to jump off Ethan’s lap before he was deposited onto the floor carelessly. The puppy managed to leap down and looked at them both.

      “Nope,” Ethan blurted out joyously. “Don’t change your mind and don’t second guess it.” Daisy got to her feet, surprised at the sudden rampant excitement racing in the man. She opened her mouth to speak and he held up a hand. “No. You said ‘yes’ and I want to go out with you. That’s it. You and me. Now, what do you like to eat?”

      Laughing, she smiled and folded her knuckles together to keep her hands from clapping happily. She’d not felt such joy in so long and couldn’t wait.

      “Anything. I’m not picky.”

      “When do you want to go? Now?”

      “You don’t think it’s too late?” she asked, glancing at the clock and felt like a fool. It was barely seven in the evening. It was actually a perfect time to head to dinner, she was just surprised that he wanted to go out on a date so soon. He must have suspected that she was going to back out, because he got a wicked glint in his eyes that made her catch her breath.

      “I’ll pull up my truck if you want to get your purse, Daisy,” Ethan said softly, his dark eyes unreadable. “I’m not going to let this chance pass me by.”
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      Daisy’s hands were shaking as she quickly picked up Baxter and put him in his kennel. Ethan was taking her on a date… now! She wanted to look pretty and feminine but didn’t have time to change. Instead, she was wearing a button up shirt covered by a sweater. It was cool out still and dressing in layers was almost a must for her.

      Hurrying, she slipped. Daisy fell hard onto the linoleum flooring in the hallway. Grabbing the chair rail that ran the length of the wall, she pulled herself up slowly back to a standing position. Her prosthetics made her feel normal but they didn’t flex the same way as her own feet had. If she’d had her legs, she would have probably rolled an ankle- which wouldn’t have been much better than the sore palms she had now, using her hands to catch herself.

      Making her way to the restroom, she hurriedly brushed her hair and ignored putting on makeup. She didn’t want Ethan to have to come back inside to check on her nor did she want him doubting this move he was making asking her on a date. Part of her wondered if he would be actually waiting in the truck and another part wondered if he would drive off- realizing the error of the impromptu question. She understood the push for urgency because he was right – if she’d had time, she would have found a way to back out. Grabbing her purse and a coat, she made sure the rest of the house was closed up before locking the front door behind her.

      Sure enough, the truck was there at the base of the ramp and running. As she made her way down the ramp, she offered up a silent prayer, please don’t let me fall in front of him. She was surprised and flattered to see him exit the vehicle, making his way to the passenger door.

      “You don’t have to do that,” she chided gently, blushing at the attention. He was making her feel like this was special to him. He stood there with a nervous smile on his face as she stepped towards the truck. He opened the door for her and Daisy glanced up at him, realizing just how close he was to her.

      “Maybe I wanted to,” he murmured huskily, his dark eyes watching her. She couldn’t speak as she felt her body respond with waves of anticipation washing over her. It wouldn’t take but the slightest movement to lean forward and kiss him. Time seemed to freeze as they simply looked at each other for several moments before Ethan cleared his throat. “Get in. I don’t want you to be cold.”

      Nodding, Daisy sat down in the truck. She moved to close the door and quickly put on her seatbelt as the driver’s door opened. Ethan got into the truck and then stopped, hesitating.

      “I need to put my crutches on the passenger side floorboard. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. They won’t bother me, I assure you.”

      “I should have thought of this.”

      “Actually, this whole thing is pretty impromptu- isn’t it?”

      “Are you nervous, ‘cause I sure am,” he admitted, looking at her in the cab of the truck.

      “Very much so,” she admitted softly. “Now, grab the crutches and shut the door. It is really cold out, isn’t it?”

      She watched him twist around to get the crutches and met his eyes when he was trying to position them on the passenger side floorboard. The crutches stuck up awkwardly between them, almost like a wall. The driver side door closed and she heard the faint sounds of the radio playing softly and felt the warm air from the vents.

      “I’m glad you said yes.”

      Daisy felt herself smile at the honesty of his words. His dark eyes held hers and she stared at him, fascinated. “I am too.”

      “What would make you less nervous around me?”

      “If you weren’t looking at me all the time,” she confided. “You look at me like… well…”

      “Like you were the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen and I’m glad you said yes tonight?”

      “You don’t have to lay it on quite that thick,” she laughed, feeling her pulse flutter at his words.

      “They’re true. Would you rather see a movie instead of dinner? I can’t see you in the dark but I might want to hold your hand.”

      “I think I’d like that.”

      “Then let’s see a movie and we can have dinner later or next time,” he teased, winking at her. Daisy flushed with happiness as she realized that he just asked her out again as he put the truck into gear. They drove to the theater and Daisy’s voice filled the cab of the truck as she chattered on nervously. When they arrived, she was surprised to see him get out quickly and realized he wanted to open the door for her again. She moved her leg to allow for the crutches to slide out easily.

      The passenger door opened and Ethan held out his hand to her. She noticed that he had the crutch pinched under his arm to hold it still while he stood there. She lightly touched his hand and felt his fingers under her, strong and warm. She never imagined holding someone’s hand would make her feel so happy or ladylike. She also realized comically that Victorian times had dating down to an art if this was their idea of winning over a woman. As she stood, Ethan grimaced for a moment and hesitated.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I need my hand to walk with these,” he admitted, his tone frustrated. She could see that it was really important to him to hold her hand and it made her toes curl in delight. Thinking, she snapped her fingers and smiled at him.

      “I’ve got an idea.”

      “What? Leave and go to dinner?”

      “Wow! Do you give up so very easily?” she admonished teasingly, a bit surprised but understanding too. He wanted normalcy but to him that was holding a girl’s hand during a date- something he couldn’t do right now.

      “How about we walk together and try something else?”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as… it’s too cold to debate right now, let’s get walking and you’ll see.”

      Ethan indicated she should go first, watching him shut the door. She stepped out between the cars and immediately moved to his side. Instead of holding his hand, Daisy tentatively lay her hand on his shoulder. At the touch of her hand, he glanced at her, surprised, and she saw the warmth in his eyes. Nodding, she smiled. “Let’s go.”

      There was a variety of movies that had come out in the last two weeks. Daisy picked a comedy that was starting soon for reasons she kept to herself. She loved action and sci-fi movies, but secretly wanted to hear his laugh again.

      They walked in the theater and she saw several seats open closer to the screen and plenty available higher up in the stands. As if everything was orchestrated, there was a pair of seats not far from where they were that would have a good view without either of them having to take flights of stairs. She didn’t want to mis-step in front of him, nor did she want to put him in an awkward position where he could fall.

      “How about those?” she spoke softly as the screen began to play the announcements and the lights dimmed. Seeing him nod, she moved to take a seat and realized that this was actually an ideal location. He could set his crutches against the wall beside him as he took his seat.

      “Do you want popcorn?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want to share if I get some?”

      “I’ll get it,” he said getting his crutches.

      “Actually, I’m offering because I need to use the restroom too- and you can’t do that for me. What you could do, is hold my seat so some other woman doesn’t see you and take it,” she quipped with a smile, patting his hand. “I’ll be right back. Ticket?” she asked, extending her hand. He quickly dug it out of his pocket and handed it to her.

      Daisy felt a little guilty about the white lie, but it was said so he could save face. She didn’t expect him to try and manage popcorn or a drink with those crutches – it was part of the reason she asked for the prosthetics for herself. She visited the concession stand and asked for a tray to hold everything. Returning, she saw his fingers were laced over his chest as he stared at the screen ahead until the moment she came around the wall separating the seats from the entryway. The moment her eyes met his, Ethan’s face immediately lit up with anticipation.

      “I got us a few Cokes too,” she explained, taking her seat next to him.

      “How much was it?”

      “This is my treat- you bought the movie tickets.”

      “I insist.”

      “You can buy me dinner on Saturday then,” she countered, holding her breath as he ducked down to hear her as the volume of the theater surged.  The music opening the movie had begun. His eyes met hers, not inches from her face, and the lights dimmed into sheer darkness except for the flickering on the screen.

      “Saturday?”

      “I was thinking you could pick me up at five or six- maybe?” Daisy offered, just before they were shushed by people several rows behind them. The moment broken, she quickly handed Ethan his drink and put the popcorn where both of them could reach the bucket easily. Looking back, she barely remembered the movie – only focusing on how he held her hand during it and the way his fingers laced with hers.

      When they left the theater, Daisy found that Ethan had relaxed some, smiling more and more. His chuckle gave her happy goosebumps and a giddy sensation in the pit of her stomach as she listened to him talk.

      “I couldn’t help but laugh when the guy split his pants. I’ve done that- it’s not fun,” he admitted, laughing and wiping his eyes as he got into the truck.

      “I think we’ve all done that truthfully,” she giggled. “I’m glad you liked the movie.”

      “It was the company that made it terrific.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing.”

      “Would you like to do something else or should I take you home?”

      “Let’s grab an ice cream cone or something. We could sit in the truck and just keep talking, if that’s okay?”

      “It’s perfect.”

      Ethan started up the truck and drove to McDonalds. As he pulled up to the drive thru and rolled down his window, Daisy tapped on his arm.

      “What would you like?”

      “Chocolate dip cone please,” she asked politely.

      “Make that two chocolate dip cones and plenty of napkins, please,” he ordered and then winked at Daisy. “I remember those as a kid. The ice cream always melted before the chocolate.”

      “They are a guilty pleasure of mine. Are you sure you don’t mind this?”

      “I’m positive. I can’t think of a better way to end the evening than having you all to myself with a chocolate dip cone.”

      “When you put it like that…” she teased, rolling her eyes.

      “Sounds like heaven?” he quipped, rolling the truck forward and paying. She watched as Ethan received each cone and a stack of napkins. He pulled the truck out of the lane and backed it into a parking spot nearby.

      “You better start, there is already a drip coming off your cone.”

      The two ate quickly, barely talking as the ice cream melted fast in the warm cab of the truck. Glancing up, as she was finishing her cone, she realized that Ethan had a smudge of chocolate on his cheek near his lip. Grinning, she handed him a napkin.

      “You’ve got chocolate on your cheek.”

      “It’s on your nose and chin,” he grinned and Daisy yanked down the visor, sliding over the mirror. Sure enough, she had chocolate on her nose, chin and cheek from where she’d tried to bite into it in a hurry.

      “Don’t look,” she muttered and grabbed a napkin, wiping at her own face, feeling mortified about inhaling the ice cream treat. Just as she was about to wipe off her cheek, Ethan’s hand touched hers, stopping her. Daisy looked at him and caught her breath at the intensity in his eyes.

      “Come here,” he whispered, pulling on her wrist gently. This was what she’d dreamed of repeatedly and imagined – but the real thing was so much better. She hesitated just as she got close to him, seeing him lean towards her in the truck. The crutches were wedged between them but instead of it being a wall between them, it was more like a window ledge between Romeo and Juliet, she mused silently.

      “I’ve had such a wonderful time this evening,” he admitted, his hand cupping her face as his thumb brushed against her cheek. His eyes were focused singularly on her lips, making her want to lick them in case there was still chocolate on her.

      “I did too,” she confessed. “This was so much fun and so scary at the same time.”

      “Are you scared of me?”

      “No, I’m petrified of ruining a relationship with a client. I’ve never done this before.”

      “I’m glad,” he whispered, his thumb touching her lip, and Daisy had to bite back a sigh of delight. “I don’t want to ruin anything but rather just change the relationship. If you need me to see someone else for session- I’d be happy to- but I’m not giving up on this.”

      Ethan’s lips caressed hers ever so sweetly, making her chest ache with a feeling she’d never experience before. He kissed her for a moment, not making any sort of fast moves or taking advantage of the situation. He broke the kiss, hovering just above her mouth, and gently kissed her upper lip.

