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      Chandler Benson is coping with losing a team member and adjusting to civilian life when he finds out something he was never supposed to know. The unredacted knowledge of his last mission is more than he can handle. The only peace he sees is six feet under.

      Tamitha Spencer knows loss. Her husband was killed by a drunk driver years ago, and now she does what she can to make sure no one else feels that pain. When she finally overcomes the devastating loss, she longs to love again but doesn't know how.

      Chandler is looking for an end, Tami is searching for a new beginning.

      Is it possible for them to find both...together?
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        Dear Reader,

        

      

      
        Greetings from Loving, Oklahoma.

      

      
        Loving the Ride was originally published in 2022 as Beckon, which was part of the ABCs of Love world.

        Now, it’s a part of my Loving USA world of stand-alone novels. It’s still the same great story, just the names and the town have changed.

        

        Happy Reading

        Verlene

      

      

      

      
        
        Original dedication…

        To anyone who feels alone in a crowd because they’re different. Being normal is overrated.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the loving people of Oklahoma, USA.

        Ride on.
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      Chandler didn’t duck, didn’t try to avoid the hit in any way, shape, or form. Instead, he stared at the raised fist and smiled. He wanted the pain, and if he was lucky, the sweet oblivion that would follow. That was if Tate hadn’t launched himself in the line of fire and taken the hit intended for him.

      Throwing up his hands in frustration, Chandler turned back toward the bar. After taking up residence in his previous seat, he ordered a double. He’d have to find silence another way.

      “Goddamn it, Benson.” Tate dropped onto the stool next to him, rubbing his jaw. “You can be a real asshole sometimes.”

      “Me? I don’t remember asking for you to play white knight.” Chandler threw back his drink and motioned for another. The burn wasn’t painful enough and the alcohol was slower than a hit to the head would’ve been. “And don’t call me that. I’m not that, not anymore.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? Your last name hasn’t changed. Not that I’m aware of.”

      His friend was being intentionally obstinate. “You know what I mean. You imply a rank that doesn’t apply. Not anymore.” Chandler finished the next drink too, but he was still fully aware of both past and present. He slapped a one-hundred-dollar bill on the bar top and grabbed the bottle from the bartender.

      The man glared at him before leaning in and slipping the bill right into his pocket. “I could get into trouble for that, so do me a favor, don’t flaunt it by drinking straight from the bottle, use a glass.” He placed a new one next to the bottle on the bar. Chandler saw the plea in his eyes, so he complied. There was no reason to contribute to anyone else having a shit night.

      “You’re not making any sense, Chandler. You haven’t for a bit now. What gives?”

      If only Tate knew.

      “I’m not implying anything, but it’s hard to turn off learned behavior, you know. I’ve called you that for years, now suddenly you take issue with it. Forgive me if I don’t get it.”

      Tate was right. He, of all people, understood how hard it was to let go of shit. Sadly, that didn’t make it any easier to accept. Knowing and doing were not the same thing. That was another lesson he’d learned long ago.

      Another shot went down smoothly, more like three before his friend spoke again.

      “I’m worried about you, man.” Tate clapped him on the back and let his touch linger. It wasn’t that Chandler was opposed to human touch, he craved it as much as anyone did. It was how dirty he felt accepting it. Like he didn’t deserve comfort or basic human kindness. When Tate didn’t end the connection, Chandler shifted enough to slip his friend’s hand from his shoulder.

      Instantly, he felt a loss. Tate was the only friend who still cared about him. Everyone else was either dead or had written him off. He couldn’t blame them; he was a self-proclaimed lost cause. His demons didn’t just live rent-free in his head, they danced with his soul at an endless ball.

      One, he’d hand-carved their invitation to it, no less.

      As always, that path down memory lane led to a dark place. One he wasn’t nearly drunk enough to visit.

      “Well, don’t. I’m fine.” He followed that statement by filling his glass, then not coming up for air until he could see his reflection in the mirror behind the bar through the empty bottom of it. It was not a sight he could stomach.

      There was blood.

      So much blood.

      Some his, some the enemies, some belonging to his own team, but it was the blood of the innocent that stained the deepest shade of red. No matter how much time passed or how much he scrubbed, the blood never washed off.

      “You’re not fine. You haven’t been fine for a long damn time. I thought… I thought things were finally good, with you I mean, but then a month ago you just went off the rails.” Tate finished his beer and tossed some bills down. There was an anger he hadn’t heard from his friend before. It wasn’t at all unexpected, hell, Tate had lasted longer than anyone else had.

