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      On the surface, ACI looks like any other big corporation. What really goes on behind the scenes? Hot alpha guys taking care of business and finding true love, for a start!
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      From the company website:

      

      
        
        We are Alpha Corps International

        Always Forward

      

      

      Committed to achieving mission-critical challenges for our enterprise and government customers. Specializing in areas of national security and cyber warfare, we innovate where others hesitate to lead. Our team of experienced professionals share our core values of ethics, integrity, and honor. We take pride in providing our customers with outstanding service and a job well done.

      

      What we do:

      Mission Support

      Business & IT Systems

      Engineering

      PFD & Service Automation

      

      Current Openings

      Field Mission Consultant (in country - West Coast base)

      Field Mission Consultant (in country - SE Asia base)

      Logistics Analyst (WA - Sala Bay)

      Intern (CA - San Diego)

      Sr. Logistics Analyst (FL - Southern Port)

      Sr. Auditor (Sala Bay)

      Korean Language Specialist (Washington, DC)

      More …

      

      Don’t fall asleep just yet… While all that corporate stuff is going on, Sarah takes a chance on her dad’s best friend, Zach discovers true love right where he wasn’t looking, Isobel discovers what she really wants is an older man with kids, and Liam discovers carrying his cute neighbor around makes for the best vacation ever. These guys just keep getting bossier and even more sexy!
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        She’s young, gorgeous, and my best friend’s daughter. I’ll keep her safe, but I know where to draw the line. Except Sarah can see right through me. Do I lie and deny us both for her own good? Or deal with her dad’s disappointment and pray she doesn’t regret sticking with an old guy like me…
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      Sarah

      I catch myself tugging on my skirt hem for the five-hundredth time in the last half hour. Probably because I can’t tug on the butterflies in my stomach. Should I change into something else? No, it’s just dinner with Will Keating. A guy I’ve met before, even if it was years ago. He’s my dad’s best friend from forever. They talk at least once a week and rarely miss their annual fishing trip. Just because I’ve never spent time alone with the ultimate man’s man is no reason to be nervous. I’m aware the harder you try to appear mature, the worse it comes across, so I’ve kept to my usual weekend wardrobe and left my hair down in its natural bouncy bob.

      And my skirt is fine, it’s not even short by today’s standards. It’s a dark denim, and it hits mid thigh, perfectly respectable. I like that the stiff fabric doesn’t show every roll and bump, but it does sometimes mean it rides up and stays there. Still, this is dinner with a family friend, hardly a date. He will not be checking out my legs.

      Besides, Will’s only taking me to dinner because Dad asked him to check up on me, now that I’m out on my own. So we’ll go to some chain restaurant, have a burger, and he’ll report back that I’m in one piece and not doing drugs (which I never have and don’t see why I would start just because I now have a job and an apartment, thank you very much). I missed hearing his voice while I was away at college. It’s not like he and I are close; I’m more like an adjunct to Dad. So I’ve hardly talked to him more than one or two times in the last five years. But I’ve thought about him a lot.

      Speaking of drugs, I can’t say the same for my neighbor two doors down. He does a lot of things he probably shouldn’t. Things that make him scream at the walls at odd hours of the day. I moved in last week and already I’ve learned to scurry past his door without making any noise and get inside my apartment as fast as I can. I consider how Will might react to said apartment while I watch the clock until it’s time to head downstairs. Despite my protests that I would meet him at the restaurant, Will wouldn’t hear of it and insisted he’d pick me up. I at least got him to agree to meet me outside so I can avoid my dad finding out just what a dump this place is. Although I still say it has potential. The bedroom and living room are enormous with gigantic windows; it’s just the damp smelling carpet and the stained walls that drag it down. That and the neighbor. But it’s what I can afford on my paycheck, which I won’t even see for another week, so I’m glad I found something I can manage with what’s in my account. And it’s right on the bus line that goes to ACI. Once I’ve got a little bit of money saved, I’ll hit the thrift shops and have this place looking like a chic Parisian garret in no time.

      I glance at the clock (again). There’s still a slight tinge of anxiety to my anticipation. Deep down, I suspect it’s because I’ve had a bit of a crush on Will since I was fifteen, which is ridiculous because I last saw him in person when I was about eight.

      Then Dad showed me a photo of Will in his Marine uniform when he got some kind of medal for doing something brave. Dad probably told me what it was for, but all I can remember was saying to myself, Holy Shit! That guy is hot! 

