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Chapter One

 

 

“LET. ME. GO.” Retired Navy SEAL Tanner Muldoon shrugged free of his coat to escape his best friend Brody’s hold. Flames shot through his ranch-style home’s roof. Sprinting around the side yard, he dodged when a window exploded, ignoring the glass shard sticking out of his forearm. 

Lungs burning from rolling clouds of smoke, he braced his hands atop the backyard’s chain link fence, vaulting himself over. The instant both feet hit the ground, he ran again, pumping his arms and legs faster and harder. 

Through the smoke, he eyed the deck Jenny had sweet-talked him into building off their master bedroom. The French doors were closed. Thank God, he didn’t see fire beyond them. He tried the knobs, only to find the deadbolt locked. Shit. 

Turning sideways, slightly ducking, again and again he slammed his right shoulder against the seam between the doors until they splintered. 

With a roar, he backed up, giving himself enough space to kick his way through.

Smoke poured from the house in billowing waves.

“Jenny!” He snatched a T-shirt from the back of a chair to hold over his mouth and nose.

He eyed the bed where his pregnant ex-wife was supposed to have been napping, but she wasn’t there. He saw the rocker he’d bought for her to use while nursing their baby. It was empty, too. Heart pounding to a painful degree, coughing, eyes stinging, he darted his gaze around the room, but didn’t see her. “Jenny!” 

For an instant, the smoke cleared enough to see the open bathroom door. 

Charging that direction, he ignored the ever-rising heat, flinching from mini-explosions, knowing the next crashing support beam could mean certain death. 

“Jenny! Ohmygod.” In the bathroom, he found her lying motionless on the floor. “No, no, no…” he said with a low, anguished groan. For the baby, they were working things out—or, at least trying. Kneeling, he placed his middle and index fingers to the side of her carotid, checking her pulse. It was weak, but steady. 

Relief shimmered through him. 

But then his gaze skipped to the side of her head. Blood. So much blood.

The smoke thickened. He was out of time. 

He had to get her out of here, then assess her damage later. 

After scooping Jenny’s lifeless form into his arms, he rose, only to wobble from lack of oxygen. Still, he forged ahead, only to get more bad news. 

At the open bathroom door, where there should have been a straight shot out the same route through which he’d entered, there was now only smoke. Years of fighting fires taught him once he entered that black cloud, he’d instantly lose his bearings—assuming he didn’t pass out first. 

Time for Plan B.

He kicked the bathroom door shut.

Gingerly, he set Jenny in the tub.

There was a smallish window over the john. He’d open it, feed Jenny through, then follow. 

From beyond the bedroom, the fire had grown into a growling monster, chewing its way closer. In his capacity as fire chief, when encountering a fire this hot, with this fast of a flashover, he would advise his men to stand down, only attacking it from a safe distance, ensuring no nearby structures were impacted. But this wasn’t any structure, but his home. 

The smoke was thick enough in the bathroom that it became a struggle to even find the window.

Allowing the diffused sunlight to guide him, he unlatched the window’s center lock, then tried pulling up the frame, but it was stuck. Seriously? After repeated tries and it still wouldn’t budge, he grabbed the wooden-handled plunger from behind the toilet, standing back while ramming the handle into the glass. 

It thankfully shattered.

For an instant, Tanner dragged fresh air into his lungs. But then his training kicked in long enough for him to remember a cardinal rule of fire—it needed oxygen, and he’d just given it the human equivalent of an energy drink.

Flames licked the underside of the bathroom door. How long until the wood ignited?

Working at a frantic pace, he used the plunger handle to punch out the remaining bigger sheets of glass, then scrape the rest from the sides. 

Back at the tub, he again hefted Jenny into his arms, gritting his teeth, working his screaming muscles harder than they’d ever been worked before to force her limp frame through the tight space. Moving her with a serious head injury was ill-advised, but the alternative? Leaving her here to burn alive—not happening on his watch.

“Tanner! Get out of there!” From outside, Brody shouted at him. He and Colby stood behind three guys on his crew. 

One of them snatched up Jenny, carrying her to what Tanner hoped was a safe distance. 

Approaching sirens signaled more help was on the way.

With Jenny presumably cared for, Tanner stood on the john’s closed lid, planning to dive through the open space, but then the unthinkable happened when the adjacent wall shuddered. Moments later, the falling ceiling rained fire on his back…
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Chapter Two

 

 

JENNY? TANNER WOKE on his stomach to the sensation of floating behind the veil of a pain medication that didn’t come close to doing its job. 

“Nurse!” a woman called. His mother? No, she and his father had long since died, which was why Jenny and the baby meant so much. They were his only remaining family. 

“I’ll get her,” a man said. Brody?

Both voices were familiar, yet not. 

His sole point of focus beyond fears for Jenny was pain. 

Tanner ached from his muscles to his bones. But his back? That was a whole ’nother story. The fire returned in its full glory, dancing with the devil along his spine. He didn’t remember much—mainly flashes. Finding Jenny unconscious. Smashing out the bathroom window. 

Then it all faded to an omnipresent black. 

“Mr. Muldoon? Can you hear me?”

Yes and no. He heard a woman speaking, but her words warred with an all-consuming ringing in his ears—and the pain. Always the pain. 

“I’m Stephie King, an RN at the Anchorage Burn Center.” She must’ve had to crouch to enter his line of sight. He flinched from the sudden intrusion upon his own private hell. “Don’t even think about cracking a Stephen King joke—I’ve heard ’em all.” She was up, adjusting knobs and tubes. “Mom and Dad are huge fans. Well—keeping it real, let’s call it what it is. An obsession. I mean how many other kids do you know who get treated to an annual Valentine’s Day showing of The Shining? They say it’s a great study in how not to manage your marriage.”

She appeared again, meeting him at eye level with fiery red hair framing what he guessed to be a burn scar on her left cheek. Another raised scar marred her forehead. “Look,” she said. “I’ve been in your bed—literally. I lived in this room for almost six months. You might not feel like it now, but you got lucky. You have burns over thirty percent of your body. The next couple months won’t be pleasant, but we’ll get you through. On the other hand, you’ll resume your normal life, and—”

“J-Jenny?” He won a major battle just by saying her name. His mouth was dry, throat raw. Valentine’s Day marked their sixth wedding anniversary. Their shared special thing. Since it was coming up soon, and they’d both fought so hard to salvage their rocky marriage, he wanted to celebrate in a big way. 

“Let me talk to him,” Brody said. Judging by lack of crispness to his tone, Tanner guessed his friend sat on the room’s opposite side.

“I-is Jenny dead?” Tanner was terrified to ask, but needed to know.

“What? No. No way. She’s good. You did real good. She’s sleeping on another floor. Can you believe not a millimeter of her gorgeous bod was damaged. She swallowed some smoke, but—”

“Our baby?” Tanner braced his hands on the mattress, intending to push himself up, but he only sunk deeper. 

“Slow your roll, hon.” The nurse returned. “We can’t have you escaping or getting your heart rate any higher. You’re on an air chamber burn bed. It’s like an egg crate mattress, only way better. Relax. You’ll have your reunion with your girl just as soon as you start feeling better. In fact, since it’s past five p.m., how about I give you a little something to take the edge off…”

The baby? Wait! Why wouldn’t anyone tell him about their baby?

The black returned. 

Tanner’s will was no match for its power…
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“OH, HEY—YOU’RE up.” Rose—his good friend Colby’s wife—sat in a chair alongside Tanner’s bed.

Tanner blinked a few times from the too bright light spilling through the window running the length of his hospital room. His mouth felt dry, as if his tongue was stuck. His eyes felt coated with sand. Being on his stomach, his neck ached from the awkward angle. Then there was his back—a slab of burning, stinging, raw nerve endings screaming for relief.

“You just missed Jenny’s folks. Her mom didn’t want you alone on your anniversary, but since it’s Valentine’s Day, Lilianna and I wanted her and Ian to have a nice night out.”

Jenny? The baby? Tanner couldn’t be sure if he’d said the words or imagined them. Valentine’s Day? He’d been out for two weeks? On his anniversary, Tanner wanted to be with his wife.  

“Colby’s taking me to Seven Glaciers for dinner. Ever since Rose came back from their honeymoon, she’s been bragging about their stay at The Hotel Alyeska. Since the restaurant is onsite, we booked a room. Colby’s mother is up for a visit, so she’s back in Kodiak Gorge with Nick.” 

When chatty Rose paused for air, Tanner struggled to connect his thoughts to his mouth, but nothing happened aside from his heart pounding loud enough for the thump to hurt his ears. Why wouldn’t anyone tell him about Jenny?

The room’s automated door swished open. “I thought someone’s pulse looked a little high.” Stephie? That annoying nurse? “Time for more sleepy juice. In honor of Valentine’s Day, I’ll mix it with a side drip of chocolate and champagne.”

She and Rose shared a laugh.

Tanner tried curving his fingers into tight fists, demanding these two women tell him the only two things he wanted to know—how was Jenny and had she lost their baby? From the sheer frustration of not being able to fight through the drug-induced fog, Tanner’s eyes welled with tears. Was Jenny dead? Was that the reason for Rose’s chirpy report? A sick attempt to steer him from the only thing that mattered? 

“Do you have a hot date tonight?” Rose asked the nurse.

“Maybe?” From behind him, Stephie laughed. “You would think with Alaska’s ratio of men to women I would never lack for a date, but my friends all say I’m too picky.”

“Nothing wrong with that. Wish you lived closer to Kodiak Gorge. My friend Lilianna just had the hottest new tenants move into her garage apartment.”

“Oh yeah? Tell me more.”

“Patrick would be the perfect guy for you. Sweet, considerate and funny. Then there’s Hawk. Since everyone calls him Hawk, I’m not sure of his real name.” Rose laughed. “He served in the Navy with my husband, our friend, Brody, and even this guy…”

Hawk was in town? Just when Tanner thought his day couldn’t get worse, it did.

And then he was once again tumbling into black.

His need to learn about Jenny and their baby’s well-being was urgent. He fought the drug’s strength, but it once again proved stronger than Tanner’s will…

 

[image: ]

 

WHEN TANNER NEXT woke after freeing himself from the medicine’s fog, he had a singular determination to get the answers he so desperately needed. The only problem was—aside from the constant, screaming pain—was the fact that he was alone.

The bench seat that ran beneath the window wall was empty. The view beyond was dark aside from swirling flakes of snow.

The only sounds were the faint hiss of air from his oxygen and the ebb and flow of a conversation being held somewhere outside of his room. 

Jenny. Where was she? 

I have to find her.

Before the fire, he’d have given their already precarious marriage a fifty-fifty shot at survival. But now, having almost lost her and their baby, Tanner was more determined than ever to have them both in his life. Did she not feel the same? Had he not been drugged out of consciousness, there’s nothing that could have kept him from her. 

What was keeping her from him?

She wasn’t heartless. At the very least, if she was able, she would have popped in to say hello.

Which made one thing clear—someone was lying. Was she dead? Incapacitated?

There was only one way to know, and it wouldn’t happen from this bed.

Time for a field assessment. Pain had to be a non-issue. Since that was one of the few elements within his control, he compartmentalized it. What didn’t kill him made him stronger, and he had no plans for dying today.  

Next problem? Miles of tubing. His right arm sported an IV and judging by the fact that there had been a steady stream of fluid going into his body, but he hadn’t taken trip to the john, meant he was also attached to a catheter. No sweat. He’d wheel the IV pole and carry the cath bag. Two more issues knocked down. 

The last barrier might prove most tricky. Bed rails. Seemed trivial on the surface, but he was in no shape for vaulting and even if he’d felt up to trying, the mattress was too squishy for adequate purchase. Gravity would help him slide off the bed, but how did he lower the safety rail?

He tried reaching over from his current position, but there was no latch within reach. Which meant he needed to inch further down and over. No easy feat since the funky mattress gripped his body like a deep sponge.

After what felt like hours of effort, but in reality must have only been a minute, by using the rails to his advantage, he’d scooted a few inches closer to his goal. This time when he reached down and to his left, his fingers landed on the latch. It took an eternity of fumbling to disengage it, damn near pinching off his hand in the process when the rail dropped with a clang.

He froze. Would the noise draw company?

Thankfully, no.

Next mountain, getting off the bed and onto his feet. He had no idea how long he’d been here, meaning his legs probably weren’t up to full operating potential. All he could hope was that while he’d been sleeping, his chatty nurse and the rest of his medical team had done range-of-motion exercises to keep him if not strong, then at least mobile. 

Holding on to the rail that was still up, he gritted his teeth while shifting his legs further and further out from under a thin blanket and sheet until they dangled in midair. By the time he’d slid as far as his waist, he got a surprise to find other bits dangling, too. He bent till the soles of his bare feet kissed the cool tile floor. 

The floor might be cold, but sweat had popped out on his forehead. 

Sonofabitch, this hurt. But that was okay. Physical pain he could handle. The emotional toll of not knowing about Jenny was more than he could bear. 

Partially standing, naked since his open hospital gown had fallen off, he tested his legs and found them wobbly, but otherwise sound—until he tried fully standing, at which point he lurched toward the bedside table. Since that was on wheels, it didn’t exactly provide stable support. 

At first, Tanner teetered, believing sheer will would keep him upright. But he overcompensated on his forward lunge and ended up flying forward, crashing along with the table into the wall.
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Chapter Three

 

 

THE AGONY RADIATING from Tanner’s back temporarily winded him. 

Even worse, the force of the fall must have wrenched the tubing from his catheter, meaning he was covered in his own piss. On the bright side, he hadn’t pulled the cath out of his Johnson. 

His IV was also a goner. Blood flowed from the top of his hand.

The door to his room slid open. “Mr. Muldoon?”

After a startled screech and cry for backup, the overhead lights went on and a nurse rushed in. He didn’t recognize her. Or maybe he was half-passing out from pain? “What’s wrong with you? Why would you even think about leaving your bed?”

“My w-wife. I need to see my wife.” Summoning every ounce of strength, he tried pushing himself upright, but ultimately failed. Not only was it humiliating, but a devastating dose of reality that even when he did find Jenny, there was a chance he might never again be the man she’d once loved enough to marry. The only thing keeping her from leaving him now was their future son or daughter. 

She hated Alaska. Their slow way of life. 

Adding insult to injury, he’d believed their divorce to be final, but misfiled paperwork had brought Jenny back. Surprise—they were still married after all. If it hadn’t been for them reminiscing one night over a bottle of merlot, she never would have gotten pregnant and would be back in California with her sister. 

Could she be there now? Could she have popped in to tell Tanner goodbye while he’d been sleeping?

Honestly, he could take a lot, but having her reject him after all they’d been through…

“Let us help clean you up, then get you back to bed,” one of two male nurses said.

Tanner’s eyes were so tear-filled, he could barely see three feet in front of him. 

The pain. The fall. The fear of finally, forever having lost Jenny made Tanner forgot his current state of undress. Had he ever been more of a disaster? 

Why would she even want him?

Because he was physically incapable of doing anything besides letting the nurses efficiently wipe him down after he’d lain in his own piss, Tanner stopped fighting. 

A lifetime of agony later, he’d been landed exactly where he’d started with his catheter, IV and bed rails back in place.

“W-what time is it?” Tanner asked. “Where’s Stephie?”

“She won’t be in till Monday. Right now, it’s two a.m. Saturday morning.”

“And the date?”

“February 24th.”

Lord… Last thing Tanner remembered was Rose chattering about Valentine’s Day. He’d slept right through it. No wonder Jenny left him. 

The male nurse sat on a short rolling stool, meeting his gaze at eye level. “Your doctor wants me to up your pain meds to allow you to sleep through the night. You can’t try escaping again, okay? It will only lengthen your recovery.”

Tanner nodded.

“Before I administer your meds, mind answering a question?”

“Shoot.”

“Why? What in the world did you need to do so badly that you’d try escaping?”

“F-find my wife.”

“She’s here. Two floors below you. I promise, she’s perfectly safe. Stephie made a note in your file.”

Jenny wasn’t in California. Relief shimmered through him. But logic told him there was still a lot being left unsaid. “I-if she’s so safe, why hasn’t she been to see me? In fact, if she’s in such great health, why is she still here—at the hospital at all? Is something wrong with her? Our baby?”

The nurse sighed. 

“Please…” The tears were back. They weren’t manly. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cried. But for now, he couldn’t seem to stop. “No matter what you’re trying to hide, please tell me. She’s my wife. I have a right to know.”

“Okay, look…” The nurse glanced over his shoulder to ensure they were alone. “Man-to-man, because if something like this happened with my wife I’d want to know. From what I’ve heard, she suffered a head injury prior to your getting burned. Forgive my bluntness, but she’s in a coma.”

“W-what?” Tanner pushed himself up. Adrenaline had him ready to make another break. “I have to see her. What about our baby?”

“For your own safety, I’m delivering your meds now.” The nurse stabbed the business-end of a syringe into his IV’s port, then dropped the plunger with his thumb. “Your baby is fine, growing safely inside his or her mom. Literally, your wife could come out of this any day. Her family is with her and they’re praying for the best.”

“I haave to seeee heeeer…” Tanner’s words and vision slurred. “Nooo…” Not again. He didn’t want to fall into the blackness again. Sadly, he hadn’t been given a choice. 
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“I HEAR YOU had an adventure Saturday night.” Nurse Stephie was back, and judging by her disapproving tone, she’d brought attitude. She sat on the low stool alongside his bed, not backing down from his direct gaze. 

“I need to see my wife.” The marker board across from him read Monday.

“If it’s any consolation,” she said, “her parents have been up to see you—a lot.”

“No more knock-out drug. I need to know what’s going on.”

“Even if it hurts?”

