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Chapter 1

 

In retrospect, KC Gilmore
realized when she wished for something to heat up her cold, lonely
nights, she should have been more specific. Because some trickster
who worked for fate heard her and gave her exactly what she asked
for. Now, she would not only experience some very hot nights, she also wouldn’t
be alone.

Somehow, being deployed to
Kuwait wasn’t what she had in mind, though. Since the temperatures
often hovered in the hundreds and she would be sharing a tent with
at least nine other women, she got her wish. Kuwait, or Iraq or
Afghanistan, they were all a little too hot for her tastes. Her
wishful thoughts had run along the lines of a little, or
even a lot, of
cuddling with an amazing man. She longed for long strolls on
scented summer evenings and stolen moments snuggling maybe with a
kiss or two thrown in.

Instead, she stared at the sheet with
her orders clearly printed for October of this year and her stomach
sank. October was two weeks away. This had come much sooner than
she wanted. Not as soon as she expected. She’d actually blocked out
the thought that she might get called up. Like if she didn’t think
about it, the time would never come.

Now she would be leaving all too soon.
Blinking back tears that sprang from nowhere, KC wanted the chance
to be more specific for fate.

Be careful what you wish
for because you might just get it. Her
grandmother’s old, often quoted adage leaped to mind and a longing
for her grandparent rose. How she could use some of that lady’s
tart advice right now. KC wanted to shout at the injustice of this
summons and wished her time hadn’t come yet. And while she was
making wishes, she wanted a hot man too.

“What’s up?” Max
Morrison’s voice sounded from too close behind her and only
training and willpower kept her from jumping several feet off the
floor.

“Must you sneak up on me
all the time?” she demanded, swinging around to confront him, her
heart still racing. KC didn’t notice the soothing pale green walls
and the cream colored wainscoting she had settled on when
redecorating the hallway of the office space she and Max
owned.

Max held up a hand. “I just asked a
question. And I wasn’t exactly quiet coming down the hall. You were
out in la la land.” He tried to swipe a finger down her nose, but
she danced away and swatted him. “That’s why you got scared. It had
nothing to do with me.”

Quelling a pout, KC stared at him. He
hated when she glared and she enjoyed watching him squirm, even
minimally. She tilted her head and increased the intensity.
Frowning at him while she thought, she decided he was probably
right. “Okay, I’ll give you that. I was fairly easy to sneak up on,
but I’m sure you tried to be as quiet as possible.”

“Who,
me?” His eyes wide, Max flung his arms out
in innocence.

KC rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you. Like
acting all innocent ever works with me. I know you, Max Morrison.
You purposefully try to scare anyone you can.”

“Do not,” he retorted, a
bit huffily. She hid the grin flirting with her lips.

“Hey, Jean, how many times
a day does Max try to sneak up on you?” she yelled across the
office to one of their administrative assistants.

“How does ‘every chance he
gets’ sound?” Jean replied without looking up from her
computer.

“Truthful and accurate,”
KC answered triumphantly before swinging back to Max.
“Hah! See? You’re
well known around here,” KC reminded him as she poked him in the
chest for good measure.

Max was quick, and easily avoided her
probing finger. “I think I’m much maligned here.” He dodged her
again. KC continued her pursuit of annoying him.

“You are not maligned,
it’s the truth.” He darted around her, and his glasses slid down
his nose. He pushed the trendy black plastic frames up and she
watched a mischievous curl slip over his forehead. Max, with his
black-brown curls, intelligent blue eyes, dark glasses, and
incredible brain spelled nerd, but KC was pretty fond of him
anyway. Maybe she had a soft spot for nerds.

The paper with her orders to Kuwait
floated to the floor and Max, in a graceful sweep, scooped it up
before it landed.

“What’s this?” he asked as
his eyes scanned the paper. She watched his face and saw
disappointment and astonishment as he comprehended what he read.
His reaction made her feel better, at least marginally. “You’re
being deployed to Kuwait.” Max answered his own
question.

KC groped behind her, located a chair,
and sank into it. His eyes were as blank as she’d ever seen them.
As though he was in shock. Nodding, KC answered his statement.
“Yes.” Her voice sounded dull.

“Why?”

She didn’t feel like
grinning or smiling even though his behavior did cheer her.
“Because I’m a Navy reserve and my number came up. Because it’s my
turn. I am in the
military. And they need members of the Medical Corps and since I’m
a surgeon, that’s me. I’m surprised I haven’t been called
sooner.”

