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      Being a pilot is all I’ve ever known.

      I served my country, and I’m damn proud of my career.

      But sacrifices were made, especially when it came to family.

      I’ve missed first steps, first days of school, and first dates, to name a few.

      My kids grew up. They’re having families of their own.

      Was it worth it?

      When an opportunity brings me to Seaside, I jump in feet first, no questions asked.

      It means experiencing all those firsts with my grandkids.

      With family as my focus and my guard down, I don’t even see Faye coming.

      She may have been my first love, but I quickly learn she’s a force to be reckoned with and has me holding on for dear life.

      I thought our ship had sailed, but now that I’m home for good, I just might get more than one second chance.
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      My eyes pop open, and without even looking at a clock, I know it’s zero five hundred. I just feel it. Hell, it’s been ingrained into every fiber of my being for the last thirty-plus years. Should I really be surprised?

      “You’re supposed to be retired,” I groan in frustration. “What was the point of buying blackout curtains if I can’t even sleep until oh seven hundred?”

      Maybe I should ask my daughters how they sleep-trained their toddlers?

      Is it even possible to change your sleeping habits at forty-eight?

      I could get up and go to the diner for breakfast. But the regulars are more my mother’s age than mine. Hell, last time I went in, one man told me how he’d been sweet on my mother for years.

      Of course, everyone loved Jane Lancaster.

      I love my mom and miss her like crazy; she was so vibrant and full of life. I’m honored when people tell me as much. I’m thankful she found Seaside to call her home, but I have no business knowing about any of her romantic interludes.

      Rolling over, I finally glance at the clock that illuminates the room.

      Yep, I’m right.

      Zero five zero six flashes on the screen.

      Knowing I’ll never get back to sleep, I toss the covers aside and get up.

      I hate wasting the day away, but with the sound ordinance of the city, my project can’t start until zero seven hundred.

      Welp… I may as well use this time to work out.

      On autopilot, my body goes through the motions of getting ready. Before I make a conscious effort, my shoes are laced, and I’m stretched and ready to run. I’ve got a route I love following now that I’ve returned to Seaside. It takes me right past my daughters’ homes—though they’re rarely up at this hour unless their children decide to bless them with an early morning wakeup.

      As my feet hit the pavement, and the cool misty sea fog fills my lungs, my mind drifts to the reason I’ve returned to this sleepy town. I could’ve retired literally anywhere in the world, but thanks to Mom and her love of Seaside, Oregon, my daughters have all somehow settled here.

      At eighteen, I couldn’t wait to leave this place. I had dreams of joining the Air Force and traveling the world. I worked my ass off in high school and had most of my undergraduate degree before graduating high school, thanks to our local community college. I couldn’t wait to attend the Air Force Academy and complete my pilot training.

      Then I met Sarah.

      I fell hard and fast for that woman. When we got pregnant with Lanie, a mere six weeks after meeting, I married her, thinking I could have it all: a wife, a kid, and the possibility of a phenomenal career in the Air Force.

      As I moved my way up in rank, my family grew. I swear, Sarah and I got pregnant by merely looking at each other. Of course, we never knew twins ran in my family until Sloane and Raven were born.

      God, that was a wild and crazy time.

      I was running on caffeine and adrenaline, trying to help as much as I could, while moving up in rank. I felt horrible being deployed after the kids came along, but Sarah insisted we’d be okay.

      We were, for a few more years—or looking back, maybe we weren’t.

      I could tell she was tired and stressed to the max. I tried to do what I could from afar, but it’s not like I could hop on a plane and come home. The Air Force owned my ass for the next six years.

      I’d never felt more helpless in my life.

      Mom was a saint. She visited as much as she could when I was deployed. It was a huge relief knowing Sarah wasn’t alone with three children under the age of three.

      When I returned home, Mom thought she was doing us a favor by insisting we spend some time together—that’s how Lizzy arrived nine months later. I swear, we were careful, but apparently, we were destined for baby number four in four years.

