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      There’s just something fascinating about a man wearing an emblem of authority. The way the light gleams off that shiny star on his badge makes us stare with respect. Couple that with a uniform hugging his body in just the right way, confidence, and mission to save and protect,it’s no wonder we want to know what lies underneath.

      

      Yes, what echoes deep inside those beating hearts is inspiring. Certainly appealing. Definitely enticing. Although those ripped muscles and strong shoulders can make a woman’s heart skip a beat—or two—it takes a strong, confident person to choose to love someone who risks it all every day. Anyone willing to become part of a lawkeeper’s world might have a story of their own to tell.

      

      The undeniable charisma lawmen possess make all of us pause and take note. It’s probably why there are so many movies and TV shows themed around the justice system. We’re captivated by their ability to save babies, help strangers, and rescue damsels in distress. We’re captivated by their ability to protect and save, defend the innocent, risk their lives, and face danger without hesitation. Of course, we expect our heroes to stay solid when we’re in a mess. We count on them for safety, security, and peace of mind. From yesterday to today, that truth remains constant.

      

      Their valor inspires us, their integrity comforts, and their courage melts our hearts—irresistibly. But there’s far more to them than their courageous efforts. How do they deal with the difficulties they face? Can they balance work and life? And how do they find time for love outside their life of service?

      We want to invite you on a journey—come with us as we explore the complex lives of the men and women who serve and protect us every day. Join us in a fast-paced world of adventure. Walk into our tight-knit world of close friendships, extended family, and danger—as our super heroes navigate the most treacherous path of all—the road to love.

      

      The Lawkeepers. Historical and modern-day super heroes; men and women of bravery and valor, taking love and law seriously. A multi-author series, sure to lock up your attention and take your heart into custody.
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      April 2015

      Tyler, Texas

      

      “Class, if you’ll turn to page 176 in your textbooks, your assignment for tonight will be to complete sections A, B and C,” Lily Hogan somehow kept from smiling as the chorus of disgruntled children reached her ears. She was far too easy on them and knew it. Today, they were running out of time in class and she didn’t have a moment to spare for them to work on their assignments. It was getting to be the end of the school year. If they were going to participate in sending letters to soldiers, they’d have to hurry or else the responses would arrive during summer break.

      It was her fault.

      She’d grabbed the flyer at church and it had made it onto her counter in the pile of mail to be sorted through. That was seriously not her strong point anymore. Everything was digital, and she kept neat, organized files on her computer. Everything had a place and went somewhere. Her email was full of folders with all sorts of designations. House, utilities, healthcare, funny stuff, continuing education, etc. She scanned and filed everything. So, when she got letters, bills and flyers, they tended to get put in a stack until she sorted through it. When she found the flyer, it had already been a few weeks.

      “I have something special for us today,” she announced. “We are going to be sending letters to our troops stationed overseas. I want you to think of something special, something that makes you beyond happy or joyful, and write a paragraph of what it is and how it makes you feel. You’ll get graded on penmanship, punctuation and overall theme. This will be considered a quiz for your grade,” she heard them began to groan again and held up her hand.

      “Nope, I don’t want to hear it. This is special and will lighten the heart of someone who has been gone from home. This is a fun project and you get to choose the subject. It can be anything: swimming, your favorite X-box game, a cat, your grandma’s cookies – whatever you choose. It has to be descriptive and at least five well-constructed sentences. Understood?”

      Several hands shot up, and she spent the next few minutes fielding questions that were deliberately designed to get her to change her mind. That was one thing- her class was extremely clever!

      “Now, if it’s something I can do- I know that you certainly can. So, I will be writing a letter to a soldier as well – in fact? I am so confident that I can craft an excellent letter tonight and have it ready by morning, I will let you guys nitpick my letter apart before I mail it out. Deal? It will be ‘make fun of Miss Hogan day’- okay?”

      The high-pitched chime of the bell signaling the end of school rang and like Pavlov’s experiment – the children flew out of their seats in a flurry. She quickly caught them at the door, reminding them as they filed out to catch the buses or walk home.

      “Remember! Due tomorrow, five good sentences of your favorite thing. We’ll be mailing these letters out tomorrow. Be creative!” she prompted and rolled her eyes, knowing they weren’t listening. They were too focused on getting out of the school as quickly as possible and within two minutes flat, her room was empty. Slowly, three students trickled in flinging themselves bodily in the chairs and glaring at her. A brutal reminder that she was detention hall monitor for these six weeks. The cream of the crop would come in and give her hostile looks for thirty minutes before waltzing out like nothing had happened. She was glad that the school district put this chore on rotation because she couldn’t imagine handling it all the time.

      “Please work on your reading or homework while you are in detention,” she prompted and took her seat. “If you don’t have anything, I’d be happy to assign you sentences to write.” The boys pulled out their text books and opened them abstractly, making Lily smile. She knew they weren’t reading and they thought they were pulling a fast one on her. So be it, she thought and pulled up her computer screen blankly.

      Now, what to write about? Her favorite things: coffee, reading, sitting outside and smelling the flowers, peaceful sunny afternoons? Maybe a bit of everything? Nothing? She could simply thank them for their patriotism and their duty. Instead, she found herself dreaming of her letter landing in a broken soul’s hands – her words a balm to a lonely person.

      She would hate to be away from family for weeks or months at a time and couldn’t imagine the inner strength they must have to do so repeatedly. She was humbled and proud at the same time for a faceless stranger.

      

      I imagine there are so many things you must be missing about home, things waiting for you here in America. When I am missing my family or need to find peace in my soul – I picture my favorites. I adore lying in cool, green grass on a late spring day, just before it gets to be too warm out. The tickle of honeysuckle and roses from my garden wafting through the air. A well-worn book in my hands, the pages crisp with ink whisking me away to a world I yearn to be in, dreaming of what can never be. These fanciful notions I keep close to my heart and buried deep inside to comfort me when nothing else can. I’m not sure where my words will land, but know you aren’t alone Unknown Hero – dream of happiness, wishes …and Twinkies.

      God Bless you and thank you,

      Lily

      

      Before she knew it, she’d poured her heart out. Staring at the screen, she read and re-read it over and over again. Personal, imaginative, flowing and she checked for punctuation because she knew her students would be looking for flaws. She almost deleted the part about the Twinkies but decided against it. It was something she loved that screamed Americana.

      Gosh, she really loved a good Twinkie.

      Those vanilla sponge cakes with the decadent cream center were sinfully delicious and it was no wonder she was about thirty pounds overweight. Twinkies were her drug of choice, and she thought of how good the sponge cakes were with her morning coffee. She had stashes everywhere, including her desk drawer, and it was well known among the teachers. For teacher appreciation day, she got a box of Twinkies and it was well loved and gone within a week.

      Nodding, satisfied, she printed a copy for her students and proceeded to handwrite the final version on paper. Struck with an idea, she decided to pick up a box of the beloved snack cakes to include with her letter, especially since the letters were all going in one large box, not as several individual letters. She had to stop at the store regardless to get envelopes and stamps. Her hope was that the letters would reach the troops overseas or in another country and a self-addressed envelope might make it back here in time for the end of the school year.

      That evening, she filled out the return envelopes for all twenty-eight students and stamped each one. Sighing heavily, she retired to take a vanilla bubble bath and relax. Tomorrow was Friday and she was relieved the school year was winding down. She needed a break or something to look forward to. Grabbing a paperback book, she disappeared into the bathroom and turned on the water. Ahhhh yes, it was time to dream of chivalrous knights in shining armor, she mused as the rich sweet smell of bubbles filled the room.
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      April 2015

      Ghazni, Afghanistan

      

      “GET DOWN NOW!!” John Griffin shouted loudly as debris rained down all around them. They were hidden under camouflaged nets that blended in with the sandy, rocky outcroppings. He had been here for far too long and it was getting at him. When the last of the bombs were gone, he would be glad to see the end of the dirt showers. They had a few more to set off safely before they could move forward. These bombs had been hidden in clay pots and near rock outcroppings. You never knew when something innocent could bring tragedy. He was so thankful for Radar, his German Shepherd.

      Radar had an uncanny ability to sniff out bombs and mines, hearing the electrical whine or smelling the chemicals long before he was in danger. She’d been with him from the very beginning when he’d been stationed here. The last K-9 dog had perished in an explosion with his owner, opening the desperately needed position. Radar had saved his life repeatedly since his arrival years ago.

      He’d taken some shrapnel to the face a while back, leaving scars near his eyes, but thankfully he still had his eyes. Others couldn’t say as much. He’d seen men walk off to the rocks to use the restroom and had their legs blown right off by hitting a landmine that had been buried. Worse yet, he’d seen women or children come running into camp setting Radar off in a fit of rampant barking, with the merest hint of a warning that had saved him more than once. It was rough, raw and brutal out here and he yearned for the day that he could sleep in his own bed, knowing he was safe.

      Here, safe was a relative term. You could be patrolling in a tank and feel safe, yet a carefully timed shot, or an ill-placed bomb, could mean the difference between life and death. That is why he was here and that was why he served. He felt it was his duty to protect the freedoms that we’d built America on. That belief had slapped him on foreign soil more times than he cared for, making him very jaded and feeling significantly unpatriotic for wanting to go home.

      But his time was up at the end of the year. He’d been a Seal for nineteen years now and was on the fence about re-upping his term. He could take a desk position or simply retire – or- he could request to stay another term, complete with hazardous duty and all the frills that risking your life brought- but was the money worth it? Did he even know a different life anymore? He’d been military for so long that the thought of leaving this life and starting another scared him. His girl had given up on him long ago and he rarely even thought of her anymore since she’d married his cousin back home. His cousin was a fancy attorney, loaded with money from his own practice and safe back in Lexington, Kentucky.

      Home.

      He breathed in deeply and thought of the horse farms, the open fields and the crispy fall air when he’d gone hunting as a boy before he signed up. Rolling green fields, great weathered barns, tobacco farms and roadside stands full of vegetables made him wistful for days long since gone. What would he do? Start over? He was too brittle, too hard, because life had made him that way. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d laughed.

      “Griffin! You’re twenty-three! Mobley, twenty-four! Sparks, twenty- five! Cash, you idiot – you’re twenty-six!” the names shouted out went on and continued on for quite some time. They were either passing out something to all the troops or raffling something to keep morale up. Twenty-three, huh? He watched as they handed out envelopes with the corresponding numbers. He got it now. Frankly he was curious and watched the parade of letters flying out and accompanying smiles that went with it.

      “Oh ho! Who had twenty-three? Griffin, was that you, ya old geezer? Looks like you got something special with your letter,” the corporal teased tossing him a small, crushed up box wrapped in brown paper with an envelope taped to the front.

      Several of the guys had taken to calling him ‘ol man Griff’ due to him being one of the oldest still stationed there. It wasn’t teasing but rather a term of respect. He’d been there the longest with all his fingers and toes intact. The scars were on the inside, he thought to himself and opened the envelope.

      Schools were encouraged to write to soldiers often and this wasn’t the first letter he’d gotten. He had always dutifully written back and tried to do so on a good day. No sense in sounding like a twerp to a child that didn’t know any better. He read the words and it struck him deep in the gut, thinking of home. He could feel the grass and smell the pollen in the air, knowing that peace they described. It was what he dreamt about often when he needed to escape…and Twinkies? A single snort of laughter escaped him before he realized it.

      “You okay, ol’man? Choking on your salty tears?” one of the youngest enlisted smarted off. He’d just arrived three weeks ago and was definitely a hot shot that needed to be taken down a peg or two before he got himself or someone else killed.

      “Shut it, boy before you choke on your front teeth,” he snapped, not looking up and grateful for the other men that pulled the arrogant young pup back into his seat. He wasn’t in the mood for a fight, but by golly if the boy picked one - he’d finish it and take his punishment for starting trouble. He tore the brown paper box open and a yellow sponge cake fell between his filthy boots onto the ground wrapped in cellophane.

      Several shouts of jealousy blasted around him as the others readily identified the Twinkies he’d received. He had several offers of money, one man waving twenty dollars at him for a single chance to savor the delicacy from home. Whoever this kid was, he was darn grateful.

      Deliberately, he picked up the cellophane wrapper and pulled it back, inhaling the velvety, sugary sweetness. He could practically feel his blood ramping up and ready to accept the rush that was sure to follow eating the treat. He didn’t think of Twinkies as a naughty thing, but he was tempted to lick it, just to make the flavor last a bit longer than the two bites it would take him to shove it in his mouth that was salivating at the temptation.

      But he did.

      John licked the sponge cake with a wicked grin towards the other guys that were ogling him. “I hear twenty,” he taunted, “Anyone got thirty?” and took a large bite, moaning aloud happily with enthusiasm. The explosion of sweetener and gooey whipped cream could have made a saint weep with happiness.

      While he got a kick out of teasing his brothers at arms, he also had a heart buried deep, DEEP, in him somewhere. He gave the other half of his Twinkie to Radar in front of the other men. Their faces registered disbelief and shock at the outlandish display. John did laugh now, a full-on belt-busting laugh that brought tears to his eyes.

      “Get a plate and a knife, boys,” he chuckled, petting Radar’s soft black silky ears and scratching her brown nose, blowing her kisses. He glanced at the beaten-up box and back at their eager faces. “We’ll divvy the remaining nine packages between us all so we all get a taste of home.”

      That night, John immediately wrote his letter back. A few of the guys did the same to get it out of the way in case something happened, and they didn’t get to later. Most wrote of their daily life and read their responses to each other. John had a few guys ask him to request more Twinkies if they ever wrote back again. You never knew nowadays.

      This Lily kid could be in second grade with excellent penmanship, or it could be a senior in high school. No hints or inclinations whatsoever so the letters need to be pretty upbeat and casual. No one ever wanted their letter turned over to the media for misconstruing something they said or implied. No, there were standards. They couldn’t give away their position, they couldn’t talk about battle or discuss their plans and the letters had to be upbeat. Who wanted a depressing letter to go to a child? No one.

      

      Dear Lily,

      Please thank your kind parents for the Twinkies. The entire barracks all enjoyed a bite, including my K-9 dog. She’s a German Shepherd named Radar and is seven years old.

      

      John nearly wadded the informal basic letter up and threw it away. It sounded like he was talking to a two-year-old. The letter hadn’t sounded like a child wrote it – it sounded like it belonged to a dreamer. A person with imagination and kindness in their heart. They called them heroes, but what was that? Simply doing your duty didn’t make him feel like anyone’s hero. It made him feel grateful to be alive.

      

      Your letter spoke to me and made me think of my home. It’s been a long time since I’ve been back there, and I could practically smell the flowers you described. The Twinkies were awesome and there is no other way to put it. I admit, I did tease a few of the guys because we get so little mail, much less extravagant gifts like that. It was truly appreciated greatly - even if it was banged up a bit. It didn’t affect the taste and I forgot how much I loved sweets. I could use a few of the good dreams you mentioned … and your snack cakes might do the trick.

      Take care and God bless you as well,

      CPO John Griffin & Radar

      

      He surprised himself and sketched a paw print at the bottom of the letter to mimic Radar’s own signature. He hadn’t drawn anything in years simply because there was nothing really to show. He couldn’t draw the weapons and frankly didn’t want to, nor did he want to draw photos of the rocky hillside. Feeling silly, he quickly folded up the letter and sealed it in the envelope before anyone could read it. If they had, he would never hear the end of the ribbing at his words. He hoped he conveyed how grateful he was to the kid for the brief light that reached his soul.
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      May 2015

      Tyler, Texas

      

      “Class, we got a few letters in!” Lily announced excitedly. They’d been trickling in for about a week now and she was thrilled with the response. She noticed that it was taking approximately three weeks for the letters to arrive and return, which seemed almost shocking considering how fast things could come and go in the mail. Last time she’d done letters to the military, they’d only received back a handful. She knew now that she got a better response with the self-addressed stamped envelopes. She could only picture that it might be tough to get the correct postage overseas, or at least that is what she told herself to keep from getting upset at the lack of response. One of the retired navy wives had promptly crushed her theory in the teachers’ lounge one day, telling her that the carriers and all the ships had post offices.

      So much for that idea, she’d mused, and that was when the idea had hit her. She’d do as much work for them as possible- so all they had to do was reply. It seemed to be working too, since they had almost fifteen responses this year. She flipped through the letters and spotted one addressed to her. Tossing it on her desk just like she did with mail at home, she thought of the cakes and hoped whoever it was had enjoyed them as much as she did. She handed out each letter and asked the student to stand up and read it, so they could share with the rest of the class.

      

      Dear Tommy,

      I appreciate you sending me a letter and writing to us. We are very proud to be serving our country and hope someday that you might choose to represent the U.S. as well. Today was a very good day because I got to split a Hostess cake with one of my bunkmates. I almost had to pay $20 dollars for it, can you believe that?

      

      “What?” Lily blurted out, horrified, turning from the blackboard she’d been erasing the day’s notes from. “No, it doesn’t say that- does it?”

      Tommy Crenshaw looked at her in surprise and repeated the line verbatim. Several of the children began to laugh as he continued to read, telling them all of how they cut up the cakes into little pieces, and each got to enjoy a bite. She felt a little better then, but was still shocked that whoever had gotten her treat had almost sold them off at an exorbitant price! She couldn’t wait to read her letter now to see if he (or she) actually admitted doing so. Maybe she’d write back and tell them about sharing, or simply manners and how the gift was intended to bring happiness, not a profit.

      He finished reading the letter aloud and several other children took their turn, yet only one other mentioned the treat. Out of fifteen letters, two had talked about the care package she’d sent. Perhaps the others didn’t get any? What a shame, she thought sadly. Everyone should enjoy a piece of heaven once in a while; she certainly indulged! Maybe she would send a few more boxes so that way they didn’t have to rip off each other financially for a glimpse of home.

      The day wore on and Lily fought to ignore her own letter on the desk. She had briefly thought of reading it aloud, but until she opened it to see what was said – she simply wasn’t sure it was a good idea without proofreading. Obviously, her gift had reached a few men and she was glad of it.

      The lunch bell rang, and they filed out towards the cafeteria, her class of fourth graders filing neatly behind her. She liked that about the elementary; they encouraged order and thinking of others. Next week they were participating in an event to replant saplings along the edge of the school yard to form natural fencing some years from now. That and a water balloon fight would wrap up the semester nicely.

      She liked this age because it was uncomplicated happiness. It was the simple things that brought joy or aggravation without being burdened with hormone horror stories. They were on the cusp and she got to enjoy the children before shuffling them to another unsuspecting teacher next year. She chuckled to herself at the thought and thanked God again for guiding her here, where she fit in.

      Things were starting to get down to crunch time for her. The school year was wrapping up and she had a massive stack of papers to grade. Her excel file had frozen, losing precious data that she had thankfully backed up. She’d retrieved most of it, but had to manually redo the formulas in order for it to process the percentages on the scoring. Tests weighed heavily in the class, balancing the scale between participation grades and homework. She’d jumped at the chance of keeping it on the computer, rather than lugging her grading booklet around. It used to be a White-Out disaster of epic proportions.

      As she worked through the afternoon’s papers, Lily glanced up to see that it was nearing five pm. She’d made progress on the stack and would finish it, hopefully before the weekend. Gathering up her things, she dropped her purse on the desk and fished for her car keys, spying the envelope poking out from the graded papers that were face down on her desk. She’d almost forgotten it! Sitting down, she tore open the envelope and smiled in surprise at the ink rendering she spotted.

      A sweet paw print.

      Immediately, she found herself smiling happily as she started the letter and then frowned. Parents? He asked to thank her parents for the Twinkies? Did he think she was a student? How funny!

      The letter touched her. She could practically sense the wistfulness and longing for nature. She couldn’t imagine how different of a land Afghanistan was from here. She’d seen pictures online or on the news and it looked simply raw and brutal. She was glad she’d sent the snack cakes to him – and that he admitted teasing a few of his team mates. That was the intention, to bring a spot of joy to their day. She thought it was particularly neat that he had a K-9 dog and loved shepherds. She’d had one growing up as a child and remembered how loyal and intelligent they were. Yes, she would read the letter to the class – and she decided to also write back, surprising herself.

      Lily stopped at the grocery on her way home, inspired. The box had been crushed in the mail, yet the cakes were edible, so she was on the right track. The key was to find things that were unperishable, undamageable, and wanted. She picked up a few goodies as well as a few necessities, not knowing if they could get them out there easily. She pictured herself away from everything and thought, what would I want?

      She’d want fancy, smelly, pretty stuff. Some pink gel pens that glided easily and lovely stationary. Maybe a drawing pad, since he obviously was gifted and liked to draw. She’d been sincerely impressed with the skill she’d seen and the detail. He’d even gone as far as to use hatch marks to create shading. Picking up a roll of bubble wrap, she grinned. Her gifts would arrive unharmed this time, no doubt.

      Part of her inspiration for doing this came from her friend, Sherry, who’d passed away unexpectedly. It had been traumatizing to lose the friend and mentor she’d looked up to. That was one thing that ate at her and pushed her to be a better person: Sherry cared to the bottom of her heart. She had never met a stranger, nor felt skittish about giving. She would bring in home-cooked dishes to the breakroom and expected everyone to eat from it. If school supplies were on sale, she would pick up several and leave them in the mailboxes in the lounge, with no expectation of return. Lily missed her terribly, and the kindness that just blossomed from being around her, so now it was her turn to take up the mantle.

      What would Sherry do?

      She would make another care package and continue bringing hope and happiness to others. Picking up packing tape and several packages of gum, she stopped mid-stride and headed to the health and beauty-aid aisle. She’d want smelly, happy stuff and shook her head at the silly thought. This was a guy and his dog. Snapping her fingers happily, she pushed her cart over towards the pet aisle and picked up a chew toy, as well as a dog bone. She looked down at her cart and giggled. It would look like Christmas when the box arrived.