Blank blue eyes continued
to stare at her. “I can’t believe you’re going overseas.” Max’s
voice sank to monotonic levels and she grouped the sound in with
the lackluster eyes and empty face. Shock,
definitely.

“We’re at war, Max. This
is what happens during war.” She tried to sound encouraging, but
couldn’t tell whether her effort proved successful or not. She
didn’t feel any better and Max still hadn’t given anything
away.

She had never seen him so
uncomprehending. As though his brain had shut down and refused to
start up again. KC swallowed. She couldn’t imagine not seeing Max
at least five days a week. Sadness tried to overwhelm her, but she
shoved it away. They had grown pretty close in the year they worked
together. Now she faced not seeing him for at least eight months.
Whether the time away included her training time she didn’t know,
yet. There was a distinct possibility she might be gone even
longer.

“You’re leaving,” Max
repeated, his eyes glazed and staring.

“I am.” KC didn’t know how
to comfort him, not when she wrestled with the summons
herself.

“Why aren’t you flipping
out?” he asked suspiciously, and the blank look disappeared. His
eyes gleamed with intelligence and cunning once more. KC would have
groaned if she had the energy.

“What do you mean why
aren’t I flipping out? I don’t flip
out.”

“Mmm-hmm.
Hello, you’ve got how
much planning to do before you leave?”

Max had a point. She hadn’t even begun
to think about all she had to do before she left.

“There’s not all that much
to do,” she said, trying to suppress her panic. “Just find someone
to do my job for possibly the next year. And find someone who can
take Ryan and Spuds...” she trailed off, resisting the thoughts
swirling in her brain at hurricane force. Ryan. She had purposefully blocked
all thoughts of leaving him. How could
she?

“Katrina Celeste, what
about your place, and car and mail and—”

KC cut him off, not wanting to hear
the laundry list. Monday mornings were bad enough, she certainly
didn’t need a To Do list spewed at her.

“Right now I need to worry
about today. The rest will have to wait. And the name is
KC.”

“You’re much calmer than I
would have thought,” Max said in a contemplative voice, stroking
his chin. KC swallowed and hurried to her office.

Why couldn’t her evenings have
involved some wonderfully hot man rather than sand, heat, and a
military field unit?

 

Footsteps sounded behind her and KC
nearly panicked. On her knees, she gasped as a pair of masculine
black leather shoes showed in her line of vision. “What are you
doing?” she asked, suspicion coloring her voice.

“I thought I’d help you
locate that needle I saw drop off our newest syringe prototype.
This could be a problem, you know, if the needles fall off,” Max
replied, running a hand over his chin, and KC’s heart tripped a
beat when she heard beard bristle rasp against his palm. She liked
that sound. She wished she could hear it every day.

Instead of going to
Kuwait. Her heart tipped sickeningly and
she squashed further thoughts. It’s just
the unknown. You’ll be fine once you get there, a little voice reminded her. She hoped the voice spoke the
truth. Her stomach couldn’t take much more abuse.

KC worked hard and eventually
succeeded in pulling herself together enough to answer him. “Yes,
we do seem to have a problem with these syringes and needles
staying together,” she muttered, desperately wanting something from
him, but not certain what. She hoped she didn’t look as stupid as
she felt kneeling in the main hallway of their office
suite.

Max dropped to his knees and surveyed
the floor with her, both of them struggling to find a needle that
blended in perfectly with the carpeting.

Of course.

KC was soon struck by the hilarity of
the situation, but stifled her amusement. They really did need to
locate that needle. She needed it to test so they could determine
why the syringe and needle weren’t staying together. Not to mention
the safety hazard the needle presented in its present location. One
should probably expect such a hazard when one ran a company that
manufactured and supplied medical supplies, but most people
didn’t.

Approximately two seconds later, Max
snagged the needle and held the thin metal above his head
triumphantly. He even managed to cluck her under the
chin.

“Would you look at that? I
found it. And you didn’t,” he tacked on just to taunt her, she
guessed.

“Thank you very much, Mr.
Morrison.” She took the needle. “Only children shouldn’t have to
work with people from large families,” she muttered, managing to
sneak in a decent punch. She wasn’t a military woman for nothing.
KC knew how to defend herself.

“You’re not an only
child,” he reminded her unnecessarily.

Thinking of her other job
made her remember her newest assignment. In Kuwait. KC turned away, feeling
her heart clench at the thought of not seeing those she loved for
eight months or longer.

