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Chapter One 

Jill's Cinnamon Raisin Buttermilk Scones 

8oz self-rising flour 

Pinch of salt 

1/2 teaspoon of baking powder 

2oz butter 

1oz caster sugar 

5fl oz buttermilk 

1 teaspoon of cinnamon 

1/2 cup of dried sultanas/raisins 

1 free-range egg, beaten, to glaze (alternatively use a little milk) 

 

Sift flour, sugar, cinnamon, salt, and baking powder into a large bowl. Work cold butter through 

until the mixture resembles damp sand. Slowly add buttermilk, mixing as you go. The final 

product should have the consistency of a woman’s breast - firm but spongy (natural ones, not 

those silicone imitations). Add sultanas/raisin, mixing thoroughly. Knead for a couple of minutes 

on a lightly floured surface then roll flat with a rolling pin. Cut into circles (or whatever shape 

you fancy…there are some really naughty cookie cutters out there). Place on a greased baking 

sheet and brush lightly with egg. Bake for 10 to 15 minutes until risen and lightly brown. Serve 

with fresh whipped cream, butter, or your favorite jam. 

Jill Smith stared out the kitchen window of her North London flat as the radio blasted ‘Only the 

Lonely.’ Its sad melody wrapped about her like an old worn jumper. It was going to be another 

rainy day, as she pulled a coffee cup from the cabinet. She turned on the kettle and spooned 

instant coffee and sugar into the cup. The weather matched her mood today. It was Sunday, so 

she did not even have work to distract her from this melancholy. But then again, not even that 

was working these days. Too many memories, good and bad. 

Lost in thought, she poured the boiling water into the cup and stirred long past the point when 

the crystals dissolved. She knew that she needed to do something. Anything. She had to make a 

change. This was not good for her. The job that held so many painful memories. This flat, with 

its empty bedrooms, was just another reminder that her real job was done. Her sons were grown 

men; soldiers, with lives of their own. 

Trouble was – Jill did not have a life of her own. She had work, empty rooms, and memories of a 

man and boys that were not here anymore. Sure, it was a common plight for widows, but she was 

barely forty-five. There was plenty of life left to live before she sat down in a rocker with her 
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photo albums, although most of those had been replaced by USB sticks when her second son 

Declan decided to digitize everything for her Christmas present a couple of years ago. 

She grabbed a scone that she had brought home from work, from the container on the table. She 

was not hungry, but the sweet British version of a homemade biscuit had become comfort food. 

She sighed as she looked down at her full figure. The thin cotton nightgown did little to hide the 

bulges of her tummy, thighs, and hips. Badges of motherhood that seemed more noticeable with 

each passing year. She bit her tongue as the sing-song litany of self-deprecation played through 

her mind. She swallowed back the metallic taste as she put the pastry back. 

Instead, she reached for her laptop. Perhaps it would bring momentary distraction. Jill tapped her 

finger on the table as the older model hissed and came slowly to life. She opened the internet 

browser to check her email. Would her very British sons remember that this was Mother's Day in 

the country of their mother's birth?  

America. It had been so long since she had even been there. It seemed more like a distant 

memory sometimes than the place where she had lived for a large portion of her life. But then 

again, these days lots of things were feeling like distant dreams: the man that she had loved for 

almost twenty years. Hell, the man she still loved in some sick, morbid way. The empty flat, full 

of laughter and fighting, with four loud and boisterous sons. 

She had to stop thinking like this, as she focused upon her inbox. She frowned in disappointment 

that there were just two new ones. Opening the files, she smiled that one of them was from her 

youngest son Darren. At twenty-one, he was training to become a pilot in the Royal Air Force. 

He was the only one of her four sons that had not followed directly in their father's footsteps and 

become a Royal Marine. Then again, her baby was the most like her. She doubted that he would 

have it in him to manage that kind of hand to hand combat, seeing the enemy that you killed 

face-to-face. No, Darren definitely belonged above it all. 

She fought back disappointment that there was nothing from her other three sons. Her eldest 

D.J., David Junior, named after his father, and her third son Damien probably did not even have 

access to computers if they were in the field. Even in this modern, connected world, she could go 

months without hearing from either of them. She understood, their lives, careers, and friends 

consumed their time. As it should. But she had hoped that Dec would remember and drop her a 

quick email. Then again, just because he had taken the higher road and trained in computers, 

becoming an officer, did not mean that his career in Intel was any less dangerous.  

She should be used to this by now. After almost twenty years married to a Bootneck, she should 

understand that Operational Security meant prolonged periods without communication., even 

now. Still, it was different when it was her babies.  
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Of course, their father's death in a 'friendly fire' drone accident did little to alleviate her worries. 

David had promised her it would be his last deployment. With barely two years left before he 

could retire with full benefits, he assured her that their dream house on the sunny Costa del Sol 

of Spain was just around the corner.  

It had been their favorite family vacation spot and reminded them of Cancun, Mexico, where 

they had met while he was on leave from his posting in nearby Belize. Jill had been traveling the 

world. Not that she had ever made it any further than Cancun. Then England, as she happily 

followed her first love. She would not want it any other way. Jill would not have traded the 

happy years they had together for anything, especially those last few as they explored their 

darkest fantasies together. She forced her mind back from even those pleasant memories. That 

woman was no more.  

Concentrating on the computer screen once more, she frowned at the other email address. It was 

the dating site that her best friend Ubah had convinced her to try, just a couple of months before 

her death. The woman had been the only friend that she had managed to make in all her years in 

London. 

Perhaps the decision to move her family from the small town, where their father had been 

stationed, and they had grown up, had not been the best. It certainly had not been an easy one. 

Being surrounded with military families, who did not know what to say or do around you, had 

been difficult on them all. She knew that was because she and the boys were a dark reminder of 

what could happen to any of them. But that did not lessen the pain when you ran into someone 

you had known for a decade at the store, and they simply turned their back and walked away. 

But London had not worked out any better. The people here were not friendly, everyone seemed 

in such a rush, and even typical British politeness was hard to come by. She shook her head; 

maybe the move had been a bad idea. The past couple of years would seem to attest to that.  

While she had managed to get training and find a job as a chef at a mental health center near 

them, she had not made many friends. Her neighbors, those who spoke English anyway, were 

older and considered any teenagers bad news. So, she and the boys were not especially welcome. 

At work, she had made more acquaintances than friends, but even those had been more distant 

since she broke off her engagement with one of the counselors there. In this mood, she certainly 

did not want to go down that road…again. 

Only one good thing had come out of her first and only attempt at dating, her friendship with 

Ubah. As Jill retreated further and further inside herself with the pain of the break-up, the woman 

had reached out to her. Between the group sessions where Ubah taught music therapy, she would 

sneak into the kitchen for chats as Jill cooked. 
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The two women could not have been more different. Jill was the stereotypical loud-mouthed 

American, who had followed her heart and man across the ocean to begin a new life. And Ubah, 

the traditional Somali bride, her marriage was the product of an arrangement between their 

families. But despite their differences, the women became close. Close enough to carry Jill 

through the painful break-up of a relationship that was a mistake from the beginning and 

sufficient to comfort Ubah through her long battle with breast cancer. A fight that she was 

destined to lose.  

Now Jill found herself totally, completely, and utterly alone in a city of over eight million people. 

She smiled through the tears as she looked at the email. Her fingers hovered over the delete 

button. What good could come of it? It had been a stupid idea, something she had agreed only to 

comfort her dying friend. Hadn't she learned anything from the train wreck that was her 

engagement? But instead of hitting the delete button, she accidentally opened the email. 

I know this is crazy and as wonderful as you sound I am sure that some other lucky guy has 

already snapped you up, but if by some chance they haven't I'd like the opportunity to get to 

know you better. You sound just like what my girls and I need. 

Commander Daniel Monroe, United States Navy 

Curiosity goaded her on. Jill could not stop herself from opening the attached picture. The 

laughing man, with the faint lines about his eyes, had dark chocolate hair that was anything but 

regulation cut. It curled about his face that was covered mostly with a beard. His mouth was 

smiling, but it did not seem to reach the piercing eyes, whose color she could not quite make out 

in the grainy photograph. Like her David, he was tall and well-built, but this man showed none 

of the slight softening around the middle that her husband had battled after he turned forty. 

If the man had not been enough to capture her attention, the young blond girls around him would 

have. Four of them. It seemed ironic or perhaps prophetic somehow: his four girls to her four 

sons. The oldest looked to be in her early teens with short hair and slight pout. Another girl, 

much younger, perhaps five or six, clung to the man's leg like it was a buoy, and her life 

depended upon it. But the two babies that he held in his arms were what did it. They could not 

even be a year old. Their light blond curls made them look like little angels, identical little 

cherubim. 

Her heart flooded instantly with a mother's love. It seemed too good to be true. This email, when 

she had received less than a handful of responses to the unique profile that her friend had almost 

insisted she create at the site that catered to military singles. It had been months since she had 

even thought about it. And now this? On Mother's Day? At that moment, it seemed as if her 

friend was looking over her somehow. 

*** 
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Commander Daniel Monroe observed as his oldest daughter, Jess, brushed the dirt from the 

bronze headstone. The dark shadows and moisture in her eyes ate like acid at his gut. It was yet 

another load of guilt to heap upon the pile that, at moments like these, felt too heavy for any man 

to bear.  

He patted the blond curls of his six-year-old daughter Bel as he gave her sister time to say her 

good-byes once again to their mother. "Do you want to go over there with Jess, baby? Talk to 

your Mom?"  

Even with the months of grief counseling that the military provided, he was still uncertain how to 

act around his daughters, how much to tell them, or how hard to push them. He was only 

thankful that he had gotten home before the school bus arrived that day. The last thing he would 

have wanted was for his daughters to discover their mother, dead from an overdose of anti-

depressants and sleeping pills, he had not even known she was taking. 

The way that his daughter shook her head and clung tighter to his leg only deepened the pain of 

loss. Even if his marriage had not been all that he wanted or anything like the loving partnership 

that his parents had shared for over forty years, he would have never wished Rachel ill. Despite 

their differences and her sometimes spoiled, selfish behavior, she was his wife and the mother of 

his children. For that reason alone, she deserved better than this. Better than him. 

He fought back the tightness in his throat and blamed the bright, early May sun for the moisture 

that clouded his vision as Jess placed the bouquet in the pot. Some way for a twelve-year-old girl 

to spend Mother's Day. Visiting the graveside of what just seven months before had been a 

vibrant, if increasingly sullen, woman. But that too was his fault. Her words were etched into his 

brain, just as her name was engraved on the tombstone. 

Daniel, 

There are no words to describe how much I hate you, hate the Navy, hate this life of poverty that 

the two of you have sentenced me and my girls to. I have begged and pleaded with you over and 

over again to take Clay's offer, but you won't listen to me. Now there are two more screaming 

kids for me to care for, without even a housekeeper, an au pair, a nanny, or something. Four 

children are too much for any one woman to care for alone. But you will not accept the job offer 

or allow my family to help. I can't go on living like this. I always come last with you. Your 

country, the Navy, and your daughters leave no room for me. You are a lousy husband, and I hate 

you.  

Good-bye, Rachel 

He sighed as the weight of it all settled on his shoulders, the muscles there, tightening in knots. 

He felt the single tear spill from the corner of his eye, but even that was not for the woman that 
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had made his life hell for over thirteen years, but for the beautiful daughters she had given him. 

The fact that he could not manage even a single tear for the woman only deepened the guilt. 

Rachel had been right. He was a lousy husband, but she did not have to worry about that 

anymore, and he swore neither would any other hapless woman. Women were off-limits from 

now on. Other than his girls, of course. 

He watched as his mother sat Britney and Ashley down on the grass next to the car. She had been 

a lifesaver, arriving only a couple of days after Rachel died. He was not sure what he would have 

done without her. She had shooed off Rachel's family, the Thomas brood had never been among 

his favorite people, but they had arrived just hours after he called them. Not that they had been 

much help or comfort during those dark hours. 

No, it was his mother and his best friend’s wife, Simone, who had held him and the girls 

together. They had cooked and cleaned the house, cared for him and his daughters. Hell, his 

mother had even managed to get a brush through Bel's tangle of curls somehow. But then again, 

she always had been a remarkable woman, the one against whom he measured all others. A 

standard against which Rachel had fallen woefully short, but then again, so would most women.  

It was yet another reason to keep the vow he had made as he stood here over that open hole in 

the ground all those months ago. No, he simply was not cut out to be a husband. Anyone's 

husband, he thought as he laughed with glee and watched his mother film the twins' first steps on 

her phone. Rachel should have been here to see that, but it was just a lifetime of firsts that his 

wife would miss, because of him. 

"Happy Mother's Day wherever you are. I’m truly sorry I wasn't a better husband, more of the 

man you needed me to be," he whispered as he watched Jess walk towards him with her 

shoulders slumped and head down.  

*** 

Six Weeks Later 

“Lord, I know you say that you’ll never give us more than we can handle, but right now, it sure 

seems that way. Them girls need more than just a granny. And Lord, that boy of mine has more 

wounds on his soul, from that woman, than the SEALs ever put on his body.” Esther Monroe 

gently rubbed the glass on the silver picture frame, outlining the faces beneath.  

Her shoulders sagged under the weight of worry, as the frame fell onto the bed next to her. Tears 

streamed down her weathered cheeks as she bowed her head in prayer. “Now Jeb too. I know 

some people would say forty-three years is too long with one man, but Lord, I ain’t ready to give 

him to you yet. I just don’t know what to do no more. Daniel and the girls need me here, but my 

husband needs me home. With the cancer back, I just don’t know what I’m going to do.” 
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For several long moments, she remained bent in silent prayer. She sighed heavily as she finally 

lifted her grey head and wiped the wetness from her face. Esther opened her grey-blue eyes. She 

stared across the room at her two sleeping grand-daughters. At barely a year old, Britney and 

Ashley would never even remember the woman that gave birth to them, or the pain she caused. 

They were probably the lucky ones.  

She stood slowly, uncertain, but determined nonetheless, as she crossed the room to the corner 

where the computer screen glowed softly on the nightstand. Squaring her shoulders, she reached 

out and pushed a single button. “It’s done now, Lord. For good or for bad, it’s all in your hands,” 

she pronounced with the finality of amen as she turned back to the bed. The open suitcase lay 

open with clothes surrounding it. She began to fold and place them inside one by one.  

*** 

Jill placed the cup of steaming black coffee on the table and opened the battered laptop. Her 

fingers hesitated before pressing the power button. She listened to the soft whir of the fan as she 

brought the cup slowly to her lips. At her age, she felt an utter fool to be expectantly awaiting an 

email from a man half a world away. Yet, over the past six weeks, she had felt a growing 

excitement about Daniel Monroe and his daughters. 

She looked out the kitchen window, another rainy day in London. The weather would be one 

thing that she would not miss about her adopted home - if this arrangement with Daniel worked 

out. Opening the internet browser, she checked her email. There was still no word from her boys, 

and that worried her, even though she knew it should not. She smiled, and her fingers trembled 

as they pressed the key that would open the latest email from Daniel. 

My mother is packing this evening. The news from the doctors back home isn’t good. My dad’s 

cancer that we thought was in remission has spread. She wouldn’t say it, but I don’t think there is 

much they can do this time.  

I know this may seem sudden, but it isn’t like we haven’t talked about it — the whole arranged 

marriage thing. Besides, as Mama points out, the girls need more than a grandmother, and I’m 

not too damned proud to admit I need some help here. Four daughters to care for, coping with 

Rachel’s death. Hell, give me an IED in Afghanistan any day.   

I know I’m rambling, but it’s late. Anyway, I’ve purchased a plane ticket for you. Your flight 

leaves Heathrow day after tomorrow at 11.15 and arrives in Washington Dulles at 14.20. My 

mother’s plane back to Omaha leaves an hour earlier, so I’ll pick you up after she takes off.  

I guess I’ll be seeing you shortly, or I hope so. 

Daniel 
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Jill ran her hand through her shoulder-length dirty blonde hair. Tomorrow. There was a plane 

ticket for her back to the states tomorrow. After twenty-six years in a country that had never felt 

like home, despite her husband and sons, she would be going home.  

If the idea of traveling three thousand miles to marry a man that she had never met gave her 

pause, she did not show it. Powering down the computer, she placed her cup in the sink. Little 

more than twenty-four hours from now, she would be at Heathrow and on the way to a new life.  

***  

Daniel leaned into the back of the Explorer. It was an older model, but he made sure that it was 

well maintained. Re-adjusting the last of the luggage in the storage compartment, he slammed 

the window shut and walked around to the driver’s side door. He crammed his six-foot-four-inch 

frame behind the wheel and turned to face his mother. “Simone said that she would call you 

tonight to let you know how things went. I got the feeling she wasn’t talking about your flight, 

either.” 

Esther fidgeted in the front seat, avoiding her son’s bright blue eyes. “She might be a tad 

unusual, but that girl has a heart of gold.”  

He shook his dark head and chuckled, “Heart of gold is one way to put it, but whatever you call 

her craziness, you two have certainly become thicker than thieves these past few months, that’s 

for sure. All those computer classes she gave you better pay off when you get home. I expect an 

email every day with updates on Dad.” 

Her face paled at the mention of computer lessons. She patted the laptop that sat on the seat next 

to her. “You have my word, Daniel.” 

Daniel studied his mother. She was unusually quiet. He knew that she was worried about his 

father’s cancer, but it felt like there was something else she was not telling him. He hesitated to 

put the feeling to words, “Mama, how bad is it really?”  

Her grey head dropped to stare at her hands neatly folded in her lap. His mother fought back the 

tears, “Bad, Daniel,” was her only response. 

He wanted to press for more information, but he could see the pain in her face. He hated it when 

women cried, especially the ones he cared about. He always wanted to fix it, make everything all 

better, but except for his young twins, it rarely worked that way. He squared his shoulder and 

made a strategic retreat. “You’ll be home tonight.” 

“I know, but I still worry about you and the girls,” he could hear the trembling in his mother's 

voice, felt the truth in her words. Honestly, so was he. Memories of those couple of days after 
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Rachel's death still haunted him, the chaos that had reigned in his home, before his mother and 

Simone took over like Admirals commanding the battle.  

But he reminded himself that it would be only a few days until he found a nanny. This time, he 

knew his daughter's schedule, where everything was, and had a list of the best take-out places in 

town. For all her meddling, he knew that Simone would step in if he needed her, and in a pinch, 

he could count on Jess to help out. They would be fine. He tried to reassure himself before 

attempting to convince his mother of something about which he still had doubts. “I told you 

already. Simone will help out for a few days, and I have already called a couple of agencies 

about nannies. We’ll be fine,” he bluffed. 

His mother shook her head and gave him that same stare that she used when he messed up as a 

child, “Daniel, those girls don’t need a nanny. Nannies quit all the time. Those girls need 

stability, someone that is going to be there no matter what. Someone that’s gonna love them 

through these bad times and the ones to come.” 

Daniel gripped the steering wheel tighter. He knew what was coming. They had been having this 

same argument for the past couple of weeks. “Mama, they have me. I might not know much 

about hair and Barbie dolls, but I love my girls.” 

His mother reached over and gently squeezed his forearm, “I never said you didn’t, Daniel. But 

they need a woman. They need a mother.” 

There it was. Anger rose inside Daniel as he thought about that Indian summer afternoon, the red 

and orange leaves falling all about him, as he stood over that bronze box, and stared into the deep 

hole that his failure as a husband and man had dug. “Yeah, Mama, well, they had one of those 

and look how that turned out,” he exploded.  

The car was silent for a couple of moments. He was not certain if his mother was using the time 

simply to regroup for another assault, or if she was ready to surrender. He doubted very much 

that it was the latter. Finally, he could not take the suspense any longer. Looking over to his 

mother, he saw love and concern written all over her face. He knew that her intense loyalties 

were torn now, and he wanted nothing more than to reassure her, make this all right. “We’ll do 

fine,” he smiled. 

“Daniel, I know Rachel was your wife, but that woman didn’t have a motherly instinct in her 

body. God rest her soul,” she said as she made the sign of the cross.  

He inhaled deeply and prepared for the next round of the same battle that they seemed locked in. 

It was grating on his nerves. His mother of all people should understand why he would never 

marry again. He slammed his palms against the steering wheel as frustration boiled over, “Mama, 
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we’ve been through this before. So, unless you got a wife and mother in one of those bags in the 

back, this subject is closed.” 

“Well, she isn’t exactly in my luggage. You have to pick her up at the airport.”  

His jaw dropped open as he stared at the woman, who had given birth to him, like her skin had 

turned green and antenna sprouted from her forehead. 

*** 

“May I bring you another drink?” smiled the steward. 

Jill’s fingers trembled a bit as she passed the empty wineglass back to him. “I’d better not.” 

“Business or pleasure?” the man inquired with the polite aloofness that marked the culture she 

had lived in for most of her adult life. Politeness that lacked sincerity or any real depth of caring.  

Jill furrowed her brow as she considered the question. What was this ‘arrangement’ anyway? 

“Business, I suppose.” 

“Well, best of luck to you then,” he offered, before pushing his cart further down the narrow aisle 

to the next weary traveler. It only confirmed her assumptions and deepened the sense of 

loneliness inside her. 

Jill turned back to look at the clouds passing by her window as she pondered the man’s question. 

The bravery or fool-hardiness of the past thirty-six hours melted away from her, as the reality of 

the situation set in.  

For the past few weeks, it had all seemed so completely logical. She wanted to go home. She 

missed the military life that she had once shared with her husband. And her arms and heart ached 

with love. Her sons were grown, so she had no one to whom she could give it all.  

Daniel’s wife was dead. Widowhood was just one of their common bonds. He had four 

daughters, just as she had four sons. Except that his daughters desperately needed the love that 

her sons had outgrown, love that she yearned to give once more.  

Arranged marriages were common, she had told herself. Ubah had always extolled the 

advantages of a relationship built on the solid ground of shared values, goals, and respect. She 

had spoken often of the happiness that she had found with her arrangement. It was far more 

stable than a marriage built upon the turbulent tides of passion that ebbed and flowed with time, 

Ubah had pointed out repeatedly. As proof, she pointed to the lower divorce rates in countries 

where the practice was still prevalent. 
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Of course, was it any different than dating sites that boasted of finding the perfect match based 

upon shared principles and goals? What, too, of the many men that practically bought foreign 

brides? She had reasoned and justified this decision from many angles over these past weeks. 

She pulled the grainy picture printed on cheap computer paper from the pocket on the chair back 

in front of her. Jill stared at the laughing man and the four beautiful girls surrounding him. She 

knew so much about each of them from his emails.  

Jessica or Jess, as she preferred to be called, was almost thirteen. Her blonde hair was cut short 

for the sake of the many sports that were her passions. Isobel, called Bel, was six and could play 

for hours in her room with the dozens of dolls that her sister had long since abandoned. But it 

was the two youngest Monroe girls that tugged at her heart. Ashley and Britney were barely a 

year old. They had started to walk since their email correspondence began. Daniel had even sent 

a video of their first steps that his mother had taken.  

Her eyes danced across the figure of the man holding a baby high in each arm. The lower part of 

his face was covered with layers of chocolate hair from his beard. But she could see, despite the 

poor resolution of the picture which was probably taken on a mobile phone, that his lips were 

full. But it was his eyes. She could not look away from them. They hid so much pain. “What the 

hell have I gotten myself into?” 

*** 

“What the hell have you done, Mama?” Daniel demanded. His voice was louder and firmer than 

it had ever been to the woman whom he loved deeply. 

“What you should have done yourself, looked for a good woman that will love those babies and 

take care of them like they ought to be,” she replied with equal anger as she crossed her arms and 

set herself for this next battle. 

“Mama, they call those women nannies, and I am looking for one.” Daniel was not ready to have 

this conversation with his mother. He needed time to think as he slammed the car into gear and 

drove off. Silence filled the air.  

Daniel knew his mother meant the best. He was one of the lucky ones in this fucked up world. 

He grew up in a home where his mother and father loved him and one another. They were not 

afraid to show it either. Until he was almost ten, Daniel awoke each morning to a kiss on his 

cheek and a song. It was a tradition that he carried on with his daughters, though Jess was 

beginning to complain, as he once had. He still found himself humming ‘Arise and shine,’ in the 

darkest of moments. And there had been enough of those these past few years. 
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Still, there was not a day went by, when he was home, that he did not hug his girls and tell them 

he loved them, just like his own childhood. That was probably what had gotten them through the 

past nine months since Rachel’s suicide. 

Things were hard; he admitted that. He honestly did not know what he was going to do now that 

his mother was going home. He knew that Simone and the other wives would help out as much 

as they could. The closeness of his unit extended beyond the battlefield to the home front. Wives 

and children were encompassed in the bands of their brotherhood.  

But Daniel remembered well those first few days following Rachel’s death before his mother 

arrived. He had burnt everything, even food he microwaved. Bel’s hair was a mass of blonde 

tangles because he could not bear the tears if he tried to comb it. The only thing he had 

successfully managed was changing the babies’ diapers, and at times, he had been tempted to 

break out the gas masks for that chore. He did not even want to think about what their small, 

three-bedroom house must have looked like when his mother came through the door. He told 

himself one more time that he would manage. Until he could find a nanny, that was. 

His mother's pleas broke through his thoughts as they entered the freeway that would take them 

north towards Northern Virginia, D.C., and the airport. “Daniel, I’m sorry. You have to know I 

was just thinking of those girls and you.” He could hear the pain as his mother's voice cracked 

under the stress of the past couple of weeks. 

Daniel saw tears glistening in her eyes. He never was any good at handling a woman’s tears. His 

daughters’. His wife’s. Or especially his mother’s. “I know, Mama. I know.” 

His mother began to wring her hands in her lap as the tears slipped from the corner of her eyes. 

“And Jill is special. She raised four teenage boys all by herself after her husband was killed in 

Afghanistan. She works as a chef at a mental health center now that her sons are all grown.” Her 

eyes pleading with him as she continued, “Daniel, she’s come all the way from London. I know 

you are mad at me, and I deserve it, but son, your dad and I raised a gentleman. Promise me you 

won’t leave her waiting at that airport.” 

“Jesus, Mama, of course, I won’t leave her at the airport,” he spat with shock. “Did you even 

have to ask?” 

Sighing, she smiled weakly as she continued. “No, Daniel, I guess not. I just feel so responsible 

for this mess.” 

Daniel was tempted to let his mother off the hook. He could see the worry etched in her face. He 

and the girls. His dad. Everything must have seemed to be closing in on her. It was a familiar 

feeling. In the end, he asked, “What did you expect me to say or do, Mama?”  
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Shaking her grey head, his mother stared out the window at the tall trees that ran along the side 

of the highway. “I don’t know. I guess I just hoped that I could make you see how practical it 

was. You need someone to manage the house, cook, clean, and look after the girls. They need 

someone that will invest real time and love in them, not someone who just sees them as a 

paycheck. And Jill is so alone over there now. Her husband dead. Her sons grown. She just has 

so much love to give, and I figured our girls could use some of it.” 

Daniel hated to admit it, but her words sounded perfectly logical. “Mama, she’s a perfect 

stranger,” he argued in his defense. 

“She doesn’t have to be. Give her a chance, sweetie. That’s all I ask,” his mother pleaded. 

He shook his head, “Considering the alternative is to leave a woman stranded at the airport, alone 

in a foreign country, what choice do I have?” 

“It’s not a foreign country. Jill is American.” 

“But I thought you said she was from London,” Daniel was confused. 

“She is, but she’s American. She moved over there twenty-six years ago when she married a 

Royal Marine that she met while on leave in Cancun.” 

“She was on leave in Cancun?” he asked, even more confused. 

“No, silly, he was.” 

Daniel gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Alright, we have a couple of hours, at least, with this 

traffic. How about you brief me on this whole damned thing? But only the basics,” he asserted. 

He did not want his mother to get any foolish ideas - any more than she already had that was. “I 

am not making any promises here. I just want enough information, so I can make the lady 

comfortable until we can get her back to London. Understand me, Mama?” 

Esther smiled and nodded, sending another silent prayer towards heaven. 

*** 

Jill fumbled with the blue passport that she held in her fingers. The United States of America 

embossed in gold on the front. She smiled as she stepped forward to hand it to the security agent. 

She was home. Well, on American soil, at least. She sighed as she stepped up to the counter. 

“Business or pleasure?” the man behind the counter repeated the question that had plagued her 

for hours on the plane. 

“I’m returning home,” she smiled. 
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The man looked up from the screen and smiled. “Welcome home then. How long were you 

away?” 

“Twenty-six years.” 

“That’s a long time. What brings you back?” He asked with what appeared genuine interest as he 

typed away at the computer.  

“I’m getting re-married,” she answered a bit reluctantly. It just seemed so surreal at that moment 

as she stood on American soil for the first time since she and David had taken the boys to Disney 

World over fifteen years before. There had never been anyone, other than a couple of cousins, to 

visit. Now here she stood…home. But was it? 

“Lucky man,” he pronounced with a broad smile as he stamped a page in the document. “You 

can collect your luggage through those doors,” he pointed. "And good luck to you both." 

Jill nodded and made her way across the floor. The heels of her flats tapped with each step. She 

stood in the queue, the line, she corrected herself, and waited for the carousel to start. Time 

dragged by. She watched the older woman that had been across the aisle from her. She was going 

to meet her new grandbaby. The young couple, who had been in front of her, struggled to keep 

their son from running away. His father grabbed him and lifted him high into the air. Giggles 

echoed through the baggage hall. Jill guessed that he was only slightly older than Ashley and 

Britney.  

She could easily imagine Daniel doing something similar to distract the girls from trouble. She 

knew from his emails that he loved his daughters. Even more than the country he had served for 

almost twenty years. It was one of the things that had made this whole thing feel so right. Well, 

when it was just an idea, when she was tucked safely inside her flat three thousand miles away. 

And now? 

The loud bell drew her attention as the carousel began to turn. She focused on the luggage as it 

moved by slowly. Her whole life was crammed into two suitcases, and the battered laptop bag 

slung over her shoulder. Finally, she spotted the first of her bags. She struggled to lift it onto the 

trolley, just in time to notice the second one arrive.  

It occurred to her then that perhaps she should have stopped by the loo before she collected her 

bags. After hours on a plane, she was confident that she neither looked nor smelled good. She 

berated herself for the oversight. There was nothing she could do about it now. Instead, she 

pushed the cart towards the double doors to the arrivals area and the man that would soon be her 

husband. 

*** 
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Daniel rushed across the airport from one terminal to another. He hoped that he would make it 

before the woman finished with customs and collected her bags. He might not know her, but his 

mother had told him enough about Jill Smith, who had left her life to marry a soldier, raise four 

sons through numerous deployments, and then all alone as a widow with teenage sons. A woman 

that would leave everything she had known for a quarter of a century and travel half a world 

away to begin a new life. He was not sure whether to admire her spirit of adventure or shake 

sense into her at the sheer lunacy of it all.  

He arrived just in time to watch the first of the passengers push through the double doors. He 

looked at the picture his mother had given him, along with the account name and password 

information for the dating site where she had found the woman. Jill, he corrected. She was as 

innocent a victim in this sham as he was.  

He located her as she struggled with the trolley, piled high with two large bags. His gut 

tightened. The picture did not do her justice. She might not be the typical beauty that Rachel had 

been, but there was something utterly captivating about the woman. Her curves in the jeans were 

womanly and soft. Despite the bulky sweater, he could tell that her breasts were full and lush. 

They would more than fill his hands. Her dark blonde hair fell about her shoulders and upper 

back, framing a face that might appear plain, but the smile on it was anything but. Welcoming, 

genuine, comforting, the words drifted through his mind.  

Shaking his dark head, Daniel reminded himself that he was not interested in the ‘arrangement’ 

as his mother called it. He was picking the woman up from the airport, explaining about the 

misunderstanding, and offering her whatever hospitality he could until plans could be made for 

her to return home.  

He noticed her scanning the crowd and waved his arms to catch her attention. That smile 

broadened as she caught sight of him; it seemed to light her face from within. It took his breath 

away. Her step quickened as she approached him.  

“Daniel, it’s so good to meet you finally,” she exclaimed as she wrapped her arms about him. 

Daniel was not sure what to do. He knew next to nothing about this woman, whose embrace 

stirred something deep in his gut. Those soft, full breasts pressed against his chest were 

awakening needs that he had tried to keep under tight control. But that was not what bothered 

him most.  

Comfort, safety, what was it? He was not sure. The feeling was such a distant memory of 

childhood that it defied description. What worried him most was how right it felt. He could 

almost imagine how it would feel to come home to this. Yeah, that frightened the hell out of him. 

He wanted no part in this little ‘arrangement’ of his mother’s; he reminded himself again.  
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But still, he allowed the woman, Jill, to hold him. He was too much of a gentleman to push her 

away. Instead, he patted her back. “Here, let me get those bags for you,” he offered as she drew 

back.  

She nodded, “Thanks. I am a bit tired. And could we find a loo before we go?” 

Daniel smiled at the distinctly British term for the bathroom. He placed one hand on her elbow 

and guided her down the hall as he used the other to push the cart. “I saw a restroom back this 

way.” 

“Sorry, restroom. It will take me a while to get used to the American words again. One of the 

first things I learned when I moved to England was that English and American are two different 

languages,” she chuckled nervously. 

Stopping in front of a door that bore the image of a stick figure wearing a dress, he smiled 

nervously, “It’s fine. Perhaps after you freshen up, we could have a drink or something to eat,” 

he offered as an entry point to the conversation they needed to have. 

“Sure. I’ll just be a couple of minutes,” as she disappeared.  

*** 

Jill ran the brush through her hair once more. Her reflection in the mirror scowled. What was 

wrong?  

‘What’s wrong, stupid! You came three thousand miles to marry a man you have never met, and 

he is not interested.’ Jill was not sure what she expected, but the polite and stiff hug he had 

returned spoke volumes. Of course, she was not the beauty that his wife had been, but she had 

been honest about that. She had sent pictures, some unflattering ones too.  

Putting her brush back into her bag, Jill pulled the clear plastic case from its pocket. Bank cards, 

phone numbers, and cash. It was her back up plan. It looked like she was going to need it. She 

was not sure what she was going to do now, but she had options. She had not come all this way 

without at least considering this possibility.  

She still had her cousins in Houston. She would contact them on social media as soon as she got 

to a computer. Perhaps one of them had a couch for a couple of weeks. There was her 

AmeriCorps application too. She had been working on that plan for a couple of months before 

that fateful email that changed everything. She had thought, perhaps, to utilize her skills as a chef 

at a homeless shelter or soup kitchen just as she did at the mental health day center. The job she 

had loved so much until…   

But thinking of that now would only make this rejection harder. Jill did not have time to feel 

sorry for herself. Come what may, this was an opportunity to start afresh, to build a life for 
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herself. She had done her duty to David and their boys, who no longer needed a clingy mother 

that waited at home for every email and prayed for each leave, so she would have someone to 

cook and care for again, if only for a few short days.  

She straightened her shoulders and brushed the moisture from her eyes. She would make the 

most of this, no matter what came. Just as she had once made a new life in another country with 

the man, she loved.  

Which reminded her of another option, the possibility of just traveling. It was a journey she had 

begun twenty-six years ago as a fool-hardy teenager before she met her handsome Bootie on the 

beach in Cancun. She could purchase a bus or train ticket and just go. See America. She could 

always find work in cafes and restaurants. A good chef was never without a job for long. 

Staring at her reflection in the mirror, she inhaled deeply and plastered a smile on her face. “The 

important thing, my girl, is that you are home,” she said to the empty bathroom. “The rest will 

take care of itself.” With one final inspection, she turned towards the door. She would handle this 

with calm and composure, a stiff upper lip that would do David proud. Then, whatever happened, 

happened. 

*** 

Daniel watched the woman finish off the plate of tamales. She had practically squealed when 

they found the Tex-Mex restaurant hidden in the corner of the terminal. She loved her food, that 

was certain.  

