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      Changing Tides series

      “Recommended for contemporary romance fans who appreciate strong female leads, handsome naval officers, and a dog playing matchmaker.” — Library Journal

      "Love Runs Deep is her finest work to date." Slick, Guilty Pleasures

      Camden Point Mystery series

      "Gail Chianese explodes onto the paranormal romantic mystery scene with a slow-burn, second-chance romance that readers of the genre are sure to love!" — Elicia Hyder, bestselling author of The Soul Summoner series

      “In Gail Chianese’s mystery, Tell Me Lies, the characters are fresh, the plot is complex, and the readers will definitely savor the piquantly sweet sex scenes. But it’s the side-splittingly hilarious banter between Lexie and her best friend and agency partner, Kat Jones, that is the frothy icing on this multi-layered whodunit.“ —Josie Brown, author, The Housewife Assassin’s Handbook series

      West Side Romance series

      "Convincing characters, hot love scenes, and emotional depth."— Library Journal on Bachelorette for Sale (starred review)

      "This book will make your heart smile." —Kristan Higgins, New York Times bestselling author

      "This book lives up to the promise of its title: playful, sweet, sexy and fun."— Jamie Beck, Wall Street Journal and USA Today bestselling author

      "Gail Chianese is a spunky, spirited, and sassy new voice in romance with a series destined for the keeper shelf!"— Roxanne St. Claire, New York Times bestselling author

      "The West Side Romance series is like the perfect pick-me-up latte—hot and steamy, with a layer of frothy fun on the top!"— Jessica Andersen, New York Times bestselling author

      “Engaging and down-to-earth…features characters readers can root for.” — Library Journal
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      A Naval officer with a damaged past. A beautiful woman enlisted to help him. Falling in love is the healing they both need. But it comes with an unexpected price . . .

      

      Lieutenant Dante Torres will do anything to get his life back on track. Recovering from a traumatic brain injury that forced him onto desk duty, the explosives specialist is good at pretending he’s fine not being in the field. But when ordered to try yoga and meditation to control his shaky side effects, the skeptical man is surprised his instructor is the feisty beauty who had already caught his eye.

      Single mom Fiona Sinclair is nothing but tough. Between her troubled ten-year-old son and aggressive ex-husband piling on the anxiety, the no-nonsense personal trainer gives her all to whipping military men into shape. But after an intriguing service member joins her class, she’s taken aback when their flirty banter erupts into blazing chemistry.

      As Dante fully commits to the pint-sized spitfire’s guidance on the path to be reinstated for field work, he willingly volunteers when her bullied son needs a friend. But just as Fiona decides the decorated Sailor is worth the risk, a devastating setback throws her world into jeopardy.

      With everything on the line, can they defuse all obstacles to reach happily ever after?

      

      Disarmed by Love is the sweet and sexy third book in the Changing Tides contemporary military romance series. If you like strong women, tortured heroes, and angsty drama, then you’ll adore Gail Chianese’s impossible-to-put-down story.
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      Lieutenant Dante Torres, decorated Naval officer and war hero, was about to turn in his man card. Real men didn’t eat quiche or do New Age crap like yoga, yet he’d just agreed to try it…the yoga, never quiche. He’d do anything to get his life back on track and get back in the field where he belonged, which was not behind a podium teaching etiquette, of all things.

      He still couldn’t believe the turn his life had made. As he headed toward the Officer Training Command building, a figure running around the football field caught his attention.

      Female: petite with soft curves barely contained in a sports bra and form-fitting pants.

      Being stateside definitely has its perks. He drank in the sight before him like a man dying of thirst. He’d say he’d spent too much time in the sandbox given he couldn’t tear his eyes off the woman, but something about her tugged at him. A response he hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      Her short legs ate up the distance as arms pumped at her sides. Either she had indulged in way too many carbs, or she was running from something only she could see. He got it. Been there, done that, and he had the scars to prove it.

      Feeling a bit like a stalker, he turned his attention back to his destination and the curveball—or rather shrapnel—life had chucked at his head…literally. He’d could do this, follow the doc’s orders and hope to hell the meditation or whatever controlled the shakes. Until then, he’d never get back in the field. Not that he blamed the Navy. After all, no one, not even him, wanted a guy handling a bomb when he looked like the paint shaker at a hardware store.

      He’d just think of the next two years as a working vacation. Catch up with the fam, do a little windsurfing over at Narragansett Beach, maybe he’d even study a new form of martial arts while he was home. When you hung out with the type of guys he did, there was no such thing as being over-trained.

