


Into The Night

Beloved and besiselling author Suzanne Brockmann
writes terrific edge-of-your-seat novels of romantic
suspense sel in exciting danger zones and exotic
hotspots. Now, in her new sensational novel,
she comes stateside for her mosi
action-packed adventure yet.

It was supposed 1o be a “dog and pony show"—an
elaborate demionstration of SEAL rescue techniques—
to celebrate a presidential visit to a California naval
base. Professional, no-nonsense White House stalfer
Joan DaCosta arrives early to scope oul the area.
Assigned 1o be her SEAL liaison is Lt. (jg) Mike

Muldoon, a born leader—strong, decisive, tough, and
fearless.

Against her better judgment, Joan finds herself drawn
to the h; 'lI'HIH{'l]HIL' young officer. Skilled at being “one
of the guys” in the um».lh male world of ]‘IH[II.HH she is
:hun.m d ‘ni]k,[] Muldoon breaks through her defenses.
While tension mounts between them, fueling their
arowing attraction, a far more sinister danger 1s
lurking, as terrorists pln:t a daring attack against the
president. To protect their commander in :hu’r Joan
and Muldoon must not only risk their hearts—but
their very lives. . . .
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For the brave men and women who fought for freedom during the Second World War, and for the
brave men and women in the U.S. Armed Forces who continue that fight today. My most sincere and
humble thanks. Let freedom ring!

Prologue

Afghanistan

Operation Enduring Freedom

Lieutenant Junior Grade Michael Muldoon held up his hand and signaled for his squad to stop.

Dark took on an entirely new meaning on a moonless night in a desolate country too poor and too
war-torn for electricity. He sensed more than saw his men behind him, hugging the cold, rocky ground as
intimately as he was.

He moved his hand again. Listen.

The sky overhead was worthy of a beach blanket and a bottle of wine, the Milky Way thick with the



billions of stars he didn't have a prayer of seeing from his city apartment a half a world away.

It was breathtakingly beautiful, but Muldoon had no time to give it more than a cursory glance as he
focused all of his attention on the distant hum.

Of a generator.
Hoo-yah.
It was always reassuring to know that they were, in fact, in the right place.

The coordinates marking the main entrance of the cave on their map were correct—a map that was one
of the somewhat dubious bonuses that came from theUnited States having helped build these allegedly
indestructible compounds many years and several different political regimes ago. Not only did theSEALSs
have maps and specifications, but those maps were proving to be accurate.

His men knew what they had to do, and when Muldoon gave the signal they went silently to work.

Their job tonight was to verify that the two known entrances to this cave were still where the map said
they'd be—to verify coordinates for the "bunker buster" missiles that were scheduled to be launched from
a Navy sub in less than two hours. TheSEALSs were to add additional explosives to various vulnerable
points to give those bombs even bigger teeth.

The mission was to seal this cave so that no one could get out, but more importantly so that no one
could get in.

Cosmo Richter had gotten right down to the bottom line during their briefing when he'd asked in his
no-frills, telegram manner of speech, "Osama inside?"

They'd all looked up from the maps. It was the question of the hour.

Muldoon hated to disappoint them, but his answer had been no. Not according toNavlintel . However,
this cave was being held by Taliban fighters with al-Qaeda ties. And theU.S. goal was to cross this
compound off the list of potential safe havens bin Laden could come toto hide.

It was an important mission.
It just wasn't the one they particularly wanted.

He knew what his men were feeling. Each and every one of them—himself included—wanted to be part
of the op that took down the terrorist leader. They all wanted to go memo a mano with the man, like
some hokeyHollywood movie, and blow that bastard off the face of the earth.

But the real world wasn't anything likeHollywood . Victory wasn't won by being Rambo. It came from
being a team player.

So tonight they'd tuck their anger back inside and follow their orders. They'd help clean up this little
piece of enemy-held territory. They'd do their job, and they'd do it well. And when the word came down
that bin Laden was no longer a threat to theUnited States , they would get together and have a beer and
silently acknowledge the part they'd played in his demise. No discussions, no bragging, no news
broadcasts, and most importantly, no feelings of inadequacy because none of them was the one who



pulled the trigger.
Muldoon used infrared glasses to watch the two heat blobs that were the al-Qaeda guards as Gillman
and Cosmo rigged enough explosives to take off the top of the mountain. There was no doubt in his mind

that, before the sun rose, this cave was going to be history.

The only slightly snarky moment came when one of the guards—the bigger one, about Muldoon's own
height and weight—Ieft his post to take a leak, heading right for where Cosmo was hidden.

Their orders tonight included a warning not to let the enemy know that they were on the ground. The fact
that they were going after this specific target would be concealed by carpet bombing in the area
scheduled to begin at 0353.

The intent was to make it look as if the cave had been taken out by a couple of lucky hits from a random
air strike, rather than as a result of Spec Op ground forces. The terrorists didn't have any patrols
venturing far outside of their cave entrances, and theU.S. commanders didn't want to give them a reason
to start.

Muldoon's team had to be covert.

Right now that guard was answering the call of nature literally feet from Cosmo's hiding place.

But it was Cosmo, the King of Invisible, so Muldoon didn't worry. He just watched as the SEAL
blended even more completely into the night. The guard could've peed right on his head, and Cosmo

wouldn't have moved an inch.

Finally, after an interminable amount of tune—what had that guy been drinking?—the guard went back
to his post and to stomping his feet to keep them warm.

The rest of the op went like a dream. The second entrance was just where they'd expected it to be.
Natural fissures and cracks used for venting the cave were marked. No other entrances were found.

This was going to work. They were going to help put this cave permanently out of business.

At just before 0300, with nothing left to do save get their butts back down the mountain—Wildcard
approached.

Even in silence, the chief had a ferocity that made Muldoon want to smile. He was glad—not for the first
time that night and probably not for the last—that he'd chosen Wild-CardKarmody for this op.

But one look at Wildcard's face, and he knew there was trouble.
Problem? he signaled.

Wildcard responded with an obscene gesture that more than conveyed his opinion that not only was this
a problem, it was a big problem.

Muldoon jerked his head, and the chief followed him back away from the guards.

Wildcard cut to the chase. "Silverman reports heavy movement coming up the trail. About thirty tangos.
ETA at the cave about forty minutes."



"Okay." That was not anywhere near the complete reaming Muldoon had imagined. "We'll take a
different route down." It would take a little longer because these hills were littered with land mines, but it
was certainly doable in the time they had left.

"We could," Wildcard agreed. "But they've got a prisoner-looks like that stupid ass French reporter, that
photojournalist who went missing fromKandahar last night."

Oh, man, that hurt. Dream op to nightmare, in two small words. Prisoner and reporter. Muldoon gritted
his teeth and considered his options.

"Holy fuck," Wildcard said. "When I tell you that a stupid-ass Frenchphotog is going to turn this perfect
op into a totalclusterfuck , what you say, sir, is Oh, holy fuck. If this isn't the time to use your full adult
vocabulary, Lieutenant, I honestly don't know what is."

"Not helping," Muldoon said shortly.
"The guy's an asshole for putting himself in harm's way in the first place," Wildcard pointed out.

Thirty terrorists, eightSEALs . The odds were in then-favor. They could set up an ambush and take them
out, no sweat. The problem would be keeping the prisoner alive while the bullets flew.

Oh, yeah, and maintaining their covert status.
Covert meant K-Bar knives instead of assault weapons.

But it was hard to be effective in a group ambush when using only knives. Of course, they could take the
terrorists out quietly, one at a time, but at some point one of them would notice their forces dwindling and
shots would be fired.

"Actually, the guy's just an asshole, period. Look at what he chooses to do for a living." Wildcard
believed there was a separate level of hell reserved especially for reporters and news photographers. His
wife was Savannah vonHopf , a fact that never failed to amuse Muldoon, particularly when the
foulmouthed chief went on a rant. Along with theKennedys and the Rockefellers, the vonHopfs were the
closest thingAmerica had to royalty. They were frequently targeted by paparazzi, hence the Card's strong
negative opinion of the press.

"What we should do," Wildcard continued, "is go invisible while they pass us on the trail. Our mission is
not to rescue some dickhead reporter and risk letting the entire al-Qaeda network know we were out
here tonight. Am I right?"

He was right. And yet...

"We let them get into that cave, that reporter's not coming out." Muldoon told his chief the obvious. "Not
ever."

Wildcard was silent then, no doubt thinking what a hideous way that would be to die, even for a
reporter. Buried alive with a mob of angry terrorists...

"Get meJenk ," Muldoon ordered. Mark Jenkins had the radio. It was time to break silence and talk to
some of the pilots of those F-18s that were constantly patrolling at high altitudes with full payloads. "Get



Izzy and Cosmo. Send Gillman and Lopez down the trail. I want to know the location of every rock,
every outcropping, and particularly every open area. There was one spot we passed coming up where
there wasn't much cover, where the trail opened up. Find out how far the tangos are from there."

"Aye, aye, sir." Wildcard didn't have far to go before dispensing Muldoon's orders, sending Lopez to
fetchJenk . He was back in a matter of seconds, withlzzy and Cosmo in tow. "I assume this means you
have a plan to fuck these fuckers first."

That was one way of putting it. "Yeah."

"Knew you would, sir," Cosmo said.

"Do we have enough explosives left to rig something that'll sound like a land mine going off?" Muldoon
asked.

"Piece of cake." Wildcard was absolute.

"Do it, Chief." Muldoon turned to Cosmo andlzzy . "I need some clothes. One of those guards was
about my size."

"About my size, t0o,"Izzy said. "Back inCalifornia , the senior chief ordered me to remind you, with
utmost respect, to delegate, Lieutenant. So I'm reminding you, sir. With utmost—"

"Yeah, and how's your French?" Muldoon asked, already knowing the answer.Izzy spoke fluent street
Spanish. He knew only enough French to order a meal, provided the restaurant had big golden arches.
"Use your utmost respect to get me the clothes,Zanella . I'll be down the trail."

Muldoon could hear the terrorists approaching, moving slowly but steadily up toward the cave. They
were quiet, not talking at all as they climbed through the night, but he still could hear the crunch of the
cold earth beneath all those feet.

Silverman had told him that the prisoner—the French journalist—was wearing aburqa , the traditional
Afghan woman's robe and hooded veil.

It was an effective means of transporting captives since it concealed them completely from public view.

Jenkwas crouched beside him, plugged into the radio. He gave Muldoon an affirmative, then held two
fingers to his watch. The first wave of bombs from the F-18s would hit their targets, with the utmost
precision, in two minutes.

Seconds ticked by as the tangos slowly got closer, as somewhere overhead those smart bombs were
cutting their way through the night sky. Muldoon breathed with the knowledge that the coordinates they'd
given the Navy pilots were accurate. Those bombs were going to hit so close theSEALs were going to
feel the ground shake and be able to warm their fingers from the heat.

But if those coordinates were off...

Yes, of course there was a chance of human error. Yes, it was possible that the air strike Muldoon had
orderedJenk to call in would land directly on top of his team.

But until that happened, he wasn't going to waste his time worrying about it.



And then there they were, rounding the corner and coming into view.

Their point men, three of them, came first, leading the way and checking for booby traps—much in the
same way theSEALSs had come up the trail mere hours earlier.

They weren't too far ahead of the main group, which was a motley-looking, straggling bunch. They were
walking wounded, retreating to safety from the intense pockets of fighting inKandahar . Some weren't
even walking. There were at least four stretchers being carried, one of which held a boy who couldn't
have been more than thirteen years old.

Who, like the rest of them, was carrying a personal arsenal of weapons and ammunition.

These were terrorists. All of them. They weren't poor little tired, hungry, and forlorn terrorists, as much
as they currently looked the part. They were terrorists, plain and simple. They were the enemy, and a
deadly enemy—yperiod, the end.

They had pledged to die defending Osama bin Laden. They trained their boys to hate and kill, and
enslaved their girls by forbidding their education. They supported a killer who fought his war against

unarmed men, against women and children.

In theory, thirty terrorists weren't a whole heck of a lot of terrorists. But when they were all crowding
one small trail, thirty was plenty.

Muldoon searched for aburqa -clad figure—the reporter— and found him shuffling along in the center of
the group, surrounded by dozens of men.

Figures he'd be there. If Muldoon were transporting a prisoner, he'd keep him secured and surrounded
by his men, too.

The good news was that the reporter was slight of stature. He'd be easy to handle in the event he wasn't
into following orders spoken in rusty French.

As Muldoon watched, he saw that the reporter was guarded in particular by two men, both of whom
spent more time eyeing each other mistrustfully than watching their prisoner. And that was more good
news.

Jenk, who was crouched beside him, silently tapped his watch.

Here it came. Any second now. Either he'd killed his men or...

Boom!

They were all still alive, thank you, God. The first bomb had hit exactly where Muldoon had asked for it
to hit, just to the west of the trail. It was followed immediately by a second in the same vicinity, and he

allowed himself to exhale.

As for the tangos, so much for maintaining silence. All thirty began talking at once as they picked
themselves up and dusted themselves off.

Muldoon watched the crowd, trying to pick out the group's leader.



Was it ZZ Top over there, with the beard down to his waist? Or was it Young and Angry, with the big
arm gestures and the long coat that billowed as he walked? He must've practiced in front of a mirror for
hours to get it to do that.

With only a few short months ofPashtu and Dari under his belt—courtesy of Potential Enemy Languages
101, a required class for allSEALs heading into the area—Muldoon could pick out only a word here and
there in the din. Still, it was obvious from the gestures and body language that ZZ wanted to take cover,
while Angry wanted to push on to the cave at a stepped-up pace.

Jenktapped his watch again, signaling thirty seconds. Oh, good. Time to find out if this next set of
coordinates was as accurate as the first.

Don't. Think. About. That. He knew better than to waste his time worrying about things that were out of
his control.

The trail opened up into a clearing just ahead, and for one last time, Muldoon mentally traced the route
he was going to take as he focused his attention on theburqa -clad reporter.

The two guards, Itchy and Scratchy, had taken different sides in the run-or-hide debate.

As Muldoon watched, Itchy gestured almost in unison with Angry, toward the mountains to the west,
where the first two bombs had fallen. He could imagine what they were saying.

"What, are you nuts? Not only are they shelling to the west, but it's a total minefield out there. We should
head for the cave. We'll be safer there."

Scratchy and ZZ both gestured to the east. "We'll never make it that far. We should go this way. We
can take cover in the valleys and—"

Boom!

The third bomb—special ordered by Muldoon—hit smack where he'd wanted it to, off to the east,
followed by another slightly to the south.

Everyone dropped to the ground again, like some kind of funky dance.

And, as Muldoon had hoped, the decision and gestures became unanimous. They'd head to the safety of
the cave. At a dead run. Last one in was a rotten egg.

Two more bombs hit on either side of the trail. Yes, that's right. This was a full-scale attack. Run, you
terrorist scum. Run for your lives.

But they were bottlenecked until they reached that clearing ahead. They pushed and jostled and
jockeyed for position, no love lost betweenZZ's andAngry's men. It was just the kind of ugly chaos he'd
been hoping for.

With one last nod atJenk , Muldoon slipped out from his hiding place and into the severely distracted
crowd.

He had his weapon held at ready as he kept the woolen scarf wrapped securely around most of his



lower face. It wasn't a good idea to go for a walk in a crowd of Taliban-supporting terrorists with a
clean-shaven chin, but there weren't a whole lot of options here.

Muldoon shouldered his way through the crowd toward the prisoner, who was having a hard time
keeping up while he had what virtually amounted to a bag over his head. Itchy and Scratchy had begun
pushing the guy, united at last in their attempt to make him move faster. It was inevitable, but still, the
timing was perfect—the reporter tripped over his long robe and fell smack on hisburqa -covered face
right at Muldoon's feet.

It was a gift from heaven, and he didn't hesitate. He hoisted the squirming reporter up and over his
shoulder as Itchy and Scratchy shouted at him.

"Don't fight me," he muttered in French into theburga's heavy folds. "I'm here to help you."

The struggling didn't stop, so Muldoon just gripped the reporter more tightly and focused on the
shouting. The two guards might have been speaking a dialect he didn't know, or maybe they were simply
talking too fast. Either way, he didn't catch a single word.

When in doubt, shout back. And shout louder.

"Go," he screamed at them inPashtu . "Run. Now!"

But it wasn't until he started to run, too, that the shouters turned the volume down a notch. Although
Scratchy, to his right, had a glare that was filled with suspicion.

The good news was that the Frenchman couldn't have weighed more than 120 pounds. It would have
been laughably easy to carry him if he weren't trying his best to get away. Something solid kept jamming
painfully into Muldoon's back, just hard enough to keep him thoroughly pissed off. It seemed improbable
that the terrorists had let this guy keep his camera, but he couldn't figure out what else it might be.

"Stop," he finally ordered in French. The promise of help hadn't worked, so he tried the alternative.
"Stop fighting, or I'll kill you right now."

The reporter's immediate surrender was a relief, especially since the scarf around Muldoon's very
American chin was starting to come undone.

He tightened it back up and then there he was, in the clearing that he'd noticed when his team had first
crept up the trail. But he was there earlier than he'd anticipated. And the next bomb—the most important
one of them all; please God, don't let it kill his men—hadn't yet struck its target.

So he tripped and went down onto one knee, much harder than he'd intended. He landed right on a
rock, right on what must've been his knee's freaking funny bone. Oh, shit, it hurt like hell, with waves of
pain that rolled through him, really ringing his chimes. Still, it did the trick of slowing him down.

The reporter started struggling again, making it that much harder for him to get back to his feet.

Scratchy was tugging at him, shouting again. Itchy was long gone.

Muldoon didn't need to make a show of pulling himself painfully up and then—

Ka-boom!



It was the bomb that he'd been waiting for, and it hit so close the concussion knocked him back on his
butt. And probably onto that same freaking rock that his knee had connected with. Son of a bitch.

It rained dust and debris and, still clutching the reporter, he scrambled to his feet and ran for cover.
Due west.

Scratchy was shouting yet again, and this time Muldoon caught the words he'd hoped to hear.
Landmines.

But he didn't slow as another bomb hit, again shaking the ground. He vaulted over an outcropping of
rocks—and almost directly into Cosmo's and Silverman's open arms.

They half carried, half dragged both him and the reporter to safety behind yet another ridge of rock,
while somewhere nearby Wildcard thumbed a switch.

Boom!

It sounded convincingly like a weight-triggered land mine, but it was quickly drowned out by the din of
more bombs falling.

Scratchy apparently had some amount of common sense, because he raced after the last of his al-Qaeda
buddies.

There was no time for Muldoon's knee to still hurt like hell, but it did. God, it felt like it was the size of a
watermelon, like it was starting to swell. But that was absurd. A banged funny bone didn't swell. You hit
it, you writhe with pain and you scream for two or three minutes, and then life goes on. But try as he
might, he couldn't seem to get past the writhing part.

He pulled himself to his feet, ridding himself of the extra clothes, refusing to consider the possibility that
he'd actually injured himself in that fake fall. So what if it hurt? So what if it swelled? He was a SEAL.
He'd worked through pain plenty of times before.

"Get that thing oft of him," he ordered Silverman, who was untying theburga -covered reporter.

"Sir!" It wasJenk , with the radio. "It's 0337, and the F-1 8s are still on course. Thehelo's picking us up
four clicks down the trail, but we've got to hustle to get there before the real bombs start falling."

"Let's go," Muldoon ordered.
"Whoa," Silverman said. "The French guy's a girl."

"Americans," the reporter spat in heavily accented English. She was indeed a woman. "I should have
known."

"Are you all right, ma'am?" Muldoon asked her.

Her hair was dyed a ridiculously fake-looking shade of black, and the glare she gave him was
venomous. "Do you know how long it took me to arrange an interview with Abdul MullahZeeshan ? And



you have to go and rescue me. Thanks a lot, Captain, but no thanks. I'm going to that cave."

It would have been funny, the way she started marching back toward the trail, if only they hadn't been on
such a tight deadline. If only his knee hadn't felt as if it were about to explode, and the only thing keeping
it in one piece was his now too tight pants. If only it wasn't hurting so much that a river of cold sweat
poured down his back with every other step he took.

"In about fifteen minutes, that cave is going to be destroyed," Muldoon told the young woman.

"Bullshit," she countered, with the kind of withering glance that only European women could deliver with
such authority. "Your own government has issued statements admitting that these caves are bombproof."

"They were lying," he said. "It's called misinformation. They wanted Osama to feel nice and safe right
where he was."

She said something in French filled with accusations, and turned and ran. Up the trail. Toward the cave.

And wasn't that just what he needed?

She was small and fast, but Muldoon had her tackled in fewer than five steps. His knee was on fire, but
he managed to land on his left side, keeping his leg from connecting with the ground as he took her down.
It hurt, but it was nothing like it could've been—until, as she flailed harder, trying to get free, she managed
to kick him.

‘Whammo.

Right in the knee.

"Shit!" It was remarkable. Part of him watched from above, disassociated and completely dispassionate,
as he damn near retched from the pain.

Don't let her get away!

He held her tightly, even managing to cover her as one of the last of the bombs that he'd ordered
exploded, spraying them with more dirt. She was screaming about something, but he couldn't understand.
She might as well have been speaking Martian. All he could do was cover her mouth, hope she didn't

bite him too hard, and hang the hell on.

And then Wildcard was there, thank you, glorious God, keeping the reporter from sprinting farther up
the mountainside.

"Gag and carry her if you have to." Muldoon managed to form words into a direct order to the chief.
"TI've got her, sir."

"Breathe,"Izzy told him. "Just breathe and you'll be all right, Lieutenant. I promise, it'll get better soon."
Zanellathought he'd gotten whacked in the balls. Muldoon had to laugh. If only...

"You okay, sir?" Lopez hovered above him anxiously.



"Yes." Muldoon pushed himself up onto his elbows, up so that he was sitting, up all the way to his feet.
Shit, shit, shit, shit. "Yes,  am." He said it again, mostly to convince himself that it was true.

"Sir,"Jenk said. Tick tock.
"Let's run," Muldoon ordered them, ordered himself. "Come on, let's move out of here. Now."

He could do this. Down the trail, one step at a time. Eventually he'd reach thehelo and someone would
give him some ice and the pain would start to recede.

"Can you really run, Mike?" Wildcard was back beside him then, slowing to Muldoon's pace. It was
probably the first time in his life he'd lowered his voice to be discreet.

"Yes." Muldoon didn't want to talk, not to Wildcard, not to anyone. He needed all of his energy focused
on moving forward. But he was in command. He couldn't just disappear. "Where's—"

"I passed her off to Cosmo," the chief told him, anticipating his question. "I thought maybe after she
realizes we really did save her life, she'll be eternally grateful and he'll finally get laid."

Muldoon had to laugh. "You're a good chief."

"You bet your ass I am. I take care of my men." He looped Muldoon's arm around his shoulders. "It's
the right leg, right, sir?"

