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            HE WAS SUPPOSED TO CHECK ON HER, NOT FALL FOR HER
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      The last thing military widow Summer Bettes wants in her life is a new man. Correction, a new military man, though they're all over Barrum, Kansas. She’s convinced herself she works hard enough between taking care of her daughter, trying to maintain control of her asthma, and styling hair in the salon her mother owns that she doesn’t need to add a man into the mix.

      When Matthew Hennessy walks into her life--or rather, back into her life, she starts to question everything.

      Her husband's rival on the wrestling mat in high school, Hennessy never forgot Summer. She always held a special place in his heart. So after serving with her husband overseas, it was only right that he pay his respects to the widow when he came back state-side. He only wants to do right by her.

      Unfortunately his desires are eclipsing his logic, and doing right by Summer is harder than he thought.
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      WEDNESDAY

      I glanced at my watch.

      Every hairdresser in the world lived by their watch--knowing the time was part of the job description.

      “Miss Evelyn will be here for her shampoo and set in fifteen minutes, and then I have the Norbert twins for their haircuts and colors,” I said to myself as I tossed the remainder of my lunch in the trash. The break room was empty at the moment. My fellow stylists were out on the salon floor with their clients.

      I patted my pocket where my rescue inhaler sat in my black smock. Always got to make sure I have that. Hadn’t needed it for a while, but you never know.

      I grabbed my purse and darted from the break room to the waxing room, which had the best light to touch up my face. I powdered and puffed, wiped things off, and even fluffed my dirty blonde hair. It had some extra volume for a second, but that fell in a flash.

      Damn hair.

      I tipped my head to the side. “Maybe that’s what I should do,” I said, looking at my mousy hair. “Get some highlights. It’ll brighten me up. Maybe I won’t be so wallowy.”

      The thought cheered me. After all, I worked in a salon. Surely we could find the time to brighten my hair.

      The door to the waxing room opened, and Winter stuck her head in. “Summer? There’s a guy here to see you.”

      I blinked. “Who is he?”

      “He wouldn’t say, only that he wanted to speak to you,” Winter said.

      “Do you know him?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I would have said if I did. He’s cute, though.” As the salon manager, my sister Winter knew every client that walked in the door. “Maybe he’s here to take you on a date.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Yeah, because that won’t happen.

      I wondered who he was--maybe a client’s husband, wanting to treat his wife? It happened every so often. But it usually happened in December, not in July. Maybe one of my clients was having a birthday?

      I walked through the salon floor, where stylist Audra finished up with the client in her chair. The client, Shelby, otherwise known as my nemesis, gave me the stink eye.

      Everyone in town knew of me and Shelby’s sordid past. I fell in love with a boy. She stole him from me. I beat her up under the bleachers at the football game. She got me suspended from school…

      Yeah. It was a whole thing.

      Why the woman had to come to my beauty shop--okay, my mom’s beauty shop--to get her hair done, I didn’t know.

      I turned and smiled at Shelby, that business smile I’d mastered over the years, and continued through the salon.

      The other stylists and nail techs were working, and the buzz that never entirely goes away filled the salon--a culmination of voices, blow dryers, sprays, and nail files running had become a backwash noise that, in a strange way, felt like home.

      I’d been a hairdresser for over a decade--even when Jake and I moved from base to base, I could always find work, and it was the same sounds, no matter what salon I worked in. All the traveling made the familiar environment more home than anything I had for a long time.

      Stepping around the corner, my hand bumped the little patriotic flag table topper on the edge of the reception desk. Mom put it there when I married Jake--it was the only patriotic decoration that remained up year-round. It had other accompanying red, white, and blue pieces that filled the reception area, even though the Fourth of July was last weekend.

      The receptionist, Mikelanne, rubbed her ready-to-pop, pregnant tummy and gestured to the man who stared at the retail shelves near the door with a grin on her face.

      I paused.

      The guy was in fatigues.

      He turned around and had his hat in his hand. Immediately my eyes darted to his shoulder and recognized the stripes for Sergeant, First Class.

      My heart pounded.

      A man in fatigues hadn’t come to see me since, well… that day...

      I had to force myself to cross the reception area. This wasn’t a repeat. It couldn’t be…

      I met the Sergeant’s eyes.

      He took a step. “Mrs. Bettes?”

      I nodded. “Sergeant.” Somewhere my insides jumped into gear. I held out my hand, and he shook it.

      “I, uh,” he paused, closed his eyes, and then opened them. “I came to pay my respects.”

      I blinked, then my brain kicked in. “Of course, thank you.” Why else would a man in fatigues be visiting me?

      He squeezed the hat in his hand. “May I speak with you privately?”

      “Sure.” I led him to the small consultation room we had tucked into a corner. However, most of the time, the room was a catch-all, where advertising was sorted, and the extra stock got shoved that didn’t fit on the retail shelves.

      Today was an explosion of rainbow-colored flyers for a charity event next week. A contrast to the room’s pink and white décor--like a grown-up version of a princess’s room. Mother’s whimsy knew no bounds, sometimes.

      Not exactly masculine décor.

      I closed the door, and the background noise of the salon disappeared. Sort of, anyway. Now it was a dull roar rather than loud chaos.

      “Pardon the mess,” I said, immediately shuffling the flyers into more manageable stacks. “This is about as private as it gets around here.”

      “This is fine, ma’am.” He took a seat in one of the pink, high-backed chairs.

      And I couldn’t help the little bit of a grin. He did look pretty ridiculous in the chair. The green fatigues clashed with the pink carnation seat.

      He must have been uncomfortable because he shifted in the chair a couple of times.

      “What can I do for you, Sergeant?”

      “Hennessy,” he said. “Matthew Hennessy.” He ran his hand through his short dark hair--longer than a crew cut but still pretty short. My eyes darted to the sides, quickly assessing the haircut’s correctness, looking for places where it wasn’t blended right.

      I didn’t see any.

      Focus, I told myself.

      “As I said, ma’am, I wanted to pay my respects.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “I served with your husband. Bettes was a good man. I can’t say we were close, but we were friends.”

      This was not the first man to pay respects to me. After all, Jake had been gone three years now. Several showed up that first year after Jake died, but it had been a couple of years since I’d met another one of Jake’s brothers-at-arms.

      Hopefully, this one wouldn’t bring me to tears. I wracked my brain, trying to remember if Jake had mentioned someone named Hennessy the last time I saw him.

      Nothing registered, though.

      Only general memories of my late husband and how he made me laugh. I bit my lip to hold back errant emotions because I didn’t want to cry in front of this man.

      He got a far-off expression for a moment, then shook his head and cleared his throat. “Anyway, I promised him that I would check in on you when I got stateside and make sure you were okay.”

