
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      [image: title page]
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Contents

            	Epigraph

            	Prologue

            	Chapter 1

            	Chapter 2

            	Chapter 3

            	Chapter 4

            	Chapter 5

            	Chapter 6

            	Chapter 7

            	Chapter 8

            	Chapter 9

            	Chapter 10

            	Chapter 11

            	Chapter 12

            	Chapter 13

            	Chapter 14

            	Chapter 15

            	Chapter 16

            	Chapter 17

            	Chapter 18

            	Chapter 19

            	Chapter 20

            	Chapter 21

            	Chapter 22

            	Chapter 23

            	Chapter 24

            	Chapter 25

            	Chapter 26

            	Chapter 27

            	Chapter 28

            	Chapter 29

            	Chapter 30

            	Chapter 31

            	Chapter 32

            	Chapter 33

            	Chapter 34

            	Chapter 35

            	Chapter 36

            	Chapter 37

            	Epilogue

            	Acknowledgments


            	An Excerpt from THE ME I USED TO BE
            
            	Chapter One

            	Chapter Two

            	Chapter Three

            

            

            
            	About the Author

            	By Jennifer Ryan

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            There are people we don’t want to live without but have to let go. We hope love will bring them back. Sometimes, if we’re
               lucky, it does.
            

             

            “Love is too precious to waste, too good to let go, and too wonderful not to enjoy.”

            Grandpa Sammy

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         
            Eleven years ago . . .

         

         Ford stared down at his listless grandfather in the hospital bed, trying to hold back the tears stinging his eyes. Granddad’s
            pale face and sunken cheeks warned of his tenuous health. They didn’t know what was wrong, only that he’d collapsed in the
            house and lay motionless on the floor for God knew how long before Ford walked in and found him several days ago.
         

         
         The same fear and crushing pressure squeezed his chest tight just thinking about it.

         
         He and his brothers, Rory and Colt, had been taking turns staying by his side since the doctors admitted him to the hospital.
            Ford needed to get back to the ranch to cover for Colt so he could have his turn.
         

         
         “He’s going to be fine,” the nurse assured him. “The doctors said it’s the concussion from hitting his head on the floor that’s
            the worst of his ailments. They’re working to get his blood pressure down and to make sure there isn’t anything else wrong
            with his head or heart.”
         

         
         “When do we get the results of the echocardiogram and MRI?” Ford asked.

         
         “The doctor should know in a couple of hours,” the nurse answered, touching his arm in comfort before she left the room to
            check on another patient.
         

         
         He didn’t feel any better for it and worried more about what the results might tell them. He and his brothers feared the worst
            and didn’t want to admit that this brought the death of their parents too close to the surface. If they lost their grandfather
            and the failing ranch, what would they have left?
         

         
         “It’s not your time to go.” He patted his granddad’s leg. With his heart in his throat, Ford left the room, hoping he got
            to see his grandfather again.
         

         
         He drove home without remembering the drive at all, his thoughts on family, the ranch, and the decisions he had to make.

         
         Some decisions had been made for him by circumstances and family obligations and love.

         
         Jamie sat on the tailgate of her brother’s truck, sun-kissed legs swinging her tiny feet back and forth. Her face lit up when
            she spotted him pulling into the yard. She hopped off the end of the truck and ran to him. His heart did that funny flutter
            thing it did every time he saw her.
         

         
         Ford slipped out of his truck and stood before the most beautiful girl in the world, her golden-red hair luminous in the sunlight,
            soft green eyes squinting against the harsh light beating on her pale skin. He desperately wanted to hold on to her, but knew
            he had no choice but to break her heart. They stood in the middle of the yard on his family’s ranch, horses roaming in the
            pastures, his brothers out chasing stray cattle they couldn’t afford to lose past the river. His gut tied into knots of worry
            about his hospitalized grandfather, sagging cattle prices, and what it all meant for his future with Jamie.
         

         
         They didn’t have one.

         
         The ache in his chest throbbed.

         
         God, how he’d miss her pretty smile that lit up his world.

         
         Her head tilted in that cute way it did when she studied him too closely and saw too much. “What’s wrong?”

         
         I miss you already.

         
         Deflecting, he asked, “What are you doing here?”

         
         “Escaping.”

         
         He read the hurt in her eyes too easily. “What did she do this time?”

         
         “Same thing, different day.” Jamie huffed out an expressive sigh. “She’s impossible. And delusional. She accused me of throwing
            myself at my stepdad. Again.” Jamie’s lips scrunched into a sour pinch at the distasteful thought.
         

         
         Her mother read into simple, innocent interactions with a twisted jealous eye, heart, and mind that had no basis on Jamie’s
            part or whatever guy was in the picture before Jamie’s mother drove him away. According to Jamie, it started when she was
            eleven after her real father left her mother for a much younger woman, never to be heard from or seen again.
         

         
         “She kicked me out. Shoved me out the front door more accurately.” Jamie pulled up her sleeve and showed him the red marks
            on her arm.
         

         
         Things were getting worse if her mother was putting her hands on Jamie. Though she wished for her family to be loving and
            close, it would never be. Jamie had been left to her own devices practically her whole life and done well in school and taking
            care of her little brother. 
         

         
         She’d taken care of him for more than a year. No one cared about him the way Jamie did.

         
         She only knew how to pull it together and forge onward even when her choices were limited and none of them particularly good.
            He liked the way she made the best out of everything.
         

         
         “I think she actually meant it when she said, ‘Don’t come back.’ ” Fear and anger darkened her eyes.

         
         He wanted to comfort her, but didn’t because he was about to hurt her far worse than her mother ever had with her warped taunts,
            accusations, and empty threats. Some women weren’t meant to be mothers. Too selfish and self-centered.
         

         
         Jamie was sweet, kind, and sensitive. Her mother’s disapproval sliced away at Jamie. One cut stung. A thousand made you bleed
            and ache and wish for it to end.
         

         
         She needed it to end. Now. Before it made her as angry and bitter as her mother.

         
         He didn’t want that for her. Jamie didn’t deserve such poor treatment. He wanted her to be happy. Always. He wanted to be
            the reason she was happy.
         

         
         Never going to happen now.

         
         He tried to keep her away from her mother as much as possible. He drove her into town and home from her job at the day care
            center. One less thing to ask of her mother. One less thing for her mother to use against her and demand she be grateful.
         

         
         Jamie loved the job, playing with the children and rocking babies. Nothing made her happier than sharing all the love in her
            heart with those kids. She lavished that love on him, too.
         

         
         She squirreled away her paychecks. She dreamed of leaving her mother’s house and living the life she wanted—a life with a
            bright future without the storm cloud of her mother’s negativity darkening her world.
         

         
         A life that wouldn’t include him. Damn, it hurt like hell. Deeper than the ache in his chest, it ripped a searing path to
            his soul.
         

