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  Baby, I’m Back


  (a Southern Roads short story)


  by


  Stephanie Bond


  


  A soldier returns to the only home he’s ever known...


  


  


  


  Chapter One


  


  


  BENEATH HIS U.S. Navy SEALs T-shirt, Seaman Barry Ballantine’s heart thudded against his breastbone. He wondered if he would recognize anything about his mountain hometown of Sweetness, Georgia. The last time he’d seen it, the entire town had been reduced to matchsticks. He’d been fifteen when the F-5 tornado had landed like a giant mixer in the bowl created by the surrounding mountain range, ravaging the small downtown and outlying homes. No human lives had been lost—the disaster had been dubbed The Sweetness Miracle—but the devastation had been the death knell for the small isolated community.


  When the tornado descended, he’d been inside Moon’s Grocery, grabbing a soda and making plans with friends to meet later at the Timber Creek swimming hole. The power had gone out—not uncommon when a summer thunderstorm blew through. But when the wail of an unfamiliar siren had sounded, Mr. Moon had herded everyone into the basement. Twelve years had passed, but Barry still remembered the roar of the monster twister rolling over them like a hundred freight trains. The relief of surviving the storm had given way to the terror of being trapped—more than fifty people had been buried alive in that basement, with no idea if anyone had even survived to rescue them.


  And then someone had broken through—Emory Maxwell, the boyfriend of Shelby Moon who was among those trapped in the basement, and his buddy Porter Armstrong, who were both in Sweetness on leave from the Army. Emory was the person who’d sounded the alarm from the water tower and was credited with saving the townspeople. Barry had been full of himself at that age and few things had impressed him…but when he’d been pulled out of that dark, dusty hole by the hands of two uniformed soldiers, he’d been awestruck by their bravery. On the spot he had silently committed to joining the Armed Forces when he was old enough.


  Barry glanced to the wooden box sitting in the passenger seat and wished he could recapture the enthusiasm of that moment…perhaps it was that hope pulling him back to the only home he’d ever known. He passed a new sign announcing Sweetness 3 Miles, and geared down his Jeep for the steep, steady climb that would eventually take him into what used to be the center of town.


  In the aftermath of the tornado he’d thought the place had resembled a war zone. He’d been right—since joining the SEALs, he’d seen plenty of war zones firsthand, except unlike The Sweetness Miracle, they’d all come with casualties. He wasn’t naïve, he’d known what he was signing up for, that loss was part of the job. But knowing it intellectually was one thing, and washing a comrade’s blood out of your clothes was something else entirely.


  A pain shot through his left foot. He inhaled sharply and tightened his grip on the steering wheel until it subsided.


  The landscape on either side of the newly paved road began to look familiar. It had rained earlier, turning up the brightness on the remaining fall foliage, brilliant orange and yellow and bronze. Clear puddles on the shoulders reflected a crisp October sky. His open Jeep allowed the sounds and scents of autumn to filter in—buzzing insects and pungent fallen leaves. Ahead on the left was a new metal bridge that spanned Timber Creek. At its base was a sign pointing the way to a recycling plant. According to the town’s Web site, the Armstrong brothers, all of whom had grown up in Sweetness and served in different branches of the military, were rebuilding the town on green industries.


  He wondered if any other former residents had moved back to Sweetness, if he would know anyone, or if anyone would know him. His friends from high school had scattered after the twister, some of them landing in Atlanta, like his family, but not in the same neighborhoods or the same schools. Everyone had started over somewhere else, but he’d never felt like he belonged anywhere but Sweetness.


  Farther ahead on the left was the old Evermore covered bridge—no, the original had blown away. This had to be a replica, but the sight of a familiar landmark tucked into the picturesque curve lifted his spirits.


  But when he rounded the curve and looked up, a bona fide grin spread over his face. The white water tower, the only structure spared by the twister, still stood on the top of a ridge heralding “Welcome to Sweetness” in black letters. Its surface was marred with bits of graffiti—apparently climbing the tower and proclaiming love with a spray can was still a popular activity. He’d always thought he’d do the same someday, but hadn’t yet been inspired before the tornado had struck and his family had left town.


  Oh, there’d been plenty of pretty girls around when he’d lived in Sweetness, and because he was a jock, they’d seemed eager enough to spend time with him, but there had never been anyone particularly special then…or since. He’d joined the Navy after high school and the transient lifestyle had been exciting, but solitary. Becoming a SEAL had been a professional and personal pinnacle, but the deployment and covert missions didn’t lend themselves to a long-term relationship. He’d never let his mind go there.


  And now—


  He saw a flash of color out of the corner of his right eye, on the shoulder of the road. Too late, he realized it was a runner—a female runner—just as he plowed through a puddle of water, drenching her head to toe.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  IN THE SIDE MIRROR of the Jeep, Barry saw the runner stop and lift her arms helplessly as water sluiced off her. She shouted something he was relatively sure was meant for him. He winced and slowed, then checked his rear view mirror and backed up until the Jeep was next to her.


  “You okay?”


  She was wearing orange running shorts and a white T-shirt, which were now plastered to her slender curves, he noticed appreciably. Water dripped from her dark ponytail, and wet bangs hung in her eyes—eyes that were shooting lasers at him. “Do I look like I’m okay?”


  “Actually,” he ventured, “you look pretty good from here.” He gave her his most charming smile. “Sorry about that—I didn’t see you.”


  “Really?” She indicated her neon-colored running clothes. “Are you blind?”


  “No,” he said cheerfully. “Hop in, I’ll give you a ride.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t know where I’m going.”


  “I grew up here—wherever you’re going, it can’t be far.”


  She angled her head and stepped closer. “You’re Barry Ballantine.”


  He grinned. “That’s right. Do I know you?”


  “No,” she said, then took off on a jog in the direction she’d been running.


  Barry frowned, then backed up the Jeep to keep pace with her. She ignored him and slung water from her long arms. His mind raced to place her, but he felt sure if he’d seen this dark-haired beauty before, he’d remember it. Porter Armstrong knew he was coming—maybe word had gotten around town to be on the lookout for a stranger. Sweetness was like that…or at least it used to be.


