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CHAPTER 1 

 

Former Master Sergeant Michael Thomas O’Malley sat at the crossroads. Mike as he was slowly 

coming to think of himself in the couple of months since retiring from over twenty years as a U. 

S. Marine. The engine of his Harley Davidson Road King hummed quietly between his thighs as 

he double-checked the coordinates of the GPS on his phone.  

 

Looking at the small and slightly worn wooden frame house that stood at the busiest intersection 

in Sebida, Texas, he did not have any doubts that this was the right place. Even in the dim, 

yellowish light from the street lamps, it matched almost entirely the descriptions that his friend 

and former commanding officer Lieutenant Thomas Samuels had given over the two tours of 

duty they had served together in Afghanistan.  

 

He swallowed the lump in his throat at the thought of the younger man. He knew that theirs had 

been an unusual friendship, to say the least. He had certainly never shared the same type of bond 

with any of the other officers that he had served under over the years.  

 

Then again Tommy, as he had called him in private, was not your typical arrogant, head up his 

ass, young officer that thought he knew everything simply because he had a college degree and a 

bar on his uniform. No, the young man had been more than all right as a junior officer, a man, 

and a friend. 

 

And she was the reason for much of that, his mother - Esther. Mike caressed the fuel tank of the 

motorcycle that had been his dream since he was thirteen years old, the bike that was her 

namesake.  

 

For the thousandth time that day, he questioned himself. What the fuck was he doing here? This 

was a bad idea. A very bad idea. Only six months after her only child’s death, his face was 

probably the last thing that she wanted to see. Another reminder of the son that she had lost. But 

it was only three days until Halloween, and the front yard looked nothing like the festive heart of 

this small community that Tommy had described his mother’s annual celebration as being. He 

frowned, maybe she had decided just to skip it this year? He could not blame her.  

 

From what Tommy said it was a hell of a lot of work and especially for one woman all alone. 

All alone. That was what she was now. And that thought burned in his mind far worse than the 

shrapnel that had torn into his arm as he rushed to her dying son’s side. That was what he was 

doing here. Keeping another promise, he made to his dying friend as he held him in his 

arms…perhaps the way this woman had so many times.  

 

At twenty-five, the young Lieutenant was too old to be like the son he never had, but the bond 

that had grown over time went deeper than friendship: an older brother, an uncle, family for sure. 

Mike shook his head and chuckled…not that his feelings for Tommy’s mother were familial at 

all.  

 

 



He reached inside the pocket of his jacket where he had worn that picture during the long trip 

from Honour, Oklahoma. He usually kept it safely tucked into his pack where it would not 

become any more worn or frayed than it already was. It had seen so much already.  

 

Bore the sweat and blood of the man, who had pressed it into the palm of his hand in the final 

moments of his life when every fucking breath he took must have been pure hellacious pain. 

Still, his friend had pleaded for him to open his Kevlar vest and retrieve it from where he wore it 

over his heart every damned day.  

 

That was the moment when Mike had faced the fact that there was nothing that the fucking 

medics could do for his friend other than making him comfortable. It was not just the legs that 

were missing, but his insides were a mangled mess that made even Mike want to puke. The vest 

had been the only thing keeping him together and stemming the blood loss. Mike tried to close it 

back as quickly and tightly as he could, but Tommy had only shaken his head, knowing that it 

would only pointlessly delay the inevitable.  

 

Instead, with tears in his greenish-brown eyes, he had pressed the tattered photograph into 

Mike’s hand as he forced out the words, “Take care of her. Promise me, Mike. Fucking promise 

me that you’ll be there for Mama.”  

 

He clutched Mike’s upper arm, pressing the burning shrapnel deeper in the process, but Mike 

had not given a god damn as their blood mingled together. “Promise me?”  

 

Mike could hear the damned rattle. God damn, he hated that sound. Sometimes he still heard it in 

his dreams. It was the sound of death. A sound that Mike had heard way too fucking often over 

the past twenty years in too many fucking hell holes.  

 

That day it was the stifling, dry heat you could never wash from your skin or mind. It 

encompassed them as much as the smell of blood, burning flesh, and human waste mixed with 

gunpowder and explosives. All Mike could do then, the only thing he could offer the man, who 

had been his commander, friend, and more, was this peace.  

 

“I promise,” he had said as he accepted this photograph…and the burden that went with it.  

 

That was why he was here now. Why as fucking hard as this was, he knew that he had to park 

her namesake in the driveway next to the red truck that Tommy had told so many fucking stories 

about.  

 

He chuckled, what would she think if she knew her son had lost his virginity in the bed of that 

truck? Had she ever discovered the dent in the driver’s side that Tommy had worked so hard to 

hammer out when he side-swiped the Mayor’s Cadillac…completely accidentally, of course, 

absolutely nothing to do with the vicious rumors about his manhood that the man’s grand-

daughter spread around the school after that night in the bed of the truck.  

 

He sighed as he turned into the driveway and turned off her engine. He was slower than he 

needed to be as he took off his helmet and stored it in the compartment. He knew just as he had 



when he sat at that other crossroads this morning…this was what he had to do. A promise he had 

to keep. Even if it killed him. 

 

To meet face-to-face the woman that he had admired, lusted for, and while he was so fucking 

honest, come to love through the touching and funny stories of her son and the stolen glimpses 

he had caught of her on his friend’s tablet. How many times had he come up with some lame 

excuse to hang around when he knew Tommy would be video calling her?  

 

How pathetic was that? All his life he had never actually managed to fall in love with any of the 

women he had dated and slept with. And the one time he does? It is a woman he can never have, 

because all their myriad of differences aside, he could never, ever wash her son’s blood from his 

hands. No, he was not the type of man a woman like that needed. He could never be anything 

more than broken - irreparably damaged.  

 

But he still had a promise to keep to his friend and sitting here was not getting him any closer to 

doing that. So, he reluctantly slung his leg over the bike and walked towards the front door. He 

frowned; it was dark, not even the porch light was on. Perhaps she was not even home? It was 

Friday night after all. Maybe she had gone to the local football game? Perhaps he should just 

come back tomorrow morning?  

 

He knew he was looking for a way out though, a reprieve, if only a temporary one, as he lifted 

his fist and knocked on the screen door. It sounded loud…too loud perhaps. But it was done now 

as he spread his legs and locked his knees, holding his hands stiffly behind his back as he waited. 

Waited for the only woman he had ever loved and the one he could never have. 

 

*** 

 

“It’s a tradition,” Esther Samuels reminded herself as she pulled the box from the top shelf. For 

over twenty years, since her son Tommy was just two, she had decorated their house from top to 

bottom with ghosts, vampires, and ghouls of all shapes and sizes. She, herself, would dress like a 

gypsy and read the cards for children of all ages in their small East Texas town. She spent days 

before the annual event preparing homemade cookies, Rice Krispies treats, caramel apples, the 

works.  

 

But this year, it all seemed too much. Just another reminder of the fact that her son was gone. An 

IED they said. In a land thousands of miles from this place. A place she knew little about. 

Somewhere she would never see. It all seemed so unfair. So senseless. All she had left of him 

now was a gravestone that she visited almost daily, and the flag folded neatly, sealed in a plastic 

bag.  

 

Those first few days and weeks, she would receive an occasional email from his sergeant or one 

of his friends, but those had stopped months ago. She had laughed or cried, sometimes both, at 

their stories of Tommy. These men, who had shared his life and passion for defending this 

country, had moved on with their own. Something she could not seem to manage. The hard truth 

was she was alone in this world now. 

 



A loud knock startled her. She almost lost her balance on the small ladder on which she stood. 

“Damn,” she cursed. “I’m coming,” she yelled as she stepped down. “Who the hell can that be?"  

She was not expecting anyone this late on a Friday evening. Most of the town would be at the 

high school. Football was, after all, the second religion in this part of the world.  

 

Tommy had once been the starting quarterback, earning a full scholarship to college for his 

efforts. It had been a load off her mind. His college fund had been paltry at best. Saving money 

was hard for a single parent, whose salary as a teacher barely stretched to cover the mortgage, 

car payments, food, and the few extras she could afford to give her only child.  

 

She padded barefoot across the rough wooden floors, down the hallway, and into the dark living 

room. She did not bother turning on the table lamp; instead, she flipped the switch on the wall 

that flooded the front porch with light.  

 

Her heart froze in her chest. When it finally restarted, its pace was twice as fast as usual. Its 

pounding was so loud that she could not hear herself think. Her chest felt as tight as it had that 

day. The day when she had opened this same door to find two men adorned in the bright red and 

blue uniform of the US Marine Corps.  

 

This was not the same Marine. In fact, he was not even wearing a uniform, but his shortly 

cropped hair and stance would have given him away, even if she did not know him. But she 

immediately recognized him; she would know this man anywhere.  

 

Master Sergeant Michael O’Malley. She had seen his face in dozens of photographs that Tommy 

sent home from Afghanistan. She could not even begin to count the number of times she read or 

heard, 'Master Sergeant says this or did that.' Towards the end though it had been merely Mike. 

Mike said, or Mike did.  

 

But she had never expected to meet him personally.  

 

It had been his email that had arrived a few days after that fateful visit that had brought her the 

most comfort. His praise of Tommy’s character, his bravery in the face of combat, and his final 

thoughts of her had touched her aching and broken heart, brought tears to her eyes, and given her 

courage to face the funeral that was just hours away.  

 

Her fingers shook as she fumbled with the door handle. She squared her shoulders and faced the 

man that was both friend and stranger. “Master Sergeant O’Malley, what brings you to Texas?” 

she asked. 

 

The man looked uncomfortable as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, scuffing his 

boot against the chipping gray paint that covered the cement front porch.  

 

“Well, Ma’am, I’m sort of taking a tour of this great country of ours. I’m visiting a few old,” he 

paused as if uncertain what to say. Esther swore that the pink of his cheeks spread to the very tips 

of his ears before he finally finished.  

 



“Old friends, I guess. Men I’ve served with over the years. Or their families, Ma’am. I know that 

you will be especially busy this time of year,” he said spreading his hand towards the pumpkins 

that sat uncut in the corner of the porch. “Tommy always talked about the big Halloween party 

you throw for all the kids. I thought maybe you could use an extra pair of hands and a strong 

back.” 

 

Esther flipped the hook latch on the screen door, pushing it open wide. “I’m sorry for my bad 

manners, Master Sergeant. Please come in.” She stepped back as the man passed, motioning for 

him to take a seat on the couch that sat against the wall. She turned on the lamp that sat next to it. 

Its warm glow filled the room. 

 

“Thank you, Ma’am. I don’t mean to be any trouble. And I’m real sorry if I caught you at a bad 

time,” he said as he took a seat. 

 

Esther swallowed back the pain. How could she explain that every day was a bad time? But 

instead, she lied, “No, I was just starting to get things ready. I’m afraid I’m a bit behind schedule 

this year,” she said. 

 

He nodded. “Tommy told us all about the hard work that you put into everything. I know he 

loved your Halloween, Ma’am.” 

 

The familiar tightness threatened to stop her heart once more as she choked back tears. “Can I 

get you something to drink, Master Sergeant? An iced tea? Some water? I think I might have a 

soda in the back of the fridge.”  

 

She sought an escape - a moment to collect herself. Away from this man, this reminder of her 

son.  

 

“Some of your famous iced tea would be nice, Ma’am,” he replied. 

 

Esther nodded and beat a hasty retreat to the warmth of the lemon-yellow kitchen that stood off 

of the living room. It seemed suddenly very small compared to the larger than life man whose 

presence filled every corner of her living room.  

 

She leaned against the cold porcelain of the sink for a moment. Her eyes filled with tears as she 

stared out the window at the stars twinkling in the dark Texas sky. She often looked up at those 

stars and wondered if somewhere out there her son’s spirit looked down on her still. She liked to 

hope so, even though she had long since given up any religious belief in heaven or hell. Life was 

hard enough to endure; eternal punishment or reward seemed superfluous.  

 

She gathered her strength and reached for the cupboard knob, pulling a large glass from the shelf. 

She turned in the tight confines of the kitchen, opening the freezer door and pulling out a tray of 

ice.  

 

A couple of tears spilled over the rims of her dark eyes as she broke the ice, the large drops 

freezing instantly as they dropped onto the frozen rectangles. Placing the tray back in the freezer, 



she opened the fridge and removed the large glass pitcher half-filled with the sweet confection. 

She hoped it was sweet enough to cover the saltiness of the tears that refused to be checked.  

 

She reached across the counter and grabbed a dishcloth, passing it across her face to dry their 

residue. She hoped that the dim light of the living room would be kind and cover the red, 

puffiness of her eyes.  

 

But it made no difference. If this man could find the courage to come all this way, then she 

would find the strength to face him. She gathered as much of that strength as she could muster 

and turned, heading back into the living room.  

 

*** 

 

Bad idea, he chastised himself once more. The woman could not wait to get away from him that 

much was obvious. His throat tightened and parts further south stirred to life as he watched her 

curvy backside retreat from the room.  

 

He was not sure what he expected. Maybe he had hoped that in the flesh this woman would not 

captivate and entice him as the stories of her, the photographs, and those stolen moments of her 

video had. But that hope was futile. If anything, he was more attracted to her than even he could 

imagine. 

 

How the fuck was he going to make it through the next three or four days being in her presence 

when less than ten minutes had his heart racing, his palms sweaty, and his cock throbbing?  

 

Mike sought a diversion. Something to do, something besides thoughts of how tightly those jeans 

had hugged her round bottom, of how badly he wanted to touch the dark brown spirals of hair 

that perfectly framed her face, how kissable her full lips looked. Distraction, yes, he desperately 

needed a distraction.  

 

He saw the rows of photographs that lined the mantle over the fireplace that had long since been 

boarded up and was now more home for an array of potted plants. He walked over and picked up 

the official Marine photograph of Tommy. His throat tightened as he saluted the smiling face that 

stared back at him from the frame. He fought back the all too familiar guilt that threatened to 

choke off his oxygen and eat at his soul like cancer.  

 

Why Tommy? She needed him. He could see the hurt and pain in her eyes, in her every 

movement, hear it in that sweet South Texas twang that had lost its happy cadence. The young 

man had so fucking much to live for. A promising career in the Marines with men who did not 

just respect his command but actually liked him. A mother that obviously loved and was devoted 

to her only son. Hell, with the kid’s good looks, Mike was sure that he would have had no 

trouble finding a good woman, settling down, having a few kids… 

 

He bet she would have made as amazing a grandmother as she had a mother. Hell, this whole 

Halloween thing, her students, from what Tommy said his mother had adopted half the kids in 

this town. Why had she never married? Had more children? Given Tommy brothers and sisters?  



 

Not that they could have replaced his loss, filled the void that he could see sucking her spirit like 

one of those black hole things in all the sci-fi movies. Becca Hall Okadigbo proved that. But 

something told Mike that even in her pain, this woman would have never missed the signs of hurt 

in any child of hers. No, it all seemed such a waste. The woman had so much love to give. 

 

‘Not that you wish she’d throw a bit of it your way, Leatherneck,’ chided that voice in his head.  

 

No, Mike had never spent much time thinking about things like wives and babies. Those were for 

other people. People worthy of love, not throw away orphans that by the time he was seven had 

seen too much of life’s dark side, already had his first blood on his hands. But damn, what would 

be the harm in letting his mind wander those uncharted paths - just this once.  

 

‘Because her son’s blood stains more than just that old fading photograph in your pocket, you 

dumb fuck.’ Mike swallowed around the tightness in his throat, ignored the pressure in his chest 

when he saw it. A larger, less-faded, unfrayed, and blood free version of that photo. His fingers 

trembled as he picked it up slowly.  

 

In this one, you could tell the color of their eyes. Hers that warm coffee brown and Tommy’s 

those intelligent and laughing brown-green that had always reminded Mike of the old alley cat 

that had lived outside of the dump of an apartment where… 

 

He shook his head and tried to turn his thoughts away from that futile path. He smiled as his 

fingers caressed the silver frame with its intricate pattern of etchings. For the first time in a very 

long time, Mike was tempted to nick something. To slip it inside his coat the way he had once 

hotwired that Harley.  

 

His thoughts were cut off by the sound of an almost girlish giggle behind him. The sound danced 

along his spine and sent sparks racing to his brain…and to that traitor between his legs. He had 

always loved the sound of her laughter.  

 

*** 

 

His broad back was to her when she entered the room. He was standing near the old fireplace. He 

held a silver frame in his large hands. She knew that it was the picture of Tommy’s college 

graduation. A friend had taken the photograph of the two of them on the proudest day of her life, 

just days before that other one, Tommy’s commissioning ceremony where she had personally 

pinned the gold bars to his uniform. 

 

Esther took a moment to examine the man. He was even more impressive in person than he had 

been in the photographs. His hair was short still, but its dark and silver strands were longer than 

regulation, she was sure.   

 

She knew that he was taller than Tommy’s six foot one. But his more mature body had long 

since lost the lankiness of youth. Broad shoulders tapered to a waistline that while not fat by any 

means would give a woman something to wrap her arms about.  



From this angle, by far his most impressive feature was the way that the denim of his jeans 

hugged his backside. If a man could have a perfect butt, it was Master Sergeant Michael 

O’Malley’s. She smiled. When was the last time she had noticed a man’s butt? A girlish giggle 

escaped her throat at the thought. 

 

The man turned. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. I didn’t mean to pry. It was just that the photos caught my 

attention. Tommy was a good friend.”  

 

“He spoke of you often,” she admitted as she handed him the glass. 

 

“You too, Ma’am. He was always talking about his mama’s cooking, her garden, and her famous 

iced tea,” he smiled as he raised the glass to lips. “And he was right. It is delicious, Ma’am.” 

 

“Thank you, Master Sergeant.” He took a seat on the sofa as she sat in the chair opposite him. 

For a moment awkward silence hung in the crisp autumn air.  

 

“So, Master Sergeant, what brings you this way? You said you were traveling the country 

looking up old friends?” 

 

“Yes, ma’am. I retired from the Marines a couple of months ago. Since I never married and don’t 

have any family to speak of, I thought I would travel for a while. The Corps and the men and 

women I served with were the closest things to family I ever had, so I thought I would check in 

on some of them. See how they were doing and help out a bit if I can.” 

 

Esther’s throat tightened at his words. Familiarity wove a common bond between them. This 

man seemed as alone in the world as she was now. “How many places have you been so far, 

Master Sergeant?” 

 

“Just a brief stop in East LA, Los Angeles,” he explained. “Most of my time has been in 

Oklahoma, ma’am. My best friend’s dad was dying.” 

 

“I’m sorry to hear that Sergeant, but I’m sure that he was glad to have you there to help out.” 

 

He shifted uncomfortably on the sofa. “Billy died back in ninety-one, ma’am. Desert Storm.” His 

fingers traced the drops of water that cascaded down the side of the glass.  

 

“Oh, I’m sorry I misunderstood.” 

 

His eyes still on the glass, he sat it on a coaster on the table next to him. “When we were in basic 

training, we became like brothers. Since I didn’t have any family, I would spend most holidays 

with him and his family. When he died, his parents insisted that I keep it up. They said that they 

had lost one son; they weren’t going to lose another one.” 

 

Esther felt the hot tears cascading down her cheeks. She felt the unknown couple’s pain because 

it was her own. “You were lucky to have one another, Master Sergeant.” 

 



His gray-blue eyes met hers. “Yes, ma’am. I was. They were the parents I never had. Miss Lula 

died about five years ago. Breast cancer. Mister Clyde sold most of the farmland a couple of 

years ago when the Alzheimer’s got so bad that he could no longer work it. There was no one to 

pass it on to as Billy’s only sister had gotten married and moved to Chicago years ago.” 

 

The man continued to toy with the dew that coated the cold glass. Esther noticed that his 

knuckles whitened, and his voice deepened as he spoke. “He moved into one of those assisted 

living places a bit closer to Tulsa.” 

 

She could tell that the experience was still as raw to him as Tommy’s death was with her. 

Without thought, she reached across the short distance; her mocha-colored hand covered his 

larger one. The chill of the glass that he still held barely registered. The heat of his skin 

overwhelmed all else. 

 

He looked up. Those pale eyes held her gaze for a moment. Pain, loneliness, and uncertainty 

filled their depths. But there was something else as well. Awareness gripped Esther’s guts like a 

vise. Her throat tightened until she was barely able to move air through it. 

 

Sexy. Smokey. Strong. Words raced like wildfire across a dry East Texas pine forest, kindling 

and burning everything in its path. 

 

She was not a loose woman. In all the years since her one mistake in college, she could count on 

one hand the number of men that she had had relations with. And still, have a couple of fingers 

left over. 

 

But none of them had ever affected her the way this man did. 

 

Hell, she remembered the first picture she had ever seen of him. Just days after Tommy had 

arrived in Afghanistan; she had opened the first email since his deployment. He had written of 

the place; dry and hotter than the worst Texas summer.  

 

He had spoken too of the men with whom he served. Especially the non-commissioned officer 

who, as a lowly Lieutenant, was his guide into this new world. He had attached a couple of 

pictures. 

 

One was of him standing outside the tent that was to be his home for a seemingly indefinite 

period of time. His boyish face grinned back at her as if he were on some holiday rather than 

risking his life to defend his country. 

 

But when she opened that second picture, Esther had caught her breath. The man standing next to 

her son could have given that famous Hollywood actor a run for his money, the one who had 

played the doctor on that television show and now starred in half the movies in the theaters. She 

searched for his name, but Esther had never been a big fan of television or movies.  

 

She far preferred the written word. It might take paragraphs or even the thousand words that the 

proverb said to convey the same meaning as those pictures, but for her, the message was always 



more powerful. Her love of words was what had led her to become an English teacher. A passion 

that extended to the volumes of leather and cloth-bound journals that gathered dust in boxes 

under her bed. 

 

But that day, words had failed her. The man who stared at her from that computer screen had 

stolen her breath and captured her heart in a way that she had never experienced. 

 

Over the next eighteen months, there were more pictures, and stories galore of this man. Emails 

that she saved, not just because they came from her beloved son. But because they told of the 

exploits of a modern hero as large as life, an ancient god or demi-god brought to life from myths 

that she taught her classes. Ares. Thor. Odysseus. Jason. This man was all of them rolled into one 

- and more. 

 

She had just never in all her born days expected to meet the man in person. Especially after that 

last email. His words lifting her, giving her wings and courage to face a seemingly impossible 

task. She had thought it was the end of a chapter. No, it felt more like the end of the book. The 

end of her life as she knew it. 

 

Over the months, if her dreams were filled with nightmares of smoke and bombs, stifling heat 

and mournful cries of pain in battles that she could only imagine; they were equally filled with 

soft caresses and whispered words of passion from an imaginary lover whom she had never met. 

At times, the dissonance between the two had made Esther fear for her sanity. 

 

Nothing could have ever prepared her for this moment. For meeting the man that had starred in 

the most erotic fantasies of her life. It was not something she had ever dared imagine. She 

wanted to pinch herself. 

 

But there was no need. The heat and awareness rising off his touch was shock enough. The 

unexpected and all too familiar tingles that raced up her arms left a trail of tiny hairs each 

standing on end. They were proof enough. 

 

Esther drew her hand back. She was careful not to do it too quickly even though it felt as if she 

had touched open wires. Her eyes dropped, and she willed herself to remember that this was 

nothing more than a friendly visit. As he said, he was checking in on his men or their families. 

She was nothing more than another one of those families - an obligation for this honor-bound 

man. 

 

Finding her voice, she forced words past her lips. “I’m sorry, Master Sergeant. Sorry for your 

friend and his family.” Her voice sounded hollow even to her own ears. 

 

The man drew in a depth breath. She willed herself to do the same. She repeated the ritual of 

cleansing breaths that had become her salvation over the past months when despair and grief 

stole her very soul. 

 

He smiled. It did not reach those compelling eyes but then again in all the pictures that she had 

saved on her hard-drive Esther was certain it never had.  



 

“Thank you, ma’am,” was his only reply. They drank in silence for a couple of moments. It 

should have been awkward, but somehow it was not. 

 

After a time, they fell once more in casual conversation. Even though she could not keep her 

eyes from straying to those broad shoulders or those salt-and-pepper locks that curled just a bit at 

the ends, now that they were longer. 

 

She listened as he told his stories. She was surprised at how easy the man was to talk with. After 

a while, the conversation turned. They shared stories of Tommy. They laughed often. And on 

more than one occasion, Esther would have sworn that she saw the man wipe moisture from 

those eyes. She did not even bother hiding the tears that occasionally ran down her cheeks.  

 

The clock on the mantle chimed eleven, a reproach to her for losing track of time in their shared 

joy and pain. 

 

As if reading her mind, the man rose from the coach. “I better be going, Ma’am. It’s getting 

late.” 

 

“Where are you staying, Sergeant?” 

 

“I’m pretty basic, Ma’am. For my travels, I bought a tent. I usually just look for some quiet spot 

where I won’t be in nobody’s way.” 

 

Esther paused at his words. The house only had two bedrooms. Hers and the one that had been 

her son’s. That door was closed. Its walls filled with photographs of him and his college friends. 

Shelves lining one wall were loaded with trophies from his athletic competitions. His clothes still 

hung in the closet.  

 

It was a shrine that she had been unable to clear out. She rarely even went inside, except on the 

worst of her days when she curled into a ball clutching the pillow that she swore still held the 

smell of her baby boy. She would cry for hours, great gulping sobs that wrenched her soul until 

they slipped away to nothing more than hiccups that left her weak and drained. Then she would 

move from the safety of that time capsule and go back to face the reality of a world without her 

Tommy.  

 

For anyone else in this world, she would not even consider it. But somehow, she knew in her 

heart that this man would understand. Would appreciate the honor that she bestowed upon him. 

Would, in turn, honor her son’s memory like few others than herself ever could.  

 

With a slight hesitancy in her voice, she said, “I won’t hear of it, Master Sergeant. You can stay 

here with us.” 

 

The words slipped out before she could stop herself. Her fist went to her mouth in horror at the 

slip of words. There was no us…and they both knew that. This time she feared that the tears that 



had spilled from her eyes so freely these past hours would be more like the sobs that were her 

nightly lullaby. 

 

His strong hand wrapped about her upper arm. “I understand,” he whispered so low that Esther 

knew he really did. She nodded at his reassurance. 

 

“Please stay, Master Sergeant,” she reiterated her earlier offer. 

 

The man nodded. 

 

“I’ll grab some fresh sheets and make up the bed in Tommy’s room then,” she offered. 

 

“No, Ma’am. This couch here will be just fine. It’s a far sight better than a lot of places I’ve slept 

over the years and better than a sleeping bag on a chilly night like this.” 

 

Esther looked at the man. A bond of shared pain tightened in her gut. But she just nodded in 

silent thanks for his gesture of sacrifice. “If you’re sure, Master Sergeant? Then I’ll get some 

sheets, a pillow, and quilt for you.” She stood and raced from the room. 

 

*** 

 

Mike returned her nod, “I’m sure, Ma’am. I’ll be just fine here,” he smiled.  

 

Once more he watched the sway of those hips as she retreated in the other direction this time, 

down the dark corridor. He shifted on the sofa, not because it was uncomfortable, but because his 

jeans were too tight. At least parts of them were.  

 

How had he lost track of time like this? He had only meant to check on the woman briefly, offer 

his assistance, and then find someplace to camp for a few days. Instead, he was going to be 

sleeping here. With her. Well, not with her, exactly. That was not worth considering at the 

moment; she would not be gone nearly long enough to savor that fantasy.  

 

And it was…his favorite fantasy. Touching this woman, caressing her soft skin, tasting her, 

loving her. How the fuck was he going to survive not only days working alongside her but nights 

just down the hall from her? How easy would it be…to…? 

 

He growled. Hell, he had practically embarrassed himself already once tonight, and that from 

just a casual touch of her hand upon his hand meant only to comfort. But it was anything but 

comforting. He was still not sure how he had managed to stifle the moan that had risen from 

deep in his gut.  

 

He shook his head…and when he had looked up into those eyes. He would have sworn for a 

fraction of a heartbeat that she felt it too. That she was as aware of him as he was of her. But he 

knew that was just wishful thinking on his part.  

 



Not that he was not aware of his charms when it came to members of the opposite sex. For a man 

his age, he had held up pretty well. No real beer gut to speak since the Marines had managed to 

keep his physical body in pretty decent shape if not his mind. No, Kay was not the only woman 

to have noticed his assets over the years.  

 

Just not women like this one. She was fancy books he had probably never even heard of, let 

alone read. She was long Sunday mornings in bed laughing and loving. She was walking in the 

woods as you talked about politics, philosophy, and other shit that he had absolutely no idea 

about.  

 

She was not a simple roll in the hay. She was tomorrows. Lots of them…stretching out over a 

lifetime. A lifetime that he did not have to give. Her or anyone else. He stared down that dark 

hallway that reminded him of what little future he did have. But damn, just being this close to her 

made him wish… 

 

Wish what, jarhead? That you did not have her son’s blood on your hands. Or Billy’s. Or 

Manny’s. Or the other dozen friends and comrades. And the countless lost lives and souls of 

enemies, some of them mere kids like those boys on that roof the night that Manny had been 

killed.  

 

No, women like her deserved so fucking much more than he could ever give them. He had 

learned early that he was not the type. Bad seed…incapable of genuinely loving or cherishing a 

good woman.  

 

He chuckled as he thought of the Colonel. Wondered how the old man was getting along. He 

would have to call Luke, see how things were going. But he knew it was more than just his 

duties caring for Mister Clyde that had kept him from staying in touch with his friends in 

Southern California. No, it was the bittersweet reminder of how as Luke and the Colonel put it… 

‘the love of a good woman could save your ass as nothing else could.’  

 

He watched as she appeared out of that darkness. ‘Yeah, grunt, you are in big trouble here,’ he 

thought as she clutched the linens tight to her chest. He wondered what it would feel like to be 

held that close by her. Fuck, he was jealous of bedding now too?  