“Physical pain is nothing compared to losing control. Will you help me see my wife, or do I hatch another escape plan?”

“You are a persistent devil, but here’s the deal. Your back is in no shape to travel. While you’ve been sleeping, we’ve been changing the dressings twice daily. I speak from experience here, but the next part of your treatment is going to make you beg us to let you sleep.”

He snorted. “Whatever it takes, I need to see my wife.”

“Fair enough. Just know you’re not leaving this floor until you’ve made significant improvements.”

“What do I have to do?”

“For starters, let’s get you out of this bed, and into hydrotherapy. Since you claim to be an expert on handling pain, this should be a cake-walk.”

Getting shot multiple times, then breaking his femur, adding a concussion, plus a stomach bug couldn’t come close to describing the agony of hydrotherapy—having his wounds cleaned with water and bleach while Stephie and friends debrided his burns, using tweezers to pull away the dead tissue. 

Through it all, he practiced compartmentalizing. His reunion with Jenny had become his mission objective, and failure wasn’t an option. 

Days of agonizing torture continued under the guise of treatment. He pushed himself to his limit and beyond. When he should have been resting, range-of-motion exercises helped keep him sane. 

Friends and Jenny’s family came and went. Mostly went. He didn’t mean to be rude—especially to her mom, but he wished Barbara understood how frustrating his life had become. Not that he used to be a control freak, but he did have a need to be in control. To have now lost that most basic part of himself felt wrong. 

Tanner didn’t want to chitchat. He wanted to recover enough to earn the privilege of seeing his wife. He’d been a SEAL. He understood the concept of paying before playing. 

So, he paid. In the currency of physical agony. He was improving, but not fast enough. He wanted to flip a magical switch and be healed.

Then one day in early March, Stephie entered his room, took her usual seat on the stool beside his bed, and smiled. Just smiled.

“What’s got you so happy?” 

“If you’re going to be cranky, maybe I’ll keep the news to myself…”

Eye roll. He’d been through this routine before. She’d come in all chipper about a change in his routine, trying to present some new torture therapy in a positive light. 

“Tanner…” Wait a minute. Was she crying? “It’s Jenny. She’s awake.”

“What?” His pulse shot up fast enough to trip his monitor. “I have to see her. Take me to her.” He pushed himself up, and this time had the strength to stay up. “Take me. Now.”

“Can you at least say please?”

He growled. 

“Here’s how this is going down. While her doctors run tests, you’re going to have the rest of your daily treatment. Once I’ve got you in fresh bandages, I’ll personally take you to see her. Deal?”

Heart still racing, he nodded. 

This was it. The day his life finally got back on track. Hope swirled through him, making him strong and once again whole. This was it—the first day of the rest of his life. 

He couldn’t wait to get started. 

Three agonizing hours later, Stephie kept her promise by showing up with a wheelchair. She helped him dress for the occasion with a clean hospital gown and thin cotton robe over the dressings on his back. He added the socks and slippers Jenny’s mother had brought. He shaved, brushed his teeth and tried to at least bring order to his too-long hair. 

Excitement didn’t come close to describing the uncorked champagne bottle in his gut. All at once he was giddy and nervous. Thrilled yet scared. What if after everything they’d both been through, she still wanted the divorce?

Impossible. He refused to go there. 

She’d need rehabilitation and he’d help her every step of the way. As her husband, that was not only his right, but his duty. Only he didn’t view caring for her as an obligation, but an honor. 

The sensation of leaving the burn unit was bizarre—so much noise and motion. Conversations and intercom messages and too-bright informational posters urging him to check his cholesterol and have regular lung screenings if he smoked. He’d been to hospitals dozens of times in his past—mostly to visit friends—yet all of this felt foreign.

While waiting for an elevator, Stephie said, “It’s a lot to take in.”

“No kidding.”

“I’m guessing you’ll be released in a couple weeks. I was here for the better part of a year. When I finally got out, I had no job, no apartment.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, how did you get burned?”

“Grease fire. I used to be an aspiring chef. One second I was on the phone, arguing with a supplier, the next, I was trying to find the fire extinguisher through a thick cloud of smoke. The rest gets hazy.”

“You became a nurse after your burns healed?”

The elevator car arrived with a ding.

Tanner winced when Stephie rolled him over the slight bump to enter.

“I did. Spending that much time dependent on others to care for me made me want to pay it forward. My whole foodie world felt shallow. Luckily, I landed a couple scholarships and the rest is history.”

“You are good,” he managed through a ridiculously tight throat. His eyes welled with tears. In that instant, he was beyond grateful not just for Stephie’s care, but to be alive. To be finally seeing Jenny. The sudden upswell of emotions was as foreign as it was disconcerting. The worst of all of this was behind them, making room for a fresh start. “I’m sorry you got burned, but you’re a seriously great nurse.”

“What was that? An actual compliment from Mister Grumpy Pants?” He heard the smile in her voice. 

“Sorry. I can be a bit of a hard-ass.”

“You think?”

“I know. But I’m sorry. Please know it’s not personal.”

“I get it.” She wheeled him in silence down endless corridors with too-bright lights. They passed crowded visiting areas and other patients walking with IV poles. Nurses and orderlies and CNAs. The hospital teemed with life. 

Finally, Tanner did, too.

For weeks, he’d felt dead inside, but now every inch of him felt vibrantly alive. The pain in his back was still there, but different. Made bearable through hope for a blindingly bright future. Now that Jenny was awake, they could talk about the baby. About where she wanted to live once they went home to Kodiak Gorge. They’d need to rebuild their lives, but that was okay. Because they had each other.

Stephie paused in front of closed double doors. A sign read: Long-Term Care Unit.

“Before we go in,” she said, “you need to be ready for the fact that your wife might be different. Her speech might be slurred or she might be angry. Some people emerge from comas cussing a blue streak. Everyone’s different. Just be patient, all right?”

He nodded. “She’s going to be great.”

“Hey—” She pressed a round automated access button. Double doors opened with a mechanical hum. “I’m glad you’re excited. Just know she may look perfect on the outside, but on the inside, she probably still needs to heal.”

“I get it,” he snapped. “Just go.”

“What’s the magic word?” 

“Please. You want me to beg? Hell, if you won’t take me, I’ll leap out of this chair and walk myself.”

“Calm down, tiger. No need for further heroics.”

She pushed him onto the quiet ward. Whereas patients on his ward often cried out or moaned, this place had a different vibe. 

Visiting families looked hollow. 

Shell-shocked like the refugees he’d seen in war-torn countries.  

He felt bad for them—whatever their situations may be. But he refused to let their sadness affect his joy. 

“You good?” Stephie asked outside of Room 311. The door was open. Sunlight shone through. One more sign all was right in his world.

“Hell, yeah. Let’s go.” 

Anticipation made his chest feel too full, as if he couldn’t catch an adequate breath. Then Stephie pushed his wheelchair down a stubby hall and finally he saw her—his Jenny. There were other people in the room. Her parents. Her sister. A nurse. But for Tanner, everything and everyone fell away. 

The two of them were all that mattered. All that had ever mattered. 

He used to pride himself on holding his emotions in check, regardless of the situation. Maybe it was the lower dose of drugs still in his system. Maybe the fire had changed him on a cellular level. Regardless of the cause, he didn’t even try stopping his silent tears of joy.

“You’re so beautiful…” Her long dark hair had been replaced by a short pixie cut. There was none of the makeup she used to painstakingly apply. She’d lost so much weight that her brown eyes looked too big for her delicate features. But something about her half-smile, the way her pale complexion glowed, made her ethereal. She’d emerged from the fire in the form of an angel. “I’ve missed you so much, baby.”

Drawing a fuzzy pink blanket up to her neck, instead of reaching out to him, she withdrew. Her gaze narrowed. She bit her lower lip.

“Hon, what’s wrong? Aren’t you happy to see me?” He turned to her parents—Barbara and Ian. “What’s wrong?”

“Look…” Ian stepped forward. His dark expression turned Tanner’s shimmering relief to dread. Had something gone wrong with their baby? “I’m not sure how to say this, but—”

“Daddy, let me.” Jenny forced a smile that didn’t come close to reaching her eyes. Her voice sounded hoarse. “I’m sorry,” she said to Tanner. “My parents… They told me…”

“Take your time,” Tanner said when she seemed to struggle for her next words. “Now, that you’re better, we have all the time in the world.” He turned to Stephie. “Wheel me closer. I need to hold her hands.” When his nurse complied, he held out his hands to his wife, but she crossed her arms and shook her head. What the hell?

“I’m sorry,” the only woman he’d ever loved said. “But even though I’ve been told we’re married, I don’t know you.”
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Chapter Four

 

 

JENNY FELT BAD for the guy reaching out to her, she really did, but that couldn’t change the fact that she’d never seen him before. Her parents told her she’d married and almost divorced the man. They told her she currently carried his baby, but how could that be true when he was a stranger? It made no sense.

“Jen…” His voice held a pleading note. “Please…”

“It’d probably be best if you left.” Her father had crossed to the other side of her bed. “Barbara and I will be up to see you in a bit.”

“What’s going on?” the stranger said. “Is this some sick practical joke? Jen, hon, I know we were close to the edge, but then you found out we were pregnant, and everything changed. Don’t you remember? You have to remember?”

A knot formed at the back of her throat, but not because she felt sad for herself, but for him. If what he said—they all said—was true, wouldn’t she have at least remembered his eyes? How could she have ever forgotten such a striking pale blue? But she didn’t. “I’m sorry.”

“Christ…” He raked his hands through too-long blondish hair. 

“I-I think we should go.” The man’s nurse backed his wheelchair away from the bed.

Relief cloaked Jenny in warmth. 

But then she made the mistake of looking up, of meeting the stranger’s haunting pale blue gaze. Her rejection had clearly destroyed him. Oddly, it hurt her, too. She’d have felt equally as awful had she broken up with Hawk, whose real name was Cal. He must be off on a mission or the hotshot Navy SEAL would have been here to see her. She couldn’t imagine life without him. 

“I love you,” the stranger said. “If it’s the last thing I do, I promise to make you remember it all. Our good times and the bad. Our love. If you’d let me stay, I could—”

“I don’t know you,” she snapped. “Please, just leave.”

“Tanner…” Jenny’s mother cupped her hand to the back of his head, smoothing his unruly hair. “I promise, we’ll figure this out. In the meantime, I do think it would be best for you to go.”

Lips pressed tight, he nodded. 

His nurse wheeled him from the room. Only in his absence did Jenny feel able to breathe. 

Eyes closed, she cupped her hands to her small baby bump. Those pale blue eyes haunted her. She didn’t want to see him. She didn’t want to feel the guilt stemming from her rejection. Nothing about any of this made sense. How could she be married to a man, carry his child, when she’d never even seen him before?

“Whew…” Her mother had been standing, but now collapsed onto the built-in sofa running the length of the window wall. “That was awkward.”

“Aw…” Jenny’s sister, Eve, pressed her hands to her heart. “He was crying. After all he’s been through, Jen, couldn’t you have least pretended to love him?”

“If you have a thing for him, go for it,” Jenny snapped. 

“You don’t have to be rude.”

“Forgive me. But were you the one in a coma?”

“Girls!” Her dad clapped just like he had when Jenny and her sister had been ten, fighting over whose Barbie got the Ken doll. Only this time, Jenny didn’t want Ken. 

She wanted her life. Trouble was, she no longer knew what that meant. The last thing she remembered was sharing a San Diego apartment with Eve. Why was she now in gloomy Alaska? 

Something, somewhere along the line, must have gone horribly wrong.

She closed her eyes again, but those blue eyes were back. Why? 

Pressing the heels of her hands against her forehead, she fought tears. She didn’t mean to be snippy with Eve. And she didn’t intend to be purposely cruel to the stranger. Though she didn’t want to cause her family one more minute of worry, she was genuinely frightened about the changes in her body and mind. She felt physically weak. Mentally drained. 

Something inside her was broken. 

How long would it take to fix?
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TANNER NEEDED TO punch something. 

“That could’ve gone better,” Stephie mumbled while they waited for an elevator. “But didn’t I warn you she might not be herself?” 

The car arrived, but they held back while a new mom with her baby and the beaming daddy exited. 

Swell. Just what Tanner needed to see—a not so subtle reminder of the family he would apparently never have.

Nurse Stephie rolled him inside the cramped space.

“She’ll regain her memory,” she said after pressing the button for their floor. “Give it time.”

“Sure. I’d love to give all of this more and more time. My entire life has been on hold for weeks, but let’s play this game a little longer. It’s a lot of fun.” He struck his right fist, intending to meet with a satisfying knock against the stainless-steel wall. Instead, the only thing he struck was air. The force of his motion ripped the bandages from his back, which hurt like a sonofabitch.

But honestly? What didn’t? 

Physical pain. Emotional pain. His days and nights had become nothing but a steaming pile of suck.

He wanted off this ride. He’d fought for Jenny so long that he’d lost sight of what he was even fighting for. She’d already left him once on the grounds that she hated their life. She hated the brutal Alaskan climate. The close-knit community that she described as gossipy and up in her business. Toward the end, she’d most especially hated him for taking her there. 

When they reached their floor, Stephie wheeled him to his room and helped him into bed. 

Just what he needed—more time alone with his thoughts.

She fussed with reattaching his bandages and settling his IV bags back in their usual positions—thank God he was done with the catheter. Finished, she started to say something, but stopped.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing. It’s not important.”

He sighed. “Just tell me. It’s not like this day could get worse.”

“I wanted to remind you that all of this is temporary. When I was in your position, I remember endless rounds of treatment and believing I’d never get off this hamster wheel. But I did and you will, too. Jenny’s your wife and carrying your child. Both of which give you an awesome advantage when it comes to wooing her back. Maybe she’ll never recall what you once shared. But does it even matter? Show her what the two of you and your baby could become…”
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Chapter Five

 

 

May…

 

“WHY ARE YOU making me do this?” Jenny asked her mom while their charter pilot hauled luggage from the cargo hold, then fed it into the back of his SUV. They stood on the dock where they’d disembarked from the seaplane. If she’d been alone, she’d have tipped her face back, drinking in the warm May sun. The day was as spectacular as the sparkling lake ringed with snowcapped mountains. Eve told her she’d hated this place, but how was that possible when it looked like a postcard or glossy jigsaw puzzle? Not that a gasp-worthy view changed her situation. “It’s not fair. I shouldn’t be forced to live with a stranger.”

“A stranger who just happens to be your husband and father of your child. I’ve told you over and over—your divorce was never made final. Judging by the amount of times he’s flown to San Diego to visit, you should have already remembered how you first fell in love.”

About that… Jenny cupped her hands to her growing belly. All of this was still so strange. If she’d once loved this Tanner person enough that they’d made a baby, how come she couldn’t remember?

“You adored him once, and you’ll adore him again.”

“You’re acting like this is the Dark Ages. Why can’t I just live with Eve?”

“Because you’re married. Your father and I both think your place is with your husband.”

“Even though he’s a stranger?”

“All set.” The friendly pilot who’d introduced himself as Colby waved them from the dock to his ride. Judging by his sideways glances, he was another person she was supposed to know. Truthfully, more than she was afraid of spending time with the man everyone said was her husband, she was afraid of herself, of the terror stemming from having lost a massive chunk of her life. Where had it gone? Why couldn’t her doctors bring it back?

Her obstetrician was the only one who seemed comfortable with Jenny’s new situation. She constantly reassured her that her baby was healthy and strong. She’d already consulted with Jenny’s new Kodiak Gorge doctor, but even that was awkward since the doctor wasn’t new at all, but apparently a woman she’d known and considered a friend. 

Colby opened the vehicle’s front door for her, but she gestured to the back.

He helped her up, leaving her to fasten her seatbelt while he offered a hand to her mom.

“You and I briefly met at Tanner and Jenny’s wedding.” Barbara smiled and thanked him.

He rounded the SUV’s front, climbing in behind the wheel.

“I remember,” her mom said, “because you were constantly chewing gum—grape.”

Laughing, he started the engine. “Guilty as charged. I’d been putting in a lot of flight time and couldn’t get my ears to pop. Guess they were more used to flying than romance.”

They shared a smile before revisiting wedding memories of the candy buffet and Tanner’s groom cake that had been in the shape of a moose.

Jenny closed her eyes, fighting rising panic. 

Why were her parents doing this? Since her release from the Anchorage hospital, she’d lived with them in San Diego. Cocooned in what had been her teen bedroom, she’d surrounded herself with the familiar and healing her body. She’d had to relearn so much. Her coordination was off and sometimes her words didn’t come out the way she’d intended. Crowds scared her. Loud noises scared her. Most of all, the notion that she was married to a stranger and expecting his baby scared her.

Yes, Tanner had visited. Yes, he’d been sweet. Faultlessly polite. But where was the chemistry? The heat? Why didn’t she feel something?

Maybe because they’d never been left unsupervised? She’d never so much as brushed her fingers against his. Maybe she owed it to her baby to give their ghost of a marriage one last shot?  

She probably did, but that didn’t mean that given a choice, she never would have boarded her first flight, let alone the last one that landed her in Kodiak Gorge. 

Driving down the quiet streets, it seemed as if the whole world was thawing. Melting snow dripped from the edges of steep roofs and ran in rivers down the sides of the blacktop road. They passed a bank, alongside of which was a fenced playground filled with a half-dozen enthusiastic toddlers. Two women shared a bench. They cradled mugs, laughing and seemingly enjoying the day. 

Envy squeezed Jenny’s already aching throat. She missed a sense of belonging. Of knowing her place in the world. Sure, she had Eve and her parents, but sometimes they didn’t feel like enough. If pressed to identify what would be enough, she wouldn’t have been able to say.

Colby said, “Tanner’s been working like a beast to get your new house ready.”