  “C’mon, jump in,” he cajoled. “I’m sorry—let me make it up to you.”


  “You can’t,” she yelled.


  “Hey, that’s not fair, I’m trying here.” A horn blared behind him. He slammed on the brakes and the car went around him.


  The woman had stopped, her hands up, as if bracing to see a collision.


  “You’re going to cause an accident,” he said pointedly, then leaned over and opened his passenger side door. “C’mon, get in. You’re shivering.”


  The woman looked at the door, then down to her soaked clothes and relented with a drop of her shoulders. She strode to the Jeep wordlessly. Barry scrambled to move the wooden box in the seat to the floorboard. She swung into the seat and banged the door closed, but sat as close to it as possible, as if she might dive through the open window if he made a wrong move. Her shoes squished and water dripped from the end of a very pretty nose…and chin.


  Barry stared at her profile, searching his memory banks and coming up empty. He reached into the backseat and pulled a sweatshirt from his duffel bag. “Here, put this on.”


  “Thanks,” she mumbled, pulling the sweatshirt over her head. It swallowed her, but the shivering subsided.


  “Where to?” he asked.


  She didn’t look at him. “I’m staying at the boardinghouse, straight ahead.”


  He put the Jeep into gear and drove slowly. “You’ll have to show me when we get there. I’ve been away for a while.”


  “I know.”


  He frowned. “So how do you know who I am?”


  Her mouth tightened. “We went to school together…here.”


  Surprise shot through him. “Here in Sweetness? I’m sorry, I don’t remember. What’s your name?”


  She finally turned to look at him. “Lora Jansen.”


  The last name rang a bell because there had been several families named Jansen in the area, but he couldn’t place the sweet, heart-shaped face of the girl next to him. Her eyes were as green as grass, framed with a dark fringe of lashes. Her mouth was wide and curvy, and he had the feeling if he could coax a smile out of her, dimples would appear under those high cheekbones. How could he forget such a face?


  “Were you behind me?” he asked. Their high school had been small, a couple hundred kids at most.


  “Actually, I sat directly behind you in sophomore English.”


  He squinted. “We were in the same grade?”


  She nodded and pulled at the hem of her wet shorts. “What brings you back to Sweetness?”


  He took in her fresh face and wide-eyed innocence, and felt a surge of gratitude that she would never have to see the things he’d seen. “A favor for a friend.”


  She pointed as they approached the downtown area. “The boardinghouse is the large building with the porches.”


  Barry looked around at the collection of structures that were so different from the original downtown area—in addition to the boardinghouse was a diner, a general store, a city hall building, a medical clinic, and a strip of storefronts that housed a hair salon and other businesses. Pedestrians bustled around on new sidewalks. In the distance, he saw a new school. “I can’t believe it,” he murmured. “They really have rebuilt the town.”


  She nodded. “The Armstrong brothers are the driving force for pretty much everything around here. The town’s expanding every day. You can let me out here.”


  He pulled into the parking lot of the diner that sat across from the boardinghouse. She’d jumped out before the Jeep stopped. When she banged the door closed she chirped, “Thanks,” and turned to go.


  “Wait,” he called. “Can you tell me where I can find Porter Armstrong?”


  She gestured toward a narrow side road. “He’s usually at the construction office. You can park here and walk—it’s not too far.”


  “Thanks…Lora. Sorry I got you wet.” He scratched his temple. “And I’m sorry I don’t remember you from school—I guess it’s been too long.”


  She gave him a flat smile. “I went by another name back then.”


  “What was it?”


  “Metal Face.” She lifted her hand in a wave, then looked both ways before jogging across the road.


  Her words resonated in his head like a gong. Metal Face—the name he and his buddies had given to a gangly dark-haired girl in their class who had a mouthful of braces and big, wire-framed glasses. They had teased her mercilessly…how miserable she must’ve been, and how much she must’ve hated him. He didn’t remember directly taunting her, but he certainly hadn’t done anything to stop it. And what did it say about him that he couldn’t even remember her real name?


  Well, if it was any consolation, Lora Jansen had shown them…Metal Face had grown up to be a knockout. Good for her.


  Shoulda, coulda, wouldas flitted through his head as he parked the Jeep. Barry reached for the wood box in the floorboard and hopped out. After collecting a cane from the rear seat, he turned in the direction of the construction office. It would be nice to see Porter Armstrong again after all these years.



  


  *****


  


  

  “Ooh!” Lora closed the door to her room with more force than necessary. It was so like Barry Ballantine to breeze back into town and humiliate her all over again, as if he was still the most popular jock in school and she were still Metal Face. She yanked off the sweatshirt he’d given her, along with her wet T-shirt, then grabbed a towel to dry her arms and squeeze more water out of her hair. Her hands shook, more from anger than cold.


  Of course he would have matured into a gorgeous man, his sandy hair still sun-kissed, his blue eyes even more arresting, his chiseled jaw even more…chiseled, darn it. She hated how she could look into his eyes and revert back to her fifteen-year-old self, clumsy and tongue-tied. She’d heard through the grapevine that Barry had joined the military, which the Naval insignia on the sweatshirt he’d lent her seemed to bear out.


  She released her ponytail and walked to the window while she towel-dried her hair. Barry had parked his Jeep and emerged, taking her advice, she presumed, to walk to the construction office. It came as no surprise that he was tall and wide-shouldered, but she was shocked to see him using a cane and favoring his left leg. As she watched his awkward gait, she zoned in on the injured leg with a practiced eye. The top part of his jeans leg was filled out with a powerful thigh, but the bottom part of his pants billowed loosely around a stiff core. Lora covered her mouth with stunning realization.


  Barry Ballantine was walking on a prosthetic lower leg.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  LORA COULDN’T get her mind off Barry Ballantine, not even after she started her afternoon shift at the Sweetness Family Medical Center. When Dr. Nikki Salinger had brought her on board as a physical therapist, she’d had her doubts that a town the size of Sweetness—even if it was growing every day—would offer enough patients to keep her busy. But with the army of men and women the Armstrongs had employed to build the town, there was always a back, neck, limb, or joint that needed to be rehabilitated. Today between Mr. Tyler’s trick knee and Ms. Jacoby’s carpel tunnel, she found her mind going back to Barry again and again. She felt horrible for being so short with him—it wasn’t as if he’d splashed her on purpose. And it seemed petty to hold him accountable for all the unkind teasing that had come her way in high school. That was, after all, more than a decade ago.