Rachel had always picked at everything, afraid that it all went straight to her petite figure. 

Looking back, he suspected that his wife might have suffered an eating disorder as well as the 

depression that led to her suicide, but he had been too busy with his work to notice he supposed. 

The words of her note echoed in his mind again, “I always came last with you. Your country, the 

Navy, and your daughters leave no room for me. You are a lousy husband, and I hate you.” 

“Wow! That was good." The woman's enthusiasm was a stark contrast from the morose pathway 

his mind had taken. He nodded silently, reluctant somehow to begin this conversation that he 

knew would only bring more pain. But that was all he seemed capable of doing as a man, hurting 

the women he cared for. Not that he cared for this one, liked maybe, admired for certain.   

He listened as she continued, "You can’t get good Mexican food in England. Hell, you can’t even 

find the right ingredients to make it. And growing up in Texas, I was raised on the stuff. Turkish 

food is about as close as you can get. I was a regular at the kebab shop down the street from my 

flat,” the woman explained.  

“I’m glad you enjoyed it.” He inhaled and leaned back in the booth. “Jill, there’s something I 

need to tell you,” he reached for words. “There’s no easy way to say this, but this whole thing 
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has been a mistake. Well, not a mistake. A lie. Not a lie exactly either. I am Daniel Monroe. I am 

a widower with four daughters, and I am a SEAL.”  

He could tell from the cold and confused look on the woman’s face that he was screwing things 

up. He had practiced this speech over and over in the car on the drive up, as they waited for his 

mother’s plane, even as he raced across the airport to meet her. He knew what he wanted to say, 

but none of it was coming out right. He supposed it was just another example of how inadequate 

he was with women.  

Drawing a deep breath, he stared at his hands folded in front of him on the table and tried again. 

“I didn’t write those emails. I did not even know you existed until a few hours ago. My mother 

wrote them.” He explained, unable to look at her. “I’m sorry you came all this way, but I don’t 

need…I don’t want a wife.” 

Silence hung about them. The air seemed actually to chill. He waited. And waited. He was not 

sure how long, but it seemed too long. For a man accustomed to passing long stretches of time 

while on reconnaissance, it was hell. In the end, he broke down, looking up from the table, he 

saw the brightest green eyes, like spring meadows on his family's ranch. But they were flashing 

with anger. It was an emotion he knew well in women, one that he had seen thousands of times 

with Rachel. 

“I don’t know what I expected. But that was a shitty excuse, bud. Alright, so I’m not some slim, 

trim beauty queen after four kids, but I deserved better than that.” Jill stood and walked away. 

Daniel was right behind her, throwing a wad of bills on the table as they left. “Honestly, it isn’t 

an excuse. I didn’t have any part in this.” 

The woman stopped outside the restaurant. She glanced from side to side as if looking for the 

quickest exit. It was a feeling he could understand. “Jill, I understand. I was as shocked by this as 

you are. Why don’t we talk about this on the way back to Virginia Beach?” He searched for 

something more to say, something to convince her of his sincerity. 

“If you think I’m going anywhere with you, buddy, you’re crazy,” she exclaimed as she pushed 

past him. She grabbed the cart and began pushing it the wrong way, back towards the arrivals 

hall.  

Daniel tried to wrestle the cart from her grip but noticed a TSA guard watching them closely. He 

did not want to attract more attention. “Please, my mother left you a letter. Just read it.” He held 

out an envelope with a distinctly feminine scrawl across it. “Please,” he begged. 

“What will a letter prove? Anyone could have written it for you,” she argued. 
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Daniel knew they were at a stalemate in their negotiations. He could see it in the stubborn set of 

her chin. He was getting nowhere with this. He changed tactics. It was a skill that had served him 

well on the battlefield and one he hoped would prove useful in this battle of wills. “So, where 

will you go now? There isn’t another plane back to London until tomorrow. I checked. I suppose 

you could get a cab to a hotel, but that costs money. How much did you bring with you? I don’t 

imagine a chef in a mental health day center makes all that much."  

He watched the play of emotions across her face. The woman wore them on her sleeve as his 

mother would say. It was another sucker punch to his gut, the unexplainable need to protect her, 

to wrap this stranger in his arms and keep her safe. He shook his head. Like he was any damned 

good at that shit. His marriage proved it was one job he was not cut out for.  

He forced those thoughts aside as he continued, "Would you rather spend a couple of days in a 

safe, relatively clean house with people you know a lot about or alone in some grimy hotel room 

with cable TV and not much else?” he reasoned coldly. 

He could see the dejection his strong words caused. The proud woman’s shoulders slumped at 

their harshness. He swallowed back the self-loathing that was growing in his gut as he softened 

his voice before continuing, “Please, Jill, I promised Mama that I would take care of you. She 

would box my ears if you went to some flea-bitten hotel room.” 

“Always honor with you guys, isn’t it? Is it some kind of a god complex?” she chuckled 

nervously as she shook her head.  

It was back with a vengeance, the unexpected need to brush, hell no, kiss away, the tears that 

glistened in those deep green eyes that had already been doing shocking things to his libido. 

Daniel tried to hide his nervousness with laughter, “We live by a code, ma’am. You know the 

officer and the gentleman thing.” 

Jill smiled weakly, “Yes, I know it. Better than you think. Remember, my husband was military 

too.” 

Daniel nodded as he remembered his mother's tale about this woman, following the man across 

an ocean. Jealousy was added to the growing list of feelings that he had no business having for 

her. What would it feel like…to truly inspire that level of love and loyalty? Damn, his mother, 

and those emails. Damn, Simone Jackson too. Her hand was all over this one. But no matter how 

much he damned them both, he could not fight back the voice in his mind that kept whispering, 

'What if?' 

He used all his skill to control those and all the other emotions boiling inside of him, pushed 

them aside. It was something he had gotten good at over the past few years, pushing aside 

feelings and 'what if's.' But they always came back to haunt him at the most inopportune times.  
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Like now as he thought of another man, another British soldier, and the family he left behind. He 

thought too of that man's blood upon his hands as he spoke, “Then please, for his memory, allow 

me to offer our hospitality. Would he want you alone in some questionable hotel? Let me do this, 

one officer and gentleman to another,” he pleaded as he waited.  

He studied her features as his words played upon her emotions. He could see the uncertainty still 

in her vibrant green eyes, but he knew that he had won the battle even before she nodded her 

blonde head.  

What he did not want to face was why that victory felt so damned good? He could have and 

probably should have purchased her return ticket before he even picked her up. It would have 

been simple to book and pre-pay for a decent hotel until her flight. But he had not. He wondered 

then why, why he had not taken that easy route? 

“Alright. But just until I figure out what I want to do now,” she whispered. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he smiled as he took the baggage cart from her once more and turned it in the 

other direction. “The exit is this way.”  

*** 

Jill stretched as she looked around at the quiet, nondescript neighborhood. She had fallen asleep 

before they reached the highway, only waking up when Daniel shook her gently. They had 

stopped by his friend’s house to pick up his daughters, he explained.  

While she waited, the same questions played through her mind. Loudest among them, what now. 

She had foolishly burned so many bridges behind her. She had quit her job without notice. Not 

that she wanted to go back there. Not after what happened. Not with Ubah, her only friend, gone. 

She had given up her flat. Even hired a removals man to come and take away most of her things, 

only putting a few pieces that she knew her sons might want one day in storage. Everything else 

was crammed inside those two suitcases in the boot of the car.  

The trunk, she reminded herself as the front door of the house opened, the bright light of the 

porch lamp illuminated everything inside it. She fought back curiosity. She reminded herself that 

she would not be staying. That whatever Jess, Bel, Ashley and Britney were like, it was none of 

her business. She was just an unwanted houseguest for a couple of nights.  

But it seemed a futile battle. She craned her neck to watch as Daniel took the two sleeping babies 

from the arms of a dark-skinned, stout woman. She could not hear what they said, but she could 

see from the scowl on the man’s face that he did not like it. A man joined them in the doorway. 

He held an equally sleepy little girl with an array of thick blond curls that spread across his 

shoulder. The two men headed towards the parked car with their bundles.  
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*** 

Daniel was in no mood for chit chat with Simone Jackson. She might be his best friend’s wife, 

but he knew in his gut that she was as deep in this mess as his mother. Suddenly, all those 

computer lessons and hours spent laughing made perfect sense. What would his mother know 

about internet dating sites, let alone ones that catered to lonely servicemen and women? No, this 

little trick had Simone’s fingerprints all over it. 

The woman smiled as she carried his sleeping twins down the hall towards him. “You could have 

left them all for the night, you know.” 

Daniel stared at her. A look that had sent enemy combatants scurrying and his men into 

immediate action. “Why would I want to do that, Simone?” he challenged as he took a sleeping 

baby from her arms. 

“Well, if yous gots female company…” the woman offered in her thick Caribbean accent that she 

only used when it suited her.  

“I know that you know damned well who that woman is and why she is here. And I swear, 

woman, if you meddle in this any further, I am going straight to Samuel with your part in all this. 

Do you hear me?” he threatened as he took his other daughter from her. 

Her laugh was a deliberate affront to him. “Daniel, my friend, de stars, be favorable to ye. Don’t 

you be messin’ wid tings dats bigger dan you.” 

Before Daniel could respond, his friend appeared carrying Bel. “Jess insists she has to stay, 

something she and Althea are up to on the computer. You know those two, my friend? I’ll bring 

her home tomorrow, right after soccer practice.” 

Daniel simply nodded his dark head before glaring once more at the woman, who wrapped 

herself like a cat around her husband. “Of course, we’ll bring the girl home tomorrow. It will 

give me a chance to talk to your new friend,” she purred. 

Both men stared at her coldly. “What? Us girlies have to hang together against you big bad 

wolves.” 

It was her husband’s turn to stare. “Simone, I swear I’ll turn that sweet backside of yours red if 

you be messing in people’s lives again.” 

She chuckled as she rubbed even closer to him, “Well, now dat’s reason enough for me meddlin’. 

But don’t you be makin’ no promises you ain’t gonna keep, big boy.” 

Both men shook their heads and laughed at her words as they turned towards the car parked in 

the driveway. 
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“I’m sorry, man. I’ll talk to Simone tonight. But you know she never means any harm when she 

gets these ideas.”  

“This isn’t some talisman for us to wear that itches and burns and smells worse than your god 

damned socks after two days of hiking through the damned jungle. This is a woman who came 

three thousand miles thinking I was going to marry her, so she could be a mother to my poor 

orphans. Sam, this isn’t harmless fun,” he tried to reason with his friend. But he feared it was 

futile. The man had been under the witch's spell even before they met. He shook his head, more 

than a bit envious of the happiness that the couple shared. 

His friend's next words only confirmed his worst fears, “But you got to admit buddy, this will 

make a damned funny story in a few years.” 

He shook his head in defeat, “I give up. You are as bad as she is. No wonder you two have been 

so damned happily married that it makes the rest of us sick for twenty years. You are just alike.” 

“Thank you, commander. That is quite a compliment,” his friend smiled. 

“Just open the damned door.”  

Samuel followed orders as always. He gently placed the still sleeping little girl into her pink 

booster seat and fastened the straps that would keep her safe. Turning back to Daniel, he took 

one of the sleeping toddlers and repeated the action. Daniel walked around to the other side of 

the car, his load lightened. He opened that door and placed a sleeping Britney in the seat next to 

Ashley.  

“Howdy, ma’am. I’m Samuel Jackson, his best friend, and N-C-O.”  

“Hello, Samuel. I’m Jill…” Words hung in the air as if she searched for an explanation for her 

presence.  

“Don’t worry. He knows the rest, and his damned meddling wife has a lot to answer for in this 

whole damned situation,” Daniel responded. 

Turning towards Samuel, Jill spoke. “This situation, as he calls it, isn’t anyone’s fault except my 

own. Please don’t blame your wife for anything.” 

Daniel growled as he clicked the seat belt fastened. “Let’s get going.” Taking his friend’s hand in 

his own, “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“Yes, sir,” Samuel joked with a salute. 

*** 
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Jill tried not to stare at the sleeping heads. Bel with her blond curls and thumb stuck between full 

pink lips could have been a child model for books and movies. The babies, too, were beautiful. It 

was not the first time in the past couple of years that Jill felt her heart and womb brooding for 

children. But it was following those feelings that had gotten her into this mess, to begin with. 

“Where’s Jess?” She asked with familiarity before she could stop herself. 

“She’s staying the night with Sam and Simone. Their daughter, Althea, is her best friend,” he 

frowned as he kept his eyes straight ahead on the road. 

“I know. They have been since they were babies. Born on the same day at the same hospital and 

inseparable ever since,” she practically quoted the emails that she had reread time and time. She 

watched a dark scowl deepen on the man’s handsome face.  

“I’m sorry. I keep forgetting that it wasn’t you that wrote all those things. It must seem strange 

for me to know so much about you and the girls while you know practically nothing about me.” 

She played nervously with her hands in her lap as they pulled into another driveway, a house not 

that different from the other one. “Can I help?” she asked as he turned off the engine. 

“Sure, if you get Bel. Then I can manage Ashley and Britney,” he replied, palming the keys as he 

opened the car door. 

Jill opened her door and stepped into the night air. “I can smell the beach,” she said in surprise. It 

was oddly comforting somehow — a reminder of the seaside town where she and David had 

lived for so long. 

He smiled, the moonlight played across his features, softening them. “The beach is less than a 

mile from here.” He unbuckled the babies from their car seats. 

Jill breathed deeply as she opened the door on her side of the car and unfastened the complicated 

mechanism that held the sleeping child safely. Her heart caught in her throat as she lifted the Bel. 

The little girl was a reminder of what she had always missed. A daughter, how she had longed for 

one. It was what kept them trying, but it had always been sons. Not that she did not love her 

boys, but there was something so different about how this tiny treasure felt in her arms.  

The thought evoked memories of another little girl and all they had done to try and protect her. 

She sent a silent prayer to heaven that it had not all been in vain as she lifted this other child in 

her arms, “Shhh, baby girl, you’ll be in your bed with the dream fairies soon.” The child stirred 

against her shoulder, cuddling closer against the cold night air. Jill felt the tears burning the back 

of her eyes and pushed them away as she fell into step behind the man. By the time she reached 

the door, he had unlocked it with a baby in each arm.  
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“Follow me. We’ll put Bel in her bed first. You can sleep in the nursery. I brought a bed in there 

for my mother. I’m sure she would have changed the sheets and gotten everything ready for 

you.” 

She recognized the voice of command in his tone. She was confident that no one dared disobey 

this man, and as weary as she was, she certainly had no desire to. Not that submission was not 

the most natural feeling to her anyway, but something about his tone only tightened the longing 

and sadness that was eating away at her gut. How damned easy it would have been to follow this 

man's every command, to anticipate and fulfill his every need. She shook her head and sighed as 

she pushed those thoughts aside. 

Instead, she simply nodded as she followed him down the dim hallway. He opened a door on the 

right with a sign that read, ‘Secret Ops, Keep Out.’ Inside were two twin beds. The left side of 

the room was utter chaos, with clothes, books, and sports equipment thrown about it. On the right 

side of the room, everything was pink and adorned with Barbie dolls. The centerpiece was the 

four foot high, three-story dollhouse; pink too, of course. Daniel did not have to tell her which 

bed belonged to Bel. The Barbie blanket announced its owner as Jill pulled it back and placed the 

sleeping little girl beneath its warmth. She pulled the covers up and could not stop herself from 

bending to place a kiss on the top of soft curls. “Sweet dreams, Bel.” 

Standing and crossing the room, she held out her empty arms and took one of the sleeping 

babies. “Lead the way, commander,” she replied with another weak smile plastered on for effect. 

Daniel nodded his head silently as he turned and walked back the way they had come, pausing 

before opening another door. Inside were two cribs and another twin bed. This one boasted a 

patchwork quilt with every color in the rainbow. He placed the sleeping baby in his arms in one 

crib and motioned for her to do the same in the other. Jill followed the unspoken order, although 

she was reluctant to release the softness and sweet baby smell that was her only comfort in this 

mess that she had made of her life.  

“I’ll get your bags from the car. The bathroom is next door if you want a shower or anything. The 

girls will be up early, but we’ll try not to wake you. I know you must be exhausted from the 

flight and jet lag,” he said with polite stiffness. 

“I’ll be fine. Thanks.” She was anxious for the man to leave so she could be alone with her 

thoughts. She needed to ponder what was next for her. 

“Alright, then. Good night.” He paused just inside the doorway for a long moment as if tempted 

to say more, but then he simply turned and made a hasty retreat. Then he stopped, just outside as 

he turned back to her. “Jill, I honestly am sorry about all this. You seem like a nice lady. I’m sure 

any man would be lucky as hell to have you as a wife.” 
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Jill could hear the sympathy in his voice. It only deepened the rejection that she felt at the 

moment. She nodded silently as she turned away before he could see the tears glistening in her 

eyes. She did not need or want this man's pity. 
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Chapter Two 

Man-Catching Pancakes 

1 cup flour  

1 tablespoon sugar  

1 teaspoon baking powder  

1/2 teaspoon baking soda  

Dash of salt  

1 cup buttermilk  

1 egg  

3 tablespoons melted butter 

Dash of pure almond extract (5 to 7 drops) 

Pre-cooked and crumbled bacon and sausage 

Another egg…two or three for hungry SEALs 

 

In a large mixing bowl, stir together the flour, sugar, baking powder, baking soda, and salt. 

Using a whisk or large fork, mix in the buttermilk and egg until well combined and smooth. Stir 

in the melted butter and almond extract. Heat a skillet, adding a touch of butter. Using a 1/4 cup, 

measure out the batter and pour into pan. When firm and golden brown on one side, sprinkle 

pre-cooked and crumbled meat mixture on the uncooked side and flip it. In a separate pan, fry an 

egg …or two (over-easy or sunny side up work best) while the pancake cooks on the other side. 

Top with maple syrup. Best served warm, wearing nothing but an apron, garter belt, stockings, 

heels, and a naughty smile. But not if ’n the kids are around! 

Daniel rolled over slowly in his bed. It took a moment for him to place where he was. It always 

did. His dreams were sometimes more vivid than reality, whether of smoke-filled battlefields or 

limp, lifeless blonds. This morning, in particular, the confusion hung over him. He ran a hand 

across his face as if to clear the cobwebs from his brain. 

Pancakes? He smelled pancakes. But that made no sense; his mother had not made pancakes 

since he was in kindergarten. Eggs, bacon, toast, a hearty man's breakfast that his father adored, 

but not pancakes.  

Then he remembered. The woman. Jill was her name. The events of the previous day came 

flooding back like lava flow after a volcanic eruption. She had flown thousands of miles to marry 

him based upon emails he had not even written. The idea seemed ridiculous and flighty, but from 

what little he had seen of her, she seemed anything but the type of woman he would expect to do 

something so…crazy. 

Rolling over, he looked at the digital clock on the nightstand next to his bed — nine thirty-eight.  
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“What the fuck?” he spat. He never slept past oh-six-hundred. Not in years. Not even on 

vacation. It was programmed into his mind and body. His alarm clock was more for show than 

functionality.  

The girls. What about them? Where were they? Worse yet, what had they gotten into? Even if she 

was up and cooking pancakes, the girls did not know Jill. How could she manage three children 

under the age of six and make breakfast? 

Daniel’s senses were immediately at attention, his mind racing with horrific images of disasters, 

each worse than the last. Three little girls could cause more trouble than a terrorist sleeper cell. 

He threw back the blankets and raced down the hall towards the kitchen, not even considering 

his attire. 

*** 

Jill flipped another of the sweet breakfast treats in the small pan. This morning she had opted for 

the thicker American style batter that rose in the pan, a golden delight visually as well as its 

smell and taste.  

Her brows creased in thought. It was amazing that two countries, which shared the same 

language and were, in fact, close relations, could have so many differences. She had barely been 

back in the United States for twelve hours, and already she had run across at least a dozen 

different words or customs. Pancakes that were so thin you could see right through them seemed 

inconsequential in the grander scheme of things, especially in the bright morning light.  

The mess that she had made of her life by hopping on the first available plane and coming three 

thousand miles to marry a stranger - that was consequential. 

“Bel, you ready for another?” She asked the little girl, playing quietly at the table with a Barbie 

doll. Turning around with another pancake poised on the spatula, she almost dropped the frying 

pan. The sight that greeted her gaze sent her heart into overdrive and pushed the air from her 

lungs. 

Six foot plus of lean, muscular male filled the doorway between the kitchen and living room. His 

soft chocolate hair looked as if someone had just run their fingers through it. His matching beard 

was in disarray. His blue eyes held a sleepy, dream-like look that invited her mind to go places it 

should not. Most disconcerting of all, he wore nothing more than a pair of basic military issue 

white boxer shorts. Jill’s throat tightened further at the sight.  

The man was beautiful. She knew that was not the correct word to describe this tough, macho-

type man, but nothing else fit. She thought of the Greek gods that she had read about in high 

school. Ares, the god of war. The man before her was the modern-day reincarnation of Ares. 
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She tried to ignore the rush of heat that coursed through her blood and pooled distinctly between 

her thighs, wetness that begged to be relieved. She was a woman, after all. Any woman would 

feel the same. She almost jumped out of her skin at the girlish giggles, which echoed off the 

kitchen walls. 

“Daddy,” Bel squealed. The twins, seated in matching Winnie the Pooh high chairs, simply hit 

their messy hands against the white plastic trays that surrounded them. 

“I hope the girls didn’t wake you,” he said in a deep husky voice that caressed her skin and sent 

electric shock waves skittering along her spine. 

“I hope you don’t mind,” she fumbled, waving her hands towards the countertop where eggs, 

flour, sugar, and milk sat among drippings of yellowish batter and white powder. “I suppose my 

body clock is still a bit off,” she smiled nervously by way of explanation. 

“Mind? Lady, I woke to the smell of pancakes. Why the hell would I mind?” He paused and with 

a conspiratorial wink to Bel added, “As long as there are some for me.” 

“Yes, Daddy. Jill saved you some, but she said not to wake you up,” the child explained through 

the gap where her front teeth had once been. 

“I’ll put some more on while you get dressed,” Jill hinted as she turned back towards the low 

flame on the stove. The idea of sharing an intimate breakfast with him wearing nothing more 

than boxers might be appealing. Still, it was also more than a bit daunting, given the 

misunderstanding that had resulted in her current uncertain future.  

Nonetheless, she doubted that the sight of this man in his bare feet and boxer shorts would 

quickly fade from her mind, if ever. More than likely, her brain would file it away and bring it 

forth to haunt her erotic dreams in an empty bed for months and years to come. 

“If you’re sure the girls aren’t bothering you,” he questioned once more. 

Jill giggled under her breath, but she could hardly tell the man, ‘It’s not the girls that are 

bothering me, commander.’ Over the years, British politeness had taught her to keep such 

thoughts to herself. “We have everything under control, commander,” she was careful to keep her 

back towards him and her eyes straight ahead.  

“You should go get dressed. Your pancakes will be ready in a couple of minutes.” She would 

need that time to wipe his mostly naked form from her mind if she were to continue with polite 

indifference.  

Just as she noticed that the pancake in the pan was almost brown on one side, an old idea popped 

into her head. She reached for the bacon and sausage that she had cooked earlier. She crumbled 
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them onto the uncooked side of the pancake before flipping it. She grabbed another frying pan 

out of the cabinet and put it to heat on another burner. She broke an egg into it, then another.  

It had been years since she had made man-catching pancakes as David had called them. She did 

not think she had made them since… But that was the past, and considering how uncertain her 

future was, she had no time to be contemplating her dead husband and the life they had once 

shared. And while Daniel made it plain that he had no interest in being caught, she figured a 

couple of special pancakes were the least she could do to repay his hospitality in this awkward 

situation. 

*** 

Daniel sat at the oval table that dominated the small kitchen with its yellowish walls. His fork 

was laden with thick layers of pancake. The rich, brown maple syrup dripped to his plate below. 

The truth was that the smell had not done justice to the woman’s cooking. The pancakes were 

perhaps the best he had ever tasted.  

The unique blend of the sweet pancake with the salty bacon and sausage worked better than he 

would have thought. And the sunny side up egg that dripped yellow yoke to mix with syrup each 

time he cut into them was… He could not come up with a word for it. If he were honest, the 

breakfast was even better than his mother’s, not that he was telling her that when she called to let 

him how his father was getting on. 

“Want more?” the woman asked as she cleared Bel’s plate from the table. 

He shook his head. “I really shouldn’t.” He had already consumed at least three. Any more and 

he would have to add an extra mile to his daily run. He watched as she used a damp cloth to wipe 

Britney’s hand. Ashley was content to shovel another bite-size piece of pancake into her mouth. 

Bel had run off to her room, her Barbie doll in tow.  

His eyes came to rest on the generous curves of the woman. Her jeans clung tightly to round 

hips. He stared in fascination. Where this woman was soft and generous, Rachel had always been 

more angular. Even during her three pregnancies, she had carefully watched each thing she ate, 

afraid to gain too much weight. After the births, she had spent hours in the gym. Her need to lose 

it all quickly was almost obsessional.  

Hell, Rachel had always been so small that some part of him had been almost afraid of breaking 

her. As a result, their lovemaking had never been especially good, tame by most standards. There 

would be no need for restraint with a woman built this solid, yet soft. Her full hips and round 

backside elicited forbidden thoughts of wild lovemaking, reckless comings together of flesh, 

softness that was ample enough to take whatever came. 
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Daniel cleared his throat and, with an iron will, pulled his mind back from thoughts that it had no 

business thinking. The woman was a guest in his home, a temporary if unexpected guest. In a 

couple of days, she would be gone, and his life would be back…to normal. Except nothing had 

been normal in their lives in a very long time. 

As if sensing his gaze, Jill looked up at him. She fidgeted with the cloth, wringing it between her 

fingers nervously. “I really am sorry about all the mess. I tend to make a bit of a mess when I 

cook. And it is just that I cook when I think,” her giggle sounded as nervous as her fingers on the 

cloth. “To be honest, I cook when I’m happy. I cook when I’m mad. I cook when I worry. I guess 

I just cook,” she explained as she turned back to the counter, wiping and cleaning the last 

remnants of the morning feast. 

“Think away then,” Daniel said as he patted his full stomach. If the way to a man’s heart was his 

stomach, this woman must have left a lot of broken hearts. He watched as she set to work rinsing 

syrup from the plates, loading the dishwasher, and wiping down already clean countertops. It was 

clear that this situation was making her as nervous as he was.  

When she ran out of work at the sink, she turned back to the table. With a weak smile, she asked, 

“You finished?” as she stared at his empty plate. He nodded as she picked it up. She hovered for 

a moment, her eyes downcast, “Is there any way I can get online? I want to email my cousin in 

Houston.” 

“Sure. I’ll set you up on the wireless this morning,” Daniel chastised himself for the poor host he 

had been. He should have realized that she needed to contact family and friends to let them know 

she was all right. “Sorry, I didn’t think of it sooner.” 

“Thanks, it’s alright. It is just that the sooner I can email my family and check a few things out 

online, the sooner I can get out of your hair,” she said as she wiped Ashley’s hands and face. 

Daniel frowned at her words. Of course, she would want to make plans, since the ones that had 

brought her here in the first place had fallen through. But it was at odds with the way she fit so 

perfectly, was so completely in charge, as if his kitchen were her battlefield and his girls her 

troops to command. It was more than a bit disconcerting how natural it all felt, he thought as she 

picked the child up in her arms.  

“I’ll be back for you, sweetie, after I change your sister,” she cooed to the baby sitting in her 

clean high chair, chasing a cloth block across the tray. 

“Ashley. After you change, Ashley,” he supplied. 

Jill smiled weakly at him, “Thanks. I would ask how to tell them apart, but I suppose it doesn’t 

matter. I won’t be staying that long.” 
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Her words, though true, stung for some unexplained reason. Rather than delve deeper into the 

whys of the situation, Daniel turned the conversation. “Britney is more demanding, and she has a 

dimple in her left cheek when you make her giggle,” he explained. “Ashley is laid-back. An easy 

baby and the dimple is on the right side with her. I just tickle them when I need to figure out 

which is which.” 

She smiled and turned down the hall towards the nursery where she was staying. Ashley tucked 

naturally in her arms, babbled happily as if revealing secrets of her own. Her baby conversation 

made more sense at the moment than anything else about this situation. “Thanks,” she mumbled 

as she beat a quick retreat. 

Daniel sighed as the woman left the room. “What now, buddy?” he asked as he shook his head. 

As if in answer to his rhetorical question, Britney coo-ed.  “Yeah, well, don’t get used to the 

pancakes, sweet cheeks. You know I can’t cook worth a damn.”  

The baby clapped her hands and drooled in response.  

*** 

Jill stared at the computer screen. She had written and re-written the email to her cousin three 

times. Drawing a deep breath, she shook her head. “The truth is, Jill, you just don’t want to go 

back to Houston,” she announced to the empty room. 

She had also responded to emails from her youngest son Darren and her former boss. Both were 

worried about the suddenness of her trip. She was too. ‘A little too late, my girl.’ She opened 

another browser window and checked the status of her AmeriCorps’ application. Still pending.  

In desperation, she checked the prices of unlimited bus travel. A two-month ticket would cost her 

six-hundred dollars. What then? Why didn’t they sell tickets good for a whole year? A lifetime 

even. It wasn’t like she had anything to go back to. 

Jill fought back the tears. Things had been hard after David died. Some nights, missing him was 

so deep that it physically hurt, like someone had driven a knife into her gut and ripped out a 

piece of her. But they had one another. She and the boys against the world it seemed sometimes. 

They had kept one another going, her and her little Marines. 

Now it was just her. Staring at the picture of her sons that was her screen saver, she reminded 

herself that was how it was supposed to be. Children grew up. They started lives of their own. 

Her sons had done particularly well. All were successful in one way or another.   

The weight of the last couple of years pressed upon Jill’s shoulders. It felt as if this load was 

more oppressive than any she had faced before. Loss and death hung about her as she looked into 

the unknown. She recognized that the problems were not more significant than the ones she had 
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faced in the past, but there was no one to share the weight of the burden this time. It all just 

seemed too much. 

*** 

Daniel felt like an intruder in his own home. He did not know how long he had stood in the 

doorway to the nursery, watching the woman. Jill, he reminded himself. She had a name, but 

somehow it was easier to think of her as ‘the woman.’ The impersonal nature of it offered 

protection.  

He did not want to like her. Admire her gumption, as his dad would call it. But whether it was the 

delights of waking to the smell of the world’s best pancakes, the natural way that she had with 

his daughters, or simply her full figure that had his hands itching to cup and feel things that he 

ought not to even think about, he could not seem to get her out of his mind. 

He called a halt to his musings. Nothing could come of it. She came here to get married, and that 

was one thing he swore at Rachel’s grave-side he would never do: subject another helpless 

woman to his failings as a husband.  

He reminded himself that he had come here with a purpose. Clearing his throat to warn her of his 

presence, “Jill, I’m going to take the girls down to the park to watch Jess practice. Would you 

like to join us?” 

When she looked up from the computer screen, he could see the unshed tears glistening in her 

bright green eyes. He had no idea what to say or do to help her. The deep stabbing pain in his gut 

was a reminder that he hated tears. He was no good at stopping them. Why should this time be 

any different? 

With a lame brush of her hands across her face, she offered a weak smile, “Practice what?” 

“Soccer. Football, I guess you would call it,” he tried an inviting smile. 

“Actually, I don’t. That was one of those Americanisms that I hung onto. It used to drive David 

and our boys mad sometimes,” she laughed. Its warmth seemed to burrow deep into his mind. 

“Wow, you are a brave woman. Calling football soccer in England? I’m surprised the Queen 

herself didn’t boot you right out of the country,” he chuckled. It felt good. Genuine mirth had 

been missing from his life for a very long time.  

“What can you say? Some things are worth fighting for, and the truth is one of them,” she 

shrugged and returned his weak smile with a matching one of her own. 

He felt something inside him shift at her words. How many times had he used similar ones to 

encourage and motivate his men? This woman truly possessed that most elusive of human 
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traits…depths of the soul. He fought back the sudden urge to ask about other things worth 

fighting for. Reminding himself once more that this was all just a temporary situation, he 

repeated the invitation, “So, you want to come with us?” 

“Sure, it’s been a couple of years since I watched the theatrics of kids kicking a ball around.” 

“More drama on the sidelines. Don’t know about England, but around here, all the action is with 

the parents.”  

“Oh yeah, I forgot about them. Or at least, we all try to. I’ll just grab a jumper,” she said, 

reaching for a sweater from the suitcase at the foot of the bed. 

“Sweater,” he reminded her. “We’ll see you in the car then. Five minutes? I have to round up the 

troops.”  

He found himself whistling an old tune as he walked back down the hall. Why did her agreement 

to go with them to the practice matter? Why did his gut knot a bit in excitement at the prospect of 

spending more time with her? Why did this woman elicit responses in him that he thought long 

dead, needs he wanted desperately to deny? It was probably a good thing that she would be 

leaving in a few days because one thing he was confident about - his track record with women 

sucked. 

He stopped cold just outside of the nursery as the name of the tune suddenly came to him. He 

should have recognized it from the beginning. How many times growing up had he watched as 

his father came in from the fields, dusty and tired, to wrap his arms about his mother and draw 

her close for a hug as he sang it? The words of the old Elvis tune came rushing unbidden to his 

mind. 'Wise men say only fools rush in, but I can't help falling in love with you.' Daniel closed 

his eyes as he gripped the door frame and tried to push it all away. 

*** 

Jill screamed again as she watched the children race down the field. The black and white ball 

danced in front of Jess as she approached the goal. Jill held her breath as the girl swung her leg 

in an arc that would do David Beckham proud.  

“Yes,” she yelled at the top of her lungs. Her arms flung up in the air, the universal symbol of a 

goal.  

She looked down the sideline to Daniel and the girls. Just to check that they had not missed the 

action as they stood in line to purchase drinks and food. She was rewarded with Daniel’s 

conspiratorial grin and wink. She held her thumbs up in response. Her heart pounded more 

quickly against her ribs. “Ares,” she whispered beneath her breath at the sight of his dark head 

bent near Bel’s blond as if planning a military campaign rather than merely ordering snacks. 



-37- 

 

“You are as perfect for them as we thought you might be.” 

Jill was startled by the heavily accented voice that came from behind her. She turned to the 

woman, whom she recognized from the night before. Her hair hung in dark braids to her 

shoulders, and large golden hoops dangled like wind chimes from her ears. She wore jeans that 

clung to her round figure and did not attempt to hide the extra pounds her short frame carried. 

She wore the team t-shirt that stretched so tightly across her chest that Jill feared it would burst.  

“I’m Simone Jackson. You met my husband, Samuel, last night,” the woman said as she held out 

a pudgy hand that was covered with half a dozen or more gaudy rings.  

Jill shook it and returned the smile. “I hope you didn’t get into any trouble. He and Daniel seem 

to blame you for…” 

“Nuttin’ I can’t handle, girlfriend,” Simone cut her off before she could finish the sentence. 

“Why do they blame you?” Jill could not hold back the question. Something about this woman 

made her want to open up, to share. It was not something that she had felt since Ubah's death. It 

was something that she missed almost as much as she did her sons and husband. 

“Because you is all my doin’,” the woman replied simply, her dark eyes never leaving the game 

on the field. 

Jill screwed her face into a scowl. “What do you mean…all your doing? I thought Daniel’s 

mother wrote those emails.” 

Simone’s face lit up as she continued, “She did. But whose idea did you think it was to look on 

the internet in the first place? Dat sweet ole’ woman didn’t even know what email was until I 

showed her. No, it was me dat be helpin’ the stars along wid dis one,” she said proudly. 

Jill had to laugh. Despite the pride that she heard in the woman's voice, it was evident that fate 

had a strange sense of humor. “I hate to tell you this, but the stars made a mistake.” 