      Everyone gave up. It’s what they did. They either died or walked off. Either way, they all left sooner or later. And he wouldn’t beg them to stay. If he could walk away from himself, he would too.

      Tate stood next to him expectantly. Chandler refused to look at him, instead he poured another two fingers of whiskey and downed it. It wasn’t that he didn’t give a shit his best friend was done with him; it was that look he knew was in his eyes. The look that caused him more pain than he cared to admit.

      There was more than one war going on inside him. One was his head screaming to not let Tate walk away. That voice was growing quieter with every second that passed. But Chandler hadn’t drunk enough to completely silence it. The whispers were still there telling him to talk to someone and Tate was his last friend.

      If he let him walk away now, he would finally spiral down into the darkness.

      That voice could shove it.

      That voice was hope and Chandler Wayne Benson was hopeless. The sooner he accepted that truth and stopped clinging to slivers, the sooner the darkness could embrace him. It was the reaching for the light that was painful and loud, but the darkness was numbing silence.

      “Shit, man. You’re not even going to look at me?” And there it was, the pain he’d caused yet another person. He didn’t need to see it; he could hear it. Feel it.

      “Nope.” He popped the p and lifted his glass yet again.

      “You know what, Chandler; you’re not the only one dealing with this shit. You’re not alone in this, you’re alone because you want to be. I was there too. I… you know what? Forget it. You’re not listening anyway.” Chandler watched his friend in the bar mirror as he pulled out his phone and started touching the screen before directing his attention back toward him.

      “Your ride will be here in seventeen minutes.” Tate’s eyes shifted to the bartender. “Yellow Ford Focus, name’s—” He looked down at the screen. “Tamitha.” Tate was speaking more to the bartender than Chandler. The bartender nodded and went about his business. Chandler hated being treated like a child.

      “I can’t beg you anymore, Benson, you have to want it, and when you do, call me. Until then…” He let the statement hang in the air, but he continued to stand there. After a minute or two, he shook his head and left.

      “Fuck.” Chandler propped his elbows on the bar, resting his head on his palms. He had nothing and no one left. It was what he was pushing for, needing to punish himself, but he wasn’t expecting the overwhelming sense of loss. He still wasn’t numb, but the bottle was empty. Before he could remedy that, the bartender came around and helped him off his stool.

      “Come on, man, your ride should be out front.”

      Chandler let the man pull him from his seat and lead him outside. Why did he find it easy to allow strangers to do what he would not allow from his friends?

      He shook off the self-imposed question. It sounded more like something one of his many therapists would’ve asked, and to be honest, he didn’t want to know the answer. Or rather, he already knew it but refused to accept it.

      The humid night air smacked him in the face the second the bar door opened, making him want to throw up.

      Fucking humidity.

      Why was it every damn time his government sent him on an “if you get caught, we don’t know who you are” mission, it was always to someplace goddamned humid?

      “Okay, buddy, look alive. This is your ride.” The bartender spoke in a sympathetic tone. A car rolled up in front of them, but he’d be damned if he could identify the make or even color through his whiskey vision. Luckily the bartender paid attention to Tate’s instructions.

      The alcohol was finally hitting him hard. He picked up bits and pieces of the exchange between the bartender and his driver before the man loaded him into the back of the car. All he knew at that point was the voices were finally silent. If he was lucky, he would be home and passed out cold before any type of coherency crept in.

      The car lurched forward as it pulled out of the parking lot. He watched transfixed as the Queen of England bobbed her head at him. That didn’t seem right. What was she doing driving rideshare in the states? Maybe he was drunker than he thought.

      “So, had a bit too much to drink tonight?” The voice that spoke didn’t have an English accent, so not the Queen. It was soft and timid. But when he met startling green eyes in the rearview mirror, they were anything but timid.

      Of course, she had four of them, so maybe that was the startling part.

      Chandler wanted to answer in a normal tone, with pleasant words, like a decent human being would. Instead, he responded like an asshole.

      “Come to that conclusion all by yourself, did ya?” The second the words left his mouth, he wanted to take them back. But if his days on this earth had taught him anything, it was that time didn’t go in reverse no matter how much you wished it could.

      “Okay then. Not much for conversation I see. And yes, before you ask, I figured that out all by myself too. I won’t bother you for the remainder of the ride. But just FYI, you can turn down conversation politely, no need to be a complete and utter butthole about it.”

