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Dedicated to Roe

for stressing out for me,

telling me exactly what I needed to hear,

and supporting me always.


Chapter 1

 

Not much had changed in the small town of Red Maple Falls where Jax Marshall spent the first eighteen years of his life. There was one traffic light, the winters sucked, and there were more trees than people. When he was in the sandpits of hell, sweating his ass off, he would dream about the winters of his childhood—back before Mom died, and his life was simple, his family only slightly broken.

Pain radiated up his thigh, and he shifted his weight, cursing the wound that ended a twelve-year career in the Marines, sending him back to the one place that held just as many bad memories as his time in war zones. 

A sign was displayed on the front yard of his childhood home. In big, bold, navy-blue letters, the phrase Welcome Home Hero was scribbled across the white painted wood. The word hero ate at his insides. If he was a damn hero, he would have spotted the suicide bomber before she yanked the cord that tilted the world on its axis.

“Be grateful,” his sister Layla said, nodding from the driver’s seat toward the sign. “Terry was looking to organize a parade in your honor. I told her you were looking for more of a quiet homecoming.” 

Even after twelve years, Terry, the town’s flamboyant redhead, was exactly the same. “Thank you. I’m not ready to deal with the town yet.” 

He’d never been fully comfortable with small town life—everyone knowing his business, judging his family based on their shortcomings, acting as if they gave a shit about him. He knew the truth. It was pity for the poor kids whose father didn’t want them and whose mother died tragically. 

“I figured, which is why I asked everyone to respect your privacy while you heal. That won’t keep Terry away, but it should keep the others at bay.”  

“Is that why Chase and Brooke aren’t here?” 

His baby brother and sister hadn’t come to welcome him home. The ungrateful jerks had no idea how much he’d sacrificed for them… Or maybe they did and simply didn’t care. 

He didn’t want to care that they didn’t meet him at the airport with Layla, but despite his best efforts, it stung like a bitch. 

Layla’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Give them time.” 

“Time for what?” 

She pulled into the driveway of the home he left behind so long ago. Other than the years of disrepair, it too, looked the same. 

She killed the engine and turned to him. “You’ve been gone for twelve years.”

“I was working so they wouldn’t have to worry about where their next meal was coming from.” It’s not like he wanted to join the Marines at eighteen. When Mom had died, it was the only choice he had in order to help Layla with the bills and support their siblings in school. He didn’t want them to know the struggles he and Layla witnessed when their mom had fallen behind and the electric and water had gotten turned off. 

“I know that,” Layla said. “We both did what we had to do, but the point was to keep the family together. Family doesn’t go twelve years without coming home.” 

He thought Layla of all people would understand. “I’m sorry I didn’t fly home every vacation. I saved that money so Chase could go on his senior field trip and Brooke could get that ridiculously expensive prom dress she wanted.” 

Layla let out a breath and leaned into the driver’s seat. “I’m not trying to argue or make you think what you did wasn’t appreciated.” 

“Really? Because that’s how it feels.” 

“Look, I’m sorry. We did everything we could for Chase and Brooke, and they turned out pretty damn good, but those kids who watched you walk out of their lives and into the military are still inside them. They were young, and they didn’t see things the way we did.”

“They’re adults now. They should understand.” 

“They will. Like I said, give them time.”

“Whatever.” He got out of the car, putting too much weight on his bum leg. Son of a bitch. Pain exploded, the raw heat reminding him of where every piece of shrapnel had pierced his skin. His ankle buckled, and he grabbed the passenger door before he went down into a weak puddle of limbs. 

“You okay?” Layla ran over, bag falling down her arm, a look of pure terror in her blue eyes. 

“Fine,” he muttered. He slammed the door, frustration and anger ebbing at the edges of his control. 

Layla reached for him like he was some sort of helpless creature. 

“I said I’m fine,” he snapped. She held her hands up and stepped back. Shock mixed with disappointment in her gaze, and Jax slumped against the car. “I’m sorry. It’s been a rough few days. I’m… tired.” 

Layla nodded. “Then let’s get you inside and settled.” 

His older sister hadn’t changed much either—still taking care of people like it was her birthright to do so. Most of the time he was grateful for her; God only knew what would have happened after Mom died if it wasn’t for Layla, but right now, he didn’t want her to take care of him. If anything, he just wanted to be left the hell alone. 

He nodded and waited for her to go ahead. If he went first, she’d hover behind him like he was one of her patients at the nursing home. 

When she made her way toward the house, he took a deep breath, careful to not put too much weight on his leg, and followed with his duffel bag slung over his shoulder. 

“All that money I’ve sent home, you couldn’t have bought a can of paint and spruced the place up a bit? It looks like shit.” 

Layla spun on her foot. Anger flared in her crystal blue eyes, turning them dark and vicious. She jabbed him in the chest. “I get that you’ve been through hell and back.” Poke. “But that doesn’t give you the right to be a dick.” Poke. “You weren’t here.” Poke. “If you were, you would know that I used that money to pay the electric bill, the oil bill, the mortgage, the water bill.” Poke. “Those bills didn’t take a vacation; they showed up every single month.” Poke. “So yes, the house might be in a little disrepair. But we still have the house. Brooke and Chase made it through high school with clothes on their backs, food on the table, and a roof over their head.” Poke. “So, excuse me if the paint is chipped.” 

He held his hand up. “Look, I’m sorry.” 

She held her head high. There was something different about her, and it was more than just the time that had gone. Maybe she wasn’t the same old Layla. There was an edge to her that was never there before—a stern take-no-shit-from-anyone attitude. 

“You’ve gotten tough,” he said. 

“Yeah, well, when you get kidnapped at gunpoint, it kind of changes you.” 

He clenched his jaw at the memory of that phone call. Jax still hadn’t met the boyfriend who’d endangered his sister’s life, even if he was the one who saved it. She never would have been in that predicament to begin with if it weren’t for him and his sketchy past. “I wish I had been here.” 

“Well, you weren’t, but it’s fine. I survived.” 

“Is it, though? Fine, I mean.” 

She shrugged. “It is. Declan was there for me, and I went to therapy.” 

He closed his eyes, already knowing where this was going. He’d walked himself right into the damn trap. “I don’t need to see a shrink.” 

“I just think—”

“Layla, please. I was cleared to leave the hospital. I don’t need to relive it all in some office. I just want to move on.” 