      Daisy raised a shaking hand to her lips and sat back, looking at him. Ethan looked just as shell-shocked as she felt. The intensity between them was electric. The moment his lips touched hers, she’d felt a warmth in her soul that she hadn’t realized was cold. It was like something surged between them that was so right in so many ways.

      “Maybe we should go?” she whispered, unsure and frightened of the thoughts running through her mind. She needed time to analyze, sort, and evaluate what kissing someone- a client- like that could do to her both mentally and emotionally.

      “Can I still see you Saturday?”

      “Yes,” Daisy replied instinctively, before her head or heart could speak up.
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      The next few days flew by and Daisy felt herself completely distracted. She walked outside in the rain carelessly one afternoon without a jacket or umbrella, simply because she thought she might take in a bit of sunshine. Another day, she was entering in payments on an excel file and forgot to save it – after she’d shredded the information, both of which were absolute no-no’s in running a business. This morning she’d made cookies for the group this afternoon and burnt her hand on the pan. Carelessly, she’d reached right in without a mitt since she’d been thinking of Ethan’s dark eyes just before he kissed her. The double chocolate chunk cookie batter reminded her of that same mocha color of his eyes.

      Daisy knew she’d see him at group tonight and would do her best to play things cool. She didn’t want anyone to know that she was seeing someone there, nor was she sure how they’d handle it. Part of her wanted to call off and cancel dinner tomorrow night with Ethan but she knew that would never happen. She was anxiously awaiting it and had picked out her outfit two nights ago – steaming it free of wrinkles twice in anticipation.

      It was getting a little warmer now that they were past February. From here on, the weather in East Texas would get significantly warmer, allowing her to wear flowy dresses when they went out, or light-colored slacks. Part of her was a little nervous at wearing a dress in front of Ethan. He was so sensitive about his leg that she wondered how he would react to seeing her prosthetics. People’s initial reaction was usually a mix of surprise, pity, and curiosity. She used to volunteer the information but then realized that the only person it affected was her. It brought up the memories of those first days trying to learn how to walk again and the soreness that came with trying on the prosthetics for the first time.

      Walking into the kitchen, she filled the bowls for the dogs before letting them out of their kennels. She hated to crate them at night but having so many animals running loose in the house proved to be more damaging for her and the dogs. They kept emptying the trash can and she would find the debris scattered around the house; they chewed on cords, and one ate drywall, leaving gaping holes overnight. Oh yes, having a variety of dogs taught her quite a lesson in how best to live in harmony.

      Even Slobbers had been crated at night. It was too hazardous to her to have him loose because he’d earned his name quite literally. She’d slipped in a puddle of drool one morning and landed face first on the floor, nearly knocking herself out. Even with all of those thoughts, she missed him quite a bit sometimes.

      There was nothing like your first pet and she would always remember him, part of the reason she’d set up Shamrock. When she’d found out about Slobber’s cancer, she’d been devastated. The doctor had told her it was fast growing and they’d done everything they could. When Daisy realized that she was going to be alone again, she made the move, adopting everything she could get her hands on. Slobbers had been her tether, or lifeline, to finding herself again, and the thought of her dog passing away terrified her.

      Sure enough, two months later, he was gone and she was a wreck. That had been several years ago. She had grown so much and come so far. Life was a brutal teacher sometimes, but gave the best rewards. Slobbers had been one of them – and part of her wondered if Ethan was another.

      As Daisy opened the crates, she heard a bell ring indicating that she’d forgotten to unlock the front door. Carefully moving down the hallway, she frowned. Her limb didn’t quite feel right and she’d need to adjust it again. It felt like the sock was twisted on her knee. Opening the door, she smiled.

      “Hi Ethan, you’re early.”

      “I thought I’d try to catch you before group so we could talk for a bit.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Now that I’ve seen that smile,” he murmured tenderly. Daisy couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her. She knew he was being sincere but she didn’t feel like she was anything special or extraordinary – even if he made her feel that way.

      “Play it cool, Romeo,” she whispered, pointing over his shoulder. “Several people just pulled up. Baxter is in the kitchen eating if you want to see if he’s done.”

      “Can I kiss you before I leave?”

      “What?”

      “I couldn’t get you out of my mind the last few days.”

      “We’ve been on one date,” she hedged nervously.

      “Do you want to go out tonight too?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “You didn’t say no,” Ethan said with a corny smile as he winked at her. Daisy glanced over his shoulder to see people coming up the ramp to the house. She didn’t want to get caught with Ethan coming onto her. She needed him on his best behavior, especially in front of everyone else.

      “I didn’t say yes either. We’ll talk later,” she said quietly and moved to say hello as the door opened. “Come in please. I’ve made cookies and there are drinks in the fridge. I need a moment if you don’t mind and I will meet you in the blue room.”

      Daisy stepped away and walked methodically to the back room of the house. Her bedroom was in the far corner down the hallway. When she’d bought the home, she’d been surprised at how many bedrooms it had. There were six small rooms in the large house on a half of an acre of land with plenty of room for the dogs to run. One room served as the kennel, one her office, and the others made up treatment rooms and her bedroom. No one ever went in there and she had a double lock for a reason.

      It was her private sanctuary.

      The idea of someone having access to her personal effects while she was speaking with another person bothered her to no end. She needed a place of her own when her business comprised most of the square footage. Stepping into her bedroom, she locked the door behind her. Yanking up her pant leg, she analyzed the plastic cuff her knee sat inside.

      Sure enough, the sock was bunched up and folded over just under the joint, leaving a very tender spot. Taking off the sock, she rubbed some salve on it for a moment or two to try and reduce irritation. She reached over to her nightstand and grabbed a new sock, smoothing it onto her stump and pulling it tight. Fitting her knee back into the cuff carefully, she sighed with relief. The fit was much better. Strapping it to her leg, she tested it by shaking out the material of her loose pant leg.

      Perfect.

      Stepping into the blue room, Daisy avoided looking at anyone directly and felt keenly aware that she was being watched. Sitting down, she petted several of the dogs nearby as they lay near the feet of several clients. Taking a deep breath, she smiled brightly.

      “Today we are going to talk about hope. People say there are things that strike a cord and we’ve dealt with several of them: fear, loss, hate, love… but no one ever talks about hope. Imagine you have a garden in your mind. You till the soil, plant the seeds, and water it – but what keeps you coming back as you anxiously await those little sprouts? Hope. You have to believe that there is something better coming or else you develop another emotion that is more destructive than hate: apathy. You give up. You don’t care. Nothing matters anymore to you… and you cannot go down that road.”

      Daisy waited a moment to let all she’d said sink in. It was a hard lesson for her to learn and she hoped by explaining it, they could see and grasp what she meant by it.

      “So, we need to find the little things that make us happy and give us a sense of accomplishment. It could be something like cooking dinner for yourself from scratch,” Daisy smiled ruefully, holding up her hand and pointing at the blister. “Some of us can cook and some can’t. Take pride in what you can do… and don’t sweat the small stuff.

      “Are you okay?”

      Daisy met Ethan’s concerned face and smiled politely. Her heart fluttered in her chest from nervousness and happiness at his expression.

      “Yes, thank you. As I was saying, hope is in the little things. Has anyone here had surgery? Probably most of us, huh?” Seeing several raised hands, Daisy continued.

      “Do you remember how hard it was healing? The fatigue? The pain? Now, I want you to think back to the first time you got a real shower and put on clean clothing- not your hospital gown. You knew at that moment you were on the road to recovery and everything was going to be alright. That is hope. The little feeling or notion you get that makes you sigh in relief… so let’s share where you found hope recently, because it might help someone else discover it too.”

      “Murphy, let’s start with you.”

      “I’ve been having problems with my car and when it felt like that everything was crashing down around me- I was able to fix it easily and it’s been running like a dream ever since.”

      “Wonderful. Did you know you could do it or were you worried?”

      “I thought I could, but it’s a relief to know it’s going to start every time now.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Daisy agreed easily. “Ava, what about you? Have you had anything recently that has made you feel good or hopeful?”

      “My daughter is sleeping about five or six hours at a time now. I know when I lay down that I won’t be so horrifically exhausted when she starts crying. It’s like we are falling into a routine and it’s not quite so bad as it was a few weeks ago.”

      “I bet that is such a relief and you feel like you can handle things better now. Exhaustion and coping with hormones are no joke. So, knowing that when you go to bed, you’ll be able to truly rest. I like that one because everyone can use a good night’s sleep,” Daisy cheered and turned to Ethan. “What about you, Ethan? What has made you feel hope lately?”

      “I went to a movie with a friend this week. I hadn’t been since the bomb took my leg. I’ve honestly been avoiding everything because there is such a difference having to use a crutch right now. I also started back up my physical therapy so I can keep getting stronger. So being able to do normal things again made me realize that I am progressing and keeping me motivated.”

      “So, for you, it’s feeling like you are regaining the person you felt like was missing? You are getting back to a normal routine.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve read that making your bed first thing when you get up forces people into a routine and makes them realize they’ve accomplished one thing already today. What about you, Cora? What has given you hope this last week?”

      Daisy went on around the room, asking each person and commenting. She wanted to encourage them all and they were making such progress that she herself found her drawing hope from it. She was glad that Ethan announced he had started physical therapy again. She didn’t want to be the only bright spot for him. That wasn’t healthy for him to put his happiness in her, because she would only let him down someday.

      That was human nature.

      You had to draw strength and contentment from deep within yourself. She’d read a phrase somewhere that said you can’t love someone until you love yourself… boy was that ever true! You could never expect someone to be happy with you if they were miserable. It would only bring pain and heartache, part of the reason she worried so much!

      As they wrapped up, Daisy remembered something.

      “Everyone – please set a reminder or mark your calendars. Two weeks from now on April 8th we are not having session. I have a wedding to attend and will not be available that evening for group. If you need to talk, please call or we can meet earlier in the day.”

      “Congratulations. Are you in the wedding?” Ava asked, and Daisy felt a twinge of guilt knowing the woman’s history. She knew that what had happened to her would traumatize her for quite some time and it would take someone incredible to bring her out of her shell.

      “No, it’s actually a girl I grew up with that is getting married. I’ve known Lily for years; in fact we used to get teased all the time about our names. Lily and Daisy. I even went to school with a girl named Marigold. Something about East Texas makes people think of flowers. You’d think there would be a lot more girls named Rose living here,” she quipped, winking at the pun since Tyler, Texas was famous for their Rose Festival.

      “I hope you have a wonderful time.”

      “Me too. It’s been a while since I have seen her and I was shocked to get the invitation in the mail the other day.”

      “So that was your hopeful event this week?”

      Daisy did a doubletake. She hadn’t thought about it but it was nice to be remembered and invited to the wedding. “Actually, I think the invitation was. It gives me a reason to get all dolled up and dress fancy. Who knows- maybe I will clean up nicely? Have a good weekend, Ava.”

      Closing the door behind Ava, Daisy turned around to see Ethan sitting on the couch with Baxter in his lap, gnawing on a chew toy. Ethan was spoiling the puppy, bringing him a treat every time he came by for group sessions. The two of them looked quite comfortable together and seemed to just ‘fit’ in to her life. She was struck by how handsome he was right now, wearing a warm-toned plaid shirt that seemed to make his eyes look even more tempting, plus he had a scruff of growth on his chin that made her think about their kiss the other night.

      “Can I play with Baxter a while longer? I think he missed me this week.”

      “Of course, or you can take him home if we are still meeting for dinner tomorrow?”

      “Actually, I can’t. I checked after the last time you mentioned it and my lease specifically has a clause in it regarding animals. This little fella isn’t allowed,” Ethan said, playing with the little jowls and floppy ears. Baxter let out a high-pitched bark of excitement and Ethan simply smiled at Daisy. “And that little bark is why I can’t.”