      She’d set him down without cursing, then turned her attention back to the road. It was strange to feel scolded by someone using the word butthole instead of ass.

      Chandler had been properly chastised by a stranger. Something his own friends were intimidated to do.

      Until Tate earlier. But even then, he just had enough and walked.

      His first thought was how his mother would’ve been disappointed in his behavior. Second, was how for the first time, in a very long time at that, he was disappointed in himself.

      As the alcohol pulled him under, he hoped he’d managed to utter the apology that was perched on the tip of his tongue. The apology was forgotten as soon as oblivion claimed him.

      Chandler was no longer drunk in the back of a piece of shit car driven by a woman he didn’t know and couldn’t see straight enough to identify. Instead, he was a few years in the past and miles away.

      The scream of a child and the wail of a wife assaulted him. One he’d heard in real time, the other a product of his imagination.

      That was the day everything changed.

      But he’d somehow been pulled back from the edge, only to be pushed back out on that precipice once again.

      As hard as Chandler tried to accept that what happened was somewhat justified, at least on his team’s part, it didn’t change what that kid watched.

      Nor did it change what Wilson’s own wife and child felt when they were notified of his death. I bet they wailed like the other wife and child did.

      Because of the status of their mission, Wilson’s death wasn’t even listed as killed in action. According to the powers that be, he was assigned to a nearby base and was killed in a mugging gone wrong on his day off heading to the open-air market.

      That’s just one of the things Chandler had tried to justify or learn to live with.

      Chandler lurched forward and his eyes sprang open, or at least it felt like they did. When he looked down at his hands, there was so much blood.

      So, my eyes are only opened in the past.

      With those bloodied hands, he tugged at his hair roughly. Trying to rip the memories from his brain and cast them out. It didn’t work, it never did. They were embedded too deep. With twisting, spiraling roots that wove through his gray matter like a multi-tendrilled cancer.

      It was a cancer, his cancer to bear. A cancer that would eventually take his life as they all did. Only this wouldn’t continue to metastasize, invading his cells and organs until they ceased to function. No, this cancer had already killed his heart, the stupid organ just didn’t know it yet. The hardest part, it had reached out and infected others before he was brave enough to stop it.

      When it eventually ended his life, it would be through a bullet to the brain. That was the only cure for the disease that riddled his mind and strangled his soul.

      His inability to just eat a bullet already haunted him endlessly.

      A gentle touch to his temple startled him. His eyes were open, but his vision was shit. There was a figure in his face, but it was like trying to watch a channel you didn’t pay for. Something was there but he couldn’t tell what or who.

      A soothing voice was there though, in the murky darkness and scrambled pixels. A voice he didn’t recognize and couldn’t make out the words. It was like hearing underwater, but he was still drawn to the sound.

      Where was he, and who was with him? He knew it wasn’t Tate because the voice was distinctly feminine and soft. Tate’s was anything but.

      Chandler was being lifted and coaxed somewhere. Since the voice seemed friendly, he went with it. After what seemed like forever, the voice stopped, and his motion ceased. He waited and nothing. No ambient sounds, and no objects to focus on.

      She must’ve been a dream. Pity. That was his last thought before he slipped back into the past. The bloodcurdling scream of a child violently losing a parent pulled him back. He tried to apologize, like one can say sorry for taking a life.

      Chandler didn’t see the little girl when he fired. “Oh, god, I’m so sorry.” The apology wasn’t just for her, but for not protecting his team. For not realizing that following some orders should be questioned. For just everything.

      The touch and the voice from before returned, and he wanted to hold it tight and never let it go. That sound cast light in all the dark corners and sent the shadows that dwelled there fleeing.

      The nightmare receded but not for long. When the voice stopped, the past came roaring back. Chandler could feel the cold beads of sweat forming on his brow. The stillness in the air before they breached the building. It was an omen, one they—he—ignored. He watched in slow motion as the knife disappeared into flesh and squelched back out coated in red. He raised his weapon to fire the shot. When the little girl screamed, so did he, but it was another sound that rose above the chaotic horror in his mind.

      Singing.

      A song he’d never heard before. A melody that felt like love and loss and healing all in one. Like a lullaby and a soft touch. The comforting combination pulled him down into slumber.

      It was a floating feeling at first, fluffy and warm.

      Not a feeling he was at all familiar with.