“Okay.” She pushed the door open, and a loud pop echoed through the air. Jax shoved Layla out of the way and covered her body with his own. 

“Jax, what the—?” Her words blurred along with his vision. He tried to focus, but it was too late. He was already back to that dreaded day. 

Heat clung to him like a second skin. Back home, the leaves would be changing color, but here in the desert, it was still ninety degrees and not a single tree in sight. Sanders, his best friend and partner in crime for the last decade, walked beside him. 

A woman dropped a bag, and Sanders, being the southern gentleman he was raised to be, jogged over to help her pick it up. Jax stopped and waited, his eyes scanning the surrounding area for anything suspicious. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, and when he brought his eyes back to the woman, his heart slammed against his chest as she held her arms out like a woman ascending.

“Sanders!” he screamed. “Take co—” An earsplitting bang resonated through the quiet afternoon. Everything around him burst into a rainfall of sand and debris. The explosion, so powerful, knocked him off his feet. He slammed against the ground yards away from where he stood. 

Sharp, burning pain pierced his thigh and his body, but he didn’t care about the pain. He needed to get to Sanders. He got on his knees and crawled toward the chaos. Finding the strength, he pushed to his feet and stumbled over a body. 

No. “Sanders!” 

“Jax!” His arms shook, and the world came back into focus until he was staring into the familiar glass blue eyes of his sister. 

He ran a hand over his face, taking in his surroundings and planting himself firmly in reality. He looked at the old pictures on the wall Layla had never updated, the brown couches, and the leopard-print-clad Terry who was standing innocently with a bottle of champagne in her hand. The cork lay on the floor, and the bubbles ran over the bottle and dripped onto a towel in her other hand. 

“Whoops,” she said, and Jax sighed. 

He glanced over at Layla. Terror widened her eyes to the size of saucers. Other than the shock, she seemed okay. He didn’t hurt her, but he could have. There were many things he’d done in his life that he wasn’t proud of, but if he’d hurt his sister, he’d never forgive himself. 

 “I’ll make an appointment,” he said.


Chapter 2

 

Kristen Morgan sat in the waiting room at the psychiatrist, expecting her son to be finished with his session shortly. It had been almost a year and a half since she’d lost her husband and Travis lost his father in a terrible fire that had torn through their home. It was the day her happily ever after turned into nothing more than a charred nightmare. 

Sitting in the waiting room with not much to keep her mind occupied was like walking on a tightrope. Anxious energy spread through her, causing her heart to pick up speed and making it hard to breathe. She tried to focus on the magazine in her hands, but the words blended together. Her leg shook, and she looked across the small space to Celia, the receptionist. Normally Kristen would chat—occupy her mind and help pass the time, but Celia had been on the phone with an insurance company since Kristen had arrived. 

She took a deep breath and silently counted to ten—a stupid trick she picked up on the internet that rarely ever worked, but she was desperate. Going into a full-blown panic attack while her son was only a room away was unacceptable. Though, trying to tell that to the irrational side of her brain wasn’t exactly easy. Somehow, though, she’d managed to keep the attacks hidden from her son. Sometimes it was hard to explain why she plucked him from the store, leaving behind the items she’d collected with the intention to buy, or why she’d forgotten to pick up ice cream on the way home, because in reality, she couldn’t find the courage to get out of the car to make the purchase. 

What if the building collapsed, or she was struck by lightning? How could she willingly put herself into that path when she had two kids who’d already lost their dad? It was such a ridiculous thought, and she knew that, and for the most part she could shove it down, but there were times when the attacks would come out of nowhere, and no matter how much she tried to convince herself that everyone would be fine, she couldn’t convince that stubborn side of her brain. 

The door opened, and Kristen’s attention drifted to the man walking in. He was tall and broad with muscles that put his olive-green t-shirt’s stretch to the limit. His warm, walnut-brown hair was cut short on the sides while a bit longer on top. He moved with precision, as if each step was a calculated process that made him aware of every inch of the room. He didn’t smile as he entered and approached Celia. 

The guy was good looking, but good looks didn’t mean he wasn’t some psycho who was about to put her in danger. She fidgeted in her seat, linking her fingers together. Celia covered the phone receiver and greeted him. The man signed Celia’s form, and she motioned for him to take a seat. 

He clearly had an appointment, so he probably wasn’t some disgruntled patient. She let out a relieved breath as she told herself to get a grip. She shoved the irrational thoughts to the back of her mind where she hoped they would stay. 

She adjusted again in her seat when the man sat in the row of chairs across from her. He shoved his wadded-up coat into the chair beside him. 

His long, tanned fingers tapped insistently against his knee, and she wondered if he was anxious, too. “I hate waiting rooms,” she said as her own anxious energy found its escape. Talking, for whatever reason, helped to distract her from the chaos in her mind. 

Unfortunately, the guy didn’t seem to be much of a talker, but that was okay. She could talk for the both of them. It was better than skimming through the tattered magazine in her hand for the hundredth time. “They are always too small, you know? Feels like the walls are caving in. And it’s always so quiet. What is that about? It’s like everyone is sitting and waiting for impending death.” The irony of her words wasn’t lost on her. “Don’t you think?”

“Yeah sure,” he responded, and she was immediately intrigued by the gravel of his tone. It was deep and rough, like he’d lived a thousand years and was still around to talk about it. 

“And the walls are always stark white. They should paint them a fun color, like yellow or lime green.” 

His eyebrow arched. 

“Not a lime green fan? Okay, suit yourself. It’s a fun color that provokes joy.” 

His jaw tightened, and he slumped down in his chair. It was obvious he didn’t want to speak, but the dizzying spiral she was racing toward before he got here was becoming a hazy memory, so she took her chances and kept talking. 

“I’m waiting for my son. He should be out in a few more minutes, then I need to pick my other son up from the sitter. I’m thinking I’ll treat them to pizza for dinner. Have you been to the new pizza place right off Main Street? Little Gino’s? He’s from Brooklyn and has water shipped in from New York because apparently, it’s the water in New York that makes their pizza so good, but how could that be? You know? Has he even tried our water?” 

Oh god. Why did she blurt that out? She was their sole protector, and now she was divulging information about their whereabouts to a total stranger. Small-town life was getting to her head. 

“Look lady, I know you’ve probably lived a sheltered small-town life where you think everyone gives a shit about everything you have to say, but in the real world, no one cares. So, if you could… please shut up.” 