      For a while after Lizzy was born, I thought things were back on track. We were making it work. While I was deployed to Afghanistan that next year, everything changed. Sarah decided she couldn’t do us any longer, and I essentially got the worst letter of my life.

      God, it sounds fucking ridiculous all these years later, admitting I got a Dear John letter, but that’s what it was. I loved her enough to let her go—plain and simple. I knew I couldn’t be the husband she needed, and ultimately, she deserved better than me.

      Since that day, I vowed to be the best father I could, even from afar. When stationed around the world, I moved heaven and earth to spend time with my girls. I insisted their lives remain as normal as possible, but I wanted them with me as much as they could be on breaks from school and during each summer. Mom was crucial in helping me keep our parenting plan in place throughout the years. I don’t know what I would’ve done without her.

      I’ve met a few women over the years, but since time was a limited resource, and I spent every spare moment with my daughters, nothing ever worked out. My girls will always come first. It’s as simple as that.

      When my wrist vibrates with an incoming text, I stop to read it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Harper:

      

      
        Have a quick in-and-out that shouldn’t take more than a day or two. You interested?

      

      

      

      

      

      Enzo Harper is a good buddy of mine from flight school. Since his retirement about ten years ago, he’s worked for a private security firm based in Portland. They not only protect civilians, but they also do contract work for the government. I’ve been on a few joint missions and know Riggs runs a tight operation.

      After retiring, they were down a pilot and called in a favor. It was a quick transport flight from Portland to LA. Not only did it get me back in the air, but it gave me an opportunity to do what I’ve spent my life training for.

      It was the best of both worlds: I got into the action but wasn’t committed to anything beyond that mission. Best of all, I made it home just in time for Milli’s school performance without my family being any the wiser.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        What time is wheels up?

      

      

      

      

      

      Harper’s response is immediate.

      
        
          
            
              
        Harper:

      

      
        Depends on how fast you can get here. Riggs has the plane on standby at SIA when you’re ready.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit, there goes my plans for the day. Guess my project will have to wait. They must need me if they’ve already got the plane ready at the airfield in Seaside.

      Riggs insisted on having one housed here if they needed me. I just didn’t expect it to be so soon.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Finishing a run—wheels up in 90.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Harper:

      

      
        Roger That. See you soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Without another thought, I flip over to the family group chat.

      I swear now that I’m retired, my girls are worse than my mother ever was about my whereabouts. They don’t want or expect details, but they have asked I keep them apprised when I leave town.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Helping Riggs again. Be home in a few days. Can someone come get the food I have set out for family dinner tomorrow night if I’m not back? There’s enough to feed an entire squadron. Don’t let it go to waste.

      

      

      

      

      

      My youngest is surprisingly the first to reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lizzy:

      

      
        Sure thing. We’ll host at my house either way. I’ll swing by and pick everything up while Milli’s at a friend’s house this afternoon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I can respond, another text comes through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lizzy:

      

      
        Love you. Safe Travels.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Roger that. Love you all.

      

      

      

      

      

      Suddenly, my schedule is cleared.

      Just as I return home and slow to a walk, I notice a woman in a baggy cardigan and leggings bringing out the trash to the end of the driveway next door. She’s struggling with the can as it gets stuck in a rut.

      I almost offer to help, but the can crests the hole just as I approach.

      “This can will be the death of me,” she grumbles and shakes her head.

      Unable to help myself, I joke, “I think it’s the driveway’s fault, not the can’s. Clearly, the pothole is the culprit.”

      When she looks up, her jaw drops, and her eyes blink rapidly.

      “Mark Lancaster… is… that you?”

      Recognition hits hard, and my heart races as if I’ve just sprinted a marathon. Electricity zips through my spine as she scrutinizes my features.

      Faye Ames, my high school sweetheart, stands before me, and I feel like a fish out of water, floundering for what to say.