      “Oh,” she whispered, taking a seat on the small couch nearby.

      “Do you want me to go ahead and go? I can if I’m bothering you.”

      “No, you aren’t. Do you want pizza? I can put on a movie or something.”

      “I don’t want to overstep my welcome and I am afraid that I am.”

      “Not at all,” she admitted. “I… uh… well…”

      “You know, you can say no,” Ethan said softly, petting Baxter. “I know you’ve been kind to me and let me watch TV a few times. You then went out with me and you know, if this isn’t it for you- just say something. You wouldn’t be the first girl to break off a date with me.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Than what’s wrong that you are afraid to say?”

      Daisy almost smiled. It was like the roles were reversed right now and he was asking the questions that hit home. His dark eyes watched her and her heart betrayed what her mind was saying. She really liked the man and wanted to continue down the path they were on.

      “I really like you and this is all a bit scary.”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” he whispered, the relief evident in his voice. Ethan let out his breath and she did laugh then.

      “I guess you didn’t want to hear ‘no’ after all?”

      “I’m more of a ‘yes, man’. Remember I asked about the kiss earlier? I’d prefer to hear yes over the word no,” he teased, winking at her and grew still all of a sudden. “Do you have someone taking you to the wedding?”

      “I might… if you are asking me to go,” she hedged.

      “I’d like to take you… and I can order pizza for us if you don’t mind the company a little while longer?” Ethan offered, smiling shyly. He ruffled the puppy’s ears again, drawing out another high-pitched bark of happiness that caused Daisy to jump.

      “Yes.”

      Daisy blurted out the single word in an instant. She liked the way he looked at her like she was something incredible. He made her feel like a beautiful woman, not just a business transaction between them as they talked. Even during session, she felt his eyes on her and it was everything in her not to stare at him in admiration.

      “Yes, to the pizza?”

      “And to a kiss,” Daisy said shyly, seeing his eyes darken with desire as he immediately pulled her into his arms.
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      Happy didn’t even begin to describe how Daisy felt seeing Ethan standing at her front door on Saturday. When she opened it and saw him standing there, grinning, with an assortment of flowers wrapped in cellophane, pinched between his teeth, her heart surged in delight. Since they’d stepped over the ledge moving to a personal relationship- not just business- she felt so energetic and complete. She knew deep in her heart that it was completely out of the realm of imagination to think that she could be falling for Ethan so quickly… but deep inside, she knew that was exactly what this feeling was.

      She was falling for Ethan – hard.

      Ethan was everything she could have wanted in a boyfriend. It felt odd saying the title aloud because he was anything but boyish, unless he was teasing her. Considerate, thoughtful, tender – he was simply beautiful on the inside as well as the outside. Smiling, Daisy reached up to remove the flowers from his lips so he could talk.

      “Do you want to come in?”

      “Actually, I made us reservations and we probably need to head out,” he said sheepishly. “I wanted to take you somewhere nice.”

      “Anywhere is perfect as long as we are enjoying ourselves.”

      “I knew you’d say that,” he began and stopped for a moment. She could see the hesitation and fear in his eyes as he looked at her. “But I wanted to make this special because what we are building is a miracle to me.”

      “Oh Ethan,” Daisy whispered, feeling tears of emotion spring to her eyes. “This is incredible, isn’t it?”

      “It’s been a long time since I have felt so complete and I think it’s because of you.”

      His words made her heart sink a little. This was just exactly what she had been afraid of. He was putting his happiness in her, relying on her to be able to get by in his daily life.  She didn’t want to ruin the date so early by telling him her concerns. Instead, she played it off and shrugged.

      “Maybe it’s just you?” she said lightly. “You’ve been doing so good and don’t need anyone, you know? It’s like Baxter. He couldn’t care less if I am there or not, but when I am he likes to be petted and played with.”

      “I don’t think that is the case but now I’m jealous of Baxter,” he replied. “Are you ready to go or do you need to get your purse?”

      “I’m ready,” she answered quickly, pulling the door shut behind her. She got into the truck and was surprised to see him lean towards her, quickly kissing her on the cheek.

      “You look lovely.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured, feeling shy and a little self-conscious. She’d worn a long dress that fell just past her knees. She loved the gown and the way it made her feel so very feminine. It was light purple, with tiny sprinkles of flowers scattered everywhere, but how the material fell- it flared out from the hip, giving it a fullness without having to be pleated. Her prosthetics were not as pretty, but functional. The plastic cups that held her knees were hidden by the skirt but instead of showing an ankle, you could see the steel tubing that connected onto the false foot. Something she’d grown accustomed to, she expected to see Ethan look at it right away or comment on it.

      He didn’t say a word, only having eyes for her. While that was wonderful and everything she could have ever asked for, it scared her too. How long would something like this be sustained between them? Was she ready for the disappointment that would come eventually?

      Daisy was so lost in thought; she hadn’t realized that they had actually been driving for some time until she glanced up to see that they were exiting. Looking around, she saw mesquite trees and pines as far as the eye could see. A split-rail fence lined a long drive opening to a parking lot that held what looked to be a large barn. Just behind the building, an open field lay bare except for the vines that were strung along in rows with the barest hint of greenery on the limbs.

      “Are those grapes?”

      “I thought we’d try something different. Have you ever been to a winery?”

      “I don’t drink.”

      “Neither do I,” he admitted. “This is a steakhouse and winery. Let me spoil you for a bit and just play along.” Ethan got out of the truck and opened her door for her. As they walked up to the building, she couldn’t help but gasp at how beautiful it all was.

      The exterior might have looked like an old barn, but the interior was majestic. Soaring beams dripping with chandeliers gave off a soft glow. Each table was separated by a wall, draped with a thick velvet curtain that was held back with a large rope tie. Linen tablecloths were spread on the tables making everything look so fancy, so immaculate.

      “I feel completely under-dressed,” she whispered to Ethan as they were led to a table nearby. He waited politely for Daisy to take her seat and then sat down across from her.

      “You are the most breathtaking woman in the building, I promise you.”

      “This is really nice,” she hedged, looking at him. “That means really expensive in my book and completely unnecessary.”

      “Stop worrying and let’s enjoy the evening. There is a dock behind here where we can feed the fish or sit and look at the stars… although…” he said with a half-smile. His deep eyes were intense. “I believe the most beautiful ones are shining in your eyes right now.”

      Flushing, Daisy didn’t know what to say. She’d never had anyone look at her or talk to her like that before. It was hard to take a compliment, and here was the most handsome man she’d ever been fortunate enough to date spewing them out like it was nothing. He was going to have to find another group to meet with because she couldn’t have it hanging over her head like a dark cloud when all she wanted to do was bask in the attention from him – for however long it lasted.

      The waiter came and took their order, bringing them samples of the house wine that was made on site. She started to protest as the waiter began to pour, but at his insistence he recommended each of them take a sip, putting only the tiniest amount in the wine glasses. Ethan’s eyebrow shot up, silently challenging her as he took his glass. Laughing, Daisy picked up her own.

      “To first impressions,” Ethan said, tapping his glass lightly against hers.

      “To first impressions.”

      Daisy took a sip and felt the warm, sweet red wine wrap around her tongue. It was like having a sweet warm aromatic drink that beckoned you for another sip. The grape in the wine wasn’t bitter or dry like she’d had one other time; no this reminded her of liquid candy with a potency to it.

      “Mercy,” she breathed, feeling the alcoholic vapors escape her mouth. “That is strong, sweet, and delicious.”

      “Reminds me of someone I know,” Ethan quipped huskily in front of the waiter. Daisy knew her cheeks were hot but she couldn’t tell if it was the wine or the attention he was paying her. “Can we get two glasses? That was excellent.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Their dinner together was simply magical. She found herself enjoying the wine and the company more than she’d ever anticipated. Being with Ethan was just incredible and heady at the same time. One moment, he would be teasing her or holding her hand. The next, he would be telling her how lovely she was to him.

      Daisy asked him how his work was going and how physical therapy was. She saw him pull back slightly from the questions. This surprised her and also confirmed her suspicions that he was basing his success and happiness on this relationship with her. She promised herself right then that they were going to have to talk at some point- she just hoped she didn’t push him away completely when she did.

      After dinner, they walked around and saw the distillery. Rows of barrels were stacked along the wall and they listened as the nearby employee discussed how they harvested the grapes each year, making the wine for the restaurant. Accepting a piece of chocolate from someone standing near the exit to the back of the building, they walked out onto the stone verandah and sat down on a bench overlooking the pier. The temperatures were still cool in the evenings and the moon was rising over the lake.

      “This is incredible.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Why are you doing all of this? You know I don’t need fancy things like this.”

      “I guess I’m a little insecure,” he admitted. “I want you to be happy with me. Truthfully, I know that my leg prevents me from doing things like any other guy and I’m afraid that you might find me lacking someday.”

      “I don’t think that could happen but since you brought it up- I do want to talk,” Daisy said gently, keeping her voice low so they could talk privately. Other couples were walking about nearby. She felt his arm around her shoulder tense in anticipation of a letdown.

      “Relax,” she encouraged softly, laying her hand on his where it rested on her shoulder. “This is something I’m going to ask for both of us. Something that has been bothering me and I thought at first it was me being dramatic or worrying too much.”

      “You want me to see another counselor,” he guessed. She was surprised to see that the idea didn’t bother him as much as she suspected. He’d mentioned it before but neither had brought it up again nor acted on it.

      “I think that would be best, so that way there is no division between us. I really like you a lot and I keep wondering or analyzing if we are making a mistake.”

      “Do you feel like this is a mistake?”

      “No,” she admitted. “I’m scared because it feels too good to be true.”

      “Daisy, I really like you too and want to see where this goes between us. If you need me to see another group to relieve your mind- I’d be happy to, but you have to do something in return too.”

      “What’s that?”

      “When you are with me- be Daisy- don’t be the counselor. I want you to be the woman who cares for me, not reading something into everything I say or do,” he said, and his eyes held hers. “As much as you are scared that something is wrong – I’m scared that I’m not good enough for you and that you’ll discover that someday. That terrifies me.”

      “Ethan,” she whispered the protest only moments before he kissed her tenderly. Daisy lay her hand on his chest and felt his heart beating under the fabric of his shirt, imagining that her own beat in rhythm. He seemed so very perfect for her and she felt like she was the one who wasn’t good enough for him. One step at a time, she thought sadly, burying her fears and secrets deep within.
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      Ethan was breathless with excitement and felt his heart pounding in his ears as he watched Daisy walk out the front door of her home. He’d been nervous using only the new forearm crutches today instead of the bulkier ones, but he’d been practicing around the house and work moving about. Today was the wedding and he’d jumped at the chance to accompany her when she’d mentioned it. He knew it was insecurity that made him ask a few weeks ago but seeing her like this made him say a prayer of thanks that he’d met her.

      Daisy looked glorious.

      She may not have been the bride today, but she glowed in the bright, pale yellow dress that she wore. Her golden hair was twisted into some sort of knot on the back of her head and curls surrounded her lovely face. Her bright eyes sparkled with happiness, putting a lump in his throat. He felt so plain and so humbled to be escorting her to see her friend get married.

      Daisy had told him it was going to be a large wedding. Lily, the bride, was a teacher at the local elementary school. Her groom was an officer, so most of the police force was going to be present as well. They had picked up a Hallmark card together when they went for coffee last week, as well as a gift card, for the new couple.

      He’d started attending a different group session and it was like their relationship had blossomed from there. He hadn’t realized what a strain it put on them both. He felt free to talk in group without fear of her judging him or feeling like she didn’t understand.