      The next day, the high-school boys looked even skinnier and pimplier than they had previously. I promptly gave up on them permanently and spent my time daydreaming. Someday I would meet a man that looked like the guy in the photo. He would give me the same intense stare and sweep me off my feet. Not squashing my independence but always having my back — with a few soul-searing, panty-melting kisses, naturally.

      Of course, I never met anyone like that, and I’m paying the price for it as the only twenty-five-year-old virgin in a hundred-mile radius. No, I haven’t done a survey, but it’s pretty clear I’m the weirdo.

      And anyway, that photo was taken ten years ago. It’s unlikely Will looks like that today, now that he’s almost forty-five. He’s been out of the military for the last five years, possibly has a beer belly now, I reassure myself. What’s to be nervous about that? But a part of me is sure he’ll be even better than my teenage fantasies. So silly when it’s clear he regards me as a kid. And why wouldn’t he? Anytime I’ve answered the phone when he’s called Dad to chat, all we’ve talked about is school. First it was grade school after the powers that be transferred him to another state, later high school and college. That he spoke kindly to me in this deep gravelly voice that always sounded like he was smiling fueled more than a few day dreams while sitting through calculus. Now I’m done with school for the rest of my life — no more! What the heck are we going to talk about now?

      The small digital clock on the stove finally says it’s five to six, so I grab a light sweater and lock the cheap deadbolt on the door as quietly as I can. Then I’m tiptoeing down the hallway. I can hear the guy in 510 muttering to himself as I glide past. I breathe a sigh of relief when I make it to the stairwell and then run down the stairs like an Olympic racer. The lights in here flicker rather alarmingly. I’ve passed some other residents occasionally that I’d rather not chat with, so I try to build up enough momentum for everyone to just move out of my way. I exit the building and have barely enough time to steady my breathing and tug on my skirt a few more times when an understated black SUV pulls up to the curb. I peer into the passenger window to see if it’s Will, but the driver is busy opening the door and getting out.

      I belatedly realize my mouth is hanging open and shut it abruptly. It’s definitely Will. He got more good looking, not less. How is that even possible? Rather than going soft, he’s gotten leaner and the addition of laugh lines around his eyes makes me want to stare into those dark sapphire depths forever. He’s dressed casually in faded jeans and a navy Henley, with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His toned lower arms are a coppery gold from being outside and his hands are working hands, not smooth from sitting at a desk all day. I can’t stop the shiver that rolls down my back, although I’m standing in the sun. It’s disconcerting, feeling like I know him and yet also staring at a complete stranger.

      He comes around the front of the vehicle and pauses, studying me, a slight quirk to his perfectly sculpted lips. His gaze isn’t judging, more like he’s trying to memorize my features, commit them to some internal memory bank. “Sarah? Is that really you? Guess I can’t call you mini-Cal anymore, huh?”

      I smile to hide my grimace. Yup, kid-zoned as expected. “Hi, Will. Thanks for checking up on me. Dad will appreciate it.”

      “But not you?” His dark blue eyes are twinkling as he opens the passenger door for me.

      “I’m getting dinner, aren’t I? What’s not to like about that?” I smile genuinely as I climb into the elegant vehicle. It’s not his fault my body wants to attach itself to his like a limpet.

      “Definitely. Would you mind if we go to the beach instead of a regular restaurant? You’re my excuse to blow healthy eating for one night.” He asks as he gets back in behind the wheel.

      “Sure, what’s at the beach?”

      “Fish and chips to die for, and local blackberry ice cream if you’re in the mood.”

      “Yum!” I sink deeper into the soft leather seat, pleased beyond measure that he’s not pushing a salad on me. You would not believe the number of guys who proclaim me ‘perfect’ in every way and then insist that I’ll want a salad for dinner. I hate salad. I’m always chasing the good bits with my fork and later there’s a pile of radish at the end. But I really hate that they want me to be something I’m not. Whether that’s a salad eater or skinny (or probably both) it’s not happening. I’m not a glutton though, so I may give that ice cream a pass.

      “So how’s the job?” Will glances over at me as he stops at the next intersection.

      “Is work replacing ‘how’s school?’ from here on?” I ask wryly. “It’s fine — mostly meeting the team and doing paperwork so far. I get to work with the animals next week.”

      “I’ve never even been down to the marine center. Is it all sea lions?”

      “I think I’m supposed to check your security clearance before answering that. But yeah, mostly, plus some octopus and a few other things.”