      “Yeah… it’s me,” I whisper in disbelief. I’ve always wondered what happened to her. We were thick as thieves for the longest time, but after graduation, we parted ways, and I haven’t heard from her since. “What are you doing here?”

      A perfectly sculpted brow arches as she smirks. “I should ask you the same thing. I thought you were off saving the world… at least, that’s what Mom says.”

      Well, that piques my interest.

      “You’ve been asking about me?”

      Sighing heavily, she grins as she shakes her head. “Not you specifically, but my mom, as well as yours, filled me in on a few things over the years when I’ve visited.” She winces, then quickly adds, “I’m so sorry to hear about your mom, by the way.”

      Even though it’s been a few years, “Thank you” comes out as a rote response whenever someone mentions her.

      Rubbing a hand down my face, I admit, “Mom never mentioned anything about keeping up with you.”

      “Probably because I asked her not to. Jane was one of my favorite people. When I stopped in to visit Mom, Jane and I always took the time to catch up.”

      A lot is packed into that ramble, but one thing hits clear.

      “You… Asked her not to?”

      Shrugging guiltily, she sighs. “It seems stupid now, but you leaving for the Air Force hit hard… So, I left early for college… Then you got married… And it was just best to leave things alone. Eventually, too much time had passed, and I didn’t think it would matter.”

      Before I can think better of it, I quickly add, “Did Mom mention during any of that time… I also got divorced?” The words fly out of my mouth.

      Holy shit, I can’t believe she’s really here.

      My mind reels as my past crashes into the present.

      At one point, Faye was my best friend—my ride or die. We were tight from the moment we met. Then our connection turned into more, junior year. When I set my sights on the Air Force, she fully supported that decision and was a huge factor in getting me to push hard to reach my dreams.

      Near the end of our senior year, we called things off. She’d had an early acceptance to NYU, and I was off to boot camp once I turned eighteen at the end of summer. We knew the odds of a relationship surviving distance were low, so we parted ways and eventually lost touch.

      I’ve often wondered what happened to her, but obviously, I never reached out, so that’s on me.

      Faye’s smile is as beautiful as ever when she shrugs sheepishly and pushes a loose strand of hair behind her ear that has fallen from the top knot she has her hair piled in. “Yeah… But you had your hands full with four amazing girls. I never wanted to get in the way.”

      “You know about my girls?”

      Rolling her eyes, her infamous smirk forms.

      “Of course. They were all Jane could talk about. She was so proud of them. Besides, her house was plastered with photos. I could see for myself what an amazing family you had.”

      “Just how often did you visit?”

      “Not as often as I should’ve, obviously. But enough, over the years. I was in London when your mom passed, or I would have been at the service. She was a special woman.”

      My head spins with so many questions, but one works its way out of my mouth before I can think better of it. “Why didn’t you ever reach out?”

      She darts her eyes to the ground as her teeth bite into her lower lip for a few heartbeats before squaring her shoulders and meeting my gaze. “What can I say…? I was young and protecting my heart.”

      Protecting her heart—from what?

      For the first time in forever, guilt crashes in. Our falling out of touch is just as much on me. But something doesn’t settle right. “Was I that unapproachable?”

      Again, on a long sigh, she shakes her head. “No. It was harder than I thought to be on my own across the country. I didn’t really want any reminders of home. But then, too much time had passed, and you’d clearly moved on, so I kept my distance.”

      Her truth makes my chest feel tight and my skin itch.

      Not knowing what to say, I glance at the house behind her. “Did your parents move?”

      “No, they’re still in the same place.” Thumbing over her shoulder, she adds, “I’m renting this place because, as much as I love my parents, living with them permanently isn’t an option.”

      She’s been living beside me this entire time, and I had no idea?

      Some special operator I am—don’t even notice who my neighbors are?

      How could I miss this?

      “I could’ve sworn when I moved in, your place was vacant.”

      On a breezy laugh, she shrugs again. “I’ve been out of town on business for the last six weeks.”

