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            Dedication

         
         
            For all the readers, bloggers, reviewers. None of this would be possible without you. Thank you for your time and support.
               I appreciate it so much.
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            Author’s Note

         
         
            Dear readers,

            I often tackle tough topics in my books. I want readers who have faced these challenges, are in the midst of dealing with
               them, or know someone who is going through it, or has been through it, to know that you are not alone.
            

            While Chase and Shelby’s story was difficult to write, I knew it had a happy ending. But to get there, Chase had to take control
               of his addiction and learn to manage his PTSD. Shelby had to face her biological father, her mother’s rapist, and come to
               terms with her past and how it shaped her.
            

            If you, or someone you know, needs help, you deserve it, you are worth it. Please contact . . .

         

         
            Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration - National Helpline

            www.samhsa.gov

            1-800-662-HELP (4357)

         

       
         
            National Sexual Assault Hotline

            1-800-656-4673

         

         
            

            You can have and deserve your own happy ending.

            XO

            Jennifer

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Chase sat on the edge of the twin bed in his rehab room and stared blankly out the window, wondering what the hell came next.
            He had no home. He didn’t have a dime to his name after sixty days of rehab and the extra week he tacked on after . . . the
            unimaginable happened.
         

         
         Choked up, thoughts of Juliana filled his every thought.

         
         Her dropping to the floor.

         
         Him giving her CPR.

         
         Something overtaking him until he collapsed beside her.

         
         When he woke up in the hospital, the cops told him she’d OD’d on fentanyl-laced heroin. He’d done the same when the drugs
            from her skin absorbed into his as he gave her mouth-to-mouth. She’d been dosed intentionally, him by accident. Fentanyl was
            fifty to one hundred times more potent than morphine. She died. He lived.
         

         
         He’d cheated death. Again.

         
         His brothers, Hunt and Max, showed up unannounced and unwelcome at the hospital last week. They eagerly pointed a finger and accused him of wasting two months and all his money on rehab if he was just going to use the second he got out. Even after being told the OD was an accident, Hunt and Max still left angry and skeptical. 

         
         They didn’t see how determined he was to get back to his little girl.

         
         They didn’t care.

         
         Sometimes it felt like no one cared about him anymore.

         
         He should be grateful his brothers bothered to check on him at all. It didn’t go well. They’d come because their mother would
            have wanted it. But she was also the reason they wanted nothing to do with him. So they did their duty to appease their conscience
            for Mom’s sake, then delivered Chase once he was released from the hospital back to rehab for another week to get his head
            straight with little faith he’d changed or gotten his act together. They left, basically washing their hands of him yet again.
         

         
         All Chase wanted to do was see his little girl, and that meant facing her mom, Shelby, and convincing her he’d changed his
            ways and wanted to put Eliza first.
         

         
         He prayed he could make Shelby believe him.

         
         He pulled out his phone and scrolled through pics of Eliza. Shelby had sent him a new one every day since Eliza was born.
            One look at her sweet, smiling face and all the tension went out of his chest.
         

         
         It wasn’t just the photos Shelby sent that made his day. Shelby had even hooked up a private webcam in Eliza’s nursery. He could log in with his password anytime and see his little girl in her room. Some days, the pictures and seeing the livestream had been all that kept him sane while he was serving overseas. He’d spent every night in rehab watching his baby sleep. 

         
         It went a long way to stitching up his bleeding heart.

         
         Shelby never called to talk to him about anything except Eliza. But since he got out of rehab and ended up right back in,
            she’d left him several messages he hadn’t listened to because if her reaction to him OD’ing again matched his brothers’ responses,
            he was in deep shit.
         

         
         He didn’t want to hear her tell him not to come back this time.

         
         “Mr. Wilde,” a nurse called from the door. “I see you’re all packed up and ready to go.”

         
         He wished he knew exactly where he was going.

         
         “There’s someone in the lobby to see you.”

         
         Definitely wasn’t his brothers. His dad wanted nothing to do with him either.

         
         It had to be his buddy Drake. Chase wondered if Adria, Drake’s girlfriend and Juliana’s sister, was holding it together after
            losing her twin.
         

         
         Maybe she came, too. He wanted to talk to her and tell her how sorry he was for not being able to save Juliana. He’d tried
            but failed miserably.
         

         
         “I’m headed out now,” he told the nurse.

         
         “Good luck. And remember, take it one day at a time.” She smiled and left.

         
         He rubbed his hand over his aching chest, swallowed down the guilt, stuffed his feet in his boots, laced them, stood, grabbed
            his duffel bag, and headed out the door. He’d already had his last session with his psychiatrist and picked up his meds at
            the pharmacy. All he had left to do was figure out where he was going and how he would get there.
         

         
         Back to Wyoming to see his kid first, then . . . he didn’t know.

         
         He walked down the hall, out the door, and into the lobby, expecting to see Drake, but he stopped in his tracks and stared
            at the woman who stood staring right back at him.
         

         
         Her gaze swept over him from his head to his boots and back up, leaving a warm caress all over him. “Chase.”

         
         His name on her lips would always be the sweetest sound. “Shelby.”

         
         Just looking at her made him ache. He wanted to be what she wanted. But hell if he knew what that was, because they were still
            practically strangers.
         

         
         Strangers who had seen each other naked and left not one centimeter of skin untouched.

         
         He didn’t know Shelby before the night they got stupid drunk and had a one-night stand. He didn’t take the time to get to
            know her afterward either because he’d only been home on leave for ten days, and spent most of that in a bar, regretting spending
            those few days in his hometown where his family didn’t want him. He met her his last night home. She made those ten miserable
            days worth it.
         

         
         She didn’t know what that night meant to him.

         
         How he relived it over and over in his mind and that sometimes it was the only thing that kept him sane.

         
         She didn’t know how much he appreciated her letting him into her life through Eliza. How that webcam and the pictures she
            sent while he was overseas, and now, meant everything to him.
         

         
         When he returned the last time, wounded in body and mind, she’d let him visit Eliza. They’d played in the backyard or at the park in town. But then she started shutting the door in his face when he showed up stoned out of his mind. He’d made an ass out of himself too many times to count, and Hunt showed up in his patrol car and dragged Chase back to the apartment that was dinky in size but felt like a huge empty black hole. 

         
         She’d known which days to send him on his way and which days, wasted and desperate, he needed Eliza or he wasn’t going to
            make it through the night.
         

         
         Her actions spoke volumes.