  On the other hand, she didn’t want to fall into the trap of feeling sorry for the man simply because he’d lost part of his leg—amputees were not to be pitied. But she was sensitive to the fact that it was likely he’d lost it defending his country, and to the fact that his life would always be harder than a person who had two healthy legs.


  By mid-afternoon, the man had worn a rut in her mind. So when she walked a patient to the lobby and she spotted Barry coming into the clinic, she thought she’d conjured him up. She watched him move, took note of his alignment and how it threw off his gait. He stopped in front of the receptionist’s desk and spoke briefly. When the woman gestured toward the waiting area, he headed toward a row of chairs. Before he could sit, he noticed her and stopped.


  Lora felt obliged to move toward him. Her pulse clicked higher with every step. “Hello,” she said simply.


  He straightened and subtly moved the cane behind him. “You again.” He tried to smile, but she noticed the pinched look around his mouth.


  “Me again.”


  “Are you a doctor?”


  “No, I’m a physical therapist.”


  His eyes clouded. “I’ve seen my share of those.”


  She inclined her head. “How long have you had the prosthesis?”


  Surprise flickered over his face. “About three months.”


  “Is it trans-tibial?”


  “Yeah, I got to keep my knee, thank goodness.”


  She nodded. “Do you mind if I ask what brings you in to the clinic?”


  He gave her a tight smile. “I need a prescription.”


  “For painkillers?” When he didn’t respond immediately, she added, “I can tell you’re in pain.”


  “Damn foot still thinks it’s down there.”


  “Have you tried massage?”


  His mouth tightened. “No offense, but the pain meds work for me.”


  She kept her tone light. “No offense, but I can get you off that cane.”


  Anger flashed in his eyes. He brought the cane around front and leaned harder. “I’m okay with the cane—I think it adds character.”


  Lora inclined her head as she backed away. “Sorry to intrude. I’m sure Dr. Salinger will get you what you need.”


  



  *****



  


  “I think you need more physical therapy,” Dr. Salinger said.


  From the exam table where Barry sat, he tamped down his irritation. “I’ve had six months of physical therapy.” He thumped the exposed metal prosthesis, then rolled down his jeans leg. “I’ve gotten as good with this thing as I’m going to get.”


  The doctor gave him a little smile. “Maybe.”


  “I’m not addicted to the painkillers,” Barry said. “I take them only when I really need them.”


  She nodded. “I believe you. I completed my residency at a veterans’ hospital, so unfortunately, I’ve treated many amputees. I think the right physical therapist would not only increase your mobility, but also decrease your pain. I don’t know how long you’re planning to stay in Sweetness, but we have an excellent therapist here at the clinic.”


  Barry set his jaw. Having one of the male physical therapists at Bethesda Naval Hospital work on his stump was one thing, but having Lora Jansen’s hands on him and letting her see him stumble and fall around—no thanks. “I’m only going to be here for a few days.”


  Dr. Salinger studied him until he averted his gaze. When he looked back, she angled her head. “I’ll make you a deal, Seaman Ballantine—I’ll write you the script for the pain meds, if you agree to a one-hour session with our physical therapist before you leave today.”


  Barry pushed his tongue into his cheek—he didn’t like being blackmailed. But he’d been trained to handle torture at the hand of the enemy…he could handle Lora Jansen for one measly hour.



  


  *****



  


  “Again,” Lora said.


  Frustration ballooned in Barry’s chest and he made a face.


  She arched an eyebrow. “You have a problem with walking?”


  “No,” he said more vehemently than the situation warranted. “But I’ve walked across the room and back a dozen times.” And he hated that each time she’d studied him as if he were a newly discovered species of animal.


  She lifted a camera. “This time I’m going to record you.”


  “This isn’t like any PT I’ve had,” he grumbled as he once again traversed the floor of the long, narrow room furnished with equipment, sets of stairs, walking corrals, and massage tables.


  “And now back, please.”


  He retraced his steps, feeling irritable and self-conscious. And the more self-conscious he felt, the more he leaned on the cane. “Do you get paid to watch people walk?”


  She lifted her head from the camera. “Sort of. Okay, you can have a seat.” She nodded toward a chair, then hooked up the camera to a television monitor in front of the chair where he sat. The video of him walking came on the screen. She stilled the picture, then picked up an erasable marker, drawing lines and circles on the screen as she talked. “Your alignment is off here and here. See how your hips are tilted?”


  He scowled and rubbed his aching left knee. “Yeah, it’s called walking on an artificial leg.”


  “You’re actually relying way too much on your prosthesis,” she offered. “If you improved your posture and balance with Pilates and weight belts, you could shift your center of gravity back to where it used to be.”


  He chewed on his tongue as anger churned in his stomach…anger at a violent world, anger at the randomness of life. If only he’d stepped right instead of left that day, he’d still be with his unit in Afghanistan, instead of sitting here in la-la land with a slip of a girl who wanted to fix him with yoga. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said through gritted teeth, pushing to his feet. “I think the requisite hour is up.”


  She glanced at her watch and nodded, then used a dry eraser to remove the marks she’d drawn over his figure. She walked to the door with him, then stuck out her hand. “It was nice to see you again, Barry. Good luck.”


  He shook her hand, startled at the bolt of awareness that traveled up his arm at the softness of her fingers wrapped in his. She smiled, flashing those dimples he’d suspected lay in hiding, then extracted her velvety hand. As she walked away from him toward the video equipment, remorse bled through him. Lora Jansen was a sweet woman who, despite having past and present reasons to dislike him, had only offered to help. It wasn’t her fault he was angry at the world, or embarrassed for her to see him like this.


  “Lora.”