      Well, that makes sense.

      `My wrist buzzes, and I’m brought back to reality.

      My ass needs to get to the airfield, pronto.

      Running a hand through my hair, I lay my truth on the line, “Look, Faye, I’m heading out of town myself for a few days and need to leave ASAP. Please don’t take this as a brush-off. Can I get your number and call you when I return?”

      Her gorgeous blue eyes bore into mine. They’re brighter in this morning light. Just when I’m certain she’s going to brush me off, a coy smile plays at her lips, and she spews out her digits. Then adds, “I sure hope your memory hasn’t faded in all these years.” A triumphant smile fills her features as she winks for good measure.

      “Glad to see you’re as sassy as ever,” I smirk, falling into old habits. “Be expecting a call when I return.”

      Rolling her eyes in the most adorable way, she laughs, “Always so bossy.”

      She turns and starts walking away, but I call after her. “Faye?”

      Pausing mid-stride, she glances back.

      Once her eyes meet mine, I vow, “I’m older now, and I won’t be making the same mistake twice.”

      “What’s that?” she asks, curiosity filling her features.

      “I’m not letting you ghost me again.”
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      From the moment I saw Mark yesterday morning, I haven’t stopped thinking about him. How the hell did he become my neighbor?

      What are the odds of us both being back here?

      As I sip my morning coffee and try to get a handle on the day, I can’t help but recall the endless conversations from our past. He was adamant about leaving this small town and seeing the world. I can’t imagine him considering this place home once again.

      Wait—If he’s here full time, why isn’t he living at his mom’s house?

      That place is gorgeous and has the best views of the ocean.

      I know some work was done on it a few years back.

      Did they sell it? What does it mean that he’s returned, and why is he living next door?

      Why the hell is thinking about him making my heart race like I’m back in high school? It’s been thirty years, for fuck’s sake. He shouldn’t have this type of impact on me. I’m a grown-ass woman, and we literally spoke for less than five minutes.

      Sheesh, get it together, Faye.

      I swear it was as if no time had passed when my eyes met his.

      Tingles sprinted down my spine, and my heart fluttered uncontrollably.

      Mark is the only man on earth who’s had that effect on me.

      He’s also the only one I ever let make an impact like that.

      Hell, I was with Corey for nearly a decade, and when things ended, I was happier to be rid of him than to mourn the loss of what we had.

      Though that likely had more to do with the fact that he had been cheating on me.

      Yeah, that’s certainly the case.

      After I learned Mark got married, I put all my focus on finishing my degree and building my career. Then I was recruited as a cybersecurity analyst for a prominent firm that had me traveling across Europe frequently.

      I didn’t have time to mourn the loss of our friendship or the life we could’ve had together, had I not insisted we break up. I met Corey right after grad school. He was just as ambitious as I was to further himself in his career, so it worked—until it didn’t.

      Looking back, our relationship was more of convenience than of true love.

      Maybe that’s why it never worked out?

      As much as I’d wanted kids when I was younger, it was never the right time.

      Or maybe I just never found the right person?

      By the time I finished school, I spent my thirties with the wrong man, chasing my career. Then in my forties, I found myself again.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love the life I live.

      I have amazing friends and family and have traveled the world at a whim.

      Now, instead of working for a corporate conglomerate, I’m an independent contractor. As long as there is internet, I can essentially work from anywhere in the world, and nothing ties me down.

      That is, until my dad had his health scare last year.

      I immediately returned to Seaside and have been here ever since. Sure, I still travel now and then, but this small town has once again become my home base.

      With my siblings having families of their own, the flexibility of my schedule allows me to be there for my parents when they need it most. Between doctor appointments, physical therapy, cooking meals, and being here for emotional support, who knew parenting your parents could be more difficult than climbing a corporate career?

      Thankfully, Dad has bounced back and is making a full recovery.