      “Huh, I’ll have to stop in sometime. You can give me a tour.”

      A horrible thought occurs to me. “Will, you didn’t…” I pause, not sure how to ask and dreading his answer.

      “Didn’t what?” He eyes me curiously. I don’t understand why watching his hands on the steering wheel is getting me all hot and bothered, but it is.

      “Have anything to do with me getting this job, did you?” I get out breathlessly.

      He shakes his head. “Absolutely not. Didn’t even know you applied until Cal called me.” Will briefly turns his head in my direction. “Why? Surely you don’t think you’re not good enough? Top of your grad school class?”

      I never told him that. I haven’t even talked to him since my senior year of college. Must have been Dad, which makes me wonder how often they talk about me. I haven’t been at home for more than a week in years. I have no notion what they talk about anymore. Fuck. “No, it’s just that I didn’t actually apply. At least not here. I put in a couple of applications for the offices in California and even Hawaii. You know, places with warm water?”

      He grins. “Yeah, that’s not here. But their loss is Washington’s gain. And mine.”

      If only.

      He parks in a public lot that fronts a nearby beach where there’s a mix of sand and large rocks. There’s a nondescript shack with a big blue plywood fish on the roof that I’m guessing is our dinner destination. We get out and walk up to the tiny building. There’s a soda fountain and various condiments on a side table and a small window to place your order with about ten people waiting. Like the expert local that he is, Will hands me two cups. “You go fetch the drinks, root beer for me, and I’ll place our order. There’s one choice, and then it’s a matter of size. I’ll eat anything you don’t want.” He grins like this is his secret plan to get around whatever crazy health plan he’s following. Whatever it is works, cause there’s not an ounce of fat anywhere on the man. Nor are there any signs of gray in his impeccably cut black hair. It’s not fair, I think to myself as I swipe my auburn curls out of my eyes with the back of one hand. I found a silver hair just last week. It excited a part of me as proof I wasn’t a child (that whole virgin thing, remember?) while another part of me could hear my biological clock ticking down. I pulled it out, like somehow keeping track of when the next one appears will tell me something.

      A few minutes later, he walks up with two paper baskets piled high with fried goodness to where I’m standing holding the drinks. “Let’s find a place to sit, then I’ll come back for the condiments, okay?” 

      I nod and follow him onto the sand. He heads to the left and a few hundred feet away I see where giant logs of driftwood have pushed up against the shoreline. Most of the people have stayed in the open sandy area, so it’s also fairly private. Wild pink roses are blooming in an enormous mass right at the edge of the shore. The tide is coming in, but the waves are still a few hundred feet out. If this were a date, it would be incredibly romantic. I take a seat on the log and put the drinks down while Will sets the baskets on the flattest wide spot on our makeshift table. 

      “Ketchup and tartar sauce? Or are you a vinegar girl?”

      I wrinkle my nose at the thought. “No, definitely tartar sauce.”

      His lips quirk in amusement and he nods with approval before heading back towards the shack at a brisk clip. I confess I eyed the tight muscles of his butt more than was strictly appropriate. I spared a few glances for the level breadth of his back too, wondering why it seems like only military guys can run without their shoulders moving.

      Will

      Shit. If I didn’t know better. I’d accuse Sarah of sending an impostor in her place. When the hell did she turn into such a bombshell, and why didn’t Cal warn me? Okay, I get why my best friend didn’t tell me that his only child was now a gorgeous woman with curves in all the right places. And he’d kill me if he had any idea how tight my jeans are right now. My brain agrees with him completely. I’ve got no business thinking about this adorable woman as anything but the cherished daughter of a close friend. 

      My cock, though, is still arguing vehemently for the opposition. It’s claiming Sarah is the reason it’s seen no action besides my hand in too long to count. That it was waiting for her, waiting to sink into her bountiful curves. And it’s ready and willing to seize the opportunity. Which will not be happening. Fuck!

      Focusing on the immediate task, I load up with tiny plastic tubs of ketchup and tartar sauce and grab a thick handful of paper napkins. Then I’m heading back towards where Sarah is waiting, looking like some long-ago siren calling men to their doom. I need to keep myself under control and keep my mind off the fact that she’s now a grown woman. If she doesn’t have a boyfriend already, someone a lot closer to her age, she will within a few weeks. I know these guys that work at Alpha Corps. They’re smart and very goal-oriented. Most of them have seen real battlefields and have learned to seize the day from hard experience. One look at Sarah and there will be a line of applicants for her attention. I give it six months before someone persuades her to make things permanent. I try to imagine her married to one of those dumb fucks and be happy for her. But I’m in real physical pain at the thought of anyone else touching her like that.