      I blinked, his words jarring me out of whatever wash of memories lingered in my mind. “Pardon?” This was new…

      “I promised him I would check in on you. Since we went to school together.”

      I held my hands up. “Wait, what? I didn’t go to school with you. And I went to the same school as Jake, so surely I would remember you.”

      He smirked. “He said you would say that.” He stroked the brim of the hat he had clenched in his hand. “We did, for a while. I was on the wrestling team with Bettes junior year. We kept fighting for the varsity spot.”

      I snapped my fingers, suddenly remembering how he would go back and forth with Jake, and Jake’s frustration that year, fighting so hard for the spot. “Oh yeah! You only went to South for a little while, and your family got transferred?”

      This made him smile. “Yes, ma’am, that’s correct.”

      I looked him up and down. “You grew,” I said, associating the thin young boy I remembered from that school year with the man sitting across from me. “You were skinny, lanky, and awkward,” I said. Then slapped my hand over my mouth.

      How could I say that?

      Oh my God! My cheeks got hot, and I wanted to bury myself in the chair.

      “I’m sorry! Oh, I’m so sorry!” I said through my hand. “Sometimes, my mouth runs away from my brain.”

      He laughed, and it made his blue eyes sparkle. “No big deal. You speak the truth, though, ma’am.”

      “Stop calling me that. You’re maybe a year older than me. Make me feel so old.” Not that I needed any help in that area--I already felt older than dirt every time I saw those grays mixing in with my mousey-blonde hair.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Thirteen years of training. It’s hard to kick the habit.”

      “It’s okay.” He’d become so different from what I remember back in high school. His complexion was warm, and his eyes were sunk deep. His jaw was hard, and when he didn’t smile, his expression took on a deeper, darker cast to it--like someone who’d experienced the world's darkness and couldn’t shake the images.

      If he’d been in Iraq with Jake, I imagined he had.

      While he was clean-shaven, there was scruff along his jaw--like no matter how often he shaved, the hair would be back in a blink.

      Like my leg hair…

      “Did you transfer to the base here?” I asked. Barrum had a large military base on the city's southwest corner.

      “I’m here for training. Only a few weeks.” When he said the last couple of words, he sounded, well, sort of sad.

      I opened my mouth to say that his wife would appreciate him only being gone for a few weeks, but I noticed he didn’t have a wedding ring.

      A knock at the door jarred me.

      Winter stuck her head in. “Summer, your appointment just pulled in.”

      “Thanks.” I glanced at my watch. If Miss Evelyn was here already, she was early.

      I turned back toward Hennessy, but he was standing.

      Probably glad to be out of the pink chair.

      I stood as well.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Then for a second, he grinned, like he’d said that on purpose.

      “You’re ornery,” I said as I smiled.

      “I should let you get back to work.” He took a step toward me. “Please know that I deeply respected your husband, and if you need anything, please ask.”

      There was something about the way he looked at me, his eyes very serious and dark, that I knew he truly meant what he said.

      I nodded, feeling a bit like an idiot because he left me so dumbfounded, but I wasn’t sure what else to do. This strange sensation flooded me, and I was certain that he would be there without hesitation if I asked for anything.

      And I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Another Army man wasn’t what I wanted in life. I was pretty happy with my roots planted firmly in Kansas.
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      Matthew Hennessy walked toward the door of Celestial Springs Salon, happy to be out of the pink consultation room. What did they need consultations for at a hair salon? Haircuts?

      A girly thing he’d never understand.

      Not that it mattered. He hadn’t come here to understand girly things.

      He glanced at Summer Bettes, and a wave of memories hit him. From a time so far away from who he was now, he wondered if they were his imagination or if they happened.

      Back then, she was Summer Jones. She hadn’t changed much since they’d gone to school together for a semester. Well, her hair was a little shorter now.

      It didn’t surprise him that she didn’t remember him right away. Why would she? He was there so briefly--the fact that she remembered him surprised him.

      He’d met her his first day at Barrum South. He’d started there a week after school started and found the size of the school intimidating--most of the schools he’d attended had been small, 3A or 4A, at the biggest. Then came Barrum, a 6A school with triple the square footage and triple the students, or so it had felt.

      And he’d been lost.

      She’d stopped and helped him with a smile on her face and bouncy blonde ponytails that screamed cheerleader. Come to find out, she was anything but a cheerleader. Sweet, smart, and dating his rival in the wrestling room.

      She’d left an impression. That much was certain. He could still remember her there, sitting next to the coach on the floor, recording every point in his matches.

      And she’d give him this tiny little smirk-smile when he’d win.

      He loved those little smiles.

      Even now, almost fifteen years later, she still left an impression. One he felt somewhat guilty about having, but it was there. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to talk to her. A knot in his gut left his lunch not sitting well. Just being around her, though, that feeling melted away. She soothed him. Like she always did, even in high school.

      She had crossed to the front desk, looking at the computer with the receptionist and another woman with short, dark hair. They all focused on the machine, though from the expression on Summer’s face, she looked ready to hit it.

      He paused.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      She glanced at him. “Fine, just this dumb program’s acting up again.” She squared her shoulders, and a smile passed over her face, which didn’t quite reach her eyes. “It happens. Technology is a pain in the butt.”

      “That it is.” He took a step toward the desk. “Do you need some help? I’m pretty good with computers.” That was one thing he did feel comfortable with.

      This time, when she smiled, she just barely blushed. Not enough that most would notice it, but her cheeks got just a bit pinker, and she had a hard time meeting his gaze. “Thank you, but we’ll figure it out.”

      “It’s an ancient system,” the brunette said, waving her arm in the air. “If Mom would buy a new one, we’d be fine.”

      “You know that’s not going to happen,” Summer said. “Mom loves her things.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You two are sisters?” He didn’t realize that Summer had a sister.

      “Yeah,” Summer said, fidgeting with something on the desk. “Sorry, I should have introduced you. Sergeant Hennessy, this is my sister, Winter Duncan.”

      He shook her hand. “Pleasure.” He could certainly see the sisterly resemblance. They both had the same face shape though Winter seemed stiffer.

      “Nice to meet you,” she said. As she spoke, her gaze darted to the door behind him.

      He turned--an elderly lady hunched over a walker approached the salon’s entrance.

      Without thinking, he headed to the door and held it for her. The day’s heat hit him hard as he inhaled a breath of the scorching heat.

      “Thank you, sonny,” she said as she carefully guided and still hit the door’s threshold. Her walker clattered against the glass door, making him shudder.

      “Welcome, Miss Evelyn,” Winter said, her hand on the edge of the walker, and she guided her through the door.

      “Who’s this fine whipper-snapper?” she asked, gesturing to Hennessy.