 

*** 

 

Esther clung to the mundane tasks of collecting sheets, blankets, and pillows for the man as she 

noticed that, in the hurry to answer the door earlier, she had left this one to the linen closet open. 

Reaching inside she found a pale blue sheet and matching comforter. They were the extra things 

that she had always kept for those times when Tommy bought some friend home from college. 

She reached a bit further back and found the matching pillow.  

 

She stood on her tiptoes and pushed the box that she had been fiddling with earlier back on its 

shelf. There would be time enough to deal with that tomorrow; she thought as she pushed the 

step stool back inside the closet as well. 

 



What the hell was she thinking? She asked herself as she clutched the linens to her chest. She 

had just asked a stranger to spend the night with her. Not that she had ever spent much time 

caring about what the people of this small town thought about her.  

 

When she moved here, she was nothing more, to any of them, than a stereotypical single, black 

mother. If over the years, her dedication to her son, her work as a teacher, and her unremarkable 

life had earned a modicum of respect from some of them, it meant little to her. 

 

No, what bothered Esther was not what people thought. It was what she felt. Her awareness of 

this man was uncomfortably new. Since her crush upon the college football hero that had taken 

advantage of her, robbed her innocence, and given her the most precious gift of all, Esther had 

been virtually bereft of sexual desire. Whether it was the rape that she never fully acknowledged, 

some fluke of nature that made her less than a woman, or the responsibilities of her life as a 

single mother, men just were not something that she wasted her energy upon. 

 

Except for the one that sat in her living room. Her reaction to him had been different from that 

first email. It was not the infatuation of a young girl that had ripped Esther’s life apart and taken 

it down a different path. 

 

Oh, she supposed it might be that she had read and written one too many romance novels. Master 

Sergeant Michael O’Malley would undoubtedly fit nicely upon the cover of any of them. Her 

fertile imagination captured the image of him dressed in fatigue pants, his chest bare, sweat 

gleaming upon his skin. 

 

She shook herself. This was precisely why this whole thing was a bad idea, she thought. How 

could she manage to sleep under the same roof with the man that had haunted her dreams for 

over two years? 

 

How could she turn away the man that had been Tommy’s best friend? Had shared the final 

chapter of his life? A man that had come all this way to help her out…for Tommy’s sake. 

 

Clutching the sheets tightly to her chest, she took several cleansing breaths before turning back 

towards the living room where the man waited. She could do this. It was just three days until 

Halloween. They would be busy. There were pumpkins to be carved. A haunted house to be 

built. Cookies and a dozen more treats to be baked. And hundreds of goody bags to assemble. 

 

There would be no time to lust after a man she could never have. With a secret smile, she took 

her first step forward. But who knew, maybe she could gain a bit of fodder for her fertile 

imagination. She had to admit that, in person, this man was even more compelling than anything 

in those photos.  

 

She wondered for a moment if there would be an opportunity in the coming days to see him 

without his shirt. She blushed at the memory of her favorite photograph. She would have to pray 

for a couple of Indian summer days. 

 



She inhaled and steeled herself to face the man, who looked and sounded even better in person 

than in her dreams. ‘I will not embarrass myself; I will not embarrass myself,’ became her 

mantra as she turned back to the living room. But the moment she caught sight of him sitting 

nervously on her couch, she was not so confident about that. 

 

“Here, these should do. Do you want any help making your bed, Master Sergeant?” she said as 

she handed him the bundle. She blushed at how silly that must have sounded, “Not that you need 

any help with beds,” she stammered and reddened even more when she realized how that 

sounded.  

 

He chuckled and shook his head as he took them, “No, Ma’am, I’m sure I can manage just fine.” 

His hand brushed hers again, and she was instantly aware of the tightness in her nipples and the 

aching void lower still.  

 

She nodded as she realized that a hasty retreat and regrouping was probably the best course of 

action. “Goodnight, Master Sergeant,” she smiled as best she could manage given the unusually 

tense circumstances. It was not every day that you finally met the man who had been your 

fantasy lover for almost two years.  

 

He nodded, “Night, Ma’am. See you in the morning.”  

 

She turned, and her feet could not get her from the room fast enough as she scurried like a 

cockroach to its den. Sleep was even harder to come by that night. Esther tossed and turned in 

her double bed. Her mind filled with the stories that they had shared.  

 

She had known so little of the past few years of her son’s life. She always thought that he was 

trying to protect her from the harsh realities of his tours of duty in the Gulf. This evening had 

filled in a few of those gaps. She, in turn, had shared stories of Tommy as a boy with his closest 

friend. A man she could tell did not easily laugh or smile.  

 

Esther felt the coldness of the tears as they dropped on the crisp cotton of her pillowcase. She did 

not want to disturb the man. So, this night she fought hard to keep back the sobs that most nights 

eventually lulled her into an exhausted slumber.  

 

Instead, she sought a diversion; her always active imagination came to her rescue. Closing her 

eyes, she imagined the man lying on her couch. He would not dare sleep naked, not when there 

was a woman in the house. Probably not at all, the man would have learned the essential need 

always to be ready, alert.  

 

But she would bet that he wore nothing more than his underwear. Boxers? Briefs? Those new 

skin-tight things that were a mix of both?  

 

Of course, she did not need to use her fertile mind to conjure up images of the golden-brown 

expanse of muscles lightly sprinkled with dark curls. She had more than one picture of his chest. 

But her curiosity was piqued about his legs that were nicely encased in those denim jeans. And 

of course, that perfect butt.  



 

Definitely the new skin-tight boxer thingies she hoped. They would show off his assets to the 

best advantage. She drifted off to dreamland that night with a girlish grin playing on her dark 

mocha lips. Pride in her use of irony and simile. Ass…assets. 

  



CHAPTER 2 

The sun streamed between the pale pink sheers as she woke the next morning. Rolling over, she 

picked up the clock. It was almost eight. A much later start to the day than she had anticipated. 

But then again, with an extra set of hands and a strong back, as Master Sergeant Mike had said, 

she could breathe a bit easier about the job ahead.  

 

Throwing back the hand-sewn quilt that was the newest addition to her room, she stretched. Her 

full breasts brushed against the soft cotton of her nightgown. The dark brown areolas stood at 

attention. She supposed the unusual reaction to the slight brush against the material was due to 

the erotic videos that had played one after another through her mind the night before. 

 

It seemed that every ancient legend, Jason and the Argonauts, Hercules, and Hector, had played 

out in Technicolor dreams with the Master Sergeant in the starring role and her as his leading 

lady. Oh, and there were a few modern romance storylines thrown in for good measure, Vikings, 

Scots, and contemporary heroes that wound their tales through the night leaving her mature body 

alive in a way that she could never remember before. 

 

Reaching for her thick terry cotton robe at the foot of the bed, she wrapped it about her like 

chainmail of a medieval warrior. Cinching the belt tightly about her waist, she girded herself for 

the day. The next three days, she reminded herself with both trepidation and excitement. Three 

days with this man. It would either kill her or bring her to life. 

 

For now, breakfast was the first order of business. She tiptoed out of her bedroom and down the 

hall. She stopped at the edge of the living room. A smile broke wide across her face. A bare chest 

could be seen above the pale blue of the sheets that were wrapped tightly about his waist. She 

fought back the urge to steal across the room and trail her fingers down the hard ridge of 

abdominal muscles.  

 

She imagined her fingers slipping beneath the heated cotton sheets. Imagined what she would 

find beneath. White? Regulation green? Black? She doubted the man, who had followed such a 

strict code for most of his life, would dare something unconventional like red, blue, or purple. 

But the thought held possibilities. 

 

The man turned in his sleep, and Esther beat a hasty retreat towards the kitchen. It would not do 

to begin the day with him catching her ogling his half-naked body. 

 

Throwing open the refrigerator doors, she stared into the vast expanse of emptiness. If she were 

to play hostess for the next three days to a man, a strapping man, she would have to add a trip to 

the grocery store to her to-do list. Since Tommy had left for college, she rarely cooked. It simply 

was not worth the effort for one person.  

 

And since that day when her world changed forever, food had even less meaning. Everything 

was cardboard, a necessity to be consumed if she was to continue living, something she was not 

thoroughly sure she wanted to do anyway. But until she made that final choice, it was something 

to which she gave a passing salute. 

 



Most nights she survived on a sandwich or cup of soup. If she bothered at all. Many times, she 

existed upon the scant meal that she forced past her lips in the teacher’s lounge. Breakfast was 

certainly not on the menu. 

 

Scouring the shelves, she managed to find a packet of sliced ham, leftovers from her sandwiches 

and a bit of cheese as well. There were eggs aplenty. She had brought them on her way home 

from work yesterday, ingredients for her Halloween cookies and cupcakes. She would pick some 

more up to replace these when she went to the store later. A Denver omelet it would be then. 

 

But that seemed scant fare for such a robust man. Reaching into the cupboard, she drew forth a 

container of flour. Combined with the eggs, a touch of sugar and some milk that she kept on 

hand for her morning breakfast of coffee on the run, it would make a nice side of pancakes. As 

an afterthought, she grabbed a packet of the chocolate chips from among the items that awaited 

her on the countertop.  

 

Chocolate chip pancakes had been Tommy’s favorite. The thought was barely through her mind 

before she felt the noose tighten about her throat and chest. Had he shared that with the Master 

Sergeant? Tales of Saturday morning cartoons and chocolate chip pancakes cuddled together 

under the blankets in front of the old television. He had practically been in college before that 

tradition gave away to morning runs, his friends, and girls. 

 

Esther drew another deep cleansing breath as she took out bowls and pans. She brushed back 

tears with the back of her flour-covered hand as she mixed a batch of pancakes. The skillet 

heated on the burner as she poured the first of the batter into it.  

 

She grabbed another pan and fried up the ham and an old onion. Cracking three eggs into another 

bowl, she beat the mixture, wishing that she had the will to beat back the despair that gripped her 

like the fiercest of ancient villains; Medusa, the Minotaur, or the Sphinx.  

 

Looking into the bowl, as a teardrop spiced it; she added another egg for good measure. Like 

Tommy, the Master Sergeant was a big guy. He was guaranteed to have a big appetite. She 

poured the mixture over the ham and flipped the pancake. It was a perfect golden brown, just the 

way that Tommy liked them. She reminded herself to take deep cleansing breaths as she began 

grating the cheese.  

 

*** 

 

Mike watched the woman make her hasty retreat to the kitchen. If it had not been for his raging 

erection, he would have let her know he had been awake for some time. Hell, he had been awake 

way too much of the night. As he suspected, sleeping this close to her was harder than just about 

anything other than the memories that tormented him day and night…or the fucking traitor 

between his legs that would not seem to obey his commands this morning or any other when it 

came to her. 

 

He had tossed and turned on the couch most of the night, even though he had slept in way worse 

places than this. No, he had spent hours listening for the least sound, imagining her. What would 



she wear to bed? Probably not the sheer white lace nightie that he so often imagined her in. It 

would perfectly set off the light café au lait tones of her skin.  

 

Damn, her skin was so fucking soft. At least on her hands, the only part of her that he had dared 

to touch. Though he had spent more than a few minutes lying there wondering what it would 

have felt like to trail his hands slowly up her arms. Grip her shoulders firmly and drew her in for 

a long, slow kiss.  

 

Mike shook his head, “Get your head screwed on straight, Leatherneck. It ain’t happening.” But 

that did not stop his body from wanting it, wanting her. The dreams when he had finally slept 

had been so fucking vivid. He supposed he should be glad that they were of her and not the acrid, 

smoke- and blood-filled nightmares. 

 

But damn, it had been a bit too vivid. For a fraction of second, as she stood looking at him from 

the hallway, he had almost imagined that she was going to walk across the room, her round hips 

swaying softly from side to side. Not the overdone blatant sexuality of some women, but that 

perfect feminine motion that reminded a man of the differences between boys and girls.  

 

He had held his breath, imagining her standing above him. Loosening the belt on that robe. What 

would be beneath it? He sucked in his breath as he cursed the way his dick pulsed and jumped 

inside the sweat pants. He could almost see her slowly slipping it from her shoulders, nothing but 

bare skin beneath. What would those tits, which appeared as if they would fit perfectly in the 

palm of his hands, look like? Would her nipples be the dark brown of coffee or a lighter tone of 

the fall leaves? 

 

He would hold out his hand, and she would take it, the robe loosening just enough that he would 

catch a brief glimpse of her thighs as she joined him on the couch. She would straddle him; the 

only thing between them would be the sheet and his sweat pants. But he would not rush to 

discard those. 

 

Maybe she would even bite her full bottom lip like she did when she was trying to decide what to 

say. Did she have any idea how sexy that was? How badly he wanted to bite that lip. Taste it. 

Taste her.  

 

No, after this long, he would take his time. Taste every fucking inch of her body, beginning with 

those luscious lips, until she was moaning and rubbing against him like that damned alley cat 

always had when it begged for food. But she would be begging for something else. Her hands 

gripping his bare shoulders, burning into his skin in a way that he could never forget. 

 

“Fuck, man,” he cursed. This was not a good idea. He could hear the woman moving about the 

kitchen. He thought he even smelled food cooking and coffee. He definitely needed coffee. And 

a cold shower…icy cold like the well water had been that first night at the old Hall ranch.  

 

As hard as his dick was, he was not confident it would do any more good than it had that night. 

This woman was under his skin. She had been for a long time - too long. In a way, no other 

woman ever had been. 



 

“Damn it,” he cursed some more.  

 

They had work to get done. That was the whole purpose of this trip - to help her out with this 

damned Halloween tradition that meant so fucking much to Tommy, to her, to this fucked up 

town. Not that it fucking deserved it or them, but one thing almost a quarter of a century in the 

Marines taught a man was the value of tradition. And this was a tradition for this town, and more 

importantly for her. 

 

He looked over to the mantle at the picture of the two them. Tommy smiled back at him. Mike 

chuckled, ‘Bet you wouldn’t if you knew the things I was thinking about your Mama.’ But he 

had come here to keep another promise, and that was what he intended to do.  

 

He adjusted the waistband of his jogging pants as best he could. He hoped like hell that it hid the 

raging hard-on beneath the soft material that seemed to shift and move in perfect imitation of 

how he imagined her soft hands and warm mouth would. He growled, why was his mind 

suddenly one track?  

 

Just to be on the safe side, he reached for a t-shirt from the bag that he had placed at the end of 

the couch. He pulled it over his head and was glad to see that it was long enough to fall below 

the bulge in his pants, adding another layer of protection should her warm brown eyes stray.  

 

He shook his head and forced his mind back from other fantasies. He stood and, as he had for a 

lifetime, forced one foot in front of the other as he crossed the room until he stood in the 

doorway of the kitchen. 

 

Air froze in his lungs as he watched her bent over the frying pans. Her eyes were swollen already 

as tears mixed with whatever she was cooking. It was more effective than being dunked beneath 

that icy well water.  

 

A reminder of exactly why he could never have this woman. He looked at his hands as he ran 

them nervously over the front of his pants as if he could wipe her son’s unseen blood from them. 

But he knew he could not.  

 

Instead, he gathered his courage, reminded himself of why he was here and cleared his throat. 

“Something smells delicious,” he said as he watched those tears that ate like acid at his gut trail 

down her cheeks. 

 

*** 

 

Esther jumped at the sound of the deep voice behind her. Raising a messy hand, she swiped away 

the tears once more. Forcing words past the tightness in her chest, she smiled. “Thought you 

might be hungry this morning, so I made some breakfast. It isn’t much, just an omelet and some 

pancakes. I’m not a big breakfast person, but we can pick up some things later when we go into 

town. More eggs, sausage, bacon, whatever you like.”  

 



Esther knew she was rambling but was powerless to stop it. Knowing that her dark eyes were 

probably puffy and red already, she made excuses. “Afraid I did not realize how strong that 

onion was. I’ll have to get fresh ones of those too.” 

 

Coming to stand next to her, Esther felt his presence like the heat and steam rising off the hot 

Texas asphalt after a summer thunderstorm.  

 

“You shouldn’t have gone to any trouble, ma’am. I could have grabbed something at the diner. 

Heck, I should be the one to treat you.” 

 

She laughed softly, “And get a belly ache this early in the morning? We wouldn’t get much done 

today after eating at that greasy spoon.” 

 

The man smiled softly at her. “Yeah, Tommy did say that your cooking was much better than 

anything else. Of course, that was usually said after MREs or another round of powdered eggs in 

the mess hall. It wasn’t fair the way he went on and on about your cooking as we ate that crap.”  

 

Inhaling deeply, he added, “It certainly smells like the boy didn’t lie. I don’t suppose those 

happen to be chocolate chip pancakes, by any chance?” 

 

Esther smiled. So, Tommy had shared their little secret with this man. “Yes, Master Sergeant, 

they are.” Flipping the finished product onto the plate next to her, she handed it to him before 

turning back to the stove to add more batter to the skillet. 

 

The man brought the plate close to his face. He appeared almost boyish as he grinned and 

breathed deeply. "Hmm, I don’t think I have ever smelled anything this good, ma’am.” 

 

Esther handed him a fork as she turned the heat down on the burner. “Then dig in, Master 

Sergeant. There's plenty more where that came from. There’s coffee too, in the pot,” she added 

as she checked the omelet. “Cups are in the cupboard there,” she motioned with her elbow 

towards the cupboard next to her. 

 

“Coffee would be nice,” he said as he squeezed in next to her, setting the plate down as the hard 

granite of his thighs brushed against hers.  

 

Esther forced air through her lungs trying to concentrate on cooking and not upon this man. But 

her body was attuned to his presence; her son’s words ran like an old record through her mind. 

“Master Sergeant…” 

 

“Yes, ma’am?” She blinked. She had been so deep in thought that she did not realize she had 

said it aloud.  

 

He was inches away. His massive body touching hers in places as he paused in mid-air, reaching 

for a cup. Her whole being sang like the choir at the AME church around the corner. Their 

African spirituals so loud and heartfelt that they carried on the winds to invade the peace of her 

home. The sounds of joy and faith were so powerful that sometimes even she wanted to believe. 



 

At that moment it was something decidedly different that Esther wanted to believe. What would 

happen if she leaned in just a bit? What would he taste like? What would it feel like to be held in 

those strong arms? To be loved by this man. If only for a moment. 

 

But then she came crashing back to earth. Women her age should be past such things, especially 

women who never had a great deal of experience, to begin with. School teachers, who read about 

love and sex, but never gave in to those sorts of wild fantasies. Mothers, who had just lost their 

sons. She felt her cheeks flush with blood at the thought. 

 

He cleared his throat and Esther stared up into those blue-gray eyes. For a single moment, the 

blink of an eye, she would have sworn that he felt it too. That he was tempted to kiss her half as 

much as she wanted to be kissed. She closed her eyes; whether to clear her mind or in 

anticipation of that kiss she was not sure.  

 

Then he was moving away. Looking up, she saw that he held an old Aggie mug in his large 

hands. He cupped it so softly as if he instinctively knew its meaning. Tommy’s old cup. It was 

enough of a reminder of who she was, what she was — just another duty in this man's lifetime of 

them. The smell of burning chocolate whiffed to her nose. Fresh tears glistened in her eyes as she 

turned back to the stove. 

 

“Damn,” she cursed as she reached for the spatula. Turning it, she saw that it was not the disaster 

she had feared. Just a bit too dark around the edges. She should stay focused. The burnt pancake 

and the mug reminders, some things were not for her. This man was one of them. 

 

Scooping the omelet and a couple more of the pancakes onto a plate, she motioned for him to 

take a seat at the table. Hot steam was rising from Tommy’s mug as he followed her there. 

 

“Can I get you some milk for your coffee, Master Sergeant? More butter?” she asked. Her voice 

sounded tight even to her ears. 

 

The man shook his head. “Aren’t you joining me, ma’am?”  

 

“Afraid I really am not much of a breakfast person. Besides now that you are here, I need to stop 

procrastinating this Halloween thing. Get the show on the road, as they say. You eat while I go 

get dressed and we’ll head into town for a few more things.” 

 

He nodded as she made her escape. Just barely. Tears cascaded down her soft brown cheeks.  

 

*** 

 

Mike brought the fork to his mouth. Chocolate chip pancakes. His throat was so fucking tight he 

could barely swallow. They were every bit as good as Tommy had described them. The pancake 

itself was light and fluffy. The dark chocolate was sweet but not over-powering so. Any other 

time, any other place, he knew he would be oh-ing and awing over them.  

 



But at the moment, all he could think was two things. The first was of Tommy as he frowned and 

brought a bite of the disgusting MRE to his mouth. They had been on another patrol, too far from 

base camp. He had smiled as he regaled them with another of his stories. Saturday morning 

cartoons huddled under the blankets with his Mom and her chocolate chip pancakes.  

 

Tommy said that he must have been about seven. The MRE had tasted even more like concrete 

to Mike then as his own memories of that age assailed him. But still, he had been captivated by 

the animated way his friend had described Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Power Rangers, and 

Transformers. His mother at his side laughing along as they ate breakfast before rushing off to 

scouts or Little League practice.  

 

Mike swallowed another bite of the pancakes as his mind wandered down that other road. 

Tommy would probably throat punch him if he knew just how close Mike had come to kissing 

his mother this morning. He had been so fucking close. He could not even smell the omelet or 

pancakes when she stood so close. All he smelled was her. Cocoa butter, some sort of flowers, 

and woman.  

 

For another of those long heartbeats, she had been so incredibly close. And the way she closed 

her eyes almost made him think she had wanted him to kiss her. But that was not possible.  

 

Women like her…books and fancy words…were not for men like him. Rough warriors that 

knew only blood, killing and death. Even if he did not have Tommy’s blood on his hands, 

women like her belonged more on Beacon Hill. He could almost picture her at one of his 

grandmother’s fancy book clubs.  

 

He frowned as he remembered the time that his mother had tried to start a book club at whatever 

tenement they were living in at the time. One other woman had shown up. One, out of the whole 

neighborhood that she had invited. His mother had served coffee instead of tea though. The 

women sat around the old table with one leg shorter than all the others.  

 

His mother had shuttled him off to his room to entertain the toddler that the woman had brought 

with her as the two women sipped coffee and talked about some book called ‘The Awakening.’ 

Of course, he had never read the damned thing, but he remembered how his mother’s eyes had lit 

up as they talked about the woman in the book. A woman trapped in an unhappy marriage, 

perhaps one like her own.  

 

Of course, her smile had faded quickly enough when his father came home — drunk again of 

course. She had shuttled the woman and her son out of the dingy but clean apartment as quickly 

as she could. His mother had not been able to smile for several days after that between the 

swollen cheek, cut lip, and the eye that went from red to purple to black to yellowish-green 

before fading.  

 

They had moved again then. Whether to get her away from someone who might have become 

her friend or because there was not enough money left after his father’s three-day binge to pay 

the rent, Mike never knew.  

 



He bet that Esther would know that book. She would have indeed read it. Probably more than 

once. The way his mother kept reading and re-reading her dozen or so books that were dog eared 

from all the moves as much as from the reading. He wondered what had happened to those 

books. After the trial was over and they were no longer evidence, what would have become of 

the frayed and bloodstained pages?  

 

Frayed and bloodstained just like the photograph that Tommy had pressed into his hand before 

his fingers went limp and his spirit departed the torn flesh that Mike had held in his arms. That 

was pretty much the story of his life. He chuckled as he forced the final bite of pancake down.  

 

Was that a metaphor or a simile? He had never paid enough attention in school to know the 

difference. The truth was he barely managed to get his GED in order to join the Marines. These 

days guys like him did not even make the cut, only those who actually managed to graduate high 

school.  

 

Just another reminder of why women like her were not for men like him. If that was not enough 

then memories of his father and the final of words of his grandmother should be - bad seed. That 

was what he was, what he would always be. The only difference between him and the man who 

had sired him was that he had managed to make a career of killing the enemy and not the people 

who loved him. But he was a killing machine, nonetheless.  

 

No, as hard as it was, he had to find a way to keep resisting temptation. It was only a few days 

after all. He stood and walked over to the sink, washing his dishes and putting them to drain on 

the board with the pans she had washed earlier.  

 

He stared out the window over the kitchen sink and smiled as he saw the swing set and treehouse 

that Tommy had described so eloquently. If he closed his eyes, Mike could almost picture the 

man as a little boy laughing as she pushed him higher and higher. Was that the same tree he had 

fallen out of and broken his arm?  

 

No, women like her would never look twice at someone like him. And he had to remember that. 

Just focus and get this job done. Then get back on her namesake and head off to the next stop.  

 

Except he knew one thing…it would never be the same. He would never be the same. She was 

no longer just an image in a photograph, funny stories from his friend, or even a stolen glimpse 

on Tommy’s tablet or laptop. She was real. 

 

And this morning standing so fucking close to her that he could smell her, that all he could think 

about was tasting her, was a memory that he would take with him. Like the sweetness of her tea, 

the taste of the pancakes, or the image of her mocha hand covering his, how damned soft and 

warm it felt, how fucking right.   

 

But it was not. Not right. Tommy’s blood. Fancy books. Bad seed. So many reasons that it could 

never work. He would though take those memories. Hold onto them, store them up as he had 

money over the past decade, they were far more precious than it ever could be. Then when those 



other dreams came and the ghosts of too many places, too many men he had killed, too many 

friends who had died, when those dreams came, he would pull these out.  

 

Think of her and pray for relief. Pray to a god he had never believed in for just a brief respite, 

one night in her arms. One more fucking dream to sustain him until his journey was finished. 

Until his karmic spreadsheet was balanced, and he could do what needed to be done - in the 

place where it had all begun and ended for him.  

 

Cause no matter what Luke and the Colonel thought - not everyone was lucky enough, worthy 

enough for love to save them.  

 

*** 

 

The sun was sinking low into the East Texas sky, a kaleidoscope of blues, oranges, reds, and 

even purples as it disappeared behind the trees. Esther stood up from her perch on the top step. 

She stretched, her back aching from the past hour spent bent over a half dozen pumpkins with a 

paring knife in her hand.  

 

Before her sat six Halloween jack-o-lanterns now. Some funny, some scary, she was afraid that 

this last one even held a bit of sadness about his eyes and mouth. She would work on him some 

more tomorrow. 

 

Taking up almost all of the right side of her front yard, the PVC pipe and plastic sheeting that 

would become the haunted house was finally taking shape. Its maze of rooms that would hold a 

menagerie of horrors was almost complete.  

 

Tomorrow they would add the final touches, cotton stretched out to form spider webs from the 

ceiling and doors. Tiny plastic creatures centered in each web, awaiting their prey. Old cotton 

sheets carefully shaped to give a ghostlike appearance. The dressmaker’s mannequin attired in all 

black with its long white wig and teeth that would be dripping with blood on Halloween night. 

 

He appeared from behind the curtain of plastic. Mike's smile was wide as he walked towards her. 

She could see the fine sheen of perspiration that glistened like the first dew of spring on his 

brow. 

 

Instinctively, the mother in her reached for the almost empty pitcher of homemade lemonade that 

sat next to her on the porch. She poured the last of it into his glass. By the time he reached her, 

she was ready, glass in hand. 

 

“Not a bad day’s work if I do say so myself,” he smiled 

 

“Not a bad day at all, Master Sergeant,” she added returning his smile. “I don’t know what I 

would have done without your help. I forgot just how hard that damned thing was to put up.” 

 

“It wasn’t that bad, ma’am.” 

 



“Maybe not for you, Master Sergeant, but you have a lot more experience building things and 

putting up tents than I do. Even if I have written instructions, I can never get it right.” 

 

His deep laughter caressed her skin like the refreshing evening air. “Yeah, Tommy told us all 

about your first Boy Scout camp out when we were putting up his tent. Took us twice as long to 

get his up as any of the others; we were all laughing so hard at his story. Please tell me that you 

did not really try to put the center pole into the ground with your hairbrush.” 

 

“Hey, I didn’t know we needed a hammer to put the damned thing up, and I didn't want to 

embarrass Tommy in front of the other boys by asking to borrow one,” she defended that long-

ago indiscretion.  

 

When he smiled like that, the creases around his mouth deepened in a shockingly alluring way 

that made her want to taste them, run her tongue along them. “When he told us how it came 

down in the middle of the night, my ribs actually hurt from all the laughing.”  

 

Her dark gaze could not help but take in those ribs now. Although the day had been a scorcher 

for this late in autumn, his t-shirt had remained firmly in place all day. She had cursed his 

chivalry until she realized that the play of the thin damp cotton across his muscles was an 

enticing seduction in itself.  

 

The way that it clung like skin to his broad chest as he stretched and lifted, bent and pulled had 

gotten her so worked up that she had finally excused herself to work upon carving the pumpkins. 

But even then, she found herself looking up every couple of minutes to catch a glimpse of the 

man. Perhaps that was why one of the jack-o-lanterns had such a snarky grin on its face.  

 

The Master Sergeant was just finishing his lemonade when Cassie Monroe sashayed up to the 

walkway with her six-year-old son in tow, with her perfectly applied make-up, big hair, and tight 

jeans, her neighbor broadcast her intentions to any man within a twenty-mile radius.  

 

“Evening, Joey,” Esther said to the little boy, who would sometimes use the old swing set and 

treehouse in her back yard. She tried to ignore his brazen mother as the smell of beer drifted on 

the night breeze to her nostrils. The younger woman must have had a couple to bolster her 

courage before making her move. 

 

“Evening, Miss Esther,” she purred with saccharine sweetness. “I was beginning to think that 

Halloween was canceled this year,” she might be addressing Esther, but her eyes were raking up 

and down the Master Sergeant’s body like a barn cat toying with a mouse before devouring it.  

 

She turned her gaze to Esther’s for a second as she dealt the knock out punch. “Not that anyone 

in town would blame you. Not with your son’s d-e-a-t-h,” she spelled the word with pretense. 