“Are you okay?” KC heard
the concern in Max’s voice.

 “I’m fine,” she lied, her heart beating painfully.


Chapter 2

 

“Mom! Whewe’s Spuds? I
can’t find him,” KC’s son, Ryan exclaimed, running from the living
room into the kitchen where she worked at preparing supper. Her
heart seized at the thought of what would happen to him while she
was gone. Where would he go? Who would take him? When panic
encroached, she yanked her thoughts to the present. The future was
too frightening to consider right now.

“You let him out when you
got home, did you remember to let him back in?” KC watched his
face, loving the freckles scattered across his nose, and his curly
brown hair and bright blue eyes. She might not have borne him from
her body, but he was hers in every other way. Her brother had
brought Ryan to her when he was barely a week old and had never
returned to pick up his son.

They received post cards from him now
and then. He had signed all legal rights over to her years ago, and
KC doubted they’d ever see him again. Greg was unreliable at best,
and the passing years only seemed to strengthen that unfortunate
characteristic. He lived for the moment, not caring that he had a
son. Or that the woman who gave birth to Ryan had died before she
could hold her son in her arms.

“I don’t know,” Ryan said
and KC raised an eyebrow at him after she remembered their
conversation about Spuds, their dog. With purpose, she shoved
thoughts of Greg from her mind.

“Maybe you ought to go see
if he wants in. I bet he’d like to play with you.”

Ryan ran to the door and opened it.
Their little mutt, part dachshund, part terrier, part Chihuahua,
proved a bizarre mixture between all three breeds. He wagged his
way into the room. In truth, Spuds resembled a black and white
potato on feet. He barked and jumped on Ryan, dog and five-year-old
rolling across the floor in their usual display of
antics.

KC laughed at the pair, trying to
memorize this precious everyday memory before she left. How in the
world was she supposed to tell Ryan she was leaving? Who would care
for him? Who would take Spuds? When her thoughts came full circle
again, and she still had no answers, KC hastily dried the tears
that formed before they spilled onto her cheeks.

This little boy and little dog were
her life, and now she had to leave them for at least eight months.
But she had been called to serve her country, so she would. There
was no other way. She was a mom, and a pet owner, but she was also
a member of the Medical Corps, a trained surgeon, and her country
needed her skills. Therefore, she would go. She had signed onto the
Navy before Greg brought Ryan to her, so she couldn’t deny the
Navy’s right to her skills.

She was still Ryan’s mom though and
this decision was going to eat away her soul if she didn’t think of
some brilliant solution for her son and dog.

KC sighed and turned back to shredding
cheese. There was still a little bit of time before she left. And
she needed to set so much in order.

How in the world would she tell
Ryan?

How in the world could he
understand?

Who in the world could she trust to
keep him?

Ryan attended the daycare at her work,
so she saw him often during the day. Plus, she could work from home
from time to time. Max, genius that he was, had arranged for her to
stay home with Ryan a few times a month. He felt Ryan was the most
important aspect of her life, just as she did. She better figure
out how to tell Ryan she was scheduled to leave him soon. Her
stomach churned.

Maybe she should wait until she knew
who would keep him. With a snort, she overrode that thought. Since
that person hadn’t miraculously appeared, she still had no idea who
she could trust to keep Ryan for eight or more months. Who would be
willing to become an instant parent?

Ryan had to be comfortable with this
person. Not to mention they would have to be buddies, and this
person had better understand kids. She suppressed another desperate
snort. Where would she find such a paragon?

She had to tell Ryan about the change
in their futures because she figured she would need to tell him
several times before he comprehended. Even so he still might not
understand he wouldn’t see her for close to a year. That was
approximately two hundred and forty sleeps. There was no way he
could grasp that.

If he did, then she could figure out who she could trust to raise her
son.

KC wished she could let someone else
tell him. And let someone else figure out who would be the lucky
civilian to keep her precious son.

 

“Ryan, there’s something I
have to tell you,” she said after they ate and cleaned up the
dishes. She couldn’t let this rest, so figured now would be a good
time to reveal the news. How much would a five-year-old
comprehend?

“What?” he asked, but she
doubted she had his full attention. His eyes kept straying to the
overfull toy box in the corner.

“Honey, you know how I
have to leave one weekend every month?” Since she joined the Navy
before Greg had given Ryan to her, her commitment weekends weren’t
new to him.