  She turned back, her eyebrows raised in question. She was lovely, he thought, naturally pretty with fine-boned features and luminous eyes. Her shapeless white lab coat hid her figure, but after seeing her earlier in wet running clothes, her slender curves were emblazoned on his mind. His pulse pounded as he suddenly realized he was very much looking forward to spending more time with her—that is, if he hadn’t blown it…again.


  He cleared his throat. “I’ll be in Sweetness for a few days. If you can work me into your schedule, I might as well try some of the things you suggested.” He shrugged. “I don’t have anything better to do.”


  She gave him a curt nod, as if it didn’t matter to her one way or another. “Be here tomorrow morning at ten.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  “FIFTY MORE, and more slowly please,” Lora said to Barry, who lay on the floor of the PT room doing jackknife sit-ups.


  He fell back on the floor with a noisy exhale. “What is this, boot camp?” He reached down to massage his left knee, exposed in the gym shorts he wore. His metal prosthesis began just below his knee and ended in a lifelike foot wearing an athletic shoe.


  The pain pinching his face tugged at her heart. “May I?” she offered, gesturing to his knee.


  He looked wary, but nodded.


  As a professional, she was trained to mentally remove herself from the intimate act of touching another person, but with Barry, it took all her concentration. The man was a beautiful specimen of male strength, with long, lean limbs, and a well-muscled torso. Steeling herself against his powerful appeal, Lora knelt to lever her weight over his knee and massaged the flesh with firm, deep pressure. He grimaced.


  “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “Are the phantom pains bad?”


  “Better than they were in the beginning,” he said through gritted teeth.


  She cast about for conversation to take his mind—and hers—off his magnificent body. “Do you mind telling me how it happened?” She held her breath because she knew she could be treading on a touchy subject.


  He was quiet for a while, wincing as she coaxed the muscles in his thigh to relax and the nerve endings to stop sending sensations to an absent limb. “Common story,” he finally said with a shrug. “I was on reconnaissance patrol, an IED went off.”


  “That must have been horrifying.”


  He only grunted.


  “Were there other injuries in your unit?”


  She thought he wasn’t going to answer, but after a long silence, he said, “Yeah,” but in a way that let her know the topic was closed.


  She released him and sat back. “Okay, break’s over. Fifty more sit-ups, please. Try to raise both feet at the same time and to the same level.”


  She put him through several series of exercises nonstop. He wasn’t happy about some of the Pilates poses, especially when she made him lean on her to balance, but at the end of the session, he was sweating and tired, and she was satisfied with his effort, if not his progress.


  “Good session today,” she said. “Do you know yet how long you’ll be in Sweetness?” She told herself it had everything to do with wanting to make the most of his PT and nothing to do with the fact that she was enjoying their time together.


  “I’ll know soon. Probably a week or so, then I have to get back to my life.”


  “Where is that?”


  “Not here,” he said with a bite to his voice. “Hopefully somewhere exotic and exciting.”


  He couldn’t have made it more clear that nothing of interest was happening in Sweetness. “You said something about being in town to do a favor for a friend?”


  “That’s right.” But he averted his glance and didn’t offer details.


  “Where are you staying?”


  “Porter was good enough to let me stay in the bunkhouse with the workers while I’m here.”


  She nodded, recalling that all the Armstrong brothers had military backgrounds…of course they would extend themselves to a fellow soldier.


  “Same time tomorrow?” he asked, already heading toward the door.


  Lora was accustomed to her patients being happy to see an end their PT appointments, but a small part of her was disappointed that Barry seemed so eager to be out of her company. “Yes, same time tomorrow,” she said.


  But he was already gone.


  


  *****


  


  

  As he closed the door behind him, Barry sagged with fatigue. Frustration crowded his chest—he didn’t like appearing weak in front of Lora and he really didn’t like the push-pull of attraction he was starting to feel for her in such a short time. He attributed it to the undercurrent of tension he felt concerning the way he and his friends had treated her when they were younger. There was so much in the news lately about peer pressure and bullying; he’d listened to the reports with a sanctimonious attitude, wondering how kids could be so thoughtless, with zero recollection that he’d done the same thing, and to someone who’d probably grown up to do better things with her life than most of the people who’d teased her.


  She was obviously well thought of in town—that evening he spotted her running down the same road he’d driven in on and everyone she passed waved and honked. And the next morning when he arrived for his appointment, she was in the lobby giving parting instructions to another patient who hung on her every word.


  “Thanks, Ms. Jansen,” the man said, rotating his arm from the shoulder. “I haven’t felt this good in years.”


  “The credit’s all yours, Mr. Pennington,” she returned. “You’ve been faithful to your exercises and put in a lot of hard work.”


  But the man beamed at her. “You’re a godsend, Ms. Jansen.”


  She thanked him and winked. “I’ll see you next week.”


  “Sure thing.”


  Barry squashed an unreasonable pang of jealousy and decided he needed to unburden himself before these feelings of guilt tricked his heart into thinking it felt something that wasn’t real. So after Lora had put him through an arduous set of exercises with a weighted vest that forced his shoulders back, he stopped and blurted, “I’m sorry.”


  Lora looked confused. “But you’re doing great.”


  Suddenly this didn’t seem like a good idea. “I meant I’m sorry about…when we were kids.”


  Her eyes widened. “What?”


  “The name calling…I’m sorry.”


  A flush climbed her face, and she grew flustered. “It wasn’t your fault…it was just a stupid nickname.”


  “It was mean and I’m sorry.”


  She searched his face, then gave a curt nod. “Apology accepted.” Then she angled her head. “But if you think now I’m going to go easy on you, you’re sadly mistaken.”


  Relieved at her good humored response, Barry laughed, then waited as the guilt drained away to take with it these confusing sensations were Lora Jansen was concerned.


  A few seconds later, the guilt was gone…but to his dismay, the confusing feelings remained.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  A FEW DAYS LATER, the feelings for Lora hadn’t dissipated, but Barry had identified where he’d felt this sensation before—just before a free fall parachute jump over Kandahar.


  “How’s it going, Seaman?”


  Barry looked up from the lunch counter in the diner to see Porter Armstrong standing there.