      Paying, she hurried home and began carefully packing the box. It was approximately a foot tall and a foot wide, crammed to the very top, full of different things. She got out a piece of stationary and sat down to write a letter to him.

      

      Mr. Griffin and Radar,

      I truly enjoyed your letter and drawing. It almost looked like your shepherd signed the paper himself, I was so impressed. I am glad you and your friends enjoyed the Twinkies – they are a favorite of mine. I am a teacher at the elementary school that sent the letters out, so I will accept your thanks as well as pass on your story to my parents and my students. Perhaps you can use the drawing pencils and pad to hone your skills drawing. You truly have a gift for it. I hope you can use a few of the items, if not, please distribute them out and know that we all pray for your continued safety back in the States. Is there anything you particularly need or would like? You mentioned greenery from home, so I’ve included a few things that made me think of trees. I’ve enjoyed your letter and it brought a smile to a dull day.

      Thank you again- and be safe.

      Lily

      P.S. I’ve included some postage for you as well as paper/envelopes in hopes that we might continue our correspondence. God bless.

      

      Smiling, she sealed it inside and labeled the box. It seemed so odd to write down the address to Afghanistan and found herself checking the return portion of the envelope several times to make sure it was correct. Taping it carefully, she grinned, satisfied with herself, and realized this had been the most she’d had to look forward to in a while that didn’t have to do with school work or working in the yard to make it more habitable. Even though it was dark out now and getting late, she got back into the car and drove out to the post office, using the self-serve kiosk to mail the package immediately.
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      June 2015

      Ghazni, Afghanistan

      

      John stood near the table under the tent awning. They were planning to head into the hills tomorrow to sweep for more mines. There had been an insurgence last week and several threats against them, making him extremely uneasy. It was times like these that made him think about his future and what he was going to do with it. He was thirty-eight and while he felt older than his years, he also realized that he still had time to begin again – as scary as it seemed.

      “Griffin! When you finish, they need you in berthing,” a head peeked in the tent, interrupting him and several other officers. Cooper had arrived here last month and was green as the day was long. That was one thing that some kids had a hard time learning, when to wait their turn. He shook his head frowning because young, hot-headed bucks could get killed rushing into things or advancing before it was safe. Stupid fool.

      “Is it an emergency?”

      “Naw, but me and the guys –“

      “Then you need to wait, like I’ve told you before,” John snapped and turned back to the map. There were caves and trails throughout the hills that were being used for munitions and hiding. He would be haunted if he led a bunch of young, naïve fools like Cooper to their deaths. The boy was probably still wet behind the ears with a high school sweetheart at home, promising to wait on him. Good luck with that, he thought bitterly, tinged with envy and sadness.

      “Here and here, so we don’t get pinned down,” John suggested, pointing at the ridge just off to the left of the map. “We can sweep West to East and hold it with far less resistance or chance of casualties. If we go in here, there is too many civilians close by. I don’t want to risk my men nor anyone else.”

      After several moments, it was agreed and radioed to the other unit on the far side of Ghanzi. Friendly fire was a real threat when you were scared and aiming at a shadow from a distance. They were Seals and deadly with a gun. He heard the crackle of acknowledgment and coordinates, nodding to confirm. They would head out in the morning first thing.

      Cover of darkness was a myth and only worked if you were on home territory, or so he believed. He’d rather have a shot at seeing his targets than to be caught by surprise. Perhaps if they had more night vision goggles or equipment it wouldn’t be so bad, but the last drop had been shot down by missiles and intercepted. The enemy had the precious goggles, making them even more dangerous than before.

      Exiting the tent into the bright sunlight, he slipped his sunglasses back on and pulled a cap low on his head. The sun beat down hard on them, and it would almost be comical if it wasn’t so sad about the tan lines they’d all developed over time. His shoulders, arms and chest were extremely dark, but his feet were nearly milk white inside his shoes. The glare from his pale skin was near about as bright as the sun overhead.

      He stopped at the medical tent to get some aspirin for a raging headache he was developing. The stress and strain were getting to him. Booze was available but with his outing tomorrow, he’d not touch the stuff, and try to find another way to unwind. Perhaps he’d lie in his bunk with a rag over his eyes and try to focus on a well-deserved vacation.

      Maybe the warm salty breeze of the gulf coast with the ocean breaking in the distance. Perhaps the Deep South, where old oak trees that were hundreds of years old stretched across the grass. Limbs dripping with Spanish moss that made you yearn for a hammock and a tall glass of iced lemonade from the humidity in the air. Maybe he’d visit Seattle on his next leave?

      Cooper was from there and had done nothing but yammer repeatedly about how cool it was there versus the rainy season back home. He said there was moss everywhere and it set his imagination alive. He could picture lichens, ferns, and a stunning emerald forest that came alive with vegetation and wildlife. He wasn’t sure if it was accurate or not, but it was his dreams – they could be whatever he wanted. John noticed as he left the tent, that he was getting stared at strangely.

      “What?” he barked, stopping to look himself over. Did he have a sign on his back or toilet paper trailing from his shoes? Men were looking at him almost curiously with a smirk on their faces. If he had marker on his face like Cash had when he first arrived, he’d beat the culprit to a pulp and teach the others to leave him alone.

      “C’mon Radar,” he whistled and patted his leg. Radar fell in line beside him like clockwork. “Why can’t more people be like you? You don’t question, you don’t talk back,” he muttered, ruffling the dog’s head affectionately as he strode towards his bunk space. As he stepped inside, the dry heat hit him, along with a faint whiff of rancidity.

      “Deodorant is a necessity, boys - Use it. It’s too hot here for you ‘ladies’ to go without,” he muttered, letting the door drop behind him. Instead of snide comments at his remarks, he was surprised to hear a few catcalls and whistles.

      “Got a little something sweet on the side there?”

      “Ol’ man’s got a little missus back home waiting for him!”

      “Is it your birthday? Who gets to do the honors for the spankings?”

      “Got yourself a lady friend, Griff?”

      “What are you morons prattling on about?” He asked and then saw it sitting there on his bunk in the corner. A large box was being eyed by every man that shared his tent. Apparently, several had already inspected it over because as he got closer, he saw Lily’s name in the corner.

      “Well, I’ll be…” he breathed in surprise and felt himself smile in anticipation. The kid that sent the Twinkies had written him back. Radar sat beside him, her tail wagging happily before barking. John immediately stopped and looked at his dog in confusion and concern. It was a happy bark, not an alert.

      “What?” he said playfully to his dog. “You think this is for you?” A loud answering bark quickly followed. She danced about in a circle and put her paw on his leg, making him laugh. “C’mon up here,” he ordered, patting on his bunk. You could have heard a pin drop behind him, making his conscious twinge. Maybe he was too rough on the guys because they were acting like he was a monster.

      “It’s from the kid,” he announced suddenly, surprising himself. “You guys want to see if she sent more Twinkies?” John grinned. He was quickly surrounded as he whipped out his pocket knife and delicately cut through the tape. Opening the box, he saw the envelope on top and immediately tucked it in his shirt pocket. He heard the groans of envy and glanced down in the box.

      Puppy treats and a bone for Radar! No wonder she was pacing so happily. He quickly unwrapped the bone and gave it to the dog. She immediately went to town, gnawing happily, grunting and working it between her paws to hold it steady.

      There were drawing pencils, paper, envelopes and stamps. More Twinkies, of course – but there was also Chapstick’s, a large bag of beef jerky, a few lottery scratch-off tickets and toiletries. Pine scented body wash, deodorant, and shampoo. Small packages of chewing gum had been hastily shuffled everywhere in the mix of goodies. He popped the cap off the bottle and peeled back the foil seal, breathing deep the clean pine scent and closing his eyes in happiness.

      Home.

      This was an unexpected blessing and gift he’d not expected at all. No wonder everyone was staring at him as he walked through camp. The box was large and barely anyone got packages, much less letters anymore. Mail was precious and packages were infinitely more so. Generously, he handed out packages of gum to everyone until he ran out. He gave out the scratch tickets as well.

      “If you win? I’m mailing it back to her,” he ordered, a gentle reminder that it was for fun and basically useless here. He sat down beside Radar and opened the letter.

      “Read it out loud!” was shouted, and he nodded. He unfolded he paper and smelled a faint perfume. He found himself sniffing the paper before he realized it and cleared his throat. As he read the letter, he found himself hesitating as he realized it was a grown woman that had mailed the package.

      Lily wasn’t a kind-hearted kid, but rather a teacher with the heart of an angel. How could someone be so nice to a perfect stranger, so giving? He was nobody and had been blessed to have been assigned the number that paired her letter to him. Luck of the draw, and he felt like he’d won the lottery. Several of the men began patting him on the shoulder and laughing. One guy grabbed him and kissed him on the cheek playfully, mocking him as he sang “Oooooh Griffin, you ol’ stud, you!” in a sing song voice.

      John broke his pinky finger when he hit him.

      He regretted it immediately as he stormed back to the medical tent with the other man in tow, holding him by the scruff of his neck while they walked inside. The young man who decided to take it upon himself to mock him in front of everyone, now needed an icepack and to have his nose reset. John needed a split, more Tylenol, and an icepack himself for his hand.

      “What happened?”

      “I had a problem and took care of it,”

      “Corpsman- is that correct?”

      “Yes sir, I jumped in front of his fist,” he said with a bloodied smile, looking at John. He grinned at the catty answer. This boy had potential!

      “And you? Your hand magically discovered his broken nose?”

      “Oh no sir, it was worse. I fell into his face when I tripped.”

      “I see,” the nurse rolled his eyes and handed them icepacks. “You two are incorrigible and will be hurting something fierce.” The nurse walked off and John turned to the young man still clutching his nose, chuckling at the outrageous claim.

      “Let’s get one thing straight: You ever kiss me again and I will break both my hands next time. Are we clear?”

      “Sir? May I speak freely?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Chicks like men with character but no more playing around, I swear it. The ladies like rugged and I figured you scored me a girl next time I’m on leave, eh?” Unfortunately for him, due to the broken nose it sounded almost unintelligible as he spoke. Mix wike men wif character. Ice wear id. Core me a curl ex time I’m on weave.

      “Sure kid.” John nearly smiled at how foolish he looked and sounded. Had he ever been that young? “Now, you might have two black eyes if you don’t keep that icepack on there and stay quiet.”

      “Got it,” he mumbled erratically and put the icepack against his face again.

      Finger splinted and bone set, he headed to the small commissary that had been set up to get a bottle of Tylenol for himself. He could go to the doc to get it, but once he was done and hurting, both men would be looking for something to ease the ache. His temper had gotten the better of him and though he preached patience, he had a hard time practicing it. He bought the Tylenol and saw the tiny stand of postcards for men to easily drop word to their families. On a whim, he picked up one and paid.

      Once back in the tent, he struggled to write a letter in response. He was right handed and it was the pinky on that hand. Cursing, he almost gave up. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, praying for patience.

      “If you are listening, I need a little help. I want to get this mailed today and it’s important, okay?” he whispered awkwardly. It had been a long time since he’d asked for anything, feeling forgotten in the world. He managed to find a way to wedge the pen in his hand and began again.

      

      Lily,

      I’m sorry this will be short, but I wanted to thank you again for your extreme kindness. You seem to know exactly how I am feeling because the items you sent remind me so much of the trees back home. I haven’t seen hardly any trees in a long time. Rocks. There are rocks everywhere here. It meant a lot that you sent another box. Radar loves her bone and I shared the gum with the guys.

      

      He felt like he should say more but wasn’t sure exactly what. What did she look like? kept beating at his mind. Was she pretty? Why did she send another box or want a pen pal? Was she lonely? … like he was, he realized. John stared at the letter and re-read it again. Curiosity and hope were beating at him to know more about Lily. His hand was beginning to ache and throb from trying to hold the pen.

      

      What does Mr. Hogan think of you writing the soldiers out here? I hope he is as gentle and kind a soul as you are. I can’t think of anything I need, but I appreciate the offer. Honestly, your letters are giving me something to look forward to and I would like to continue sending them.

      John and Radar

      P.S. – no paw today. I broke my finger.

      

      John got up and whistled for Radar to join him. He was on a mission and determined to mail the letter as quickly as possible. The box had been postdated June 5th and it was already the 20th – just now receiving it. Fifteen days since she’d thought to mail it to him. He was curiously hopeful but for what, he didn’t know. He gave the letter quickly to the mail clerk and jogged back to his tent through camp. He hoped the letter made its way to her quickly, or at least left camp fast.

      Fifteen days to get here, that meant potentially thirty days of silence until his letter got to her. That was entirely too long, he thought with a confused frown, too long for me to know what she says, or if she’s single.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5

        

      

    

    
      July 2015

      Tyler, Texas

      

      It was sweltering, and the humidity had to be well over ninety percent. Walking outside of the house was like getting slapped with a hot wet towel. Stifling. Lily wished for the crisp autumn days, or perhaps early spring when everything was coming to life. Not this dreary, debilitating heat that hit Texas mid-summer. Her yard was suffering horribly, and her water bill outrageous. She had to water her garden thoroughly every evening as the sun was going down to keep her poor plants from cooking. Her tomatoes were wilting and the leaves on her rose bushes were curling. They would have a respite in a month or two if she was lucky, but until then it was just her versus nature, nursing it along.

      Lily found herself trying to find ways to keep herself occupied, volunteering at the shelter just so she could love on some animals and give them back at the end of the day. She loved them but felt like she simply wasn’t the best fur-mommy they could have. She spent quite a bit of time at the school during the year and her only real free time was summer. She guessed that was why she was so tickled with the drawing of Radar’s paw print. It was something corny like she’d do, making her feel an instant comradery with the stranger.

      Today was a free day for her. She had nothing planned and was completely caught up on the housework. These were rare days indeed! Usually she had something she had to do, from going to the grocery to pulling weeds or grading papers. But today was hers. She dug out the blow-up baby pool from last summer and inflated it, determined that if you couldn’t beat the heat? -you’d enjoy it! Her backyard was fenced, and backed up to a large field that hadn’t been developed yet. She had utter privacy and intended to lounge around all afternoon in a bikini that she’d never, ever, wear in public. If she was fortunate, she’d tan and not absolutely fry her pale skin.

      She dug out several books, deciding on her favorite romance. She’d read this book over and over again. There was something visceral that spoke to her reading about a brash, arrogant, hardheaded man that had a tremendous soft spot for a woman who loved him. She adored this story! Oh yes, she was on her third paperback copy since the others had fallen apart due to her reading it. She knew what was coming and anticipated the scenes, feeling herself well up with hormonal tears at the end when he knew he loved her. She just got just sappy thinking about it.

      Over the last few days, she’d found herself thinking about John, her pen-pal, wondering if he got her box and was pleased with it or thought it stupid of her. There was no doubting it, she was inherently insecure and shy.

      She thought of him often, which struck her as odd because he was a stranger – but to her, he was a safe stranger in her mind. He was on the other side of the planet. She never had to worry about a weirdo showing up or confronting her. She found it almost therapeutic to write to him, scribbling notes here and there for her to share with him. It’s like she was composing a letter that she didn’t intend to send. Last night’s letter was a prime example…

      

      John,

      I hope you and Radar are doing well. Today I spent the day at the animal shelter hugging and feeding the animals. My best friend, Sherry, passed away unexpectedly some time ago and I was just devastated. She had such a loving, giving heart and used to take in strays all the time. I don’t know how she did it, but she did.

      Sometimes, I will find a photo on my phone of us and it brings back those memories. I miss her. I hope you have someone you can turn to and call a friend. It’s hard when there is no one…I know. Tomorrow, I have the entire day to myself and I don’t know what to do with it. It’s crushing some days. I miss having a friend to talk to and these letters have really perked me up. I hope you don’t mind. I decided that instead of a pity party of one, I was going to spend the day laying in a pool in my backyard.

      Take care,

      Lily

      

      It was casual and truthful. She looked forward to writing and hoped he would mail her back. Just something, anything, to give her something to be happy about. She was lonely and it was eating at her. Just then, she thought of an idea. She took her phone and took a photo of her backyard. Just the corner of it where it was protected from the sun by a huge oak tree. She’d show him the greenery since he couldn’t see it himself. She almost took a picture of herself but decided against it. The man was probably not interested, and she was in a fanciful mood since she had a date with her romance book.

      The picture wasn’t bad at all; in fact, it was pretty spectacular. Her birdbath shimmered in the sunlight, showing the iridescent bottom, and all her roses were blooming around it perfectly. She had several roses; a climber called Joseph’s coat with a brilliant striped petal that she had tethered to her privacy fence, but near the birdbath was a teeny rose that bloomed prolifically- a fairy rose. Small, pink baby button roses glittered all over a green bush. A few terracotta pots were strategically placed to look almost like a cascading water fountain, except she had succulent plants that hung over the lip of each pot beautifully.

      Satisfied, she airdropped the photo to her printer and prayed she had enough color ink for it. As it printed slowly, she grabbed a towel and a bottle of suntan lotion, getting ready to walk out into the back yard where the pool water had been warming in the sun. The kiddie pool wasn’t very large at all, but it was enough to cool her down. She heard the mail slot on her front door squeak open and the flop of envelopes onto the tile entryway. She padded over barefoot and immediately grabbed the first letter that stood out.

      He’d wrote her!

      She tore open the envelope and devoured it, pouring over the words, and then re-reading it again just to make sure she’d not missed anything. Poor thing had broken his finger! She was glad his dog enjoyed the treats she’d sent. She could almost imagine the bitter yearning for something that reminded him of home. She felt it deep in her gut, that wistfulness that tore at her – yearning for companionship. She re-read the letter, her eyebrow arching.

      Mr. Hogan? What is he talking about? Is he trying to find out if she’s got a husband or boyfriend? She thought mystified, and sat down hard on the couch. Why? He’d never even see a photo of her and today was the first time she’d thought of even sending him something. What did he look like? Was he nice, young, old, short, tall? She had no idea, but maybe this was the friendship she was looking for – maybe he needed a friend too. She would have to think on how to answer his letter. This was weird, and she had so many questions flying through her head right now! She lay the letter down on the coffee table and stepped away from it – gathering up her towel and book.

      Laying in the water on her back in the shallow water, she rested her neck on the inflatable sides and propped her ankles on the other side. She slipped her sunglasses on and lay there basking in the warm sun…. thinking. She tried to read her book but kept wondering about John. What was he really like? Was he a good man, a Christian man? And that little niggling voice in the back of her mind kept whispering to her: was he good looking?

      Aggravated, she got up and practically tore into the house. She wouldn’t be satisfied until she had an answer, and that answer would take two to three weeks. She picked up the photo, testing to see if the ink had dried. She then did the unimaginable.

      She took a selfie in her bikini top.

      Frowning, she stared at it. Completely critical of how she looked, overanalyzing her features and wishing for what would simply not come. She wasn’t a super model, nor was she thin like other girls. She was curvy, with voluptuous curves that better suited styles from the fifties with their high waisted tight pants and wide skirts. Her nose was covered in freckles and she wished her eyelashes were thicker, and began to laugh at herself. Out of everything, she wished for thicker eyelashes and a thinner shaped face.

      Sighing, she took comfort in knowing that she was made exactly how she was supposed to be – and if he was worth knowing, then he would simply have to be okay with it. Friends saw the inside, she thought; they didn’t focus on the outside – and decided not to print her photo.

      Chicken, she thought. Folding the printed picture, she carefully put a clean sheet of paper with it so if the ink transferred, it would still resemble something recognizable. She then took out another sheet of paper and wrote him. She was candid and forthright, almost to the point of bluntness without trying to be rude.

      

      Hello John,

      I hope this letter finds you well. I must admit, I am a bit surprised you asked if there was a Mr. Hogan? No, there is no one. I am single (if I’ve read between the lines correctly) and am assuming you are as well. I confess, I have eagerly written a few times but haven’t mailed them to you – but perhaps I shall. I spend most of my time at the school during the year, but that won’t be starting for another month or so.

      What do you do in the military that took you to Afghanistan? Tell me about yourself. Hold nothing back please: habits, hobbies, temperament, beliefs, and what you look like. What brought you to have Radar at your side? Radar is a very curious name, so I’m sure there is a story there too as well. How on earth did you break your finger? I am truly sorry to hear this and imagine it hurts quite a bit.

      I have included a photo of my garden in the backyard. You seem to have a keen affinity for plants, as I do, so I thought I would share them. Do you have email or texting capabilities, since letters are tremendously slow? It might be better to assuage my curiosity or deal with any concern you or I might have that comes up, between mailings.

      As for myself, I am thirty-two years old with glasses. I have long brown hair and just over five feet tall. Nothing spectacular and pretty average. I thought about sending a photo but decided against it. It’s not necessary if we are to be good friends and pen pals. I could use a friend and assume you could as well.

      I look forward to hearing from you soon.

      God bless,

      Lily

      

      Staring at the letter, she scribbled her personal email at the bottom and her cell number. Her hand trembled as she realized that he could be anyone in the world and what she was doing could be dangerous if the situation changed and he came to the states. If that was the case, she would change her number immediately. She folded the letter and stamped it. She’d mail it tomorrow and perhaps pick up something to send with it.

      “I must be insane,” she muttered aloud to herself in disbelief at her boldness and her actions. Nothing ventured, nothing gained – so why did she feel like Daniel in the lion’s den, frightened, yet confident at the same time that her path was being guided from Above.
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      August 2015

      Ghazni, Afghanistan

      

      John knew the moment the mail arrived. He was walking through camp and the whistles and catcalls began. Instead of getting upset, he smiled sadly. They might call him ol’man, but the more he thought about it? The more he realized he was actually in his prime and it was time for him to plan on enjoying his life. He got a haircut instead of just getting in line to get buzzed like the other men. They quite often got the clippers out and gave each other free cuts when needed. No, he’d made up his mind and wanted to move on with his life. He was not re-upping at his twenty-year mark in November. He wanted to start the second part of his life.

