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As I'm female and have never been in
the military, you may assume I've never been 1) a Navy SEAL or 2) a
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Please keep in mind that I'm a writer,
therefore chances are quite good that I've tweaked events and
skills and reality to fit the story in my head. All I wish to do is
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enjoy reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it.
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Prologue

 


Treeny Deveau’s heart
tripped when Ben Morrison glanced stealthily both ways down the
hall before tugging her into The Closet. His eyes gleamed in the
dim light and her heart nearly stopped. She had often longed for
him to lure her inside this space with him. Into her sister and
brother-in-law’s spacious lakeside linen closet many of the
Morrison family used for purposes other than storing linens. Family
legend stated the area was used mainly for romantic trysts – where
rumor had it that many of the Morrison offspring had been conceived
in this very closet. Treeny shivered. Finally it was happening to her...

“I’ve been selected for
SEAL training,” Ben said, and burst her bubble and romantic
illusions. Here they were in the make-out
closet but instead of kisses and hugs and
all things nice, he lured her in here to talk. Joy.

“Ben, that’s wonderful.”
And it was the little voice in the back of her mind reminded her.
He had talked about becoming a SEAL since before joining the Navy
three and a half years ago. At twenty-four, he was the perfect
training age. It was all nice but when she entered this closet with
him Treeny just wanted... to make out.

“I’m pretty excited.” His
grin told her he was more than pretty excited, and she couldn’t
help but grin back at him. Ben Morrison was too beguiling, too
wonderful, not to respond to. Too bad he was interested in a career
that could easily get him killed. Treeny halted the memory of boots
hitting stone steps and instead yanked herself into the present.
She wasn’t going to entirely ruin the moment, such as it
was.

He was the template, the standard, by
which all other men were measured. And so far every other man had
come up short. None even came close to Ben Morrison. He’d
definitely stunted her love-life. The least he could do was lay a
kiss on her.

“You’ve wanted to be a SEAL
for as long as I can remember.” She placed her hand on his arm, and
he reached up to squeeze it before carrying her palm to his lips. A
thrill, much like subtle electricity, zapped through her
system. Wow. Okay,
Ben had kissed her. Just not the way she wanted.

“Yeah. What are your
plans?” Ben murmured.

“I’ve been accepted into
Penn State’s accelerated medical school plan.”

“Is that where you go to
school for six years and then you’re a doctor?” His brow furrowed
and she wanted to kiss those ridges away.

“Yes.”

“But you’re only seventeen.
Can you go when you’re that young?”

“Apparently. And I turn
eighteen in September.” Which wasn’t all that far away.

His grin widened. “Wow! I thought you
had to be smart to get into that program.”

She smacked him and said, “Yeah, I
thought you had to be smart to become a SEAL too.”

“You do. That’s why they
picked me.” He jabbed a finger at his impressive chest.

“Uh-huh. Someone paid
them,” she countered and they engaged in a minor tussle. Every
moment of which Treeny savored.

Their skirmish brought them
into close proximity and Treeny stared up at him, wanting at least
one kiss. One real kiss. It might be all she ever got from him.

“Um, Ben?” she whispered as
they both stilled.

“What?” His hand trailed up
her back.

“You do realize we’re in
the make-out closet, right?”

That brought an additional stillness
to his long, lean frame and he quickly scanned the space before a
devilish grin creased his lips.

“So we are.” He tugged her
closer.

Excitement skittered up and down her
spine in little jolts of energy. She’d waited a long time for this
kiss...

When his lips met hers, she nearly
cried. Her first kiss. And from the right man, too. Her heart beat
so fast she was afraid it would gallop out of her chest.

Treeny put everything she had into
that lip-touch, wanting him to know how deeply she felt. She nearly
drowned in the emotion he poured into their embrace.

When they finally parted, gasping, she
stared up at him in wonder. This had been the sweetest, most
amazing moment of her life.

When his lips descended for the next
kiss, the door whooshed open. Kids and canines piled into the scant
room. In less time than a heartbeat, their secret oasis was filled
with the same noise and confusion of a school yard at
recess.

His lips twitched and she couldn’t
help the giggle that escaped through lips that had been so lovingly
caressed only a moment before. As the cacophony increased in the
closet so did her mirth.

While she was upset their second kiss
had been denied them she couldn’t be mad. If Lainy Morrison was in
the vicinity, this was the conclusion of every coupled closet
encounter. Lainy usually gave the intertwined couple a few moments
before she sent in the horde.