      As I look out my window to the house next door, Mark’s parting words slice through my heart for the millionth time.

      “I’m not letting you ghost me again.”

      His tone was jovial, and the twinkle in his eye was his tell for an attempt to be lighthearted—some things never change. However, his directness hit just as hard. Mark’s never been one to mince words, and despite ghosting not even being a thing when it happened, it is, in fact, what I did.

      As my eyes roam the two-story craftsman-style house next door, I can tell that in the time I’ve been away, Mark has made some upgrades. Not only is there a fresh coat of paint, but it looks as if he’s replaced all the windows and created an enclosed porch with a custom gate.

      Does he have pets?

      Is he still in the Air Force?

      Maybe he’s finally retired.

      What does it mean that he’s returned to Seaside?

      I still can’t believe Mark, of all people, moved in next door without me knowing.

      Millions of questions fly through my mind as I stare at the house next door. He’s made that charming rental house into a home. Does this mean he’s in Seaside for good?

      A loud knock at my door jolts me out of my reverie and makes my heart race.

      It’s seven in the morning; who would be here at this time of day?

      Uh… You saw Mark much earlier than this yesterday, I chastely remind myself as I run a hand through my hair and bolt toward the door.

      Breathless, I rush to the entry. Pausing for the briefest of moments, I compose myself before eagerly swinging the door open.

      Only to be met by no one.

      What the hell?

      That’s when I hear the distinct sound of a delivery truck door rolling before slamming shut from the street, and my heart sinks.

      Looking at my feet, I finally see the package laying on the porch.

      Chuckling to myself, I bend to retrieve it, then look around to see if anyone witnessed me acting the fool.

      Thank God, I get to keep this incident to myself.

      “That’s what you get for being so worked up over that man,” I muse at myself before returning to my morning coffee.

      My body vibrates from that short burst of adrenaline, and it’s obvious coffee is the last thing I need. Just the thought of Mark is enough to make me wired. If I finish this cup, I’ll be jumping at every sound I hear.

      Taking my mug to the kitchen, I dump the rest in the sink, rinse it out, and put it in the dishwasher.

      Knowing I’ll never survive the day sitting around, waiting on a call from Mark, I make a split decision and reach for my phone and dial the number I’ve had memorized my entire life.

      Three rings later, I rush out, “Want to meet up for breakfast?” before they can even say hello.

      A deep chuckle comes through the phone. “Good morning to you, too, sweet girl.”

      “Sorry, Dad. Too much coffee… Obviously. But you’re the only one I know who’s up this early. Want to meet me at the diner?”

      “Hmmm… Your mom’s still sleeping…” Dad pretends to mull over my proposition.

      “Got a better offer?” I tease, knowing he’s got nothing planned today. He’s been told to take it easy and has been going stir-crazy for quite some time.

      “I suppose we could meet up… if you keep your mouth quiet about my hankering for bacon.”

      “Deal. See you in twenty?” I quickly agree.

      “Ha. What’s the rush, Faye?”

      “Can’t a girl be hungry?” I counter, not wanting to get into it with him. Besides, there’s not much to say. What would I tell him? I ran into Mark. We spoke for what… five minutes? Oh, and Dad, Mark’s got me so worked up, I’m jumping at every sound in my house, I can’t concentrate for shit, and I need to get the hell out of Dodge just to stop thinking about him.

      Yeah, I’m not going there with Dad. He always liked Mark, but as far as he’s concerned, that ship sailed years ago.

      But a morning with Dad could distract me.

      “While we’re out, want to run some errands with me?”

      “What type of errands?” he counters hesitantly. “I’m not up for aimlessly traipsing from shop to shop, like you and your mother enjoy.”

      “I won’t torture you like that,” I promise. “But I know you never miss going to the hardware store. I need a bracket for that shelf in the bathroom, and Mom asked me to pick up some things for her at the grocery store.”

      “Okay, kiddo,” Dad muses. “You’ve twisted my arm. I’ll see you in twenty.”