      His whole world had finally changed into something he could recognize in the past few weeks. He was falling in love with the woman sitting beside him in his truck. He was growing stronger every day now that he was attending physical therapy again and his leg was healed to the point that he tried walking on a pillowed prosthetic for the first time. It was strange to try to use it and not sure his balance would be alright. He would keep it a secret for now – but attempting to use it made him respect Daisy even more. She must have a will of iron to be patient enough to learn how to walk again with a double amputation.

      Driving to the event center and pulling into the parking lot, Ethan opened the glovebox of his truck. He removed a corsage inside and grinned at the surprised look on her face.

      “What’s that?”

      “A flower for my girl,” he said shrugging nonchalantly, even though he felt giddy as a boy going to his high school prom. She was beautiful in her dress. The simplicity of the style matched her – classic.

      “You are so good to me,” she whispered, staring at him. He knew that he could look at those bright green eyes forever and be a happy man.

      “it means a lot to me that you believe that,” he admitted. “Sometimes I wonder if the nightmares or scars will ever heal, but then I realize that they aren’t happening as often. When they do, I think of the things that make me happy.”

      “What makes you happy?”

      “Seeing you.”

      “Stop,” she said thickly, fanning her eyes and blinking rapidly. “I never wear mascara and I put it on today. Please don’t make me cry.”

      “Baby, I’d kiss those tears away,” he promised earnestly, taking her hand in his and slipping the small flower onto her wrist with the band. “Now, we need to head in so we don’t miss the wedding.”

      It was a beautiful spring day there at the park. The pink dogwoods were blooming and the heavy scent of magnolias hung in the air. It was sunny without it being too hot and the arbor was covered with honeysuckle. Well over a hundred people were in attendance and sitting in white chairs on a lawn near the arbor. Pink tufts of tulle were swathed along the rows and peony bouquets were everywhere.

      “Hold my shoulder,” he encouraged, knowing how wobbly he’d felt the other day trying on the prosthetic leg. He’d decided to try walking with the forearm crutches instead of the large ones that rested under his arms. It was quite different, feeling a bit freer to move around, and he’d taken to it right away. He couldn’t imagine how she would feel walking on the uneven ground.

      The last thing he wanted for Daisy was for her to feel anything but happiness today. They made their way slowly to the seats. Daisy had said that she’d grown up with Lily but didn’t know the man she was marrying. Taking two seats towards the back, they sat on the edge of a row on the bride’s side.

      It wasn’t long before the groom and several men walked up to take their place at the arbor. They were each dressed in the black dress uniform of a police officer. Curious, Ethan saw that the groom had a camouflage ribbon tied around his upper arm. Staring at the man’s stony expression, Ethan felt his heart pound with emotion.

      The man looked just like his chief who’d saved his life in Afghanistan!

      “What’s wrong?” Daisy whispered, grabbing his hand and lacing her fingers with his. Ethan saw a large German Shepherd coming running up to the arbor, before sitting down. He recognized that dog too! Radar sat directly next to his former CPO John Griffin. The dog he once remembered was wearing a bow around her neck and a flower pinned to her K-9 uniform vest around her torso.

      “I know him,” Ethan breathed in complete shock.

      “Who?”

      “The groom.”

      “You do?”

      “He saved my life,” Ethan whispered and heard several people around him shush him as music started to play. He stared at CPO Griffin and could barely breathe. All those memories were rushing back at him right now and he could see tinges of black at the edge of his vision. He was light-headed and afraid he was going to pass out from shock. How was he here? He’d written him, why hadn’t he responded? Ethan had looked up to his CPO as a mentor there in the field but it was his folly that had him lose his leg. He’d written Wilkes… Wilkes!

      Was he here too?

      “Daisy- do you see a blond man here? Colin might be here too! He’d probably be in a uniform of some sort? A really tall guy?” he rambled on, leaning forward and scanning the crowd around them. He wanted to see his best friend again and the simple ray of hope was overwhelming.

      “There’s a lot of blond men here. Ethan talk to me.”

      “Shhhhh!” a woman nearby said and Daisy whirled around angrily.

      “If you tell him to shush one more time, I’m going to lose my temper and you won’t have to worry about making a scene,” Daisy snarled protectively, putting her arm in front of Ethan. “We’ll be on the news tonight lady!”

      “Daisy don’t!” Ethan said, grabbing her by the shoulders and trying to calm her down. He’d never seen Daisy so upset and it was a little flattering, as well as scary to see her lose her cool. She was always smiling and pleasant, a safe harbor for him.

      Immediately, she moved to kiss his cheek and whisper to him in his ear as she held his hand. He rested his forehead against her chin, his mind a mass of swirling emotions. He was thankful that she seemed to sense it.

      “You’re here and alive. He’s here. This is a chance for you to reconnect and nothing is going to harm you. This is a safe and warm place. I’m here for you,” she breathed. That was what he needed to hear. He could hear the music escalate upwards, indicating that the bride was coming down the aisle. Several people got to their feet as Lily proceeded up the grassy pathway towards her groom.

      “You are missing this,” he whispered apologetically, taking several deep breaths.

      “They’ll all sit down in a moment and I’m right where I need to be.”

      Ethan almost told her that he loved her in that very moment. He bit back the words knowing deep in his heart that it was too soon for them. He was still healing obviously and this was a tremendous emotional upheaval he hadn’t expected. There was no reason to create a second one just yet. Everyone took their seats around them and he stared at the bride and groom fascinated.

      The bride was pretty, but no one was as beautiful as Daisy was to him. It was like looking at the sun when Daisy smiled at him – full of warmth and life. The bride’s gown was fitted at the waist and flared outwards. It was simple with little décor. She wore blue earrings and a matching necklace. That must be her something blue, Ethan mused.

      The couple each had chosen one person to stand up with them. Surprised, Ethan saw John Griffin, his gruff and bossy CPO from Afghanistan, as he wiped his eyes as the bride walked towards him. The only time Griffin had smiled was when he got a letter or package… ahhhh, Ethan thought, putting it all together now.

      Was Lily the person John had been writing to?

      Griffin was very protective of the letters he received and usually got really upset when the guys teased him about it. Ethan remembered that he rarely ever smiled and usually barked out orders to everyone. Here, this man was smiling at the woman taking her place beside him.

      Daisy held Ethan’s hand tightly as the couple began to exchange their vows. Seeing them up there made him realize that he wanted to have that moment someday. He wanted that deep of a bond with someone. Glancing at Daisy, he wondered if what he felt now would deepen over time and if she would be the one for him in the years to come. Sometimes he felt like he’d come so far in his healing but other times, he felt like everything was just raw on the inside.

      “Lily, when I met you for the first time and laid eyes upon you – I knew then that I had been lost. You are everything good in this world. Happiness, tenderness and laughter. I was gifted your letter by the grace of God and found myself again through your love. I cannot tell you how very precious you are to me because words don’t seem like enough. You are the reason I get up in the morning, the reason I am who I am and the reason I stand here today, humbled and in awe of your sweet soul. I love you more than the air I breathe, more than Twinkies…”

      Did he just say Twinkies? Ethan wondered and heard Daisy giggle, confirming his suspicions. Her laugh was thick with emotion. Glancing at her, Ethan saw she was smiling brilliantly at the bridal couple but tears were streaming down her cheeks unchecked. She was going to be so upset that her mascara was running but he’d never seen her look more breathtaking.

      Ethan felt himself get choked up at the thought of what she would look like if they were ever blessed to meet at the altar. Would she cry tears of happiness? Would she smile at him with love in her eyes? Listening, he heard his gruff CPO continue on emotionally and suddenly understood what the man was saying in so many words.

      “…I love you more than circus peanuts, Lily - and that’s saying a lot. I would give everything for your smile, your heart and your hand in mine for all time. I swear before God to love, honor and cherish you before all.”

      Ethan watched as his friend and mentor struggled to put the ring on the bride’s finger. Lily smiled and laughed tearfully as John finally slid the ring into place and let out his breath in a whoosh. Nodding, the bride began to speak her vows to John in front of the pastor.

      “John, when you wrote me the first several times I have to admit I was fascinated with your words. I could hear you in my mind, in my heart. I knew that you were special to me, I just had no idea how much so until I saw your smile. I love that about you. Your honor, your code, your tenderness and above all: how you show that you love me to the world. I’ve never had someone treasure me or be so very proud of me for just being who I am. You admire my strengths, my weaknesses, and I thrive in the love that is blooming between us. I am humbled by your heart and by your dedication. I promise, here before God, that I will always love you.”

      The bride, Lily, was crying unabashedly as she stared at her groom. Even Radar, the dog that had alerted him to the bomb when it was already too late, was whining and pawing at John’s shoe.

      “Everyone, including Radar, that knows you – knows what a beautiful gentle soul you are and I am so very proud to call you my husband. I vow to love, honor and cherish this feeling between us for all my days and even after- as I believe that I was blessed and gifted with my soulmate. I cannot believe that our love will not transcend into the heavens forever and I cannot imagine there ever being an end to you and me, my love. I am yours, for eternity – and you are mine.”

      Watching the vows, Ethan saw that his former chief was done waiting and had decided to kiss his bride without prompting. Griffin pulled her into his arms, kissing her thoroughly. A massive cheer went up and Ethan could hear Radar barking as the two were pronounced man and wife. They were still hugging each other and whispering to each other at the altar, smiling, before John took Lily’s hand and led his new wife back down the aisle. As they passed the rows of seats, Ethan held his breath when they passed – seeing Lily wave at Daisy, who was still crying.

      Let him look at me, let Griffin see me here, Ethan thought, yearning to thank the man who’d saved his life. Instead, he was shaking hands on the other side of the aisle as they walked towards the building. The minister took this moment to instruct everyone on what to do next.

      “If all the guests would make their way to the reception hall, please. Bridal party- please meet us here at the arbor for photographs.”

      “Shall we head inside?” Daisy asked happily. “I always like sweets after a good soulful cry. That was simply breathtaking and I’m so happy that she is in love.”

      “Anything for you,” Ethan said, handing her his handkerchief he’d tucked into his pocket. He saw her cheeks flush with embarrassment and grabbed her hands as she tried to hide her face.

      “You’re fine.”

      “I look terrible. I probably look like a racoon with rabies.”

      “You aren’t foaming at the mouth, if that is what you’re worried about. You’re breathtaking and so very beautiful to me,” he admitted, taking the cloth from her and wiping her cheeks slowly as he stared at her. People were scooting around them, making their way to the reception hall, yet he was in no hurry. Right now, the only thing important to him was this moment.

      “I mean it,” he murmured, his thumb caressing the soft skin just under her eyelashes. “I want you to know how much I care and how incredible I think you are. Thank you for bringing me here and being with me when I needed you. I hope I am strong enough to handle meeting my old chief again face to face so I can thank him for saving my life.”

      “You won’t be alone. I’ll be here for you.”

      “I haven’t been alone since the moment I walked into your house that very first time,” Ethan confessed, realizing the truth of his words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Daisy felt like she was on cloud nine.

      Ethan was so sweet and tender towards her as they walked into the reception hall. Right now, she felt more a part of his life than she’d ever had and it was exhilarating. As they walked in, there were throngs of people milling around as they all waited to celebrate with the new bride and groom. She’d been surprised to see Ethan on the smaller crutches. He looked to be moving about better and she almost wanted to comment on it but didn’t want him to feel anything less of a man.

      Instead, they walked to a table nearby to take a seat. The reception hall was filled with balloons, streamers, and flowers everywhere. The centerpiece on the table was a peony floating on a small flat bowl with little tea light candles. Each table had little chiffon party favors filled with pale pastel Jordan almonds and tiny plastic bottles of bubbles for people. Some of the children were already blowing bubbles in the room.