Simone frowned. “De stars never make no mistakes. Only people make mistakes.” Her dark eyes 

turned towards Daniel, who had been joined in line by her Samuel. “Sometimes people can fight 

what’s good for dem, but make no mistake. De stars is always right.” 

Jill shifted uncomfortably on the metal bleacher as she tried to change the subject. “Which island 

do you come from? I can hear the West Indian accent but can’t figure out where it comes from.” 

“West Indian. I haven’t heard dat word in years. Around here, they call it Caribbean,” she said. 

“Montserrat,” she answered with another of those smiles that made Jill want to believe in her and 

her crazy stars. 
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“How long have you been here?” Jill asked, trying to keep the conversation to safe topics. 

“Since I was six years old.” 

Jill drew her head back in shock. “Sorry, I just thought that with an accent like that, you hadn’t 

been here long.” 

“Oh, that. It is just useful,” Simone explained in perfect English. “I do readings on the side. 

People are just more inclined to believe in the arts when they hear the accent.” She nudged Jill, 

“Besides, de men can’t resist a good-lovin' Caribbean woman.” 

Jill cackled out loud. The laughter felt as if the weight of the world had lifted from her shoulders. 

Genuine joy danced within her for the first time in a very long time.  

“Dare I ask?” the deep voice caressed her skin like velvet. Jill immediately stopped laughing and 

sat up straight. She stiffened at the words whispered from behind, just inches from her ear. So 

close that she could feel his warm breath against the side of her face.  

“I was just talkin’ wid my new friend,” Simone responded, looking at Daniel and her husband. 

Both men stared at her as if neither believed her profession of innocence for a single minute. 

New friend, Jill considered the words. A dark look crossed her face, and her eyes misted a bit as 

she remembered her best friend. As much as she wanted to cling to the woman's casual 

proclamation, she knew she could not. Her best friend Ubah was dead, and she would not be 

around long enough for any real friendship to develop with this lively character. She was as 

alone as she felt at that moment. 

Daniel took a seat on the metal bleacher next to her. “Your nachos,” he said as he passed her the 

plastic bowl piled high with chips, chili, and cheese. “Extra jalapenos, just like you wanted.” 

Jill focused on living in the moment as she took the cardboard box from his hand, careful to 

avoid even the slightest brush of fingertips. Live in the moment and enjoy small luxuries that her 

quarter of a century exile across the pond had long denied her, like the smell of melted nacho 

cheese and fresh corn tortilla chips.  

"It's nice hearing them called hal-e-pen-yos and not jal-e-pen-yos,” she said as she brought a chip 

dripping with the orange cheese and piled high with the small green circles of pepper to her lips. 

“What?” Daniel asked. 

“Just another of the odd things they say,” she moaned after biting into the delicacy that never 

tasted quite the same in England. “Damn, that is good.” 

“You love your food.”  
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His tone was flat, casual, but there was nothing casual about the tightness that his words brought 

to her throat or the tears that gathered in the corner of her eyes, tears that had nothing to do with 

the heat of the peppers that burned her mouth. Tears that had everything to do with the bad script 

of insults running in her mind at the reminder.  

She stopped with cheese dripping off the next chip, poised inches from her mouth. She looked at 

her full figure. His words stung as if he had slapped her. “I might not be a size zero model, but 

I’m not exactly fat either,” she replied defensively. 

Daniel shook his head. “I’m sorry. I did not mean it like that at all." His voice was almost a 

whisper. He stared down at his hands that she noticed were clenched nervously.  

She regretted her harsh words. She did not know this man. It was not his words that caused the 

sharp pain near her heart. Not his fault. And she had no right to make him feel bad about 

something so inconsequential. "I'm sorry. I shouldn’t be so sensitive," she apologized as she sat 

the bowl of chips down next to her. It suddenly no longer tasted quite the same. 

He looked back up and gave her another of those half-smiles that she was coming to suspect 

meant he was as uncomfortable with this situation as she was. It was a camaraderie of sorts. "It’s 

kind of nice," he replied with a blush that forced pink to his ears. 

Simone broke in then, saddling her robust bosoms up against her husband’s arms. “That’s right 

— just more of us for the lovin’. Ain’t dat right, Sammy? More cushion for da pushin’.” 

Everyone laughed at her forthright words. Even as her husband blushed and slapped lightly at her 

bottom. “Watch your mouth around the kids, woman.” 

Jill turned back to watch the game before anyone could see the tears that still glistened in her 

eyes. It was not his fault. It was not his words that ricocheted through her mind at night. “What 

man could possibly want you? You’re fat, and what’s more, you don’t even try to take care of 

yourself.” 

*** 

Daniel ushered Jessica towards the car. He could see Jill struggling with the fastener on Bel’s 

booster seat. It was the soft curve of her backside that stuck out of the car door that led his mind 

and his body down some old and familiar pathways. He felt his cock stir in his jeans and 

reminded himself of his vow. This woman was off-limits. All women were. 

The whiny voice of his forever petulant pre-teen brought him back to reality quickly enough. 

“Who is she anyway?” Jess demanded sullenly, dragging her equipment bag, even as she dragged 

her feet.  
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He searched for the right answer. Jess would not be satisfied with the simple solution of a ‘nice 

lady’ that Bel had. Of course, the babies needed no explanation, just cuddles and pancakes. This 

one clearly demanded more tact, a more substantial reason, but without revealing the whole 

sordid mess. He sought for such a response for a moment before answering. “She’s a friend of 

gran’s, who is going to help out until I can find a nanny,” he assured himself it was not a 

complete lie. 

His daughter scowled, “We don’t need no one. I told you I can manage. I took care of the babies 

when mom was…” Words hung in the air. “I took care of the others even when she was alive.” 

Daniel felt the knife to his gut. “I know, sweetie, but you shouldn’t have to.” Guilt nibbled at his 

heart. How had he not seen how bad things had become those last couple of years? Alright, he 

had always known that Rachel was not the domestic type. His beautiful wife had never reformed 

from the spoiled, rich party girl that she had been when they met. But the house was always 

passable, the girls clothed and fed, even if it was mostly take-out. How long had Jess been 

bearing the burden that was never hers, he wondered now? 

He hit the button on his key ring. The click told them that the glass window on the back of the 

car was open. Jess was still pouting as she tossed her gear bag into it. He noticed that Jill had 

finally conquered the cursed fastener. She was now rising to her full stature, a triumphant look 

upon her face. That smile did as many funny things to his gut, and lower, as her bottom or those 

full breasts. Of course, his gaze would have to travel to where they strained against the jumper, 

as she called it. Cold shower. He needed a cold shower when they got home. 

“Jessica, this is Jill,” he said by way of introduction. “Jill, the sulking pre-teen is my daughter, 

Jessica.” He offered apologetically. 

The woman extended her hand towards his oldest daughter. “It’s nice to meet you, Jess. Your 

grandmother told me a lot about you. But not how good a soccer player you are. That goal was 

magnificent.” 

The young girl looked at the ground. “Yeah. Whatever,” she mumbled as she held open the door. 

Jill climbed in first and buckled the seat belt. Jess took the seat on her right, next to the window. 

She promptly pulled out her phone and plugged it into her ears. Daniel climbed into the driver’s 

seat. His legs brushed against Jill’s as he folded his tall frame into the car.  

He had forgotten how packed and intimate even his Explorer could be. He tried to remember the 

last time that Rachel had gone with them on one of their family outings. But he failed. Those last 

couple of years, she had begged off so many things. She said that she needed some time alone, 

but he had always wondered.  
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There was nothing he could do about the past, as much as he might like to. Turning the key, he 

smiled at his girls. “Next stop home.”  

*** 

Jill wiped Britney’s face. The baby giggled, revealing the dimple in her left cheek.  

“You are a cheeky little monkey, sweetheart,” she tickled the baby’s side. 

Ashley began to whimper uncharacteristically in her high chair. “Alright, sweetie, you’re next. 

Just let me get your sister’s hands clean,” she ran the damp cloth across the baby’s hands as well. 

She placed Britney on the kitchen floor, which she had just swept. The baby crawled towards the 

box of toys in the corner.  

“Your turn now, angel.” She reminded herself once more not to get too attached to the babies, but 

over the past couple of days, it was a fight that she feared she had already lost. The girls, even 

sulking Jess, had been a delight. Jill had played dolls and read books with Bel. She had also 

attempted to engage Jess in conversation about soccer with some limited success. The tween had 

grudgingly admitted that she knew quite a bit about the sport ‘for an old lady.’ 

But it was the twins for whom the fight was the hardest. She had insisted that Daniel allow her to 

care for the babies while she was here. After all, it was the least she could do to repay his 

hospitality. It had been over twenty years since she cared for babies. She had forgotten the 

softness, the warmth, and the unconditional love that they exuded.  

She would miss it when she left this place, but she had come to a decision. She was going to 

purchase an older car and begin her tour of America. Even her limited funds would get her quite 

a ways if she camped out and stayed in hostels, where possible. Besides, she could always pick 

up money in any café that had a help wanted sign. If she felt a bit let down by her decision, there 

was not much she could do now. It was the best of her options.  

“All done, my girls,” she pronounced as she placed Ashley on the floor. She promptly tottled 

straight to where her sister sat playing with a plastic worm. Jill used the damp cloth to clean the 

high chairs. She tried hard to keep thoughts of him from invading her mind. 

*** 

Daniel growled as he tossed the paper upon a growing pile on the coffee table. How hard could it 

be? Finding one qualified, responsible, and caring person to look after four girls. But over the 

past couple of days, it was as daunting a mission as any he had ever undertaken. This one was 

too old to manage four active girls. That one too inexperienced. This one too strict and unloving. 

That one too lenient. This one didn’t speak enough English. That one didn’t drive.  
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He growled again in utter frustration as Jill entered the room. He stood up and took the heavily 

laden tray that she carried. “Here, let me help you with that.” 

She handed it over with a smile, “I just thought you could use some lunch. How’s the search 

going for a nanny?” 

“Finding terrorists hiding in the mountains of Afghanistan is easier,” he replied weakly. 

“I hope you find the right person.” She turned to leave with another of those weak smiles that did 

not reach her eyes.  

What he would give for even one of the genuine ones that caused the fine lines around those 

bright green eyes to crinkle just a bit at the corner. But those seemed to be reserved for his 

daughters. Playing Barbies with Bel or laughing at the latest antics of the twins, even talking 

soccer with Jess. Never for him. Polite nervousness reigned, but then again, he supposed it was a 

two-way street. The situation made them both uncomfortable. What the hell was his mother and 

Simone thinking, he asked himself for the thousandth time. 

“How about you? Any word from your cousin?” he continued the polite charade. 

“Actually, I’m thinking about buying a used car and just hitting the road,” she stopped in the 

doorway.  

She was wearing some sort of long dress that was stylish this year. It should have hung 

formlessly about her body, but the way that its deep v-cut neckline framed her breasts begged to 

have his hands brush it aside, freeing the ample swell beneath. And it did nothing to hide the 

gentle sway of her hips either. The damned thing was a new form of torture. One, he was not sure 

he could withstand for much longer. So, her words should have brought relief, instead of the 

sudden welling of panic that rose from deep inside his gut. He frowned at the thought, “Isn’t that 

a bit dangerous for a woman alone?” 

Jill shook her head, “I’ll manage…probably better than you will if that stack of papers is the 

reject file.” She gestured towards what was, in fact, the reject pile. 

“Thanks a lot for the reminder.” His laughter filled the room as she headed back into the kitchen 

to make some other delightful concoction for dinner. Patting his tummy, ‘I’d better get back to 

the field soon, or I’m going to be out of regulation with that woman’s cooking.’ A low moan 

came from his lips as he bit into the thick sandwich rich with beef left over from the night before 

and a dressing that was unlike anything he had tasted before. 

“Damn, that woman can cook,” he said around a large bite.  

Why was it that in the hundreds of resumes he had read and a dozen interviews, there was not a 

single woman to be found that could cook, clean, and take care of the girls like this one had? She 
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stepped off the plane and simply took over, making everything look easy. His brows furrowed 

deep with thought as he finished off the sandwich. 

*** 

Jill washed the pot as she stared out the kitchen window. The street was bustling with young 

families out for walks and bike rides. In the middle of summer, the sun would not go down for 

another couple of hours. The house was quiet, too quiet. Jess had asked to visit Althea, and Bel 

was with the little girl next door. It reminded her for the moment of her lonely existence back in 

London. A solitude that she would be forced once again to embrace all too soon.  

But just outside, it seemed as if the world mocked her emptiness. From the window, she could 

see the commander entertaining the twins in the wading pool. The man looked way too good in 

khaki shorts and a t-shirt. Not as good as in those white boxers, of course. Turning to wipe down 

the table, she reminded herself not to ogle the man. She finished off with sweeping and damp 

mopped the floor underneath the high chairs.  

She pondered what to do now. She could watch some television she supposed. She had always 

been partial to American shows. Crime dramas were her favorites. She could almost hear David's 

laughter when he accused her of studying up so that she could off him for his pension the 

moment he retired, and they moved to Spain. She inhaled deeply as if to hold onto the precious 

memories that were slipping further and further from her each day.  

With a slight shake of her head to send the ghosts away, she headed into the living room. She 

stopped just inside the doorway. A picture caught her eye. It was a family portrait. The 

commander and a devastatingly beautiful blond woman with a much younger Jess. The other 

little girl must be Bel, but she could not have been much older than the twins were now. They 

were all giggling in the picture as Daniel and the girls attempted to tickle the woman, Rachel. 

Jill had spent the past two years working in a day center for people with mental health issues. 

She had even received some basic counseling training. She knew people who suffered from 

depression. She had even known a couple, who had attempted suicide. The laughing blue eyes 

that looked at her from that picture showed no signs of sadness. Certainly not of depression so 

deep that it would drive her to take her own life.  

Of course, she understood that many with depression masked. Then too, this photograph was 

taken years before the woman’s death. Had Post Partum Depression after the birth of the twins 

been the culprit? Still, the woman had so much to live for. Rubbing her finger across the glass, 

she whispered her thoughts aloud, “Why?” 

“If I knew that don’t you think I would have done something…anything to stop her,” came the 

deep growl of a wounded animal behind her. 
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She jumped, startled by his presence. The man seemed almost another ghost, moving about 

without making the least bit of noise. She was confident it was a skill that made him very good at 

his job, but it made her more than a little uncomfortable. “I’m sorry.” It was a weak and 

inadequate response, she knew that, but it was all she had to offer to the hurt and defensive tone 

of his voice. 

“I need to get some more towels. The other ones are wet. Would you mind going outside with the 

girls?” he commanded in a flat, cold tone that brooked no disobedience. 

Jill nodded and brushed past him as she headed outside. It was clear from his tone that she had 

overstayed her welcome, prying, as it were, into things that were not her business. But it was 

hard for her to disconnect from the girls. From him and the pain that he wore like his uniform. 

And each day she stayed, it would only get harder. Her resolve grew firmer; she had to get out of 

here - before it was too late. 

As if to validate her thoughts, she caught his smell, soap and man, nothing more. It was 

intoxicating. It washed across her senses like a cool breeze on a hot summer’s day. If she did not 

leave soon, this man would be her undoing.  

*** 

Daniel sat on the back steps. He could hear Jill singing a lullaby to the twins. Her voice was 

horrid. Each note flatter and more off-key than the last. At least she wasn’t perfect.  

How could someone insinuate themselves so entirely into his family in just a few days? But this 

woman had.  Whether it was her cooking that was definitely putting weight on him and the girls, 

the easy way that she managed the house, multi-tasking until everything and everyone shone 

bright and clean, or the relaxed and genuine love and care that she gifted on each of his girls, 

love and care that made him a bit jealous and ache for even a smidgeon of her affections; this 

woman fit. Fit into their lives like a missing puzzle piece. 

If she left now, he knew that Bel would be devastated. The two of them had formed a close bond, 

playing dolls for hours as the babies crawled about. It had made him realize exactly how badly 

his middle child was starved for feminine attention, taking her mother’s death and emotional 

abandonment more deeply than he had known. The twins, too, had taken to the woman, although 

they were easier to please; milk, food, clean diapers, and a few toys, anyone could be their 

friend.  

Of course, Jess would probably be happy to see her go, but he could sense that even she was 

melting just a bit, responding to the interest that Jill showed to her activities, especially soccer. 

Given time, he was sure that she would come to accept the woman, who had taken a bit of the 

burden her young shoulders were too thin to manage alone.  
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“What about you, buddy? You happy to see the woman go?” he asked the darkness. Besides the 

obvious, cooking, cleaning, and the genuine care that she showed his girls, he admitted that there 

was something else about her. The few conversations that they had the past few days had been 

both oddly awkward and comfortable. The combination was decidedly unusual. Comfortable 

might seem an odd word in this situation, but he was not accustomed to conversations with 

women that were anything other than contentious, angry even. 

When he had seen Jill looking at that picture, it had been a reminder of one thing; his vow and 

what a miserable failure he was as a husband. How could he have not seen the depression? Oh, 

he knew that Rachel was not happy with their life. She made that damned clear. He had thought 

that they might even get a divorce, but he never had for a moment thought she would commit 

suicide.  

‘Why’ had haunted his life for most of the past seven years and probably would for the rest of his 

life. It was not an easy enemy to confront. He knew that from his career as well as his marriage. 

The burdens he bore as a leader weighed as heavily, sometimes, as these: the lost lives, the 

mistakes, the what-ifs, and should-haves.  

But this failure as a husband was a different kind of burden. Why had he not seen the truth? Why 

had Rachel thought everything so hopeless that she would leave the girls? Him, he could 

understand. They had long since stopped loving one another. The Navy and his country, his 

mistresses and true loves, as she had accused thousands of times over the years.  

And Rachel was never one to play second fiddle to anyone. She craved center stage like the 

spoiled, youngest child of the wealthy family that she was. He chuckled almost fondly; she 

would have been at home on one of those television reality shows where all the women did was 

shop and go to parties. She certainly was not cut out for the long absences and responsibilities 

that marriage to a Navy SEAL brought with it. Even though Simone and some of the other wives 

had reached out to her, Rachel had never really fit in with this lifestyle that required self-

sacrifice. 

His senses trained over the years to be at constant alert, he heard the creak of the screen door as 

it opened. Silence hung in the crisp, clean air, the slightly musky smell of the ocean carried on 

the light breeze that cooled the summer night. The whole thing wrapped about them like a snug 

blanket, setting the stage for what he knew would not be an easy conversation. 

The woman stood in the doorway as if uncertain how to proceed. It was a feeling that he could 

sympathize with at the moment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were out here.” 

“The girls asleep?” He lifted the bottle of lukewarm beer to his lips. She nodded as she turned 

back to go inside. “Don’t go.” 
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“I don’t want to bother you,” she shifted nervously from one foot to the other. The movement 

caused those gorgeous tits to bounce just a bit within the tight confines of her dress. He fought to 

lead his mind away from that dangerous path. If this was going to work, he had to stop having 

those kinds of thoughts about the woman. About Jill. 

He sighed and cleared his throat before launching into the unknown. “I was going to come 

looking for you anyway. There is something I wanted to discuss.”  

*** 

Jill reluctantly took a seat on the step next to him but declined the bottle of beer when he passed 

it to her with a polite excuse, “Never liked the stuff. More of a wine girl.” 

He nodded and brought the bottle back up to his lips. His profile shone proudly in the soft 

moonlight. Up close, she could see the fine lines around his eyes, lines drawn by time and 

responsibility. He was a man with plenty of those that was for certain.  

Jill clasped her hands in her lap to keep from reaching up and touching his beard. What would it 

feel like? Would it be as soft as it looked? His dark brown hair, too, was longer than she was 

accustomed to. She knew, of course, that the U.S. military had loosened its once stringent 

regulations on such things. Fitting in with local cultures and camouflage were more important 

than tradition.  

Her heart skipped a beat as she remembered David in his dress uniform. Hair cut short in keeping 

with customs, his olive cheeks shaved clean. Even after seven years, it still hurt a bit to 

remember the man that had been her first lover, best friend, and husband for almost twenty years.  

But the past was not something she could change. And while her future might not be the one she 

had dreamt of, it would be one of her choosing. She watched this man in silence as he lowered 

the empty bottle, resting it on his knees. Resolve welled up inside of her. “So, what did you want 

to talk about?” 

“Are you serious about buying some old clunker and just going?” His words stung. While it 

might not seem the most logical option to someone like him, or even to most people, Jill had 

always been someone who followed her heart.  

If it had not worked on this particular occasion, it had when she had given up her home and 

country to follow a man she loved. Their happy marriage and the four sons they had produced 

attested to her instincts. Still, his words made her feel defensive. “Is it any of your damned 

business?” 

“Yeah, it’s my mother’s fault you came on this damned wild goose chase, to begin with. So, hell 

yeah, I’d feel like shit if anything happened to you. I have enough fucking blood on my hands as 
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it is.” He sat tall and straight as a board as he stared straight ahead at the moon as if seeing ghosts 

that were not there.  

Jill fought the urge to wrap her arms about those broad shoulders that bore more pain and 

responsibility than any human ought. His pain was one she knew well. One she had battled for 

almost twenty years, one she ached to try and soothe in him as she once had in David. If things 

had been different, she thought. But they were not. He had made his choice. He did not want to 

risk hurt or share the burdens that he carried. And she would do well to remember that.  

“Well, don’t worry about me, Commander. I’m a big girl.” She stood and turned to leave. There 

was no point in continuing this conversation. It would only deepen the pain of rejection that she 

was already feeling. The might-have-beens that haunted her dreams as she slept in the bed just 

across the hall from him each night. It was a pain she had no right to feel at all. 

His hand grabbed hers. She could feel the callouses as they rubbed against her palm. She froze at 

the heat. Her heart stuttered in her chest with an old familiarity. She shook herself as for a 

moment she too felt ghosts pass over this place, even if for her, they brought comfort. Something 

she doubted this man had felt in a very long time. 

“No, please don’t go,” he pleaded. “I always screw these things up.” His other hand ran across 

his face as he sighed deeply.  

The battle waged in her mind. She knew that she ought to run, seek out the safety of the room 

that she shared with the twins. Pull up the edges of the quilt that seemed made with such loving 

care, and try to forget this man, the girls, and the longings of her betraying heart.  

But the quiet strength of this man touched a part of her that she thought long since dead. A 

portion of her that ached to soothe and comfort just as much as she would his crying twins. It had 

been a long time since she felt that protective of a man. In the end, it was not his words that she 

responded to, but the unspoken needs that they hid. She returned to her seat next to him. Their 

thighs brushed against one another once more. 

 “You know I’ve been looking for a nanny,” he said after a long moment of silence that was 

punctuated with only the lonesome song of the crickets. Jill simply nodded. If a friendly ear was 

all he sought from her, it was certainly something that she would offer freely. “It isn’t going as 

well as I hoped.” 

“I’m sorry for the girls’ sake and yours,” Jill knew that her voice carried the genuine concern that 

she felt inside. David had always said she wore her heart on her sleeve. It was a characteristic 

that did not always serve her well.  

“I was thinking. You are good with them. The house is cleaner than it has been in…ever. And 

your cooking is amazing. You don’t have any place to go or anything.” Jill frowned at his last 
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words. They seemed so cold and logical as if a computer were analyzing the situation and 

calculating the best possible outcomes based upon nothing more than strings of zeroes and ones.  

It reminded her of how different they were. The man who followed his sense of duty and the 

woman who followed her heart. “I’m rambling again, aren’t I?” he asked when he saw her 

looking up at the moon once more. 

“Yes, you are, commander. Are you saying that you have reconsidered the marriage idea?” She 

inquired, trying to keep the note of hope from her voice. 

Daniel drew back as if scalded with hot water. “No, God, no.”  

Jill fought back the tears. His words cut across her like a bayonet. Feeding insecurities that she 

thought were buried. Of course, a guy like him would never be interested in someone that looked 

like her. She sat in stunned silence.  

“What I’m trying to ask is…would you consider staying as our nanny?” he finished with a deep 

sigh.  

Jill thought that she had grown immune from rejection over the past year. But his proposition 

was so much less than what she had once hoped that it was impossible not to draw back from the 

pain. Pain, she would not let him see. She gathered her words carefully about her like a Kevlar 

vest to protect her heart from word bombs.  

“Daniel, I’m sorry, but I’m not interested. As I said in an email, I had considered the possibility 

of caring for other people’s children, but I don’t want to become attached to them and then have 

to move on.” 

“But it doesn’t have to be that way. The girls adore you. Well, except for Jess, but she’s just a 

typical teenager. I can see that you already care for them. This could work. I know it could,” he 

tried almost desperately to convince her. 

“No, Daniel, it couldn’t. Your job is dangerous. We both know that. What if something happened 

to you? I know from personal experience that the military isn’t exactly kind to its widows and 

orphans. But at least the boys and I had one another. A nanny has no legal standing… 

whatsoever,” she punctuated the last word.  

She hesitated to say more. She realized that she knew far more about this man, his daughters, and 

even his marriage than he realized. But for some reason, she needed him to understand why it 

could never work. “I know that Rachel’s sister has already tried to get custody of those girls 

once. If something…" she trailed off slowly.  

The familiar tightness squeezed her heart until she found it almost impossible to breathe. She 

recognized that feeling, knew it well. It was fear. The fear that all military families learned to live 
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with every time their soldiers faced another deployment. But what shocked her was how strongly 

it gripped her. She shook her head. She had no right. It did not make sense.  

But she would examine those feeling another time when she was long gone from this place and 

this man. For now, she needed to make him understand how impossible what he asked was. 

Impossible for all of them. "If anything happened, I wouldn’t stand a chance as the hired help. 

So, no, Daniel, the answer is no,” she answered with finality, as she stood and turned back 

towards the house. The slamming of the screen door punctuated her remarks in the dark, silent 

night. 

*** 

Daniel stared at the computer screen. His eyes hurt. He had barely slept at all last night. And 

when sleep did finally come, it was filled with images of lifeless blond bodies and cold, blue lips. 

The nightmare was a frequent visitor these past months. But this time, when he looked back, the 

dead form was not Rachel, but Jill.  

He hated to admit it, but everything she had said last night made perfect sense. She was right. 

Even widows and children were rapidly erased from the minds of the country that they had 

served. And of course, even if he made a will giving her custody of his daughters, it would 

probably not be enough. A nanny would have little standing in a custody battle, especially when 

faced with the best lawyers money could buy. He knew just how vicious things could get, 

especially with his former sister-in-law.  

He was a bit shocked that she knew about that, though. What else might she know about him and 

the girls was what had kept him up most of the night. He had pulled the piece of paper with the 

account name and password from his desk. He spent hours pouring over the emails that she had 

exchanged with his mother and Simone. He still was not anywhere near the end of them all. Over 

the weeks, there were hundreds. Two-hundred and twenty-seven to be exact. And those were just 

her responses.  

He had finally given up trying to read them all around four in the morning. He might not know 

everything about this woman who had invaded their lives and home, but he was a man 

accustomed to making decisions based on limited intelligence. Decisions that could cost him and 

others’ lives. He knew enough to come to a decision. 

He closed the laptop and stood. He knew where to find her. After she walked Jess and Bel to the 

bus stop and saw them off to school, her mornings were spent in the backyard as Ashley and 

Britney toddled and played on the plastic gym that had seen over a decade of proud service.  

He held open the screen door. He saw them immediately, laughing and playing in the pool. Jill 

was wearing another knit dress that clung to her lush covers. The halter-style top accentuated 
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those full breasts. He swore that he could see the dark outline of her nipples through the thin 

fabric. ‘Enough of that, buddy,’ he chided himself. This was not that sort of an arrangement. 

Clearing his throat, he waited. Jill looked up with a smile plastered on her face. Britney giggled 

and splashed water on her dress. The knit material clung to her soft breasts. In self-defense, he 

turned his eyes towards Ashley as she waddled towards him. He lifted her into his arms when she 

reached the steps. Finding the woman sexually attractive would only complicate an already 

muddled situation.  

Even with the decision made, his mind and his body were battling. He did not need this 

complication. It was not a duty that he was any damned good at. But it was the only choice. He 

dove in, knowing that he was probably messing this one up too. He forced the words out before 

he could second guess himself out of it. “Jill, are you still interested in this arranged marriage 

thing?” 



-51- 

 

Chapter Three 

Rocky Road Brownies 

Two boxes of store-bought brownie mix 

2 eggs 

Oil and water (follow the instructions on the box) 

Marshmallows 

Coconut 

Nuts (walnuts, pecans or almonds work best) 

Glazed cherries (cut into pieces) 

Chocolate chips/chunks (dark or white both are brilliant) 

Mix up the chocolate brownie mix as instructed on the box with water, oil, and eggs. Then stir in 

the other ingredients. You decide proportions based upon your tastes…like cherries then add lots 

of those, prefer nuts, then more of those. The only thing to be mindful of is not to add too many 

marshmallows, or the brownies will be runny and need to be eaten with a spoon. Pour mixture 

into a greased pan and bake in the oven at the temperature and timings on the box, give or take a 

few extra minutes for the marshmallows and chips to melt. 

Jill stared at Daniel, completely frozen as Britney splashed and babbled. Her heart pounded out a 

Texas two-step that would tire even the most experienced dancer. She must have heard him 

wrong. “What, commander?” Her voice sounded needy and unsure even to her own ears, and she 

cursed herself for it. 

Daniel walked across the yard, carrying his daughter. He stopped barely two inches from her. At 

five foot ten, she was not a small woman, but he towered over her. The gentleness with which he 

held his daughter warred with the strength that emanated from him like an aura. At this distance, 

she could almost feel the heat coming off his body. 

“I asked…if you would do me the honor of being my wife?” he smiled nervously as he shifted 

the child from one arm to the other. “I suppose that sounds more like it.” 

Jill shook her head in disbelief. After their conversation on the steps the night before, this was 

the last thing she was expecting. “Is this some joke? You said last night that you didn’t need or 

want a wife?” 
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“I still don’t want one." He paused and stared off at the clouds for a moment. She felt at a distinct 

advantage. While those emails might not have come from him, she knew decidedly more about 

his life than perhaps he would wish. His hurts ate at her soul.  

He cleared his throat before he began again, "Well, more like, I’m not very good husband 

material."  

Jill could feel the pain behind those words. She wanted nothing more than to reach out her hand 

and brush his cheek, reassure him. Tell him that everything would be alright. But despite 

everything, she barely knew this man. Those words in the emails were not his. And she had no 

real right to feel this way. 

He smiled weakly as he looked back at the baby in his arms and then at her. "I admit defeat. 

What you said last night made perfect sense. I do need one. The girls need a mother.” Tickling 

Ashley softly, “And you’re damned good at it." Rubbing his stomach, he chuckled, "Besides, 

lady, your cooking speaks for itself.” 

Jill laughed. His words reminded her of one of her favorite old musicals, Seven Brides for Seven 

Brothers. The hero fell instantly in love with his soon-to-be bride’s stew. She could only hope 

their road would be less rocky, but the tight knots in her stomach that grew with each passing 

heartbeat warned her that this path was not without its risks. His words were too practical, so 

much less than what she wanted, even given their situation. She stamped those doubts down, as 

Ubah had said, those things came with time.  

Jill felt the tug on her dress. She looked down into Britney’s smiling face. Jill knew what her 

answer must be. If before her mother's heart had missed the laughter, the noise, and even the 

fights that a house full of children brought, the past few days she had fallen for these girls, 

Daniel's daughters. There were not just images on a computer screen anymore. They were small 

people with minds of their own. And he was right. They needed her. 

Picking the wet little girl up, she nodded slowly. When she finally found the courage to speak, it 

was in a throaty and needy whisper, “Yes, please.” 

*** 

Daniel spent the rest of the day making arrangements. From his perspective, there was no need to 

delay things. The sooner they handled the formalities, the better. He admitted he had practically 

bullied Jill into a quick wedding. Protesting that the girls needed stability, and he wanted to get 

back to the field. They were arguments he knew would strike at the core of her too soft heart. If 

some part of him felt a tad guilty that he had rushed her, that there would not be time for her sons 

to join them for the wedding, he dismissed those concerns in favor of expediency. 
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The truth was some part of him wanted things settled quickly, before the woman had second 

thoughts, saw how inadequate he truly was as a husband. Perhaps the real truth was that he 

wanted this thing over and done with before all of the ghosts that resided in his nightmares could 

override common sense, and what he knew was the best option.  

He had called the chaplain first. After more than his fair share of funerals and memorial services, 

the man was delighted at the prospect of a wedding. If he was a bit shocked when Daniel 

suggested the next day, he did not say anything. It would be simple, just the two of them and the 

girls. A few of his men and their families, but nothing large and fancy. Not like that other one. He 

shook his head and forced his fingers back to the phone, these numbers on speed dial. 

He phoned his mother first. He wondered how he would bring this one up as the phone rang.  

"Hi, Mom," he began when she picked up. "How are you and dad?" 

He could hear the worry and tiredness in her voice, "Nothing new, really hon. Your dad is as 

stubborn as ever. The chemo is making him sick, and he is tired all the time. Of course, he can't 

stand the fact that he isn't able to manage the ranch. But we'll make it through all right."  

Daniel shook his head as another layer of guilt was added to the pile. His parents needed him, or 

at least a son to run the family farm, not a soldier that had long since forgotten all he knew of 

cattle and horses.  

"How are you and my girls? You had any luck finding a nanny?" There was a momentary pause, 

but before he could begin to explain, she asked, "Did Jill make it back to London? I am sorry, 

Daniel. I know you must still be mad at me, but all I can say is I was trying to do what I thought 

was best for you and those children. Will you forgive me?" 

He sighed with relief, thankful that his mother was the first to mention Jill. It was the opening 

that he needed. "Actually, Mom, that's why I'm calling. I wanted to let you know that we're 

getting married." 

"You don't sound pleased about it," he could hear the worry in her voice ratchet up a couple of 

notches. 

"It's not that, Mom. Honestly, you were right. I spent days going through a stack of resumes and 

could not find a single qualified nanny. But from the moment Jill woke up that first morning, she 

just sort of," he paused as he sought the right word. She just fit, but that was not something he 

could explain to his mother. In the end, he settled for, "She just sort of took over. I woke up to the 

smell of pancakes, and she had all the girls dressed and eating away merrily in the kitchen with 

her. She'd even told them not to wake me up." 
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He could almost hear the smile in his mother's voice when she spoke again, "Simone and I 

thought so. You know it wasn't easy for us either. We looked through hundreds of profiles on 

dozens of those sites before we found hers. But something about her complete openness," his 

mother sighed, and he could hear the rustle of tissue. He could almost see her reach into the 

pocket of her old house dress for a fresh one.   

“I honestly am happy for you, sweetie. I know that you have been hurt, but I hope you will give 

her a chance. Sometimes friendship is the best place to start.”  

Before Daniel could confide more, she replied, "I have to go, sweetie. The nurse is knocking, but 

we both love you, and I'll share the good news with your father. I know it will make him as 

relieved as I am. We love you. Give my girls hugs and kisses from Grandma. Darnation, I'm 

coming. Give me a minute here," she yelled at what must have been the nurse, or perhaps his 

father was cantankerous again.  

Daniel wanted to keep her on the phone. Had hundreds of questions racing through his mind, 

needed his mother's advice and guidance. And perhaps reassurance that he was making the right 

choice - this time.  

But before he could say any of that, she was breathlessly back, "Honey, I do have to go but give 

Jill a big kiss for me too. Tell her I can't wait to meet her. She truly is an amazing woman, but I 

guess you know that better than I do. This is the perfect solution, Daniel.”  

“I know things were hard. You know, with Rachel, but Jill is nothing like that woman. Just give 

her a chance, baby, I think you will find the happiness that you deserve. If I didn’t, then Simone 

and I would have never sent that first email." 