“Yeah, you alweady did
that,” he said impatiently, and this time his eyes followed
Spuds.

She tipped his head up with a hand
under his chin, wanting him to understand the seriousness of their
conversation. His little boy scent teased her as a wave of longing
to not miss a moment of his life nearly overcame her. KC fought it
and won.

“Yes, I did. But Ryan, I’m
going to be leaving for more than a weekend soon.” KC almost choked
on the words. She could do this.

“I’ll have to go to
Gwandmothew and Gwandfathew’s house?” He sounded alarmed and KC
resisted the urge to close her eyes.

“No, baby. I don’t think
so. We’ll probably keep your monthly visits, but you won’t stay
with them.” Even as she made the statement, KC resolved to find
someone else. Her parents were barely tolerable for a weekend, much
less eight months. She couldn’t do that to Ryan.
But who? Who could she
trust to take Ryan? Who wouldn’t mind? Who would love the
opportunity? Who loved Ryan enough?

“Who’ll I stay with, Mom?”
Ryan asked, and KC realized she had his full attention
now.

“I don’t know yet, baby,
but I’ll find someone,” she promised. Who? Desperation clawed at her
insides.

“S’kay, Mommy, I know
who,” Ryan announced and the temptation of the toy box finally
overcame him. He wiggled off the couch and scampered to the
brimming container of toys.

“Who, Ryan?” she asked,
watching him chose a fire truck from the pile.

“Who what?”

“Who’ll watch you?” KC
realized she was quite interested in his answer.

He turned and gave her a mysterious
smile. Not unlike the one Max often sent her when he was up to
mischief. Which now that she thought on it, happened on a frequent
basis.

“Can’t tell, Mommy, it’s a
secwet.” He made fire truck siren noises.

 She sincerely wished she knew this particular secret. It
might make her life a lot easier.


Chapter 3

 

“KC, hello? Can I please have your
attention?” And to add insult, Max waved his hand in front of her
face.

She batted him away, but
returned her attention to their meeting. “What?” Grumpiness laced her voice in
liberal doses.

“We’ve got to get these
prototypes fixed, and since this is more your area of expertise
than mine, I figured you’d want more input than you’re providing.”
He didn’t sound completely exasperated with her, which was good.
Just a little bit, which she could handle.

“Sorry. I was off
somewhere else.”

“Yeah, I figured that
out.” He raised an eyebrow.

“I’m here now, what’s
up?”

“That’s a good question.
What is up?” he returned, and folding his arms on the table, leaned
forward.

KC quelled the urge to sit back.
Having the full impact of Max Morrison’s attention was a little bit
like standing up in front of a thousand people with a speech you
might not have practiced enough. Doable, but daunting.

Taking a deep breath, KC stared into
Max’s blue eyes and thought about dumping her problems on him. Here
was a good friend, her best friend, in fact, and she needed to
unload to someone. And he could take it. KC gave in to
temptation.

“Max, who’s going to keep
Ryan when I leave? Who’s going to keep Spuds? I can’t send them to
my parent’s house. And who knows where Greg is? And what if he does
come back and decides he wants to be a larger part of Ryan’s life?
He’s not reliable. All he’ll do is hurt
Ryan.” All her fears and frustrations
welled inside until she feared they might spew. She retained the
ability to hold onto her emotions for now but hated to gamble with
being able to keep everyone safe from the disgorge if her grasp
failed.

“Easy, KC,” he said and
reached across the table to take her hand. Then, shaking his head,
he stood up, maneuvered around the table, and folded her in his
arms. She went willingly. KC needed to feel like everything was in
control, even if the feeling was fleeting. Inside Max’s arms was
the safest place she had ever found.

“Ryan and I already worked
all this out,” Max said above her and KC’s heart sputtered, then
beat frantically while she processed his words.

“What?” She pulled away to
peek at his face. He looked like he meant that statement.
Goosebumps peppered her arms and she shivered.

Max shrugged. “Ryan and I have all
that taken care of,” he repeated, and quirked a black eyebrow at
her.

“What have you worked
out?” KC was hesitant to welcome the small, sunlit glimmer of hope,
since looming over the horizon was a huge black cloud of dread and
doubt.

Max grinned. “We talked this morning.
He said you told him you had to go away, so he informed me how he
and Spuds will be coming to live with me until you come
home.”

“Ryan told you he was
coming to your house?” she asked weakly, but an answering grin
tugged at her own lips.