      “A friend of mine,” Summer said as she joined the elderly lady on the other side. “Why, don’t you look peppy today, Miss Evelyn.”

      “Pssh… I’m hot as a hog on a spit. You’d better use the cold water today to wash this.” She raised a hand curved from arthritis and patted at the poodle mess on her head.

      “Of course,” Summer said. Her gaze darted to his.

      “See you later, Summer,” he said.

      She smiled. “Sure. See you around, Sergeant.” And her attention was turned back to the elderly lady she helped through the salon.

      Effectively dismissed.

      Well, that was a lot nicer than her kicking him out.

      He walked out of the salon and checked the time. He’d come on his lunch break, just in case he needed a reason to make a quick exit.

      But going back to work didn’t hold much appeal now that he’d seen Summer again.

      Even if she barely remembered him.
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      I got the last of Miss Evelyn’s rollers in and thought maybe I’d be able to get through the rest of the day without the inquisition about Sergeant Hennessy.

      Matthew.

      I smiled, thinking about his real name. Even when we were in school, he’d been Hennessy--I couldn’t remember ever calling him anything but that. But that was high school wrestling--everyone went by their last name.

      “So are you looking for another military man,” Miss Evelyn asked me.

      I blinked. “Pardon?”

      “That boy in uniform. You looking to get back to the military life?”

      I shook my head, my cheeks warm. “Oh no, Miss Evelyn. He was, uh, just a friend.”

      She snorted.

      “Sure he was.” She shifted in the chair as I pinned the last roller, making it fall out. “I saw the way he was looking at you.”

      “Stop wiggling,” I said. “You’re as bad as my daughter.”

      Evelyn laughed. “We all revert to childhood as we get older. Diapers and everything.”

      “You’re not right, Miss Evelyn.”

      “Well, maybe not, but you young things, you worry about everything. I’ll tell you what my mother told me. Even women have needs. We just hide it better.”

      I dropped my comb. “Miss Evelyn!”

      Winter, who had been walking by, stopped and glanced at Evelyn. “Now, Miss Evelyn, are you being good over here?”

      “Nope, not a bit.”

      We all laughed, including Lucy and Nicole, the stylists on either side of me, and both of them glanced at me, shaking their heads. Even over all the noise, hairdressers tend to hear everything, and we were no different.

      Especially when little old ladies started speaking their minds.

      “Come on, Miss Evelyn. Let’s get you under the dryer.” I helped her across the room and tuned out her conversation with the ladies in the shop. Every week, the ladies who came in the shop to get their weekly ‘do had all become friends, and the latest gossip about who’s kid, or now, grandkid, was doing what, their health, and whatever else was on their minds filled the salon.

      “Well, I saw that tall drink of water holding the door for you, Evelyn. He was handsome,” Miss Janet said.

      Evelyn snorted. “He’s got the hots for Summer.”

      “Oh really?” Miss Janet glanced at me, approval on her face.

      “Ladies, no one here has the hots for anyone,” I said, trying to rein them in.

      But oh no, it was too late for that.

      “I used to date military men; they were wonderful. We’d write letters, and I’d tell them all sorts of things to keep them warm at night,” one of the ladies said.

      The laughter overpowered the dryers.

      “Okay, ladies, this is still a place of business,” I said.

      This only made them laugh harder. So I walked away. Let the hens gossip. As I walked into the break room, I glanced at my watch and noticed the clock was three minutes fast. So I slid a chair over to adjust it--yes, I’m that anal person.

      “Good grief, Summer, what are you doing?” my mother asked, her usual fluttery clothing replaced with a set of pink nurse’s scrubs and her hair in a bun. Evidently, she was about to do a massage.

      “I’m selling an iceberg to the desert dwellers, Mom. What does it look like I’m doing?” I had the clock in my hand, and I adjusted the minutes to be on time.

      “Don’t be a smartass to me, kiddo. I changed your diapers.”

      “And I’ll change yours in thirty years,” I said as I sneezed. “Gah, it’s dusty up here. Would you hand me a towel?”

      She wet a rag and handed it to me.

      I started wiping off the top of the cupboard that the clock hung over and fought more sneezes. Didn’t work out very well for me.

      “And who was the young man who showed up here?” she asked.

      I sighed. “He was a soldier with Jake. Came to pay his respects.” I finished my job and climbed down. My chest felt tight, but I wasn’t sure it was because of the dust or just the arrival of Hennessy and the latent emotions his appearance brought up.

      It may have been three years, but it felt like only yesterday, some days. I touched my inhaler in my smock pocket.

      “I see,” Mom said.

      “What is it with everyone today? He’s a guy. He came to pay respects. End of story.” I finished my job and climbed down. My chest felt tight.

      “Did you know him?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “No.” I took a shot of my inhaler to cut off the impending attack. “Not really. He went to school with me and Jake for a year. I sort of remember him.”

      “Seems like he’s a little late.”

      “It’s never too late to pay respects,” I said, irritated at my mother’s comment. “He might have been overseas.”

      “True,” she replied. “It was nice of him to stop by.” She made that “tsk” noise when she’s not sure she approves of something.

      I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t sure what Mom was thinking over this, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out. I started to leave the break room when Audra came in.

      And my chance hit me. “Audra!”

      She grinned. “Shelby has gone.”

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her into the far corner of the room. “Now, dish woman,” I said in the loudest whisper I could manage. “I have to know what she said about me.”

      Audra laughed.
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      THURSDAY

      After Hennessy finished work, he stopped by Gregg’s, a local pizzeria, to grab a slice for his dinner. He walked in, and the place was crowded as he headed to the counter to order. Training kicked in, and he started scanning the crowd, looking for threats.

      He forced himself to take a deep breath and remember where he was. This was a pizzeria, not a war zone. There weren’t enemies hiding in the corners, waiting to pounce.

      It was just families getting some food. Kids ran around--video games took up a back corner, and several kids played the noisy things.

      Another breath.

      In and out.

      Easy.

      Hennessy didn’t have PTSD, as many of his friends had come home with, but there were moments when crowds and noise bothered him. He’d been to all the therapy he was supposed to go to, and they’d cleared him for active duty. However, considering the loss of his comrades from his last mission, he’d been kept stateside.

      This, too shall pass.

      Laughter made him turn, and he saw a young girl with blonde hair cut to her shoulders and bright green eyes smiling at her mother.

      He paused.

      He’d seen that face before. But in a helmet and all grown up.

      He blinked. Took a step toward the little girl. The little girl stopped laughing, and she stared back at him, her brow crinkled in a funny expression.

      “Mama, who is that man?” She pointed right at him.

      The girl’s mother turned.

      It was Summer. Which meant the girl was Bette’s daughter. The one he’d talked about. Hennessy’s breath caught.