 

Esther bit her tongue to keep from responding in kind, the words ‘Why Cassie, I’m so proud you 

can spell after all those F’s in my English classes.’ If the woman deserved her animosity, it was 

not something she wanted either the little boy or the Master Sergeant to witness. 

 



“And I see you hired a handyman to help out,” she extended her carefully manicured hands; her 

long red nails glistened like that cat’s claws in the fading light. “I’m Cassandra Monroe, and this 

is my son, Joey. You must be new to Sebida. I don’t think I remember seeing you around town 

before.” She winked as she finished, “And I definitely would have remembered seeing you.” 

 

Esther busied herself showing Joey the jack-o-lanterns. Why did this woman still get to her? The 

pain that she had caused her son was a distant memory. He had long since recovered from his 

momentary lapse of judgment brought on by raging hormones in high school. He had even 

laughed at her last year on his final visit, throwing her hurtful words back at her when she had 

tried to draw him into her web. 

 

But the way that the woman was fawning over the Master Sergeant sickened and disgusted her. 

Not that it was any of her business. Even if the man was at least a good decade older than the 

woman.  

 

She supposed that decade did not matter as much in the eyes of most people as the decade the 

other way that stood between her and the man. It was perfectly acceptable for a man in his mid to 

late thirties to date a woman in her twenties. But if a woman were to do the same? And certainly, 

a woman of almost fifty had no place even having those type of thoughts about a man so much 

her junior.  

 

But what could thoughts or fantasies hurt? It was not as if people could read her mind, see the 

naughty images that had haunted her sleep and kept her half-awake all night long. 

 

“I’m so glad that you came to help Miss Esther out then. All this would have just been too much 

for a woman her age,” Esther heard the woman say. 

 

The Master Sergeant took two steps closer to where she stood on the front porch with the boy. 

“I’m sure Esther would have managed without my help. After all, she raised one of the finest 

men I have ever known, on her own, so a little thing like this would be a breeze. But then again, I 

don’t have to tell you what a special man Tommy was, do I?”  

 

Esther did not know why her heart swelled with pride and sang with joy at his words. At the fact 

that he saw for himself the foolish games this woman played. 

 

She watched as the woman’s bravado deflated just a bit at the reminder of her past. Holding out 

those sharpened claws, she demanded, “Let’s go, Joey. Miss Esther and her guest have lots of 

work to do.” 

 

The boy stopped toying with the pumpkin and looked up at her. “Miss Esther, will there be 

marshmallow treats this year still?” 

 

Esther smiled at him, brushing a lock of his dark curls back from his light brown face. “Of 

course, there will be, sweetie. I’m going to make them in a bit. You stop by here tomorrow after 

Sunday school, and I’ll let you be my taste-tester,” she promised. 

 



Her reassurance was all the boy needed to know that all was right in his world as he jumped from 

the top step. 

 

“How many times do I have to tell you not to do that shit?” the woman scolded as she dragged 

her child back down the path and across the street. 

 

Esther sighed. Her heart heavy for the child. When he came tomorrow, and she was confident he 

would, even if he had to sneak away from his drunken mother, she would look carefully for 

bruises. She knew that the day was coming when she would have to act - for the child’s sake.  

 

But she knew too that it was an action that might well be the final straw that would sever her ties 

to this place, which had been her home for so long. These people had never really accepted her, 

never would. If she reported the grand-daughter of the mayor to social services, it would all be 

over. Her job and the life that she had built here would mean nothing.  

 

Not for that 'uppity half breed Negress from the city with her bastard son that could pass.' Oh 

yes, Esther had never been as oblivious as these people thought to the things they said behind her 

back. And she knew far more of their secrets than they imagined. 

 

Perhaps it was time to move on anyway. This house, this place held so many memories. But then 

again, most of those memories were good ones. Her son laughing and playing on the swing set. 

Half the children in town filling his treehouse as she served lemonade and cookies to everyone. 

White and black.  

 

This place was all she had known for so long. Over half of her life spent hiding behind its façade 

of community and days long gone. But where would she go? What would she do? It was another 

of the bitter realities that had her crying herself to sleep each night. 

 

A hand gripped her arm, drawing her back from the darkness that threatened to swallow her soul. 

She wiped her hand across her face, feeling the scalding trail of tears for the first time then.  

 

“I’m sorry,” she barely choked out the words. 

 

“No need to be, ma’am. A woman like that has no business saying those things. She deserves 

everything she gets in life.” 

 

His words made Esther wonder just how much this man knew of their life here. Chocolate chip 

pancakes, iced tea, and falling tents were one thing. But had her son shared the darker side? She 

supposed when you entrusted your very life to the comrades around you such things were trivial.  

 

She certainly could not blame her son, who had grown up without a father, grandfather, or any 

real male influence. His emails had dripped with admiration and worship of this man. They had 

for the first time made her realized how much he had suffered from the lack.  

 

This man had been the ultimate role model that Tommy had been seeking all his life. The 

coaches, Scout leaders, Sunday school teachers, and others, who had failed to see past the color 



of her skin or his birth, their half-hearted welcomes pushed aside as he had finally found the 

acceptance he always craved in their friendship.  

 

She reached up. Her hand covering his as it rested upon her arm. “Thank you. Thank you for 

giving him what he never had.”  

 

The words were barely past her lips as the darkness and pain enveloped her like a late afternoon 

thunderstorm that spawned tornadoes in the East Texas plains. She turned, ripping her arm from 

his grasp as she fled into the house. Tears raced down her face as she ran for his bedroom. 



CHAPTER 3 

Mike plopped down onto the top step. He felt old. Older even than his forty-one years. As 

ancient as time and war itself. He should not have come here. It was too soon. The memories still 

too fresh. His presence was only causing her more pain, and that was the last thing he ever 

wanted to do. He would rather cut off his… Well, considering his thoughts on that couch and 

what happened in the kitchen this morning that might not be the worst idea.  

 

He looked at the PVC pipes and plastic sheeting that would in the dim light off the porch form a 

haunted house of sorts. Was it worth it? Obviously, she needed his help to pull off this annual 

event. But maybe that harpy little bitch was right; maybe this whole Halloween thing was a bad 

idea this year?  

 

He sighed; he could almost hear Tommy talking about Halloween. Sometimes Mike thought the 

holiday was more important to his friend than Christmas or Thanksgiving. The way he spoke 

about it. About this damned haunted house, about the goody bags they made for all the children, 

about the children themselves. Their smiles. The laughter. Even the screams of momentary fright 

that soon turned to giggles. No, Mike knew it was essential to his friend that this tradition 

continued.  

 

Still, he had managed in the space of a day to get the worst of it done. The damned thing was up. 

Maybe she could manage by herself from here? Perhaps it would be for the best if he just hit the 

road? He looked over at his motorcycle, the other Esther in his life. The dream that he had 

managed to make come true. Should he just gather his stuff from beside the couch in the living 

room and hit the road again?  

 

He shook his head. ‘You know you can’t do that, old man. Not without saying good-bye.’ That 

was the thing…it should be her choice if he stayed or went. She who decided if the help he could 

offer was worth the pain it was causing her. And it was obviously causing her pain. 

 

He sighed as he stood up, his course of action set. He would find her and ask, flat out ask if she 

wanted or needed him to stay. Then one way or the other, he would find the strength to give her 

what she wanted. It was the least he could do. 

 

Opening the screen door, he saw that she was not in the living room. He first tried the kitchen, 

but she was not there either. He even looked out the window thinking perhaps she had sought 

refuge in the backyard. For some funny reason, he could almost picture her swinging beneath the 

treehouse. But she was not there either. 

 

Retracing his steps, he walked down the dimly lit hall. He could hear her. Sobs that ate at his 

soul. It was not the first time he had heard them. A mother’s lament was what they were called. 

More than once he had watched as one of the combatant’s body was scooped into the arms of a 

woman. Tears and wails as the woman would rock the dead man back and forth.  

 

Those were moments that haunted him almost as much as the deaths of his friends. In those brief 

moments, the men were not enemies, but men, all too often mere boys. Men just like him. Like 

his friends. Men who believed perhaps as strongly as he did that they were fighting and dying for 



the right thing. Dogmas, ideologies, politics, and religion were the real enemies. Not the simple 

men whose blood was just as red as his friend’s. Sons whose mothers lamented their loss as 

much as Esther did Tommy. As Missus Lula had Billy. As Senora Hernandez did Manny.  

 

But her tears, her wails, her laments ate at his soul the way that no other’s had. He would give 

anything…his life. Anything to take away her pain. To ease it even just a bit. Once more he was 

left angry and confused by a god or Fate or what the fuck ever. Why leave him behind when 

these other men were so much more valuable? Had so much more to give than he ever could. So 

fucking much more to live for. 

 

He followed the sounds of her cries until he stood outside the closed door of what he knew had 

been his friend’s room. His hand gripped the doorknob as he listened to her sobs turning to 

hiccups. He leaned his head against the cold, hard surface.  

 

He wanted so fucking badly to turn the knob. To scoop her into his arms and hold her as she 

cried. To kiss away her tears. To dry them with his fingers, brushing them away and bringing 

them to his lips, tasting their bitter saltiness that was his penance for failing her — failing to keep 

Tommy safe, to bring him back to her.  

 

His fingers even began to turn the knob slowly. But what would be the point? What could he do? 

What comfort could he possibly offer this woman? It was his presence that had sent her running 

for safety and solitude, to begin with. No, it was best if he simply left.  

 

If he could not bring himself to pack his stuff onto the motorcycle and ride away, he could at 

least give her the peace and solitude she sought. For a long moment, his fingers caressed the 

wood as he wished he could her skin. Then he retreated to the living room. He took the time to 

pack what few things he had out into the bag…just in case.  

 

Then he and his ghosts sought their own quiet on the front porch. It was dark already, but the 

moon offered more than enough light this night. He sat in the swing and began to rock slowly 

back and forth, but he swore even this far away that he could hear her pitiful cries that scalded 

and burned so much deeper than the shrapnel that was still buried in his shoulder from that day. 

It was a small price to pay when compared to the one that Tommy had - that she still was. 

Probably always would. 

 

All he had to do now was wait for her - her decision. And think. Remember his ghosts. Those 

other mothers and sons. Manny. Billy. And of course, the man, who had grown up in this house, 

sat in this very swing so many times. Mike sat with his ghosts, swinging and waiting for a choice 

that somehow, he knew would determine the course of his life…or what little was left of it 

anyway. 

 

*** 

 

Esther lost track of time as the pain poured out behind that door. The sun had fully set, and 

darkness had enveloped the house when she cracked the door. The red stains of embarrassment 



on her high cheekbones warred with her swollen eyes for dominance. This release was a luxury 

she should not have allowed herself.  

 

She did not see the Master Sergeant as she stepped from the room. She would not blame the man 

if he had hopped on the back of his motorcycle and hightailed it out of town given her behavior. 

She squared her shoulders and drew in a deep breath as she went looking for him. A quick scan 

of the living room showed that he was not there. The lights were still out in the kitchen so he 

must not be there either. 

 

Panic threatened to choke her. She told herself that it should not matter if her odd behavior had 

run the man off. She would manage; she always had. But the tightness in her chest said 

otherwise.  

 

The cool night air hit her as she opened the front door. The yellow glow of the streetlamp gave a 

ghostly atmosphere to the front yard. Relief welled up inside of her at the sight of the red Harley 

sitting in the driveway next to her pick up truck. But she did not see the man.  

 

“Join me.” She was about to turn and close the door behind her when she heard that deep purr 

from the dark recesses to her right. “Please.” 

 

Pulling the door closed softly behind her, she made her way to the old wooden swing that hung 

from the porch rafters. The man leaned back in it. He used his dusty boots to kick slowly back 

and forth.  

 

“I should apologize,” she fidgeted with her hands unable to meet his gaze. 

 

“Don’t you dare,” he replied. “I know things are hard. Maybe I should not have come. Maybe 

I’m too much of a reminder of Tommy right now. I can leave if you want.” 

 

“No!” The words sprang out of her mouth quickly. Perhaps too fast, she thought. She paused for 

a moment. Her eyes searched the night sky as if seeking guidance. Some miraculous answers to 

questions she could not even voice. But there were no answers to be found as with so many 

things in her life. There was only silence and darkness. 

 

Her voice was calmer when she spoke again. “No, Master Sergeant. Please don’t go. Truth be 

told, I get like that at the drop of a hat. Having you here, well, it helps a bit. At least there has 

been some laughter to break up the tears.”  

 

Waving her hand about she continued, “Besides, without you how will I ever get that damned 

thing finished?” 

 

His dark brows furrowed and for a moment Esther felt the bile rise in her throat, confident he 

would refuse. 

 

“Alright. If you’re sure.” He patted the seat next to him.  

 



She smiled and sat down. They rocked softly in silence for a couple of minutes. Esther knew that 

if she closed her eyes and laid her head back, she would be cradled by the strong arm that rested 

along the back of the swing. She was tempted. Tempted to do just that. Instead, she willed 

herself to sit still next to him, her bare feet keeping time to the rhythm of the swing on the cold 

concrete porch. 

 

He shifted a bit, turning so that he faced her. The gray of his eyes shimmered almost silver, 

reflecting the moonlight. “I never want to hurt you.” 

 

Esther sighed and gave into temptation. Her tight dark curls brushed against heated skin in the 

darkness. The heat was a stark contrast to the cold night air.  

 

“You don’t. You didn’t.” She sighed as her eyes closed. “Life hurts. It isn’t fair, but there is 

nothing much we can do about that.” 

 

She felt him stiffen a bit, whether, at her words or the close contact, she was uncertain. She 

started to move away, but his fingers curled about her shoulders, and he pulled her closer instead. 

A thousand sparks quivered along her shoulder, racing to her brain. The tingling spread through 

her ripe body like birdsong on an early spring morning, ushering in a new season and new life. 

 

Of course, as a mature woman, she knew better than to read anything more into the man’s 

actions than an act of friendship, comfort in her time of need. But that did not matter as she held 

tight to her fantasies, treasuring them like one of the leather-bound journals beneath her bed. 

 

They sat, rocking in silence, as the fresh air wrapped like a quilt about them. The stars glittered 

and danced with the crescent moon. The crickets and frogs sang lonesome melodies that could 

inspire any country songwriter to ballads of love and loss. They sat, rocking. Forever it seemed.  

 

Esther held her breath, afraid to break the spell of companionable silence that communicated 

more than words ever could between them. But she was powerless to stop the shiver that ran 

down her body.  

 

She was uncertain. Was it the coolness finally seeping into bones that were not as young as they 

once were? Or was it the heat that she felt emanating from this stranger, friend, and fantasy 

lover? It did not matter either way; her reflexive action broke the magic.  

 

His voice was husky when he spoke, a seduction in itself. “I’m sorry. I forgot how cold it was. 

We should go inside before it gets any colder.” 

 

Esther sat up and nodded as reality pushed back the crystal edges of her fantasies. “I should 

make you something to eat. You must be starving, you worked so hard today, and all we had was 

those sandwiches earlier.” 

 

“Don’t worry about cooking tonight. It’s been a long day for you too.” He stood up and held out 

his hand.  

 



Esther smiled at the image of long-ago knights of the realm, whose chivalry was a thing of 

legend. Lancelot, Gawain, even Arthur himself. She shook her head and smiled, thinking perhaps 

they lived today, reincarnated in men like Master Sergeant Michael O’Malley. She took the hand 

he offered as he gently tugged her to her feet.  

 

“I won’t hear of it, Master Sergeant. Dinner, it is, and that is final.” 

 

“Yes, ma’am,” he grinned with a mock salute.  

 

She elbowed him in the ribs. “Come on then. You can get cleaned up while I cook.” 

 

He looked down at his dusty clothes and sweat streaked hands. “I would offer to help out in the 

kitchen, but I suppose you are right. I’m a bit too messy to be of much use there.” 

 

Esther shivered again as the memory of that morning’s brush over breakfast played through her 

mind. The idea of working side by side with this larger than life man in the confines of her tiny 

kitchen was enough to send her scurrying for safety. 

 

“You’ll find towels and stuff in the closet right outside Tommy’s room. It is the last door to the 

right of the bathroom at the end of the hall.” She headed for the front door as she added, “If you 

need anything, just give me a call.” 

 

“What if I need you to scrub my back?” the night air whispered so softly. It must have been her 

imagination. 

 

Esther froze with her hand on the door. For a moment, she was not sure that she had heard him 

correctly. The images of those broad shoulders and back that had played under his t-shirt all day 

dried out her throat until she could not have forced a response across the parched desert even if 

she had one.  

 

Instead, she forced her hand to open the door and rushed through the living room to the safety of 

the kitchen. A few moments of privacy to clear those images from her brain was what she needed 

then. 

 

*** 

 

“Fuck! Shit for brains,” Mike cursed as he leaned his forehead against the cold tiles and felt the 

warm water cascade down his neck and shoulders. What had he been thinking? That was just 

it…he had not been thinking. He had only been feeling. The way she fit so fucking perfectly 

beneath his arm had gone to his head. But still… 

 

Wash his back indeed! How stupid was that? It sounded like something a horny teenager might 

say.  

 



He chuckled and shook his head as he looked down at the little traitor which was hard as a rock 

from just innocently holding the woman. What would she think if she knew? She’d probably 

kick his sorry ass out…and rightly so. 

 

Damn it, what was he going to do? Besides the obvious, but even that held little appeal. He had 

spent two fucking years masturbating to fantasies of this woman. Being this close to her, actually 

holding her in his arms as he had dreamt of too fucking often was driving him insane.  

 

No, taking matters or in this case, his hard cock into his own hands would do no real good. Like 

that randy teenager, the moment he saw her again, heard that soft lilting Southern twang or 

heavens forbid touched her even softer skin, he would be lost. And this fucking traitor would be 

instantly hard again. 

 

Besides she was making dinner. He did not have time. He shook his head, as hyped up as he was 

by how fucking right it had felt with his arm wrapped around her shoulder and her head resting 

on his shoulder, time was not the issue. Two fucking strokes and he would be a goner. Okay, 

maybe more than two, but not much.  

 

“Damn it, Devil Dog! What the fuck you gonna do about this?” 

 

But once more the answer was the same. Always the same. Not a damned thing. There was not a 

damned thing he could do. He sure as hell was not going to make a pass at the woman, come on 

to her, or whatever the fuck they were calling making a move in these modern times. No, the 

ending of this story was always the same - women like her were not for men like him. He turned 

off the shower and reached for the towel. 

 

He sighed at the simple feel of the terry cloth on his skin, imagining it was her hands. They 

would be softer. Warmer. “Fuck, man. Stop it,” he cursed again as he reached for a clean pair of 

sweat pants and the t-shirt. He dressed as quickly as he could and straightened up the bathroom; 

in a way, he could never seem to tidy up his emotions when it came to her.  

 

He tossed the towel in the hamper and rolled his clothes into a ball to go into his pack for 

washing when he got the time. As he stood in front of the mirror and examined his reflection, he 

reached for his toothbrush and toothpaste, studying the network of tiny lines and wrinkles around 

his eyes and mouth. He knew he was not a bad-looking man. Hell, the way that Kay had 

propositioned him confirmed that.  

 

But women like this one deserved more than a passable face, fit body, and a quick roll in the 

sheets. That was where he fell short. Way short. He had no future to give anyone, least of all a 

woman like Esther. And goodness only knew, his past did not bear thinking about. He finished 

brushing his teeth.  

 

He could not come up with another excuse to delay the inevitable. Honestly, he did not want to. 

As much as it sometimes hurt, to be this close to her and know that he could never have her, it 

was worth it. His mind stored up each moment, every rare smile, even the tears. The smell of her. 



The softness of her skin. He would remember them all. They would be what carried him through 

whatever was to come; he thought as he walked down the hall and through the living room. 

 

His breath caught once more as he stood in the doorway between the living room and kitchen. 

The sight of her putting finishing touches on the meal did things to him that he did not want to 

consider. Made him wish for things that he knew were not for him.  

 

*** 

 

Esther had kept things simple. She had made a fresh salad and grilled the steak that she had 

picked up during their trip into town that morning. She filled out the meal with some fried 

potatoes and onions and steamed a few green beans. It was nothing fancy, but it should be filling 

after a long day of work. 

 

She was just taking the steak from the oven when he came into the kitchen. Instead of the tight 

jeans, he wore an old pair of green sweat pants and a sleeveless t-shirt. Esther forced her eyes 

from those muscled arms and shoulders. The dark chest hairs that peeked out at the edges of the 

shirt did not merit further consideration. Not if she was to make it through dinner without 

throwing herself at him as brazenly as Cassie Monroe had. 

 

“Have a seat. I’m just finishing things off. Nothing fancy, though. Steak and potatoes. Basic man 

fare.” She sputtered nervously. 

 

“You shouldn’t have gone to all that trouble. A sandwich would have been fine. More than fine,” 

he smiled. 

 

In the bright light of the kitchen, she felt the awkwardness. They were both trying to be polite. 

The intimacy they had shared in the safety of the moonlight and as they worked that day was 

gone. They were strangers, sharing a meal.  

 

She put the plate in front of him and turned back towards the stove. She bent over opening the 

cabinet door next to it. Her eyes searched for the large black cast iron pot. She finally found it 

and stretched to reach it at the very back.  

 

“What are you doing?” He asked from behind her. With her head buried inside the cabinet, she 

did not realize how close he was. She gripped the pot in her hands and stepped back. “Shit,” she 

cursed as she bumped her head on the cabinet. She felt firm thighs pressed against the fullness of 

her bottom. Hands gripped either side of her hips to steady her. He pulled her the rest of the way 

out and helped her stand. 

 

She had heard the old cliché about seeing stars all her life, but at that moment it took on a new 

meaning. He pulled her close as those strong fingers threaded through her thick curls. She knew 

he was simply examining her, searching for the knot that she could feel stinging and swelling. 

But its pain paled beside the very different sensation of charged ions racing through her at his 

gentle touch. 

 



Their bodies were aligned. Barely an inch separated them. Her mind filled with images of what it 

would feel like if his fingers wound through her long hair in a different way. If he were to use 

them to tug her forward, closing that tiny gap, the thought of tasting him plagued her once more. 

 

The smell of clean crisp man assaulted her nose. She wanted to bury her face in those shoulders 

that were at eye level. Wanted to inhale deeply, memorize the smell, file it away in the darkest 

recesses of her mind to pull out as a safety net to catch her when she fell as she had this 

afternoon, to draw her from that dark place that her mind went too often, a light to lead her back. 

 

She moaned when his fingers brushed across the swollen lump that was rising fast on her scalp. 

Although there was most definitely pain at his touch, it laced with the bitter-sweetness of desire 

that his gentleness elicited in her.  

 

“I’m sorry,” he drew his fingers back from the wound. “That’s pretty nasty. Maybe we should go 

to the hospital? Have them check you out, make sure you don’t have a concussion.” 

 

His voice sounded quiet, a low deep whisper and for a moment Esther wondered if he might be 

right. Perhaps she was hurt worse than she thought because for a moment she thought his lips 

were almost touching hers. She could practically feel their soft brush against hers. But that could 

not be right; she must be imagining things. 

 

She stepped back before she could step forward and embarrass herself further. She felt the tug as 

his fingers released her tresses. She swallowed before she spoke. “I’m fine.” She turned and 

reached for the pan where it had landed on the floor. Picking it up, she forced her mind to focus 

upon the tasks at hand. 

 

Instead of returning to where his food was growing colder on the table, he came to stand beside 

her at the stove. His large hand covered hers as she placed the pan on the front burner. 

 

“I asked what you are doing. Aren’t you going to join me? Eat something?” 

 

She shook her head. “I’m alright. I thought I would get started on the marshmallow treats that I 

promised Joey.” 

 

“We can do those in a bit. After. You. Eat,” he said. It sounded to Esther’s ears distinctly like an 

order, a command that did very naughty things to her senses. Made her want, crave to surrender 

far more than merely eating.  

 

She shook her head slightly to fight off the urge to obey instantly. “No, I’m fine. I don’t want 

anything. Honest.” 

 

“It doesn’t matter if you want it or not. How much weight have you lost these last six months? 

Twenty pounds? Thirty?” He arched his brows, demanding an answer. 

 



Esther tried to distract him, to take control of the conversation once more. She laughed and 

slapped the dust from the jeans that covered her ample backside. “There is plenty to lose, Master 

Sergeant,” she dismissed him. 

 

His hands firmly gripped her upper arms and turned her to face him. “Do you think that this is 

what Tommy would want? You were the last thing he thought about.”  

 

If she had ever doubted how much this man had genuinely cared for her son, the way those eyes 

darkened, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat as it cracked a bit on those words, they 

dispelled it.   

 

His gaze held hers when he spoke again, “I promised him that I would take care of you and I 

keep my promises. So, march that cute ass right over to that table and sit down. You are going to 

eat something if I have to feed you myself.”  

 

The steely resolve in those icy eyes was doing incredible things to her stomach that had nothing 

to do with hunger, well, not for food anyway. Had he really called her ass cute? It almost made 

her want to forget that she was angry at him for the way he was bossing her around like a child. 

 

“I am perfectly capable of feeding myself, Master Sergeant," she argued. "When I want to eat.”  

 

“I am not one of your Marines to be ordered about. I am a grown woman who has taken care of 

herself for thirty years. By your own admission, I raised one of the finest men you have known, 

on my own. I think I can manage to decide when I do and do not want to eat.” 

 

He growled at her words. His face scrunched up. She could see that he was not a man used to 

having his orders disobeyed. But it was the softening in his face and the slightly crooked smile 

that sealed her fate a moment later. “Alright then. Please. Please join me for dinner. I don’t want 

to eat alone.” 

 

“Oh,” Esther was taken aback at the admission. She thought perhaps it was just another ploy to 

get his way, but for a woman raised on Southern hospitality, she suddenly considered how rude 

her behavior was. “Alright,” she conceded, turning towards the table, she pulled out the chair 

next to his. 

 

The Master Sergeant opened the cupboard next to the stove and took out another plate. He came 

back to the table and began portioning food out. 

 

Esther put out her hand to cover his. “Please. I don’t want anything.” 

 

He knelt next to her. “Please. Whether you want it or not, you have worked your butt off today. 

You skipped breakfast and barely ate half that sandwich at lunch. I meant it. Tommy would be 

worried sick about you.” 

 



Esther felt her resolve drain from her body at his words, at the pleading look in the depths of his 

blue-gray eyes. She did not have the strength to argue, the fight fleeing her, leaving bone-deep 

tiredness in its wake. She nodded. 

  



CHAPTER 4 

Esther woke once more to bright light streaming through the sheers. This dawn of another day 

practically blinded her. Rest had been elusive. The erotic fantasies that had kept the darkness at 

bay on his first night were laced, this time, with other dreams. Nightmares of smoke and fire, 

loud moans rending the heat.  

 

After they had eaten last night, the Master Sergeant had washed and dried the dishes while 

Esther worked on the Marshmallow Treats. They chatted, planned the work for the coming day. 

It would be the last chance they had to get most of it done. Monday was Halloween and Esther 

would be at work all day. She would barely have time to come home and change before the 

Trick-or-Treaters began to arrive. 

 

The haunted house needed decorating; the other ornaments must be hung up about the porch and 

yard; there were cookies to bake and goody bags to assemble. Esther wondered how she would 

get it all done, even with his help. She was double-checking her mental to-do list as she reached 

for her robe that lay at the foot of the bed. Her hands froze in mid-air when she heard a soft 

knock on the half-open bedroom door.  

 

“Good morning, Master Sergeant,” she blushed. She knew how bad she must look to the man. 

Her eyes red and swollen, dark circles beneath them. The long curls that were her crowning glory 

and proudest statement of her mixed heritage would be nothing more than a tangled mess about 

her face.  

 

And this faded blue cotton nightgown was so thin with age that despite its demure nature it 

would be practically as sheer as one of those lace things that they sold at the malls in Houston. 

She yanked the robe from the foot of her bed at that thought. She clutched it about her ample 

chest like a shield.  

 

The Master Sergeant stepped into the room. His eyes looking down at the floor, he held out a 

steaming cup of hot coffee towards her.  

 

“When I heard you stirring, I thought you might like some of this,” he said in that husky tone 

that always sent tingles racing up Esther’s spine and through every intimate part of her body.  

 

“There’s breakfast in the kitchen when you’re ready. Nothing as special as chocolate chip 

pancakes, I’m afraid. Just bacon, scrambled eggs, and toast. But I figured I’d give you a break 

from the cooking for once.” 

 

Esther smiled weakly at his words. More like he figured he would force-feed her again, but there 

was too much to be done this day to argue. Reaching out she took the cup from his hands. Their 

fingers brushed during the exchange. His touch was more scalding than the dark liquid inside the 

old china. 

 

She nodded her head, bringing the cup to her lips for a sip. “Just let me grab a quick shower, and 

I’ll meet you in the kitchen.” 

 



He nodded and disappeared back the way that he had come, leaving Esther alone to her thoughts. 

She gathered her clothes, underwear, jeans, and an old Texas A&M t-shirt that had been a 

Mother’s Day present from Tommy; Aggie Mom it boasted.  

 

She crossed the hall to the tiny bathroom and turned on the water, adjusting it until it was slightly 

tepid. A cold shower was more like what her body needed this morning. The dark brown nipples 

ached against the softness of her cotton gown. Now was a hell of a time to develop a libido. 

Perhaps this strange and new sexual awareness was nothing more than menopause? 

 

She tore the gown over her head, tossing it in the laundry basket. But even the warm mist seemed 

to rise and circle about her, tormenting and taunting her mature body like her fantasy lover. What 

would it feel like to have his hands move over her skin as intimately as the steam?  

 

She moaned softly at the thought as she stepped into the tub. Flipping the switch, water from the 

showerhead began to pound her tight muscles. But rather than relaxing them, the stream of 

massaging water only heightened her desire. She practically cried out at this new sensation. 