      He was almost to the building when his phone rang. He was half tempted to ignore it. He’d be back at his desk—God, he hated that thought—in a matter of minutes, and wouldn’t get a moment of peace until he left for the day. He gave a quick look at the screen, saw the hospital’s number and hit the Talk button. Work could wait.

      “Lieutenant Torres,” he said.

      Dr. Salazar, his primary care, informed him that he’d set up two appointments for Dante. The first was for Craniosacral Therapy to help with the headaches from one of the other doctors on staff, and the second was with the trainer at the base gym for his first yoga class. Dante promised, again, he’d give both a try before he hung up. As he went to slip the phone into his pocket, he turned and collided with another body.

      A body barely covered and made up of hard muscles and soft curves.

      “Oof.” She bounced off of him and he grabbed her before she landed on her backside. “You should really watch where you’re going.”

      “You ran into me,” he said.

      “No, I’m pretty sure you walked into me, but I guess I should be glad you weren’t driving.”

      He crossed his arms and rocked back on his heels. “What does my driving have to do with this?”

      “Well, if you don’t pay attention when you’re walking, you can’t expect me to believe you pay attention behind the wheel.”

      “I was paying attention.”

      She planted a hand on each slender, yet sweetly curved hip and glared. “So, what you’re saying is, you intentionally ran me over? That’s not very nice, especially, after ogling me while I ran around the track.”

      “Was not.” Damn, he hadn’t realized she’d seen him.

      “Were too. I don’t mind,” she looked down at her chest and back up, “even though I don’t get it. However, you might try a little stealth next time.”

      “I wasn’t staring at you per se—”

      “Ha!” She poked him in the chest with her index finger. “So you admit you were checking me out. It’s all right, I noticed you too. Although, just a tip, you could have simply said hello when I ran by, instead of plowing me down.”

      He blew out a breath. Why did he think being stateside had its advantages? “I didn’t mean to bump into you—”

      “It’s okay, I forgive you. You didn’t get hurt did you?”

      “No worries. No harm done,” he said.

      She eyed him up and down with laughing hazel eyes and flashed him a lopsided smile. “Are you sure? I mean, I wouldn’t want to take off and then find out you had a concussion or cracked a rib or something.”

      “It takes a lot more than a little thing like you to take me down.”

      Her ponytail of dark brown hair swung as she whipped her head around. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that big boy. Haven’t you heard of Master Yoda? Little, but mighty.”

      He smiled at her spunk. Somehow he could see her easily taking on opponents twice her size without a second thought. “I’m familiar with the concept and I apologize.”

      “Accepted.” She nodded to the building. “Are you a new student?”

      He laughed. His student days were long gone and he was pretty sure it showed. “Instructor. Teaching the new Mustangs all about grammar and how to behave properly.”

      Her smile tilted. “And are you any good at either of those topics?”

      He shrugged. “I can string words together to form a sentence.”

      “And behaving?”

      “Only when my mom is around.”

      She bounced on her toes for a minute, looking anxious to resume her run, yet at the same time she stayed put. “Planning to bring her to class with you?”

      “Only if I need to scare the students into listening.” Everything inside of him went soft at the thought of his mom and that she was only an hour away, yet didn’t know he was there. He’d have to fix that, go see his family, answer their questions and tell the truth, but not today.

      “You know the secret, right?” she whispered and looked around.

      Not give a shit? Probably not the right answer, so he kept quiet and waited to hear her pearls of wisdom.

      “Never let them see you’re scared.”

      “Why would talking to a bunch of sailors scare me? I’ve stood at the gates of Hell on countless occasions without a flicker of fear.”

      Although, given how things turned out the last time he knocked on that door, maybe he should have been quaking in his boots. Maybe then the Devil would have ignored his boldness, and the angels would have moved a little faster. Maybe then, he’d still be doing the job he loved.

      Several moments ticked by as she stared at him with her mouth slightly open like words wanted to flow, but she didn’t know what to say. Finally, that sexy mouth of hers lifted at the corners and she met his gaze head-on.

      “Well then, it doesn’t sound like you need my help so I’ll get out of your way, Lieutenant…Torres. Oh and next time, remember, just say hello.” She took off running, but he could hear her laughter.

      He stood rooted in his spot. Her hair swayed back and forth as if waving bye. Her feet ate up the pavement still outrunning her demons. Or maybe it was him? He turned to go and sighed. Why didn’t he ask her name? Did he run after her or hope, that with a base this small, he’d bump into her again? Primal instincts said to run. His phone chimed. Probably another message from work. They had a new class starting today and he needed to get back and help.