      He'd made his decision when they were sweeping the hills for bombs. He’d been on alert, watching for any sign of movement. A couple of guys were fooling around, pushing on each other and not paying attention. He’d heard the deafening click and Radar’s terrified yelp just moments before the young man lost his foot. A land mine had been activated. It was a crude device that he’d not seen before. He’d thrown himself on the man, and immediately unwound his belt using it as a tourniquet. He’d saved his life, but at what cost?

      That young man was traumatized and getting a one-way ticket home on a medical discharge, if he so wanted. John was frightened too. They’d immediately backed out of the canyon in order to get him to a medic, but frankly all of them were shaken. John prayed hard that night for the strength to get through the next few months. He knew then that he was going home no matter what and he was taking Radar with him. His pup had lost an eye from the debris and John wouldn’t part with her. She’d been his best friend and he didn’t want a replacement dog. He wanted Radar, and for them to go home together. That became his mantra.

      That night he’d taken solace in writing to Lily, a flood of emotion unleashing. He mailed the post card with nothing but a simple statement: ‘hope you are doing well’, he told her. That wasn’t enough for him; it was like the steam before the geyser exploded. He needed to talk, to vent. It was like he needed to get the fear and dread out of his system, purge it so he could function. He had two and a half months left to serve, then he’d be free – but for what?

      

      Lily,

      I write not because I want to, but because I have to. We had a close one today that shook me to the core and I need to get past it or someone could get hurt. Radar was injured today and it’s like I feel gutted on the inside. She lost an eye. Corporal Minter lost his foot and I feel like it’s my fault. I’ve never seen a bomb like that before and we didn’t know what to expect. I’ve always been extremely careful and detailed, but it wasn’t enough today. Nothing seems to take this feeling from me. I’ve prayed, harder than I’ve ever done before, yet all I keep thinking about is wondering what you would do or say. What would my friend say to me to help me through this funk I’m in? I bought you something today but not sure if you’d like it because I barely know you. Tell me about yourself? What things do you like to do? What makes you smile? I bet you have a lovely laugh and pleasant disposition. Surely such a wonderful person couldn’t have anything otherwise- right?

      Sleep well tonight, for I know that I will not.

      John

      

      He walked the letter to the post office and checked on Radar at the medic’s office. They didn’t have a veterinary specialist on sight, but at this point it didn’t matter. The eye was gone, and it was simply up to them to prevent infection and treat the wound. He petted Radar and held her, as she whined and licked his face. John spoke to her softly and told her what a good dog she was, because it was true. Radar was his best friend and he could have lost her today. That could have been me, he thought, touching the scar at his temple that he’d gotten years ago. Leaving the clinic, he knew instantly he had another care package from Lily.

      John was beyond down and so glad to hear from her. Radar was staying for observation and thankfully Minter was asleep under some strong medication. He held the young man as he screamed in pain and carried him back, barking orders left and right. It was his watch; his duty, and he’d failed him. Sure enough, on his bunk was a small box. He didn’t even smile when he opened it this time, he was simply worn out emotionally and mentally. Just like before, the other guys gathered around until they saw what was in the box.

      “Circus peanuts? Man, your chick has some bad taste in candy and in men. Tell her we preferred the Twinkies!” John looked over his shoulder and snarled at the crowd. They backed away slowly, knowing that the man had already proven he had a hot temper, and today had NOT been a good day.

      “They weren’t for you. They’re for me and she’s pretty darn perfect so far.” He looked back at the box and felt a lightness seep into his soul. How did she know that he loved these candies? He’d not had them since he was a boy. Just breathing in the vanilla scent of the marshmallow peanuts brought back memories. That was one thing that always amazed him, the fact that they seemed to be on the exact same wave length with the same affinity for sweets. She was going to give him a spare tire around his middle, if he didn’t watch it.

      He opened the letter and cradled it close to him as to avoid prying eyes. He felt tears almost well up as he saw the lush greenery in the printed-out photo and said a fervent prayer. He wanted to go home so badly he could taste it. This was about the best box she could have sent him. He could wade in the memories and dream of what home might look like. Sniffing, he opened the other letter and smiled widely. John turned around eagerly, suddenly overcome with an inner fire.

      “Where’s a land line at?”

      “There is one in the medical office for emergencies, I think?”

      Getting up, he sprinted to the commissary as quickly as possible, garnering several alarmed looks from other men nearby. He flew in the door and ran straight to the register. He’d seen the phone cards under lock and key along with the cigarettes and overly priced bottles of alcohol. That’s where he’d seen the gift for her: a pair of tiny lapis lazuli earrings that were extremely delicate. The blue stones didn’t glitter much, but they were a brilliant shade and he’d liked them. He hadn’t mailed them because it seemed so personal, and he didn’t want to scare her off. He needed her letters simply as a tether to the outside world.

      “I need a phone card, please.”

      “Which one?””

      “Biggest one you’ve got,” he said honestly. He was going to call her and needed to hear a friendly voice, her voice. He wanted to talk but didn’t know where to start, so it might be a long call or a very short one. He prayed it was a long call.

      “Got someone special to call? You can use that room back there,” the clerk pointed at the back of the tiny building. John glanced at him in surprise. “There’s directions taped to the table on how to put your calling card in and dial the US.”

      “There’s a phone here?”

      “For emergencies. I assume this is one?”

      “No.”

      “You are calling a girl?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Go ahead buddy,” he said with a wide grin.

      “Thank you,” he told him, grabbing his hand and shaking it. He quickly paid. It was either going to be the best or worst hundred bucks he’d ever spent. He needed this and hoped this was the right decision. He had her letter in his hand and noticed it shook. He was a wreck and scared to death. He sat down in the small room and shut the door behind him, staring at the phone like it could hurt him more than he had already suffered today. He took a moment and said a silent prayer, trying to calculate the time difference between them. It was 2 pm here, so it was close to 10pm there. He wondered if she would be awake. He took a deep breath and dialed the phone.
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        * * *

      

      Lily heard the phone rang and spit in the sink as she brushed her teeth. Teachers were heading back in to the schools tomorrow to begin setting up for the new year. Truthfully, she was excited and dreading it at the same time. She was ready to fill her days, but also enjoyed sleeping in and her freedom. Picking up the phone, she stared at the caller ID, confused at the numbers and erratic spacing on the display.

      “Hello?”

      “Lily? Is this Lily Hogan?”

      “Who’s this?” she asked curtly, immediately wondering who could be calling her this late. She didn’t recognize the voice and a flurry of thoughts went through her mind. Bill collector? Salesman? Prank call?

      

      “It’s John,” he began and felt himself trembling in nervousness. He hadn’t felt like this since he disarmed his first bomb. Sweat ran down his back and he felt like his heart was beating ninety miles a minute. “It’s John Griffin. I got your letter today; do you have a moment to talk or is this a bad time?”

      

      “Oh! Oh, I think I need to sit down,” Lily breathed in the phone feeling light headed. He called! This was weird and scary, yet exhilarating at the same time. “You called? I wasn’t sure if you could text or email.”

      “I’m sorry, I…I don’t have a cell phone here. There are too few plugs where I am at,” he explained. His voice was rich and warm through the phone.

      “No, it’s alright. I’m glad you called. This is much easier to communicate, isn’t it? How are you? You got my letter I see,” she continued, stammering on, and grimaced feeling stupid at the comment. Of course, he got your letter silly, he has your number now – remember?

      “I’m sorry, I’m nervous. Oh, I am botching this up royally and yet here I keep talking. I’m still talking. Okay, anytime now. Shut up, Lily,” she muttered nervously. “Hi there,” she finished lamely and heard him laugh softly on the phone, making her tummy clench.

      

      “It’s okay. I understand. I’m pretty petrified right now myself just hearing your voice and I can’t explain it. I don’t know how long I have on this phone card, but I wanted to talk to you. I can’t tell you how much your letters and gifts have meant to me. It’s meant everything, especially today,” he stopped and cleared his throat.

      Frozen.

      The bomb flashed in his mind and he heard Ethan Minter’s screams in his mind. He needed her voice to drown them out. He could feel himself hitting a breaking point and was ashamed that he might actually cry. She was so darn nice, and he felt so undeserving and very brittle right now emotionally.

      “What happened today? You said you needed to talk? It was something bad, wasn’t it? Tell me, I’m here and can listen, John.” He heard her voice, the peaceful soothing tones combined with a southern lilt that was making him yearn for more. He shook his head negatively and sighed, knowing she couldn’t see the gesture through the phone.

      “I can’t,” he uttered thickly, it was too fresh – too raw. He would be humiliated if he broke down and felt himself wavering on the verge of it. Hot tears burned in the back of his throat as he cherished her gentle voice. “Let’s talk about anything else. Please.” There was a silence on the other end of the line for a moment that terrified him more than the bomb earlier today. “Lily? Are you there?”

      “Yes. Let’s start with introductions and the basics, instead of fumbling along, not knowing what to say. Tell me about yourself,” her voice soothed patiently in his ear.

      “I’m thirty-eight, single, brown hair and hazel eyes.”

      “I’m thirty-two, single, brown hair and brown eyes.” He heard her voice read back almost the same description and frowned. He’d not given her much to go on, nor had she. It was hard thinking of a way to describe yourself. Ruggedly handsome? A goofball that has a quiet sense of humor? A tired soul looking for peace and comfort? He was at a loss and imagined she was as well.

      “That doesn’t tell each other much,” John said truthfully. “Does it?”

      “No, but,” she admitted, her voice soft in the receiver. He heard a tremor in her voice as she spoke, honestly. He liked that about her. No games, no guessing. “I’m scared. I don’t know you, you know? Hearing your voice makes this feel real.”

      “No. I know, but I– John took a deep breath, opening up and baring his soul to the woman on the phone. “I’m a very simple guy with not a lot to say. Today was a hard day, probably one of the hardest I’ve had in a long time. I love the trees. I miss them the most truthfully, and never thought I’d ever say something so silly. This place is so barren and dry I feel like I’m losing any contact with home anymore. I think that is what touched me so much about your letter. I felt like someone understood and it meant a lot to me. I know I’m rambling and I swear I’m not crazy, but then that’s probably what crazy people say,” he stopped, hearing her giggle, and smiled.

      “I really like your letters and can tell you are a nice person. I could use some niceness in my life, and I could use a friend too. I like that you understand just how wonderful circus peanuts are in a world that hates them.” He could practically hear the smile in her voice as she teased him. He felt himself smile and closed his eyes in a brief happiness for just a moment. “Circus peanuts are awesome, aren’t they?” he agreed.

      “Twinkies too.”

      “Amen to that! You know what else is pretty darn wonderful?” he chuckled.

      “What?”

      “Hearing your voice. I like it. You have a kind voice to go with a kind soul.”

      “You too-”

      “TEN MINUTES REMAINING.”

      Lily’s sweet voice was interrupted mid-sentence by a computerized voice command that chimed through the receiver, and he grimaced. He didn’t want to hang up the phone and was tempted to buy another phone card. Searching his wallet, he saw that he’d used a lot of his cash already and frowned. It would have to wait for just a few days. He’d settle for brief respites from his routine if he had to.

      

      Lily heard the warning and took a deep breath. If they were both nervous, nothing would get said, and she would still have her unanswered questions or have to wait for another phone call or letter. It was either time to put up or shut up. She had questions and craved to know more about the man.

      “John, tell me why you asked if I was single. Why did you care? How did you break your finger and is it hurting you? Do you need anything?” she blurted out quickly, feeling the timer winding down. “Do you have email? Can you send a photo? That sounds so shallow, but I want to match the voice with the man? Just to be able to picture who I am talking to, so you aren’t some stranger anymore. This is terrible. I feel like we are playing twenty questions on the dating game - when I just want to talk about little nothings with a friend that truly understands me,” she finished.

      

      “I will find a way to email you a photo somehow. I promise you. If not, I will see if I can get one to you in the mail. I don’t need anything, you’ve already spoiled me too much. I broke my finger punching a guy who teased me about getting your packages –long story - and I asked if you were single because I really like you and felt a kinship. I want to get to know the sweet woman that thought enough of a stranger to reach out. I like you.”

      “But you don’t know what I look like and we might not even get along.”

      John took a deep breath. Her words were true, but he felt in his gut that meeting her was something he’d been gifted with. He hadn’t realized how low his morale had fallen, or how numb he felt, until he was presented with a spark of light. He felt almost poetic thinking of how much happier he was on the days that he heard word from her. It didn’t matter what she looked like because he already liked Lily.

      “I don’t care what you look like because it’s what’s inside that matters and I already know you are more beautiful than anything I will have ever known in my life.” He heard her soft gasp and felt his heart flutter, knowing he was right and spoke true. She was beautiful, incredibly so, on the inside – her mind and essence were light and he was attracted like a moth to a flame.

      “You don’t know that, and you shouldn’t say things like that.”

      “But I bet I’m still right about it.”

      “TWO MINUTES REMAINING.”

      “John, I…” he heard her sweet voice stopped again by the announcement in the phone and felt a wave of sadness hit him. Was their time up already? He’d barely gotten to talk to her and there was so much he wanted to know. What made her smile? What were her hopes or dreams?

      “I know. I am so glad I got to hear your voice today.” It was true. The gift of being able to hear her voice was priceless. When he got back to his bunk, he would re-read her letters again, but this time he would hear Lily’s soft gentle accent as she spoke. He knew the words already, having poured over them repeatedly, but now they had personality. They had sound and character in his mind.

      “Will you call again soon?”

      “If you’d like me to.” Her sweet tentative voice told him she was shy. He felt infinitely protective of her and would make a list of things to ask or talk about next time he called. He wanted to take the burden of thinking of something to discuss off her.

      “I would.”

      “ONE MINUTE REMAINING.”

      “Give Radar a hug for me and please take care of yourself. I look forward to your letters and if you can call that would be terrific. School’s starting back so I might not be available until…” he interrupted her, with almost an apologetic tone to his voice. They were running out of time and he wanted to tell her bye and goodnight. He’d do his best to call again as soon as he could.

      “Lily- it’s okay. Take ca-“John flinched as the line went dead on his end. He felt like he’d almost been punched in the gut by the abrupt end. Her voice was gone, and he felt the yawning blackness of sadness trying to take hold. He shook his head and thanked God for the brief respite to his day. Instead of letting himself get down, he would push back, do everything he could to keep his promise of the photo. He’d break every finger in his hand if the other guys teased him, and it would be worth it. Determined, he left the small room and shut the door behind him. He fetched the earrings from his locker at the end of his bunk and mailed them immediately to her.

      His girl.
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      August 2015

      Tyler, Texas

      

      Lily stared at the cell phone horrified as the call ended and felt tears well up in her eyes. She dashed them away and cradled it to her for several moments, wondering if he would call again. She lay there staring at the ceiling in her bedroom, her mind racing. The phone call did little to wash away her curiosity of the man; in fact, it did the opposite. She was even more fascinated and intrigued by the stranger who seemed to be so very kind to her and thought she was a beautiful soul. She glanced down at her flannel pajamas feeling very homely. But he claimed to not care. He said she had a beautiful soul and it made her feel incredibly wonderful. He seemed to know exactly what she needed to hear. She vowed to mail him a few phone cards tomorrow.

      The next morning, she arose with a renewed vigor. Her mind had worked all night coming up with different thoughts or ideas for her classroom and for John. She planned on mailing another box to him, just something small so he constantly had something coming in. The larger boxes were quite bulky so maybe a smaller, more frequent box would be better? In the next box, she would send him a disposable Polaroid camera so he could take a photo and mail it back in an envelope. She hoped he would find a way to email a photo, but with limited communication, she assumed it would not happen for a while.

      “Think of a desert landscape far from anything you know, Lily,” she muttered to herself, hanging a wavy paper border on the bulletin board she was decorating. She wanted to send something small, but special. And Radar! She’d get something for his dog too. She imagined the two were close since that was really the only other being he’d referred to in his letters. Perhaps a Kong chew toy and a jar of peanut butter? Maybe she’d send some crackers for John too, so they could enjoy the treat together. Ohhhh and a pocket knife so he could spread it?

      Her mind was working furiously with a variety of ideas for her pen pal. She wanted to spoil him, to make him happy – and it made her happy to do so. It gave her a sense of fulfillment to give, which was why she enjoyed the volunteering. She enjoyed giving back.

      “I’m heading out, Lily. You need anything from the store?”

      Glancing at the open classroom door, Lily smiled appreciatively at the other teacher. Maria Beckett had been a sweetheart, almost taking her under her wing when Sherry had passed. She’d never really said much to her before, but befriended her immediately and sat with her at the funeral. It was like having someone simply there to have your back.

      “I appreciate it, but I’ve got to run to the store myself. I’ve got a little something I’m working on right now, just thinking of different ways to do it.”

      “Is whatever it is the reason you seem so happy today?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You just seem like you’ve finally made peace or found something that’s put the bounce back in your step since Sherry died. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy for you.”

      “Oh that? Yeah, I have a friend that is pretty great and I’m thinking of what to send him next. You know?”

      “Send?”

      “It’s a just a pen pal I’ve had for several months now.”

      “Just be careful; you never know anymore, and there are some real weirdos out there. I just want you to be safe.”

      “Me too,” she smiled and hesitated. “Maria, can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      “If you could get something in the mail, what would you like? What would surprise you and give you warm fuzzies?”

      “Is this for a guy or a girl?”

      “A guy,” she admitted, blushing, and instantly regretted asking when she saw the other woman’s large, knowing smile.

      “I would wow him royally. Send him something scandalous, like a magazine or panties.”

      “WHAT?” Lily screeched in shock and fell off the stepstool she’d been standing on, catching herself before tumbling to the floor. The colorful décor she’d lined up on the desk went scattering to the ground, flying in every direction. “I can’t do that! Think of a nice guy – a friend, but not that kind of friend! Oh, my goodness forget I asked,” she muttered, picking up the laminated stars that had gotten scattered to the ground.

      “Well, then pick out something you think you’d like to receive.”

      “I did that,” she said breathlessly, kneeling down and reaching for a star that slipped under her desk. “I sent a box with that a long time ago.”

      “Tell me you didn’t send him Twinkies. You should have stock in those cakes by now,” Maria laughed riotously, her face in disbelief. Lily wished the floor would open up to swallow her just about now. What was wrong with that? “You didn’t?”

      “You know, he liked the Twinkies. It was a creative thought too,” Lily argued defensively. “I wasn’t looking for judgement or criticism, just maybe a suggestion or two.”

      “Look, you are a sweet lady,” Maria told her, and she felt defeat heavy on her shoulders. This was ridiculous. They were strangers and it would be best to keep things friendly or amicable. She was making too much of this and he was simply a lonely guy that didn’t have anyone – and that was absolutely no basis for starting anything more than friendship. “And sweet ladies don’t chase guys around. Send him a book or crossword puzzles, something to keep his mind going. Maybe a handheld video game with batteries for it? Have fun, but don’t put your heart into it – that is where you end up hurt, and I think you’ve dealt with enough hurt for the year, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” she agreed, looking away. Maria was right, and it was stupid of her to imagine that there could ever be more. He was there, and she was here. He might not like curvy girls, or she might think he was short or rude. The odds of things going further or crossing past an amicable friendship were slim to none…so why did it hurt so much to think that? To have a wish decimated before it ever truly took root? She was a typical girl that wanted the fairytale dream, where prince charming swooped in and fell in love with her, just like in her books.

      “I appreciate the advice, Maria and you’re right.” she admitted, feeling simply awful at the moment. She wanted her pajamas and a hot fudge sundae, or perhaps a bubble bath and a box of tissues. Mortified, her eyes began to water and she felt herself overwhelmed.

      “I think I’m going to wrap up here in a bit. Thank you for asking if I needed anything,” she told her, effectively ending the conversation and hoping the other woman got the hint. If she started sniffling or sobbing, she wanted no one present to see her.

      “You okay, sweetie?” she heard her ask, and flinched. “You are simply too soft hearted for the world, you know that?”

      “I’m fine, thanks,” Lily replied and wished she would leave her alone. The waterworks were coming faster than she could try to calm herself down. It was hopeless. He would never, ever be her prince charming or sweep her off her feet, and she just needed to realize that sooner than later. He was nice, but that needed to be the end of it. If she was lonely, she needed to find someone here she could meet or talk to instead, of grasping at straws.

      She looked over her shoulder and saw that Maria left. Grabbing her car keys and purse, she quickly left the building and got to her car before breaking down. She felt like all her hopes had been simply crushed by the truth of the matter. He was a stranger on the other side of the world and she was a desperate, plump dreamer that was hung up on a fantasy. Crying hot bitter tears, she hugged her steering wheel for several moments in mourning for an imaginary budding romance.

      Wiping her eyes, she pulled out her phone to see if she was presentable in public. Her face did a weird thing when she cried. She would get these massive red splotches and her nose would turn bright purplish. Opening the camera, she rolled her eyes. Nope, she was going home first so she didn’t get stopped repeatedly by strangers thinking she was having an allergic reaction to something.

      Once home, she put a cold washrag on her face and sat there on the couch for a while, resting and lost in thought. Think of happy things so you don’t start bawling again, she reminded herself silently. Maybe she’d go by the garden center and see if there were any new flowers, or perhaps she’d just spend the evening on Pinterest finding a new hobby or idea. She moved the rag to her forehead and scrolled through her phone, sighing. It always came back to John. She found a recipe for cake baked in a jar and vacuum sealed. It looked so simple, and it was something she would think was really cool to receive. Checking her face again, she sighed. Still red, just not as much.

