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Dedication

In memory of my dad. Army Sergeant Philip Sterling Lawyer, the inspiration for Sterling’s character. I love and miss you, dad.
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To S.I. Hayes, for your assistance with making this book possible. You are a talented writer, editor, confidante, and friend. I am thankful for you!
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“I think you should stay and continue your career. Maybe even consider retirement.” 

Sterling stared at the screen, his mouth agape. He stayed in this position so long that he swore drool slipped out the corner of one side of his lips. Unable to form words, his brain scrambled to process the meaning behind what his ears heard. No. She couldn’t have meant it- It wasn’t possible. She cared about him much like he cared about her. She wanted him home. Didn’t she? Yet, she told him she didn’t.

“But...but...you’re telling me—” He sighed. If she didn’t want him home, that changed everything. “You’re-really—no. You can’t mean it. I don’t understand.” Sterling stumbled over his words while attempting to understand the disturbing response his best friend had just relayed to him. He squeezed his knees through his Army fatigues as he spoke. “So, you’re telling me you don’t want me to come home?”

He gritted his teeth to keep from blurting out something hasty or nasty in retort. Taking back his words was impossible, and he was too far away to make amends if things turned sour. He stared at her through the camera on his laptop. The Zoom app was once a great idea that helped them stay connected, but now, he considered disconnecting the feed.

He couldn’t believe his ears at his best friend’s advice, yet she was the sole person he turned to with decisions like this. 

He stared at the leather bracelet across his left wrist, fingering the taut, woven band as pleasant sensations whirled through him. The bracelet was a gift from Abby. He received it sometime during his first year of service. She mailed it to him with several delicious sweets from their hometown. It was a token of their bond. Its intent was to aid him while he was away. Unbeknownst to Abby, it helped him countless times when his rambling thoughts got the best of him. Focusing on the words always made him see things with a clearer perspective. 

His brown eyes sharpened and focused on the lettering written across the rectangular metal plate. Be strong. It was a reminder that, even at this moment, he needed to curb his impulses and act rationally. 

The ending of his contract dangled over his head, and the sweet temptation of returning home to familiar, comfortable stomping grounds called to his heart. He’d been gone for far too long. The idea of peace, happiness, and freedom to do as he wished beckoned him to say goodbye to military life, board a plane and return home. He missed his dad and Gunner, too, but mostly he missed her. 

Abby’s smiles always brought a sloppy, cheesy grin to his face. Her sunny laughter warmed him. A caring, smart, spirited woman, Abby was beautiful...and...she waited. She understood and appreciated the importance he placed on serving his country. Following in his father’s footsteps was a high honor for him, even if it came at an inconvenient time. 

Conflicting emotions rolled through him like waves, tugging at his heartstrings as he recalled his mom’s passing a little more than three years ago. Except for a short trip to attend her funeral and a quick check-in with his dad, he hadn’t set foot in Gary, Indiana, in years. 

Instead, he attempted to escape. To move on with his life, like Abby did. To remove her from his mind by exploring the country with a few of his comrades he’d grown close to over the years. Any chance he got to get away, he did, but nothing worked. No matter what he did, no matter how many women he met along the way, bought drinks for, danced with, or kissed into the late morning hours, he couldn’t shake her. 

Instead, she dated, suffered painful breakups, and tried again. Completing the cycle repeatedly until she met Phil—Mr. Wonderful. Perfection-packed testosterone on two legs. The one meant for her. He checked all the boxes. She had moved on. Things were different now, and Sterling figured he had a chance, even a slim one. The words she uttered from her beautiful, perfect lips were unexpected. They silenced him. 

Today, Sterling faced a life-altering decision. One which he wanted to shove aside for the opportunity to re-join his best friend and their dog. Gunner was owned by him and Abby, the woman who had claimed his heart, pretty much since the first day they met. Only she didn’t know it. He swallowed down hard the disappointment of her cautious yet sincere words and tensed his jaw at their impact. 