      Sitting down, an attendant came over and brought out glasses of tea for them. A large table was at the end of the room with several place settings nearby for the bridal party. The wedding cake was stunning. A large three-tiered cake was covered in a cascade of spun-sugar flowers and petals that glistened in the lights overhead. The groom’s cake was a series of yellow macaroon cookies. Everywhere you looked, things were a pale cream color with swatches of bright pink to highlight the vibrant peonies in the room.

      Glancing over, Daisy saw that Ethan was nervously looking around and she figured it was just his way of keeping an eye out for his former chief. Leaning forward, she took a deep breath and smelled his cologne along with the vanilla scent that wafted from the tealight candles.

      “Relax. If you don’t get a chance to talk today, you can at least exchange phone numbers and meet up sometime after they return from their honeymoon.”

      “It’s not that,” Ethan said quickly. “Well, it is – and it isn’t.”

      “What’s wrong? You are nervous like a cat that’s run into a room full of rocking chairs. All these people are here to have a good time – we are here to celebrate too. Are you afraid of something triggering you?”

      “No, wait. Do you think…?”

      “No. I don’t,” Daisy smiled confidently. “I don’t think there is anything that will make you get upset here. A ton of cake, some fruity punch, cookies galore, and lots of dancing.” She saw his hesitant smile fall and realized that was it. He’d just found another thing that he couldn’t do: he couldn’t dance without his leg. Ethan leaned forward and his warm breath against her ear gave her goosebumps.

      “I do want to say thank you to Griffin, but more than anything I’d like to dance with you this afternoon. I’m not sure that I can,” he admitted in a whisper.

      Turning her head ever so slightly, Daisy saw the flare of desire in his eyes as they were infinitely close to her own. His lips were inches from hers and she fought the urge to lean into him. She caught her breath as she felt the keen sense of awareness between them, knowing her attraction to him. She didn’t care that he was on crutches and she knew deep in her soul that he couldn’t care less about her own legs.

      “I’m glad you want to dance,” she whispered, watching him. “I love dancing and always wanted to have someone whirl me around the dancefloor. I’ve thought of nothing else the last day or two. We are going to dance together today.”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      “I know you can- and you will.”

      “Daisy…”

      “Trust me,” she mouthed silently just seconds before she leaned forward to kiss him gently, no longer able to stand the wait. Their kiss was broken seconds later by a round of applause indicating that the bridal party had arrived. Both turned to see them enter the room, with eyes for only each other. As the music started up, Daisy watched as Lily was swept into the arms of her groom for the first dance.

      “I had no idea Griffin knew how to dance,” Ethan whispered in shock. “They certainly don’t teach you that in Afghanistan.”

      “If I know Lily, she’s had them taking classes the last few months in preparation for this moment. She plans out everything and rarely throws chance to the wind. That would be my other friend, Eva – she’s a wild child.”

      “Did I hear my name?” a female voice announced. Daisy looked up to see Eva grinning as she stood near the table. “Is this seat taken?” A surge of possessiveness burst forth as Eva rested her hand on the chair next to Ethan. She knew her friend wouldn’t ever cross that line but sitting there- and seeing Eva nearby- Daisy couldn’t help but feel jealous.

      Eva was perfect. Beautiful, whole… and she could have children.

      Daisy could not.

      “Let’s dance,” Daisy announced, getting to her feet. “Eva, hold the table for us please?”

      “Sure thing.”

      Ethan got to his feet and his skeptical look made Daisy even more certain that they were going to share a dance. As the bride and groom danced slowly on the floor, other couples were joining them. Daisy walked to the edge of the floor away from the crowd that was now gathering. She could see the hesitation on his face and smiled brightly.

      “We’ve got this,” she coached confidently.

      Standing there, she felt Ethan rest his hand on her hip carefully. She saw the brief glimpse of fear and knew he was afraid of losing his balance. “There. Just hold me.” Daisy stepped into his arm and wrapped hers around his torso, laying her head on his chest. He couldn’t hold her like the other men, but she didn’t care in the slightest. They were standing together, swaying softly to the music… dancing.

      “You’ve given me back something I was afraid I could never do.”

      “Enjoy the moment,” she breathed quietly, listening to the steady thump of his heart.

      “Oh, I am,” he whispered, leaning down and kissing the top of her head.

      They stood there through the next few songs until a pop song came on. As they headed back to the table, Daisy turned at the sound of laughter. Ethan met her eyes and his eyebrows shot up in shock as he glanced over her shoulder. Bursting out laughing, Daisy saw what was so funny. The straight-laced officer who’d saved Ethan’s life was dancing on the floor, doing several different hip-hop moves. He looked like he was jogging in place, doing a dance move called the running man and winking at Lily. She was laughing hysterically at her new husband’s so-called smooth dance moves.

      The feeling in the room was light, airy, and full of laughter. The joy was uncontainable and love was everywhere. There were couples smiling at each other, the bride and groom had eyes for only each other – and Ethan was watching her closely as they reclaimed their seats. Even Daisy relaxed, seeing Eva chatting with another woman nearby.

      It wasn’t long before the wedding cake was cut. There was no malice, no shoving cake in anyone’s face. The duo truly loved and respected each other. John gently put cake in Lily’s mouth and she did the same for him. They each then put a dollop of frosting on their noses and posed for the photographer, kissing. It was picture perfect. Attendants quickly began to serve slices of cake to all of the tables and macaroon cookies to those who wanted them.

      Daisy saw the cake and smiled.

      The wedding cake revealed that it was comprised of golden vanilla sponge cake with marshmallow frosting – Lily’s favorite: Twinkies. It was no wonder! The woman should have had stock in Hostess at this point and she’d been in love with the snack cake since the first time Daisy had shared her treat, in middle school, at the lunch table. Biting into a macaroon, she was surprised to see it was also vanilla flavored.

      “No chocolate, huh?” Ethan asked.

      “What’s your favorite flavor? Is it chocolate?”

      “I like strawberry. The pink reminds me of your cheeks when you blush,” Ethan admitted, picking up her hand and kissing the tip of each fingertip tenderly. Daisy felt her cheeks heat up instantly and saw his grin, knowing he did this on purpose.

      “What’s yours?”

      “Chocolate,” she blurted out, making him smile.

      “Because I said something about it?”

      “That, and it reminds me of your eyes,” she whispered shyly, glancing up through her eyelashes at him. His dark eyes met hers and she couldn’t help but fall into them as he leaned forward towards her.

      “Am I interrupting?” a voice said nearby.

      “Yes,” Ethan said instantly and then looked up to see who’d interrupted them. Swallowing hard, he got to his feet. His former chief was standing there, smiling at them. Daisy stared at the two men as she saw them immediately embrace in a hug. Tears sprung to her eyes as she knew this would tear Ethan up on the inside emotionally.

      Sure enough, she caught little bits here and there as they hugged, talking. Daisy saw Lily coming across the floor and waved. Immediately, Lilly hugged her and they laid a hand on John’s back. Respect for the man surged two-fold as he waited silently for Ethan to get his crutches underneath him after hugging him. Ethan gave a jerky nod and Daisy saw his eyes were bright with unshed tears. Quickly, Daisy wrote down Ethan’s cell number on a napkin and shoved it into his hand.

      “Your number,” Daisy whispered encouragingly.

      Ethan nodded at her, smiling gratefully for the reminder. He held the folded napkin out to John. This wasn’t the right place or time. This was John’s wedding and Ethan didn’t relish the idea of breaking down in front of everyone. He could only hope he was strong enough to keep it all together.

      “Let’s talk sometime, please.”

      “I’d like that. We’ll get coffee and reconnect.”

      “I’ve got a lot to share and missed you guys,” Ethan admitted

      “I missed you too, Minter. We’ve both had a lot happen,” John said, smiling, besotted at Lily as he wrapped his arm around her waist. “I feel like maybe we were meant to see each other again someday.”

      “I hope you’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      It was hours before Ethan and Daisy finally headed out from the reception. She could almost swear that her cheeks hurt from smiling so much and laughing. It was obvious that everyone there was focused on letting loose and having fun. She’d never seen limbo played at a wedding reception but apparently John insisted on it. He seemed to hide a wild streak a mile wide, savoring his new life to the fullest. At that thought, Daisy glanced over at Ethan sitting in the driver’s seat. His lips were slightly upturned as he stared straight ahead at the road. She was so relieved that he seemed to be happy and content with who he was.

      “I have a surprise to share with you,” he admitted, when they pulled into the parking lot in front of her house. “I’m a little surprised at myself but I feel like it’s kind of the next step for me. Does that make sense?”

      Daisy’s heart pounded. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of his words. What did he mean by ‘next step’ for him? They’d just attended a beautiful wedding together and he’d hinted at things being so good between them. She wanted to ignore the tiny voice in her head that was screaming for her to get ready – part of her suspected that he would tell her that he loved her or propose.

      “What do you mean?” she squeaked and cleared her throat.

      “I feel like things have come so far, so fast and I’ve been really happy with how everything is working out. The things that used to bring me down suddenly aren’t quite so intimidating anymore and I see that there’s more to my life than just my leg. You’ve taught me that and been there supporting me this whole time.”

      He hesitated and Daisy thought she might pass out or have a heart attack if the organ thumping rampantly in her chest beat any harder. Right now, it sounded like a snare drum was rattling off in her eardrums the longer he dragged this on. Ethan gave an endearing little chuckle, shook his head, and then stared up at the ceiling of the truck almost absently.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to say this,” he paused, “but I’ve enrolled back in school. I’m going to finish my degree.”

      “What?” she breathed, feeling a slight pang of disappointment in her chest. She tried to hide it and put on a bright, encouraging smile. He was talking, confiding in her, and it was her problem that she’d gotten her hopes erroneously. He’d never said anything about love, commitment, or marriage.

      “I had eighty hours logged in online college classes at one point. I hate what I do for a so-called career now. I want to give back and I can’t do it stuck in a cubicle. I reached out to the university and can apply my ‘life skills’” Ethan said, holding his hands up and making air quotes, grinning. “I’m going to finish my degree and teach or maybe go into pyrotechnics.”

      “You’d be a great teacher.”

      “I don’t know about that,” he confessed. “I’ve always found the chemistry part fascinating and maybe I could pass on what I know to some kids. The thought of motivating someone else to do better is humbling. I don’t know how you do it so easily.”

      “I’m flawed just like anyone else.”

      “But you seem to just know what to say, you know?”

      “Right now, I feel a little speechless,” she admitted truthfully.

      “Is it a dumb idea to go back to school?”

      “No! No, it’s a great idea and I’m very proud of you.”

      “Then what’s wrong? You look upset about something.”

      “I’m really happy for you and glad you are finding yourself, you know?”

      “Daisy, if you don’t want me to…” he began and she cut him off quickly.

      “Ethan, don’t let anyone ever dissuade you from doing what you want. The fact that you’d give up a dream of yours so quickly tells me that you are basing too much of your happiness on me and my opinions. You need to do what you want and I really am happy for you.”

      “I thought we weren’t going to analyze each other. Remember?”

      “I’m not analyzing you. Its brutal honestly. We are still becoming friends and there are things that I don’t know about you and vice versa.”

      “Friends, huh?”

      “Of course. We’ve never really discussed more than that, have we?”

      Daisy opened the car door and started to get out. She felt Ethan grab her arm and jerked it away instinctively, surprising them both. He looked at her with a shocked, hurt expression on his face that she knew mirrored her own.

      “I guess we don’t know as much as we thought about each other, do we?”

      “People have their secrets,” she shrugged, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Like what?”

      “Ethan, this has been a wonderful day,” she said, suddenly feeling deflated. “I think you are a terrific guy but today was eye-opening. You deserve so much more than settling for things. You should find someone who can give you a family – and you should go back to school. I think you’d be an incredible teacher.”