Her oncoming panic attack took a backseat as her anger climbed in front and center, snapping her head to attention as his words hit her with a force she was not expecting. She should’ve let it go; he obviously had issues, but so what? Everyone had issues, and that didn’t give a person the right to be a dick. 

“For your information,” she said, “I am far from sheltered. I lived in seven different cities by the time I was eleven, thirteen by the time I was eighteen.” Her father had been in the Navy, so it was nearly impossible to settle down. Every time her mom had gotten the house just right, they’d have to move again. “So no, I don’t think everyone gives a shit about what I have to say, but I didn’t think there was anything wrong with a little small talk. Clearly, I should have realized you’re an unsociable jerk who would rather sit there with a scowl on your face than have a conversation with someone.” 

“Good. We’re on the same page.” 

“Unbelievable.” She grabbed her bag and stood. It was still another five minutes before Travis’ session was over, so she crossed her arms over her chest, annoyed that she’d stood up in the first place. Now if she didn’t leave, she’d look like an idiot, but she couldn’t leave without her son.

She dropped back in the chair. “I’m only staying because my son is still not done, but as soon as he is, I’ll be out of your hair.” 

“Oh goody.” 

She harrumphed and turned her body away from his. The anxious energy that had been racing through her body earlier was overpowered by annoyance and rage. She glanced at the jerk, and surprise, surprise, he had a scowl on his face. 

“You didn’t have to be so rude,” she said, unable to help herself. 

He ran a hand over his face, the corded muscles in his arm straining against his tanned skin. “I’m sorry. I just have a lot going on.” 

“You’re not the only one.” 

This time his head snapped to hers; the gray of his eyes darkened like a storm rolling in over the coast. “I think my problems are a little more serious than yours.” 

She snapped to her feet. He had no idea what he was talking about. It was obvious he didn’t know who she was. Everyone in town did. It was the hazard of small-town life. Though, it was almost refreshing that he didn’t know her tragic story, but she wanted him to realize he couldn’t talk to people the way he did. “Oh, I bet,” she quipped. “Because moving to a small town where I literally knew no one because it was my husband’s dream to return to the place he grew up, only to lose it all when his childhood home burned to the ground. My kids lost their house, their belongings, and their father that day, and I lost my college sweetheart, my partner in life, leaving me a single mom of two boys who ask daily why they can’t see their father.” Tears pricked at her eyes, but she held them at bay. She was used to holding the sadness back; it was how she survived. “So, don’t you sit there and tell me that your problems are more serious than mine.” 

The office door opened, and Travis ran out, lollipop in hand. “Mom!” he exclaimed. “Look, I got a lollipop!” 

She rustled his hair and took a deep calming breath, letting all her emotions fall away. “Aren’t you lucky?” she said without a hint of the anger she felt slipping into her tone. 

The jerk held his hand up like he wanted to say something, but she’d had enough of him and his shit poor attitude. 

“Come on, Travis, it’s time to go.” She guided her son to the door, waved to Celia, and got the hell out of there. 

 

***

Jesus. Jax didn’t mean to snap like he did, but how the hell was he supposed to know that she had a fucked-up life? He just assumed she was like the rest of the town folk here. The biggest travesty was when the local bakery was out of their favorite dessert. 

And with all those places she’d lived, she was either a military brat or stuck floating through the system until she was of age. He could’ve asked; she would have gladly shared with him, that he was sure, but instead, she was right; he was rude. 

 It was the lime green that did it. Lime green provoked joy, his ass. Lime green provoked death and destruction, and he would know. It was the color of the flowers on the shirt of the woman who killed his best friend and three innocent shoppers. Not that the widow knew that, of course, but she evoked a memory, and he was afraid of spiraling into that black hole of desolation that had a way of sinking its teeth into him and refusing to let go. 

It was a hard hole to avoid, and most of the time he had no control over it. It didn’t help that he didn’t want to see a shrink, but he’d also pissed his sister off enough and didn’t want to fight over this. He figured he’d come in, talk to the guy, and go on his way the same as he went in. 

There was nothing this guy could say or do. If the military shrinks couldn’t help him, how could this guy? Jax’s head was messed up, and no amount of talking would fix that. In an hour he’d be back on his way, dealing with this shit the best way he knew how—keeping it to himself the best that he could and downing a fifth of Jack to knock him out enough to get a few hours of sleep. 

He needed to avoid all loud noises, yelling, bright lights, and maybe even people in general to be safe. He rested his head in his hands, wishing like hell Sanders was here. That scrawny bastard would know exactly what to do. He always did. Jax might’ve been the man in charge, but Sanders was his voice of reason, his number one who not only had his back but had the right words when words didn’t seem adequate. 

A lump lodged itself in Jax’s throat as a rush of regret and sorrow slammed into him. He held his ground against the onslaught of memories, trying not to let the awful visions from that day reenter his mind. His hands tightened on the armrest of the chair, his nails biting into the shiny, silver metal. 

Deep breath. Deep breath. He didn’t need to freak out while he was here. With his luck, the shrink would insist he be locked up, the key thrown away, and he’d live out his pathetic existence in a mental ward. 

“Jax Marshall?” An old guy wearing tan slacks and a red cardigan over a button-down shirt with a tie appeared in the doorway. Great. If Jax had known Mr. Rogers was going to be his therapist, he definitely would have canceled. 

One hour. He reminded himself. 

Jax stood, but he’d forgotten about the weak muscles in his leg. The muscle—what was left of it—seized, pain ricocheting up and down his thigh in a stomach-churning fashion. A loud growl tore from his throat as his leg gave out, and he came down hard on his knee. 

“Are you okay?” The old guy came to his side and grabbed his arm to help him up. 

“Just great,” he mumbled.

“Do you need to sit for a moment?” Dr. Howard asked. 

“No,” Jax said. “Let’s just get this over with.”  


Chapter 3

 

Every Wednesday while Travis was at karate practice, Kristen met up with her friends Sophie and Sarah for dinner. Sarah’s husband, Cooper, always volunteered to take Noah since he got along with their youngest, Theo. Kristen hated to leave her baby, especially after what happened with her husband, but locking herself up in the house wasn’t good for her anxiety. She needed to go out and be amongst people her own age. A bit of wine and a little laughter helped keep her sane. 