“That’s nice.” Jenny’s mom said.

Jenny met Colby’s gaze in the rearview mirror.

“You probably don’t remember,” he said, still looking, “but you used to hang out with my wife, Rose, and our friend Brody’s wife, Lilianna. They gave Tanner pointers on the nursery.”

She found a smile. “Please thank her—your wife.”

“I will. She wants to see you. In fact, she’s planning a welcome home party for Saturday night. I told her it might be too soon, but you know Rose. She jumps right in with both feet.”

“I don’t—know her,” Jenny whispered more for herself than him. Clearing her throat, she said, “Sorry. This is all a lot to take in.”

“I get it. Thankfully, you have a lot of friends. We’re all happy to help.”

He pulled onto a quieter street—not that traffic on the previous road had been bumper-to-bumper, but this road was empty and the houses were spread out or tucked amongst trees. After maybe a half-mile, Colby turned again onto a long, winding gravel drive that took them through a fairy-tale forest of white-bark trees with silver dollar leaves. Aspen or birch? 

Jenny’s heart pounded. She desperately wanted to cry out for this Colby person to stop. Turn the car around and take her back to his plane. Fly her back to Anchorage where she’d arrange for a return ticket to San Diego. She’d spend the rest of her life safely hiding in her old teenage bedroom where panic attacks wouldn’t make her heart race as if she were midway through her city’s annual Rock ‘n’ Roll marathon. She’d never run it, but Hawk had. Well—that wasn’t really his name. Just what his Navy buddies called him. He’d explained that he’d been trained as a sniper, and had hawk-like vision. She liked him—a lot. Why hadn’t he visited? If she was married to Tanner, why did she still feel as if she was dating Hawk?

“Here we are…” Colby parked the SUV in front of a cedar-sided three-story home with a blue metal roof and garage doors. The garage was on the lower level, making the place look like a three-tiered chocolate cupcake with blueberry filling and icing. The notion made her smile.

After turning off the engine, Colby helped her mom exit the vehicle, then her. 

“Thank you,” Jenny said. She would have preferred the luxury of not needing anyone’s help, but her doctors and physical therapists told her full independence could be as much as a year away—if not longer, because of the baby. Pending motherhood scared her almost as much as being married to a stranger. At least her baby was a part of her. 

“Finally!” Twelve feet above them, the front door opened and the man she recognized from the wedding photos her mother was constantly dragging out emerged with a smile and wave. He ambled down the steps, then jogged to hug her mother. Upon reaching Jenny, he held out his arms as if intending to hug her, but when she stepped back, folding her arms, he turned to Colby, shaking his hand. “Thanks for grabbing these two beauties. I appreciate your help.”

“No worries,” Colby said. “I was already in Anchorage, picking up freight for a few businesses in town. Barbara and Jenny didn’t add much weight.”

Jenny’s mother beamed. “Aren’t you a charmer? If you and I weren’t both happily married, I’d make a play for you.” 

Colby reddened. “Thank you?”

The two men and Jenny’s mom shared a laugh. 

As was her new normal, Jenny stood on the group’s periphery. The perpetual outsider. 

But that was okay.

It gave her time for breathing in the rich, woodsy air.

Her therapist told her deep breathing staved off panic. In and out. Nice and slow, focusing on the awe-inspiring canyon view. The home had been nestled between two snow-capped mountains. From this elevation, the valley looked like a long green carpet just waiting to be played on with her Barbies. Another smile, this one all for herself. Point of fact—she hadn’t taken her Barbies out of her family home’s attic in at least a decade. But if she had, it might be fun to take Barbie and Ken camping. 

“What’s got you so deep in thought?”

Jenny looked up with a start to find that while she’d been daydreaming. Her mother and Colby were carting luggage into the house, which left her alone with Tanner.

“You looked like you were a million miles away.”

“It was nothing.” She looked down to her clasped hands. 

“I get that this must be hard for you,” Tanner said. “But for us, for our baby, this makes sense. We need to get to know each other all over again. Promise, we’ll take it slow. Think of tonight as our first date.”

She just stared at him, blinking. One of the more annoying lasting effects from her coma was a sort of brain fog. Internally, she knew what she wanted to say, but the words refused to come. 

“You okay?”

She nodded, but then shook her head, fighting tears. Pregnancy hormones didn’t help.

“Let’s get you inside and settled. I’ve got your room set up—with lots of help from your friends. Even wearing guy goggles, I think it looks good. In our old house, you wanted things pretty, but I blocked you. Sorry about that. It wasn’t cool for me to interfere with your lady business.”

“I have my own room?” She sharply exhaled. Thank God.

“Sure. I thought that would be best. Don’t get me wrong, there’s nothing I’d like more than for you to one day invite me to share the master with you. But that’s entirely your call.”

Hugging herself, she said, “Thank you. And decorated friends. That didn’t come out right. My words—sometimes I get them confused.”

“Don’t worry about it. And I totally get what you meant. Come on,” he gestured her to follow. “Let me show you our new home.”

Our home. 

The place where Jenny’s heart must have lived now felt empty. 

A home was supposed to be where she felt most secure. As adorable as the house was with its valley view and fairy-tale forest, those weren’t the elements that made it a true home. Even with her temporarily stunted brain power, she recognized that the key to transforming this house into a true family home was solely in her control. 

All she had to do was learn to love her husband… 

“Tanner?” she asked, his name sounding foreign on her tongue.

“Yes.” Neither had yet to move.

“Eve told me that before the baby, you and I were basically divorced. Why?”

“The condensed version?” Looking down, he ran his palm across the faint stubble on his jaw. “I was a control freak and you hated it. I can’t fault you for that, and I’m working on it. My injuries from the fire—they taught me control is an illusion. The price I’ve paid for maintaining it was losing you. I’ve more than learned my lesson, and am not too proud to beg you to give us—our child—a chance at growing up in a stable home. One issue I can’t fix is the fact that you hated this town. The state. Pretty much anything having to do with being outdoors.”

“Why couldn’t we move?”

“Honestly? We could. But…”

“My family and friends are in San Diego.”

“True on the family part, but you’ve got a bunch of friends here. You’re way more popular than I’ve ever been. You just don’t remember. But you will.”

“What if I don’t?” According to her doctors, there was a chance her memory may never return. 

“How about we deal with that later? For now, see the house. Settle in.”

Sounded reasonable.

“No one’s forcing you to stay, Jen.” He met her gaze head-on. “I love you enough that I’m prepared to let you go. It would kill me, but you need to know I would.”

“Thank you.” Something about the intensity behind his impossibly blue eyes made her next breath stick in her throat.  

“Come on…” He was again gesturing her toward the pretty cupcake of a house. “I’m excited for you to see our new digs.”

Jenny hesitantly followed, warring with the unknown part of herself wanting to hold Tanner’s outstretched hand.
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Chapter Six

 

 

WAITING TO LEARN if Jenny approved of their new home had Tanner more nervous than his first mission to Iraq. He found himself holding his breath. Gripping the rail of the second floor reading loft that Rose and Lilianna helped stock with cozy mysteries and romance novels and the sort of decorating books they’d assured him Jenny would enjoy. 

“This place is darling,” Barbara said. “Especially this master suite—though I doubt you had much to do with that sunny yellow wall color and inviting floral comforter set.”

“Guilty.” Tanner trailed his wife and mother-in-law into Jenny’s room. “Rose and Lilianna get the glory.” To the stranger who was his wife, he added, “They remembered how sad you got in the winter, when there’s so little daylight. I chose this house for the southern exposure. In here, you should be drenched in sunlight. But I added blackout shades for summer. You also didn’t like the too-long days.”

“You make me sound like a spoiled brat.” Jenny’s mood was unreadable. Her expression as pale as her skin. She trailed her fingertips along a crystal ball collection that shimmered in the late afternoon sun, casting rainbows on the ceiling and far wall. Everything about the room had been designed for her pleasure. From the high thread count white sheets with lace trim he’d ordered online from Macy’s to the sumptuous white area rugs guaranteed to warm her feet on chilly winter mornings. “Was there anything from our old life I did enjoy?”

“I guess…” He found himself yet again clinging—this time to the edge of the ornate antique dresser that had to be disassembled for its flight from an Anchorage shop. Jenny held all the power. She’d reduced him to a fraction of the man he used to be. “You liked hanging out with your girlfriends. You used to love to scrapbook. I’m sad to say they all burned in the fire.”

“They were such special keepsakes,” Barbara added. “Each time you and Tanner traveled or celebrated a holiday, you’d make a new one. You had quite a collection.”

“I bought supplies for more,” Tanner said. “There’s an alcove next to the kitchen. It’s not much—enough space that I thought you might use it for a craft room. If you’d like.”

“Funny,” she said without cracking a smile. “The way all of you seem to be walking on eggshells. Did I have a temper?”

“Legendary,” Colby blurted. 

“It wasn’t that bad,” Tanner covered. “Neither of us ever fully adjusted to married life, but toward the end—once you’d learned you were pregnant, we talked more. It was nice.”

She walked the room as if she were a transplanted zoo animal inspecting her new cage. 

“Barbara,” Colby said, “I don’t mean to rush you, but if I’m going to get you back to Anchorage for your flight, we need to get going.”

“You’re leaving?” This news startled Jenny from her trance. “Mom, I thought you’d stay? I mean, I assumed—”

“You two newlyweds hardly need me hanging around. I’ll be back in August when the baby’s due. Until then, enjoy this beautiful new house and remembering why you first fell in love with your handsome husband.”

Tanner was overcome with emotion when Barbara ambushed him with a surprisingly strong hug.

“Take good care of her,” she whispered in his ear. “Above all, be patient.”

“I will. Promise.” Tanner returned her hug with still more emotion, as if he and Jenny were children and Barbara was the room’s only grown-up. If she left, then what? For all his brave talk about winning Jenny back, he didn’t have a clear roadmap for achieving his goal. Really, it was more of a feeling. Knowing he had to make her happy. 

What about yourself?

The question made no sense. He would become whole only if Jenny allowed him to be. The past was in the past for a reason. They’d both made mistakes. They’d both shouldered equal blame for their marriage weakening, oozing out from under them like a mud foundation during spring thaw.

With Jenny standing frozen in her bedroom’s center, silent tears streaming down her too pale cheeks, Barbara gave her one last, fervent hug while delivering another whispered message.

Colby said, “Catch you later. Rose and I are a phone call away if you need anything.” He clamped his hand around Tanner’s shoulder and squeezed before helping Barbara down the narrow stairs and out of the house. 

Tanner heard the front door open and close. He heard the SUV’s powerful engine starting, revving, then slowly fading away. Above all, he heard the pounding of his heart. The beat was all-encompassing, thumping not just in his chest, but fingertips, toes and head. 

When it came to reconditioning himself for getting back to the firehouse full-time, he had a workout plan for each day. But in the matter of making his own wife love him? Tanner was flying by the seat of his pants. 

The notion was part freeing, part terrifying. 

“I’m hungry,” Jenny said.

Tanner glanced her way to find her swiping tears with the backs of her hands. 

“What sounds good?”

“I’m not sure. What did I used to eat?”

Tanner bowed his head. “Nothing.”

“Did I need to lose weight?”

“Nope.”

“It’s funny how my shrink yammered on and on about accepting myself where I am, but it’s getting harder when all I learn about myself is that I could be a pain in the ass.”

“You enjoyed looking good,” Tanner said with a shrug. “Nothing wrong with that. Before the fire, we both used to be gym rats.”

“Now?”

“I can’t speak for you, but I take walks. Grow the wood pile. I’m gradually getting stronger, but it’s different.”

She nodded. “That sounds nice. May I come with you? On your walks? Gathering wood?”

“I guess. But you—”

“Wait—let me finish. I never liked walking or gathering wood?”

He laughed. “Nature wasn’t your thing. After all, you had your manicure to consider.”

She started to speak, but then held her hands in front of her, inspecting her now stubby and unpainted nails. “Do you think I need a manicure?”

“Do you want one?”

“I don’t think I could stand being that close to another person. Since my sleep, I’m not sure why, but I need space.”

Her sleep? Is that what she was calling a coma from which he and her family feared she may never wake?

“Do you have pizza?”

“What?” Her thoughts seemed all over the place. She jumped from deep issues to the most random things. “Probably? I usually have a few frozen ones. There might be mozzarella if you want—you know, to jazz it up. Better yet, we could run to the lodge. Nugget makes his own Italian sausage.”

“No,” she said with a vehement shake of her head. “I’d rather stay. Here. But I want to help.” She brushed past him in the hall. It disarmed him that she didn’t smell the same—a blend of her favorite floral perfume and hairspray. Pricey lotions and creams. Her current scent was clean. Shampoo. Maybe laundry detergent? Not at all unpleasant, just different. He liked it, but this was just one more facet of her he’d need to relearn.

His trips to see her in San Diego had been beyond awkward. Uptight, seated on opposite ends of her parents’ floral couch with Barbara watching his every move. She made him feel like a junior high kid with his first girlfriend as opposed to his pregnant wife. 

“Between us,” he said, “you always were the better cook.”

“Finally, at least something I can do.”

“You did plenty.” He followed her down the stairs, noting how tightly she gripped the rail. “Your scrapbooks were a big hit. You made them for all your friends. In fact, Lilianna was always saying how you were good enough to turn your hobby into a business.”

“Really?” She’d reached the bottom of the stairs and turned to face him, eyebrows raised. “I think I might like that.”

“Then you should make it happen.”

She hung her head. “I wouldn’t know the first place to start.”

“If you want, we can figure it out together.”

“Thank you. That sounds nice.”

Getting the pizza into the oven didn’t take much effort, meaning he was all-too-soon searching for something new to keep their conversational ball juggling. “The oven usually takes longer than I expect. Since we’ve got at least twenty minutes before we’ll need to check it, want to see the yard?”

“I guess that would be all right.”

“Great.” He took a red hoodie from a hook near the back door. A gift from his crew, it had Kodiak Gorge Fire Chief in big letters screen-printed on the back. On the front, the same had been embroidered in smaller script. They told him they didn’t want him to forget he was expected to resume his former position. “How about putting this on? I’m sure it’s getting chilly.”

She took it with a faint smile, tugging it over her head. Of course, it was far too big for her slight frame, but she looked cute. He couldn’t get enough of her adorable baby bump. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Let’s go.” On a whim, after opening the back door, he held out his hand to help her across the deck and down the steep stairs. To his pleasant surprise, she accepted his offer.

The feel of her palm clasped to his made his chest swell with hope and his eyes sting. He’d never been the overly sentimental type, but ever since the fire, he found himself appreciating life’s simple pleasures that he’d once taken for granted. Sunrises and sunsets. Sharing a beer with friends. And now, holding his wife’s hand. 

At the bottom, he expected her to release him, but she didn’t. 

Instead, she clung tight while they moseyed across their new backyard’s uneven slope. Though the mowed weeds could hardly be called a lawn, he’d manicured nature as much as possible in hopes she’d find it welcoming. 

“I’m not sure what I expected,” she said, gazing out at the expansive valley view, “but this is… Wow.”

“Yeah… I feel the same. This view never gets old.”

They happened to look at each other at the same time. When their stares locked, he prayed she might find a moment of familiarity, but there was none.

He cleared his throat. “Our old house was in a fairly typical neighborhood. It was nice, but nothing special. The kind of house and lot you could find in Ohio or Iowa or a hundred places in between. I picked this house because it reminds me of just how grand this place—Alaska—really is. The view makes the few inconveniences worth it. Endless summer days and winter nights. Not having an Olive Garden or McDonald’s on every corner.”

“I get it.” Her faint smile made him think maybe this time around she did. “I love San Diego, but this… It’s majestic. Like standing in a painting. Is that your trail?” She pointed toward the well-worn path leading into a conifer forest that he used for morning jogs.

“One of them. Feel up for a little exploring?”

“Yes, please.” She still held his hand. 

Together, they left the sunny clearing that embraced their home, exchanging it for a world of shadows and slanted sunbeams. A fitting metaphor for their marriage’s next chapter. A little mysterious, yet beautiful. For Tanner, filled with hope. 

Pine needles softened their footsteps. 

The rich, pungent smell took the edge off his nerves.

They should turn back to check on the pizza, but when she paused on the next bend in the winding trail where the forest gave way to marsh, her smile proved more powerful than his growling stomach. 

“They’re stunning,” she said of the wild iris blooming along the marsh’s edge. She dropped his hand to charge ahead, running with the excitement of a small child. He missed their physical connection, but couldn’t get enough of her joy. “So many—like a blanket of blue.”

“They’re a couple weeks early. Must be putting on a show for you.”

Her grin was contagious. “I like it. Can we come here every day?”

“As much as you’d like. The exercise and fresh air will probably do us both good.”

“In all the times you visited, we never talked about how the fire affected you. Are you all right?”

“I will be.” It touched him that she cared. “I’m getting stronger all the time. After I got you out, on my crawl through the bathroom window, a portion of the ceiling caved on my back. I was stuck in a burn unit for months. But I met some great people. My favorite had to be my main nurse, Stephie King.” 

“Like the author?”

“Exactly. Her parents have a thing for his work. Anyway, without her, I doubt I could have made it through. She was quite an inspiration.”

“Were you attracted to her?”

“In a way.” The question caught Tanner off guard. Could his wife be jealous? “I admired her drive and the way she refused to put up with any of my B.S. One day, I was so determined to see you that I escaped my bed. I was too weak to stand and ended up crashing. It was bad. She gave me a good scolding, but promised as soon as I was strong enough that she’d take me to see you.”

Her smile faded. “But our reunion wasn’t what you’d hoped?”

Wincing, he shrugged. “It was what it was. I can’t blame you for having been in a coma.”