"I'm okay." Muldoon wanted to pull away, but the truth was that putting some of his weight onto
Wildcard let him move faster. And the faster he could move, the faster his team would get to safety. A
SEAL team was only as fast as its slowest member—which right now was him. Which pissed him off,
royally.

"You're not okay. You said shit," Wildcard pointed out. "Nearly two years in Team Sixteen, and you
finally said a four-letter word. In fact, I think it was 'shit, shit, shit, shit." A quadruple. So what is it?
Ankle?"

"Knee."

"Twist it?"

"No. I don't know. I landed on it, and... I'll be fine."

"Fucking hurts like a bitch, huh?"

"I'm okay," Muldoon said again. "Let's kick it faster."

"Aye, aye, sir."

Wildcard somehow knew to be silent then. And the night became a blur of bombs still falling, ofJenk's
reports every thirty seconds of how much time they had left, of his and the chief's ragged breathing, of

red-hot, searing pain.

He heard thehelo before he saw it, and then there it was— one of the most beautiful sights he'd ever
seen.



Muldoon counted heads as his men climbed aboard, then the pilot swooped up and into the sky and got
them the hell out of there.

The pain caught up with him as Lopez cut open his pants to look at the watermelon that had once been
his knee. He puked quietly into one of thehelo crewmember's helmets until, much to his intense

embarrassment, his world tunneled, and he fainted.

He woke up groggy and disoriented as thehelo landed. Wildcard was there, and Muldoon grabbed his
sleeve.

"Everyone okay?"
"Yes, sir. We're safely back on the carrier, Lieutenant.Mission accomplished."

"Good." His head felt so heavy, but his knee didn't hurt anymore, thank goodness. He tried to sit up, but
Wildcard and then Lopez was there, holding him down.

"Hey, hey,Mikey , where do you think you're going, man?"
"I'm okay," Muldoon said.
"He's fucking trying to walk off thehelo ," Wildcard said over his head to Lopez.

"Sir, I don't know for sure," Jay Lopez told him, "not until we get you into X ray, but I think you
probably fractured your patella."

"Fractured... what?"

"Remember the time Captain Muldoon ran down a mountain inAfghanistan with a broken kneecap?"
Wildcard said.

His words didn't make sense. "Meant to tell that reporter— I'm not a captain.”

"Lieutenant, I gave you something for the pain," Lopez said, speaking slowly and clearly, "because you
broke your kneecap."

"And then ran a few miles," Wildcard added.

No way.

"But I'm okay," Muldoon said as the ship's hospital corpsmen carried his stretcher off the Seahawk.
There were intravenous tubes attached to the back of his hand. It was surreal. "No, really, you guys, I'm
okay."

"That you are, Lieutenant," Wildcard said.

His men watched as he was carried past. As usual, Cosmo said it best, giving him the Navy SEAL
equivalent of a full salute. "Hoo-yah, sir. Glad you're on our side."



Chapter 1

Months later

In the space of forty-five minutes, White House public relations assistant JoanDaCosta had been
demoted from an admiral all the way to a lieutenant, junior grade.

She tried not to take it personally, or as a quantitative measure of her perceived importance here on the
base, but rather as a crash course in U.S. Navy rankings.

Interestingly, not only did the face time get shorter and shorter with each step she was pushed down the
chain of command, but the men inside the gleaming white uniforms got younger and more handsome.

Not that the admiral wasn't worthy of his own page in a hunk-of-the month calendar with his thick
salt-and-pepper hair and that solid mix of both laughter and worry lines around his eyes. Since he was
the Commander of Naval Special Warfare Command—or CDRNAVSPECWARCOM in Navy
speak—Joan would have been concerned if he hadn't had a worry line or two.

He'd greeted her upon her arrival inCoronado , and she'd instantly relaxed. She'd met Admiral Morton
"Call me Chip"Crowley several times before on her own turf, back inWashington,D.C. He was that rare

type of person who actually listened while others spoke.

But her sigh of relief proved to be a little premature whenCrowley gently and almost apologetically
passed her off to Rear Admiral Larry Tucker, the base commander.

Tucker was a bona fide dumbass, and she knew it even before he opened his mouth. In her job, she'd
met enough self-important dumbasses to accurately ID them at first glance.

And Tucker, with his too-handsome face and his impeccably combed hair—each strand inventoried and
strategically placed to hide the fact that it was thinning—was a textbook case.

He was also a slime ball. He held her hand much too long after their handshake, his gaze lingering on her
breasts, with a smile that said, "We both know you want me, because I am, after all, Mr. Wonderful."

Ick. He was wearing a wedding ring, which was a great big doubleick .

Joan wanted to wash her hand as he bombastically reassured her that he would personally take charge
of security on the base for the President and his daughter's upcoming visit.

She didn't know whether to be ecstatic or horrified at that news. Did it mean Tucker would be too busy
Being Important to deal with the day-to-day details, i.e., all those little things on her agenda? Or did it
mean that he'd be getting out hisKrazy Glue and permanently bonding himself to her side?

The glue stayed in his desk, thank God. And she was far too relieved to be insulted when Tucker clearly



got a rush of superiority as he lobbed her in the direction of one significantly lower ranking Lieutenant
Commander TomPaoletti , who was merely the commanding officer of SEAL Team Sixteen.

Merely.

Team Sixteen was the group of SEALSs the President had specifically requested meeting during his
upcoming visit. Team Sixteen was the group of SEALs with the incredible record of outstanding bravery
and efficiency and ingenuity and stamina—all those things that made a huge difference when fighting a war
against terrorism.

The rear admiral went off to be superior somewhere else asPaoletti ushered Joan into his office with a
brief handshake.

And, oh my God. Wasn't he delicious? He was a Man, with a capital M and no hint ofsmarm about him.
The broad chest, the jaw line, the glint of intelligence in his hazel eyes...

Joan managed to keep herself from checking out his butt in those cute, pristine white uniform pants they
all wore. She'd hated it when Tucker had done it to her, and she was determined not to disrespect
Paoletti in the exact same way.

But, ohdearie ,dearie me.

The commanding officer of Team Sixteen was about her age, maybe a few years older. His hair—or
lack of it—was doing that Bruce Willis thing, and he took it just like Bruce. Like a real man, he was just
going to let it disappear without a fuss. It so obviously didn't matter to him. And why should it? With a
body like his...

She forced herself to focus on his face. On his hands. No wedding ring.
Stop it, Joan!

He was talking in a smoky voice about how honored the team was to be chosen to receive a presidential
citation. "I understand the President's wish to visit the men on the base here inCoronado . And my team
and I, of course, will be willing to give him a complete tour, if he should, in fact, decide to come—"

Joan cut him off. "Excuse me, Commander, I guess you haven't heard, but the visit is on the official
schedule, and has been for quite some time. As far as [ know, President Bryant will be here only for the
morning, to present the citation and observe a demonstration, but his daughter will be arriving in a few
days. And she'll definitely be taking a tour."

The muscle jumped in his jaw as he looked at his watch. He was not a happy camper. Joan wasn't sure
why, although she suspected she knew. President Bryant's daughter Brooke, from his first marriage, was
known throughout the world as "the wild child" despite the fact that she was pushing forty.

It was Joan's job to provide public relations opportunities in which Brooke would be unable to
embarrass either herself or her father as she "helped" with his reelection campaign.

Brooke Bryant was actually quite a nice person. But she'd had terrible luck as far as news
photographers went. Whenever she made a mistake, someone had always been there to record it for
posterity and throw it onto the front page of USA Today.



And okay, admittedly Brooke had made her share of mistakes. She was notorious for falling in love with
total shit-heads and then acting stupid after finding out just how much of ashithead her latest boyfriend
truly was. And since theshithead index inWashington,D.C. , was pretty high, she'd had plenty of
opportunities to expand her resume of mistakes.

Lieutenant CommanderPaoletti was probably imagining the embarrassment of having pictures of Brooke
falling off some Navy pier plastered on the front page of every major news publication and all over the
Internet.

"This is something we'll need more time to discuss,"Paoletti told her. "I'm really sorry, I wish I could talk
right now, but I have another meeting I have to get to. I've made arrangements for you to tour the base
this afternoon—in about ten minutes, actually, if that's okay with you."

"That's fine."

"We'll connect later," he told her. "If not today, then tomorrow or the next day. I'm going to leave you
now in the very capable hands of Lieutenant CasperJacquette , my XO."

"I'm free for dinner." Joan followed the commander out of his office. Connect was such an interesting
word choice for him to have used. She was a firm believer in the "you cannot win if you do not play"
adage, and she'd always had a real thing for Bruce Willis, "If that's convenient."

"Oh," he said, scratching his chin. "No. Thank you. Tonight's not good for me. I've already got plans to
meet my fiancée."

Aha. Information received. And so gracefully and painlessly delivered, too. "Completely understood."
Joan smiled to make sure he understood, too, so that there'd be no awkwardness or embarrassment.
"You can't blame me for trying, Commander."

"Thank you," he said easily. "My ego thanks you, too." His smile was a killer. Whoever this fiancée was,
she was one lucky babe. And probably in a real rush to get a wedding band onPaoletti's ring finger.
"You're welcome to join us. I'm sure Kelly wouldn't mind."

"Unless it's really urgent that we talk tonight, I'll pass," Joan told him. "I'm still on D.C. time. I should
really use this evening to de-jet lag." She was going to be in town for about four weeks, taking a vacation
after Brooke's visit. Normally she'd just try to stay on East Coast time, but if she spent anything more
than a few days out of her usual tune zone, her body naturally adjusted. She might as well try to get it
over with all at once.

"Maybe we can all do lunch later this week," he said. "I happen to know that Kelly really would like to
meet you. The West Wing is her favorite TV show."

Joan laughed. "Tell her that working there is great, but not as great as it would be if Josh Lyman really
were in the next office over."

CommanderPaoletti laughed, too, as he led her into another room. He had a terrific laugh. What a
shame. But no real surprise. The smart, handsome, honorable, gracious, nice ones were always already
taken.

It was just as well. The dead last thing she needed was to get involved with a Navy SEAL that she was
working with. Talk about idiotic choices.



No, even if there were no fiancée, TomPaoletti and his liquid eyes and sexy laugh and fantasy body were
best placed in the look-but-don't-touch category.

And, since it was really just eye candy that she wanted,Paoletti's XO—whatever XO meant—was top
shelf and a fine replacement.

LieutenantJacquette was a strikingly handsome and enormous African-American man—not so much tall
as he was broad. And it wasn't the fat kind of broad, either. No, he was just plain huge, with the kind of
shoulders that looked wide enough to carry the weight of the entire world, if need be.

His office was smaller than the lieutenant commander's, but they didn't stay there long afterPaoletti
excused himself with one last smile.

Jacquetteled her back into the hall, down the stairs, and out into the brilliance of the afternoon as he
repeated everything thatPaoletti had told her.

His cell rang, and as he grimly excused himself and took the call, Joan had enough time both to find her
sunglasses and to search through the long list of Navy abbreviations that Meredith had put into her file
before she'd left her office last night.

Executive officer. Second in command. Aha. This LieutenantJacquette was Navy SEAL Team Sixteen's
Mr. Spock.

Thank God for all those Star Trek reruns she'd watched in fifth grade, or she'd be completely in the
dark.

"If there's anything you need while you're here,"Jacquette told her with an appropriately Vulcan-like
intensity, "come see me. Oh, good, here's Muldoon."

Joan looked up, and there, indeed, was Muldoon. Silhouetted by the sparkling backdrop of sunlight
dancing on the ocean, this Muldoon couldn't have made a more dramatic appearance if he'd tried.

He was all broad shoulders and wide chest and long legs, packaged neatly into that same gleaming white
uniform.

From a distance, he looked like a Lieutenant CommanderPaoletti clone, with the same man-sized,
extra-ripped build.

"JoanDaCosta —Lieutenant junior grade Michael Muldoon,"Jacquette intoned.

The choir of angels missed their cue as Muldoon came close enough for her to see his face. But, hot
damn, a face like that demanded a full fortegloria inexcelsisdeo .

Yes, as fit the pattern, Lieutenant junior grade—which made him sound as if he were a Daisy Scout
compared to the non-junior lieutenants—Michael Muldoon was more picture-perfect handsome than
bothJacquette andPaoletti combined. Of course, he was also only about twenty years old.

If the trend continued, within the next three minutes she was going to be handed off to a ten-year-old
ensign, and then to that toddler seaman recruit she'd seen scrubbing the floor when she'd first arrived on
the naval base.



"Lieutenant Muldoon is going to be your SEAL liaison for the duration of your visit,"Jacquette informed
her.

It really was remarkable. The guy was right out of central casting. Hello, Gertrude? Yeah, we need a
Navy SEAL hero type over on lot twenty-four this afternoon. Make sure he stands well over six feet tall,
is built like a Greek god, has neon blue eyes, golden brown hair, and a face more handsome than Brad
Pitt's,willya ?

"Ma'am."

And he should definitely be ridiculously young, so as to make me feel as old as possible by actually
addressing me as ma'am.

Shit. When had she become a ma'am? Thirty-two didn't honestly qualify as ma 'am-dom, did it?

"Lieutenant Muldoon will give you today's tour,"Jacquette said. "And he'll accompany you whenever
you're here on base. Please try to stay with him at all tunes."

Oh-ho. Lieutenant Junior was her baby-sitter. Wasn't that annoying news?
And although he gave no outward sign—Junior was either unswervingly polite or brain dead—Joan had
to believe that this was not an assignment that he'd requested. No, this was one he'd gotten stuck with,

poor thing. He was doomed to be as miserable as she was.

"That's not just for your own personal safety,"Jacquette continued, "but also for security reasons, of
course. Again, if you need anything..."

Enough games. The U.S. Navy might not take this PR opportunity for Brooke Bryant seriously, but she
sure as hell did. "I need full access to this base, Licutenant," Joan told him.

He pretended not to understand. "Then I'll let you and Lieutenant Muldoon get to it," the XO said
smoothly. "Enjoy your tour."

"Sir, I have full security clearance," she said.

But he was already taking another call on his cell—or at least pretending to take one—ending their
conversation by turning his broad back and walking away.

And then there she was. All alone with Junior.
"Do you want fries with that?" Mary LouStarrett asked.

The skinny sailor with a bad case of acne hardly looked at her once, let alone twice. "Just a vanilla
shake."

"Small or large?" There was a time—not so long ago— when this kid wouldn't have been able to take
his eyes off of her. And she, well, shewouldn't've given an enlisted loser like him the time of day.

"Large. And I'm in a real rush, so if you don't mind... ?"" He finally looked at her, and it was with "Come
on, you moron" in his eyes.



Mary Lou took a chicken sandwich from the warming bin, squishing a big hole in the bun with her thumb
as she put it into the paper sack. It wasn't as satisfying as spitting into his shake, but it would have to do.

She took his money and gave him his change, and he grabbed his food and left. And the lunchtime rush
at the Navy base's McDonald's was officially over.

Her husband, Lieutenant SamStarrett of U.S. Navy SEAL Team Sixteen, hadn't come in with the rest of
the crowd. Even though he knew she was working today. Even though he knew this was one of the three
weekdays she dropped their daughter, Haley, at Mrs.Ustenski's day care center and actually got her ass
out of the house. ..

Her twenty pounds overweight, size humongous, never-gonna-wear-a-thong-again big-ass ass.

It had been thirteen months since Haley was born. And it had been longer than that since she and Sam
had had sex. Real sex. Not this do-it-in-the-dark-with-any-random-blow-up-doll-available-type sex
they'd had very infrequently since then.

Mary Lou slowly organized the stack of paper cups alongside the soda machine, knowing if she didn't
look busy, Aaron the asshole manager would find something for her to do.

Maybe if she lost this weight, Sam would look at her again as if she were a woman, instead of a sack of
potatoes. Maybe when she finally stopped breast-feeding. Everyone said that breast-feeding made you
lose weight, but maybe she was some kind of freak of nature. Maybe after she weaned Haley, she'd get
thinner. And maybe then Sam would want her.

He stayed up late, watching TV in the living room, waiting until after she was asleep to come to bed. Or
so he thought. She was usually awake, lying there wishing that he would reach for her, but knowing that
he wouldn't.

If she wanted some, she had to make it very obvious. And even then, there had been times when he shut
her down. Which eventually became so mortifying, she'd flat out stopped trying.

But maybe if she lost this weight...

Desperate, Mary Lou had tried over the past few months to make Sam happy by making his home
beautiful. She cleaned the shit out of it every single day.

She tried to please him in other ways, too. By being agreeable. By holding her tongue and avoiding
arguments at all costs.

She might not be the thinnest wife in the world, but she was working hard to be the least troublesome.

For instance, Sam had made a stink about her visiting the Team Sixteen building on the base.
Apparently—even though the otherSEALSs ' wives came to visit frequently— Sam didn't want Mary Lou
to visit him at work. So she'd made sure she didn't bother him there, unless it was important or unless he
was being deployed. Then, of course, all bets were off.

Their marriage wasn't perfect, but what marriage was? And he didn't have to marry her. Some guys
wouldn't have, despite the fact that she'd been pregnant.



No, he'd married her because on some level, deep down, he loved her. And now she finally had
someone—not just someone, a Navy SEAL—to take care of her. They had a daughter together, and a
house and two cars—although hers was pretty much a rolling piece of crap.

Sooner or later, she'd lose the weight and make Sam happy again. He'd admit that he loved her, and
maybe then the rest of her life would turn around, too. She'd finally be accepted by the other wives of the
SEALSs in Team Sixteen.

They were polite to her, sure. But she couldn't call a single one of them friend.

It wasn't fair—the wives' club was supposed to be part of the package, one of the perks of marrying an
officer in the U.S. NavySEALSs . Her life was supposed to be glorious now, filled with wonderful
girlfriends with sweet little babies like her own Haley, with Sam hurrying home to her every night after his
training missions here inCoronado .

He was supposed to look at her with the same keen hunger in his blue eyes that had made her weak in
the knees when she'd first laid eyes on him in the Ladybug Lounge nearly two years ago. He was
supposed to make jokes and then they would laugh the way they'd laughed back then.

Of course, back then they'd both been drunk off then- asses pretty much all the time they were together.
They'd make plans to meet at the bar, and she'd arrive early and get warmed up. He'd come in, pound
down a few, and then they'd stagger back to her place and get naked and laugh some more.

'Course back then she usually ended up drinking until she puked or passed out.

But she'd grown up with a drunk for a mother. And she was good and goddamn sure that wasn't going
to be the case for her little Haley.

"Mary Lou!"
Shit. Aaron was going to ask her to clean the fry machine. She just knew it.

But, "Counter," he said instead. She had customers. Glory be to God. She turned with relief at the
reprieve and froze.

It was Alyssa Locke. Standing in front of Mary Lou's counter, intently gazing up at the menu as if it had
radically changed in the past few years. Her FBI partner was with her. Jules Something. Sam had told
her he was actually gay.

He was even prettier than Alyssa, and that was saying something, because Alyssa Locke was beautiful.

She was slender, with slim hips and thighs. Of course, her breasts were barely there. Mary Lou
probably wore a larger bra size at age eleven.

Her dark hair was cut boyishly short, accenting her exotic green eyes, her mocha-colored skin, her high
cheekbones, and her full lips. Making her look extremely non-boyish.

They hadn't noticed her, hadn't recognized her. Please God, don't let them recognize her.

"What was it I swore I'd never order again?" Alyssa asked her partner, her eyes still firmly on the menu.



"That was at the other place," he said. "Burger Hell."

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah. What's today's special?" Jules asked, giving Mary Lou a wink.

Didn't it figure? The one man who flirted with her today was gay.

Mary Lou didn't pretend to laugh at his joke. She couldn't. She couldn't so much as smile.

She just stared at the cash register as she took their order, praying they wouldn't recognize her, praying
they would just take their lunch and leave.

"My turn to pay," Alyssa said to Jules in a husky voice that didn't have a trace of the deep south's honey
and syrup. Everything about her was all business. Efficient and precise. Except for that lush mouth.

As Mary Lou watched, she opened her fanny pack and got out her wallet.

And it was then, while Mary Lou was giving her change, that Alyssa's gaze flickered down to her name
badge.

And then up directly into Mary Lou's eyes.

And there it was. Recognition. Realization of who was waiting on her dawned in Alyssa's eyes. And
Mary Lou couldn't hide the fact that she knew damn well who Alyssa was, either.

For about seven seconds, no one spoke. Mary Lou actually dared to hope that Alyssa would turn away,
pretend that flash of recognition had never happened. After all, there had to be at least several thousand
women named Mary Lou inSan Diego .

But no. Alyssa had to open her perfect mouth. "I didn't realize you worked here."

No shit, Sherlock. Mary Lou didn't doubt for one second that Alyssa wanted to avoid her as much as
she wanted to avoid seeing Alyssa. If Alyssa had known, she wouldn't have come within two miles of this
place.

"Yeah," Mary Lou said instead. "I've been here for about three months now." And just so that Alyssa
wouldn't think she had to work, that somehow Sam wasn't providing for her, she added, "Three
four-hour shifts a week. Just enough to get out of the house for a while. See a few people who don't have
diaper rash for a change."

Jules was looking back and forth between Alyssa and Mary Lou as if he were mystified.

"This is LieutenantStarrett's wife," Alyssa told him.

He instantly became expressionless and bland. "Oh, right. Of course. Mary Lou. We met at your house
about six months ago."

Yes, they did. Right before Sam left forIndonesia . Mary Lou certainly remembered. It was right before
Alyssa Locke left forIndonesia , too.



Are you in town to fuck my husband? The words were on the tip of her tongue, but she choked them
back. She didn't have to ask. She already knew. Sam still mumbled Alyssa's name in his sleep.

He swore—repeatedly—that he hadn't been with her since he and Mary Lou got married, that whatever
had been between him and Alyssa was over and done with, a thing of the past. But it had been well over
a year since Sam and Mary Lou got married. There was no way he'd still be dreaming about Alyssa if he
wasn't still seeing her.

No way.

Sam wasn't the kind of man to go for months on end without sex. And he sure as hell wasn't getting any
from Mary Lou.

Jealousy clogged her throat and angry tears threatened to escape.
"It's nice seeing you," Alyssa said insincerely.

Mary Lou just stood there as they took their food and pushed through the doors, out into the heat of the
sunny afternoon.

"Earth to Mary Lou!"

She turned to find Aaron the asshole standing right next to her. "Where the heck did you go?" he asked,
laughing as if he'd made a huge joke. "Standing there, spacing out, like someone came and vacuumed out
your brain."

It took everything in her to keep from slapping him, simply for being a fool.

"Y our husband called a while ago," Aaron told her. "It was before you got here. I forgot to tell you. He
said he'd try to make it in during lunch."