She and Sarah walked into the Happy Apple. No matter how many times Kristen had been there, she was still amazed by all the apple décor donning the walls and shelves. The first time Rich had taken her here, she’d thought they walked into some sort of bizarre museum. Never did she expect it to be a restaurant with the best food she’d ever had. 

 Sarah waved to Sophie, who was holding down their usual Wednesday night table. Sarah took the lead and Kristen followed. Sophie stood; her navy-blue dress pants were perfectly tailored to her petite frame, a white and blue polka-dot collared shirt was tucked into the waist, and she finished the look off with a white cardigan. 

Both Kristen and Sarah gave Sophie a hug hello before taking their seats. 

“Did you talk to Principal Mathers about the bake sale?” Sophie asked Kristen. 

“I did, and we’re all set.”

“If you need me to bake anything, let me know,” Sarah said. 

Sophie turned a skeptical eye on Sarah. “We all know you’ll hire Shay to do the baking.” 

Sarah laughed. “It does help having a bakery owner in the family.” 

Kristen picked up her menu, and Sophie placed her hand on top of it. “Don’t bother,” she said. “Terry already put our order in.” 

“What if I wanted something different?” Kristen asked. 

Sarah laughed. “We all know that is highly unlikely. Every time we come in, look at the menu, and still order the same apple cheddar turkey burger. She has our number.”

“Have we figured out if Terry puts drugs in the meat?” Kristen asked. 

Sarah looked over her shoulder toward the kitchen, then back to Kristen. “No, but it’s the only way to explain why it’s so addicting.” 

“The only drug in my food is love.” Terry popped up out of nowhere, and Sarah grabbed her chest. 

Terry placed their orders on the table, and Sophie took her burger in her hands. If only love was this good,” Sophie said. 

“Then you’re doing it wrong, sweetie, and I should know. Forty years of marriage under my belt.” She gave a wink and teetered off to the kitchen in her spiked heels. 

“I’d give anything for a good year of love,” Sophie said. “Hell, I’ll settle for six months. I just want a taste.” 

Kristen looked at her burger and then at her friend. “Once you get a taste, you won’t want to lose it.”

“I’m sorry, Kris. I—” 

“It’s fine,” Kristen said. “Really.” She didn’t want her friends to feel like they couldn’t speak their minds. They had been there through the darkest moments of her life, and now she wanted to repay Sophie—give her a chance at love; Sophie deserved a good man who would adore her. 

“Drake Stevens is very single. I can put a good word in for you,” Kristen said. Drake Stevens was a handsome doctor and one of the kindest people Kristen had ever met. He’d given her a job when she was new to town and worked around her schedule after the fire.  

“Your boss?” Sophie shook her head then took a sip of her wine. “He’s not my type.” 

“How do you know?” Kristen asked. Drake and Sophie were perfectly suited for each other. She a teacher and he was a doctor. They both liked people and generally wanted to make a difference in the lives of those they met.  

Sophie shrugged. “We went on a date once.” 

“What?” Sarah exclaimed. “When was this?” 

“A couple years ago. I sprained my ankle playing kickball with my class, and he was my doctor.” 

“What happened?” Kristen asked. 

“He’s a great guy, he really is, but there was no spark. I wanted there to be, of course. Have you seen him? Gorgeous. But that’s not something you can force. It’s either there or it’s not, and unfortunately for us, it wasn’t.” Sophie motioned to Kristen. “Why don’t you ask him out?” Kristen’s eyes shot open at the suggestion. “He’s a good man, and we all know he’s good with kids.” 

Silence spread between them like an ominous cloud, and Kristen felt the pitter patter of her heart kick up a notch. She took a deep breath, refusing to let the anxiety win this time. She was out having dinner with friends; there was nothing that could possibly go wrong. So what if Sophie and Sarah were currently focusing their attention on her? It was just a question—a question she could answer. 

“I’m not ready,” she admitted. “It’s too soon.” 

Sophie’s lips parted, but Sarah grabbed Kristen’s hand. “We understand. You go at your own pace.” 

Kristen nodded, the beating of her heart slowing at the comforting touch. “Thank you.” 

The conversation shifted to Sarah’s soon-to-be sister-in-law who was about to give birth any day. The slight tinge of smoke drifted past Kristen’s nose. Was the kitchen on fire? She darted her attention to that side of the restaurant, but everything seemed fine—no dark smoke, no flames… all was exactly as it always was. 

Kristen listened as Sarah updated them on Kate, but her words drifted farther and farther away. Kristen tried to focus, but she couldn’t hear over the blood rushing in her ears, the rapid beating of her heart, and the pure panic rising in her throat. 

What if it everything wasn’t okay? What if there was a fire in the walls? An electrical fire like the one that killed her husband? If Rich could have noticed a smell, maybe he would still be alive.  

She tugged at the neckline of her shirt. I’m fine. There is no fire, she told herself over and over, but her brain wasn’t in the mood to listen. Heat prickled on her neck and her chest, creeping down her spine. She swallowed back the impossibly large lump in her throat and concentrated on breathing, but the buzzing in her head only grew in intensity, the room spinning away from her, the heat unbearable. 

An inferno erupted beneath her skin, and she pushed up from the table. “I’ll be right back.” She jetted for the door before Sarah or Sophie could ask her if she was okay. For a split second she saw the concern on their faces, but this wasn’t the first time she had to bolt, and it surely wouldn’t be the last. 

She needed air. The restaurant was too hot and the chairs too close together. She hurried to the door and shoved it open. She rounded the doorway and slammed into a solid brick wall of muscle. 

“Whoa,” the wall said, grabbing her shoulders and holding her at a distance. “Are you okay?” he asked, but she didn’t have time for small talk. She needed to put distance between her and the building.  

“Hey, I know you.” 

She found the strength to look up. Her eyes locked on the cranky bastard from the waiting room.

“Of course it would be you,” she quipped. “Why wouldn’t it be you? You’ve already seen me at my worst. Why stop now? Maybe you should stop by my place first thing in the morning and see how bad I can really be.” She froze and caught his gaze. “Don’t do that. That would be weird and creepy. And I have no idea why I’m even talking to you.” Unease flowed through her, and her hands shook. “I need to get back to my friends. Sarah will start to worry. It’s a mom thing, we can’t help it. She has two kids, two different fathers. The first one was a real piece of work, but the second is a real keeper. It’s nice to know that there are still good men left in the world. I started to wonder after I met you the other day.” Why couldn’t she stop talking? It was a side effect of her anxiety. Talking helped ground her in reality, but sometimes she over shared. 