      Not true.

      Chandler recognized it… from long ago. It was a throwback sensation from when he’d been young and stupid. Ignorance really was bliss; he just didn’t have a clue then. That was a feeling from before he was a monster… before he’d done unforgivable things.

      Goddamn it. He almost wanted to weep for who he was, who he missed. But what good would it do? That person was long dead. Dead and buried in a foreign land under the weight of duty that was a lie.

      Tossing his head back and forth, he dislodged the thoughts that were keeping him from enjoying the small measure of peace that voice and touch offered. He didn’t give a shit if they were real or a figment of his alcohol-soaked brain. He would be damned if he would let them go to waste.

      Eventually his sleep became so deep the voice quieted and the touch lessened. He was torn. On one hand, it was the sleep he’d searched for. The only time he could truly rest his mind and body, even if it cost his liver. But on the other hand, it meant leaving that quieting voice and soothing touch to the upper levels of sleep where dreams happened. Dreams he hadn’t allowed himself to have for so long he didn’t even know he was still capable of.

      Dreams of normality. Of a life and future most would consider a boring death sentence, but one he longed for. He wanted that life where the HOA was the enemy, and his neighbors were annoying.

      A future where a wife was by his side even if they didn’t scream down the walls when they had satisfying married sex. A couple of kids doing well in school but would roll their eyes at him by the time they hit junior high. Maybe even hate him a little. The healthy, normal level of hate from a teenager trying to be their own person.

      Chandler wanted a shitty job that drove him crazy with the monotony. A job he’d complain about while having domestic beers—but just a few—with the annoying neighbor on Saturday while grilling average burgers and eating them on generic buns.

      What sounded like a horrible nightmare of an existence to most sounded like a heavenly dream to him. One he knew he could never have. But this was a dream after all, so he was going for it. He just upped the satisfying married sex to exciting. Scheduled married sex with a smoking hot wife sounded pretty damn good.

      And he traded in the generic bun to name brand and the ground beef to ninety-three percent instead of the cheap stuff.

      Oh yeah, he was living his best domestic dream life for as long as his sleep held out. He knew he’d wake to the reality that he was too fucked up for any of that. But for the night, he was sinking into a dream.

      A nice average dream.
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      “Well, heck. This is not how I expected the ride to go.” Tamitha didn’t talk to herself silently in her head most of the time. One of her many quirks as she liked to call them. Over the years, she’d learned to keep the volume at a low murmur so others didn’t hear. The operating manual for internal dialogue never downloaded to her brain properly to say the least.

      She had learned to use internal thoughts in certain social situations, but it still didn’t come easy to her. It was a long, thought out and unnatural process and she hated doing it. It was frustrating and left her feeling itchy all over. She needed to talk things out.

      That didn’t mean she’d stopped trying to learn, but right now, why? It wasn’t like he could hear her. And when she was nervous it was either babble or eat.

      It had taken her years to embrace her oddities rather than fight against them. Reese had really been key to her settling into her weirdness. He’d always encouraged her to be her quirky self, especially for Chester. They’d never wanted their kids to water themselves down for anyone. So, when they started their little family, it was a promise they’d made to each other.

      Sadly, there was no s at the end of kids, Reese was taken from them before their family could grow by more than Chester.

      Her sadness didn’t haunt her as it once had. If it did, she wouldn’t be trying to extricate herself from a situation she shouldn’t have put herself in in the first place.

      Tami should’ve just got her ride in his door like any human being would have and left. Instead, she couldn’t stomach the thought of him hurting himself or worse, aspirating on his own vomit and dying.

      “Dramatic much?” Actually, it wasn’t all that dramatic. The man was drunk with a capital D and a ruuuuunnnk on the end. And somehow, he still looked lost. Not, the I don’t know where I live lost, but an I don’t know if I want to live kind of lost.

      There was no way Tami could just leave a man like that. Her caring may be the kindness that changes his life, or at least gave him pause to think. She couldn’t—or wouldn’t—count the times a stranger’s kindness saved her life. Literally.

      Actually, she could count them.

      Seven.

      The first year following Reese’s death, it was seven.

      Seven times someone saved her life and didn’t even know it.

      Even though it was Chester who anchored her, it was strangers who gave her enough pause to see that. Her son was the ultimate reason she didn’t give up.

      The thought of leaving him was repugnant, always had been. But she was so blinded by grief in the beginning that she couldn
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