      Summer smiled. “Hi there, Sergeant.”

      He took a couple of steps forward. “Hi.” He kept staring at the little girl. It was uncanny. Really. Just incredible how much that little girl looked like Jake Bettes. Pain unexpectedly hit him--like a kick he never saw coming.

      “Are you a friend?” the little girl asked.

      He glanced at Summer, unsure how to answer. He’d never been around kids much.

      “Sure he is.” She wiped her mouth with a napkin. “He worked with your daddy.”

      “Oh.” The little girl seemed to process this for a moment. Then she turned her bright green eyes on him. “Well, my daddy’s in heaven now, so we have this extra chair here if you want to sit down.”

      “Thank you, miss.” He nodded to the girl. “But I was going to grab a slice and be on my way.”

      Summer gestured to the pizza on their table, where only two pieces were gone. “Please, sit down. We have plenty. If you don’t mind pepperoni, anyway.”

      “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

      “Really, it’s no trouble. Take a seat.”

      He hesitated. Naturally, he wanted a piece. The pie smelled great--hence, the reason he came in. However, he felt a little strange taking a handout from his friend’s wife.

      But as he looked into Summer’s blue eyes--strikingly different from her little girl’s--he couldn’t help himself and sat in the empty chair.

      “Thank you,” he said as he got comfortable.

      The waitress brought him a plate, and he ordered a soda.

      The little girl glanced at him. “I’m Emma.”

      “Nice to meet you, Emma. I’m Matthew.”

      She grinned. “There’s a boy named Maffew in my class. But he’s kinda stinky. I don’t like to share my crayons with him because he breaks them sometimes.”

      Summer arched her eyebrow at the little girl. “Emma, really?”

      “Well, he did one time.” Emma forked a piece of her cut-up pizza. “But you don’t stink. Well, you do, but you stink like my daddy did when he got off work, so it’s okay. I like that smell.”

      He glanced at Summer, and for a second, her eyes glistened, but she cleared her throat. “Emma, we don’t talk about how people smell.”

      “Sorry.” She waved her fork around. “But what if the smell is good? Do we talk about that?”

      “Yes. You can talk about that.”

      “Good. Because I like good smells.” She leaned over to Matthew and smelled his sleeve. “Yeah. You smell good.”

      “Um…” He glanced at Summer, and she bit her lip--he imagined he must have a deer-in-headlights expression because that’s how he felt--like he’d wandered into a world he had no preparation for.

      “We can talk about good smells, Emma, but we don’t smell people at the table.”

      “Fine,” she sighed and sat up. “Have some pizza Maffew.”

      “Mister Matthew,” Summer said.

      “Mister Maffew.”

      “Sorry, she’s very sociable. The teacher tells me she’ll talk to anyone.”

      He smiled. “I can tell.”

      “I don’t talk to anyone. I only talk to people who smell good,” she said as she shoved another bite of pizza in her mouth. “We talked about strangers, and we’re not supposed to talk to them. But I can talk to you, Mister Maffew, because you’re not a stranger.”

      He met Summer’s gaze, and she rolled her eyes. “Thank you, Emma. Now eat your dinner.”

      “Okay.”

      Summer took a drink of her tea as the waitress returned with his glass and he pulled a piece of pizza off the pie.

      “So what are you up to tonight, Hennessy?” she asked.

      “This is it. Go home, relax. Get up and do it again tomorrow.”

      She nodded. “But at least, tomorrow’s Friday.”

      He shrugged. “There is that. I have the weekend free to do….”

      “To do what?” she asked before taking a bite of her pizza.

      “Not sure yet.” He took a drink. “What are you two doing?”

      She swallowed. “This is tradition, right Emma?”

      “Right.”

      “Tradition?” Matthew asked.

      “We get pizza on Thursday night, and we’ll watch a movie tonight.”

      “Frozen!”

      Summer’s smile didn’t quite meet her eyes. “Yes, we can watch Frozen again.”

      “Yeah!” The little girl started quietly singing some song about letting stuff go. From the strained look on Summer’s face, he figured she’d sung this song before.

      “Thursday night movie night?” he asked.

      She nodded. “We watch a movie tonight, and tomorrow, after she gets out of summer camp at the YMCA, she’ll spend the night with Grandma Bettes, and I’ll pick her up after I get off work Saturday.”

      “I love Grandma Bettes! We have popcorn. And candy for breakfast--”

      “What?” Summer snapped.

      Emma grinned. “I’m just kidding, Mommy. Though she let me have a cookie after I ate my sausage one time.”

      “Lovely,” Summer said, not sounding like she thought it was very lovely at all.

      He raised his eyebrow.

      “Grandma Bettes has been known to give her about anything she wants.”

      “Yep!” Emma said. “I’m her only granddaughter. So I’m special.”

      “You’re very special, I bet,” Matthew said.

      “I am,” she said, puffing out her chest and turning to look around the pizzeria.

      “And she works it, too,” Summer said.

      “I wanna go play video games!”

      “Finish your piece of pizza.”

      “Okay.” She went back to eating.

      Matthew did the same, taking a couple of bites of his slice. He probably could have eaten the whole pie by himself. It was so good.

      Summer jarred him from gorging himself. “So, where are you stationed if you’re just here training, Matthew?”

      “Fort Hood, in Texas.”

      She nodded. “What is that, eight, nine hours from here?”

      “Something like that. I think I did it in just under eight the last time.”

      “And you didn’t speed at all, did you?” She asked with a wink.

      He grinned. Because, yeah, gotta beat the last time.

      “So, are you married? Do you have kids?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Not much time for it. I’ve been,” he glanced at Emma, “overseas a lot.”

      “My daddy went over the sea,” she added. “But he didn’t come home. Maybe he missed his flight.”

      Meeting Summer’s gaze, he held his breath, unsure what she would say--what any parent would say about such a comment from a child.

      What did you say? Really?

      Was there anything that could comfort a kid in a moment like that? His gut coiled in pain for this little girl and her loss. For her loss and all the families who lost someone that horrible day.

      And the guilt rolled through him that he’d been carrying since he’d been the one to survive the attack. Why would he survive the attack, someone with no family to return to, and a father and husband die instead?

      The guilt was almost too much for him to take. He shifted in his chair. He really should get out of here. They didn’t need him.

      He didn’t need to be here.

      Summer, oblivious to his warring thoughts, spoke. “Well, Emma, remember, he went to heaven instead.”

      “Right,” she said. “Are there visiting hours there? I heard a song on the radio about visiting heaven. Can we do that?”

      Summer shook her head. “It’s too far away.”

      “Okay.” The tension coiled in Hennessy diffused as the little girl returned to what she was doing like nothing was wrong with the conversation she’d just had with her mother.