Daniel nodded his head, a bit shocked that his mother had known precisely the words that he 

needed to hear the most. Knew each of his worries, and even amid the chaos and worry back 

home, she had taken the time to share those reassurances with him. "Thanks, Mom. I love you," 

was all he could choke past the dry lump in his throat.  

He stood listening to the dial tone for a moment after she hung up. His parents never ceased to 

amaze him. Forty-one or was it forty-two years now? Theirs was the fairytale happily ever after 

that had kept him from attorneys and the divorce court no matter how tough things got with 

Rachel.  

He always reminded himself that they had seen rough times together. Floods, droughts, and 

blizzards that destroyed whole herds. The sorrow of a half dozen or more miscarriages as they 

tried to give him the baby brother or sister that was never to be. And now this demon called 

cancer. But they had made it through all that, together, as friends and lovers. That was the solid 

ground that he had always dreamt of.  
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Lovers. His mother's other words echoed in his head. 'Give Jill a big kiss.' "Fuck," he cursed. In 

less than twenty-four hours, he would stand before god and friends, and swear to love, honor, 

and cherish a woman that he had never even kissed. The idea left him shaking his head. Not that 

the idea of kissing Jill was all that horrid.  

He smiled as images of her walking out of those doors at the airport, the gentle way that those 

jeans hugged and cupped her round bottom. His cock stirred to life in his jeans at the thought. 

But the image that fully awoke his body from its long slumber was the way that stupid dress had 

clung to her full breasts when Britney splashed water on it. Her nipples had hardened instantly 

from the cold water, although some part of him wanted to believe that part of it was in reaction to 

him, his presence.  

But thirteen years of a lousy marriage, worse sex, and accusations that Rachel had flung about so 

easily had undermined his confidence as a man. If his wife was to be believed, all of their sexual 

problems were his fault. He shook his head as he picked up the phone again. He froze before it 

even reached his ear.  

Sex. Was that a part of this deal that Jill had brokered with his mother and Simone at all? This 

was, after all, an arrangement for the children's sake. One that gave them the mother they needed 

and Jill the family she missed. So, where the fuck did that leave him? Besides back in the field 

with his men, of course. It wasn't like he had not already lived through a mostly sexless 

marriage, but damn, it was not something he wanted to do again.  

He thought about pressing the redial button, but his mother was busy with his father and the 

nurse, besides he would not know exactly how to broach the subject with his mother. Not that his 

parents had ever been prudes. Public displays of affection were standard in the home where he 

grew up. Everything from the morning kiss that his father always gave her when he came in for 

breakfast after feeding the livestock to the playful swats that the man bestowed on his mother's 

bottom from time to time. But asking his mother, 'Oh, by the way, did you happen to discuss sex 

with Jill in those emails?' was not something that he relished. 

That led him to his other option and by far the hardest call to make, Samuel. Not Samuel really, 

but Simone. He knew that the woman would gloat. This would only fuel her meddling. But he 

also knew as her husband and his mother had said, she did not mean any harm. Picking up the 

phone, he dialed the number. Simone answered on the second ring.  

"So, hot stuff, how it goin' over there? Has Jill decided what she is doin' yet?" Simone asked.  

He considered taking the bull, well the heifer in this case, by the horns or udders, and asking 

Simone the question that was now plaguing his thoughts. But she would have enough to prance 

and preen about soon enough, he did not need to add fuel to the fire, or bonfire was more like it. 

"Is Samuel around?"  
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"Sure, out in the garage. Tinkering. Speaking of which, you been doing any tinkering lately?" she 

giggled. 

"Simone," he warned. He could hear her laughter as he waited for her to get his friend from his 

workshop in the garage. 

“Hey, buddy, what’s up?” Samuel asked when he came on a moment later. 

“Are you busy tomorrow?” Daniel stammered nervously, uncertain how to begin this 

conversation. Even more so than with his mother. For all her craziness or perhaps because of it, 

Samuel and Simone had the only other 'perfect' marriage that he had seen. After almost twenty 

years of marriage, only one cloud hung over their world. 

“No plans. Just gonna putter around with some wood. Making Simone a new table for her 

readings.” 

Daniel screwed up his courage, “I was wondering if you would be my best man.” 

“What the fuck?” The voice on the other end faded, followed by a thump. Daniel waited a 

moment. Silence and then a squeal filtered through the phone. A distinctly feminine squeal at 

that. A moment later he heard his friend pick up the phone. “I’ll be right over.”  

“Don’t bring,” but before Daniel could say Simone, the line went dead.  

*** 

Jill was finishing up a batch of rocky road brownies for the girls' after school snack and cleaning 

the kitchen. Looking up at the clock on the kitchen wall, she would need to leave for the bus stop 

in another fifteen minutes. She washed the countertop for the hundredth time that day.  

She had been distracted since her conversation with the commander that morning. Since Daniel's 

proposal would be more accurate. She had moved through the day like a robot on autopilot. She 

cared for the twins, made lunch, started dinner, and cleaned. But it all seemed like an old black 

and white movie set to play on slow motion. 

She supposed she had a good reason. Most brides were nervous before their weddings, but she 

was not most brides, and this was not a 'normal' marriage. It was an arrangement. Pure and 

simple. Daniel needed a housekeeper and cook, someone he could depend upon. The girls needed 

a mother, even Jess, though Jill was sure she would deny it. And she needed…  

What did she need? She was back in the good old U. S. of A. after all these years. She would 

have thought that the homesickness that she had felt for much of the past quarter of a century 

would have abated. But she continued to discover new ways that she no longer quite fit in here 

anymore. A hybrid. She had never adjusted to her life in England, but now she found that she 
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was no longer quite American either. It seemed just another example of how she never truly fit 

in. 

As for her other reason for this crazy plan. She still missed having her sons around; nothing 

could change that pain of the past couple of years. But the girls were more than she could have 

hoped for. It was just that, suddenly, what had seemed so logical and practical all those weeks 

ago when she responded to that first email seemed absolutely preposterous. Marrying someone 

you hardly knew. Someone that you did not love. At the moment, she would give anything to talk 

to Ubah. 

She heard the doorbell and called out, “I’ll get it,” as she raced from the kitchen, looking for 

something more to do, any distractions from her turbulent thoughts. 

She practically ran into Daniel in the living room. “Oh, sorry,” seemed a foolish response when 

the side of her breast brushed his arm. The man was going to be her husband in twenty-four 

hours. She shook her head and fought back the tears. It was just another sign of how wrong this 

all was, as she stepped aside, suddenly feeling like the stranger she was in his house. 

He nodded to her as he opened the door. His face a perfect mask, devoid of any emotion. Any 

doubts. If he even had them. Jill shivered as she realized just how little she knew of this man. 

Not even those emails that they had shared over the weeks were real. Second hand, it was all 

only second-hand information. She knew nothing really of the man she was about to marry.  

Simone burst through the door like a child on Christmas morning. “I told you de stars never lie, 

Danny, me boy,” as she wrapped him in a hug. Jill saw the glare that Daniel sent towards 

Samuel.  

“What could I do?” the man replied in his defense. 

Daniel did not have a chance to respond before Simone turned her attention to her. For a large 

woman, she moved fast, racing across the room and wrapping her in an embrace as well. Jill 

wanted, needed, to surrender to that contact, but she held herself back.  

“Gurl, we’s got so much to do. Why’s tomorrow? We need at least a month to do this thing 

right.” The woman questioned. It was the same question that Jill had been pushing back from her 

mind all morning. But the truth was she did not want to examine it too carefully. 

Turning back to where the men were chatting quietly by the door, Simone took control, “Aw, you 

two go do some man tings and leave us gurls to plan de whole ting.” Her dismissal was complete 

as she dragged Jill towards the kitchen. 

The moment they were behind the kitchen door, Simone opened like a flood gate. “See, I told 

you everything would work out. I knew the moment I saw your profile that you were the one. 
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And when I did a reading, well that only confirmed it, sweetie. This is going to be perfect. Now, 

we have to plan everything. What are you going to wear? The girls will all have to be in the 

wedding, of course. They will need new dresses too.” 

Jill felt the tears scalding her eyeballs as the woman spewed forth like Mount St. Helen's. “Stop 

it,” she screamed. Those tears that she had held back for days began to pour down her cheeks. “I 

can’t do it. I can’t. This is crazy. It’s all a horrible mistake,” she broke down. 

The woman stared at her for a moment. Then she wrapped her soft arms about her. “Sit down,” 

she commanded as she led Jill to the kitchen table. She placed Jill in a chair and went to the 

cupboards. Jill watched through the tears as the woman pulled two cups out of the cabinets and 

started the coffee pot.  

The woman obviously knew this house well. Jill wondered how many times over the past months 

or perhaps years, the woman had taken charge like this. She was sure that she had done so after 

Rachel's death. Jill was just as confident that Daniel and his daughters would have been lost 

without her. 

The woman's words rang in her head…'dis is all my doing.' Jill supposed in some ways it was, 

too. She thought of the hundreds of emails that she had unknowingly shared over the weeks with 

this woman. For a moment, she could empathize with Daniel. This woman knew things about her 

that few people other than her sons and Ubah ever had. One, in particular, haunted her.  

By the time, Simone returned with two cups of strong black coffee; Jill had regained some of her 

composure, her sobs had weakened to a stray tear or two. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have screamed 

at you like that,” she apologized. 

Taking the seat across from her, Simone shook her head that was now covered in thick rings of 

tight curls that hung past her shoulders. “It’s alright. You want to talk about it?” 

“I don’t think I can go through with this," she began as she stared at the cup in her hand. "I know 

it is a little late now to be having second thoughts, but…” she trailed off, uncertain what to say. 

How to explain. 

“But what, sweetie? I thought you wanted to have a family again. You were tired of the quiet of 

your empty nest, you said. You wanted to be part of something bigger, a community that fought 

for what was right. What’s changed?” 

Jill heard her own words written all those weeks ago pour from Simone's lips like murky 

floodwaters. She could not deny the truth of them. “I know, but…” She sought for words. Words 

to explain the self-doubts inside of her. 
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“I know you care about those girls already. I could see that on Sunday at soccer practice." 

Simone reached across the table and covered Jill's trembling hand with one of her own, "You 

have your family," Simone reassured her as she squeezed her hand. "Trust me; you are gonna fit 

right in with the wives’ club. So, why the cold feet?” She pressed again. 

“Him,” the answer sprung forth from Jill's heart like the first flower of spring bursting towards 

the truth of the sun. 

Simone laughed. The sound was deep and rich as it echoed off the walls of the kitchen. “Aw, 

dat.” 

Jill stared at the woman in disbelief. How could she of all people not understand the angst of this 

situation? She, who knew her secret. “Yes, that. He’s nothing like what I thought he would be.” 

“How so?" The woman pinned her with a knowing stare. "Everything his mama and me put in 

those emails is true. He’s a man of honor. We both know that is a dying breed. Men who believe 

in right and live by a code. Men willing to give their lives for what they believe.”  

Shaking her head, the woman continued her sermon, one that would have done the hellfire and 

brimstone preacher that she had grown up with proud. “The only thing that man loves more than 

this country and the Navy is those girls. For the past nine months, he has stayed here for them."  

Her dark eyes bored into Jill's soul. "You know how hard that is for a man like him. Sending his 

men off to face god knows what danger while he watches from some damned satellite feed? But 

his daughters needed him.”  

Squeezing Jill's hand tighter, she implored, “I thought you could understand all that? I thought 

you could see past the code to the man. I thought, no, I felt that just maybe you could heal some 

of the pain that man carries. I thought that you could give him the love he needs.”   

Jill looked at their hands, entwined on the table. The other woman's was just a couple of shades 

darker than Ubah's had been. How many times over the past few months had she yearned to 

touch and talk with her friend just one more time? Simone might not be Ubah, but something 

told her that she could be that same solid ground to turn to in times of trouble. If she let her.  

“What made you think that he would want someone like me?" she whispered. Confiding her 

deepest fears, "You’ve seen Rachel. Look at me. Hell, look at him. The man’s drop-dead 

gorgeous."  

Jill looked around the kitchen that gleamed in the afternoon sun, "I don’t want someone who sees 

me only as a cook, cleaner, and nanny. Alright, so maybe it was crazy, but I thought, I hoped, that 

someday real feelings could grow between us.” 
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Simone’s abundant laughter filled the small kitchen. “Dat man is purty. Dat is for sure. But don’t 

you be tellin’ my Samuel I said dat or I swear I’ll have to curse you.” Jill noted that the woman 

had taken up the thick accent that she used only when it suited her purposes, “But don’t let those 

pretty-boy looks and I don’t need no one attitude fool you. That man is hurting. He hurting bad." 

The woman sighed, "That woman you think is so pretty had a heart of darkness. And I should 

know." Jill wanted to question Simone more about the woman, who had been Daniel's first wife. 

So, many things about her, about their marriage, about her death, just did not make sense. She 

had been here only days, but something just did not add up. She could sense it instinctively. 

But before she could speak, Simone barreled on, "She did a real number on that boy’s head too. I 

promise you, sweetie, you a more beautiful woman than she ever was. Because your beauty 

comes from within.” 

Jill laughed sardonically as shook her head, “And men are so good at seeing that.” She could 

taste the bitter bile in her throat as a litany of harsh words danced through her mind. 'Fat.' 'Ugly.' 

'Cow.' The words cut like a knife through old scars that were barely healed even after almost two 

years. 

The woman squeezed her hand and held her gaze for a moment before she spoke, “The good 

ones are. And I’m placing my bets on the stars, that’s a good man in there." Jill shook her head at 

how easily the woman dismissed her fears.  

The woman pierced her with a glare that she was sure would have even the strongest of Royal 

Marines quaking in their boots, "Are you gonna let a few nerves stand between you and what 

you want? Cause if you is then you ain’t the woman we thought you were.”  

Her eyes pinned Jill's soul as if searching for some unseen flaw…as if the ones she could see 

were not enough. Jill looked away at the clock. “I better go get the girls from the bus stop,” she 

hoped to avoid the answer. 

Simone shook her head, “Let 'dem boys do it. They ought to be good for something other than 

looking purty. You and I have a wedding to plan.” She pronounced with finality, deciding for her. 

*** 

Daniel stared at the ground. Sprigs of green grass, weeds, and dandelions sprang from between 

the cracks in the concrete sidewalk. He did not mind being shuffled off to pick up Jess and Bel 

from the school bus. It gave him a few moments to think. To re-evaluate his decision. 

Logically, this situation was the perfect answer to the dilemma that he had faced for months. In 

Jill, he had found someone that he could trust to care for his daughters. Hell, better than Rachel 

ever had. He could get back where he belonged, in the field with his men. But Daniel had never 
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been a man of pure logic. His gut, that he trusted just as much as his mind, told him that this was 

the best option, too. The right battle plan. So, why was he so fucking nervous?  

It was not like him. Once he had the Intel, he considered the options. Choose the one most likely 

to accomplish the goals of the mission, then put everything else aside and focus on executing that 

mission. But this time, he was torn up with doubt and second-guessing. 

He watched as a robin hopped quickly across the sidewalk. He could see its wing hanging at an 

odd angle from its body. He smiled as the word of a favorite song flitted through his mind. Like 

the tiny creature, when it came to matters of the heart, he most definitely had Broken Wings. The 

only question was, did he have the strength to…take these broken wings and learn to fly again. 

"What's bothering you, buddy?" said the one man that knew him better than anyone else. The 

man that had been his non-commissioned officer for more years than either of them wanted to 

count. The man he considered his best friend. 

"What if I screw this up too?" the words were out of his mouth before he had time to think them 

through. But suddenly, it all made sense. That was what was bothering him about this situation. 

Not the Intel. Not the decision itself, but the execution. He just did not have the knowledge or 

skills for this mission. He never had. He was the problem. Unlike Samuel, he just was not cut out 

to be a husband.  

Samuel chuckled as he slapped him on the back, "It ain't as hard as you think it is, Danny, my 

boy. You already halfway there."  

The two men knew one another so well, thought so much alike that Samuel continued with 

Daniel's analogy. "It's just the same as any other mission we face. The biggest challenge is in the 

planning, picking the right battle plan." 

Looking Daniel in the eye, he continued. "You did that this time." He put his hand on Daniel's 

shoulder, "You were just a kid when you married Rachel, and that girl was never cut out for this 

lifestyle."  

He confided. "I hate to admit it, almost as much as you do, but my wife and your mama did a 

hell of a job this time. That woman might, and I said might just be as right for this job as Simone 

is," he winked conspiratorially.  

With a shrug of his shoulders, Samuel finished, "The rest is pretty much getting the hell out of 

their way and letting them manage." He spoke in hushed tones as if imparting enemy secrets, "Of 

course, good loving and few kind words here and there never hurt anything either." 
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"That's what I'm worried about. I'm not very good at that," Daniel scuffed his shoe against a lone 

dandelion, uprooting it. He felt instant regret. Empathizing with the plant, himself uprooted for 

so long now. 

Samuel bellowed with laughter. "Oh, don't give me that shit. I remember the women you had 

chasing you before Rachel. They didn't seem to be complaining none. If I remember right, we 

needed an extra Marine guard at the base just to keep them off you." 

Daniel laughed at the reminder of another lifetime. "That's different, and you know it." 

Samuel stared at him for a moment, "Is it? You think a wife wants or needs something different 

than a woman you just screwing?" The question hung in the air, bold and blunt like the two of 

them.  

"Then, buddy, you do have problems. Trust the man that's been married almost twenty years; a 

wife is just as kinky as any of the girls you pick up in a bar. And they want your ass just as bad 

too. Why else would they marry you?"  

"Difference is the work that goes into keeping it that way in the long haul. But you ain't got to 

think about that for another year or so." With a nudge, he added, "But don't worry, when that 

time comes I'll show you all the best tricks to keep things going in the bedroom. It's the least I 

can do considering Simone's meddling." 

Daniel was pondering his words when the big yellow bus pulled up to the curb next to them. Any 

questions he might have, would have to wait for another time. Right now, he had other things to 

worry about. Like how he was going to tell his daughters about their new 'mother.' 

Bel with her smile was the first one off the bus. She danced over to where he stood with Samuel. 

With her quiet beauty, his middle daughter had a way of bringing out things from deep inside of 

him. Her optimism and natural smile brought comfort, even in the darkest of times. 

"Where's Jill? She promised to sew Cindy up for me. She's been torn for a long time, but Jill said 

she could fix her, so she was good as new," the child said, referring to the favorite teddy bear that 

she had had since she was a baby. 

Daniel smiled. The woman sewed too. Damn, was there anything, besides singing, that she could 

not do? He reflected on his earlier conversation with Samuel. The image of Jill, bent over that 

pool as Britney splashed water all over the front of her dress, played like a video feed of battle 

through his mind. His palms itched as he thought of those lush breasts that had almost spilled 

from that wet halter top. There was indeed one thing he was more than anxious to find out about.  

He drew a steadying breath. Right now, he needed to focus on other things, though.  "Jill's been 

kind of busy today, sweetie. But you can ask her when we get home," he soothed as he watched 
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his eldest daughter and Althea slink from the bus, the last ones to get off, of course. Their heads 

bent in a secretive whisper. "There's something I need to talk to you two about." 

*** 

Jill was on her second brownie and third cup of coffee. She never drank it after noon. She was 

confident that the double kick of caffeine and sugar would keep her up all night. Not that she 

needed another excuse to be up this night. Marrying a man you barely knew was reason enough 

for a sleepless night. Despite the past half hour of Simone's reassurances, her doubts still ate like 

a worm at the apple of happiness that should be this day. 

The back door burst open, and Jess ran through the utility room to the kitchen, standing in front 

of the chair where Jill sat. The teen's face was bright pink, and her blues eyes were flaming. "You 

will never be my mother," she screamed before racing down the hall. The slamming of another 

door punctuated her remarks. 

Daniel, Samuel, Althea, and Bel followed behind through the open door. Jill looked at Daniel, 

but he only shrugged. She stood up, ready to go after Jess. Uncertain what she should say or do, 

but her motherly instincts told her someone should do something.  

Before she could follow, Bel ran over. Her face shone with a light on par with her sister's dark 

countenance. "This means you're my forever friend. You won't leave me ever? Promise?" pleaded 

the little girl as she wrapped her tiny arms about Jill's waist. 

Jill's eyes filled with tears that she held back as she returned Bel's embrace. "I promise, 

sweetheart." At that moment, she found the answer that she sought and the resolve she lacked. 

Oh, doubts still niggled at her mind, but they took back seat to the needs that she felt in this 

unique child. She would cling to them as she clung to the little girl. 

Althea slowly stepped forward, turning to her mother, "I'll go talk to Jess." The reserved young 

beauty smiled at Jill, "Excuse me, please. But I'm glad you came. Honest, I am," she said before 

following her friend's trail down the hallway. 

Jill nodded after the girl, "Thank you, Althea." The words seemed inadequate, but she did not 

know what else to say.  

Bel stirred in Jill's arms. She had had enough reassurance, it seemed, as she turned to her father. 

"Can I wear my pretty pink dress that Grandma Janice bought me this time? You said it was 

in..in-appro," the child fumbled for the word. 

"Inappropriate," Jill and Daniel said at the same time. The small group laughed at the faux pas. 

"That's right. That big word. You said it was in-a-pro-pri-ate," Bel pronounced each syllable 

carefully, "when they took Mommy and put her in that box. But it isn't for a wedding, is it?" 
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Jill choked on the pain in the child's simple words. Jess might be angry, but one thing was 

certain; this little girl needed her. She needed a woman, a mother. To pick out dresses. To play 

Barbies. To mend torn bears. To love her…unconditionally.  

Looking at the man who would be her new husband in less than twenty-four hours, she saw him 

smile weakly. As Simone had said, the children were not the only ones that could use some 

unconditional love. The question was, would this proud man bend enough to share the heavy 

load he had shouldered alone for so long? And how the hell did she reach him?  

With David, it had all been so easy. They were young. She was barely nineteen to his worldly 

twenty-five. And he had seemed so worldly then. His accent. His career as a Royal Marine. The 

glamor of his home in faraway England, foreign land that had been the setting of so many of the 

romance novels she read as a young teen. Looking back, she had probably been as in love with 

the romance of it all as she had been the man himself.  

Of course, the reality of being his wife had come soon enough. They had been married less than 

a month the first time he had one of 'those' dreams, nightmares. It had taken her almost two years 

to pry the briefest of details from him - the Falklands. His friend torn to pieces by an exploding 

missile just yards from where David hunkered with the anti-aircraft gun against his shoulder. In 

all their almost twenty years together, she had never gotten anything more from him.  

But it was enough. Sometimes words did not matter as much as the feelings they conveyed. The 

two of them, over the years, grew into their love. Grew up together. She had learned when to 

hold and when simply to give him space. Staring at Daniel, she wondered. While she could not 

deny the similarities between the two men, there were differences too.  

Perhaps the most significant difference was in her. Gone was the care-free young beauty with the 

boundless confidence that she could conquer anything. Jill had her own secrets. Her own pain. 

And at that moment, she wondered if it was not too big. How could she ever be any kind of wife 

to this man if the very idea of being naked with a man, any man, let alone this Adonis, scared the 

ever-loving shit out of her? 

She was about to bolt at the thought of it, when Bel tugged at her top once more, "So, can I wear 

the pink dress?"  

Jill smiled weakly. "You may wear whatever you like, Isabella." 

Simone stood up, "Lordy me; we have so much to do. You men make yourself useful and go out 

for some chicken for dinner. Take the child with you too. Us girls have more planning to do." 

*** 
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Jill was exhausted as she folded the last of the laundry. It was after ten. She knew that she should 

take a shower and head to bed. But she knew too that it would all be futile. She was confident 

that sleep would not come this night. Why torture herself by lying in bed and staring at the 

ceiling with every question and insecurity racing through her fertile imagination? No, better to 

keep herself busy. Hell, perhaps she could even exhaust herself out so much that she would 

simply drop into sleep in the early hours of the morning.   

Folding the last item, a pair of white boxers, she ran her hand across the warm cotton. The image 

of Daniel standing in the kitchen doorway wearing nothing but these boxers danced through her 

mind. Her nipples pebbled instantly at the memory. She had not lied when she told Simone the 

man was beautiful.  

Hell, he belonged on the cover of one of her cheesy Mills and Boone romance novels. Harlequin, 

she corrected herself again with a chuckle.  Actually, he was too sexy for those. Something more 

in line with the racier ebooks that she bought these days. Too hot to handle, sprang to mind. 

In some ways, he reminded her of David when they had first met. She smiled at the memory of 

her first husband, rising like Poseidon from the clear Gulf waters of Cancun. But even at twenty-

five, David had not looked half as good as Daniel did that morning. David had been… She 

searched for the word. Comfortable. From the moment they met, David had been comfortable 

like a pair of old jeans. Sure, he was good looking, but he was also easy to talk to and 

approachable. Things that Daniel was not.  

But more than that, the two of them had been equals. At nineteen, Jill had been a late bloomer. 

After a horrible experience of high school, braces, glasses, and acne, she was finally maturing 

into a beautiful young woman, and she knew it. Over the years, as time and pregnancies had 

taken their toll on her body, so too had the years softened her husband's once firm muscles and 

added a touch of padding about his waistline that despite all he and the Marine's attempts to 

combat it seemed destined to remain. 

Yes, she and David had grown up together. They had grown together as individuals and as a 

couple. But they had also been growing old together. Before. Before that day, seven years ago. 

Now was not the time for those demons that sometimes still haunted her. 

She had enough other worries right now. She looked down at the sundress she had worn all day, 

the one that hid the soft jiggle of the muffin top that came with four pregnancies in less than five 

years. The rolls of flesh that never went entirely away no matter how much weight she lost or 

how many sit-ups she did.  

Of course, that was not all of it. She knew that the breasts, which might look so lovely in the 

tight confines of the halter top of this dress, sagged a bit too much. Another side-effect of her 

pregnancies and breastfeeding four hungry sons. But her pregnancies were not to blame for the 



-66- 

 

wide hips or slightly dimpled softness of her thighs. The cooking that Daniel seemed to love so 

much was totally to blame for that cellulite.  

'Jill, my friend, you need a crash diet and six months at the gym…before tomorrow,' she thought 

as she caressed the cotton one last time before turning to leave the cramped laundry room that 

was off the kitchen. Her mind was preoccupied with the thoughts of quick liposuction and 

miracle diets as she stared at the brown stone tiles of the floor. 

*** 

The woman had a way of making him feel like an intruder in his own home. As he watched from 

the doorway, Jill smoothed invisible wrinkles out of his shorts. His mind immediately went 

places it should not go.  

He imagined her caressing those same wrinkles out of his boxers, but this time he was inside 

them. His cock hardened immediately at the thought. Needs and desires that he had thought long 

since conquered seemed to rise to the occasion as quickly as his penis. He gave into them then, 

closing his eyes and letting the fantasy take over. 

How would those hands that so lovingly cooked, cleaned, and cared for his daughters feel 

caressing his hard cock? Were they soft or slightly roughened by her work? Would she hold him 

as tightly as she had clung to Bel that afternoon? And those breasts? What would they feel like to 

pillow his head on after a long night of making love? 

He was jarred back to reality when the object of his fantasies slammed directly into his chest. His 

reaction was automatic. His arms wrapped about her waist to steady her. But his natural reaction 

brought their bodies into perfect alignment. If he was half-hard from the fantasies, his cock 

sprang to life entirely at this seemingly innocent contact. 

"I'm sorry. I should look where I'm going," she stammered. 

"No, it's my fault. I was so caught up in," his voice trailed off. He could not say erotic fantasies 

about you. "The girls are all down for the night," he stammered as a diversion while he tried to 

regroup. To come up with a plan, a way to broach the subject that had lingered in his mind all 

day, that consumed his mind and his body.  

Of course, Jess had insisted on staying with the Jackson's, refusing to stay in the house with 'that 

woman' as she called her, but Jill did not need to worry about that right now. He would deal with 

it all after tomorrow. Right now, he had other things on his mind.  

He knew he was screwing it all up again, but talking with women had never been easy for him. 

When he was younger, things just seemed more manageable. He and a few friends went out to a 

bar. The women were more than happy to make the first move and often more because they were 
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SEALs. Rachel had been no different; she had most definitely done the picking. He had just 

followed along…until it was too late. And after over thirteen years of marriage, he was more 

than a little rusty.  

The woman smiled. Jill smiled; he corrected himself. He had to quit thinking of her like that. In a 

few hours, she would be his wife. The word stuck in his mind, his second wife. And he hoped 

like hell, Samuel was right. That this worked better than it had the first time. 

"That's good." Her green eyes went to the pile of clothes that she clutched tightly to her chest. "I 

was just doing a bit of laundry. Tidying up." 

Daniel could tell that she was as nervous as he felt. He wanted somehow to reassure her, to 

comfort her. But he had no idea what to say or do. His mind had continued to battle all evening 

long. After dinner, he and Samuel had once again been kicked out of the house by Simone, 

retreating with the children to the beach. They had walked and talked for some time as the girls 

played in the sand and surf. But Daniel had been uncertain how to broach the question that 

taunted him the most. Then, with his best friend, or now with the one person that could honestly 

answer it.  

"There's something I wanted to talk to you about. Well, ask you, I guess would be a better way of 

saying it." He stuttered over his words. Reaching out for the pile of clothes like a security 

blanket, "Here, let me take those." 

Jill nodded her head, "Yes, commander. What is it?" She reluctantly surrendered her burden. 

Daniel clutched the warm clothes, bringing them to his chest. He studied them, uncertain how to 

proceed. "About this marriage thing," he pushed the words that had been bothering him all day 

past the lump in his throat, "is it a 'real' marriage?" 

"Are you trying to ask about sex, commander?" she asked bluntly. 

Daniel felt the heat rising up his neck, spreading across his face to the tips of his ears as he 

fumbled, "Yeah, sort of." 

She shook her head, "I keep forgetting that you did not write those emails. I'm sorry." She drew 

in a deep breath before continuing, "Just because this situation is," she paused for a moment, 

"unconventional, does not mean it can't work, commander. I know that, as Americans, we are 

raised on the ideals of love and romance. But I know you have seen enough of this world to 

know that is not the only way. In fact, we are probably in the minority in our illusion that love 

conquers all." 

She stepped back into the laundry room and leaned against the washing machine before she 

continued. "My best friend for the past couple of years was an amazing woman. She was also 
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Muslim and had fled the civil war in Somalia. It was Ubah that first introduced me to the whole 

arranged marriage thing."  

She laughed again, "And given the fact that it was your mother and Simone that wrote those 

damned emails, I guess this is more of a traditional arranged marriage than even I had realized." 

She shrugged her shoulders, "Anyway, I'm sure that you can figure this one out, commander. We 

don't have to rush things or jump headlong into it, but in the end, most arranged marriages are 

very much 'real' as you say." 

Daniel watched as this time, pink stains spread up her neck and face from that ample chest. Her 

eyes were glued to a spot on the floor as she stammered through the speech. "We are both adults, 

commander. If this thing is going to work, we need to recognize the power of certain needs. It 

would probably be best for everyone if we kept those needs…" She sighed, "If we…" She 

paused again.  

"I know I'm not beautiful like Rachel was, but I also know enough about men to know that 

certain," the stains deepened to bright scarlet, "urges make those things less…essential." She 

finally raised her eyes to his face, "So, the answer, commander, is while there is no need to rush 

things, yes. Over time I hope that we become friends…and more." 

Daniel nodded. "Thank you. I suppose I should have waded through a few more of those damned 

emails, as you called them before I put you on the spot like that. I'm sorry." 

Jill smiled, but he could tell it was forced. "Forget the damned emails. How about we just agree 

to take this thing one day at a time and get to know one another the old fashioned way, by 

talking?" 

Daniel smiled, a genuine one. "I'd like that very much, Jill." 

She held out her hand, "It's a deal, then?" 

Daniel shifted the clothes he held and took the hand she offered. "Deal." His heartbeat increased 

when he saw the genuine smile light those green eyes at his words. He knew that he had made 

her uncomfortable. And he knew that he should make a strategic retreat just then. But he did not, 

"Tomorrow…" 

She sighed, "Yes? What about tomorrow?" 

"When the minister pronounces us man and wife, it's traditional," he felt his palms getting 

sweaty and wondered if she noticed it as well, their hands still intertwined as they were. "It's just; 

I'm not sure I want our first kiss to be in front of three dozen or so rowdy SEALs and their 

WAGs as I think they call them in England." 
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She giggled, "They do call them that. And I see your point, commander. What are you proposing 

then?" 

"Nothing as drastic as this morning's for sure. Just this," he said as he closed the distance 

between them. Laying the neatly folded clothes on the dryer next to her, he lifted the hand that he 

had been holding for the last minute until it rested on his shoulder. His hand wrapped about her 

waist as he bent his head slowly, giving her every chance to stop him. But he hoped like hell she 

would not. 

Their eyes held a heated gaze for several heartbeats before he watched the lids of hers close 

slowly. He felt her chest arch just slightly towards his. Her breasts that he had been itching all 

day to touch brushed against him. It was all the welcome he needed. 

He had never been one to wade into anything. Storming the gates was more his style, and this 

kiss was no different. His lips captured hers. His hand about her waist tightened as he drew her 

body entirely against his. His fingers bit into the soft flesh as his tongue traced her lower lip. 

When she moaned a bit, he grabbed the chance to deepen the exchange. His tongue breached her 

defenses, tasting and teasing her depths.  

His other hand came up to lace through the long, blond hair that hung about her shoulders. He 

used it to hold her in place as he drank deeper from her lips. When her tongue accepted the 

challenge and began a slow, erotic dance with his, it was Daniel that found himself moaning into 

her mouth.  

His hips pinned her against the cold, hard metal of the washer as his fingers sought the prize they 

had coveted all day long. His hand slowly moved up her side from her waist until it trailed softly 

along the outline of her breast. He could not deny himself any longer. His hand encircled the 

underside of it, the heat of her skin permeated the soft, thin material of the dress. Daniel's other 

hand found the knot that held up the halter top and began to toy with it, tugging impatiently at it.   

He felt Jill's hand on his shoulder softly pushing him away. His mind recognized that she was 

right. Things were moving too quickly. What had begun as a simple first kiss had too quickly 

become an all-out frontal assault.  

But Daniel's body wanted something very different. It wanted to push the god damned top aside 

and feel those gorgeous tits filling his hands to overflowing. It wanted to lift that round ass until 

it perched on the edge of the washing machine. Then it wanted him to push her dress up those 

long legs. In his wildest fantasies, he would find nothing beneath the dress except hot, wet 

woman. He would unzip his jeans that were already way too tight and plunge inside her warm, 

welcoming body until nothing else in this fucked up world mattered.   
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This night Daniel's mind won. Even as his body protested, he loosened his hold on her neck and 

slowly retreated the way he had come until his other hand was softly draped about her waist. His 

tongue took one final long taste of heaven before he slowly lifted his head.  

He watched her for a moment. Her eyes were still closed, and he could not help but notice that 

her chest rose and fell as quickly as his own. His fingers pleaded to trace her chest, seeing for 

himself that her heart beat rapidly in time with his own. He saw her bite her lower lip that was 

already swollen and reddened from his kisses.  

Some primal part of him roared in triumph with the knowledge that she was as affected by their 

little interchange as he was. His eyes sought confirmation to this assumption and were rewarded 

with the hard nubs that strained impossibly tightly against the confines of that damned halter top. 

For this night, that telltale sign of arousal would have to be sufficient, but Daniel swore not for 

long. He wanted to feel and taste for himself the arousal of this woman, who was to be his wife.  

He smiled broadly. This little arrangement of theirs was getting more interesting by the minute. 

He wondered for a moment what she would say if he suggested they continue this in his bed. But 

the shocked look in her green eyes when she opened them halted the brash words halfway up his 

throat. 

"Yes, well, I guess it is a good thing that we did not have an audience for that," her voice was 

deeper and more throaty. Another sign of his effects on her, he hoped.  