      “Damn.” With heavy footsteps he headed toward the glass doors and boredom city.
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      For the past two days, Fiona had been scanning the faces of every new guy who entered her domain. The scrumptious lieutenant’s class had shown up for their morning PT, but he’d been missing, much to her dismay. After her morning run and the unexpected meeting, she’d been pleasantly surprised and intrigued to see his name on her appointment list when she’d returned to the gym.

      Her coworker hadn’t bothered to get many details other than Dante’s appointment had been set up by medical. He hadn’t struck her as someone who needed her help, but that might explain his odd comment.

      Maybe he’d tempted those who manned the Pearly Gates one time too often? It happened. People got careless or cocky, or just unlucky. Whatever happened, she’d do her best by him. Since starting her program, teaching service members to deal with their stress through meditation and exercise, she’d seen positive results with her students. She’d seen men and women learn to control their physiological responses, gain control and even wean off of their medications.

      It wasn’t a cure-all or some magical formula where after X number of sessions the person never experienced any symptoms again and she knew that, and accepted the limitations, but she could help so many if given the chance.

      For now, she turned her attention back to the men and women filing in for the daily drill. It was time to whip these sad sacks into shape. Before they graduated in four weeks and reported in as newly commissioned officers, they’d be begging her for mercy.

      She clapped her hands and let out a shrill whistle, one of her many talents. “Okay, drop and prepare to sweat, people. We’re going to start with the pillar bridge. I want you to hold it for thirty seconds.”

      The students and instructors scrambled into formation, dropped to the ground and waited for her signal. She ran them through the exercise for six reps, reminding those who were more advanced to take it up to level two or three. There was no coasting in her class.

      “Okay, flip and prepare to work those glutes.” As she counted off the seconds, the door banged and she turned her head to meet a set of stunned, dark brown eyes. “You’re late, Lieutenant, but I’m sure the class won’t mind repeating the first two exercises so you can catch up.”

      The class groaned in protest.

      Dante saluted her and dropped to the floor. Before she could say another word he was already in plank formation, his long, lean body held steady at an angle. There wasn’t the slightest quiver in his arms or legs as she counted off the seconds. She had a feeling he could hold the position for as long as needed, which sent an unexpected and long-forgotten thrill through her own body.

      The class moved from one exercise to another, all the while, she and Malia, her co-worker, monitored, pushed, and evaluated. Fee especially watched Dante. She couldn’t fault his form; on the contrary, it was…perfection and distracting to say the least. However, she did notice his stamina wasn’t quite to the level she would have expected and there were times his hands shook uncontrollably.

      Not that either slowed him down as he pushed himself farther than any other person in the room.

      At the end of the hour, Dante approached her as the rest of the class slipped out of the room.

      He wiped the sweat off his forehead with his bright yellow T-shirt, exposing taunt and tanned abs that would make most men groan and women moan.

      “Hello.” His voice slid over her body like a silk sheath.

      “Lieutenant, nice of you to show up for class finally. I hope you didn’t miss the last couple of days due to an injury. I’d hate to think I hurt you after all.”

      He laughed. “I should have known.”

      “Known what?”

      “That you’re the Mistress of Pain I’ve been hearing about since I arrived.”

      “Pain? This was a cake class today. Wait until next week. Your class will be crying by the time they leave.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      She gave him another look-over. Even though he was drenched in sweat his breathing was even and normal, no flushed face, or other indication that today’s workout had pushed him too far. It was a good sign because you never knew what triggered bad memories, but they’d get into that when he was ready.

      “If you give me a minute, I need to let Malia know I’m stepping out—”

      “Yeah, sorry I didn’t mean to keep you. First, can you point me to a trainer named Sinclair?”

      Ah, so he didn’t know. She stuck her hand out. “You’re looking at her. Let me formally introduce myself, Fiona Sinclair, personal trainer and yogini.”

      “A yo…gini? Is that an actual title? Because it sounds like a snack or a sauce, something cool and creamy.”

      “I think you’re thinking of tahini, which is a sauce. It’s quite yummy actually and yes, it is a title, but you can call me Mistress.”

      She hadn’t missed the sparkle in his eyes or the slight innuendo of his comment. Given their initial meeting, a little flirting was to be expected. Fee flagged down Malia and signaled that she was taking a break while Dante chuckled. At least he hadn’t lost his sense of humor from whatever he’d gone through. She had no idea what his history entailed, but if he could laugh, she had hope.