Never suspecting she’d be
one of the lucky enough to have a chance in this closet with her
dream man, Treeny usually helped Lainy in her population control
endeavors. But this, her first kiss, would forever be precious.
Maybe someday, in the distant future, she and Ben would have a
chance together. The right man and
the right time.

She wouldn’t mind spending
more time with Ben in this very closet. Without the kids and dogs.


 


Eleven years
later...

 


 


 


 


 Chapter
1

 


Ben Morrison waited impatiently for
someone to appear. He forced himself not to drum his fingers on the
counter. A Navy SEAL was trained to wait patiently, quietly,
silently. So how come he was having such difficulty?

His heart tripped an extra beat when a
woman strolled through a door and caught sight of him. She padded
across the room and slid open the glass doors separating
them.

“May I help you?” Her tone
was professional, but not helpful.

“Yes, I’d like to see
Treeny Deveau, please.” He again resisted the impulse to tap his
fingers on the counter.

“She’s not seeing new
patients at the moment,” the woman said with a severe
frown.

“I’m not here as a patient.
I’m a friend.” Ben resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Seemed he
was doing a lot of resisting lately.

The woman continued to frown at him,
but he stared her down. Like this woman, who reminded him of a
feminine SEAL trainer, could intimidate him. Not after facing
terrorists, sharks, machine guns, and a few incidences he didn’t
care to think about. Besides, through all those experiences he had
certainly learned how to be intimidating himself. SEALs were
trained in the art in fact.

Another woman entered the room. The
first woman turned to her. “This... gentleman would like to speak
to Dr. Deveau.” Her tone implied he was an escaped
convict.

The second woman offered
him a dazzling, white smile. He returned the favor. Her eyes took
on a dreamy expression and he winced. Get
Treeny, he thought, and gritted his
teeth.

Finally, with a sigh, she
turned on her heel and floated from the room. Ben forced a smile at
the first woman. Please find
Treeny.

 


“Treeny! There’s a really
hot brother out front asking for you. And I mean,
hot, girl,” Vanessa said,
barreling around the corner so fast the woman nearly knocked her
over. Treeny grasped Vanessa’s elbow in an effort to keep herself
upright while hanging onto a small laptop computer.

“Slow down a second. What’s
going on?” Treeny placed a hand over her galloping heart, hoping to
calm her excited organ.

“There’s a totally hot
brother out in the waiting room, asking for you.”

Treeny tried to translate, but
failed.

“Yes, gorgeous
African-American man, tall, lean, built, beautiful, out in the
waiting room asking for you.” One of Vanessa’s perfect
eyebrows rose into her cornrows, and what the nurse said finally
clicked.

“A man in the waiting room
for me?” She couldn’t quell the joy that erupted inside. A man, an
African-American man asking for her. Ben? Could this be Ben?
Please be Ben.

She thrust the laptop at Vanessa and
took off down the hall.

“Wait!” Vanessa bellowed.
“Don’t tell me that man is Ben Morrison?” Her friend nearly howled
the protest. Treeny kept running until she hit the door. Then she
stopped short, and smoothed a hand over her hair, then down her lab
coat.

When she pushed open the door into the
waiting room, her breath suspended. “Ben,” she uttered
breathlessly, and her respiration and heartbeat accelerated to
Kentucky Derby proportions.

The lean man in the shadows emerged
into the light and her face split into a huge grin. When her feet
finally cooperated, she raced across the room and into his open
arms. When she bounced against him, strong, sure arms closed around
her and scooped her off her feet.

She breathed in his familiar, amazing
scent and luxuriated in the heat and strength of him. His hair was
braided in long cornrows and made him look like an island reggae
singer. How she wanted this man. How she doubted she’d ever make
him hers. Still, a girl could hope.

When they finally separated, she
noticed he buried his nose in her hair and held her as tightly as
she held him. Did he, could he, feel the same? Because his eyes
seemed to devour her as he looked down at her. She hoped he
couldn’t read her eyes, because she figured the naked truth there
would be very evident.

Ben Morrison still encompassed every
longing she possessed. He was the epitome of her every want and
need. And now he stood before her, taking her in as voraciously as
she did him. They had stolen a few snatched moments through the
years where they danced around each other, neither saying what was
actually on their minds. Each time they had finally grown
comfortable enough to really talk, his phone rang, or a family
member interrupted.

“Can we talk?” His voice
was hoarse, and since she couldn’t locate hers, she
nodded.