Daniel chuckled and leaned his forehead against hers. Even though the erotic spell was broken, 

he was reluctant somehow to give up the close contact of his hand about her waist, their bodies 

touching intimately. It was just as well, the woman knew how strongly she was affecting him.  

Because after two years of celibacy and despite her words earlier, he had every intention of 

'rushing' certain things. In for an ounce, in for a pound. If he was going to be married, well, the 

sooner this marriage was real, the better as far as he was concerned. And from the looks of 

things, Jill had no real objections to his touch either.  

"We should probably go to bed," she stammered. Her cheeks flamed a deep red, and her free 

hand flew to her mouth. "I didn't mean. I mean…" she stammered. 

Daniel chuckled as he brought her hand from her mouth to his. He brushed a gentle kiss across 

her knuckles. "I know what you meant." With a devilish grin, he could not stop himself from 

adding, "But the other has real possibilities too. Don't you think?" 

Jill blushed before twisting to the side and escaping his grasp. "Tomorrow is a big day. We 

should both try and get some sleep," as she practically raced from the confines of the small room. 
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"Sweet dreams," Daniel could not help himself from teasing as he watched that generous 

backside retreat, swaying softly beneath the clingy material of the dress. Oh yes, this little 

arrangement was most definitely looking up. 
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Chapter Four 

Simone's Jerk Chicken 

8oz onions, quartered 

1-1½ scotch bonnet or other chillis according to taste, halved and seeded 

2oz root ginger, peeled and chopped roughly  

½ tsp ground allspice 

Small bunch fresh thyme, leaves only 

1 tsp freshly ground black pepper 

4fl oz white wine vinegar 

4fl oz dark soy sauce 

1 lime freshly squeezed 

Place all ingredients in a food processor and whiz until smooth. Pour over your chicken and 

allow to marinate overnight in the refrigerator. *** Chicken must be thoroughly cooked to avoid 

the risk of salmonella. When cooking on a barbeque, it is advisable to pre-cook in the oven until 

done then finish off on the grill for that charcoal flavor. 

Jill looked out across the Jackson's packed backyard. When she and Simone had discussed a 

small get together for the unit, this was not what she had expected. Music was blaring from the 

speakers next to the back door. The sizeable built-in barbeque pit was blazing, the smell of 

Simone's jerk chicken tickled her nose. Everyone from the chapel plus a few more crammed into 

the yard, the house, and pouring out onto the street. Thankfully, they did not have to worry about 

the neighbors complaining since most of them were at the party. 

Althea, Jess, and a dozen other teens squeezed into the decent sized above ground pool, but it 

was still a tight fit. The teen had flatly refused to participate in the wedding, choosing instead to 

sit sulking on the front row. And that was only under duress, her father threatening to ground her 

for a month. No soccer. No television. It was not until he had said no internet that she had 

acceded. But the moment the brief service was over, she had made her escape to hide in her 

room, her head bent over the computer as usual.   

Jill remembered well how upset her youngest son had gotten when she began dating again three 

years ago. Of course, Darren happened to be right, at least about her choice in men. She sighed 
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and brought the glass of wine to her lips. She had long since lost count of them, but she would 

worry about hangovers later.  

The words to the old song, 'it's my party, and I'll cry if I want to,' kept racing through her mind. 

And Jill did feel like crying. After her little run-in with Daniel in the laundry room, her deepest 

fears had been realized. She had lain awake until the sun began to rise, staring at the ceiling, 

counting, and re-counting every doubt she had. She had weighed them all carefully on the scales 

of life against the love she already felt for Bel, Ashley, Britney, and even Jess. And despite it all, 

she decided not to run.  

Of course, that would have been bad enough, but just as the dawn was approaching and the hour 

was decent enough for her to get out of bed and begin the day, her wedding day, she had finally 

fallen asleep. Even then, it was filled with turbulent dreams. David was smiling as he rose from 

the surf that first day. Shaking his dark curls and flinging water about as he and his mates 

laughed. Daniel's brown waves rumpled and his eyes dreamy as he stood in the kitchen doorway 

wearing nothing but those damned white boxers.  

It only got worse from there. Taunts and jeers. 'Fat, obnoxious slut.' 'Old and worn out.' 'No man 

could ever really want you.' The words had rung in her ears until Simone had woken her late for 

the big event. 

If that was not bad enough, the kiss that she had spent the whole morning worried about, as 

Simone and a couple of the other wives got her dressed, did her hair, and make-up, had turned 

out to be anti-climactic, to say the least. After the flames that had flared between them in the 

laundry room, Jill had not known what to expect, but it certainly was not the brief and formal 

brush of Daniel's lips across hers. Signing the papers on a new car was more exciting than that 

kiss.  

The kiss had only served to confirm Jill's worst fears. After her wanton behavior the night before, 

Daniel was having second thoughts about the whole thing. Hell, if he did not need a nanny so 

damned bad, he would have probably run from the church as fast as he could. And Jill could not 

blame him.  

The sarong wrap that she wore tied between her breasts hid well the one-piece swimsuit that was 

the official attire for this pool party, barbeque, and wedding reception. Jill was thankful to have 

the wrap. Its folds encompassed an array of sins; cellulite covered thighs and a not so flat tummy, 

just to name a couple.  

Of course, the assortment of beautiful younger women around her served only to fuel her 

insecurities and her drinking. The only good thing was the bright floral swimsuit that Simone, in 

all her 'big beautiful women' glory, was parading around in. She envied the woman's confidence 
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and acceptance of her body shape. She craved, too, the way that Samuel seemed to adore every 

single inch of his wife's character.  

Jill looked around the yard once more. It had been so many years since she had done headcounts 

as she called them with her sons. Once her third son was born, it had been merely easier to count 

heads at the parks than to call to each boy individually.  

She noticed that Jess was still safely staring daggers at her from the pool. Bel and a couple of 

other girls around her age were on the screened-in back porch. Their Barbie and Ken dolls 

dressed in wedding finery. Bel herself was still dressed in her prettiest pink dress. It was a 

present from a fancy shop in New York, she had boasted to Jill as they arranged her blond curls 

on top of her head. 'Only the finest,' her Grandma Janice said for her girls. After the wedding, 

Daniel had tried to coax the child to change into her swimsuit and shorts like her sisters, but Bel 

insisted that her dress was 'a-pro-pri-ate' for the party as well as the wedding. In the end, both he 

and Jill had caved into the child's 'cute face' as she called it.  

Ashley and Britney were in the small wading pool that one of the wives had insisted the guys 

bring over for the event. There were four or five young mothers, who were much soberer than 

she was at the moment, watching over a half a dozen toddlers.  

That left only Daniel unaccounted for. Her husband, she thought as she drained the glass and 

headed off to the bar that Simone and Samuel had set up opposite the barbeque bit. Jill knew that 

if she concentrated very hard, she could make it the fifteen or twenty feet from her plastic chair 

near the back door to the bar without stumbling or weaving or doing anything else that might 

embarrass herself or Daniel.  

Of course, that was not counting on the five or six young boys that came barreling along out of 

nowhere, water guns blazing. One of them, who could not have been more than seven or eight, 

ran straight into her. Any other time, the impact would have barely been felt. But with that many 

glasses of wine in her, it was a recipe for disaster. She felt herself toddle and began to fall 

forward. 

Until a pair of strong arms wrapped about her waist from out of nowhere, Jill righted herself and 

shook her head, ready to make her apologies. When she looked up, it was into the hazy blue eyes 

of the person she had been looking for, the one person she was trying hardest to avoid this night.  

"Daniel," she whispered. She battled to keep her hands at her side. Not to give in to temptation 

and reach up to caress his freshly shaven face. Her breath caught at the pure male beauty of him. 

If she had found him handsome beneath the layers of facial hair, this clean-shaven version of a 

Naval Commander was like a sucker punch to the gut, knocking the wind from her. While his 

hands about her waist steadied her, they were also a painful reminder of the night before. The 

kiss. The real one.  
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"You alright?" he asked.  

Jill could do nothing more than nod. Whether it was the wine warming her blood, or the dreams, 

or the man himself, she did not know, but she swore that her skin beneath his hands was 

blistering from the heat. Holding up her empty glass, she purred, "Just getting another glass of 

wine." 

Daniel took the glass from her fingers. "You sure that's a good idea, sweetheart?" 

His casual use of the term brought anger bubbling up inside her gut. After that weak excuse for a 

kiss in front of everyone. Then hours spent avoiding her at the party; she was in no mood for his 

patronizing. "What do you care? Go, find your buddies again. I'm just fine," she said, trying to 

pull out of his grasp, but he refused to let go of her now that he had found her, it seemed. The 

wine had loosened the sharp tongue, that a quarter of a century of British reserve had taught her 

to curb. Turning to him, she whispered, "What? Is it time to pretend to be a 'real' couple for our 

company, commander?" 

*** 

Daniel was in no mood for games with his wife. Eight glasses. Two god damned bottles of wine 

in less than two hours. What was it about him? Why was it that marriage to him was enough to 

make a woman drink? They had been man and wife for less than four hours, and the customarily 

reserved Jill was tipping glass after glass. It only confirmed his worst fears. He just was not cut 

out to be a husband. 

But a husband he was. Again. And right now, short of showing his wife exactly how 'real' things 

were between them, all he wanted to do was get her home and safely to bed. Alone. This night at 

least. That ship had sailed a bottle and a half ago. He guided her through the crowd towards the 

bar, but not for the purpose, she thought. 

Jill smiled and held her glass up as they greeted Samuel, who was tending the bar for a bit while 

Simone helped Dwayne through the house so that his wheelchair did not get stuck along the way. 

Daniel had been pleased that even in the haste Simone had remembered to invite Dwayne and 

several other members of his unit that were no longer active. But Simone was always a team 

player like that.  

She had even invited Chloe and her son, Thad. Daniel had been surprised to see the young 

widow but delighted too. Thad was beginning to look like his father, Zach, who had been killed 

on the same mission two years ago that left Dwayne with paraplegia. Daniel had hoped that Jill 

would be able to befriend the young woman, having raised her boys alone after her husband was 

killed. But that too would have to wait for another time. 
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"Great party," his new wife screamed to Samuel across the bar. The music was loud, but not that 

loud. "Another glass of rosé," she smiled. 

Daniel shook his head as he handed his friend the empty glass he was holding. "Actually, I was 

just about to take Jill home. It's getting late," he made their excuses, although he knew his friend 

understood far more than he said. 

Jill shook her head and was about to protest when Simone stepped up from behind them. "No 

way, buddy. You, of all people, know this party is far from over," she pinned him with one of her 

looks.  

Daniel was just about as much in the mood for Simone as he was for his wife's drinking binge. 

"This party is over for my wife, Simone. O-V-E-R," he spelled. 

Jill wrapped her arms about her new buddy and ally. "I'm a big girl, and I'm staying," she poked 

him in the chest with her finger. "Just because we are married does not mean you can boss me 

about." 

Daniel threw up his hands and passed his wife off to Simone, "Get her out of here." Turning to 

Samuel, "Not another drop, I mean it." It was an order that was painfully familiar to the men. 

Simone nodded and wrapped her arms about Jill's waist. "Come on, girlfriend. Let's get a cup of 

coffee and something to eat from the kitchen. Then we can get you ready." Jill nodded, and the 

two women turned back towards the house. 

"Simone, one more thing," Daniel called after them. The women turned and looked at him. "I 

mean it. This party is over for her. I know what you are up to, and I'm not having it." 

"Spoilsport," Simone taunted him, sticking out her tongue. "It's a tradition almost as old as this 

unit, and you damned well know it. It's bad luck, too, if we don't," she nodded her head to where 

Chloe and Dwayne sat by the wading pool watching Thad splash and giggle. Their faces were 

both dark with sorrow that neither dared to speak of. 

"That's poppycock, and you know it, woman. This is the twenty-first century, and we live in 

America, not some damned developing country where superstition still reigns over everything," 

he fumed. "I will not have you and the others making fools of us just to satisfy some stupid, 

perverse tradition. Do you hear me?" 

"It's up to her, commander," Simone turned, dragging Jill back towards the house.  

Daniel shook his head and took the bottle of beer that Samuel held out for him. "I wouldn't worry 

about it. Your wife can barely stand. I doubt like hell that a cup of coffee is going to sober her up 

enough to dance in front of fifty people." 
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"I sure as hell hope you're right, but you know these crazy women. Did a little alcohol stop 

Trisha? Or Gail?" 

Both men left her name unsaid. It was the one time that Rachel had ever attempted to fit in with 

his friends and comrades. And it had been a complete nightmare. The last thing he wanted or 

needed was a repeat of that night in front of his men. 

"Hey, don't worry about it. I got your back, buddy. Remember, I'm the DJ, as well as the 

bartender. If anything goes wrong, I'll simply switch the songs," he said, raising his bottle of 

beer. "Just remember to make a big show of it. Rubbing against the little lady while you hold her 

drunk ass up and keep her from falling." 

"Gees, with a friend like you, who needs enemies?" Daniel sighed. 

A cloud passed over Samuel's face as he looked over towards the wooden gate that led to the 

street. A stocky blond-headed man entered, smiling and shaking hands with several people. 

"Speaking of which." 

Daniel turned and followed his friend's line of sight. He gulped the bottle of beer and slammed it 

on the bar. "Just what I need right now. Clay Dodd. Who the hell invited his sorry ass?" 

"Don't look at me! I told Simone not to call that one," Samuel held his hands up in surrender 

before he passed Daniel another bottle. 

"Yeah, like your god damned wife listens to anything you say," he cursed. 

"Come on, Daniel. You know that isn't fair. If Simone did invite him, it's our fault. We're the ones 

so damned worried about how what he did would affect the unit that we covered it up." Lifting 

his bottle of beer, Samuel took a long drink, "Sometimes I wonder if we ain't as dirty as that 

bastard. The way we left that poor girl out to dry." 

Daniel sighed. It was not one of his prouder moments as a commander, but sometimes there 

simply were no-win situations. Then you made the best choice; the best of a bad lot. Clay Dodd 

was one of those times. "What is it about a little money that spoils people?"  

Samuel chuckled. "Not like we would know, buddy. Not with what Uncle Sam pays us." 

Daniel smiled and raised his bottle, clinking it against his friend’s. "I'm surprised you ain't 

accepted one of his daddy's kind offers." 

"Nay, man. Something ain't right about that outfit. I'll take my chances with you and the other 

guys. At least, I know you got my back and won't sell me out to the highest bidder." 
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"Thanks for that, man. Don't know what I'd do without you, especially tonight." Turning, Daniel 

watched as Clay approached Dwayne and Chloe. "I better go see what that snake is up to this 

time. But I mean it, keep our wives away from the PA system. I don't want to hear that god 

damned song tonight." 

Samuel saluted. Something they both knew was a joke in a group where skill meant more than 

rank. "Yes, sir. I'll do my best." 

"You just remember who has your back next time." 

Samuel laughed, "Yeah, buddy, but you remember what side our bread is buttered on. And I don't 

know about you, but I like the butter spread nice and thick on my buns." 

"T-M-I," Daniel spewed beer at the image of Samuel's butt covered in butter. "If that's one of 

your 'tricks' do me a favor and keep them to yourself." 

Both men laughed and raised their bottles one more time before Daniel turned to face the 

unpleasant task of dealing with this gate crasher. Daniel walked over to where the man was 

chatting with Dwayne Richmond, Chloe Johnson, and a half dozen other wives and girlfriends. 

For a moment, he thought of a Bible story from his childhood, the apple in the Garden of Eden. 

This man was as wily as that snake for sure. 

Clay Dodd had served in his unit for only a couple of years. The Annapolis graduate was the 

only son of one of the country's wealthiest men. Clay Dodd, Senior, had founded his security 

firm, Storm Breakers, back in the early eighties. He had used his expertise as a former Army 

Ranger to craft a line of personal and electronic security systems that were among the most 

innovative and sought after of their time.  

Over the years, he had grown from security details for the rich and famous to protecting some of 

the world's most influential leaders and some of its most precious resources. The problem was 

that to build his wealth and power; the man had chosen not to be too picky about who he worked 

for. Rumor had it that some of the world’s most wanted men were among his client list, hiding 

from the same United Nations that was also a client of Storm Breakers.  

Clay Junior had inherited his father's weak moral compass. Rumor also had it that Dodd Senior 

had purchased his son's nomination to the Naval Academy with a large donation to a senior 

Senator, a man that also served on the Department of Defense's oversight committee. A man that 

it was said had used his influence once again to guide the young man's career path into the highly 

prized SEAL unit. It was a path that had been unobstructed until he joined Daniel's unit.  

"Hey, Clay," Daniel extended his hand towards the man. "I'm surprised to see you here." 
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The man smiled, just as Daniel imagined that snake would to an unsuspecting Eve. "It's always 

nice to see you too, commander," he took the extended hand. "And on such a joyous occasion. So 

soon after Rachel's suicide too. I spoke with Heather Thomas, just this morning. Seems that they 

knew nothing about your nuptials. How odd?" 

Daniel cleared his throat and looked the man in the eyes, "Yes, well, I see no need to inform 

Rachel's family of my private affairs." 

"Was it, commander?" the man laughed as he raised a bottle of beer to his lips. "I mean the 

timing does beg the question. Less than a year and you have replaced your dead wife with 

someone new. Makes one wonder how 'new' she really is." 

Daniel ignored his comment, turning to Dwayne. "It's good to see you again, my friend. How are 

things going with the new job?" 

Dwayne took the hand that Daniel held out and smiled. "Pretty good, commander. How're things 

around here?" 

"Same as usual," the men exchanged pleasantries without revealing the sensitive nature of their 

partnership. Daniel had helped arrange Dwayne's new job with one of the computer firms 

working closely with the Department of Defense and his team.  

"Yes, I was just telling Dwayne that despite his disability, Storm Breakers could use a good man 

with his computer expertise," Clay inserted himself into their conversation.  

"Did they ever figure out what went wrong with that helicopter? Damned shame about it, though. 

Zach dead, and you ended up in a wheelchair for life. Seems like the least this country could do 

is get to the bottom of it all. Don't you think, Chloe?" Clay addressed Zach's young widow as he 

drained the bottle of beer. 

The smile, that had been on the woman's face as she played with her son, was gone in an instant. 

The pained look that replaced it spoke volumes. "If you'll excuse me, it's getting late. I should 

take Thad in and change him. We should be heading home soon," she stood, preparing to make a 

hasty retreat. 

"I'm pretty tired too, Chloe. Mind giving me a lift?" asked Dwayne. 

The girl nodded as she took Daniel's hand. "I want to get going before," her voice broke, unable 

to finish her sentence. 

"If that's why you're in such a hurry, don't be. That particular tradition is not happening this 

night," he asserted. 



-80- 

 

A shadow crossed the woman's fresh face, as she gripped his hand tighter. "No, she has to. You 

know that. You know what happens if…" she trailed off before reaching down, scooping her son 

out of the pool and running into the house. 

"Oh, yes, I forgot about that. Nice timing on my part. Arriving just in time for the big show," 

Clay grinned.  

"I said it is not happening tonight," Daniel replied with finality as he stared after the retreating 

woman. Her pain was his own, another burden, the guilt of his command. 

"Too damned bad. I hear that Rachel's performance was unforgettable. Besides, I'm kind of 

curious now to see if the new Missus Monroe is as hot looking as the Ice Queen was," Dodd’s 

reptilian smile broadened. 

Daniel took a swig of his beer. He gripped the bottle tightly. Too bad, it was only his third. He 

might have enjoyed knocking the bastard over the head with it, if he had been drunker. Not that 

he had been that drunk in a very long time. He added it to his growing list of fantasies, right 

alongside watching Jill do the one thing that he had virtually forbidden her to do. 

He held out his hand to Dwayne, "I'm really glad you came. It's always nice seeing old friends." 

He nodded to the four remaining wives that had strategically retreated to the edge of the pool 

upon Clay's arrival, "Ladies." 

Turning to Clay, he replied simply, "It is always interesting seeing you."  

"Yes, well. Here's to hoping we see lots more of the new wifey," the man raised his bottle. 

Daniel's palm itched, this time with the need to curl it into a fist and slam it into the man's face. 

He could not help smiling as he overheard Dwayne say, "You always were a real asshole." 

But he was more than a little tempted to turn back at Clay's low blow response. "At least I was 

smart enough to get out while I could still walk away." 

Daniel fumed at the cruel words. The man had not walked away. Not exactly. He had slunk away 

like the snake he was when one of the female interpreters that worked closely with their unit 

came to Samuel and him in confidence. She had been virtually raped by Clay, who had used 

threats that came with his officer rank and his father's wealth to intimidate her into having sex 

with him.  

She probably would not have come forward at all had it not been for the fact that she found 

herself pregnant with a child she did not want. Despite the gravity of the woman's charges, it had 

been a case of he said, she said. While they did not doubt her claims for a moment, they knew 

that a court-martial panel might not believe her, especially in light of his father's influence.  
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So, he and Samuel arranged a transfer back to the States for the young woman and confronted 

the man. They offered him a simple choice…transfer out of their unit or face that court-martial. 

It was an empty threat, but the man did not know that. With the disgrace of transferring out of the 

prestigious unit, Clay had chosen to leave the Navy altogether. As fathers and leaders, he and 

Samuel had sighed with relief.  

But that was not the end of their troubles. Like a bad apple, the man seemed to show up 

everywhere the unit went. Thanks in large part to the sensitive contracts that his father held to 

protect local officials in Iraq and Afghanistan. Worse yet, the man had chosen to remain in the 

Virginia area rather than return to the bright lights of New York City.  

He had also taken to poaching men from Daniel's unit. Offering them lucrative contracts, vast 

sums of money that the Navy simply could not compete with. The bastard had even had the balls 

to try and buy him and Samuel as they called it.  

The offer had become one of the biggest arguments between him and Rachel in those final 

months. His first wife simply could not understand how his duties to his country could be more 

important than money. Money, she felt that she deserved after a decade of their bad marriage. 

Money that would pay for a nanny, her shopping addiction, and private school for their 

daughters. 

Daniel wanted to turn back and reveal the truth of who and what this man was before everyone. 

Instead, he chose prudence once more, as he simply walked away towards the large pool from 

which he saw his eldest daughter finally climb out.  

*** 

"You want me to do what?" Jill practically screamed at Simone and the half dozen other wives 

and girlfriends that huddled in the kitchen. "Are you fucking nuts? I might be drunk, but I ain't 

that drunk. You want me to prance half-naked before Daniel." She stared at Simone, "With 

everyone watching?" 

The buxom young redhead from Texas, who had introduced herself as Trisha, stepped forward. 

"It's tradition, honey. You a Texas gal. You know how important these things are," she looked 

around to the others for support. "We all did it. I promise you, another glass of wine, and it'll all 

be good fun." 

Jill could not expect this girl, who looked like she stepped directly off the Miss Texas USA ramp, 

to understand, so she turned to Simone. "You know why I can't do this, Simone. Please," she 

pleaded in a whisper, tears glistening in her eyes. 

The woman nodded her head of curls and turned back towards the others. "It's her choice, girls. 

You know that." 
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The petite brunette, who had just entered the kitchen carrying a toddler, stopped. A horrified 

expression crossed her pretty face, as tears threatened to brim over her green eyes. "You have 

to," she cried out. Looking at Simone, she begged, "You have to tell her. She has to do it. I don't 

want this happening to anyone else." 

Simone tried to wrap her arms about the younger woman, "Chloe, you have to let this one go, 

honey. It wasn't your fault. Daniel's right, it’s all just a superstition. You refusing to dance had 

nothing to do with that copter going down. You aren't to blame for Zach's death any more than 

Dwayne is." 

The woman clutched tightly to the toddler as the tears spilled down her innocent cheeks. "Maybe 

you are right, but I'll never know for sure, will I?"  

Her eyes bored into Jill, who at that moment felt remarkably sober. She knew those eyes. They 

had stared back at her from a mirror for years. They were the eyes of grief.  

"It's a dance. Just a dance. Trust me; it isn't worth the pain of never knowing," Chloe choked out 

the words before she turned and ran from the room, clutching the little boy so tightly that he 

began to cry. 

Jill stood up and went to follow after her. Her heart brimmed over with the shared pain of losing 

a soldier, husband, and father. It was the worst of nightmares, suddenly made real.  

But Simone held out her hand.  "I'll go after her, sweetie. And don't let this lot pressure you. It is 

your decision. The tradition began as a special gift freely given by a bride to her groom. If that 

ain't what you want, then don't do it." 

Jill nodded and squeezed her friend's chunky hand. "Thank you. Now go after her. And call me if 

you need me. I might be drunk, but I ain't so drunk I don't still know those feelings. Tell her I'll 

call her next week too, will you?" 

Simone brushed a stray hair back from her face, "I meant it. You are as perfect as we thought you 

were. You are everything that man, those little girls, and this unit needs. And don't you forget 

that, girl. Size zero or size twenty-four don't matter half as much as what's in here," the woman 

thumped her ample chest. "And that you got in spades." 

Jill hugged her. "Go, damn it. If I'm gonna do this thing, I don't need black mascara smudges on 

my cheeks on top of everything else." 

Simone squeezed her back, "You go, girl. I knew you would come through in the end. Don't you 

dare do nothing before I get back." 

"You have my word on it. And no matter what Daniel says, bring me another bottle of wine. I'm 

gonna need it for this one." 
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Simone winked before she disappeared through the back door. Jill sighed and joined in with the 

other wives as they chattered about the night's main event. Or what for all of them had been the 

prelude to the main event. She hoped like hell that Simone was right. That she could do this. Or 

at the very least she hoped that bottle of wine was enough to make her forget it all. 

*** 

Daniel was still seething with anger when his eldest daughter walked over to him, "What's that 

man doing here, daddy?" Jess practically hissed.  

Daniel looked over his shoulder, "I didn't know you knew Clay Dodd, Jess." 

The girl stared at the grass, her toes making circles in it. "Yeah, well, he came around a few 

times. To talk to Mom when you were away." 

Daniel shook his head. He should have known. When he refused the man's offer for a higher 

paying job with his father's company, he would have gone to Rachel, of course. Hell, the two of 

them were probably country club buddies from way back in New York City. Daniel smiled as he 

lifted his daughter's chin. "Don't worry about it, sweetpea. And besides, since when you did you 

start talking to your old man again?" 

"Oh, you don't need to worry about that. I'm still plenty mad with you. And you know I have 

every right to be. You marry the woman a week after you pick her up from the airport. Friend of 

gran's, my ass. 

"Watch your mouth, young lady," he wrapped his arm about her shoulders. "I know this seems 

sudden to you. And one day when you're a bit older, we'll talk about it. But for now, will you just 

trust your old man that he has not gone crazy. That he’s just trying to do what's best for our 

family?" 

"Is this because of Aunt Heather and the custody case? I thought we won that?" He could see the 

worry in her face. His eldest had endured way too much of that in her short life. 

"Sort of, Jess. But more than anything, it's about having someone else there for you and your 

sisters. If anything," he smiled. "Well, just if." 

Jess shook her head, "I get it. I guess. Althea and me watched this old movie. I mean really, 

really, really old. It was like this. A Navy commander that wanted to get back on his ship, but he 

had all these kids. He married this red-headed lady, who had just as many kids. It was called 

something funny like His, Hers, and Theirs or something." 

Daniel chuckled. He remembered being forced by his mother to watch it when he was younger. 

Back in the day when there was only one television set, and adults got to decide what you 

watched. "Yeah, something like that, sweetie." 



-84- 

 

The girl shivered, "Just promise me that there won't be any 'theirs.' That's the most disgusting 

part. Old people like them, and you guys having babies. Yuck!" 

Daniel chuckled at his daughter's train of thought. He certainly would not mind a little baby 

making action with his wife. "If I promise it is not on the agenda any time soon, am I forgiven?" 

She shrugged her shoulders, "Maybe, but she still won't be my mother. Ever. You tell her to keep 

her smothering to the little girls, and we'll be fine." 

He knew that Jill would appreciate his daughter's boundaries, but he doubted very seriously that 

the woman would simply give up on trying to reach the temperamental teen. 

He hugged his daughter and watched with worry as he saw Chloe Johnson race from the house, 

carrying a screaming toddler. He was about to go after her when he noticed that Simone was 

right behind the girl, calling out to her. But she would not be stopped. Chloe barreled through the 

wooden gate at the side of the house towards the street. 

Thankfully, Daniel noticed Dwayne roll his wheelchair after the woman that was his best friend's 

widow. He held out his hand to stop Simone as she ran after Chloe. "Leave it. Dwayne can 

handle her better than any of us." 

Simone nodded, "All right, I have some things cooking in the kitchen anyway." 

Daniel stared at her. "It better not be what I think it is." 

"Well, that's for me to know and you to find out, commander," the woman swung her wide hips 

and danced back into the house. 

*** 

Jill held up the glass of wine and stared at the woman in the mirror. "Simone, it's perfect." 

Simone wrapped her arms about Jill's waist in another hug. "Did you honestly think I'd let you 

down, girlfriend?" She reached up and adjusted the sheer, white lace robe on her friend. "I know 

exactly how you're feeling. You think just because I flaunt my stuff that it's easy for me to be 

around all these teeny weeny beauty queens?" 

Jill stared at her friend, "But you're so confident." 

Simone laughed, "No, sweetie, I's arrogant." She took the glass of wine and turned Jill back to 

face her. "I meant what I said earlier. You are perfect, and that has nothing to do with what? Size 

sixteen?" 

Jill blushed, "Something like that." 
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"Look at you. You're breath-taking." 

Jill did take another long look at herself in the mirror. The white satin bodice of the corset lifted 

and molded her breasts until they sprang like the waters of life from its D cups. The stays inside 

the soft material also did a beautiful job of holding in the waistline that made her cringe. The 

array of pastel-colored scarves tied to its bottom formed a skirt of sorts that hung to her stocking 

clad calves. Beneath it, she wore a white garter belt and lacy underwear that were like a second 

skin to her round bottom. Her friend had even found an entirely sheer chiffon robe that covered 

the lingerie until it looked almost presentable enough to be worn in public.  

Almost, Jill thought. She still would much rather be just about anywhere else at this moment. But 

with Simone's help, she would make it through the next five and a half minutes, or so she 

promised herself as she took a deep breath. "Let's do this damn thing then," she did not bother 

trying to wrestle the glass of wine from her friend's fingers. Instead, she picked up the bottle that 

was sitting on the dresser, and downed what amounted to another half a glass. 

"You know we're all right there with you," Simone reassured her as she swung the door open, 

and more than a dozen squeals greeted them. 

"For the first fucking verse, thanks a lot, girlfriend," Jill answered sarcastically as she was passed 

from wife to girlfriend to wife for hugs and inspections.  

"You'll do fine, sweetie. Just think of it as another two-step," Trisha slapped Jill on the ass. Hard. 

"Come on." 

The group of women exploded like a hurricane through the back door. A storm of giggles, 

laughter, and blushing. Night had fallen, and the children had been whisked away by a couple of 

the more reserved wives to communal beds in their homes. A few, including Bel, were bedded 

down in Simone's living room watching a Nick marathon. Even the group of teens had 

disappeared in favor of bad horror movies, junk food, and whatever mischief they could manage.  

Only a couple dozen guys and the stray date that was not yet 'official' enough to be included in 

the traditions remained in the back yard. Lanterns flared around it, casting shadows. Shadows 

that Jill was thankful would hide what sins this amazing get-up did not. The soft glow of the fire 

lights cast a spell that the bright light of day and even the haze of early evening had not.  

Despite the chill of the breeze coming off the ocean, there was a warmth to the place. Or perhaps 

it was just that extra glass and a half of wine that gave her the courage to think that she stood half 

a chance of pulling this one off. 

Until she saw him. The men were assembled by the bar, laughing at another of Samuel's stories. 

As if on signal, they moved as the team they were, surrounding their leader. Jill lost sight of him 

among the crowd for a moment, but not before she saw a dark and unreadable expression cross 
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his handsome face. "I told you," she heard his voice carry across the yard, but the rest of his 

sentence was muffled by the robust heckles of his friends and the silly giggles of hers.  

She turned to run back into the house as the recognizable, pounding eighties beat suddenly blared 

from the speakers. Two hands reached out to restrain her. Simone's dark one and a freckled one 

with a stone the size of Texas on its ring finger. She looked up into their faces. 

"You can do this," the women said as the group began to move together as one across the all too 

short yards that separated them from their husbands and boyfriends. The shaking of their arms 

and shoulders imitations of the MTV video that had once been among Jill's favorites.   

Jill surrendered to their words of encouragement. The die was cast already. Now she just needed 

to make it through the next five minutes, she thought as she began to move her satin and lace-

clad figure in time to the familiar song. She closed her eyes and prayed for strength. For the 

damned song to end. For this night to end.  

When she opened her eyes again, she realized that her troubles had just begun. Daniel stood only 

ten feet away, stripped to the waist of his too damned tight jeans. The impossibly defined 

muscles of his bronzed chest glistened in the firelight. The air caught in her throat, and she willed 

herself to breathe. But nothing could stop the insanely fast pounding of her heart. Its beat faster 

than even the song. Jill noticed that somehow the t-shirt that he had changed into for the party 

was now wrapped about his wrists, securing them firmly behind his back.  

"You'll pay for this." Jill winced. Although she was not sure if he was speaking to her or Simone 

or even Samuel and his other men. The intense need to escape, to take flight, gripped her once 

more, consuming what false bravado the wine and her friends had managed to impart. 

As if they could read her thoughts, the group of women surrounded her then. With smiles and 

giggles, they began to move faster to the chorus. The singer's words rang like an anthem in Jill's 

mind. Of heroes rising from heat, of gods and white knights. 'I need a hero,' 'fresh from the fight,' 

and 'larger than life' played through her mind.  

Suddenly, Jill was transported to another time and another place. The music moved over her, 

carrying her on its wings, transforming her into that young girl she had once been, brimming 

with newfound beauty and sexual confidence.  

Without thought, she began to move in earnest to its rhythm. Her steps were sure as she focused 

on the moment, surrounded by new friends and old memories. As they had promised, the group 

remained by her side as they swayed and gyrated across the all too short distance. Jill led them 

with confidence as they flanked her like her own unit of warrior women invading and 

conquering.  
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But as the pounding refrain died and that sultry voice slowed once more into the second verse, 

Jill found herself eye-to-eye with the man that was her new husband. She swallowed hard at the 

look she saw in the depths of those crystal blue oceans. Her heart stuttered in her chest, skipping 

beats as her brief surge of assurance came face-to-face with the enemy.   

When she would have turned and fled back to the safety of the group if not the house, he 

whispered, "You started this, you gonna run away now, sweetie?" 

Even over the lingering charcoal, citronella, and beer, she could smell him. The rush of 

adrenaline. Man, pure and simple. Words filtered through the haze of the wine, as she took up his 

challenge and the unspoken one that those eyes held as well. She knew this song. She knew these 

people. And on some primal level, she knew this man. The rest just sort of flowed out of the 

depths of her soul.  

Her hands trailed slowly across the heated, bare flesh of his chest as she swayed and moved 

against him. She felt the silk scarves wrap about her calves as she moved her hips in seductive 

circles, brushing against the rough denim of his jeans. Her nipples tingled and swelled inside the 

corset, and for a moment, she feared that they would burst over the dam of its low-cut cups. 

Emboldened by the moment, their audience drifted away until, in her mind, nothing remained but 

the two of them. They were as alone as they had been in the laundry room. Was it just a little 

over twenty-four hours? Things were moving too fast, voiced logic. Not fast enough, her body 

replied as her hands came to rest on his broad shoulders, her hips repeatedly brushed against his 

in this mock lap dance.   

She could not bring herself to look into those blue-grey pools again, so instead, she found herself 

mesmerized by his soft, pink lips that were curled into a sardonic smile. If she closed the 

distance, if she had the courage, would she savor that fire again? Or would it be the ice she had 

found when the chaplain said…you may kiss your bride?  