Well, he hadn't. And Mary Lou didn't know whether to be upset about that or relieved. The only thing
worse than seeing Alyssa would have been seeing Alyssa and Sam in the same room.

"He said to say he's going out with the team tonight," Aaron continued. "He won't be back until
tomorrow, probably in the evening."

Of course Sam wouldn't make it home tonight. That was no real surprise.
Alyssa Locke was in town.

Mary Lou took off her hat. She had to get out of there.

Now.

"Where are you going?" Aaron asked.

"I told Matt last tune [ was in," Mary Lou lied. "I have to leave early today. Haley's baby-sitter has a
doctor's appointment. I would've tried to get a replacement, but Matt said it was okay—"

"Go," Aaron said. "See you next week."



Mary Lou went.

Chapter 2

"I work for the President," Joan told the junior lieutenant named Muldoon as they stood outside the
Team Sixteen building on the U.S. Naval Base. "In the White House. I probably have a higher security
clearance than you do."

He nodded expressionlessly. "Yes, ma'am."

Ma 'am. Ouch.

On closer examination, it was clear that Junior was older than twenty. He was easily twenty-one.

"I'm not very happy about this," she told him.

"I'm sorry about that, ma'am."

"Yeah, I can tell—you're really weeping."

He glanced at her. "We're encouraged not to cry in public, ma'am. Ruins the warrior image."

Joan laughed. Well, what do you know? Perfect Boy had a sense of humor. Yet he still didn't even
crack a smile.

"Shall we start the tour, ma'am?"
"Yeah, sure. Why the heck not?"

"You've seen theSpecWar and the Team Sixteen buildings," he said as he started to walk, slipping right
into tour guide mode, automaton style. "Why don't we start with the BUD/S area? This is the
grinder—it's called that for obvious reasons. It's where most of the physical training or PT starts. BUD/S
stands for Basic Underwater Demolition/SEALs— it's the intensive training we all go through. It's the
toughest training program in the entireU.S. military. SEAL candidates enter in classes of about a hundred
and forty men, most of whom don't complete the program. They ring out—quit. When all is said and
done, most graduating classes have only about twenty percent of the men they started with still standing."

On the flight from D.C., Joan had read about BUD/S in a packet of info Meredith had dug up. It
included something called Hell Week, which was five days of grueling physical activity in which the SEAL
candidates got only a few hours of sleep in very short bursts. Junior wasn't kidding when he called the
program tough. It was very impressive, but...

"You're one of the ones who made it through, huh?"

She'd gotten the impression that only the toughest and meanest actually went on to becomeSEALSs . And
while Junior was handsome and gleaming, he seemed neither of those other things. If he heard the



skepticism in her voice, his mild glance in her direction was the only sign he gave that it bothered him.
"Yes, ma'am."

"Congratulations."
"It was quite some time ago, but thank you, ma'am."

Ma'am, ma'am, ma'am.Grrr . Was it possible that he was saying it now because he knew that it bugged
her?

He led her through a gate. "Since most SEAL operations involve water, a great deal of our training takes
place in the ocean or here in the pool."

"Where are you from?" she interrupted, wanting this tour to be given by the real, living person inside that
sparkling uniform—the guy who got a bad case of gas when he ate beans with his burritos—rather than
this information-spouting, picture-perfect Navy robot.

"Ohio,Maine , andFlorida ."

"Is that supposed to be multiple choice, or is the answer all of the above?"

A smile. Alleluia. Although it was painfully polite. "All of the above."

"Was your father in the military, too?"

"No, ma'am. He was a college professor," Junior told her. "He taught physics."

"Yikes. No wonder you ran off and joined the Navy."

Nothing. No real reaction to the fact that she'd just made a joke other than another polite smile.

It was a lame joke, sure, but still... Joan resisted the urge to take the kid's pulse. Maybe that joke he'd
made about crying hadn't really been a joke. Maybe he'd been serious.

"Here we have a class going through drown proofing," Muldoon said, and she focused on the enormous
pool in front of them.

And on the fact that—"Holy shit!"—a young man, clad only in bathing trunks, was being thrown into the
deep end with his hands tied behind his back. ""What are they doing!"

The pool was filled with similarly tied young men. Others stood along the side, patiently waiting their turn
to be bound and thrown into the water. Still other men, wearing T-shirts, floppy hats, and boots with their
swim shorts, either tied up the younger men or prowled the edge of the pool, watching the ones in the

water.
"This is training?" Joan asked Muldoon. "Training for what? Capture by an evil overlord?"
Junior's smile seemed far more real this time, but she might've been imagining that.

"SEALshave to be completely comfortable in the water," he told her. "These men are learning what it
feels like to be in the water under, shall we say, less than perfect circumstances."



"Shall we say ... ? I'd say, yeah, Junior, this is a teeny bit less than perfect."

He cleared his throat. "To successfully complete this exercise, they need to sink to the bottom, then use
their feet to push off to get back to the surface. Once there, they can take a breath, then hold it as they
again sink to the bottom, exhale on their way back up, take another breath... It's not that hard to do once
you get into the rhythm—you can keep it going for hours as long as you don't panic."

Hours. Holy cow. "You really did this?"

He actually gazed at her for several long seconds before answering this time. "I am a SEAL, ma'am. I've
really gone through BUD/S. I've done it all. And then some. Ma'am."

Well, well. A trace of an edge was in his voice. A spark of life. Maybe there was a real boy hidden
inside this perfect, wooden one after all. And it was true. She'd guessed correctly. He was attempting to
ma 'am her to death.

"Will you please call me Joan or even Ms.DaCosta — instead of ma'am?" she asked. "Every time you
call me that, I feel as if I should rush out and buy a cane and support hose."

Junior didn't actually laugh, but he did manage another more genuine-seeming smile. "That would be a
complete waste of money. In my opinion." His smile faded, and he fixed his gaze on a distant point.
"Respectfully, of course. Ms.DaCosta ."

Hello. A Navy SEAL who actually blushed? Yes, color was rising from the collar of his uniform and
tingeing his perfect, smoothly shaven cheeks.

Was this not turning into one of the weirdest days of her life?

Obviously Junior here wanted to make sure that she knew he wasn't hitting on her or being inappropriate
in any way. Or maybe he thought that her mention of support hose was her way of hitting on him, rather
than another of her pathetic attempts to be funny and to get him to relax already. Maybe he'd somehow
found out that she'd asked his CO to dinner and expected her to do the same with him. But unlessPaoletti
had intercepted him and told him ... No, she just didn't see that happening. Still... Eek.

"So. This is called drown proofing," she said briskly, feeling her own face start to heat at the idea that he
might think that she thought... Jesus God, he had to be ten years her junior. He couldn't possibly think she
would ... Did he ... ? Unless he thought she was the female equivalent of Rear Admiral Tucker—hitting
on everyone in range, provided he had a penis.

Maybe if she kept the conversation moving neither one of them would feel the urge to curl up and die.
"God. Talk about extreme."

"This is one of the easier exercises," Muldoon informed her. "Believe me, this isn't extreme."

"Well, it's very ... visually extreme," Joan said. Enough of this embarrassment already. Just talk to the
kid. "One of the things I'm doing here is scouting locations for photo ops for the President's daughter's
visit. The White House and the Navy want to turn this event into good PR for everyone. And a picture
really is worth a thousand words, particularly when it's on the front page of USA Today. So what do you
think? Should we recommend tying up Brooke Bryant and tossing her into the pool with these boys while
the press is allowed to snap away?"



Laughter. Finally. It was only a chuckle, but hey, it counted. Muldoon the junior lieutenant actually had
dimples, God bless him. He finally met her gaze again. "We?"

"Don't want your name on that report, huh?"

"No, thank you." He laughed again. "I'm just the liaison. I'd like to keep it that way. At least as far as the
White House is concerned."

Coming from anyone else, that might've been a subtle come on. But from Junior... Joan simply could not
think of it that way.

"How long have you been in the Navy?" she asked, using all of her so-called people skills to try to keep
him from retreating back into the impersonal tour guide. Engage them in conversation about themselves,
listen when they answer, smile and maintain eye contact, keep body language open and friendly. But not
sexual. It was a fine line, but one she'd walked many times before. It was one of her strengths—her
ability to be "one of the boys."

God, she hoped he didn't think the support hose comment was her way of hitting on him, because that
really was the last thing she'd been thinking.

"I joined while I was in college," he told her, relaxing another minute fraction of a smidgen. "I've been in
eight years now, and I've been a SEAL for four of them."

She tried to do the math. "That would make you, what? Twenty-four?"
"Twenty-six," he corrected her.

So, okay, she wasn't all that much older than he was. At least not chronologically. And he'd crossed that
do-not-touch, twenty-five-years-old-or-under-is-verboten barrier that automatically went up whenever a
woman turned thirty.

"Well, I'm almost twenty-six," he admitted, as if God would strike him with a lightning bolt if he were
caught lying. Who was this guy?

Joan laughed. At him and at herself. What did it really matter how old he was? This wasn't a date. And
she wasn't looking for trouble.

"There was a time I always rounded up, too," she told him. "Amazing how age-istpeople can be, huh?
But it works on both ends of the spectrum, especially for women. Someone once told me that in my
business, as a woman, you want to be perpetually thirty-five. Not too old and not too young. You know
what I said when I heard that?"

"No. What?"
"I said, Screw that. I'm great now—I'm going to be off the charts when I turn forty. At fifty, honey, I
may be older, but I certainly won't be too old, and as for you, at that point, you're not going to be able to

afford to hire me. And when I finally turn seventy—look out."

He was smiling at her, and it was a big, fat, genuine smile that actually touched his eyes.Attaboy ,
Muldoon. Way to be a human being.



"Don't play the game by their rules," she told him, because, damn, he actually seemed to be listening to
what she had to say. "So come on, Grasshopper. Give me the rest of the official tour, and then we can
fight to the death about the parts of the base you've been told not to let me see, okay?"

She was leaving work early. What was that about?

One thingHusaam Abdul-Fataahhad learned about Mary LouStarrett was that she lived her life like
clockwork.

Three days a week she dropped the kid at day care in the morning, then drove her rattletrap of a car
over to the Coronado Naval Base, past the guards at the gate, and down the road to the McDonald's,
where she parked in the shade alongside the Dumpster. She worked a four-hour shift, and she always
arrived twenty to thirty minutes early and sat with a cup of coffee, her nose in whatever book she was
currently reading.

Five minutes before her shift started, she'd take her book bag back out to her car and stash it in the front
seat. A trip to the ladies' room followed, and then four relentless hours of her beauty queen false smile
and "Do you want fries with that?"

About a half hour in. the smile would start to wilt. And by the time the shift was over, she made a beeline
out of there.

She got back into her car, drove back toSan Diego , picked up the kid at day care.

And that was when she got wild and crazy. Every two to three days she went to the library with the
baby in a stroller. She read like a maniac—taking out an armload of books at a time. Once or twice a
week, she stopped at the grocery store on her way back to the little house she shared with a husband
who frequently wasn't home.

The kid probably napped every day from around 2:30 to 3:30, because Mary Lou always made sure
they were home during that time. Occasionally she went out into the yard, carrying a book and some kind
of radio receiver—probably something that allowed her to listen for the kid. And about once or twice a
week, somewhat randomly, she went over to the little house right next door, where some kind of a
shut-in lived.

She never stayed for long.

Her evenings were as organized as her days. She had an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting to attend in
various churches in the city, one for every night of the week. She'd wait until the last minute for her
husband to come home. Sometimes he made it before she had to go. Sometimes she planned in advance
and took the kid back to the sitter. But sometimes she'd pack up the baby and, loading her into the car
with ill-concealed exasperation, she'd simply take her along.

The husband barely ever looked at her, hardly did much more than go to work or sleep in front of the
TV

Husaamcouldn't have asked for it to be any easier.

When he'd first arrived inSan Diego , he'd hung out in the local bars and restaurants, the places where
the Navy personnel came to drink and gossip.



TheSEALSs were a closemouthed bunch, but they were a hot topic of conversation. And not just them,
but their wives and girlfriends were often discussed to death by the folks in the regular Navy.

Because of that, he knew all kinds of things about them all-—most of which were probably wild rumors.
But even the wildest of rumors tended to contain at least a grain of truth.

He'd heard that Meg Nilsson met her current husband while she was still married to her first.
That one he figured was probably true.

Teri and StanWolchonok had a hot tub in their backyard, and an invitation to their house would result in
everyone getting naked.

He wasn't so sure about that.

Mary LouStarrett was a bimbo SEAL groupie who had purposely gotten pregnant to trap Sam into
marrying her.

A definite possibility.

Mark Jenkins was dating a kindergarten teacher fromEscondido who had breast implants.
Only Jenkins and the teacher knew for sure.

Mike Muldoon was so good-looking and nice, he had to be gay.

Sounded like good, old-fashioned envy to him, but not impossible.

Jay Lopez's brother had overdosed on heroin, which had made Jay take a vow of celibacy, and Cosmo
Richter had been recruited by theSEALSs from his cell in the lifers wing onRikersIsland .

Yeah, right.

Last but not least, rumor had it that Team Sixteen's commanding officer TomPaoletti had lost interest in
his live-in girlfriend, Dr. Kelly Ashton. He kept postponing their wedding date. Rumor was they were
fighting pretty much constantly. A day didn't go by in which Kelly didn't drive out to the base to check up
on Tom and to exchange heated words.

That situation sounded perfect for what he wanted to do, and he'd targeted Kelly Ashton first, for a
number of reasons. But the rumors and gossip about her fading relationship withPaoletti were backward

and upside down.

He hadn't followed her for more than thirty-six hours before she metPaoletti at a dinner party at the posh
Hotel del Coronado. Minutes after she arrived, she slipped out of the dining room.

And asHusaam had watched,Paoletti followed her. Right into a hotel utility closet.

Husaamhad strolled past the closed door and well, well, well. There was definitely not an argument
going on inside.



A little more investigation revealed that Kelly was the one who kept pushing back their wedding date.
She had cold feet. But that's about all she had that was cold.

Regretfully, he'd crossed her off his list, and started following Mary LouStarrett instead.

Who lived her boring little life with mind-numbing predictability. Which he couldn't really complain about,
seeing how it—as well as the broken lock on the trunk of her car— made things much easier for him.

But right now, something most definitely was up.

It was 1:37. It was twenty-three whole minutes before Mary Lou's shift ended, and she was already in
her car and pulling out of the naval base.

It was pure chance that brought him here early. Normally he wouldn't have bothered to come before
2:00 P.M. on the dot.

Mary Lou would take the long way back to the mainland so she wouldn't have to pay the toll. He knew
that about her, too.

He went in the opposite direction, determined to get toSan Diego before she did.
Because today was the day, after following her for weeks, that he was finally going to make contact.

VincentDaCosta was jealous of a man who'd been dead for more than sixty years.

James Fletcher.

Vince thought of him as Jim or Jimmy, even though Charlie had never called him anything but James. Of
course, sometimes, like right now, Vince thought of him as that son of a bitch. Which was, he knew,

entirely unfair.

That son of a bitch had died December 7,1941—a day that had very definitely managed to live in infamy
for at least these past sixty-something years. That son of a bitch had left behind a beautiful young wife

who had loved him dearly.

Even after nearly eighty years of living, Vince knew few things absolutely for sure. But one of those
things he knew in his heart was that if he had been atPearl Harbor and mortally wounded from shrapnel
from a Japanese bomb, he would have fought death tooth and claw to keep from leaving behind a world

that had sweet Charlie Fletcher living in it.

She was sitting, right now, on a chair in a living room-like set in this TV studio, her knees primly
together, her back straight as a board. She'd been sitting just like that, at her secretary's desk in the
senator's office inWashington,D.C. , the first day Vince laid eyes on her.

Another thing Vince knew after all those years, well over fifty of 'em spent married to sweet Charlie, was
that in truth he had no goddamned right to be jealous of Jim Fletcher.

Fletcher'dhad Charlie for one year.

Vince had had her for a lifetime.



"He truly was a remarkable man," Charlie was saying now to young Tim Bradley, the host of this show
being made for the History Channel, as the studio cameras rolled.

December was approaching and the anniversary of the Japanese attack was rolling around again. Since
most of the men who'd actually been at Pearl Harbor during the battle were finding it more and more
difficult to walk and talk, folks like Bradley were interested in interviewing the people who'd known the
heroes of that fateful day.

And Medal of Honor winner Lieutenant James T. Fletcher had been one hell of a hero, there was no
denying that.

The man had thrown himself on top of an admiral, saving the officer's life, shielding him from shrapnel
that would have torn him apart. And then when other men—medics—tried to keep Fletcher from
bleeding to death, he'd refused to go to the hospital. Instead he'd led those very men—untrained, untried
men—to an antiaircraft gun. With Fletcher's lead, they got it up and firing. Took out a fair number of
Japanese planes. Enough to make a significant difference to save God knows how many American lives.

But it had not been without a price.

Vince watched the TV monitor, watched Charlie as she spoke in her usual no-nonsense manner to Tim
Bradley.

"The sacrifice he made—that all the young men who fought and died to defend our country made—is
awe inspiring." She smiled so sadly, so like she'd smiled in the early days of their friendship, that it nearly
broke Vince's heart. "Of course, at the time, [ was not inspired. I was devastated. I loved him, and he

was dead."

"What did you think when you heard the news that your husband was being given a posthumous Medal
of Honor?" Bradley asked.

"First husband," Vince muttered a correction. What was he? Chopped liver? It was weird, hearing
Charlie talk about Fletcher again. During all these years they'd been married, neither of them ever
mentioned him.

But maybe that had been a mistake. Maybe she'd needed to talk about the guy.

Look at the way she'd jumped at being interviewed when the producer of this show had called.

She'd loved him, she said, and he was dead.

On the video monitor, Charlie shifted her weight and crossed her legs. At eighty-three, she still had a
great pair of legs. She looked like she belonged on that TV screen. Like a movie star. But then again,
Vince had always thought that. Right from day one. The woman was gorgeous. She still was.

"What did I think? I thought, "Posthumous—what an awful word.'"

"And when you heard the stories of his bravery atPearl Harbor ... 7"

"T thought, "Why did you do that? James, you stupid ass.' "

Bradley gave a burst of laughter, and Charlie made a face. "I'm sorry," she said. "I probably can't say



that on television, can I? But you did ask."

"It's okay," Bradley assured her. "It's fine."

"I was twenty-two when he died," she told him. "I didn't read the reports and records of what happened
until years later. I couldn't stand to. My mother-in-law—his mother— somehow managed to read them.
She told me what James had done."

She laughed softly, sadly, her eyes out of focus, remembering.

Vince remembered, too. He remembered how wounded she'd been when he'd almost literally fallen into
her and Edna Fletcher's lives. Jim had been dead for nearly two years, and Charlie was still raw from it.

"T'd asked her to come and stay with me inWashington when the news of the attack onPearl Harbor was
first announced. We knew James was stationed inHawaii , we knew the attack was horrendous, that lots
of our boys had died, but that's all we knew. So I called Mother Fletcher and asked her to come. I
pretended it was so I could comfort her in case we got bad news, but the truth was she came and she
comforted me. Can you imagine getting a telegram telling you that your only child is dead?"

"No, ma'am."

"Well, she lived it. We lived it. Lots of mothers and wives did after December seventh. Edna Fletcher
was a Gold Star Mother after the Japanese bombedPearl Harbor . And at twenty-two, | was a war
widow. And yes, we were presented with James's Medal of Honor shortly after that. But it was cold
comfort, sir. I know from shows like this one that James will be forever remembered and revered as a
hero. That's as it should be. But I hope he'll also be remembered as a greatly loved husband and son.
That's how I remember him."

"Thank you so much for taking the time to talk to us, Mrs. Fletcher," Bradley said.

Mrs. Fletcher.

For the first few weeks after they'd met in the senator's office, Vince had called her that.

"Is the senator in, Mrs. Fletcher? "

"He is, PrivateDaCosta , but I'm afraid—

"Vince." '—his schedule is completely full again today."

"T-wait."

She was sympathetic but firm. "He can't see you today."

"T'll wait. Maybe something will open up."

"Private—"

"My name is Vince."

She gave him that look. Exasperated and disapproving and yet laced with something else. Something



that made him more determined than ever to stay. "Go home, PrivateDaCosta . Leave me your phone
number, and I'll call you if something opens up and—

"I'll wait, thanks. Mrs. Fletcher."

"It's Mrs.DaCosta now," Charlie told the interviewer.

"Of course," he said. "You were twenty-two when he died."

"Life goes on."

"It does," Bradley agreed. "You do the best you can with the hand you've been dealt."

And fate had dealt her VinceDaCosta . No doubt about that. He'd made it impossible for her to shut
herself away from life, to spend the rest of her days as Jim Fletcher's grieving widow.

Or had he? Hearing her talk about her first husband now gave him pause.

All these years, and he'd never dared to sit down with her, to look into her eyes, and to ask her, "Do
you still miss him?"

He'd never dared, because deep inside, he was afraid that the answer was yes.

So he'd worked his butt off to be the best damn second choice she'd ever had. He'd made her smile,
he'd made her laugh, he'd given her a home and a family. He'd loved her completely,unequivocably ,
unconditionally.

But he'd never given her a chance to put Fletcher properly and permanently to rest.

"Vince."

He looked up to find Charlie off the set and halfway to the door to the parking lot, looking back at him
with that same exasperated look that he'd come to know so well.

"I said, we're done," she told him. "We can go now."

"Sorry," he said, digging into his pocket for the car keys.

"You didn't hear me," she said.

Not this again. She thought he needed a hearing aid, of all the ridiculous ideas. It was true he had to turn
up the TV a little bit louder when the ball game was on, but that was just part of turning eighty. Hearing
aids were expensive, and they had better things to do with their hard-earned money. "I wasn't listening. I
was woolgathering." He held the door for her. Changed the subject. "You were great."

She looked anxious. "You think? I wasn't sure what they wanted, and then... Did you hear me say ass?"

"Loud and clear."

"Oh, dear. That'll make it into the program, guaranteed. DidJoanie call?"



Vince checked the messages on his cell phone for any sign that his granddaughter had phoned. "No, but
remember she said she probably wouldn't have time to get in touch until tomorrow."

"T know. I'm just anxious to see her."
"She also said she'll be in town for about four weeks. We'll get a chance to spend some time with her."

"I'm afraid that she doesn't realize just how bad Donny's gotten," Charlie said as Vince unlocked their
car from twenty feet away.

Best invention since the PC, this keyless entry. Vince loved technology. Couldn't wait to see what they'd
come up with next.

"She knows, Charles. She talks to him on the phone." Vince opened the car door for her.

"That's not the same as visiting."

"Well, she's here, she'll visit. And maybe she'll get him to stop being such an ass and start taking his
meds again." He made sure her coat wouldn't get caught before he shut the car door, then went around
to the other side.