         
         He wanted to beg her to stay here, give up everything she wanted, but he couldn’t do it and watch her happiness shrivel and
            die along with the love she felt for him.
         

         
         Some things could only be fixed by doing the hard thing, even if it wasn’t what you wanted to do.

         
         She pressed her palm to his chest. “Let’s do it, Ford. Let’s leave this place behind and buy that house with the wraparound
            porch on the ranch you want. You’ll run the cattle. I’ll help you with the horses. We’ll raise our own family.” She smiled
            sweetly, no doubt thinking of the kids they’d never have now. “I’ll plant a garden just like your mother and my grandmother
            did when we were kids. We’ll pick tomatoes and zucchini, cook them up, and eat together on the porch and watch the sun set.”
         

         
         Her enthusiasm and the picture she painted sounded like everything he’d ever wanted, especially with her by his side. He saw
            her on the porch swing, a blonde baby in her arms, her smile so bright he wanted to join her rather than do anything else.
         

         
         “I can’t leave.”

         
         Her grin dimmed. “I know we talked about leaving in a couple of months, but I don’t want to wait. I can’t. I want to start
            my life with you. I don’t have all the money I wanted to save, but I’m close, and you’ve got what you saved. We can do it.
            Together.”
         

         
         They’d talked about leaving. Him because he wanted her away from her mother and to start his own ranch one day. Something
            of his own. To take what his father taught him from birth and run his own business outside the one Rory ran on their parents’
            ranch. He thought to take her to Wyoming. Far enough away they’d have their own life, but not so far he couldn’t come home
            to his family whenever he wanted. She could visit her brother, Zac.
         

         
         He didn’t even consider it, because he couldn’t leave. But she needed to go.

         
         She needed a guy who could go all in, hold nothing back. As much as he wanted to be, he couldn’t be that guy right now.

         
         “I can’t go to Wyoming.”

         
         “It doesn’t have to be there. We could visit my cousin in Georgia. Her husband is in the military. She said we could stay
            with them as long as we need. Her husband has a ton of friends. He can help us get jobs until we find the perfect place to
            settle down.”
         

         
         Georgia seemed a million miles away.

         
         “I didn’t know you were close with your cousin.”

         
         “I’m not really now, but when we were little girls, you’d have thought we were sisters.” Excitement for her new plan filled
            her bright green eyes.
         

         
         “Sounds like you found the perfect fresh start. I’m happy for you.”

         
         “You’re happy for us,” she corrected, narrowing her gaze. Confusion dimmed her enthusiasm.

         
         He gave in to his need to touch her, knowing it may be the last time he ever did, and traced his fingers down her long blonde
            hair. The streaks of copper shimmered in the sunlight.
         

         
         Her head tilted to the side, rubbing against his palm. “Let’s leave today. I’ll go home and pack. You pack and finally tell
            your brothers we’re leaving.” Her eyes pleaded with him to say all the things she wanted to hear.
         

         
         He’d held off saying anything to Rory and Colt because it had been the three of them since their parents died. They did everything
            together, including keeping this ranch running and a roof over their heads. Yes, they had their grandfather, but this place
            had been left to them. Now they might lose their grandfather and their home. He couldn’t walk out on them. Not when they needed
            him the most.
         

         
         Rory would push on, working himself into an early grave. He’d take care of Grandpa Sammy and make sure he got the medical
            care he needed. Colt would step up, take his share of the load. But Ford couldn’t add his burden to his brothers’ shoulders
            and ask them to carry it for him so he could run off with his girl, no matter how much he wanted to make a life with her.
         

         
         Some things just weren’t meant to be. This wasn’t meant to be right now. Maybe one day, he’d find a way to make it right.

         
         “I’m sorry, Firefly, but I’m not going with you.” He’d given her the nickname the first time he saw her. Glowing with golden
            energy, it was a wonder she didn’t take off and fly.
         

         
         He stuffed both hands in his pockets to keep from holding on to her.

         
         Her brows drew together, crinkling her forehead. “What do you mean? What’s changed?”

         
         Ford sucked it up and said what he had to say. “You want to go. You need to go. I get that, but my place is here.”

         
         “I can wait.”

         
         No, she couldn’t. She’d endured her mother’s torment her whole life. She deserved every happiness, but she’d never find it
            here.
         

         
         “It’s not about when.”

         
         “You really don’t want to go with me?” The crack in her voice tore open his heart and made it bleed.

         
         He didn’t know if he could endure the pain before he gave in and told her the truth.

         
         “No.” He nearly choked on the word, but he got it out. For her.

         
         “Is that why you’ve been so distant this past week?”

         
         Not really. Worries about the ranch and his grandfather’s poor health crowded his mind, making it near impossible to think
            of anything else. All the late night talks with his brothers, poring over the dwindling accounts, sorting through which bills
            to pay now and which to hold off, arguing about selling off a piece of land or trying to get a loan to tide them over—all
            of it was one big headache after the next, leaving them with few options.
         

         
         He didn’t answer her question, because if he told her about his grandfather, she’d stay to help the only father figure she’d
            ever had in her life, but if things kept going the way they were, he’d lose the ranch and have nothing and no way to provide
            for her. The money he’d saved to go away with her, he had to put back into the ranch to keep it going. They’d have mounting
            hospital bills to overcome, too. No matter how he worked it out in his head, it was all too clear that he had to stay here
            and fight for his family’s ranch and do whatever he had to do to make sure his grandfather got the care he needed.
         

         
         Jamie stepped close and put her hand on his chest again. “I love you. I don’t want to go without you.”

         
         His heart thrashed against his ribs. Sure she felt it, he didn’t let his roiling emotions show on his face. He had to do this
            clean, so she’d go with no regrets and move on with her life.
         

         
         “Like you said, you’ll stay with your cousin. Find a job. Start a new life in a new place.”

         
         “I thought that life included you, the home we dreamed about, the family we both want.”

         
         I wish, but not anymore.

         
         His chest went tight. He barely managed his next words. “You’ll be fine on your own. You’ll figure out what you really want
            once you’re away from here. I’m a rancher. This is where I belong.”
         

         
         “You really don’t want to go with me.” The disbelief in her whispered statement tore another strip off his battered heart.

         
         Ford didn’t move a muscle. He didn’t answer that statement by word or deed, because the honest to God truth was that he did
            want to go with her. Hell, he just wanted to be with her, here, there, anywhere.
         

         
         “Did I do something? Say something? If I did, I’m sorry.” Tears glistened in her eyes as she struggled to come to some kind
            of understanding of why he’d do this to her.
         

         
         Her mother always made her feel like everything was her fault. He hated to do this to her. Hated it. Hated himself for putting
            her through this.
         

         
         He choked back his emotions. Had to. For her. “We were great together, but now you need to go. I get it. I’m sorry to see
            you leave, but I guess this was always the way it ended.”
         