“Still… I’m sorry. That had to be rough—working toward a goal of a romantic reunion only to have it fall far short of your expectations.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.”

“At that point, maybe you should have left me for her.”

“Stephie?” He snorted. “She’s too much of a ballbuster. Besides…” He glanced down, then up. “I’ve always had a thing for you.”

Heat rose in her cheeks, making her even more pretty.

“Want me to pick you an iris bouquet to take home?”

“No, thank you. I’d rather see them here. Can we visit again tomorrow?”

“Absolutely. But for now, I’m thinking we should get back to check on our pizza.”

“Okay.” She returned to the trail, but then glanced over her shoulder at the flowers and stumbled. 

On instinct, Tanner reached for her, not just steadying her, but drawing her and their baby into the safety of his arms. How long had it been since he held her? He wanted to stay this way forever, breathing her in. Her new clean, crisp scent and that old familiar something of her that he recognized on his most basic instinctive level as belonging to him.

He’d expected her to immediately push him away, but when she didn’t, he kissed her forehead. “I’m so glad you’re home.”

“This feels good. Right. But that’s confusing because I don’t know why.”

“That’s okay. Just go with the good part and we’ll work on the rest.” 

She nodded against him, but then drew away. “The pizza. We should might check.”

“Good idea. Let’s go.” He offered her his hand. “Need help?”

She cocked her head as if his question raised confusion deep inside her. He’d noticed her awkward word phrasing. Could that be a roadmap to her feelings? He hated the thought that he’d upset her. On the flipside, maybe she needed an emotional shake to remember.
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Chapter Seven

 

 

JENNY COULDN’T BREATHE or think. Her only focus was the exhilarating flutter in her chest. What was wrong with her? Was this a heart attack? Was the baby coming early? Since her sleep, everything felt strange, but this…

She took a step back from the man who was supposedly her husband. 

Aside from the wedding photos her mom had showed her, there was no proof she and Tanner had shared their lives. “I talk friends.” Stupid. She hated when her words failed to come out right. She knew what she wanted to say, but the information got tangled. She shook her head, fighting the knot in her throat. 

“Relax.” He took her hand, holding it softly, stroking the back as if she were a precious gift. “There’s no need for you to be stressed around me. Let’s just get to know each other. That’s all. Are you wanting to talk to your former friends? Is that what you were trying to say?”

She nodded. 

“Perfect. Rose wants to throw you a welcome home party Saturday night. I told her it was too soon, but should I tell her to forge ahead?”

“Yes. But I’m also scared. What if they’re mad and I can’t remember? What if my words get jumbled and everyone laughs?” 

“Babe… These are good people. They love you. They all want nothing more than for you to make a full recovery and be happy.”

“I’m still scared.”

He released her hand to draw her back into his arms. Because he felt solid and warm against her, and smelled of sun and sweat and a masculine something she couldn’t identify but knew she liked, she wrapped her arms around him, too. With her ear pressed to his chest, she heard his heart pounding as fast as hers. 

What did that mean? 

Did she make him as nervous as he made her?  

They stood like that forever, holding each other in that enchanted glade, bathed in golden sun, lauded by a chorus of songbirds and wind whispering high in the pines. 

“We should check on our pizza,” he said.

When he released her, she felt bereft. Weak-kneed and confused and sad, yet excited. 

He offered his hand. 

Bowing her head, fighting a secret smile, she accepted.

Nearing the trail’s end, a faint beep warred with nature’s pleasant hum.

“Shit…” Tanner dropped her hand, then took off running. 

“What’s wrong?” she shouted after him.

“That noise is the smoke alarm!”  
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ACTING ON PURE adrenaline and instinct, Tanner ran into his home when he should have called 9-1-1. But before his injuries, before his entire life had gone up in flames, he’d been on the responding end of emergency calls. 

Black smoke rolled from the oven, making it hard to find his way. His lungs ached from the effort of finding clean air when there was none. He felt along the counter for a dish towel, found one, then turned off the oven and opened the door, standing back when more smoke billowed into his face. He wrapped the towel around his hand, then withdrew the charred dinner remains. Charging out the back door, he ran across the deck, tossing the pan and still smoking contents into the yard.

After propping open the back door with a deck chair, he reentered the house to open windows. And then he was back on the deck, dropping to his knees, trembling, crying like a stupid-ass kid. What was wrong with him? He didn’t cry. Never cried. Only since his agonizing months spent in recovery, he now did. Constantly. 

The fact disgusted him. 

Why couldn’t he be stronger? Why did he have to come off as vulnerable and weak in front of the only woman he’d ever loved? 

“It’s okay.” She knelt beside him. “It’s just a pizza. We’ll forage for a new dinner.”

“This isn’t about the pizza,” he snapped. “Look at me. I’m a wreck. That fire stole everything—you. Our home. My career I loved. I feel like an empty shell. I want to show you how much you mean to me, how desperately I love you and our baby, but how can I do that when I might not even have a job to return to? Last I checked, the fire department doesn’t need guys who are afraid of fire.”

“Stop kicking yourself when you’re already down. How can you say you’re afraid of fire when you just ran into a house that could have been burning? That was incredibly brave.”

“…Or stupid.”

“Maybe…” She slipped her arm around him, drawing his head to rest on her shoulder. “But let’s get one thing straight—you don’t have to impress me. Right now, my past is a puzzle I’m working to figure out. That’s my job. All I need you to be is patient. Kind. I don’t need a hero. Just a friend.”

Great. But he already had plenty of friends. 

What he needed most was his wife…
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Chapter Eight

 

 

SATURDAY NIGHT, JENNY would have felt more comfortable facing a moose herd than dozens of people she was supposed to know, but didn’t. Introduction after introduction was made. Hugs and more hugs and smiles. Yet none of this outpouring of affection made sense when delivered by strangers.

Had Tanner been more affectionate, maybe holding his arm protectively around her waist through each new encounter, she might feel better. Ever since he’d held her by the marsh, she’d craved his slightest touch. Or was it just his attention? How was she supposed to know?

The hostess’s log home was lovely with a soaring A-frame ceiling and wall of windows overlooking a gorgeous view of what Tanner had called Kodiak Gorge—a rocky masterpiece forged by nature with impenetrable cliff walls and white-water surging over stepped falls.

A Welcome Home banner hung from the rafters and a cake featured a photo of her with a smiling group on New Year’s Eve. Only five short months in the past, yet so much had changed—vanished.   

“I’m Lilianna and this is my husband, Brody.” 

“Remember me? I’m Colby, the guy who flew you in from Anchorage. This is my wife Rose. She used to spend more time with you and Lilianna than me.”

“Did not!” the vibrant brunette said with a playful elbow jab to his ribs.

“Nice to meet you,” Jenny found herself saying over and over again, forcing a bright smile, praying for one face—any face to make sense. 

Tanner had been beside her through it all, but still not touching her. Why not? She would have appreciated even the simplest gesture. Maybe resting his hand on the small of her back? Reminding her that though she might feel alone, she would always have him. But what if she didn’t? What if like this roomful of strangers, she never remembered what they’d once shared?

And he grew tired of waiting for her to figure it out?

“These two lugs,” Brody said, “are my former SEAL teammates and now business partners. Patrick and Hawk—not his real name, but it’s been so long since we used it, his nickname kinda stuck. Somewhere around here is—”

“Wait…” Jenny’s heart pounded. “I know you… I know you!” Jenny was so thrilled to find a familiar face that in her rush to hug Hawk, she spilled her sparkling cider. Hawk was her boyfriend. A dark-haired, dark-eyed thrill-seeker with a penchant for going fast and hard in all things from driving his vintage Porsche to… 

Her cheeks blazed when remembering other, infinitely more private activities at which he’d excelled.

Not thinking, just doing, she kissed him full on his lips, twining her arms around his neck. “I’ve felt like I was in the Twilight Zone. But now I remember everything. Thank goodness, I found you. We can get back to surfing lessons and this time, I promise not to chicken out when—”

“Whoa…” Hawk gently, yet firmly extricated himself from her hold. “It’s been a while since we kissed. Don’t you remember? How you dumped me for this guy?” 

Tanner strolled up just in time to witness her shame. And unfathomable disappointment. Just when she’d believed her life again made sense, reality tumbled further from her grasp. 

“Hawk…” He shook her apparently former boyfriend’s hand. “Long time, no see. I’d heard you retired and were now working with Brody.” 

“It’s been crazy busy.” He glanced from Tanner to Jenny. “Brody’s had me leading back country climbing treks. I’m pretty psyched about getting paid to have fun.”

“I’m sure.” 

Jenny’s throat ached from the effort of holding back tears. From the tension of all eyes on her as she realized the gravity of what she’d just done in kissing another man who not only wasn’t her boyfriend, but her husband or baby’s father. Messy didn’t begin to describe the tangled mess in her heart.

She wanted to be kissed and held and adored. All of those sensations were so clear with Hawk. Why weren’t they with Tanner? What was she missing?  

“Speaking of which…” Hawk hitched his thumb toward the door. “I’ve got a party heading out early tomorrow. I should drop by the lodge to make sure they’ve settled in okay.”

“Don’t leave,” Jenny said, but then covered her mouth with her hands when she realized she’d spoken her heartfelt plea out load. Take me with you!

Hawk looked from her to Tanner. 

The two men seemed to speak without saying a word. 

“Hawk…” As if his next words would cost his soul, Tanner slowly exhaled. “Would you mind doing me a favor and taking Jenny with you to the lodge? I’d appreciate you catching her up to speed on current events.”

“Um…” More shared looks. 

More tension when the group held their collective breaths.

“Sure, man. It would be my pleasure. Jenny? Are you okay with that?”

Nibbling her lower lip, she nodded. 

“Text when you’re ready,” Tanner said. “I’ll pick you up.”

Jenny should have been thrilled, so why did she feel torn?
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“ARE YOU SURE that was a wise decision?” Colby scowled. 

Brody stood on Tanner’s opposite side wearing an equally glum expression. 

“Hawk’s a SEAL brother,” Brody said. “I never would have brought him into our circle if I believed otherwise. Trust me, he’ll remind Jenny of the current score.”

“Hon,” Lilianna crossed her arms. “Don’t you think Tanner should know—”

“Tanner knows all he needs. Neither Hawk nor Jenny would knowingly hurt him.”

Head bowed, Tanner pressed the heels of his hands to his forehead. 

Honestly? Back in the hospital, when he’d first heard Hawk was back in his life, he’d feared this very thing. Ultimately, when it came to him and Jenny’s relationship, Hawk’s wild streak had been his biggest attractor and detractor. Jenny hated that her former fling had lived life too close to the edge. At a moment’s notice, he’d be up for diving with great whites or illegal drag racing. He needed the rush. She needed security. Their flame snuffed mere months after starting. 

But apparently, that brief rush of excitement meant more to her than their six dull years of marriage. Maybe Tanner was stupid for fighting the attraction? Even back then, maybe he should have stayed out of it when she’d asked him for advice on taming Hawk. He’d told her it would never happen—not to be cruel, but because he’d seen the devil in too many other SEALs not to recognize the fact that fast and loose might be a way of life, but it wasn’t a way to stay alive.

Typically, it was sooner than later when the devil snatched them home. 

He’d told a teary-eyed Jenny the same. 

After she’d ended things with Hawk, she’d started bringing Tanner day-old baked goods from the holistic bakery and yoga center she helped her sister run. He’d taken a few classes—not because he gave a shit about yoga or health food, but because he couldn’t get enough of Jenny. 

Hawk had given his blessing, and that was that. 

On a Valentine’s Day dinner date complete with strawberries and champagne and a red velvet, heart-shaped box of chocolates and a diamond solitaire, he’d asked her to be his wife and she’d accepted. They’d married on V-Day a year later.

“She looked lost,” Lilianna said. 

Rose wandered up. “We’ll just have to find her.”

“I’m not sure if it’s possible.” Tanner looked up to find himself surrounded by friends. “If she wants Hawk—”

“Stop.” Hands on her hips, Rose said, “No woman in her right mind wants Hawk for anything other than a hot roll between the—”

“Yeah, let’s kill that thought.” Colby’s gaze narrowed. “All present know Hawk’s reputation as a lady’s man, but Tanner, he’s not husband or father material. You are.”

“Right.” He laughed. “Which is why Jenny was divorcing me. Face it, I’m as boring as a box of bricks.”

“No…” Lilianna cleared her throat. “According to Jenny, you were so focused on your career that you paid zero attention to her.”

“That’s B.S. I was working to put a roof over our heads and keep her in scrapbooking supplies.”

“Okay, well.” Lilianna sighed. “I understand, but she didn’t. What I’m guessing you viewed as a protective streak toward her, she viewed as controlling. You wouldn’t even let her go for a jog by herself.”

“Have you missed the memo about our growing bear population? And don’t get me started on the moose. Henry damn near got plowed down by one last summer while he was weeding his garden. This is a dangerous town.”

“He makes a valid point,” Brody said.

Colby nodded. 

Rose rolled her eyes. “Bottom line, you and Jenny fell out of love, but with the baby coming, before the fire, everything was getting better. Things can get better again. You just have to be patient.”

Easier said than done. 

He’d been patient with his recovery. Patient in waiting to see his wife. Patient in getting her to come home. But he’d be damned if he’d patiently sit by while Jenny kissed some other dude in front of everyone they knew. 

If she wanted Hawk, she could damn well have him. Tanner was tired of trying.
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Chapter Nine

 

 

“WOMAN, DO YOU have any idea what a shitstorm you’ve just caused?” 

Jenny winced when Hawk slammed her door on his black Hummer, then rounded the front to climb behind the wheel. 

“Tanner was fifty shades of pissed. You’re his property. What you and I shared is long behind us and as far as I’m concerned, you chose the better man.”

He started the engine, thrusting the powerful vehicle backwards, then gunning it forward. 

“How can you say that? First, I’m not any man’s property. And second, it feels like just a few days ago when you kissed me and promised I was—”

“No!” He slammed the heel of his hand against the wheel. “That wasn’t days ago, Jenny, but months—I mean, years. Another fact you’ve conveniently forgotten is that right after my pretty speech, I stood you up for a date because La Jolla had twenty-foot swells. The next time you planned a special night, I missed it because I’d zoned out while working on my car. It’s not that I didn’t have a thing for you. I just focused on my own needs more. What you and I shared was never more than hot sex. You and Tanner were always the real deal.”

“Let me out.” Jenny clenched the passenger door’s handle. 

“I told Tanner I’m taking you to the lodge, and that’s where you’re going.”

“Why are you being cruel?”

“I’m being real.” He turned from the side road onto the town’s main road. It was the start of tourist season and as they drove alongside the lake where Colby landed his plane, the lakeside trail hummed with bike riders and couples holding hands. Smiling parents, watching toddlers run ahead. Everyone belonged except her. She thought finding Hawk meant finding her true home, but she couldn’t have been more wrong. Or more confused. 

How could her time with him seem more real, more vivid, than the years she’d spent with her husband? 

Hawk said, “I’m sorry, okay?”

Hugging herself, she nodded. 

“Tanner adores you. What he lacks in presentation, he more than makes up for in being a stand-up guy. With him, you will never be stood-up or worry that you come second to anything or anyone else.”

“But I don’t know him!” Angling on the seat to face the man she’d thought was her boyfriend, she said, “Back at the party, I didn’t know anyone besides you. Do you have any idea how confusing that is? How terrifying? When I found you, it felt effortless—like slipping into my favorite hoodie or listening to my favorite song. With Tanner, everyone tells me I loved him enough to marry him and have his baby, but if that’s true, why can’t I feel it?” She pressed her hand to her thundering heart. “What’s wrong with me?”

He’d pulled the Hummer into a parking space at the lakeside trailhead, then killed the engine.

After unbuckling his seatbelt, he did the same to hers, and then drew her against him for a hug. “Let’s get one thing straight—there’s not a damned thing wrong with you.”

She’d have expected herself to feel more comfortable in Hawk’s hold as she had beside the iris-filled marsh with Tanner, but it didn’t feel right at all. Why? Could her heart finally be telling her something her mind didn’t yet know?

Jenny pushed back. “Thank you for taking me with you, but I think I’m ready for Tanner to come get me.”

“Sure?”

She nodded. 

“I’ll let him know…” While Hawk texted her husband, Jenny peered out the car window, longingly wishing she didn’t feel like an outsider to her own life. In a way, like all the happy people on the trail, she was just visiting. Only her return ticket wasn’t merely open-ended, but blank. 

And far from being happy, all she wanted to do was cry… 
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TANNER HAD PREPARED himself for the news that Jenny chose Hawk over him. When he received the text from his old rival not thirty minutes after they’d left, he was shocked, but not especially hopeful this was a win.

On the short drive to the lakeside park, he wasn’t even sure what he wanted to say. What was proper etiquette on your wife taking off with her former boyfriend?

He pulled into the lot, stopping alongside Hawk’s massive rig. He always had been a showboat. But when push came to shove, Tanner had trusted him under enemy fire, which meant he had no choice but to trust him now, right?

When it came to leaving the infamous ladies’ man alone with his wife?

No.

He found Jenny and Hawk seated atop a concrete picnic table at the glassy lake’s edge.

“Hey,” he said on his approach.

“I’m sorry about party what happened kiss.” She covered her mouth with her hands and shook her head. 

“Are we cool?” Hawk pushed himself off the table to stand beside it. 

“Yeah,” Tanner shook his SEAL brother’s extended hand. “Thanks for getting Jen out of that party. It was probably too much, too soon.”

“No problem. Glad to help.” He waved to Jenny, then doubled back, ambushing her in a hug. “Think about what I said. Tanner will not only be a great husband to you, but a great dad.” Hawk nodded to Tanner, then jogged toward his ride. “Catch you later, man.”