      Summer, however, had that glossy look in her eyes again.

      He reached over the table and brushed her fingers. Summer didn’t look at him, but she took his hand and squeezed it as she wiped her eyes with her napkin.

      When their gazes did meet, he nodded, hoping, without words, to tell her that she’d done good handling that little moment. Not only for the little girl but him as well.

      What had all the doctors told him? Life will go on. Whether we know why or not, it still would.

      He glanced at the girl--such a reminder of Jake--and again felt guilt that he was here and her daddy wasn’t. Turning to Summer, he didn’t envy the difficult road she had ahead without Jake, who’d loved her so much. He let go of Summer’s hand and took a bite of pizza as his mind traveled a million miles away, back to the desert, back to that hell on earth.

      All Jake talked about over there was his Summer and his Emma. All the things he had planned when he got back, the stuff he wanted to do with them. Camping. Disney Land. Museums and picnics. Coloring.

      Jake couldn’t wait to come home and color with his daughter.

      Matthew’s eyes darted to the coloring sheet under Emma’s plate and the open package of crayons on the table.

      Matthew hated himself because he was here, and Jake wasn’t.

      “I’m done! I want to play video games!” Emma’s declaration jarred him, and he almost spilled his soda.

      Summer glanced at the corner where the games were. There weren’t too many kids over there. “Sure, honey.” She pulled out a stack of quarters.

      “I can do it by myself,” she said and grabbed the six coins. “I’m rich!” she said and headed the twenty feet to the games.

      He could see her perfectly from his seat, but Summer had to turn to see her. She twisted and watched for a second, then took Emma’s seat. Her gaze remained locked on her daughter.

      “You did good handling that.” He scooted his chair over, making a little more room for Summer.

      “Thanks.”

      “She seems like she handles it okay.”

      Summer grabbed a breadstick and tore a piece off. “She has days where she really misses him. Then there are days when it’s like she doesn’t notice he’s gone. He’s been gone most of her life.”

      “She was, what, three, when he died? Seems like that’s what he told me. His kid was three.” He bit back a choke in his throat and hoped she didn’t notice.

      If she did, she didn’t say anything. “We used to video chat when we could, and I have pictures of him in her room, but I don’t know that she remembers him much.” She glanced at him. “Though the smell thing is new. She’s never mentioned that, but it explains why after he died, she would go get his shirts and curl up with them like blankets.” Her eyes shined again with unshed tears.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “What for?”

      “For stirring stuff up.” He wiped his mouth and reached for his wallet. “I should go.”

      She touched his arm, and he froze. “You don’t have to. It’s nice to talk to an adult once in a while, and I don’t have to cut your hair while I do it.” She gestured to her daughter, who’d gotten situated in a driving video game. “I love her with everything, I do, but it’s nice not to be doing everything on a kid level.” She picked up the crayons on the table and put them back in the little box.

      “I’m sure it’s tough.”

      “I’m lucky. I have family all around me. Mine, of course, and Jake’s mother is always available for Emma. It’s nice. There’s always someone who can help me out if I need it.”

      “Family is important.”

      “True. Where’s your family at?”

      “Not far. St Louis, Missouri.”

      “Is that where you moved back in high school?”

      He nodded. “Dad got a job, and we had to go.”

      “Did you move around a lot?”

      “Yeah. Probably why the military was such a good fit. I’m used to moving.” His parents followed work all his childhood.

      “I’d never moved in my life. I live in the house I grew up in.” She smirked. “When Jake and I got married, he transferred to North Carolina. Then Texas. Then back here. Then over there.”

      “Army makes you a tumbleweed.”

      “I know. I hated it. I hated not having roots anywhere. I missed my family so much.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’m being insulting. I shouldn’t be saying bad things to you about the military.”

      He smiled. “Well, it’s not for everyone. Some people thrive there. Others not so much.” Yet another reason he’d been hesitant to commit to anyone was that the military lifestyle wasn’t easy.

      He glanced back at the video games, where Emma shoved her quarters in one of those crane machines and tried for some stuffed animal.

      Failed miserably.

      He smirked.

      “She’s been trying for a month for that blue teddy bear. Never gets close.”

      The waitress came by and put the check on the table. Before Summer could grab it, he checked the amount and got out his wallet.

      “What are you doing? You don’t have to pay for my dinner.” She tried to get the check back. “We invited you to join us. I was paying anyway.”

      “All the more reason for me to pay.” He put his cash with the check and tucked it under the edge of the pizza.

      “Really, Hennessy--”

      He met her gaze. “Matthew.” He’d always been Hennessy, no matter where he was. Yet, in his gut, he didn’t want her calling him that too. She was different.

      She nodded. “Matthew.”

      He kept his eyes on hers, studying the dark blue edges and how it faded to a lighter silvery-blue in the center, different from his blue eyes, which had always just been “crayon blue,” as he called it.

      Yet he didn’t want to break the gaze. He’d never been this close to her before. She didn’t look away, either. He leaned in just a bit, memories of the past washing over the moment, not the war-filled one. The one where he watched her at all the wrestling meets, wishing for that chance to…

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Summer broke the stare first and turned toward the waitress. The waitress walked off with the bill and his money from the table. “What the hell?”

      He grinned. “I win.”

      Her cheeks flamed red, and she crossed her arms. “You… That was sneaky.”

      “Maybe. But you weren’t paying for my dinner.”

      “That wasn’t fair.”

      He shrugged. “All’s fair in love and war.”

      “So, are we in love or in war?”

      “Well, this sure as hell isn’t war.”

      She raised an eyebrow, and he realized what he’d just alluded to.

      “I mean… Uh…”

      She laughed, and this beautiful, peal of laughter hit him right in the groin. In a good way. The kind of sound that made him want to make her laugh again and again so that he could hear it.

      “Don’t worry about it, Sergeant. I sure don’t want to make war with you.”

      “So what do you want to make?” he asked.

      She bit her lip, and her cheeks turned pink. “You are bad, sir,” she said as she stood.

      Hennessy stood as well.

      She gestured to her daughter. “She’s getting frustrated with the machine. I’d better go check on her.”

      Matthew turned and saw that, yes, little Emma was about to--scratch that, she did kick the crane machine. And still didn’t get her precious prize.

      He couldn’t help wondering if Summer just used her daughter as an excuse to get away from him.

      Was he mad about the prospect?

      Not exactly.

      More amused than anything. The waitress came back with a to-go box and packaged up the pizza for them, and she smiled quite a bit at him while she did it.

      He looked over his shoulder to see who the waitress grinned at like that.

      No one was back there.

      He turned back to her, thinking maybe she was a loony. She kept smiling at him.

      “Um,” He said, unsure how to respond because he wasn’t used to that sort of attention.