  Barry smiled and extended his hand. “Fine. The accommodations make me feel right at home, although I have to say, the showers are nicer than what I’m accustomed to.”


  Porter grinned. “I remember…sometimes we got one a week. And the rest of the time—”


  “—a giant baby wipe,” Barry finished, and the men laughed in a moment of camaraderie. Then he sobered. “Listen, Porter…I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but I hadn’t planned on spending this much time in Sweetness.”


  Porter looked rueful. “I guess we were hoping you’d decide to stick around.”


  Barry blinked. “In Sweetness? No, sir, I’m going back to the field.”


  Porter raised an eyebrow. “Surely that isn’t possible.”


  “I’m relying less on my cane,” Barry insisted. “I’ll be back up to speed soon.”


  “Thanks to your physical therapy with Lora Jansen?”


  Barry smirked. “I see word still travels fast in this town.”


  “Yes…but if the PT is working, all the more reason to stay.”


  Barry lifted his coffee cup for a drink. “I can continue PT at Bethesda. I’m sure Lora will forward my exercise plan.”


  Porter nodded. “I’m sure she will, but I have it on good authority that Lora might be sad to see you go.”


  Barry choked on his coffee.


  Porter gave him a wry grin. “Nikki—Dr. Salinger—might’ve mentioned that she noticed some chemistry between you two.”


  Barry had heard Porter and Nikki were a couple, had seen them together around town. “Dr. Salinger must’ve been seeing things,” he said casually, “because I have too much on my plate right now to think about…chemistry. And while my SEAL days are over, I’m not ready to leave the Navy.”


  Porter looked dubious, but inclined his head. “I understand you’re eager to get on the road, but we still need more time to make arrangements for the ceremony. How about Friday?”


  Barry tried to hide his frustration. Two more days seemed interminable, but he nodded. “If you don’t mind, though, I’d still like to keep this private.”


  “Sure thing.” Porter clapped him on the shoulder, then said goodbye and walked away.


  With Porter’s comments churning in his brain, Barry paid his bill and pushed to his feet, noting with satisfaction he didn’t need the cane to stand, and recalling with a start that he hadn’t taken a pain pill today—he hadn’t needed to. The realization cheered him immensely.


  Several people spoke as he left the diner—the faces were becoming familiar, and he knew a few names, too. The men in the living facility they called the barracks were a congenial group, and many were ex-military. Everyone had made him feel welcome.


  He borrowed a four-wheeler to explore the town. The area outside the city limits was still in disrepair, but progress was slowly extending to the valleys and ridges where most of the former townspeople had lived. Barry’s family had lived on Clover Ridge, where the Armstrongs and many other families had made their homes before the twister changed the landscape and the trajectory of everyone’s life. But even as nostalgia pulled at him, he was starting to feel confined and itchy from idleness. He needed to re-engage his mind and his body, and he couldn’t do it in Sweetness.


  No matter how tempting Lora Jansen had become.


  He tightened his grip on the handles of the four-wheeler and descended from the ridge slowly in deference to the broken and weed-choked asphalt. About halfway down, a noise caught his attention. He cut the engine, ears piqued. It was the whine of a dog, in distress. Barry’s pulse spiked. He glanced at the rugged terrain, then back to his cane—if he fell, he could injure himself further. But neither could he ignore the animal.


  He pushed to his feet and gingerly picked his way through the tall grass, calling out soothing noises to the dog that was now barking. It took him several minutes to locate the animal, a male German Shepherd mix whose feet were caught in the remnants of a barbed-wire fence. He looked to be around six months old. He was scratched and bloody, but appeared to have no broken bones.


  “How did you get up here, boy?” he murmured to the dog, which attempted a few intimidating barks as Barry drew closer, then submitted to his rescuer, too weak to fight. It took Barry several long moments to free the animal, and he got a few deep scratches of his own for his trouble. He hoped the dog would run away when it was freed because he had no illusions of being able to chase it down. Instead, the dog wobbled over and leaned against his prosthetic leg, turning trusting eyes up to Barry.


  His gut tightened and he wanted to walk away, wanted not to get involved. But the dog clearly needed medical attention. So he leaned down and scooped it up with his right arm and slowly made his way back to the four-wheeler, relying heavily on his cane, but recognizing his overall balance had improved dramatically in just a few days. The dog didn’t put up a fight, waiting patiently while Barry got them both settled on the all-terrain vehicle. He fired up the engine, held the trembling dog against his chest under his coat, and headed back to town.


  He had to get out of Sweetness…the longer he stayed, the more complicated things became.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  LORA WAS WALKING out of the clinic with her lab coat folded over her arm when Barry rode up on a four-wheeler. Her heart cartwheeled at the sight of him, but she schooled her face into a professional smile. Until she saw the blood on his hands and coat.


  She gasped. “You’re hurt.”


  “Not me,” he said, opening his coat. “My friend here was caught in a barb-wire fence. Can you help?”


  At the sight of the scratched and bleeding fur ball, she melted. “How bad is it?”


  “Superficial cuts, but he’s weak.”


  “I can treat him in the utility room of the clinic.” She gathered the whimpering dog in her arms. “Follow me.”


  “Unless you need a hand, I think I’ll take off,” he said.


  She looked up, surprised. “I can handle him, but he’s your dog.”


  He lifted his hands, stop-sign fashion. “He’s not my dog. I found him, and I’m handing him off. See you later.”


  Barry drove away and Lora stared after him, perplexed over his abrupt demeanor. She’d selfishly hoped his unexpected apology over teasing her when they were young would pave the way for them to become friends. Instead as he’d progressed in his physical therapy, he’d withdrawn more personally.


  “Let’s get you patched up,” she murmured to the dog.


  Thankfully, the stray’s wounds required no more than cleaning and a few stitches. The poor thing was dehydrated and malnourished, so she fed him and gave him water, then took his picture and printed flyers for Dog Found and posted them all over town. Even though Sweetness was off the beaten path, it wasn’t unheard of for stray animals to be dropped off along the state road leading to the town and somehow finding their way to civilization. Until she found an owner, she received permission to keep the dog in her room at the boardinghouse.