Glancing around the room, Ben shook
his head. Reading his thoughts, she tucked her hand in his and
tugged him over to the door leading into the back. Before they
left, she turned back to the receptionist. Leaning through the
window, she said, “Mrs. Mays, I’ll be a few minutes,
okay?”

The woman’s eyes widened and her mouth
dropped as she blinked at Treeny. Waving a hand in front of Mrs.
Mays’s face finally elicited a response. “You know that man?” Her
eyes remained round and disbelieving. Treeny couldn’t decide if the
woman’s expression was due to Ben’s slightly scary person, or
simply the fact that men never visited her.

“Oh, yes. Mrs. Mays,”
Treeny leaned forward, as though she planned to tell a secret.
“That man is Lieutenant Ben Morrison of the United States Navy SEAL
Team Eight. He’s the most trustworthy man you’ll find. Don’t let
his scary self fool you.” With that, she turned, repossessed Ben’s
hand and swept out of the room. He sent her a laconic look. He
ignored the patients watching them with interest.

Shrugging, she escorted him through
two doors and outside to a secluded area at the back of the
building. With her free hand, she gestured for him to sit at the
picnic table. She couldn’t seem to find the strength to release his
hand.

He sat, in the easy,
graceful movement she associated with Ben. She could watch him for
hours. Gazing into the dark depths of his eyes would be fun,
too. If you don’t slow down, you’ll drown
in your own hormones, a warning voice
dinged in her head.

She wanted him; she needed him. But
how to obtain this yummy man? If she had discovered the answer to
that question at any point over the years, maybe she’d be able to
savor the memory of more than their one kiss.

He broke into her thoughts, when, as
though he couldn’t stop himself, Ben ran a tender hand over her
face. She swallowed and closed her eyes as she sought to enjoy the
moment.

“Please,” she
whispered.

“Please what?” he whispered
back.

Treeny swallowed. “Why did you
come?”

His brow furrowed for a moment before
he ran his hand down her face again. “Remember the time we spent in
The Closet at the lake?”

Only every other
second. “Yes.” She nodded and wanted him to
leave his hand on her face.

“I do, too.” He rose
abruptly and prowled the cemented area.

Trying to tamp down the
emotions bubbling in her heart, she worked to also control her
breathing. She wasn’t succeeding very well on either
account. Please, please tell me you can’t
forget me.

“I can’t seem to forget
you, Treeny,” he said abruptly, his back to her and she
blinked. When had she become
psychic?

“You can’t?” Even she heard
the hope in her voice.

He swung around to stare at her. His
eyes were hooded and nearly morose as he gazed at her. He almost
looked unhappy. The bubbling hope deflated like a
balloon.

Ben stalked back to the table and sat
down beside her. He stared in front of them for a moment before
turning to look at her. “I can’t seem to move past you, Treeny.
It’s like you’re in my blood and I’m not free.”

“I feel the same way,” she
managed to tell him through a tight throat.

His eyes widened a bit before he
reached out to wrap one strong hand around her wrist. With barely a
tug, she bumped against him. He circled her waist with a strong arm
and trailed his hand down her face again.

“You can’t date anyone else
either?”

She shook her head. “I’m not even
tempted. No one can compare to you, Ben.”

He nodded, swallowed and folded her
close. “That’s how I feel about you. I’m not interested in other
women. The guys are starting to wonder about me – if I’m a
freak.”

Laughing, she stared up at
him. She couldn’t believe he was sitting beside her, holding her so
tightly against him. Fearing she could wake up at any time and this
precious moment would only be a dream; she reached up and touched
his cheek. Energy sizzled through her. Not
a dream, thank
goodness.

“I’m awfully glad you’re
here and not a freak.”

He grinned. “I need evidence.” His
voice held a teasing note she remembered well.

“What do you want?” She was
afraid of his answer, but wanted the response so badly.

“You,” he answered, right
before his lips took hers.

 


Ben kissed Treeny with everything he
had. He remembered the feel of her lips against his. The
electricity arcing between them was also familiar.

He worked a hand into the fall of
red-gold hair and was thankful, grateful, and ecstatic he’d finally
approached her. This euphoric moment had been a long time coming,
but was right. If they had pursued their attraction earlier, their
training and jobs might have interfered.

Unfortunately, their jobs could still
interfere. But this is what he wanted. He needed Treeny Deveau more
than he had ever suspected. Kissing her like this made all the
difference.

And by her passionate, eager response,
he believed she agreed. He liked the energy surging between them.
He savored her warmth, her enticing scent, and the sweet sounds
that issued from her throat.