 

“Fuck,” she cursed as she picked up the bottle of shampoo that sat on the edge of the tub. She 

poured some of the sweet-smelling liquid into the palm of her hand. Putting the bottle back she 

began to massage it into her hair. Her fingers brushed a little too roughly over the knot from last 

night, and she moaned in pain this time.  

 

But not even the pain was enough to dampen the unexpected desire that coursed through her. She 

stood beneath the pulsating showerhead and watched as trails of water and bubbles wound their 

way down her light brown skin.  

 

She did not dare breathe when one bubble lodged itself on the tip of her erect nipple. She stared 

at it, watching the pearlescent play of colors, pinks, blues, purples, and the rest of the rainbow 

dance across its taut surface. When it finally popped with deafening silence, Esther’s knees 

buckled at the intense feeling of pleasure that radiated from the sensitized point. 

 

“Damn it,” was her only frustrated response as she picked up the bottle of conditioner and began 

lathering her hair once more. This time as her fingers wove their way through the tight curls, 

straightening and loosening the tangles as she went, her mind filled with the memory of how his 

fingers had felt instead. As she tugged one stubborn snarl out, she imagined it was her fantasy 

lover pulling her hair, demanding her submission as those pink lips moved over hers, his tongue 

dancing a slow Texas two-step with her own.  

 

As she stood beneath the spray, rinsing the conditioner from her hair, Esther made a decision. 

There was no way she was going to make it through another couple of days like this. Picking up 

the bar of soap, she began rubbing it softly across her body. She closed her eyes and imagined it 

was his callused hands touching her tenderly, intimately like the phantom lover he had been for 

the past two years.  

 

If those other erotic dreams had been sweet, offering her relief from a lifetime of loneliness, then 

this was something far more intense. The fact that her fantasy was even then sitting in her 



kitchen sipping coffee and eating breakfast, the dozens of casual touches that they had shared, 

her new understanding of this man of honor; they all combined into a heady broth that deepened 

her level of fantasy. 

 

By the time that her fingers danced and circled about her throbbing clitoris, she was already upon 

the edge. It took only a couple of small circles, the pounding heat of the water and the slippery 

wetness of the soap combined with the slick wetness of her body and she sailed over the edge of 

the precipice like a diver jumping from a cliff into the foaming water far, far below.  

 

Esther clutched the walls, and her body hung in mid-air, it seemed to go on forever this dive into 

the unknown. Her knees threatened to give way, and she held tighter to the safety of those walls 

as, about her, everything churned and broke upon the sharp rocks. 

 

“Ma’am, is everything alright in there?”  

 

Esther’s eyes flew wide at the husky sound of his voice muffled by the thick door. Her mind 

rifled through the possibilities. What had he heard? Had she cried out, completely unaware of 

herself? Her cheeks stained in mortification at the possibility. 

 

Quickly she cataloged explanations and chose the most likely. “Sorry, Master Sergeant. That 

bump was still just a bit sore,” she lied. 

 

“You sure you’re all right? You need any help? I’ll keep my eyes closed. I won’t look. I swear.” 

 

Esther chuckled softly at her chivalrous knight once more. “I know you won't, Master Sergeant. 

That’s the problem,” she said under her breath. 

 

“What’s that, ma’am?” She heard the soft turn of the knob. 

 

“No, Master Sergeant. I’m fine. I promise. I’ll be out in a couple of minutes.” She said quickly, 

unprepared on so many levels for the man to barge into her bathroom like the cavalry racing to 

the rescue. 

 

Everything was silent for a moment as Esther reached for her towel hanging from a hook near 

the tub. She clutched it to her just as she had the robe earlier. Prepared to greet her rescuer if 

necessary. 

 

“If you’re sure then. You were just in there so long that I got nervous. Your head and all. I 

finished my breakfast, and I’m going to head out and work on the haunted house some more. 

Your breakfast is in the microwave. Join me outside after you get dressed and eat.” 

 

Esther nodded in silence at this man, who was so accustomed to giving orders and expected them 

to be followed without exception. When it dawned on her that he could not see her head, she 

responded verbally. “Alright then.” 

 



The last thing she wanted was this man barraging into her bathroom when she was naked, 

nothing more than a towel as armor. Her body still thrumming with perhaps the most powerful 

orgasm of her life, the wetness between her thighs only partly from the shower. Most definitely 

the last thing she needed.  

 

Or was it? Some deep part of her mind questioned.  

 

*** 

 

Mike reached up to suspend another old white sheet from the PVC pipe that formed the 

framework of the haunted house. He attached it with the lengths of string until it would fool 

almost anyone, at least in the dark. He sighed; if only real ghosts were nothing more than white 

apparitions.  

 

But Mike knew well what real ghosts were like. Faces and voices of friends that fill your dreams, 

sometimes even your waking moments. They comforted and accused by their mere presence. 

And he lived with them every moment of every day. If he but focused he could almost see 

Tommy laughing as he worked alongside him. 

 

Mike blushed at that thought. If Tommy were here, he would be in big trouble, at least if the man 

had any idea the kinky thoughts Mike was having about his mother. Mike chuckled as he 

imagined the tussle that might follow, knocking this whole monstrosity down. Would she come 

racing out of the house? Admonish them both for acting like schoolboys? They would both, ‘yes, 

Ma’am,’ her and rebuild the whole damned thing to please her.  

 

That was how this should be. It should be her son that was here now. And Mike would give 

anything if it could be. How many times had he replayed that morning in his mind? If he had 

been the one to take the lead? If it had been him that stepped on the damned IED? It was not like 

anyone would give a damn. His only family was gone so long that he could no longer even 

remember what her face had looked like.  

 

No wife or girlfriend either. None that mattered anyway. Not one that would mourn him the way 

that Brenda had Billy or Rachel did Manny. Mike could not decide whether it was better that 

Tommy left no wife, girlfriend, or children behind? Or did that only intensify her grief? Having 

no one to share the loss with.  

 

He sighed as he remembered other stories that Tommy had shared with him. Less happy 

memories of growing up in this place. It still shocked Mike’s sensibilities that in this modern 

world not having a father, being a ‘bastard’ could still hold such meaning in places like Sebida 

and Honour. Hell, Mike wished he had been so lucky as to have never known the sorry bastard, 

not that meaning but the proper one, that had sired him.  

 

Thoughts of the isolation Tommy had described growing up here, knowing the hateful things 

these people said about you and your mother behind your back, being taunted with them 

sometimes on the playground, it did not seem fair.  

 



Mike frowned, he wondered about Tommy’s father, just as the young man had. One thing he was 

confident of, the woman was not ‘easy.’ So, how had she come to be a single mother? Some true 

love that she still pined for perhaps? That would certainly explain why a woman as beautiful, 

intelligent, and caring as Esther had not married, had more children.  

 

He knew that Tommy had never fully given up on his mother finding someone that would love 

and care for her as she deserved. They had talked about it a couple of times. But the thought of 

another man, any man, touching her, loving her, giving her the future, he did not have to offer, 

had always made Mike so uncomfortable that he had changed the subject as quickly as he could. 

 

Mike swallowed hard as he thought about the moan that he had heard while standing outside the 

doorway. If that was how she sounded when she was in pain, he might have to revise some of 

those fantasies and dreams of his, because it did not bear thinking the way she would moan with 

his tongue and fingers buried between her legs.  

 

“Fuckwad,” he cursed. He had to keep his mind from going to such places. As hard as that was, 

he had to. At least for a couple more days. He had work to do. He was here to help her out, not 

lust after her, make a fool of himself and pile up kinky memories for the road. But he knew that 

was precisely what he was doing.  

 

And that damned nightgown that he had glimpsed was a hell of one. How could something that 

was supposed to be old-fashioned and demure be sexier than the lingerie that he had always 

dressed her in those fantasies? But it fucking was. Of course, he had only caught a brief glance 

before she clutched that damned robe to her chest.  

 

It was enough, though. The way her dark brown nipples stood erect against the faded material 

that had probably once been blue but was more sheer white these days. He had wanted so badly 

to lay her back on those pillows, to take those peaks into his mouth, nightgown and all. He had 

wanted to suck on them, first one, then the other until she was writhing and pleading beneath 

him. Then he would… 

 

“How’s it coming?” that sweet Southern drawl twisted like a knife in his gut.  

 

He looked up to see her standing on the porch. She was fully dressed now. Jeans and a t-shirt. 

Entirely respectable…but it was not. The way those jeans hugged her thighs. 

 

He gave into temptation, just this once, “Can you hand me that ghoul over there?” he asked, 

pointing to the one he had left lying on the ground. He watched as she bent to retrieve it. He 

fought to hold back the moan that tightened in his gut. Damn, she had the most gorgeous ass he 

had ever seen. What would it feel like; his hands on those hips drawing her back to meet each 

hard thrust as… 

 

She smiled at him as she stood and turned, passing the plastic and cloth creation to him as she 

surveyed the progress. “Wow, it is coming together.” 

 



Mike choked, ‘coming together’ was not the words he needed to hear from this woman. Not after 

the sounds, he had heard from that shower. Not after seeing her nipples through that fucking 

nightgown. He caught his eyes wandering to the front of her t-shirt. It was not translucent, so 

maybe it was just his imagination, but he would have sworn her nipples hardened as he watched.  

 

He turned away before she could see the lust in his eyes, or the bulge in his jeans. Damned 

traitor. Just a couple more days of this hell, or this heaven, depending upon how he viewed every 

stolen moment with the woman he loved. And the clock was ticking way too fast. “Better get 

back to work,” he groaned.  

 

He fought back a deeper one as he felt her hand on his shoulder, “I just wanted to say thank you, 

Master Sergeant. I don’t know what I would have done without you. This means a lot…” 

 

“It’s what Tommy would want,” they both said at the same time as he turned and caught those 

tears glazing over those brown eyes once more. He placed his hand over hers and squeezed it.  

 

They stayed like that for a long moment before she cleared her throat. “What do you say? 

Another cup of coffee while we finish up?” 

 

He nodded, grateful for the reprieve as he watched that ass retreat back inside the house once 

more. This time he allowed himself the luxury of releasing the groan. “Damn, this is gonna kill 

me,” he chuckled as he returned to work, trying to stay focused with her around was not an easy 

task.  

 

*** 

 

The rest of their morning had gone surprisingly well. They had quickly dispensed with the final 

touches on the haunted house, ghosts, goblins, and spider webs all hung ready for the big night. 

Only last-minute preparations, like blood made from Karo corn syrup and red food dye, spaghetti 

worms covered in oil for that extra layer of slime or peeled grape eyeballs, awaited the children’s 

delight.  

 

By early afternoon the day was even hotter than the one before. They had eaten ham and cheese 

sandwiches and drank tall glasses of iced tea with lemon in the shade of the front porch. As they 

sat eating in the porch swing, Esther found it hard to believe that the intimacy they had shared in 

the darkness was not just another of her carefully crafted flights of fancy.  

 

Although he was perfectly cordial and every bit the gentlemen, there was a shift in the Master 

Sergeant that she could sense. The coldness that never left those blue-gray eyes darkened their 

depths even more. They were finishing off the last of their lunch when Joey ran up the walkway. 

Only then did she see the genuine warmth and caring once more light their depths.  

 

“Miss Esther, Miss Esther. You’re really gonna do it. We’re really going to have Halloween after 

all?” he asked. 

 

“Yes, Joey. I told you we would.” 



 

The little boy looked down at the ground. “I know you said. But Mama said that you was too sad 

about Tommy. That you didn’t have time for it this year.” 

 

Only at that moment did Esther fully realize precisely how much this once a year celebration 

meant to Joey and the other children. Oh, she had logically recognized its importance. It was that 

head knowledge that had driven her to the linen closet even before the Master Sergeant arrived. 

But this was different, a knowing of the heart, something precious and unique, a rare gift of life 

that was not to be questioned or second-guessed. 

 

She knelt on the bottom step, eye to eye with the boy. Her hand reached out to grip his arm and 

reassure him that she would always be there for him, but he drew back. His tiny face contorted in 

pain at the touch.  

 

Esther brushed the sleeve of his shirt back to stare at deep red and purple bruises. The design was 

clear. Four foul lines were running in one direction, and a single thicker line was going the other. 

Where they met on the underside of his thin limb, there were five deep crescent moon scratches 

marring his pale brown skin. “What happened, Joey?”  

 

“I fell against the old heater again, Miss Esther,” the boy stared at the ground as he choked out 

the lie.  

 

“We’re going to have to do something about that heater soon,” she whispered as she lowered his 

sleeve.  

 

She forced a smile to her lips as she asked, “How about those Rice Krispies Treats I promised 

you? You’re my official test-tester, you know. I can't be serving inferior products to the 

children.” 

 

“Inferior? What’s that?” He looked up, a bright smile lighting his face at her simple words of 

praise and the thought of the sweet, crunchy treats. 

 

“Inferior means not good enough,” the deep voice answered from over her shoulder. 

 

“Oh, like me,” he said. 

 

“No, Joey, not like you. Little boys and girls are never inferior. But sometimes the big people 

are,” Esther wondered at the depths of his simple words and something more in his tone. She 

could hear the pain in his voice, see it in the stiff way he held himself. And those eyes, they 

seemed to be seeing things that were not there, places or people long forgotten.  

 

She was torn then. Some part of her wanted to reach out, to take this man in her arms, just as he 

had her last night. To comfort him as she had Joey a moment ago. But she knew that she did not 

have that right.  

 



She knew too that words alone would not be enough to heal the bruises on this child’s body and 

soul. Or on the man’s. So, she offered what comfort was hers to give. She held out her hand to 

the child, “You ready to test them out? Tell me what you think?” If she could not comfort the 

one, she longed to the most; then she would settle for the one that she could not most easily 

appease.  

 

The child nodded and smiled as they went into the house. For the moment, pains were forgotten, 

decisions delayed as she turned to see the man frown as he returned to the work of straightening 

up. Her throat tightened, this victory seemed hollower somehow, knowing that sweets were all 

she had to offer the boy…for the moment.  

 

And the man? What did she have to offer him? She knew how she wanted to comfort him, but 

that was nothing more than a selfish fantasy. No, men like that would never notice the old maid 

schoolmarm.  

 

*** 

 

Mike lay awake on the couch again. But this time it was not erotic visions of the woman he could 

never have or the smoke- and blood-filled dreams of friends he could not save or even the 

lifeless faces of the men and boys he had killed that kept sleep at bay. No, this time it was the 

pleas of little boys that echoed in his mind.  

 

Had Joey begged and pleaded for one more chance? Promised that he would be a ‘good boy,’ 

that he would never again do whatever minor and inconsequential infraction that resulted in such 

a harsh punishment? Worst of all, had he come to believe that he deserved it? Mike choked on 

that word… ‘inferior.’ How could such a cute little kid actually think that he was ‘inferior’?  

 

His hands fisted on top of the blanket. He had seen his father beat his mother often enough, he 

had sworn as a boy that he would never lay a hand on a woman, and it was a promise he had 

kept. But damn, if there was ever a woman, who deserved a good beating Cassie Monroe was it.  

 

He remembered the pain in Tommy’s voice the one time he had spoken about her. About what 

she had done. The way she had used him and then not been satisfied to cast him aside, she had 

gone out of her way to destroy him, spreading horrid rumors about the one thing that every guy 

held sacred - his manhood.  

 

Mike had tried to be generous; they were just kids in high school; that sort of shit happened. He 

was sure she had not meant anything by it. She probably regretted it. After all, she had come 

onto him while he was back home, that must mean something, right?  

 

But after meeting the woman yesterday, the way she had practically thrown herself at him…and 

not even the honest offer that Kay had made. Then this…harming an innocent child. Her own 

child? It boggled his mind. He could not even begin to imagine what it must feel like to the child.  

 

If Mike’s betrayal at the hands of his drunk and abusive father still haunted him over thirty years 

later, he had at least had his mother to protect and defend him…even when she paid the ultimate 



price for it. How much worse it must be for the little boy who had no one? And Mike was still 

trying to figure out what could drive a mother to such a thing.  

 

He turned over, closing his eyes and trying to banish the demons that skirted the edges of his 

mind this night, but he could not. It seemed as if he could hear her cries. His mother’s as she 

clutched her distended belly, trying to protect the baby sister that Mike had been so looking 

forward to holding. Her eyes were almost swollen shut already as she pushed Mike towards his 

room, determined to face his father’s rage alone.  

 

But this time he would not go. He had to protect them…his mother and sister. Though what 

could a little boy of seven do against a grown man he was not sure as he lunged at his father, 

grabbing his arm just in time to prevent him from landing another blow to his mother’s head. But 

the man had merely shaken him off, so powerfully that he had been thrown across the hall, 

hitting his head as he landed against the wall.  

 

She had lunged for him then and… 

 

Mike’s thoughts came to an abrupt halt. The cries were not memories of some long ago and very 

real nightmare. No, they were very much at this moment. And they were hers.  

 

He lay there for a long moment. His chest was so fucking tight it actually hurt. It was not like an 

elephant was sitting on it, more like a whole fucking herd of them. He had stood outside that 

door yesterday listening helplessly to those sounds. He had walked away then. Sat for hours 

swinging and waiting for her. And he had not felt so fucking helpless since that night.  

 

He had failed his mother. His unborn baby sister too. He had not been able to keep them safe 

from the man that should have been the one to love and protect them. He had failed her yesterday 

too. He had just left her…alone with all of that pain.  

 

And maybe like that night, there was not much he could do. The one thing that he could have 

done he had failed at…kept her son safe, brought him back home to her. He, of all people, had 

no right to comfort her. To go to her and scoop her into his arms and hold her while she cried. 

 

But he was the only one here. His choice was simple…leave her to face those demons all alone 

as she had been for months? Or go to her? It might not be enough, hell, he knew better than 

anyone that it never could be, but wasn’t it better than nothing at all?  

 

Mike threw back the covers and padded barefoot down the hallway. He did not bother to knock 

this time. Instead, he merely opened the door and crossed the room. He did not even hesitate, 

though common sense said that he ought to. No, he simply climbed into the bed next to her and 

gathered her shaking body to his. His fingers wound through those long and so fucking soft curls 

as he brought her head to his chest.  

 

*** 

 



Esther slipped beneath the crisp cotton sheets. The day had been an enormous success. The 

haunted house, front porch, and yard were ready to go. She had spent the evening mixing the 

batter for the cookies. Four sheet pans of freshly cut pumpkins, witches, and ghosts chilled in the 

refrigerator. She would slide them into the oven the moment she came home tomorrow so that 

they would still be warm when the children began to arrive. She had even mixed the orange 

Kool-Aid with pineapple juice and poured it into ice trays for the witch’s brew cauldron 

tomorrow. 

 

As they sat swinging on the porch, she and the Master Sergeant had carefully gone over the few 

remaining items to be done. Dried ice to be picked up, grapes to be peeled, blood mixed, and the 

goody bags assembled. They had divvied them up. Esther would bring home the dry ice from 

school. Charlie, the chemistry teacher was more than happy to order a bit extra for her each year. 

Mike would prepare the goody bags and peel the grapes. The cookies, punch, and blood they 

would work on together once she got home.  

 

Then she would slip into the gypsy costume and transform into Mistress Mystique, the fortune 

teller. The hard part had been deciding what to do about the Frankenstein costume that was in the 

box next to the gypsy. She knew that the haunted house would not be the same without the 

monster to jump out at the very end, frightening and delighting the children.  

 

But since he had been fourteen and decided that the annual event needed a ‘more adult’ element 

like a haunted house, that job had been Tommy’s. Those first few years she had made and 

remade the costume, as he seemed to outgrow it each year. This one had been in use for the past 

eight years since he finally stopped growing in his senior year of high school. Last year, he had 

joked about packing it in his duffel bag and taking it back with him to entertain his friends and 

the local kids with his monster.  

 

It had been hard for Esther to ask Mike to play that role this year. She barely pushed the words 

past her tight throat as she thought about the way her son laughed and played with each child as 

they emerged from the plastic sheeting. For some he rose up to his full height, arms spread wide, 

his face contorted in mock anger as he roared. For others, he tickled them until they giggled. He 

seemed to know what each child needed. 

 

She would have left that costume in the box this year were it not for Joey’s innocent words that 

morning. The weight and significance of the tradition forced her hand as she made herself do 

what was best for the children, asking this stranger and friend to fulfill the role. 

 

In his quiet and understanding way, the Master Sergeant had merely nodded his head and said, 

“If you’re sure about this, ma’am, then I’d be honored.” She knew that he meant it. 

 

Esther closed her eyes then. Sounds of Tommy’s laughter ringing in her ears, blended with dark 

bruises on tiny arms. Threaded through it all was strong muscles playing beneath cotton t-shirts 

and iridescent bubbles popping so loudly. Then those popping bubbles turned into the bang of an 

IED and smoke that ended her life as well as her son’s.  

 



She bolted straight up in bed. Her mind stunned for a moment, unable to remember why she 

woke. Then it all came crashing back. Tommy’s death. Halloween. Joey. Him.  

 

Her thin nightgown and the sheets were damp. Sweat and tears blended with cool night air made 

her shiver beneath the covers, pulling the quilt to her chin she lay back down and tried 

desperately to get back to sleep.  

 

But her mind would not give her even that respite. Tears began to track softly down her cheeks 

again. Her pain so deep that tears alone were insufficient to assuage the hole in her soul. At first, 

it was just an occasional gasp here and there. She brought her knuckles up to her mouth as if to 

trap them inside.  

 

Even those were not enough as images flashed through her mind. Tommy’s smiling face against 

a truck. The Master Sergeant and a couple of others posed with him in front of tents. They ran 

like one of her slide show presentations through her mind. Each slide digging deeper at the hole 

in her soul.  

 

She was not even aware of the loud sobs echoing off the walls. Until she felt the warmth of his 

hand on her shoulder.  

 

His words were husky as he turned her, drawing her into his arms. “It’s alright. Let it out. It 

makes it better.” 

 

Her fists pummeled the bare steel of his chest. “That’s a lie. It doesn’t. Nothing makes it better. 

Nothing ever will.” She cried in anguish. Her body shook and quivered from the tears, the cold, 

and his presence so close. 

 

How many times over the past two years had she dreamt of this? The Master Sergeant naked, 

well, half-naked, in her bed. But not like this. Not with her in the middle of one of her crying 

jags that nothing could stop until the hiccups came. Tears continued to fall as her body trembled.  

 

“I know,” that deep voice offered. She could feel that his barely audible admission was torn from 

his heart with as much pain as she was feeling at that moment. That admission stilled her in his 

arms. The tears continued to track wayward paths down her cheeks, but the fight left her. The 

sobs softened, not quite to hiccup level, but enough that a new awareness swept over her. 



CHAPTER 5 

 

Esther was never sure exactly how it happened. But suddenly there was a shift. She felt it to the 

ends of her toes, curling beneath the quilt she had sewn with love over the past six months. The 

world might not be fair. This pain might be more than she could bear. But she was alive. And for 

the first time in a long time, she felt it. Alive.  

 

The silence in her tiny bedroom was alive at that moment too. His large hands that held her 

shoulders began to move slowly up and down her arms. They spread warmth… perhaps in ways, 

he did not even mean. Esther clenched her fingers against the springy heat of his chest hairs.  

 

They stayed like that. She was not sure how long she lay there, cocooned in that steely softness 

of his embrace. It was a moment of decision. One of those times in life when two pathways 

diverge in the wood, and we must make a clear choice which path we will take.  

 

Esther knew that she should ask him to go back to the couch. It was the logical thing to do. The 

respectable thing. She was at least a decade older than this man. Fast closing in on the half-

century mark, she had little to offer a man, any man. It had been a long time since she had even 

indulged in…well simply indulged.  

 

But in the dark silence, Esther admitted to herself that she had never felt as safe as she did at that 

moment. Surrounded by the strength and warmth of his arms, her face inches from the fuzzy 

steel of his impressive chest. Her fingers did not wait for her mind to decide. They began to 

caress slowly across his skin. 

 

She felt the low rumble even before she heard it. His voice was husky. "Ma’am, I think we both 

know that in just about five seconds this thing is going places that neither of us can take back. 

So, if you want to change your mind, now would be a good time.” 

 

Esther laughed lightly but did nothing to stop her playful fingers against his heated skin. “I think 

that you better start calling me Esther and stop the Ma’am stuff, Master Sergeant.” 

 

In the dim starlight, she could see the genuine smile that spread across his face. “Yes, Ma’am. I 

mean Esther. Then you should try Mike.” The fingers of one hand came up, lifting her chin until 

she had no choice but to meet his gaze. “You sure about this?” 

 

“I can’t remember the last time I was more sure about anything, Ser…” Her fingers gave up, 

tracing the patterns in the warm skin near his heart. They trailed slowly up across his chest to 

those broad shoulders and further still, entwining together in the soft curls that were beginning to 

form at the back of his neck.  

 

“Now that we have the introductions out of the way, shut up and kiss me, Mike.” She tugged 

softly drawing his face closer to hers in the darkness. 

 



“Yes, Ma’am,” he started to say. “Shit,” he cursed. “Yes, Esther,” he corrected as his lips curled 

into a grin. The grin was quickly wiped from his lips as they found other more pleasurable 

pursuits.  

 

The kiss was tentative at first. It had been longer than she wanted to admit since she had kissed a 

man. At that moment, she wondered if she ever really had. Indeed, nothing in her limited past 

had ever felt or tasted as sweet.  

 

The Master Sergeant…Mike’s…lips were firm beneath hers, allowing her to control the pace 

still. Lightly nibbling at the corner of her mouth. It felt almost like the faint tickle of a ladybug 

crawling up your arm; was it there or wasn’t it. But is he or isn’t he was not a game that Esther 

wanted at that moment.  

 

Now that the decision was made, she did not want to wade safely into this whirlpool of desire. 

She had always been the type to dive in, sometimes head first, most definitely a cannon baller, 

and this night especially.  

 

There might well never be another moment like it, and the quiet school teacher be damned for 

once. Esther wanted to become the heroine like Helen of Troy, whose beauty started a war, or 

perhaps more accurately Pandora, whose magical box could not be shut once opened. This night 

was most definitely opening Pandora’s Box, and she did not give a damn.  

 

She jumped; head first. Throwing back the lid, her tongue snaked out, breaching whatever last 

defenses he might have. Her fingers trailed across those broad shoulders, fingernails scraping 

lightly across his skin as she put everything into that kiss.  

 

If in her last half-century of life, she had not acquired much experience as a seductress, she made 

up for it with determination. She could almost feel the tension strumming through his body. The 

stiffness with which he held himself back was not the type of rigidity that she was interested in at 

that moment.  

 

Her lips curled into a secretive smile beneath his. She might not be very experienced, but she 

was very well-read. The words and images of thousands of erotic novels and novellas raced 

through her mind. She picked through each one as she sought the perfect seduction.  

 

This was war…and Master Sergeant Michael O’Malley was about to meet surrender. Something 

she was sure would be a new experience for the Marine. 

 

A plan began to form in her mind. With a final deep drink from those soft lips, she made a trail 

of licks and nibbles along his slightly rough jawline. His fingers tugged softly at her hair as she 

continued to play down his neck. She sucked softly at the thrumming beat of his pulse she tasted 

there.  

 

Its rapid beat spoke volumes, giving her the strength to continue along this path. She outlined his 

collar bone with feathery kisses until the firm ridge of flesh that divided his chest in two called 



out to her. Her dark fingers blazed the trail that her lips would follow, drawing soft patterns 

across the down-covered steel. Pectorals shivered beneath their light scrapes. 

 

Mike sucked in a sharp breath when her talons raked lower across the ridge of muscles that 

formed his six-packs. Esther stopped her descent for a moment. Her dark brown eyes lifted to 

meet his steely stare; she whispered, “This is most definitely going places we cannot take back.  

So, Mike, if you want to change your mind, you better do it now.” She toyed with him, her words 

a gentle reminder of his own chivalry even as her fingers moved lower, belying their warning. 

 

She could see the firm muscles in his jaw flex in the moonlight, and for half a breath, her heart 

was gripped with fear that he might change his mind, might stop this erotic fantasy, might 

abandon her bed, seeking the refugee of the lumpy couch over her bold caresses. 

 

*** 

 

He held perfectly still beneath her touch; their gazes danced a duo in the darkness.  

 

Mike looked at her in the moonlight. Maybe he had been with younger, thinner, more stunning 

women, but he had never come this close to anyone half as beautiful. Never felt a fraction of 

what her bold, but obviously inexperienced touch was doing to him. 

 

Still, he faced a choice - the toughest one of his whole fucking life and he had a single moment 

to make it. Did he do the right and honorable thing; thank her politely but firmly tell her he could 

not take advantage of her like this? If he did, would she see it as rejection? Probably, Mike knew 

in his gut this seductive siren role was not something she had played before, but damned was she 

good at it.  

 

‘Or maybe you just want her to be,’ whispered that voice in his head. That was it…he wanted 

this. Fuck, if it went no further than this it was still more than he had ever dreamt was possible 

with her. Way more than a fucking jarhead like him deserved.  

 

Her every touch felt like heaven, like fucking morphine dulling the pain of a thousand wounds 

that bled and festered unseen in his dark soul. Like salvation itself. And he wanted it. As selfish 

as he knew it was, he fucking wanted it. Even if he knew it could only be this once. Even if he 

feared he was abusing her trust. Betraying the friendship, he had shared with her son.  

 

He fucking needed this. Needed her touch. Her kisses. The taste of her lips was so fucking 

sweeter than he had ever imagined even. And that was just a sample; he wanted it all. He wanted 

this woman coming apart beneath him. He needed to actually hear what those moans would 

sound like as he took her body over the edge, showed her pleasure than he would bet she had 

never known.   