“Yep.” Max’s face set into
serious lines. “It’s your best solution. I certainly don’t have a
problem with him staying with me. I’ll actually enjoy the time with
Ryan.”

“I know that, but,
Max, I can’t ask you to
disrupt your whole life for me,” KC objected as confusion and
elation battled for dominance in her beleaguered mind. Ryan did,
indeed, have the perfect solution in mind. What a smart kid. But how on earth
could she ask so much of Max?

“Why not? KC, I can easily
keep him. And goodness knows if I need to go somewhere on business,
I have two hundred immediate family members waiting in line to keep
him. All of whom he knows. I’ve got a hundred nieces and nephews he
can play with, and does now. At least half are at my house often
anyway. It’s the perfect solution. I love Ryan, you know that.” He
brushed the wisp of hair that kept tickling her nose off her
face.

KC stared up at him, thankful he was
her best friend. “Oh, Max, how can I thank you?”

“You already have by being
willing to go and serve. Maybe you won’t be fighting, but you’ll be
healing those who are, so you’re just as important. You don’t see
me out there volunteering to go, do you?” A faint smile stretched
his lips.

“I guess not. Someone has
to stay home and keep the fires burning.”

“Exactly. And someone has to go.
You’ve got the official orders. I don’t. That’s not for me. But I
can, and really want to care for your son.” He said it so firmly
she had no doubt he meant every word. That thought set her free of
the worry and guilt plaguing her.

“Thank you,” she whispered
into his chest.

He hauled her back in for a hug she
thought maybe both of them needed.

“Sure. Now let’s go tell
the kid I convinced you he could stay with me.” Max tugged on her
hand. Laughing, relieved, she followed him.

***

Later that night at home KC stared at
the notice in her hand. Whoops. In the chaos created by her looming
deployment she forgot about the more mundane details of life. She
glanced at the phone and debated for about a minute before she
picked it up and dialed.

Max answered on the second
ring.

“Morrison.” He sounded
distracted, a usual occurrence for him.

“Hey, it’s me. I’ve got a
problem.”

“Hey, you. What’s the
problem?” KC estimated she had about half of his
attention.

“I just got notification
that my lease on my apartment is up at the end of the month. I have
to decide whether I want to sign on for another year or not.” She
stared at the paper in her hand. With no thoughts of what she
should do swirling in her head. It crammed in with everything else,
vying for her attention.

“Seems silly to sign a
lease when you know you’re going to be gone for at least the next
eight months.”

“My thoughts
exactly.”

“But...?” he
asked.

“How did you know there
was a but?” Max
knew her too well if he could read her scattered
thoughts.

“There’s always a
but, so what is
it?”

“What am I supposed to do
with my stuff? How am I going to find time to pack up this
apartment? Provided I find another place for my things?” She ran an
agitated hand through her hair. Like being deployed wasn’t bad
enough, now was she supposed to deal with all the at-home things
before she shipped out?

“Relax. The packing part
is easy. You either hire movers or you call my mom, which is pretty
much the same thing.” She heard something being shuffled in the
background. “Where to move your stuff? You’ve got several options.”
A crackling noise filtered through the phone and KC decided he must
be opening a package or envelope.

She waited.

“I’ve got the barn out
back, which has nothing but the lawn mower and some of my
relative’s vehicles in it. That’s option number one. If you don’t
like that one, there’re lots of storage units, but you’d have to
pay up front for one, since you won’t be here to pay monthly. And
you probably want to pay for it for at least a year, in case you’re
gone that long.

“That’s option two. The
other options are all the Morrison family storage areas. We could
move your stuff into a cottage. Which wouldn’t be bad, because most
of the attics don’t have much in them. Will’s closet alone could
use a pile of stuff so I’ll stop getting nieces and
nephews.”

“Wait a second.” KC
stopped him. She had seen that infamous closet at Will and Rachel’s
summer cottage at the lake. Family legend was that all of Max’s
sister Laurie and her husband, Greg’s, children had been conceived
in that very large, comfortable walk-in linen closet. Apparently,
all of the siblings and various partners, as well as many of the
cousins had been discovered making out in there at one time or
another.

“What?” Max
asked.

“Who’s the newest couple
to be caught in there?” KC asked in interest.

“Mitch and Lainy. She’s
pregnant, by the way.” She could hear the proud brother in his
voice.

KC gasped.
“Are you serious?
They’ve only been married, what, four months?”