         
         Someone should shoot him. Put him out of his misery. Avenge her for his making this seem like it was her fault. He didn’t
            know if he had the resolve to keep this up much longer. She needed to go before he took her in his arms and begged her to
            forgive him for being an asshole. Before he begged her to stay with him even though she needed out.
         

         
         He wouldn’t trap his Firefly in a cage and watch her beautiful spirit and light dim and die.

         
         He loved his family, the ranch his parents left to them, but sometimes it was a heavy burden, despite it being his heart and
            soul.
         

         
         She opened her mouth to say something, but he cut her off. “Pack your bags. Leave today like you wanted. Get away from her,
            this place, all the bad memories, and start your life.”
         

         
         Jamie shook her head, golden-red hair swishing across her back and shoulders. Tears glistened in her eyes. “Why are you doing
            this?” Her voice cracked with the plea in that complicated question.
         

         
         “You want to go. I need to stay.” That’s as close as he’d come to telling her the truth. “Go, Firefly. Fly away.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Eleven years later—Fourth of July . . .

         

         I’m flying. Nope. Arms out wide, a bullet slammed into her chest and sent her falling backward off the side of the armored vehicle. Another
            bullet ripped through her side. One more through her left thigh like a blazing lightning bolt. She hit the ground on her shoulders
            before her ass smacked the pavement and her head bounced, ripping off her helmet as she slid across the ground on her burned
            back. She gasped for a breath that felt like sucking in fire that seared its way through every cell in her body.
         

         
         She stared up at the dark figure who had sprayed bullets everywhere, staring down at her with the automatic weapon pointed
            at her heart. The need to stop him and a deep sense of failure overwhelmed the pain.
         

         
         She sat bolt upright, gun in hand pointed at the closed bedroom door in her grandparents’ old house, breathing hard, sweat
            rolling down the side of her face, and cussing herself out for blurring her present reality and the past again.
         

         
         This was good ol’ Montana, not some insurgent infested town in Afghanistan.

         
         Fucking nightmares.

         
         She dropped her hand and smacked the gun on her knee. The small pain helped to fade the last of the nightmare, the echo of
            pain that mixed with the real pain throbbing through her body, and settled her in reality. She focused on the door again and
            the three bullet holes she’d put in it the last week she’d been living here after her family kicked her out of their house,
            because they couldn’t deal with her erratic behavior, short temper, and potentially lethal insanity.
         

         
         “At least I didn’t shoot this time.”

         
         Small victory, but her shrink said those small victories would build until she found herself firmly rooted in the here and
            now, with the war and what happened a distant memory. Yeah, well, she didn’t know what happened to her. Not all of it. Despite
            the scars on her body that told the story, the details were still missing from her black mind.
         

         
         Her phone trilled with a text. She grabbed it off the nightstand and swiped the screen, noting the three missed calls from
            her old friend and the accompanying voice mails waiting along with the text he’d sent.
         

         
         
            TOBIN: Call me. I miss you.

         

         Yeah, I miss me, too.

         
         She tossed the phone back on the table next to the crispy dead fern. Tobin sent it to cheer her up. It didn’t. She didn’t
            feel bad for neglecting to water it.
         

         
         She tried not to feel much of anything these days.

         
         If she let herself feel one thing, she’d have to feel everything, and that felt like drowning.

         
         So she turned up the numb and shut down her heart.

         
         Light filled the room through the slit in the curtains she kept shut. She squinted and raised her hand to her forehead and
            rubbed the headache pounding behind her eyes, not from a bad night of sleep but another night drinking herself into oblivion,
            hoping to keep the nightmares away. It didn’t work. Never did. She needed to stop dulling the pain and find a way to make
            it stop.
         

         
         She fell back onto her pillow, hoping to relax and figure out how to make it all go away, then it hit her all at once and
            she sat bolt upright again. Shit. She checked the clock. Overslept, again.
         

         
         How that always happened when she barely slept at all eluded her.

         
         She rolled out of bed with a loud groan for the pain in her whole aching body, grabbed the uniform she hoped to never wear
            again, and put it on anyway. She’d promised she’d do this. A few pain pills would help her get through it. She only hoped
            she didn’t make a complete fool of herself in public, in front of the whole town, and hopefully not in front of the one man
            nothing and no one could erase from her screwed-up mind—or her broken heart it seemed.
         

         
          

         After four tours of duty, Jamie didn’t rattle easily, but the drive down Main Street sitting in the back of a convertible
            waving at all the Fourth of July parade onlookers set off all the bells and whistles in her gut. The urge to roll her eyes
            at herself didn’t override her brain’s unreasonable belief that she was in danger. She tried desperately to command her mind
            not to think every rooftop concealed a potential enemy sniper. That every backpack, tote, and garbage can along the route
            concealed a deadly IED. That any second someone would appear in the crowd with a rocket propelled grenade launcher on his
            shoulder aimed straight at her.
         

         
         Been there, done that, had the scars to prove it.

         
         And the messed-up mental state that went with it. That black hole in her memory haunted her day and night.

         
         Why the hell did I agree to do this? Put myself on display with the crowd here to witness my total meltdown.

         
         Suck it up. Get it done.

         
         Seemed she lived her whole life by that motto.

         
         She held her hands fisted in her lap. Her nails bit into her palms, but she didn’t let loose. Couldn’t really. The sting gave
            her something to focus on even as she desperately tried to keep the plastic smile plastered on her face. Her gaze swept the
            crowd again and again. No enemies. No escape, despite how she tried to find the easiest, safest way out of here. The urge
            to leap from the vehicle and run for cover nearly overrode her rational mind’s command to stay put, endure, get this done.
            If only her rational mind prevailed more often. She feared the crazy part that slowly but effectively took over like a black
            ooze coating and concealing that part of her that held a glimmer of hope that she had a shot at a normal life here in Montana—far
            away from the war.
         

         
         What was I thinking coming back here?

         
         The war still played out in vivid detail in her mind. Well, most of it anyway. That deep, dark, scary black hole—vital time
            lost—remained a mystery to her. The investigation into the incident remained open. The Army wanted answers about the attack
            on her supply convoy she couldn’t give. But they kept asking anyway, hoping her memory would return now that she’d come home.
         

         
         She couldn’t go back. She feared going back. She feared remembering what happened, but it nagged at her. Not knowing how she
            ended up in the field hospital, a guy ripping open her shirt, her fighting to get away, and him yelling at her that he was
            only trying to help, she’d been shot. Memories collided and muddied up reality.
         

         
         Her life felt like one big mud puddle right now. She looked into it hoping to see her clear reflection, but found she saw
            nothing but a mess she needed to clean up.
         

         
         If only I knew how.

         
         There in the gathering of onlookers lining the street just ahead stood her family. Her mother glaring up at her second stepfather
            in ten years as he cheered and smiled at Jamie. She appreciated his support, but knew that any kindness from him meant a backlash
            from her jealous mother. Her brother smiled and bounced his nine-month-old son in his arms. She hadn’t even known about her
            nephew until she arrived home a month ago. Even now, she had no idea how Zac ended up a single father, raising little Corey
            on his own with no mother in sight. No one wanted to speak about it. Zac refused to say a word about the woman he knocked
            up but never married.
         