      “What do you mean ‘someone who can give you a family’?” Ethan asked quietly, his eyes searching hers. His face looked pinched, like he was going to be ill. “What are you saying?”

      “I can’t have children. I found out that my hormone levels were out of whack when I was in the hospital for the infection. The doctors found that I have polycystic ovarian disease and there’s so much scar tissue that I don’t release an egg. I will never have a child of my own.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “They are pretty positive.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “What do you say? ‘Hi, I think you are gorgeous… but hey- those awesome genes will never get passed down to your kids’ – yeah, that is a real relationship killer.”

      “We could have talked about it.”

      “We are now.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Ethan, I’m really tired. Do you mind if I head inside?” Daisy interjected before he could say anything else. She felt mentally and emotionally worn out, making her ill-equipped to handle something that was so painful to her. Those feelings, that loss was buried deep in her soul and she wasn’t ready to discuss it. Not with him.

      Not with anyone.

      “Let me walk you to the door,” he said turning off the truck.

      “No, go ahead and head home. I will talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Daisy – I…”

      “Goodnight, Ethan,” she whispered and shut the door, effectively ending the conversation abruptly. She saw the hurt in his eyes and turned her back on him. It was almost as painful at the hurt she felt right now knowing he couldn’t say the words she’d longed to hear.

      The emotional upheaval she’d felt seemed to break loose. The day had been so beautiful, full of so much sheer love in the air that it was encompassing. These last few minutes had been draining. She’d never felt her deepest hopes soar so high, allowing herself to dream of Ethan proposing or telling her that he loved her… and then sinking so low.

      The memories of her lying on the floor, curled into a ball protectively didn’t seem so far away. She couldn’t let that desperate girl surface in her mind. She had to keep focusing on what made her happy- and right now – she wasn’t sure exactly what or who that was.
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      Stunned, Ethan watched Daisy effectively walk right out of his life.

      She’d shut the door, walked inside and disappeared from sight. He wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong and was flabbergasted that she wasn’t more enthusiastic about him trying to better himself. She always had talked about building confidence in the groups he’d attended with her. It was something they’d focused on recently at the new group sessions he was participating in. How could someone you care for be the right person for you, if they didn’t want to see you succeed? She said she was happy, but that joy didn’t meet her eyes. It was all talk and he was shocked.

      It had been such a beautiful day – and now this?

      Pulling out of the parking lot, he left. She obviously had something going on with her or wanted him to remain someone that needed help. He couldn’t allow himself to become the ‘victim’ again. He wanted to be strong enough to grasp at the hopes and dreams he wanted. He wanted love, he dreamt of a family… but just because Daisy couldn’t have children didn’t mean that they couldn’t be important to someone else?

      Maybe they could adopt?

      All of those thoughts were based on the fact that they had a future together… and the way she shut him down? He wasn’t so sure anymore. Relationships were a two-way street – he loved her, but she had to love him in return.
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        * * *

      

      The next two weeks dragged by infinitely slow. Ethan had called Daisy several times only to grow more and more frustrated and hurt. She was allowing her phone to go to voicemail and had yet to call him back. He didn’t want to beg for attention. The old Ethan would have simply gone out and picked up another girl to occupy his craving for attention. He couldn’t do that anymore. The idea of someone else flirting with him or smiling at him didn’t set his heart aflutter – only Daisy did. He called her phone one more time and left a simple voicemail.

      “I am meeting John Griffin today for coffee. I’d like to talk to you please. There’s been some sort of misunderstanding and I think we both owe it to ourselves.”

      Hanging up, he let out a painful sigh. He loved her and it killed him to know he was losing her, he wasn’t completely sure why either. He would never win her back if she didn’t give him the time of day, he thought morosely as he sat there waiting at the Starbucks. It was beautiful outside under the umbrella. The sun was shining, the breeze was keeping him cool, and any other moment he would consider this heaven.

      But not today.

      Not with losing Daisy heavy on his heart.

      This was his first outing with his prosthetic leg. Ethan was a little afraid to lose his balance or fall. He was still doing so occasionally in therapy and brought a crutch with him to use as a cane, just in case. Building confidence came in several forms, he thought wryly. First it was getting his emotions under control, then his education… now, it was his mobility. He wanted to surprise Daisy by asking her to dance. She’d been so happy at their version of dancing at the wedding, he wanted to do it for real. He wanted to hold her in his arms without fear of falling without his crutches.

      “Hey Minter!”

      Ethan looked up to see John walking up to the table. He was wearing a white t-shirt and jeans, a far cry from the camouflage he was used to seeing his leader in this time last year. He’d always been fit and tanned before in Afghanistan, putting some of the younger guys to shame. They teased him and called him an ‘old man’ but at thirty-eight John had more muscle on his abdomen than some of the others- himself included. Getting to his feet carefully, Ethan hugged John as they clapped each other on the back.

      “Man, you got some new duds eh?” John asked, pointing to Ethan’s leg.

      “Trying them out,” Ethan amended with a grin. “They take a lot of getting used to. Daisy makes it look easy but it’s not. Your balance is a little different and it’s hard to explain.”

      “You look good. I wondered how you were doing!”

      “I thought you guys forgot about me truthfully, but it’s all good. I had a long road to recovery and still working on it.”

      “Forgot about you? Why would you think that?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Minter,” John began, “We all wrote you. You were one of our brothers and we were worried. We never heard back from you and figured you blamed us for what happened.”

      “You wrote me? I got maybe four letters – just brief notes that said, ‘sorry about your leg’ and stuff like that. I think Cooper’s letter was all of ten words. I never heard from you or Wilkes.”

      “Everyone did – Wilkes took your injury the hardest.”

      “I wrote you all and no one ever responded. I didn’t know what to think or what to say.”

      “I bet you thought we just shipped you out and gave you the boot?”

      “Well that’s putting it mildly – but yeah.”

      “That’s not what happened. Everyone wrote and then I was discharged. My time was up and I wasn’t going to miss a chance to meet Lily. Wilkes was having a heckuva time dealing with it. He took it personally. You should write him again and let him know how you are doing.”

      “If he hasn’t gotten my other letters, I’m sure he won’t get this one either.”

      “So, email him,” John shrugged casually.

      “Y’all plugging the shiny new computers into rocks out there?” Ethan teased sarcastically, remembering the tents anchored into the dirt. He’d hated how stifling they were in the heat, making them all spend time out in the sun just so there was a breeze occasionally.

      Everyone there was tanned with distinct lines where their clothing ended. ‘Farmer tans’, Cooper called it, joking about the glare from their pale skin where the sun hadn’t touched them. The wise-cracking guy had been punched once or twice for his unorthodox comments or smart remarks. Ethan missed the guys and the idea of being able to communicate was staggering.

      “Actually, they did put a computer out there. Before I left, I put in a chit request for one as a morale booster. I asked for more phone lines and a computer. We were getting assigned emails as I was leaving.”

      “Are you serious?” Ethan whispered in shock. He could email Wilkes or Cooper at anytime? He really missed being a part of their group and the thought of reconnecting with them was staggering.

      “Completely. Now, I’m gonna grab a coffee – you want something?”

      “I’ve got my cup. Thanks.”

      “Maaannn,” John drawled, rolling his eyes and smiling. “I meant a cookie or something. Lily and I both have a soft spot for sweets and Starbucks has these cookie bars that are to die for. It’s my treat.”

      “If you’re buying, then sure,” Ethan grinned, feeling more like himself than ever before. The only thing missing was Daisy. Seeing John returning with several baggies and a cup of coffee, Ethan raised an eyebrow. John put one bag containing a cookie bar in front of him and kept three more for himself.

      “You weren’t kidding, were you?”

      “I’m going to bring one of these home to Lily.”

      “Speaking of, tell me about her. How’d you two meet? Was she your mysterious pen pal?”

      “She was. She’s the person who sent the Twinkies,” John admitted, grinning as he took a big bite of the cookie in his hand. “You know, you do without sweets for so long trying to keep in shape and one darn Twinkie – I fell off the wagon and in love with the most beautiful person in the world. How did you meet Daisy?”

      “Lily is Twinkie-girl? The same one that sent you all those terrible circus peanuts? I thought for sure you had a couple of people writing you as often as you seemed to be getting letters and gifts.”

      “Don’t knock my circus peanuts,” John warned, taking another bite. “They are awesome especially when you are watching a movie. She sent me a lot of things and we got to talking. She’s the person I called when the bomb went off. Man, I was in a really bad place.”

      “Me too,” Ethan scoffed, staring at the man. “It was my leg.”

      “Your leg, as you put it, almost mentally broke me. That was the first time I called her and heard Lily’s voice. She got me through some of the dark spots in my life and I knew that I couldn’t move forward with who I was until I had a chance to meet her.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “Now it’s your turn- tell me about Daisy?”

      “She was my counselor initially. I was in a really bad place mentally when I was discharged from the hospital. You guys were gone. I didn’t feel like myself anymore and my life had suddenly changed. A terrible job, combined with loneliness and depression… I was a mess. Daisy shoved a puppy into my arms one day and treated me like I was a real person. That is when I knew that I was on the road back to becoming myself again.”

      “So, how’d you make the jump to boyfriend?”

      “I’m not sure I did,” Ethan admitted, staring at his cup of coffee.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Something’s wrong and she’s not speaking to me right now. I’ve called her but she won’t return my phone calls.”

      “Fix it,” John ordered, shoving the second cookie in his mouth indelicately, his eyes closing in happiness. “Chocolate chip. Man, I love these things.”

      “You are gonna get fat, dude.”

      “Nah. I run a lot to work this stuff off,” John joked, patting his midsection emphatically. “Besides, I gotta keep fit for my job – and you are changing subjects. I saw you two at the wedding and I know it’s serious between you both.”

      “I told Daisy I was going back to school and everything went downhill from there.”

      “Are you kidding? Why wouldn’t she want you to go back to school? There’s got to be more to it – start from the beginning.”

      Ethan replayed the scene in his mind, retelling everything that happened when John suddenly snorted, choking on his coffee. He grabbed a napkin and coughed hard several times, his eyes watering as he stared at Ethan.

      “Are you okay?” Ethan asked, watching the man struggle to catch his breath.

      “You’re…an…idiot,” John wheezed and tried to smile, but only coughed again. Ethan rolled his eyes and waited several moments for John to clear his throat. Taking a sip of coffee again, John nodded and spoke.

      “Minter the moron.”

      “Nope, didn’t miss Afghanistan in the slightest,” Ethan retorted sarcastically, crossing his arms over his chest. He remembered Cooper calling him that once and Wilkes threatening to write it on his forehead when he slept.

      “Daisy was probably expecting you to tell her that you love her.”

      “She knows that.”

      “You’ve told her?” John asked pointedly.

      “Not in so many words.”

      “You have to tell her,” John advised firmly, his eyes getting a faraway look and Ethan knew he was thinking of his new wife, Lily. “Girls need to hear it. They want to be told how special they are, show them how much you care – don’t assume they know it.”

      “I know she’s got to realize it.”

      “It’s your loss,” John shrugged. “If you don’t care enough to tell her…”

      “I do but she’s ended things,” Ethan protested, feeling helpless and frustrated at the same time. He felt like the one bright point in his life was slipping away and he couldn’t do anything about it.

      “Are you sure?”

      “She’s not calling me back. That pretty much tells me she doesn’t want to talk to me.”

      “Did you check on her? See her face to face? What if she’s hurt?”

      The idea of Daisy being hurt and alone deeply disturbed him. Ethan thought of her tripping or falling. What if she was sick – and no one was there to help her? It made his stomach clench painfully. John smiled knowingly at Ethan and held his cup up in a mock salute.