  The next morning at Barry’s PT session, he was more pensive than normal. In fact, his overall mood seemed antsy and distracted.


  “How is your pain level?” Lora probed.


  “Fine,” he said. “Better, even.” He pursed his mouth. “How’s the dog?”


  “Healing. I’m trying to find him a home.”


  “I saw the flyer at the diner,” he said, his tone clipped. Then he proceeded to throw himself into his exercises with more zeal than necessary.


  Lora was gratified to see him walk the length of the room many times without his cane. “Your alignment is much improved. How does it feel?”


  “Awkward,” he admitted. “I have to concentrate.”


  “It’ll be second nature soon,” she assured him. “Why don’t you give the steps a try?”


  He walked to the set of four steps up and four steps down girdled by a handrail. Slowly, he maneuvered them, using the rail only occasionally. “Why did you come back?”


  She looked up from where she was making notes on his file. “Pardon me?”


  His expression was curious. “Why did you come back to Sweetness? You couldn’t have great memories of living here.”


  He was referring to the bullying again. She gave a shrug. “School was tough, but otherwise my parents made sure I had a happy childhood.”


  “Where did you go after the tornado?”


  “To Chattanooga. My father got a job there.”


  “Did you like it?”


  If anything, the teasing at her new school had been even worse. “It seems that kids are the same everywhere.”


  His mouth tightened. “And after high school?”


  “Classes at the University of Tennessee, then my PT training.” She smiled. “A fairly uneventful life.”


  “Do you have a boyfriend?”


  Lora’s pulse picked up, but Barry’s tone was casual. In fact, he was focused fiercely on descending the stairs.


  “Uh…no,” she offered, trying to match his tone.


  “That must be by choice,” he said, still not looking at her.


  Lora frowned, not quite sure where the conversation was going. “What makes you say that?”


  He shrugged. “There are a lot of single men in town.”


  He stumbled on the last step. Lora lunged forward and put her arms around his waist to stabilize him. He steadied, but it left their face mere inches from each other. Lora blinked and before she could pull back, he had closed the space and captured her lips with his.


  If she said she hadn’t thought about what it would be like to be kissed by Barry Ballantine, she’d be lying. In truth, she’d thought about it a thousand times while sitting behind him in sophomore English, and a few hundred times this week alone while lying in bed. But in her wildest dreams, she hadn’t imagined it would be this good, that his lips would be gentle, but firm, that his tongue would coax hers into a sensual dance, that—


  He abruptly pulled back. “I’m sorry.”


  She released him and struggled to pull breath into her lungs. Her mind raced, trying to assemble an appropriate response when her body screamed for more.


  “That was wrong of me,” he said, descending the last step heavily.


  Her throat convulsed and she glanced at her watch to regain her composure. “That’s probably enough for today,” she agreed.


  But long after he’d made his escape, his kiss kept her occupied even as she went through the motions of therapy with other patients. That evening, the found dog was a welcome distraction because while his furry little body hadn’t full recovered, his spirit certainly had. He was playful and congenial and bright, judging by the way he caught on to the game of fetch, and she was able to teach him to sit with only a few minutes of training and a few snacks. At first he wasn’t crazy about the collar she put on him, nor the leash she attached to it, but he acclimated quickly.


  Lora was nervous about seeing Barry the next day for his appointment, but as she watched the puppy play and run, an idea formed in her head. The next morning when Barry walked up to the entrance of the clinic, she was waiting for him in the parking lot with the dog on its leash.


  “What’s this?” he asked warily.


  The memory of his kiss hit her full force, but she rallied. “I think you’re ready to maneuver around obstacles outdoors. I thought we might take a walk up to the school and back.”


  He glanced up to mentally stake out the distance. “That looks easy enough. Is the mutt coming, too?”


  Lora was surprised at the irritation in his voice. She had hoped the man and animal would bond—keeping up with a pet would be good for Barry’s continued mobility. “I was hoping you’d take his leash.”


  An odd expression crossed his face, then he shrugged and reached for the leash, extending the cane to her in trade. “No one’s claimed him yet?”


  She took the cane, knowing Barry had just passed a mental hurdle by relinquishing it to her. “No. I think he might’ve been abandoned. It’s a shame—he’s energetic, but he obeys so well.”


  “German Shepherd mixes are usually smart,” he offered, but he clasped the leash cautiously.


  “Do you have pets?”


  “No. And I don’t want one.”


  The man apparently preferred to travel light, she presumed. His SEALs deployment probably had curtailed attachments…she wondered if that extended to women. “What are you going to do when you leave here?” she asked.


  His jaw hardened. “I’m still in the Navy. I’m hoping they’ll find a place for a cripple.”


  Lora frowned. “That’s not a very nice term. You’re far from being incapacitated. Did you have a specialty?”


  He was quiet for a long time, staring at the leash he wound and unwound around his hand. “Actually, I was a dog handler for our platoon.”


  Her mouth opened in surprise. “A dog handler?


  He nodded. “Silky was our war dog for two years, a Belgian Shepherd…strong, smart, loyal. He could detect explosives or set remote cameras. He did whatever I told him, even if it meant running straight into danger.”


  She caught the past tense verb, remembered the wooden box in his Jeep that first day he’d come into town, and the favor he had to do for a friend.


  “You mentioned there were other injuries when you lost your leg,” she said. “Did Silky die?”


  Barry nodded. “He alerted me to an explosive, then we came under sniper fire. In the confusion, he misinterpreted a signal and advanced instead of retreating.”


  “And you followed him?”


  He nodded. “But he took the brunt of the explosion.”


  Suddenly, his aversion to the stray dog made sense. “I’m sorry, Barry.”


  A muscle worked in his jaw. “I brought Silky’s ashes with me back to the States. Sweetness was the only place that ever felt like home to me. I contacted Porter Armstrong and he offered a plot in the cemetery on Clover Ridge to bury the ashes.” He looked up at her. “You probably think that’s silly.”


  She shook her head. “Not at all. Silky died in the service of this country, he should be honored.”


  “The ceremony is tomorrow.”


  “And then you’re leaving?”