“Ouch.” He stepped back and she couldn’t help but notice the slight limp he had. Pain pulled at the corners of his eyes, but other than the little subtlety, his face was as calm and smooth as could be.

Damn it. Now she felt bad. Not bad enough to apologize, though. “The truth hurts, which is why you shouldn’t say exactly what you’re thinking at all times. It’s not nice.”  

“I know, and I want to apologize for how I acted toward you.” 

“Had a day to think about it, and now you feel guilty for being a complete and total ass? Tell you what… send a card. Gene at the post office will give you my address. Just say Kristen sent you, and don’t you dare hand deliver it. I really don’t need you seeing how I look first thing in the morning. Anyway, Gene is a sweet lady, with a husband who is in the throes of dementia, so don’t go ripping her head off because you think she’s an easy target.” 

The scowl that seemed to be permanently fixed to his face tilted upward in a smirk. His entire face transformed in front of her. It was almost charming. 

“I know Gene,” he said. “That’s a shame about her husband.” 

“You do? That’s funny, because I know everyone in this town, and I have no idea who you are. And no offense, but most people in these parts are a lot nicer than you. I get people have bad days, but that’s no excuse to be such a… a butthead!”

“Did you just call me a butthead?” 

She straightened her shoulders. “I did.” 

He rubbed at his chin, and the smirk reappeared. She hated herself for liking it, but she couldn’t deny how it brightened his face, softened his features, and made him appealing. “Not the worst thing I’ve been called.” 

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” She took a deep breath and yanked at the hem of her shirt. Her heart picked up speed again, thumping loudly against her chest. Oh god. This was it. She was going to have a heart attack and die right here in the parking lot of the Happy Apple. The last face she would see was Mr. Personality’s. It was a nice face, easy on the eyes—speaking of which, his were very pretty. But when she finally died, she’d hoped the last face she saw was a happy one. 

She twisted her wedding band that after fifteen months, she still couldn’t bring herself to take off. Rich didn’t get to see a happy face, though. He died being overcome by flames and smoke when he and Sam, the fire chief, got separated by falling debris. 

The thought kicked everything in her body into overdrive. She swayed as the world around her dipped and twirled.  

The jerk’s eyebrows drew together toward the bridge of his nose. Everything all right?” 

“Everything is fine.” Breathe. The air was too thick here. “Actually no, it’s not, but it will be, if I can get over there.” She pointed toward the street and hurried around him. She hightailed it to the curb and took a deep breath. Air flooded her system, putting out the fires raging inside her. She took another deep breath in an attempt to steady her breathing.  

The heaviness that she’d been carrying lifted and left her exhausted. She sat down on the curb, grateful the worst of it was behind her. A few more minutes and she could go back inside before Sarah started to worry and came looking for her. 

She felt him near before he even spoke. It was kind of hard not to. He was an intimidating man with a dominating presence. 

“Nothing to see here.” She waved her hand with more than enough insinuation, but the stubborn jerk didn’t move. In fact, he popped a squat right beside her on the curb. 

She swallowed, now fully aware of the man beside her. He stood a good six inches taller than her, and not much changed now that they were sitting. He smelled like freshly cut cedar that reminded her of tranquil days hiking in the woods.

She glared at him. He was an unmovable force who seemed to say and do as he pleased. “You’re not going to kill me, right? Because if you were, you probably should have done it before when I was preoccupied. Now that my brain is back in focus, I think I can take you.” 

He laughed, and the joyful sound jolted her back. She did not expect something as light and genuine as that to come out of the wall of man sitting beside her. 

 “I’m not going to kill you.” 

“Then why haven’t you run away? Most guys would have by now. Usually I’m a delight, or at least I think I am, but when I have an attack, I get a little nutty.” 

“I’ve seen too much in my life to scare easily.” He peered across the street. The hard lines around his eyes softened. “I really am sorry. I’ve been gone for so long that I sometimes forget I’m no longer in a warzone.” 

She nodded. “I had a feeling you were military.” 

He angled his gaze to her, and her skin flushed at the attentiveness in his eyes. “How?” 

“You walk like you’re on a mission—focused and undisturbed, yet completely aware of your surroundings. Then there are the t-shirt and the boots.” She lifted her chin toward the black combat boots he’d worn both times she’d seen him. 

“Dead giveaway,” he said. 

“Pretty much.” 

This man beside her seemed completely different than the man she encountered in the waiting room. She wasn’t scared of him or even angry at him. At least this version of himself. 

 There was darkness inside him, though. There was no denying that. It was evident in the stone set of his face, the angry outburst from the other day, and the sorrow that seemed to burrow under his surface. 

Most people wouldn’t notice—only someone who had gone through great tragedy as she did.

In that moment, she felt almost a kindred spirit within him. She wanted to assure him that everything would be okay—that the dark pieces inside of him would eventually find the light, but it would be a lie. 

Darkness wasn’t something that went away. It wrapped around the innermost parts of a person, clinging to their very essence until it was as much a part of them as their arms or legs. There were moments where she managed to poke her head above the surface, but that light never stayed for long. When it did, she held on for as long as she could. Right now, this stranger was that light. 

She felt calm in his presence which made absolutely no sense to her, but nothing in life made sense anymore. “I’m Kristen.” She held her hand out and smiled. 

His roughened hand engulfed hers. “Jax.” 

“If it’s okay with you, I’m going to pretend this is the first time we met.” 

He nodded. “I’d appreciate that. And now that we’re friends, care to tell me what’s going on?” 

“I needed some fresh air.”

“Do you usually hyperventilate when you need fresh air?” He bumped her shoulder with his. An unexplained jolt of electricity shot through her veins, and she ignored it. Clearly it was a lingering aftershock from her panic attack.

“I told you my anxiety makes me a little nutty. It was warm inside. Too warm. Heat reminds me of fire.” 

“And that reminds you of your husband.” 

Her eyes widened. “You remember that?”  

“It’s not every day a cute brunette goes off on me. Your words stuck. And you were right. I don’t know what anyone else is going through. It was really shitty of me to assume.” 

“We’re forgetting it ever happened, remember?” 

He smirked again, and this time she let her eyes drift to the charming crook of his mouth and linger there for a moment. “How long were you in the service?” 

“Twelve years.” 

“My dad was in the navy for twenty.” 