She would never find out, she thought with a touch of disappointment when the pounding bass 

trailed off, and the song came to an end. She smiled. At least, she had done it, as she went to step 

away. To flee back inside the house with her comrades. To change out of this remarkable but 

ridiculous outfit. Before she could turn, though, hands came from out of nowhere, imprisoning 

her wrists more securely than handcuffs ever had. 

"Where do you think you're going?" he drew her into his arms. Smiling over at Simone, who had 

retreated to the safety of her husband's embrace, "The little witch didn't tell you the rest, did 

she?" His arms beneath the chiffon of her robe were like a vise holding her still against him. 

"Stick around, sweetheart, cause this night is just getting started."  
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With a wink to Samuel, a slower tune drifted on the still, cool night air. This voice was male but 

equally throaty and seductive. Daniel's smile was brighter than any of the lanterns that dotted the 

landscape. Her eyes were once more glued to those hypnotizing lips as he repeated the singer's 

words, "Would you dance if I asked you to dance?" 

Jill's heart froze in her chest. The air seemed impossibly thin as she struggled to move it in and 

out of her lungs. Her mind was thrown into turmoil. She forced her eyes to meet his gaze. The 

azure depths of his eyes were hazy. An erotic invitation to the unknown. It was probably all just a 

show for his friends; she knew that. But some part of her wanted to believe that even just a tiny 

portion of it was only for her. At that moment, she decided to give in to this temptation. To go 

with the flow. To be hypnotized by it all.  

Surrendering her last reservation, she melted against him, moving slowly with him as the music 

drifted around them, and the other couples joined them on the makeshift dance floor. Her arms 

wrapped about his neck as she leaned her head against his shoulder. It was just beginning to 

throb a bit from the alcohol and, more than likely, the stress of the past few days. In the 

ridiculously high heels that went with the get-up that Simone had chosen, they were practically 

eye-to-eye.  

His hands slipped lower to rest against her hips, drawing her even tighter against him. The hard 

ridge beneath the rough material was pressed against her, making a mockery of her earlier taunts 

about being a 'real couple.' Standing this close, she could feel the pounding of his heart as it 

strove to match the wild music of her own. She could feel its life force in his neck pulsing 

beneath her cheek. She bit her lip to stave off the temptation to kiss and lick at his pulse beating 

so steadily there.  

This moment seemed more 'real' than anything she had felt. In a very long time. She smiled 

against the warmth of his shoulder. Tears gathered in her eyes. She knew this feeling well. 

Safety. Perhaps it was not as sure, as fully-realized, as it had been once. Maybe this man was not 

the best friend, lover, and husband of her youth. But the two of them were more alike than 

different. And this moment could be a start, a new beginning. If she let it. 

For the first time, she faced the truth that she had been avoiding these past weeks. She could not 

just casually exchange one hero for another. It was more complicated than that. As much alike as 

David and Daniel were, they were individuals. They were different men. As familiar as this new 

life was, she needed to let the old one go.  

As the tears spilled over, she felt the power of the song wash like a benediction over her. She was 

most definitely in over her head as she followed her new husband's lead. Her mind battled to 

come to terms with it all. She heard some temptress whisper, "Will you?" 
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The man in her arms turned to look at her. Through the haze of tears, it was clear. Clear blue eyes 

that stared back at her, not the laughing brown ones that had taken a part of her heart with them 

to the grave.  

She smiled as she realized that a part was not all. There was plenty of heart still beating, quite 

loudly in fact, inside her chest. And just as loving Daniel's daughters would never take anything 

away from the love she felt for her sons, neither would loving this man ever change any of the 

twenty wonderful years she had shared with David.  

He answered her with a tentative one of his own. "Will I what?" his voice was a low throaty 

whisper. 

"Kiss away the pain," her answer echoed the singers.   

Their eyes held for a moment. She watched as dark clouds gathered in the blue skies of those 

eyes. She felt him stiffen a bit, and she worried that she had said something terribly wrong. The 

memory of his cold kiss earlier burned in her mind.  

She opened her mouth to take it all back. Instead, his covered hers. And fire erupted. The chill of 

the night melted away at the touch of his tongue against hers. She tasted the beer, but another 

taste overpowered it. Daniel. It was more intoxicating than the wine she had drunk. More potent 

than any drug. And she feared she might be addicted already.  

"I'll do my best," he whispered against her lips as the music stopped.  

*** 

Daniel laughed around the beer bottle as his friends surrounded him. The truth was he felt like 

anything other than laughter. This show was grating on his nerves. He had tried to slip away 

quietly with Jill after that song. Its words and her pleas haunted him as much as the question that 

was burning in his mind. The question that he hid from them all.   

"Yeah, well, you just remember I owe you for this one," he addressed Samuel. His friend had no 

way of knowing exactly how much. And the rest of this night would have to tell. Samuel slapped 

him on the back as the group entered the same front door that he had opened for his new wife 

barely more than a week ago.  

New wife - words that played like a bad movie in his mind, a movie in which he was now the 

male lead. The problem was he was not very good in the role. The truth was he was no one's 

hero. At least not when it mattered most. Oh sure, he could fight. Win battles that few other men 

could even face. Hell, he could also change diapers. But at the one thing that mattered most…as 

a husband and a man…he was a complete and utter failure.  
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"You can thank me later, buddy," laughed the man that seemed cut out for that part. "Simone, you 

girls better be finished in there cause we kept the man waiting long enough," his friend called out 

as the gang pushed Daniel down the hallway towards the bedrooms. Towards heaven or hell 

itself. 

Simone and a group of the wives stepped out of the doorway just as they approached, "You think 

we'd let you down now, suga'?" she drawled as Samuel wrapped his blushing bride of a lifetime 

in a bear hug and brushed a kiss across her ruby red lips. The others pushed Daniel through the 

open door. 

Jill was sitting on the edge of his bed. Her head was down as she stared at the sea of brown 

carpet. Blond hair fell about her features, but the stiff way that she held herself told him that she 

found this moment as impossibly embarrassing as he did.  

Embarrassment was not the only emotion that he felt as he took in the view of his wife with her 

legs dangling off the bed. If the flowing sundresses that hugged those luscious tits and the tight 

jeans that caressed her full bottom had been temptation, this was the fires of Hades itself, as he 

took in the white satin and lace that encased her full-figure.  

Gone was the lacy robe that had been draped about her shoulders as she had gyrated about him 

earlier. Her pale skin glistened in the dim light of the lamps that sat next to his bed. He watched 

hypnotized as her chest rose and fell. He was not sure if he feared or hoped for the gentle swell 

in those satin cups to overflow their boundaries.  

And those impossibly long legs that he could imagine wrapped about his waist were covered still 

in the sheer white lace stockings that were attached to the tiny strap of silk that he supposed was 

a garter belt. He had not seen it earlier or the lace panties she wore. Those scarves that had flown 

about her legs as she danced had hidden them. He tried to push the door closed before anyone 

else caught sight of her. 

Daniel felt the blood coursing through his body. "You can take my breath away," he whispered 

the words of the song as they shoved him towards her.  

Their audience was not to be denied this night. "Naw-aw, buddy," laughed Samuel. "You know 

this show ain't over."  

He cursed whatever fool had started this tradition. But he knew Samuel was right. It was one 

almost as old as his unit itself. And he of all people should understand the importance of such 

things, but this night he was in no mood for their games. He just wanted to be alone with his new 

wife. He needed to settle some things.  

"It's over when I say it's over," Daniel barked. "And I say it's over. You guys have had your 

perverted fun. Go home to your own wives." 
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Simone giggled as she snuggled against Samuel. "Oh no, you don't, boy. If you think that milk 

toast kiss you tried to pass off in front of the chaplain is gonna satisfy us girls, you got another 

think coming."  

Reaching across the room, she grabbed Jill's hand and pulled her from the bed until she was 

standing right in front of him. Simone gave him another of those looks, "NOW, you may kiss 

your bride. And make it good, boy. Us wives got to have something to tease these old men with." 

Daniel looked down into Jill's green eyes. "I'm sorry, but they aren't going to leave unless we…" 

His words trailed off as he lowered his head. The moment his lips brushed hers, it burst across 

him like a tidal wave. Desire. Need. Pure fucking lust. He was hard in an instant. The way she 

melted against him, melding their bodies, entwining their legs, was driving him insane.  

Or was it the taste of wine and woman as her tongue met each bold thrust with her own. Her 

arms draped about the heated skin of his shoulders, had his body begging and pleading with him 

to finish what they had begun the night before.  

With a groan deep into her throat, he wrapped his arms about his wife's waist and drew her 

tighter against him. Partly because he wanted, needed, to feel those soft curves pressed against 

every single inch of his hard body. But he also did not want to have to murder his friends and 

comrades for looking at his wife in that fucking white cloud of temptation.  

The loud cheer that went up from their assembled guests barely registered in his mind as he 

tasted and feasted on her lips. His hands moved over the satin, wishing it were nothing but the 

softness of her skin.  

He smiled against her lips when he heard the quiet click of the door closing. His mind replayed 

their earlier conversation about 'not rushing' things. He knew that he should step back now. Offer 

his wife the bed for the next couple of nights while the girls were away with friends for their 

'honeymoon.' He could slip away to watch stupid late-night Westerns and drink himself to sleep.  

But what he should do and what he wanted to do were two different things. Even though he 

knew the alcohol and the situation itself clouded her thinking, he did not care. He did not want 

her thinking, did not wish cold reasoning to have any part of this night. He tried to fuel the 

flames that had her burning against him as hotly as he was igniting. If honor, niggled at the back 

of his mind, it could go fuck itself, because his body had every intention of ending a very long 

dry spell by fucking his new wife. 

He maneuvered them until he felt the edge of the bed against his shins. Gently, lest he aroused 

her from the wine and kiss induced stupor that he wanted to feed this night, he lowered them 

both to the bed. His hand moved with more confidence than he was feeling up from her waist 
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until it cupped her breast. His fingers ran along the edge of the material as his tongue danced 

against hers.  

She whimpered as he broke the kiss. He looked into those cloudy green pools as he brushed the 

offensive material back to reveal the soft, full perfection of a man's dreams. He knew that if he 

did not want this dream to end too quickly, he had to keep her drugged with the seduction. Keep 

reason and sanity at bay…at least until dawn.  

So, he did what he had wanted to do since the moment that Britney had splashed water across 

that damned dress. He lowered his head and tasted the sweet heaven and fiery hell that was his 

wife's nipple. He drew the turgid peak deeper between his lips and was rewarded with a louder 

whimper as she arched against him.  

Their bodies lying side by side on the bed, he could feel her hips moving in slow circles against 

his. The dry humping as they had called it as teens was driving him insane. One of his hands 

moved to her hips to still the incessant rhythm as his other hand cupped and squeezed at her 

bared tit. His teeth lightly scored the firm flesh, and she practically came off the bed. This time 

the whimper became a moan. 

His wife's responses were a more heady concoction than the half dozen or so beers that he had 

drunk throughout the night. Headier than anything he could remember, even the adrenaline rush 

of battle.  

Daniel knew he was moving fast, but it was not quick enough for him. His fingers slipped 

beneath the patterned lace of her underwear. Panties that revealed far more than they hid as they 

stretched tightly across the white skin of her lush bottom. He tugged and pushed at them in time 

with the rocking of her hips against him. He had them halfway down her thighs when she lifted 

that round ass and moaned as his tongue lathed her damp nipple.  

"Fuck this," he spat as he tore the damned things off her. His words breathed across the tips of 

her breast.  

The lacy scrap was still wrapped around his fingers as he explored the softness of her round 

bottom, mapping it with his touch. His mouth and tongue refused to surrender their prize as he 

toyed with it. "Please," she whimpered. 

"Please what?" he breathed across her skin as he continued to toy with the darkened peak. He 

knew the answer he wanted. 'Please fuck me,' rang like a refrain in his head.  

He threw the damned lace across the room as his fingers moved between her soft thighs. He 

groaned against her flesh as they moved over soft curls and delved lower still. He smiled around 

her nipple as he found her as wet as he was hard. Her hips lifted then, enveloping his hands 
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between her legs, as two of his fingers disappeared into the warmth that another part of his body 

coveted.  

"Aw," she screamed as he felt her flesh clamped tightly about his fingers. "Yes," she moaned as 

he began to move them deeper inside her. "Oh, god, yes," she whimpered as she arched her hips 

into his bold caress. 

Daniel was about to burst out of his god damned jeans. But the choice was to surrender the 

heavenly softness of her ripe breast or the wet welcome of her tight channel. It was not a choice 

he was ready to make just yet. As his teeth tugged more firmly at the soft flesh, his fingers were 

greeted almost instantly with a rhythmic tightening of her muscles.  

"D…" she whimpered as he continued the all-out assault on her senses. The end game of this 

mission so close that he could almost feel it. "Da…" she moaned once more.  

Daniel was preparing to surrender the tender softness of her breast as she crested and crashed 

against him. The need to discard the tight confines of the thick material was driving him mad 

with distraction when she gave a final moan, "Da-vid." 

Daniel shut his eyes at the stabbing pain that ripped through his chest. He had taken more than 

one bullet to the Kevlar vest. He knew the stinging shock of that pain, but it was a fraction of 

what he felt at that moment. His fingers slowed inside her impossibly tight body as the 

aftermaths of her tremors continued to squeeze softly at them.  

He knew that her words, misspoken though they were in her drunken and lust induced dreams, 

would not stop some men. Hell, most men. He was not one of them, as that damned honor came 

bubbling back to the surface. Indecision and pain warred in his heart as he stilled. His head 

rested against the soft pillow of the breast that moments before he had been teasing and 

tormenting.  

It was his new wife that ultimately decided for him. The soft rise and fall of her chest soon gave 

no doubt that after the powerful release of her orgasm, she had found the peace of sleep. 

Something he knew he would not see this night. Not even at the bottom of the bottle of Southern 

Comfort that awaited him in the kitchen cabinet. 

Softly he turned, withdrawing his fingers with regret. He rolled to the edge of the bed. His head 

hung in defeat. "Fuck, when are you going to learn, man. You just aren't cut out for this," he 

whispered as he stood up.  

Going to the closet, he pulled out the spare blanket and tucked it about her. Her blond hair spread 

across the quilt brought another stabbing pain to his gut. "I'm so sorry, Jill," he bent to place a 

kiss on her forehead. "You don't deserve a fuck-up like me." He flicked off the lights and drew 

the door closed even more softly than their guests had earlier.  
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In the darkness, he stumbled down the hall to the kitchen. The moonlight was streaming through 

the window over the sink as he reached high into the cupboard next to it for the only comfort he 

would find this night. The famous alcohol was far from the sweet comfort he had hoped to enjoy. 

Unscrewing the cap, he brought the bottle to his lips and swallowed. He looked out at the array 

of bright stars and lifted the bottle.  

"David, my friend, here's to you. Wish I were half the husband and man you must have been," as 

he drowned his sorrows in a long drink. The liquid burned his throat with heat and fire that was 

only a dim reminder of the flames he had held in his arms just moments before. 
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Chapter Five 

Mom's Macaroni-N-Cheese 

Macaroni (or your child's favorite pasta) - boiled 

100 g. Cream cheese (half a tub) 

1 Tablespoon Butter/margarine 

4 Cheese triangles or 2 oz. of good old fashioned American Velveta 

1/2 cup sour cream/crème freche/natural yogurt 

1 1/2 cup of grated Extra Strong Cheddar cheese 

Splash of milk (if necessary) 

Salt and pepper to taste 

Bread crumbs 

While your pasta boils, mix together the butter, sour cream, cream cheese, cheese 

triangles/Velveta, and 1/2 cup of cheddar in a saucepan and melt over low heat. This can also be 

done in a microwave, but check on it and stir often to prevent burning. Add a splash of milk to 

thin to the consistency of come (yes, I said cum). Drain pasta and mix together with the sauce in 

a glass baking dish. Cover with the remaining 1 cup of cheddar cheese and sprinkle lightly with 

bread crumbs. Bake in the oven until the cheese is melted a golden brown. 

Daniel raced along the beach, the surf crashing about his boots, sucking them and him deeper 

into the soft sand. Neither the wet, squishing inside them nor the ninety-pound pack on his back 

registered. He was a man driven. Driven by demons that had haunted his dreams for over two 

weeks. Visions of soft, welcoming flesh that turned suddenly still and icy cold. The thoughts had 

even begun to invade the waking hours. And for a man whose job could cost him or his friends 

their lives, it was something he could not allow.  

"What the fuck is your problem?" spat Samuel as he finally caught up with him.  

It was after one. The sun was high in the sky. The soft breeze off the Atlantic Ocean did 

absolutely nothing to mitigate the blistering summer heat. They had been at this since four in the 

morning. Daniel had always trained hard. Trained his men hard. These past few days, he knew he 

had pushed them and him further than ever before. But demons were sometimes harder to outrun 

than even the enemy. 

"If you're getting too old to keep up, maybe it's time to get out, old man," he accused his friend. 
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Samuel put out his arm, his hand resting on Daniel's shoulder as he stared at him. "I mean it. 

What's eating you, man? You weren't even this bad after…" 

Daniel turned away. He knew what Samuel meant. He had not been this tormented, not even 

after Rachel's death. He stared out at the rough ocean. It was as volatile as he felt, churning and 

pounding. In a moment, it could wipe away billions of grains of fine sand that had taken millions 

of years to form. Just as he could without knowing how or why destroy the women in his life.  

Sixteen days as a husband and except for a very awkward encounter in the kitchen the morning 

after their wedding, they had spoken less than three dozen words to one another. She was 

avoiding him.  

Oh, she was always around; cooking, cleaning, and caring for the girls. But he was cast off to the 

sidelines, doomed to watch the game. The hardest moments were when he caught her laughing 

and playing with his daughters. No, the hardest was when he watched her hug or kiss them with 

such soft, tenderness.  

How could he be so fucking jealous of his children? But he was. He would give anything for just 

one of those touches. If Jill would just brush her fingers across his cheek and give one of those 

smiles over some stupid accomplishment that no one else even noticed. If she would bend and 

kiss him good night, then perhaps the nightmares would disappear as surely as the mythical bed 

bugs that she dispatched with her reassurances each night. 

But that tenderness and care were reserved for his daughters. For him, it was a polite formality 

and stiff uncertainty that seemed to border almost upon fear. It was driving him insane. If he did 

not get out into the field soon, he knew he would explode. 

He just shrugged and said, "Nothing. I'm fine." 

The blow to the side of his ribs came out of nowhere. It took the air out of his lungs in a single 

whoosh, just as the sight of her in that damned white lace and satin nightmare had. He went to 

the ground instantly. A massive wave hit him, taking him under. The pack weighed him down as 

he struggled to the surface. He broke through gasping and gurgling to clear his lungs from the 

nasty saltwater. 

Samuel stood gloating over him. "No, buddy, you are not fine. Otherwise, I could not have done 

that, and we both know it." He held out his hand and helped Daniel to his feet, "So spill it now. 

What's wrong? I mean, shit, we left you with your half-naked wife, and instead of thanking us, 

you try to drive us all to our deaths with training exercises that start hours before dawn and last 

past dark." 

"Yeah, well, you guys have gotten soft over the past few months. Just because I could not go into 

the field or exercises, you thought you could fuck off, and it shows."  
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Samuel held up his hands in surrender, "I think we both know that was not fair, man. We know 

what's at stake here. And we take our jobs seriously. You know that." 

Daniel shook his head. He could not allow this. Even during the worst of his marriage to Rachel, 

he had always been able to compartmentalize. Home was home.  And work was work. You left 

your shit where it belonged.  

So, why was she different? Why did a few bad days with her have him taking his best friend's 

head off and unfairly accusing his men of the worst of sins in their eyes? 

"I'm sorry," as they walked silently back to where the others were beginning to assemble near a 

pile of rocks. Looking at their sweaty faces, he knew that he could ask for no better group of 

men. Soldiers. Or friends. "Go home. Day's over, guys. You did good."  

He hung back, smiled, and chatted with a couple of them as they dispersed, taking packs and 

equipment back across the beach to waiting vehicles. Most headed home to the one thing he 

would not find, the smiling welcome of a wife happy to have him back after a short day. 

He watched as one of the newer members of the team brushed aside his friends’ taunts. 

Lieutenant Zane Rogers had the makings of a good leader. Not since Dwayne had the unit been 

blessed with a mind like his. Oh, all his guys were smart, above average intelligence was as 

important a skill as their physical prowess, but these two were certified geniuses.  

He heard one of Zane's friends mention hanging out by the pool and looking for that 'hot number 

you screwed the other day.' The look of barely concealed rage that the young man tried to mask 

evoked a sense of camaraderie in Daniel.  

He remembered how he had instinctively pulled Jill closer that night to keep the prying eyes of 

his friends from seeing too much of what was his. But that was the problem: she wasn't his. Not 

in any meaningful way, at least. 

He straggled behind long after the others were gone. He would go back to base, spend some time 

over paperwork that was more than caught up after almost a year of virtual desk duty. But it 

would give him an excuse, something to do until dinner time perhaps. At least the thought of 

dinner time brought a smile to his face. He smiled, definitely dinner time.  

If what the woman had said was true, about cooking when she was thinking, she had been doing 

a hell of a lot of it lately. The menu had been unforgettable. Each night better than the last. Her 

macaroni and cheese, in particular, had captured his daughters' hearts, it seemed. 

"You should go too," the voice said. 

"I will," he lied. "Just have a few things to do back at the office first. Tell Simone not to get used 

to this, though. Damned witch," he cursed. 
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"White witch," his friend smiled, remaining silently by his side for several moments. He seemed 

lost in thoughts all of his own, just watching the waves crash in and slink back. "She says that Jill 

fits right in with the others. Says that it's like the woman belongs." 

Daniel sighed. Another thing to be jealous of. His wife's affection for the other spouses. Why was 

it that he was the only one she did not seem to have any real care for? But he knew he was a bit 

harsh there as well. She was polite to a fault, asking if she could get him something, if he needed 

anything.  

But after that night, it was not like he could just say, 'Yeah, I need you.' No, it was pretty clear 

that while his wife might have enough love to instantly bond with his daughters and even the 

other wives, the woman was still very much in love with another man. There was simply no 

place for him. He was locked on the outside looking in. 

"I mean it, man, if you ever need to talk about something, I'm here for you," his friend once more 

put his hand on his shoulder. 

Daniel shook his head, "Some things just can't be fixed. Sometimes people just aren't cut out for 

a job." 

Samuel frowned, "You talking about Clay Dodd? What that bastard do now?" 

"Nothing that I know of, but that wasn't what I was talking about." 

"Then what? I know it isn't always easy to talk about things. But man, if you don't do something 

you gonna explode soon," he could see the genuine concern in his friend's dark eyes. It was 

almost his undoing. 

Instead, he turned back towards the sea, picking up a stick and tossing it across the waves. It did 

not work the same as when he had skipped stones across the still pond on his father's ranch. But 

nothing was as simple as it had seemed back there. Silence hung for several minutes.  

He knew what Samuel was doing. Wearing him down. He wanted to think it would not work, but 

the truth was, the man was right. If something did not give soon, he was not going to be fit for 

duty or anything else. 

"Jill," uncertain what more to say. 

Samuel laughed, "I figured out that damned much. It don't take a fucking genius like Dwayne to 

know that. What about her? When we left you, things seemed to be going pretty damned well. 

Seemed, your new wife was more than ready for the job." 

"Yeah, well, certain parts of it maybe," Daniel tried to find words to explain the delicate 

situation. 
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"Gees, man! You mean?" Samuel pinned him with a stare that would have done Simone proud. 

"You mean, after all, that you didn't seal the deal?" 

"Seal the deal? What the fuck is that? This some fucking high school locker room now?" He 

boiled over, "If you mean, am I fucking my wife? The answer is no. Seems the missus still has a 

thing for her dead husband." 

Daniel did not know what he had expected from his friend, but raucous laughter that had the man 

doubled over was not it. Anger coursed through him that his pain should be the object of his 

friend's mirth. He repaid several debts with a roundhouse kick to the man's head that sent him 

sprawling backward into the sand. 

Samuel quieted and rubbed the side of his head. "Alright, I suppose you owe me that one after 

Simone's meddling and what I did earlier." He stood up slowly. "But that's it, buddy, no more. If 

this isn't the locker room, you want to give me some Intel here? What makes you think that?" 

Daniel was still reeling with pent up rage and frustration, "I don't fucking think. I know. She 

called out his name when…" his screams trailed off. 

Samuel stood and took several steps back, but the broad smile and chuckles that he could barely 

contain had his friend going after him anyway. He tried throwing up his hands in surrender once 

more, "I give, man. I give." 

"You think it is fucking funny?" Daniel said as he ran at him, slamming into the larger man and 

taking them both to the ground. The men were fairly equally matched. It had been one of the 

strengths of their working relationship. This wrestling match was more intense because they 

knew one another so well they could almost anticipate the opponent’s next move. They tussled 

for several moments in the sand. When they rolled once more so that Daniel was atop his friend, 

he drew back his fist to deliver the final blow but stilled it in mid-air.  

What the fuck was he doing? Samuel was not the enemy. He had been, until a minute before, the 

best friend Daniel had ever had. And despite the crass behavior, he still did not deserve a beating. 

Daniel rolled to the side. "It wasn't fucking funny, man." 

His friend sat up next to him. "I'm sorry, Danny boy. I didn't mean it like that." Samuel turned 

and looked at him, "I just see things a bit differently from where I'm sitting."  

His friend contemplated the waves for a moment. His voice was deeper when he spoke again, 

"You know we all face the truth sometimes. We know each time that this might be it. That this 

time we might not be coming back. We don't talk about it, of course, but we all live with it." 

"Truth is that I long ago faced those facts. And I've told Simone that I expect her ass to find 

another good man to love." He turned and looked at his friend then.  
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Daniel could see the mist in his eyes as he chuckled, "It beats the hell out of the woman having a 

string of boy toys." Daniel joined in the painful laughter with his friend at the image of the big 

beautiful woman surrounded by a bevy of beefy young studs.  

"But my friend, let me tell you this. After twenty years of the best loving of my life, that same 

thing damned well better happen once or twice at first. Or I swear I'll haunt every fucking séance 

that woman gives," he smiled. "Now I don't know what happened exactly, and I don't want to. 

But I know from what Simone has told me that those two had just about as happy a marriage as 

we do."  

Samuel's next words knocked the oxygen from his lungs as surely as the man's roundhouse kick 

had. "So, have you thought for even a half-second that this might just be a good thing? That if 

when she's drunk off her ass, she confuses the two of you, maybe, just maybe things could be 

heading in the right direction for you? Cause I can tell you one thing, it wasn't just the alcohol 

and old memories going on that night. Even a blind man could see that you had your missus 

more than a little hot and bothered on your wedding night?" 

Daniel sat in silence for a moment. His friend’s words washed over him like the waves. It was 

not a perspective that, even for a second, had entered his mind. Not one that would enter most 

men's in the situation. But as Samuel said, he could see it more from David's point of view.  

He paused for a moment. A thousand questions about the other man ran, like a marathon, through 

his mind. But the cold hard fact was that none of them mattered. He was dead, and Daniel was 

the one left holding his wife. Their wife. "So, where the fuck does that leave me? What the fuck 

do I do now, smartass?" Daniel continued to stare across the ocean that separated his wife from 

her old life. 

Samuel chuckled again, "Well, first of all, make sure she ain't drunk next time." 

They both laughed then. "Yeah, I suppose that would be a good idea." 

"I think that given some time and a hell of a lot more patience than you’ve been showing lately, 

the rest will work itself out, my friend." He turned and stared at Daniel, "You do have an 

amazing wife. Second best woman I know, in fact."   

"At least mine, don't meddle in things she shouldn't," Daniel replied boldly. 

*** 

Simone, Trisha, and a couple more of the wives giggled around the kitchen tables as toddlers and 

babies scooted, crawled, and cooed on the floor at their feet. 

"Damn girl, you still ain't givin' no details. Don't make us use our interrogation skills," smiled 

Trisha around the steaming cup of sweet black coffee.  
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The plate of homemade cookies and scones in the middle of the table was practically empty. 

Over the past two weeks, it had become common for the homemakers of the group to come back 

to the house after the morning school bus run. They laughed and gossiped over the continental 

breakfast before cleaning, cooking, and running whatever errands their days held. 

Jill was wise enough to know that this frivolity would not last forever. Oh, the laughter might 

continue, but it would take a decidedly different turn in a few days or weeks. Anytime their 

husbands were away, she knew that the mood would change as well. It would become nothing 

more than a cover for the worry, loneliness, and pain that was the other side of their lives.  

That was why it was so important to build these bonds now, during the good times, because in 

those darkest of hours, it would have to sustain them all through whatever lay ahead. Chloe and 

Thad's occasional presence among them was a stark reminder of just how dark things could get. 

Jill's memories only deepened her resolve…no woman left behind, she pledged. And this was 

part of it, part of her new/old role as the leader among the wives that kept it all going on the 

home front.  

But how to answer that particular question still plagued her thoughts and dreams. She 

remembered little of that night after the intimate dance they shared. Just bits and pieces of an 

erotic fantasy. The truth was she did not know how it went, but it could not have been well. The 

cold shoulder that Daniel had given her since that night spoke volumes.  

Looking back, she realized the embarrassment that she must have been for him. Prancing around 

in that naughty lingerie like one of these much younger, more beautiful, and thinner women. She 

must have looked like a clown. A proud man, a leader, Daniel had tried to save her from the 

embarrassment to them both. But in her drunken stupor, she had chosen not to listen.  

So, now she was paying the price. His anger was wholly justified, and she had no idea what to do 

to get him to forgive her lapse in judgment. But she could not tell these women that, so instead, 

she smiled around the pain. It was something you got good at over the years, especially in this 

job. She laughed it all off with a simple, "I don't kiss and tell." 

Trisha, though, was like the prize bull at the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo, she would not 

give up when she had her rider cornered. Bucking and jumping, she took Jill for a long ride, 

"Now, girl, don't be shy. I mean, come on. We're all green with envy. Oh sure, our hubbies might 

be hotties," the woman looked around the table at her co-conspirators and made a big show of 

fanning her perfectly manicured hands back and forth. "But damn, yours is unforgettable. And 

that kiss. Holy hell, it was hotter than the West Texas Hill Country on the fourth of July." 

Everyone laughed at the woman's flair for drama.  
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Jill was searching for a comeback that would deflect this line of conversation, one that had been 

coming up over and over during the past couple of weeks. Thankfully, the woman that was 

rapidly becoming her best friend and confidant handled it for her. 

"What girl? You having problems at home? You so desperate to hear all the naughty details cause 

your man ain't takin' care of bid-ness? Just send him to my Samuel. Dat man knows all the tricks 

for keepin' it fresh like these two newlyweds." All the others roared with laughter at Trisha's 

friendly takedown. 

Jill smiled her thanks to Simone as she began to clear the table. The last cinnamon bun winked 

its tempting smile at her, but she kept fast to her resolve. "Anyone for the last of my buns?" 

Trisha's wicked sense of humor still smarting from the put-down responded. "Is that how you get 

him going? With your buns? Must say there's plenty of them." 

Simone reached over and took the sweet off the plate, taking a massive bite out of it. "Yeah, you 

know what my man always says, 'more cushion for the pushin.' Maybe I should give you this, 

Trisha, sweetie? With that skinny ass of yours, maybe that's the problem, Travis getting stuck in 

all the wrong places. Ain't nothin' us real women have to worry bout." She purred as she held out 

the bun to the other woman. 

Jill stepped in between them, smoothly. "Trisha, you'll have to take me with you to the gym 

sometime soon. I could use some pointers from you on how you keep your runway figure. I 

mean Miss Lubbock and all." 

The woman's flaming red head turned from glaring at Simone with a smile, "Sure, suga. I know 

it can’t be easy. After four babies and all. That's why I put my foot down. Trav got his son, and 

that's it for me. One is definitely enough for this girl." 

Jill shivered at what she recognized was another dig at Simone, the couple's difficulties 

conceiving another child after Althea was the only thing that marred their otherwise perfect 

marriage. She had already hugged Simone through a couple of PMS days with chocolate cake 

and an extra-large box of tissues.  

She knew that this day was getting personal, and she had to step in. "Well, my ladies, if you'll 

excuse me, I'm afraid I have some errands to run myself. So, I'm afraid I'll have to scoot you off 

today," she lied. 

They all nodded and hugged. Most headed off down the street in groups of two or three. Only 

Trisha struggled alone with her terrible two-year-old T.J., short for Travis Junior. Jill shook her 

head at the sight, remembering how hard little boys could sometimes be. 
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"You never cease to amaze me, girlfriend," Simone put her hand on Jill's shoulder. She held out 

the cinnamon bun. "Here, you should finish this. You didn't eat a thing this morning." 

Jill shook her head as she walked over to the sink with the plate. "No, it's alright. I'm on a diet 

anyway," she replied as she put the plug in the sink and ran hot water, adding a few drops of 

washing up liquid, detergent, she corrected herself for the millionth time in three weeks since she 

had been home. 

Home? She asked herself. Was this place truly home? Sure, she kept the house and loving the 

girls had come almost as naturally as it had each time they placed another of her pink-faced sons 

into her arms. Even this sometimes rowdy group of wives seemed to embrace and welcome her, 

accepting her as one of their comrades, a leader even. But that night still haunted her.  

"What's really wrong, sweetie?"  

The tears flowed down her cheeks, adding to the growing pool in the sink, absorbed by it, 

becoming just as much a part of it as she was of these people. So, why was it all not enough? 

"I don't know," she whispered. 

"I think you do. Something is bothering you, and I have my ideas. It's him still, ain't it?" The 

woman reached over and turned off the water. Taking Jill's hands in hers, she led her back to the 

table and placed her in a chair before sitting down across the table. "Tell Simone all about it." 

Jill chuckled at the soothing voice that she would have used after Bel had a bad day. "No, really. 

The problem is, I don't know. I don't even know how to answer that woman's damned question 

because I was so fucking drunk I can't remember what happened after you guys left that night." 

Simone chuckled and shook her head, "Then I'm guessing not much. Because I'm purty damned 

sure if that man had made love to you, you'd be remembering it, girlfriend." 

"God, sometimes you're as bad as she is, you know that?" Jill teased as she swatted at Simone's 

hand. "But seriously, I remember the dance and parts of you girls getting me ready," she blushed 

at the memory of some of the more ribald comments from that night. "And I remember…" her 

voice trailed off, and the blush deepened. 

Simone fanned herself, "Oh yeah, that kiss was pretty unforgettable. Almost made up for that shit 

in the chapel, didn't it?" 

Jill chuckled that she and her friend thought so much alike. "Almost." 

"So, what? You just forget the rest? Don't you remember anything? I mean, I know the guys call 

him Superman, but I never did buy that whole thing with a single kiss and Lois Lane forgetting 
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the whole damned thing, Ice Crystal Palace, making love, even the fact that Clark Kent was 

Superman. Oh, come on, nobody kisses that good." 

"I don't know about that," Jill whispered in confidence. 

"Shit, girlfriend. Now you have me curious." 

Jill giggled as she reached for her cup of coffee, even knowing that it would be cold by now. She 

needed something to hold on to, and the mug was as good as anything. "I woke up the next 

morning in his bed." Simone's brow arch at her words. "Alone," she clarified. "I found him 

asleep on the couch with an empty bottle of Southern Comfort curled in his arms." 

Simone winced, "This ain't good, child. But it sure as hell explains why he's acting like an 

asshole and driving the guys mad right now." 

The guilt of Simone's admission weighed on Jill like the world on Atlas' shoulders. She knew her 

job: keep the home front quiet so her man could stay focused on all that it took to get his job 

done. And it was evident to her even before that slip that she was not doing it very well.  