      Unaware of my internal struggle, Sarah closes her mouth around the end of a French fry and swallows with a guilty expression. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about. French fries are not for holding back. Unless you ate them all? Then apologies will not be sufficient.” I tease her so I’m not weighing how she could make something like that up to me. Definitely not by swallowing my cock like she did that column of potato. God.

      “No, just the one. I promise.”

      I’m sublimely grateful she can’t read my mind. And I’ll be paying for my sins until I can take a shower tonight and rub out some of this tension. I lay out the condiments and try once again to focus my attention on the still piping-hot fish. 

      “So Dad’s never really told me what you do at ACI. I’m not certain if that’s because he doesn’t know or because it’s boring?”

      I grin, I can’t help it. “It’s because he’s jealous as fuck. I manage the war games training for the company. You know how you hear about joint forces training every few years on the news?”

      She nods, her mouth pausing around a piece of golden-crusted cod.

      “Well, Alpha Corps does something like that, but on a smaller scale. It’s a chance to test all the new tech in combination and check out defensive strategies.”

      She smiles brightly. “Ah, yes. He would be jealous. I don’t suppose he could join as a guest sometime?”

      “It’s not usually allowed, but you make an excellent point. I mean, I am in charge. Has to be worth something.”

      “How do you decide who’s on what side?”

      She seems genuinely interested, and I suppose as a military brat she knows more than most about this sort of thing. But nobody does it quite like ACI. “That’s the best part. It rotates between the services. Last year it was Air Force vs Army. This summer it’s Army vs Navy. The Air Force guys are on canteen duty, the Marines on operations like bus service and bunks, and the Coast Guard gets monitoring. They’ll make sure everyone is following the rules and take notes about what breaks or works effectively.”

      “But don’t they all have different jobs now? It’s not like they’re still in the service.”

      “Yeah, it makes it more fun using the traditional rivalries. It also helps to ensure the same people aren’t doing the same thing every year.”

      Sarah’s grinning, her chin propped on her hand. “You love it, don’t you?”

      “Fuck, yeah. The actual games only last two to three weeks. The rest of the year, I try out the gear and scope out the potential sites. Plan the scenarios. I love it. They’ll have to pry this job from my cold, dead fingers to make me stop.”

      Her laugh is low and husky, making my cock jump to attention. It’s a voice that could belong to a blues singer with questionable morals. I have at least talked to her on the phone over the years, even if I wasn’t there to see her grow up. How did I miss that?

      “What about the civilians? I realize that ACI is mostly ex-military, but there are at least a few handfuls of regular folk like me. Don’t we get to play?”

      I grin evilly. “Of course. There’s a sign-up sheet for volunteers that fills up within the first half hour. The civilians get to be the spies.”

      “Spies?!” Her hazel eyes light up and she sits up straight. “Can I be one?”

      “You can volunteer. But Sarah? You’d make a shitty spy.” Her face falls and I feel like I kicked a puppy. “Perhaps you’d rather be my assistant this year. See what you think of the entire thing?”

      She sighs with disappointment. “Maybe. Why would I make a crappy spy?”

      “The point is to blend in with the military folks. Not just guys. There are plenty of women, but they don’t, um, have…”

      Her eyes narrow. “What?”

      “Hips.” I finish lamely. 

      “None of them?” 

      “None that I’ve noticed.”

      She pauses thoughtfully. Her eyes are still slits. “Do you have a girlfriend, Will?”

      “No, not currently. Why?” It’s abundantly clear to me I’ve set my foot right in it, but I’ve got nothing to lose by brazening it out.

      “Just wondering. So what happens with these spies?”

      “We dress them up in camo and send them out to gather intel. They’re universally horrible at it, but they love every minute. I never have budget problems because all the managers know how much their teams can’t wait to make the list, so it’s filed under employee retention.”

      I glance over to see if I’ve bored her to tears yet, but she’s watching me like a hawk; her pink lips pouting. 

      “It sounds like fun. I want to be a spy! If I won’t fit in with the cannon fodder, I want to be like Mata Hari and enthrall men with my feminine wiles.” She smiles suddenly, like she’s visualizing something rapturous. 

      “Fuck.” 