Jax’s knuckles turned white on his knees. “I planned on being in much longer.” 

“I’m guessing that limp you have has something to do with why you’re here and not there.” 

The skin around his jaw tightened, and lines of fury framed his eyes. “It’s in the past now. It doesn’t even matter.” 

“It does. The past happened, and it’s a part of you. You can’t dismiss it.” 

“You can’t let yourself be stuck there either.” 

His gaze shifted to her wedding ring, and she shoved her hand in between her legs. “I was actually about to head back in. My friends are waiting for me.” Her heart rate hadn’t slowed down completely, but she was having a hard time deciphering if it was from the panic attack or from Jax’s close proximity. “I’m sure you have people waiting for you. A date maybe.”

She wanted to mentally slap herself. It’s not like she cared if he had a date waiting for him or not. She blurted it out, though, and it made her seem like she was fishing when she wasn’t. 

“I’m here to see Terry and Walt. Grab a slice of Terry’s famous apple pie. It’s been a long time.” 

“It’s good pie.” 

“The best.” 

“In the whole state,” they both said. Kristen laughed, and heat crept into her cheeks, but this was different from earlier. It wasn’t out of panic or fear, but something she didn’t want to admit. Admitting it would mean she was taken by Jax, and that simply couldn’t be. She was a married woman. 

At least she was… 

But she’d taken vows, damn it, and she didn’t know what it meant if one of them died. Yes, it was until death do them part, but she and Rich had never discussed the scenario, and she was grasping for straws here. She couldn’t deny that she was attracted to Jax. How could she not be? The guy was sexy as sin. He commanded the smallest of spaces just by being in it. It was just attraction, though. It’s not like she was going to date the guy. Like she told Sarah and Sophie only minutes ago, she wasn’t ready. 

When she looked into Jax’s gray-blue eyes, though, she thought maybe she was ready. Guilt tugged at her stomach in an instance, reminding her that it was a little more than a year ago that she was married—a little more than a year since her husband died tragically. It was too soon to move on. 

Or was it? There was no handbook for widowers to tell them what was right and what wasn’t. She had to rely solely on her gut. She didn’t want to move on from Rich, but the fact was, he wasn’t coming back. Maybe one day she’d see him again, but if luck was on her side that wouldn’t be for a very long time. Was she supposed to be lonely for the rest of her life? Missing the warmth of another body beside her, the reassurance of someone having her back, and that feeling of deep love that made her believe in the impossible? 

Part of her brain said yes, but the part that knew the loneliness that filled her soul said no. She just had no idea what side to listen to. 

“I should go back in.” She needed to get away from him and clear her head. 

“Back to your friend with the two kids with two different dads?” 

She clenched her teeth and playfully smacked her head. “Can we pretend I didn’t say that? Sometimes when my anxiety acts up, I babble.” 

“Your secret is safe with me.” He stood and reached down to her. “I’m heading that way. I’ll walk with you.” 

There was no way she could tell him no, so she took his hand again. As soon as their skin touched, another jolt rushed through her body. Once on her feet, she quickly swiped her hand from his strong grip. 

“Thank you.” 

Jax fell into step beside her. He didn’t say anything, and she liked that about him. He didn’t feel the need to fill the silence like she did. For once, the silence was nice, and surprisingly, her heart had stopped ramming her chest. 

She didn’t know if it was the fresh air or Jax, but a calm had washed over her, and all the anxious energy that had been clawing her throat and spine had dispersed into the cool night sky. 

Jax opened the door and stepped aside like a gentleman. “Ladies first.” 

“So, you do have manners?”

His eyes caught hers, and an unexpected rush of heat surged up her neck and into her cheeks. She swallowed back the ridiculous reaction. She was a twenty-nine-year-old widow with two kids under the age of six. A guy like him would want nothing to do with her.

She broke her gaze away and headed through the door. She could sense Jax behind her, his tall frame looming close. 

She turned to him. “It was nice seeing you again.” 

“Seems like we’re making it a habit.” 

A girly giggle slipped from her lips, and she had to stop herself from slapping a hand over her mouth and drawing attention to the absurd noise. She had no idea where it had even come from. “Habits can be bad.”

“Nothing wrong with a little bad.” The tone in his voice deepened to a sexy rasp that had her stepping back. She didn’t know how to flirt, if that was even what this was. It had been too long, and she wasn’t just rusty; she was corroded, filled with holes and useless parts. She had no idea how to fix the damage, and she didn’t know if she even wanted to. 

“I’ll see you around, Jax.” She walked to her friends without glancing back, even though it was a bit of a struggle. Her body fought her mind the entire way, but she stayed strong. 

Sophie and Sarah’s eyes were glued to her as she sat in her seat. 

“You okay?” Sarah asked. 

“I am. Just needed a little air.” 

“Care to tell us how you know Jax Marshall?” Sophie asked. 

Marshall. A lightbulb clicked in her head as she put the pieces together. “That’s the Jax Marshall?” Jax’s brother Chase was one of the firefighters who’d stopped in to check on her after Rich’s death and took Travis under their wing. She knew he had a brother, but he was almost an illusion. She’d heard of him but had never seen him in the years she’d lived in town. 

Sophie threw a glance toward Jax and nodded. “He’s more muscular, jaw a little more chiseled, but those gray eyes… you can’t mistake those. It’s definitely him. The town hero finally home.” 

Even though Kristen barely knew the man, hero was not a word she would use to describe him. He didn’t carry the traits of pride. It was more like regret… maybe even anger. 

“So?” Sarah said. “How do you know Jax Marshall?” 

“I don’t,” she said. “I sat next to him in the waiting room when I brought Travis in for his appointment.” 

“Must have been one hell of a conversation,” Sophie said. 

Sarah nodded. “Mmm hmm.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Kristen plopped a fry in her mouth. “But I can find out if he’s single for you,” she said to Sophie. 

Sophie sighed. “Unfortunately, it looks like he already has his eyes on someone.” 

Kristen jabbed a finger at her chest when Sophie’s eyes fixed on her. “Me? No.” A man back from duty would want to have fun and relax. Nothing about her life was relaxing or fun. 

“That’s because you didn’t see what we did,” Sarah said. “But like you said, you’re not ready to date, so we won’t push this. Right, Sophie?” 

Sophie blew out a breath, her blonde hair blowing out of her face. “I won’t. Promise.” 