      “I’m guessing that if you go see her, that things will have a way of working themselves out. If you love her, don’t give up on her so easily. You have a busy afternoon ahead of you, Minter. You need to email Wilkes and you should go see your lady love. Fight for what you need the most in your life – your friends and your loved ones. You’ve already conquered one battle, it’s time to win the war.”
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      “Daisy?”

      Daisy heard a voice knocking at the front door. A female’s voice. Pulling herself up into the wheelchair nearby, she glanced at the clock to see it was nearly four in the afternoon. She’d cancelled meetings the last few days and was silently cursing whoever it was disturbing her. She didn’t want to do anything but lay here in the darkness and hide away from the world. She’d told herself that she wouldn’t allow herself to fall into a pit of depression – yet she had.

      She fell hard too.

      “Daisy, its Ava. Open the door,” she heard again.

      Sighing, Daisy rolled her chair forward towards the doorway and saw the tiny woman standing near the window, her silhouette outlined against the bright afternoon sun. Why wasn’t she going away yet?

      “Ava, class is cancelled.”

      “I know. Are you alright?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “One of the dogs ran out into the street and I barely avoided hitting him. I’ve got him by the collar out here and he’s wanting to come inside.”

      Stunned, Daisy glanced at the back door and realized that she’d let the dogs out early this morning. She hadn’t brought them back inside nor checked on them. Guiltily, she shoved her hair back from her face and realized just how filthy she was. She hadn’t washed or showered in four days, wearing the same nightgown. She’d fed the dogs and let them out, but neglected herself. Opening the door, a crack, it was enough to let the animal inside. Daisy was stunned to see Ava push it wide open against the wheelchair. Daisy winced at the bright sunshine that flooded the room, outlining the tiny woman.

      “What is wrong with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing doesn’t smell terrible and look utterly the same,” Ava chastised, holding the baby carrier in her free hand. Releasing the dog’s collar, she stood tall over Daisy sitting in her wheelchair. “I don’t know what’s wrong but one of the first things you told me in group was to clean and dress myself daily to make me feel better.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “No, you aren’t. Look at you! I don’t have to be a doctor or a counselor to recognize depression – and I am not leaving here until you are cleaned up. Now, go get a shower and I will check on the rest of the animals.” Just then, Ava’s baby let out a cry of distress, causing her frown to deepen even further. “You’ve got a microwave, right?”

      “In the kitchen.”

      “Good. I’ll check on the dogs and feed Aurora her bottle until you are finished.”

      “You don’t have to stay.”

      “I don’t have anywhere to go.”

      “You were headed somewhere when you nearly hit Ozzy,” Daisy argued, pointing at the Golden Retriever who was sitting nearby, wagging his tail, with his tongue lolling happily.

      “I was going to go sit in the park just so I wasn’t staring at four walls and waiting for the next diaper full of poop or the next bottle. Both are just reminders of what happened and how hard being a mother is. Now, go get your shower because Aurora is about ready to start shrieking relentlessly and I can’t handle that.”

      Sure enough, the baby was getting more and more irate, her cries gaining in intensity the longer Daisy sat there. Nodding, she turned her wheelchair and saw Ava put down the carrier on the couch, picking up the baby. Digging in her diaper bag, she pulled out a bottle and frowned at Daisy.

      “Are you going?” Ava asked point blank, one questioning eyebrow upraised.

      “Yes.”

      Daisy dutifully rolled away and gathered up her clothing. Turning on the water, she waited for it to heat up before getting in. Picking up her prosthetics, she rolled into the large bathroom. Carefully, she moved her body onto the seat that folded from the wall of the shower. The warm water cascaded over her and she felt a little better already. Sitting there, she found herself rethinking the past several weeks and began crying as she thought of Ethan. She missed him dearly. His voicemails were heartbreaking as he asked repeatedly for her to call him – and she’d ignored them. She wondered if he thought of her or missed her still. He hadn’t called again since Tuesday and today was Saturday.

      I think, she thought, realizing that time was slipping by.

      Maybe Daisy would invite him over for coffee or see if he wanted to just watch TV together. She was tired of being alone and realized that even if he didn’t love her, having his friendship meant more to her than losing him completely. If he wanted to be just friends, she would settle for that, because not having him in her life was destroying her.

      Washing her hair, she vigorously scrubbed herself, thinking that perhaps she could wash away the funk she’d been in the last few weeks. She missed the happiness that she’d felt in being with Ethan. The way he’d smiled at her at the reception, how she’d been able to comfort him when he was emotional. It was like the two needed each other, so why had she given up so easily?

      Because you were afraid he didn’t love you, she realized. She’d turned tail and run away the moment she realized that Ethan didn’t need her. He was growing into the person he was meant to be and it scared her. She wanted him to want her – and she’d slinked away in retreat so fast it was terrifying. It was almost comical that Daisy had been afraid that Ethan depended on her too much for his happiness- when in truth, she needed him in the same fashion.

      Drying off, she blow-dried her hair and dressed quickly. As she re-entered the hallway, she heard the whistle of the kettle and the sound of cups being set on the counter. Tea with someone sounded just like what she needed.

      The sound of Ava cooing at her daughter made her smile with a wistfulness that almost brought tears to her eyes. Daisy wanted children someday, but maybe it was a blessing that she couldn’t have them – she wasn’t ready yet and needed to be strong enough to handle the challenges a newborn would bring. Walking down the hallway, Daisy hesitated as Ava spoke to someone.

      “Do you want sugar in your tea?”

      Freezing, Daisy put her hand on the wall to steady herself as she waited to see who else was in her home. Hopefully people had gotten the group text message and email notification that group tonight had been cancelled. Time seemed to tick by ever so slowly until she heard Ethan finally speak.

      “No, thank you – Daisy and I both drink hot tea without it.”

      “Yikes,” Ava muttered. “I like a bit of sugar and just a dab of heavy cream in mine. It makes me feel all cozy and reminds me of my mother. She would make it like that when I was a little girl.”

      “Isn’t it funny how it’s the little things you think about?” Ethan commented quietly. Ava glanced up and met Daisy’s eyes as she stepped into the room with them. The baby carrier was being rocked gently by Ethan as Ava took a seat nearby. Three cups were sitting on the table between them. Ethan glanced up at Daisy and she could see the hesitation in his eyes. He was concerned that she wouldn’t welcome him here.

      “I’m glad you came,” Daisy admitted, sitting down. Ethan immediately grabbed one of the cups and handed it to her. She accepted the cup and her fingers brushed against his. She saw the flare of awareness in his dark eyes as they met hers.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      Ava took a seat and picked up one of the cups. Taking a noisy sip, she glanced between the two of them before glancing over at the baby in the carrier.

      “She’s finally asleep,” Ava whispered, nodding. “Thank you, Ethan.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt if you two were talking,” Daisy began, feeling like she was a third wheel all of a sudden. Was there something going on that she didn’t know about between the two of them? Feeling sick all of a sudden, she pushed down the wave of despair that surged up inside of her.

      “I was just telling her about Wilkes,” Ethan said quickly. He looked like he was trying to make sure Daisy understood that she was welcome. Could it be he didn’t want her to leave? Maybe she wasn’t a third wheel after all?

      “I met with John today and Wilkes has an email in Afghanistan. I sent him an email and I hope I hear back from him soon.”

      “Can I have your friends’ email?” Ava interrupted, surprising Daisy and Ethan both. He literally reeled back and stopped for a moment.

      “I don’t see why not,” Ethan replied.

      “Thank you. I thought maybe it might be good for me to talk to someone who can’t judge me or lash out verbally, you know?” Ava admitted truthfully. “It would be like keeping a diary that could talk back to you or interact. Sometimes I can’t say things because people freak out or think badly of me. Being a mother is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done and I could use a low-maintenance friend that isn’t demanding of my time.”

      “Wilkes is a jokester. He liked to play a lot of pranks overseas,” Ethan warned as he scribbled down the email address onto a nearby pad of sticky notes.

      “Maybe he can tell me a few jokes then?”

      “I think a pen-pal would be a good idea,” Daisy said quietly, her mind racing as she thought of Lily and John’s whirlwind romance. “Just remember, you never know who you are writing to and I wouldn’t expect too much other than a simple correspondence. If you need to talk, we can.”

      “No, I know,” Ava dismissed, waving them off. “People can be nice to each other or simply chat without it getting weird or strange. I mean, it’s only an email, right?” Ethan looked at Daisy and she knew they were both thinking the same thing. She couldn’t help the smile that seemed to bloom in her heart seeing his smile.

      “Annnnd… on that note? I think I will go ahead and leave while Aurora is sleeping. You two look like you could use some time together.”

      “What do you mean?” Daisy asked innocently, feeling her stomach drop as she realized that Ava suspected their secret relationship.

      “Come on… everyone knows that he’s sweet on you. If you didn’t realize it, then well – the cat is out of the bag now. Good luck, Ethan and thank you for the email. I’ll explain that you gave it out under coercion,” Ava quipped with a smile.

      Ava gathered up the infant carrier, diaper bag, and headed to the front door. As it shut, leaving them alone, Daisy suddenly felt shy knowing that she was with the man she adored and had ignored the last two weeks.

      

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I am so sorry,” Daisy blurted out at the same time as Ethan. Both looked at each other in surprise and then got quiet. She was so glad that Ava had shown up at her door because she’d have been mortified to have Ethan see her in the condition she was in. She’d been a mess and truthfully felt like her appearance now was a front for her real emotions.

      “I feel like I owe you an apology,” Ethan began quietly.

      “No, it’s fine.”

      “It’s not fine if we can’t talk to each other.”

      “Ethan there’s nothing to talk about.”

      “The last two weeks didn’t bother you?” Ethan asked pointedly, looking at her. “Because they bothered me tremendously. I hated being out of contact with you and feel like an idiot that I didn’t come by before – in fact- I was called one.”

      “What?”

      “I stand corrected – I was called a moron.”

      “Who called you that?”

      “John Griffin when we had coffee today.”

      “Why would he say that?”

      “Because he was right,” Ethan admitted. “I should have come back here and demanded to know what was wrong. I didn’t know why you were ignoring my calls- only that I couldn’t get a hold of you.”

      “I’m here now.”

      “And so am I.”

      “Then we’re good, right?”

      “No,” he said, taking her hand in his. His thumb rubbed over her knuckles tenderly as he looked into her eyes. “I think we have some things that are still unsaid and undone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Ethan took his phone out of his pocket and set it on the table, smiling shyly at her. He opened a file and soft music began to play. Daisy’s mouth dropped open in surprise as he got to his feet – without crutches- pulling her with him.

      “Your legs…” she breathed reverently. “You’re standing on your own? Did you get a prosthetic limb? I didn’t know that you were looking at getting one.”

      “Shhh, come here,” Ethan whispered, pulling her into his arms in the middle of the living room. He held her hand in his and his other hand rested on the small of her back. Daisy looked up at him and saw his expressive face as he stared at her. His proud smile and eyes were filled with caring. She wanted to imagine that he loved her, that this was all some fanciful dream that she would never wake from. There was nothing better than this moment right now.

      “There’s a lot of things that I haven’t told you or thought you already knew about me,” he admitted, as he pulled her hand to his chest and laid it over his heart. Daisy couldn’t help her sigh of contentment as she put her head down on the material of his shirt. They’d danced at the reception but it wasn’t quite the same as this – like this, he cradled her against him like they were a true couple… not a couple of friends.

      “I have been practicing with a prosthetic limb because I wanted to dance someday at my wedding with the woman I love,” he whispered against her hair. Daisy grew very still and stopped swaying. Ethan’s hand tightened gently over hers as if he was afraid she’d leave the circle of his arms.

