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      Duty. Honor. Country. 

      Love. Romance. Passion.

      Lark

      Look, I don’t need a psychologist to tell me why I am the way I am. I grew up with a mom who was forever chasing her happily-ever-after, never considering the cost to herself--or to me. That’s why I’m not interested in fairy tales or in finding some elusive prince charming to solve all of my problems.

      Until I meet him in the bar where I work. One night of fun somehow begins to mean more, and it scares the crap out of me.

      Nolan

      I joined the Army when I was just a kid, mostly because I didn’t know what else to do with my life. I never dreamed I’d love it enough to make it my career, but now here I am, an officer, stationed at West Point, leading a company of soldiers. What started as an escape has become my passion--and it’s one that doesn’t have space for anything--or anyone--else.

      Until I meet her at my buddy’s bachelor party. I think I’m indulging in one meaningless night, but I can’t stop thinking about her. Remembering her. Wanting her.
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            THANK YOU, DEAR READER!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for choosing this book and deciding to read it. You totally rock.

      I’d like to get to know you better! Each Friday, I send out a chatty newsletter, with book news, sales and giveaways. You can sign up for it right here.

      Enjoy your book! <3
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      Plebe: Freshman

      Yearling: Sophomore

      Cow: Junior

      Firstie: Senior or First classman

      Benny Havens: A tavern in Highland Falls that has a very special USMA history

      Area Tours: A form of punishment for cadets involving walking in full uniform around the barracks courtyard or ‘central area’

      PDA: Public Display of Affection—not allowed between cadets and their guests on post

      The 2% Club: Cadets who enter the Academy dating their high school sweethearts, maintain the relationship throughout the four years at West Point and marry that same person.

      USMA Rocket: A cheer that is popular particularly at football games and is often led by the Superintendent or Commandant.

      <whistle> BOOM!

      USMA, rah, rah

      USMA, rah, rah

      HOO rah

      HOOrah

      ARMAY, rah!

      TEAM! TEAM! TEAM!

      Michie Stadium: Home of Army Football!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GLOSSARY OF MILITARY TERMS USED

          

        

      

    

    
      Mustang: A commissioned officer who began his or her career as an enlisted service member prior to commissioning.

      Rotorhead: Army slang for helicopter aviator

      Shavetail: Humorous term for brand-new second lieutenant

      BDU: Battle Dress Uniform, more commonly known as fatigues. This is the uniform worn by most soldiers on duty. These are made of a heavy camouflage cotton, either in dark green (jungle fatigues) or lighter sand colors (desert fatigues).

      BOQ: Bachelor Officer Quarters, where unmarried officers can live. Officers also have the option to live off-post, in their own rented or owned home. While on temporary duty, officers are assigned quarters in the BOQ at their temporary post.

      PT: Physical Training, which is a set of morning exercises required of all soldiers.

      TDY: Temporary Duty, wherein a soldier is temporarily assigned to a post other than his/her permanent assignment. Temporary duty might be assigned for a short course, for training, or for a limited-time duty of another sort.

      PCS: Permanent Change of Station, where a soldier and his/her family move from one permanent assignment to another. This usually takes places every 3-4 years, depending on the branch of service or other circumstances.

      Dress Blues: the uniform worn by Army officers and enlisted men on more formal occasions.

      Air Assault School: In Fort Campbell, Kentucky, the United States Army Air Assault School qualifies soldiers to conduct air mobile and air assault helicopter operations, to include aircraft orientation, sling-load operations, proper rappelling techniques and fast-rope techniques.

      E-5: A Non-Commissioned Officer rank (Sergeant)

      USMA: United States Military Academy at West Point, an academy established in 1802 for the purpose of training an officer corps. Located on the Hudson River in New York.

      ROTC: Reserve Officers Training Corps, or the college program by which students commit to training for reserve or active duty following graduation in exchange for some tuition/expenses coverage.
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      “Hey, you gonna nail that chick?” 

      The voice was low and rough, filled with the kind of humor that made me uncomfortable. I leaned forward just a little and peeked around the edge of the wall that hid me from a short hallway leading to the restrooms. 

      The two men who stood there were both tall with buzzed haircuts that gave away their status as military. Even the civilian clothes they wore couldn’t disguise that fact. 

      “I don’t know.” The taller guy stuck one hand in his pocket. 

      “What’s the matter with you? You don’t know?” The first man mocked his friend, imitating the tone of his words. “She’s hot, man. When she leaned over, those tits almost landed in the middle of our wings. Grab you some of that.”

      “But . . .” The second guy scowled. “I’m graduating in a month. Now is probably not the time to start anything. I’m going to be leaving, and I don’t plan to be back. I’m not looking for a relationship.” 

      “Dude, she isn’t either.” The shorter man spoke earnestly. “The girls here in the Falls . . . they know the score. They don’t want commitment or shit either. They want one and done and then move onto the next guy. Trust me.” 