Sterling looked forward to their conversations. Sometimes the only thing that kept him sane was the soothing lull of her sweet tones intermixed with her perky, giddy laughter. Whether Abby knew it or not, she’d saved him from his rankling thoughts that had nothing to do with reality but everything to do with accumulated fear. In the four years Sterling had given to the Army, he’d seen much—subjects he chose not to discuss or mull over with anyone but her. Only Abby knew all of his secrets. 

And now, Abby didn’t want him home. 

Abby’s breathy tone of voice softened. “I didn’t mean that.”

A small dagger sliced through his heart as words tumbled out of his mouth. His clipped tone of voice betrayed his outer calm demeanor. “But you still want me to stay.”

“Sterling, it’s up to you what you want to do. I’m just telling you that Army retirees seem to have a really good life afterward. I mean—they don’t have to worry too much about money or benefits. They do well while some of us struggle to make ends meet. I don’t want to see you end up like that when you have an opportunity in your hands to help you in your future.”

He attempted to deflect the increased tension of their conversation to a more neutral subject. “What about Gunner?”

Abby turned her head to peer at something long and large lying across her bed. The black and brown colored animal laid its head peacefully atop his paws and snorted. She slowly turned toward Sterling. A mixture of sadness tinged with concern met his caramel eyes. 

“We’ll be fine. Please don’t think about us.” 

Sterling blew out a breath of air as the unintended coldness behind her words hit him straight in the gut. Abby’s words made intellectual sense. Still, he missed her and Gunner. He hadn’t been present for several of Gunner’s milestones already. He couldn’t wait to reunite with the adorable, protective German shepherd. 

Dogs were a natural remedy for stress and anxiety, both of which he’d accumulated a wealth of during his years of service. He needed Gunner, and he needed her, whether she knew it or not. 

After brainstorming countless names, Abby was the one to ultimately name the puppy. Since Sterling was heading out in a few weeks, they decided Abby should name the dog since she’d serve as the primary caretaker for him while Sterling was away. Adopting a dog together when he was leaving seemed crazy to their friends. Yet, they did most things together. The plan seemed logical at the time, and Abby was fine with taking care of Gunner until Sterling came home. 

Sterling enjoyed spending time with Abby. He looked forward to every second he spent with her, lengthening their time together while back home, whenever possible, by hours or even an entire day. He especially delighted in snatching her away for a night of fun before her current boyfriend created any plans for them. 

The men she dated all seemed like losers. None of them were good enough for her. None of them would ever be. She only had to look in front of her—into Sterling’s earnest, mahogany-colored eyes—to find true love. Yet, she never did. Sterling waited, but the opportunity never came for him to reveal his true feelings. Now that his service contract was nearly over, he was determined to head back home and sweep her off her feet before anyone else could.

Abby leaned into the camera with a worried look in her eye. “Sterling? Are we okay?” 

“Yeah. We’re always okay. Why would you ask?”

“You didn’t answer me.”

Lost in his thoughts, he must’ve forgotten to respond. His gaze swept over Abby’s soft, delicate features. Although he spoke to her nearly every day, he longed to be by her side, sitting next to her, again, like old times. Her lulling voice soothed his taut nerves, blanketing them with a warm, soft caress he felt from nothing else. He doubted she knew her impact on him or the immense power she held over him. One critical eye from her had him second-guessing what he did wrong to warrant her look. He’d do anything to please her or bring a smile to her face. He couldn’t wait to have her in his arms again.

“You look good in your uniform.” She gave him a slight smile, lowered her eyes, and paused for a few seconds before continuing. “Sterling...I don’t want you to stay if you’ll be unhappy. Come home, if that’s what you want. I just want you to make the decision, not anyone else.”

Her words washed over his tense nerves and tightened muscles. He needed no further reassurance. He’d call it quits, collect his DD 214, and head back home to Abby.
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