         
         She got him.

         
         She never raged at him even when he’d given her good reason.

         
         She never judged him.

         
         In her quiet way, she showed him patience and understanding and compassion without pity.

         
         She kept Eliza safe and made her happy and loved her when Chase wasn’t there and couldn’t do those things for her, too.

         
         No, he didn’t know Shelby well, but God, he loved her.

         
         Still, he couldn’t believe his eyes. “What are you doing here?” He glanced around the empty room. “Where’s Eliza?”

         
         “Back home with the sitter. I took the bus up last night, stayed in a motel, and came here to drive home with you.”

         
         That blew him back a step. “Why?”

         
         She tilted her head, her soft green eyes filled with sympathy. “Because after all you’ve been through, I thought you might
            like the company.”
         

         
         He loved the company. But she didn’t know that.

         
         A month into counseling, he realized that somewhere between their one-night stand, them having a baby together, her holding down the fort and parenting duties the whole time he was overseas serving his country—and even when he came back—he’d fallen in love with her. 

         
         “You came all the way to Montana to drive home with me?” He really couldn’t believe it.

         
         The last thing she’d said to him still rang in his head. Get help, or you will never see Eliza again.

         
         He couldn’t wait to see Eliza.

         
         She needed him. She wanted him. She was the only person in his life who loved him. Because she didn’t know who her father really
            was deep down inside, or what he’d done, she accepted him as-is.
         

         
         He had a chance to be the man she needed, because at two, she didn’t know that there were bad things in the world, and he
            was one of them.
         

         
         He wished he could undo the past and make everything right.

         
         All he could do now was accept that all the bad shit in his past happened because he’d done the best he could each and every
            time he’d been faced with impossible decisions.
         

         
         He hated that when it all got to be too much, he’d hidden in a prescription drug haze meant to kill the pain, but it just
            made things worse.
         

         
         And nearly cost him everything.

         
         It was never about some high. He needed an escape from his thoughts, to turn off his brain, so he didn’t have to remember
            or feel or do something he couldn’t take back and end it all.
         

         
         Eliza needed him to be better. So he was going to do better.
         

         
         He’d learned his lesson.

         
         He wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

         
         Shelby gave him a shy smile. “I have a surprise for you.”

         
         He didn’t think she came all this way and smiled like that because she had a restraining order tucked in her purse to keep
            him the hell away from her and Eliza, so he ended up completely lost. “I’m definitely surprised to see you.”
         

         
         A pretty blush flushed her cheeks. “I’m not the surprise.”
         

         
         “Yeah. You are.”

         
         She surprised the hell out of him all the time.

         
         The night they met in the bar, she’d sat next to him and somehow ended up turning his whole world upside down in the best
            way.
         

         
         It didn’t feel that way at first, but now . . . with her standing here picking his ass up from rehab . . . he wanted to hug
            her for being so thoughtful and kind after all he’d done—and hadn’t done for her. But he refrained because he was lucky she
            wasn’t handing him that restraining order.
         

         
         She took a tentative step closer. “It’s better than me. You’ll see.”

         
         He took her in with one sweeping gaze and remembered every curve and line of her body even though it was hidden beneath an
            oversized black hoodie and leggings. And beneath all that beat her beautiful heart. “There’s nothing better than you.”
         

         
         She sucked in a surprised gasp.

         
         He held her gaze, letting her see how much he meant that.

         
         “Um, ready?”

         
         “I’d follow you anywhere,” he admitted, because he wanted things between them to change. As co-parents, they were okay, mostly because she took the lead while he’d been gone and messed up. He wanted to show her she could count on him. He wasn’t the same guy leaving rehab as the guy she’d slammed the door on when he wasn’t fit to see his baby girl. 

         
         She gave him a look that clearly said she didn’t believe him, then headed for the door, her long, dark ponytail bouncing.
            “Come on. I promised Eliza she’d get to see you today.”
         

         
         Shelby led the way out of the building and across the parking lot to his truck. He pulled the key fob out of his jeans pocket
            and unlocked the doors. He held the passenger door open for her and waited for her to climb in and stow her backpack between
            her feet on the floorboard, then closed the door. It only took a minute to round the truck, open the door, toss his duffel
            bag behind the seat, and climb behind the wheel. He started the truck, put it in Drive, then stared at the gas gauge and swore
            under his breath.
         

         
         “We’ll need to stop for gas.” He prayed his credit card didn’t get declined, because he only had about forty bucks in his
            wallet, and that would not get them home.
         

         
         “We can grab some snacks for the trip. I’m starving. I wasn’t sure what time you planned to leave this morning, so I skipped
            breakfast and got a taxi over to the rehab center to be sure I didn’t miss you. Because you haven’t answered my calls,” she
            pointedly added.
         

         
         He slammed the truck back into Park without ever backing out of the parking space and looked at her. “I’m sorry. I . . .”

         
         “Had a lot on your mind. Other stuff to deal with. You needed some time and space. I get it.”

         
         “There’s no excuse for my bad behavior. You called. I should have answered. It won’t happen again. Ever.”

         
         She eyed him. “Things happen, Chase. Things that are out of our control. I won’t hold you to that promise, just like I won’t
            hold it against you that you didn’t return my calls. I was worried about you after what happened. I’m sure your brothers weren’t
            very supportive or kind when they came to see you.”
         

         
         This time, Chase put the truck in Reverse and got them going on their way. “You could say that.”

         
         “I’m sorry. I know what it’s like not to have family you can count on.” Shelby lost her mom when she was a baby, and her grandparents
            had passed a few years ago, if he remembered right. He didn’t know anything about her dad. “It’s a long drive back. I didn’t
            want you to do it alone. It’s a lot of miles. A lot of time to think. I thought you could use a distraction.” She did get
            it.
         

         
         “I appreciate that.” But he wondered. “Are you here to also make sure I don’t stray, and I get to where I’m supposed to be?”

         
         She turned her gaze to him. “Chase, you can go and do whatever you want. I’m not the boss of you. I have no say in your life.
            But for Eliza’s sake, I hope you want to go back to Willow Fork to see her. At least for a little while.”
         

         
         “I want to be there for the both of you.” He hoped she believed that.

         
         He pulled into the gas station with a minimart, cut the engine, and sighed. “What do you want to eat?”

         
         She picked up her backpack, opened the door, and then glanced back at him. “I’ve got this.” She hopped out and stuffed her
            credit card into the pump before he made it around the truck.
         