“I just got off the phone
with her. She’s so excited - I could barely get the news out of
her. Mitch was a lost cause. He was just this proud, blubbering
idiot. Well, they actually passed the phone back and forth so I
could get the news. It was an interesting call,” Max said and she
could hear his grin.

She didn’t doubt that, but she was
surprised Lainy hadn’t called her as well. KC fumbled with her cell
phone and glanced at the screen. There it was, the call she missed
from Lainy. She switched the phone back to ring mode. Who knew what
other important calls she might have missed?

“Max, that is fantastic
news. They must be so excited. I’d better call her.” Then in a less
gleeful voice, “This baby wasn’t planned, though,
right?”

“Nope. But see, they spent
time in that closet,” Max patiently explained.

“I see. So you’d like to
see my stuff crammed into it so no more of your siblings and their
spouses can use the closet for its other purpose?” KC tried to keep the
utter amusement out of her voice.

“Doesn’t that sound like
the ideal solution?”

“Unh-unh.” Her negative
was emphatic.

“Chicken. Oh, I would like
to take all of Ryan’s stuff and move it into the room he’ll have
here at the house. And, if you don’t mind, your dining room table
and chairs. Actually, you know what, KC, why don’t we just move all
your stuff into my place? I could use it until you return, and it’d
make Ryan feel more comfortable here. Then, you can leave from and
return to here, and you won’t have to go to a hotel or
anything.”

She could tell he was sincere. “Max,
that’s so much to ask of you.” KC bit her lip.

“How is it too much to
ask? I’ve got bare spots all over the place. No table, a ratty old
sofa I’d love to throw out, but don’t have anything to replace it,
and I don’t want to take the time right now to look for a new one.
Besides, like I said, Ryan would feel more at home with familiar
things around him, especially if the two of you came to live here
before you leave.” His firm voice meant she probably wouldn’t be
able to talk him out of his plans.

This was good, because right now, she
needed someone she trusted to take over a few key aspects of her
life. And finding a place for her things was something she didn’t
want to deal with. Ryan was her main priority and it did make sense
for them to live with Max for a little while before she left. That
would make Ryan feel more at home, even though she doubted he would
have problems. He had stayed with Max before when she had to go
away on business. Plus there were the many times the Morrisons had
something going on, and invited him along.

Ryan was used to the chaos of the
Morrison family. He’d visited the lake with Max countless times and
played with the Morrison offspring enough that he knew all their
names and preferences. (He didn’t enjoy playing with most of the
girls, but did great in the company of the Morrison boys his own
age.)

He would be fine. Max would also make
certain Ryan spent a little time with her parents, but not too
much, which was perfect. He had a good feel for that situation, and
she trusted him to do what was right.

In fact, she completely trusted Max,
which was more than she could say for her own family. Because she
probably could never trust her brother. And her parents... Since
she had tuned into reality at around the age of six, she realized
they were different than other people. Aliens, is how she tended to
describe them and their set to her closest friends. Only interested
in perching at the top of the social rung, with all the right
friends, possessions and memberships, her parents moved in circles
KC could have entered but saw nothing there to entice her. Give her
a Morrison family picnic any day.

“All right. I think your
idea is the best one I’ve heard so far. The important person here
is Ryan. You and I will adjust easily enough, but with me gone for
so long, I don’t know.” She bit her lip again. This was so much to
ask.

“He doesn’t understand
that you’ll be gone for eight months, but we’ll help him through
it. And Lainy’s already working on new phones for us to keep in
contact. I don’t know when they’ll be ready. She thinks it’s
important for Ryan to talk to you as often as possible, and I
agree. She’s been through this, so she’ll be a big
help.”

“Bless her,” KC said
wholeheartedly. KC had every confidence things would work as best
as Lainy, an electronics expert, could manage. Plus, she had
endured a year of being parted from Mitch, whom she got to know
when she took in his dog. They came to love one another over that
year long span and exchanged marriage vows soon after he returned
to the United States. So yes, Lainy would know. [The Nerd and the Marine
- Book 1 - The Morrison Family Series]

“Yeah, she’s pretty
decent, for a sister,” Max said, but KC heard the love in his tone
and not for the first time, wished she could have a family as large
and loving as Max enjoyed.

“I’ll be sure to tell her
that. Okay, now, I’ve got to get off the phone.” She studied the
living room, dreading all the work she saw in just this modest
space.