“Thank you.” Kristen picked at her fries but couldn’t help glancing at where she’d left Jax. He was talking to Terry now, but as if he knew she was looking, he shifted his gaze and their eyes locked. It was only for a brief moment, but the intensity of the silent exchange stayed with her for the rest of the day. 


Chapter 4

 

Sweat dripped down Jax’s forehead and burned his eye. He swiped at the irritation and kicked his feet over the side of the bed. His heels hit the carpet, then his toes, grounding him back in reality. He scrubbed a hand over his face and took a minute to regain his bearings. 

The nightmares had become a part of his life—just something else he had to deal with. It was a relief when he finally woke, but those torturous minutes while his eyes were sealed, his mind stuck in a time he wanted to forget, was the ultimate hell. It was as if he was being punished, night after night, for surviving that day. 

If he would have stopped Sanders, or if he would have been the one to approach the woman… Sanders was a good man. The best. He didn’t deserve to die. None of his brothers deserved to die, and yet they did. For some reason, he was still around to live another day. He didn’t understand why… couldn’t wrap his head around why his life was more valuable to the universe. Maybe there really was no rhyme or reason to life and death. Maybe it wasn’t fate. Maybe it was just a string of luck, and for whatever godforsaken reason, he managed to be in the right place at the right time. 

He wanted to believe that more than fate. There was no way he should have outlived Sanders. No fucking way. Sanders gave a shit about people. He wanted to get out of the service, and one day, meet a girl, settle down, have a family… the white picket fence and the whole nine yards. He would have been a good father; he was raised by a good man. Unlike Jax, whose father was an abusive asshole. 

But as Jax took a breath—something Sanders would never do again—he accepted that he made it another day. He grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head. He had no idea why he was still here, but the least he could do was get up and try not to be a miserable fuck. 

He owed that much to Sanders. 

He heard clanging in the kitchen, so he detoured, expecting to see Layla, but he instead found someone who was a stranger to him now. 

“Brooke,” he said. 

She spun around, long brown hair whipping behind her. Her gray eyes were still familiar, but everything else about her was different. She was no longer the twelve-year-old girl who’d clung to him and begged him not to go.

“Oh hey,” she said. 

“I haven’t seen you in twelve years, and that’s all you have to say?” 

“Whose fault is that?” she snapped, the bitterness in her tone unfamiliar coming out of his sweet baby sister. 

He could argue and explain that everything he did was for her, but with the way she was glaring at him, he doubted she would even listen, so he let it go. “Come here and give me a hug.” 

“I think I’ll pass.” 

“Wow. With a welcome like that, it’s no wonder I haven’t come home sooner.” 

“Pity.” 

Frustration surged through his veins, and he tried to remember the little girl who would come to him crying in the middle of the night and ask him to check for monsters under her bed. The little girl who he’d taught to ride a bike and who he’d read bedtime stories to when Mom worked a double. 

“You do realize I almost died, right?” He had the scars and the awful pain to prove it. As his sister, that phone call should have had her packing her bags and flying to go see him.

“But you didn’t.” 

Her words cut deeper than any shrapnel. “Why do I feel like you wouldn’t have cared if I did?” 

She pressed her lips together and crossed her arms over her chest. For a second he thought maybe she wouldn’t say anything, but then her lips parted. “I lost my brother the day you walked out that door. I already mourned losing you. So, no… I probably wouldn’t have cared.” 

“You’re an ungrateful brat,” he spat. If she wanted a fight, then he would give her one. He was done with biting his tongue and hitting her with niceties. He didn’t throw his dreams away and risk his life on a daily basis to come home to her bullshit. She had no idea the shit he did for her.

Her brow rose, and a storm brewed in her eyes, turning the gray to graphite. “Why’d you even bother coming back here?” 

“It’s my home.” 

She scoffed. “A home is a place where you live. This place isn’t your home anymore.” 

Frustration morphed into anger, and he jabbed a finger into his chest. “I’m the one who paid the bills so you could continue to call this place home. If it wasn’t for me, this house would have been sold to the highest bidder, and your ass would’ve been out on the streets.” 

“Then what do you want from me? A pat on the back?”

“A little fucking respect would be nice.” 

“Respect is earned, and as far as I’m concerned, I don’t owe you shit.” 

“What the hell happened to you? You used to be sweet.” She was his bright-eyed little sidekick who laughed at just about everything and always had a smile on her face. Now she was cynical and cruel. 

Her eyes met his, the intensity so strong he could feel the pain she must have harbored beneath the surface. “Life happened.” 

He wanted to strangle and hug her at the same time, but instead he stood there, holding her gaze and refusing to be the one to walk away. She expected it of him, and he wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. 

Layla breezed into the kitchen, walking between them as she beelined it to the coffeepot. She picked up a mug that sat on the counter at the ready and poured a generous glass. With a deep breath, she leaned against the cabinet, took a sip, and let her shoulders relax. 

“Now that I have my coffee, care to tell me what’s going on?” 

Jax continued to hold his ground, refusing to look away. He’d gone through bootcamp, completed the Crucible, toured through Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria. He’d endured things Brooke could never even fathom, and if she thought she could stare him down with her shit poor attitude, she was out of her damn mind. 

Brooke blinked and turned her head. “Nothing. Jax thinks everyone should kiss his ass now that he’s home.” 

What the hell? Never did he say that or even think it. “Did you hit your head since I’ve been gone? Because you’re fucking delusional.” 

“If you came home every once in a while, maybe you would know.” 

“Brooke,” Layla said on a sigh. “Enough.” 

Brooke turned her glare to Layla, but Layla seemed unfazed. Layla sat at the table, placed her mug down and spread her arms out, motioning to the other chairs. 

“Why don’t we all sit and catch up civilly.” 

Jax moved toward the chair, ready to move past this resentment and bullshit, but Brooke shook her head. “Bex and Chase got in a couple hours ago, and I’m meeting with Bex to go over her outfits for the comedy benefit she’s attending next week in LA.”

“Is Chase going with her?” Layla asked. 

From what Layla had told Jax, Chase was engaged to Bex Shepard, Hollywood’s It Girl, and Brooke worked for Bex as her stylist. Jax might have been away, and Chase might have stopped writing him years ago, but he still kept tabs on them through Layla. 

“She’s flying solo,” Brooke said. “He has to work.” 

Layla nodded. “Tell Bex I said hi and not to be a stranger.” 