         
         “Hey. You didn’t have to do that.”

         
         “I know.” She pulled the nozzle off the holder and held it out to him. “What do you want from inside?”

         
         “I can—” He cut off his next words at her glare. “Something with caffeine.”

         
         The smile he loved so much was back. “Okay. Salty or sweet snacks?”

         
         He shrugged. “Both.” He really didn’t care. He just wanted to spend the next few hours with her by his side, soaking up her
            sweet smile and how she looked at him and at the same time tried to make it seem like she wasn’t staring at him.
         

         
         She spun around and headed inside the minimart.

         
         He placed the nozzle into his tank and stared across the truck bed at her zipping back to the cooler to grab a couple sodas.
            She disappeared down the aisles, her head barely visible as she shopped. She stood in line at the checkout. The guy behind
            her kept checking out her ass. He couldn’t blame the guy. She had a great ass. But he wanted to kick the guy’s teeth in for
            looking at her the way he loved to check her out.
         

         
         He knew exactly what she looked like naked. How she tasted and smelled and felt against his skin.

         
         His flesh remembered that one night they shared all too well, and the memory had him hard behind his fly. “This is going to
            be a long ride home.”
         

         
         Home. For him that wasn’t a place anymore. It was with Eliza and her mama.

         
         For now, that would have to be enough, until he figured out what came next. If all he had was them, he was a lucky man.

         
         Not that he and Shelby were anything to each other right now except Eliza’s parents. He hoped to change that. Soon.

         
         His throbbing dick agreed.

         
         It had been a damn long time since he’d had his hands on Shelby, or any woman for that matter.

         
         She walked out of the store, a bag in hand and a grin for him, but the smile slipped when she met him next to the truck.

         
         “What’s wrong?” He didn’t get the concern in her eyes.

         
         “Did you sleep at all last night? Or this past week?”

         
         He made a vow to himself when he went into rehab to never lie to her again. “Not really. Maybe two or three hours a night.”

         
         She held out her hand. “I’ll drive. You can take a nap.”

         
         He wanted to say he was fine, but his anxiety about leaving rehab and not knowing exactly what came next combined with being
            nervous about her being here sapped his energy.
         

         
         She tipped her head back and stared up at him. “I just want you to be able to kick back and relax and not worry about anything
            for a while. That’s all, Chase.”
         

         
         The way she said his name always did something to him.

         
         He dropped his keys into her hand, brushing his fingers over her wrist as he did so. “I don’t know what I did to deserve this.”

         
         “It’s not a punishment.”

         
         He quickly shook his head. “I mean having you show up here to get me and being so damn nice about it after what I put you
            and Eliza through.”
         

         
         “We’re fine, Chase.”

         
         Yeah. Fine without him. He was the outsider.

         
         Shelby took care of Eliza on her own. He sent her child support while he served, and visited when he was stateside and had
            time off from base, a few days here, a week there over the past two years. Then he got out of the military, and everything
            in his life went to shit.
         

         
         Actually, it happened years before he’d met Shelby and just got worse. Not because of her. She and Eliza were the only bright
            spot in his dark world.
         

         
         After his mom’s death, his father banished him from their ranch. His mom asked Chase to promise to make his dad see reason
            and let Chase rebuild and repair the failing business. She wanted all of them to always have a home at Split Tree Ranch.
         

         
         Their family tree had definitely split, leaving his branch broken on the ground while his father and brothers stood against
            him and kicked him off the ranch and out of their lives.
         

         
         But he’d kept his promise to his mom and left them all with a business plan and the money to carry it out. The only way to
            get his hands on a chunk of money without putting them further in debt had been to join the army and take the big bonus they
            offered him at enlistment. He needed to escape their hatred and anger and find a place to go and a purpose. He got both, and
            a new kind of family with his brothers-in-arms. Knowing he wasn’t welcome at home but he was needed in the service, he reenlisted
            after his first term ended and sent the bonus he got for that to the ranch, too.
         

         
         At the time, he thought his service and helping his family were his penance.

         
         They turned out to be his undoing.

         
         He’d served, and served well, but the battles left him scarred, battered, mentally unstable, and ultimately addicted to the very painkillers they gave him for the wounds that healed on his body but not in his mind. That kind of pain never ceased. 

         
         “Chase. You okay?”

         
         He shook himself out of his thoughts. “I’m getting there.”

         
         She’d put away the nozzle and took the receipt from the pump. “Then let’s head out.”

         
         He hated that she’d paid for the gas and snacks, but it was her silent way of telling him she knew he was broke. How did she
            know? Because he was behind on paying his child support.
         

         
         The guilt piled up quick in his world.

         
         Shelby told him before he left for rehab that he didn’t need to pay her until he was back on his feet.

         
         Shelby had the biggest heart of anyone he knew.

         
         He didn’t deserve her. That didn’t stop him from wanting her.

         
         They climbed into the truck. Shelby had to move the seat way up to touch the pedals.

         
         It made him smile. “You sure you want to drive this thing? It’s a lot bigger than your SUV.”

         
         She looked like a dwarf behind the steering wheel. “I’ve got it. No problem.”

         
         Nothing ever seemed to faze her.

         
         He pushed his seat back as far as it would go to accommodate his long legs and ease the ever-present ache in his back. He
            settled in the seat and left her to it. They didn’t talk as she negotiated the streets in town and hit the highway.
         

         
         Without the distraction of driving, he found himself fidgeting, folding his arms over his chest, then dropping them again, his mind spinning out with thoughts about the war, Juliana, Shelby, what the hell he was going to do, and where he was going to live. 

         
         “Chase.”

         
         He glanced over at her profile. “Yeah?”

         
         She met his gaze. “Relax. Everything will work out.”

         
         He still couldn’t believe she was here with him. He had so many things he wanted to say. He went with what needed to be said.
            “I’m sorry.”
         

         
         “For what? You don’t owe me an apology.”

         
         “Yeah, I do. I lost it when I came home. I wasn’t there for you and Eliza. In fact, I made things worse.”

         
         “You were in pain. You were hurting inside and out. I’m so glad you got the help you needed. But I’ll ask again. Are you okay?”

         
         “No. Not really.”

         
         Juliana’s haunting face filled his mind. Watching her die . . . She wasn’t the first person he’d seen die right before his
            eyes. But seeing a young woman, so bright and fresh with so much life left to live, drop dead right in front of him broke
            the last shred of whatever he’d been hanging by these last many months.
         