      She led the way to her microchip size of an office next to the gym. The minute Dante stepped through the door she had an urge to open windows, knock down walls, move her desk into the hallway, anything to give her room to breathe. Being so close… And alone, it was hard to ignore the sensations flooding her body. In the gym, her domain, it was easy to slip into her role as the Mistress of Pain, tough, demanding, and in charge. He was just another sailor.

      What was it about him that made her feel like a woman?

      “I see you’ve got the executive suite.”

      Fee massaged her neck as she looked around the cramped space. “It’s got a great view.”

      “Of the parking lot.”

      “Hey, that red sports car is really nice.” In here, it was hard to ignore the gold flecks in his dark brown eyes or the laugh lines framing his mouth. Peeking out from the sleeve of his shirt was a tattoo and Fee was tempted to push up the material and see what he’d picked. Instead she pushed the thought away and focused on why they were here. Besides, once he became a client, he was off limits.

      “So, how can I help you, Lieutenant Torres?”

      He pointed to her guest chair and at her nod, dropped into it, stretching out his long, lean legs. He was still in his workout shorts, so she was glad the desk blocked her view. Too bad it couldn’t erase her memory or stop her imagination from taking flight.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know that anyone can help me.” He sat for several long moments, staring at what she could only guess was the red sportster. “The doc said you’ve worked magic on other guys like me to help with stress. You’ve helped them get off the meds and return to their lives. Can you do that, Ms. Sinclair? Get my life back for me?”

      She sat stunned. First, if the man was stressed, he wore it well. Second, while the doctor had referred her services, he hadn’t exactly been her biggest supporter in the past.

      “I can’t make you that kind of promise, Lieutenant—”

      “Dante, please.”

      “Why don’t we start with me telling you what yoga and meditation can do for you and then you can decide if it’s the right thing for you.”

      He sat quietly with a look of disdain.

      “Look, Dante, I know this is hard. What happened over there, not my business and I don’t need to know to help. You don’t have to tell me anything that makes you uncomfortable.”

      “It’s not that. Really what happened is not a big deal.” He formed a steeple with his fingers and rested his chin on the point. “I’m not exactly into sitting around and humming.”

      She sat on the edge of her desk. “Good to know and for the record, I’m not much of a hummer myself. What I do is teach you to breathe.”

      “Kind of got that down the minute I was born.”

      “Different kind of breathing. This kind of breathing-based meditation balances the autonomic nervous system.” At his raised brows, she held up a hand. “Basically, it forces you to focus on what your body is doing right at that moment. Sometimes we can multi-task, and then there are other things that make our brains stop and concentrate on what is happening right at that moment.”

      “Okay, got it. If I’m focused on the breathing, my mind isn’t swirling around the crap that’s stressing me out.” He nodded.

      “It’s more than that. Yoga can help you sleep better, deal with depression, anxiety—”

      He held up a hand. “I’m not depressed or anxious.”

      “How’s your sleep?”

      “Like a baby,” he replied.

      She cocked her head and studied him. Faint smudges and slightly bloodshot eyes said a lot. “Oh yeah. Breast fed, bottle, or colicky?”

      The slow smile spreading could melt the polar ice caps. “I prefer the first.”

      “The second tends to sleep deeper and longer. Look,” she slid to her chair, “this program has helped others. Not going to guarantee it will do everything you’re hoping for, but what do you got to lose?”

      For several long moments Dante sat there, staring into her eyes. Anger flashed across his face. Before she could apologize for saying something that upset him, his dark scowl disappeared and he smiled. “Sure, let’s give it a try. It can’t be that hard and hey, if it gets me out of the classroom, that’s a plus right there.”

      Not quite the response she was hoping for, but at least he said yes. Of course, the downside was he was now a client and off-limits in the terms of dating. It would be different if he were simply an instructor, or even one of her nighttime yoga students. But since the Navy was paying her, and she was still proving herself and the program, there was no monkey business allowed.

      “Do you have a preference when we start?”

      “Don’t you have a set class time?”

      “Right now I’m only working with one other client and I find that one-on-one works best.”

      “I’ve got no complaints with not sharing you.”

      She smiled and looked down to her calendar. He wasn’t going to make sticking to her no-monkey-business plan very easy. “How about tomorrow at three?”

      Before he could answer, her phone rang. When she looked at caller id and saw her son’s daycare, she excused herself. After a few terse moments on the call, Fee hung up and swore.