      She busied herself in looking to make sure she had the ingredients and was surprised to find that she did – including the canning jars. She’d made bread and butter pickles last summer for herself, leaving a small stash of jars and lids in her cabinet. Grabbing a mixing bowl, she whipped up enough cake batter for a few jars. She put them to bake in the water dish like directed and was shocked to see it actually worked. When she pulled the baking pan full of water from the oven an hour later, she saw that the jars had sealed and the batter had changed from a liquid to a solid, spongy consistency. Impressed, she carefully moved them to the counter to cool before heading to the store.

      It was getting late, but what did it matter. It wasn’t like she had anyone waiting for her. She picked up the peanut butter, crackers and Kong toy – along with a box of plastic knives. As she was leaving the store, she spotted a photo booth and smiled.

      It would be different, she thought. Inserting a dollar, she sat down, and before she knew it the light was flashing. She tried to make herself look nice or super pretty, but when the photos ejected, she sighed. Normal, plain-jane Lily.

      She drove to the post office and fished around in the trunk of her car for a box to use. She’d mail one box now and the cakes tomorrow since she needed to get more bubble wrap. When she’d started mailing him stuff, she had picked up boxes here and there that would stand up to the abuse it took in shipping. She also used the packing tape she now kept in her car to seal the box. She had a regular little mailing station directly out of the trunk.

      As she sealed the box, she threw the strip of photos inside haphazardly. She was who she was and there was no changing it. Falling for a stranger was a foolish notion anyhow and it was better she squashed any hopes now, rather than later on when she really felt something. She walked inside the barren post office and used the self-serve kiosk to mail it, dropping it inside the bin. The deed was done and photos of herself were on the way. Now, she had a hot date with a bubble bath.
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      September 2015

      Ghazni, Afghanistan

      

      It had been a week since John called Lily. A week of complete torture and analysis. He was watching everyone and everything looking for a cell phone, computer or some sort of outlet to get a photo to her. There were no disposable cameras at the base store because they didn’t want you sending photos of the location. He had almost called to tell Lily he wasn’t able to find a way, but he was no quitter! Instead, he prayed for an answer and doubled down to find a solution.

      He saw people come and go often; sometimes media would arrive, but they were often shooed away. It was too easy to accidently get something in the field of the camera that didn’t need to make it out. Maybe that was his solution, to go to them and suggest interviewing some of the troops in a secure location, so it was monitored. Seeing the chopper landing in the distance, he charged forward ahead with Radar in tow, a plan coming together.

      “You! And you! With me,” he barked, grabbing two of his bunkmates. He ducked his head towards one of the commanding officers. “Sir, I’d like your permission to speak with the film crew that just landed to encourage more letters from home. Might boost morale for the guys. I can take them to the clinic, so they don’t see the weapons stores and you can’t see where we are located.”

      At his curt nod, John almost whooped in delight and anticipation. He normally avoided this stuff at all costs, but without finding anyone with an unlocked internet portal, cell phone with signal, etc. – he was getting desperate. He’d kept her letter folded in his shirt pocket, close to his chest, just in case opportunity arose. Coming closer to the choppers, he turned to the two men with him and tried to keep the excited grin off of his face.

      “Boys, we are gonna see if we can drum up some mail for the team. I want you to be positive, optimistic and happy. Say hello to your families and talk about how much you’ve appreciated the letters we’ve gotten.”

      “But we barely got any; you got most of them from tha-”

      “I know,” he said quickly, cutting him off. “That is precisely why we are doing this. If we don’t tell people how much it’s appreciated, then it’s out of sight, out of mind. Miss? Lady?” John shouted, waving at the reporter who got off the chopper. He saw the wariness in her face and knew immediately she expected to get sent on her way.

      “Look, no media and interviews. Too much exposure, but you’ve got a couple of volunteers that can talk with you if you need a quick story. I’ve secured a spot that won’t give away our location and you can have five minutes, per Command,” he instructed and saw the look of relief. “Tell the chopper not to leave, we won’t be long.”

      John headed to the medical facility and ignored their incredulous looks at the intrusion. “Set up fast and let’s get this done.”

      “Wait, don’t you want to know what I’m here for?”

      “Nope, just need to know where you are airing, if it will be online, and where to find it at,” he said bluntly with a genuine smile. He swirled his finger in a circle beside his head, indicating to wrap up everything or they were going to be done before they started. “We need to hurry this up and to drive attention to our boys and keep them fighting the good fight. Now, if you’ll set that camera up on your shoulder, sir? Time is a-wasting.”

      Twenty minutes later, he ushered the reporter’s back to the helicopter, the relief palpable. It was a news team from Virginia. He had the reporters name and station affiliate. He told the reporter that if a worthy news story about the troops longing for home didn’t make it online, he’d be shocked. When his turn came, he gave a shout out to the students from Tyler, Texas for their letters and generosity, and finished his monologue.

      He would call Lily tomorrow. He had a list of things he wanted to ask her that he’d written down over the last few days. It was 2 AM where she was, and he hated to disturb her. Plus, the station had to have time to do their edits and post the story.
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        * * *

      

      John found himself excited and anticipating the call. He couldn’t wait to hear her voice and hear how she was doing. He was on his way to the building when he started hearing the whistles and cat calls. Word had gotten around camp that he had someone contacting him and while they teased him from a distance, most of the time they left him alone. Partly because his finger was healed now and partly because he felt guilty. Some of the guys had no one and it was written on their faces. He was so blessed and he knew it. He did an about face and ran to intercept the package. The phone call could wait another five minutes. Sure enough, the box sat on his bunk and several expectant eyes watched him. He opened it with his knife and grinned. She really was a good person.

      “C’mon over here Radar,” he said softly. “I think our Lily has a soft spot for you, girl.” He ruffled the dog’s large black silky ears and felt his stomach clench as he saw the sunken spot where her eye had been. Swallowing, he kissed her head and scratched her back. He loved this darn dog and it had near about gutted him when he put Minter down at the medical tent and turned to see Radar. He’d fallen to his knees there in the dirt. The dog had run along silently beside him as if she knew John had been distraught, and didn’t want to hurt him any further. Radar had to be the smartest, most intelligent dog he’d ever had.

      John dug out the Kong and box of spreading knives, quickly peeling back the foil top on the large jar of peanut butter. He smeared a dollop inside and threw the pink toy not far from her. She sprang into action and made several grunts as she worked desperately to get her tongue as close to the dark golden blob of heaven tucked inside. As he pulled the box of crackers out, he spotted what looked like a bookmark. Curious, he picked it up and gaped.

      “What’s up man?”

      “You okay?”

      “Sir? Sir? Are you alright? You got a peanut allergy we don’t know about?” Several of the men rushed over and he waved them off. Lily was simply breathtaking. She had a classic air about her, with soft delicate cheekbones and large eyes that seemed to stare directly at him. Brown wavy hair that fell just past her shoulders and a smile that made his heart thump.

      “Is that your girl?” he heard beside him and smiled, his eyes glued to the delicate face.

      “Yeah, she is.” John had a phone call to make right now! He couldn’t wait to tell her he’d gotten the photos. Lily was stunning and incredibly humble, especially if she thought that she was plain looking. He slipped the photos in his pocket where he kept her phone number.

      “You guys are welcome to the peanut butter and crackers. I’ll be back later. Someone refill Radar’s toy when she’s done, please?” he said, getting to his feet and seeing her ears perk up. “Radar, stay girl.” He wanted to talk to Lily as long as he could without worrying about needing to take her outside.

      As he got to the store, he grimaced. The phone was already in use and one man was waiting patiently by the door. He got two phone cards this time and flinched at the total, but took his place behind the other man. He waited there impatiently for almost an hour and was relieved Radar was at the tent instead. He glanced at his watch and frowned. It was nearing 11pm there and he was up next. He hoped he didn’t wake her and was concerned she’d be upset. As the other man opened the door, John sprung away from the wall where he’d been leaning, waiting his turn. Hands trembling, he took a seat and shut the door for privacy before dialing Lily’s number.
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        * * *

      

      Lily was shocked at the gift. She stared at the tiny stone earrings John had mailed to her. She’d opened the box and immediately put them on, looking at her reflection in the mirror. Delicate, bright blue teardrop shapes dangled from her ears, looking like fanciful raindrops. She worried that they were expensive and maybe it was a mistake, but no. She’d checked the address on the box four times before realizing that they actually were meant for her. It had been so very unexpected and treasured. She’d never gotten a gift from a man before, other than her father.

      She made herself a hot cocoa and glanced in the mirror again as she walked down the hall, grinning at the blue earrings. It made her feel so good and smile as she thought of him picking them out for her. She took a selfie with them on and emailed it to herself, so she could get it printed at the copy center with photo paper. She’d bought Polaroid disposable cameras for the classroom to help her with learning their names and was certain there were a few shots left. Perhaps she’d do that instead and do up her hair in a ponytail. It had been several days since John called and she looked forward to it again. She was exhausted, staying up every night in hopes that he might. Hence the cocoa; she planned on watching tv in her room as late as possible – just in case.

      Her cell phone rang beside her, causing her to tip her cocoa and spill a drop on herself. Quickly she grabbed the phone and turned off the TV. Answering it, her voice came out in a shrill, nervous squeak.

      “Hello?”

      “Lily? It’s John. Am I calling you too late?”

      “No, not at all. It’s fine. I mean, its 11 PM here but that’s okay. I can have extra coffee tomorrow morning or…” she trailed off, suddenly shy. “I’m glad you called. I don’t care what time it is.”

      “I’m glad,” he said with a smile, holding the receiver to his face. “I’m really glad. I got an extra calling card, so we have a bit more time today.”

      “I sent you some too. Did they come in yet?”

      “No, but I got your photos. Today, in fact.”

      “Oh that,” she said flatly, cursing herself as she remembered that day. She’d been so stupid to think that one of those photo booths would have been a good idea. She’d not worn a lick of make-up, nor had she taken the time to really fix her hair. But Nooooo? Instead of throwing away the small strip of photos, she’d put them in the box and mailed it before she could change her mind. She should have changed her mind!

      “My stars, you are gorgeous,” he breathed, slipping the photos from his pocket and looking at them. “I think Michelangelo missed the boat because I’ve never seen anyone so perfect in my life.”

      “Is this a sick joke?” she said dryly. “If so, it’s really not funny. Are we being recorded?”

      “Do I sound like I’m joking?”

      “Well no, but…”

      “No but’s about it. I feel like the luckiest man alive right now talking to someone that is heavenly, both body and soul. In fact, I want you to write down some information. Do you have a pen?”

      “Let me get one,” she said, suddenly confused. One moment he sounds like he is spouting poetry and the next, he’s giving orders. She ran down the hallway to the kitchen that had her junk drawer full of pens, paperclips, tape and other oddities. “I’m ready. What’s going on?”

      “Okay, when you get a moment, google this news station in Norfolk, Virginia. I want you to do a search for a story online, okay? We talked about the letters to the troops and they interviewed me. I wanted to get you a photo but couldn’t find a way to get it out of the secured camp. When the press showed up, I volunteered and hope that they didn’t cut my scene,” he told her. Lily took her phone and headed to her laptop, booting it up. There was no way she wasn’t looking this up immediately.

      “I brought a list of things to tell you, things I wanted to talk about, so we don’t sit here awkwardly.”

      “John,” she interrupted. “I got the earrings today. They are absolutely spectacular. You shouldn’t have.”

      “I wanted to. You’ve done so much for me – more than you’ll ever know actually,” he said softly. He pictured what she might look like with the earrings, staring at her photo. “I got your letter about your friend. I am so sorry for your loss and know it must be hard. When I called you, I didn’t want to talk but needed to hear your voice. Radar got hurt and one of the guys nearly lost his life on my watch. I was devastated, and you were the only light in my life at that moment. Thank you for just being there.”

      “Of course,” she said distractedly, searching the archives and clicking on the link. “I found the site!” she blurted out.

      “TEN MINUTES REMAINING,” the voice intoned, and John sprang into action.

      “Hang on and let me enter the other card really quick,” he muttered and pressed several buttons, beeping in her ear. She hit play on the video and turned down the sound, watching the screen. Three handsome guys stood there and were interviewed; the third one kept glancing at the camera and she knew in her soul that was him. She began smiling excitedly and couldn’t help the squeal of glee that escaped her.

      He was drop dead delicious looking. Positively dreamy! Prince charming looked like a pansy next to this man and he was interested in her? She giggled happily and tried to smother it with her hands.

      “Lily? Are you okay?”

      “Oh, my word yes, I am practically downright-cotton-peachy-keen right now,” she blurted out happily. “Why didn’t you tell me you were utterly gorgeous? You look like a magazine model!” She heard his laughter and deep voice. Sure enough, his name flashed on the screen on a bar at the bottom, confirming her suspicions. It was him.

      “I guess I do okay,” he teased, “But I’m glad you like the way I look because it makes it so much easier when I get back to the States to ask you out for dinner.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Absolutely. I am dying to take my girl out and to see that pretty smile in real life.”

      “When are you coming to the States?”

      “Hopefully sometime in November or December. I have a lot to do in the meantime. My family in Kentucky has some of my things in storage and I have to find a civilian job. I’m actually a little nervous because this life is all I’ve known, you know?

      “Well, we should keep communicating and talking if we can because you have plenty of time to back out. You never know? I could be some weirdo that has horrible hygiene habits, or maybe I need to put my teeth in or color my hair. What if I said that photo wasn’t me after all, huh? We are still virtually strangers that barely know each other. We don’t, do we?”

      “How else do I get to know you other than talking with you or going on a date with you?”

      “You don’t have to do anything and you certainly aren’t obligated. I’m trying to give you an out in case you don’t like the real me. I mean, those photos don’t tell the whole story – you know? I need to lose thirty pounds and I’m not particularly entertaining. I smell like chalk erasers and white out, more often than not.”

      “TEN MINUTES REMAINING.”

      “Lily, stop. I get it. You’re scared and I am too. You are right. When you meet me, you might not be interested in me. We could be completely different and don’t have the right chemistry together, but I know in my heart that if I don’t try this I will always regret it and wonder why,” he said honestly. “I have faith that we were meant to meet somehow. I have a second chance to live the rest of my life how I want to – and the first thing I want to do is see if you smell like chalk or white out.”

      “You do?” she squeaked.

      “I absolutely do,” he breathed softly. “And if the chemistry is there, don’t be upset if I try to kiss you. I’m warning you now because as I look at your photo I can’t imagine seeing that smile and not trying to do just that.”

      “I understand,” she whispered, staring at her computer screen where she’d frozen the video. His smiling face was staring at her and her face flushed with emotion. Gosh, she would just melt if he kept his words and turned out to be all of this and more! “And if the chemistry isn’t there?”

      “Then I still want to hug my best friend and say thank you for getting me through and finding the person I used to be. Don’t be scared. Remember, have faith. I want you to know me and I want to know you. Still got your pen?”

      “Yes?”

      “TWO MINUTES REMAINING.”

      Lily obediently wrote down a name, address and phone number as fast as she could, her hand shaking because she was afraid they’d run out of time again. In her mind there was a timer ticking mentally, playing the Jeopardy music aloud. “I’ve got it. Who is that?”

      “That’s my mother. If you want to know what kind of person I am or how I grew up, if you need proof in order to know that I’m not some insane serial killer out to get you. Call my mother -but heads up- she’ll want to send you photos and talk for hours. She’s got a good heart and I was her only kid,” he said tenderly and felt a little guilty. He needed to call her too; it had been far too long.

      “ONE MINUTE REMAINING.”

      “John!” she said in a panicked voice. “I hope the calling cards get their soon. I mailed you another surprise too. Do you guys celebrate Halloween there?”

      “Sweet Lily, you don’t have to do anything. Just be you. I will call you next Tuesday, if I can-“and the phone line went dead. John got up from the table and was relieved there was no one else waiting. He quickly bought another calling card and slipped back in the room.

      “Hello Mom? It’s John,” he whispered, feeling the tears fall freely at his mother’s voice. “It’s been too long and I’m so sorry to call this late. I’m coming back to the States, Mom, but I need your help with something and I don’t have long to talk,” he began, wiping his eyes and smiling with sheer happiness.
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        * * *

      

      Lily stared at the phone. She hated how their calls ended, leaving her feeling such a sense of loss and yearning for more. Looking at her computer, she played the video again, this time with sound. Sipping on her now cold cocoa, she stared at the screen mesmerized, drinking in every aspect of him that she could. She played it repeatedly. Admiring the way he walked towards the woman giving the interview, the tilt of his head, even the way his sunglasses rested on his hair. She marveled at the small smile he gave the camera when he talked. John knew she’d see this video … and it was all for her.

      

      “My name is CPO John Griffin from Afghanistan and I wanted to share with you how very important your letters are to our troops. Many of our men fight daily for their lives and dream of the little things from home. A photo colored from their child, a lock of hair from their infant, the sound of your woman’s voice so you can sleep peacefully at night.

      These things are infinitely precious and more valuable than all the money in the world. Just knowing we aren’t forgotten, simply having a reminder of what we are fighting for, helps us through it all. So, take the time to write your service men that are gone. Tell them you think of them and how proud you are of them. They are willing to give up their lives for you and would happily do so; it would only take five minutes of your day to let them know it’s appreciated.

      I’d like to give a shout-out to the children of Tyler, Texas for writing to my group – and I’d like to tell my friend, my beautiful Lily, that I think about her all the time.”

      

      Lily watched as he took a step back and the reporter continued talking, giving out addresses and how to reach servicemen that were deployed. It was a wonderful tribute and plea for people to write to them. She wished she’d have done it sooner, truthfully, but then she might not have met John. Rewinding the video, she paused it and took a photo of the screen with her phone. She felt silly doing so but needed to be able to see his face. She set it as the wallpaper on her phone and smiled.
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      October 2015

      Tyler, Texas

      

      Lily was sipping on her second cup of coffee as the students had their heads bent down, focusing on the test she’d handed out. They would be dismissing early. The Tyler Rose Festival every year brought hundreds, if not thousands, of people to town mid-October. It was a massive event complete with a parade and a pageant where they named the queen. She loved it because you could purchase the most beautiful bare-root roses she’d seen. That was where she’d picked up several of her bushes in the back yard. She planned on going to the vendors again this year, but she was searching for something different- something special.

      She’d told John of the festival in detail, or as much as possible on one of their brief calls. He claimed that he loved to hear her talk and she’d yammered on for the entire twenty minutes before the call ended. He called her weekly now and she tried her best not to panic if the call came in on Wednesday or Thursdays instead. Apparently, there was quite a line on Friday nights for the phone and it was nearly impossible to use. He admitted that he’d not known it was there because he simply didn’t call anyone. He’d retreated into a shell, hiding away from the world, and now he felt like he was ready to be free.

      The speaker in her classroom crackled loudly. She idly wondered which one of her students had forgotten their lunch today since it was so early. She rarely got pages in her room, ever.

      “Miss Hogan, you’re needed in the office for a moment.”

      “Can I come between periods? We are doing a test right now.”

      “We’ll just send them down to you instead. Not a problem.”

      Lily stared at the speaker on the wall curiously; she glanced at her students to see if anyone’s face was expecting something. Their faces looked to be as curious as hers, and then she saw them. A massive bouquet of roses arrived at her doorway, held by Maria, since it was her in-service period.

      “What’s that?”

      “You tell me,” she snickered. “In here fellas!” Lily felt her mouth drop wide open in shock as three more delivery men arrived carrying bouquets of roses. The perfume filled the air and she couldn’t help the smile that split her face. They set all four down on her desk, effectively covering it completely.

      “Boys and girls- please, no talking during test time,” she said suddenly as a small uproar of conversation started. “Mrs. Beckett – will you take my photo?” she asked firmly, handing her the near-empty Polaroid.

      “Oh, you betcha. You! Eyes on your own paper, don’t think we don’t see you,” Maria blurted out, pointing at the boy in the first row. Lily stood as close to the roses as possible and smiled happily. She’d mail the photo immediately to John. She heard another click and whir, glancing at Maria.

      “This one’s for you, girlie.” Maria’s warm eyes looked at her knowingly. Lily just smiled and nodded. She held up her phone, so she could see the photo of him, and was startled when suddenly she was hugged. “Good for you! I’m happy for you!” The older woman composed herself and straightened her outfit with a wide smile.

      “You go ahead and get back at it, but I’d move this one if I were you,” she said, pointing at the boy in the front whose neck was stretched as far as possible towards the next desk. He was obviously peeking. Lily rolled her eyes as she spotted the boy Maria was talking about, and while she was disappointed in the fact he was cheating, nothing could take from her day at this point. It was Friday and she would have to wait a few more days before John called again.

      She spent the weekend running a few errands and simply looking for the right shade of orange. She loved orange roses and as she perused the baskets, she came across a tea rose that seemed simply perfect: Over the Moon. It was a pale orange rose with an incredible scent. The petals were a deep gold that faded to orange. She opted for the larger potted variety because she wanted to be able to nurse at least a few blooms before it went dormant for the winter. It was still beautiful outdoors, but the air was taking a cooler turn in the evenings.

      Lily had taken several of the roses John had sent her and selected the best ones, putting them in potatoes in order to force them to root. She loved roses and wanted a reminder of his gift for years to come. At this rate, she’d have bouquets everywhere from the plethora of growth she was trying to achieve for next year. Halloween would be here before she knew it , and she had mailed John & Radar a trick-or-treat box. She’d slipped the Polaroid inside, so he could see the gift. Part of her was curious of his release from the military and wondered if he’d miss this life. She knew he claimed to be ready, but who is ever really ready for their world to be turned upside down.

      Tuesday rolled around, and she eagerly awaited his call. She’d watched that video several times over the last few weeks, just to see him move or talk. It was a yearning and silent prayer she acknowledged over and over again. Please let this be right, let this be true.

      Looking at his eyes as he glanced at the camera in the video, she found herself imagining what it might be like to actually see him, see his smile, or hear his laugh. She wondered about the little things, such as if he had any bad habits? Did he smoke?