         
         Of course, no one in the family really wanted to talk to Jamie. The first few days home went well. Everyone was happy to see
            her and asked her a million questions about her life overseas and living on military bases these last ten plus years. At first,
            it had been easy enough to answer and talk about the routine she loved so much about military life, the places she’d been,
            the different people she’d met. But the inevitable questions came about the scars she couldn’t hide, the way she acted, the
            changes in her personality, and what happened that sent her running home after staying away so long.
         

         
         She wanted to come back to something normal. Something familiar.

         
         The reasons she left had dulled over time, but came back into sharp reality the longer she spent under her mother’s roof.
            While everyone else remained the same, she’d changed—and not necessarily for the better, judging by the fact her family asked
            her to move out after a month living back home. She’d been all too happy to leave again because she couldn’t go back to being
            the girl she was before she left them all behind, or be the confident, purpose-driven woman she’d become in the military.
         

         
         That bomb blew up more than her supply truck; it blew up her life.

         
         The faces in the crowd went by in a blur despite the five mile an hour speed they took down the street. They neared the end
            of the parade route with one last blast of applause. She sucked it up, notched up the fake smile a few degrees, and waved
            to the crowd with her good arm. Thanks to the bullet to the chest, she still had trouble raising her other arm without it
            hurting like hell.
         

         
         A strange sense of being watched swept through her. Ridiculous since everyone along the parade route stared at her, but one
            man stood out among the crowd. Stinging tears pricked the backs of her eyes. The smile dropped from her lips. Time fell away
            and she was that young woman sitting across from a man in the local diner she couldn’t believe had asked her out, feeling
            in her gut one simple truth. That’s the guy.
         

         
         She’d wished for him every day since the day she left.

         
         Ford Kendrick stood with his two brothers, Rory and Colt. They stared at her as she passed. Both of Ford’s brothers held women
            at their sides. Rory had his arm around a pretty and pregnant blonde, a thick gold band on his left hand. Colt held a beautiful
            dark haired woman with striking blue eyes close, a ring on his hand, too. Wow, both of them married. She wondered if Ford
            had a wife, kids, the happy life he’d once wanted with her. The thought pinged her heart, sending ripples of pain through
            her soul.
         

         
         He’d wanted those things with her until she told him she was ready to leave and learned he wanted to stay. She left for reasons
            that seemed important at the time, but felt very petty and inconsequential now, because her heart remained here with him—but
            her mind told her she was no good for him.
         

         
         And where was Grandpa Sammy? She missed their talks, the way he always encouraged her, and the way he loved life and flirting
            with every girl young or old. He should be with his boys. She didn’t want to think the worst, but his absence pierced her
            heart with a sharp pain.
         

         
         Calm and so cool, Ford reached up with his right hand and touched his dark brown Stetson in salute to her. The simple gesture
            warmed her heart.
         

         
         What did it mean?

         
         She tried not to read anything into it. But she thought his intense stare and the slight tilt to his lips meant he’d missed
            her, too. Wishful thinking? Probably. Still, that dark spot in her soul lit with something that felt very much like hope.
         

         
         She wondered if Ford told his brothers what happened. Maybe he’d told them why he changed his mind about leaving with her.
            Why he didn’t ask her to stay, but made it clear he wanted her to go. Probably not. Ford tended to keep things to himself.
            But once upon a time, he’d shared his thoughts, his dreams, his plans for their future with her. Then suddenly something changed.
            She still didn’t understand despite the lonely hours she spent at night thinking about it, him, everything.
         

         
         She’d wanted that quiet, lovely life, living on a ranch with the man she loved, raising their children. The kind of life and
            family she hadn’t had as a child. That dream still lived inside of her, even though she’d never found anyone she loved as
            much as Ford to share it with. She hadn’t been strong enough to fight for it then, hadn’t believed she deserved it, or him.
            So she’d run off to see something of the world outside of Montana and her mother’s house, hoping to make something of the
            girl who always fell short of the mark like her mother always told her she did because Jamie Keller was nothing.
         

         
         Well, maybe her mother was right all along, because Ford stopped seeing the girl he thought her to be, saw her for who she
            really was, and broke up with her—the girl who lived up to her mother’s expectations and ended up nothing.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Jamie followed her family into the restaurant behind Zac still thinking of Ford and what that tip of the hat meant. She wanted
            to take her nephew, Corey, into her arms, hug him close to her battered heart, and smell his powdery baby scent. She didn’t
            trust herself to hold the sweet boy, despite the longing in her heart to connect with him.
         

         
         She wondered if she’d ever be well enough to have a family of her own. This past year as her tour of duty came to an end,
            she’d dreamed of another life with a husband and children.
         

         
         That thought took her back to Ford. He looked better than any man should in his cowboy hat, tight jeans, and boots. She’d
            wondered what it would be like to see him again and had known that coming home meant a high probability that it would happen.
            You ran into everyone eventually in a small town.
         

         
         Still, she’d hoped she’d be better, stronger, able to deal with the riot of emotions swirling in her head and heart. Instead,
            she barely registered the people around her, because she was so focused on every little nuance of the moment she saw him again.
            The emptiness inside of her had briefly filled with the happiness of memories of the months she’d spent with him playing out
            in her mind in a matter of seconds.
         

         
         “Stop acting like a zombie and pay attention,” her mother ordered from across the table.

         
         Jamie jumped and looked around, realizing the waitress stood next to her smiling and waiting patiently for her to say something.

         
         “What do you want to drink?” Zac asked, helping her out.

         
         “Uh . . .” She had no idea what she wanted. Sometimes the simplest decisions seemed so hard to make.

         
         “Just bring her a Coke,” her mother snapped when Jamie took too long to answer.

         
         Pissed off, she glared at her mother and said to the waitress, “Iced tea. No lemon.” The soda would have been fine, but she
            didn’t want or need her mother to make decisions for her. She didn’t need her mother’s impatience and indifference to the
            many struggles, big and small, Jamie faced each day.
         

         
         The waitress rushed off to get their drinks.

         
         Jamie flinched when the bell over the door dinged behind her. Bad position. She hated not having her back to the wall. Exposed,
            vulnerable, she tensed, waiting for an attack that would never come.
         

         
         Zac gave her a forlorn look. “Ford’s here.”

         
         Ford and his family, judging by the number of footsteps behind her, walked in for lunch after the parade, too. She felt his
            gaze on her, but didn’t turn around to acknowledge him.
         

         
         Zac nodded his hello, but didn’t say anything.

         
         Sweat broke out on her brow, knowing Ford would see her again at her worst. She didn’t want him to see the scars she couldn’t
            hide and the ones he couldn’t see but were obvious nonetheless.
         