Soon they had to part for air. He
grinned at her, liking the way her lips glistened from his kiss.
“From that kiss I’d have to say you’re interested in a relationship
with me.”

Her smile was mysterious and feminine
when she tugged his head back down to hers. “Yeah, you could say
that.”


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter
2

 


When Treeny returned to work with Ben
by her side, she wondered if her feet touched the ground. She
figured she was doing a closer approximation to floating on air,
but then, she had waited a long time to kiss Ben Morrison again. In
fact, some could even say she’d been waiting her whole adult life.
And they would be right.

Mrs. Mays watched in speculation and
something akin to denial as Treeny drifted across the floor. Waving
to Ben, with his contact information tucked into a pocket of her
lab coat, and hers safely in his phone, she watched him leave
through the waiting area. Her heart kept beating a satisfied,
excited, anticipatory staccato.

He had come specifically to see her.
He wanted a relationship with her. She had been waiting for this
moment since their first kiss eleven years ago in The Closet. Now
that the moment had finally arrived, she couldn’t imagine being
more pleased. He was finally hers.

She smiled at Mrs. Mays before
returning to her office area. There she understood she must somehow
work through the rest of the day. She and Ben had made dinner plans
for after work, and she could wait until after seeing her
patients.

The only blight in her sunny, amazing
day was that, while he was on leave now, he could be called up for
duty at any time. She didn’t know how she would manage his frequent
absences. With him leaving randomly, and for unknown periods of
time, she would have to adjust to his haphazard schedule. And the
terrifying fact that he might not return from one of his
missions.

Could she adjust to his crazy working
schedule and dangerous job? Swallowing, she didn’t know the answer
to that question. But she wanted Ben so badly, she needed him.
Hopefully, her need for him would outweigh the unpredictability of
his schedule. She had waited so long for this man.

Nothing was going to
interfere with their relationship. She
couldn’t bear to be parted from him now that they made the crucial
decision to get to know each other. He professed to needing a
commitment with her. Never in her fantasies had she dreamed Ben
Morrison would state his intentions so boldly. But now that he had,
she couldn’t go back.

At least for now, Ben Morrison was
hers. And she intended to lap up every sweet, fantastic
moment.

***

Ben answered his phone, and adjusted
the chair on Max and KC’s back deck. Ryan, home from school, raced
through the yard with his dog, Spuds. “Hello?” He kept a careful
eye on the rambunctious kid.

Ryan’s new sister had arrived only a
week or so ago. And while he wasn’t quite as upset about having a
little sister as most little boys, Ryan made no apologies when he
stated he’d rather have a little brother. His dad assured him that
possibility was still in the works.

Feeling his heart flip at the
expression in KC’s eyes when she looked at Max, Ben suppressed a
snort. So what if he wanted to see that same loving, devoted look
in Treeny’s eyes? Yet he had, sort of, this morning. They agreed to
date. And he still appreciated that look of anticipation he noticed
in Treeny’s eyes.

“Ben? This is Janine,” a
feminine voice said. Speaking of little sisters... He’d only met
this one a year ago, unlike the three he grew up with.

“Janine? Where are
you?”

His sister seemed to have gotten
distracted because he heard her speak away from the phone. “I’m
sorry about that, the movers are here, and asked me a question. I’m
in Atlanta, but plan to be in Hershey by tomorrow.”

Ben sat up abruptly. “You’re coming
tomorrow?”

“I am. Do you still have a
place for me?” He heard amusement in her islander
cadence.

“Yeah, Mitch and Lainy had
the house cleaned and Mitch sounds pretty excited to have you in
the Fandrich’s house. Apparently they were the closest thing to
parents he’s ever had, and he wanted someone who would take care of
the place.”

“Of course I intend to do
so.”

He paused and savored the island
flavor of her voice. Had Heather Morrison not adopted him, he’d
probably have the same rhythm when he spoke. The blood tests had
come through and Janine was definitely his biological
relative.

“Good. The family is
planning some sort of party for you. I haven’t managed to squeeze
out the details from any of the relatives, or as we call them,
rellys.”

“What sort of party?” Her
voice sounded wary. “Nothing big, I hope.”

He grinned. “Hello, you’re a Morrison.
What did you expect?”

“I...I suppose I wasn’t
anticipating a lot of fanfare,” she answered and the fact she
sounded hesitant made him smile.