         
         “Do you want to talk about what happened last week? Why you didn’t come home as expected?”

         
         He owed her an explanation. “I’m sorry about sending you a bunch of texts about OD’ing, instead of calling. I know that had
            to have been a shock after I’d just gotten out of rehab the day before.”
         

         
         “You said it wasn’t your fault. Someone dosed your friend. And you got dosed when you gave her CPR.”

         
         He scraped his hand along his scruffy jaw and dropped it back to his lap.

         
         “My buddy Drake, we served together in the military, he’s the one who got me into the rehab center. His girlfriend Adria’s sister, Juliana, went there, too. We met a couple times in group. She was cool. She got out before I did. Anyway, she was working at her sister’s store. Adria let me stay in the apartment upstairs so I could get my head together before I drove home. There was a commotion in the shop. I went in to see if I could help, because Juliana sounded really pissed. Turns out another guy who worked there wanted to party and get Juliana loosened up because she wasn’t into him. He shoved a bunch of heroin under her nose, not knowing the heroin was laced with fentanyl. The drug suppressed her breathing, and Juliana’s heart stopped. I gave her CPR and got dosed, too, without knowing it. In fact, I thought I had some kind of panic attack or something, and she died because I blacked out.” 

         
         Shelby reached over and touched his forearm. “Oh, Chase, it wasn’t your fault.”

         
         “The cops told me they saw the whole thing go down on the surveillance video.” He glanced out the side window. “Adria rushed
            in just as I hit the floor. Juliana was already gone. Adria gave me two doses of naloxone.”
         

         
         Her hand contracted on his arm. “She saved your life.”

         
         “Yes. The cop said she didn’t even try to give Juliana a dose. She knew Juliana was gone.” He put his elbow on the window
            frame and planted his head in his hand. “If I’d gotten there a little sooner . . . Maybe if I’d been able to continue CPR . . .”
         

         
         “Don’t do that to yourself. Don’t put those thoughts in your head. You did everything you could to save her and nearly died
            trying.”
         

         
         That’s what his psychiatrist told him. It was not his fault. That didn’t stop the pain and guilt.

         
         What happened with Juliana left him reeling. He knew the only way to get through it was to feel it, no matter how bad it hurt.

         
         Having Shelby here, telling her what happened, it helped.

         
         “It’s a tragedy she died the way she did when she’d worked so hard to get clean.” Shelby looked at him. “Is that why you went
            back to rehab, because you OD’d and feared you’d relapse?”
         

         
         “No. I swear to you, I will not use again.” He held her gaze for a moment so she could see he meant those words with everything
            in him. “Her death messed with my head. I thought I had a handle on everything when I walked out last time, and then . . .”
         

         
         “You lost her.” The way she said it made it sound different than him failing to save her life.

         
         He shifted toward her. “Shelby, there was nothing going on between me and Juliana. I barely knew her really. I just couldn’t
            deal with another loss. The grief and guilt were too much. And Hunt and Max showed up at the hospital accusing me of blowing
            it again, but I didn’t. I’m committed to staying clean. But I needed to sort out the overwhelming grief I felt about Juliana
            and all the others I lost overseas, and that meant going back to the counselors who knew me.”
         

         
         “I can’t imagine all you’ve been through. I know the past sixty days away from Eliza have been a challenge for you.”

         
         He missed his little girl. He wanted to move on with his life. But his past kept dragging him under. “More than you know.” Sitting next to Shelby and not having the kind of relationship he wanted with her sucked big time. 

         
         “But you survived.”

         
         That’s what I do.

         
         Though sometimes he’d wished he hadn’t.

         
         But that was behind him—he hoped—even if the nightmares were still fresh in his mind.

         
         “You could have died,” she whispered, tearing at his heart.

         
         “I know exactly what I want for my future and what I have to lose if I let my demons loose.” Shelby. His daughter. And the
            life he wanted with both of them. “I will prove to you that you can trust me. I want us to be a family.”
         

         
         She didn’t even look at him when he dropped that truth bomb between them. “Why don’t you try to get some sleep? You look exhausted.”

         
         He was, though talking to Shelby about Juliana actually made him feel a little better. He shouldn’t have waited so long to
            tell her his reasons for the extra week at rehab and that it had nothing to do with him using again.
         

         
         He closed his eyes, thinking about what came next. He and Shelby would finally have some time together to figure out how to
            be partners in raising Eliza. He’d jump through any hoop she put in place. He’d do whatever it took. He’d show her he wasn’t
            a deadbeat dad. He cared. More than she knew. Because even if she didn’t know it, she’d saved him.
         

         
         It didn’t take long for him to drift off. Shelby had a way of making everything seem okay, and her presence always settled
            him, though it also amped up the desperate need he had for her.
         

         
         The peace only lasted so long, because sleep opened the door to the many nightmares stored up in his mind.

         
         Something strong gripped his arm and shook him. “Chase! Wake up!”

         
         Chase’s eyes shot open, and he sat bolt upright with the echo of the rat-a-tat-tat of automatic gunfire and the blast of explosions going off in his head. Not real. Just a series of horrific memories now.
            He pressed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets, and the gruesome scenes turned into a new fresh hell as the ghostly
            image of a beautiful blonde stared at him with dead eyes and blue lips.
         

         
         Juliana.

         
         He dropped his hands, opened his eyes, sucked in a ragged breath, and stared at the unfamiliar house in front of him.

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         He hated that Shelby kept asking him that, but he guessed he hadn’t slept peacefully. He never did. Not for long.

         
         The concerned look on her face confirmed it.

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         Worry turned to doubt in her beautiful eyes.

         
         “Where are we?”

         
         “This used to be the Hudson place. Now it’s the Wilde place.”

         
         He stared at the white house with the covered porch, black-trimmed windows, and dark green front door, not understanding at
            all. “What?”
         

         
         “This is your new place. Welcome home.” She gave him a brilliant smile that made him want to soak up all the good and wonderful
            things she was, but two trucks pulled in behind them and set his teeth to grinding.
         

         
         His father and both brothers climbed out of the trucks.

         
         “Fuck me.” Chase climbed out of the truck ready to battle his family again, but they didn’t come after him. Instead of chewing
            him out, his dad went off on Shelby.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Shelby climbed down from the truck and faced off with three very pissed-off Wilde men. She should have realized when she spotted
            them in the driveway at Split Tree Ranch down the road that they’d come and start trouble. She knew why they were here, even
            if Chase was completely clueless.
         