 

The Marines might have taken that fucked up kid and turned him into a man. Given him strength 

and a code of honor that he had never known. But at this moment he was neither strong enough 

nor honorable enough to do the right thing.  



No, there was no choice to be made. Not now. He had made that choice on the couch. Set the 

dye. Now it was only a matter of following the path, executing the battle plan, and doing all that 

he could not to hurt the woman he loved more than she already was.  

 

He smiled in answer to her question. “Hell, no, a man only gets to taste heaven once in his life 

and I ain’t missing mine.” His fingers became firmer where they tangled into her thick curls. He 

tried to tug her up, to taste her lips and torture her with his kisses once more. 

 

*** 

 

Esther smiled at his words but was not to be distracted now. She was a woman on a mission with 

a battle plan to be executed. There was new territory to be conquered, and she was determined 

that this night she would taste all that life had to offer. She quickly won the battle of wills as his 

tugging upwards soon gave way to moans.  

 

Her mouth was hot and dry as she blew softly across the thick, dark curls that covered his belly 

button. She felt his fingers tighten their hold upon her hair, trembling at her boldness. But it was 

not enough, bending she kissed and toyed with him there. Her tongue outlining it as her fingers 

pushed at the elastic waistband of his sweat pants. 

 

“Esther,” his voice was deeper than she had ever heard it, except in the thousands of erotic 

dreams that paled in comparison to this moment. 

 

She pulled the thick barrier away from his skin and allowed her lips and tongue to continue their 

dangerous games. She felt the shiver run through him as she lowered her head. The feel of his 

fingers threading deeper into her hair was almost painful, but it only added to the tension that 

played along her spine and sent tingles along every nerve ending in her body.  

 

She put them both out of the misery of anticipation as she lowered her head and drew his hard 

flesh between the softness of her lips. 

 

“Fuck,” she felt the power of his words curl along her toes. At that moment, she reveled in her 

feminine powers that had lain dormant for a lifetime. She was elemental. She was all-powerful. 

She was life itself. She was woman.  

 

She roared quietly as she opened her mouth and drew half of his length deep into her mouth until 

it touched the back of her throat. Slowly she sucked softly on his flesh, trying to pull him deeper. 

When that proved impossible, she tried another tactic; slowly she retreated up almost the full 

length of his flesh until just the soft mushroom-shaped head rested between her parted lips.  

 

She suckled softly upon his flesh as her fingers wrapped about the rest of his length. She soon 

found a rhythm that she could tell sang through his body. She smiled around his firm flesh as she 

felt another shiver run up his body. She augmented the pace set with her hands by sliding her 

mouth slowly down, taking as much of him as possible into its warm, wet recesses. 

 



“Fuck,” he spat again. The words might have seemed out of place in the romance novels that had 

been her only sexual outlet for most of her life, but she felt the sentiments behind them to her 

core, and those sentiments overshadowed anything she had ever read.  

 

She tried to return to her womanly games but this time the fingers still entwined in her long hair 

were not to be denied. His firm grip pulled her mouth from his flesh and dragged her body 

slowly up his. Esther was the one moaning and cursing at the intense pleasure/pain as her nipples 

grazed against his chest. She swore that she could feel the roughness of his chest hair against the 

sensitive buds of her nipples even through her nightgown. 

 

When he had tugged her up so that they were eye-to-eye once more, his lips turned upward into a 

secretive smile. His fingers released their hold upon her hair and slid slowly down the side of her 

face. Lower still as they trailed along the pulse beating steadily in her throat. His large hands 

smoothed across her bare shoulders leaving electrical shocks in their wake. She was helpless to 

stop her body as it moved against him.  

 

She was straddling his firm thighs; her knees planted firmly on either side of his hips. It was a 

position that left her completely open, exposed. Her body moved against his, rubbing against the 

thick material of his pants that still covered most of his lower body. She whimpered at the 

intrusive barrier. She needed to feel his skin against her, all of her.  

 

As if reading her mind, Mike’s fingers trailed softly down her arms to her fingertips. They 

continued lower to the offensive material of her old nightgown bunched around her hips. His 

fingers found the edges and jerked them upwards. She felt the rush of the cold night air as it 

brushed along heated skin, but it did nothing to cool the passions and fire that were building 

inside of her. 

 

As her head sprang free of the material, she smiled, tossing her curls about her shoulders, “Now, 

I think you are the one overdressed.” She matched actions to words as she pushed once more at 

the thick elastic waistband of his sweat pants, pushing them down his legs.  

 

He kicked them free with a smile, “Yes, ma’am. Fuck.” 

 

Esther laughed at the lapse. Laughter and love were something that had been distinctly missing 

from her life for a very long time, but they felt like old friends then.  

 

Trailing her fingers up to the wiry expanse of his thighs she purred, “We might have to get 

distinctly kinky with this ma’am thing, Mike. I am after all a teacher.” Bending forward she blew 

hot air across the surface of his broad chest. “What do you want me to teach you?” 

 

If she was half shocked by her bold behavior it was not something that she wanted to analyze at 

that moment. This night was a miracle. And miracles were not to be missed. There would be 

days and long nights, a lifetime of them, in which to remember and dissect each word and action. 

But not now. Now all Esther wanted was to live. Live in this moment with this man who had 

captured her imagination and her heart so very long ago.  

 



“Where were we?” she whispered against the column of his throat. She watched as he 

swallowed. The ridge that moved up and down said more about how he felt, what she was doing 

to him than words ever could. Her hands planted on his broad shoulders, she kissed along that 

strong column as she lowered her hips to make contact with the heated flesh of his thighs. 

 

Esther had never been one for wearing underwear beneath the distinctly reserved nightgown. It 

seemed too restrictive, too uncomfortable. It was bare flesh of her inner thighs that met the naked 

flesh of his hips as she rubbed against him. Like a cat, she purred as she found the rhythm this 

time. The rhythm that drove them both to the edge of insanity. 

 

“Fuck,” he spat again. 

 

Esther smiled against his skin. “That’s what we’re trying for, Master Sergeant,” she teased. 

 

But her teasing caught in her throat as he shifted, lifting his hips, he found the center of her being 

and surged forward, filling her and stretching her. Esther threw back her head and closed her 

dark eyes. Nothing she had ever felt compared to this moment; no fantasy even touched it. No 

words on a page or screen ever could. 

 

Her fingers on his shoulders tightened. If she had considered for a moment, she would have 

realized that she was leaving small crescent-shaped scratches in his skin. But neither of them 

noticed. Neither cared as the pain mingled with the pleasure slipping deep into its shadows as her 

body found release and fulfillment like it never had before. 

 

Esther rode out the wave as it broke like the sun upon the shore. She whimpered as her body lost 

the beat, cried in need for more of this miraculous drug. But her plea was heard. His fingers 

digging deep into the tender softness of her round hips he held her as he rolled them over.  

 

When she opened her eyes, her lover loomed large above her. She could feel the change, the 

proverbial turning of the tide. The time for games and teasing, testing her feminine wiles was 

long past. This man was determined. Firm in his resolve, she could see it in the set of his jaw, the 

steel of those blue-gray eyes. He was driven.  

 

If she should have shrunk back at the intensity, should have cowered under ancient memories of 

pain and shame, she did not. She knew this man on some soul-deep level. Knew his honor. And 

even in his strength, she felt his tenderness as he began to move inside her.  

 

She would have sworn it was not possible. After such a deeply satisfying orgasm, her body 

should have been replete. Instead, it seemed just the opposite; every millimeter of her skin 

seemed charged with his touch. The sight of him as those muscles played beneath the softness of 

his skin in the moonlight filled her mind and senses, lighting new fires.  

 

Her hands crept about his back, seeking an anchor as he moved deeper throwing them both into 

the depths of this ocean of need. They rode each wave. Crested each peak as she clung to him. 

Until it felt as if he would sweep her away on a tsunami of passion. His body thrust deep as they 



clung to one another in the darkness. Each utterly alone in their thoughts, yet each melded 

together on some deeper level that transcended it all.  

 

Her fingers brushed the damp hair back from his face as he collapsed next to her. A gentle smile 

played at those delicious lips. She could not resist the temptation to taste this new flavor as she 

brushed her lips across his mouth. She closed her eyes and simply felt. Warmth. Safety. 

Alive…was the final thought as sleep captured her. 

 

*** 

 

Mike watched her sleep. He could not, though his body was satisfied in some bone-deep way that 

he could never once in his life remember feeling. It was not even so much a matter of not being 

able to sleep. For once, he knew on some guttural level that he could rest as he never had. But if 

he did, he would miss this.  

 

Miss holding her. Miss just watching her sleep. Miss that cute half-smile she did as she snuggled 

closer to his body. Miss the soft sigh as she found that perfect position, her leg slipping just 

between his thighs until she brushed against the little traitor that should have been satisfied but 

kept begging for more.  

 

There would be no more. This much Mike was determined. As perfect as this night had been, it 

would have to be enough to sustain him in the long weeks, months, perhaps even years to come. 

Because one thing he knew…she did not give herself lightly. And each time…each taste of 

heaven would in the end only hurt her worse. She was not a woman to be toyed with. 

 

He brushed hair back from her face, and she gave another of those smiles shifting even closer to 

him. Not that he was toying with her. This night meant more to him than any other in his whole 

fucking, screwed up life. The taste of her kisses. The feel of her soft hands trailing over his chest 

and down his stomach. And when they had slipped inside his sweat pants…it was like that priest 

talked about - all the choirs in heaven singing as the pearly gates opened before him.  

 

Oh, and the sounds she had made when he had opened her pearly gates. Hell, there was no way 

on this planet or in this solar system he could have ever imagined a sound like that. The way her 

head had flown back, her eyes closed, her whole body tensed as he felt her muscles tighten 

around him. He was still not fucking sure how he had ridden out her first orgasm without 

coming. Only one thing had mattered, making her sound like that again.  

 

And he had. Somehow, he had. He had held out long enough to hear it again and again until he 

knew she could not take any more. Only then had he allowed the little traitor what he wanted. 

But as good as that had felt, this felt better. Just holding her and watching her sleep. Seeing those 

tiny smiles, knowing he had done that. Given her that. For one night, he had given her peace, 

respite, allowed her body the rest that it craved.  

 

He did something then that he knew he should not, but he could not help himself. He allowed his 

mind to travel a path he knew would bring him only pain in the end as he drew her body tighter 



against his and imagined what it would be like - to hold her like this every night. To claim this 

woman as his own. To spend the rest of his life making her smile like that.  

 

He brushed a kiss to her forehead as he shook his head. If he were only like Luke. Or the 

Colonel. Or even Ty. But he was not. He was too damaged. Even before Desert Storm. Before 

Billy. Or Nairobi…Kosovo…Nine-eleven…Afghanistan or Iraq. Like little Joey, he had learned 

the pain of being… ‘inferior’ and helpless as a child.  

 

He had learned the hardest lesson of all…he could never keep them safe. The people he cared 

about. His mother and baby sister. The men and women he served alongside. He simply could 

not ever seem to win against this damned thing called Fate that left him behind and alone when it 

took good men like Billy, Manny, and Tommy with so much more to live for.  

 

He leaned his head against hers and closed his eyes…just for a moment. For once though, he was 

grateful to Fate. For this moment. Because if he never, ever felt this way again…and he was sure 

he would not, this moment alone balanced out all those others. He knew enough happiness in this 

moment of holding her in his arms to make up for all those years of pain.  

 

Enough to carry him through whatever tomorrow held…and all the tomorrows that were to come 

between Sebida and that graveyard in Boston. It was enough. She was more than enough. More 

than he had ever imagined. And for damned sure more than that damaged little boy or that 

screwed up man deserved. And for this moment, he owed Fate a debt of gratitude. It was enough. 



CHAPTER 6 

 

Esther stared at the computer screen. Her fingers hovered over the send button. The words 

haunted her. Honestly, more than this email was bothering her this day. 

 

After the most incredible night of her life, she had woken up alone in her bed. The early morning 

sunlight filtered through the sheers, and the pillow next to her was still warm. She had finally 

found Michael in the kitchen, making coffee and breakfast. 

 

It was not like she had a great deal of experience to draw upon with this sort of thing. There had 

not been many mornings after in her life. Being a single mother and teacher had been her focus. 

 

But everything was changing now. Too fast it seemed. Tommy was gone now. And if she sent 

this email, her career might well be over also. Well, perhaps not her career, but certainly her job 

in this town would be in jeopardy.  

 

That was the way things were in small towns; they protected their own. And despite a quarter of 

a century living in Sebida, she would never be one of its own. But Cassie Monroe was; no matter 

her tattered and tawdry past or what she might do to her young son.  

 

This was an email that Esther had written and re-written a hundred times over the past few 

months. She knew better than to report her concerns to the local authorities; their allegiances 

were to the men who were turning a blind eye. But her friend with Children’s Services in Austin 

was another matter. The woman would make sure there was an investigation. 

 

It had never really been an issue of whether or not she would send the email. A child was being 

abused. Unlike others, she could not just turn a blind eye. And lately, there had been more 

bruises and cuts.  

 

No, what had been holding Esther back had been fear. Pure and simple. She was afraid of what 

might happen, what she might lose when she made this allegation. With Tommy gone, her job 

and the house where she had raised him was all that she had left. The idea of losing her job and 

being forced to move had kept her paralyzed for months. 

 

But no more. Not after last night. No matter what might have happened or not happened this 

morning, she knew that something deep inside of her had come to life again. 

 

Hitting the send button, Esther grabbed the paper sack on the table next to her. He had made her 

lunch while she slept. Practically forced her to sit at the kitchen table and eat breakfast as well as 

her usual coffee. And through it all, neither had mentioned a thing about what had happened 

under cover of darkness. Instead, they chatted about inconsequential things, plans for tonight.  

 

Esther supposed it could have been worse. He could have apologized; said it was all a mistake. 

This thing between them might be many things, but a mistake was not one of them. 

 

*** 



 

Mike put the finishing touches on dinner. Damn, cooking was not his thing. He chuckled; she 

was certainly pushing the limits of his culinary skills. First breakfast two mornings in a row and 

now spaghetti. Hell, the only other thing he had ever learned to cook was lasagna.  

 

The only reason he even knew these things was the foster mother, who had insisted that each of 

the children in her care cook one night each week. He smiled, had the older woman’s purpose 

been to teach them life skills or merely to avoid cooking for half a dozen unruly teens? Not that 

it mattered. It was a skill set that had served him well over the years. Though thanks to the 

Marines one he had rarely had to use. 

 

He tasted it and added a touch more oregano. The water was boiling for the pasta; he would put 

that on while she changed into her costume. He had already donned the Frankenstein monster 

one. Though it was a bit tight around his middle and a tad too short for him. It had been another 

reminder of how cruel Fate was. Tommy had been too fucking young even to have the middle 

age spread that Mike was beginning to battle.  

 

He chuckled as he pulled another tray of the cookies from the oven. He had decided to help out a 

bit and get a head start on the baking for her. He lifted one from the pan and bit into it, still warm 

and gooey. It was delicious, but not as much so as other things that had been so fucking warm 

and wet last night.  

 

He growled as the little traitor raised his head again. Not that he was getting what he wanted. 

Mike’s big head had already made that decision, and it was final. He was not going to hurt her. 

And she was not the ‘love’em and leave’em’ type.  

 

No, he was more confident than ever that the woman was the ‘happily ever after’ type and he did 

not have that to offer her. So, it was best to take a step back, keep the little traitor in his pants 

where he belonged and do what he came here to do - help her out tonight, pack it all away 

tomorrow, and get the hell out of here while he still could.  

 

“Something smells good, Mike,” her voice caressed his mind as he turned to see her standing in 

the doorway. His throat tightened at how fucking beautiful the woman was.  

 

After a half-decent night’s sleep, the circles beneath her eyes were less dark, but he could see 

there was still a tightness around her mouth.  

 

Was that because this night held so many memories for her? Had something happened at work 

today? Was she still as worried about that little boy as he was? He had looked into calling the 

authorities but wondered what good it would do. Those people rarely got it right…he of all 

people knew that.  

 

He did not want to think that perhaps that tightness was unease around him…after last night. He 

chuckled as he waved the wooden spoon and threatened, “Then you better get changed so you 

can eat properly.” 

 



She sashayed, and he could think of no more accurate word than that to describe the all-too-

fucking sexy sway of those hips across the room. His throat tightened, and the little traitor made 

his presence all too known in the tight confines of his jeans beneath the costume pants.  

 

When she placed her hand squarely over his heart and leaned in to lick the spoon, her eyes 

danced with mirth as they held his gaze. When she let out a milder version of one of ‘those’ 

moans, Mike realized he was in big trouble. Huge trouble. Resisting this woman now that he had 

tasted heaven might be the hardest fucking thing he had ever done.  

 

“Mmmm…delicious. Though I have tasted sweeter things,” she smiled up at him, and his heart 

stopped, even if he knew she was telling a little white lie…his cooking was anything but.  

 

He drew a deep breath and forced himself to turn back to the stove. “You better get dressed 

while I finish up here. The big night is upon us, and the kids will probably be here before you 

know it.” 

 

“Yeah, you’re right of course,” he could hear the pain in her voice, knew he was the cause of it, 

and fucking hated himself even more than he ever had. The last thing he had ever fucking meant 

to do was hurt this woman. But he had.  

 

The night that had and always would mean everything to him had probably only made things 

worse for her. And that was his fault. He wanted to say he should have stayed on the couch, but 

he could not. He could not bring himself to regret the only good thing that had ever fucking 

happened to him. 

 

He would just have to find a way, some way, to make this up to her. Not that he had any fucking 

idea where to start…other than making this night as good as it possibly could be. For her. For 

that little boy and all the other kids of this shit hole. And for his friend…it was the least he owed 

Tommy. The very least. 

 

*** 

 

Esther smiled as she looked around her almost vacant front yard. It was getting late; her watch 

said that it was close to ten. She should give the last call for the haunted house and witches brew. 

There were only a handful of her students left anyway. The parents had started taking the 

younger children in over an hour ago.  

 

She stood up from the table where she had been reading cards for most of the night. Her muscles 

were a bit stiff. Or perhaps they were sore from unfamiliar activities. Either way, it had been a 

fantastic night. The children and young people were genuinely pleased that she had kept the 

tradition. And for her part, Esther felt her value to this community. If not to its leaders, its young 

families certainly appreciated her.  

 

Well, most of them, she thought, as she looked across the street at the dark house where Joey 

lived with his mother. He had not come tonight, and that worried Esther. She had made up a 

special goody bag for him; perhaps tomorrow morning, she would take it over there. 



 

But before tomorrow morning, she had to make it through tonight. That was not as easy as it 

sounded. It was also why she had been putting off sending the children home. She was not sure 

what to say or do around Mike after last night, especially after the cold shoulder he had given her 

in the kitchen.  

 

There had not been much time to discuss what happened after she got dressed. They had stuck to 

finalizing plans as they ate the spaghetti. Then they were too busy. There were more cookies to 

be baked, blood and eyeballs to make, and witches brew to be mixed. Both of them had thrown 

themselves into the work, ignoring undercurrents that raced between them. But Esther knew, 

they could not go on pretending nothing had happened. 

 

“Alright, everyone, it is getting late. I need to see most of you in class tomorrow. So, ‘Sleep shall 

neither night nor day, hang upon his pent-house lid.’ And that’s ten points extra credit for anyone 

that can tell me where that quote is from tomorrow. But I want it exactly; author, title, scene, act, 

and line. Off to bed with the lot of you.”  

 

She waved her arms about and cackled loudly as the teens laughed. She noticed that a couple of 

the older boys were hanging out with Mike by the haunted house and drinking punch. Her heart 

ached at how easily she could imagine Tommy with them. 

 

As the first of the teenagers headed towards the street, an old Mustang sped around the corner. 

Her heart lurched in her chest, and she caught her breath at how close a call it had been. The car 

sped into her neighbor’s driveway; its engine was still revving loudly as a very drunk Cassie 

Monroe appeared out of the driver’s side. Her dishwater blond hair hung limply about her molten 

face as she stumbled about.  

 

A large man in a dirty t-shirt and dusty jeans got out of the passenger side door, “Hey, bitch, I 

thought we was gonna have us some fun. Where you running off to now?” He brought an open 

can of beer to his mouth.  

 

Esther pushed a couple of the girls behind her as the woman came stumbling across the road 

without even checking to see if another car was coming. She tried to steady herself against the 

mailbox, but it did little good as she continued on her ill-fated journey up Esther’s walkway to 

where she stood near the front porch. 

 

Her words rang like thunder through the night air. “I know it was you, nigger bitch. After all, this 

town’s done for you, turning our eyes to your whoring and accepting your half-breed bastard. 

Hell, even letting you teach our kids. And you do this?” Even though her speech was slurred, 

anyone could make out what she was saying.  

 

Esther stepped back a bit. While she knew that this was coming, even she was shocked at how 

quickly things must have happened. It certainly explained Joey’s absence this night and honestly 

came as a relief to her mind that had imagined far worse scenarios every time she had glanced up 

from the cards, and her eyes had taken in that dark house.  

 



Still, the woman’s words stung. Not because they were said in anger by a drunk, who blamed her 

for losing her son. They hurt because, for the first time in the almost twenty-five years that she 

had lived in this town, someone spoke them aloud to her face. As hurtful as they were, ringing 

inside her head, she knew they were merely amplified versions of those whispered so often 

behind her back in the past.  

 

She squared her shoulders and reached out a hand to steady the woman. “Cassie, I don’t know 

what you are talking about. But don’t you think you ought to go home and sleep it off?” 

 

“I’m talking bout the welfare lady that picked Joey up at school today. They won’t even let me 

see him until some fucking court day. But Daddy says not to worry he’ll get me the bestest 

lawyer. He’s gonna show everyone what a vindictive bitch you are.”  

 

Rising to her full height, which was several inches shorter than Esther, she looked into her eyes 

as she threw the ultimate word bomb. “Just because God took your son, don’t give you no right 

to try and take mine from me, nigger bitch.” 

 

Esther froze. Her heart stopped. She feared that air would never again pass through the tightness 

in her throat. Her fingers went limp. The woman swayed, almost taking them both to the cold 

concrete beneath their feet. 

 

Suddenly an arm wrapped about her waist. It was the only thing holding her up. From 

somewhere far off, she heard a deep voice. 

 

“I think you better leave now.” 

 

It was steely quiet. The half a dozen young people did not move. Several were so embarrassed 

that their eyes stared at the ground. She wondered; how many times have they heard something 

similar? How many times had her students listened to their parents talk about the Negro whore?  

 

The worst flashed through her mind. It was right after Tommy’s funeral. People had followed her 

home after the church service. Food lined all the countertops in the kitchen and people milled 

about her house as if they visited every day. It was an intrusion that she did not want or need. But 

it was also a custom, one that she did not have the strength to balk at that moment.  

 

Instead, she had taken refuge in his room, hiding out in her own home from strangers that cared 

nothing for her. People that did not even accept Tommy. It felt like the ultimate affront to her 

life.  

 

She was getting ready to leave her refuge. She had made up her mind that she would ask the 

Reverend to have everyone leave. She had endured enough of their ‘Southern hospitality’ to last 

her a lifetime. But her hands froze to the door handle as she listened to two unidentified voices 

on the other side of the wood. 

 



“Yeah well, seems to me like the woman got what was coming to her. You can’t flaunt your sins 

in front of God and everyone for all these years and expect the good Lord just to take it. Oh no, I 

suppose it is just his merciful justice, taking that boy the way, he did.” 

 

Another voice joined in the vitriolic chorus, “Tommy was a good man, despite having that 

woman as a mother. But still, I wonder if she’ll be so damned high and mighty now. Like she 

looks down on the rest of us with her Shakespeare and Greek mythology. Ain’t like kids even 

need to know any of that shit in the real world, downright pornographic too if you ask me.” 

 

“I’ll give the woman one thing; she kept her sins quiet in this town. Of course, you heard about 

how she practically threw herself at Todd Meadows, didn’t you? All because he was the boy’s 

Little League coach. And him a married man. No, that woman deserves everything she gets and 

then some.” 

 

Esther had fled their lying words then. Curling back up in Tommy’s bed to cry until the 

Methodist preacher and his wife came to tell her that they were going. That everyone else had 

left. As the woman reached out her hand in Christian kindness to comfort her, Esther had 

recoiled.  

 

She recognized the voice, knew what this woman honestly thought of her. The couple had 

excused themselves, mumbling beneath their breaths about gratitude. Esther could only imagine 

what else they said as they walked home that evening.  

 

She had pulled herself out of bed and walked into the living room to face an utter mess. Her 

ordinarily neat home looked like the VFW hall after one of its big to-dos. Paper cups and plates 

piled high with half-eaten food were strewn about the place. There were several spills on her 

couch and carpet. 

 

Actually, she supposed she owed the Right Reverend and his congregation a debt of thanks after 

all. She did not know how she would have made it through that first night if it had not been for 

the hours of cleaning that took her through until dawn. She was so exhausted that by the time she 

fell into her bed, sleep overcame even the heavy burdens on her heart and mind. 

 

This was just as bad. But she realized something else as those hateful words flew around her. 

The other voice, she recognized it now. It had been Cassie Monroe, who was speaking with the 

preacher’s wife in the hall that day.  

 

Esther’s palm itched. She wanted nothing more than to slap the woman. How dare she, of all 

people, pass judgment on her? At least she had raised her half-breed bastard, as they called 

Tommy, with love; not bearing bruises and marks and not with a drunk for a mother. She longed 

to tell it all to the nasty creature that was half bent at her feet. 

 

But it was the faces of her students about her that held her back. They did not need to see another 

adult in their lives acting with such shame.  

 

 



Instead, she took a step back putting some distance between them. “As I said, you should go 

home and sleep this off.” 

 

As she turned towards the porch, she heard the Master Sergeant take command. It came so 

naturally that not even the drunken man hesitated when he was ordered to take the woman home. 

Her students beat hasty retreats too. But Esther knew that the story of this night would fly about 

the school halls, reaching every ear and young mind even before the homeroom bell rang in the 

morning. 

 

It all hung like a supercell over her head, the dread of another tornado of the soul consumed her. 

She had made it through this storm once when she returned to teaching after the funeral. But she 

was not confident she could do it all again. Not now.  

 

She did not even think about the cookie plates, punch bowl or dozens of other things that she had 

left outside. She practically ran to the bathroom. The spaghetti that Mike had insisted she eat for 

dinner tasted even worse coming up than it had when she forced it past her lips hours earlier. 

Though she had smiled and complimented his cooking, the man would never be a chef. She was 

certain that strands of it were tangled in her dark brown curls.  

 

It was hard, crying and vomiting at once. Her body shaking and trembling, not from the crisp 

chill that hung in the Texas autumn air, but from the cold hearts and closed minds of this place 

that had been her home for most of her life, for practically all of Tommy’s brief life.  

 

Didn’t these people see? It was one thing to hate her, but what had that little boy ever done to 

deserve their ire?  

 

At last, the sobs slowed. Esther reached up for the washcloth that hung from the white porcelain 

sink. It was still damp from washing up before dinner. She passed it over her face, but it did 

nothing to clean off the taint of this bitter and hateful place. 

 

It had been over twenty-five years since she felt like this. The need to plunge her body beneath 

the water as hot as she could stand it. Hotter even. To wash every trace of him, of them from her 

body and soul. But unlike last time, Esther knew that there would be no precious gift to ease this 

pain. 

 

She stripped the white blouse over her head, taking with it the red bandana that had held her 

mane back from her face as she bent to read the cards. She tore at her bra, not caring if she broke 

the straps. She pushed the flowing skirts down her legs, taking her underwear with them. She 

realized that she had kicked her shoes off somewhere along her journey from the front yard to 

the bathroom but had no idea where. 

 

She had no idea how long she stood beneath the scorching hot water as rivulets raced down her 

body to pool and swirl down the drain, the steam wrapping about her body like the quilt she had 

sewn from scraps of Tommy’s clothes collected over a lifetime. The corner of the blue baby 

blanket in which she had brought him home from the hospital. The white shirt that he had worn 



on his first day of school. His Scout uniforms. His football jersey. His black graduation gowns. 

His Marine uniform. They had all become squares and many more. 

 

The comfort was scant. But eventually, the heat pounded through to her shattered mind. Her 

body was a bright pink beneath its toffee brown, and her fingers and toes had begun to wrinkle. 

But still, she stood beneath the hot spray, the need to escape, to wash it all away warred with 

common sense and self-preservation. 

 

Even as the water turned colder, she battled beneath its rivulets. She began to shiver. Her teeth 

chattered as it got colder and colder, matching the temperature of a late fall Texas night and the 

cold hearts of this place.  

 

Then there was a voice and hands gently tugging her from the tub. A towel wrapped about her. 

Arms scooped her up into a firm embrace, carrying her into the bedroom and tucking her beneath 

that quilt.  

 

He was there. Drawing her into his arms, holding her as he worked the towel over her hair, 

drying it. His hands moved quickly up and down her arms, trying to warm flesh that she would 

have sworn long dead. 

 

Except when he touched her, she felt alive. Truly alive. She moved closer to his warmth, 

snuggling against the hard plains of his chest, the roughness of the hairs on his chest abraded her 

cheek. 

 

His fingers stilled on her shoulder. “I should probably go back out to the couch.” 

 

Esther froze. New tears glistened in her eyes. She could barely breathe, this latest rejection 

cutting deeper still. She started to move away, pull away. But his fingers came up to hold her 

chin, lifting her face to his gaze. 

 

“I won’t take advantage of you again,” he whispered into the darkness as his soft lips pressed 

against her nose. 

 

Esther shook her head at his words of self-incrimination. “But…” she began. 

 

“You are hurting right now. I can’t. Not like this. Not now,” he mumbled. 

 

She shook her head, her grip on his shoulders tightening at his words. “Don’t go. Please don’t 

go. I don’t want to be alone. Not now. Please.” Her words burst forth like a river flowing with 

floodwaters. 