“Don’t panic, I’ll call
Mom. Let her worry about the packing. She likes this sort of thing,
and she and some of the aunts are bored. I heard her say so the
other day. She’ll love the packing project,” Max assured her, and
the funny thing was, she believed him.

“Thanks, Max,” she said,
but he had already said goodbye and hung up. His amazing mind
probably already working on the next problem.

***

“Max, slow down a second
and run all this by me again. Your dad’s talking on one side, you
on the other, and I’m not following either,” his mom said the next
morning when he remembered to call her. He heard her tell his dad
to pipe down a second. The familiar masculine rumble in the
background ceased and his mom came back on the line. Max
grinned.

“Okay, run that by me
again?”

First things first. “You know KC got
called up to go overseas?” Thinking if he gave her the whole scoop,
hopefully he wouldn’t have to repeat anything.

“Yes. Lands, you told me
that days ago. You’re keeping her son, which I think is just
wonderful, Max. We’ll have to have a welcoming party for Ryan.” His
mother launched into detail with all her ideas, speaking eighty
miles an hour, as usual.

“Yo, Mom, can you stop for
a minute and listen?” He wondered, for the
one-hundred-and-seventy-three-thousandth time, how his dad kept up
with her.

“Sorry, Max. Continue
please,” she said piously and he rolled his eyes but grinned. He
really did wonder how his dad hadn’t gone crazy all these
years.

“Well, KC’s lease is due
on her apartment at the end of the month. She’s leaving in the
beginning of October. So, I talked her into moving Ryan and her
stuff into my place. Well, her too, that way when she leaves, Ryan
will sort of be familiar with the situation. We’re hoping to get
him into a routine before she leaves.”

“That’s not a bad idea,”
his mom said, and he figured she didn’t like the idea of two
unmarried people moving in together. He didn’t either, but this was
the best solution. And Ryan would be there, and little kids talked,
so there would be a chaperon, of sorts. Not like KC thought of him
in a romantic way, anyway, so no worries, there, either.
Unfortunately.

“Right so KC is
stressing—” he said, and his mother interrupted with,
“Well of course, dear, she’s got a lot
going on right now,” and he took a deep
breath and kept talking. “So, I’m wondering if you and some of the
aunts would mind helping her pack? She’s got so many other details
to work out and Ryan....” and that was as far as he got before she
started talking over him.

“Oh, packing. We’ll be there early
tomorrow morning. Give me the address again, I can’t find it. I’ll
see about finding some boxes, and you know Millie has great
markers. Lily can bring tape, and oh, Tessa just made a yummy
sounding lemon cake....” and Max tuned her out.

He picked up a paper from his desk and
wadded it up. Then he threw the makeshift ball at the window
connecting his and KC’s offices. She ignored the first toss, so he
picked up a super ball and threw that, finally catching her
attention. He ducked to avoid the rebound.

When she looked up, he motioned for
her to come into his office. She stood, trudged over to the door
and quirked a brow at him. He covered his mother’s prattling with a
palm. “I’ve got Mom on the phone right now. She’s buzzing like a
hummingbird, so prepare for a siege. She’ll be on your doorstep
early, which probably means six. Oh, and sounds like she’s bringing
most of the aunts.” Not that he knew this for certain, since he
tuned her out.

“Excellent. Are you sure
she doesn’t mind doing this?” KC sounded tentative.

Max stared at her in absolute
puzzlement and wonder for a moment before he leaned over and
snagged her wrist. Tugging her closer, he removed his palm from the
receiver and his mother’s excited chatter filled the room. KC’s
lips twitched and then she bit her lower lip before she left the
room, slammed the door, and erupted into peals of
laughter.

While he was grateful to see her
laughing, it still left him stuck with his over-excited
mother.

“Um, Mom? Mom?
MOM!” he finally yelled
into the phone and that cut her off.

Silence.

“Mom, I’m sorry to have to
cut you off, but I’ve got a meeting in two minutes. I have to go.
I’ll tell KC you’re excited about this because she is worried she’s
taking advantage,” Max said seriously.

“I’ll call her myself and
assure her how much we’d like to help, then,” his mother answered,
forgiving him that quickly for cutting her off.

“I’d appreciate that, and
I know she would too. Only, she’s got to be in the same meeting I’m
nearly late for.”

“We’ll talk to her
tomorrow. Tell her to expect us around six, okay?”

“Sure thing. She’ll be up
and trying to rouse Ryan about that time.” Max said goodbye then
hung up.