         
         All she wanted to do was surprise Chase and make him happy. He deserved it after everything he’d been through. But no. His
            family had to come and ruin her surprise.
         

         
         She knew exactly what this was about. Still didn’t make it any easier.

         
         No one believed Chase, the handsome high school football star, prom king, valedictorian, and college grad with a bright and
            successful future, who could get any woman he wanted, had slept with her.
         

         
         Chase’s father, Wayne Wilde, took the lead and didn’t mince words. He never did. “You’re not going to get away with this,
            girl.”
         

         
         Chase stopped right beside her, gaze bouncing from his father to her.

         
         “I did get away with it.” She’d pulled it off days ago right under his nose.

         
         She’d been working on it ever since she overheard someone talking in the diner where she and Eliza had Pancake Tuesday. Nobody ever really paid her any attention in this town, so she tended to hear a lot of things people said, not realizing she was right there. 

         
         They thought her quiet. Shy. Odd.

         
         Someone to whisper about behind her back.

         
         Stained by her mother and father’s past.

         
         She was all those things.

         
         But for one glorious night, she’d been Chase’s.

         
         And now she was Eliza’s mom. And Eliza thought she was awesome. And that felt really good.

         
         Because growing up, she’d always felt like something was wrong with her. Her grandparents reluctantly raised her, providing
            for her needs but never loving her. They tolerated her. She’d been the unexpected burden they didn’t ask for and didn’t want.
            Not after all they’d been through with her mother.
         

         
         Her birth had not been a happy day. No one celebrated. In fact, no one, including her mother, wanted her to exist at all.

         
         She was the living reminder of a man’s brutality and a woman’s ruin.

         
         The scandal had rocked the town.

         
         People don’t forget things like that when there’s a sordid tale that goes with it.

         
         Her grandmother told her that Shelby’s father broke her mother, and that’s why she committed suicide. But Shelby knew another
            truth. Her mother went crazy staring at Shelby, the living proof of what happened to her, and couldn’t take it anymore.
         

         
         Even her own grandparents could barely stand the sight of her.

         
         She reminded them of the daughter they lost and the man who took her from them.

         
         It was a sad tale.

         
         It was a sad life.

         
         One Eliza would never have to endure, because Shelby showered her with love and attention and tried to make each day a happy
            one.
         

         
         Even if that meant slamming the door in Eliza’s father’s face once in a while.

         
         And Shelby refused to apologize for who she was when she’d done nothing wrong. So she looked Mr. Wilde in the eye and said,
            “You’re just mad I beat you to it.”
         

         
         Mr. Wilde stared daggers at her. “There’s no way you could pull this off on your own.”

         
         “That’s what you think, because you don’t know me at all.”

         
         None of them did.

         
         Not Max, who side-eyed her in town every time they crossed paths. Not Hunt, who refused to help her with the man who kept
            harassing her, despite the fact he was a cop.
         

         
         And Mr. Wilde, who’d tossed his son out on his ass for doing what his mother asked of him, for daring to set the ranch on
            a better course, and for leaving despite not being wanted, he didn’t know her either.
         

         
         “What the hell is going on?” Chase asked, his gaze ping-ponging back and forth between her and his family.

         
         Damn but they were all the most gorgeous men she’d ever seen. All tall, dark, and handsome. Mr. Wilde’s hair had gone gray at the temples. They all had his striking blue eyes, though Chase’s were more denim blue than ice blue. Each one of them was lean and toned. Again, Chase stood out because of his bulk. The military had honed those muscles well. 

         
         But looks could be deceiving.

         
         Each one of them wore a scowl to match their bad tempers.

         
         Mr. Wilde bullied to get what he wanted.

         
         Hunt had the authority and bearing of his position as a cop.

         
         Max was mild-mannered, until you pissed him off. Then, watch out. She’d seen him practically take a guy’s head off in the
            high school parking lot years ago when a girl tried to push the guy away and he got handsy instead, pinning her against his
            car. Max and the girl started dating the following week. Of course the hero got the beautiful girl.
         

         
         Max probably didn’t even remember Shelby from high school. He’d been way out of her league and in the stratosphere of social
            circles. She bet she could count the people who remembered her on one hand unless they were reminded of the sordid tale about
            her parents that never seemed to fade from anyone’s mind for long.
         

         
         And Chase. He really was the wild card in the family. Smart. Thoughtful. Practical. Tough. A little dangerous when angry.
            But she bet he had the biggest heart of them all.
         

         
         She’d seen it when he was with Eliza.

         
         She’d heard it when he talked to Eliza.

         
         She knew it because of the way he opened up to his little girl.

         
         Mr. Wilde glared at her. “She’s going to screw you over just like she screwed us.”

         
         Shelby smiled at Mr. Wilde. “You got exactly what you deserved.”

         
         Chase looked at her. “What is he talking about?”

         
         She held Mr. Wilde’s menacing gaze. “I made them pay for what they did to you.” She met Chase’s inquisitive and astonished
            eyes.
         

         
         “What did you do?”

         
         “She stole the Hudson property right out from under us.”

         
         Chase eyed the house. “You bought this place.”

         
         Mr. Wilde pointed his finger at her. “And you probably used Chase’s money to do it.”

         
         She grinned. “Which is why the property is in his name.”
         

         
         All the Wilde men gasped in shock.

         
         Chase found his voice first. “Shelby, why would you do that? The money I sent you is for Eliza.”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “I keep telling you, you send me too much. What are you sending me, like half your paycheck?”

         
         His face said he sent her more than half.

         
         “Seriously, Chase, I appreciate that you want to take care of Eliza . . .”

         
         “And you,” he interjected.

         
         “I didn’t ask you to do that.”

         
         His gaze softened. “You didn’t ask for anything. But I’m her dad, and taking care of her is my job.”

         
         “And now you’re here to do it. Because the money you sent was way too much, I saved it. When I found out about the property and how your dad planned to sneak in and buy it cheap before the county put it up on the auction block, I beat him to it.” She looked past Chase to Mr. Wilde. “I got it for a steal. The house had just been renovated before the guy who owned it lost his job. He and his wife inherited the house, but lost it when they couldn’t pay the taxes. So I bought the house and land for twenty-six thousand dollars and some change. It is worth way more than the money your family took from you to save the ranch.” She met Chase’s gaze again. “You can take a loan out against the property and start your own ranch. Or sell it to your dad and make him pay what it’s worth. Do whatever you want to do, because you aren’t broke anymore, Chase. And you have a place that is yours, and no one can take it away from you.” 