“Strange night, huh?” Tanner took Hawk’s vacated seat atop the table.

Rather than respond, she drew her lower lip into her mouth.

In the day’s fading light, her pale complexion appeared ethereal, her slumped posture fragile and defeated. His heart ached for her. But he also ached for himself. 

Where did that leave them? 

“I’m tired,” he said. 

“We should leave. Go to sleep.”

“Not that kind of tired.” He rubbed his palm over his stubble-covered jaw. “I can’t do this. I thought I could—wait for you to remember who we are. But I’m exhausted. There were all those days we spent in Anchorage, and then San Diego, and if during all of that time you didn’t see a glimpse of the reason why we fell in love, then I’m prepared to let you go. We’ll work out a custody arrangement. It’s not ideal, but…” His chest ached from giving voice to his soul’s pain.

“Is that what you want? For me to go back to my parents?”

Shrugging, he said, “It’s not what I want, but maybe for you, it’s what’s right.”

He wanted her to fight him. To shout and rail in protest. 

But she remained quiet and so did he. What was she thinking? Would he ever know? 

Was he strong enough to want to know?

Forty minutes later, they’d returned to the house that didn’t remotely feel like home. She went directly from the garage to her bedroom. He made a ham sandwich in the kitchen that still smelled like smoke, then found an old Jackie Chan movie on Netflix.

There’d be plenty of time to figure out flight arrangements in the morning. For now, he needed to chill. To remind himself that he’d had a full life before meeting Jenny and would someday be happy once she was gone. He’d spend equal time raising their baby and given enough space, whether she accepted him as her husband or not he’d learn to not care. 

Time. Space. All he needed to accept their impossible situation. 

He closed his eyes, leaning his head back against sofa, abandoning himself to exhaustion. He’d drifted into welcome sleep when he heard her. Unsure if he was dreaming, he ignored the soft familiarity of her saying his name. 

“Tanner?” She sat beside him, touching his hand.

That’s when he knew she was real enough for him to open his eyes. 

“Tanner, I have a question for you.”

Hand to God, if she asked him to have Colby fly her out tonight, he’d lose his—

“H-Hawk, well…” Head bowed, she said, “He hugged me, but I liked your hug—next to the irises—better.” Faintly smiling, she cocked her head. “I thought that was significant. And if you don’t mind, I think I might like to stay. You know, just to see what that might mean—the fact that I’d rather have you comfort me than him.”

Hope swelled deep inside him, but the part of Tanner that had gotten his hopes up too many times before refused to fully abandon himself to what may only be Jenny’s folly.

“Another thing I’d like,” she said barely loud enough for him to hear, “is for you to take me to the house we once shared—or, at least what’s left of it.”

“It’s just a grassy lot.”

“That’s okay. I think it’s important for me to see it.”

“We’ll go first thing in the morning.”

“Another thing I wondered—do you think Rose and Lilianna might have more pictures of us together—besides the one that was on the cake?”

“I’m sure they do. Want me to pick them up?”

She shook her head. “I think I’d like best if they showed me. And shared stories.”

“We can do that, too.”

“Thank you.” As if they’d completed a formal business meeting as opposed to a conversation between a man and wife, she abruptly left the sofa to veer toward the kitchen. “I’m hungry. Would you like to share an omelet?”

“Yes, please.” It didn’t matter that he was still full from his earlier ham sandwich. The only thing that mattered was that Jenny was trying to meet him halfway. The least he could do was return the favor.
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Chapter Ten

 

 

“THIS IS IT. But like I said, there’s not much to see.”

Once Tanner pulled his SUV alongside the empty lot that had held her home, Jenny removed her seatbelt and opened the door. “Walk me through it. I want to know everything. Where the front door was and the living room. The kitchen and our bedroom.”

He took her hand, walking her the thirty feet where their sidewalk had once been. “This was our front porch. You always wanted a swing. I promised you one for your last birthday, but I ended up going on a rescue for a trout fishing party. Their plane went down a hundred miles north of here. It was a bitch getting to them, but Colby, Brody and I did it. Our friend, Sergei, too.”

“I’m glad you found the fishermen and they were unharmed, but did you do that often?”

“What? Leave on rescue missions? Of course. That’s my job—or, it was.”

“That’s not what I mean. When Hawk and I talked, he said there were lots of times when he stood me up for our dates. He said you were the kind of man who would always put me first, but sounds like that’s not entirely true?”

He grimaced. While he appreciated Hawk’s glowing review, those words were impossible to live up to. His friend should have known that.

“Tanner?”

“You are always first in my heart, but I’ve dedicated my entire adult life to helping others. If it seemed as if I didn’t spend as much time with you as I would have liked, you have to believe it was never personal.”

“But did you ever think that for me it was? I don’t think I’d marry lightly. I also don’t think I’d casually divorce. There had to be reasons.”

“There were. The time thing was a huge issue—never enough. But there were other factors. You hated Alaska. You missed your parents and sister. My whole life is here, yours is there. We never did reach a compromise.”

“I understand.”

They stood there in awkward silence. Their broken past built a wall between them.

Tanner was relieved when she said, “Show me more of our house.”

He stepped past what would have been their entry hall, and then living room. “The TV was here. We had bookcases on either side. You took weeks making beige book covers. You learned calligraphy to write the titles and authors on the spines. At the time, I thought you were crazy, but in the end, it looked cool. Clean and neat. I never told you, and I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” A smile tickled her lips. “Just last month I saw a project like that in a decorating magazine. I tried getting my sister to do it, but she said I was nuts.”

They shared a laugh. And the air suddenly felt easier to breathe. 

“Through here was the kitchen. We always talked about getting new appliances. The ones we had were crap. The electric stove was powder blue. It matched the hall toilet.”

“No way?”

“I kid you not. But we did use both to negotiate a couple grand off the asking price.”

“Nice.”

“Down this hall was our guest room, but you used it for crafts. Remind me when we get back to the house to help you order whatever you want online.”

“I will. That sounds fun.”

“Our master bedroom and bath were here. The bed was on this wall. I’d just bought you a rocker I picked up at a yard sale for when you had the baby. The bathroom is where…” He couldn’t bring himself to relive the horror.

“Mom and Dad told me I fell and hit my head on the tub. If it hadn’t been for you, I’d have died of smoke inhalation or worse. They said you were burned because you took too much time saving me.”

“The way I see it, it’s not like I had a lot of options.”

“Did we have pets?”

“No. Not even a goldfish. My friend Sergei’s cat had kittens a couple years back. He offered us a pair so they wouldn’t be lonely, but you said you didn’t want the hassle of a litter box.”

“I’m sorry. What color were the kittens you wanted?”

“Calico.” Lips pressed tight, he turned for the car.  

“Based on my unique perspective of being an outside observer,” Jenny said, “sounds like we both played a part in the divorce. For what it’s worth, I’m not proud of mine.”

“Water under the bridge.” He helped her into the car before walking around to climb in beside her. “Have you seen enough?”

She nodded. “Do you think your friends have photos of the house?”

“Our friends. And maybe? We’ll ask.”

He started the engine and pulled away from the curb with a mixed bag of emotions. Sadness, relief, trepidation for their shared future. Or if they’d even share a future at all.
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“THANKS SO MUCH for coming,” Jenny held open the door for Rose and pregnant Lilianna, welcoming them inside. It had been two days since Tanner had taken her on the tour of their former home and the weather had turned ugly. Driving rain alternated with sleet that a north wind drove against the windows with enough force that she feared they’d break. But inside, Tanner had built a cozy fire in the hearth. Its soothing warmth made it hard to believe how much damage fire could do when left unchecked. “I figured we could sit at the kitchen table. I made cocoa. I hope you like it. It seemed to suit the day.”

“That sounds delicious,” Rose said, shrugging free of her coat. “I love the new place. Tanner drove us nuts making sure every detail was just right.”

“Remember the sofa fiasco?” Lilianna laughed. “Jenny, you used to have a burgundy-striped Bernhardt that you loved, so Tanner ordered you a lookalike. Only when it was delivered, the stripes were purple. It was hideous—not at all like the online picture. He went nuts. I’ve never seen a guy try so hard to please someone who wasn’t even here. Speaking of which, where is he?”

“He’s on a grocery run. Didn’t want me and the baby out in this weather.”

“Good man,” Rose said. “When I was pregnant, Colby treated me like I was a giant china figurine. He was sweet, though.”

“Brody’s the same. I think since I went through my first pregnancy on my own, guilt has him all the more determined to make my second—”

“He died…” Jenny froze. “Your first husband—what was his name? What was his name? Don’t tell me.” She pressed her fingertips to her forehead. “Brandon. His name was Brandon.” Hot, silent tears slid down her cheeks. “I-I’m so sorry he’s gone.”

“H-how did you know?” Now, Lilianna was swiping tears with the sleeves of her oversized forest green maternity sweater.

“No clue. It makes no sense.”

“Let me show you a picture of him…” Rose took a half-dozen completed scrapbooks from a zipped vinyl tote. “He and Brody were twins.” She opened the top book, flipped to the three-quarters mark, then pointed to a print. “Here’s the two of them skiing at Alyeska.” 

“They look happy.” 

“They were,” Lilianna said. “It was a good day. We still have good days, but they’re different. I imagine it’s the same for you and Tanner?”

Jenny nodded. “We’ve settled into a routine, taking walks in the morning and afternoon. We don’t talk all that much, but he always holds my hand. I like that.”

“Progress…” Rose said with an easy smile. She was a beauty. With her dark hair, she reminded Jenny of a Disney princess. Snow White? Lilianna, too—only she was blonde. Cinderella? 

Rose opened a new scrapbook. “You helped me make this. These photos were Colby’s. He took them before I’d even met him. You and Tanner used to own a fishing lodge. As part of the divorce settlement, he sold it.”

“Did he love it?”

Rose and Lilianna shared a look. 

Lilianna said, “It was a tough life for both of you—gratifying, but tourist season was a blur. He took the fire chief job to try spending more time with you. But that backfired when it ended up taking even more of his time than the lodge.” 

They flipped through picture after picture. 

Album after album. 

All of them eventually became a blur. For the most part, Jenny had looked happy. Way more polished. She and Tanner hammed for the camera and more often than not held hands. In one Valentine’s Day photo, they kissed. Why didn’t he kiss her now? In fact, aside from holding her hand on their twice-a-day walks, they rarely touched. She wanted to hug and cuddle and experiment with more. To see if his faintly familiar breath tasted as good as it smelled.

“Could I have this?” Jenny asked, tapping the shot.

“Keep the whole book.” Rose closed it, giving it a light shove across the table. “In fact, keep all of them that feature you and Tanner.”

“But they’re yours.” 

“Since you lost your copies in the fire, now, consider them yours.”

“Thank you. I’ll take good care of them.”

“I know you will.” Rose’s smile was as kind as her gift. “Take good care of Tanner, too. He loves you so much. Given time, I know you’ll learn to love him.”

The more Jenny was with him, the more she realized her new friend was right. Maybe a part of her already did love Tanner? But what did he feel for her? Didn’t he want to kiss her?
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Chapter Eleven

 

 

MAY PASSED, AND then June. 

Tanner had planned to return to work, but he had enough money saved from selling the fishing lodge that it was all too easy to fall into a comfortable stay-at-home routine with Jenny. They continued with their morning and afternoon walks and were now physically stronger, but mental baggage still weighed them both down.

He’d built her a porch swing, but it was freestanding and occupied a corner of the back deck. Jenny had planted cheery pots of red and white petunias on either side. He loved watching her enjoy his creation, hugging her baby bump, humming happy songs. 

Was she happy? He wanted her to be. Lord knew, he was trying to help. 

Fourth of July in Kodiak Gorge was bedlam. Between tourists and locals, he had to park two blocks from the street where the mayor held the annual parade.

The weather was beyond perfect with a clear blue sky and temps in the eighties. 

“Sure you want to do this?” he asked Jenny, who’d bought herself a festive red gingham sundress for the occasion. Lord, she looked pretty. With her once-short hair now long enough for pigtails, she could have been a teen. Their baby had grown to the point that she waddled when she walked. He kept it to himself that he thought all of her changes were adorable. 

“You said watching the parade was something we always did as a—oh!”

“What’s wrong? Are you sick?”

“No.” She grinned. “The baby kicked extra hard. Maybe at my last sonogram I should have let the technician tell me the sex?”

“I’d rather be surprised,” he said, more than a little jealous. He wanted to feel their baby, too. He craved cupping his hands to Jenny’s rounded belly. 

“Why don’t you ever go with me to see the sonogram? Or ask to feel?”

“Feel the kicking?”

“Uh huh.”

“I’d love to be involved in every aspect of your doctor visits and feel the baby kick. I didn’t think you’d want me that close. If you didn’t think you could handle a manicure, I figured you also wouldn’t want me touching you.”

“I assumed you didn’t want to…” She took his hand, guiding his right palm to the peak of her bump, then covering his hand with hers.

When the baby kicked beneath his palm, tears sprung to Tanner’s eyes. “That’s amazing.”

“I know, right?”

“How often does it happen?”

“All the time. Whenever you want to feel, let me know. I don’t mind.”

“Thank you. I will.” Being with her like this made him crave more of the same openness and communication. All this time they’d been together, yet living more like roomies than husband and wife.

Once they’d left the car and walked hand-in-hand toward Main, she asked, “Will there be cotton candy at the parade?”

“Probably. You used to love it—pink.”

“Judging by that sweet smell, I think I still do.”

Tanner found Jenny a seat on a bench, bought her a bag of pink cotton candy, then stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders while float after float drifted by. Most businesses used the same ones each year, but improved upon them. 

“Look! Is that Lilianna on the bank float?”

“She works there.” The float featured a log shed that had been decorated with dollar signs and plastic gold coins. Standing out front was an employee wearing a bear costume and Mardi Gras beads. Lilianna stood alongside the dancing grizzly, throwing candy to waving kids.

“How fun! Did we have a float for the fishing lodge?”

“Yeah. It was just one of our fishing boats on a trailer, but you dressed like a sexy Statue of Liberty.” He couldn’t resist leaning lower to whisper, “You looked hot.”

“Thanks.” She grinned. “Do you ever miss it? The lodge—not the float.”

“I do. But it’s okay. It wasn’t your thing and I couldn’t run it alone.”

In between clown cars and the ten-member Kodiak Gorge Marching Band, she said, “I wasn’t very nice.”

“Don’t say that.”

“But why didn’t we run the lodge together?”

“That was the plan, but sometimes things just don’t work out.”

“What if we bought it back?”

“Not possible.”

“We could buy land. Build a new one.”

“That’s a nice dream, but for now, let’s just watch the parade.” Tanner wished he could follow his own advice. All he wanted to watch was Jenny. He loved her so much, yet this woman he shared a house with wasn’t her. Jenny had been fiery and brimming with opinions on everything from paint colors to what they ate to politics. Jenny 2.0 rarely raised her voice, didn’t seem interested in any of the crafting materials he’d bought her, and cared more about watching deer graze in the yard than decorating the house or her nails. 

When the parade ended, they joined up with Brody, who watched his infant nephew and now stepson, Donny, while Lilianna finished helping her coworkers stow the float. Rose and Colby were meeting them at the lakeside park for barbecue and dancing.  

Since it didn’t get dark this time of year till midnight, fireworks would be the last item on the party agenda.

They found Rose and Colby in the sun-dappled shade of a stand of aspens.

A warm, musky-smelling breeze drifted off the sun-sparked lake that sported a flotilla of float planes from all over the state. A new arrival touched down with barely a splash.  

Rose had spread a blue blanket across the velvety grass, but their son Nick was showing off his new walking skills and would much rather explore than sit. 

Ten-month-old Donny wanted in on the action, but could only crawl. What he apparently viewed as a grave injustice resulted in a temper tantrum. 

“Could I hold him?” Jenny asked Brody. “I’d love some practice before our little one arrives.”

“Be my guest.” Brody plucked his stepson from the grass, brushed off his baby blue jeans and red plaid shirt, then handed him to Jenny. “I’m not sure when Lilianna will finally get here, but I’ll be glad when she does. She’s much better at tackling these situations.”

Rose laughed. “Maybe that’s because when Donny pitches a fit, you let her handle it?”

“Guilty,” Brody admitted. 

Tanner’s heart came dangerously close to bursting when seeing Jenny hold Donny. He couldn’t wait to see her with their child. And unlike Brody, Tanner wanted to experience his son or daughter’s every mood. 

He wished this day would last forever. The sun. The smiles. The prayer that if he held on long enough, Jenny would once again love him. He had no doubt she liked him—even cared for him—but that was a long way from where he wanted to be. 

When they thought no one was looking, Rose and Colby shared kisses and whispers and smoldering looks. Once Lilianna returned thirty minutes later, Brody’s entire face lit to see her. She ran to him, hugging her husband and then their son. 

Meanwhile, Tanner stood there like an oaf, mooning over his wife who didn’t even seem to see him. What was he doing wrong? He’d nailed friendship, but where was their former passion? Sex had always been the easy part. 

Just when Tanner didn’t think this couples picnic could get more awkward, Hawk and Patrick strolled across the green. Hawk carried a massive red cooler and had canvas totes slung over each shoulder. Patrick’s only contribution to the party was a woman whose coppery hair glinted in the sun. 

Tanner did a double take.

No way?

On autopilot, Tanner found himself jogging toward his former nurse, Stephie King, crushing her in a bear hug. “What are you doing here?”

“What do you think? I’m here for barbecue and hot single guys—not married old fogies like you.” She punctuated her teasing words with one of her easy grins. 

He’d missed her. In an odd way, he missed the hospital when his sole focus had been recovering for Jenny. If he’d known she wouldn’t be there for him at the end of his journey, would he have fought so hard to get better?  