      “Seriously?” His friend sounded doubtful. “I’ve never met a chick who didn’t want at least the possibility of more.”

      “Yeah, well, this is how they do it here. Go for it.” He gave his buddy a small shove. “Ask her now. Or someone else might beat you to it.” 

      At that, they both started to laugh as they moved back toward their table. My chest tightened, and the familiar ache in my stomach got worse. 

      “Lark! There you are, baby.” My mother came waltzing around the empty table behind me. “What’re you doing?” 

      I lifted my book. “Just reading. Waiting for you to be done, like always.” I made a show of looking at my watch. “One more hour, right?” 

      She didn’t answer my question. Instead, she shifted her weight from one foot to the other and reached up to tightened her blonde ponytail. “Listen, baby. You’re going to go home with Aunt Janie tonight. Won’t that be fun! Lucky you. A sleepover. And on a school night, too.” 

      I frowned, my forehead wrinkling. “I don’t want to go to Janie’s house. It’s boring, and I want to sleep in my own bed, not on her yukky couch.” Those cushions smelled like stale cigarette smoke and booze. And yes, it was kind of messed up that at seven years old, I knew what those things smelled like. 

      “Oh, don’t be silly.” Mom laughed as though I’d said something hilarious. “You know you always have fun with Aunt Janie.” 

      I did not ever have fun at Janie’s house. She wasn’t my aunt; she was one of my mother’s co-workers, another waitress here at Bobby’s Bar and Grill. When I went home with her, she gave me old envelopes and colored pens and told me to draw pictures while she talked on the phone to her mother who lived in Schenectady. Actually, she spent most of the conversation whining to her mother. I had thought more than once that if Janie had been my daughter, I’d have changed my number long ago. 

      But what was worse was that I knew exactly why I was going home with Janie tonight, and further, I knew that no amount of protests would change that fact. Still, at seven, girls are often filled with unrealistic hope and optimism, so I had to try. 

      “Mom.” Leaning forward, I grabbed her hand and held it tight. “Don’t go home with that guy tonight. The one at the table where you’re serving. He’s not a nice man.” 

      “Lark.” My mother’s cheeks flushed, and she blinked down at me. “What’re you talking about?” 

      “The man who’s been talking to you. I heard him and his friend just now, and they—” I didn’t have the capacity to explain why what I’d overheard had made me uneasy. “Just don’t, okay? Let’s go home, and I’ll run you a bath and then I’ll brush your hair. We can watch Friends. It’ll be fun.” 

      If I sounded more like the adult in this relationship, that wasn’t far off the mark. There were only fifteen years separating my mom’s age and mine. Sometimes—with increasing frequency, actually—I felt like my soul was ancient and weary compared to Mom’s eternal sunny outlook. 

      And now, her bottom lip jutted out much like a toddler’s might. “Lark, you don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t care what you think you heard or saw or what the hell ever. You’re going with Janie, and I—” She squared her shoulders. “I’ll see you in the morning.” Her face brightened. “Hey, who knows, maybe my new friend and I will pick you up, and we’ll have breakfast somewhere fun. You can order waffles. You love waffles.” 

      “Before school?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Really?” 

      “Shit, that’s right. School tomorrow.” She rolled one shoulder. “Well, maybe after school. Waffles are good any time you eat them, right?” She beamed. “Baby, this man is so nice, and he’s being real sweet to me. I think he might be the one. He could be your daddy.” 

      I barely kept myself from rolling my eyes. Surrrre, he could. So could’ve all the guys my mom had met for as long as I could remember. 

      But because I loved my mother, even when I pitied her, I didn’t say that. Instead, I marked the page I was reading and closed my book. “Okay. What time does Janie get off?” 

      “She’s leaving in about ten minutes, so run to the bathroom right now, and then get your coat on.” Mom patted my shoulder. “That’s a good girl. I’ll see you after school tomorrow.” 

      I dragged my feet, pausing as I clung to one final straw. “Can you drop off clothes for me, though? I don’t want to wear the same thing to school tomorrow that I did today. Please?” 

      “Uhhhh . . .” My mother glanced over her shoulder, and I knew she was mentally calculating the likelihood of that actually happening. “I’ll try, okay, but just in case, wash out your undies in Janie’s bathroom before you go to bed. Just in case.”

      Defeat weighed me down as I stood up and headed toward the ladies’ room. “Sure. Whatever.” 

      When I emerged from the bathroom, my hands still damp because the dryer in there only blew lukewarm air, my mother was standing at the table between the chairs of the two men I’d heard talking about her. The taller man had his hand on her backside, and it made me feel sick to my stomach. 

      “Hey, kid. Let’s get moving.” Janie tugged a wool hat over her salt and pepper hair. “It’s colder than a witch’s tit out there, and I need to get these shoes off.” 