"It's all your fault, you know," Charlie said with a laugh as Vince got behind the wheel. Her smile still
killed him. "Before I met you, I wouldn't have dreamed of uttering the word ass in public, let alone on
national television." She paused. "Think they'll use that part of the tape?"

He looked at her over the top of his sunglasses. More than fifty years of marriage, and he really didn't
have to say anything. She knew darn well what he was thinking. And he could predict exactly what she'd
say next.

"Well, too bad," she said. "It was the truth. They asked, and I answered."

He started the car. "Well, good."

"I'm not worrying about it," she said, a slight frown furrowing her brow.

This was the moment right here where it absolutely wouldn't do either of them any good if he laughed.
Even a smile could be dangerous and could segue into either "Vince, Don't Laugh, This Is a Serious
Thing," or "I Know You Think Otherwise, Vincent, but I Am Not Really Worrying When I Bring Up a
Subject and Talk about It to Death."

They'd been having variations of those two conversations on a pretty regular basis for nearly six
decades.

Neither was even remotely possible for him to win.

Which was all right with Vince, because his goal with Charlie was not—and had never been—to win. It
was part of her nature to worry things to death. He knew that about her before he'd asked her to marry
him.

For some reason she seemed to believe that worrying was a bad thing, and she was therefore
determined to try as often as possible to convince both of them that she honestly wasn't worrying.



It hadn't taken Vince more than a decade to figure out that the trick was to let her go ahead and talk a
subject to death if she wanted. Because the real trouble came when she held her worries inside.

He'd learned to be subtle in his attempts to soothe her fears and always to agree completely when she
said she wasn't worrying.

But it was hard, at times, not to laugh.

This time, however, all he had to do was think about everything that Charlie had been hiding inside all
these long years.

Did she ever think what if! What if Jim Fletcher hadn't died that day? What if he'd survived the war? Did
she ever wonder how different—how much better—her life would have been?

He glanced at her as he pulled out of the studio parking lot. "That must've been hard. Talking about it
like that."

"I'm glad he'll be remembered," she said.

"He has been," Vince said quietly. Every day for nearly sixty years. Every day since Vince found out that
the impossibly efficient and improbably young Mrs. Fletcher, who was a secretary in Senator Howard's
office, had been widowed by the war.

Every night, too. Yes, Vince had certainly remembered when he'd slipped into bed beside Jim Fletcher's
wife. He'd remembered every night that he hadn't been with Charlie, too—when he'd been training to
return to the war, back when he'd fought for his country, back when there was a very real chance that he

wouldn't come home, either. Oh, he'd thought about Fletcher just as much on those nights, too.

Yeah, it was obvious to Vince now that between him and Charlie, Lt. James Fletcher had been anything
but forgotten.

Chapter 3
"ARE YOU CRAZY?"

Muldoon laughed. "No, sir. She wanted a demonstration of the obstacle course, so I thought we could
give her something that would really make an impact.”

Lt. SamStarrett used a finger to pull down one slat in the office blinds to get a better look at Joan, who
was waiting outside, lifting her face to the warmth of the sun. "That's not her, is 1t?"

"Yes, sir."
"Jesus, Muldoon..."

Muldoon couldn't keep himself from bristling. "I beg your pardon, Lieutenant. What is that supposed to



mean?"

"Nothing," Sam said hastily. "I didn't mean ... No offense, Mike. She's very attractive, if you go for, you
know, that type, which I should have remembered that you do." He shook his head. "I'm sorry, but I just
thought, from what you were asking ... I mean, I thought she'd be a total babe. You know, in a more
entirely obvious way. I mean, I'm sure she's ..." He laughed ruefully, rolling his eyes and settling back into
his chair. "Look, go and do whatever you want to do. Just try not to kill her, okay? The White House
might get pissed." He consulted a roster on his desk. "UseJenk , Gilligan, and Cosmo. They're all yours
for the next few hours. If you kill her, hide the body." He turned back to his paperwork.

Muldoon had the permission he needed, and Sam had virtually dismissed him, but he couldn't manage to
turn and walk out the door.

"You need something more?" Sam asked, eyeing him warily from his seat behind his desk.

"Believe it or not, Lieutenant, there are men who walk this earth who actually think about things other
than when is the next time they're going to get laid."

Sam put down his pen and sighed. "Well, all right then, Mr. Pure as the Driven Snow. If by saying that,
you're attempting to convince me that you fall into that somewhat dubious category, then tell me why the
hell you're trying so hard to impress her."

It was a good question. Why was he trying so hard to impress JoanDaCosta ?

Was it because she'd so clearly doubted the fact that he was a SEAL? Was it because she was exactly
his so-called type— a strong, take charge, outgoing, opinionated woman—and yet, after spending
several hours together, she hadn't given him even the slightest indication that she was interested in taking
him back to her hotel room and keeping him up all night?

Sam was watching him, and now he laughed softly. "Wouldn't it just be easier to ask her to dinner?"

Now what was Muldoon supposed to say? That she was supposed to ask him? That that's how it had
always worked in the past? The woman—visually someone more mature, who knew exactly what she
wanted and liked—would approach him.

Because somewhere down the line, God had played a practical joke and given the fat kid a
makeover—a trim, muscular body and a face that women seemed to like to look at from an intimate
perch atop him.

They sought him out.
All he had to say was yes or no.

When it came to JoanDaCosta , his answer was yes all the way. He liked her. She was funny and smart
with a vivacious, expressive face, sparkling eyes, and a generous, full, sexy mouth that was quick to
curve into a smile. She was tall, with long legs and a curvy body that a guy wouldn't be afraid would snap
like a twig if she wanted sex that was even the least little bit rough.

He would bet big money that she liked sex that was physical, sex that was filled with laughter and an
incredible amount of honest passion. As opposed to some women who wanted their sexual encounters to
mimic the still-life mood of a perfume commercial.



Muldoon could imagine them both tearing off their clothes and going at it the second he locked her hotel
room door behind them.

Except they were almost done for the day and Joan hadn't raised the question. She hadn't given him one
even slightly heated look. She hadn't dropped even the tiniest hint that told him he was, indeed, going to
end up anywhere near her hotel room.

Wow, he was pathetic. He really had come into Sam's office to set up this demonstration of the BUD/S
obstacle course because he wanted to impress her, because he hoped that if he did impress her, maybe
he'd get laid.

What a loser.

"I just want her to take me a little more seriously," he told Sam now. It wasn't a complete lie. "I'm
supposed to keep her fully occupied for the next few days and evenings, too, and..."

Sam leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. 'Y ou were actually ordered to—

"No! Sir. No. Wow, that came out wrong. CommanderPaoletti assigned me to stay with her, to keep
her far away from the areas where the team is prepping for the upcoming op, and to try to talk her out of
this entire presidential visit that's being planned. It's just kind of hard to do any of that when she thinks of
me as Junior." She'd called him that a few times today, which had stung. "I just... want her to see what
I'm capable of." And if she suddenly saw him as someone worthy of spending the night with in the
process, well, wouldn't that be a shame.

"Okay," Sam said with a shrug. "Go show her." He sat up. "What time is it?" he asked, spinning in his
seat to check the clock on his computer. "Oh, fuck! I am so screwed."

"Anything I can help with?" Muldoon asked.

"How's the work on that time machine coming?" Sam asked. "Unless you're ready to test it, there's
nothing you or anyone else can do to save my balls." He shook his head in disgust. "Shit. Mary Lou was
working today, and this morning she was dropping all these hints about me stopping in for lunch. I even
called and said I was coming. But now her shift ends in five minutes and I'm so fucking cooked because
I'm already not coming home this evening because of that night exercise. I can't believe I fucked this up. I
could've canceled out all the shit I'm going to get about tonight's training with very little effort."

There was a knock, and WildcardKarmody stuck his head in the door. "Sorry to bother you,
Sam—hey,Mikey ! How's the knee, my man?"

"Just about up to speed again," Muldoon told the irreverent chief. "Thanks."

Wildcard looked at Sam. "I just ran into Alyssa Locke and Jules Cassidy in the parking lot. They say
they're going to be in town for a while, that Max and some of the other FBI agents were coming in
tonight. Do you know anything about that?"

"Fuck no!" If it was possible, Sam had gotten even more tense. "I had absolutely no fucking idea."

No one had ever told Muldoon directly, but he'd overheard some conversations and he'd been able to
figure out most of it. SamStarrett had been seeing FBI agent Alyssa Locke— and Muldoon didn't know



exactly what had gone down between them, but he gathered it was on the verge of being pretty
serious—when Sam had found out that his former girlfriend Mary Lou was four months pregnant. He'd
ended his relationship with Alyssa and married Mary Lou.

At least Muldoon had assumed that since Sam was married he wasn't seeing Alyssa anymore. And
Sam's next words to Wildcard seemed to confirm that.

"Find out whatever you can," he ordered the chief. "How long they're going to be here. Where they're
staying. Whether MaxBhagat's team is going to be with us every step of the way during prep for this new

operation, you know—Black Lagoon."

Wildcard nodded. "In other words, do you need to twist your ankle to avoid seeing her or do you need
to break your leg? I'm on it, boss."

Sam turned to him. "Muldoon, get out of here. Go get laid."

Wildcard waited for him, then closed Sam's office door behind them both. "How come I get Find out
whatever you can, and you get Go get laid? It's one of those officer versus enlisted things again, isn't it? I
knew I should have reconsideredOfficersCandidateSchool back when I was in college."

"Anything I can do to help Sam?" Muldoon asked.

The chief instantly sobered up. "How much do you know, sir?"

"Enough. You know, just from putting two and two together."

"Don't talk about it with anyone else," Wildcard warned him.

"You know I wouldn't."

"Yeah, I do know that,Mikey . I just had to say the words." Wildcard sighed. "The bitch of it is there's
really nothing any of us can do, except maybe run interference. Sam told me that Alyssa's with Max
Bhagat these days, and he won't admit it, but it kills him to see them together. Jesus, it kills him just to see
her, period. He pretends it doesn't, but I know him pretty well."

"I'm here to help, if you need me," Muldoon told the chief. "Just call."

"Thank you, sir," Wildcard said, as he took a corner and went down another hallway, going in the
opposite direction from the door that led outside. "Now obey your orders from LieutenantStarrett and go
get laid. Make us proud."

"Y ou know, Chief, I can explain about that," Muldoon called after him.

"T'd rather you didn't," Wildcard called back. "I'm sure it's not even one millionth as good as what I'm
imagining. Enjoy your afternoon, sir."

Lieutenant Muldoon, Junior, came out of the building dressed in shorts and a chest-hugging T-shirt.

"We're good to go," he said to Joan as she fumbled to put her sunglasses back on. "Jenk, Cosmo, and
Gilligan will meet us over at the obstacle course."



The cargo shorts with slouchy socks and ankle-high boots was a look that most of the men she knew
back in D.C. wouldn't have been able to pull off. But it seemed to be one of the basic uniforms here in
SEAL Central, and they all— Muldoon especially—made it look like the height of men's fashion. Brooke
was really going to love this visit.

"Gilligan?" she asked. "Without the Skipper?"

He shook his head and sighed. ""You don't want to know how many times I've heard that exact same
joke. It's always the Skipper. No one ever asks about the Professor or Ginger."

"Damn," she said. "Guilty of being trite. Is there anything worse?"

"Actually, I can think of one or two things." He said it with a grin, but a strange truth struck her for the
first time. This man—with all of his well-toned muscles—had surely spent quite a bit of time over the past
months putting himself into jeopardy, hunting down members of al-Qaeda.

He was wearing an intricate brace on his knee—probably the result of being injured, possibly even shot,
in the line of duty. It was a sobering thought.

"Yeah, it couldn't really be worse than going toAfghanistan , could it?" she asked.

He gazed directly into her eyes and suddenly looked ten years older and capable of just about anything,
despite the dreamboat, beefcake, boy toy packaging. "Is this conversation on the record or off the
record?"

All that intensity aimed directly at her made her voice come out sounding a little breathless. A little
embarrassingly like Marilyn Monroe. "I'm not a reporter." Happy Birthday, Mr. President.

Thankfully, he didn't seem to notice.

"You know what [ mean. You're a PR person," he said. "You help make news for the White House. But
me, I'm not news. Not in any way, shape, or form. None of us in Team Sixteen is. Where we've been,
what we've been doing—if you want to know that so you can try to generate a news story, forget it. Let's
talk about the weather instead. But if this is Joan asking Mike, if it's off the record..."

"It is," Joan said. Was she being completely honest? She wasn't sure. She hadn't had a conversation in
years that was completely off the record, that she hadn't listened to with one ear tuned in to the fact that
she might learn something she could later use to her—and to the President's—advantage.

"Okay." Muldoon nodded, seemingly satisfied, but the intensity in his eyes didn't fade. "Even off the
record, I can't tell you much," he said. "But I'll tell you one thing. Being there isn't even half as hard as not
being there. I'm an officer—I understand completely that there are reasons we need to come back to the
base, reasons for us to be rotated out. We need to keep up with our training. Shooting skills deteriorate
pretty quickly out in the real world. Which makes sense because we're a covert unit. Do you follow?
We're not going out there to fire our weapons—we only do that when there's no other option. So we
need to come home—or at least to a secure location—and train to retain the skills we need to be
invincible when we are out there.

"But every one of us, Joan, every single man, is sitting here waiting for a chance to go back into action
and do what we do best. Which is to protect our country from people who take their
my-way-or-the-highway views of religion and politics to such an extreme that they'll intentionally target



and kill innocent civilians. We're dying to get back out there to protect you and all your family and friends
and coworkers—even the obnoxious guy who lives in the apartment upstairs and plays the greatest hits
from the disco era at high volume all night long. We want to protect you from the people who proclaim
that all Americans, including the tiniest newborn infants, are their sworn enemies and deserving of death.

"They want to kill American civilians? Well, all right. But they're going to have to go through us—" He
actually thumped his chest."—first."

It was fascinating. Joan was completely enthralled. It was like realizing that Bambi had a full set of fangs
and claws— and the burning desire to go one-on-one with Godzilla.

And the steely determination to win.

He was standing there, looking at her with all that fire in his eyes, and she wasn't quite sure what to do,
what to say.

"Thank you," she told him. "That was... important for me to hear. Important for everyone to hear, I
think."

He laughed then as they started walking, transforming back into Muldoon, Junior. Although now that she
knew it was back there, it was impossible to look at him and not see a glimmer of Muldoon, Super
SEAL, champion of the innocent.

"No, I will not repeat it at a ceremony during the President's visit, thank you very much."

Joan laughed, too. "I didn't ask that."

"Yeah, but you were going to. Admit it."

Muldoon was smiling at her, and she smiled back at him, suddenly aware of how pleasant this was, how
pleasant a day it had been. Once she'd coaxed the real Lieutenant Muldoon into emerging from behind
his spit-and-polish facade, she'd begun enjoying herself thoroughly. He truly was a lovely young man both
inside and out, particularly with the sunlight making his golden brown hair glisten.

"So tell me the truth, as long as we're still off the record," she said. "Is this guy's name really Gilligan?"

"Nope. Gillman. Petty Officer Dan Gillman. Gilligan’s just a nickname," he explained. "Nearly everyone's
got one. Mark Jenkins isJenk , for obvious reasons. LieutenantJacquette is Jazz—the reasons aren't so
obvious, but he's not the warm and fuzzy kind of XO that you can sit and have a beer with and shoot the
breeze, so I'm afraid I can't explain."

"What's yours?" she asked.

"I don't have one," he obviously lied. But then he immediately backpedaled. "I mean, yeah. I had a
nickname during BUD/S, sure, but it didn't stick. Thank God."

"So what was 1t?"
"Nabh, it's best left buried. Believe me."

"Oh, come on. I can keep a secret."



"I'm sure you can. But it took me a long time to live it down, so, sorry, I'm not telling," he said.

It would take her about five minutes alone with a few of his teammates to find out what Muldoon's
nickname had been. But Joan didn't tell him that. She just pretended to let it drop.

"Let's see, other nicknames ..." he said. "SamStarrett —you haven't met him yet, but you will. His name
isn't really Sam, it's Roger. Sam has something to do with him being fromTexas . I don't even know what
Cosmo Richter's real first name is. I mean, jeez, maybe it's Cosmo. He doesn't like to talk about himself
very much."

He wasn't the only one. "His name is probably Leslie or Jean," Joan said. "Something a little too
androgynous for a big, bad Navy SEAL."

"Maybe, but I don't think so. He doesn't seem the type to worry much about something as
inconsequential as his given name. And no one in their right mind would dare tease him about anything.
He could be namedElizabeth , and no one would snicker when he walked into the room. He's one of
those really quiet, really intense guys who just kind of stays in the background until you need someone's
neck broken." He smiled tightly. "And he'll even do that without making a sound."

Yikes. "Gee, I can't wait to meet them. When you describe them like that... You know, maybe I'll pass
on this part of the tour."

Muldoon laughed. "Hey, it's me you have to worry about. I'm in command. No one's neck gets broken
unless I say so."

"Well, that's comforting. I think. How old did you say you were?"
"Old enough. Hang on a sec..."

As Joan watched, Muldoon bent over and made an adjustment to the brace he was wearing on his right
knee.

Men should definitely wear shorts all the time. In fact, when Joan went back to the hotel tonight, she was
going to sign on to the Internet with her laptop and start circulating a petition to bring the kilt back into
fashion.

Muldoon's thighs were actually bigger than hers. Only his were solid. As he straightened up, Joan
pretended to be looking at his intricate brace instead of his tanned legs with their springy, sun-bleached
hair and powerful muscles.

"Bad knee?" she asked as they started walking again.

"Recent injury," he told her. "No big deal. It's fine now. But my doctor is a captain who goes for a run
past the obstacle course every day about this time."

"I take it this means you're participating in the demonstration."
Muldoon smiled. "I am. And you are, too."

Joan laughed. "Yeah, right. In this skirt and heels. Can't you see me crawling on my elbows through the



mud? 'Don't wait up, boys—I'm right behind you! I just gotta get my ass untangled from this barbed
wire.""

"That's not how it's going to work. I'm going to be right behind your

Joan laughed again, but then stopped. Holy shit. The Super-SEAL was serious about this. She stopped
walking.

"We won't do the whole course." He stopped, too.
"Well, gee," she said, "why ever not?"
"For one thing, you haven't had any training, and parts of the course are—"

"That was sarcasm dripping from my voice," Joan interrupted him. "I don't do obstacle courses,
regardless of what I'm wearing. Yoo-hoo. Hello! I'm the kid who flunked gym. I sometimes do aerobics
and yoga, sure, but that's nothing like real life—it's always in a carefully unrealistic, hermetically sealed
health club environment, complete with air conditioning. The only tune I run is when I'm out of chocolate
and the store's closing in fifteen minutes. If I get within ten yards of that course, I'm going to wind up in
the hospital, in traction."

"I won't let you get hurt," he told her quietly but very absolutely.

It was an amazing moment, and Joan let it hang there for several long seconds, just letting herself look at
him, experience him, breathe him hi. Lieutenant junior grade Michael Muldoon was like a living Norman
Rockwell painting— sharp and sweet and patriotic and brave and honest and clean.

And he wouldn't let her get hurt.

Not ever? she wanted to ask him. Wouldn't that be nice? He could follow her around for the rest of her
life—her own personal Navy SEAL guardian angel, keeping her from harm.

"Do you have a girlfriend?" she heard herself ask instead, and was instantly horrified at herself. What did
she care beyond basic curiosity? And how could she have possibly thought to ask that now? It was like
meeting Jesus and wondering aloud if he suffered from athlete's foot. Completely irrelevant and
disrespectful to the moment.

"No," he said.

"That's too bad" She tried to look sympathetic, but she had to paste the expression on her face. She
wasn't sure what she was feeling, but sympathy sure as hell wasn't part of it

"Yeah, I guess." He just stood there, gazing at her as if he expected her to say something else.

So she said, "Well." And she forced a smile. She was about to turn away, to start walking toward the
obstacle course again, to shake off the absurd notion that this odd connection she was feeling toward this
kid—this little boy—was anything more than the friendship that she'd worked hard to achieve this

afternoon, when he cleared his throat.

"Do you have, um, plans for dinner tonight?"



Oh, my God, was he actually asking her out?

Or was he just doing his job and checking to see that she wasn't at loose ends her first night in town?
"Actually, yes. I'm going to get room service and go to bed early. I'm still on D.C. time."

"Oh," he said. "Great."

"You know that old jet lag saying: East to west, get some rest. West to east, party beast. The party
beasting will have to wait until I get back home."

Muldoon laughed. "I've never heard that one before."

Yeah, Junior, because you're so freaking young. Britney Spears was practically his peer. Wasn't that a
frightening thought?

"TI've been thinking about it," she told him, "and I'm pretty sure I just want to watch this demonstration. I
can do without the firsthand experience."

"How about we just take you over the cargo net?" he asked.

"That really tall thing with the ropes?" Joan laughed. Dream on, Junior. "Why don't you just take me to
the moon?"

He was quiet for a moment, but then cleared his throat again. "Look. Here's the deal. You can watch us
do this stuff.

It's impressive, it requires us to be in top physical condition, but so what."

"Yeah," Joan said. "So what. That's what I've been saying this entire tour whenever you tell me about
stuff like BUD/S training's surf torture and carrying telephone poles around twenty-four/seven, and going
through Hell Week with only a few hours of sleep. So what if you've got to be able to do forty-two
push-ups in two minutes and fifty sit-ups in another two minutes and you've got to run one and a half
miles in what? Eleven and a half minutes? Wearing your uniform and boots, no less—and that's just to get
into the SEAL program. Never mind what you have to be able to do when you've finished the training.
Yeah. So what. Right."

"Wow, you remembered all that? That's impressive."

She laughed in complete disgust. "Yes, I'm very clever, thanks. But as for what you can do, well, so
what."

He was laughing, too. "That's not what [ meant."

"Well, what did you mean? Come on, 'slain it to me, Junior. I'm listening."

He stopped smiling, stopped walking. In fact, he moved in front of her, blocking her way, all but
blocking the sun. "First, the name is Mike," he said in a voice that allowed absolutely no argument. "The

rank is lieutenant, ma'am. You can call me that, too. But there's nothing about me—whatsoever— that's
junior, so do not call me that again."



Whoa. He was actually angry. It was a little bit scary.
"I'm sorry," Joan said. "Really. I didn't mean to. It slipped out."
"Stop thinking about me that way and there'll be nothing to slip."

"I am sorry. It's just you ... well, it's not that you remind me of my little brother, because I never had a
little brother. I had—have—an older brother and he's pretty close to certifiable and you really don't
remind me of him at all." Great, now she was babbling. "But I always wanted a little brother and I think
I've always imagined that he'd be a lot like you. Kind of... perfect and sweet, you know?"

Muldoon laughed, turned away, turned back, scratching his head. "Well, that's great." He started to say
something else, stopped, laughed again in what sounded like disgust.