 

She felt him exhale. Felt him collapse back against the pillows. His arms wrapped around her 

shoulders as he drew her against him. He pressed light kisses to the top of her head. “I hadn’t 

thought about that, sweetheart. Of course, I’ll stay.” 

 



Esther swore for a moment that he added ‘if it kills me,’ but it must have been part of her dreams 

as exhaustion and the late hour overtook her. Cocooned safe in his strong arms once more, the 

dreams dared not haunt her this night. 

 

*** 

 

Mike once more held her tightly as she slept. But this night was not as sweet as the last had been. 

Her sleep was all too fitful. He certainly could not blame her. It was a good thing he could not 

get his hands on an M1A1 tank from one of his buddies in the 1st Tank Division. He would raze 

this whole fucking town to the ground at the moment - beginning with that bitch’s house. 

 

How dare she? How fucking dare her of all people say things like this to Esther? Had Cassie 

Monroe not done enough to hurt Tommy in high school? Hell, the little bitch had even tried to 

intimate that the child was his son. Luckily, his friend had been too smart to fall for that one. But 

the way she had come on to him when he was on leave that last time had still done a head 

number on his friend.  

 

Now, this? Blaming Esther for losing custody of her child. Mike sighed as he pressed a kiss to 

her forehead. He bet there might be more than a grain of truth to the accusation, but that only 

made him prouder of this woman. She was no one’s fool; she would have known there would be 

repercussions for her actions. Even if she might not have expected something quite like this.  

 

And this had been inexcusable. After she had run inside the house, Mike had shooed the 

partygoers away and cleared up the worst of the mess. He had also kept a close eye on the house 

across the street, looking for any sign of more trouble. In the end, he had pulled his Beretta M9 

from the locked compartment where he kept her on his motorcycle. Just in case.  

 

He had learned early that alcohol and anger were a lethal combination. One that he was not going 

to be defenseless against ever again. Not with this woman. Not with Esther. He would give up 

his life…even his honor to defend her. In all his years, all the battles, all the crap he had seen, he 

had never been forced to use violence against a woman. But he would. He would to keep her 

safe. He just hoped it did not come to that. 

 

Wasn’t what they had endured already bad enough? It was not just what that woman had done to 

his friend, either. The abuse went back much further than this night or even high school. He 

remembered the other half of that scouting camp-out story that Tommy had shared only with him 

after the others had gone back to their tents that night. The way that the other scout moms had 

made fun of her and how it had turned vicious, first about her being a city girl, then about race, 

and ultimately about her being a single mother. Though the way they said it was not nearly as 

polite as all that. 

 

He sighed as he drew her closer into his arms. He supposed he should not be shocked by what 

happened tonight. Not after the stories, Tommy told of the whispers behind their backs or the 

men, too many of whom were married, who had thought his mother fair game for sexual passes, 

even men who were supposed to be trusted members of the community…coaches and Sunday 

school teachers.  



 

Of course, his own experiences with small-town life in Honour was still all too fresh in his mind. 

The lengths to which Brenda and Josh had gone to protect little Billy from being labeled a 

‘bastard.’ The nasty words that those ‘Church ladies’ had used to describe Becca’s African 

husband and her mixed-race daughters. Sometimes it made him wonder…was it worth it? 

 

Hell, he of all people believed in the Constitution. In ‘free’ speech, which was never really free. 

No, it was always men like Billy, Manny, and Tommy, who paid for those people’s right to 

slander and debase others simply because of their religion, their politics, or, worst of all, the 

color of their skin. It was too often brown skin that paid that price for other’s prejudiced and 

hate-filled speech against them. It was another of those things that were not right with this 

fucked up world. And another that Mike had absolutely no power to do anything about.  

 

That bothered him most of all…that he had no real power to truly save her from any of this 

town’s mean-spirited bullshit. His throat tightened and his vision clouded over as he stared over 

the top of her head at the door. How fucking much he wanted to scoop her in his arms…throw 

that gorgeous ass on the back of her namesake and get her as far from this fucking hell-hole as he 

possibly could. 

 

And then what, ass-wipe? What then? What do you have to offer a woman like her? Your 

fucking life or what little is left of it is nothing more than miles on roads that lead nowhere. Days 

and weeks spent with old friends trying to fucking balance the karmic scales. Trying to make life 

as bearable for others as he could.  

 

This woman was the only thing that had ever made even a single moment of it bearable for him. 

He knew he was a selfish bastard, but he supposed he came by that honestly enough. Like his 

grandmother said, he was ‘bad seed’ after all. And he certainly had nothing to offer this woman. 

Any more than his father had to provide his mother. 

 

She turned in her sleep, cried out in pain. He knew that sound all too well. He was tempted, more 

than tempted to kiss her awake. There was not even that threadbare old nightgown between them 

this night. Just his jeans. How fucking easy would it be to unbutton them, roll her beneath him 

and enter her? To draw those moans from deep in her soul as she came apart in his arms.  

 

He frowned. Maybe he did not have a lifetime of tomorrows to give this woman as she deserved, 

but he did have this moment, the next few days. It was for damn sure that after this night he was 

not leaving as quickly as he had planned. He was not going just to ride away and leave her to 

face that woman’s wrath alone. No, he was staying in Sebida for as long as it took to be sure she 

was safe.  

 

So, the question was…what was truly the right thing to do? To push her away as he had in the 

kitchen tonight. He remembered the hurt look in her eyes as they ate his lousy imitation of 

spaghetti. He had tried to think of all the right words to tell her, to explain that it was not her, that 

he wanted her so fucking badly, but he just could not hurt her. The truth was he was not good 

enough for a woman like her. But he had not been able to find the words. He had never been any 

damned good with the things anyway.  



 

It was for certain that she was sure as hell sleeping a lot better last night than she was tonight. 

Had he been wrong to push her away when she reached out to him for comfort? Would he have 

been able to use his body to love away some of the pain from that woman’s hateful words? 

Could he have sent her over the edge so many times that her body was too replete to care what 

her mind thought? Did he deny them both what they needed? Was he doing the wrong thing for 

all the right reasons?  

 

He shook his head as he drew her so close to his body that if he allowed it his mind could 

envision them becoming one. Instead, that mind played the dilemma over and over from all sides 

until his head pounded. He still did not have any answers as sleep, at last, overcame him. But he 

knew it was perhaps the second most important decision he would ever have to make…and one 

that he would need to face when they woke.  

  



CHAPTER 7 

It took her a moment to realize where she was as she woke up. There was hardly any sunlight 

filtering into her bedroom, but she could feel the comfort of the quilt wrapped about her. Her bed 

was empty once again. There was still an indention in the pillow next to hers, and it was still 

warm, she noted, as she ran her hands across the spot where her lover had slept. She frowned.  

 

Was he her lover? He had, after all, turned her down last night. Twice. More than likely the man 

could not wait to be away from her outbursts. To him, that one magical night was probably 

nothing more than scratching an itch. To her, it would have to be a lifeline. A memory to get her 

through the tough decisions that were to come.  

 

Turning over in the bed, she looked out the window. The weather certainly matched her mood. 

Dark and gray. She considered crawling deep beneath the quilt and staying in bed all day. But 

she knew that would solve nothing. The problems would still be there when she woke up. 

Waiting for her tomorrow. And the next day. And the day after that.  

 

No, it was better to face them now. Get a handle on the extent of this situation and begin to 

formulate plans. In all probability, there would be repercussions for her actions at work. But even 

if there were not? Did she want to stay here? Did she really want to wallow day after day in her 

grief? Longing for something that could not be.  

 

A part of her longed for the type of freedom that Michael had made for himself. The ability to 

just hop on the back of his motorcycle and go. New people, new places. New problems? 

 

She supposed some things would follow her wherever she went - like Tommy’s death. But other 

things like Cassie Monroe, she would be happy to leave behind. The prejudices of this place and 

its mean-hearted people. But then again if she left, who would be there for the Joeys and her 

students? 

 

Her mind was so caught up in the dilemmas which faced her that she did not even notice him 

until he sat on the edge of the bed next to her. Two cups of steaming hot coffee emitted the most 

delicious aroma. It wrapped about her, wiping her mind of all else, except its richness.  

 

The man might not be able to cook worth a damn, but he could make a hell of a cup of coffee, 

she smiled as she took the cup, he offered her in silence. Bringing it to her lips, she blew softly 

across its dark surface then sipped softly. She moaned at the taste, which more than matched its 

aroma. 

 

He shifted on the bed. “I love it when you moan.” 

 

She blushed, aware that the quilt had slipped down and that this morning, she did not have even 

the threadbare nightgown to hide the ample curve of her breasts. Their dark areola peeking out 

above the covers. “Sorry.” 

 



He chuckled, “Don’t be. Like I said I like the sound of it. Although I would rather it be 

something besides my coffee that had you moaning like that,” he blushed — the redness going 

all the way to his ears. 

 

She looked up at him quizzically. “But last night…” 

 

“You were upset. I meant what I said. I feel bad enough for taking advantage of the situation the 

other night. I don’t want to keep doing it.”  

 

Esther wanted to laugh at how serious his expression was. Did this man truly believe he had 

taken advantage of her? It was another of the oddly endearing things about him that made her 

feel as if he had stepped out of the pages of one her books. Not even Jane Austen could write a 

hero to do justice to this man.  

 

But if they were going to move forward then she needed to disabuse him of his misconceptions, 

and fast. “And if I told you that you had nothing to apologize for?”  

 

Her eyes focused upon his lips as he brought the steaming cup to them. She could almost 

remember how soft they had been, but how firm they had felt as they wrapped around and tugged 

at her nipple. Oh, how she wanted to taste his coffee-flavored kisses.  

 

“Michael, I’m a grown woman. I am perfectly capable of making my own decisions about who I 

take for a lover and when.” 

 

If it was possible, his blush deepened even more as he sat his cup of coffee on the nightstand 

next to her bed, “Yeah, but I can’t help but wonder if you would. I mean, if things were different, 

someone like you wouldn’t even notice a guy like me. You’re fancy books and lacy curtains. I’m 

t-shirts, jeans and I’d sure as hell rather wait for the movie than read a book.” 

 

Esther sat her cup on the table next to his. “You are also that rarest of breeds in this fucked 

world, a real-life hero. A man of honor, who does whatever he must to care for people, 

sometimes even people he does not know." 

 

Her fingers brushed across the roughness of his jaw as she spoke, "So if you ask me, it is you 

that got the short end of the stick. Heroes don’t end up with old-maid school teachers. They end 

up with beautiful sirens, whose calls touch their very souls.” 

 

*** 

 

Their gazes held for a moment. The old bed creaked as he shifted, aligning his body so that he 

was inches from her. His fingers entwined with hers on top of the patchwork.  

 

Mike had spent the past hour since he had woken up hard and cranky, trying to figure this one 

out. In the end, he had selfishly decided that he could not and would not waste a single 

opportunity to store up memories with this woman.  

 



But her words now floored him. Was it possible? Did this woman honestly not realize how 

fucking beautiful she was? He could not believe that was possible. From the brown curls that 

framed her striking face to the full breasts that perfectly fit in his hands to those round and 

enticing hips, Esther was a fucking walking wet dream.  

 

He studied her expression, no, she did not see it. But she would. He would make damned sure 

she did. Before he left… But that thought did not bear consideration, not now. Not when she was 

lying naked before him in the bed. There were much better things to think about right now. 

 

“Sing for me,” he breathed against her lips. His touch was gentle as he caressed her cheek, 

coaxed a response from her. His fingers laced through those too soft curls once more and he 

angled her mouth for his onslaught. But first, he would do a bit of scouting, as he nibbled and 

toyed with her full bottom lip. 

 

He smiled when he heard her whimper, her hands clutching his bare shoulders. While he knew 

that she had work this day, he was not going to be rushed. He was going to love her thoroughly, 

just as she deserved. His tongue traced the familiar territory his teeth had just traversed.  

 

She opened her mouth beneath his. This time she did not wait for him to take the lead, her tongue 

slipped inside his mouth as he moaned into their kiss. Her fingers on his shoulder began to sink 

deeper; he smiled into her bold kiss. Oh yes, his sexy siren was going to sing her song loud and 

clear before he was finished.  

 

She pressed her body upwards; the myriad of textures from the quilt chafed against his skin. 

Cotton, wool, silk; none of it felt as good as what he wanted at that moment, skin against skin. 

Mike moaned as he brushed the materials lower, his fingers seeking treasure hidden beneath.  

 

What he discovered stole his breath, her dark nipples were already hard and puckered. She 

sucked in a lungful of air when his callused fingers found the hard tips and rubbed gently over 

them. Heat raced through his body as she rubbed against him once again like that kitten wanting 

to be petted. 

 

She whimpered when his fingers abandoned her nipples. Mike wanted to give in to those pleas, 

spend the whole fucking day in bed with this woman, and show her in every conceivable way 

exactly how sexy he found her. Teach her body pleasures it never knew.  

 

But as hard as he was going to try, he would bet this could be nothing more than a quickie. A 

chance to wet both their appetites, to comfort and ease a bit of last night’s pain, and to give her 

something else to think about besides what awaited her at that school. 

 

His hands slid down her body. Throwing back the quilt, Esther spread her thighs as he half stood, 

unbuttoning his jeans and pushing the rough material aside. He did not need a second invitation 

to Heaven. He would sneak inside those pearly gates before Saint Peter knew what he was about. 

He might not deserve this, but he would be damned if he was turning down the chance at another 

taste of glory…and another…and another.  



Within seconds he was between her legs, pushing deep inside her body. Her eyes closed; her 

head buried deep in the pillow as she gripped the sheets between her fingers until her knuckles 

were white. She used them as leverage to lift her hips, grinding against him, drawing him deeper 

and deeper inside her. It was a new form of torture, one that Mike could so fucking get used to.  

 

She moaned as he filled her fully. He listened as her breath caught in her lungs as the base of his 

shaft rubbed against the sensitive nub of her clitoris. She screamed out as her orgasm hit her fast 

and hard. Her hips found his rhythm as she rode out the wave and the next and the next. Her head 

thrashed against the pillows, those fingers clutched his shoulders so fucking tightly that he knew 

her nails would break the skin, but he did not give a damn about the modest stinging pain as he 

plunged deeper within her waters sending her over the edge yet again. Mike felt her trembling 

begin to weaken, but he was mindless as he joined her in his release.  

 

He rolled to the side so that he did not crush her beneath his weight. He kissed the tip of her nose 

as she smiled that sexy, slow one like a cat who had just feasted on some stolen morsel from the 

table. He brushed a strand of hair back from her face. How could any woman be this fucking 

gorgeous this early in the morning?  

 

An annoying sound registered for the first time. Looking over at the table next to the bed, he 

could not see the time because the two cups blocked his view of its neon orange numbers. But its 

shrill warning could not be denied.  

 

She lifted her hips, driving his half-hard erection deeper inside her welcoming depths. She 

whimpered at the feel of him, and Mike answered with a low growl of his own. He brushed a 

kiss across the soft brown skin of her cheek, whispering the temptation into her ear. “You know 

no one would blame you if you called in today.” 

 

*** 

 

She sighed as she pushed at his shoulder, rolling him onto his back in the center of her bed. If his 

words had not given her reason to pause, the sight of him more than half-naked certainly did, his 

chest glistening with a fine sheen of perspiration from their efforts, the head of his semi-hard 

erection peeking above the top of his pants. 

 

She hesitated for a moment, standing naked beside her bed. Then she realized how exposed she 

was. The sag in her large breasts. The roundness in her tummy that never went completely away 

after giving birth, not even after twenty-five years. The cellulite on her thighs. She blushed beet 

red at what she must look like to this Adonis. What was she thinking?  

 

She practically ran from the room. “I’m late,” she tossed over her shoulder as she sought the 

safety of the shower. Beneath its refreshing spray, her mind raced with options. For a woman 

that just three days before did not think she had any, they seemed overwhelming then. But she 

did not have time to consider them all or dally over a shower. 

 



She grabbed a towel and wrapped it about her. She wondered if he would still be in her bed. The 

thought in itself was disturbing on some level. The idea of prancing around the room wearing 

only a towel as she collected her clothes and dressed was more than a bit daunting.  

 

But he was nowhere in sight as she picked out a matching set of pale blue bra and panties. She 

refused to pause and consider why matching should matter. She threw open her closet door and 

pulled out a nondescript printed dress that hugged her ample chest and flowed softly about her 

tummy and hips before flaring out to dance about her calves. 

 

Standing in front of the mirror that graced her dresser she applied the lightest of make-up, just 

some eye shadow, mascara, and lip gloss. Of course, even that was more than she usually 

bothered with. But she would not give that a thought either. 

 

Eying her reflection in the mirror, she supposed it would have to do. For a woman approaching 

fifty, it was not half bad. But certainly, no Helen of Troy, or even Diana, goddess of the hunt. 

She was just plain old Esther, who taught drama, English, and ancient mythology to teenagers 

whose only interest in such things was in the movies, video games, and television shows they 

spawned. But it was her lot in life; she thought as she turned and walked into the living room. 

 

*** 

 

He lay in bed for a long moment trying to figure out what just happened. How had she gone from 

smiling and satisfied to not being able to get out of there fast enough? Maybe he was wrong? 

Perhaps she regretted what had happened? Maybe she had woken up enough to realize that she 

deserved so fucking much more than he could ever offer.  

 

He adjusted his jeans and stood up. It was not like he could blame her. He had clearly taken 

advantage of the situation, not once but twice now. He should have known better. He certainly 

owed his friend better than to come here and seduce his mother, use her, and then just leave.  

 

Leave. He thought about that too. Maybe he should stick to his original plan. Spend the day 

taking those damned decorations down and packing them away. Then move on tomorrow. But as 

he looked out of her bedroom window, he was reminded of why he could not.  

 

The woman looked even worse in the morning light with her bleached blonde hair in tangles and 

smeared mascara beneath both eyes. She wore only a t-shirt as she threw something at the man as 

he walked towards the car. Mike could not hear what was said, but it was obviously shouted.  

 

No, he was most definitely staying. At least a few more days until things settled down a bit, and 

he knew she would be alright. He sighed as he ran his hands through his lengthening hair. Well, 

as okay as she could be. Alone in this fucked up town.  

 

He looked around the room, taking in the bed where he had slept with her in his arms for the past 

couple of nights. Old habits forced him to make it neatly before leaving the room. No, it would 

be back to the couch for him tonight, he thought as he left the room and stared at the closed 

bathroom door.  



 

There were no soft moans coming from behind it this morning. Then again, he had collected 

more than his share of those. They would have to be enough, he decided as he passed the couch 

that would once more be his resting place until he could move on knowing the woman, he loved 

was safe at least, if not happy. 

 

He went into the kitchen and poured two more cups of fresh coffee. He opened the fridge and 

thought about scrambling some eggs and burning some toast for her. But their morning romp in 

her bed had probably put her behind schedule as it was. Instead, Mike pulled out some ham, 

cheese, and mayonnaise. At least, even he could not fuck up a sandwich, right?  

 

He was just coming from the kitchen with two more cups of coffee in his large hands as she 

emerged dressed very primly. He half-smiled as he realized that his sexy siren had very much 

been replaced with that schoolmarm that she spoke of. “We never finished them. Figured you 

might need some caffeine in you before facing all those kids,” he smiled as he held out a cup to 

her. 

 

She took the cup and brought it to her lips. He studied her as she chugged it, almost like it was a 

beer in some drinking contest. He could see that she was still upset. He wished he knew what he 

had said to upset her so much. But then again, he had never been all that good with women, so it 

was no real surprise he had screwed this up too.  

 

“Thanks,” she handed him back the empty cup. “I definitely needed the caffeine rush, although 

the kids are not the problem.” 

 

He nodded his head. “They seemed pretty nice. At least the ones I met last night anyway.” 

 

She smiled, “They are pretty good. Most of them anyway.” She crossed the room and grabbed 

the dark blue letterman's jacket that hung on the coat rack behind the door.  

 

Mike inhaled at the reminder of his friend…of his betrayal of that friendship. Tommy would kick 

his ass if he knew what had happened this morning. That much Mike was sure. 

 

“I’ll see you this evening then” she fumbled for words.  Mike could hear her voice break. Was 

the woman in that much of a hurry to be rid of him then? He sighed, that was just too bad he was 

not going anywhere until things were more settled around here. 

 

“Yeah, I should have the haunted house down by then. Maybe we can cut up those pumpkins and 

get them boiling before they go off. Should have everything packed away this evening,” he 

assured her. 

 

Esther turned and smiled weakly at his words. It seemed that now that the Halloween festivities 

were over, the woman could not wait to send him packing again. Not that he blamed her. Not 

that he had any claim to her or her time. She was just one of the many stops on his journey. 

Another promise to be kept, but no matter how hard he tried to convince himself of that, his heart 

was not listening.  



 

“Yeah, well, thanks for all your help,” she said as she opened the door and rushed through it. 

Leaving Mike standing alone in the house with his ghosts and memories of her taste, those 

moans and the feel of her hair and skin. He drained his cup of coffee and took the empty cups 

back into the kitchen to wash before he began the task ahead of him.  

 

It was for damn sure he would not be able to keep his mind from drifting back over those soft 

moans, whimpers, and pleas. No, he would spend as much of this day reliving his brief respite in 

Heaven’s gates as he did working. But who could blame a man? You only tasted Heaven once, 

and his had been spectacular.  

  



CHAPTER 8 

Esther was entering the final test grades into the computer on Friday afternoon when Rob 

Waters, the head of the English department, popped his head into her classroom.  

 

“Glad you’re still here. I was afraid you would be gone already. Heading out to the big game and 

all,” then he paused as if remembering that she had not attended football games since Tommy’s 

death. 

 

He cleared his throat. “Anyway, if you could stop by Principal Mann’s office. There is 

something we need to discuss with you.” 

 

Esther nodded, “I’ll be there in a couple of minutes. Just let me shut down my computer.”  

 

The man looked like he would argue, but then nodded and turned towards the hallway, adding 

“Make it quick. The rest of us need to head out for the game. Tyler is quite a little ways away.” 

 

Esther fought back the tightness in her throat. She had been expecting this all week. So, why 

were her hands trembling as they hit the keys that would start the shut-down process with the 

ancient machine?  

 

Ever since the hearing two days ago that had given temporary custody of Joey to his paternal 

grandmother, she knew that this town, or rather the men who ran it, would demand their pound 

of flesh; vengeance for what she had done, what she had to do to protect an innocent child. What 

she knew she would do again if necessary. 

 

But none of that changed what she knew was to come. Oh, she might not know precisely what 

they had in mind, but she knew what they wanted. Her…gone. From this school, from this town, 

from everything that she had known for most of her life. Hell, from the face of the earth if they 

could manage it.  

 

She squared her shoulders, lifted her head and took a deep cleansing breath. But there was 

nothing that they could do to her. Nothing that mattered anyway. Fire her? She could get another 

job, even in this economy. Twenty years of teaching, several awards, and with connections 

outside of this small-minded community, it might take her a couple of weeks or even a month, 

but she could do it. 

 

The question was - did she want to? As much as she loved teaching, the teens reminded her daily 

of all that she had lost. Their enthusiasm, their laughter, even the damned football were a 

constant reminder of Tommy and happier times.  

 

She pondered that thought as she watched the screen go black. She rose from her chair, looking 

about the classroom that had been hers for over twenty years. The essays that graced the walls, 

the books that lined the shelves, the costumes that hung on hooks, her labors of love for the 

thousands of students she had taught within these walls.  

 

So, what did she want? 



 

A smile played at her lips as she left the room and walked down the corridors. The image of 

Michael’s naked body wrapped about her in bed danced through her mind. She had slept each 

night this week in his arms, awoken each morning to coffee-flavored kisses, and wallowed in the 

sheets with his god-like body morning and night.  

 

She reminded herself, this was all just temporary. He had kept his promise. He had packed away 

the haunted house and all the other decorations before she got home from school on Tuesday. 

That night they cut and boiled the pumpkin, leaving it to cool on the kitchen counter overnight.  

 

Then as they got ready to retire for the night, he had pulled out the sheets and blankets to make 

his bed on the couch but changed his mind when he saw her standing in the hallway in her 

nightgown. She held out her hand, and he took it following her down the hall without a word.  

 

He had not said anything more about sleeping on the couch or leaving, but Esther knew it was 

coming. Knew that this was all just a dream. And knocking lightly on the closed door of the 

principal’s office, she had a distinct feeling it was going to end sooner than she wanted. 

 

“Come in,” was the gruff reply. 

 

Esther froze in the doorway. She should not have been surprised but looking about the room she 

noted that in addition to the principal and Rob, there were also Mayor John Monroe, Cassie’s 

grandfather, and Todd Meadows, the PTA President and the woman’s uncle.  

 

But she refused to be beaten. Not by these men. Not with the secrets that she had held for so 

long. Holding her head high, she said: “You wanted to see me.” 

 

“Yes, Miss Samuels. Please, have a seat,” he commanded. 

 

“I think I’ll stand if you don’t mind. This should not take long,” she heard her words and was 

pleased to note the authority with which they rang out, even if it was a bit of a show. 

 

The man cleared his throat nervously. “Yes, well, I suppose that will be fine. We have called you 

here today because there has been a complaint made against you by one of our parents."  

 

The man's face reddened as he continued, "Regarding your moral turpitude clause. She feels that 

you are not setting a good example for the young people with your recent behavior.” 

 

“My recent behavior?” she refused to be baited by these people. 

 

“Yes, well, it has come to our attention that you have a…guest…shall we say staying with you. 

For almost a week now. A man. This parent does not feel that is the appropriate behavior of a 

woman in your position.” 

 

“What position would that be, Principal Mann? A respected and award-winning teacher?” 

 



He looked at his hands folded on the desk. Esther thought she saw them tremble a bit.  

 

But it was Todd Meadows, who responded. “Yes, a teacher and a single woman whose son just 

died. It seems to me that now the boy is gone; you are quick enough to show your true colors.” 

 

Esther shook with anger. This man above all others had no right to pass judgment upon her. His 

advances and sexual innuendos stung even after more than a decade. “What colors would that be, 

Mister Meadows? Black? It never seemed to bother you when you tried to hit on me at Tommy’s 

ball games. Or have you forgotten the number of times that I turned you down?" 

 

Like a dam bursting, years of rage and anger flowed unchecked, "How I never told your precious 

wife about your dallying? Was that your first wife or your second? What number are you on by 

now? Five? Six? Why do these stupid women keep thinking they can change you? If you cheated 

with the previous wives, you would certainly cheat on them.”  

 

She stared around the room at each face that was the familiar mask of Southern hospitality, 

which hid hatred, racism, and prejudice, especially in this town. “Or maybe it is a black woman 

openly being with a white man? Those things are supposed to be kept quiet, Mister Meadows.” 

 

“Well, I never. After all, this town has done, taking you and that bastard of yours in when you 

had nowhere else to go.” It was the mayor’s turn to get in his digs now. 

 

His words echoing those of his granddaughter. Or perhaps hers were merely mimicking the ones 

she had heard her whole life from this man and others. This time her students were not an 

audience for this final act of the play that had been most of her adult life. She had no reason to 

hold back her words. 

 

“What has this town done for me? Talked behind my back, shunned my child and me so that we 

always were on the sidelines. No matter that you got an award-winning teacher, who graduated 

with honors, or one of the best captains this lousy football team ever had. We more than pulled 

our weight.” 

 

She met the man's stare and held it until he looked away. “As for moral turpitude, how about the 

morality of turning a blind eye as your grand-daughter beats and abuses her son? That’s what this 

is really all about. You blame me for reporting Cassie to social services.”  

 

All eyes turned towards her; mouths open wide. “Well, you are right. I did report her. But I was 

smart enough not to call the local office. You all have them under your thumbs like everything 

else in this god-forsaken hell hole. I emailed a friend in Austin; someone I knew would not be 

frightened or swayed by your pressure. And you know what? I would do it again." 

 

Turning her attention back to Principal Mann and Rob, she continued, "So, here’s how this is 

going to play out, gentlemen. As the song says, 'you can take this job and shove it. I ain’t 

working here no more.' But the official record will include no mention of moral turpitude or any 

other bull shit." 

 



The principal shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and Rob looked as if he wanted to bolt before her 

sharp tongue revealed his abuses of power. "Why, you ask? Because if you do, I’ll make a phone 

call to another of my Austin friends at the Workforce Commission. And I will cry racial 

discrimination and sexual harassment."  

 

Her eyes pinning Rob to his chair, she finished up, "By the time I’m done with this stupid town, 

it and all of you, won’t have two pennies to rub together."  

 

Her eyes shifting to the principal, she added, "And when or if someone calls you for a reference, 

it damn well better be as glowing as I deserve.”  

 

Her hands on her hips, she met each gaze and held them until it was they who looked away. “So 

now, if you will excuse me, gentlemen, as you say I have company to entertain, a man who 

stands head and shoulders above you all.”  

 

Esther never knew what possessed her; indeed, the women at the Pentecostal church would have 

sworn it was some demon. But she turned and swayed her round hips. Her hand hovered in the 

air as she slapped her ass. The sound rang through the room as she smiled, “Y'all enjoy your 

football game now, ya hear.” 

 

With her head held high and a broad smile on her face, she walked out of the office, down the 

long hall to the entryway. She stopped and stared for a moment at the glass trophy case and its 

large centerpiece, the state championship and most valuable player award that bore Tommy’s 

name. Her fingers played across the cold glass as her smile faded. 

 

She made it out the door, down the steps and across the parking lot to her truck before the tears 

began in earnest. She could barely see for the moisture that pooled in their brown depths as she 

pulled out of that parking lot…for the last time.  

 

She might not know where she was going or what she would do, but it had to be better than this 

place. 

 

*** 

 

Mike stared out the kitchen window as he cleaned up the last of the dinner dishes. There was a 

deep chill in the night air. And it had little to do with the fall night. She had barely said a dozen 

words over dinner.  