      “Ethan,” she protested, and started to pull back. She wanted to look at his face, to see his dark eyes and read his emotions in their depths. She didn’t know what she would do if he had fallen in love with someone else! Had he been dangling her along this whole time? She tried to pull her hand from his and step out of his arms.

      “Dance with me, Daisy. Don’t say anything, just let me hold you for a bit.”

      “How can I not say something when you just said…”

      “I just needed to tell you and I thought you knew already.”

      “That you love someone already?”

      “I love you, Daisy. Just you, darling.”

      Stunned, she felt herself collapse against him, boneless - and was glad Ethan was able to hold her upright, because she wasn’t sure she could. As she put her head against his chest again, she realized his heart was beating faster under her cheek.

      “I love you so much and I can’t imagine my life without you. These last two weeks have been terrifying thinking that I’d done something to lose you. That is why I re-enrolled in college to finish my degree. I wanted you to be proud of me and I wanted to be good enough to be your husband someday, if you’ll have me.”

      Ethan released her finally and stepped back to look at her. Her eyes drank in his features, memorizing them for all time as he pulled out a plastic package from his pocket. Confused, she stared at it as he opened the package noisily, the cellophane crinkling against the faint harmonies coming from his phone nearby.

      “I should be doing this with a velvet box and getting on my knees,” he chuckled nervously, making her heart flip-flop with emotion as she saw what he held.

      A Ring Pop.

      “I knew the moment I wanted to tell you that I loved you, that I wanted the whole world to know it. There was no better way than to make you my wife. I looked at the jewelry store and there are so many different bands and diamond cuts that I would prefer we pick together. I’d like to do everything together from here on out… if you’ll have me? I’m not perfect in the slightest and will make a ton of mistakes in our lives- but I can promise you that I will love you until my dying day. I can’t get on my knees easily…”

      Daisy covered her mouth with her hands as she stared at the blue candy Ring Pop in amazement, his words echoing in her ears.

      “… but I would do anything for you. Our meeting was different, our friendship was extraordinary, and our love is breathtaking. Everything about us is so unexpected and spontaneous – so I thought our engagement would be just as sweet and special as you are. Daisy Greenwell, will you do me the greatest honor of becoming my wife?”

      “Yes,” she breathed, throwing herself into his arms as both lost their balance and collapsed onto the floor together. Laughing happily and wincing at the soreness in her elbow she’d landed on, she felt Ethan slide the Ring Pop on her finger.

      “When I said we’d do everything together- I meant it, but didn’t expect this,” Ethan teased, kissing her softly as they lay on the wood floor.
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      May 2016

      Ghazi, Afghanistan

      

      “Wilkes are you skipping your turn online again this week?” Cooper asked as Colin Wilkes lay there on his bunk in the stifling heat. He hated this place. It was a reminder of what he’d done and the overwhelming guilt that came with it. He’d caused his best friend to be injured after being instructed to stop fooling around when they were sweeping for bombs. Minter went home an amputee and he was being tried for dereliction of duty. If found guilty, he would be discharged, and possibly serve time in jail. He wasn’t going to lie to himself – he was scared.

      A month ago, Colin had googled the term to see what the penalty was since he wasn’t quite sure what was going to occur next. It had all happened so fast! One minute they were goofing around, and the next he was confined to the base until things were settled. He’d mailed letters to Ethan apologizing repeatedly for what had happened. Colin guessed that his best friend had refused the apology because he never heard back. He saw letters received by some of the other guys, but one never came for him from Ethan Minter.

      He wasn’t sure if they were waiting to get a hold of Ethan to see if he was pressing charges or what was going on. In his last email from his former CPO, Griffin had said that he’d written a letter of recommendation for him for his file – describing his character and how it was a simple accident. He was so thankful for that letter because that might be the only thing that saved him from serving time. John Griffin had been well respected here in Ghazi on the base.

      “Yooo-hoo!” Cooper yodeled, waving his hands in Colin’s face. “Seriously dude. I could use your internet time. I am killin’ it in Candy Crush right now and that thing is addictive.”

      “No. I need to email my parents,” Colin admitted. He needed to explain what was going on and what was going to happen next.

      “Post!” Cooper shouted suddenly, jumping to his feet. “Post, man – you gotta let me use your minutes,” Cooper whined. Jamie Post grinned at him, infuriatingly.

      “Cooper, I’m supposed to email Annabelle. She’s picking out the stuff for our wedding next year and I gotta keep my girl happy, you know?”

      “Man, you are a stick in the mud – if she wants to be happy, she’d be dating someone else with a personality.”

      “Some women like a strong, patient man.”

      “Stick…in…the…mud…” Cooper repeated, sticking out his tongue at the older man. Post immediately put Cooper in a headlock and rubbed his knuckles against the man’s dark buzzcut on his head. Colin sat up, causing the two men to stop roughhousing around.

      “You okay man?” Post asked quietly. He’d confided in him the other day that he was terrified of being discharged or kicked out. Both he and Ethan had gone to high school together, both had joined the military the moment they turned eighteen, and both had ended up here in Afghanistan. He didn’t know what he would do with his life if things suddenly changed. He’d been in the military for almost ten years now – most of it here, among his brothers.

      “Yep. I’ll be back shortly.”

      Colin walked through camp quickly to the small building. A lone computer sat on the table near a row of chairs. Several men sat on the chair awaiting their turn online. They were each assigned a time slot in order to be able to play around online or check email. If the computer was ever empty, it was free to use – so far that hadn’t happened since it had been set up. Taking a seat, he waited patiently for his turn.

      Eventually, he moved to the table and logged out the previous guy, shaking his head. Most of the time, they remembered, but it did happen occasionally where someone simply forgot to do so. Logging in, he opened his email and saw there were two hundred and thirty-five emails – mostly spam or ads. Briefly, he scanned through and deleted them before hesitating.

      There were two email addresses he didn’t recognize – one of them belonging to EMinter… Ethan? Clicking on it, Colin felt his hands tremble and shake as he read the words on the screen. He cupped his hands in front of his mouth, in an effort to keep from crying aloud.

      

      Hey Colin,

      I hope this finds you well, brother. I ran into Griffin by sheer accident here in Texas and found out you never got my letters. He said you wrote but they never came. I am so glad to hear you have an email because this is a lot more dependable than snail-mail (Cooper’s word, not mine).

      I miss you buddy and want you to know there’s no hard feelings. I had a rough go, I’m not gonna lie – but it’s harder missing my best friend than losing my leg (I prefer to keep the one I got though, so don’t get any ideas about giving me a matching set! Love ya’ man!) I’ve gone back to finish my degree I started online all those years ago and hopefully have a fiancée later this afternoon. I’m actually on my way to pop the question to my girl.

      I’m glad you are on the other side of the world cause Daisy would love how fun a personality you have – she’s absolutely terrific and she’s so beautiful to me, it’s scary. I feel like it’s a miracle to have her in my life. Isn’t that something? Gosh I’m terrified- so pray for me, brother, that I don’t botch it up and she says yes!

      Write back soon – better yet, some see me!

      Seriously- You still owe me that beer and basketball game!

      ~ Ethan

      

      Colin sat there stunned and quickly began to type, his mind whirling with relief and emotion. His eyes watered heavily and he barely could see the screen, relying on memory of where the keys were located as he typed.

      

      Ethan!

      Oh my gosh- I was so shocked to get your email! I can’t tell you how sorry I am and how devastated I was that day. Man, I still hear your screams in my sleep and I swear that I will never get over that day. I’m so glad you have Daisy in your life and she makes you happy. There are so many emotions right now going on in my head- but most of all I’m grateful that you wrote to me. I love you, brother! I will have to tell you more but I need to gather myself up so I’m not a blubbering idiot in front of the other men. I get the computer once a week, so I will write you again next Tuesday and tell you more. I could use a few prayers right now too – so you pray for me and I will do the same! I hope Daisy says yes, dude- you deserve happiness.

      ~Colin

      

      Opening the other email out of curiosity, Colin was shocked to find out that it was a woman writing him – someone Ethan knew.

      

      Hello Stranger,

      Well, I know your name is Colin – but we are strangers and frankly- I could use a friend. Not sure what your deal is, but I hear from Ethan that you are a prankster and tell a lot of jokes. I could use a few smiles as I try to get through my daily routine.

      Life’s been horrible as of late and while I should be grateful for what I have… I can’t help but feel wretched on the inside. Do you ever have days like that? I don’t know if you need a friend or not, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to have one more… right? So maybe our E-friendship could start with a few smiles?

      

      What’s black, red, and white all over?

      (insert groan here if you know this joke already.)

      

      Write back when you can – Ava

      

      Colin found himself responding to her email before he knew it. He understood just how horrible life could feel at this very moment and her words struck a nerve in him. Truthfully, he could use a friend or someone to simply pour out his feelings to; he was terrified to tell his parents what had happened and what he could stand to lose once the military hearing occurred.

      

      Dear Ava…
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Remember Hope. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny Sterling
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      Remember Love - Wilkes’ story

      Ava Richardson is a new mother with a child she never expected. When a nightmare event rips her from a fairytale life, she’s devastated and frightened to move on. What she never expected was to find solace in a pen-pal, pouring out her feelings to a stranger halfway across the world.

      

      Colin Wilkes is a weary, reckless soldier in Afghanistan. Saddled with guilt at causing his best friend to lose his leg, he awaits whatever fate he has coming. Unexpectedly receiving an email from a strange woman looking for anything to help her get through the day- he can’t help but feel intrigued and sympathetic to her pleas.

      

      When Colin finds himself suddenly back in the States and face to face with his mysterious pen-pal, can a friendship that began over the internet solidify into something more? Can one shattered soul help mend another? Can they be saved by remembering just how to love someone?
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      Stay tuned for Cooper’s tale coming

      Christmas 2019

      Follow me on Amazon for updates and notifications
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      Lawfully Gifted- CPO John Griffin’s story

      Dear John…

      For teacher Lily Hogan, those words would come to mean so much. She knew that giving back to the community brought joy into people’s lives. When her fourth-grade class writes letters to the military overseas in Afghanistan, she takes up her own pen and leads her students by example – writing a letter to an unknown soldier.

      

      CPO John Griffin and his K-9 dog, Radar, have been through so much together over the last several years. Sniffing out bombs, searching the hills and mentoring his team, he feels so alone and unsure of his future- until a letter reminds him that there’s more to life in this world he’s protecting. Simple words, a kind gesture and feeling that he isn’t forgotten out there in the desert, compels him to write back. Before long, he finds himself looking forward to the care packages and letters from his pen-pal halfway across the world.

      

      With every letter and every word, they begin to develop a friendship and wonder what the other person is truly like? Major life changes are scary enough as it is - but is it possible to fall in love with someone before you’ve even laid eyes upon them? Can the magic of the season bring the sweetest gift of all?
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      Get it today on Kindle Unlimited

      God, Country and his Mama…

      Rachel Thorpe had just moved into Eureka, Texas a few months ago to further her interior design career only to find that it wasn’t the bustling city she’d pictured in her mind. Her first client happened to look like the town’s biggest redneck with the largest pocketbook she’d ever seen. The arrogant man swaggered into her plush office in dusty Wranglers and a T-shirt, looking like he owned the place. Designing a house was normally a breeze but fending off her client’s advances would turn out to be a lot more difficult than she’d ever realized.

      

      Tyler Howe had struggled all his life, working two jobs and trying to provide for his mother. Just when he didn’t think he had any farther to fall, fate would intervene when he bought a lottery ticket. He discovered that money wasn’t the key to everything, it just brought about different problems. Learning several hard lessons, he began to realize who his friends truly were and who he could depend on in this world. Taking one look at the woman he’d hired, Tyler was hooked like a fish on a line, just waiting to be reeled in.

      

      Could it be that his luck had finally turned around, winning the jackpot – more than once!
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