“Stephie! You made it!” Rose leapt from the blanket to greet their new arrival. “And I’m happy to see my welcoming committee found you.”

“This crowd is just as fun and rowdy as you promised,” Stephie said after hugging Rose and then Lilianna. “You weren’t kidding about the cute guys, either.” She winked at Tanner. “Who’s got beer?”

“Got it.” Patrick took a sweating can from Hawk’s cooler.

“I see how it is…” Hawk landed a sucker punch to Patrick’s shoulder. “I lug the beer over here, but you get all the credit?”

“Guilty.” Patrick handed the beer to Stephie, then popped open another can for himself. “Who’s up for sniper Frisbee?”

“I’m down,” Hawk dug through one of his totes for a stack of neon green discs. 

Stephie cocked her head. “What’s the difference between sniper Frisbee and the regular kind?”

Rose sighed. “The regular kind is fun. This version usually results in a run to the ER for stitches.”

“Hey—” Patrick argued. “I can stitch my own battle wounds.”

Lilianna rolled her eyes. “Brody, you’re not allowed to play. I promised Trace you’d help man the bank’s grill.” Trace Stanton was the bank’s vice president and her boss. 

“Not even for like thirty minutes?” Brody whispered something to his wife that made her redden. 

“Okay,” she said while laughing with her hands pressed to flushed cheeks. “But only thirty minutes. And you’d better not come back bleeding!”

“Yes, ma’am.” While Hawk passed out three Frisbees to each player, Brody gave his wife a mock salute. 

Colby scooped up Nick, planting him in the blanket’s center before chasing after his friends. 

“Aren’t you playing?” Lilianna asked Tanner. “We’ll keep Jenny company. I’ve been saving the story of when all of you tough SEALs nearly drowned in the Second Annual Kodiak Gorge Raft Race.”

“For the record,” Tanner pointed to Brody. “That fiasco was all on your husband who never could tie a decent knot.” 

“Whatever…” Brody snagged a beer from Hawk’s cooler, then gestured for Tanner to follow. “Hurry up. My leash already got shorter.”

“Thirty minutes!” Lilianna shouted after them.

“Are we doing this in teams or singles?”

“Since I don’t have a clue what’s about to happen,” Stephie said, “I vote teams. Tanner, I pick you.”

“Why would you pick him?” Patrick protested. “He sucks at this game.”

Stephie shrugged. “Guess I’ve always had a thing for underdogs.”

After Hawk outlined the rules which were basically hide-and-seek, but with an ambush attack element, Tanner led Stephie to a stand of pines. He found one with low enough branches for her to easily climb, then they settled in to wait.

“This is kind of a boring game.” Stephie yawned.

“It usually picks up once someone’s bleeding and gets pissed enough for revenge. Until then, settle in for some R & R in a tree.”

“Will do.” After maybe a minute’s silence, she asked, “Are things between you and Jenny as awkward as they seem?”

“You noticed?”

“Sorry, but it was kind of hard not to. I walked in on two of the most adorable families ever, and then there were you two. Jenny looked ready to burst into tears and you looked poised to punch the nearest tree.”

“Come on, it’s not that bad. We’re friends.”

Eyebrows raised she said, “I’m friends with the HVAC guy who’s constantly trying to keep my apartment’s ancient heater chugging along, but that doesn’t mean I want to marry him.”

“Here’s the deal…” He struggled to find the right words. “I love her, but I don’t especially feel in love with her. Somewhere along the way we’ve lost the spark that made us work. I’ll be damned if I know how to get it back.”

“Have you…” She made a crude hand gesture of the sort he’d have expected from one of his SEAL buddies. “…You know?”

“Geez, Stephie. Get your mind out of the gutter. I haven’t even kissed her. She’s pregnant and still fragile from the whole coma thing.”

“She didn’t look all that fragile to me. Her color’s great. When I saw her tickle Lilianna and Brody’s kid, her coordination seemed good. Did you ever think maybe it’s you with the problem?”

“How could I have a problem when all I want is to get my wife back?”

“But how can you do that when you’re not treating her like a wife? Back in the day, would you ask permission to kiss her or hold her or you know…” There she went again with the gesture.

“Stop that. And no way have I done any of those things. Like I said, she’s not all there. How do I know she’d even want me? Since the fire, I’m not the same.”

Stephie sighed. “My vibe changes every ten minutes. Big deal. My advice, knock off the Mr. Friendly routine and make Jenny feel like a wanted woman.”

“But—” Thump! Something hard and green hit his temple. “Ouch. What the—”

“Nailed you!” Hawk stood at the base of the tree looking mighty proud of himself. 

Patrick said, “See, Stephie? Told you Tanner’s lousy at this game.”

For the record, it was looking like Tanner was lousy at a lot of things—especially winning back his wife.
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Chapter Twelve

 

 

THE DAY SHOULD have been special. It had started out that way with Tanner feeling the baby kick and then sharing the sweet parade. But then his former nurse barged into their party and Hawk was there, glowering and downing beer after beer and instead of the fun holiday spirit bringing Jenny and her husband closer, it had driven them further apart.

Now, Jenny wandered from the crowd gathered for fireworks. She walked along the lakeside trail, cupping her hands over the baby. Had she made a mistake letting her family convince her to return to Kodiak Gorge?

“There you are…” Tanner jogged to catch up with her. “Everything okay?”

“Sure.” What a loaded question. On the surface, everything between them was fine, but on a deeper level, she wasn’t at all sure how things were going between them.

“How great is it seeing Stephie again? Well, for me, anyway. I guess you never really knew her. She was a godsend. A real-life angel. There’s no way I could have gotten through—”

Jenny stopped. “Do you love her?”

“W-what?” Tanner coughed.

“You heard me. It’s a simple question. Do. You. Love. Her? Because I get the feeling that you sure as hell don’t love me.”

“How can you say that? You’re my world.”

“Am I?” She swiped stupid tears. “What’s wrong with me? Do you find me unattractive? We’ve been living together for over two months, yet aside from the occasional peck to my forehead or holding my hand on our walks, we might as well be brother and sister.”

“Babe…” He slashed his fingers through his hair. 

“That’s it, right? You don’t think I’m—”

Framing her face with his hands, he tilted his head to not just kiss her, but claim her. At first, the pressure was almost painful in its beauty, but then it softened and she opened her mouth to him for a thrilling sweep of their tongues. The hope for them that had lived in her chest like a budding flower now opened and spread and bloomed. She relaxed into him, releasing a breathy mew.

“Does that answer your question?”

“Mmm hmm…” She clung to him, hungry for more, but wanting to savor this precious moment when she first realized it no longer mattered if she’d forgotten she and Tanner’s past because she was cautiously optimistic about their shared future.

“No more ridiculous questions about me wanting anyone other than you?”

“Not as long as I get regular reminders of that fact. Tanner, I want things to be different—better. Richer. Once the baby comes, we won’t have as much time for each other. When I see couples like Rose and Colby, Lilianna and Brody, it makes me feel like we’re not doing it right.”

“I know.” He rested his forehead against hers. “But with you not knowing me, I didn’t want to touch you without your permission.”

“That’s sweet, but if we’d dated this long without a single kiss, I would have told all my girlfriends I was afraid you swing for the other team. But now that I know there is, I feel stupid for wasting so much time.”

He kissed her again with such heady urgency, her knees threatened to buckle. 

All the time they’d been together, how could she have failed to recognize this chemical connection?

A thundering pop, then shrieks signaled the start of the fireworks show. 

Tanner took her hand, guiding her to a nearby grassy bank where he helped her sit, then filled in behind her, drawing her back to rest her head against his chest. The fireworks were stunning, but nothing compared to the tingly excitement surging through her. Like a teen in the throes of her first crush, when Tanner wrapped his arms around her, lacing his fingers atop their baby, she could have swooned.

The fireworks, the delicious sensation of falling for a man her heart already knew, was surreal. She wanted this night to last forever. 

Thirty minutes later, when the show ended and all at once the entire crowd rose to leave the park, she and Tanner stayed. “Earlier today,” he said, playing with one of her pigtails, “I was afraid we’d never find this again.”

“Tell me about one of our happy times.”

“The summer before I left the Navy, I had a long weekend leave and we decided to go on a road trip. Not thirty minutes outside of San Diego, we had a flat.”

“Oh no. It was easy to fix, right?”

“Correct. But then late Friday night, we got to the Arizona state park where we’d planned to camp for the weekend and had another flat—only this time, since the spare had already been used, we were up you-know-what creek without a paddle. In the morning, we called a tow truck, but it took the driver six hours to find us. By the time that flat was fixed and the spare, it was almost dark, so we ended up in a roadside motel that had linoleum walls—even in the shower.”

“What? I know you’re messing with me.”

“Hand to God it’s the truth. So, Sunday morning, we check out and climb back in the car only to have it not start. Turns out the battery’s dead. I’d kept my cool till this point, but I totally blew it. I’m letting a string of cusswords fly and what are you doing?”

“I can’t imagine…” He’d backed up to catch her smiling in the semi-darkness. 

“Laughing your ass off…” He lunged in for tickle and had her laughing again. 

“Stop!” She cried on the heels of a giggle. “I’m going to pee!”

“Then you should think about being nice to me in times of struggle.” He was relentless, getting her sides and tummy. But then he stopped and stared. She felt the weight of it in the yellowish gloom.

“What’s wrong?” 

“Not a thing in the world.”

“Then why are you looking at me that way?”

“It just occurred to me that we used to have epic tickle fights.”

“And?”

“You’re ticklish in the same places. Your body remembers…” He grabbed hold of her pigtails, drawing her in for a spellbinding kiss. Not only did her body remember, but when she closed her eyes, she felt transported to another time and place when she was happy. So very happy.

“Take me home,” she whispered. “I want to be with you. All the way with you…” 

“Are you sure? I mean is it safe for you and the baby?”

“According to my maternity books, it’s not only safe, but good for me. We’ll just have to get creative with positions.”

He kissed her again. “Sounds fun.”

After helping her to her feet, Tanner took Jenny’s hand to lead her to the car. This time, instead of clasping it, he eased his fingers between hers. That pleasant tingle returned like confetti being tossed in her tummy. 

Aside from trash and a few lingering couples, the park had cleared out. 

All their friends were gone.

She was secretly glad. Though she was starting to enjoy their company, right now she selfishly wanted Tanner all to herself.

The ride home was quiet, yet intimate with Tanner holding her hand, stroking her palm with his thumb.

He parked in the garage, then helped her up the stairs and into the kitchen. All the lights were off, yet the eerie midnight glow shone through every window. 

“It’s beautiful,” she said, drinking in the view.  

“Not as beautiful as you.” He stood behind her, sweeping her pigtails aside, then kissing the exposed skin. 

She shivered. 

“Cold?”

“Hot.” She spun around to face him. “It’s crazy to me that in a single night, everything’s changed. I feel like we’re finally forging the connection we should have since I first walked through the door.” On her tiptoes, she kissed him, then whispered, “Let’s see what other surprises this night holds in store…”

“My room or yours?”

“How about ours? Move in with me. That bed is comfy, but too big and lonely.”

“Are you sure? If you’re not ready, I’ll understand. In fact—”

“Stop.” Walking backwards up the stairs leading to her room, Jenny’s cheeks hurt from smiling. 

Tanner was a few steps below her, but when she reached the landing, he charged ahead for another kiss. He hugged her, lifting her off her feet to kiss her and spin until she was laughing and breathless and dizzy.

He set her down, kissing her again, but her spirit was still flying. 

She reached back to stabilize herself with the rail, but her ungainly, eight-month-pregnant body no longer performed as planned. She miscalculated the distance and grasped empty air. Before she could do more than cry out, she was falling, falling down the stairs, headfirst until landing with an explosive crack of her head against the wood-plank floor. 

“Jenny!” 

Tanner’s voice was the last thing she heard.
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Chapter Thirteen

 

 

“IT’S GOT THE consistency of tar, but it’ll keep you awake.” Colby handed Tanner a Styrofoam cup filled with coffee.

“Thanks.” The small hospital’s surgery waiting room was too hot, yet Tanner couldn’t recall having ever felt this cold. It was two in the morning. When he couldn’t wake Jenny after her fall, he’d called Kodiak Gorge’s only ambulance to the house. When paramedics lifted her, they found her in a puddle of what they suspected was amniotic fluid. 

With her unconscious and a twenty-hour countdown to how long their baby could safely remain inside her, Tanner had signed surgical consent forms for an emergency C-section. An OB/GYN had just flown in from Anchorage and according to the on-call nurse was already scrubbing in.

Lilianna and Rose huddled together, whispering in low tones. 

Colby sipped his own coffee.

Brody paced.

When the waiting room’s automatic door slid open and Hawk and Patrick rushed through, Brody cut them off at the pass. They seemed to have words, then Hawk brushed past his boss only to have Brody try physically restraining him. Fat chance, since Brody was the brains of his operation and Hawk the brawn. 

“Back off,” Hawk said over his shoulder. “If something happens to her and I didn’t get this off my chest, I’d never forgive myself.”

Tanner’s gaze narrowed while slowly rising from his chair. The yawning pit in his stomach told him that whatever Brody and Hawk had fought about concerned Jenny.

“Hawk,” Tanner said with a nod. “We’ve got this covered. There was no need for you to come.”

“Yes, there was. I have something to tell you that you’re not going to like, but needs to be said.”

“Now isn’t the time,” Brody said to Hawk. “You’re being a selfish prick.”

“Agreed.” Colby stood beside Team Brody.

“Selfish prick is my best look.” Hawk bowed his head.

Even Rose and Lilianna joined the fray.

Patrick held back, texting furiously on his iPhone. 

“Would someone tell me what the hell is going on?” Tanner asked. “My wife is fighting for her life. My baby is also in danger. Hawk, whatever beef you’ve got, I agree with Colby and Brody that this isn’t a good time.”

“There’s no right way to say this…” Hawk forced a deep breath. 

Rose clamped her hand over her mouth.

Tanner’s already spiked heartrate shot to an unhealthy degree. 

“Don’t do this,” Brody said. “Jenny’s not the same person. You’re not only hurting her, but Tanner.”

“Don’t you get it?” Hawk clenched his hands into fists. “My whole life I’ve been a total douche. Up until now, I was okay with it. But then I saw all of you with your perfect families and I wanted more. Tanner, when you and Jenny officially split, and she moved back to San Diego, we—”

“No, no, no…” Tanner turned his back on Hawk. Whatever the bastard had to say, he didn’t care to hear it. 

“She told me your divorce was final. I believed her. It was just a fling—for both of us. It meant nothing. I was a convenient rebound. When she learned the paperwork on your divorce had been screwed, and she came back up here to see you, I assumed that was the end of it. But then she called to tell me she was pregnant. And she didn’t know which of us was the father, so…”

“Are you kidding me?” Tanner said through clenched teeth. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Rose assured. “Jenny loves you. She’s always loved you.”

“She sure had a funny way of showing it. How long have all of you known?”

Their silence spoke volumes. 

“Screw each and every one of you.” Tanner punched the nearest wall. The painted concrete block won. With his fist bloodied and mind spinning, he ducked into the bathroom for privacy and paper towels. He locked the door behind him, letting the cold water run to partially drown out the sounds of arguing spilling from outside. 

After cleaning his wound, he pressed a wad of paper towels to it, switching them out when it bled through. After the third change, the bleeding had slowed, then stopped. He was glad for the distraction, because the reason behind his self-inflicted wound was too much to bear.

It didn’t especially bother him that Jenny had been with Hawk. 

She believed they’d been divorced.

As did Tanner. He couldn’t fault her for moving on. 

The paternity issue didn’t even bother him. Was it humiliating? For sure, but the mystery could be easily enough solved and custody arrangements made. God forbid if Hawk did turn out to be the baby’s father. He was hardly in the position to be a single dad. 

What really bothered him? The fact that before the fire, Jenny had known there was a chance the baby they were putting their marriage back together for may not even be his. The whole time, she’d known. For all he knew, she could have been in constant contact with Hawk. The reason she remembered him, but no one else, could be because he was the man she’d last loved.

Everything now made sense. Her standoffishness. Her reluctance to be with him. 

All along, Hawk had been the man she wanted. Tanner had been a consolation prize. If he hadn’t already been bleeding, that realization would have had him not punching the wall, but his supposed SEAL brother. 

Even more cruel? Current Jenny—Jenny 2.0—the woman he’d grown to love all over again had no idea what she’d done, so how could he in good conscience be mad at her? 

He shouldn’t, but was. 

His supposed ex-wife hadn’t cheated, but she’d lied. Which was the worse offense? 

A knock sounded on the bathroom door. Colby said, “The doctor’s here. He wants to talk to you.”

“Be right out.” Tanner splashed cold water on his face, dried off, then left the blessed privacy of the room. 

“Good,” the doctor said upon Tanner’s exit. “Are you the father?”

Incapable of looking at Hawk, he said, “Yessir.”

“Great. First, congratulations. You have a beautiful baby girl. Though she made her appearance sooner than we’d have liked, her lungs seem fully developed and she weighed in at a whopping five pounds and eight ounces. As a precautionary measure, we’ll keep her here for a few days to rule out jaundice.”

Relief weakened Tanner’s knees. “And Jenny?”

“She’s in recovery. Paramedics noted in their report that she briefly woke in the ambulance, asking for you.” 

For me? Or Hawk?

“She’s in recovery now, but the surgery was fairly routine and a complete success. I don’t expect any lasting effects from her earlier fall.”

“Thank you.” As angry as he was with her, Tanner was also that much in love. He shook the doctor’s hand, thanked him again, then a nurse guided him to the clinic’s third floor, one-room maternity ward.