 

Alright, so even his attempt at lasagna had failed miserably. Even he had spent more time 

pushing the burnt cheese and still hard noodles around on his plate, only managing to force down 

a couple of bites to accompany the garlic bread and fresh salad, things even he could not fuck up. 

 

Fuck up. It was pretty damned clear now that was exactly what he had done with this visit. Even 

though he had spent every night this week in her bed. Made love to the woman to the point he 

had lost count…and at first, he had counted. Had wanted to catalog each and every time, every 

memory for the long miles and dark, lonely nights that were ahead. But somewhere around 



double digits, that became less important than seeing that satisfied smile as she curled into his 

arms and sleep overtook them both.  

 

Damn it; this was the hardest thing he had ever done. Some part of him wanted just to say ‘fuck 

it,’ to unpack his few possessions from the motorcycle and take up residence in her 

bed…permanently. But he knew he could not for so many reasons. 

 

First of all, this place. It made his skin crawl. Every time he went to the corner store for 

something or the one time he had ventured into the all-male domain of the feed and seed, he 

could feel the people’s curious stares following his every move. He knew that they were talking 

even before the door had fully closed on his back.  

 

But to his face? They were all sweetness and light. “What can I help you with today, friend?” 

“How’s it going, sugar?” “Enjoying your stay in Sebida?” The hypocrisy rankled him. As such 

stupidity always did.  

 

This was worse though…because he knew way more of the truth than these people or even, she 

knew. Tommy had told him more than one of its secrets. The preacher, who had been having a 

gay love affair with the deacon for two decades, while his self-righteous wife lauded her position 

over all the other women in town. The mayor, who had another secret family in Houston…with 

an illegal immigrant, nonetheless. And of course, way too many stories of the pious men, who 

thought it their right to make sexual passes at his mother, simply because she was a single 

mother and black…which, of course, meant she must be a whore willing to… 

 

Mike shook his head and drew in a deep breath. Tommy had shared most of those stories as 

examples of how you could not always believe what you saw on the surface. It was a lesson that 

some of the younger men had needed whether it came to enemy combatants that might appear as 

friendly tradesmen or to their girls back home, pretty faces who were sometimes more interested 

in the money they made, their benefits and health insurance than they were the guys themselves.  

 

No, the woman had raised one hell of a smart young man. Which of course was another reason 

that Mike could not stay. The nightmares had not been as bad these past few nights, but he was 

not fool enough to think that would continue. No, there was too much blood on his hands…her 

own son’s amongst it. 

 

She deserved so much more than someone like him could ever give her. She deserved some 

college-educated fool, who could discuss all those books she read, who would take her to fancy 

restaurants, and the opera like his grandmother had once patronized. Or was it the ballet? Not 

that it mattered.  

 

At best, he was nothing but an old Leatherneck more used to killing than loving a woman like 

her. And at worst…he was that ‘bad seed’ his grandmother had accused him of being. A ticking-

time-bomb of genetics and family history. He had heard once that three out of four children, who 

witnessed domestic violence grew up to either be abused or to abuse. He could never take that 

risk…especially not with her.  

 



No, this was the right decision. To pack up and move on. But still, that did not make it any 

easier. He could not remember anything this hard since that little boy stood in the white snow 

and watched them lower that box with the remnants of the only person, who had ever loved him 

into the frozen ground.  

 

Not even, holding Billy or Tommy as their spirits left this world or facing the Hernandezes so 

soon after Manny’s loss, none of that, as bad as it was, had felt like this. Ripped him apart and 

tossed the heart he was not sure he had across the room like he was a vampire from one of his 

cheesy horror films. 

 

This was the right thing to do…for her, he reminded himself as he turned towards the living 

room. He had insisted she relax in the swing on the porch while he cleaned up. The dark circles 

under her eyes and the tight lines about her mouth were more pronounced over dinner tonight. 

That worried him. It also fed his doubts…made him reluctant to leave. Just in case she might 

need him, of course. 

 

The truth though was that this would not get any easier. Not for him and especially not for her. 

Every night he spent in her bed, her arms would make it that much harder to leave in the end. 

No, it was better if he left now…while he could.  

 

It was just a matter now of telling her that. Of finding the right words, something that he had 

never been any good at. Making her understand somehow that she was not the problem. That she 

was magnificent, everything any man could want. That she deserved so fucking much more than 

a guy like him could ever give or be.  

 

He inhaled and sent a prayer to a god he had not believed in for over thirty-five years as he 

turned off the kitchen light and walked through the dark living room. Even in the dark shadows 

of the moonlight as he opened the screen door and caught that first glimpse of her, she was 

breathtaking. Her eyes closed and her head leaning back against the hard wood of the swing.  

 

How the fuck was he ever going to do this? How could he possibly be thinking about leaving the 

only fucking good thing that had happened to him? But that answer was clear too - because it 

was what was best for her. Only one thought surfaced: she deserved so much more than he could 

ever give her. 

 

*** 

 

Esther’s foot dragged along the cold cement porch as she swung back and forth. She had barely 

touched the Italian dinner that Michael had made. She could not even tell if it was as bad as all 

his other attempts at cooking…perhaps this one was even edible. She had spoken only when he 

asked a question. He had insisted on washing up the dishes, wrapped a jacket about her 

shoulders, and shooed her out here. 

 

It was a good thing too. Esther’s mind had been playing and replaying this afternoon’s events 

like the coaches showing films of bad plays after each game. She did not know what she had 



expected once she made the decision that she should have done months ago. She supposed this 

afternoon was pretty much in keeping with this place and these people.  

 

But that did not mean it did not hurt just the same. For almost  twenty-five years, since she 

arrived in this town with her shining new teaching degree with honors and a two-year-old with 

dirty blond curls, green-brown eyes, and a never-ending smile, she had done all she could to fit 

in, to give her son a sense of small-town community that was vanishing from this world.  

 

At first, she had faithfully attended the Methodist Church, even teaching Sunday school for a 

couple of years. She had enrolled Tommy in Scouts, Little League, and everything else she could 

afford. Hell, she had even attended the monthly meetings in the town hall for a couple of years. 

But none of it had mattered to these people. They had always remained outsiders. The town was 

closed off to newcomers, city folks. But it was worse for Esther and her son.  

 

Her mixed heritage rose more than its share of brows in this community. For the first time in her 

life, she had appreciated the type of prejudice that her mother and father must have experienced 

during the early days of their marriage. The rich Jewish girl from New York marrying the oldest 

son of the Southern Baptist minister and civil rights leader. Of course, by the time that Esther 

could remember much they were both professors at a predominantly black university. The world 

in which she grew up lived comfortably in shades of gray…and light brown. 

 

They had both wanted Esther to attend the college where they taught, which boasted a stellar 

reputation within the education community. But like so many only children, she longed to spread 

her wings, escape from their watchful eyes and live for a bit. When she received a full 

scholarship to a state school, it was a natural choice for her. But not for her parents.  

 

When two years later, she gave birth to Tommy out-of-wedlock; they had insisted she come 

home so that they could help, but Esther had refused. That decision and her silence about the 

baby’s father had created a rift with her parents that she had never been able to overcome. 

Instead she swallowed her pride long enough to accept the check from Tommy’s other 

grandfather. The check that admitted no rape, no paternity, but enabled her to finish college and 

even put a modest down payment on this house.  

 

Looking back as she had these past few months, the truth was that she had never given her son 

the one thing she had wanted most - a sense of belonging. And today proved that. But such 

thoughts were futile. The what-ifs of this world were nothing more than ghosts or apparitions. 

Should she have accepted her parents' offer? Would Tommy have found the loving role model 

and acceptance in her father and his friends? Had the shame surrounding her rape kept her from 

giving him what he needed most?  

 

She studied her hands that did not lie about her age. The years showed in each crease and dark 

brown age spot; she inhaled, a cleansing breath. Nothing was to be done about the past, not now. 

But what of the future? 

 



Unemployed at almost fifty in this economy was not a good combination. She supposed she 

could send out an email to a few of her colleagues across the state or even the country. But she 

was not sure that she wanted to go back to teaching. Not anymore. 

 

Of course, the good part was that the house had been paid off right after Tommy finished college 

and left for the Marines. She supposed that she could make a bit of a profit if she put the house 

on the market. It might not fetch a high price, but it was likely to be double what she paid for it.  

 

She was glad too that she had put off buying a new truck. Instead, she had repaired and 

maintained the one that she had purchased the year that Tommy got his license. It was her one 

splurge, a brand shining new red pick-up. More for him than her. She had let him borrow it often 

enough on Friday and Saturday nights while in high school and even college. He loved that 

truck. She had always planned to give it to him when he came home, get herself one of those 

little hybrids.  

 

The good news was that she owned her home and vehicle free and clear, even had a small nest 

egg and her teacher’s pension to fall back upon. The bad news was that as many good memories 

as this house held for her, she did not want to stay in this place anymore.  

 

She chuckled. Perhaps it was all just a mid-life crisis. In the space of a single week, how had 

everything in her life changed so completely? The light knock from inside the screen door 

answered her question.  

 

“Come on out, Michael,” she answered. 

 

*** 

 

Mike hesitated in the doorway for a long moment. It took only one look to tell that something 

was seriously wrong with her. If it were possible, she looked sadder, more lost than she had that 

first night when she opened the door. 

 

A week. Had it been only a week since that night? It felt like a lifetime ago that he had stood 

nervously on this porch knocking on her door. He certainly would have never imagined how 

things would have turned out. Would have never for a moment imagined all the beautiful 

memories that he would be leaving this place with. Could have never even hoped or dreamt of 

the number of moans and screams he had wrung from her sensitive body.  

 

Now, to see that dark look on her face again, after all the nights that she had cuddled into his 

embrace, that secretive and satisfied smile playing at the corners of her mouth. The way she had 

come so willingly into his arms, opened her body and he knew her heart to him. It was so much 

more than someone like him deserved.  

 

He felt like a right proper asshole to even be thinking of leaving now. Maybe he should make 

another excuse, go back inside, and unpack the few things he had stored away for his departure 

in the morning. Would another week of Heaven really hurt? 

 



He shook his head and sighed, knowing that one more week would turn into another…and 

another…and another. He saw it for what it was - an excuse. A flimsy one to steal a few more 

moments of happiness with her. Not just to store up memories, but to pretend. Pretend that he 

could be more than he was. To pretend that he was the type of man, a woman like this could 

love. But he knew better than that. 

 

He looked across the road at the darkened house. If the rumors he heard were true, Esther would 

have no more trouble from that woman, at least for a while. According to the whispers he 

overheard in general store, Cassie Monroe was in rehab somewhere in the Hill Country. An 

attempt to get clean and sober so that she could get her son back. 

 

Mike honestly hoped for the child’s sake that the woman succeeded. But he remembered way too 

many broken promises from his old man. He would never drink again. He would get and actually 

keep a job this time. He would get them out of whatever roach invested dump they were in and 

into a real home. If only… 

 

Always so many if only… And every single time, his mother had believed the man and stayed. 

Sometimes his father had even managed to keep those promises for a time. Occasionally even for 

a few months. Until just as his mother and he were beginning to hope and believe that this time 

would be different. That this time, he had changed. Then it would all come crashing down 

around them. 

 

And that was why he needed to leave now — needed to go while her memories of him were still 

good. Not of nightmares that left him drenched in sweat, screaming in the dark until he woke 

even himself, and so disoriented that he might pose a danger to her. That even if he did not mean 

to, he might lash out and hurt her. He could never stand it if he harmed her in any way. Never. 

 

He had done his round with the demon of alcoholism. And while he still might occasionally 

drink a beer, even once in a while try as he had at Luke’s to drown all the voices and blood in 

alcohol, he knew it was futile, and those lapses never lasted more than a night. No, on some level 

he recognized that he was not his father.  

 

But that did not mean, he did not have bits of the man inside him. He did. And women like this 

one deserved so much more - the place it always came back to. Esther deserved more than a man 

like him could ever give her. He just had to find a way to convince her of that.  

 

He joined her in the swing, and they sat silently, rocking back and forth for a couple of minutes. 

The only sounds were the crickets, and this time of year, their songs were quieter and fewer, the 

rapidly approaching winter encroaching on them as well. 

 

“I finished up the dishes and started packing.”  

 

*** 

 



His words cut through her musings. She felt the tightness welling in her chest. She forced herself 

to nod. She had known that this moment was coming. Hell, truth be told, he should have left days 

ago.  

 

His job here was done. Others needed him. That was what this man was about…honor. As he 

said, ‘checking in on the men and women who served with him and the families of those who 

never made it home.’ She was just one of those families. Nothing more, she told herself. 

 

She forced words past her dry throat, “When will you be leaving?” 

 

She watched him fidget with his hands. Hands that had known her body intimately. Hands that 

had brought her pleasure like she had never known.  

 

His voice was quiet when he finally spoke. “Tomorrow morning, I suppose.” 

 

She bobbed her dark head in acknowledgment. It was all she could manage. She wondered for a 

moment if she told him what happened today would he still leave. Or would his honor dictate 

that he stay, help her through a few more dark days to come?  

 

But she knew that she would not do that. Would never tell him the truth. Others needed him, and 

she had no real hold over this man. She never had and never would. Just two strangers offering 

one another what comfort they could in the long, dark nights with their smoky, bloody 

nightmares. 

 

“Do you need any help? I mean packing that is,” she asked. 

 

He shook his head. She noticed that even in the short space of a week, the salt-and-pepper locks 

on his head had grown. They were distinctly more curled at the ends. She could not stop her 

fingers from reaching up to caress their softness. In some way, it reminded her of how she once 

played with Tommy’s soft blond curls. Moisture gathered in her dark eyes, making it hard to see. 

 

His fingers wrapped about hers drawing them to his lips. He pressed a soft kiss to the back of her 

hand, and then turned it, pressing another to her palm. Her eyes must have been cloudier than 

they seemed because she swore, she saw a tear spill from the corner of those grey-blue pools as 

he spoke. 

 

“I didn’t plan this. Any of this. God, I wish.” He stopped and stared off into the darkness; the 

moon hid his countenance and anything else that might have offered more clues to this man and 

what it was he truly wished.  

 

“Esther, you have to know I hate leaving like this. If things were different. If I were different. If I 

had anything besides blood on my hands and the sounds of bombs ringing in my ears. If…” He 

brought her hand to his lips once more.  

 



“Well, just if. You are an amazing woman. Smart and beautiful. And one thing I know with 

everything inside of me is that Tommy would not want you wasting away in this place. He would 

want you out there. Finding the happiness that you deserve.” 

 

She choked at his words. Words that so mirrored her earlier thoughts. He was right. Tommy 

would not want her to stay in this place.  

 

But he was wrong about something else…he was everything she needed and wanted. The past 

week had been the best of her life, aside from the joy of raising Tommy. A secret smile curving 

her lips; she stood with her hand still in his. “Then I have an idea of how I want to finish this 

good-bye, Michael.” She leaned down and whispered something in his ear that made his ears 

turn decidedly red again. Then she tugged gently, and he followed her into the house. 

  



CHAPTER 9 

 

Esther smiled as she ran her soapy hands over his broad shoulders. Maybe showering together 

was too tame a fantasy, but it was one he had planted himself that night when he whispered 

about ‘washing his back.’ After days spent in the semi-dark, under the covers for warmth or 

honestly trying to hide her mature, scarred, and way less than perfect body, this was a 

momentous step for her. Of course, her courage had almost fled her once they were inside the 

tiny room.  

 

Mike, though, seemed to sense that and had smiled that way too sexy little boy grin as he 

challenged her to undress him. It was precisely what she had wanted and needed. Pulling that t-

shirt over his head had been easy enough. But the button and zipper of his jeans proved a bit 

more of a challenge. They were not as quickly pushed aside as the thick elastic of his sweat 

pants. 

 

She had cursed a quiet and almost lady-like, “Damn,” when she realized that the jeans were 

going nowhere until his boots came off. She was not to be deterred then as she pushed him back 

to sit on the edge of the tub. She giggled as she pictured how much like a scene from a bad 

movie it must have been, her astraddle his leg facing away as she tugged first one and then the 

other off. She had fumbled so severely that his socks half came off with them.  

 

When she turned back to face him, that smile was decidedly more devious as he placed her hands 

over his open jeans in a definite challenge. She was not to be bested as she swallowed back her 

apprehension and dove into this fantasy, like jumping from a rope swing into the icy cold of the 

lake on a scorching hot summer’s day. The task might be a bit daunting, but you knew it was just 

what you wanted, refreshing and invigorating. 

 

And this man was most definitely what she wanted, what she had wanted for a very long time. 

Perhaps even what she needed. She was not to be deterred as she placed her hands inside the too 

tight material, pushing and tugging until they were bunched around his knees. Her efforts had 

taken his boxers along with the jeans as he kicked them aside and whispered, “My turn now.” 

 

Esther had wanted to desert the game then, even looking towards the door to escape. Whether he 

noticed that glance or merely sensed her unease, Mike had turned them so that it was she with 

her back to the tub, and his body blocked her only escape route. She trembled as he reached for 

the bottom of her over-sized sweatshirt that proudly boasted the name and emblem of the school 

where she had taught for so long, the team that her son had led to the state championship.  

 

She was not going to think about that tonight. It was one of those things she would deal with 

tomorrow…after this man…  

 

She was not going to deal with that now either. She was going to live in the moment, and right 

now, a whole night of love stretched out before her. 

 

He had tugged the shirt over her head and made equally quick work of her jeans. Usually, she 

followed the unspoken dress code of this place, which insisted the female teachers wear dresses, 



but since it had been Friday and the big game, she had decided to flaunt tradition and show her 

support of the team and her students. If not, this damned town.  

 

She had fought the urge to cover herself with her arms.  Instead, she had closed her eyes, the 

lights in the bathroom might not be bright, but they were a far sight more so than the moonlight 

or the small lamp next to her bed that she read by. This was the first real look he would have at 

her more than a size six figure. Well, more than twice that size, in fact. Whatever had she been 

thinking when she suggested this?  

 

But she need not have worried as she heard him turning on the water, adjusting the temperature 

and getting everything ready. He had helped her beneath the shower before joining her and 

pulling the plastic curtain closed so that it formed a cocoon of sorts about the lovers.  

 

“I have wanted to do this forever,” he whispered against her ear as he pressed his large and very 

hard body against hers. She was not sure what he meant until he picked up the bottle of shampoo 

and poured some into the palm of his hand.  

 

He was gentle but firm as he massaged the liquid into her scalp and hair until it lathered nicely. 

The scent of almond oil overpowered the small space as his fingers tugged through her thick and 

tight curls. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispered. 

 

‘Then don’t leave me,’ her mind screamed in protest, but somehow, she managed to swallow 

back the words before they could escape. Fear of rejection? Pride? She was not certain, but she 

was glad that the cascade of water and the sting of the shampoo provided her with the perfect 

excuse for the tears that marred her vision.  

 

He had nothing to worry about, though. He was perfect…his fingers on her scalp massaged until 

she was moaning and rubbing against him. Washing her hair had never been as much fun. As a 

little girl, she always got the feeling that her mother never knew quite what to do with her mixed-

race daughter’s locks of unruly curls. Her father had not been much help either since he always 

kept his kinky curls shorn impossibly close to his scalp.  

 

Even finding a beauty shop had proven challenging. There was only one real beauty shop in 

Sebida. Esther had made the mistake of going there just once. The older woman, who owned the 

shop, had not dared to directly say ‘we don’t service colored here,’ but she had made enough 

thinly veiled remarks about the unusual texture of Esther’s hair. Of course, the fact that she had 

used the gloves that she usually reserved for perms and coloring just to wash and cut Esther’s 

hair had said it all.  

 

Esther had cried once she got home from the humiliating experience. Word must have gotten 

around the town too because the next time she was in the general store the preacher’s wife from 

the AME church had come up to her and casually mentioned the name of one of their members, 

who did hair in her home. The woman had been cutting and styling Esther’s hair ever since. 

Though that woman too had more than once commented on how unique her hair was. That was 

the story of her life…never truly belonging anywhere it seemed. 

 



But as his fingers ran through her hair once more rinsing the suds from it, Esther would have 

sworn she knew where she belonged…in this man’s arms.  

 

She reached for the bottle of conditioner and was about to do that herself when he shook his 

head, “Hell, no, you think I’m going to miss another chance to touch this,” he rubbed a strand of 

her hair between his fingers like it was spun gold or something. She was privileged and tortured 

with several more minutes of his playing in her curls.  

 

Of course, she had not had nearly as much fun returning the favor. His hair was still too short to 

need much attention. But she was determined to make up for it on his back. Her fingers 

massaged and kneaded the firm muscles until he was moaning as she had.  

 

“Enough, woman,” he growled as he turned around; the water the cascade down his back, taking 

the bubbles with it. He drew her into his arms and kissed her. Their tongues danced against one 

another as his throbbing flesh pressed against her thigh.  

 

She was not sure where she found the boldness, but she pried herself from his arms and pushed 

him back against the cold tiles beneath the showerhead, “I’m not done yet, Master Sergeant,” as 

she reached for the bottle of shower gel. Thankfully, she had never been one of those girly girls, 

so he had been able to share her musky scented one.  

 

At that moment, as she looked into the depths of his blue-gray eyes she had forgotten even to be 

self-conscious as she began rubbing her hands across his shoulders once more, but this time it 

was his magnificent chest with its light covering of dark hairs that warmed her cheeks, even as 

they tickled her nose each night. She allowed herself the pleasure of leisurely rubbing her palms 

and fingers across his pecs and down his strong arms.  

 

She had laced her fingers through his and caressed his callused hands, palm to palm, before she 

retraced her steps up the inside of his arms this time. She had joined him in giggles as she 

discovered just how ticklish her big hero could be under his arms. She would have to file that 

information away for future reference, she thought. Then she remembered, she had no future 

with this man…just this moment. 

 

Rather than dampen her spirit, that only renewed it. She picked up the bottle of soap and poured 

more into the palm of her hands as she returned to her job this time focusing upon his stomach. 

Of course, she had seen more than her fair share of oiled, muscled, young men on the covers of 

her e-books. The truth was they did very little for her. But she very much enjoyed the feel of 

hard muscles just beneath the thin layer of middle-age spread that was beginning around this 

man’s middle. She smiled as she remembered the phrase…cushion for the pushin’ and this was 

that to perfection.  

 

As much as she was having fun running her fingers across the six-pack that could still be felt 

beneath the cushion, she had other plans. Then a rather devious thought occurred to her, and she 

just had to test her theory, only to discover that yes, his belly button was just as ticklish as his 

underarms had been. She had him almost doubled over in laughter when her hand dared lower.  

 



His laughter froze in his throat, and those eyes went very wide as he stared into her face with her 

hand wrapped firmly about his hard length. She smiled as he sucked in a deep breath and threw 

his head back as she stroked up and down him. But it was the half moan and half growl from the 

back of his throat that had her slipping to her knees in front of him.  

 

Oh, she had done this more than once these past few days. Hell, she liked to think she was even 

getting pretty good at it…if those moans and groans were any indications. But this time, she had 

something different in mind. Something that he had consistently denied her. But he was not 

going to tonight.  

 

She ran her tongue around the swollen tip of him until he opened those eyes. They were 

incredibly sexy, glazed over with passion and still half hooded. She wrapped her mouth about 

him and swallowed a couple of inches until he hit the back of her throat. She slowly pulled back 

until the head popped from her mouth, but she allowed it to rest on her full lower lip as she held 

his gaze, “I want to taste you…all of you.” 

 

She loved how wide his eyes got as the meaning of her words dawned on him. He started to 

shake his head, but she was having none of that. Her lips wrapped firmly around his throbbing, 

hot flesh once more as her hand complimented it with slow but steady stroking and sucking 

action that had him biting his lower lip.  

 

She kept that up for several long moments, knowing that she was playing with him like an old 

barn cat with a mouse. She had never felt more alive, more powerful, just…more. Though she 

knew this man was leaving in the morning. Though something told her she could never feel this 

way with anyone else. Though her life here and all she had known for so long was disintegrating 

around her. None of that mattered.  

 

There was only this moment. And that was all she would ever need. She would fall asleep 

remembering those eyes as they were at this moment, the sound of his ragged breathing, the feel 

of him in her hands, and the taste of him in her mouth. She would do that a thousand times, ten 

thousand perhaps. It would have to be enough.  

 

But it still was not quite enough. She released his flesh from her mouth and smiled up at him. If 

that smile was not enough, her words were, “Go ahead. Try and stop me, Master Sergeant. I 

might be the one on my knees, but you’re the one surrendering this time.” 

 

His forehead creased in a frown, and he opened his mouth as if to argue with her, but his words 

were lost as she leaned forward and swallowed him deeper than she ever had. He closed his 

mouth and bit down on his bottom lip until it turned white, but still, she did not let up as she 

redoubled her efforts. This time it was not a slow and steady pace of that cat and mouse. No, this 

time, it was the cowgirl putting her horse through the paces around the barrels at the Livestock 

Show and Rodeo. And she rode him hard and fast to the finish line. 

 

Once more his fingers laced through her thick locks. At first, she could tell he was tugging. 

Trying to pull her away, but she was having none of it. She shook her head, and his flesh bobbed 

inside her mouth eliciting another very deep groan from the poor man.  



 

In the end, though, Mike had surrendered…completely to her ministrations as his fingers curled 

deeper in her tresses, and this time tugged her forward, burying more of his length in her throat 

as she felt him tremble beneath her hands. Swelling in her mouth, those moans turned to bellows 

that echoed off the humid, damp walls that safely ensconced them. He was still trembling just a 

bit as he drew her slowly up off the porcelain tub. His smile was all kinds of sexy satisfaction as 

he kissed her slowly.  

 

There was a bright twinkle of promise in his eyes as he drew back and turned off the water that 

had definitely grown cold during her efforts, “You will pay for that, woman,” he promised as he 

reached for the towel wrapping one about her body and another about her hair before securing 

another around his waist. He stepped from the tub, and like that knight of old, he held out his 

hand and helped her from the tub. 

 

*** 

 

Mike sat on the edge of her bed with her kneeling on the floor between his spread thighs as he 

gently squeezed and patted her thick mane of curls dry. He frowned, he did not want to hurt her, 

but how the fuck did he manage to comb tangles from all that hair without doing so. For a man, 

who had watched his own disappear into a kaleidoscope on a barber’s floor over twenty years 

before hair care was not something he remembered much about. 

 

He smiled as he noted the silver strands that were liberally interspersed with the luxurious 

brown-black curls. He was glad that this woman was not the type to hide her age, strength, and 

experience as society so often expected. Then again, he would not have expected anything less 

from a woman like Esther.  

 

She shifted uncomfortably on the floor, and half turned towards him, clutching the towel 

between those generous breasts. “I can do it myself. Really, it is fine.” 

 

He shook his head, “No, I want to.” How did he explain that sharing this intimacy with her went 

so much deeper than want? It was almost a need. To care for her like this, well it would never 

equal the type of caring for her that he wished with all his heart he could give her, but it was 

another memory to store up for those long nights on the road. To remember the smell and feel of 

her hair like this, it was something he truly did crave.  

 

“I just don’t know much about hair,” he tried to keep it light by chuckling as he ran his hands 

over his that was longer than it had been since he was a kid of eighteen but still did not even 

require a comb to manage. 

 

She reached over to the bedside table next to him for a bottle of something. She took his hand in 

hers and turned it palm up, pouring a small bit of some sort of sweet-smelling oil that he 

instantly recognized as her. “Rub your hands together, then do like you did in the shower when 

you washed it. Just run your fingers through it.” 

 



He smiled and kissed her nose, “Yes, Ma’am, running my fingers through your hair is a task I 

could spend a…” Mike caught himself before the words ‘a lifetime’ slipped out. “Hours doing,” 

he quickly recovered as he sat to work.  

 

She chuckled, “It was a good thing Tommy was not a girl. He never had much patience for 

having his hair combed. I swear sometimes I think he choose the Marines just so he never had to 

do it again.” 

 

Mike laughed, “High and tight is a great equalizer like that.” 

 

By the time, he had gently tugged the last tangle from her luxurious mane of glory, Mike was 

half hard again beneath the towel, but he was not finished with the self-appointed torture he had 

set for himself this night. He reached across her shoulder and took her hand, lifting her to her feet 

to stand before him. He reached for the towel, but she shook her head and hung tighter to the 

edge that was tucked between her tits.  

 

“Take off the damned thing and lie on the bed. I want to rub lotion all over you as well,” he 

stared directly into her eyes, daring her to disobey this time. But for a moment, he thought she 

just might.  

 

She sighed heavily and dropped her eyes from his gaze as she climbed onto the bed next to him. 

It was only when she was about to lay face down that she finally slipped the towel loose and 

tossed it onto the floor. Mike frowned; she had always done that - her absolute best to avoid 

being completely naked with him.  

 

Even in the shower, she had closed her eyes as he undressed her as if to avoid reality somehow. 

Not this time, not this night. He was determined that he was going to worship every square inch 

of her body until those insecurities were wiped from her mind like she erased a blackboard. 

 

He began by slowly squeeze some of the cocoa butter into the palm of his hand as he brushed her 

hair aside. He massaged her neck and shoulders, slowly and sensuously until she began those 

tiny precursor moans, he loved so fucking much. He leaned down and trailed kisses across her 

shoulders as his hands continued their work on her lower back. “Ohhh,” she sighed as his hands 

made small circles just above the dimples of her ass.  

 

He smiled as he picked up the bottle of lotion, pouring more into his hands as he moved across 

the firm muscles of her ass. They had managed doggy only once during the past few days, 

simply because he loved watching her face and eyes as she came apart just for him. Still, an ass 

like that begged a repeat…hundreds and thousands of them. His throat tightened, but he had only 

this one last night to give her.  