         
         She sucked in a calming breath, trying to regulate her heartbeat, which seemed to speed up every time she thought about Ford.
            She tracked him to a table several down from them with her peripheral vision. Jeans were made for his long legs and damn fine
            ass. He sat and took the menu with a smile from the same blonde waitress who’d taken their drink order. A zing of jealousy
            shot through her. He’d probably had a string of girlfriends since she left. The thought clenched her heart. She wanted to
            be the one he smiled at, the one he loved like back in the days when they ate here all the time. She’d order fries. He’d get
            onion rings. They’d pretend they didn’t know one stole half from the other’s plate. They’d end up in a spoon duel when he
            tried to steal bites from her hot fudge sundae.
         

         
         They’d had so much fun together, which made it so hard to understand why he’d ended it. The rejection she’d felt the day he
            sent her away rose up again. The ache of missing him throbbed in her heart.
         

         
         For sanity’s sake, she shut off thoughts of Ford, the past, how good he looked, and focused on the menu as the waitress took
            her family’s order. Didn’t really matter what she ordered, she probably wouldn’t eat it anyway. Not with her stomach tied
            in knots thanks to Ford’s presence and her innate need to guard against anything and everything around her that could be a
            potential threat, despite the fact none existed. Not here.
         

         
         Her mental reassurance that all was well didn’t turn off her survival instincts.

         
         She should have known the only person she needed to guard against sat at the table with her. It took less than half an hour
            for her mother to destroy the tenuous hold Jamie had on her emotions.
         

         
         “I can’t believe you let that man go. Not that you have what it takes to hold on to him.” Her mother wound up as the waitress
            finished handing out their meals. “Those Kendrick brothers are some of the most handsome men in the state.”
         

         
         No doubt. Jamie wanted to smack the leering grin right off her mother’s face as she surveyed Rory, Ford, and Colt at the other
            table.
         

         
         “Two of them found beautiful, sweet girls. Won’t be long before Ford—”

         
         “Mom. Don’t,” Zac warned.

         
         “What? She’s the idiot who left him.”

         
         He left me. She hadn’t told her mother that to avoid giving her more ammunition to taunt Jamie.
         

         
         “The man is good-looking and owns one of the largest ranches in the county. She could have been set for life. Instead she
            gives it all up to play soldier. Look how that turned out for you.” She aimed her disappointment filled gaze at Jamie. “He’s
            moved on. He won’t even look at you. Why would he? You’re a mess. You look like a boy with that short hair and that uniform.
            You’re too pale and thin. Men like a woman with curves. You could use some makeup, not that it will hide that hideous scar
            on your jaw. You used to try to be pretty, but nothing will help now with that ugly thing slashed across your face.”
         

         
         “Mom.” The edge to Zac’s voice didn’t deter their mother.

         
         “It will be a wonder if you ever get a man to look at you again. Ford never will. You ruined that for good.”

         
         The rage exploded and Jamie slammed her hands on the table. “Shut up!” Jamie held her finger pointed at her mother and shook
            her head, knowing she wasn’t worth it. Nothing Jamie said or did would change the spiteful woman who couldn’t spare a kind
            word for her daughter who needed one more than her next breath.
         

         
         Her mother sat back, not at all surprised by Jamie’s outburst. She’d instigated it for a reason. To prove that she was right
            and better than Jamie. Her wide eyes narrowed and filled with triumph that she’d gotten under Jamie’s skin. Again.
         

         
         Zac reached over and placed his hand over hers. She yanked her hand free.

         
         “Jamie, let it go.”

         
         If only she could.

         
          

         Ford sat with his family across the diner from Jamie and her family, still in disbelief he could look up and see her sitting
            right there. He never thought she’d come back. It still felt like she was a world away. Seeing her today set off a wave of
            memories he’d tried to keep locked down all these years. One glimpse of her unleashed them in his mind. He tried to see all
            of them, but they flipped through his memory like a movie in fast-forward. He wanted to slow them down, savor them like he
            never had in the moment. He wanted to go over to her, say hi as though he had a right to talk to her despite the way he’d
            ended things. He wanted to touch her soft skin, smell her sweet spring scent, and hold her close—like he used to at their
            spot under their favorite tree—until the haunted look in her eyes disappeared.
         

         
         The girl he used to know as well as he knew himself sat across the room, but she didn’t look the same. Sure, she’d cut her
            long reddish blonde hair into a short pixie cut that suited her fairylike cuteness. She’d lost weight, or just transformed
            into all lean muscles that spoke to a strength that had become a part of her carriage. He liked the physical changes. They
            added to her beauty. But when he looked at her, he didn’t see the bright, sweet, smiling girl he used to know. She looked
            uncomfortable and ready to jump out of her skin.
         

         
         He’d read the article about her in the local paper. He’d scoured the internet for the few mentions of her in reports about
            the war and her return home with fellow injured soldiers, and what he’d discovered tormented him.
         

         
         Every night she was gone, he would watch the evening news, looking for her in the meager war coverage. He’d never caught even
            a glimpse of her in one of those supply trucks, never saw her among the soldiers they showed. He’d prayed for her safe return.
            He should have begged for her to survive without a mark on her body, heart, or mind. He got his first wish, but not his last
            because she’d endured more than anyone should ask of one person and he saw it all in her eyes, even if her clothes covered
            the marks war left on her body.
         

         
         “So, all three of you are destined to stare at the woman you want across this diner.” Sadie’s words snapped him out of his
            dark thoughts.
         

         
         “Uh, what are you guys having?” Ford glanced around the table at his family.

         
         Colt slid his hand over Luna’s shoulders and pulled her close. He kissed her forehead, then turned and pinned Ford with a
            steady look. “Take it from someone who has been where you are now. No matter what happened in the past between you two, it
            will only get worse if you don’t talk to her about it.”
         

         
         “We ended a long time ago.”

         
         Rory shook his head. “Nothing ended, you just went in different directions. The way you look at her, there’s still something
            there.”
         

         
         Ford didn’t acknowledge that statement. Didn’t have to. His brothers knew him well enough to know how he felt about Jamie.
            What Rory didn’t know was that he’d meant to leave them to be with her, and instead he’d let her go, and she’d almost died.
            He’d confessed to Colt long ago after a long night of trying to drink her out of his mind. Hadn’t worked, it just loosened
            his tongue, and he’d dumped the whole sordid story on Colt. He wished he’d kept his mouth shut.
         

         
         “Doesn’t matter. She looks at everything and everyone in this place, but not me.” Okay, that revealed more than he wanted.
            Luna opened her mouth to say something, but he held up his hand to stop her. “Leave it alone. She’s back, but she’s probably
            not staying.”
         

         
         She probably had a boyfriend back in Georgia where she was stationed. Maybe she’d even married, though the news reports said
            nothing about a husband and family. Still, he didn’t know the details of the last ten plus years of her life. Some of that
            time, maybe most of it, probably included a man who made her happy. That man wasn’t him, so he didn’t really want to know,
            because then he’d want to kill the bastard who got to be her everything when once he’d been the lucky one.
         