      “I hate to cut this short, but I have a slight emergency,” she said as she grabbed her purse and flew out the door.
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      “Mrs. Shelton, you must be mistaken.” Fiona sat, stunned, across from her son’s daycare director. “Dylan isn’t a violent child. He’s never hit anyone before.”

      “Sadly, he has now.” She let out a deep sigh. “I do have to admit, the incident surprised me. Normally, Dylan is the sweetest boy here at the center. He’s polite, helpful, charming, and funny—”

      “I hear a ‘but’ coming.”

      “But everyone, even kids have a breaking point.”

      Fee sat back. “You’re implying my son is under some kind of stress? He’s nine. School is out for summer. What could he possibly be stressed over?”

      “Fiona,” her voice softened. “I’m not accusing you of being a bad mom. On the contrary, Dylan’s behavior up until now suggests exactly the opposite. He’s the picture-perfect kid for a happy, healthy home. Has anything changed recently?”

      “No.” Fee searched her brain trying to think of anything that would make sense. Nothing came to mind. He had a great school year, brought home solid grades, played drums in the band, and scored the most points for his lacrosse team. “Did he give a reason for punching the boy?”

      “He won’t say anything to me,” Ms. Shelton said.

      “I’ll talk to him. And I’m so sorry for this incident, and very thankful the other boy is okay.” Fee stood to leave and Ms. Shelton stopped her.

      “Before Dylan can come back to the center, he needs to apologize to Chris, the boy he assaulted.”

      Fee nodded and walked out of the office to find Dylan sitting in a chair next to the door, with his shoulders slumped and his head hanging down. Poor kid, he’d never been in trouble before. As Mrs. Shelton had noted, her son was a great child. Sure, he had his moments where he drove her crazy. What kid didn’t? Still, Dylan made her laugh more than he made her cry. Never in ten years, had she regretted becoming a mom. Marrying his father, yeah lots of regrets there.

      “Come on, slugger. Time to go home.”

      They drove home in silence until after they reached the sanctity of their apartment. Dylan made a beeline for his room to escape, but she snagged the back of his T-shirt.

      “Not so fast. We need to talk.”

      “I don’t feel so good,” Dylan whined.

      Instantly, all annoyance was gone and Fee felt her son’s forehead. Cool. She tilted his chin up to look at his coloring. His cheeks were flushed, but then again he was probably upset about the day’s events.

      “In what way?” she asked softly, after all, he was her baby

      “I don’t know. Can’t I go lie down, Mom?” The whine had turned defiant.

      “Are you in pain?”

      He shook his head no.

      “Are you going to throw up?”

      This earned her an eye roll.

      “Are you dizzy? Do I need to rush you to the emergency room? Plan your wake?”

      “Nooo.”

      “Then I’m guessing you’re only trying to postpone our talk. Tell you what, how about you go to your room and take a nap. No music, TV, computer, games or even books. While you’re resting, I’ll make us some lunch and then we can talk. Maybe by then you’ll feel better.”

      “Mom! Why can’t I read my book?” At her raised brow, he turned and stomped down the short hallway. “That’s cruel and unusual punishment. Even prisoners get to read.”

      The last was said right before he slammed his door shut. Fee dropped into her cushy chair in the living room with her hands covering her face. Not sure if she should cry, scream or be proud. Maybe all three? Getting into a fight was the last thing she’d expect from her son. And rarely did she have to resort to taking away his beloved books. Usually, that only happened during the school year, when he’d rather read than do homework.

      Until now.

      Wrapping her head around the fight was like believing she could win the lottery: inconceivable.

      She loved being a mom, especially Dylan’s, but there were days she’d questioned her sanity and ability to handle life as a single parent. Overall, her son was a great kid, which is why the fight and his subsequent attitude left her stunned. Maybe it was a boy thing? A testosterone surge indicating puberty was coming? No, he was only nine, which was way, way too young. Plus, she was way too young to have a teen or a pre-teen.

      Maybe it was time to call her mom.

      She exhaled and got up from her too comfy chair and headed into the kitchen. Food would help. Breakfast had been hours ago, and between her personal workout and the class workout, she was famished. Opening up the fridge, she pulled out the makings for Dylan’s favorite—grilled ham and cheese with salsa. They’d eat, then talk. And if he still wouldn’t open up, then she’d call in on the big guns: Grandma.

      A few minutes later, she opened Dylan’s door. He had his back to her.

      “Lunch is ready.”

      He didn’t respond, but his little shoulders pulled in tighter.

      “Okay, suit yourself. Guess, I’ll just have to eat both sandwiches and I made your favorite.” She closed the door behind her and sat at the small table.