Note to self: Avoid calling a Navy SEAL sweet. Even if he is.

"So what did you mean when you said 'so what'?" she asked, trying to distract him from the fact that
she'd managed to get him both angry and disgusted with her all in the space of a few seconds.

He looked at her, and she couldn't for the life of her read his expression.

But he finally said, "I meant, so what because of course we can run the O course in record time. We've
been trained for it. And that's great, but it's no longer a big deal when we do it. But, see, at times our job
involves going into places that are heavily guarded or hard to get to, and rescuing hostages. We bring
those people out and get them to safety. Most of the time the hostages that we rescue are people who
haven't trained on the O course for hours. Some of them don't ever run unless the store's closing and
they're out of chocolate."

Joan nodded. "Point and match awarded to Lieutenant Muldoon."

"I want to show you the way a team of SEALSs can deal with the additional challenge of an inexperienced,
untrained individual."

Ah. "Like me."

"Exactly like you," he agreed.

They were at the obstacle course now, and Joan pointed to the thing he'd referred to as the cargo
net—a frame upon which a series of ropes were strung, going both vertically and horizontally, indeed like
a giant net. It had to be at least fifty feet high. "And you think you can actually get me up and over that
thing. Safely."

"I don't just think it. I know we can."

Joan looked at the rigging, looked back at Muldoon, and laughed. If they could get her over that, they

could get Brooke Bryant over it, no problem. And wouldn't that be a photo op? "Okay, Super SEAL,"
she said. "Let's see you do it."



Chapter 4

"I'm not here right now," Rene's answering machine drawled. "But I surely do want to talk to you. Leave
a message at the beep, sugar, and I'll call you back."

"Rene, it's Mary Lou. Call me as soon as you get this. Please. I need to talk to you."

Lord Jesus, no one was home. No one? Yeah, right. It wasn't as if she had dozens of friends to call for a
shoulder to cry on. Her sister Janine and her AA sponsor Rene were it. End of the very short list.

Mary Lou had called her day care lady first thing when she'd walked in the door, asking if it was okay
that she didn't pick Haley up right at 2:15, the way she usually did.

Mrs.Ustenski had reassured her that Haley was making tired sounds, and that she could just as easily get
in her nap here as at home. It was no problem.

So here Mary Lou was. Alone in her kitchen, stinking like a French fry.
And wanting a drink so badly that her hair was damn near standing on end.

She could do it. With Haley safe at Mrs.U.'s , she could drive down to the Ladybug Lounge. She could
walk inside and instantly be surrounded by the dark coolness. She'd take a deep breath of that sweet,
stale, spilled beer smell and.. .

Mary Lou grabbed the phone and dialed Rene's number again. Again, her answering machine clicked
on. She hung up the phone and pushed her way outside.

Rene and Janine weren't the only people on her list of friends. That list also included crazy Donny, who
lived next door.

He was home. He was always home. Crazy people tended not to get out much, as a rule.

She crossed the lawn to his house. Rang the bell and knocked. Called out to him right through the door.
"Donny, it's me. Mary Lou. Can I come in? Open up, hon."

She rang the bell again and again, until the curtain moved and he peered out at her. Checking, no doubt,
to make sure she wasn't an alien, come to suck out his brains.

"What do you want?" he asked from behind the safety of his door. He had about forty dead bolts on the
damn thing. It took five minutes for him to open them all. If there was ever a fire, he'd never make it out
alive.

"May I please come in?" Mary Lou called back to him.

Sam called Donny "theNutjob " and rolled his eyes whenever Mary Lou brought the man some cookies
or a casserole. It wasn't that he feared for Mary Lou's safety as she went inside the house of a man who
was mentally ill. No, Sam's objections had to do with the fact that Mary Lou had managed to make
Donny think of her as a friend. And because of that, the one time Donny had actually left his house in the
entire tune they'd lived here had been to insert a series of reflectors on metal sticks in a circular pattern on
theStarretts ' front lawn.



He'd told them—completely seriously—that it was to keep the alien ships from using their yard as a
landing pad.

Sam wasn't openly rude to Donny's face, but he was never more than coolly polite, either, even when
Donny made it clear that he thought Sam was just one step down from God, simply because he was a
U.S. Navy SEAL. Sam chided Mary Lou for encouraging "the little freak"—a cruel name that would
have badly hurt Donny's feelings if he'd heard it, which he hadn't, thank God for small favors.

"I can't open the door," Donny called back to her now. "It's too dangerous today."

She could see that he'd wrapped a hat with aluminum foil again and was wearing it pulled way down
over his ears—to keep the aliens from being able to read his thoughts.

The hat came out of the front closet when he was having a particularly bad day.

"I need to talk to you," she said. She was going to explode if he didn't open this door. "Please, Donny.
I'm always there for you when you need me. You know it. You call me, and I come over. So let me in,
okay?"

"I can't do that today."

"Yes, you can. Just unlock the door. Or—open the window. I'll come in through the window, so quick
that the aliens won't be able to come in with me."

Donny backed away from the door. "That's what you'd say if you were an alien." He started to mutter
and mumble to himself, chanting God knows what—maybe incantations designed to keep the aliens at

bay. Once he started doing that, there was no hope of having a regular conversation with Kim.

And Mary Lou's desperation and despair exploded in a burst of tempter. "Oh, for Christ's sake! I'm not
an alien, you fucking freak!"

As soon as the words left her lips, she felt instantly like shit on a stick. There was nothing Donny hated
more than being called a freak. Except maybe having aliens really come down from Pluto and suck out
his brains. And she wasn't even sure about that.

"Donny!" she called, ringing his doorbell again. "I'm sorry! I didn't mean it!"

He didn't answer. She listened hard, but now there was only silence from inside the house.

Mary Lou slumped down on the front steps to Donny's house, aware that she'd just shortened her list of
friends by a full third. No wonder Sam hated her and sought comfort in the arms of another woman. No
wonder Meg Nilsson and the other SEAL wives wanted nothing to do with her. No wonder she hadn't
been able to make a single friend among the women and girls who worked at McDonald's.

She was a terrible person.

She started to cry.

She'd been holding it in since she was face-to-face with Alyssa at Mickey D's, but now it escaped, and
she sobbed like a four-year-old with a skinned knee.



She was a terrible, lonely person.

She might as well go and get drunk. She might as well drink until she couldn't stand up, until she couldn't
think, until she couldn't breathe anymore.

If it wasn't for Haley, she'd do it.

Of course if it wasn't for Haley, Mary Lou wouldn't be sitting right here. If it wasn't for Haley, she
wouldn't be married to Sam.

Oh, Lord, all she'd ever wanted was to be married to someone like SamStarrett and to live in a cute little
house just like the one that she lived in.

Except here she was. On the surface, she had everything she'd ever wanted. But although Sam was her
husband, he didn't love her. And although she finally had the house, it wasn't a real home.

God, it sucked.
And she wanted a drink as badly as she'd ever wanted anything in her life.

She pushed her giant ass up and off Donny's concrete steps. She crossed his lawn and found herself
standing out on her driveway.

Where her car was parked.
The car that she could climb into and use to drive herself to the Ladybug Lounge. It would be that easy.
Her keys were in her pocket. She took them out.

And threw them. As hard and as far as she could. All the way across her yard and into the yard of the
neighbor on the other side of her house from Donny's. Into the carefully tended, thick patch of flowers
and bushes next to the Robinsons' screened porch.

And then she sat down, right there in her driveway, and cried some more.
Wednesday, January 6,1944.

It was a day that would change her life forever, but Charlotte Fletcher had been completely unaware of
that at the time.

She'd written in her diary, "Ate lunch at my desk again today, and still haven't managed to keep up with
the typing. Stayed late, but Mrs. P. finally chased me out at 7:10.1 don't know why. I feel as if I'm
helping the war effort while I'm there, and I've nothing to go home to. Mother F. was at her quilting circle
at the church when I came in. This apartment that once held James's and my laughter is as silent and
empty as I feel inside. And S. has brought yet another soldier home from the U.S.O. These walls and
floors are paper thin. Or maybe the problem is mine. I find it impossible not to listen. Mother F. simply
turns on the radio to mask the nightly noise, but I can't. Or maybe it's that I won't. It seems the perfect
accompaniment to my misery as I lie alone and sleepless in this bed of mine that's far too cold."

That had been an added burden to her during the two years since James had been killed—the fact that



she missed the physical intimacy of their marriage so very sharply. It seemed petty and selfish, but she
ached for more than just his smile and his arms around her. She missed his kisses, his touch, the way he'd
quickly set her on fire.

Her loneliness was made worse by the upstairs tenant, SallySlaggerty . Sally the Slut, Charlotte called
her in her less kind moments. She'd moved into the apartment upstairs two months ago and seemed
determined to have intimate relations with every member of the armed forces who passed
throughWashington,D.C.

Charlotteagain read the entry for January the sixth. "Ate lunch at my desk again today..." Nope, no
mention at all of Vince, who'd come into the senator's office even earlier than she had that morning.

He'd been sitting there, in one of the straight-backed chairs that lined the outer office, waiting for a
chance to talk to the senator, when she'd arrived at quarter to seven.

She might not have even noticed him were it not for the fact that he sat directly across from her desk.
Whenever she looked up from her typing, there he was. Sometimes watching her, sometimes with his
eyes shut.

He kept himself wrapped in a Navy overcoat. Only occasionally did she get a glimpse of the rumpled
Marine uniform he wore beneath it.

He was painfully young—Charlotteguessed nineteen at the most. He was quite handsome despite the
fact that his face was thin and his cheeks hollow. His eyes and hair were both dark. He looked as
Italian-American as his name—VincentDaCosta .

By ten A.M.,Charlotte asked Mrs. Pierce in a low voice why the Marine had been kept waiting for so
long.

Mrs. P. told her, also speaking quietly, that he hadn't an appointment. He'd been waiting outside the
office door this morning when she'd unlocked it. Mrs. P. had informed him that the senator had no extra
time today, but he asked if he might wait, on the chance that something might open up.

Charlotteate her sandwich furtively at her desk, during one of the times he had his eyes closed. She
knew that he must be hungry, but didn't know how to share lunch with such a handsome young man
without seeming inappropriately forward.

At two P.M., when it became clear that the day was becoming more snarled rather than less, Charlotte
went out from behind her desk and over to the Marine.

He got to his feet immediately, and she realized that he must've been injured recently, because, although
he tried to hide it, she could see that it caused him pain just to stand.

"You're wasting your time today," she told him, quickly perching on the edge of the chair next to his, so
that he could return to his seat as well. She didn't have time herself to be anything but direct. "I'm sorry,
but Senator Howard will be going from one scheduled meeting to the next all afternoon. I think it would
be wise for you to make an appointment."

"The next available appointment isn't for three weeks," the young man countered. He sat, but not before
his face had turned another shade of pale. "I need to see him now."



"I'm sorry, but—'

"Look, all I want is his ear for five short minutes."
"You and his wife,"Charlotte said dryly. "Get in line."
The Marine didn't laugh. "It's very important," he said.

He may have been young and only an enlisted private in the Marines, but there was something about his
dark eyes in that lean, pale face that was disconcerting.

"Everything that goes on in this office is very important,"Charlotte informed him, retreating back behind
her desk.

"May I wait here anyway, Miss... ?" he asked.
"Missus," she corrected him. "Fletcher. And yes, you may. It's still a free country, Private."

He smiled and it transformed his face, turning him from merely handsome into truly beautiful. "Yes,
ma'am. [ do believe that's what we're fighting for."

Joan liked bothJenk and Gilligan immediately.

Jenkwas the shorter of the two. In fact, with his slight stature, his freckled face, and his cheerful smile, he
looked to be even younger than Muldoon. More like a high school freshman than a Navy SEAL.

Gilligan was taller, with dark hair and an interesting.; angular nose that kept his face from being overly

pretty.
They were both friendly and relaxed, and she didn't have to work overtime to make them laugh.

The SEAL nicknamed Cosmo was a different story. He not only was older than the other men, but he
didn't say a word as she shook his hand in greeting. And although he kept his distance, running up and
down the ropes as he rigged some kind of harness thingy to the top of the cargo net's frame, she got the
sense that he was listening to everything that was being said.

It was entirely possible that he even smiled once or twice. But it was hard to tell, especially since he
wore sunglasses and she couldn't see his eyes.

They were all extremely physically fit. There was no doubt about it—Brooke would enjoy this type of
hands-on demonstration very much indeed. And the news photographers would be in heaven.

And—alleluia—there would finally be a positive news story and photo featuring Brooke Bryant on the
front page of every paper across the country.

Muldoon took charge immediately, making sure they were ready to go. He gave orders effortlessly,
without apology, maintaining his status of leader while at the same time managing to be a working part of
the tight-knit unit.

It was more than obvious that the other men—includingCosmo-the-silent-but-deadly, or maybe
especially Cosmo— completely respected him.



Joan couldn't help but be impressed.

Which, she suspected, was one of the reasons Muldoon had set up this little demonstration. Although
she wasn't quite sure if his intention had been for her to be impressed by him, or by the NavySEALSs .

It was her guess that those two things were one and the same. Muldoon was the NavySEALs , and the
SEALSs were made up of men like Muldoon.

Yeah, she was impressed all the way to her toes, and the demonstration hadn't even officially started yet.

"Here's the scenario," Muldoon told them after double-checking to make sure the harness was secure.
"We've been sent in to rescue JoanDaCosta , a thirty-year-old American woman in good health who
works, let's say, at theU.S. embassy inManila ."

"Thirty-two," Joan interjected. ""Almost thirty-three."

Muldoon chose to ignore her. "She's been grabbed and taken hostage by AbuSayyat , a terrorist group
linked to al-Qaeda in thePhilippines . We've pinpointed her location— she's on a remote island. We've
gone in and eliminated the terrorists who were holding her and—

"Eliminated," Joan interrupted. "Why don't you military guys just say what you really mean—Xkilled?"

"Because what we really mean is eliminated" Muldoon told her evenly. "Targets are eliminated and
terrorists are targets."

His eyes were a truly remarkable shade of blue. Cosmo was still wearing his sunglasses, so she couldn't
see his eyes, but Gilligan's were a deep, soft brown, and also very pretty.Jenk's were on the blue side of
hazel.

They were all looking at her, and Joan looked back at them, one by one, suddenly aware that all of
these men—and maybe particularly scary Cosmo—had eliminated many terrorist targets. It was part of
their job description.

She looked into Muldoon's eyes again, trying to see regret or even remorse at having taken human lives.
It wasn't there. She only saw... patience and maybe a hint of warm amusement. He liked her. She knew
that. But it wasn't going to ruin his day if she disapproved of this aspect of his job. He didn't need her

approval—he was that sure of himself.

It was a tremendously attractive thing—that much self-confidence. Joan quickly looked away from him,
afraid of what he might see in her own eyes.

"I'm sorry," she said. "Please go on."

"We've eliminated—" His gaze flickered back to her for a second. "—the tangos in the immediate area,
but Intel has made us aware that the entire island is crawling with potential hostiles. World War Three will
break out if they realize we're in the area, so we can't bring ahelo —helicopter—" He looked at her again

as he translated. "—for extraction. Extraction means leaving an operation—

"And insertion means arriving. You told me that before," she said. "It's proven to be an effective tool for



me in my job if T actually listen to the people from whom I'm getting information. Go on, please."

"Our safest, fastest route off the island is to proceed with stealth down to the harbor and swim," he
continued. "Out in the harbor is a French freighter about to leave port. They know we're coming, and
have rigging similar to our cargo net here secured along the starboard side of the vessel—the side facing
away from town. We can climb on board without drawing any attention to ourselves. Any questions?"

"What do you do with a plan like that when your former hostage informs you that she can't swim?" Joan
asked.

"As long as Lieutenant Muldoon's with you, you don't need to know how to swim,"Jenk told her with a
grin. "You just need to know how to hold on."

"Yeah, but what if she's really freaked out by deep water, like really can't handle it, can't even go out on
a boat?" she asked.

"Are you really?" Muldoon asked.

"No. I love boats. My only fear relating to the ocean is being forced to wear a bikini in public. I'm much
more the tank suit type." She liked to swim—although calling it swimming was an exaggeration. She was
an excellent doggypaddler , despite the fact that she hated getting water in her ears. She was prone to
sinus infections. "I'm just saying what if."

"There's a good chance that information about any severe phobias would be included in the personnel
records made available after the hostage went missing," he told her. "Although, you never know." He
turned toJenk . "You have Joan's file?"

She turned toJenk , too. Joan's what?

The shorter SEAL was already holding something out toward Muldoon. A file. Her file. Holy shit. What
exactly was in there?

"This is your file," Muldoon told her. "It contains information about you—next-of-kin type stuff, as well
as standard info like all the places you've ever lived, colleges you attended, you know. Any known
medical conditions. There's also a list of basic physical characteristics along with several
photos—because hostages are not always alert and able to identify themselves. And occasionally they've
been beaten to the point that the photos really don't help, hence the list of identifying marks." He smiled.
"You know that tattoo you got about five years ago... ?"

"Oh, shit!" Joan snatched the file from his hands. "Let me see that."

Not only were there several extremely hideous pictures of her in there—out of three, only one of them
wasn't awful— but there was indeed a brief list of physical characteristics, including her double piercings
in each ear, and yes, the small rose tattoo she'd gotten just below her left hip.

She flipped through the rest of the papers.

"God, how embarrassing. My tattoo's in my file, yet there's nothing here at all about my skill as a public
relations person and a writer. Isn't that telling about our society?"

Jenkpointed helpfully to the page that held a summary of her college transcript. "They list your SAT



scores. Which were almost as high as mine."

Muldoon gave him one look andJenk pulled his hand back as quickly as if he'd gotten smacked.

"This isn't that sort of file," Muldoon told her. "This is basic and limited information that will help us ID
you and therefore be able to get you to safety. If there was more time to prepare, we'd receive more
information about you." He smiled. "Maybe even a writing sample. But for right now, this file has one of

the things we need most. Your measurements."

"Excuse me?" Was he kidding? Joan couldn't tell because he was smiling. If he was, it was a bad joke.
But he looked pointedly behind her, and she turned.

"Your new wardrobe," Muldoon said.

Jenkwas now holding up a pair of ankle-high boots. And Gilligan held what looked like a
green-and-brown camouflage jumpsuit. Jungle print, she remembered it was called.

"When we kick down the doors and rescue you," Muldoon told her, suddenly serious, "we come in
prepared for you to be in any condition. You might be beaten so badly that you can't walk. If that's the
case, we'll stabilize you and carry you out. You might be naked and handcuffed in the corner of the
room. We'll get you unlocked and cover you up. You might— and we always hope this is the case—you
might be physically unharmed but wearing a skirt and high heels, like you are right now. I don't know
about you, but personally, I've never been able to run well in heels."

"Me, neither," Cosmo said, perfectly deadpan.

Joan took the jumpsuit from Gilligan. "Is mere somewhere I can go to put this on?"

"Chances are you wouldn't have time to be modest," Gilligan told her apologetically. "You'd either
change right there or just pull this on over your clothes."

"If those are my choices, I'll take option two." She kicked off her shoes and stepped into the pants.

"It'll work better if you hike up your skirt," Muldoon suggested, and for a second she thought he might
actually reach in and help.

But she turned her back on him—on all of them.

"I'm going to be really hot in this," she realized. And doubly uncomfortable with her skirt bunched up
around her ass.

"There'll be less of a chance of rope burns," Gilligan said.

Joan reached behind her, unfastened her skirt, and, zipping the jumpsuit up in the front, squeezed her
skirt over her head.

She tossed it onto a nearby bench and kicked her shoes over there as well as she slipped her arms into
the jumpsuit and zipped it the rest of the way up.

The boots they'd brought for her were a little big, but then again, she was wearing pantyhose instead of
socks. Transformation complete.



And then they were all heading to the cargo net.

"You ready to try this?" Muldoon asked her.

"Don't I look ready?" Actually, in this loose-fitting jumpsuit, she probably looked like a camouflaged
marshmallow. When they did this with Brooke, she'd have to make sure to get clothes that fit. The
camouflage pattern was nice, though— it would make for a good photo.

But then Joan looked up. And up. And all those little details didn't matter right now.

Standing next to this thing, she knew this was completely insane. The framework holding the ropes
seemed to stretch upward for a long, long way.

"Y ou want me to hose you down?"Jenk asked helpfully. "To make the scenario more realistic? Because
supposedly you just had a nice long swim out into the harbor."

Was he serious? God, he was.

"Thanks, but no thanks," Joan said. She tried to sound casual. "Hey, uh, Mike? Is this really safe?"

"Yeah. Doubly so because you'll be wearing this." Muldoon fastened the harness around her. It went
between her legs and up around her waist and around her torso and over her shoulders. It was attached
to a blue mountain-climbing rope that went all the way up to some kind of device attached to the top of

the frame.

God damn, this thing was big. She stared up at it, unable to look away. Muldoon really expected her to
climb all the way up there? And down the other side... ?

"So if you do slip—but you won't, I won't let you—theharness'l 1 catch you. What you need to
remember is, if that happens, protect your head. You listening to me, Joan? Look at me, okay?"

He pulled her chin down so that she was looking into his eyes.

"You with me?" he asked.

Huh? Oh. "Yeah."

"If you slip, protect your head. The harness will keep you from falling far, but you'll swing. You'll just
bounce off the ropes, but it's not impossible for you to hit the frame. Which is solid wood. Which you
don't want your head to connect with. You got that?"

Joan nodded.

He tightened the harness around her waist. "So what do you do if you slip?"

"Protect my head. I was listening."

"Good." It was an odd sensation to have him snapping and buckling her in. It was very safe-feeling—not

unlike being five years old and bundled up by her mother before she went outside and played in the
SNOW.



She half expected him to kiss her on the nose when he finished.

Instead he just smiled. "Don't look so worried. I'm going to be with you every step of the way. AndJenk
and Cosmo will be right behind us and beside us. Gillman will be up top, making sure the harness system
works. Okay?"

"Okay." She forced herself to smile.

"There we go. That's more like it. This is going to be fun."

Joan laughed. "No, no, no. Fun is getting invited to a dinner party and finding out you're seated next to
Colin Firth. Fun is having the First Lady invite you to lunch inParis . Fun is not climbing four million feet

mto the air and four million feet back down."

"To each his own," he said easily. "I wouldn't have the slightest clue what to say to the First Lady. Or
Colin Firth."

"You just ask about their day. Everyone likes to talk about themselves," Joan said. "It's easy."

"Yeah, well, I happen to think this is easier. As you climb, it's going to feel kind of soft. Springy. The
ropes give. And they'll tighten and bounce when Cosmo andJenk climb onto the rigging, too. Hold on as
tightly as you can. And when you take a step, if you feel at all like you're slipping, try to catch the heel of
your boot on the rope—it'll make you feel more secure." He turned her to face the ropes. "Start by
climbing on."