      She frowns and stares at me. “What?”

      “Sarah, they wouldn’t get anything else done. It’s supposed to be a training exercise. I don’t have a lesson plan for avoiding gorgeous, seductive women. Or men. Have to be equal opportunity.”

      “Gorgeous?” She smiles widely. “Well, you probably need one then. I can help you practice.”

      She looks embarrassed suddenly, like she went past her own comfort zone. I want to kiss the frown away, but changing the subject is safer for both of us. We talk about living in Sala Bay and the various festivals that are scheduled for the summer. Until I see a slight shiver shake her body. I want to wrap my arms around her to keep her warm. Instead, I say, “You ready to head home? Want some ice cream first?”

      “Yes, and no. No ice cream for me, thanks.”

      I nod and we gather our trash and start meandering back to the parking lot. It’s almost proper summer, the days lasting well into the night. Not Arctic-circle-late, but it’s still light out at ten. Right now though, it’s only about eight, so families are still frolicking on the beach, although the kids are tiring. I detour to toss the garbage into a trash can, and then we’re in the car and headed back to Sarah’s apartment. If I’m honest, I’m not confident how to end this family friend, not-a-date-but-wish-it-were evening.

      Turns out I don’t have to worry about it. As we approach her street, Sarah gasps and I glance over to find out what’s caught her attention. There are flashing red and blue lights everywhere in front of her apartment. I glance over at her suspiciously. “Exactly what kind of place do you live in?”

      “One I can afford,” she volleys. She’s clenching her hands together. I can’t help myself. I reach my hand over and take both of hers in my grasp. She instantly tenses. “Relax, little one. I will not drop you off, though. I need to know you’re safe.” What I want to do is turn the car around and get the hell out of here because my gut says Sarah shouldn’t be here.

      She nods and I find a place to park about a block beyond the building. We walk back towards her place but come up to a policeman blocking the sidewalk fairly quickly.

      “Sorry folks. We’re asking everyone to turn back and take a different street. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

      “But I live there.” Sarah points at the extensive apartment building in the middle of the block.

      “You live in the Rochester?” he asks amazed.

      Sarah nods.

      “Name?” he asks curtly, flipping pages on his clipboard.

      “Sarah McAllister.”

      He nods and marks something with his pen. “Do you have a friend you can stay with, Ms. McAllister? I’m afraid the building isn’t safe for any residents right now.”

      “No.” She’s wringing her hands. 

      “Yes, she does,” I interject. “Sarah, you’re staying with me.” It’s not a question.

      But the raised eyebrow the cop gives me has me gritting my teeth before I land in jail and leave Sarah out here on her own. “Miss? You okay with that?”

      “What? Oh yes. Will isn’t going to hurt me.” She smiles reassuringly at the officer, whose hackles promptly recede, replaced with a puppy dog look I’m certain I could find in my mirror.

      “If you’re sure, Ms. McAllister. If you’ll give me your phone number, we’ll contact you when it’s safe to return.”

      I can’t hold back a low growl at that one. Talk about a smooth way to obtain a woman’s number. Sarah looks at me bewildered as she rattles it off, but the officer knows exactly where I was coming from and just smirks. 

      When she’s done, Sarah asks him, “Can you tell me what happened? Is my stuff okay?”

      The policeman sighs. “I can’t tell you anything officially, but it looks like a meth explosion, so I wouldn’t count on your stuff being safe. It might be intact but it could be, um, contaminated.”

      Sarah recoils with horror, and I catch her. “It’s okay, sweet pea. We can get you new stuff.” 

      “Yeah, but…” she’s clearly worried. 

      “Come on, let’s head home and let the officer get on with the job. Do we need to stop and buy you anything? I’ve got a spare toothbrush, at least.”

      “But work? Clothes? I…” 

      “Hey.” I give in to the temptation to pull her close as we head back to the car. “We’ll sort it out in the morning. Maybe by then you can get back in to the apartment, at least to gather a few things.” Her body fits against mine in a surprisingly natural way. I glance back at the policeman, who I’m sure was trying to get a visual on Sarah’s ass, and I frown at him with menace. He shrugs, showing it’s in response to both my reaction and getting back in the building. At least tomorrow is Saturday, so we’ve got the entire weekend to sort things out.
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      Sarah

      My life makes little sense right now. And at the moment I’m technically homeless, even if I have Will going all alpha and protective on me. It’s not like I’ll be sleeping on a park bench. I groan suddenly and Will immediately turns to me with a stern look on his face I can only describe as possessive. If I complained of a hangnail, would he head straight for the emergency room?