      The apartment was nice, not what you’d call spacious and on the bottom level. It was within walking distance of Dylan’s school, a short drive to the base and best of all—in Dylan’s opinion—had an outdoor pool. Fee had almost passed on the place, as it did take a huge chunk of her paycheck, but it had one other thing no other place nearby offered: Billy lived two levels up and was Dylan’s new best friend.

      Billy’s mom also worked from home and during the school year, she watched Dylan until Fee got home from work or while she taught night classes twice a week.

      Soft footsteps from the hallway caused Fee to look up. Her baby stood at the edge of the room, eyes downcast and his bottom lip quivered.

      Fee pushed the plate over to Dylan’s spot. “It’s still warm.”

      Her son slid into his chair and took a mouse-sized bite, refusing to make eye contact.

      “I was going to serve bread and water, but the folks from the Geneva Convention called and said even prisoners get their favorite meal before the execution.”

      Dylan looked up, his mouth hung open for a second and then he grinned and went back to his lunch. She finished her food and waited to see if he’d initiate the conversation. Dylan sat with little legs swinging back and forth as he dunked strips of his sandwich in salsa and ate. Apparently he was going with the ignore-it-and-she’ll-forget method.

      “We need to talk.”

      “Can’t I eat in peace?”

      Fee sighed. Clearly her son had been picking up bad habits from his grandfather. “Nope.”

      He nibbled the edges of his bread. “Mom, I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Too bad, kiddo. There are times in our lives where we have to do things, a lot of things, whether we want to or not. This is one of them. Did Chris hit you first?”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Dylan shook his head.

      “So you hauled off and hit another person for no reason?”

      “He’s a bully and deserved it.” Dylan met her gaze long enough for her to see the shimmer of tears.

      As the shortest person always in her class, with a best friend who resembled a long legged bird and spoke funny, Fiona had dealt with her share of bullies in school. Still, fist fighting wasn’t the answer.

      “Who was he picking on?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She raised her brow and gave him the Mom look. “Nice try. Details, now.”

      Dylan rubbed at his eye with his fisted hand. “Me. He picks on me when the teachers aren’t around. All the time.”

      She made a mental note to call Mrs. Shelton as soon they finished talking to share that little tidbit.

      “Baby, why was he picking on you?”

      “Because he’s a butthead.”

      “Dylan Salvador Rossi, we don’t use that kind of language,” she scolded.

      “What? It’s not like I called him a wanker,” Dylan rolled his eyes, “which he is.”

      She was going to kill Risa. They’d been besties since the dawn of time, but Risa could out swear any sailor or trucker around and she often didn’t even realize the words were rolling off her tongue and falling on little ears.

      “That may be so, still we don’t use those kinds of words.” She reached out and pulled her son into her lap. “Now tell me about the bullying.”

      It took a few moments for her son to comply. “He likes to push people around and say stuff. His dad’s an officer so he thinks he’s in charge of us. I got tired of it and told him to shut his face and when he didn’t I hit him.”

      “What was he saying, Dylan?” Chances were if he was picking on her son, Chris was picking on other kids and the more details she could give Mrs. Shelton, the better.

      “Just stuff, Mom.”

      She waited. She could wait all day.

      “Fine. He said if I had a dad, I’d know how to swim. Dads teach their kids to swim, but I didn’t have one and I had to stay with the babies when we went to the pool.”

      Fee sighed. Kids could be so cruel.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered as she hugged Dylan harder.

      It would be so easy to rant and rail that Chris was a terrible kid with terrible parents, but that wouldn’t be fair, and chances were, not true. Kids lash out for many reasons. Still, she’d let Mrs. Shelton know about the taunts, not that it would ease her own guilty conscience. Dylan should have learned how to swim before now.

      She had promised him when they’d moved into the new apartment with the pool two years ago, she’d teach him.

      If only she could get over her own fear first.

      Thanks to her ex-husband and his “horsing around” as he put it, she couldn’t stand to even put her big toe into a pool. It wasn’t fair to Dylan. The kid loved the water, and really, it was time to conquer this phobia.

      “Tell you what we’ll do. I’ll look into swim lessons for you. They usually have them during summer break at the base pool—”

      “Noooo. They’ll make me get in the group with the little kids. Then Chris and his buddies will make even more fun of me.” Tears overflowed from his big, brown eyes, breaking her heart.

      She kissed the top of his head. “Okay, chill. Let me ask around and see if we can find a private instructor. Maybe they could even come here to the apartment pool or we could go to the YMCA. Sound okay?” Fee leaned back to look her son in the eyes.