“Wash up,” the maternity nurse said, “then put this on, leaving it open in the back.” She handed him a pale blue hospital gown. “The restroom’s on your right. When you’re ready, press the metal plate on the wall to your left, and it will open the nursery door.”

Tanner nodded, thanking the woman before completing his chores. 

Even though he didn’t know if Jenny’s baby was his, he desperately wanted her to be. He deserved her to be. Surely fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to steal this infant from him when he’d already lost so much? Even though he and Jenny were finally headed in the right direction as a couple, that didn’t mean she was the same woman he’d known before. 

Maybe that was a good thing?

For now, all he wanted was to focus on his daughter. He refused to give light to the fact that Hawk could be her true father.

“There’s your daddy,” the nurse said in a sing-song voice to the sleeping pink bundle in a clear plastic bassinet. “Mr. Muldoon, if you’d have a seat in the rocker, I’ll bring the baby to you.”

Tanner complied. He could hear no sound other than his pounding heart.

He held out his arms and when the nurse landed the baby in his hold, his eyes welled with tears. Never had he seen a more beautiful sight—other than the baby’s mother.

Tracing his pinkie finger along her delicate brows and cheeks, Tanner scarcely believed the tiny angel was real. Had it really been only a few hours earlier since he’d talked to the baby in her momma’s belly?

“I don’t know much about pageants,” he whispered when the nurse resumed computer work on the opposite side of the room. “But if I were a judge, it would be a shoo-in for you to win.” The sleeping infant’s swaddling prevented Tanner from inspecting tiny fingers and toes, but he figured it was a pretty safe bet that they were as flawless as the rest of her. 

He lost track of how long he rocked his daughter.

The next thing he knew was that a different nurse woke him, suggesting he return later that morning. A glance at a glowing digital clock showed it was 4:12 a.m.

“Do you know if my wife has left recovery?”

“Not yet,” she said. “But she’s been assigned to Room 302. Feel free to wait for her there.”

“Will do. Thanks.”

He left the nursery’s tight quarters to emerge into an equally cramped waiting area. How many new fathers had stood in this very spot? Enthralled by their son or daughter? Tanner envied them. The ease with which they’d slipped into their new role. He didn’t have that luxury. The realist in him had to face the fact that the precious baby girl may not be his. 

The knowledge was crushing. 

Though he was stone sober, exhaustion had Tanner stumbling down the hall like a drunk.

He finally reached Jenny’s room only to add insult to his already critical emotional injuries. 

Hawk had helped himself to the room’s recliner, snoring loud enough that Tanner heard him while still out in the hall.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered under his breath.

Unable to be in the same room with the guy, Tanner turned to leave, but then Hawk said in a groggy voice, “Stay.”

“I can’t deal with you now.”

“Tough.” Hawk worked the side lever that pulled in the recliner’s footrest, abruptly sitting straighter. “You have to know I wanted to tell you a hundred times. Jenny was going to tell you, but then there was the fire. She was hurt and you were hurt and…” Hawk hung his head, pressing the heels of his hands against his eyes. “I’ve always looked up to you, man. You’ve been like a big brother.”

Tanner snorted. 

“Jenny never planned any of this. When she was with me, she truly believed she was officially divorced from you. If I hadn’t also believed, I never would have been with her. If it hadn’t been for that screwy paperwork, this never would have been an issue. She wanted a forever kind of guy, and you and I both know that’s not me.”

Armed crossed, Tanner pressed his lips tight. 

“When she told me she was pregnant and didn’t know who the father could be, she was mortified. The good news for you is that she flat out told me she prayed the father wouldn’t be me. You’ve gotta believe I’ve prayed for the same. If the baby does turn out to be mine, I’ll sign her over. I’ll—”

“You don’t mean that. You can’t. I’ve held her and trust me, that bond is intoxicating. In an instant, you’ll know you’d be willing to give your life if it guaranteed her safety.”

“See, man?” Hawk pressed his hands to his chest. “That’s what I’m talking about. You get it—life’s bigger picture. It’s not about chasing the biggest wave or adrenaline junkie thrills, but love. People who make you love. I want that, but I must be missing a gene. No matter how many times I try, I always screw everything up. But you?” Hawk laughed. Shook his head. “You were born to be a husband and father. There’s nothing I want more than for you and Jenny to raise this baby girl and be a happy family. When you left, I tracked down the doc, explained the situation, and got him to order a paternity test. A lab tech already swabbed my cheek. After they check you and the baby, we’ll know—I’ll call the lab tech up here now. But like I already said, it doesn’t matter. Regardless of the results, you deserve to be this baby’s father. She equally deserves you.”

Nice words, but did Tanner dare believe him?

Then there was the issue of how dirty he felt inside about Jenny’s lies. All that time he’d been fighting to recover for her, she may have been dreaming of growing strong enough to once again be with Hawk. Without her regaining her memory, how would he ever know? 

What should have been the happiest night of Tanner’s life had grown horribly complicated.
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Chapter Fourteen

 

 

JENNY WAS SLOW to wake, but when she did, the first awe-inspiring sight that greeted her was that of her husband holding their baby girl. “You look good holding her—like you’re already an expert daddy.”

“Thanks. How are you feeling?”

“Tired. Sore. I’m not sure which hurts worse, my head or the surgical site. But none of that matters. All I want to do is hold our angel.”

He brought the baby to her, settling her into Jenny’s arms.

Instant tears warmed her cheeks. “She’s a true miracle. It’s crazy—how back when I was barely showing, I doubted I even was pregnant. But then the bigger I grew, the more I realized my parents and sister were telling the truth—that I was married.” She swiped tears, but needn’t have bothered as more followed. “I’m so sorry it took all these months for me to realize how much you mean to me. I love you, Tanner.”

“You don’t have to say that.” He stood with his back turned to her while he stared out the picture window at sun burning mist from the lake.

“Of course, I don’t have to say it. I want to. The three of us—our perfect little family—it’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

“Hmph.”

“Tanner? Is everything okay?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?” With his attention back on her and their baby, he flashed a smile. Was it her imagination or did it seem forced?

The baby fussed.

Jenny fought a tinge of panic. “What do I do?”

“She’s probably hungry. Were you planning on breastfeeding? This all happened so fast, I never thought to ask.”

“Yes. I for sure want to feed her myself. You’d think it would be natural, but would you mind getting a nurse? I’d love a few pointers.”

“No problem. I’ll be right back with help.”

While Jenny inspected her daughter’s eyelashes and button nose, for a moment she froze, thinking she’d heard raised male voices in the hall. When they stopped as soon as they’d started, she resumed her adoration. 

She’d expected to love her baby, but nothing could have prepared her for the all-consuming wonder of holding the precious infant in her arms. She already knew the perfect name, and assumed once Tanner heard her idea, he’d agree. 

“What a wonderful life we’ll have,” she said. “You, me and your daddy will be so happy. Just wait till you see your pretty house. Don’t tell your daddy, but I think it looks like a cupcake.” The baby returned her stare. “What are you thinking? I’m excited for us to share long talks about books and boys and parties. But promise you won’t grow up too fast? Adulting can be tougher than it looks.”

The room’s door creaked open, and a nurse walked in. “Your husband says you need help breastfeeding?”

“Silly, right? I mean what could be more natural.”

“Relax. Sometimes it’s tricky. But I’ll try making the learning process as painless as possible.”

“Thank you. Before we start, do you know where my husband ran off to? I thought he’d be back with you.”

“No telling. If he’s like most proud papas, he’s off buying cigars. The gift shop has tobacco and bubble gum varieties.”

Jenny smiled. She loved the thought of Tanner bragging about their baby girl almost as much as she loved him. And just now, she realized how much she had grown to love him. It hadn’t been any one grand gesture, but a slow build. Their shared walks. The swing he’d built for her on the back porch. The flowers he’d helped her plant. Even that burnt pizza endeared him to her when he allowed her to see his flaws. She no longer needed their past because she’d been gifted with their dazzling present.
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“I PAID EXTRA to rush the test.” 

Tanner sat across from Hawk in the hospital’s snack bar. The smell of coffee and bacon made his stomach growl, yet Tanner was too nauseous to eat. 

“Colby flew our swabs to Anchorage. The lab promised results by this afternoon.”

“Good. I want this mess behind us ASAP.”

“Roger that.” Hawk nursed a black coffee. “I really am sorry.”

Tanner waved off his apology. “We’re all somewhat to blame. Maybe me most especially for sleeping with her again even though we were supposedly divorced.”

“File it under shit happens.” Hawk took another sip. “I meant what I said. This test is merely a formality. If the baby is mine, I want you to raise her.”

“You don’t mean that. Until you hold her, really spend time with her, you’re unqualified to make that big of a decision.”

Deflecting, Hawk asked, “Did you and Jenny decide on a name?”

Tanner shook his head. “Until the paternity question is answered, I’d feel like an imposter even weighing in with my opinion.”

“Get over it. You are this baby’s father. It’s a done deal.”

“Have you held her? Even looked at her?”

“No, but—”

“I rest my case. Until you hold her, breathe her in, you can’t know. It’s impossible.”

Just like this whole situation.

Thirty minutes later, Hawk had left for work and Tanner bought a daisy bouquet and stuffed pink rabbit from the gift shop before trudging back upstairs. He didn’t have energy for the stairs, but needed the extra time to gather his thoughts.

Dare he take Hawk’s words at face value? Could any man—even one as outwardly self-serving as Hawk—give up his baby girl sight unseen?

It wasn’t plausible.

Which meant that until Tanner learned he was officially a father, he couldn’t celebrate the fact. All he could do was long for it to be true.

“It’s about time,” Jenny said when he entered her room. She held the baby to her right breast. The sight was so lovely, so innocent, his breath caught in his throat and eyes stung from fresh tears. “I was worried about you.”

“I’m good.”

“Are you? Because, sweetie, you look exhausted.”

Sweetie?

After placing the flowers and rabbit on the rolling nightstand, he settled into the recliner and closed his eyes. He couldn’t bear to look upon Jenny and her baby. The thought of neither being his was unbearable. “It was a long night.”

“I’m sure. For me, it’s all a blur. I hate that you must have worried.”

“I already told you—it’s all good.”

“If you say so…” They shared the silence save for the baby’s occasional mews and grunts. “In other news, I thought of the perfect name.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“In honor of your mother, Mckynley Claire. I saw her while flipping through one of the scrapbooks Rose gave me. She was a beauty. I remembered that photo of her standing in front of Mt. McKinley and how Rose explained your grandmother wanted your mom named for the mountain, but at the time she made out the birth certificate, she couldn’t remember how to spell it.”

Tanner squeezed his eyes shut. The name was an extra special remembrance of his mom, whom Jenny had never met. Which left Tanner feeling like the fraud for not coming clean to her about their situation. 

But if the baby did turn out to be his, why trouble her?

If the baby wasn’t his?

He’d somehow find a way to deal.
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Chapter Fifteen

 

 

“YOU SHOULD HAVE told me.” Tanner slammed his palm against the eight-top table he occupied at the lodge along with most of his supposed friends. Hawk was conspicuously missing. 

“Everything okay over here?” Nugget, the cook and owner stopped by to refill waters and iced teas. “Y’all seem tense.” 

“We’re great,” Colby said with a hint of a smile. “We’re here to celebrate the birth of Tanner and Jenny’s baby girl.”

“I was real happy to hear you two worked things out. Any chance of reopening the fishing lodge? Not a day goes by that someone around here doesn’t bellyache about missing it.”

“Afraid not,” Tanner said. “I’m probably heading back to the fire station. It’s satisfying work.” If Tanner told himself the standard line long enough, he might one day believe it. Until then, he could hardly stomach building Jenny a fire in their hearth. He didn’t want to see fire or smell it or hear about the devastation it caused. He knew far too much about it firsthand.

“That’s a shame,” Nugget said. “But congrats on that baby. Bring her and Jenny by for supper. On the house.”

“Thanks,” Tanner said. “I know she’ll like that.”

Once Nugget passed through swinging doors to the kitchen, Tanner eyed each and every person at that table with disdain.

“You all are my family. How could you keep this from me?”

“How could we not?” Rose asked. “Think about it? By the time Hawk told Brody and he confided in everyone else, it was never the right time. You were recovering and Jenny was in a coma. We couldn’t risk you learning this news, then falling into a depression that might have hurt your rehab. Once Jenny woke, we all breathed easier, assuming she’d tell you. But then we learned about this whole amnesia thing and we knew we were really screwed. We all held our breath that night when she kissed Hawk. I don’t know why he didn’t at least tell her everything when he had her alone. You have to believe none of us ever set out to purposely hurt you.”

“We love you, man.” Brody’s expression was sincere. “No matter how this turns out, someone’s going to get hurt.”

Please, God, don’t let that someone be me…

Tanner’s phone dinged, signaling he’d gotten an email. He opened the app. His stomach fisted when he read the subject heading from the lab: Muldoon/Stark Paternity Test Results.

“Is that it?” Colby asked.

Patrick glanced over Tanner’s shoulder. “Yep.”

Lilianna reached for Tanner’s phone. “Let me read it.”

Tanner gladly handed it over.

At first, she was silent, then he witnessed tears pool in her eyes, spilling over onto her cheeks. “Oh, Tanner…”

She backed out of her chair, dashing around the table, crushing him in a backwards hug. 

“What does that mean?” Rose asked, snatching the phone to skim the letter herself. “Oh. Oh, no…”

Forcing a deep breath, Tanner said, “Let me guess, I’m not the father of my wife’s baby?”

Rose shook her head.
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“IT’S ABOUT TIME, you got back. I was—oh, Hawk. I was expecting Tanner. Not that I’m not happy to see you, but…” Jenny smiled. “Tanner left for lunch with the gang a few hours ago. He should have been back by now. 

“I get it.”

“Did you see our baby? I swear, she’s already got her daddy wrapped around her pinkie finger. Tanner practically glows when he sees her. His whole face lights up. And his eyes…” She felt a cheesy grin coming on. “I love when his pale eyes sparkle.”

Hawk cleared his throat.

“You look sick. Are you coming down with something? If so, you should probably leave. The nurse took the baby for her bath and to spend time under her sunlamp to prevent jaundice.”

“I heard. I sat with her—the baby—in the nursery.”

“That’s nice, but…” She narrowed her gaze. “I thought they only allowed immediately family to visit?”

“Jenny…” His voice was hoarse. “We need to talk.”

“I-is something wrong with Tanner? Why do you look so sad?”

He tipped his head back, rubbing his palms over his whisker-stubbled cheeks. “Where do I even start?”

“You start with my husband. Is he okay?”

“Yes—physically, he’s fine. But I think I know the reason why you lost your memory. You’ve—we’ve—been keeping something from him that we can no longer hide.”

“What are you talking about? You said yourself that the two of us were awful together.”

“Look, I’m just going to say it. Your baby? She’s mine—not Tanner’s. I told him I was prepared to give her up. Sign her away to be raised by both of you, but after holding her, I realized I can’t do that. My whole life I’ve searched for something—someone—to ground me. To make me stop taking stupid risks with my life and—”

“Shut. Up. I don’t care about your touchy-feely lies. What in the world are you rambling about? I haven’t been with anyone besides my husband.”

“You’re wrong. Before Christmas, you and I shared quite a goodbye before you left San Diego to come up here. You and Tanner were divorced—at least, you believed you were. Soon after, you must have been with him, too, because you called to let me know you were pregnant and either myself or Tanner was the father. When you kissed me at your Welcome Home party, I came damned close to letting our secret slip, but you thankfully missed my mistake. The thing is, none of that matters. Your baby is also my baby. I know I told you I’ll never be a family man, but what if this is fate’s way of telling me I need to try? Divorce Tanner like you’d originally planned and marry me. We’ll raise our baby together. Move back to San Diego. We’ll be close to the beach and your family so your mom and sister can babysit on date nights.”

During the entirety of Hawk’s speech, Jenny’s head pounded from the inside in time with her thundering heart. She felt dizzy and sick and above all, she felt overwhelmed from the rushing tide of memories accosting her from all directions. She and Tanner’s wedding. Their lovemaking. Their legendary fights. Makeup sex. More fights. Missing him desperately when he was gone on missions. Loving him fiercely when he came home. Moving to Alaska and feeling isolated and alone. Fearing losing him, first from the fishing lodge, and then again to his job at the fire station. When she’d broached the subject of divorce, she never believed he’d follow through. She’d meant it as a warning shot across his stubborn Navy SEAL bow. But he’d not only called her bluff, but upped the ante. Within days, he’d found a lawyer and officially filed. 

She’d returned to San Diego believing herself a divorced woman—something she never wanted to be.

She’d consoled herself by indulging in a rebound fling with Hawk—the one guy on Tanner’s former team that she knew he couldn’t stand. When she found out the divorce wasn’t final after all, she’d seen it as fate’s way of calling her home to Tanner. When she learned she was pregnant, she took the news as an unmistakable sign that they were meant to always be together. She’d told Hawk there was a remote possibility the baby could be his as a courtesy.

Never in a million years did she believe it could be true.

“You’re awfully quiet,” Hawk said. “Do you need anything? Crackers? Water?”

I need my husband.

“I realize this is a lot to take in, but think about it,” Hawk said. “We’ve always been hot in bed. But maybe there’s more? Now that we share a baby, don’t you think we owe it to ourselves to try?”

“Leave.” Using her fingertips, she rubbed circles atop her throbbing temples. “Please, just leave.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. We have a lot to discuss.”

“Leave! I love Tanner. I want to be with Tanner. If you want to help raise our child, I can’t stop you, and will always welcome you to have a meaningful relationship with your daughter. In the same respect, I hope you’ll understand that I’m married. My husband will also play a pivotal role in Mckynley’s life.”