"Now?"

He laughed. "As opposed to next Friday? Yes, now. Don't think about it, Joan. Just do it."

She did it. Both hands and then her feet. Yikes, it was definitely wiggly underfoot. And her own body
weight pulled her backward, gravity tugging her toward the ground. This was going to be much more

difficult than climbing a wooden ladder.

"There you go. Hold on tightly," he ordered. And then the ropes squirmed even more as he climbed on,
too.

And Muldoon really did climb on—right on top of her.

He surrounded her, his hands and feet on either side of hers, his chest against her back. He was actually
touching her, as if they were lovers spooning together.

"This is how we're going to do it," he said, his voice in her ear. "Me right here with you. All the way up
to the top. When you move, [ move. If you need to stop and take a break, you can lean back against me.
I'll hold on to you and make sure you don't fall."

He was extremely solid against her back, a very male wall of hard muscles.

Oh, my.

"You okay?" he asked.



"Fine," she managed. Her heart was already pounding, and she was only a foot or so off the ground.
"Except I don't seem to want to let go of these ropes, so climbing's going to be a little difficult."

"Start with your left foot." His breath was warm against her ear, and he pushed his leg up underneath her
left thigh, actually lifting her foot off the ropes.

She had no choice but to find the next rung in this giant rope ladder.

"Good. Then your right hand." He helped her with that as well, prying her fingers from the rope and
guiding her up a square. "Excellent. Now your right foot. And left hand."

And there she was.
Climbing.

Well, actually, it was more like she was sitting on his lap, and he was climbing, but at least he no longer
had to pry her hands from the ropes as they moved.

"You're doing great," he said into her ear. "Just don't look down."

Of course she immediately looked down and it was all over. She froze. "Oh, shit." It hadn't taken them
long to get way, way off the ground. And yet they were still only halfway to the top.

"Oops," Muldoon said. "My bad. Sorry. I shouldn't have told you not to look down, because then
you're going to look down, right? Human nature."

"Oh, shit," she said again.
"Do you have trouble with heights?" he asked. "It's nothing to be ashamed of. A lot of people do."
"I do,"Jenk chimed in, hanging like a monkey by only one arm from the net, just slightly above them.

He was making the entire thing shake, and Joan heard herself squeak with alarm. God, how
embarrassing to actually squeak.

"Go all the way up to the top," Muldoon ordered Jenkins. "Cosmo, too. Get off the net. Let's make this
thing as stable as possible."

Joan closed her eyes as the two other men quickly climbed up the rigging, as the net bounced and
shook. But then, thankfully, it stopped.

"I'm not afraid of heights," she told Muldoon. "At least I didn't think I was. But, oh, God, I guess I am."

"Take a break, okay?" he told her. "Lean back against me and concentrate on breathing. I've got you."
Somehow he managed to put his arm around her waist, to secure her more tightly against him, even as he
held on to the ropes. "Is that better?"

If she didn't know better, if she hadn't already firmly established the fact that they were friends and
nothing more than friends, she would have thought he'd told her not to look down on purpose, purely for
a chance to get his arms around her.



God, he had big arms. One of them was wrapped tightly around her so she could feel firsthand just how
strong he was. His other arm, she could see. It was right next to her cheek, muscles standing out as he
held them both in place.

"You're not wearing a harness," she realized, suddenly dizzier than ever. "Oh, God! Oh, Mike! This was
a really bad idea. I want to get down. I want us both to go back down to the ground, okay?"

"Shhh," he said. "Joan, come on, breathe. I'm up here all the time. Remember what I told you? For me,
it's no big deal."

"Yeah, but you're not usually up here with me. I'm a total klutz. I'm going to knock you off of this thing, I
know it. In case you haven't noticed, I need to lose about twenty pounds. I'm not some delicate

lightweight."

"Well, actually," he said into her ear, as calmly as if they were having a conversation back on the ground,
"I have noticed. Kind of hard not to, considering our physical proximity and, well, you want to know the
truth, I don't think you need to lose anything. You feel pretty perfect to me."

Chapter 5

Muldoon held on to the ropes as Joan didn't say anything. As she still didn't say anything. As she
continued not to say anything.

Oh, man, he'd never done this before. He'd never had to, never wanted to. And now he knew why.
Facing potential rejection like this was no fun.

Especially when she smelled so damn good and fit so well in his arms. Man, this woman was incredibly
sexy and she apparently didn't even know it. Her skin was beautiful, smooth and soft on her cheeks, but
crinkling slightly around her eyes. He loved laughter lines on women. From now on it was going to be the
first thing he looked for when he checked out a woman. He'd wasted far too much time on far too
serious women who wouldn't laugh even if they were dating AdamSandler . Yeah, he was forever done
with women who didn't have a solid sense of humor.

He was done with women who didn't fill his arms, too. No more bony, half-starving, pencil-thin women
who wanted him to escort them to dinner—which was ridiculous because once they got to the restaurant,
they barely dented a salad.

No more blondes, either. He liked hair like Joan's—thick and dark with a hint of red highlights.
Chestnut, he thought it was called. Yeah. And he liked brown eyes, too. Just like hers.

Right now her brown eyes were closed. But then she opened them and glanced back over her shoulder
at him. And then, finally, she spoke. "Are youfricking hitting on me, Muldoon, sixty feet off the ground?"

"Thirty-five feet," he corrected her. "And no," he lied, because she didn't look particularly happy at the
idea. "I'm not. I'm ... You said you weren't a lightweight, like there was something wrong with that. And |
Just thought you should know that a lot of guys don't like women who look like they'll blow away in a



strong breeze. A lot of guys like women who actually look like women, and have, like, women's bodies,
and well, I'm one of those guys, and I happen to think that you've got, you know, a really fabulous body.
So don't go ruining it by losing twenty pounds and turning into a walking skeleton, okay?"

He'd surprised her. He'd surprised himself as well. Despite his initial lie, he'd never been so completely
honest with a woman before—at least not about what turned him on.

A great smile, laughter lines, lots of curves, and legs just like JoanDaCosta's .

"Well," she said rather faintly. "Thank you. That's ... the most compelling argument for not skipping
dessert that I've heard in a long time."

She glanced at him again, smiled weakly, then looked away.

Ah, come on, Joan. Say it. This was where she was supposed to take his incredibly unsubtle cue and
mvite him to her hotel room to share some of that dessert. And breakfast, too.

She cleared her throat. Here it came...
"You're a very nice young man," she said.

Ah, jeez. That was even worse than being called Junior. He knew from experience that calling
someone—or being called—nice promised a relationship filled with exactly zero sex.

Yes, buried inside of her innocuous-sounding vague words of dubious praise was his answer. The No
Sex Tonight buzzer sounded with seeming finality. He wasn't going anywhere near her hotel room any
time in the near future. Nice young man was a full one-eighty degrees fromsteamin ' hot stud muffin.

There was no doubt about it. She thought he was too young for her.

"But | really do want to get down now," she added.

"I'm not going to let you fall," Muldoon said for what seemed like the four thousandth time in the past
fifteen minutes, working hard not to let his frustration sound in his voice. But he knew that she wasn't
really listening, that she didn't really trust him. How could she? He was obviously too young to be trusted.

"I'm not afraid of me falling," she said. "I'm afraid of you— Hey, you're not listening to me, Michael. Let
me try to make this really simple. I'm wearing a harness. [ will not hit the ground if I slip. But if I
somehow make you slip, and [ know that I will, it'll beSplatsville ."

"No, it won't."

"Oh, yes, it will."

"No," he said, resisting the urge to shake her. "It won't. You're the one who's not listening to me."
Muldoon knew what he had to do. "Will you be okay if [ move away from you? I want to show you
something, but [ won't leave you if it's not okay with you."

She craned her neck to look at him over her shoulder. "What are you going to do?"

"Are you going to be okay?" he asked.



"Yes, but—"
"Yes is all I need to hear," he interrupted.
HBut_H

"Shhh. I want you to hold on really tight, because the net's going to bounce. Put your arms all the way
through and loop the ropes with your elbows. Yeah, like that. Good. You feel secure?"

He'd gotten her attention now, that was for sure. Her eyes were wide as she turned to look at him.
"What are you going to—

He didn't wait for her to finish. He went up, fast, almost all the way to the top of the obstacle. He could
see her face, looking up at him. Good.

Okay, Joan. Watch this.

Muldoon let himself drop. Fast. With his legs free. From Joan's point of view it would look as if he were
falling. And maybe, technically, he was. But it was a controlled fall. One that he could stop anytime.

And he did stop, directly beside Joan.

The ropes strained and groaned under his weight, and she bounced pretty hard, but she didn't lose her
grip.

He'd timed it perfectly, executed it beautifully—and she had her eyes tightly closed.
"Oh, my God," she was saying. "Oh, my God, oh, my God!"

"You want me to do that again?" he asked. "And this time you can keep your eyes open so you can
watch?"

Joan opened eyes that were filled with anger. "You childish bastard! You could have told me what you
were going to do!"

Whoa. She was really pissed.

"This is supposed to be a demonstration, so—"

"This was a mistake. A big mistake. So if you're done showing off, dickhead, I want to get down."
"Oh, come on, you're not really going to quit on me, are you?"

"I Want To Get Down," she enunciated. "Why am I waiting for you? I don't need you to help me." She
started toward the ground.

Muldoon followed alongside of her. "Joan—"

"Stop making it bounce!" she ordered. "Just stay where you are. I can get to the bottom by myself."



And she did.
But as soon as she hit the ground and started unfastening the harness, Muldoon went after her.

"I didn't expect you to be the type to quit and run away," he said. That was probably not the smartest
thing to say given Joan's emotional state.

She looked about to boil over. "I didn't expect you to be a dickhead."

She got the last of the harness off of her and stormed to the bench, snatching her skirt, her shoes, and
that oversized purse thing she carried around with her, before heading toward the gate and the parking
lot.

Muldoon looked back at the cargo net.Jenk and Gillman were already on their way back to the ground.
Cosmo was still perched up at the very top, like some kind of weird giant bird, basking in the afternoon
sunshine.

"Stow the harness and rope," he ordered them, before dashing after Joan.

"Come on, wait a sec," he said, catching up to her, catching her arm in the parking lot.

But she yanked herself free and kept walking. "You scared me to death! You should have told me you
could do that circus trick stuff right from the start! But no. You had to show oft."

"T told you the O course was no big deal to any of us," he protested as she stopped in front of a rental
car and fished in her bag for the keys. "I spent not an insignificant amount of time today talking to you
about insertion techniques like HALO jumps out of airplanes and fast-roping down from helicopters.
Didn't it occur to you that if we can do that, then something like the cargo net on the O course might not
be such a challenge?"

"No." Joan unlocked the car door and threw her stuff into the backseat.

"Well, then, okay, I'm sorry."

She laughed as she climbed in behind the wheel, but it wasn't because she thought he was funny. "You're
only sorry now?"

"No, that's not what [—"

"[ think it would be a good idea if I were assigned a different liaison." She wouldn't look him in the eyes.
Oh, man. "Look, Joan, I don't think—"

"T'll call Lieutenant CommanderPaoletti's office in the morning." She closed the door and started the car.
"Joan—"

But she kept the window up as she put the car into reverse, pulled out of the parking spot, and drove
away.

"Shit! "



Muldoon turned to stomp back toward the O course and found SamStarrett a few feet away from him,
getting something out of the back of his pickup truck.

"Looks like that didn't go too well," Sam commented.

"Yeah, well, it would have gone really great—if my goal was to have her call me a dickhead and drive
off without me."

Sam had the decency not to laugh in his face as he hefted his sea bag onto his shoulder and crossed
around the back of his truck so he could talk to Muldoon without shouting.

"Sometimes you can measure how much a woman likes you by how mad you can make her."
Muldoon snorted.

"I know it sounds crazy," Sam said. "But it's true. And it's something I learned a little too late. Don't
make the same mistakes I did. This White House lady might be in the exactly perfect emotional place
right now for you to call her up and apologize profusely. I mean, really crawl. Admit to anything and
everything. Tell her she was a hundred percent right. Women really like to be right. And then ask her to
dinner."

"Yeah, I don't know about that." It was kind of hard to take romantic advice from a man who was
miserable in his marriage and still carrying a torch for someone else. And the cowboyTexas drawl didn't
help his credibility as Dear Abby, either.

"Suit yourself," the lieutenant said with a shrug. "But if I were you, I'd ask her to dinner before it's too
late."

"I did," Muldoon told him. "She said no. She said she was tired"

"Tired isn't no. Tired is tired. Ask her again, for Christ's sake. Ask her to lunch if you don't want to ask
her to dinner again. Ask her to have a drink. Ask her out on your boat. Don't just sit around with your
thumb up your butt. Ask her fucking something. Or else she's right. You are a dickhead."

"Gee, thanks, Lieutenant."

"Anytime."

Mary Lou couldn't find her car keys. She was going to have to go pick up Haley in about half an hour,
and she couldn't do it without her keys.

To make matters worse, it wasn't going to be too long before it got dark, and once it did, then she'd
really have trouble finding them.

She was on her hands and knees in the Robinsons' garden, praying that any spiders and snakes she
encountered would be of the nontoxic variety. She tried not to start crying again as she searched mostly

by feel among the thick pink and yellow flowers.

"May I help you?" a musically accented voice asked.



Oh, Lord.

She couldn't bring herself to turn and look up into the face of the man standing beside her. The leather
sandals and long, almost elegant dark-skinned toes were all she could bear to focus on.

It was the Robinsons' yard guy. She'd seen him in the neighborhood often enough over the past month or
so—a tall, reed-thin, dark-haired, dark-skinned, foreign-looking man. He came every week to cut the
Robinsons' lawn and tend their flower beds—one of which she was currently kneeling in, trying
desperately not to crush. He was relatively new, but he kept the Robinsons' yard looking so good he'd
already landed contracts with some of the other neighbors as well.

Despite the fact that he looked as if he might spend his free time organizing an al-Qaeda terrorist cell.

"L, uh, lost my car keys," she said. Mercy, what a stupid, foolish thing to have to admit. As if she'd been
doing cartwheels here in this flower bed and they'd fallen out of her pocket.

"I threw them over here," she went ahead and admitted, wiping her sweaty forehead with the back of her
hand, "so I wouldn't be tempted to drive to the Ladybug Lounge and get shit-faced drunk, all right? So,
no, unless you have X-ray vision and can see where my keys landed, you probably can't help me. But
thank you so very much for asking."

The sandals walked away, thank God for small favors.

But then the sandals came back. And she saw that the yard guy was carrying one of those metal
detectors that people used on the beach to find lost jewelry and coins. "Please, allow me."

Mary Lou extracted herself from the garden, moving back to sit on the lawn. As she brushed dirt from
her knees, he turned on the doohickey, and about four seconds later, he turned it back off, then reached
carefully down among the pink flowers and pulled out her keys.

Thank God.
Instead of handing them to her, he sat down, cross-legged, beside her.

"Are you absolutely sure you want these back?" he said in a slightly British
English-as-a-second-language accent.

With him sitting next to her, Mary Lou could look at him— really look at his face and into his eyes.
When he'd first started working next door, she'd complained to her sister about it. It wasn't that she was
prejudiced against foreigners. She was the first to admit he made the Robinsons' yard look great. But
really, after 9/11, who wanted strange Arabs prowling around their neighborhood?

He was older than she'd thought from watching him from her kitchen window as he'd worked next door.
Up close, she could see lines around his eyes and mouth. He wore a full beard that, although it was neatly
trimmed, made his already dark face seem even darker.

From a distance, he'd always appeared to be scowling, but she saw now that that wasn't true. His
craggy features and thick eyebrows only made it seem as if he were perpetually angry. In fact, up close,

she saw that his default expression was a gentle smile.

And right now she saw nothing but kindness in his dark brown eyes.



He held her keys loosely in his big, work-hardened hand. She could have reached out, taken them,
thanked him, and walked away and that would have been that.

But then he said, "I've seen you at some of the local meetings. I also go almost every night."
The lawn guy went to Alcoholics Anonymous, too. She stared at him.

"You're often there with your baby," he continued. "She is so beautiful, always smiling. You must be so
very proud."

"I am," Mary Lou said.

He nodded. "I don't think you really want to go to the Ladybug Lounge today, do you?"

She started to cry. It was absurd—she was sure she'd cried herself out, over on her driveway and then
inside the house as well. She'd sat in her kitchen, expressing her breast milk like some kind of human cow

as she'd cried and cried and cried. But here she was, melting down again, and there was nothing she
could do to stop it.

The lawn guy just sat there. He didn't reach for her, but he didn't run away, either. He just sat quietly
beside her and let her cry.

"I'm sorry," she finally managed to say.
"Y our sponsor is not home to talk to?"
"NO."

He nodded. "Too bad. But that was very good thinking," he told her. "Throwing away your keys. Very
smart."

Mary Lou looked up at him, wiping her eyes. "You think so?"

He gave her an even wider but no less gentle smile. "I know it to be so. You're here and you're still
sober, and maybe that very bad moment has passed."

She wasn't so sure about that. This entire night was going to suck—picturing Sam with Alyssa... Oh,
Lord, don't think about that.

"How long have you been sober?" she asked him. "I mean, if you don't mind my asking."
"Just over four years."

"Wow."

"And you?"

"Eighteen months," she told him.

He gave her another of those smiles. "That's excellent."



"Not as good as you. Dear Lord, four years..."

Out on the street, a car slowly drove past. It wasn't one of the neighbors—at least not one she
recognized. What they would think, seeing them sitting here like this, she couldn't imagine.

"The trick lies in not thinking about it as one large block of time," he told her. "It's impossible for anyone
to not drink for four whole years. But to choose not to drink for today? That's still difficult, but not quite
as impossible. I should have answered your question by saying I have chosen to be sober today for four
years' worth of days in a row."

"I thought Arabs weren't allowed to drink," Mary Lou said.

"Muslims have laws in which drinking alcohol is forbidden, yes," he corrected her. "But many still do.
Christians aren't supposed to take the Lord's name in vain, is that not true? Jews shouldn't eat ham or
pork. And Catholics have certain rules about procreation that they tend to ignore. Just as with every
religion, there are those Muslims who follow the exact rule of the law, and those who practice less
strenuously— to varying degrees. I myself grew up in a household where my parents and their friends
chose to embrace the ways of the West and to serve and drink alcohol. And yet we observed Ramadan
and practiced our faith in other ways."

"Where are you from?" she asked.

He smiled. "Anaheim."

"I meant—"

"Saudi Arabia," he said. "My parents had an opportunity to leave when I was sixteen. We moved first
toBeverly Hills , and then toAnaheim ." He smiled at her again. "Where are you from?"

Nowhere. "We moved around a lot when I was a kid," she told him. "Alabama,Arkansas ,Louisiana . If
the town had a bar, we lived there. See, I'm a second-generation drunk. I come by it naturally."

"But you don't drag your daughter from town to town, bar to bar," he pointed out.
"Yeah, I just want to."
"But you don't," he said again, in his gentle voice.

Mary Lou hugged her knees tightly to her chest. "My husband's girlfriend's in town. I'm pretty sure he's
going to see her tonight."

The lawn guy was silent, and Mary Lou glanced at him. He was watching her, his expression finally
somber, his eyes sad. "And this is why you wish to punish yourself... ?"

"No," she said. "This is why I wish to get shit-faced drunk—so I don't have to think about him fucking
her."

He blinked at her foul language, but that was the extent of his reaction. He was just too goddamn
relentlessly serene, and for a moment, Mary Lou hated him for that. She hated everything, everyone.



Except Haley.

"Maybe you need to ask yourself why you stay with him when his actions make you want to drink," he
said.

"T love him," Mary Lou said, but the words sounded hollow to her.
"Ah. Maybe you should confront him, then, tell him you don't want him to see this woman anymore."

"I have." She couldn't believe she was telling the Robinsons' lawn guy some of her deepest, most
miserable, most pathetic secrets. "He just denies it. He says he hasn't seen her since we got married."

"Maybe he is telling the truth."

"She's in town. I saw her. And he called to say he wouldn't be home tonight. I don't need to be a rocket
scientist to figure that one out."

He was silent then.

"Just so you know, I wasn't looking for the keys so I could go drink," she told him. "I wanted to find
them before it gets dark because I need them. But I wasn't going to the Ladybug, I swear. I was going to
take a shower, and then go pick up my daughter from day care. That's why I need the keys. To fetch her
back home."

"And maybe tonight you'll use those keys to drive yourself to an AA meeting?" he asked.
She nodded. "Definitely."

"That's very good."

"Y ou wouldn't happen to know any that last all night, would you?"

He sat for a moment, just looking at her with those dark as midnight, bottomless-pit eyes, as if he were
trying to make up his mind. He finally reached into his pocket, took out a worn leather wallet, and pulled
out a slightly bent business card.

"This is my home phone number," he told her as he handed it to her with her keys. "I'm at home every
night after nine-thirty. If you need someone to talk to, even if it's late..."

YARD WORK, the plain white card said in a simple font. [HBRAHAM RAHMAN. It was followed by
his phone number.

"I'm not sure—" Mary Lou stopped. If my husband would approve, was what she'd been about to say.
But that was a lie. Sam wouldn't give a shit if she took this man's card and called him up every night of
the week.

"Thank you," she said instead.



Chapter 6

THERE WAS A telephone in the bathroom, so Joan didn't have to get out of the tub when it rang. She
knew who was calling, though, because she'd already received her nightly update from her boss,Myra ,
who was acting as Brooke Bryant's current "handler."

Brooke's visit toHouston was going as well as could be expected—whatever that meant. There was
something going on that Joan hadn't been told. Which made her job just that much harder to do.

Myrareported that they'd be inSan Diego on schedule. "Oh, and find Brooke an escort for the admiral's
party— the one being held at the hotel," she'd commanded. "Find her someone loaded with medals. A
captain or a commodore or—"

"Or a Navy SEAL?" Joan had asked.

"Yes! Even better, make him a war hero."

"] think they probably all are at this point," Joan had told her.

She now waited three rings before she picked up the phone. "Hello."

"Hi, Joan, it's Mike. Muldoon," he added, as if she got dozens of phone calls all of the time from dozens
of different Mikes.

She'd been expecting his call. A man didn't work his ass oft to become a Navy SEAL by lying down
and accepting failure. Even if said failure was as insignificant as an inability to be an acceptable liaison to
the White House public relations assistant in charge of publicity ops for the president's unconventional
daughter.

"Okay, Muldoon. Let's hear it," she said. "Make it good, expend a little emotional energy, maybe even
shed a few tears, and I won't call your CO in the morning."

He laughed with what sounded a lot like relief. Had he really been worried? "Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet, Junior. You've got at least fourteen hoops to leap through before you can start
thanking me." She stuck her toe up to the faucet to catch a drip, waiting to see how Junior would go over
this time around.