      “Thank you for your service,” the waitress said, batting her eyes at him.

      “Just doing my job.” He turned back to Emma and Summer.

      “Is that your family?” the waitress asked. “That little girl is cute.”

      “Yeah, she is.” He stood and decided to try Summer’s trick of using Emma as an excuse to get away. “I should go check on them.”

      “Sure, right. Have a good night, sir.” The waitress didn’t sound quite as chipper as she had.

      He knew, logically, that she must have been flirting with him. Still, it felt so foreign to him, and he wasn’t sure how to handle it.

      He’d been home for a while, but certain things still boggled him.

      He reached Emma and discovered that the little girl had roped her mom into her quest for a prize from the crane machine.

      “Oh, man!” Emma said. “So close, Mommy. If you would have moved it this way just a little bit!”

      “I know,” Summer said with a big sigh. She glanced at Matthew and winked. “Better luck next time. Are you ready to go home?”

      “What are you trying to get out of there?” he asked.

      “That blue teddy bear. He’s so cute and fluffy. I need to have him so much!” Emma ran her hand over the glass.

      He patted his pocket and felt some change inside. “Well, I can try it for you, if you’d like.”

      “Are you any good?” Emma asked, hand on her hip.

      “I used to be.”

      “Well, okay.” She didn’t seem too impressed with him. “I guess you can try.”

      Even when he put the coins in, the little girl seemed to be watching, waiting for him to screw it up.

      Maybe that last part was his imagination.

      Summer held the pizza box. “I think I got it loosened up in there.”

      He smirked. “We shall see.” He managed to guide the clamp right over to the teddy bear in question with a careful touch.

      “Just a smidge this way,” Emma said, with her face plastered to the side of the box. “Just a smidge, Mister Maffew.”

      He tapped the control. The claw barely moved, just swinging in the box.

      “Perfect.”

      “Do you want to do the honors?” he said, pointing to the button.

      Emma darted back to the front and slammed her hand on the button to release the claw. The claw went down, opened up, and grabbed the blue teddy bear.

      It pulled the bear out of the pile of other stuffies shoved inside the box and rose in the air.

      “It’s almost there!” Emma cheered.

      And then it fell out of the claw, just hanging on the edge next to the opening.

      “Oh no!” shrieked Emma.

      “Wait, I have more quarters,” Summer said. She glanced at Matthew. “We’ve been trying forever for that bear.”

      “Here, I have it,” he said and shoved one into the machine.

      They needed another one.

      “I can’t find one,” Summer said, shaking her purse.

      “There’s gotta be another one, Mommy!”

      Matthew started digging in his wallet, looking for a bit of change. Because that bear was just hanging there, waiting to be snagged.

      “Wait, I have some in my car. Stay here.” Summer darted toward the door.

      Matthew glanced at Emma. “Uh, okay,” he said, but Summer was gone.

      “She’ll be back,” Emma said, not seeming the slightest bit worried about her mother leaving her alone in the restaurant.

      Matthew, however, wasn’t nearly as relaxed. His gaze darted around the pizzeria again, suddenly looking for threats against little Emma, like someone would try to take her away while on his watch.

      Not going to happen.

      Emma plastered herself in front of the machine, blocking anyone from seeing the almost freed teddy bear. A couple of kids walked up, obviously wanting to try the device, but Emma held them at bay.

      Summer came back, a quarter in hand. “Got one!” She shoved the coin in and glanced at Matthew, grinning.

      Emma squealed.

      “Emma, do you want to do the honors?” Summer asked.

      The little girl grinned, and with a couple of quick moves, the teddy bear fell into the prize hole, and she pulled it out, shrieking with delight.

      “She’s happy now,” Matthew said.

      “She’s been after that bear forever.” Summer grinned, and he wondered if she was just as excited as the little girl was.

      Emma babbled over naming the blue stuffed bear Elsa as they walked out of the pizzeria. Summer got her in the backseat. Emma started fastening the bear into a seat belt then got herself situated in her car seat.

      Summer climbed into the front, and he handed her the leftover pizza.

      “You can keep it if you want,” she said.

      “It’s all right,” he said. “Take it to work tomorrow. Lunch at the salon.”

      She grinned. “Well, thank you again.”

      “Mister Maffew! Mister Maffew!” Emma called from the backseat.

      He leaned in the window a bit to see her. “Yes?”

      “You have to come to watch Frozen with us! Elsa wants you to come!”

      “Oh, honey, that’s nice of you to invite him, but I’m sure Mister Matthew has things to do this evening.”

      The sad thing was, he didn’t. Just watching something mind-numbing on Netflix.

      He glanced at Summer. “Is it any good?”

      She smirked. “It was the first time I saw it. Now, I can quote it to you. And I’m not proud of that.”

      He smirked.

      “Please, Mister Maffew? Please?” Emma’s words hit him right in the gut.

      “Emma, don’t beg.” Summer fastened her seat belt.

      “Maybe for a little bit,” Matthew heard himself say.

      Summer arched her eyebrow. “You don’t have to. It’s fine.”

      He shrugged. “Probably better than watching Netflix all night anyway.” But if he did, well, at least, he would be able to see how she was living. He’d promised Jake that he’d make sure they were okay.

      It was only doing what he promised, right?
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      I stood behind the couch where Emma had planted Hennessy--Matthew; I have to remember that--and her new teddy bear to watch the Disney movie. He’d finally relaxed. At first, he’d been very nervous watching with her. He kept glancing at me. Then he’d get sucked into the story for a second before he’d start looking around again.

      I wondered if he’d ever been around kids much.

      Regardless, he was doing better now. Emma either didn’t notice or didn’t care that he was uncomfortable because she kept a running monolog going about every little thing in the movie, explaining the plot as only a six-year-old could do.

      And surprisingly, Matthew would jump in with questions that kept her talking. Maybe he did that on purpose, so he didn’t have to speak?

      Regardless, Emma was having a blast.

      I smirked as they discussed the finer points of the talking snowman’s song. Feeling like she was in good hands, I decided to refill my drink.

      Glancing at them as I tossed some ice in my glass, I couldn’t help thinking about how Jake would have loved sitting there, watching the movie with her. She was his world--everything was for Emma. Nothing else mattered.

      And she lived for him. So I shouldn’t have been surprised at how much she enjoyed having a father-ish figure around.

      I hadn’t considered what Emma was missing out on when I decided not to bother with dating. I was not terribly interested in it, but I wanted what was best for my little girl.

      I didn’t want to be one of those single mothers who paraded a string of men in front of my kid. I saw enough of that in the beauty shop with my clients.

      Every time I hear the story, I’d be glad I decided to stay away from dating, if only for Emma’s sake.