“Janine, you’re family.
That means you’re going to receive a blow-out party of some sort
soon after you arrive. I imagine everyone will overwhelm you but
you’ll feel welcomed.” He hoped his smile came through on her
end.

“I see,” she answered, but
he doubted she actually did.

“You’ll get to meet Max and
KC’s little girl.” He wasn’t above using whatever enticements he
could.

“I have pictures of
Macy.”

“Good, but they don’t
compare with the actual thing.” He looked up in time to see KC
trudge through the back door of the house, Macy in her arms. She
deposited her daughter onto his lap and disappeared back inside.
Ben grinned down at the sleeping little girl. “Speak of the cutest
kid ever and guess who just got dumped on me?” He tickled the
little chin and looked over the perfect child, amazed by this
little being all over again.

“You’re holding my baby?”
Janine protested.

“Yes, but she’s my
baby.”

“Actually, she’s my baby,”
Max said from behind him and relieved him of Macy’s warm
weight.

“Hey, you can’t trump me
like that.” Ben mock glared at his cousin.

“Can too. She’s my kid.”
Max smiled down at the little girl, and Ben wished for something he
couldn’t identify. He wondered if Treeny liked kids. While that
thought passed through his mind Max tenderly rocked his daughter.
His cousin had waited a long time for KC, but they’d made Macy in
Will’s closet. So far, he was the last Morrison man in his
generation not to make a baby in said closet.

“Are you still there?”
Janine asked. She never seemed to become flustered.

“I’m here. Max just stole
the kid.” He frowned at the thief in question.

Max grinned, and gazed adoringly at
his baby daughter. “My kids,” he said and looked out over the yard
where his son, Ryan, raced with the family dog.

Ben rolled his eyes. “He’s getting all
paternal on me.”

Janine laughed. “I’m definitely coming
tomorrow. I like this trend of being able to swipe
babies.”

“Trust me, we’re a prolific
lot. There’re lots of babies. Mitch and Lainy have one
too.”

“So I’ve heard.” He
received the idea that while Janine was worried about being
overwhelmed by the Morrisons, she was looking forward to seeing KC
often and spoiling all the kids. “How close is my house to Max and
KC?”

“Across the street. Max and
KC are the last house for a few miles. They’re on about five acres.
The Fandrichs had two or three acres. You can’t see Max and KC’s
house from your front windows, but they’re close.”

“I’ll be happy to be near
KC,” Janine said, and he gleaned the impression she looked forward
to moving to a place where she had family connections. Because he’d
grown up in such a huge family, he couldn’t imagine her
anticipation. In the back of his mind he wondered if he took his
abundant family for granted. That thought first sprouted when he
realized how excited KC was at Janine’s impending move.

The two women had obviously formed a
lasting bond while patching up the wounded in Kuwait. Ben figured
he was part of the draw for Janine’s move, but that KC and her
children also proved to be a large selling point for the
area.

“I’m really looking forward
to your arrival.”

“So am I. I can’t wait to
squeeze all of you.” Janine’s voice held the smallest hint of
excitement. She was very good at concealing her emotions, but he
appreciated that she allowed some of her anticipation to show now.
It told him more than any of her words how excited she was to move
to Hershey.

“We’ll be waiting for
you.”

“Wonderful. Now my next
question.” She stopped and he heard rustling in the
background.

“Yes?”

“Have you spoken to Treeny
yet?”

His heart skittered and
then accelerated at the mention of her name. “How did you know
about Treeny?” he all but demanded. Sisters. He barely knew this one, but
it appeared she already planned to be an interfering busybody.
Exactly like the three he already had.

He could hear the smile in Janine’s
voice when she answered. “I lived in Kuwait with KC for seven
months.”

“Yeah, that’s right.” Then
he paused as he thought about his sister’s revelation. “Wait a
minute, KC told
you about Treeny and me?”

“Of course. Treeny sounds
like she’s a major part of your life. I needed to know all the
elements that will hinder my time with you.”

“Oh, well, Treeny and I are
having dinner tonight. What else did KC spill about me?”

“She mentioned your job is
a bit unconventional. Well, at least your skills and the hours you
keep are.”

“I don’t keep
hours.”

“Exactly.”

“Yeah, I can pretty much be
called up at any time.”

He heard Janine sigh, which made him
grin. “So, I’ll have to work around a woman and your job to spend
time with you.”

“Treeny will want to spend
time with you too. She’s a doctor.”

“Oh that’s right. KC told
me that, but I forgot.” He could hear the smile in her
voice.