He didn't even acknowledge it. "I am sorry," he said. "It wasn't my intention this afternoon to frighten
you."

"Oh, boo, hiss," Joan said. "You sound completely insincere. Try again. Maybe with a little wobble in
your voice. 'Oh, Joan,' " she demonstrated. " 'Please, please forgive me for being such an incredible,
unbelievable asshole today. If you don't forgive me, why, I'm going to crumple into a little heap right here
in the lobby of the Team Sixteen building and cry my little heart out.' "

He laughed. "I can't say that because I happen to be calling you from home. But [ am really sorry," he
said. He didn't sound quite as young over the phone. "You were right—you were absolutely right. I was
showing off. I wanted to impress you. [ wanted to, urn..."



Joan waited, dying to hear this, remembering his voice in her ear. You feel pretty perfect to me. He
hadn't sounded too young then, either.

He took a deep breath. "Well, [ wanted to—"

But then she didn't want to hear it. She couldn't stand to hear it. There was no way on God's green earth
she could have a clandestine fling with a twenty-five-year-old Navy SEAL— even after her job here was
over and she officially went on vacation. She couldn't do it. She would look too pathetic. Because it was
too pathetic.

Sure, she would enjoy it immensely while it was happening, but she'd look back upon it with great
embarrassment. After it was over, it would become a total cringe-fest. Especially since said
twenty-five-year-old Navy SEAL had been specifically assigned to keep her entertained. She would
forever wonder if she had been just a job or a true adventure.

And so would the rest of the world.

So instead of hearing what exactly he wanted, she cut him off. "You know, I've been thinking about why
I freaked out this afternoon, and the truth is, I wouldn't have been so upset if I didn't like you so much. If
I didn't already really value your friendship" she clarified quickly. "I wasn't lying when I said that it felt like
you were my long lost little brother. You're a great kid, Mike," she enunciated carefully, heavy on the K
and D so he'd be sure to understand, "and I want very much for us to continue to be friends."

Silence. Joan closed her eyes tightly, praying that he wouldn't push the issue. Praying that maybe she had
been wrong about the news flash he'd sent her up on that cargo net. She was sure that he had been hitting
on her, despite his denial. He couldn't have sent a more clear message if he'd used semaphore flags.

But, please God, maybe she was wrong.

He finally spoke. "Then you'll meet me for lunch tomorrow? I'm going to be busy right up until about
1130, but what do you say we meet atBellitani's at noon? It's an Italian place right on the water here

mCoronado ."

Lunch was good. Lunch was decidedly the most non-romantic meal of the day. Joan turned on the
water, letting more hot into the tub as she refused to be disappointed.

Well, okay. Honesty time. A very tiny part of her was disappointed. But it was the same small part that
had been disappointed that time she went toNiagara Falls and didn't give in to the urge to jump over the
fence and into the water churning below.

"Great," she said. "I'll see you tomorrow."

"Great," Muldoon echoed. "Oh, and Joan?"

"Yeah?"

"Next time you call me Junior, I'm telling Mom."

"That wasJoanie on the phone, calling fromCoronado — Vince stopped short at the door to their
bedroom.



Charlie was fast asleep, curled up on their bed, surrounded by a packet of old letters tied up with ribbon
and a small pile of cloth-covered books.

Letters from James.
And her journals.

The first time he'd seen that notebook with the roses on the cover was decades ago, as she hurriedly
cleared her things from her bedroom to make room for him there.

That was after he'd done a nosedive onto the Persian rug that covered the worn floorboards of Senator
Howard's office. It had been day four of waiting for five short minutes of the man's nonexistent time.

Vince had protested as stridently as possible as Charlotte brought him home with her in a taxi, which
perhaps wasn't very strident considering he was shaking with fever and unable to stand on his own two
feet. Aside from going to a hospital, the last thing he'd wanted to do was to remove her from her own
bedroom, in her own home.

"Our spare room is very small," she informed him as she helped him slowly climb the steps to the front
porch of her apartment. It was a two- or three-family house—he couldn't tell how many apartments it
held just by looking—and although the entire place needed paint, it was neat as a pin. "We can't possibly
take care of you in there—not much fits besides the bed."

The spare room was sized to hold a baby's cradle, he'd later found out. It was a room Charlie and her
husband James had never gotten around to using, thinking they had all the time in the world to start a
family.

"Mother!" she shouted as she maneuvered him around the screen and pushed open the door to the
house. He looked up to see a gold star hanging in the front window. Someone in this house had lost a son
in the war. "Edna! I need help!"

A woman came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. "Oh, dear Lord!" She rushed toward
them.

"] just need to sleep," Vince said, as Charlotte and her mother-in-law half carried, half pushed him up the
stairs of their house. "I don't want to trouble you any further. Please, you've already been more than kind

bringing me here."

"He flat out refused to go to a hospital,"Charlotte told her mother-in-law. "I didn't know what else to
do."

"He's barely a child," Mother Fletcher said. She was a large-boned, gray-haired woman with a booming
voice that reminded Vince of the nuns in his grammar school.

"I'm twenty-one," he felt compelled to say. "Old enough to—"

"Old enough to go to war and get shot, apparently,"Charlotte finished for him tartly. "Like most of the
young men inAmerica today. In here. In my room, Mother."

It was two against one, and together they efficiently removed his overcoat and gently pushed him
intoCharlotte 's bed.



God, the sheets smelled just like her. He just wanted to close his eyes and sleep forever, with Charlotte
Fletcher's sweet perfume giving him beautiful dreams.

"That uniform's got to come off," Mother Fletcher toldCharlotte in that voice that would have been
perfect for the stage. Now, however, it only managed to drill its way deep inside his throbbing head.
"Where are your injuries, young man?"

His right leg and his hip, in places that were private. There was no way he was going to let either of them
see the bandages, let alone his wounds. "Just gotta sleep," he said, as the room swam. And both
Charlotte's and the elder Mrs. Fletcher's faces—one young and one old, but both lined with
worry—swirled and faded.

Vince came to as naked as the day he was born and only slightly more lucid. Lucid enough, though, to
realize that he was partially covered by a sheet, but, God, only partially.

Mother Fletcher was wiping his forehead with a cool cloth, andCharlotte —oh, shit! She was
re-bandaging his thigh. Jesus, it hurt. But the pain was nothing compared to the sheer embarrassment.

"He needs a doctor,"Charlotte said. "He needs penicillin."

"T'll call Dr. Barnes." Mother Fletcher disappeared. Leaving him alone in the bed of the woman of his
dreams— who literally had to move his balls aside to bandage his leg.

"No," he said. "No doctor."

Charlottelooked up at him, startled. Her eyes were so blue. "You're awake."

"Can't go to the hospital. They'll send me away from Washington. I... need my clothes. Where are my
clothes?" He tried to pull his legs away from her while still keeping that sheet covering him. He tried to sit
up, but she pushed him back down, pinning his shoulders.

"Y our uniform needs a good washing," she told him sternly. "What have you been doing, sleeping in it?"

Yes.

"You're burning with fever." Her hands were so cool against his face, he just wanted to close his eyes
and drift away again. But he couldn't.

"I can't go to the hospital. I need to talk to Senator Howard." He focused on her very blue eyes. Despite
her efficient demeanor and her seeming inability to smile, she'd been the kindest person in the senator's
office. In all the days he'd spent in the waiting room, she'd made a point to greet him each day by
name—PrivateDaCosta , never Vince—and to talk to him. She'd even brought him lunch. Not that he'd
had much of an appetite. He'd been fighting this damned fever even then.

He reached for her hands. "Promise—you won't let the doctor send me to the hospital."

"If T do, will you promise to lie still? And to let Mother and me take care of you properly? Those
wounds of yours need re-bandaging every day."

God, how mortifying. If he stayed here, then every day she would have to ... He closed his eyes. "Can't



let you ... do that. That's ... more than you counted on when you brought me here."

"There's very little I count on these days, Private. We're at war. It helps to have no set expectations."
She moved back down to his leg. "This must hurt you very much. It's mostly healed, but it's definitely
infected. I'll try to be quick."

Pain seared. "Oh, God!"

"Where did this happen?" she asked. "Where were you wounded?"

"Tarawa," he ground out. She was trying to distract him, and he answered her. Let her think that it
helped. "Gilbert Islands. South Pacific."

"I know all aboutTarawa ," she said darkly. "The Japanese fortifications were so much stronger than
anyone expected. The casualty lists were beyond heartbreaking. It must've been awful."

Vince made a noise that he hoped sounded like agreement.

"Thank God you made it back home. Your mother must be so relieved. Which reminds me. You must
let me ring your family. I'm sure they're worried about you."

"Mother died... I was nine," he managed.
"I'm terribly sorry."
"Pop's with my sister—I sent a postcard... a couple days ago. No phone. Oh, Jesus, oh, Christ!"

"I'm so, so sorry." Her voice shook, but she quickly regained control. "Part of the old bandage was
stuck. It's off now. The worst is done. I promise."

He was crying. God, what a baby. He tried to wipe his eyes, wipe his face, but his goddamn eyes just
kept on tearing. The intense pain had subsided, but the accompanying waves of nausea continued.

Charlotte pretended not to notice his tears, the same way she pretended not to notice that she was
bandaging him mere inches from his family jewels. Every now and then she tugged the sheet back to
cover him more completely, but he got the sense that was more for his sake than for hers.

God, he was completely mortified. And yet things were about to get even worse.

"Sorry." He tried to sit up again. "I'm sorry, but I'm going to be sick—"

She was ready for him. She had a basin in front of him in a split second, and a strong arm around him,
holding him up as he lost what little food he'd forced at noontime.

"I'm sorry," he gasped.
"It's all right," she said soothingly, cooling his face with a damp cloth. "Stop apologizing, Private. You're
ill. You didn't become ill on purpose, although remind me later to scold you more thoroughly for not

taking better care of yourself this past week."

His stomach felt better emptied, but his head was drumming with a new intensity. Vince sank back



ontoCharlotte 's sweetly scented pillows as Edna Fletcher bustled back into the room.

"The doctor's on his way. I had to call theWendts and then the Fishers to find him, but he should be here
in moments." She vanished with the basin asCharlotte put the cool cloth back on his head.

He fought to keep his eyes open, to look up at her. "Please..."

"No hospital," she said. "I know. But our deal is off if the infection doesn't start improving by tomorrow."
She put her fingers on his lips. "No, don't argue. Don't bother wasting your breath. I don't know what
kind of quest you're on—I'm sure it's very noble—but I will not stand by and help you let the enemy take
another American life. Far too many young men have already been cut down and I will not let you die,
too."

God, she was magnificent.

And it was then that he knew he could never tell her the truth aboutTarawa . She'd already lost too much
in this war. The truth about what had happened would be too terrible for her to hear.

No, he had to figure out another way to get her onto his side, to convince her to let him speak to the
senator.

And, while he was at it... "Marry me," he whispered.
She gave him that exasperated look that he'd already come to know so well. "Don't be an idiot."
Mother Fletcher came into the room. "The doctor's here."

Charlottepushed his hair back from his forehead. "Don't worry," she said to Vince in a low voice. "T'll
stay and hold your hand while he examines your leg."

She then turned to greet the man.
Vince took it as a very good sign that she hadn't actually said no.

Mary Lou stared at the rows of movie tapes in the video section of the library, wishing they had a
section labeled "Movies Guaranteed to Distract You When Your Husband Steps Out."

Haley was in the stroller, happily kicking her feet and chewing on the Clifford the Big Red Dog board
book Mary Lou had bought her at Target last week. She'd had a long nap at Mrs.U.'s , and, with the
help of a Tupperware container of Cheerios, would be happy as pumpkin pie for most of the AA meeting
at the Catholic church.

Mary Lou finally settled on Saving Private Ryan. She'd never managed to see that one—not being
particularly interested in gory battle scenes from World War One or Two or whatever it was. But just a
few days ago she'd heard Sam telling his friendNils that he'd loved it. Maybe if she watched it and they
talked about it, he'd realize how serious she was about making their marriage work. Maybe he'd see just
how hard she was willing to try.

He'd come home tomorrow, and she wouldn't say a thing about Alyssa. She'd keep her mouth shut this
time, no matter how hard it was. She'd make sure the house was extra clean, all his laundry done. She
and Haley would both get dressed up, and they'd make something special for dinner.



But what?
She didn't even really know what her husband liked to eat. He shoveled it all in with the same grim lack
of enthusiasm. He always thanked her for cooking and politely said it tasted good. But he said the exact

same thing on the nights she opened a can of corned beef hash and fried up a couple of eggs on top of it.

Okay, so she'd ask him about his favorite food. She'd call him at work—not to check to see where he
was, not to see if he was even there, but simply to see what he'd like to have for dinner tomorrow night.

And if he wasn't there, she wouldn't freak. She'd just leave a very calm message, asking him to call her
when he got the chance.

And then, when he came home, they'd have that dinner and discuss how much they both enjoyed
watching Saving Private Ryan.

Even if she hated the battle scenes as much as she suspected she would.
"Hey, aren't you the sweetest little thing?"

The man in front of them in the library's checkout line had, like most people on this planet, fallen instantly
in love with Haley.

She grinned up at him, all curly golden hair and big blue eyes and soft, chubby cheeks that were just
perfect for smooching.

He looked at Mary Lou then, giving her the same warm smile that most people usually reserved for her
daughter these days. "How old is she?"

"Thirteen months," she told him.
He looked like Heath Ledger's older, sexier brother— chiseled jaw line, amazing cheekbones, light
blond hah" and all. As she smiled back at him, she was glad she'd taken the tune to brush her hair before

leaving the house.

"That's a great age," he said in a voice that reminded her of Jack Nicholson. It was a jarring combination
with that face and hair.

"Yes, it is," she said.

"She's beautiful. She takes after her mother."

He was spreading on the bullshit a little thick, but Mary Lou gave him another smile.

The sensation of a pair of male eyes on her, actually looking at her as if she were a desirable woman,
was nice. She smiled again, determined to enjoy it while it lasted. There was no harm in that. Any second

now he would turn back to the counter, check out his book, and walk out of her life.

"Are you really going to read all of those?" he asked, gesturing with his chin to the stack of books she
was carrying. Struggling to carry. He noticed, and moved toward her. "Let me get them for you."



"Oh, that's okay. I'm going to have to carry them to my car and..."
But he took them anyway. He got close enough to brush her arm with his fingers, close enough for Mary
Lou to catch a whiff of his cologne. Oh, baby, he smelled terrific. Sam never wore cologne. She'd bought

him a bottle back when they were first married and it was still in the medicine cabinet in the bathroom,
unopened.

"Thank you," she said, as the blond man put her books and the movie on the counter. "And yes. I'll
probably be done reading those day after tomorrow."

"No kidding." And now he was looking at her as if she were some kind of genius. God, why couldn't
everybody be this nice? Why couldn't Sam look at her like that? "That's impressive."

"T like to read."
"Obviously. That's wonderful."

It was his turn at the counter. He turned away, but only for a moment, only to give the librarian his book
and his card.

"I'm just getting a travel guide," he told Mary Lou. "I'm going out toNew York City and I've never been,

"

SO...
New York! "I've always wanted to go there."
"Sir." The librarian was holding out his book and card.

"Thanks," he said, stepping out of Mary Lou's way as he slipped his library card back into his wallet,
and his wallet back into his pants.

He was wearing a business suit with a red-and-blue tie atop a crisp white shirt. He'd loosened his tie
though, and unfastened the top button of his shirt. Some men looked sloppy when they did that. He
wasn't one of them.

"I hope you have a nice trip," she told him as the librarian checked out her stack of books.

He smiled at her. "Thanks, but I'm not leaving for another few weeks." He reached down and gently
squeezed Haley's foot. "Be good for your mommy, sweetheart. But I'm sure you are, aren't you? Aren't
you? Yeah, I bet you are." He looked up at Mary Lou. "Need some help carrying that entire shelf of the
library out to your car?"

She laughed. "No. Thank you. I wouldn't dream of imposing."

He gently shook Haley's foot, making her smile. "Y our mommy thinks that spending a little more time
with two gorgeous women would impose on me. She's crazy, isn't she?"

Haley laughed out loud. Baby laughter was such a pure, clean sound. Even the grumpy librarian smiled.
And the man looked up at Mary Lou again. He was smiling, but she could see pain in his eyes. "Your

husband is a lucky guy. My wife filed for divorce and moved toNew York , taking my two-year-old son
with her." He straightened up. "I haven't seen him in three months and it's killing me. I used to put him to



bed every night, tell him a story, take him to the park every Sunday afternoon after church ..." He shook
his head. "I even miss changing his diapers. Believe me when I say it's really no imposition if T help you
carry a couple of books to your car."

It was unreal. Who in their right mind would walk away from a man like this? An attentive, handsome
man who obviously loved children? Whoever his ex-wife was, she was completely addled.

He was determined to help, scooping up her books before Mary Lou could take them herself.
"Thank you," she said.

He followed her outside and over to her car. "It's unlocked," she told him, and he put the books on the
floor of the front passenger's side while she strapped Haley into her car seat.

When she straightened up, he was attempting to fold her stroller. And getting it completely wrong.
"Sorry," he said, with a laugh. "The one we had was a different model."
She closed it with a snap. "It couldn't have been that different.”

"My wife was into things fromEurope . If it didn't cost a thousand dollars, it wasn't good enough for
Ethan. That's my son."

"That's a nice name." Mary Lou tossed the stroller into the trunk.

Because the trunk was broken—anyone could open it by sticking their finger in the hole where the lock
used to be— she had to lean on the lid a certain way to get it to latch.

Lately it had been popping open by itself. She'd come out of work just this past week to find it not quite
closed. It was annoying, but not worth the money to get it fixed.

She took out her keys and turned to the blond man. "Well."

"Well," he said.

"Thank you."

"You're welcome." But still he didn't move.

She jingled her keys. "I have a meeting to get to."

"Ah," he said. "Of course. Okay. It was nice meeting you, Mrs. ... ?"
"Starrett," she said. "Mary LouStarrett . And that's my Haley in the car."

He held out his hand and she took it and they shook. He had hands that were a lot like Sam's. Long,
masculine fingers, slightly work roughened, with a warm, firm grip.

"BobSchwegel . Insurance sales." If he'd been wearing a hat, he would have tipped it. "Enjoy your
evening, Mrs.Starrett . You've certainly brightened up mine."



And with that he walked away, blond hair gleaming.

Mary Lou got into the car and looked at Haley in the rearview mirror. "He wants to sell us life insurance,
Hale," she said, forcing herself to laugh because she would not cry in front of her baby girl. "Suddenly it
all makes sense, doesn't it?"

"We're calling it Operation Black Lagoon," SEAL Team Sixteen's commanding officer, TomPaoletti ,
told them from his perch on the desk at the front of the room. "We're currently scheduled to go wheels
up in about fourteen days."

"Fourteen days? Four-fucking-teen days!"

"You got a problem with that, Mr. Collins?" Lt. JazzJacquette had been sitting next to the*CO, but when
Joel Collins couldn't keep his mouth shut, he slid down off the desk.

Muldoon was leaning against the side wall with WildcardKarmody and SamStarrett .
Ensign Collins—also known as TNG, or the new guy— stood up, shoulders back, head high, looking
for all the world like Davy toJacquette's Godzilla. "Yes, sir, I do. And so does every other man in this

room. We want to get back out there now, not in two weeks. Sir."

"The new guy pisses and moans more than you do," Sam muttered to Wildcard in a voice meant to be
overheard.

Everyone in the room laughed. Including the CO.

"I hear you, Mr. Collins,"Paoletti said. "But we've got this little thing called a presidential citation to
accept—trust me, we can't just call up the White House and say, 'Sorry, Allen, we don't want your
medal.’

"Now, with that said, you should know that we're doing the best we can to try to convince the visiting
White House staffer that a presidential dog and pony show here on the base isn't a wise move right now,
considering potential terrorist threats."Paoletti looked at Muldoon. "How's that going, Lieutenant?"

"T'll be having lunch with Joan—uh, Ms.DaCosta — tomorrow. We'll be talking about that specifically."

"Good work," Sam murmured.

"Thanks," Muldoon murmured back.

"Joan, huh?"Izzy speculated. "I'd like to be assigned to have lunch with someone named Joan. Although,
wait—you say she's from the White House? I think I'll pass."

"T've met her," Cosmo spoke up. Cosmo, who never said a word in these briefings. "She's all right. She
looks you in the eye when she speaks to you."

"Well, then she can't be from the White House,"[zzy countered.
"T've met her, too,"Jenk said. "And I'm in love. Hey, Lieutenant, can I come to lunch with you?"

"Let's keep this on track,"Jacquette intoned. "We've got a long night ahead of us. Sit down, Collins."



Collins sat asJacquette turned back to the commander.

"We're going out tonight to do the first in a series of night dives,"Paoletti told them. "There's a certain
cave in an as-yet-undisclosed location that's a big favorite of a high level al-Qaeda leader due to its
proximity to an underground source of fresh water. A lot of fresh water. As in an entire lake's worth.

"We've found what we think is an access route into that cave, via that underground lake. At least one
seven-man team is going to swim in and get a read on how many al-Qaeda fighters are inside this cave. If
the numbers are small enough, they'll rise out of the lake like creatures from the Black Lagoon—hence
theop's name—and secure the cave from the inside out. If the numbers are too large, they'll stay invisible
and plant explosives."

"In addition to night dives, we're going to be spending a serious chunk of prep time over the next
fourteen days spelunking,"Jacquette added.

"As well as practicing everyone's favorite: close quarters combat,"Paoletti said. "Are there any
questions?"

Wildcard raised his hand. "I ran into a couple of members of MaxBhagat's FBI counterterrorist team in
the parking lot today. I've heard a lot of conflicting rumors about this that maybe you can clear up, sir. Is
the Bureau going to play a major part in Black Lagoon?"

"Not that I've been told,"Paoletti said. "Although maybe we should ask that question of MaxBhagat
himself."

He nodded at Jenkins, who left his seat to go open the door at the back of the room.

Standing next to Muldoon, Sam got very tense as, one step behind Max, FBI agent Alyssa Locke
walked in.

Chapter 7

Sam had fully intended to crash after the dive in the BOQ—the Bachelor Officers Quarters—on the
base instead of going home.

But he changed his plans when Jules Cassidy intercepted him on his way out the door. It was right after
the meeting in which MaxBhagat —who was sleeping with Alyssa—had h> formed them that the FBI
had a source claiming San Diego was a viable target for an impending terrorist attack. That source had
indicated a threat to the area's airports.

This type of threat had been going on pretty much nonstop since 9/11, and no one in Team Sixteen was
particularly perturbed. Security at the Coronado Naval Base would be moved up a notch, which meant it
would take them all a little bit longer to get through the gates when they arrived in the morning as the
vehicles of any strangers coming onto the base were subjected to random searches.