  He nodded. “Your PT program has given me hope of returning to the field in some capacity. So…thank you, Lora.”


  She basked under his praise, but with mixed feelings. The progress he’d made had fueled his eagerness to leave Sweetness. She’d known from the beginning he was only visiting, but it struck her now that she’d grown alarmingly used to seeing him every day.


  She was falling for Barry Ballantine.


  Suddenly a squirrel darted across their path and the dog practically leapt into the air, barking frantically. The yank on the leash was enough to throw Barry off balance. He fell to his left knee hard on the concrete sidewalk. He grunted, but maintained his hold on the leash. “No,” he yelled. The dog quieted with a little yelp, then came back to lick Barry’s hand.


  Lora had to hold herself back to keep from going to his aid. She tightened her grip on his cane and watched while he slowly pushed to his feet. His core muscles bunched as he levered his newfound sense of balance to straighten and lift his big body. When he was standing erect, he looked at her and beamed.


  Lora smiled back, but she knew the swell of her heart was more than pride for a patient. It was love for a man…and sadness over her impending loss of that man.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  BARRY WORE his dress uniform for the ceremony to bury Silky’s ashes. Porter offered him a ride and Barry accepted. When he reached the door of the quad-cab pickup carrying the precious wood box, he was surprised to see Porter’s brothers, Marcus and Kendall, in the backseat.


  “I know you said you wanted a private ceremony,” Porter said. “Hope you don’t mind the extra company.”


  “Not at all,” Barry said, knowing Marcus was a former Marine and Kendall, a former Airman. The men told him they’d all been around service dogs during their stints overseas, especially Kendall, who had aided in many disaster recovery efforts. Barry was proud to have them along to honor Silky…although he hadn’t expected the crowd that had gathered at the Clover Ridge cemetery.


  “Sorry,” Porter offered with a rueful smile. “You know how word gets around in a small town.”


  Emotion clogged Barry’s throat as he glanced over the faces of the men, women, and children who stood around the small square hole dug in the wet ground. His gaze stopped on Lora, whose bolstering smile gave his heart a workout as intense as any PT session.


  Next to the grave sat a small concrete box with a lid—the crypt Porter had custom made for the ashes. Barry threaded his way through the crowd and knelt to lower the wooden box into the crypt, then placed the lid on top. He knew all eyes were on him as he slowly pushed himself to his feet, but for the first time in a long time, he felt strong and healthy. Porter and Kendall stepped forward to lift the crypt and lower it into the earth.


  “Would you like to say a few words?” Porter asked.


  “Yes,” Barry said, then turned to face the crowd. “Thank you for being here. You didn’t know my dog Silky, but he was a brave, loyal soldier who saved lives every day. I’m proud to have been his handler.” He paused, then smiled. “Will Rogers once said ‘I love a dog…he does nothing for political reasons,’ and that was Silky. He just did his job because he wanted to please. He didn’t know he was a hero, but I do, and I hope you think so, too.”


  Barry picked up a shovel and began to scoop dirt over the crypt. Porter picked up another shovel and helped him fill the small grave. Then Kendall stepped forward.


  “The town of Sweetness wanted to make sure Silky is remembered.” He revealed a flat headstone that read, “Silky…U.S. Navy SEAL War Dog” and the year. Barry’s chest tightened with affection and gratitude toward the townspeople. He realized it was the memory of the fellowship of the small town that had pulled him back…and he was happy to know the sense of community flourished once again under the hands of the Armstrong brothers.


  He accepted the headstone with a grateful nod, then stooped to settle it over the top of the small grave. When he straightened, he addressed the crowd. “Thank you all for coming. You’ll never know how much it means to this hometown boy to have you all here.”


  The crowd filed by the grave for a glimpse of the headstone and shook Barry’s hand, asking about his own health. He greeted everyone, but out of the corner of his eye, he looked for Lora, noticing she hung back. When the crowd dissipated, she finally stepped up.


  “That was so nice,” she said.


  “Thanks for coming,” he said. He was sure she could hear his heart pounding.


  “You’re leaving now?”


  He swallowed hard and nodded.


  She smiled. “If you’ll contact the clinic when you get settled, someone will forward your exercise schedule to whatever facility you choose to continue your PT.”


  “Thank you.”


  From her bag she withdrew the sweatshirt he’d given her on the day he’d driven into town and handed it to him. “It’s clean.”


  He wanted to tell her to keep it to remember him by, but he didn’t have the right. He’d been nothing but trouble for Lora Jansen, from the teenage teasing to the day he’d returned to Sweetness, to his stubborn attitude about what her PT could do for him, to a hijacked kiss. She had plenty to remember him by…and none of it was good or appropriate.


  “Barry,” Porter said from a few feet away where he stood with his brothers. “Can we have a word?”


  “Sure,” Barry said, then turned back to Lora.


  “I’m going,” she said, gesturing vaguely to an area where cars had parked alongside the road.


  “Thank you for everything,” he said, although the words felt woefully inadequate.


  “Just doing my job,” she said breezily, then smiled. “But you’re welcome. Goodbye.”


  “Goodbye.”


  He watched her go with a heavy heart, realizing for the first time how his fellow soldiers felt when they had to part from the women they cared about…from the women they loved.


  The realization struck him like a thunderbolt, but he felt powerless to do anything about it. Sweetness was growing and expanding, but there was nothing here for him…except Lora. But if he stayed, he’d have nothing to offer her, no way to make a decent living, not with his disability.


  “Earth to Barry,” Porter called good-naturedly.


  “Coming,” Barry said, and grudgingly dragged his gaze away from Lora’s retreating form.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  LORA FOUGHT BACK tears as she ran along the shoulder of the road leading out of Sweetness. Barry was long gone, no doubt, on his way to some exciting place. After the ceremony she’d returned to her room to change and to collect the stray dog that still hadn’t been claimed. She glanced down at him now, jogging happily next to her on his leash. She would have to advertise soon to find him a home. And he needed a name, although she guessed she should leave that privilege to whoever adopted him.