“I haven’t spoken with her
about you, yet. But we’ll talk tonight. I’m sure she’ll be around
tomorrow when you pull in.”

“I look forward to meeting
her.” Ben could tell she was sincere.

They chatted for a few more minutes
before disconnecting.

KC returned to the patio and looked
around. “Where’s my baby?”

“Your husband took
her.”

“Oh.” She
frowned.

“That’s not okay?” he
teased.

She swatted him before turning to find
where Max had gone. Ben had been so involved in his conversation
with Janine he hadn’t noticed Max and Macy leave.

KC returned moments later with her
daughter, and set about feeding the baby. “What did Janine have to
say?”

“She plans to arrive
tomorrow.” Ben watched his cousin stroll across the patio and drop
into a nearby chair to watch his wife feed his daughter.

“Who plans to arrive
tomorrow?” Max asked as he reached out to stroke Macy’s
cheek.

“Janine,” Ben and KC said
at the same time. They grinned at each other.

“Is she moving in across
the street?” This time Max trailed a finger over KC’s cheek. She
offered him a secret, feminine, loving smile.

Ben wanted Treeny to smile at him like
that. He wanted her to want him in the same way KC and Max
enjoyed.

“She is. She sounded pretty
excited. I think you’ll probably lose the kid.” He glanced into the
yard. “Both kids.”

Max laughed. “That’s okay. She’ll send
them back at bath time.”

“Or at night, when she
can’t sleep,” KC added dryly.

“Have you lessened your
hours at the office again?” Ben asked. Since spending the eight
months in Kuwait, the rest of the employees at the company she and
Max ran together had all offered to take on some of her designated
tasks while she was gone. Soon after she returned, she and Max had
married, and soon after that, they were expecting Macy.

“Yes,” KC nodded, and
burped the baby. “Max and everyone else have all agreed to keep
some of my tasks. I do work a couple days a week, but otherwise I
intend to be a stay-at-home mom.”

Ben nodded. “Lainy’s happy she can be
home.”

“So’s Mitch,” Max said
about his brother-in-law.

KC sent a speaking look to Max then
frowned at something on Macy’s outfit.

“He is happy she’s spending so much time
with Alexis,” Max repeated.

“I’m sure he is, but Lainy
is still working on her electronics. She probably won’t ever be
able to completely stop that,” KC said as she started feeding the
baby again. Ben wasn’t quite following the conversation, but
decided that was okay.

“Yeah, I can’t see Lainy
turning her back on her work,” he agreed and stared at the expanse
of yard. He’d love to own a spread like this with Treeny and maybe
sometime have kids. Never before had he felt this way, but then,
his job, while fun and fulfilling and challenging, wasn’t
satisfying him the way it used to. Now, whenever he thought of
satisfaction, he thought of Treeny.

“By the way, we’re having
hamburgers and baked beans for supper tonight. At Max and Ryan’s
request,” KC said and looked at him.

Ben smiled at her. “Thanks, but I’ve
made other arrangements.” He tried to look mysterious and
secretive, but KC pounced.

“Where are you taking
Treeny?”

Even Max looked impressed with
him.

“Why does everyone assume
that I’m going to be with Treeny?” Even as he said it, Ben knew the
laughter would come. And it did. KC and Max both laughed,
at him, not with
him.

“Like any other woman has
ever interested you,” she said and rolled her eyes.

Max agreed. “I’ve never heard you talk
about another woman.”

“Is this normal, do you
think?” Ben looked at both of these people he loved so much, and
realized he really wanted this answer.

Max and KC stared at each other before
glancing back at him. “Oh yes, I think it’s perfectly normal,” KC
finally answered. Ben didn’t miss the loving look that passed
between them.

“You’re a Morrison, Ben.
Once we fall in love, we don’t have eyes for anyone else. That’s
just a given, I think.” Max shrugged.

KC grinned at him while Ben nodded. “I
suppose that’s true. No other woman has ever interested me like
Treeny.” He shook his head, still not able to figure that one out.
Why she’d haunted him through the years, he didn’t know. All he did
know was she had been there, like a ghost, to tempt him, tease him,
but always hovered out of his reach.

“Where are you going for
supper?” KC burped the baby again.

“I think we’ll try
something along the river.” Ben rattled off a few places. Max and
KC both nodded.

“They’re all nice
restaurants,” Max said.

“I don’t care so much about
the food as I do the company,” Ben answered, and looked at his
watch. “Maybe I’d better shower and shave.”

KC nodded solemnly. “Yes, maybe you’d
better.”