"Shit, I'm sorry. It's all my fault. I told you this wasn't a good idea. I should have listened to those 

second thoughts. I mean, what guy like him would ever look at a woman like me," she brought 

the cup to her lips. The cold liquid did nothing to extinguish the burning pain in her gut. 

"Oh, don't give me that shit. You know damned good and well that there is no faking a kiss like 

that. You had that man tied in knots all damned night long. When we left here, I was sure that 

everything was going to work out just perfect. All we got to do now is figure out what went 

wrong, then we can fix it," she placed her hand over Jill's. "You must remember something else?" 

Jill shook her head. "No, really, I don't. It is all a blur…" she blushed. "The only thing I could 

remember when I woke up that morning was having the most erotic fucking dream of my life." 

Simone threw up her arms, "That's it then. Something did happen. I'll just hypnotize you, and 

we'll get to the bottom of this whole thing." 

Jill felt the heat rising in her cheeks once more. The last thing she wanted was to share that 

dream with anyone, even her new best friend. "It's alright. You don't need to do that. The dream I 

remember just fine." What she did not say was that she could not stop having it.  

Every time she closed her eyes, it was there again. Lips and hands were moving over her. Her 

body on fire like it had never, ever been before. Never. And that to her was the worst. How could 

she respond like that? Like a slut and slag, begging and pleading for the touch of a man she 

barely knew. Alright, so that man was her husband. It did not excuse her behavior. Her betrayal 

of David. 
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"So, what aren't you telling me?"  

"Nothing really," Jill lied. 

"Oh, there is plenty you ain't saying, honey. You got that boy's balls in a vise. And as much as I 

love you, this shit's got to stop soon. I'm tired of seeing what's he's doing to those guys. Hell, 

even after that bitch offed herself…good riddance and god rest her soul…that boy weren't this 

bad." 

Seizing the opportunity to learn more about the mysterious ghost that fueled her demons, and 

more than a bit happy to divert her friend away from the other topic, "Tell me about her." 

Simone shook her head that was tied in a scarf between hairdressing appointments. "I know what 

you doing, girlfriend. You ain't getting away with it that easy."  

Standing up, she walked across the kitchen to the window and picked a couple of leaves from the 

planters of herbs that Jill had growing in the window. She reached into the utility drawer next to 

the sink and pulled out a lighter.  

"What's that for?" 

Putting the leaves on one of the empty plates, Simone lit them until they smoldered, filling the 

room with a musty warmth. "Sage clears bad spirits away," she explained as she took her seat. 

"You know I'm not one of the gossips, and usually I wouldn't do this. But one thing I know. The 

past is forever entwined with the present…and the future."  

Reaching across the table, she took both of Jill's hands, enveloping them in one of hers. "What 

I'm about to say stays between us, do you understand me? Not even our husbands. I want your 

word." She held out her other hand, little finger extended. "Pinky swear." 

"Pinky swear," Jill noted that Simone's usual smile was nowhere to be seen.  

"You get that stupid reality television show about those spoiled rich girls over there?" 

Jill laughed, "Which one?" 

"Suppose you right, ain't much else on the damned thing anymore. But I'm talking about the one 

with that crazy chick that married and divorced that sport's star in the space of a breath." 

"Never watched it, but who can help but read the headlines on the internet or in the newspapers. 

So I know the basics. What's that got to do with Rachel, though?" 

"Like Esther and I said in those emails, she was a spoiled, rich girl that never grew up. Daniel's 

marriage to Rachel wasn't much different than that." Simone sighed as she stared at the burning 

incense.  
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"She was not yet twenty. A bunch of her friends was slumming it for the summer in Ocean City 

instead of the Hamptons." Jill smiled at the sarcastic note in her friend's voice. "Anyway, he met 

her at one of the bars. He and the guys had gone out for a few. Like you say, the boy is drop-dead 

gorgeous, and that one noticed quick enough. The rest as they say…" 

Simone waved her chunky hand over the herbs, fanning the embers. "By the end of the summer, 

she was pregnant. Me, I always said she did it on purpose, to keep the one guy that could not be 

bought with her daddy's money. Those first couple of years were pretty tough. That one was high 

maintenance and liked to be the center of attention. Not the best attributes for this type of life." 

A frown creased Simone’s forehead as she continued, "Actually, they were right on the edge of 

divorce when 9/11 happened. And of course, everything changed then," she smiled weakly and 

squeezed Jill's hand, realizing how much it had transformed her own life as well.  

"But it suited that one's purposes real fine. She took off back to New York with Jess still in 

diapers. Said she needed to do what she could to help out too. And of course, over the past 

decade, our guys have been away more than they been home." 

"So, Rachel holed up in her daddy's penthouse in Manhattan while Daniel was off fighting. 

Anytime the team had downtime, he'd store his gear at ours and catch a red-eye up there to see 

his little girl. Of course, that couldn't have suited Miss Perfect any better. Nannies, Daddy's 

money, and the big hero husband around just enough to make all her friends green with envy." 

She paused for a long moment as if gathering the courage to go on, "Then she got pregnant with 

Bel. Daniel was pretty tired already of watching the way that lot was spoiling his oldest child. 

There was no way he was having two of them up there. So, he put down his foot. Demanded that 

Rachel move back here." 

Jill nodded as Simone brought her cup of coffee to her lips. "But she hated it here. I mean, really 

hated it. There was this guy from Daniel's unit. His daddy owns one of those private security 

firms, mercenaries, if you ask me. Anyway, he offered Daniel and a few others big money to 

come to work for his daddy.”  

“Of course, Daniel and Samuel said no, but that was not the answer that one wanted to hear. For 

over two years, she made that boy's life living hell going on and on about how he didn't owe this 

country, the Navy, or his team anything. About how she and his daughters should come first. 

Like they didn't already?" 

Another dark look came across Simone's face, and she made the sign of the cross, "She got 

pregnant again. This time I know, it was on purpose. Told him that now he would have to take up 

the Dodds' offer. That they could not afford another baby." Simone smiled weakly, "Of course, 

fate pulled a big joke on her. It was not one more baby but two." 
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Simone reached across the table and squeezed her hand gently, "What I'm about to say, no one on 

this earth knows except me and Daniel. She was about six months along when she got drunk one 

night, took some damned pills too. Daniel asked me to come over and take care of Jess and Bel 

so he could take her to the hospital. Have the doctors check her and the babies out to make sure 

everything was all right."  

"The things that woman screamed at the poor man in her drunken stupor would chill your blood. 

She told him that if he wasn't quitting the Navy, she didn't want any more of his bastards." 

Jill's hand flew to her mouth in shock at the cruelty of the woman. But the tale only got worse 

when Simone spoke again. "She told him not to bother coming home from the next mission. 

Then she would at least have a nice little paycheck from the insurance company. But that he 

should make sure he did it right because she didn't want to be left with half a man to take care of 

like Dwayne." 

"Oh my god," Jill breathed around her hand. "How could she?" 

Simone shook her head, "Thing is I always felt sorry for her. Until that night, anyway. She was 

like some lost child, who just could not handle not getting her way. Except for Daniel, no one 

had ever said 'no' to her." 

"Why didn't she just get a divorce if she hated it here so much? Hated this life?" Jill wondered 

aloud. 

"Like I said, a couple of times, I thought for sure that was the way things were going. But I think 

in some perverse way, Rachel liked having someone say 'no.' It gave her boundaries." 

Jill's brow furrowed, "Why didn't he? I mean, divorce her." 

"The girls mostly. He knew he was not always around, but at least me or one of the other wives 

would always check in on them. Besides, sweetie, in case you ain't figured this one out, your 

husband is an old fashioned country boy to the core.”  

“Nothing he's seen in this crazy world has managed to change the fact that his parents, who been 

married almost as long as we been alive, raised that boy to take those vows seriously. Raised that 

boy on truly solid ground," she tightened her grip around Jill's hand once more.  

"So, that brings us back to the other. What we gonna do to make sure that those vows don't bite 

him in the ass again?" 

Jill swallowed past the foul taste in her mouth. The story that Simone had shared raised as many 

new questions as the ones they answered, maybe more. Some piece of the puzzle was still 

missing. The woman that Simone described seemed far too selfish to take her own life, too self-
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centered. But Jill pushed those thoughts aside for now in favor of more pressing matters. She 

stared at the bottom of the empty cup. "I acted like a fool," she whispered. 

Simone giggled softly, "We all do that. What do you mean exactly?" 

"In the dream, we're…" Jill blushed, unable to continue. "Let's just say doing things that I would 

not do back in High School unless I were going steady with someone. Going steady…for a long 

time," she stretched out the words.  

"Don't need to ask if it was good. Look on your face answers that one, girlfriend." 

"That's the problem. It was too good," Jill confided in a whisper. 

Her friend looked at her in shock, "Too good? There ain't no such thing." 

Jill sought answers at the bottom of the empty cup again. "There is if you barely know someone. 

I mean… It wasn't that good…even with David." 

Simone's loud laughter chimed about the room. "So, that's what's bothering you. Guilt?" 

"Not guilt, I suppose. It all just seemed to be happening too fast. And of course, well, there's the 

other. You know?" She frowned, thinking about her insecurities. 

Simone rolled her eyes, "I think we can safely put those worries aside, sweetie. If things were 

moving so damned fast that you got scared, I don’t think there's much doubt that your husband is 

into you." 

Jill shook her head. Simone could afford to be so sure of herself, her beautiful full figure. She 

had known nothing but the loving support of her husband for almost twenty years. Jill had faced 

other things. And despite her friend’s reassurances, the idea of exposing herself to another man 

was terrifying. 

"Besides, right now, the question is more about what we gonna do to get things back to moving 

too fast?"  

"Moving forward at all would be nice. Slow and steady wins the race, they say." 

"You think that man knows shit about slow and steady?" Simone chuckled. 

Jill brought her fingers up to her lips as if she could still feel the scalding heat of his kisses, "I 

suppose you're right." 

"No, the thing we got to plan, for now, is how to release these floodwaters from behind that dam 

without taking out all those downstream." 
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"How do we do that?"  

"Aw, sweetie, that one's easy. You just have to seduce your husband."  

Jill choked on the air in her throat. That idea alone was enough to send her scurrying like a 

mouse when you turned on the kitchen light. 

*** 

Daniel opened the backdoor quietly. Stepping into the laundry room, he was assailed with 

memories of her taste. The feel of those soft curves pressed against him. He was already half-

hard as he tossed his tack bag in the corner and stepped into the kitchen. Britney and Ashley sat 

giggling with delight in their highchairs. Food was thrown about the floor as she stood by the 

sink. Her hands were wringing out a dishcloth, preparing to clean up the mess. 

She stopped when she saw him. "Daniel, I wasn't…" She blushed. "We didn't expect you home 

this early." Nodding her head towards the toddlers, "I was just about to put these two down for 

their naps." 

"Don't let me stop you," he stammered, feeling like that stranger in his own house yet again. 

She smiled nervously. "I'll just be a couple of minutes. Let me clean and change them, then I'll 

make you something for lunch. You must be hungry." 

"Sure, I'll just grab a shower while you put them down." He fled the room as quickly as he could. 

A nice, long ice-cold shower. He would need it.  

What the hell had he been thinking? Even after his conversation with Samuel, he should have 

headed back to the office. But like a fool, he had turned the SUV towards home, hoping for once 

to be greeted with the same enthusiasm Samuel and the others could count upon.  

Stripping away his sweaty and sandy clothes, he threw them into the basket and stepped beneath 

the spray. The water was cold, but not cold enough. He felt it slide down his body and imagined 

it was her fingers. Remembering how soothing her touch had been that night when her fingers 

danced across his bare chest as she swayed against him. "Fuck," he spat, picking up the bottle of 

shower gel. Pouring some into his hands, he began to lather his head and body. 

To make things worse, she was wearing another one of those damned dresses again today. This 

one was long and black.  It was a perfect contrast to bring out the creamy color of her skin. There 

was no halter top to untie this time. But the low V-neck revealed the swell of those impossibly 

full breasts. His hands ached to feel them once more.  

"God damn it," he cursed again as he rinsed the suds from his body. He was tempted, more than 

tempted to tarry a few more minutes. Take certain matters into his own hands. But he knew that 
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she would probably be done with putting the twins down for their naps by now, and he did not 

want to keep her waiting.  

Besides, he had been doing that for over two weeks, and it brought no real relief. What he needed 

was far more than a quick jerk-off in the shower. He needed his wife. Not like he was going to 

have her.  

But the least he could do was make some headway using the advice that Samuel had offered. 

Some conversation over lunch was as good a place as any to begin. He grabbed the towel and 

wrapped it about his waist. His mind was decidedly somewhere else as he opened the bathroom 

door and walked straight into his wife.   

*** 

As usual, Britney and Ashley had fallen asleep almost before their blond curls hit the pillows. 

They no longer took morning naps, so by this time of day, they were more than ready, having run 

out all the energy their little bodies had saved up from the night before. Jill smiled as she bent 

and kissed them each.  

Simone's words echoed through her head. How could anyone have felt that way about two such 

precious gifts? She thought as she closed the door to their room and turned. Directly into the 

bare, wet chest of her husband. 

She swallowed past the lump in her throat as she took in the view of bronzed muscles that 

rippled and played beneath what she knew from that night was impossibly hot skin. She did not 

know what she was thinking. Problem was she was not thinking at all as she reached up to feel 

the soft steel once more.  

The growl from his throat brought her back to reality. "Sorry, I shouldn't have," she mumbled as 

she stared at the carpet. Anything to keep from looking at the one thing that tempted her beyond 

all reason. "I should go make you something to eat," she turned to head down the hall.  

The arm about her waist stopped her. "Why shouldn't you, Jill?" he whispered just behind her. 

"Why the hell shouldn't we both?" His hand moved up to cup her breast. She blushed as she 

realized that she was bare beneath the thin cotton of her favorite sundress. She had not thought 

for a moment that he would be home early, so with the late summer heat, she had opted for 

comfort once more.  

His fingers discovered that fact as they toyed with her nipple through the impossibly thin barrier. 

She leaned her head back against his shoulder and closed her eyes. She gave into the total 

pleasure that his hands were drawing forth from her body.  
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Fire and lightning coursed and strummed through every nerve ending from the hair on her head 

to her toes that were curling into the wiry carpet. She bit her lower lip to keep from moaning as 

his lips and tongue danced along the pulse pounding like Native American drums in her throat. 

She arched back into his embrace as she felt the pressure building inside her. She had read 

somewhere once that some women could achieve orgasm from merely having their breasts 

played with. She had thought it was complete rubbish. Until that moment.  

Damn it, she hung right over the edge. Still, he made no further move. Finally, in desperation, 

she whimpered, "Daniel, please." 

"Yes," he virtually roared as he turned her in his arms. She did not have time to say anything 

more, to finish her pleas. His mouth descended upon hers, capturing whatever she would have 

said. His tongue warred, and it was war, against hers. This was certainly not their first kiss, but 

there was an undeniable hunger to it that transcended anything they had tasted before, making 

the others seem tentative and tame.  

She felt as if she were falling for a moment. Then she realized that they were moving. He was 

guiding them across the dark, tiny space of the hall. The few steps from the nursery to his room 

seemed an impossibly long journey. Too long.  

Some sane part of her argued that she should slow things down. The tortoise and hare, it said. 

But this day, the hare was winning that race as her tongue tasted his moans. She trembled a bit as 

she felt her back hit the hard, cold surface of the door. She knew there was no turning back if she 

crossed its threshold.  

But when he released her breast long enough to fumble with the knob, she made no move to slow 

things down. A moment later, she felt it give at her back, and then his hand and fingers were once 

more on the heated flesh of her left breast doing things, making her feel things that she probably 

should not. Things that she wanted more than her next breath. 

The distance between the doorway and the bed seemed shorter than it had in her hazy dream that 

night. Or perhaps they were just moving faster, she reasoned. And they were moving fast. If 

some part her still screamed for reason and sanity, it was silenced by Simone's words, 'seduce 

your husband.' Just that neither of them imagined how quickly she would be given that 

opportunity. Question was, did she have the guts to follow through on it? 

She felt the edge of the bed against her calves and put her hand up to the heat of his shoulder. 

Uncertainty and her demons flared to life, and her mind finally jumped started. She pushed 

gently, but it was lost in the momentum of their fall to the bed. If his kisses and caresses had not 

already taken her breath away, the pair of them landing upon the firm mattress would have.  
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When she came back to reality, she was sprawled beneath him, and the hand that had been 

holding her, guiding her, was now around her ankle, moving slowly up her calf beneath her 

dress. She panicked for a moment as it reached her knee. What would he think when he 

discovered that she wore no underwear. But the worry was just a blip on the radar as his other 

hand tugged firmly at her nipple. His mouth swallowed her moans before continuing its journey 

along her jaw and down her neck.  

She bit her lip harder to keep from moaning as he brushed the material back from her breast. His 

hand covered the bare flesh, kneading it softly. But she could not stop the whimper a moment 

later as his other hand completed its journey. Her dress was bunched about her upper thighs as 

his fingers grazed over her mound. When he slipped them lower and brushed the rough, 

calloused surface of his thumb across the too-sensitive nub, she arched off the bed. "Daniel," she 

almost screamed.  

She was not prepared for the sensual assault that followed. He bit down hard on her shoulder as 

he squeezed the tender flesh of her breast. Her thighs opened a bit more as she squirmed against 

him, breathy at the oddly familiar edgy sensation of pleasure/pain. His fingers slipped just inside 

her, and she whimpered in need like a puppy seeking the attention of its master. "Please," she 

begged. 

"Say it again," he growled as his fingers stilled, remaining perched right on the edge of fulfilling 

her every fantasy and need.  

"God damn it, Daniel. Please," she begged unashamedly. 

"Yes," he roared once more as he plunged them inside her. It took her instantly over the edge as 

she arched against his hand, riding the intense wave of pleasure like a surfer hanging ten on the 

big one. His teeth on her shoulder held her upper body in place as he continued to toy and 

torment her breast.  

She was reminded of the documentaries of wild animals mating. This was something so primal 

and powerful that she was frightened for a moment. She feared that she was in way over her head 

this time. Except that her body was betraying her. It responded to each of his demands in a way 

that it never had before. It gloried in his mastery of her as she came hard over and over and over 

again. Still, it was not enough, "Please, oh, please," she pleaded and whimpered. Her mind 

wondered at who this wild woman was? What had taken over her body and mind? 

"Please what, Jill," he whispered low as his teeth gave up their hold on her flesh. His tongue and 

lips took over, trailing further down towards where his hand lifted her breast. Presenting it to 

them like some trophy for the taking.  
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The moment his lips curved around the tingling tip of her nipple, she felt her body clamp tightly 

around his fingers once more. How it was possible, she did not know, but this orgasm was even 

more potent than the dozen he had already given her. "Daniel," she screamed.  

The fog cleared for the briefest of moments. For a split second, she was overcome with a sense 

of déjà vu. This felt so familiar. The dream. Except this time, his fingers between her legs were 

not stilling. They were plunging faster and deeper inside her. As if powered by some steam 

engine, driven by the demons of hell itself. Her orgasms, as consuming as they were, did not 

seem enough. She felt empty. She felt needy. And only one thing would fill that void. "Please," 

she undulated against the palm of his hand once more. 

This time those fingers did still. His mouth released its prisoner, her nipple puckered as the air 

brushed over its wet flesh. She felt him shift.  

"Look at me, Jill," he demanded.  

There was an edge to his voice, something powerful and in control, yes. She fought herself, her 

every submissive tendency, to turn her head to the side as she bit her lip with indecision. Her skin 

flamed even redder with embarrassment as much as the desire that lay just beneath the surface. 

His fingers caressed her cheek. She could feel the wetness of her body, and the blush spread even 

more at her wanton behavior. She fought him as he turned her head towards him. 

"Jill, please, look at me," the need and pain that she heard in his voice this time did what even 

the demands could not. She could not deny him. She did not want to. It hit her then like the 

proverbial ton of bricks. "Oh my god," she whispered at the revelation as her eyes flew open to 

meet his blue ones. To look into the handsome face of the stranger that was her husband. The 

man she loved. 

*** 

Daniel sighed at the look of utter fear in his wife's eyes. Fear was a look he knew intimately. It 

was more powerful than the cold shower, doing what it could not, instantly extinguishing the 

flames of hell that had driven him for two weeks. He rolled to the side, bringing his arm up to 

cover his face as he regrouped. His mind raced with a million thoughts, but only one of them 

stuck. 'You blew it again, buddy.' 

What he did not expect as he played that tape-recorded message over again in his mind was to 

feel the warm, soft swell of his wife's bare breast pressed against his side. Or her arm draped 

casually about his waist. When he felt her long silky hair spread across his chest, he stiffened a 

bit. He knew that laying like this, she would feel his heartbeat. Know precisely what her gentle 

touches were doing to him.  
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But he honestly did not give a damn just then. After weeks of coveting the tenderness that she 

showed to Britney, Ashley, and Bel, he was finally on the receiving end, and it was not an 

opportunity he was going to pass up. He lowered his arm and wrapped it about her shoulders. 

Drawing her even closer, he placed a tender kiss on the top of her head. 

"I'm sorry," he whispered. 

He felt her body tremble as she chuckled softly. "You damn well better be. That's the second time 

you've left me hanging." 

He lifted his head and met the gaze from those unforgettable green eyes, "I thought you didn't 

remember that night." 

She sighed, "I didn't. Not really. Not until…" He watched as pink spread across her cheeks once 

more. "Until just now," she whispered so low that he had to strain to hear it.  

He nodded his head, knowing that this time he was the one blushing. He tugged her gently back 

towards his chest. He would be much more comfortable staring at the ceiling than into those eyes 

for this conversation. Thankfully, for once, his wife acceded to his wishes. Her hair once more 

spread across his skin, caressing it as he fought back the needs that were even then just below the 

surface. 

"So, where does that leave us, sweetheart?" he echoed the question that he had asked Samuel 

earlier in the day. 

His wife seemed full of surprises this day as he felt her hands begin to move slowly across his 

chest, down his stomach that went taut as he held his breath. "Jill?"  

He could almost see her smile against his chest. "A wise woman told me I should seduce my 

husband." Her tiny hands wrapped about his hard flesh, and it was he that was arching off the 

bed this time with each rhythmic stroke of those soft hands up and down his hard cock. He was 

barely thinking as he felt her slipping from his arms, moving lower as she whispered, "What do 

you think about the idea?"  

His answer was a guttural moan as his cock disappeared between her soft lips. His fingers 

clutched at the sheets, bunching them within his grasp as he fought back the need to run them 

through her hair. The need to lift his hips more and plunge his cock deep inside the warm 

wetness of those sweet pink lips that tasted like heaven but knew how to take him to the very 

edge of hell at the moment. 

He grounded his teeth and fought it all as she tortured and tormented him for several minutes. He 

knew his body was on the very edge. He could feel the need to come pulsing like life itself 

through him as fundamental an urge as breathing. And one that, at the moment, was about as 
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difficult to control. As sweet as her mouth was, as delicious as this felt, it was not what he 

wanted most.  

His fingers wrapped at last through those soft lengths, but this time not to guide her head in 

tempo that would take him over that edge, but to draw her away from his burning flesh, "Please, 

Jill," it was he that was doing the pleading this time. 

She smiled as she lifted her head. Devilry danced in the green pools. "Yes, commander," she 

teased as her hands continued to torture his steel length. 

His fingers laced tighter through her hair as he tugged her up his body. The damned witch, took 

her time, sliding those soft curves along every single millimeter of his smoldering flesh. By the 

time they were eye to eye, the only thought left in his muddled brain was wiping that smug look 

off her face, and he knew one way to do that.  

His lips stormed the beaches of her mouth once more as his hand about her waist held her to him. 

He rolled them until he was once more on top. In the exchange, she lost hold of his cock, but that 

suited his purpose perfectly. His hand slipped beneath that damned temptation of black cotton. 

He had just one thought, tearing it to fucking shreds as he pushed and pulled it up her legs, 

baring smooth, soft skin as he went.   

But the goal of that mission was forgotten as those soft fingers found his throbbing erection once 

more. His hand stilled as she whispered, "Please, Daniel, I need you," against his neck. Her 

tongue licked softly at the pounding pulse that raced faster still at her admission.  

Later, he promised himself. Later, he would be skin-to-skin with his wife. Hard muscles against 

soft curves. But right now, he needed to give his wife the one thing he could. He felt her shift on 

the bed beneath him. Her tiny fingers guided him home. He ground his teeth to keep from 

screaming as that warm, wetness enveloped him.  

His hand reached back and wrapped her leg about his hips as he bent to kiss her sweet lips once 

more, "Hold on, sweetheart. This ride’s about to get rough and fast," he whispered as he surged 

forward into her depths just as hard and fast as he promised.  

For a millisecond, he worried that it was perhaps too much. The tightness of the muscles that 

greeted his invasion only confirmed that. His mind told his body to slow down, to give her time 

to catch up, to adjust to him, but it seemed a battle that was destined to be lost.  

Only the soft mewing against his neck and the upward thrusts of her generous hips to meet and 

match each downward one of his own offered solace and forgiveness for his rashness. But it was 

the sharp bite of her nails into the corded flesh of his back, when she bowed even higher, those 

blond tresses covering his pillow as her eyes closed and he felt her body tighten into an 

impossible vise that refused to let him go. He took it as an ancient invitation to do what he had 
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been aching to do since the moment her lips touched his cock. He surged as deep as possible 

inside her and emptied his very soul into her welcoming depths.  

When at long last a tiny bit of sanity returned, he rolled just enough to take his weight off of her 

but held her tight, drawing her against him. His body was satisfied. But somehow, it did not 

reach the depths of his soul. He tightened his hold about her waist, needing to hold on for as long 

as possible.  

"Wow," he felt her giggle beneath him. The movement drove his still hard cock further inside 

her.  

He turned his head back towards her and smiled. "Can I take it that you enjoyed that, Missus 

Monroe?" He kissed the end of her nose and brushed her hair back from her face. It was spread 

across his pillow like a spider's web of fine silk threads. He could easily get sucked into the 

erotic and loving web his wife was weaving. Those long blond strands spread across his pillow 

or his shoulder. It was another thing he could definitely get used to. For the rest of his life. 

Her smile lit those green fathoms as her fingers toyed across his shoulders. "Are you fishing for 

compliments, commander?" 

He chuckled once more driving his cock home, this time he held it there, giving a small circle of 

his hips that had his wife moving against him and meowing like a hungry kitten. "It takes a lot of 

fish to feed a hungry SEAL, sweetheart," he teased as he began to move in earnest once more 

within her.  

Anything that she might have said was lost against his tongue as he kissed her and took this thing 

where they both wanted to go once more. 

*** 

Jill lay replete against his side. Her head rested against his shoulder, his strong arm wrapped 

about her, his hand still curled around the underside of her breast. His fingers occasionally 

brushed against her nipple, teasing them both. Her body was satiated like a day spent at the all-

you-can-eat buffet, but it was looking forward to the next meal already.  

When had she become such a sex addict? Oh, from the moment that she had given David her 

virginity, she had enjoyed the act. Theirs had been a happy and satisfying life in more ways than 

one.  

But, hell, nothing had prepared her for this. Was it an addiction? Or was it just that after the 

other, it felt so amazing to once more feel like a woman? Looking up into his smiling face, those 

sky blue eyes closed, she wondered, or is it him? She swallowed past the lump that formed in her 

throat. It was most definitely the man.  
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"I should get up and make you a sandwich or something. Britney and Ashley will be up soon, 

and I have to pick Bel up at the bus stop too." The truth was that she needed a strategic retreat to 

think and come to terms with the latest revelation. 

He turned and looked at the clock on the nightstand, but he took her with him. His hold on her 

tightened rather than loosened. "Fifteen hundred," he sighed as he stared into her eyes. "I can 

wait for dinner." 

His husky command followed a playful tweak at her nipple that sent a tingle of electricity 

shooting straight between her legs, "You get a shower, and I'll pick up the girls after school." 

She nodded her head, suddenly reluctant to leave this erotic fantasy. "Might be a good idea." She 

winced just a bit as she rolled away from him and sat on the edge of his bed. 

"Sorry, I shouldn't have lost control like that. Taken things slower," his lips pressed a soft kiss to 

the small of her back. She felt the heat of those sweet lips to her very core even through the 

safety of the thin material. 

She chuckled as she straightened out the top of her favorite dress, tucking her breast back inside 

it. "If I remember right, commander, it was a two-way street." 

He laughed at her admission. "You should probably change into something that covers your top a 

bit better too." 

She turned and stared at him, her brows raised. "What? You seemed to enjoy the view earlier." 

His fingers brushed softly over her shoulder, and she winced at the tenderness there. "Oh, I do. 

But I don't think either of us is ready for the comments of a smart-mouthed teen if she caught 

sight of that." 

Jill blushed, "Oh, that. I forgot." 

"I'd say sorry again. But you got your own back, she-cat. I won't be going shirtless anytime soon 

with the map those fingers left on my back," he reached over and drew her hand to his lips, 

placing a tender kiss in the palm. "It's a good thing that you aren't into those damned fake claws 

like Simone, Trisha, and…" 

His voice faded, and his face darkened before he turned over and rose off the other side of the 

bed. He stood in all his naked glory, and her breath froze in her lungs. She tugged her dress a bit 

further down her thighs before rising slowly.  

"I'll get that shower now," she walked carefully across the room. She felt the wetness of their 

lovemaking slide slowly down the inside of her thigh, as she opened the door to reality and a 

thousand doubts that awaited her on the other side of this fantasy island.  



-118- 

 

Chapter Six 

Roast Beast Dressing 

1/2 cup mayonnaise (if you live in the American South…Duke's) 

1 Tablespoon Extra Virgin olive oil 

1 clove of crushed garlic 

1 Tablespoon finely chopped chives 

5 drops Worcester sauce 

Salt and pepper to taste 

Thoroughly mix all ingredients in a bowl and spread liberally on both sides of the bread (or his 

buns as Samuel said…remember he likes his spread thick). This dressing will turn leftover roast 

beef into something special for your man's lunch. Don't forget to use Jill's dessert recipe for 

afterward, though. 

Daniel pounded the bag like demons from the fires of hell. His body needed to release the 

frustrations and doubts that his mind refused to admit. The past four days had been fucking 

amazing. After his little fight with Samuel on Monday and his surprising afternoon romp in bed 

with his wife, that word still stuck in his throat sometimes, all should be right with the world. 

Except… 

"Give the damned thing a break, man. What has it ever done to you?" asked the voice of his 

conscience and friend. 

Daniel stepped back from pounding the leather surface of the punching bag. Walking to the side 

of the gym, he picked up his towel and wiped the sweat from his brow.  

"Want to talk about it?" 

"Gees, man, is that all you and that witch you married ever do? Talk about us and our lives?" 

Daniel lifted the bottle of water and downed most of it in a single gulp. If only he could quench 

other thirsts as quickly. But even after four days of the most spectacular sex of his life, he still 

could not let it go. 

"I keep telling you, she's a white witch," Samuel smiled as he wiped his forehead. "And she 

doesn't mean any harm, man." 

Daniel sighed, "Is nothing sacred with that woman?" 
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Samuel laughed, "Not much, buddy. And we just want to help. Be there for you both."  

Daniel shook his head at his friend’s latest offer. 

"Is it what we talked about the other day? I mean, it's going to take some time and patience." 

Daniel laughed this time. "Not as much as you think, old man." 

Samuel arched his brow and waited as they picked up their gym bags and headed out the door. 

Daniel toyed with things in his mind as they crossed the parking lot. True enough, Samuel and 

Simone had been his friends for almost fifteen years. They were among the few people who 

knew the dirty details of his first marriage. Simone more, even, than his best friend. Somehow 

this felt different. Raw.  

But the truth was, if not for his conversation with Samuel on Monday, he might still be cooling 

his heels and stewing in his insecurities instead of enjoying his wife's charms. Well, most of the 

time, anyway. "Things are good. I mean really good. Really," he said in a low voice. 

Samuel wrinkled his forehead, "Then I'd hate to see that poor dead cow if they weren't." 

"No, I mean the sex is great. More than great." 

Samuel smiled, "For the rest of us, too. Thanks for the short days. But what's the problem?" 

Daniel leaned against his Explorer. "She's still sleeping in the nursery with Britney and Ashley," 

he almost whispered. Daniel just shook his head at the chuckle from his friend. "You have an 

awful sense of humor, my friend. Unless you're looking to replace that bag, I'd recommend you 

stop laughing." 

His friend rubbed the side of his head and smiled. "No, thanks. I'm still having headaches from 

the other day." 

Daniel shook his head as he opened the back door and threw his bag onto the floorboard.  

"Have you tried talking to her about it? Asking her." 

Daniel slammed the car door. "Fuck, man, you don't invite your wife to sleep in your bed." 

"Maybe," A knowing grin cut across Samuel’s face.  "But then again, most marriages aren't 

arranged, sight unseen, on the internet by meddling friends and mothers either." 

Daniel fought the urge to knock that smile from his friend's face. But he grudgingly 

acknowledged that what he said made sense. "I'm getting tired of asking this fucking question, 

but now what, smartass?" 
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"Find a delicate way to bring the subject up with the missus. I don't know. Maybe ask how the 

babies are sleeping. See if perhaps she is worried about them. Hell, Jess has been begging and 

pleading for her own room so damned long. Why don't we all paint the basement for the kid? 

You could use the excuse that she needs the bed for her new room, maybe?" 

Daniel frowned in thought. Samuel did have a point. Jess had been asking him to do just that for 

over two years. She hated pink and Barbie dolls almost as much as she disliked having to share 

space with her younger sister. It had been another of Rachel's little points about why he should 

quit the Navy and go to work for the Dodds. So, they could afford a bigger house and give all the 

girls their own rooms. 

"How about you bring the truck and meet me at the bus stop then? We can take the girls and 

make a quick run to the hardware store for drywall and some paint before dinner. Get started first 

thing tomorrow."  

"Sure, you don't want to head there now?" Samuel teased. 

"Hell, no. You ain't the only one whose sexy wife is waiting at home for a nooner." 

Samuel slapped him on the back. "That's the way to think, my friend. See you after a bit of… 

Skyrockets in flight, afternoon delight," his deep baritone attempted a falsetto. The two parted 

laughing, smiling, and humming the old hit. 

*** 

Jill had just set the bowls of diced ham, cheese, carrots, and Cheerios in front of Brit and Ash 

when the doorbell rang. Leaving the girls securely fastened in their highchairs, she turned 

towards the living room and the front door. Singing out, "I'm coming." 

When she opened the door, she was expecting to find Simone, Trisha, or one of the other wives. 

Instead, a tall and stocky blond man filled the doorway. She was not sure what it was, but 

something about the man threw her, made her decidedly uncomfortable. Her arms spread 

between the door; her body blocked his view of the house beyond. "Yes, may I help you?"  

The man held out his hand, "I'm sorry. I forgot we didn't meet at your wedding reception. You 

were holed up inside with Simone, I think." The man smiled, but it only sent a shiver down her 

spine. Something about it was anything but genuine. "I'm Clay. Clay Dodd. I was in your 

husband's unit a few years back." 

Jill relaxed her stance a bit. She tried to quiet the irrational voices in her mind. If this man served 

under Daniel, then he must be all right. Right? But somehow, the sentiment did not translate 

from her logical brain to the knots in her gut that screamed for her to beware. 

"Mister Dodd, I'm afraid Daniel isn't in right now, but we expect him shortly," she replied stiffly. 
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"Mind if I wait inside?"  

Jill was sure that smile usually got the man whatever he wanted, but it did nothing to quiet that 

voice inside her. She wanted to scream, 'yes, yes, I mind.' But without some logical reason, she 

could not afford to be rude to one of Daniel's men. Things had been going so well for them this 

week. Well, almost anyway. "I suppose it will be fine. I was just feeding the little ones." 

"I don't mind. I haven't seen my girls in a long time until the other night," he gave her another of 

those smiles that failed to move her the way it might other women. 