      In the video she’d ogled how fit he looked and wondered if he was a gym-rat and would frown at her own lackadaisical fitness routine…as in non-existent. And deep down inside? She wondered if he would be disappointed in her or regret the things he’d said or done to kindle a friendship. She knew she had no confidence in herself, but the idea of this beautiful man finding fault in her made her ache with a pain like nothing else.

      Lily was sitting there at her laptop watching him when her phone rang almost on clockwork. It was 10pm and their usual time.

      “Hey John,” she chimed happily into the phone.

      “Hey sweetheart, I can’t talk long; we are heading on patrol in just a few minutes. I just had to hear your voice.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Oh yes, I’m just wrapping up here and my discharge is November 1st. I wanted to tell you as soon as I got a date because I didn’t want you to mail anything else and it arrive after I leave. I can’t wait to get back to the States.”

      “I’m so happy for you.”

      “My parents are picking me up at the airport in Lexington and then I will call you as soon as I get a cell phone there. Don’t forget about me or find some other guy, okay?” she heard the nervous tremor in his voice and her heart nearly broke.

      “Like there could ever be anyone else? I mean, who else adores the orange food coloring they put in circus peanuts like we do? You and I are besties,” she teased softly.

      “We are more than that, I hope.”

      “John,” she began and heard him interrupt quickly.

      “I gotta go- but don’t back out on me! Be my brave girl. I’ll call back as soon as I can. Sweet dreams, Lily.”

      “Be safe,” she whispered and heard the telltale click. She sighed heavily and stared at her phone. His warm eyes looked up at her and she felt her heart clench painfully. Staring up at the ceiling, she clasped her hands together tightly and clenched her eyes shut.

      “Please God, I don’t think I could settle for less than his heart because I already know he has mine. Keep him safe for me and bring him home,” she prayed desperately.
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      November 2015

      Tyler, Texas

      

      Lily felt completely drained and distraught. She’d not heard from John since that call and was worried out of her mind. She’d gotten a few letters here and there from him but they were all dated weeks ago. Beautiful pencil sketches from the pad of paper she’d sent him. He’d captured a graceful rose from his memory perfectly. Radar had apparently sat as a model and she could see the scar where her eye had been, as well as her jovial tongue hanging out to the side. He had a talent for capturing the moment.

      Part of her listened to that little voice in her head screaming that John had been using her until he’d gotten out and now that he was back in the states – that beautiful man had found someone else. She could practically picture her in her mind too. She bet the woman was a supermodel with long blond hair and a Barbie-esque waist. She picked up a pencil, gave her hair a twist and stabbed it through the chignon viciously, wincing as the lead contacted her scalp.

      Wasn’t this wretched silence over with yet?

      What if something had happened to John?

      That was the only thing keeping her from calling his mother. She didn’t want to be the one to tell her that John hadn’t called or had gone missing. Had he been hurt during patrol? Was he still stuck over there in Afghanistan? Had they deployed him somewhere else against his will? She poured over the newspapers in the teachers’ lounge looking for any articles or information. She googled his name randomly, but that only brought up her favorite video of him.

      It was the last day before Thanksgiving break and she was so relieved. She wanted nothing more than to sit down with a tub of Ben & Jerry’s and cry herself into oblivion. Her mind was a vicious thing…almost insidious.

      He’s gone.

      He was married, you fool.

      He played you and you fell for it.

      Lord? If you’re listening -is this a test because I’m so afraid of failing or doubting your plans for me, she prayed heavily with a sigh. Lily heard the announcement over the intercom and felt almost wooden. She got to her feet, nearly tripping on her flowy handkerchief dress made of wispy scarves. She loved this dress and rarely wore it, but after last night’s bout of crying she decided she needed a pick me up. She felt light and feminine in it, combined with a pair of nude flat ballet shoes. It was comfortable and appealing, a far cry from her sweaters and long denim skirts.

      “Line up everyone. We are heading to the auditorium for presentation and will dismiss from there. So, grab your back packs, book bags and lunch boxes, because we won’t be returning to the room, got it? You’ll go straight from the bell to your bus, exiting through the double doors of the auditorium. Car riders, you’ll line up on the wall and we’ll take you out. Any questions?” Seeing no hands, Lily filed them out of her classroom and down the hallway. She stood at the door, urging them inside and instructing them to take a seat.

      Maria and Lily stood towards the back, watching the children until the principal took the stage. Tapping on the microphone, she began to speak about the upcoming holiday and introduced the theater class performing a skit of the first Thanksgiving.

      “You okay kiddo?” Maria whispered to her. “You look like you’ve not been sleeping well sweetie. Is everything okay?” Lily really didn’t want to do this now.

      “It’s fine. I’m just a little tired.”

      “Are you doing anything special for the holiday? Are you cooking, or do you want to come over? We’ll have a big table set up. My husband’s family is in town and I’m cooking for everyone.”

      “No, I appreciate it. I think I’m just going to stay in and rest. Maybe watch the parade or something. I need a little down time.” She absently listened as the music ended and the Principal returned to the stage, introducing a guest speaker. For a moment, Lily’s heart stopped as she felt her stomach heave in anticipation. Everyone knew or had seen the YouTube videos of reunions and for a brief moment she wished/hoped/prayed it was for her.

      Nope.

      Nopety. Nope. No.

      Phooooey!

      A firefighter came out and discussed his daily duties. He brought his uniform jacket and a hose, taking volunteers to come up and put on the items to see how heavy they were. Lily could have kicked herself. She’d seen the flyer in her box that they were combining career day and the Thanksgiving skit into one due to the shortened week.

      Several other people filed out onto the stage. A doctor, a lawyer, a mechanic, and a soldier. Her heart clamored and she felt herself gasp harshly. No, that wasn’t him. The walk was all wrong, and he didn’t have dark brown hair.

      “Sweetie, you okay?”

      “Yes – sorry. I was trying to keep from coughing. I don’t want to disturb the-“and Lily saw it like a dream out of the corner of her eye, stopping mid-sentence. A tall, lean policeman walked out in a uniform with a rather large German shepherd next to him. She recognized that stride from the video clip. The proud way he held himself and the way he stood at attention when he got center stage to the microphone. A sharp command had the dog immediately sit next to him, ears alert and staring straight ahead. Lily could not breathe. John was here!

      HE WAS HERE!

      “Hello everyone,” his strong voice began before hesitating. Her heart leap in her throat and she felt tears rush to her eyes. She saw his throat work as he swallowed before speaking again. He was nervous, and she was fascinated by the faint lopsided grin as he spoke clearly.

      “Hello everyone, my name is Officer John Griffin. I am here to speak with you today for a few reasons. I was recently deployed in Afghanistan as a bomb and ammunitions expert. In my line of duty, Radar and I were assigned to patrol the hills looking for any explosive devices. Radar has been with me for eight years now and earned her name quickly because when she is asked to fetch, her ears perk up just like they are now, and she will find whatever she is looking for. Each and every single time. Now, you don’t just become a bomb and ammunitions expert overnight. It takes years of practice, learning, skill and courage to know that each job you do must be precise or it could be your last. So why am I up here as a police officer? Well, when you learn a skill – like any of these wonderful trades up here- you become desired…”

      John cleared his throat and blushed at the word usage, yanking at his collar. Lily almost giggled aloud. The man was more adorable in real life than she ever imagined in her dreams or fantasies. “You become a desired person in the field and it sometimes translates into other jobs in the future. A military man may move to a civilian job if available. So, when Radar and I left Afghanistan – we left as a team. I was blessed to find a job in my field easily. First a soldier, then as a K-9 officer. Life throws a curveball and you can be whatever you want to be. Sometimes, you are fortunate enough to have a change that brings you into a new direction, a new life. Now, who would like to come up and pet Radar?”

      Several children’s hands shot into the air and Lily fought to keep from running to the stage and making a fool of herself. She watched fascinated as he interacted with the children and explained Radar’s eye, giving a few commands to show off before letting her free to run around. The children shrieked happily, and Lily marveled at the control John had, his eyes watching the large animal carefully and giving several shouts sounding almost foreign in order to calm the dog down as she walked around the room and in-between the aisles to be petted.

      “Radar, return!” John commanded, and the dog immediately spun around and raced up to the stage. “When you become a K-9 officer or soldier, the dog is now your family – an extension of yourself. The need for communication is so great that it becomes second nature and you read each other’s body language. She can tell when I am upset, and I can identify when danger is near by the way her ears perk up, or the way she moves or growls. I will be at the station on the north side of town and you are welcome to come by to see Radar at any time. Now before I go…” he trailed off and smiled widely.

      “Would Miss Hogan’s class from last year please stand?” John turned to the Principal and spoke. “I want to thank you so much for this opportunity to speak to the school and to thank these students for mailing our troops. Please give them a round of applause.” The room filled with a loud roar of clapping before settling down.

      “This group made the difference in so many soldiers’ lives. It takes a beautiful soul to take a moment out of their day to write and let us know we aren’t forgotten. My group received several letters over a several-week period and it meant the world to us. I want to thank you and Miss Hogan for writing -encouraging you all to do so. The impact it makes in our lives is a true miracle. Now, where is Miss Hogan?”

      Lily felt Maria stand up next to her and drag her up bodily from the plastic chair she’d been sitting in. Static made her dress cling to the back of her thighs and she yanked at it distractedly while trying to keep from falling over her own feet. That was all she needed, a staticky-wedgie making her dress creep up awkwardly as she got to meet her dream man! Her guardian angel was probably snorting and crying with laughter right now as she yanked at her dress.

      It was probably a good thing Maria had a hold of her arm, because she wasn’t certain her body would cooperate. Her knees felt like Jell-O and she was pretty sure they were knocking together, but she couldn’t hear it over the thumping of her heart. Maria wouldn’t have any of it and the smile on her face told her she also recognized the man whose picture had decorated her phone and computer monitor for months.

      Lily’s eyes met John’s and the room seemed to fade away behind her. That warm smile and sparkle in his eyes was just for her. It was real and not imagined, hauntingly beautiful to behold with the stage lights shining down on his light brown hair. He extended his hand towards her and she saw it trembled, yet his smile was confident – encouraging. Lily stepped up onto the stage and realized she barely came to his shoulder as he looked down at her.

      “Miss Hogan wrote a bittersweet letter reminding me what life was about and how much I missed home. I needed that and was lucky enough to have gotten her letter before a miracle happened,” he told her softly, staring at her. His hand tucked a curl behind her ear making her swallow hard at the quiet intimacy of it all. “My miracle. Now, I’ve got a promise to keep: Lily, will you join me for dinner tonight?”

      Feeling her eyes tear up at his tender smile, she nodded, unable to speak. The massive roar of applause would have drowned out any words she’d said anyhow. The principal walked over and pointed just off stage, mouthing the words ‘wait over there’ to them. John grasped her hand and walked off stage with her away from the warm spotlights. Once in the shadow, he leaned down and softly kissed her cheek, lingering for the briefest moment.

      “It’s so nice to finally meet you,” he whispered softly. She barely heard him over the sounds of her heart pounding nervously. It was devastating to smell the crisp, clean cologne on him and feel the whisker of his jaw as he did so. His eyes crinkled and curled up at the edges as he smiled at her.

      “It’s nice to meet you too. I think I’m shaking and might faint,” she admitted and bit her lip, feeling silly. He gave a throaty laugh as Radar barked happily, watching and putting a paw up to shake hands.

      “Me too, truthfully” John told her shyly. “This ol ’lady wants to make your acquaintance and keeps pawing at my foot for acknowledgement.” She saw that he had several scratches on the leather of his shoes confirming his words. Nothing seemed to phase the small bubble around them as they met in person for the very first time. He was more than she could have ever hoped or imagined.

      Lily knelt down and held out her hand, shaking the large paw dutifully. She’d seen the sketches of Radar and smiled tenderly at the spot where her eye had been, remembering the trauma in John’s voice that day and knowing how close the two were. Lily snapped to attention as the bell rang, signaling the end of class.

      “Don’t disappear on me!” she mumbled aloud, thinking that this might be all just a hallucination or some fanciful dream. He was here, with her. “I’ve got to help with bus duty. But please, don’t leave. If you want to wait in my classroom -its room 204 just down the hallway. But please don’t leave,” she repeated and blushed.

      “Wild horses couldn’t take me from here,” he told her with a warm, encouraging smile. “Go ahead, I understand about having a duty to perform better than anyone.”
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        * * *

      

      John watched Lily walk away, ushering the children out of the auditorium and marveling at the soft, gentle way she managed them. She was more breathtakingly beautiful in real life than in photos. When she walked forward up the aisle, he couldn’t breathe as he was certain an angel was drifting his way. Her translucent golden skin from time in the sun made his fingers curl with want and abject fascination as he held out a hand towards her. The moment she lay her delicate fingers in his hand, he noticed how feminine they were compared to his and instantly felt grateful yet humbled that this beautiful creature had taken the time to speak with him – to be there for him. He couldn’t help but stare at her.

      Her warm brown eyes reminded him of a myriad of fall leaves with brilliant shades of dark black, browns and even a bit of gold. He saw that she wore the blue earrings that he’d sent her, making his heart skip a beat. The earrings made him feel like he’d made an impact or had reached her somehow, marking her that she was his girl.

      She was a miracle to him and he swore to himself to make sure she never regretted contacting him. He’d felt compelled to kiss her cheek and did so without a thought as she had stared up at him enraptured. He loved her expressive face and found himself smiling as he recognized that emotion. His own soul burned with the attraction to her and saw it in her eyes.

      John waited dutifully in her classroom, drinking in the atmosphere. It reminded him of her in so many ways. Colorful, warm, caring and exuberant in soft undertones that made you want to be there, yearned to be in her aura. He noticed that behind her desk, she had a small gathering of dried roses hanging upside down and tied with a red ribbon. Were they the roses he’d asked his mother to send? He knew he was enamored of the person who he believed her to be and wanted to reach out, to show her he cared. He cared for her mind and heart, not for the shell that Lily kept downplaying. She said she was plain over and over again, yet here she was in the flesh and he was floored by how glorious a woman she was. Soft delicate curves were hinted at in her dress and made her look so very exquisite.

      John smiled and shook his head. She was making his brain mush and wax poetic as he came up with word after word mentally to describe his miracle lady. His woman. Lord, I pray you guide me so I don’t mess this up, he thought as he caught a glimpse of her out of the window. Her smiles, the way she knelt down to tie a child’s shoes and waved at the buses made him feel such a burst of warmth. John was infatuated with Lily and he knew it. She was love incarnate and he wanted to bask in her radiance.

      

      Lily returned several moments later and came to an immediate halt as she entered her classroom. John was more breathtaking in person than she’d ever dreamed. She saw him staring at the chalkboard, reading, his arms crossed over his broad chest. Radar had taken the time to lay down on the cool tile floor and take a nap. Her tail gave several thumps as she entered her classroom, letting her know that she was aware of her return. John’s head turned towards her and she saw the recognition in his eyes, the possessive hot look that made her limbs weak.

      “Sorry I took so long,” she blurted out and blushed. He made her feel all bumfuzzled and mindless. She hated to look like a fool, yet when she saw him or spoke with him, she was just muttering whatever crossed her mind. It was like the filter for her mouth had been broken or had a big huge heart shaped hole in it allowing just whatever to flow right out like water.

      “I don’t mind.”

      “I bet this is so boring. I mean, it’s an elementary school and it’s been a while since you’ve been in one, right?” Lily slapped her forehead as the words just poured out unwittingly. “You know I didn’t mean it like that, right?”

      “It was accurate. I just turned thirty-nine last Wednesday, so yeah- it’s been a while.” he said with a warm smile, taking a step towards her and holding out his hand. Lily reactively stepped towards him, drawn like a magnet, before stopping. He stopped and stood there with his hand extended before letting it drop back to his side, a wariness in his eyes.

      “Aren’t you nervous? Worried? Anxious?” she asked tenuously, the fear and trepidation in her voice. She was afraid to get attached to an idea she’d become fond of; what if there was a massive let down? Could she handle the heartbreak?

      “I’m exhilarated, thrilled and scared to death,” he admitted, running a hand through his hair and looking away from her for a brief moment. His straight hair fell back around the crown of his head, feathering in large waves that made her yearn to reach right out and see if it was as soft as it looked.

      “Then why are we putting this pressure on ourselves, putting ourselves through this?”

      “Do you want me to leave?” John asked tightly, and she saw his shoulders clench as if he was guarding himself or had just be struck. She wasn’t rejecting him, just a little overwhelmed by everything. It wasn’t a slow trickle of emotion raging in her, it was like someone had turned on the fire hydrant. Overwhelming rushes of feelings that she wanted to analyze, categorize or savor.

      “No, I just want the nerves to go away. I so enjoyed the happiness in our words both by letter and by phone. Does that make sense? I want the joy betw-“

      Lily suddenly stopped, eyes flying open wide as John moved into action, taking two large steps towards her and pulling her into his arms. Warm steely bands wrapped around her waist as she was suddenly pressed against his chest. His lips claimed hers with a barely restrained hunger that was palpable. Her eyes drifted closed as her heart, mind and body sighed in peaceful measure.

      Soul recognized soul.

      The two pieces clicked, and Lily marveled at the purity of light coming from him. This is what John had meant by miracle. He’d recognized it and she’d somehow known it was there, but a faint fear had held her back from jumping right in. He obviously didn’t. He didn’t just jump right in – the man mentally leaped over the cliff wholeheartedly like a crazed base jumper, fearless and glorying in it. His faith was humbling. His kiss was melting those fears from her, dispelling any thoughts that maybe this was all a huge mistake.

      It was perfection.

      His lips slowly broke the kiss between them, making her ache with a sensation she’d not felt in such abject intensity before- desire. Her arms were wrapped around his waist and she could feel the heat of his body against hers. It was like finding true warmth for the first time ever and she didn’t want to let go. His lips were ever so close to her own and she could feel his breath mixing with hers.

      “I knew it,” he whispered intimately against her lips. The words barely registered in her mind as she basked in the circle of his embrace. “Don’t turn me away, Lily. I’m sorry I pushed you but…”

      Lily boldly stood on her toes and kissed him this time, silencing his words. She had to feel that rush again and understood what made people crave this sensation. This was what she had wanted for so long. What she felt when looking at that brief video on her laptop of him in the interview had been visceral. She’d felt it deep in her core and recognized it. Being in John’s arms felt molten, like her bones were melting.

      After several moments, she realized that Radar had nestled herself atop their feet in-between their legs. She felt him laugh happily against her lips as he must have realized it as well. John simply held her a moment, and Lily savored the touch, before his hands dropped and he pulled back. He’d released her, but still clung to her hand for several moments as if he was afraid she’d back away from him.

      “Radar probably needs to go out for a moment,” he admitted and smiled at her. “Do you have a lot left in your day? I could leave and come back if I’m bothering you. I don’t want to interrupt your life more than I already have.”

      “What? No, let me get my purse. I’ll meet you outside if you want to go ahead and take Radar out.” Lily quickly showed him the exit down the hall. It was the nearest to a small field beside the teachers parking lot. She wondered idly where he was parked, but before she could ask him, he tenderly kissed her cheek and was leaving the building. Lily found herself mesmerized by the simple way he held himself, or moved so gracefully for such a tall man.

      Grabbing her purse, Lily let out her breath in a large whoosh at the abrupt change in her day, her month, her life. Gone was the despair and utter loneliness she’d felt for the last few weeks wondering what had gone wrong. It was washed away in sheer joy knowing he was here.

      She had some questions to ask, a lot of them to be honest – but he was here. She grabbed her purse and unlocked her computer to clock out, grinning at the wallpaper on her monitor. His smile looked back at her and she blushed fiercely, glad he’d not seen it. When she’d put it on the computer, she’d rearranged her desk immediately, so the screen could only be seen from where she was sitting. Her eyes alone. She stood and exited the classroom, shutting off the light and locking the door. Taking a deep breath, she felt a different stirring in her mind and body as she looked forward to her afternoon ahead that would be spent getting to know who exactly Officer John Griffin was.

      Lily felt hope.
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      John waited patiently outside for Lily and resisted the paranoid urge to run back into the building to see if she’d fled. He understood the fear and anxiety she must be feeling. He’d not slept a wink last night wondering how today would go. He’d wanted to surprise her and impress her. He’d fought long and hard to get this position here in Tyler. His mother had wanted him to stay there in Lexington and settle down, yet when he told her about Lily, his mother understood what he couldn’t say aloud yet.

      He loved the person Lily was long before he’d ever met her. He was head over heels for the woman he imagined her to be and the moment he’d met her on stage, he was bowled over again by her. She was a gift from above and he wanted to cherish every moment he spent with her, even if things went sideways and they could only be friends. He needed her friendship and craved her smiles.

      He’d left Lexington, fearless. He had an interview set up with the department, but no job as of yet. He’d acquired a tiny studio apartment until he got settled in and began trying to set back up his life. He’d moved to Tyler after being home five days, not able to stand the wait. He’d been with the police approximately two weeks. He deliberately won over the chief and impressed him with his tenure in Afghanistan. The chief had been ex-marine and the two hit it off. John had suggested several outings in order to drum up support for them as well as awareness for the job that they did. He felt free of his military life and welcomed the chance to serve in a civilian capacity.

      His second day on the job, he’d gone straight to the school to speak with the principal about thanking them for the letters. John had jumped at the chance to speak on career day and knew it would be the right moment. He had immediately suggested that she not say a word to Miss Hogan or her class. He’d left the school feeling like he’d left something vital behind.

      John sat for several moments in the patrol car, wondering which classroom Lily was in and how she was doing. It was killing him to keep silent, but he wanted so much to impress her. He felt like he had nothing to win Lily over with, nothing to bring to the table.