  At the sound of a car coming up behind them, Lora tightened her hold on the leash. The car was on the opposite side of the road, but the dog might still be spooked, or tempted to chase the wheels. When the vehicle slowed, she turned her head. At the sight of Barry leaning out the driver side window of his Jeep, her heart thrashed wildly in her chest. He was unbearably handsome in his dress uniform. She slowed to a jog and the dog barked a greeting to Barry, straining at the leash.


  “Hi,” he called, driving slowly to match her pace.


  “Don’t you mean goodbye?” she asked, hoping desperately she didn’t look as if she’d been crying.


  “For now,” he said.


  She stopped. “What do you mean?”


  He smiled. “I have to report to Norfolk to take care of some things. I’ve been offered the chance to set up a training facility for military dogs.”


  “Wow.” She was truly happy for him, truly sad for herself. “That’s nice—”


  “Here in Sweetness.”


  Her eyes widened. “Here?”


  He nodded. “The Armstrongs set it up—they have connections to every branch in the Armed Services, and donated the land.”


  Her pulse rocketed. “But…you’ve been all over the world, seen exotic places…are you sure you’ll be happy here?”


  He angled his head. “That depends…will you be here when I come back?”


  Her heart fluttered with the hope that he cared about her the way she cared about him. “Yes.”


  “Then I’ll be happy here,” he said, and put the Jeep in park.


  She looked both ways, then ran across the road and met his mouth for a kiss that resonated with promise and hope. How was it possible that life had changed so gloriously in only a few days? At her feet the dog barked excitedly. They laughed and parted.


  “I hope you’ll be here, too,” he said, offering his hand out the window to the dog. “You’ll be my first recruit.”


  “He’ll be here,” she said. “I was thinking of naming him Sealy.”


  He grinned. “Great name.”


  They kissed again, a slow, sweet pledge of their hearts. At the sound of a horn, she lifted her head to see a line of traffic had formed behind his Jeep. More horns blared and people cheered and hollered.


  Lora blushed, then they exchanged another kiss for the crowd. “Go,” she said, “so you can come back to me.”


  “Oh, I’ll be back,” Barry said, then he waved and pulled away.


  Lora’s heart overflowed. She knew he would.


  



  The End


  A note from the author


  


  Thank you so very much for taking the time to read my romantic short story BABY, I’M BACK. This story is set in Sweetness, Georgia, a town where I’ve set other stories in my Southern Roads series, published by Mira, which is an imprint of Harlequin. This short story is also in the SEAL of MY DREAMS multi-author anthology that was first published in November 2011.


  The Southern Roads series features the Armstrong brothers who decide to rebuild their hometown in the Georgia mountains that was destroyed ten years earlier by a tornado. They’re making progress with the army of men they’ve hired to resurrect the town from rubble—until the men threaten mutiny from the lack of female company! The brothers decide to advertise for women with a “pioneer spirit”...and they wait. This series is my tribute to the Here Come the Brides TV show from the 60s—I really loved writing it. Strangely, some of the early pushback from the publisher on the series was who would believe an entire town could be demolished by a tornado? Then with sad irony, life imitated art—just as the books were being released in 2011 came the horrific tornadoes that struck Joplin, Missouri, and throughout Alabama. Fact is truly more complicated and unpredictable than fiction. But I hope my books are uplifting reads of the resilience of the human spirit.


  


  Fyi, the stories in the Southern Roads series to-date are:


  


  Baby, I’m Yours (prequel novella, available only as an ebook) Sample or buy from Amazon
Baby, Drive South (full-length romance, available in print, ebook, and audio) Sample or buy from Amazon

  Baby, Come Home (full-length romance, available in print, ebook, and audio) Sample or buy from Amazon

  Baby, Don’t Go (full-length romance, available in print, ebook, and audio) Sample or buy from Amazon
Baby, I’m Back (short story, available only as an ebook) Sample or buy from Amazon
Baby, Hold On (novella, available only as an ebook) Sample or buy from Amazon


  

  If possible, read the stories in order. Oh, and I’ll be continuing the Southern Roads series with at least two more stories in 2014!


  If you enjoyed BABY, I’M BACK and feel inclined to leave an Amazon review, I would appreciate it very much.


  And are you signed up to receive notices of my future book releases? If not, please click here to enter your email address. I promise not to flood you with emails and I will never share or sell your address. And you can unsubscribe at any time.


  Also, although I can’t count the times this book has been edited and proofed, I am human, so if you do spot a typo, please email me at stephanie@stephaniebond.com to let me know! Thanks again for your time and interest, and for telling your friends about my books. If you’d like to know more about some of my other books, please scroll ahead to the next section.


  


  Happy reading!

  Stephanie Bond


  


  


  Other works by Stephanie Bond


  


  If you enjoyed BABY, I’M BACK and are looking for full-length romances by Stephanie Bond, you might like the lively romantic comedy STOP THE WEDDING! In STOP THE WEDDING! a man and woman are determined to stop their parents’ wedding, and wind up falling in love with each other!
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  #2 Kindle overall Bestseller--over 200,000 copies sold!


  


  


  Click here to download a sample or to order STOP THE WEDDING! from Amazon!
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  Or try THREE WISHES, a magical romantic comedy. In THREE WISHES, an antiques dealer who’s in love with the governor’s girlfriend unwittingly releases a genie from a lamp and wishes himself into a hole the size of the Grand Canyon!
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  “Wondrous…Love mixes with laughter to create joyous reading for romance connoisseurs.” —Romantic Times Book Reviews


  “A delicious fairy tale filled with warm, sweet, and desirable characters.” — Rendezvous


  


  Click here to download a sample or to order THREE WISHES from Amazon!
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  And for a heartwarming romance, try ALMOST A FAMILY. In ALMOST A FAMILY, a divorced couple reunites when their baby who was kidnapped ten years ago is found...alive.
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  "Wonderful story, poignant, warm, emotion packed. Loved the characters. Excellent plot and happy ending." --Rendezvous 

  
 "[The author] writes quite perceptively about the complexity of familial relationships in this nicely developed tale of love reborn." --Romantic Times Book Reviews


  


  


  Click here to download a sample or to order ALMOST A FAMILY from Amazon!
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