         
         He wanted to kill the fucks who’d hurt her. He hoped the guys still serving overseas took care of it for him.

         
         “It’s been a couple of months. How do you like your new place?” Sadie asked, changing the subject for his benefit.

         
         He appreciated it, and the fact she’d fixed up her old house and asked him to move in and work her family’s ranch. The last
            couple years, and especially since his brothers got married, he’d thought more and more about a wife and family. A home of
            his own. A ranch. A legacy to leave to his kids, the way his parents had left one to them. With Kendrick Ranch mostly in Rory’s
            hands now, Ford wanted something of his own. He loved the fact that he finally had a chance to build a business from the ground
            up. He’d spent the last two months doing maintenance work on all the fence lines and outbuildings, getting ready to run cattle
            and horses on the property. The fields were in good shape. Sadie kept the grasses and hay fields in good order to help pay
            for her brother’s many misdeeds and the debts and lawyers that came with them. In jail now, Connor had nearly gotten Sadie
            killed before Rory saved her—and Connor.
         

         
         “I love it out there.” He did, but he found it lonely after living with his brothers and granddad all these years. Rory and
            Sadie were married and expecting a baby in a few short months. Colt moved out and married Luna. She inherited Rambling Range
            from the old guy who used to come into the diner twice a week to have dinner with her. Crazy stuff happened when the old guy’s
            family didn’t take too kindly to Luna inheriting Rambling Range, but Colt helped her sort it all out.
         

         
         So his brothers were settled with their wives, living their lives together, happy and in love, and he lived alone on the ranch
            he’d always wanted.
         

         
         He got most of his dream. He should be happy, right?

         
         But the dream in his head still included Jamie and wasn’t the reality he lived. He’d let her go then. He didn’t deserve her
            now.
         

         
         He had work to do. If he didn’t bust his ass every minute of the day, he’d never be ready for winter. He didn’t have time
            to waste on a dream that would never be a reality.
         

         
         He picked up the beer the waitress sat in front of him and took a long pull from the bottle.

         
         “Hey, Ford,” the waitress said in a sweet voice.

         
         “Hi,” he said back without really looking at her. He vaguely remembered dancing with her at Rory and Sadie’s wedding. Nice
            girl. But not Jamie. None of the women he’d been with over the years had ever been as special as Jamie.
         

         
         She’d never known how he truly felt because he’d been stupid enough to encourage her to leave. He never thought it would lead
            to this. Guilt settled like a stone in his gut. Her wounds, all she’d been through, might have been avoided if he’d begged
            her to stay. He’d never told her he loved her for all the many times she’d told him. He’d held himself back, too afraid to
            lay his heart and life on the line for her. She’d done so with him and it cost her dearly.
         

         
         Lost in his thoughts, he jumped along with everyone else in the diner when Jamie slammed her fists down on the table, rattling
            dishes, silverware, and glasses, then leaned forward, glaring at her mother, and shouted, “Shut up!”
         

         
         Tense silence ensued. Jamie clamped her hands on the edge of the table. He felt her vibrate with rage from across the room.
            He’d seen her angry at her mother a thousand times. A kitten with her claws out, not something you took too seriously. But
            this primal fury he’d never seen. Where had it come from?
         

         
         All of a sudden, she stood, pushing her chair back with the backs of her legs. Zac reached over and placed his hand over hers
            on the table. She batted it away, then rushed off to the hall leading to the bathrooms.
         

         
         Zac said something to his mother, pointing an accusing finger at her, then tossed his napkin on the table and stood to go
            after Jamie, leaving his baby in the high chair next to Rick, Jamie’s mother’s newest husband.
         

         
         “What’s it going to be?” Colt asked. “You going to find out what’s up with your girl, or leave her to fend for herself against
            her twisted mother?”
         

         
         Colt knew about some of the shit Terri pulled on Jamie, but not all of it. What Ford knew was enough to make him send Jamie
            away for her own good. Jamie didn’t share everything. Ford didn’t want to know the rest because then he might end up in a
            cell right next to Sadie’s brother.
         

         
         “She’s not my girl.”

         
         “Then try harder,” Rory coaxed in his direct way.

         
         Not bad advice. Did he take it and risk Jamie’s rejection?

         
         Ford turned and stared down the hallway in time to see Jamie come out of the restroom, listen to whatever Zac was saying to
            her, then punch him in the face and push him up against the wall.
         

         
         Ford moved without even thinking about it.

         
         “You need help, Jamie,” Zac gasped out, unable to speak clearly with his sister’s arm braced across his throat.

         
         “Let him go,” Ford ordered, hoping to stop this scene before someone else in the restaurant saw them fighting and called the
            cops.
         

         
         Jamie didn’t respond, or even seem to know he was there.

         
         “What she said was mean and hurtful. I get it, sis, but you’ve got to let it go. She’s never going to change. But you have
            to. You’ve got to get a handle on your temper, this rage you can’t control.” Zac looked down at the arm she held against his
            throat. “Please, Jamie. One of these days, it’s not going to be me you’re punching, but someone who will make sure you’re
            locked up. I don’t want to see that happen.”
         

         
         “What do you care? You were with her when she ordered me out of the house.”

         
         “I wanted you away from her. Someplace you could rest and recover and find your head again. I thought you needed some space,
            but look at you. I’ll say it again. I’ll keep saying it until you hear me. You need help.”
         

         
         All at once Jamie let loose her muscles and fell against her brother, burying her face in his chest. Zac wrapped his arms
            around her head and held her close, his cheek on the top of her head. “How much pain do you have to endure before you ask
            for help?”
         

         
         Jamie pushed out of Zac’s arms and glared at him. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You have no idea what it’s like
            for me now.”
         

         
         “Tell me. I want to know. I want to help you.”

         
         Jamie lifted her hand to her head, her fingers gripped tight in her short hair. “You can’t help me. No one can.” She turned
            to flee her brother, but came up short when she nearly ran right into Ford.
         

         
         He didn’t move, just stared down into stormy green eyes so filled with pain and sorrow her gaze felt like a punch in the chest.
            “Jamie.” Just her name, that’s all he could manage.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?”

         
         “I want to help you, too,” he confessed.

         
         She flinched and took a step back like he’d slapped her. “You want to help me? You of all people?” The anger he expected,
            but not the fathomless sorrow in her eyes. “You saw it then, you can’t help but see it now. I’m not worth saving.” Jamie pushed
            past him and ran for the door.
         

         
         Ford took two steps to go after her, hating the tears that rolled down her cheeks as those horrible words came out of her
            mouth. Even now, he could barely breathe past the sadness those words evoked in him.
         