      He was barely employed, starting out fresh, and was literally sleeping on the floor of his apartment. What if she wanted to see his place or perhaps have a glass of wine? Did she drink wine, because he had no dishes at all except paper cups and paper plates from the grocery store. He barely had a vehicle, only signing the papers moments before leaving Kentucky bound for Texas. He was still getting on his feet and pride kept him from reaching out to her.

      It had been a very busy two weeks and every time he was out in town or at the store getting his home established, his eyes were scanning the crowd for a glimpse of her. The image of her was burnt in his mind and he had her photo tucked on the instrument panel of his cruiser. In the evenings he spent alone, he took this time to exercise like crazy, wanting desperately to make a good impression for Lily. The running, pushups and crunches he did was therapeutic for both he and Radar. He wanted to look his absolute best when he saw Lily and Radar wanted to explore their new home with him.

      Lost in thought, he glanced up to see Lily emerging from the school building and he was struck again by how blessed he was to have her in his life. He knew he was grinning like an idiot but knowing who she was on the inside and seeing the beauty of it mirrored in her form simply made his heart beyond happy. She came quickly down the steps to where he stood and looked up at him in anticipation.

      “Hey there,” she said simply in greeting, making his chest tighten as he recognized it was the same greeting he’d heard repeatedly over the phone back in that cramped room on base. He almost grabbed her and hugged her again but fought it off.

      “Hi,” he uttered blankly, his mind a jumble of emotions and thoughts. He shook it off and felt his face blush as he saw her looking at him curiously.

      “If you are having second thoughts about dinner, it’s okay because, I mean, it’s the holidays and I know that you probably have stuff to do. We could always grab coffee or something next weekend, if you are busy? Or if something comes up then maybe the weekend after? I can’t go during the week because of school and my hours. Do you even drink coffee? I do, probably too much of it. The stronger the coffee the better, with just a bit of heavy cream, you know? …and I think I will hush now,” he heard her say as her own porcelain cheeks pinkened with embarrassment.

      “No second thoughts from me,” he said honestly. “I just can’t believe you are real and how utterly gorgeous you are to me.” He saw her cheeks flush even darker as her mouth made a perfect O in surprise before she clamped it shut. John wanted to impress her, win her over and make up for the last several months for things he wanted to say to her or tell her. He wanted her to realize that while he was flawed or scarred, he wanted nothing more than to be her prince charming. He wanted his girl to have a fairytale love story and for him to be at the center of it. He put one leg back and took a deep bow, extending his hand.

      “Will you do me the honor of having dinner with me?”

      “I’ve already said yes,” she reminded him, a quizzical look on her face.

      “I know, but I wanted to ask you again,” he admitted in all seriousness. “I find myself wanting to secure your time for tomorrow too.”

      “Tomorrow is Thanksgiving.”

      “I’ve never cooked, but I’m willing to give it a try. We can share hospital rooms when we both have food poisoning,” he teased and saw her giggle. She put one hand delicately over her mouth to hide it and the other she gave him. He admired how long and delicate her fingers were just before kissing her hand.

      “Are you busy Friday? What about Saturday or Sunday?”

      Lily laughed aloud, her voice sparkling and washing over him. Oh yes, he was infatuated with the woman before him. John pulled her towards him and while he wanted to kiss her senseless, he instead curled her hand on his forearm and guided her down the rest of the steps.

      “I’ll bring you back to your car after dinner, but for now I’d like to have you all to myself.”  Lily gave him a shy sideways smile and tucked her hair behind her ear. John called for Radar, who scampered over from the grassy area she was playing in. He opened the car door for Lily and then Radar. She immediately took her spot at the very center and stuck her muzzle forward before licking Lily’s face. John grinned as he heard her laughter from inside the car as he walked to his door. Oh yes, nothing would change his mind.

      She was utter perfection.
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        * * *

      

      For Lily, dinner seemed to be something magical. She’d never imagined or dreamed of the extent John would go to in order to impress her. Nor did she know how any other man would live up to her dreams now. John had found a cozy Italian restaurant that she didn’t know even existed. Apparently, he’d gone there first and lined everything up first. They had to wait just a moment before being seated, but for good reason. They had a private small room off to the side that had a single red rose in the center of the table. It looked like they had rushed into the room to light the candles before seating them.

      The room had candelabras in the corners that glowed warmly, giving it a decidedly romantic ambiance. Two glasses of champagne had been poured, as well as rose petals sprinkled on the floor and table. There were brilliant pieces of glitter on the table cloth glinting in the candlelight, making it all look so magical. There was even a place setting for Radar complete with a large bowl for her meal too.

      When the waiter opened the door, she’d caught her breath and glanced at John, seeing the twinkle in his tender eyes. John took her hand and pulled her inside of the room, leaving them alone for a few moments. She was surprised to feel John’s hand tremble in her own and realized the lengths he would go to win her over. He held out the chair as she took her seat and quickly dashed a tear from her eyes.

      “My lady,” he murmured as he pushed in her chair and softly kissed her on the cheek. She was overwhelmed with tenderness for this sweet man and humbled by the efforts he was showing. She’d never, ever had someone try this hard to impress her, much less a man that made her toes curl with a single smile.

      The door to the private room opened and she saw them bringing in water, bread and something else she couldn’t identify easily in a wicker basket lined with a napkin. John took his seat as they filed out, handing them menus. Lily glanced at the menu unseeingly and felt his eyes on her. Instead, she glanced up and smiled.

      “Hi there,” she whispered nervously in the silence and saw his upturned lip turn into a full-blown smile. She melted into a puddle immediately and felt a flush of heat at the memory of kissing those lips not too long ago.

      “I adore the way you say that,” John told her and grabbed his glass of champagne, holding it up. Lily took hers as well.

      “To first meetings of old friends,” he said, tipping his glass towards hers. “May there be many more to come and always this special.”

      “Amen,” she breathed before taking a tiny sip. The cool bubbly liquid tickled her lips and tongue, tasting slightly bitter yet sweet at the same time. His eyes watched her every moment as he if was drinking it in. She knew, because she was doing the same. The way he held his glass, the way his mouth moved as he spoke. The way his eyes crinkled when he smiled. She never ever drank, much less champagne, but she was glad for it. It made her feel special and as she took another sip, she felt a languid warmth steal over her, helping her to relax.

      “Would you like some bread?” he asked politely. Lily nodded and watched as he pulled the sliced loaf apart with tiny tongs. He put the slice on her plate and grabbed one for himself. He was being a perfect gentleman and unfurled his napkin, putting it across his lap.

      “What is that?” she asked curiously and lifted the corner of the napkin in the other basket. If this was bread, was that some sort of roll or an appetizer? He’d made it abundantly clear he was out to impress her and so far, it was working. She was utterly charmed by the gorgeous man opposite of her.

      Lily couldn’t help the bubble of laughter that escaped as well, as the way she threw back her head and laughed full on. She heard him chuckling as he grasped her hand, lacing his fingers with hers. She felt such a sense of relief wash through her as she realized he had not only wanted to win her over by making a good first impression - He meant to woo her mind, body, soul and stomach. Lily removed the napkin to see several packages of Twinkies wrapped in cellophane for them.

      “For dessert?” she teased, snickering merrily.

      “Anything to make you smile,” John answered honestly. “I want to know everything about you and we have all the time in the world to talk now.”

      “No more calling cards or brief phone calls.”

      “Nope,” she heard him say. “I want to hear your voice, listen to you speak and see those beautiful eyes every chance I get.”

      “If I cook tomorrow, it might not be turkey, but it will be edible and not give you food poisoning,” she admitted softly. “We could watch the parade together if you don’t have any plans for the whole day instead of just having dinner together.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Me too.”

      “I have something for you,” he suddenly said, getting to his feet. “Shut your eyes.”

      Lily quickly shut her eyes and imagined him standing there before suddenly feeling his hands on her shoulders and feeling his breath on her cheek. She felt something cold touch her just below her collarbone. Her fingers fluttered blindly upwards to touch it immediately.

      “Utterly gorgeous,” he whispered and kissed her neck lightly. “Open your eyes, Lily. I wanted to thank you for being so wonderful and show you how much it meant to me.”

      Opening her eyes, she saw him take his seat again and flushed at the heat in his gaze. Glancing down, she held it up and saw the bright blue stone teardrop that matched her earrings he’d given her. “This is too much,” she protested and saw him shake his head.

      “No, it’s not enough, but I saw it before leaving Afghanistan and carried it home with me the entire way. I’ve been waiting to see it on you for weeks and I admit, it’s a gorgeous splash of color on a perfect canvas.”

      The rest of the evening seemed to be almost magical. She was simply fascinated that this man was interested in her. Lily didn’t even taste her food, she was so enraptured by watching him talk or fascinated by the subtle things he did. When he got nervous, she noticed he would glance down and run his fingers through his hair. If he was happy, he’d give a little smile before laughing. He insisted on saying grace before their meal and held her hand as much as possible.

      After dinner, he drove her back to her vehicle and she could tell he didn’t want to part. John had sent Radar into the field to use the restroom and she marveled at how the two seemed to work together perfectly. He understood his dog better than anyone she’d seen. He took that moment to kiss her goodnight, cradling her tenderly in his arms like she was infinitely precious. John was a perfect gentleman, so what was wrong?

      Why her and why was she holding back?
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      John called his mother early the next morning simply reaching out for help. He was at a loss. It was such a perfect evening for their dinner. Lily was everything he could have hoped for or more. So why was she holding back? He could see it, the hesitation hidden deep down inside of her expressive face. She looked wary, restrained or frightened. He would never, ever hurt her.

      “Morning mom – Happy Thanksgiving!”

      “How’s my sweet boy this morning? Happy Thanksgiving to you too.” he heard her voice and smiled. He should have called over the years and regretted it. Now, he was here and they would be celebrating again without him. He took a deep breath and sighed.

      “Actually, I could use some help. Do you have a few minutes to talk? I just don’t understand women and Lily’s perfect but…”

      “John,” his mother’s voice chided through the phone. “It was your first date. You are a stranger, what did you expect? You didn’t think she’d fall into your arms and profess love, did you? We girls need time, attention and understanding. You might be completely in love with this young girl, but she may still be processing all this attention from you. If I know you, you probably pulled out all of the bells and whistles, didn’t you? I helped you with your science fair projects and homework, remember? You can’t fool me.” The phone got silent for several moments before she spoke again. “She is going to see you again, isn’t she, or were you too intense? Like I said, I know you and you’re a force to be reckoned with when you want something.”

      “We are supposed to meet and spend the day together,” he admitted, glancing at his watch. “And yes, I was trying to impress her. Mom, I think I love her.”

      “I’m happy for you, sweetie -but you didn’t tell her that last night, did you?”

      “No, I didn’t breathe a word. I mean, I know it’s too soon and we’ve only just really met but I feel like I know who she is on the inside, the real Lily.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she interrupted. “Word of advice: be yourself. Don’t mention love or she’ll hightail it out of there. Have fun, laugh with her, hold her hand and enjoy the fact that you are there building a relationship with a woman you care for. This isn’t an attack or a raid, you aren’t in Afghanistan anymore. You are in another foreign territory that can hurt you worse if you love her already. Be patient – remember your scripture and draw guidance from it: love is patient, love is kind.”

      “You’re the best. Have I told you I love you, Ma?”

      “Not today, but a mother never tires of hearing it. I love you too, sweetheart. Now, have fun with Lily today. Be yourself, John, and let her fall in love with who you are.” John murmured his thanks and reassured her that he would call again soon. Hanging up the phone, he texted Lily a simple message to tell her he would bring coffee and be there soon. He hurried and got into the shower, dressing casually for the day. She mentioned the parade, football game and that she’d cook something, so he assumed it would be the two of them only.

      Be yourself, his mother had said. If he was himself over the last few years he would be laying in a bunk, in camo, and steeling his heart against the pain of missing out on life. He wanted a normal life more than anything in the world right now and he could see that when he looked at Lily. It was crazy, insane and beautiful at the same time. He could see walking the mall with her, opening Christmas presents with her, sitting beside her at church or coaching some sport for…

      John felt hot tears of thankfulness spring to his eyes and let out a massive sigh staring up at the ceiling. Radar licked his hand and shoved her cold nose against his arm; she knew he was overwhelmed. He’d never dreamed of children before, but now, he felt like he was being gifted a second chance at life. He honestly yearned to hold a baby, knowing that it had some small part of him inside that would carry on. He’d fought for so long against even thinking of something so emotional, that he could barely fathom being someone’s father, much less part of a family. He wanted to build a life and create a home – a home with the woman that had reached deep into his soul and reminded him what life was like, what it could be like if he chose to pursue it. Please God, don’t let me mess this up, he prayed silently.

      Stopping at the grocery on his way to Lily’s home, he ignored the chaos of people getting last minute things swirling around him. He focused on his goal: he wanted to surprise his girl with flowers and coffee. He saw several holiday bouquets staged in empty pumpkins to be used as a centerpiece, but it just wasn’t it. He found a bright coral bouquet of roses and smiled. It reminded him of her, vibrant and wonderful. Grabbing two cups of coffee, he drove to the older part of town and saw the quaint tiny houses that had so much character. Beautiful, little homes that had personality.

      Her house was at the end of the road and he knew it immediately. It was dotted with English ivy along the stone wall and a massive climbing rose that encapsulated an arbor beside the house. It looked like an entrance to heaven with the red brick path that had aged over the years. Her home was perfect, just like her. Some people might see it as needing updating or overgrown, but to him it was just as God intended, creating a haven or sanctuary of beauty.

      Pulling into the driveway, he saw that the front door was opened, the screen allowing a breeze through the home. He could smell cinnamon sweetness as he stepped forward to the stoop. Spicy cinnamon apples, he thought and felt his mouth water at the thought of them. Rations were edible, occasionally they’d get something really tasty – but this smelled divine. She’d mentioned waffles and he was picturing them covered in cinnamon apples with melted butter in place of a sticky syrup. He gave a small rap on the screen door with his knuckles and felt his heart surge at seeing her.

      Lily’s hair was in a ponytail and she was dressed very simply. A large football t-shirt came to mid-thigh and he saw she’d worn leggings. He marveled at the shapely form and found his heart hammering as the thought of instantly holding her or touching her burst forth in his mind. Slow it down, he thought, listen to your mom and be yourself! Don’t go charging in and push her if she isn’t ready.

      “Good morning,” she told him happily and spotted the roses. She accepted them with a shy smile. He loved the faint blush that tinted her cheeks and would give anything at that moment to read her mind. “C’mon in, I just turned the TV on and waffles are almost ready. Are you hungry?”

      “I wasn’t until I got a whiff of whatever you are cooking. Is that apples?”

      “Oh yes, my mother and grandmother loved fried buttery apples on waffles – have you ever tried it? It’s quite a treat and takes a bit of time, but when they are cooked up just right? They are spectacular and better than any of that canned stuff,” she said confidently and walked back to the kitchen. He found himself staring as she walked and squeezed his eyes shut, willing himself to be on his best behavior. He knew he loved her but lusting after her, would not win her heart.

      “I remember having waffles with apples at IHOP when I was a kid. I don’t think I’ve had them since. I can’t wait to try them,” he told her truthfully and brushed his shoes off on the entryway rug. “I brought you some coffee.”

      “Perfect. I’m glad you decided to spend the day. No one should be alone on a holiday, don’t you agree? Kick off your shoes and get comfy. I’ll finish up and if you want, Radar can play out back. I had bought a few dog toys to mail out, but then…well you’re here now,” her voice dropped off and he instantly kicked himself, knowing it must have been hard for her as well to have no word.

      “I’m so sorry, I should have called,” he began and walked behind her to the kitchen, only to see her lovely face wince, just before she turned away. He felt a burning sickness in his stomach suddenly knew what had been wrong last night, what she’d been holding back. “Lily?” he began and reached out to touch her shoulder, only to see her duck away.

      “Breakfast is almost ready, just a moment more.” John felt his heart hammer as her voice didn’t have the same enthusiasm as before; he’d messed up and she was hurting. He’d hurt her by not calling.

      “Lily?”

      “Have a seat and I’ll bring it to you,” she mumbled, making him feel like a complete louse. He grasped her on both shoulders and turned her around, his face cupping her chin as he looked at her. Sure enough, he saw the surprise in her eyes and the hurt, the betrayal, the simmering temper boiling just under the surface. Good, he wanted that passion. That meant she cared.

      “You’re right,” she burst out bluntly, a fat tear slid down her cheek. “You should have called and I didn’t intend to spend the day being upset with you after such a beautiful, perfect evening but you could at least sound like you cared, like you missed me or regretted hurting me. I thought you might have died when I didn’t hear from you for weeks on end. The silence was killing me,” she stormed, getting onto her bare tiptoes and poking him in the chest. “You called as much as possible -and then suddenly nothing! What was I supposed to think?”

      “I had so much to do to get my life in order, to come home…” he began and was interrupted quickly, almost making him grin at the spirited fury that made her eyes crackle with rage.

      “I was part of your life, wasn’t I? I could have helped you prepare to come back or you could have trusted me with at least knowing you were okay.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I know I am, because that is what friends do! They talk, they help…”

      “You’re more than a friend to me,” he blurted out, touching her cheek only to have her push his hand away. He did chuckle then, she was in a rare mood.

      “And you are more than a friend to me,” she snapped. “My word, to think how many nights I cried thinking I’d lost the man I love before I even had a chan –“ she stopped immediately as if she’d just realized what she’d said. “Wait, I…”

      “Don’t you say a word,” he breathed fiercely and pulled her to him. His lips swooped down on hers, eager to taste the words he’d longed to hear on her lips. She loved him! He felt her push against his chest and broke the kiss. “I never meant to hurt you.”

      “I know that now after that show you put on last night. I’ve never seen anyone go out of their way to make me feel so very special but saying ‘you should have called’ just cheapened it all and brought up the raw memories of how empty I felt thinking that I might have lost you before I met you. I was so afraid, and you seem so casual. Didn’t you realize what so much silence all of a sudden would do to me?”

      “No, I didn’t know,” he murmured and smelled the waffle burning behind her. “I would never want to hurt you intentionally, nor will I ever do so again.”

      “No, you won’t because a sweet kiss won’t make me forget. Know this, John Griffin. Just because I’ve made it to thirty-two years old and single, doesn’t mean I’ll fall for the first gorgeous guy. I love myself more than that and will put myself first always before ever letting someone hurt me again. I may love you, but that doesn’t mean we’ll work well together and I think that is why-“Lily suddenly grew silent and he knew. His hands dropped to his sides, releasing her.

      “That’s why you’ve been holding back,” he said instinctively, finishing her sentence. He’d seen it and knew something had been lurking between them. Now it was here, out in the open and he could begin to fight the true battle for her heart. Lily needed to feel secure in him, trust him. He’d damaged that trust thinking he’d done the right thing when instead he’d hurt her.

      “Yes,” she breathed, and the surprise on her face was palpable. She was amazed he comprehended and realized she’d been holding back her heart.

      “Can I be honest with you? No more secrets or mysteries?” John asked nervously. He shoved his hands in his jean pockets to keep from hugging her or showing how bad he was trembling with fear. Things were moving fast, and he was afraid to run her off. At her guarded nod and wary gaze, he knew she was expecting the worst from him.

      “Lily, I came home with the full intent to come here and try to sweep you off your feet. I fell in love with you a long time ago and the more I spoke with you? The harder I fell. I’ve not said a word because everyone told me this was insane, but I know deep down inside that there’s nothing more perfect or sacred in this world than the spark between us. I love you and I’d scream it from the rooftops but part of me is scared to death that you’ll run.” John took a deep breath and looked at her, and he hoped she knew he was bearing his soul to her and afraid.

      “I’m a stranger, someone you don’t yet trust to not hurt you and I’ve done just that. Just please, don’t push me away. Let me be in your life and try to earn your trust back, let me try to win not just a part of that beautiful heart…but all of it. I’ve never felt like this about anyone and if you want me to leave right now, I will, but I’d rather stay and get to know the woman I fell in love with on paper – and again last night by candlelight. It’s up to you and always will be.”

      Her wary eyes watched him for several moments, and he knew the exact second that she’d decided. She pursed her lips and wrinkled her nose, turning back to the waffle maker that was smoking. “Sit down and I’ll fix another waffle. This one’s ruined and I’ll need to start again. Fresh starts sometimes are best, don’t you think?”

      “I do,” John breathed and hesitated for the briefest moment before kissing her cheek. “I’m far from perfect but I will never deliberately try to hurt you.”

      “Part of me knows that,” she admitted, pouring the batter onto the waffle iron. He watched as she poured a golden concoction atop the crisp waffle in the plate. “If I thought it was deliberate you’d be out the door in two seconds flat and I’d just spend my day alone.”

      “Strong, beautiful, smart, sexy and can cook,” he told her with a smile, feeling a bit of relief knowing he’d not ruined things between them. “A lethal combination.”

      “Be yourself and quit trying so hard,” she ordered with a soft smile, spraying dairy whip on top of the stack of waffles drizzled with cinnamon apples. “I like you for you.” She grabbed her own plate and sat down beside him. He grabbed her hand and bowed his head.

      “Lord, thank you for the blessings you’ve given me in my life and thank you for leading my path here, so I can annoy my favorite girl in person,” he heard her soft exclamation and felt her tug her hand away, yet held fast to it. “If you’ll continue to teach me how to make her happy and keep her patient with me, I know I can be the man she needs. I mean, look at this breakfast – how could I not absolutely love her? In Jesus name we pray, amen.”

      “You know you really should say it properly.”

      “It was every bit proper – as it was straight from the heart and beyond truthful,” he teased, seeing a glint of humor in her eyes.

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “You’re darn right,” he agreed, kissing her knuckles softly. “Now, if you want to pray for me or include me in your prayers -it’s completely welcomed. Maybe you should say, ‘give me the strength to love my strong handsome man’ or better yet; ‘help me realize how much he loves me’. Feel free to adlib or throw in a few things. I’m okay with that, like I mentioned? I’m a flawed man in love.”