      Yet seeing her talking to Matthew, I could tell she missed that. There weren’t many men in the family anymore. Mom hadn’t been with anyone in years. My husband was gone. Winter got divorced, and her ex had moved to nicer climates, and my other sister Autumn, well, who knows what’s going on in her life. If there’s a man, she hasn’t said anything.

      Of course, if I wanted to know, I could always check Instagram. She was forever posting pictures of everything on her account there.

      I picked up my phone and scrolled through the photo-sharing app. Sure enough, my feed was flooded with odd pictures from my sister.

      Looked like she was in Chicago. At least there was a selfie of her outside Wrigley Field. I had no idea whether she was living there or just visiting.

      Mom came into the kitchen. Yes. I live with my mother. I’m not exactly proud of this, but it was the best arrangement when Jake died. I saved as much as I could each month to buy my own house for Emma and me--we were almost there.

      “Autumn’s in Chicago.” I held up my phone to show Mom.

      “Her job sure is sending her everywhere.”

      I blinked. “She has a job?” My sister has always been a leaf on the wind, tumbling wherever she could and never staying in any particular place for very long. “I thought she applied for that cruise line.”

      “I don’t think she got it,” Mom said.

      “Too bad, that would have been great for her.”

      “Autumn, stuck on a ship for months at a time? That would not end well.” We both smirked because Autumn was, well, Autumn. She seemed to have our flighty father’s bohemian tendencies.

      “Well, she’d be able to say she’s been all over if she did that,” I said.

      Mom grinned. “When you’re young with no obligations, you can do that.”

      For the briefest second, I wondered what that would be like, just tumbling from place to place with no plan, no money, and no worry about how I would get there or what I would do. Such a foreign concept, I couldn’t imagine what it must be like.

      Laughter from the living room jarred my attention and jerked me out of the wandering train of thought, and I smirked at my daughter’s excitement over the movie.

      And, I daresay, the company as well.

      I had to do what was best for Emma. A new worry had been creeping into my mind -- how quick Emma was connecting with Matthew.

      Mom watched Emma and Matthew laughing at the movie.

      “He seems nice,” Mom said as she started the water to make herself a cup of tea.

      I got down the powdered drink mix and started making a fresh pitcher. “He is.”

      “Emma seems to enjoy him being here.”

      “Emma likes anyone she can watch Frozen with.” Though I figured I’d probably better get back in there before he loses his mind over the singing. Don’t most guys hate movies with singing in them?

      Though surprisingly, Matthew hadn’t tried to break away yet. Maybe he was enjoying the story?

      I wondered as I stirred the mix. Was he enjoying himself? Or just humoring the little girl of his fallen comrade?

      “What about you?”

      “What about me? What?” I asked as I put the finished pitcher back in the fridge.

      “Do you like him being here?”

      I shrugged because I didn’t have an answer. It was nice talking to a man at dinner, a grown-up that wasn’t my mother or a client.

      But I knew where Mom was going, and it wasn’t just simple adult interaction. “I don’t think I’m ready to date, Mom.”

      “Then why’s he here?”

      I glanced back at them. They laughed over something with the trolls though Emma was carrying it a bit too far, as little girls tended to do. At least, as mine managed to do, anyway.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but Matthew shushed her, and surprisingly, Emma listened to him.

      Imagine that.

      “Summer,” my mother said.

      I met her gaze. “I don’t know why I let him come, Mom. Emma wanted it, and frankly, I wanted to make her happy. She misses her dad.”

      “She does. But with all the love around her, I don’t think she’ll suffer without him.” She dug through the variety of tea bags stored in the cabinet to select whatever herbal brew that would heighten or tighten or straighten whatever chakra was out of alignment today.

      The wash of scents hit me, and I couldn’t help smiling. Mom and her herbs. Most people had flower gardens or vegetable gardens. Mom had her herb gardens. The house always smelled like herbs of some form or another--whatever ones Mom was drying in the back office that week.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” I said, and I remembered growing up without a dad in the back of my mind.

      My parents separated after Autumn was born. Mom’s reasons were vague, only that regardless of having children, Dad still wanted to live freely, and Mom wanted something more suburban. So Dad left, occasionally remembering to send a birthday card or letters, but he never came around.

      I’d always guessed there was more to it than that, but Mom never said what it was.

      And I didn’t ask. Some things were best left alone.

      All those years, though, I didn’t remember Mom spending time with any man. No constant boyfriends, no going out and partying, nothing.

      Mom delved deeper into her metaphysical ways--like an academic hippy. Even now, piles of books about herbs and green living were everywhere.

      When Jake died, I figured I could be just like Mom and live alone, focusing on Emma, yet just spending some social time with Matthew made me wonder if I was kidding myself.

      I liked having a guy to talk to.

      Because my mom can mind read--or so she had us thinking while we grew up--she invaded my internal thoughts as if answering them.

      “There’s a big difference between a father figure and a husband, Summer.”

      “Is that why you didn’t marry again?”

      She shrugged. “No one was worthy.”

      “What were you looking for, Mom? A prince?”

      The teapot started to whistle. “No one was worthy enough for you girls,” she said as she poured the boiling water.

      “Oh. So you did date?” I watched Mom dunk her teabag in hot water, trying to let her words sink in. I’d always figured Mom had just not wanted to date. She’d put a lot of effort into not dating in front of us.

      “Of course I did. I just didn’t do it in front of you girls.” She took a sip of her steaming tea. “Which is the only advice I can give you about men and your child--do not bring anyone in who will not be there for a very long time.”

      I nodded because I knew this. We’d discussed this after Jake died--part of the reason I’d not dated right away. Well, that and the whole grieving thing.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “I know you wouldn’t intentionally. But remember, Emma’s been through a lot. You should not let her get attached to someone if he isn’t going to be around for very long.” Her gaze darted to Emma and Matthew.

      And guilt roiled my gut because that’s exactly what I was doing--I was letting her get to know someone who likely wouldn’t be in her life for more than a few weeks.

      But he was like her daddy.

      The smell of her daddy.

      Emma was already very attached to Matthew.

      God, I was an idiot. The first time I’d talked to any guy, really, outside of work, and now my daughter was attached to him, almost instantly, because of a damn smell.

      It seemed so important at the time.

      “Now I feel like the fuck up,” I muttered.

      “Language,” Mom said.

      I raised my eyebrow.

      She came over to me and put her hand on my arm. “You’ll make the right decision. I know you will. Just don’t try to replace Jake, okay? Be certain that whomever you’re with is because you want to be there, not because you’re trying to fill a void.”

      Was that what I was doing?

      Filling a void?

      I didn’t know. It confused the hell out of me too.

      “I know,” I said. I put my arm around her. “Thank you.”

      “He’s not Jake. So don’t treat him like Jake.”