He rose and strolled to the door
between their offices. KC wiped tears off her gorgeous face and
stared at him in disbelief.

“I can’t believe she’s
that happy to come and help me.” She shook her head and the
overhead lights caught in her tawny blonde hair.

“Are you kidding? This’ll
be the highlight of the month.” This set her into peals
again.

She wiped away more tears
and said, “Oh it feels good to laugh.”

He glanced at the clock. “Good. Um,
don’t we have a staff meeting now?”

“Oh, right.
Whoops.”

Max wished he had been the
one to make her laugh. He wanted to see her staring back at him
with passion in her eyes, for
him. Many a night had passed when he
longed for KC to see him as a man rather than as her nerdy
co-worker. Since he was wishing, he’d like a Lamborghini
too.

 And horses would toss pigs over the moon.


Chapter 4

 

Max poked around his house and
wondered what would happen when KC and Ryan moved in. He definitely
anticipated that time, but he hated that KC was going overseas to
Kuwait. Even the thrill of helping with Ryan diminished when he
thought of the danger she faced. And knowing KC she would face it
fearlessly and head-on too. Any flipping out would happen before
she left and then when she returned home. To him,
hopefully.

Should he tell her how he felt about
her before she left in case something happened, or risk never
telling her? Or by telling her, would that make her question
whether he was a good candidate for keeping Ryan while she was
gone? He didn’t doubt that, but what if she did? It was always a
possibility. Would telling her make KC think of him while she was
gone? Or would it completely ruin their relationship?

A friendship he valued because they
could tell each other practically everything. She was his best
friend. This was unusual for him, since KC was one of the most
beautiful women he had ever seen and he generally had no idea what
to do with beautiful women.

KC possessed tawny, wavy blonde hair
and a sweet, beautiful face, all of which were especially
attractive to him. A heady combination of an all American girl
gorgeousness paired with the pretty girl-next-door comfort. Her
eyes were a unique shade of green-blue. Almost aqua in color. They
were amazing, eyes he could get lost in. He had noticed her
immediately upon meeting. Max was pretty certain he bought her
dad’s company solely because of her, not because the business had
been a no-brainer.

Which it wasn’t. He had managed to
salvage Gilmore Products, but her dad hadn’t made things easy for
him. Max learned over the year they worked together that KC had
actually pulled the company out of the nosedive the medical
manufacturer and supplier had been headed for. KC was the one who
had made the company attractive enough to buy. But her dad hadn’t
been interested in allowing her to buy him out.

She kept the thirty-five percentage of
shares her grandmother left her, and Max bought her father’s
sixty-five percentage of shares, not realizing that she desperately
wanted them. Yet she was never snippy or nasty to him. Instead,
they uneasily felt their way around the other and eventually
decided they enjoyed working together.

Together, they made decisions neither
would have wanted to make alone, and had formed a united front.
Now, she concentrated on the research and development of their
products, while he focused on the business aspect. They shared the
manufacturing responsibilities and helped the other out when
warranted. He and KC had formed an amazing team in the past
year.

Now he couldn’t imagine
not seeing her every day. How would he work through his days,
without the motivation of seeing her to roll him out of bed?
Without warming himself in her smile? Without cheering from her
laughter? Who would he pick
on?

With no answers, Max turned away from
the picture he stopped in front of. A photo of the two of them
dancing at the Christmas party, laughing and having a great time.
He had the picture blown up and framed and it now hung in his
study. In the place of prominence above the mantle.

Max left the room and hopefully his
thoughts behind, closing the door after him. Too frustrated with
what the future held to dwell on the depressing subject. He
couldn’t imagine eight months or longer without KC.

The very thought made him
nauseous.

***

When the doorbell rang at ten to six
the next morning, KC still hadn’t managed to coax Ryan out of bed.
She was semi-dressed in her top, but still wore her pajama bottoms.
Glancing down at herself, she figured Max’s family wouldn’t care,
if they even noticed. At this point, sweet-talking her son out of
bed and to the breakfast table were the most important items on her
agenda.

She whisked open the door and stared
at the feminine assembly on the other side. Five women stood there,
and all looked prepared to do battle. Wearing scarves on their
heads, wielding brooms, mops, boxes, newspaper, bubble wrap, tape,
and large marking pens, they appeared a force to be reckoned
with.

“Hello, love,” Max’s mom
said, as she stepped inside and kissed
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