         
         Chase closed the distance between them.

         
         She didn’t know what to do and stepped back a few steps, but he quickly caught her in a hug, buried his face in her neck,
            and whispered, “Thank you.”
         

         
         She didn’t know what to do with her hands, but they somehow ended up on the outside of his shoulders. She patted him awkwardly,
            but when he hugged her tighter, she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him close.
         

         
         Her whole body went molten hot in his embrace. She remembered every tiny detail of their night together. She didn’t care what
            anyone said about being drunk and forgetting things. Her mind had imprinted that night on her brain and heart.
         

         
         He released her, only to take her face in both his big hands. “You amaze me.”

         
         “They shouldn’t have turned their backs on you. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

         
         “He took his mother away from us.” Mr. Wilde’s eyes held a world of hurt behind all the anger.

         
         Chase released her and turned to his dad. “She didn’t want to suffer anymore, and you wouldn’t let her go. You held on so
            tight. I get why. You loved her. But all it did was force her to do something drastic to stop the pain.”
         

         
         Mr. Wilde’s face flushed red with anger and something more. His breathing became erratic.

         
         Chase didn’t dismiss it so easily. “Get back in the truck and go home, old man, before you have a heart attack.”

         
         “Another one, you mean.” Max didn’t look at all sorry for spilling the beans on that.

         
         Shelby heard about the heart attack two weeks after Chase had gone to rehab. Of course, none of them told Chase. She’d kept
            it to herself, knowing Mr. Wilde had recovered well enough to go home with medication, and Chase needed to focus on his own
            health and well-being.
         

         
         Chase looked at both his brothers, pain and anger in his eyes. “I guess I didn’t need to know about that.”

         
         They all looked defiant, making Chase shake his head. “Just go. Apparently I own this place, and I don’t want you here.”

         
         Mr. Wilde spoke directly to Chase for the first time in probably the last seven years. “We aren’t leaving until she finally
            tells you the truth.”
         

         
         Chase looked at her, then met his father’s gaze with rage in his eyes. “She always tells me the truth.”

         
         Shelby fell back a step at the absolute vehemence in his voice.

         
         Hunt took a step toward her and planted his hands on his hips. “Do the DNA test. Give him legal partial custody if he’s the father.”
         

         
         Shelby held Chase’s stunned gaze. He had no idea this wasn’t the first time Hunt asked for a paternity test.

         
         Chase took two long strides toward Hunt, his hands fisted.

         
         Shelby couldn’t let Chase fight her battles and rushed to him just as he was about to throw a punch. She ducked between Chase and Hunt and pushed with her feet, her chest to Chase’s, and held him back the best she could. 

         
         The second her cheek pressed to his neck, he went still.

         
         “Stop,” she pleaded. “He wants you to go after him so he’ll have another excuse to lock you up and force you to do what he
            wants.”
         

         
         Chase’s hands went to her arms. He rather gently set her aside, then took a step closer to Hunt and got in his face. “This
            is bullshit, Hunt, and you know it.”
         

         
         Mr. Wilde hooked his hand on Chase’s shoulder and made him turn toward him. “Can’t you see she played you? You’re just a payday
            for her.”
         

         
         “You’re the one who got paid, old man. I seem to remember leaving here empty-handed while your account was flush. You have
            a roof over your head and all that land because of the promise I made to Mom. The ranch is thriving because of the plans I put together for it.”
         

         
         “I did the work,” he shot back.

         
         “Really? You? Or Max leading the crew and Hunt taking up the slack?”

         
         She couldn’t believe he’d give his brothers credit. Judging by their faces, they couldn’t believe it either.

         
         “The ranch was built on my blood.” Chase all of a sudden tore his T-shirt off over his head. “I’ve got the scars to prove
            it.”
         

         
         While they got a look at Chase’s front, Shelby gasped at the sight of his back. Two large round scars, one high on his left shoulder, the other an inch in from his right side on his lower back. She’d seen the one on his forearm, where he had a small scar on the front and a big one on the back where the bullet went through. There was another long line that stretched from his back and wound around his side just under his ribs. She wondered how far around his front it went. 

         
         Hunt and Max stood staring, transfixed.

         
         Mr. Wilde put a hand to his mouth. “I didn’t want this for you.”

         
         “You threw me out. I had nowhere to go. The ranch needed an influx of cash, and a loan would only sink us faster. So I did
            what had to be done. Just like always. You got to keep your ranch, but you should know what it took to keep it. Four bullet
            wounds. A piece of shrapnel the size of a Frisbee in my side. A collapsed lung on two occasions. Eight total broken bones.
            And a lifetime of nightmares. I went to hell and back. I fought to come home to my little girl, and all you want to do is call the woman who saved me a liar. Are you fucking kidding me?” Chase rubbed his
            hands, T-shirt and all, over his face. “I am so fucking tired of this bullshit.” Chase turned and looked at her with such
            sorrow and remorse, but he spoke to his family. “She gave me the greatest gift, and then she kept on giving. She had the nurse
            video call me during the birth. I got to see my little girl come into this world while I was halfway around the globe, surrounded
            by death. She set up a webcam in the nursery so I could log in anytime I wanted to see Eliza. I spent so much time just watching
            my little girl sleep. And every time I did, everything else faded away.”
         

         
         “That doesn’t make it true. And how dare she give that baby your mother’s name.” Mr. Wilde’s angry words sent one of the tears
            swimming in Chase’s eyes down his cheek.
         

         
         His family couldn’t see it. Only she could see his pain.

         
         Chase dragged his T-shirt back on over his head, at the same time wiping away those tears and his pain, so that when he faced them, all they got was his anger. “She did that for me because she knew how much I love Mom. How much I miss her. Because the night we were together, all I talked about was Mom, because she was willing to listen.”
         

         
         Chase turned to Hunt. “But you weren’t willing to listen to Shelby. She asked you for months to get in touch with me to tell
            me about the baby. But did you? No. She had to steal your phone to get my number. How could you?”
         

         
         “I’ll apologize for all of it as soon you get a DNA test to prove that baby is yours.”

         
         “No.” Chase shook his head. “All you guys do is push family away. You started with Mom, then me, and now you won’t even accept
            Eliza. She’s mine. I don’t need a fucking test to tell me that when I know it all the way to my soul. So fuck all of you.”
            He turned to her, took her hand, and pulled her toward the house.
         