      “Okay.” I ventured one last look over my shoulder as I trailed the older waitress. Mom was laughing, her head thrown back, and her arm was curled around the neck of the guy groping her. 

      He wasn’t the first, and with a weariness that went beyond my seven years, I realized he wouldn’t be the last.
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      Lark

      “Hey, baby, let me buy you a drink.” 

      The guy sitting at the end of the bar leaned forward to catch my eye, and I bit back a smile. This was a regular routine, something we went through at least once a week. 

      “Dale, honey, I told you before. You’re too much man for me.” I patted his hand and slid him the beer I’d just poured. “Also, take my advice. You want a woman who hasn’t known you since you peed your pants in kindergarten on the first day.”

      He winced. “Awwww, Lark, why’d you have to bring that up again?” 

      I chuckled. “Sorry, dude. It’s what happens when you live in a small town and then try to hit on someone who’s known you too long.” Lowering my voice, I added, “But we just hired a new waitress who moved here from West Cornwall. She’s super cute, too. You should talk to her. I think you two might hit it off.” 

      His face brightened. “Is she hot?” 

      “Sure.” I wasn’t really comfortable commenting on the hotness or lack thereof in other women, but Dale definitely wasn’t a man who understood enlightenment when it came to the female of the species. Any rant I might go on would be lost on him. 

      “Can you introduce us?” 

      “Dale, get your own sorry ass over to one of her tables and introduce yourself.” Rhonda came lumbering around the bar and glared at the man in front of us. “Lark has better things to do than to play matchmaker.” 

      I shrugged and mouthed sorry toward Dale as he groaned and rose from his barstool, carrying his beer with him. He lumbered across the seating area, searching, I assumed, for a likely empty table. 

      “So what do I have to do that’s more important than Dale’s love life?” I winked at Rhonda. “Because obviously, that’s my purpose in life, to help him find his one true love.” 

      “That would take a stronger woman than you or me.” Rhonda slid her tray under the bar. “Listen, honey, do me a favor. Take that table over on the other side of the dining room. They’re going to be here for a while, I’m pretty sure, and I need to get off this knee.” 

      She hiked the hem of her gray dress up just enough that I could get a glimpse of her leg. I winced, wrinkling my nose when I saw how swollen and discolored her knee was. 

      “You need to get to the doctor,” I scolded. “I think that needs medical attention.”

      Rhonda rolled her eyes. “Then it needs to get in line behind my back and this cough I can’t shake.” 

      There wasn’t a good answer to that, because I knew, as most of us working here did, that seeing a doctor wasn’t a viable option unless there wasn’t any other choice. Chronic and worrisome didn’t fall into the emergency category for those of us without any health insurance. 

      “Well, go on home and rest.” I gave her a gentle push. “I’ll take your tables.” 

      “It’s just the one.” Rhonda untied her apron and dropped it into the basket beneath the bar. “I was only here for another half hour, anyway.” 

      “I got it,” I repeated. “I’ll see you tomorrow—if you’re feeling better. If you’re not, you keep your sick and hurting butt at home. You hear?” 

      “Yes, Mom.” She patted my cheek, her smile weary. “The way you talk. Like I don’t have more than twenty years on you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Stop grousing and get moving.” I reached for her order pad and flipped it open as I watched Rhonda limp toward the door. Once she was gone, I headed to her table of guys, my gaze roaming over the occupants as I approached.

      I was used to seeing soldiers and soldiers-to-be in this job. First, second and third classmen often wandered over to our bar from the confines of the post, looking for some relief from the nearly constant rigor of training that made up the four years of education at West Point. Fourth classmen, also called plebes, were not given the same liberty to leave post, so we didn’t get as many of them as patrons. 

      Even more than cadets, we tended to serve the soldiers who worked at West Point, both the officers and enlisted who served as instructors at the Academy or performed other duties on post. The men and women who were stationed there tended to be polite, good customers for the most part. Still, I had an innate distrust and wariness when it came to soldiers, borne of years of watching them walk all over our town as though they owned the place, as though being stationed at West Point entitled them to both mock and abuse Highland Falls. They laughed at the people I’d grown up with, they made fun of our small-town life . . . and the men saw the women in our town the same way they did candy in a vending machine.

      But over the years, I’d learned to hide my feelings and put on a good show. Pasting a smile on my face, I paused at my new table, arriving just in time to catch a little bit of their conversation. 

      “ . . . none of your damn business.” The guy sitting in the middle seat glared at his friends. “What happens on Flirty stays on Flirty.”

      I smirked. This was just the sort of opening a girl like me was made to sashay through. 

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.” I paused for a moment, as the attention of six hot guys swiveled around to focus on me. Their eyes widened, taking me in, and I added, “If I had a dollar for every time a cadet sweet-talked me into just taking a walk on
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