      “I know he’s not,” I replied. “He was Jake’s friend. Kind of. And he knew both of us. But you’d think, if I was looking for Jake, then Hennessy would make me think of Jake. He doesn’t. He’s a friend.”

      “If that’s all….” Mom’s words trailed off.

      “It is.”

      She nodded and walked out of the kitchen.

      “If I’m causing a problem,” Matthew said.

      I spun around, surprised he’d escaped Emma and the movie. “Oh! Hi. Sorry. I was coming back.”

      He grinned. “I doubt that.”

      “Maybe.”

      “I really should go, though,” he said. “I have to work early, and I figure you’ve had enough of me tonight.”

      “Not at all. You were great. You freed her teddy.”

      “We all did it,” he said.

      I smiled because he spoke the truth--a weird way to spend an evening, winning a teddy bear, but we all had worked together to get it.

      And it made Emma so happy. My gaze darted to my daughter, who was riveted to the movie, and even from the kitchen, I could hear her sniffling over the ending.

      She was my daughter, that’s for sure.

      “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, Summer. If being around makes it harder, I’ll be on my way.”

      “It’s not that.” And it wasn’t. But it was. Just standing there, alone with him, well as alone as possible, awoke sensations in me that I thought long ago died the day Jake did.

      “Well, let me make it easy for you.”

      He stepped closer to me, so close, I thought for a second…

      I turned my head to his. Our eyes locked, and I leaned into him. Was he, uh…?

      He snagged a piece of paper from the stack behind me and a pen.

      And he stepped away.

      I felt like a moron, and I looked away. Good grief, I thought he was going to kiss me.

      “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call. Even if you want to talk.” He handed me the paper with his phone number on it. “But if you don’t, no hard feelings, okay?”

      I mustered up some dignity to look back in his eyes and spread a smile on my face. “Thank you.”

      “I mean it.”

      “I know you do.” That’s the problem.

      Matthew said goodbye to Emma and walked out of the house.
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      FRIDAY NIGHT

      Matthew had just cracked open a beer when his cell phone rang.

      He sighed. What did the rookie from the base want now? He’d put in his time with the kid all week. He didn’t want to go out to the bar to drink away the workweek and-- “Hennessy.” He growled into the phone.

      “Matthew?”

      It was not the rookie.

      “Summer?”

      “Hi, um… Hi.”

      He straightened in his chair, and his feet hit the ground with a thud. “What do you need?” He set his beer on the table, glad he’d not touched it yet. Didn’t want to drive if he’d been drinking.

      If she needed some help--

      “Nothing. That’s not why I’m calling.”

      Huh? He told her if she needed anything to call. “Oh.” Well, why else would she call? He’d heard part of her conversation with her mother last night and figured he’d never hear from her again.

      She sounded so conflicted about him being there, so he decided to take off. Get out of her hair, make it easier for her.

      And for Emma.

      Rip the bandage off clean. It would sting, but then it would be done and over.

      Didn’t matter that he’d been so tempted to kiss her, right there, in front of her daughter. Fortunately, he spotted a picture of Summer and Bettes, and his want cooled pretty quickly.

      Stick to the mission.

      Make sure she’s okay, and be done.

      “No, um, really, I was just calling to tell you that, um, well.” She sighed into the phone. “Geez, ever get ready to do something, and be sure it’s the right thing, and then when you get there, you feel like a bumbling idiot?”

      “Yeah.” That was pretty much how he felt Wednesday when he went to speak to her.

      “I’m sure you have. Wait. I mean… Ugh. What am I, twelve?” The last part, she muttered more to herself.

      “I would hope not,” he answered.

      She smirked. “Look, before I make this into something ridiculous, I just called to thank you for last night.”

      This made him smile. He had rather enjoyed the evening as well--a family-type experience, something he hadn’t had in a very long time. It had been a bright spot for him. “You’re welcome.”

      “Emma hasn’t stopped talking about you. She even asked at breakfast if you could have a play date with her this weekend.”

      He laughed. “A play date, huh?”

      “What do you do? She’s six. I guess she liked having someone new to talk about Frozen to.”

      “Guess so.” It was a cheesy kid movie, but he’d gotten a kick out of the little girl’s enthusiasm over every little nuance--which she was happy to explain to him in every scene.

      Silence spread between them. He wasn’t sure what to say on a social call. One of the things he’d found hardest about being back in the civilized world was making small talk.

      It had never been hard before, but now, it felt like the words lodged in his throat, and he couldn’t get them out.

      He’d have thoughts--ideas about things to say.

      But he couldn’t put them into words and say them.

      She cleared her throat. “Okay, so that’s what I was calling about. I guess I’ll see you around, then?”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t want to let go of her yet, though. Her voice soothed him. “Um. How was your day?” he asked. That’s a proper thing to ask, right?

      “Super busy at the salon. But Fridays always are. Lots of little old ladies getting their hair done for the weekend’s festivities.”

      “Weekend festivities?”

      “Church, family dinners, all those things. They all like to look pretty for their appointments.”

      He thought of the lady he’d opened the door for on Wednesday and wondered how those elderly ladies had bigger social lives than he did. “They must stay busy.”

      “Some of them do, that’s for sure. I hope I’m half as active as some of those ladies are when I’m their age.”

      “We can all hope. But at least it’s the weekend, right?” That’s what the rookie said to him tonight, trying to get him to come out for a beer. Sounded suitable for this situation, anyway.

      “For most people. I work on Saturdays. Usually all day long. It’s one of the busiest days for a hairstylist.” She coughed a little as she finished.

      “You okay? Coming down with something?”

      “Work. Lots of hairspray in the air doesn’t make my asthma very happy.”

      “I didn’t know you had asthma.”

      “All my life. It’s not a big deal.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” he replied. Asthma was a big deal--breathing was rather elemental in survival.

      “Well, it’s something that I have learned to live with. I think it’s scarier for my mom than it is for me.”

      “What about Emma? Does she have it?”

      “She might, eventually, but she hasn’t shown any of the signs, thank goodness. Hopefully, she got her father’s lungs and not mine.”

      “Well, she sure looks like him.”

      “I think so too. Many people say she looks like me, then they see a picture of Jake, and they see her resemblance to him.” There was a pause, and this time, it sounded like she sniffed or something.

      Great. He made her cry.

      Good going, asshole…

      He opened his mouth to say something--apologize maybe--but she started talking again.

      “So, what are you doing tonight?”

      “Nothing. A beer after work and then some Netflix.”

      “Oh yeah? What are you watching?”

      “Several things. I’m trying to catch up on the stuff I never got to watch.” They started chatting about different shows, and he was surprised to learn that she liked to watch dramas and action movies when Emma was in bed.
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