Max reached out and swatted her. She
laughed, and Ben again wished for the easy camaraderie this pair,
and Max’s sister, Lainy and her husband, shared.

But then, both couples had endured
their own trials and relationship pains before reaching the happy
place they enjoyed today.

Ben hoped he and Treeny didn’t have
too many before they came to a conclusion about their bond. He
wanted her, and was very happy she shared his feelings. Nothing
else could go wrong, right?
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When Ben escorted her through the
parking lot into the restaurant, Treeny’s insides quivered in
anticipation. She’d dreamed of this moment for so long, she was
having difficulty assimilating reality from her fantasies. She
liked the warmth of him next to her, and the casual way he rested a
hand on the small of her back.

She didn’t miss the
possessive significance of his gesture. And even enjoyed his subtle
message to other men concerning her; his manly signal
proclaimed my woman. Treeny had always felt like
she and Ben Morrison belonged together, and now that very well
could be true. She took a moment to breathe deeply because she was
suddenly short of breath.

The hostess seated them, and Treeny
saw the woman’s eyes sweep up and down Ben in admiration. Treeny
moved a little closer to him, and challenged the woman with her
eyes. So what if she was doing the possessive bit too? She wasn’t
about to let this man slip out of her tenuous grasp if she could
take a firm hold of him somehow.

Once they were seated and had ordered,
Ben leaned forward. “I talked to my sister today.”

“Which one?” she asked.
Keeping his family straight sometimes proved difficult.

“You might not know this
one,” he began and her interest perked.

“You have
another sister?”

His lips quirked. “Remember when KC
got called up to go to Kuwait?”

“Of course.”

“She bunked in a tent with
nine other women. One of those women was a fellow doctor named
Janine Morris. I popped in to see KC on Christmas Day.” Treeny
nodded. She had been with her sister at his Aunt Monica’s house. So
she had heard the news and been relieved that he and KC were
together for the holiday. “Janine kept staring at me.”

Treeny cocked a brow. Another woman
staring at Ben made her ...hackles rise. “We decided she could be
my biological sister.”

“A biological sister,” she
repeated and blinked as she tried to comprehend. “Wow. You’ve
already got three sisters.”

He laughed. “I know. Like three aren’t
enough, but Janine is pretty amazing. She’s tall and thin like me,
and KC claims we have the same eyes,” he grimaced, and her heart
snagged. “Janine’s eyes are amber while mine are dark brown, so
where KC came up with that, I don’t know. Janine is moving here
tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yep.”

Treeny stared as bemusement stuttered
through her. Ben had a biological sister. “What do your parents
think of this?”

He rolled his eyes. She loved when he
did that. She loved when he did pretty much anything. So long as he
was with her. “What do you think they think of this? They’re so
excited, Melanie says it’s hard to visit them.”

She laughed. “I can understand that.
And Mel lives next door, right?”

“Yeah.” Treeny liked the
affection she heard in Ben’s voice for his sister. Melanie worked
in the post office and was the oldest sister. Treeny had always
thought of her as the glue that held Ben’s branch of the Morrison
family together.

“Is Mel seeing anyone at
the moment?”

“Her ex-husband.” His brow
rose as he watched her reaction.

“I’m glad,” she said
honestly and she was. Melanie and Ray belonged together. “How are
Julie and Stephanie?” Treeny liked Ben’s other sister’s
too.

“They’re fine. Both are
finally finished with school. Steph has her Ph.D. in something, I
think its weather related. And Jules is working in a cousin’s law
office.”

Stephanie was a meteorologist and
Julie had a law degree. “That’s pretty exciting. I’m happy for
them. Are they looking forward to meeting Janine?”

Crinkles formed around his eyes as he
smiled. “They can’t wait. They’re so happy she’s coming home,
there’s a party in the works. Between them and my mom, it had grown
out of proportion. KC finally took over all the
planning.”

“Poor Janine if they had
succeeded. Your family is overwhelming enough to those of us who
are used to them.”

“That’s what KC and I
decided. KC threw her weight around.”

“Good for her. At least
Janine will know you and KC when she arrives.”

“She’s been emailing the
rest of the family since Kuwait. Mom found out all kinds of
information about her, but couldn’t dig up much about our mother.
She also couldn’t tell if Janine and I have the same father or
not.”

“Janine doesn’t know
either?”

Ben shook his head. “No. She knew my
birthday, where I’d been born, to which woman, and she knew I lived
in Pennsylvania during my early years. That’s all she could find on
me. Then we met face to face in Kuwait and there wasn’t much doubt
that we were related. We do look a lot alike.”