      “You’re something alright,” she choked out and he saw her shoulders shaking as she looked at him. He’d do or say anything to keep that loving look in her eyes. Oh yes, he was on the right path now and knew just how to win her over.
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      Lily was completely aware she was fully under siege now. John had put it in high gear to win over her heart even more than before. She adored him, but part of her was leery that he could turn his emotions off and on like a switch. They’d spent every moment together possible and she’d been stunned by the tenderness of the man, as well as the outrageous side of him. She’d not realized how free and light his heart was when he was in the military. Now that he was here, he was simply astonishing and keeping her smiling all the time.

      For instance, they’d attended church together on Sunday. John had this twinkle in his eyes and she hadn’t realized it was mischievousness until the very moment it hit her. The offering plate had come around and she’d quietly put her dollar bills inside, passing it to him. John had taken the plate from her, held up a small piece of paper that read “Lily wants my body, pray for her.” He then tossed it in the plate, along with a few bills. It took her a moment to realize it before she lunged for the plate, spilling the contents everywhere. The pastor stopped talking and several astonished heads turned towards them.

      “There was a spider,” John said casually and waved at them to continue. “My apologies. It won’t scare anyone else and we’ll pick this up. Please, continue sir.” Lily stared at him in shock and John said not another word, simply picking up the coins and money dutifully and putting it all back in the plate. He handed it to the parishioner and gave Lily the note, wadding it into her hand secretly. She’d been so mortified, that she’d not spoken to him until they got to the car.

      Another time, they’d been at the grocery store picking up some things for dinner when John disappeared. She searched several aisles and heard his voice over the intercom suddenly crooning a love song, dedicating it to her. She’d marched straight to the front of the store, to see him holding the microphone to his face and pointing at her. They’d been escorted out immediately. They’d grabbed drive thru instead and Lily went to another grocery store from there on out.

      John definitely had a creative streak in him a mile wide. She’d been pulled over ten times over the last five days, and each time an officer gave her a message from John in a sealed envelope. The first one was sweet, the fifth time it was frustrating and by the time she called him, she was in an uproar. The messages varied from ‘I love you’ to passages in the bible reminding her again that ‘love was patient’.

      Lily was at school when word came that she’d had a package delivered to the school. Instantly wary, she walked down to the office and saw it was a beautiful bento box tied with a large red ribbon. Pulling off the card, she expected it to have itching powder or explode in her hands, but instead it simply said, “Lunch is served, love John.”

      She’d been incredibly grateful since she’d forgotten her lunch at home on the counter. It had been sweet of him to swing by when she’d texted him. She took the box straight to the teacher’s lounge and put it in the fridge to keep it cold. At lunch, she pulled the ribbon off and stared in shock at the golden Twinkie nestled against the California sushi roll. She took a photo of it and texted him.

      

      You’re the best!

      

      I’m a horrible cook, so I thought I’d get you something else…

      

      It’s perfect.

      

      YOU’RE perfect <3

      

      You’re insane

      

      I’m crazy for you, sweetheart.

      

      Lily began to notice a pattern with him. John was outrageous because he was happy and wanted her to pay attention to him. How had he gotten through before? She marveled, thinking of him serenading her at the gas station in his police cruiser. Radar happily barked along the entire length of the song, as John sang off-key.

      “Stop, you’re going to get in trouble,” she’d cautioned and asked him to flip off the police lights. People were gawking as they drove past slowly to see what was going on. He was so attentive and loving that she was really beginning to savor these practical jokes. In fact, last night had been over the top.

      Lily had come home from school after a long day. They’d finally dismissed for Christmas break and she had a pounding headache. She’d texted John to tell him that she didn’t want to go out but instead suggested staying in to cuddle and watch TV. He’d not responded, but when she pulled up to her house, she was in complete shock.

      John was out front and had just finished digging a massive hole in her front yard to plant a large pine tree. He was shirtless with a flocked Santa hat on, working up a sweat. He looked so proud of himself and held up the shovel like an Olympic torch, his breath fogging in the cool air. The smile on his face was epic as he threw down the shovel and pushed a remote in his hand. Radar was dancing around, barking beside him excitedly. The tree suddenly lit up with a myriad of Christmas lights. He ran over to the car, opened it up and put a Santa hat on her head too. The large dog jumped upwards, her front paws on the glass as if to welcome her home.

      “I’m so glad my favorite elf is home,” he announced, teeth chattering. “Aren’t you, Radar?” This started another flurry of barking, bringing her neighbor outside. The older woman smiled, and John waved merrily, shirtless and all.

      “Where’s your shirt and coat? It’s thirty degrees out!”

      “I was sweating when I was digging the hole, I didn’t get cold till a moment ago. Your kiss will warm me up,” he quickly said, and she could hear the clicking coming from his mouth.

      “Get your crazy rear-ends inside now!” Lily ordered, staring between the pine tree and her beloved man. “I swear you both will make me grey before my time.”

      “I bet you’ll be gorgeous then too.”

      “John, inside! Now!” Lily unlocked the front door and led them both inside, plucking his jacket and coat off the bush beside the door, shaking her head. He was going to catch pneumonia at this rate. She grabbed a thick quilt and wrapped it around his shoulders in an effort to warm him up. His eyes stared down at her tenderly as she rubbed his arms, trying to create a bit more heat. Glancing up, she felt herself smile at his intense look.

      “I love you more than anything,” he told her, ducking his head down and kissing her lightly. She could still feel him shivering under the blanket. Lily opened the blanket and stepped into his arms, feeling the blanket wrap around her as she placed her head against his chest.

      “I love you too,” she murmured softly. They spent the rest of the evening putting up her Christmas tree and drinking hot cocoa. She decided to get them stockings to hang off the mantle. She’d sent John’s mother a poinsettia from both of them that should be arriving in the next day or two. She’d also picked up a few gifts for John to surprise him for Christmas. This was his first one home and she wanted it to be special. She couldn’t believe how much her life had changed since he’d come into it and loving John was a miracle in itself.
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        * * *

      

      Lily stood impatiently in line at the mall. Shopping the day before Christmas Eve was simply a mistake. It was horrifically crowded, and she couldn’t stand having people bumping into her or pushing rudely. John had to work today, and she was finishing up a few last-minute things. She’d gotten stockings for her, John and Radar embroidered at a little kiosk in the center of the mall. Now, she was in line to pay for a matching set of ugly Christmas sweaters for them to wear. She thought it would be a fun tradition for them to start and dreamed of his laugh when he opened the box. He had the most beautiful laugh that made her heart light.

      John had not said a word regarding exchanging presents but she knew deep down inside that he’d not forgotten. That was something she’d learned over the last few weeks: when it came to her, there was no stopping the man. He’d do anything for her and it boggled her mind. She’d realized it when he’d planted that pine in the front yard. She’d casually made the comment the day before about how it was so cute that people decorated their trees in the front yard. He’d immediately bought a tree and decorated it with lights.

      Picking up an ornament near the register, she smiled. Our first Christmas 2015. It was simple, sweet and perfect. She’d put a photo in the opening of them in their sweaters. This was the last thing and then she was leaving. She’d already picked up a small roast to cook for them as well as some puppy snacks. That was something she adored about Radar. The massive dog would lay on the couch beside her and put her head in Lily’s lap. John always whispered ‘traitor’ to the dog, but she knew deep down inside that he loved it.

      “NOBODY MOVE!”

      Lily heard screamed from close by and immediately flinched at the voice. There was something so insidious hearing the nightmarish words aloud. Frozen, she slowly glanced around and saw the gun just on the other side of the register. Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she let out a soft prayer of thanks for having the foresight to put it on silent.

      “Everybody gets down now, heads on the floor, and no one will get hurt.” Two large men began to bark orders, waving their guns at people. Lily immediately got down and her phone clattered to the floor noisily. To her it sounded so loud, but the chaos around the cashier’s stand drowned it out. People were screaming and crying as they got down onto the floor. She glanced at the phone and saw John’s text.

      

      Don’t go to mall-will call later

      

      Rolling her eyes, she cursed the timing of it all. Five minutes earlier and she’d have hightailed it out of there, leaving the precious ornament behind. Carefully, she typed “I’m here now” and hit send before the phone was brutally kicked away from her hand. She felt an explosion of pain in her hand as the boot made contact. She heard the deadly click as the gun was cocked not far from her ear. The cold tile pressed against her cheek was absolutely nothing to the chill in her blood at the sound.

      “No phones, no nothing- got it? Get your wallets out and put them on the floor beside you. Jewelry too.”

      Lily slowly nodded her head and began to pray. She prayed harder than she had ever done before, a wild scattering of thoughts. She prayed for the quick end to the robbery, she prayed for her safety and above all? She prayed for John because she knew deep down inside he was on his way like an avenging angel. Minutes seemed to drag on for hours and she saw a flashing blue glint reflecting on the chrome display case near where she lay. She locked eyes with another couple and saw that they also noticed the lights. Lily slowly put her finger up to her lips, her hand aching with the movement.

      John is coming, she prayed, pinching her eyes shut. Please God protect him! She heard voices on a megaphone and listened absently as they asked to release the hostages. The two men were trapped and now more dangerous than before.

      Lily saw hope and excitement in the other couples faces just moments before she felt someone grab her ankle in a vice grip, dragging her backwards rapidly across the floor. She bit her tongue to keep from yelping aloud. She was pulled silently back and watched John move forward in a crouched position along the edge of the register, his gun in his hand. Radar was beside him, alert, and looked beyond deadly. How had she ever thought the dog to be a simple, sweet pup?

      The two were at work, focused intently on each other.

      Eyes glued on each other and the men holding the guns, John gave a silent signal. At a sharp short whistle, Radar leaped around the register as John flew into action. Lily squeezed her eyes shut and covered her ears mercifully as the dog made terrifying growls accompanied with screams, shouts and the sound of gunfire. Within seconds, there was silence.

      Cracking open an eye, she saw John sitting on top of one of the men, placing handcuffs on him. The other man lay there as another officer read him his rights and took him into possession. Radar stood beside the men, hackles raised, and teeth bared, fury barely contained. John’s blessed voice broke through the chaos.

      “Radar! Go see Lily! Make sure our girl is okay.”

      Lily felt tears of relief tracking down her cheeks as the massive dog’s stance relaxed and she trotted over, plopping down and putting her head and legs across Lily’s lap where she sat on the floor. Radar whined, and Lily petted her ever so gently, trying not to move her hand any more than she had to. She saw boots come into view just seconds before John squatted down.

      “Sweetheart are you okay?” his voice shook as he looked her over and patted her down. “Are you hurt anywhere?”

      “My hand,” she admitted. John wrapped his arms around her and picked her up off the floor bodily.

      “Let me see it.” Lily watched as he tenderly inspected her fingers and she jerked her hand away protectively as he got close to her pinky finger. “This one hurts? What happened?” he asked, concerned, and yelled for medical over his shoulder.

      “I texted you and the guy kicked my phone out of my hand,” she told him and saw the enraged fury in his eyes on her behalf. Someone had dared hurt her and she saw the barely restrained violence within him. John and Radar were just alike. Both loveable and gentle, until called to duty.

      “I’ll break his…” he began, and she interrupted him.

      “No, stay with me. It hurts and I’m a little shaken,” she admitted and saw his expression soften noticeably. “Thank you for coming.”

      “I will always come to you,” he vowed, kissing her tenderly. “But I might be in a bit of trouble.”

      “Why?”

      “I couldn’t see straight thinking you might be in here and was ordered to stand down. My boss and I didn’t see eye to eye, but he finally gave in.”

      “You went without permission,” she said flatly, knowing John’s personality. John didn’t get in trouble, instead he was being hailed as a hero. Just outside of the exit to the mall, the media and news trucks were lined up awaiting word. They passed up several reporters and he politely offered to speak to them tomorrow once he’d taken care of his girl.

      “I wasn’t alone either. Too many people in here to wait, you know? I couldn’t take a chance on your safety. I love you too much.”

      “I knew you’d save me.”

      “Always,” he said firmly and escorted her to the car. Lily had insisted they gather her shopping bags and left money to pay for the ornament at the register. She was certainly not leaving without it now! John dutifully carried the bags as she held her hand tightly against her.

      Lily’s finger was broken, and several hours later it was splinted and set. John was fussing over her like a mother hen, making her a hot cocoa and getting her some ibuprofen when they’d returned to her home. Radar just whined until she was able to get seated on the couch with Lily. The sweet dog was beside herself with wanting to comfort her.

      They stayed with her throughout the night, John holding her against his chest as they slept on the couch, her hand laid flat against his chest as to keep from moving it. Innocent, yet necessary. She didn’t want to be alone and he’d been beside himself all evening, afraid to let her out of his sight. It ached terribly, but nothing more than she could handle. She’d not trade these precious moments with him for anything in the world right now.

      Her Christmas tree was illuminated softly in the corner, the stockings she’d bought were hung by John and the love of her life had her cradled against him. Life was good, and she felt like everything was clicking together perfectly between them. They were growing to become a family: her, John and Radar. She finally fell asleep listening to John’s heartbeat and the soft sounds of his breathing as he held her.

      Thank you, she prayed, gratefully. Thank you so very much for John.
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      Lily awoke late the next morning. Tonight, was Christmas Eve and she felt extremely shy that John had stayed the night. It had been completely innocent, simply more of a comfort. Neither had wanted to see the other leave for the night, and John flat out refused to leave her side in case she needed help or was in pain. It was the words he didn’t say aloud that spoke volumes.

      He’d been terrified.

      When he’d grabbed her ankle, she’d been shocked at the amount of strength John demonstrated. It had to have been adrenaline pumping through his system. She’d heard of people lifting cars during moments of abject fear, and while she was nowhere near the size of a car – she wasn’t a tiny woman either. He’d moved her like it was pulling a piece of yarn dangled across the floor for a cat to play with. It was done in such a hurry, in complete abandon, neither had time to process what was happening-it was simply guttural and raw. He felt that he had to remove her from danger, putting himself bodily in front of her in order to protect.

      Neither Radar nor John had left her side. Lily had gone to the restroom after getting home and the large dog followed her, growling when she tried to shut the door in her face. She refused to allow the dog in such during a private moment; it would have been so awkward. Instead, Radar had whined desperately at the door and pawed it for the two minutes she’d taken for herself.

      Lily felt like she needed to talk about it with him, so they could move past the ordeal, but instead he shut down, his face tight and eyes tortured.

      “Not right now, please.”

      “If you haven’t noticed, you and Radar are smothering me just a bit. I’m not going to disappear or break if I leave your sight for a moment. I need to wrap a few presents and I can’t do it if you’re looking,” she explained.

      “You don’t have to wrap anything, and you shouldn’t have bought me a gift.”

      “Did you get something for me?” she asked immediately, and saw the flush creep up into his cheeks. “Okay, then. So, yes. I bought you something and I want it to be a surprise. John, look at me,” she ordered. His distraught hazel eyes bored into her own; she lay a hand on his cheek and one over his heart.

      “I’m right here, and I’m okay because of you,” she told him softly, trying to soothe the wounded warrior in her arms. “I get that you need time to put what happened behind you, but I swear, I’m safe in my home with you. Radar barely lets me out of her sight and you’re hovering like a worried papa,” Lily caught her breath as the thought hit her mind, making her abdomen clench. He would be an amazing father someday if they were blessed with a child of their own in the future.

      “I was so scared knowing you were there,” he admitted in a tone she’d never heard before. He barely spoke the words aloud, yet they’d sounded like a shout from the heart in the silence between them. His arms wrapped around her, cradling her protectively. “I’ve seen so much out there, and you are everything good in my life. The thought of you being injured or gone,” he hesitated, swallowing hard, and she saw a tear slip past his eyelashes.

      “John, shhhh my love. I’m okay,” she whispered, kissing him softly.

      “I know. But in that moment, everything that made me want to go on living was in jeopardy and I wasn’t just defending you – I was fighting for my very life. Lily, you are the very air I breathe and the reason I even smile in this world. You are the light, my heart and soul – and I want you to be with me always.”

      “Don’t do this,” she said thickly, looking at his warm eyes. “I’m here and you don’t have to say these things to me because you want me to be here with you. I’m not going anywhere. I know that I’m supposed to be a part of your life. God guided me to you. I love you more than I’ve ever dreamed possible.”

      “And I love you. Lily, I want you to marry me. I don’t want you to push me away or even answer right now. I just want you to know that I need everything from you. Your love, your heart, your hopes and dreams – and I intend to be the man to give those things to you.” John stepped back and released her with a soft smile, nodding. “Go wrap your presents sweetheart, and I will try to keep from clinging to you all the time like a lovesick fool.”

      Stunned, she walked back to her bedroom alone where the gifts had been hidden with the wrapping paper. Instead of wrapping, she sat down on the bed, shell-shocked. He’d asked her to marry him and let her walk away without a word.
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      Lily felt like there was such an awkward silence between them. John had stayed out of her way and she’d finally gotten around to wrapping his gifts. They were awful looking because she was having such a hard time with the paper, scissors and tape with her injured right hand. She’d come out of her room and avoided eye contact with him, carefully placing the wrapped boxes under the tree. John didn’t say a word, he simply got up and went to the kitchen. She heard him opening cabinets and the fridge. Glancing in, she saw that he was preparing the roast for her.

      “Sit down and let your hand rest. I can get this.”

      Another order from her beloved soldier, she thought, but he was right. She was in no position to cut anything with her hand bandaged up like this. She sat down on the couch and propped her hand up on a throw cushion, watching him. Radar jumped on the couch next to her and shoved her nose under Lily’s hand blindly. Leaning forward, Lily propped her phone up against the candy dish she’d set out and dialed John’s mother on FaceTime.

      “Hi Martha, its Lily. Merry Christmas to you!” she began cheerfully and saw John come out of the kitchen stunned as he heard his mother’s voice. He sat down hard next to her and smiled. Lily saw his eyes water as he grinned, marveling at the technology.

      “Hey Mom, Merry Christmas. This is pretty cool, isn’t it?”

      “Your Lily is a lovely girl.”

      “Yes, she is. I wish we’d had this when we began talking when I was in Afghanistan,” John admitted, grabbing Lily’s hand and kissing it in front of his mother. He never released it, simply holding it in his own like a lifeline. He still struggled with the fact that he was starting over at times and that he wasn’t alone. He had people that cared for him, within reach. It was almost like he was afraid it was all a dream. She understood better than anyone, because she’d felt the same way when they’d met on stage.

      They talked for about twenty minutes until the red battery light came on the display of her phone. Lily could see that John had his mother’s smile and asked that Martha promise to show her the photo albums if they ever came to visit. John rolled his eyes at that, but Lily could see she’d made a friend immediately. Hanging up, John quickly stood and announced he was going to get a shower before evening service before walking out the front door in a panicked rush. John didn’t even ask Radar to follow him, causing the two of them to look confusingly at each other by his actions. Lily plugged in her phone and quickly texted John to see if he was alright, to which he replied a curt ‘yes’.

      Carefully, she changed her clothing and pulled on a plain green dress for the holiday. She had small tiny silver bow earrings but couldn’t bring herself to remove the blue tear drops John had given her. Instead, she pinned a silver snowflake to her dress and smiled at the simplicity of it. Pulling on her shoes, she heard a knock. Opening it, she felt her heart melt into her feet. John stood there looking completely and utterly serious in a devastating grey pinstripe suit and dark tie.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s perfect. Are you ready or do you need any help? I imagine your hand is hurting you.”

      Lily shook her head. Her hand was actually throbbing but what hurt more was the fact that she knew deep down inside he was keeping something from her. Two steps forward, one step back. She thought that things were so good between them, but maybe she’d been wrong. Lily frowned. That couldn’t be it because John was politely attentive towards her at church, the only sign of any intimacy between them was that his hand rested on the back of her neck, caressing the nape of her hair. The simple touch was driving her nuts.

      They had taken a seat at the back of the church in order for him to be able to step away when Radar needed to go out. That was one thing that impressed her: how well trained the large dog was and the fact that the two were inseparable. Radar was family and John would no sooner leave someone behind than his dog. Sure enough, as a hymn began John leaned over and gently kissed her on the cheek.

      “I’ll be right back,” he whispered and nodded towards the dog that sat there looking expectantly at them both. Maybe someday Lily could read her expressions but till then, she was utterly John’s other half. Lily nodded and sang softly, simply at peace with the holiday and overjoyed with her life. Even if there were ups and downs, she treasured what a difference it was having John with her. As he silently returned back to the pew where she was standing, she smiled softly at him and saw him return it, his gaze infinitely tender.

      “I love you,” he whispered, looking down at her. Lily marveled again at the miracle blessed upon her for being placed in John’s life. When his hazel eyes looked at her, she saw nothing but shining adoration. He took her hand in his and turned back towards the front to listen as they took their seats once again.

      She stared at his beautiful profile and felt so humbled to be loved by him. She felt a faint coldness touch her hand and stared mesmerized as he slipped a gorgeous diamond ring onto her finger silently. The square cut diamond seemed so appropriate, so fitting from him. They’d never even discussed rings at any point but seeing it, it was perfect beyond belief.

      His eyes were glued forward on the pastor, but she saw the faint, satisfied smile that teased the corner of his mouth. That sneaky man. He’d been hiding his intentions from her and this was probably the reason he’d been curt or stepped away earlier in the day. No wonder he didn’t want her to answer him when he mentioned marriage, he was probably cursing himself for saying it without a ring yet. They had no secrets and she guessed it had been killing him not to spring it on her.