      Before I can say another word, he disconnects the call.

      Shaking my head, I rush to my room with one hope in mind: Will this distraction be enough to keep me from thinking about the man next door?
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      Three days.

      It’s been three days since bumping into Faye.

      Three days of itching to reach out, knowing I couldn’t afford the distraction.

      Mission first, always.

      Lives were at stake, and thankfully, I’ve mastered the art of compartmentalization.

      The extraction was gnarly and put my skills to the test. Riggs was right to request my assistance, and I’m glad I could help. Being back on his team gives me a sense of purpose, even if I’m no longer the one calling the shots. I not only exfilled our team safely but also made good time getting us back to PDX once the mission was complete.

      I’m still flying high from our team’s success as I touch down in Seaside. I routinely go through my post-flight checks, and the next thing I know, I’m heading down the highway toward home.

      I’ve always prided myself on being direct, but as I close the distance between Faye and me, I fear I’m heading into uncharted territory. I haven’t truly spoken to her since we were kids. Now that we’re neighbors, she’ll know the second I arrive home. I need a game plan, or I’ll be up shit’s creek without a paddle before I even have the chance to hop out of my truck.

      She was always quick to see right through me.

      She’s likely the only woman who ever has.

      The way her eyes heated as she rattled off her digits as a challenge made my heart race and my mind work overtime. My visceral response was unexpected.

      How can just one little smile take me back thirty years?

      More importantly, did I have the same effect on her?

      Hell, I’ve already been zero contact for three fucking days.

      She probably thinks I’m an asshole and not interested in reconnecting.

      Which couldn’t be farther from the truth.

      I haven’t stopped thinking about her since forcing myself to leave.

      I’m dying to know what she’s been up to. Is she married, does she have any kids, and most pressingly, what’s made her return to Seaside?

      My fingers have hovered over her number more times than I can count since programming it into my phone. The only thing that’s stopped me is this hard truth—our first real chance at catching up shouldn’t be an awkward phone call.

      Faye deserves better than that.

      Stopping at one of the few lights in town, I contemplate parking and just pulling the trigger to get this much-needed call over with.

      Just as my thumb hovers over the call button, doubt creeps in.

      What the fuck should I even say?

      I’ve been radio silent since seeing her.

      She probably thinks I’m blowing her off, and my leaving town is merely a throwaway excuse to get away from her, which obviously isn’t true. But how do I tell her that?

      Hell, I can’t stop thinking about her.

      She’s got me feeling like a sixteen-year-old again, twisting me from the inside out. I’m dying to know what she’s been up to. We used to be connected at the hip.

      I know for me, life happened.

      When she stopped reaching out, I moved on.

      Then I met Sarah, and she and the girls consumed every second of my time. Is that the case for Faye?

      Does she have a family of her own?

      I didn’t see a ring on her finger.

      Maybe she’s single like me?

      That thought alone excites me more than it should.

      I’ve never reacted to a woman the way I do Faye.

      But is this just my memory playing tricks on me?

      It has been a while since I’ve attempted to date anyone.

      Maybe I’m just out of practice?

      So, call her, dumbass.

      It’s the only way I’ll finally know which end is up.

      My fingers hover over her number, and I hesitate once again.

      The light changes, and I start driving.

      Each second I get closer to home, I’m closer to Faye. I know without a doubt, I want to see her tonight, but the question remains—is she up for seeing me?

      For fuck’s sake, Lancaster. Get it together.

      I’ve commanded thousands of airmen and have made life and death decisions without a second glance. I can certainly call this woman.

      At one point, she was my best fucking friend.

      Man up and fucking do it already.

      When my stomach growls, I make a split-second decision and pull off to the side of the road. Instead of calling, I quickly tap out a text:

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        I’ll be home in twenty. Have you eaten dinner?

      

      

      

      

      

      There. I’ve made contact.

      All I can do now is wait and see if she responds.
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