         
         Shelby tried to keep up with Chase’s long strides, but finally ended up pulling her hand free so she didn’t stumble. “Slow
            down. They’re not chasing us.”
         

         
         They’d actually gotten into the two trucks and left.

         
         “I cannot believe you.” The words didn’t sound like an accusation, but she took it that way.

         
         “What did I do?”

         
         “Saved my life. Again.”

         
         She didn’t know what to say to that.

         
         Chase stopped in the middle of the path up to the front door, turned, and moved in close. He smelled like the sun and wind
            and him. An intoxicating mix that made her want to snuggle up to him.
         

         
         “Shelby.”

         
         It took her a second to meet his gaze. “Yeah?”

         
         “I don’t deserve you.”

         
         She clasped her hands in front of her so she didn’t reach out and touch him. He wasn’t hers to touch. But she did know one
            thing. “You’re a good man, Chase.”
         

         
         “No, I’m not. But I’m trying to be for you and Eliza.” With that, he turned back and headed for the house again, leaving her
            wondering exactly what he meant by that. 
         

         
         She scolded herself for sprouting dreams about a one-night stand turning into a life with an outcast Wilde that would never
            be reality.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Chase stood on the porch of his new house and felt the weight of his family driving back to Split Tree Ranch, a place he’d
            never be welcome again, crushing down on him. The pain in his chest left by his family’s abandonment ached anew.
         

         
         But he had a chance to start fresh and build a new life, thanks to Shelby.

         
         Wholly aware of the woman beside him, he tried to ignore the echo of having her pressed up against his body.

         
         Shelby pulled her phone out of her purse. “I need to call the sitter and let her know I’m going to be late.” She tapped the
            screen and put the phone to her ear. “Hi, Abby, I’m so sorry. I’m going to be about half an hour late picking up Eliza. If
            you need me to call Tom to pick her up now, I will.”
         

         
         A shot of jealousy washed through Chase.

         
         Who the hell is Tom?

         
         “Okay, great. Tell her I’ll be there as soon as I can, and I have a big surprise for her.” Shelby smiled. “Yes. Her daddy.”
            Shelby glanced at him. “You can come see her, right? I promised her.”
         

         
         “I’m all yours.” He meant it. Though he didn’t think shy, sweet Shelby believed him. Why would she? His family acted like they hated her. They didn’t even know her. Hell, he was still trying to get to know her. All he really had was the limited video chats with her from overseas, when they mostly talked about Eliza. 

         
         Seeing her as a mom to his little girl endeared her to him in a deep and meaningful way, but he knew there was so much more
            to her.
         

         
         All those days away, he’d clung to that feeling of connection and understanding she’d left him with after their night together.

         
         And then he came home and found he still wanted her just as bad as the morning they’d said goodbye. He hadn’t seen her in
            person as often as he wished he could between deployments over the last nearly two and a half years. When he came home for
            good nine months ago, he’d never had a chance with her when she saw the way he was struggling and relying on the pain meds
            the doctors gave him after his surgeries to get him through one hour after the next, each and every day, even after his body
            healed.
         

         
         He’d given her no choice but to keep him at arm’s length, even though he caught the longing looks and hope in her eyes when he was relatively sober. They had a handful of good times they shared where he felt the friendship and bond between them strengthen. But then he’d ruin it by not showing up for days at a time, forgetting they were supposed to meet up at the park or he was supposed to watch Eliza. He’d wallow in the pain and his misery in his dark apartment, chasing oblivion. The pain he saw in her eyes when she’d laid down the law and ordered him to go to rehab or lose his daughter still tore him to pieces. It had felt like he’d let her down by not returning from the military and really being able to show her that he’d come back for her. 

         
         “We’ll be there soon.” She looked up at him. “Ready to go inside?”

         
         He blurted out the question repeating in his head. “Who the hell is Tom?”

         
         “My next-door neighbor.” She said it matter-of-factly, telling him nothing of consequence. At least to him.

         
         He left it alone for now, hoping she’d say my boyfriend if that’s what he was. “I’m sorry about my family. They had no right to ask you for a DNA test.”
         

         
         Why the hell did Hunt have to butt into everything Chase did these days? Why did his father go after Shelby and make it infinitely
            harder on Chase to earn back her trust? And how dare they treat Shelby like a liar and a thief.
         

         
         Anger roiled in his gut, and all he wanted to do was thump Hunt’s head off a wall.

         
         She stared out at the land beyond the side porch. “It doesn’t matter.” He hated the resignation in her voice.

         
         “It matters to me. That’s not the first time it’s come up, is it?”

         
         Shelby sighed. “Hunt stopped by the hospital the day after I gave birth. I thought you sent him to check on me.” The last
            she whispered, her words filled with hurt and disappointment.
         

         
         Chase hung his head. “You thought I wanted the DNA test?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         Relief rushed through him.

         
         “Hunt made it very clear why he was there and how he wanted to protect you. I’m not surprised he hasn’t dropped it. For all their anger toward you, Chase, they still care about you.” 

         
         Chase thought about all the times in the months leading up to him going to rehab that Hunt would show up at the bar or Shelby’s
            house and drag his ass back to his lonely apartment instead of dumping him in a cell. He’d threatened it enough, but never
            did it.
         

         
         Then he OD’d trying to save Juliana and woke up to Hunt and Max at his hospital bedside. Yes, they’d been pissed before they
            knew the OD was an accident, but they showed up.
         

         
         He had to make amends to Shelby, but he also hoped to make amends with his brothers and father one day.

         
         “I meant what I said. I don’t need the DNA test, because I know she’s mine.”

         
         “Hunt’s a cop. He wants proof.” Shelby shrugged it off, but it bothered her. She didn’t deserve nor had she ever done anything
            to warrant being called a liar.
         

         
         “You should have told me he asked for it. I would have told him to go fuck himself.” He loved the little smirk that earned
            him. “You can count on me, Shelby. I will always have your back.”
         

         
         She folded her arms under her breasts, pulling the oversized sweatshirt tight and making him wonder why she always hid her
            curves. “You had enough going on in your life. I knew how hard things were for you over there, and you wanted to be with Eliza,
            and you missed your mom, and your family sucked. I didn’t want to add anything onto your already overburdened shoulders.”
         