         
         Zac grabbed his arm and held him back. “Let her go. She’s in no frame of mind to listen to you, or anyone. You go after her
            now, she’s liable to shoot you.”
         

         
         Ford scrunched up one side of his mouth. “She’s upset.”

         
         “Yeah.” Zac worked his bruised jaw. “She works out her upset by hitting things. Though I don’t think it makes her feel better.
            Nothing seems to make her feel better.”
         

         
         “What the hell is going on?” Ford didn’t get it. The woman who just left didn’t resemble the girl he used to know at all.
            Jamie never used to be down on herself like that. He’d seen hints of it, mostly in reaction to her mother’s abusive taunts,
            but not this kind of deep, desperate, dark, and hurtful belief that she was worthless.
         

         
         “Mom said something nasty to her about no man wanting her now that she’s all messed up and has that scar on her face.”

         
         Ford had seen it. A slash across the curve of her chin. “How did she get it?”

         
         “Don’t know. We don’t know much about what happened to her over the years. I talked to her the most, but all I got was everything
            is good, limited details about her working in the military, which seemed more like a trucking job than anything else. Over
            the last six years of her serving overseas, I heard from her less and less. Whatever happened after that bomb exploded, she
            doesn’t remember, but the military sure as hell wants to know whatever she knows. That blank spot in her mind torments her
            to the point she can’t function. You saw her. She overreacts to the smallest things.”
         

         
         “Your mother has a way of tormenting her in a whole other way,” Ford pointed out.

         
         Zac planted his hands on his hips and hung his head. “Which is why I got her out of their house and moved her into my grandparents’
            old place. I thought she’d do better there. She looks worse than when she got home all bandaged up and quieter than I’ve ever
            seen anyone.”
         

         
         So, not married with kids. Good to know. Still didn’t rule out a boyfriend back at base or still serving overseas.

         
         As if Ford had a chance in hell of getting her back.

         
         “How long was she in the hospital?”

         
         “Five weeks.”

         
         Ford swore. “That long?”

         
         Zac nodded. “Yeah. Several surgeries. Physical therapy.”

         
         Ford raked his fingers through his hair. “Jesus.”

         
         Zac looked off past Ford’s shoulder to where Jamie had left through the front door. “I can’t imagine what she’s been through.”

         
         “And your mom throws insults in her face on top of it.” Ford clenched his hands into fists. He wanted to defend her, but raging
            at her mother wouldn’t change anything. Terri had no love in her heart for her own daughter. Jamie deserved better, but she
            wouldn’t get it from Terri.
         

         
         “I don’t anticipate any more upcoming family dinners.”

         
         “Better keep your mom away from Jamie from now on.”

         
         Zac dragged his hand over the back of his neck. “Sorry to pull you into this.”

         
         “No problem.” Ford cocked his chin toward Zac’s jaw. “You should put some ice on your face.”

         
         Zac reached up and placed his hand over the dark red mark. “Yeah. She’s got a killer right cross. I kind of wish they’d shot
            her on the other side of her chest.”
         

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         “She can’t raise her left hand past her shoulder.”

         
         “You’re kidding me?”

         
         “I wish I were. She’s in so much constant pain, she chews on pills like they’re candy. She drinks to fog the nightmare in
            her head. I’m really worried about her.”
         

         
         Ford stuffed his hands in his pockets, frustrated. He wanted to do something, but what? “Sounds like you have every reason
            to be.”
         

         
         “All I think about is the doctor’s warning that veteran suicides are fifty percent higher than the civilian population in
            the first three years they leave the military. She’s lost her purpose, her friends, the life she built for herself. I’m afraid
            she’ll never find her way and be happy again.”
         

         
         The thought of a world without Jamie in it squeezed his heart and made it ache.

         
         Zac shook off his thoughts and stared at him. “Sorry, man, how are you? It’s been a long time.”

         
         “Long enough for you to have a kid.”

         
         “My son, Corey. He’s nine months old and growing like a weed.”

         
         “Where’s his mom?”

         
         Ford couldn’t quite read the emotions that zipped across Zac’s eyes. He thought he saw pain, regret, sadness, rage, and resentment
            before resignation finally settled in them and stuck. “She’s a long story.” Zac sighed. “Look, I don’t know what happened
            between you and my sister. I’m sure you had your reasons for breaking things off with her. If you cared about her then, maybe
            you’ll do me a favor and if you see her around, make sure she doesn’t get into any more trouble. That’s all I ask.”
         

         
         “Done.”

         
         “Just like that.” Zac eyed him suspiciously. “You still care about her.”

         
         “Never stopped. She wanted to leave, but I couldn’t go with her.”

         
         “You never told her why.”

         
         Then, the ranch had been near foreclosure. Now, he was trying to get a ranch off the ground. He still had the same problems.
            Lots of work, limited funds, winter only months away. Then, his family had been counting on him. Now, Sadie counted on him
            to make a go of the business and help support her so she could stay home with the baby when it came and she could take a shot
            at a writing career. The list of things he needed to do ran through his mind, overwhelming in its magnitude, made even more
            difficult because most of it he had to do on his own. His brothers helped out, but they had their lives and their ranches
            to run, too. Plus, he liked a challenge. He wanted to do it on his own.
         

         
         “Like you said, I had my reasons.” None of which had ever stopped him from loving Jamie.

         
         Her words rang in his head. I’m not worth saving. He’d tried to show her once that she was worth more than anything in this world. He’d have to show her again, because he
            couldn’t live in a world where his Firefly wasn’t happy, couldn’t fly, and didn’t shine.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Tobin walked into the lieutenant’s office, closed the door, stood at attention, and saluted.

         
         Lieutenant Gedetti saluted back. “At ease, Sergeant. Take a seat.”

         
         “Thank you for seeing me, sir.”

         
         “How are you?” The lieutenant eyed him up and down.

         
         Tobin hoped the lack of sleep and endless nights drinking didn’t show on his face. He’d gone so far as to plunge his mug in
            a sink full of ice water to take down the swelling under his eyes and wake him up from the fog he’d been living in since the
            Army changed his orders, cut his deployment short, ordered him home and on leave.
         

         
         “I’m well, sir. Ready to get back to work.”

         
         “You’re on leave until Sergeant Keller is debriefed again.”

         
         “I’ve given my report of what happened. I don’t understand why my life is on hold because her mind’s a blank slate.”

         
         “We have your statement from the debriefing and her account of what she remembers. I understand she’s been diligent about
            her sessions with Dr. Porter. It’s only a matter of time before she’s well enough to allow her mind to remember the events
            in full.”
         

         
         He hoped Jamie never remembered the hell they’d been through. “Who cares at this point the exact details of what happened?
            Let me come back to work. I need to work.”
         

         
         “The Army cares about what happened to those soldiers. The families of the deceased care what happened to their loved ones.
            You should care what happened to your friends.”
         

         
         Tobin raked a trembling hand through his hair, wishing for a drink to calm his nerves. “I do care, sir. I just want to get
            on with my life.”
         