“I will. See you later.” 

Brooke didn’t even acknowledge Jax as she left. The snub was like a smack in the face. 

“Give her time,” Layla said as if she could read Jax’s mind. 

He pushed up from the table, the chair sliding back and banging into the cabinet. “You keep saying that, but why should I? I didn’t do anything wrong. She could have at least acted happy to see me. I almost died, for crying out loud.”

“If you think that, then you don’t know Brooke at all.” 

“I knew Brooke.” He pointed toward the front door. “That was not Brooke.” 

“Wrong. You knew the little girl she was before life made her put up a defense wall to keep herself from getting hurt. She has spent years building that wall and hiding behind it. Not many people can break through, but I promise you, when you do, she loves with her whole heart, and she would do anything for the people she cares for.” 

“I don’t understand why I’m on the outside to begin with. We’re blood.”

 “Our father is blood, too. Do you expect him to have a pass?” 

Jax’s jaw clenched at the mention of the asshole. “No,” he stated matter-of-factly. “But I am not in the same category as him.” Jax would never intentionally hurt anyone, and he wasn’t driven by his own selfish desires. 

Layla shrugged and took a sip of her coffee. “Of course not. How any of us came from that man is beyond me. But in her eyes, you left and broke her heart, too.” 

He shoved his hands through his hair and plopped back in the chair. “I didn’t want to.” 

His arms rested on the table, and Layla reached across, giving him a squeeze. He glanced at her, and he found solace in her eyes. “I know you didn’t. You did what had to be done. Still, you had leave when you could have come home, and you didn’t.”

“I always worked through that time. You know that.” 

Layla’s lips pressed into a thin line, and she shook her head. “I raised two Marshall kids. Don’t think you can get one over on me.” 

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re lying. You tell us you worked through your vacations, but you didn’t. One time you went to Hawaii, and another time you went to Texas.” 

Jax slouched back in the chair. He’d never told them. He purposely kept that to himself. He didn’t want to hurt them, but the thought of coming back to this place that beat him down for so long wouldn’t have been a vacation. That would have been torture.

 It was easier to lie and say he was working through it and he couldn’t come home. Anything was easier than facing the demons of his past. “How do you know about Hawaii and Texas?” 

“You might have stopped using social media a long time ago, but your friends didn’t. We saw the pictures.”

Regret sat heavy on his shoulders. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 

Layla dragged her finger along the rim of her mug. “It’s what our family does. We keep everything bottled inside to protect one another. I never knew when you were being deployed until a day or two before. I was afraid of getting in a fight with you before you shipped out, and if something happened…” Her lip quivered, and she looked down at her coffee.  

“That explains a lot.” 

Layla nodded. “They were so proud of you when you first joined. They told anybody who would listen that their brother was a Marine. But then the disappointments kept piling up. Missed phone calls, missed holidays, their hopes of seeing you being dashed year after year. Do you know how many Welcome Home signs Brooke made for you? She was convinced that you would eventually come home. Every one wound up in the garbage. The pictures were the final nail in the coffin. I couldn’t explain that away for you.” 

“I never should have put you in that position to begin. I’m sorry.” All this time he’d thought they should be falling at his feet with gratitude for all he sacrificed for them. Now he realized that maybe he wasn’t the only one who’d made sacrifices. 

“Give them time,” he said. It’s not like he didn’t have an abundance of it these days. 

“Exactly. She doesn’t hate you, which is why she’s acting the way she is. She loves you, and you hurt her. She will push every single one of your buttons to see if you’ll bail again. My only advice to you? Don’t.” 

He scoffed. “I can handle her. I’m a Marine.” Brooke’s shitty attitude was nothing compared to the crap he’d dealt with on a daily basis. 

Layla laughed. “We’ll see.”

“Morning!” a deep voice echoed through the house just before the sound of the front door closed shut. 

“In here,” Layla called out.  

A muscular guy who stood about six feet with a dark beard and dark eyes strode in. He had big chunky rings on his fingers and looked like he drank motor oil for fun. He bent down and kissed Layla then walked over to Jax and held his hand out. “You must be Jax.” 

Jax stood and shook his hand. “You must be Declan.” Declan’s grip was strong and confident, a handshake Jax would respect if it wasn’t attached to a man who’d put his sister’s life in danger. 

“In the flesh.” Declan said. “It’s great to finally meet you.” 

“Yeah, it’s nice to put a face to the man who nearly got my sister killed.” 

Declan’s dark eyes went somber, a hint of regret tugging at the corners. 

“Jax!” Layla said without moving from her chair. “Be nice.” Her tone was just like their mother’s when they would get in trouble as kids. 

He gave Declan a good stare down even though Declan had a good inch on him.

“Can I have my hand back?” Declan asked, and Jax released his grip. “Thanks.” Declan grabbed the coffeepot and refilled Layla’s cup before retrieving a mug for himself. He sat down across from Layla and next to Jax, his big frame dwarfing the chair. “For what it’s worth,” he said, “I beat myself up every day for what happened to Layla.” 

“I wish you wouldn’t,” she said. “It wasn’t your fault.” 

He looked at her, and Jax could feel the love that radiated between the two of them. Declan might have put his sister in danger, but there was no denying the guy loved her. His attention focused on Jax. “I take full responsibility, and if you want to hate me for something I already hate myself for, then that’s fine, but I really hope you won’t.”

A smile cracked at the corner of Jax’s mouth. “I’ll think about it.” 

“That’s all a guy could ask for.” Declan sipped his coffee. “Saw Brooke running out in a huff. Guessing things didn’t go as well with her.” 

“About as well as a damn root canal.” 

“A root canal would be less painful,” Declan said, and Jax laughed. 

Though Jax wanted to hate the guy, he couldn’t. His personality was the opposite of his demeanor. While he looked hard and tough, he seemed a nice guy with what appeared to be soft edges.

He may have put Layla in danger, but from what she had said, Declan had been here for her, unlike Jax. No, he couldn’t hate the guy. Declan was here when Jax wasn’t. If anything, he owed him. 

“What are your plans today?” Layla asked. 

“Not sure.” It had been so long since he didn’t have every hour of his day mapped out. Without a schedule, he wasn’t exactly sure what to do with himself. 

“I don’t know if you’re looking for a job,” Declan said, “but I could always use a hand behind the bar.” 

He wasn’t sure bartending would be a good
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