“Does she look like
Granddad Morrison?”

He thought for a minute. “Yeah, I
guess she does.”

“It’s wild how much you and
he look alike.” She shook her head.

“That’s what everyone says,
but if I hadn’t looked like him, my mom probably wouldn’t have
noticed me.”

“Why did you grow up here
and Janine grew up in the islands?” Treeny glanced at him, and saw
his brows rise.

“You know, that’s a good
question. Janine didn’t leave Tolaliel until she finished high
school.”

“Your mom hasn’t figured it
out yet?”

“I don’t know if she
thought to ask that particular question. Janine might know, but she
didn’t say anything. We can ask her tomorrow.”

“Is your mom still
researching all this?”

“Probably.” He
shrugged.

She grinned. “I know your mother.”
Treeny paused. “I’m really looking forward to meeting
Janine.”

“She’s looking forward to
meeting you too.”

Treeny heard the sincerity and
something she couldn’t identify in his voice. Almost an intensity,
like he longed for Janine to approve of her. She could relate. What
if Janine didn’t approve? Then where would she and Ben be? Of
course, Janine was the newer female in the equation, but what would
happen if Ben’s sister didn’t like his female of choice? Hopefully
“female of choice” was how he considered her.

Since the concept of Janine’s
disapproval was too scary to contemplate, Treeny pushed the thought
aside. Same as the idea of what she meant to him. She wanted Ben.
And anything that stood in their way would have to be dealt with.
Because he said he wanted her. Certainly, everything he’d shown
since then indicated he spoke the truth. So long as she kept her
insecurities at bay, they should be fine.

They had both waited long
enough for this relationship. Treeny had loved him since she was
seventeen. At least. Maybe she’d loved him even longer than that.
And he admitted to similar feelings for her. That must to be
good. Right?

Leaning back in her chair, she decided
to enjoy the evening. She refused to think about whether this might
be her first and last date with Ben.
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Janine’s insides quivered
as she turned onto the street she’d call home. As the rental car
rolled smoothly down the street, she searched the mailbox numbers
for her house. The
first time in her adult life she would live in an actual house.
Hands down a house beat the tent she lived in while in Kuwait –
twice.

She saw the garage
immediately and was heartened by the discovery. A garage. Now she’d have to buy a
car. A prospect she looked forward to. The house was a colonial,
one of her favorite architectural styles. The structure appeared to
have three floors above ground, and looked enormous. Wondering how
her meager possessions would fit inside she slowed the
vehicle.

People stood everywhere,
many of them waving at her. Swallowing, she waved back, and
wondered how on earth she would manage to mingle with so
many. Please let them accept
her. Ben assured her repeatedly that they
were all family, and they all considered her so. KC had added her
reassurances, and that helped to calm her now. But what if she
messed up?

She looked again at the place she
would call home now and the people who would make the place so.
Once she turned the car off and climbed out arms enfolded her from
nearly every side. Janine felt KC and knew Ben was somewhere in the
mix.

“You all back off, the poor
girl doesn’t need you lot to overwhelm her.” The masculine voice
that spoke sounded very firm and authoritative. Janine turned. She
encountered a tall, lean man with white hair, an erect carriage,
and dark brown eyes much like Ben’s. Staring a bit, she noticed
that except for the man’s white skin and more advanced age he
looked astonishingly like Ben.

“I’m your grandfather,” he
said in the way of introduction, and then she was enfolded into a
tight embrace. Warmth swelled within her. She had longed for
grandparents, but never known the privilege. Now this tall,
ex-military man had just informed her he was her
grandfather.

“For goodness sakes, Hiram,
let me at her.” A feminine voice objected, and the man’s arms
slackened. A gentle hand grasped her arm and tugged.

Janine turned and stared into blue
eyes. The woman hailed from the same generation as her new
grandparent. She smiled and tugged Janine into her arms after
announcing, “I’m your grandmother, lovey.”

Ben interrupted that embrace. “Let’s
share here, folks,” her brother said unequivocally, and KC, Janine
noticed, also worked her way to the front again. KC was as blonde
and beautiful as ever, only she looked far happier now than when
they shared a tent in Kuwait. [The Corpsman and the Nerd – Book
2]Probably due to the fact that nearly the moment she returned from
Kuwait she had married Max Morrison.

Ben swept her into his arms for a rib
cracking hug, but before she could fully enjoy the embrace, KC
tugged
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