Max—who was sleeping with Alyssa—had asked them all to be aware of and report any suspicious
behavior, and to remind their families to do the same.



The good news was that the FBI wasn't playing any part in Operation Black Lagoon.

The bad news was that Max, Alyssa, her partner Jules, and a support team would be spending the next
few weeks in the area, although not on the base, per se.

It was good they wouldn't be hanging around, since Sam would prefer sticking needles in his eye to
seeing Max and Alyssa together, day in and day out.

Jesus, she'd looked good with her hah- cut short like that.

Jules was a different story. Jules was an okay guy and Sam didn't mind him hanging around. Over the
years, he'd even managed to become one of Sam's closest friends.

Which added an interesting twist to the entire surreal situation, considering that Jules was flamboyantly
homosexual.

And Sam wasn't.

Jules had approached him after that meeting with a smile that couldn't hide the worry in his eyes. "I know
you're in a hurry, Sam, but I thought you should know that Alyssa and I ran into your wife today at the
McDonald's here on base."

Oh, fuck. "Well, that'll teach me to think 'It can't get much worse.' Thanks for the warning."

"It's been a while—I've been meaning to call you, but..." Jules walked with him toward the boats that
would take theSEALSs to the dive's location. "Are things okay with you?"

"Oh, yeah," Sam said. "Everything is fucking wonderful. And now when I go home, I'm going to get four
straight days of accusations on top of 'But why do you have to leave? Why can't you stay home this time
and let someone else go?' That'll be loads of fun."

"I'm sorry we went in there," Jules said.

"Yeah, fuck sorry—you didn't know. You just wanted a burger."

"Actually, it was a chicken sandwich, but, yeah. We went in for lunch, not to add to your personal hell."

There was silence then as Mike Muldoon moved into earshot. But as he glanced from Sam to Jules, he
broke into a trot, quickly passing them and giving them a chance to continue talking privately.

"Be still my heart," Jules said, gazing after him. "I don't suppose Michael Muldoon has come out of the
closet yet."

Sam rolled his eyes. Jules knew damn well that Muldoon wasn't gay. He was only doing this to annoy
him. Or maybe distract him from his shitty home life. "Even if he was gay, I thought you and Adam were,
you know ..." Living together. Jesus, he couldn't believe he was friends with a guy who was romantically
involved with someone named Adam.

"Adam packed up and moved out. He went toL.A. "

Ouch. "Sorry."



"Yeah." Jules's smile was forced. "Well, life goes on, doesn't it?"
"Yeah," Sam agreed. "It sure as fuck does." But, Christ, wasn't anyone happy anymore?

Max. MaxBhagat was happy. He had to be happy, with Alyssa Locke in his life, the lucky son of a
bitch. Sam had found himself watching the man tonight, thinking that for someone who shared a bed with
Alyssa, he sure as hell didn't manage to look blissfully content.

He and Jules walked in silence for a bit, and then Sam said it. He swore to himself that he wouldn't, but
he couldn't keep his stupid mouth closed.

"How is she?"

As soon as he said it, he didn't want to know. He couldn't bear to know. But now he couldn't seem to
get his mouth open to say, Ignore that. Ignore me.

Jules, of course, knew he was talking about Alyssa. "She's all right. She's been spending a lot of time
with her sister and her niece, which is always good for her. That little kid is amazing.Lanora . I've met her
a few times. She's good medicine. So that's good. And well, I'm sure you've heard that career wise,
Alyssa's doing great—"

"Yeah, way to go. Sleeping with theboss'll really make those promotions happen."

"What's that earthy expression you always use?" Jules said. "Oh, yeah. Fuck you. Fuck you, Sam. You
dumped her and married someone else. Remember? Does that ring any bells for you?"

Sam hated arguing with Jules because the little fucker had all the answers. He was always right. But this
time Sam had access to insider information. "Yeah, well, Alyssa was never serious about me anyway,
S0—

"Oh, you have no clue what she went through—"

"I was just a transition out of her private ice age." Alyssa had told him herself that she 'd never intended
her relationship with Sam to be anything but temporary. "She probably had her fucking eye onBhagat the
entire time. Why just have an affair when you can have an affair and a promotion, too?"

God, Sam sounded like the pathetic loser that he was, but he couldn't stop himself.

Jules stepped directly in front of Sam, getting right in his face, despite the fact that the fruitcake was
seriously vertically challenged. "Double fuck you! You have no right to whine or complain or belittle the
emotional support she's found from a solid, stand-up guy who's been nothing but good to her. Whenever
she spends time with Max, I applaud. And you should, too, you dumb shit! If you really care about her,
you should be happy for her."

"Are you happy for Adam?" Sam countered.

"I'll be happy if he falls into the La Brea tar pits with his new pretentious friend Branford," Jules said
tightly, "but that's hardly the same situation. This was your choice."

"I had no fucking choice." Sam brushed past him. "I got Mary Lou pregnant."



Jules caught his arm. "You and Mary Lou had already split up, what, four months earlier? That's a long
time, Sam. Why didn't she tell you about the baby back when there were other options? Why did she
wait so long to let you know?"

"She tried," Sam said. "All right? She didn't manage to connect with me. I was the one who didn't take
her phone calls—I never called her back. And then I was out of the country ..." And then he was with
Alyssa, thinking that the rest of his life was going to be one golden, glowing, good time.

But Mary Lou's sister called Johnny Nilsson's wife, Meg, who called Johnny, who called Sam. And the
shit hit the fan.

"Mary Lou didn't manage to connect with you because she didn't want any options other than the one
she got." Jules could be a regular pit bull when he was feeling self-righteous. "Marriage to a Navy SEAL.
Congratulations. The bride may kiss her grand prize. The groom wins a chance to be completely

miserable for the rest of his life. And the baby grows up with this really warped sense of family and—

"Stop," Sam ordered. "Maybe you don't understand this, Cassidy, because you live your life however
the fuck you want to, but I got Mary Lou pregnant, and I had to deal with it. I had to do the right thing."

His words echoed in his head as he crept into his house at 0400, as he found Mary Lou asleep in the
living room, curled up on the sofa, in front of the TV

Shit.

Her makeup was smudged around her eyes and running down her face in big black streaks—obvious
evidence that she'd been crying.

Maybe from watching one of those weepy romantic movies she liked so much.
But probably not.

On the TV screen, Tom Hanks, dressed in WWII combat gear, died. Saving Private Ryan. It was a long
movie, but still, she must've started it well after midnight. Well after she usually was in bed.

Unless she was up, crying over something Sam had done, or something Sam had failed to do, or
something she was afraid he might go and do.

Jesus save him, what a god-awful way for both of them to live their lives.

He'd wanted to do the right thing, but it was entirely possible he'd done the exact opposite for everyone
involved.

Except maybe MaxBhagat , who was sleeping with Alyssa.

Sam wanted to cry, too. But, Jesus, he'd shed enough tears in the past few years to float a battleship. It
didn't do a damn bit of good. In fact, it only made him feel worse.

The remote was on the floor in front of the couch. Sam picked it up and turned off the TV.

Which woke up Mary Lou. She was groggy at first. "Sam?" With her thick southern accent, she could



make his name sound as if it had two syllables.

"Yeah, it's me. Sorry. I didn't mean to wake you."

She sat up, got her bearings. "What time is it?"

"A little after four."

She was wearing a pair of thin cotton pajamas that did little to contain the bounty of her bosom. He'd
read that somewhere. He couldn't remember exactly where or what. But the phrase came to mind

immediately whenever he looked at Mary Lou.

She had a body that didn't quit. After her pregnancy she thought of herself as fat, but Sam had seen her
naked and the more appropriate word was lush.

With just a little bit of sweet talk, a few hints, and some extra warmth in his smile, he could have her.
Whenever he wanted.

Trouble was, he didn't want her.
He knew she was working hard to try to make him happy. In every possible way. Even right now, after
she'd spent the night crying over him. If he so much as told her that she smelled good, she'd be on her

back, waiting for him.

And, Jesus, that was weird. Like, instead of a wife, he had a concubine. Her selflessness—and he didn't
mean that in any positive sense of the word—was getting kind of freaky.

She did something of the same thing when it came to her so-called domestic duties. She cooked and
cleaned and did his laundry with a devotion that was a little frightening. If he so much as mentioned that
the kitchen floor needed sweeping, she not only had the broom in her hands, but the mop and bucket out
as well.

As if maybe keeping the house clean enough would magically make him happy.

Mary Lou opened her mouth to speak, and he braced himself. Because as compliant as she was these
days about everything else, the line was drawn when it came to Alyssa Locke.

And no matter how often Sam assured her that he hadn't slept with Alyssa since they were married,
Mary Lou didn't buy it.

But this time she only said, "You're home earlier than I expected.”

"Yeah." Unwilling to wait for her to bring up the subject, Sam threw it out on the table. "I spoke to Jules
today. He told me he and Alyssa bumped into you at work."

"Yes." Mary Lou stood up. "They both looked ... fit. It was... nice to see them."
What the hell... ? Sam stared as Mary Lou headed toward the bedroom.

"I'd appreciate it if you took a shower before coming to bed" was all she said before she vanished down
the hall.



His first thought was that she finally believed him. That everything Sam had told her about Alyssa
hooking up with Max had been verified through the local grapevine and that Mary Lou now knew the
truth—that his affair with Alyssa really was a thing of the distant past.

But he knew that wasn't a possibility. Because who would've told her that about Alyssa? Who would've
dared bring Alyssa up in a conversation?

No one, unlessNutjob Don next door had received the info via an alien radio signal picked up by his
fillings...

Sam looked at the video box for Saving Private Ryan that was lying on the coffee table. Mary Lou
hadn't been watching that movie because she'd wanted to. She didn't like war movies. She didn't like
anything that didn't have a happy-ever-after ending.

But just last week Sam had casually mentioned how much he'd enjoyed that film.

It was all just more goddamn selflessness, both her watching this movie tonight and her walking away
from a potential fight about Alyssa.

She was trying to make herself as easy as possible to live with.

Because on some level she knew that Sam no longer truly believed he'd done the right thing by marrying
a woman he couldn't even pretend to love.

Charlie couldn't sleep.

She'd fallen asleep right after dinner, and now she was up, drifting about the' use like a ghost at 4:30
A.M,, trying to be quiet while Vince , :pt.

Of course, she could probably vacuum the bedroom rug and he wouldn't wake up. He was losing his
hearing, despite his insistence that he wasn't. She was getting good and tired of repeating herself every
time she spoke.

But whenever she brought up the idea of his getting fitted for hearing aids, Vince found some excuse to
go out into the backyard—usually on the pretense of tending then- garden.

Was it possible that he was in denial about growing old? She had to chuckle at that. His eightieth
birthday was fast approaching. It was hard to pretend that you hadn't achieved elderly status when you
hit the old eight-oh milestone, as she'd done three years ago.

Despite their advanced years, they were both in good health, and she thanked God each day for that.
Their children and grandchildren were all healthy, too. Well, with the exception of Donny. And she'd long

reconciled herself to the fact that he'd never be well.

God worked in mysterious ways, and for some reason He'd decided that Donny would be one of His
special people.

Perhaps it was His way of reminding them that without sadness, joy wouldn't be quite as sweet.

Charlie had learned that lesson years ago. Firsthand.



She stopped her early morning waltz around this house— their "new" house—that she'd shared with her
husband for the past twenty-five years, pausing by the picture of Vince in his Marine uniform. She picked
it up from its place of honor on the fireplace mantel. It had been taken right after he'd signed up. The day
afterPearl Harbor . The day after James had left this world.

Vince was grinning in the photograph, looking as if he were going to burst into merry laughter. He
looked healthy and robust, with the very devil in his sparkling eyes.

It was true that the photo had been taken several years earlier, but it was a far cry from the intensely
grim, hollow-cheeked young man who'd fainted at her feet in Senator Howard's office in January 1944.

AsCharlotte had rushed to help him, Mrs. P. had started to phone for an ambulance. He'd revived
almost right away, pushing himself up onto his hands and knees and insisting that he didn't need to go to
the hospital.

It was then thatCharlotte found out he didn't have a hotel room in the city. Apparently he'd been sleeping
in churches. Lots of servicemen did, those days.

Those few men who didn't spend the night in Sally-the-upstairs-tenant's bed, that is.

And soCharlotte had done the only thing she could think of to do. She'd brought PrivateDaCosta home.
She and Edna Fletcher took turns sitting with him those first few nights. But the penicillin Dr. Barnes had
prescribed won the battle with his infection, thank goodness, and it wasn't long before the young Marine
was resting more comfortably.

By Monday, he was doing well enough thatCharlotte felt able to return to work.

But for the first time in years, she actually put on her coat at 5:00. For the first time since the early days
of her marriage, when James had been stationed here inWashington , she was not merely ready but eager

to return home when the evening rolled around.

And it felt wrong. It felt as if she were being unfaithful. As she got off the bus and walked those last few
blocks home, it felt like a terrible betrayal to James's memory.

By the time she went into the apartment and hung up her coat, she was good and upset.

And Mother Fletcher was singing—singing—in the kitchen as she prepared dinner.

Charlottedidn't say a word as she went in to help.

"He's much better," Mother reported. "He actually ate quite a bit at breakfast and again at noontime.
And he even asked me to help him shave just a short while ago." She winked atCharlotte . Winked. "It's
a good sign when a young man cares enough about his looks to ask for a shave."

"Good,"Charlotte said tightly. "Then it won't be long before he's well enough to leave."

"There's no need to rush him out of here," Mother said calmly as she stirred the chicken gravy.

"You like having him here,"Charlotte realized.



"Yes." She wiped her hands on her apron. "I do. He's sweet, he's smart, and he plays gin rummy. I have
to admit, it's nice to have a young man around again, to take care of."

"He's not your son."Charlotte was almost frantically upset. She never would have dreamed of speaking
to her mother-in-law this way if she weren't. "It's foolish to pretend he is."

Mother Fletcher's voice was sharper, too. "My son is gone. What's foolish is pretending that anything
you or I can do will change that bitter truth. We are here. James is gone. He'll be gone tomorrow,
too—whether or not we continue to show common decent kindness to this young man."

Charlotteturned and walked out of the room. She was up the stairs and through the door before she
realized that she couldn't take solace in her bedroom—the room she'd once shared with James an entire
lifetime ago.

VincentDaCosta was sitting up in the middle of her bed.

Wearing a pair of James's pajamas.

She stopped short.

He was holding a book, but he wasn't reading. He was looking at her, a silent apology in his eyes.

Of course, he'd heard every word she'd said to Mother Fletcher downstairs. The same way she heard
everything that went on in SallySlaggerty's apartment upstairs.

"How are you feeling, Private?" she asked, trying her best to be polite, while wanting nothing more than
to run away from him as well—while hating herself for noticing how much better he looked with some
color in his face, for noticing that he'd washed and combed his hair as well as shaved. For noticing how
handsome he looked without that constant haze of pain in his dark eyes.

"Much better," he said. "Thank you. I'll leave first thing in the morning, if that's all right—
She cut him off. "Has the doctor said you were strong enough to leave?"
"No, but I don't think—"

"When the doctor says so, then you can leave. If you have a place to stay. If not, you should plan on
staying here. | apologize, Private, if I made you feel unwelcome."

He shook his head. "I don't—"

"My husband is dead." It was not the first time she'd said those words aloud, yet their finality struck her
anew each time she uttered them.

"I know." Vince closed his book, set it down beside him on the bed. He looked up at her, and she saw
from his eyes that he truly did know. He'd been wounded fighting this lousy war. He knew what dead
really meant in a day and age where bombs could blow a man to pieces, where shrapnel could shred him
so that he bled to death inside even while he kept on fighting. "I'm sorry. Mrs. Fletcher—your
mother-in-law—told me he was lost atPearl ."



She didn't want his understanding. "That's a stupid way of saying it," she said sharply. "Lost. As if he
were misplaced."

He didn't hide from her flare of temper. "I think the word lost really refers to the survivors," he said
quietly. "The loss is theirs. Yours. Mine." He met her gaze steadily. "More than eighty percent of my
platoon was lost atTarawa , Mrs. Fletcher. I, for one, will never be the same for having lost them there."

She didn't want to like him. She didn't want him to be anything more than an injured, anonymous soldier
she was helping to nurse back to health.

But VinceDaCosta had stopped being anonymous the first day she'd brought an extra sandwich for him
to share for lunch. As they'd talked, he'd told her that he'd grown up onCape Cod . That his father was a
lobsterman, that he'd been raised half in the water. The only thing he could do better than swim was sail a
boat.

He'd never been to college, but he was the first of theDaCostas to get a high school diploma—no small
feat for a working-class family.

He'd gotten the rest of his education the same way Abraham Lincoln had, he'd told her. By reading any-
and everything he could get his hands on.

Including, apparently, Little Women, the book resting now beside him on her bed.

It was an odd choice for him to have made, considering that all of James's far more masculine books,
Jack London's stories and the complete adventures of Sherlock Holmes among them, were still on her
shelves.

But perhaps Vince knew that seeing him in James's pajamas was quite all she'd be able to bear,

"It's time to change your bandages." She knew he hated that. He would lay back in the bed with his arm
up and over his eyes, as if that could make him disappear. Blushing furiously the entire time.

Changing his bandages certainly could have waited until after dinner, butCharlotte desperately wanted
him to transform back into a patient. He was much too difficult to deal with as a man.

The steady look that he gave her told her he knew darn well what she was up to. Yet she could see
kindness, not accusation, in his eyes.

"I'm feeling well enough to do it myself now," he told her.
She challenged him. "Isn't that what you thought the last time—and you ended up getting an infection?"

"I thought I'd nearly healed," he said. "And I had. I just... You're right, I should've taken better care of
myself. I promise [ won't make the same mistake again."

"The last promise you made was that if we let you stay here rather than sending you to a hospital, you
would allow us to change your bandages every day,"Charlotte stubbornly pointed out.

"Mrs. Fletcher," he said, "I really am feeling much better. Everything seems to be working the way it's
supposed to be working again. Everything." He looked at her squarely, but a faint blush darkened his
cheeks.



Perfect. Now she was blushing, too. She was about to matter-of-fact her way through it, though, when
Upstairs Sally came home. Loudly.

Her sitting room wasn't directly overhead, but her footsteps still managed to sound as if she were
flamenco dancing onCharlotte 's ceiling.

The radio went on. Benny Goodman was at a high enough volume almost to mask the sound of voices.
Sally's high-pitched laughter. And a second voice. A low rumble of a voice.

Her heart sinking,Charlotte looked at her watch. It was 5:45 in the evening. And Sally had already
brought her date home.

Rapid footsteps sounded overhead and the laughter got louder. They were in Sally's bedroom now, and
from the sound of things, Sally was being chased over and around her bed.

There was a sudden giggling shriek as the bedsprings above gave a loud creak.

Whoever he was, he'd caught her.

At this point, there would usually be a few moments of silence, as Sally and her friend undressed. But
whoever this "friend" was, he was in a hurry. Because it wasn't more than five seconds before the bed
upstairs started creaking. Rhythmically.

Unmistakably.

And the laughter turned to moaning.

Poor Vincent was as embarrassed as she was. Maybe even more so. If that was possible.

Charlotteall but ran for the door. "I'll go see about dinner." But then she turned back. The polite thing to
do in mixed company was simply to ignore the fact that her upstairs neighbor was fornicating loudly, but
unlike her, Vince couldn't run from the racket. She simply couldn't leave him there without saying, "I'm so

sorry about this."

He'd already picked up the book again, but now he closed it, one finger holding his place. "It's not your
fault that the walls and floors are so thin. He's probably home on furlough."

"Her husband died in the war."

That made him pause for only a moment. Then, "I guess everyone has their own way of dealing with their
grief," he said quietly.

"Well, she 'deals with her grief endlessly,"Charlotte told him. "Nightly. It gets tiresome after a while.
Trust me. The night can be very long."

"I spent a night pinned down by the enemy," Vince said. "We dug ourselves into the sand, on the beach.
Me and a guy who'd had his leg... who'd been badly wounded. I spent the night listening to him crying for

his mother."

Charlottecouldn't speak, couldn't move.



"That was a long night," Vince told her as Upstairs Sally achieved fulfillment with a quavering scream.

"I'm sorry," she managed to whisper, then pushed herself out the door.

Chapter 8

"RUMOR HAS IT that your little 'oh, it was nothing' knee injury was in fact a broken kneecap," Joan
said as Mike Muldoon approached.

He was wearing his uniform again today. It couldn't have been more white than anyone else's, yet on
him, it truly seemed to glow.

For a moment he looked as if he were about to turn around and walk back into the restaurant's parking
lot, where he'd left his truck. But instead he smiled. It was definitely forced. "There're always lots of
rumors circulating,” he said. "You've got to take 'em all with a grain of salt."

"So you didn't break your kneecap inAfghanistan ," she clarified.
"No comment."
She rolled her eyes. This again. "I'm not the press."

"And I'm not at liberty to talk about where I may or may not have been and what I may or may not have
done there, particularly in terms of the A-word," he countered. "Joan, do we really have to fight again
today? Because I was kind of looking forward to having an indigestion-free lunch."

Joan was nervous, and it was true, she tended to pick fights when she was nervous.

It was weird. She'd purposely given Muldoon the kid brother speech last night on the phone, and he'd
seemed to accept it readily enough. Except now she was the one who needed convincing. Seeing him
face-to-face again, in all his shiny, youthful Navy SEAL splendor was enough to make her forget her own
name, let alone her resolve not to wake up in a few weeks' time with a raft load of regrets and a new
skeleton for her closet. She had career aspirations—and hers was a world where skeletons didn't stay
inside of closets for very long.

She cleared her throat. "The men in your team really love you. Am I allowed to say that?"

Muldoon shook his head. "Definitely not. They can admire and respect me, but love? The word's not in
the working SEAL vocabulary. At least not in reference to teammates, thank you very much."

She laughed. He was smiling, too, and this time it was more genuine. "I really am sorry about yesterday,"
he added as he held open the door to the restaurant, "and I really do appreciate your willingness to have
lunch with me."

"I thought I already forgave you last night," she said, taking off her sunglasses and letting her eyes adjust
to the lack of blinding sunlight inside. "Although, if you're really that contrite, I'll let you make it up to me



by telling me where most of Team Sixteen were this morning, all morning. Training, I'll bet. But what kind
of training?"

"Joan, there are things I can't tell you, no matter how contrite I am. You know this. Don't pretend you
don't. I cannot answer any questions that are about past, present, or future operations." She opened her
mouth, but he stopped her. "Yes, you can shout about your security clearance until you're blue in the
face. You can even proposition me—promise me kinky sex till we both drop from exhaustion—but it
won't do any good. You can marry me, for crying out loud, bear my children, and spend the next fifty
years with me. But I still can't and won't answer questions about operations." He stepped up to the
hostess. "Table for two. Near the windows, please."

The young woman flash