      Dylan nodded and slipped off her lap, giving her a tight hug. He turned to head to the living room and Fee grabbed the edge of his shirt.

      “Not so fast. We’re not done here. While I understand why you punched Chris, it doesn’t mean it was okay. We don’t solve our differences with our fists. So no TV, no video games and tomorrow you have to apologize to Chris.”

      “Mom. That’s not fair. He started it.”

      She crossed her arms. “Doesn’t matter. Mrs. Shelton said you had to apologize before you could come back.”

      “Fine. I don’t want to go back.”

      “You have to. You’re too young to stay home by yourself.”

      “I can stay with Billy and his mom.”

      “Billy’s mom is pregnant and doesn’t need two hyper nine-year-old boys running around all day. And tomorrow, she has a doctor appointment.”

      Dylan’s little bottom lip quivered and when that didn’t work, he worked up a good sneer. His eyes shot out daggers and his hands balled up into fists.

      Dear God, he looks like his dad. Which was not a comforting thought.

      “Dad wouldn’t make me go back or say I’m sorry.”

      And there it was, the jab she’d been dreading for months to be thrown at her. Ever since Sal had gotten remarried and started truly spending time with their son, she had counted the days until Dylan threw his dad’s lackadaisical parenting style in her face. Silly her, she had actually believed she might not hear those word until at least the pre-teen years.

      Oh well, such is life.

      “Clearly, I’m not Dad. And if I hear another word from your mouth, Dylan Salvador Rossi other than okay, you’ll go without your books too for the next week.”

      While her son had inherited his father’s looks, thankfully, he’d inherited her common sense. Dylan said okay, and then followed it with a slam of his door.

      It was days like these, rare that they may be, that she envied people who had a spouse. Someone whom they could share the weight of parenthood with.

      Not that she wanted to get married.

      Nope, been down that aisle before and well, eight years later she still had a nasty, bitter taste in her mouth. Kind of like eating sardines and dill pickles: bad choice and the memory haunted you forever.

      It would be nice if she could count on Dylan’s dad to back her on things like rules, bedtimes, eating healthy, and generally being a good person. But no. She’d given up on his help a long time ago. These days, she was simply grateful that he showed some interest in their child.

      If she didn’t want her ex-husband teaching her son to swim she better get hot on finding Dylan a swim coach. And pray Sal didn’t find out, or he’d insist on taking on the task. The last thing Fee needed was to be arrested, because that’s exactly what would happen the first time Sal held Dylan under the water like he did with her.
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      Skip Thomlison dropped two binders on the desk in front of Dante and stood there staring down at him. Dante flipped open one, then the other, read the titles and shoved them toward the edge of the desk and Skip.

      “I prefer Clancy’s work,” Dante said.

      “They’re not for your enjoyment, Torres. Those are the classes you’re teaching. Read them, learn them, be prepared. There will be a test.”

      “Service Etiquette and Officer Uniforms, and Written Communication: Grammar? Do I look like I give a shit about any of those topics?” He pushed the binders closer to the edge. “Forget it. Give me Leadership and Ethics.”

      Skip crossed his arms. “No can do, I promised it to Chin this round.”

      “So un-promise. Chin’s an ensign, I’m a lieutenant, going up for lieutenant commander, and therefore I outrank him.”

      The last thing he gave a damn about was which fork a person used to eat their salad and if his bread was the one on the left or right side of the plate. No, correction. The last thing he cared about was where to place a damn comma.

      “Everybody takes a turn, hotshot.”

      “Yeah? What class are you teaching?”

      “U.S. Naval History,” Skip said.

      “What topic did you teach last time?” Dante nudged the binders further away. In a minute he’d learn if Skippy’s reflexes were any good.

      “U.S. Naval History.” He was itching to scoot the binders back; it was written all over his face.

      “Maybe Chin would like a turn at history class.”

      Skip narrowed his eyes at him. Like that would scare him. His baby sister terrified him more. “You’ve got one week to get them both down and then you give a mock presentation to me and Doc Laurie, the civilian in charge of curriculum. If you don’t pass, you don’t teach.”

      He walked away, but that didn’t stop Dante. “Promise?”

      Skip didn’t answer. Marco Williams, instructor and fellow new guy, snorted.

      “You’ll get used to Thomlison,” Chin said. “He’s an okay guy. I’d trade classes with you if I could. I love teaching grammar.”

      “You’re one of those guys, aren’t you?”