In her peripheral vision, Jenny caught a movement by the door. Tanner. 

“H-how long have you been here?” she asked.

“Long enough. Hawk, I can’t fault you for trying, but if you don’t mind, I need time alone with my wife.”  

Hawk bowed his head. “You got it, man. No hard feelings?”

“I’m working on it.”

Once Hawk left, shutting the door behind him, Jenny sharply exhaled. “I remember everything. I was terrified of telling you Hawk might be the father. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you all over again.”

“Never going to happen.” He went to her side, lowering her bedrail to perch on the mattress alongside her, drawing her into his arms. “For a hot minute, I contemplated being the bigger man and letting Hawk have you and the baby, but then I said, screw that. I know it’s politically uncool for a guy to tell a woman she belongs to you, but that’s how much I love you, Jen. You’re mine. Always have been, always will be. Understood?”

Grinning, she nodded. “It’s kind of hot—being claimed.”

“Good. I’m glad you like it because I’m here to stay.”

“Mmm…” She leaned forward to kiss him, to find home in his taste. “Tell me how it’s going to be, sailor.”

“It’s going to be perfect. Forever. We’ll share Mckynley’s custody and Lord willing have plenty more little ones of our own. Sound like a plan?”

“The perfect plan.”

“Knock knock…” The room’s door opened and in walked the nurse, pushing the baby in her clear acrylic cart. “Someone misses her momma and daddy.”

When the nurse left after placing the baby in Tanner’s arms, Jenny asked, “Are you really okay with sharing? It’s not always going to be easy.”

“Sure it will.” He gazed at her with tears shining in his eyes. “What little girl wouldn’t want to be adored by two proud papas?” After leaning in for a kiss, he added, “As for our little girl’s mother? She’d better be content with one man.”

“Jamie Dornan?” she asked with a sassy wink and smile.

Tanner growled before kissing her again. “I think I preferred Jenny 2.0.”

“Tough. Consider me fully updated and much more user friendly.”

Deepening their kiss, his growl transformed to a groan. “How long do we have to wait until—you know?”

“S-E-X? Six, agonizing weeks.”

“I’ll never make it.”
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Epilogue

 

 

Valentine’s Day…

 

“MMM…” FEELING EXTRA lazy and happy to be snug in her bed alongside her husband, Jenny asked, “How long do we have till the munchkin wakes up?”

He checked his phone on the nightstand. “I’m thinking thirty minutes. Maybe a little more since the weather’s on our side and it’s still dark.” A ferocious north wind battered their cupcake house. Just beyond the windows swirled snow.

“Happy Anniversary,” he said. 

“Happy Anniversary. Want your present now or later?”

When he eased his big hand over her smooth belly and lower between her legs, she closed her eyes and groaned, opening for him. “Okay… I’m not opposed to an early celebration.”

She was already wet for him when he rubbed her to a near-instant climax. He then gifted her with another when he slipped his finger inside.

Leaning into him, rocking her hips in time with his pumping, she kissed him extra deep, relishing the slow sweep of their tongues. Hungry for more, she reached for him, eager to have him inside. 

At first, his size was uncomfortable, but her body acted on autopilot, stretching to accommodate him when he established the slow and easy rhythm that had always worked for them. When the pressure built and spread until she feared losing her mind from the pleasure-pain, he stiffened, spilling inside her. 

Clinging to him, kissing his throat and chin and finally again his lips, she said, “You never told me when you want your present. Now or later?”

“Color me confused. I thought I just got my present?”

“Nope. There’s more.”

“In that case…” He smiled. “Join me for a quick shower, then we’ll reconvene.”

“No time. Yes to the shower, but sadly, we can’t linger in bed all day. We have the meeting with our Realtor, remember? If we’re going to open a new fishing lodge by summer, we’ll need to find the right property and renovate all winter.”

“You’re right. Sorry. The seventh-grader in me still gets excited by waking up to find a naked woman in my bed.”

She laughed, but then eased out from under the covers to slip on the fuzzy robe she’d tossed across the foot of the bed. 

“Hey, come back!” he complained.

“I will, but I need to get your present.” She ducked into the closet. Keeping her gift a surprise had been a nightmare, but with Hawk’s help, she’d managed to pull it off. He took his fatherhood duties seriously, and was always on hand when she and Tanner needed a sitter. He not only provided regular child support, but learned to change diapers and prepare bottles and make homemade gourmet baby food from recipes he’d found on Pinterest. Jenny feared Hawk and Tanner wouldn’t get along, but she’d thankfully been wrong. The two had developed a fun bromance that allowed for Jenny to spend plenty of time scrapbooking with Rose and Lilianna and even Stephie when she occasionally came to town.

Life was busy and full and incredibly good. 

Standing on her tiptoes, she tried reaching the gift-wrapped box, but struggled. Why had Hawk put it up so high? “Tanner?”

“Yeah?”

“Sorry, but I need a little help with your present.”

“Be right there…” He strolled into her closet while still naked. Wanting him all over again, she had to remind herself to stick to the schedule. “What’s my assignment?”

“See that?” She pointed to the gold box with the red bow.

Meow…

“Are you kidding me?” That seventh-grader who’d discovered a naked woman in his bed? He now sported an even larger grin. “No way…”

Meow, meow… 

Scratch, scratch, scratch…

“Happy Valentine’s Day, baby.”

He gingerly took the box from her crowded shoe shelf, then set it on top of her built-in dresser to remove the lid. When he saw the box’s contents, he clutched his chest. Tears shone in his eyes. “You know I’m trying not to be so damned sensitive. It’s lousy for my tough guy image. But this is the sweetest frickin’ thing anyone has ever done for me. Where did you even find them?”

“At a Seattle shelter. Colby called in favors from a few friends to have them flown here in stages. He picked them up in Anchorage yesterday morning.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you.” He hugged her and kissed her and tried pretending his eyes weren’t again tearing.  

“You’re so worried about acting manly, but what if I prefer your sweet, cuddly image?”

“Since you’re stuck with me, I guess that’s a good thing.” He reached into the box to draw out not one calico kitten, but two. “I can’t believe you remembered. This is perfect. Right down to the fact that I didn’t want just one, because she’d be lonely.” 

“Of course, I remembered. I love you. It’s my job to remember. I never want to forget even the smallest detail of our lives again.”

“I love you, Mrs. Muldoon.”

“I adore and love you, Mr. Muldoon.”

Waaaaaggghah!

They laughed.

Tanner said, “Looks like our little Valentine is ready for breakfast. Think she’s up for trying bacon?”

“Not quite, but I am. Should we divide and concur? I’ll cook for Mckynley and you cook for us?”

“Is that fair? I mean, come on, her meal’s already good to go.” He pulled on flannel PJ bottoms, then doubled back for the kittens.

Jenny stuck out her tongue at him, knowing full well her sassy action would earn a tickle fight that would lead straight back to the bedroom after their daughter went down for her morning nap. 

A chase ensued and they ended up out of breath and laughing in front of the baby’s crib.

Jenny gasped. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

“We’re raising a prodigy?”

Mckynley was barely seven months old, but standing in the center of her crib, hugging her favorite pink bunny and huffing at them in teary-eyed outrage for her delayed meal.

“Don’t move. I need a pic of this for Hawk.” Tanner snuck from the room only to then jog for his phone.

Jenny rolled her eyes. “Do you think you could forward me a copy for my Instagram?”

“Sure, babe.” As if he was a professional photographer shooting a supermodel, he took shots from a half-dozen angles. “But this is important. We need this for her baby book.”

“The one I’m in charge of?”

“Oops.” He snapped a few more photos before scooping their resident supermodel from her crib. “Mommy’s mad. Can you help get me out of trouble?”

“I’m not mad.” Jenny felt the baby’s diaper. “But I do sometimes feel like with the exception of breastfeeding, you and Hawk could raise Mckynley without me.”

“Aw, come here…” With the baby on the changing table with her safety strap fastened, Tanner tried drawing Jenny into a hug, but he still held his phone and both kittens.

“You’re not playing fair. You know how goofy I get around your bare chest. Toss in a pair of cuddly kittens and I have zero hope of resisting you.”

“Yep. That’s my plan. But—quick, put the angel back in her crib.”

“Why? I haven’t changed her yet.”

“Just do it. I promise you double your usual Instagram likes.”

Hands on her hips, she said, “Tanner, I’m not even fooling. If you don’t get started on breakfast, you’ll need to start looking for a new Valentine.”

“Hold that thought till you witness my genius…” With the baby plopped onto her rump, still hugging her bunny and chewing his satin-lined ear, Tanner set the playful kittens alongside her.

“O-M-G.” Jenny had to admit, the cute factor was off the charts! “You really are a genius.”

“True story.” He grinned.

She grinned.

And with their baby giggling and cooing over her fuzzy new friends, Jenny considered herself to be if not the luckiest woman in the world, then at least the luckiest woman in all of Alaska.

Would Tanner feel lucky when she gave him his most special gift? The news that she was once again expecting. And this time, there was no question she carried his child.

 

 

Keep reading for an excerpt of the next story in my

SEAL Team: Holiday Heroes series: Saint Patrick’s Baby!
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Chapter One

 

 

“SURE YOU WOULDN’T prefer the green beer chug?” Retired Navy SEAL and current adventure tourism guide, Patrick O’Leary, gazed wistfully across Kodiak Gorge’s frozen lake toward the lodge. “If we abort this mission now, we still have time to make it.”

“You’d prefer beer over nature?” His date, Stephie King, grinned up at him from the log she’d perched on while tying her well-worn white skates. Her red hair and freckles officially made her the cutest leprechaun ever. “Last one on the lake is a skunky beer!” 

She hopped up, bulleting across the lake’s remote edge. Was there nothing this dynamo couldn’t do? They’d been unofficially dating since Fourth of July. His friends said he should man-up and at the very least ask her to be his steady girl, but Patrick and relationships didn’t exactly work—long story.

Focusing on this unicorn of a sunny day instead of his friends’ advice, Patrick tucked the skates he’d borrowed from his friend Colby under one arm and used the other to close the hatchback on his trusty Subaru wagon. On the drive, the temp gauge had read a downright balmy thirty-four degrees. The sky was a clear, deep blue and there wasn’t a breath of the north wind that had battered them for months. Perfect days like this made him almost believe he’d survive winter. 

“Hurry up, slowpoke!” Stephie waved from the ice. Her butt looked great in tight black leggings. She wore a black down jacket with a shamrock green sweater that matched her eyes. Twin braids hung out from her neon green beanie cap that read: Kiss Me I’m Alien!

He needed to just take a deep breath and pop the question—not marriage—but for sure asking her to be his girlfriend. Last thing he wanted was for her to date anyone else. With her working in Anchorage as a burn unit nurse and him constantly off in the backcountry, they didn’t see each other nearly enough. If he at least made a partial commitment, maybe she’d visit more? Or he wouldn’t feel awkward when crashing at her place.

He sat on the log alongside her Sorrel boots. When she’d suggested ice skating, he should have offered a compromise. Something along the lines of him drinking green beer while telling her from this log that she had amazing form.

“Patrick, seriously?” Hands on her hips, she cocked her head. “I wanted us to do something together.”

“We are together.”

“You don’t know how to skate.” She sashayed over in a smooth glide, stopping with dramatic flair that had her blades shredding the ice in a fantail.

“Of course, I do.”

“Prove it.” Her raised chin reminded him how he used to never back down from a challenge. Now, even thinking about a dare had his palms sweating and pulse racing. For an instant, he squeezed his eyes shut, refusing to submit to the wave of panic that rose every time he replayed the crash.

“I’m good,” he said after forcing a couple deep breaths. “God’s honest truth? I’m having fun watching you. You’re poetry in motion.”

She made a gagging gesture. “You’re full of you-know-what. Oh well, guess while I’m on the medal podium at the next winter Olympics, you can say you knew me when…”

He couldn’t help but chuckle. She was a great catch. Too bad he wasn’t. 

His friends’ wives’ Rose and Lilianna never should have set him up with Stephie. She was too good for him. 

She’d skated at least a hundred yards from shore. It made him nervous. The ice should be plenty thick. On the end of the lake where planes came in and out, the ice pack was regularly tested. Same with the public skating area at the town park. But not out here. The water was deeper and underwater springs constantly bubbled.

“Check out this trick!” She performed a pretty spiral.

“Babe, how about coming in closer? I don’t trust the ice out that far!”

Ignoring him, she’d now outstretched both arms, gliding with her face angled toward the warm sun. 

“Babe!” She probably couldn’t even hear him.

Ditching his skates, because she’d been right in her assumption that he was a crap skater, Patrick trudged out onto the ice in his snow boots. How much more fun would they be having cozied up to the lodge’s fire, sipping on those green beers?

Out here the air smelled different—not as heavily laced with pungent pine, but cleaner. Crisp. The warm weather raised the faint fishy smell that reminded him of summer. 

“Where are your skates?” She rapidly approached. With her cheeks flushed and smile bright, she could have been a schoolgirl. Her womanly curves told a different story.

“I admit it. I can’t skate for crap.”

“Then why did you agree to come?”

“Because I know you love it. I figured I should at least try.”

“Great! Go put on your skates. I’ll teach you some easy moves.” She twirled away.

“I’m only getting into skates if you come closer.”

She waved.

Lips pressed tight, he was once again trudging her direction. This time, he needed to make it clear that she was putting herself in unnecessary danger by skating on untested ice. Nearer shore, the water was only a few feet deep. By this time in the season, it was frozen solid. He could tell just from the feel that it was good.

She performed another spiral followed by a jump, but she landed sideways and her left skate skid at an angle that was painful to watch. She crashed, then slid a good ten feet from where she’d touched down. 

“You okay?” He tried jogging, but the ice was too slick. He switched to a shuffle. “Babe?”

“I’m fine,” she called with a wave before getting back on her feet. “Rookie mistake. My old coach would have made me do a hundred crunches after practice.”

“You competed?”

“Made it all the way to junior nationals, but I didn’t come close to ranking and boys seemed way more fun than five a.m. practice.”

“Boys, huh?” He didn’t want to hear about her being with any guy other than him—even if it had been a decade earlier. 

Slipping into a playful Irish brogue, she asked, “Are ye daft? Ye dinna think ye were my only bonny lad?”

“I’d better be…” When she glided a few inches from his reach, he lunged for her, but ended up falling face-first with a solid thump against the ice.

“Are you okay?” She toe-picked to a stop alongside him, crouching to offer him her hand. “That was a nasty fall.”

“Tell me about it.” He groaned, rolling onto his back.

“I’m sorry I laughed, but you have to admit—oh!” He caught her off-balance, tugging her onto his chest. 

“I’m admitting nothing…” With his hand splayed against the back of her head, he drew her in for a kiss. Her breath warmed his lips and smelled minty from the shamrock shake they’d split for lunch. Angling his head for a better fit, he coaxed her lips into parting just enough for him to invite her tongue to dance. Lord, she tasted amazing. So sweet. The fact that he needed her so much when logically he should be slowing things down wasn’t good. Kissing her, however, was very good. Which was why he kept kissing her until she pulled away. “No. Come back…”

“I will, but did you hear that?”

“My frustration? Yes. We should head to my place ASAP.”

“Patrick, I’m serious. Listen…” 

At first, all he heard was a faint breeze whispering high in the pines, but then there was a muted crack, as if glass were splintering. Then it dawned on him…

“We’ve got to get back to shore.”

“Why?”

“It’s the ice. That sound is the ice cracking.”

“But it’s been so cold.”

“Doesn’t matter. Get up nice and slow…” His heart pounded. If something happened to Steph—nope. He wasn’t going there. “It’s probably just settling, but let’s not stick around to find out.”

“Are you sure this isn’t a ploy to get me off the ice and to the lodge for green beer?”

Instead of stopping, the cracking noise grew louder, echoing through the ice like an audible web.

Worry knit Stephie’s brows. 

He froze. “Nice and slow, get up, then go ahead of me…”

“I’m not leaving you.”

“I’ll be right behind. I just think it’s best if we spread out our weight.”

“Did you just call me fat?” From back up on her skates, she glanced over her shoulder with a half-smile.

“Babe, I’m not kidding. We need to haul ass or—”

Too late. 

With a creaking, groaning shudder, the ice beneath them shattered, plunging Stephie then Patrick into deadly-cold black water.


Dear Reader—

 

Thank you so very much for spending time with Tanner and Jenny!

Just when I thought Brody and Lilianna’s story was the most emotional I’d tackled in a while, I started this one and it wouldn’t let go. I struggled for a while with the ending, but in our modern world with more blended families than ever, I liked how both men put aside their anger for the sake of the baby girl they love. 

This was also a special book for me because it features my first VIP contest winner! I believe angels had a hand in Ginger’s entry being drawn. A contest requirement was that entries needed to name Jenny’s baby, select the sex, and tell me why. What Ginger wrote brought me to tears:

 

“I would like the arrival of a baby girl and her name is Mckynley Claire for Jenny and Tanner. That’s the name of my first granddaughter who was actually stillborn. Mckynley Claire would have been 4 this past November.”

 

Sobbing, right?! Well, Ginger, your sweet Mckynley will forever live in Kodiak Gorge. Thank you for entering my contest and sharing your memory of this precious baby girl.

If you’d like a chance at winning a one-of-a-kind VIP prize, sign up for my newsletter at http://www.lauramariealtom.com/. There’s a new prize each month!

Happy Reading!

 

[image: ] xoxo

 

P.S. I’D LOVE YOU MORE THAN I ALREADY DO IF YOU’D LEAVE A SIMPLE, ONE-LINE REVIEW ON THE SITE WHERE YOU PURCHASED THIS BOOK. MWUAH! ☺
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