      “Sarah?”

      “What am I going to tell Dad? He was over-protective before. If he hears about this…”

      “Leave your dad to me. He knows I can take care of you. I’ll let him know where to find you.” I see him grimace slightly and his fingers tighten on the steering wheel. “Everything will work out.”

      I nod, but I’m lost in a fantasy where Will and I go home together regularly. And end up in the same bed. I sneak a sideways peek at his biceps, trying to imagine having those arms close around me. I breathe in deep to get a hold of my emotions and get a whiff of his aftershave, which has the opposite effect. It’s light and woodsy with a hint of ocean, and suddenly all I can think about is burying my nose in the crease of his neck and breathing that oh-so-male scent deep in my lungs. 

      I’m paying absolutely no attention to where we’re going, so it’s a surprise when he pulls into a driveway and cuts the engine. It’s starting to get dark, so I have to squint my eyes slightly to see into the pretty garden at the front. The house is a single-story with interesting wings here and yon. It’s definitely not a basic box. A narrow path winds through the garden, opening up to a modest courtyard by the front door. There’s a Japanese influence, with a short bamboo fountain trickling into a narrow channel that runs down into the garden. Unlocking the door, he gestures for me to go first.

      “Let’s get you settled, then I’ll find us a drink if you want one. Settle the nerves.” He smiles gently. “This way.”

      He leads me through the house, which is immaculate and gorgeous. There’s more Asian bits here and there, but it’s not overdone. The colors are subtle shades of blue and gray in the walls and upholstery. It looks like him, but there’s a very feminine touch to it. “Did you decorate all this yourself?” He said he didn’t have a girlfriend, but I’m really not sure of his romantic history. Asking my dad about that would have been weird and awkward for both of us.

      He snorts. “Hardly. All the credit goes to my sister, Lucy. You met her once, but I doubt you’d remember. Maybe you were three or four?”

      I shake my head with chagrin. “Sorry.” And mentally kick myself. I shouldn’t be upset over things that are basic facts. I wish they weren’t all constant reminders of me as a tiny kid. We’re in his room now, although it could be a hotel room for how clean and tidy everything is. There’s also nothing personal anywhere. But his closet is magnificent. This is where I have serious house envy, particularly because most of the rods and shelves are empty!

      Will opens a drawer to reveal three rows of what I presume are t-shirts folded in perfect military precision. Every single one of them is khaki. “Take your pick.”

      “They’re all khaki, Will. What’s the difference?”

      “There’s light khaki and dark khaki?” His twinkling blue eyes are inviting me to laugh with him.

      I can’t help letting out a slight groan and dramatically cover my eyes with one hand and reach out with the other, plucking one shirt out of the ranks like I’m picking a Tarot card. I unfold it and hold it up to myself. If I didn’t have curves to accommodate, it would come to my knees. But as it will need to stretch in places it never has before, likely it will fall about mid-thigh, decent enough considering I’m not going out in public. Glancing over at Will, I see his eyes are trained just to the side of me. I can’t tell if he’s being polite by not staring at my chest or if it’s something else. “This will do great, thank you.” 

      He nods, looking grim, and turns around, heading out of the closet. Suddenly I miss his substantial presence in the compact space, but I pull myself together to follow him out in the hall where he’s standing in front of a closet rummaging around. “Ah-ha!” he hands me a boxed toothbrush and a small dentist-sized tube of toothpaste. “What else?”

      “Um, I don’t suppose you have an extra comb?”

      “Hmm, let’s see…” he rummages further and comes up with a folding travel brush still in its plastic packaging. “Will this do for now?”

      “Perfect.” 

      “Your room is this way.”

       He heads down a side passage and I’m wondering how vast this house is. I follow him into a beautiful guest room. It’s the only florals I’ve seen so far with multicolored wallpaper of exotic flowers and birds. The bed is made up with forest green linens with bright yellow and pink pillows arranged at the top. There’s a pale yellow bathroom barely visible through a small door tucked in behind the closet. I put my purse and the gathered supplies down on top of the dresser. “This is beautiful, Will.”

      He smiles. “Lucy will be glad someone is finally using it. Do you want some hot chocolate or something else to help you sleep?”

      Ugh. Kid-zoned yet again. “No, I’m good, thanks. I think I’ll shower and go to bed. Tomorrow
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