         
         “How do you know things were hard for me?” His heart jackhammered in his chest. There were things in his past he didn’t want anyone to know. Things he’d seen. Things he’d done. Mistakes. Miscalculations. His anxiety-fueled mind conjured a million scenarios. 

         
         She held his gaze. “Because I heard you talking to Eliza over the webcam.”

         
         He shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable knowing she’d heard him pouring out his thoughts to his little girl when
            he’d catch her awake in her crib waiting for her mom to come in and get her in the morning or after a nap.
         

         
         He’d been honest. But he’d held back on the darkest stuff, even if he had said things to Eliza he hadn’t shared with anyone
            else.
         

         
         The compassion in Shelby’s eyes touched him. “I felt bad for listening and intruding on your time with her, but you had to
            know I could hear you.”
         

         
         “I guess I just didn’t really think about it. She was there, my captive audience, and I could whisper all the things cluttering
            my mind. I wanted her to hear my voice and know that I was there, even if I couldn’t be right there in the room with her.”
         

         
         “You tell really great stories. I love how you changed the dangerous things that were happening to you into other things,
            like you being swarmed by trolls shooting bees at you.”
         

         
         “I got stung a couple of times.”

         
         “Five times,” she corrected him.

         
         “Four,” he reminded her.

         
         “Five if you count the one that grazed your thigh.” She gave him a pointed look. “Stingers are still stingers even if they
            only cut and not impale.”
         

         
         “Okay. So, seven by your way of counting.”

         
         Her head whipped back, her eyes wide with shock. “Jeez, Chase.”

         
         “I’m a little worse for wear, that’s for sure.” Epic understatement.

         
         “How are you now?” The softly spoken question held an inquisitive tone and not a trace of accusation that maybe he hadn’t
            changed at all.
         

         
         “I don’t know.” And that was the absolute truth.

         
         He’d been good coming out of rehab. Hopeful. Excited, even, to start a new chapter of his life with Eliza. And Shelby, if
            she’d have him.
         

         
         Then everything went to shit when Juliana died, and he’d ended up in the hospital with one more senseless death haunting him.

         
         He needed to find his way back to hopeful.

         
         He turned and took in the house she bought him. “I haven’t had a real home in seven years.”

         
         She put her hand on his arm. “Eliza will always be your home. You need her as much as she needs you. I saw that when you came
            home all those months ago. Despite the time you needed to heal and you not being in the right frame of mind to be present
            for her, I could still see how much you wanted to be her dad. I never had one, but I want it for her. You hated your apartment.
            I think you felt trapped there in that tiny box, surrounded by things that weren’t yours. You talked about getting a place
            just like this, a place you could put down roots and call your own, and know no one could kick you out. So when I heard about
            this house and property, I knew it was just what you wanted and needed. This is yours, Chase. Settle in. Make it yours. Make
            good memories here with Eliza.”
         

         
         It touched him deeply that she’d known how much he needed this. He’d been adrift for too long. “It’s mine because you were looking out for me. You had my back.” He missed that after leaving the army. He needed it. And Shelby had given it to him. 

         
         “I will always have your back, Chase. You’re Eliza’s dad. We are bound together by blood through her. You are not alone. And
            the next time you feel that way and you’re nose-diving toward the bottom again, you let me know, and I will be there to hold
            out my hand and pull you back up.”
         

         
         Because you want me?

         
         He didn’t ask. But he hoped so.

         
         “Eliza needs you, Chase.”

         
         Do you need me, the way I desperately need you?

         
         He knew he could count on her. He wanted her to know she could count on him. “What do you need, Shelby?”

         
         She stared at the house she practically stole for him. “I have Eliza. She’s all I need.”

         
         He saw in her eyes what he’d felt for a long time. She didn’t have anyone else.

         
         He’d felt exactly the same way, except now she’d made it clear he had her. At least as far as him being important because
            of their connection to Eliza. But he wanted Shelby to want to keep him close for much more personal and intimate reasons.
         

         
         He wished she knew she had him, too. So he tried to remind her of that, took a chance, and brought up something they’d never
            talked about. “You and me, we were good together that night.” Good didn’t begin to cover what they shared. Great. Amazing.
            Special. His mind couldn’t come up with a word that defined that night in her arms.
         

         
         If he hadn’t been watching her so closely, he wouldn’t have seen the ever-so-slight nod. But she contradicted her agreement. “I’m not the person you end up with, Chase.” The defeatist tone surprised him. 

         
         “Why not?” He really wanted to know. Because of his past? Because he’d screwed up and dove headfirst into a prescription drug
            bottle and never wanted to come out? Until he did. Because of her.
         

         
         “Because you’re Chase Wilde.”

         
         That didn’t explain anything.

         
         “You could have any woman you want.”

         
         He wanted her.

         
         “You don’t end up with the girl who was ruined before she was ever born. Your father knows that. Your brothers, too.” She
            moved past him and went to the front door, putting her back to him and shutting down the conversation.
         

         
         Ruined? What the hell does she mean?

         
         He turned to her as she pulled a set of keys from her purse. He stopped dead in his tracks and stared down at the mat she
            stood on in front of the door that read, “Welcome Home,” with “Wilde” underneath the greeting.
         

         
         “A housewarming gift. To remind you this is yours. This is home now.”

         
         How the hell did she keep surprising him like this?

         
         Choked up, he mumbled, “Thank you.”

         
         She unlocked the door, then handed him the keys. “You first. It’s your place.”

         
         Chase opened the door, pushed it wide, and held his hand out for her to go in first. Manners, yes, but also because he wanted
            to see her in his place.
         

         
         And even though they stepped into an empty wide-open combination family room, dining room, and kitchen area, all he wanted
            to look at was her.
         

         
         She’d changed over the last nearly three years he’d known her. Of course after their night together, he’d obsessed over every little detail of their time together. He spent seven months kicking his ass for not getting her number and wishing he was stateside so he could talk her back into his bed. Then she called him out of the blue and dropped the bomb. He was going to be a father. By the time he wrapped his head around that, they’d shared several phone calls leading up to the birth, talking mostly about the pregnancy, how the baby was doing, and what Shelby needed to do to prepare to bring Eliza home alone. He’d felt a million miles away and mostly useless because he was overseas and could only support Shelby by sending a check and sympathizing with her sore back and swollen feet. Their calls were often too short for them to really get to know each other, but he loved all the little tidbits he pulled out of her. And he shared things with her about his family, his work, some of the cool things he’d seen and done being stationed overseas
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