      Her eyes began to water with overwhelming happiness and she gave a quick silent nod of agreement. Yes, she would happily marry him because she couldn’t imagine life without him. He brought her hand to his lips, kissing where the ring lay on her finger as if to seal it into place, before holding it against his chest just above his heart.
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      Lily was breathless with excitement and felt her heart pounding in her ears. She stared down at her ring fondly and knew that there was no more perfect a man for her than John. She treasured his love more than anything else in the world. She was so very proud of him; how strong his internal code was, and marveled at the way he simply ticked. He was resilient, silent, tender but at the same time – he was ornery and made her laugh like no other. She adored the way he made her feel treasured above all and his simple faith that they’d been brought together by a higher power.

      She felt it too.

      There was no mere chance meeting in life, or so she thought. She believed that her letter fell into his hands at the moment he needed it most. For her, it was the same. She’d been lonely and needed him more than she’d ever realized. Now, they would be beginning their lives together as one.

      Straightening her skirt, she took a deep breath and smiled at John’s mother, Martha, who’d arrived earlier in the week for their wedding. It was to be a simple ceremony between family and friends, but as time wore on the size of the event grew and grew. Her students and the faculty at the school were attending, as well as most of the police force. John had arranged for a photographer to be present because he wanted to mail photos of them to his friends back in Afghanistan with the next set of care packages he sent. Her man had a huge heart of gold and always picked up something for the guys when they were out shopping.

      Lily peeked outside of the event center to see that it was almost time. It was a beautiful spring day there at the park. The pink dogwoods were blooming and the heavy scent of magnolias hung in the air. It was sunny without it being too hot and the arbor was covered with honeysuckle. Well over a hundred people were in attendance but she only had eyes for one man and he was just outside of her line of vision.

      Her gown was fitted at the waist and flared outwards. It was simple like her with little décor; the only thing that sparkled was her ring. She wore her blue earrings and necklace from John as good luck -and a reminder of their letters to each other. They each had chosen one person to stand up with them. Lily chose Maria Beckett and John had asked his chief to stand with him as his best man.

      Taking a deep breath, she heard the lilting melody begin as she stepped out of the building into the sunlight. Her hair pulled back in a simple chignon with tiny wisps that framed her face. As if the wedding was choreographed by a higher power, several petals were carried on the wind from other flowering trees in the grove. It was breathtaking and humbling to think of what a gift it was to be marrying her best friend and the love of her life. As she reached the aisle, she smiled tremulously at Martha. Her own family was gone, and she was marrying into his.

      “Take care of my boy,” Martha whispered, kissing her on the cheek. Her throat convulsed as she tried to keep her emotions in check, but her glassy eyes betrayed her. A faint smile and the proud look of a mother’s love kept her from breaking down. “He might be thirty-nine years old - but to me? He’ll always be my sweet baby I rocked every night to bed. Now, go to him. Patience was never his strong suit.”

      “I will happily do so,” she whispered back. Lily felt a fresh set of hot tears spring forward in response to her tender words and could only imagine the depth of love the woman felt for her only son. Tears of sheer happiness and joy threatened to spill forward. Martha nodded and stepped back, as Lily glanced towards the arbor at John.

      Thank you for his heart, she prayed silently as she saw her soon to be husband. John stood there in his uniform. The black dress uniform of an officer with a camouflage ribbon tied around his upper arm in remembrance of his brothers. Radar sat next to him with a bow around her neck and a flower pinned to her K-9 uniform vest around her torso. John’s crisp white gloves, gleaming polished shoes and his officer’s hat made him look like something out of a fairytale or a dream. He had this stony reserved expression plastered on his face until their eyes met.

      This was her fairytale.

      Stepping forward, their eyes held each other’s and she barely realized anyone else was there in the park. She only had eyes for him. As she stepped closer, she saw that his own eyes were glassy with unshed tears that he quickly wiped away, breaking his stoic stance. His tender smile of encouragement kept her on track, drawing her forward. As she stepped beside him by the pastor, John took her hand in his. She knew he needed this connection between them, a tether and expression of love.

      Lily had deliberately not worn makeup because she knew that it would be an emotional day for them both. She never dreamt this day would come and knew that John felt the same. A year ago, neither thought this life was possible yet here they were taking the first steps to creating a new life together. Looking up at him the pastor began to speak, but the words barely registered as she looked at him. His beautiful hazel eyes held hers, so full of promise and love. Her eyes raked over his face, drinking in every moment as if to burn it into her memory for all time.

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

      A large hot tear spilled from the corner of his eyes as he spoke his own vows to her. John swallowed hard, clearing his throat and gave a nervous laugh before continuing, “I love you more than circus peanuts, Lily - and that’s saying a lot. I would give everything for your smile, your heart and your hand in mine for all time. I swear before God to love, honor and cherish you before all.”

      His trembling hands held hers as he struggled to put the ring on her finger. Both of their hands shook with emotion and she knew his vision was nearly as blurry as her own with unshed tears. Bless his heart, he was trying so hard and she knew he was terrified of messing up. Lily smiled and laughed tearfully as he slid the ring into place and let out his breath in a whoosh of accomplishment. Now it was her turn to say her vows. She smiled up at him and drew a mental blank of the words she’d memorized. Instead of panicking, she took a deep breath and simply let the words of love flow as she stared at him enraptured.

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

      Lily hesitated, feeling her throat close emotionally as she saw the rawness of emotion on his face. Even Radar knew John was emotional because she began whining and pawing at his shoe, scuffing the shiny finish. She glanced out at the crowd and saw several people wiping their eyes at the emotional words. It wasn’t her intent to make this a sad event. She was happy beyond words and wanted the world to know what sheer joy he brought to her heart.

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

      Nodding, John didn’t wait for the pastor to speak any longer. Lily saw that he was overcome as he pulled her into his arms. His kiss was full of promise and a pledge between them. She heard cheering and barking as they were pronounced man and wife. He cradled her in his arms for several minutes there at the altar, giving them a secret shared moment to compose themselves from the emotional outpouring between them.

      “I love you, Mrs. Griffin,” he teased softly in her ear. “I thought the Twinkies were a nice touch in my vows – didn’t you? That’s why you married me, isn’t it?”

      “Absolutely,” she giggled, cupping his smiling face. “You are a man after my own heart. Now, we need to walk down this aisle, husband.”

      “It would be my greatest pleasure, wife.”
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      I would like to thank my sister, Jill Myles (aka Jessica Clare), for throwing laughter in her books. I realized that there is magic in reading books that not only make you smile and are heartwarming – the stories that make you laugh reach a deeper depth of emotion that leaves you wanting more. Thank you for inspiring me to make my characters real – to make them touch my heart first- before sharing them with the world. I hope to hit your level of greatness someday because I still find myself reading your books and marveling at the worlds you create.

      Your characters rock and I am in awe.

      

      In my story Lawfully Gifted, the character Lily spends time fawning over a book she’s read over and over again. This line is straight from my own life, as I am on my third paperback of A Kingdom of Dreams by Judith McNaught. I remember my first paperback copy with the knight’s glove on the cover, pouring over it after bedtime because I couldn’t get enough of it. Fast forward years later, I just bought the Kindle version so I can get my fix at any time now without worrying about losing pages or breaking the spines ever again. When you fall in love with a book, like I did hers – it’s humbling and inspiring.

      Ms. McNaught – you are my idol.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Gifted. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      

      If you would like to receive emails regarding upcoming books, contests and information - please click below:

      

      Ginny Sterling Newsletter

      

      Sincerely,

      Ginny

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Remember Hope

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Get Corporal Ethan Minter’s story here!

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

      

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

      

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

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

      

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

      

      When Colin finds himself suddenly back in the States and face to face with his mysterious pen-pal, can a friendship that began over the internet solidify into something more? Can one shattered soul help mend another? Can they be saved by remembering just how to love someone?
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      Nikki Eben has had a rough start to her life and learned a few harsh lessons, one of which is about trusting people. Kicked out long ago for a single mistake—she lost her friends, reputation, and family, but gained a loving child and her faith. It took a long time to get on her feet and raise her child by herself, but knowing that there’s always a hand guiding her has kept her strong at her weakest moments—until she met Jakob.

       

      Dr. Jakob Marlin was aghast at the sight of his new car being destroyed by the mischievous toddler running amok, and the fact that he was being reprimanded for it by the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Between the fierce verbal lashing from the young woman, to the chastising he was getting from his own mother on how he was raised not to yell at a woman, he knew something had to give! 

      

      Who says that everyone is happy and jolly during the Christmas season?

       

      But when fate throws them together once again, perhaps it’s a sign from Above that part of being a good Christian was forgiveness and caring for others.  Sometimes love comes when you least expect it.  Discover a story full of tenderness, laughter, and joy as two lost hearts suddenly find that they are Perfectly Matched.

      

      Get your copy today on Kindle Unlimited!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Also by Ginny Sterling

        

      

    

    
      Other Lawkeeper Romance Novellas:

      Lawfully Yours

      Lawfully Mine

      Lawfully Indulged

      Lawfully Challenged
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      Winning the Billionaire

      Spying on the Billionaire

      

      Wanted: Hired Gun - A Silverpines Romance book
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      Hopefully Matched
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      Clear Mountain Resort was filled with tourists as Brooke Patterson and her two friends entered the lobby. Not surprising, considering the Colorado vacation spot was s popular destination for Christmas break. 

      Brooke was still surprised her friends could talk her into coming over from Boulder, considering she had been looking forward to a weekend at home binge-watching Netflix and eating popcorn. 

      The trio moved over to stand in the ten-deep check-in line, avoiding bumping into people as they passed through the packed lobby. 

      “Can you believe all these people? I expected it to be busy, but not this much. This place must be booked out to capacity,” Kristen Tucker, a dispatcher for the Boulder County police department stated.

      Brooke and Kristen worked together and bonded over the fact they both grew up in Texas. When Brooke heard Kristen’s thick Texan accent over the dispatch radio, she knew she had found an ally on the department, an ally Brooke needed considering she was a female in a predominantly male occupation. Cops were hard on rookies, but even more so, when they were women.

      Not wanting to think about her job while on vacation, Brooke observed, “I hope we get to do everything we want. I know we booked our spa day and restaurant reservations ahead of time, but getting ski time in might be a different story.”

      “Don’t be such a pessimist,” Trina Vasquez, Brooke and Kristen’s friend from the gym, chastised playfully. “We’ll figure out a way to make it work. Between the three of us, we represent every man’s fantasy. A little flirting will go a long way.”

      Brooke shook her head. Trina was a natural-born flirt. It was as easy to her as breathing air, but Brooke couldn’t figure out how to do it without feeling awkward.

      Her friend was right about her statement about their appearances. With Trina’s long brown hair, hazel eyes and a killer smile, she was an exotic beauty. Kristen was a knock-out with red hair, green eyes and a voluptuous body. Men often commented when they were together she looked like a real-life Jessica Rabbit. Brooke rounded out the three women with her shoulder-length blonde hair, blue eyes and sporty physique. 

      “You would think that,” Kristen stated with a roll of her eyes. “But I highly disagree. Flirting can’t get everything all the time.”

      “It can if you do it right,” Trina corrected. “And believe me, I do it right.”

      Kristen and Brooke both smirked at her, putting out their fingers in a shame-shame gesture and making a teasing “ew” sound.

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” Trina said with her face turning red. “I’m a good Christian girl, after all. I just mean being friendly helps.”

      “It does. But there’s friendly, and then there’s… friendly,” Kristen clarified with a wag of her eyebrows. “You definitely fall on the latter end of that spectrum.”

      “I should be mad, but when you’re right, you’re right,” Trina stated with a laugh, causing the other two friends to join in.

      “My, my, what’s so funny? I’m dying to know,” a deep male voice said from behind them.

      The trio turned to face the stranger who was watching them with deep interest. He was handsome with sandy blonde hair and a chiseled body. The problem was he knew it. Brooke’s radar went off. She got the sleaze vibe the moment she made eye contact with him. He carried himself in a way that made it obvious he wanted women to notice him.

      “Aren’t one of you going to tell me?” the stranger asked.

      Trina was a sucker for a guy in a tight t-shirt and replied without hesitation, “Oh, my friends were harassing me because I’m too friendly.”

      “No way,” he said, shaking his head, “there’s no such thing as too friendly.”

      “That’s what I said,” Trina said with a flirtatious smile. “See, great minds think alike.”

      “What are you doing later after you check-in?” he asked with a sleazy grin. 

      “Oh, we’re just—”

      Brooke cut Trina off before she gave out too much information to a stranger. “We’ve got plans,” she stated assertively with her cop voice.

      Trina pressed her lips together and gripped her hands in front of her. She shrugged. “Brooke’s protective of our time, girls trip and all.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to cause I problem. I was here with friends and I figured it would be fun to hang out with you guys that is, if you’re interested.”

      Brooke shook her head and crossed her arms. “My friend said it best; girls trip. We’ve got the whole weekend full.”

      He put his hands up in surrender. “Okay, no worries. Have a good weekend.”

      Brooke turned back around as the line moved forward.

      Kristen leaned over and inquired in a whisper, “What was that all about?”

      “My cop senses were triggered by that guy,” Brooke stated with a frown. “He said he was here with friends, but where were they? I didn’t see anyone with him. Besides, he was way too pushy for my liking.”

      “Ever since Brad, even if a guy looks your way, they are way too pushy,” Kristen countered. “You need to move on and not let that jerk ruin the rest of your life. Stop turning away every opportunity to find someone new.”

      Trina leaned in towards her friends and whispered, “I agree. I’m not sure what your problem was with the guy behind us. He seems super nice.”

      “Ugh, you would think that,” Brooke stated with irritation. “You have the worst taste in guys.”

      “Hey, now, no reason to be mean. I know I’m lousy when it comes to weeding out the bad ones, but that’s why I have you, Brooke.”

      The older female desk clerk smiled at them. “Good afternoon. Welcome to Clear Mountain Resort. My name is Cindy. How can I help you?”

      “We’re here to check in,” Trina stated with a smile. “The reservation is under Vasquez.”

      The woman clicked away on the computer in front of her, then looked up. “It seems your suite isn’t ready, Ms. Vasquez.”

      Trina’s face scrunched up in confusion before she looked down at her phone in her hand. “It says check-in is at three p.m. It’s 3:30,” Trina complained.

      “One of our maids called in sick today, delaying the cleaning of some rooms. We apologize.”

      “Our spa reservation isn’t until five. We were going before our dinner reservation at eight-thirty. What are we supposed to do in the meantime?”

      It figures we can’t get into our room. And I was looking forward to relaxing before all the activities Trina had planned, Brooke fumed internally. 

      “You could go skiing? Or have a bite in the cafe?”

      “No, my friend said we have dinner reservations,” Trina interjected. “We don’t want to ruin our appetites for dinner. We heard the chef here is amazing. And there’s nowhere to change into our snow gear or even enough time to go skiing.”

      The woman contemplated the situation for a moment, then suggested, “We have a new attraction this year. We offer a horse-drawn sleigh ride. If you like, I can check and see if anyone has it booked right now?”

      Trina turned to her friends and asked, “What do you guys think?”

      Both women shrugged as Kristen stated, “What can it hurt? At least it could kill time until we can go to the spa.”

      “Fine, check to see if there is an opening,” Trina said in a disappointed tone. “I didn’t imagine going on a sleigh-ride for our first part of the trip.”

      “Who knows, it could be fun,” Kristen said in her normal upbeat personality. “I’m always up for a new adventure.”

      The clerk clicked away on the computer again and a few seconds later looked up with a huge smile. “You guys are in luck. It seems there was a cancellation this afternoon. One of our guests didn’t show up today. And for the inconvenience regarding your suite, we will take care of the cost.”

      Trina nodded, and the clerk gave them directions how to get to the back part of the resort where the sleigh depot was located.
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        * * *

      

      Liam Davis watched as a group of three women approached his wooden sleigh. He let a heavy sigh, realizing they looked like another bunch of self-centered city girls coming into town to get away from it. Not that he resented the need for a break, he didn’t like the snobby attitude that often accompanied the people who came from the city. He had left that life behind three years ago when an airplane took him away from New York and deposited him in Colorado. 

      Two years after learning to work with horses on a ranch, Liam took his savings and started his own sleigh ride company. Four horses, two sleighs, and a year later, he was in business.

      “Good afternoon, ladies. My name is Liam and I will be your sleigh driver today. I will take you on a horse-drawn tour of the property and along the mountainside.”

      Trina giggled as she leaned to her friends and said, “The hotel clerk didn’t mention the sleigh driver was a hunk.”

      “Right, maybe we wouldn’t have been so upset if we had known he would look like that,” Kristen agreed.

      Ugh. It will be a long ride with these women,Liam thought with irritation.I didn’t plan on being a piece of eye-candy for the rest of the day.

      It wasn’t the first time women had fawned all over him. With his tall frame, hazel eyes, thick brown hair and stubbled beard to match, he often got admiring looks. The problem was that he wasn’t interested. 

      He needed to focus on doing his job. The tips were always better if he was polite with the guests. He reached out and helped first the redhead, then the brown-haired woman, and the blonde last. Liam took her hand and felt a tingling sensation. 

      Before he could analyze what was happening, she slipped on the ice and stumbled forward. Unable to catch her balance, she tumbled towards the ground. Liam swiftly moved to grab her, keeping her from hitting the ice below.

      As she lay cradled in his arms, Liam stared into her beautiful blue eyes.  She looked shocked and slightly uncomfortable, possibly from his proximity, but he couldn’t bring himself to let her go. She felt like she belonged in them.

      The woman put her hands up and pushed back on his chest, righting herself. She averted her eyes and said, “Thank you for catching me. I’m sure I would have broken something if I hit that ice.” 

      “Good thing that didn’t happen,” Kristen said with a smirk. “The other cops would never let you live that down.”

      “No kidding,” she said as she put her hand on the edge of the sleigh and pulled herself up inside. “I don’t need one more thing for them to make fun of when I’m working a call.”

      “You’re a cop?” Liam inquired with surprise. The blonde woman was getting more intriguing every moment he was around her.

      She nodded her head. “Yes, have been for the past three years.”

      “That’s impressive,” he stated with admiration. “You don’t meet a lot of female cops.”

      “Yes, it’s a tough gig, but I love it.” She gave him a tentative smile and added, “I’m Brooke, by the way.”

      He reached out and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Brooke.”

      She gestured to the other women. “These are my friends, Trina and Kristen.”

      “Nice to meet both of you,” he said, taking each of their hands and shaking them. He then handed them several blankets which they arranged on their laps.

      He hoped up into the front seat of the sleigh and prompted his horse, Tinker, to trot. The sleigh took off down the path, ushering in the jingle of the bells. 

      “The lodge was built fifty-five years ago by a family from Clear Mountain. They wanted it to be a destination that brought tourists from all over the world. The building you first entered was originally a single story, but the family added the second level in the seventies and the additional two wings on either side a decade ago. The main lodge is compromised of the lobby, the grand ballroom, two conference rooms, two wings of suites and the fine-dining restaurant.”

      “That’s impressive that one family could do all of that,” Kristen said with awe.

      “Yes, the Wellingtons are a wonderful family. Everyone here loves them. The staff has been lucky they’ve been able to keep it in the family all these years. Often, big corporations come in and buy them up.”

      “That’s sad,” Brooke stated. 

      “It is, but the locals and tourist both like how the Wellingtons keep this place authentic. We get many people who book it for weddings, especially during the spring and summer.”

      “Oh, how romantic,” Trina said with a sigh. “This would be a beautiful place to get married.”

      He kept the reins for Tinker in one hand while pointing to another building as they passed it. “That’s where the heated indoor pool is located. It was the first of its kind in the region. There are also ten private cabins on the property along with a two tennis courts and the lifts to six ski slopes of various difficulties.”

      The sleigh continued to move and soon the buildings became dots behind them. They were gliding along the path on the edge of Clear Mountain. As the sleigh headed into the mountain pass, the trees grew thicker and the snow higher on the sides of the cleared road.

      “Where do you keep the horses?” Brooke asked with curiosity. “I didn’t see a stable anywhere on the tour.”

      Not surprising she realized the lack of stables. She was a cop after all and it was their job to notice all the details. 

      “I have a property right up the road. I keep my horses and sleighs there,” he said over his shoulder. 

      “Ah, that makes sense,” Brooke stated. “I don’t know why I thought you would stay on the property.”

      “Wishful dreaming?” Trina teased. “It would make it easier to find him if you were looking.”

      “Well, I’m not. I was just curious. Call it my natural cop mind.”

      “It’s true. You’re always the one to catch all the mistakes in movies,” Kristen stated. “You notice everything.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a compliment,” Brooke said defensively. “Geez, is it gang up on Brooke day?”

      Trying to keep a fight from happening, Liam asked, “Where are you all from?”

      “We’re from Boulder,” Kristen informed him. “We’re here for the weekend before it gets crazy with Christmas Eve on Wednesday.”

      “Well, it’s good you made reservations. This is a busy time of year for the resort,” Liam explained.

      There was a turnout Liam used to loop around and head back towards the resort. The clouds above were grey and getting darker by the moment. The news had said snow was in the forecast so he needed to get Tinker home and in her stall before it got too dangerous to be out. Snow drifts could get to several feet tall within a couple of hours.

      They reached the back of the resort and Liam hopped down from the sleigh. He helped the women out of the back.

      “I hope you enjoyed your tour,” he said with a grin, hoping it presented as grateful.

      “Oh, we did. We really enjoyed all the sights,” Trina said with a flirty smile. “It was well worth the delay of getting checked-in,” she added as she handed him some money.

      Under the circumstances, he didn’t want to take the tip, but figured it would be more awkward if he tried to hand the money back. Reluctantly, he placed it in the front pocket of his jeans.

      “All of you be safe. There’s supposed to be a lot of snow tonight. Don’t get caught in it.”

      The women nodded their heads as Liam climbed back into his sleigh and took off. He resisted the urge to turn around and take a final look at the pretty blonde he just left behind him.
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