      “What’s that?” Chin asked.

      “The kind that doesn’t like to rock the boat. The teacher’s pet in school.” Dante toed open the bottom desk drawer, grabbed the two binders and dropped them, out of his sight. “Got a kid brother like you. No worries on not trading. Skippy will come around to my thinking.”

      Jake Roberts walked into their space, massaging the back of his neck. “What’s up with Skippy? Someone line his desk with peanut butter again?” He dropped into his desk chair and looked around. “He ripped into me about the schedule he created.”

      “Nah. His inferiority complex reared its ugly head again,” Marco replied.

      “Got it.” He turned to Dante. “Thinks he’s the big man on campus. Speaking of which, saw your bio. Pretty impressive collection of chest candy you’ve acquired.”

      “Just doing the job,” Dante said.

      He wasn’t in it for the recognition. He wasn’t anybody’s hero. He was damn good at his job and he got a thrill out of knocking on death’s door and flipping it the bird every time he walked away.

      Chin nodded toward the drawer. “You might want to study those binders. Doc Laurie is a ballbuster about sticking to the program.”

      “What’s to worry about?” He held up his hands with his index finger touching the tip of his thumb and other finger straight so the left formed the letter b and the right, d. “Bread—left, drink—right. As for grammar, I watched School House Rock. What more do I need to know?”
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      He’d been scanned, X-rayed, monitored, poked, and prodded. If there was a machine the medical community could hook him up to, it’d been done. He was freaking tired of tests and even more tired of hearing the same old bullshit answers. The day’s fun involved a PET scan or was it an MRI? At this point, he’d lost track of which one was which. All that really mattered was the end results and his said there’d been no improvement in his condition.

      “Rethink your career plan,” the doctor had advised.

      At his favorite childhood park, just a few blocks from his parents’ home in Providence, Dante contemplated his future. Or, rather a lack of one. He had a couple of hours to kill before his appointment with the Mistress of Pain, and he wasn’t ready to deal with people. They wouldn’t miss him at work anyway. At this point, he was just filling a desk and watching others yammer away about shit he’d learned years ago. Boring ass crap he was now expected to teach others.

      At least here, he knew what was expected. Soon a pick-up game would start on the basketball court. The field would be overrun with soccer players and moms would supervisor their tots on the playground. And he could sit on his favorite bench in the far corner and be left alone. It was his place. It wasn’t the biggest or even the most beautiful park in the city, just a small neighborhood plot of land. But it’d been his go-to place when life crowded in on him and in a family with four kids that happened often.

      This was the place he’d decided his future, so it seemed only right, he was back on the very same bench, rethinking what was to come next.

      Dante kicked back, legs stretched out in front of him, ankles crossed and surveyed the area around him. It wasn’t the worst place in the world to grow up or settle in. It wasn’t the best either. In thirteen years he’d seen the world. He’d traveled to places his classmates never heard of, eaten questionable food, and seen atrocities he’d rather forget.

      He’d also had the best time of his life.

      Damn. He wasn’t ready for the ride to be over. To sit behind some desk or stand at a podium and teach which fork to use, and who’s glass is whose. He wanted to be out protecting the people and his men. He wasn’t ready for the adventure to be over.

      As he sat there, feeling sorry for himself—and yep, he admitted that’s what he’d been doing—the park had filled with people and action. It was probably a good idea to head back to work before someone got the idea he was some kind of creeper. Besides he had work to do before his yoga session.

      Thank goodness his buddies couldn’t see him now. They’d have a field day. Hell, his brothers would have the time of their life if they found out, which was why he didn’t plan to tell anyone what he was doing, especially his family.

      Outside of his brothers, his mom would just worry more about him. His dad wouldn’t understand. As for his baby sister? Tawny would probably tell him to suck it up and make some lemonade. He smiled as he walked back to the car. He really did need to find the time to go see his family. Two months, that’s how long he’d been home.

      And how long he’d been avoiding those who loved him best.

      Maybe in another week or two, once he got the worst of his issues under control he’d pop in and surprise his parents.

      Damn it!

      His hands started to shake. Dante stopped, clenched his fists, and willed his body to relax. Until it passed, he wouldn’t be able to drive. Closing his eyes, he quietly counted by twos. When that didn’t work he focused on the soccer practice going on in front of him.

      Be present, it’s what the docs had said would help his anxiety.

      Deep breath. Let it out, nice and slow. He opened his eyes. The grass had been cut recently. The temperature had kicked up a couple of degrees from when he’d first arrived at
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