         
         “Hard to do when you haven’t dealt with what happened. You saved Sergeant Keller’s life, not once, but twice. You witnessed
            that terrible attack, killed people, watched people you care about fall beside you. You’ve been ordered to take your leave
            and see the shrink.”
         

         
         “I finished my sessions, sir. I don’t need to go back.”

         
         The lieutenant’s eyes narrowed on Tobin’s fisted hands on his thighs. “You might want to rethink that.”

         
         “If Jamie can’t complete her debriefing, will the commander close the case?”

         
         The lieutenant tilted his head, contemplating his next words. “There are conflicting reports coming in about the ambush and
            attack. We’re waiting on some further information. The commander is concerned.”
         

         
         No one else survived, except the few insurgents captured when help arrived and the poor people who lived in that shit town.
            They had their own agenda. Who could believe anything they said?
         

         
         “It’s doubtful Sergeant Keller’s memory will come back. She’s in a bad place.”

         
         “You’ve spoken to her?” the lieutenant asked.

         
         One side of his mouth drew back in a half frown as his heart throbbed with the regret he’d carried since she went home. He
            missed her. “No. She won’t take my calls.”
         

         
         That raised an eyebrow on the lieutenant’s suspicious face. “I thought you were close friends.”
         

         
         It appeared to a lot of people that he and Jamie had a close relationship, but he’d never been allowed to cross the friend line into something more. Not even for a few benefits, despite
            his best efforts.
         

         
         “She’s not talking to anyone right now. I’m surprised she talks to her shrink. She’s home, trying to put her head back on
            straight.” Though he wished she’d stayed here with him where he could watch over her.
         

         
         “After what she’s been through, I can’t blame her.” Lieutenant Gedetti pressed his lips together, his eyes filled with concern
            for Jamie. “Enjoy the rest of your leave. You’re dismissed.”
         

         
         Tobin rose from the chair and exited the office. He hoped the lieutenant and the Army left Jamie alone and closed the matter
            soon so he could get back to the only thing he had left in his life if he didn’t have her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Jamie drove into her yard and cut the engine with a flick of her wrist. She gripped the steering wheel tight and shook herself
            in a mini tantrum that didn’t make her feel any better, then let her head fall against the top of the steering wheel. She’d
            made a complete fool of herself today. Again. And in front of everyone in the restaurant, the entire Kendrick family, and
            especially Ford. He must think her completely nuts.
         

         
         “God help me.”

         
         Yeah, like God ever did anything for her. He’d dumped her in this life with a you figure it out dismissal.
         

         
         Tears stung her eyes. The look of sadness and pity in Ford’s eyes made her gut sour. She didn’t want his pity. She didn’t
            want him to think her so pathetic she couldn’t get through one lunch with her family.
         

         
         Well, her mother provoked her. She’d needled Jamie into losing her temper and making a complete fool of herself to show Ford
            he’d been right to leave her all those years ago. She wanted Jamie to know no man would ever want her now. In her mother’s
            twisted mind, Jamie had always been “scheming” to “seduce” the men in her mother’s life. Her mother wanted to see her brought
            low. Jamie had been brought down and dumped in a dark pit that collapsed on her every time she tried to claw her way out.
            No matter how hard she tried, the hole kept getting deeper, falling in on top of her at the same time. One day, she feared
            it would swallow her whole.
         

         
         When will it end?

         
         She slipped out of her truck and walked up to the dilapidated house. She should spend her time fixing it up. Instead, she
            let it sit with all its imperfections.
         

         
         Exactly what she did inside those walls.

         
         She went right through the front door and kicked it shut behind her, letting the darkness swallow her. She kept the drapes
            drawn, the light and outside world blocked out, so she could try to feel safe and protected in her cave, but nothing really
            made her feel either of those things. Not anymore.
         

         
         She tore off her uniform, tossing the garments and her boots aside because she couldn’t stand to be in them one second longer.
            In her panties, bra, and tank top, she went to her room, grabbed her gun off the sheets, because she needed it close at all
            times, and went back down the hall past her trail of discarded clothes to the family room. She sat on her sagging sofa, grabbed
            one of the bottles of pain meds she’d left on the scarred coffee table, and twisted off the safety cap.
         

         
         Seriously, who are they kidding?

         
         Nothing would keep her from getting to the only thing that dulled the pain and thoughts in her head.

         
         That’s all she wanted, to stop thinking and feeling. Anything. Everything.

         
         Make it all go away.

         
         If only for a little while.

         
         She popped three pills into her mouth, unscrewed the cap on the bottle of whiskey, and drank them down with one searing gulp
            and then another.
         

         
         Her phone trilled in her fatigues pants pocket with yet another text message. Tobin. Just thinking about him took her mind
            back to the one place she couldn’t get far enough away from to save her life.
         

         
         She ignored the message and sat back, waiting for the numbness to overtake her, hoping this time the blackness cast out everything
            and allowed her blissful oblivion.
         

         
         Please.

         
         A noise startled her as she drifted off. An engine.

         
         Someone was here. Coming for her. The enemy found them.

         
         A surge of adrenaline washed through her, making time slow, the anticipation build. She raised the gun in her hand, pointed
            it at the dark shadow moving in to take them down. They wouldn’t get past her. She’d kill them before they hurt her or someone
            from her team. She fired. The dark figure fell back and yelped in pain. She shifted her arm and fired again, hoping she finished
            him off before he got too close.
         

         
         I have to save them!

         
         “Fuck, Jamie. Stop shooting!”

         
         The voice penetrated the fog in her mind and transformed the all too familiar interior of her supply truck into the house
            she remembered from visiting her grandparents as a kid. It hit her all at once. She wasn’t driving down some Afghan road and
            falling under attack, she was home.
         

         
         Oh God. Oh God, she shot Ford. His anguished voice blocked out the screams of her team echoing in her mind.

         
         Where did Ford come from? Why is he here?

         
         Did I kill him?

         
         The thought sent an icy bolt of terror through her system, chilling her to the bone.

         
         She leaped from the couch and ran for the door, stumbling on one of her discarded boots on her unsteady legs. The bullet hole
            through her flimsy front door made a cannon ball of dread drop in her stomach. Fear made her heart thrash against her ribs,
            rivaling the tempo of a hummingbird’s. The sound echoed in her ears too fast to really distinguish the beats separately. It
            roared like the rush of a river through her mind.
         

         
         Her trembling hand reached for the door handle, but her mind screamed, Don’t open it! She didn’t want to see what she’d done to the one man she loved so much it was the only thing that kept her heart beating.
            The one person she would die before hurting.
         

         
         Ford lay on the porch, his hand over his upper arm, blood oozing out his fingers. He released his arm, revealing the long
            gash along the outside of his beefy muscle freely oozing blood, which dripped over his skin and onto the wood deck. He pinched
            the inch-long splinter of wood sticking out of his
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