 

He continued the trail lower along her muscular thighs, making sure that his fingers just grazed 

the outer lips of her labia until she moaned a bit more. Her calves were magnificent too. He was 

not certain exactly what this woman had to be insecure about, her body was stunning, even on a 

woman half her age.  

 



He poured a tiny bit more of the lotion in his hands and lifted one of her feet, focusing upon the 

arch his fingers pressed firmly into it, but this time it was a groan that escaped her throat, “Yes.” 

He was more used to hearing that word when other parts of him were pressing deep inside 

different parts of her, but he would take care of that too shortly.  

 

He had never considered himself kinky or thought he had any fetishes, but he could not resist the 

temptation to bring her foot to his mouth and slowly suck on her big toe almost precisely as she 

had sucked on him in the shower. Her eyes came open then, and she turned around to look at him 

in shocked surprise. He smiled as she lay back down on the bed, closing her eyes as he repeated 

the process on her other leg and foot. 

 

When he was done once more, right down to another ‘toe job’ he supposed you would call it, he 

playfully slapped her backside. Not enough to hurt or leave a handprint, just enough to get her 

attention, wake her up if she had dared fall asleep while he endured the fiery tortures of hell and 

heaven rolled into loving her. “Roll over,” he saw it then, the utter panic as she shook her head 

and clutched the quilt to her chest.  

 

“No, it’s not necessary. I’m certain you got everything,” she stammered without meeting his 

gaze. 

 

Mike placed his fingers beneath her chin and turned her gaze to meet his, “It is necessary. To me. 

Please,” the words stuck in his throat; the admission harder than almost anything he had done.  

 

“Please, this last night, don’t hide anything from me,” he bent and kissed her slowly and 

thoroughly as if coaxing a frightened and starving kitten out from behind an old dumpster. Until 

he felt her hold on the quilt begin to slacken then he drew it away and gently rolled her onto her 

back. 

 

This time though it was not cocoa butter that he used on her soft skin but his lips and tongue as 

he trailed kisses down her neck and across her neck and shoulders. His hands cupped her full tits 

and weighed how they fit perfectly in his palms. His thumbs brushed across the hard peaks until 

she not only moaned louder but rubbed against him just like that kitten would at its first morsel 

of food.  

 

He broke away from the kiss reluctantly, but he did not go far, staring down into her face as if to 

memorize every line and crease. This woman was so much more than that faded and 

bloodstained photograph ever could be. He wanted so fucking badly to capture her ethereal 

beauty at this moment.  

 

But not only had he left his phone in the pocket of his jeans in the bathroom, but it also seemed 

sacrilegious somehow to even suggest it. Besides he knew there was no way he could possibly 

capture her at this moment, any more than you could the wind or light.  

 

Instead, he focused upon imprinting it on his brain. Even though he knew that memories faded 

over time, he prayed that this one would last - as long as it needed to anyway. His thumb brushed 

along her bottom lip that was just slightly swollen from his kisses. He inhaled and was 



surrounded by her scent…that oil whatever it was, cocoa butter and woman. All woman. His 

woman…well, as close as his sorry ass would ever come to having one anyway.  

 

He bent his head and captured one of her nipples in his mouth then, suckling it deeply, as much 

to hide the tears that for once he was not going to bother to deny himself. Any more than he was 

going to deny himself the pleasure of tasting her, really tasting her as he worked his way over to 

the other nipple allowing his fingers to replace his mouth on this wet one.  

 

He played and toyed with her until those moans increased in volume as well as frequency, only 

then did, he began to kiss his way lower across her soft tummy. The cries stopped suddenly, and 

Esther froze beneath him. Her hands clutched the quilt as she tried once to cover herself. She half 

sat up in the bed as she reached for him, “Please, Mike, just make love to me,” she implored. 

 

Did she realize what she had said? Did she truly understand? He was not going to give in, not as 

she wanted, he was not going to be denied, but the uncertainty and fear in those eyes deserved a 

bit of soothing, so he rose up just enough to meet her halfway. He kissed her lips lightly as her 

hands dropped the quilt and clutched his shoulders instead, trying to urge him over her.  

 

He shook his head and drew back from the kiss, “That’s what I am trying to do here, woman.” 

He winked at her as he added, “I warned you in the shower that I would pay you back, 

remember?” 

 

Her eyes went huge then, and she drew in a quick breath as she started to shake her head and 

even scoot back on the bed. “No, I’ve…” she stammered. 

 

Mike’s smile broadened when he realized what she was not saying, “Then it’s about damned 

time you did, woman.”  

 

While he had wanted to enjoy the journey fully with this one, like a meandering Sunday ride on 

the motorcycle up the Pacific Coast Highway, sometimes you just had to take the freeways. And 

right now, he needed to overcome her fears before they only grew larger. Later, he promised 

himself, even as he knew there would be no later for them. 

 

He firmly pushed her back on the pillows as he lifted first one leg and then the other over his 

shoulder and bent forward, getting comfortable for the long haul.  

 

*** 

 

Esther wanted to argue more, struggle and fight if she needed to. This was just too intimate. Oh 

sure, she had read about it, but it was not something that had ever made her fantasy list. It 

probably went back to all her old demons and the fact that she had never felt completely clean or 

whole since that night. Maybe she should have seen a counselor long ago, but there was no time 

for that as he bent his head…there…between her legs.  

 

Her hands tried to push him away one last time, “Mike, please,” she pleaded.  

 



He only smiled as he looked up at her, “Turnabout is fair play," he said before once more, 

lowering his head.  

 

Esther bit her lip. Her choices here were limited. She could keep pushing this point, fighting him 

and spoil this night. She could give in to the panic that she felt welling up inside of her, the fear 

that she always had with lovers. Well, except with him…until now anyway. Or she could just 

give in. It was not like it would do anything for her; surely, the man would grow tired after a 

couple of minutes then she could once more take him inside her body…love him as she longed 

to.  

 

The choice was clear. What was it the Victorians said: lie back and think of Queen and country. 

Except that particular Queen had been more than a bit randy herself, one of the greatest love 

stories of all time actually. And country…well damned that made Esther only remember those 

email attachments of this man in uniform - and half out of it. 

 

But when his tongue met the hard flesh between her legs, she quickly reassessed just how little 

interest she would have in this particular sex act. It should not feel that fucking good, that 

amazing. She moved a bit, but this time it was not to get away from him but rather to bring his 

tongue closer to THAT spot.  

 

Holy hell…Mary mother of god! Fuck that felt better than even her fingers ever had. Her breath 

caught in her lungs as those fingers clutched the quilt. This time she did not attempt to cover 

herself with it. Instead, she gripped it tightly as she dug her heels into the mattress and lifted her 

hips to meet his bold caress. Something that she was sure would be disgusting and uncomfortable 

suddenly felt better than she had imagined anything could.  

 

“Fuck,” she cursed as she felt those tiny wires inside her begin to spark and fire. She was no 

longer able to catch her breath as the electricity raced faster and more erratically through her. 

She whimpered, still it was not quite enough. She was on fire, her whole fucking body, but it was 

not enough. Not when you wanted and needed to explode.  

 

She moved her hips in small circles against his face. She loved the way his five o’clock shadow 

abraded the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. And she more than enjoyed the way that tongue 

was licking not only her button but lower still, then back again like moving the pieces on a 

chessboard in some random but well thought out strategy. But it seemed his approach was to kill 

her, but what a way to go.  

 

“Please, Mike,” she begged though this time she knew that he understood she was not pleading 

with him to stop. The opposite in fact. Finish this damned game, her mind screamed. 

 

One of his hands left her hips to trail slowly up her stomach, but this time she was too far gone in 

pleasure to give a damn what he thought about the too soft and saggy flesh there or the silvery 

stretch marks that after a quarter of a century still refused to fade. That was not what she was 

thinking about as his hand cupped and squeezed her breast.  

 

 



His thumb grazed her nipple, and those fires licked higher. When he pinched and rolled it 

between his thumb and finger, her whole body stiffened. As if that was not enough his teeth 

captured that tiny bundle of pure nerve endings and nibbled at them as his tongue somehow 

managed to flick across them.  

 

Her hips shot off the bed, not in some polite and artistic dance of love, but to grind against the 

man’s face like some sleazy lap dance she saw on television once. She cried out as the stars, 

earth, and moon exploded inside her head. Her hands moved to his head, tore at his shoulders, 

definitely not to push the man away but to draw him deeper. Though she knew that was 

physically impossible or she would have sworn it was until she felt his tongue, inside her. That 

pushed her higher still as she careened towards the sun itself and welcomed the inferno.  

 

She was not sure how long she burned, but it was certain she would never figure out how she 

managed not to be fully consumed in those flames as she clutched his shoulders. They were her 

only point of reference in a world that was fractured and stood on its ends. Then she felt that 

shifting too. She clutched tighter and whimpered though she knew she was beyond making any 

intelligent noise.  

 

He was over her then, inside her, moving in that slow, familiar dance that they shared. The one 

that was incredibly new, yet somehow seemed as ancient as time. Universal, yet theirs alone to 

share. Her body moved up to welcome and greet its mate. Her vision clouded over as she 

clutched those broad shoulders so tightly, she knew there would be red welts in the morning. 

Even though her body had just taken its release she felt it building again, knew this one would be 

even more, because he would be with her this time.  

 

She felt her throat tighten as she tried to focus on her lover’s face, tried to memorize it. But her 

vision was too cloudy; she could not manage to make her eyes focus on him. She could not 

figure out why until she felt his tongue, the same one that had… This time though it was licking 

her tears away as he moved deeper and faster inside her.  

 

Still, it was not enough. It would not be, could not be, because what she wanted most was for 

him to be so deeply in her that some part of him would never leave. Wanted so desperately to 

hold onto the only man she had ever loved. And over the past few days, she had come to realize 

that was what this was. Not some schoolgirl crush, not some infatuation, not even her fantasies 

born of too many ancient Greek tragedies, Shakespearian love sonnets, or even trashy romance 

novels. This was love.  

 

She loved this man, and it was all she could do not to say those words now. She tasted blood 

from biting her cheek to hold them back. One hand snaked up about his neck and drew his face 

closer. She could see through the tears then, and for a single heartbeat, she would have sworn she 

saw it all reflected back to her. But she knew that it could not be, so instead, she captured his lips 

with her own. She tasted her tears, and she tasted herself on them, but beneath all that, she tasted 

him as if it were the most delectable recipe ever. And she savored it all as he took them both over 

that precipice once more time.  

 



Esther came slowly back to earth though she did not want to. Only the feel of him in her arms 

made it palatable at all. This night was it. All that she had left, and she did not want to miss a 

single moment of it, so she fought back the fuzzy edges of sleep that she knew waited to 

consume her hormone-induced bliss.  

 

She took the opportunity to study him instead. The fine lines and wrinkles about his eyes and 

mouth added to his rugged good looks. And she loved the sprinkling of salt among the pepper 

that was beginning to curl even more. Would he let it grow until those soft curls were fully-

formed? Or would he seek the comfort of old familiar things and find a barber who knew ‘high 

and tight’?  

 

She would not be around to find out. And that hurt more than she wanted to admit.  

 

She could certainly empathize with his need for the old and familiar. Wasn’t that what this 

house, her job even this damned hell hole of a town had been? It was not until most of that was 

stripped away from her today that she had even realized it, though.  

 

So, she came back to it all. What now? Without a mortgage or car payment, she could survive for 

some time on her paltry savings without even touching the insurance money that sat in that bank 

account…until she figured out what to do with it.  

 

Her throat tightened at the thought of her son. What would he think if he knew how his Mama 

had been behaving these past few days? Especially with his best friend, a man he admired and 

looked up to. She brushed her fingers cross the line around Mike’s mouth as he frowned. Was he 

asleep or only floating half in this world and half somewhere else as she was? She was not going 

to break the spell.  

 

No, something told her that Tommy would be far less surprised or upset than either of them 

wanted to believe. She smiled, and her brow furrowed as she remembered their final farewell.  

 

“So next time, Mama, if it’s okay with you I thought I might bring someone home with me.” Of 

course, she had nodded as Tommy hugged her tighter and whispered: “I love you, Mama.”  

 

They had called for final boarding of his flight then, but both had been more reluctant than usual 

to say their farewells. Had they known somehow that this indeed was the final one?  

 

Esther felt the tears running down her cheek once more at the memory of how tightly her son had 

held her, “I just worry about you sometimes, Mama. You’re such an amazing woman. You 

always have had so much love to give. I wish you would find someone to give some back to 

you.” 

 

She had opened her mouth then to tell me that she had…him, but he was off, rushing for the gate 

as they began to close it. Of course, there had been video calls after that. Dozens of them, but 

that had been the last time she held him. Alive anyway. She was not going to spoil what few 

hours remained with this man by thinking about that though. 

 



She brushed the tears away and watched him as hundreds of thoughts raced like squealing swine 

in the greased pig contest at the county fair as dozens of the children chased after them. It was 

easier to catch one of those pigs than one of her stray thoughts.  

 

He grimaced in his sleep and called out. “No, Tommy,” and her heart stopped. Those tears 

fought their way back, but she refused to give in to them now. There was nothing she could do 

for her baby boy anymore. There had not been in months, maybe in a long time. But this 

man…she heard his pain in that cry. She felt it in her soul.  

 

She gently touched his arm, and he jerked it back as if her hands were aflame. So, she tried 

something else; the same low almost whispers that she had used to calm Tommy when he was an 

infant, “Mike, it’s okay. Everything is fine. I have you now.” 

 

She said the words low and slow over and over until he began to quiet. Those compelling blue-

gray eyes opened and stared up at her. “What happened?” 

 

She forced a smile, and this time, when she brushed her fingers over his shoulders he did not pull 

away. “Nothing, it was just a bad dream.” She bent and kissed his lips until those fires re-ignited. 

She took them both up in flames again then. Flames that she wanted to believe could erase it all - 

her pain…and this man’s.  

 

And for a time, it did. For a few moments, there was nothing but the moment. The feel of him 

inside her, the taste of his kisses, his touch on her body, the precious sounds of his low moans 

and deep grumbles as she pleasured them both. She was never sure how it was possible but as 

always, this time was not only as good as the last but better.  

 

This time it was harder to fight sleep though. Especially when he gathered her in his arms and 

kissed her forehead, whispering “Sleep now, my…”  

 

In her mind, she knew how she wanted to finish that sentence. It was simpler than any fill-in-the-

blank vocabulary question she had ever given her student. ‘My love.’ As she drifted off towards 

the land of nod as she had called it when Tommy was little, she would have even sworn she 

heard him say them.  

 

As sleep began to conquer her, she caught one of those greased pigs. One thought coalesced in 

her mind. She could let this man, the best thing had happened to her in a very long time, ride 

away tomorrow morning, or she could fight to keep at least a part of it. She smiled as she 

wrapped her arms tighter about his waist. That multiple-choice question was the easiest yet.  

  



CHAPTER 10 

Mike saw the curtain move slightly in her bedroom. His throat tightened. This truly was the 

hardest thing he had ever done. The only thing that even came close was putting Paddy in that 

box with his mother and baby sister, but the choices of seven-year-old little boys did not have the 

same import as forty-year-old men. Still, there were some similarities…giving up something he 

loved because it was the right thing. 

 

So, why the fuck did it not feel right? Why did he want to say fuck it, unload the damned 

bike…all of it this time, and take up permanent residence in her bed and yes, damn it, her heart? 

He knew if he suggested staying a bit longer, just until the New Year, maybe, she would agree.  

 

But it always came back to the same thing - what did he have to offer someone like her?  

 

Last night should have been proof enough of that. What if it had been one of the nasty ones? 

What if he had been so deep in his darkness that he could not tell the difference between the 

dreams and reality? Sure, those were rare…it had only happened a couple of times.  

 

The one in the field hospital after they lost Tommy had been the worst. The medics had had to 

sedate him. When the doctor came around the next day, it had taken a great deal of fast-talking 

from Mike to avoid being shipped back home then and there. He had finally managed to half-

convince the man that it was just a normal reaction to the stress, perhaps even some kind of 

allergic reaction to the pain medication they were giving him, but certainly nothing to be that 

concerned about.  

 

He knew though that after that the brass was watching every fucking thing he did, looking for the 

least little sign of trouble. Honestly, that incident had been the final straw that had prompted his 

retirement.  

 

The other time he had no idea what had happened. He had woken up in the dark and cold on one 

of the abandoned construction sites near the Hall homestead. He was barefoot and wearing only 

his sweat pants despite the fall chill in the air. No matter how hard he tried to remember what 

had happened and how he had gotten there, he could not.  

 

Of course, those were minor enough, but everyone knew the horror stories of wives and 

girlfriends mistaken for enemy combatants and injured, usually something trivial, but still, it was 

not something he wanted to think about happening with her.  

 

The other thing that worried him was what he might say during one of those dreams. He did not 

know how much she knew of the extent of her son’s injuries or what happened that morning, but 

he did not want to cause her more pain like that either.  

 

No, last night had been a close call — a lucky escape. The way her touch and voice had brought 

him back from the darkness so quickly had been a real blessing. Not just for him, either. 

 

He closed the compartment, knowing that he was trying to delay the inevitable. But damn, he did 

not want to say good-bye to the woman. If before she had been some dream, an ideal against 



which other women were measured, an impossible longing of his heart, the past eight days had 

been that dream come true. Spending most of those nights in her bed, making love to her, hearing 

those moans, watching her sleep until he could not fight slumber anymore himself, it was so 

fucking much more than a guy like him deserved.  

 

Hell, for once in his fucking life since he was a kid, he halfway believed there might be 

something or someone out there who was looking out for his sorry ass, who gave a shit about 

him. Of course, he was intelligent enough to know that was all just a delusion. Gods were 

nothing more than the creations of their followers.  

 

This life was what it was. Easy for a few lucky bastards and degrees of a living hell for the rest 

of us. It was just that for one tiny brief moment in time, he had held something good, tasted 

happiness, and knew what those lucky bastards must feel like. So of course, he was reluctant to 

let that all go. Anyone would be, right? 

 

It was for the best though. He knew his presence here was beginning to raise eyebrows in this 

small town. He had caught snippets of a conversation just that morning when he was getting gas 

for the road. The view of him and his motorcycle had been blocked by an SUV, so the men had 

not known he could overhear them.  

 

He had not heard all they said, but he had gotten enough to know that her job was in jeopardy. 

Moral turpitude was not an unfamiliar concept in a military culture where you could still be 

court-martialed, lose your career, and even face jail for adultery. He just had not thought that 

such things were still a big deal in the civilian world. Then again this was Small Town, America.  

 

No, this was the only way. He could not bear it if his presence here caused her even more 

trouble. He looked across the road at Cassie Monroe’s house. He was confident that had 

something to do with things too. But he would not be the grounds these people and this town 

found to use against her, that much he was determined on.  

 

He looked back at her house, the home where his friend had grown up, the place that held so 

many memories for her. He only hoped that the past few days had been good ones for her as they 

were for him. He hated feeling like a cad. Did people even use that word anymore? A player was 

perhaps the more modern term for it. And especially with her of all people.  

 

He had even been tempted a couple of times last night to tell her the truth - how he felt about her. 

When she began to drift off, her eyes so sleepy and she had pressed tighter against him as if she 

too needed to hold onto that moment, onto him, when he had pressed that kiss to her forehead 

and told her to rest, that they would talk today, when she whispered ‘nite, nite,’ he had come so 

fucking close to saying…those words. 

 

What good would that do though? It was not like his love meant much. The truth was it was 

probably more of a curse than a blessing. As macabre as it sounded sometimes, he truly did feel 

cursed, like everything he touched or cared about was doomed. And if those rumors he had heard 

were true, well, he needed to leave - as hard as this was. He had to. For her sake. 

 



*** 

 

Standing by the window of her bedroom, Esther watched as he threw his duffel bag into the 

compartment on his bike. Looking at the matching green bag that lay half-open on her bed, she 

hoped there was room in there for another. What she really hoped was that there was room in his 

life for her. 

 

She was not that naïve little college girl anymore. She was not chasing after the quarterback, 

hoping for some crumb of gratitude for writing his papers. She was a woman, a grown woman, a 

woman that had raised a son on her own, had borne the prejudice of this small town for most of 

her life. She was also a woman yearning to break free of all of it. 

 

She might not know how long this thing between them would last. How long this passion would 

burn brighter than the North Star. But one thing she did know was that she wanted to find out. 

For once in the past quarter of a century, she was going to take a chance. Live her life and taste 

passion and adventure. 

 

That was the decision that she had come to in the early hours of the morning, lying replete in his 

arms. Women like her never used that word…replete. They never tasted passion like that - and 

certainly not with men like Master Sergeant Michael O’Malley. But she had, and she was not 

ready to let it slip through her fingers. Not yet, anyway.  

 

Turning back towards the bed before she lost her courage, she reached for the top drawer of the 

nightstand. She started to pull out the leather-bound volume, the latest in the collection that 

gathered dust under the bed.  

 

Instead, her fingers found the cold metal of the tablet that she had bought last month. It had been 

a whim; she had encouraged her students to explore this brave new world of cyberspace, their 

assignment to create a blog — an online journal like the leather-bound ones that had been her 

solace for all of her life.  

 

Maybe this was right too. Perhaps this new adventure demanded a new type of journal. Instead of 

digging deeper for the safety of her old leather friend, she boldly brought forth a new one. 

Tucking it into the top of the bag between some old jeans and a sweater, she closed the zipper 

and slung it across her shoulder.  

 

She made it smoothly across the room and out the door. But she felt her bravado flee when she 

stood facing the closed door of her son’s room. She took two steps, her fingers wrapping around 

the doorknob. She wanted to turn it, to step inside, and for one more brief moment, commune 

with him.  

 

But she dared not. Her life now was about seizing the moment. The here and now. And outside, 

she knew that Michael was finishing up his preparations. Any moment now he would come 

looking for her, to say their final farewells.  

 



It was not that she missed her son any less. That void in her soul still stretched out like a black 

hole in the fabric of time and space, at least in her life and soul. But even that seemed different 

somehow. She shook her head; maybe it was just her mind justifying this choice, but somehow 

or the other, it felt right. Like it was what Tommy would want for her.  

 

She could only hope that she could convince Mike that it was the right thing. It was time to get 

that show on the road too. She walked down the hallway with the same determination that she 

had when facing the inquisition yesterday. Was it just yesterday? She crossed the living room 

and stood for a moment in the doorway. Her hand hovered over the handle on the screen door.  

 

She could still back out. Stash the duffel bag under the couch before he came back. Pretend that 

everything was fine. Send him on his journeys alone. Keep her pride and dignity. Never admit 

the truth…that she had nothing left in this place, that she wanted nothing more than to see where 

this thing between them took her. 

 

She pushed that handle and rushed onto the front porch. The sound of the door slamming and 

locking behind her played like a rock anthem sung on Sunday morning by the choir of the AME 

church. Flying across the yard with the duffle bag bouncing about her back, she stood before him 

in seconds. 

 

She had practiced this speech a thousand times. She had awoken in the night and laid in his arms 

writing and rehearsing each word. But now faced with the questions in those blue-gray eyes, all 

her carefully crafted words fled like baby birds on the first stiff summer wind.  

 

“What is that?” he asked, eying the bag. 

 

“I thought…” she began, searching for the words once more. Her speech about taking chances, 

seeing where things led, new beginnings, and all her pretty words deserted her. In the end, she 

was left with only, “I’m coming with you.” 

 

She watched him. He seemed frozen in place. One muscled thigh on either side of the 

motorcycle. His hands on the shining metal of the handlebars. His face an unreadable mask. Her 

heart stuttered in her chest. Her breath caught in her lungs until she was sure her lips would turn 

blue. Still, neither said anything. They simply stared at each other. 

 

*** 

 

Mike stared at her gape-mouthed. He must have heard her wrong, but then why was the woman 

doing standing there holding a packed bag. He shook his head, thinking perhaps it was all just a 

dream. He would wake up soon. He was sure there was some other explanation for her standing 

there holding one of Tommy’s old bags. 

 

He sighed as his promise to his dying friend came back to haunt him. He had promised Tommy 

that he would look after her, after Esther. His mother had been the last thing the young man had 

thought about as he lay dying in Mike’s arms. What would he think if he knew how Mike had 



‘taken care of’ her these past few days? He highly doubted that his friend had intended for him to 

take up residence in his mother’s bed.  

 

The truth though was that Mike did not regret a single moment of the past few days, especially 

not the ones spent loving her. The other reality was that she did need ‘looking after.’ Oh, he 

knew she would berate him if he dared suggest such a thing. But the dark circles beneath those 

deep brown eyes were almost gone after just a few nights in his arms. Not that he was utterly 

selfless in loving the woman until neither could move, and exhaustion overtook them.  

 

While his cooking might leave much to be desired, he had managed to get her to eat more the 

past couple of days too. Especially once he quit torturing her with his poor samples of the 

culinary arts and taken to picking something up from the diner before she got home. Of course, 

laughing as they worked side by side in the kitchen to prepare dinner a couple of times had been 

another dream come true for Mike. Like something out of one of those old sitcoms that featured 

happy families.  

 

What was he going to do? What was the right thing? What was best for her? That was all that 

mattered. Not just because of the promise he had made to his dying friend either, but because he 

loved her. He wanted what was best for her, even more than himself.  

 

She had a life here. She owned a house. She had a respectable job. This was where she had spent 

much of her life. Where she had raised Tommy. But was that enough?  

 

Mike found the strength to move then. Throwing one leg over the bike, he dismounted. In 

seconds, he stood before her, so close that he could feel the heat of her body in the crisp morning 

air. So close that he could smell the clean, enticing scent of cocoa butter and woman. So close 

that if she merely took a tiny baby step, he could wrap his arms about her, seek the passion that 

only she had ever given him. 

 

He reached out and took the bag from her. But that was all he did. His eyes searched her face. He 

did not know what to say, what to tell her. He should say something, try to convince her that this 

was crazy and foolish. That he was no good for her. That she would be better off staying here.   

 

But he knew that she would not be. Somehow he knew that this was right. He might still have his 

concerns. His worries. Feel that she deserved so much more than he could give her. But once 

more he was just not strong enough, honorable enough to turn her down. To turn down his 

chance to taste a bit of happiness even if only for a few more days or weeks.  

 

He was sure that eventually, she would see the folly of her decision for herself. Realize that he 

was not what a woman like her wanted or needed. But until then he was going to enjoy as many 

moments as he could with this woman.  

 

He shifted the weight of that bag from one shoulder to the other. His throat tightened, and his 

heart stuttered in his chest. Somehow or the other it seemed more than a mere piece of luggage. 

He remembered the old man’s words…  



“Here's the best advice this old man can give you. You look this world over until you find you 

one. Then you do whatever you have to do to hold onto her because that's the only peace you 

will ever find in this world. In the arms of a good woman, a woman who knows your pain and 

loves you anyway." 

 

If the Colonel’s words were not enough, Mike could almost hear Luke. “Somewhere out there is 

a good woman like my Kim Lee that needs you to save her from life's pain just as much as you 

need her to push those demons aside and save your sorry soul. Trust me; shared burdens ain't 

nearly as heavy as they feel right now. The love you find in the arms of a good woman will save 

you like not even god can."  

 

Shared burdens? Was that what this was? Why these past few days had been the happiest of his 

fucked-up life? Like this damned duffel bag was it as simple as taking some of her burdens and 

sharing some of his own?  

 

He looked across the street at Cassie’s house, down the road just a bit he could see the general 

store and feed and seed. He heard those hate-filled words, ‘nigger bitch,’ ‘that woman better 

watch herself in this town.’  

 

No, his life might not be easy, his path uncertain, and he certainly did not think he could claim to 

‘save her from life’s pain’ the way Luke had Kim Lee, but damn it…it was time. She did not 

belong here. Sebida had never been the ideal that she had sought…not for her or Tommy. Her 

son had managed to find his way out in the Marines.  

 

And while Mike had no idea where this damned thing would go, could not make this amazing 

woman, whom he truly loved, the promises she deserved, he could at least get her the hell out of 

here, perhaps show her some of the world…and sure as hell hold her and make love to her for as 

many days and nights as she would give him.  

 

Mike turned back to the motorcycle and opened another compartment placing her stuff inside it. 

He closed the lid and swung one of his legs across the bike once more, taking his seat. “Then get 

on,” was the only utterly inadequate reply he could come up with as he held out a hand towards 

the woman he loved. 

 

*** 

 

Esther smiled and breathed again, a great gulp of air that seemed to refresh her soul as well as 

her body. She raced the few short steps to the motorcycle and threw one of her jean-clad legs 

across the seat behind him. She climbed into place, wrapping her arms about his waist and 

rocking her hips against the leather seat, trying to find a comfortable position. 

 

His hand snaked around to rest on her upper thigh. “If you want us to get out of here today, then 

be still, woman, because rubbing against me like that ain’t gonna do either of us any good for a 

few hours,” he smiled as he turned in his seat and placed a brief kiss on her lips.  

 



Reaching behind him, he pulled out a red, white, and blue helmet. He placed it on her head and 

adjusted the strap beneath her chin. “This will have to do until we can find a place to get you 

your own.” 

 

Esther wanted to argue with him. To insist that he take the helmet and what protection it offered. 

But she knew it would be futile. A waste of words on this man of honor and another delay in 

shaking the dust of this place off her boots. She smiled and asked, “So, where to next, Master 

Sergeant… Mike?”  

 

Mike sighed as he stared down the road. He tried to remind himself that her presence was just 

temporary. But damn, did her arms wrapped about his waist feel right somehow.  

 

One thing he knew, he had had enough small town ‘hospitality’ to last him for a while. “How 

does New Orleans sound to you? I have a friend there who remodels abandoned houses for 

Veterans and their families. Maybe he could use some of your building skills, except this time I 

think we’ll find you a hammer and save the wear and tear on your hairbrush.” 

 