She stepped back to allow the man entry. A shiver ran down her spine as he brushed a little too 

close against her; that smile broadened. Jill closed the door and turned towards the kitchen. "I 

need to check on the girls. Have a seat in here. I'm sure Daniel won't be long," she knew she was 

stammering, but there was little she could do to control this irrational reaction to the man. 

"If it's okay, I'd like to hang out with you and the twins in the kitchen. As I said, I haven't seen 

much of my girls since…" his words hung in the air. "Rachel was a dear friend, and I was quite 

fond of the little angels before…Well, before their mother's untimely death." 

Jill nodded. The man's affection for the toddlers was another reason that should have soothed 

some of her concerns, but for some reason, it did not.  

Walking into the kitchen, she smiled at the mess about her. Britney and Ashley had managed, in 

only the couple of moments that she was gone, to throw as much of their food on the floor, as 

they had eaten. Maybe even more. Jill knew that playing with their food was as important at this 

age as eating it. Picking up the little pieces allowed them to develop their fine motor and hand-

eye coordination. So after four boys, she did not mind the mess. 

The man was another matter as he obviously looked around the small kitchen. "They have grown 

so much. I remember when Rachel was pregnant with them. She always complained about how 

active they were. Their kicking kept her up half the night." 

Jill tried to focus, gain whatever information she could about her mysterious predecessor. But she 

could not seem to fight off this feeling. It was one that she had felt only twice before. She hoped 

with all her heart that this did not end as badly as those other times. 

"You said you were friends with Rachel?" she probed as she grabbed a dishcloth from the kitchen 

sink. She began to clean Britney's hand as she snuck a quick glance at the clock on the wall. She 

just hoped like hell that Daniel would be back early as he had all of this past week. If he tarried 

the way that he had before… Well, it simply did not bear thinking about.  

That smile was back again. It reminded Jill of another man's, the tiny hairs on her arms stood on 

end once more.  
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"Yes," he boasted. "Our fathers run in the same business circles in New York and Washington. 

Although we had never met until I joined Daniel's team, we shared many of the same friends."  

Jill nodded as Simone’s words came back to here. She began to connect the dots in her mind, 

which perhaps explained her unease with the man. But what could she do now? She focused on 

washing Britney's hands and face. Removing the soiled bib, she turned her efforts to Ashley. The 

man came to stand right behind her, once again brushing against her until she moved away.  

"It was refreshing having someone more…" He bent to pick up Britney as Jill fought back the 

desire to push him away from her charge. "Someone more worldly in these godforsaken 

backwaters." 

Jill frowned at his words. "I don't understand, Mister Dodd. If you don't like this place and no 

longer serve under Daniel, why would you stay?" 

"Unfinished business," the way he said it made Jill's blood freeze, and her heart skip several 

beats. She wanted to vomit. She wanted to grab the girls, run, and hide. Jill willed herself to 

breathe through the fear.  

Her mind kicked into the cognitive behavioral therapy that she had undergone after. After the 

other. It was just fear. Her mind was playing tricks on her. Her body was responding with the 

irrational fight or flight syndrome.  

Jill chose to fight. She picked Ashley up and reached out for Britney. The man brushed his hand 

against the side of her breast in the exchange. She immediately recoiled at his touch. 

"Sorry," he mumbled with that snake oil smile. 

Jill ignored his comment. "I don't know what is keeping Daniel. He has been getting home earlier 

this week." 

"Oh yes, the boys preparing for a deployment. Making sure the little ladies on the home front 

have something to think about while they're gone. Tide them over." 

If she had been uncomfortable before, the man's brazen words made her more so. Her cheeks 

flushed scarlet. Perhaps she was just over-reacting. This was America. Possibly her years of 

British reserve had just tainted her views of polite conversation. 

"Rachel always hated these times," he purred. 

The fact that this man knew something so intimate about Daniel's first wife sent the alarm bells 

clanging even louder in her head. "I can imagine. It is never easy knowing what is ahead. The 

uncertainty that the people you love face. The danger. I'm sure she would be very concerned for 

her husband." 
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His laughter at her words reminded Jill of the villain in some bad nineteen-fifties horror movie. 

"Oh, that was not what worried the Ice Princess. She could not care less about what happened 

over there. It was her wifely duties before she hated."  

The man stared at her. His gaze traveled over her curves. For the first time, Jill felt exposed in 

the long sundress. She was aware of the way its halter top hugged and lifted her full breasts. And 

when the man's gaze lingered there, she wished she had chosen something else. Something that 

had a bra with it for sure. But she had not dressed for uninvited company. She had dressed for 

him. Her husband.  

"I bet that isn't a problem for you," he winked. "Heard that you heated up that damned tradition." 

He took a step closer to her, and Jill tightened her grip on the babies drawing them from where 

they rested on her hip closer to her heart. Offering her a bit of protection from his bold stares at 

her cleavage. "Just remember, if you get lonesome while the 'hero' is away, I'm always around." 

If Jill's hands had not been filled with the babies, she might have well slapped his arrogant face. 

But as it was, she simply made her excuses. "Yes, well, it is time for the babies to get their 

afternoon nap. I don't know what is keeping Daniel, but I'll let him know you stopped by." Her 

head tilted towards the door, "Let me see you out." 

The man chuckled. "Maybe I was wrong. Another Ice Princess. Poor commander." 

Jill moved towards the door with both girls in her arms and was thankful to run into the broad 

chest of her husband. For a moment, it felt as if she could breathe again. Until she saw the hard, 

cold expression on his face. 

"Dodd," he said, just the single word. 

"Hello, commander. I just thought I would stop by for a bit. Meet your new wife properly. I did 

not get the chance to stick around the reception you remember," the men held one another's 

stares as the tensions increased. Looking at Jill, he continued. "I have to say she is not what I 

expected. Nothing like Rachel." 

Jill blushed at his words, a vicious reminder of other's words. She was thankful when Daniel 

stepped forward and took Britney from her arms, draping his other arm about her shoulder. 

"Yes, well, it's time for the girls' nap. So, I'm afraid I'll have to cut this visit short, buddy," Jill 

could hear the chill in her husband's voice at that last word.  

"Well, there is one more thing, actually. I just wanted to stop by and let you know that my 

father's offer still stands. In fact, I could probably get him to add another ten grand or so," he 

smiled at Jill once more. "A wedding present, of sorts." 

"The answer is still no." 
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"Come on, man. At least say you'll think about it. I know that the Navy isn't paying you peanuts, 

but our offer is almost triple what you make now. I'm sure that the new wife wouldn't mind a nice 

diamond wedding ring or a new car. You got to treat'em right to keep'em." 

It was Jill that stepped forward this time. " Mister Dodd, I support my husband's decision one-

hundred percent. This world needs more honorable men like him and his team. I would think that 

you of all people would understand that."  

The man shook his head, "Honor does not pay the bills or provide those girls with the best 

private education available," he reached out to tweak Ashley's nose. The baby screamed 

immediately.  

"My daughters, my family, is none of your concern, Dodd," Jill felt Daniel's arm tighten about 

her shoulders as he spoke. 

"Do you think Rachel would see it that way? You've virtually kicked her family out of their lives. 

Heather says you still have not said a word to them about your new marriage. And now you want 

to kick Rachel's only real friend around here out, too. What you got to hide, my friend?" 

Jill watched the muscles flex in Daniel's jaw. She could feel the pent up energy course through 

him. She slipped her free arm about his waist to offer what measly comfort she might.  

"Trust me, buddy. Whatever I have to hide is nothing compared to some people. Excuse me if I 

don't feel the need to share the intimate details of my life with the woman that tried to take my 

daughters from me."  

Turning to Jill, he handed Britney back to her. He brushed a kiss across his daughters' foreheads 

and a brief one across her lips. "You go ahead and put the girls down for their nap, sweetheart. 

I'll see Mister Dodd out." 

Jill thought about protesting. She wondered exactly how her husband would see the man out. She 

smiled at the image of his boot to the man's ass. Not that their guest did not deserve it.  

As if sensing her concerns, he swatted her bottom and smiled. "Go ahead. This will be quick." 

"I'm sure it will be, Commander," the other man added snidely. 

Jill saw the stares exchanged between the men and decided that a hasty retreat might be a good 

idea. The babies did not need to see or hear what was about to transpire. And honestly, she did 

not want to be around for these fireworks either. 

*** 
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Daniel watched the sway of his wife's backside beneath the thin knit material. She shushed and 

shooed the babies as she walked. When she finally disappeared down the hall, he turned his 

attention to Dodd, only to find the man still staring after his wife's ass with a big grin on his face. 

It was not what he needed at that moment. "Stay the fuck away from my wife and kids, Dodd," 

he growled through gritted teeth.  

Dodd just shrugged, "As I said, I just stopped by to let you know that our offer still stands and to 

check up on things for Heather." 

Daniel moved towards him then, standing inches from his face, "I mean it. My personal life is 

none of the Thomas's business. So, don't think you can come around here when I'm not around, 

checking up on things for them or any other god damned reason." 

"Hey, buddy, the little lady let me in the front door, the same as Rachel always did. So, if you 

have a problem, maybe it is with your wives, not me."  

"Jill is not Rachel. And I mean it, stay the fuck away. Or I," he paused. 

"Or you'll what? Do you and Samuel think it matters shit to me what you say now? You think my 

daddy will fire me over something that little cunt says. It was never anything more than her word 

against mine anyway." Clay met his gaze squarely. "Not after you two arranged her little transfer 

back here, so she could take care of her little problem." 

Daniel kept his expression neutral; it was something he was trained to do with the enemy. And he 

suddenly realized that was precisely what Clay Dodd was. The enemy and a perilous one at that. 

"Oh, that's right, I know. I know all about how she killed my kid. And I hold the two of you 

responsible for it. How would you feel if something happened to yours?"  

Turning to look down the hall once more, Dodd added, "Or maybe that new wifey of yours? You 

might care a bit more than when poor old long-suffering Rachel offed herself? It wasn't like you 

ever really loved her anyway. But this one? This one is different. She's gotten under your skin. 

Not the cool, calculating bastard so easily with her." 

Dodd shoved past him, "You just remember, commander, payback is a bitch. You took what was 

mine…my kid, my flesh and blood. And I haven't forgotten it." Opening the front door, he 

turned, "So, is this one a better fuck than the Ice Princess? Does she do more than just lay there 

like you're doing nothing more than push-ups to an orgasm? She sure is better at taking care of 

those cute little babies of ours, isn't she?"  

He smiled and saluted, "I'll see myself out, commander. Don't let me ruin your little fun before 

those other two brats of yours get home." He said as he pulled the door closed behind him.  
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Daniel stood in the living room, clenching and unclenching his fists at his side. They itched to hit 

something and not the damned punching bag either. When he had seen the red Ferrari parked in 

front of the house, he knew things were not going to be good. Clay Dodd always was trouble, 

and today was no different.  

It was not that anything he said was all that surprising. He had long suspected that Rachel was 

involved with another man. At least those last couple of years for sure. It made sense too that it 

would even be someone like Dodd. His casual taunts just confirmed things. But what bothered 

Daniel most was the man's tone when he talked about owing him and Samuel. It sent warning 

bells clanging. The need to protect what was his drove Daniel.  

A soft smile touched his lips. The image of his wife, stepping up to defend his choices to the 

man, soothed his soul like cool water in the desert. Oh, Jill was most definitely not Rachel. But 

then again, he knew that from the beginning. He had a feeling he was just scratching the surface 

of his wife's depths. 

Looking at the package wrapped in pink paper and ribbons that he had cast on the couch as he 

raced through it to the voices he heard in the kitchen, Clay's parting words rang in his head. Was 

he going to let the man's accusations ruin the rest of this day? Or was he going to clear some 

things up with his wife?  

He picked up the package and tossed it in the air. "The man was right about one thing, buddy." 

He caught the box and headed down the hall towards the nursery. 

***  

Britney and Ashley were fussier than usual. It always amazed Jill how sensitive small people 

were to their environment. The girls had felt the tensions between the big people. So, it had taken 

a touch more love and attention to reassure them that all was right in their world this day. Britney 

was just falling asleep to the soft sound of her horrible singing when she felt his strong arms 

about her waist. "You are too damned good at sneaking around, commander."  

He chuckled against the pounding pulse in her neck. His tongue headed for the fading green and 

yellow mark where it met her shoulders. "Part of the job." 

"Oh, no, I think that it is more part of the man that makes him right for that job than the other 

way around." She turned in his embrace to face him, her arms wrapped about his neck. She 

stared at the floor as she spoke again, "I'm sorry. Something told me I shouldn't let that man in. 

But he said he was one of yours, and I didn't want to be rude." 

Daniel placed his fingers under her chin and forced her to look into those ocean depths, "It wasn't 

your fault. You had no way of knowing." He brushed a brief kiss across her lips. Jill was glad 

that he did not take it further. She knew exactly how quickly the fires could ignite between them.  
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She nodded her head as she took his hand and led him from the nursery. She paused in the 

hallway. Uncertainty still taunted her mind. Her role in his life was the one area that remained a 

question mark in her mind. The closed door to his bedroom was a reminder of that. 

"How about I make you something to eat?" she tried for casual this day. She turned and walked 

down the hall towards the kitchen before he could even respond. At the moment, she wanted 

nothing but solitude. The man's words echoed like a prosecutor's accusations. 'Nothing like 

Rachel.' His meaning was clear enough. A petite blond beauty she was not.  

She did not even look back to see if Daniel followed her as she pulled things from the 

refrigerator. She fought back the tears again as she began to assemble sandwiches on the 

countertop. She would fix him something to eat and then make an excuse about a headache or 

something. Escape to lick her freshly opened wounds alone while the babies napped. If she were 

lucky, by the time they woke up, she would have her insecurities back under control. 

The pink package that appeared next to her was her first warning of his presence. She jumped, 

startled from what she knew logically was another of her pity parties. "I told you, you have to 

stop doing that to me. Sneaking up on me like that." 

His hands ran up and down her bare arms sending sparks of desire coiling through her body. Her 

nipples strained against the tight material of the halter top. Wet, heat flooded her groin like a 

tropical storm dumping its power on the shore.  

Her mind was as turbulent as that storm, but then again, his touch always did that to her. It 

brought her body relief like the rain from that storm, but its powerful winds blew through her 

mind making her wish for things that would never be. Making her crave more than just this 

man's body. Making her want his heart just as he already held hers. 

But Clay Dodd's words today were a clear reminder of how futile those girlish dreams would be. 

It was not so bad. She loved the girls. She had real friends that she had missed for years. Hell, 

she even had his magnificent body just about any time she wanted. So, why the fuck was it not 

enough?  

Staring out the kitchen window, those tears threatened to spill over again. "Let me finish your 

sandwich. I have a bit of a headache, so I thought I'd lay down while Brit and Ash napped."  

She felt him stiffen behind her at the words. "Oh, alright," he dropped his hands from her arms 

and walked over to the table, taking a seat while she finished.  

Her body screamed at her in protest, begged her to follow him. But she forced herself to finish 

her task in the hollow silence. She smiled weakly as she set the plate in front of him. "How was 

your day?" the words seemed forced as they echoed around the room. 
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He shrugged, "Alright," was his only response as he bit into the food. 

Jill went back to the sink, despite her earlier words about lying down, after the past few days, she 

could not seem to make herself leave, to abandon all hope of another chance to hold and be held 

by him. Instead, she made herself busy in the silence. 

She washed what few dishes the girls had made with their lunch. She cleaned up the messy high 

chairs and around them. Around him was the truth, as she fought back the urge just to brush 

against him. Craving any type of contact like a kitten meowing for its mother. When she returned 

and began to wipe down the countertops, she noticed the box again. "What's this?"  

He shrugged, "Nothing much. Just a little present, I picked up for you, but it doesn't matter now." 

Her fingers caressed the ribbon. "Can I open it? Or do you want me to save it for later?" 

"Whatever," he replied as he finished the food and brought his plate to the sink.  

Jill's heart tried very hard not to leap at the thought he had gone to the trouble of buying her a 

gift. It seemed futile as her fingers ripped the bow and paper from the box, but when she saw the 

present inside, it immediately fell. 

"Baby monitors?"  

"It was a bad idea, I suppose. I just thought you might worry less about Britney and Ashley if we 

had those. I don't know, maybe…" he trailed off as he washed up the plate and put it in the rack 

to dry. 

"Maybe what?" Jill was confused. 

He turned to face her, "I don't know, maybe move your ass into my bed to sleep like a 'real' wife 

as you said at the reception." 

It was not precisely the way that she hoped to begin this particular conversation, but she had to 

admit that it was the subject that had been bothering her most of the week. She tried to be light as 

she teased, "Is this your way of asking, commander?"  

Daniel stepped forward and took her hand in his; he lifted them to those soft pink lips that felt so 

perfect against hers. "Even if you don’t count the obvious one I made that night in the laundry 

room, this was the only one you should have needed, sweetheart," he pressed a kiss to the gold 

band that twinkled in the sunlight.  

His eyes held her gaze for a moment as her heart raced once more from his touch. "So, what's 

your answer, Missus Monroe? You want to put the question of how 'real' this marriage is to bed 

and move into the one that you belong in?" 
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Relief washed over her. Jill sighed as she nodded her head. "Yes, please," she reached up and 

wrapped her arms about his broad shoulders. She drew him closer until his lips were just a 

fraction of an inch from hers, "Sorry, I just wasn't sure if you wanted me there." 

The power of his kiss did more to answer her question than the gift or his words had. His lips 

captured and overpowered hers as he pushed her back against the cabinets. She was trembling by 

the time he pulled back slightly. 

"I think this may be my favorite of those god damned dresses you wear that hides everything and 

reveal even more." His hands made quick work of the tie at the back of her neck. They brushed 

the triangles of material back to reveal her breasts. His thumbs brushed back and forth across 

their peaks as he squeezed and lifted them. 

"I've wanted to do that since the morning I asked you to marry me. I wasn't sure if I should kiss 

Britney or smack her little hand when she splashed water all over it," he smiled. "So, are we 

clear, Missus Monroe? Clear about where my wife should sleep? Clear about this too?"  

His hand reached up and took her right hand from where it rested on his shoulders. He drew it to 

the front of his jeans.  Her heart pounded so loudly in her ears that she could barely hear his next 

words as her fingers toyed and danced across the hard ridge there. "I thought the past four days 

would make it crystal clear to you just how real our marriage is."  

She nodded her head as she fumbled with the button at his waist. It was not giving as quickly as 

she wanted, needed. She fell to the floor on her knees, tugging more firmly at it until she felt it 

spring free. The zipper was easier to manage as she pushed the rough material back and down his 

thighs. She made sure that the softer cotton of his boxers went with it until she had what she 

wanted.  

His hard cock in her hands. She toyed with it, running her hands up and down its hard length as 

she moved her head closer. She smiled up at him as she ran its softness across her cheeks and 

face. Taking her time to enjoy the feel of its steely heat against her skin.  

It was only when her husband growled and began thrusting against her that she finally gave in to 

his pleas, suckling softly upon the tip, running her tongue back and forth against the hard ridge. 

She flicked her tongue along the soft, sensitive underside. She felt him tremble in her hands and 

drew its length deeper into her mouth. Her hands matched the tempo, pulling him deeper, taking 

more of him into her mouth, her heart, her very soul. 

She wallowed in the feminine power she felt as she knelt on the cold, hard floor. His moans, the 

white knuckles she could see gripping the countertop out of the corners of her eyes, the faster 

and more erratic pace as his hips thrust against her face. They all pushed back the doubts that had 

consumed her earlier. In his arms, she found the confidence and power that she had once known 
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as a woman. She wanted to show him just how much this all meant to her. How much he meant 

to her.  

She hummed softly in her throat as her fingers moved lower still, brushing over the rougher 

surface of his balls, rolling and tugging gently as she continued sucking his hard cock.  

"Fuck," he spat as he trembled in her palms. His hips moved faster, feeding her more of his cock 

until it hit the back of her throat. She swallowed hard and tried to breathe through her nose but 

her hands and mouth were pushing buttons in her husband that she had not seen before. The pain 

barely registered as the back of her head hit the drawer handle.  

She supposed she should have slowed things, tried to get him and this back under control, but the 

only control she wanted at that moment was his utter and complete command of her body. So 

instead of backing off, she fanned the flames that already threatened to consume them both. Her 

fingers tugged softly at his sac as she looked straight up into those blue pools.  

"Damn it, Jill," he breathed as he watched her draw her mouth up his full length until just the tip 

remained within her mouth. Her tongue drew a slow circle around the head before allowing it to 

slip with a loud pop from its warm, wet home.  

"What? Do you want me to stop, commander?" she teased as she began to lick slowly down the 

underside. She could feel each steady beat of his pulse in the sizeable blue vein that ran its 

lengths. 

His growl that bore little resemblance to any human sound could have meant anything, but she 

took it as a 'no' as she continued her journey until her tongue licked and laved across the 

wrinkled surface of his ball sac. The guttural sound vibrated through his body, causing them to 

twitch and tremble under her tongue.  

Her hands moved around to his tight butt; her short nails raked across his cheeks as she pulled 

him forward. Her mouth opened, and she gently sucked one inside her mouth. Her mouth was 

too full to smile this time when her efforts were rewarded with another loud expletive.  

She slowly released it and gave it a final tender swipe of her tongue before seeking out its twin 

and repeating the process. This time though, her hands released his buns of steel and instead 

found her other favorite toy of solid metal encased in soft silk. Her hands danced up and down 

the length of his hard cock as her tongue wrapped around the firm surface of his testicle, drawing 

it deeper into her mouth. She felt it tighten and attempt to draw up towards his body. She 

recognized it as a sign of how badly her husband needed to come, but she would not allow it, not 

yet anyway. Not like this.  

"God damn it," he roared as she tugged firmly with her mouth. Her hands moved more slowly on 

his cock as she released his firm flesh, licking it and blowing across the heated surface.  
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Jill smiled up at him once more, her hands moving more surely on his cock as she found the 

rhythm that she had already learned would drive him to the very edge of sanity. "No, no, not yet, 

suga. Not like this," she purred as her tongue began to trace his rapid pulse once more back up 

the length of his cock.  

She paused when she reached the soft tip, licking her wet lips; she whispered across its surface, 

"I want to taste you. All of you." She swallowed him once more, moving her head up and down 

him, trying to take more of him with each stroke. Trying to consume all of him, to fulfill the 

promise she had made. 

"Fuck yes," he cursed again as his fingers laced through her hair. He used them to guide her head 

even as he thrust his hips faster and harder against her face. "Suck my cock!"  

His words raced along every nerve ending in her body, igniting a fury that she had never 

imagined. She knew she was playing a dangerous game. More than once, she gagged as she tried 

with all her might to take all of him. She found herself light-headed, but she was not sure if it 

was from forgetting to breathe through her nose as she sucked him harder and faster or if it was 

the heady power she knew as she felt him tremble and shake beneath her efforts. Either way, it 

did not matter; she was not going to stop. Not until she had what she wanted or died trying.  

For a moment, that seemed a genuine possibility as Daniel's hips surged forward, his fingers in 

her hair tugging her head even more. She feared that she would gag again except this time as she 

did the head of his cock pushed past the back of her throat, sliding further than it had before. Her 

mind overpowered her body's natural reflex as she swallowed him deeper.  

She was rewarded a heartbeat later with another string of curses, his hips flexing and moving 

against her face as his come burst forth into the back of her throat. She reminded herself to 

breathe as she gulped again and again. Her fingers scratched at his firm thighs not for release but 

in triumph of her accomplishment as she swallowed the last of his precious offering down.  

*** 

Daniel chuckled. He was not sure what he had ever done to deserve this but damned he wanted, 

needed, to find out. So, he could keep doing it. Not only was his wife the loving mother that his 

daughters needed, but she could also cook even the most experienced chef under the kitchen 

table, and she was every bit his equal in commanding the troop of wives and girlfriends. To top it 

off, she could give a god damned porn star lessons in how to give a blow job. 

Jill looked up at him; questions danced in those green depths. "It wasn't supposed to be funny." 

By way of answer, he lifted his wife from the floor. He sat that amazing round ass of hers on the 

edge of the countertop. Daniel bent to brush a kiss across those lips that knew exactly what to do 
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to him. "It wasn't that. I was just thinking about what a lucky man I am." He kissed her upturned 

nose. 

Her answer was to wrap her arms about his neck and draw him in for another kiss. Before he 

realized what happened, the waves of need pounded him again. His tongue breached her lips, 

plundered her depths. It hit him then, his taste lingered. But rather than turn him off, it only 

agitated the waters, making the waves stronger, threatening to knock him to his knees. He smiled 

against her lips as his hands came up to toy with those fabulous twin mounds.  

His fingers pulled and tweaked the turgid peaks. God, how he wished that the twins were hers. 

How he would have loved to explore the soft roundness of her body as it brimmed with life, the 

life he had given her. But just as much, he wanted to taste the sweet gift of nature that would 

flow from these soft, lush globes.  

Rachel had refused to consider breastfeeding any of the girls, but he knew that would not be the 

case with Jill. Her nurturing would easily extend to this most natural of motherly acts. But would 

she allow him to taste the sweet milk that flowed from her body to nourish their child? Fuck, he 

was getting hard again just at the thought.  

He pulled back from her drugging kisses that threatened to wipe every rational thought from his 

mind. His lips trailed along the soft skin of her jaw and down her neck. His tongue swiped at the 

bruise he had left on her shoulder that first time. He should feel regret at the pain it must have 

caused her, but he did not. It was a stark reminder of one thing…possession, ownership. Like the 

stupid hickies in high school, it announced to the world that she was his. Body and…his mind 

stuttered over the word.  

This thing was too new, too intense. It transcended anything he had ever felt, but now was not 

the time to think of the other. Now was for enjoying what he did possess, his wife's lush, ripe 

body. His tongue blazed a trail lower still across the swell of those spectacular tits. He smiled 

against the heat of her skin as he felt her breath catch at his touch. After his first marriage, it felt 

so remarkable each time he felt his wife's body respond so naturally to his caress, his kiss. And 

when she came apart in his arms, when her body clenched around his, well, heaven could not be 

as sweet.  

His tongue trailed across the hard peak of her nipple, and she shifted on the hard surface. He 

drew it into his mouth and tugged on it gently. His hand moved from around her waist to cup its 

fullness, weighing and squeezing its softness. His tongue wrapped around it just as hers had 

wrapped around the head of his cock earlier. He felt her moan move through her chest even 

before he heard it. The sound made him want to fly through some fucking jungle, beating on his 

chest and roaring 'I am man.'  
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At the moment, though, there was another hot, wet place on his mind as his other hand slipped 

lower to encircle her ankle. He slid it slowly up her leg, feeling her soft skin as he pushed that 

damned perfect dress up higher and higher until it reached her upper thigh. Her hands moved 

over his head, tangling in his hair and holding him in place against her chest as he suckled. He 

drew back slowly, releasing the nipple that glistened in the sunlight from his kisses. He tugged 

softly at the other one, twisting it just a bit until he watched her eyes fly open with surprise and a 

hint of something more. 

"I'll come back to here," he whispered as he knelt on the floor this time. Both hands wrapped 

around her full hips and drew her to the very edge. He pushed the dress higher until the soft curls 

of her mound peeked from beneath it. His hands caressed slowly lower down her legs, spreading 

them wider.  

"Daniel," her fingers clutched desperately at the edge of the Formica surface. 

He winked up at her. "It's called turn about is fair play, my lovely wife," as he lowered his head, 

kissing the inside of her thighs and trailing his tongue along her softness. He took his time, 

avoiding the obvious even as he felt her twitch and move her hips. Still, he teased.  

When he looked up, he swore he had never seen anything more beautiful in his whole fucking 

life. Those tits that never failed to make him horny, heaved and jerked with each labored breath 

she took. The dark pink areolas were tight and puckered. Her nipples stood at attention like the 

best of soldiers. Her head was thrown back, those golden lengths flowing down her back and 

falling about her shoulder. Those green eyes were closed tight, but her pink lips were open, 

forming a perfect O.  

It was too much, his undoing, as he bent his head. His hand moved up slowly, spreading her open 

so that he could see the pink depths that drove him to the edges of hell and welcomed him home 

to heaven. He blew across the surface of her clitoris, and she nearly came off the side of the 

counter. 

"Daniel," she practically screamed. 

He smiled at his name upon those lips as he looked up once more. This time her eyes were wide 

open. Their green depths took his breath away. They were clouded with the same desire he felt 

course with each loud, fast beat of his heart. "Watch me, Jill. Watch me eat your sweet pussy," he 

commanded as he held her gaze and lowered his head to match actions to his words.  

His tongue lathed the hard ridge as he tasted her for the first time. He saw her back arch as she 

tried to move away from the sensitive assault, but he was not letting her. His hands, on the inside 

of her thighs, held her still as he repeated the action. Once more, before drawing the nub between 

his lips and suckling just as he had her nipple. He heard her moan as she again pleaded his name. 
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He held her gaze as he continued licking and sucking on the peak, pushing her closer and closer 

to the same powerful release she had given him earlier.  

"Play with your tits for me, baby," he ordered as his fingers found the wet welcome of her 

depths. His head bent once more to suckle at the tender morsel as his fingers moved deeper 

inside her channel. His eyes never left hers as she obeyed his every command. Her right hand 

gave up its death grip on the counter and cupped the fullness of her left breast. Her fingers 

pinched and squeezed the hard nipple just as he did so often, just as he wanted to now. But he 

had only two hands, and at the moment his fingers would rather he cut them off than take them 

from the depths of her tight cunt.  

"Daniel, please, I can't take anymore," she pleaded. "I need you. I want you inside me."  

He smiled as he breathed once more across her clit. "Not until you come apart for me as I did for 

you, sweetheart," he purred as he returned to teasing and torturing her sweet depths. 

She whimpered and pleaded, "Please, I need you, Daniel." 

"And you'll have me as soon as I taste your sweet orgasm," he mumbled with her sensitive flesh 

still between his teeth as he scored it tenderly. He watched as she threw back her head and closed 

her eyes, he bit down harder, not enough to cause real pain but enough to make her open those 

green depths once more. "No cheating, my dear. I want you to watch me. I want to see the look 

in your eyes as you come for me," he demanded as his fingers plunged inside her once more.  

He felt her body begin to tighten, he knew he held her on edge, and he stilled his fingers. She had 

come to his touch. She had come apart on his hard cock. This time he wanted her to come on his 

tongue. He bent forward once more, holding her gaze as his tongue and fingers worked together, 

driving her higher and higher. Until he felt the first tremors, building deep inside her depths.  

His eyes held her gaze, daring her not to look away, challenging her to open herself to him. 

Totally and completely. Body…and soul. This time he wanted, needed his wife's all. And he 

would do whatever it took to get it.  

*** 

"Daniel," she screamed as she looked into those endless blue pools. As she felt the power roar 

over her like a tornado tearing even the mightiest tree up by its roots. She wanted to look away, 

she needed to close her eyes, but something in his gaze held her still. She was powerless to look 

elsewhere. She did not want to deny him anything.  

She felt her body riding the hard waves of its release. One after another, orgasms washed over 

her as he suckled at her sensitive clitoris, his fingers moving inside her. Still, she stared into the 
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blue depths that reminded her of the perfect sky, the deepest ocean, Bluebonnets in full bloom in 

an East Texas meadow. Perfection.  

She trembled under the power of that stare. She worried what her own might reveal. Could he 

see? Could he tell? Did he have any idea what he did to her? What he meant to her? How 

much…she stopped her mind, shy still at the use of that word. But it was the only word she could 

imagine, the only one she knew that accurately described all she felt for him. Her husband. Her 

lover. 

As the last threads of her orgasm wrapped about her softly, she watched as he stood. She 

instantly saw that he was hard again, and she reached for him. She scooted even closer to the 

edge of the counter as she wrapped her hand around his hard cock and drew him inside her. Her 

other arm wrapped about his shoulders and drew his head down. Their lips touched, and she 

tasted herself on him. She drank from him even as she wound her legs about his waist and took 

him entirely into her depths.  

"Yes," she moaned into his kiss as she felt her body begin to climb that peak once more, but this 

time she had what she wanted. She held tightly to him as he plunged deeper and faster into her, 

pushing her higher, demanding more until she would have sworn there was no more to give, but 

still, he took. Even as she gave.  

Then she felt him tremble in her arms. She smiled against his lips as he joined in the heavenly 

song that their bodies sung every time they touched. She swallowed his moans and roars as she 

felt him burst inside her. They clung together perched on the edge of that countertop. He drew 

back from her embrace with a smile, but still, their bodies remained locked intimately.  

"Skyrockets," he chuckled as he kissed her nose. "Most definitely rockets." 

She laughed and felt him twitch in her cunt. "Care to explain, commander?" 

He winked and started to hum a tune. It took Jill a moment to recognize it, but then she smiled 

and laughed once more, "Afternoon Delight." 

"Don't you agree?"  

"One hundred percent," she echoed her earlier support for his decisions. She noticed the dark 

scowl cross his face. "I am sorry, Daniel. I didn't know."  

He nodded, "I know. Just promise me you won’t let him in again." 

"You have my word, Daniel." She wanted to ask more but knew better. Some things were not to 

be shared even with wives. Whatever the man had done, she would have to trust her husband and 

her gut. But still, she had a distinct feeling that this one went more in-depth than whatever might 

have happened in battle. "I'm always here if you need to talk."  



-136- 

 

"I know." He bent so that their foreheads touched, "I know, and I appreciate it. But right now, I 

need to get moving. Samuel is meeting me at the bus stop. We are taking the girls to pick out 

some paint and stuff. I figured one way of buying off recalcitrant teenagers would be to give her 

her own room finally. We're going to work on fixing up the basement this weekend." 

Reaching over he picked up the baby monitor and handed it to her, "So, you, my dear wife, had 

better get this set up in the nursery because that bed of yours is going to be the first thing we 

move down there." 

She giggled, "Making sure I don't change my mind, commander?" 

"Damned straight, I am, Missus Monroe," he helped her tie the halter back around her neck. She 

could not stop the whimper from escaping her throat as he pulled back, his half-erect cock 

popping loudly from her wet depths. He brushed another kiss over her lips as he pulled her dress 

down a bit. "I'd tell you to take a shower, but I don't think you have time before Britney and 

Ashley wake up."  

He wrapped his arm about her waist and lifted her from the countertop. Sitting her firmly on the 

ground, he brushed her hair back from her face and whispered against her ear, "Besides the idea 

of you walking around the rest of the day full of my come will make damned sure I'm ready for 

round three tonight. In the comforts of our bed this time." 

Jill blushed at his words as she brushed a kiss across his lips. "Promises, promises." 

He swatted her ass, "I always keep my promise, Missus Monroe. Now go check on the babies, or 

I'm never going to get out of here." 

Jill smiled and obeyed as she walked down the hall towards the nursery with the box in her hand. 

Opening his bedroom door, their bedroom door, she corrected herself, she opened the box and 

pulled out the instructions.  

She would set up the receiver in here and then tackle the transmitter once the babies woke up. 

Maybe she would even have time to move a few of her things in here before dinner. Perhaps, just 

maybe, they really could find some solid ground upon which to build a ‘real’ marriage. Things 

were looking up for this marriage. 

Thinking about their visitor earlier, she frowned. Well, most things anyway. 
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Chapter Seven 

Make Everything Better Chicken Soup 

A couple of pieces of chicken, leftovers work fine, deboned 

2 cloves garlic 

1/4 cup green onion, chopped fine 

1/2 teaspoon of fresh thyme 

1/2 teaspoon of fresh rosemary 

1/4 teaspoon of fresh sage 

2 chicken stock cubes 

1 cup carrot, diced 

1/2 cup celery, chopped 

1 sweet red pepper, chopped 

1/2 cup of frozen sweetcorn 

1 cup of cooked pasta 

Dash of olive oil 

Salt and pepper to taste 

This recipe works best in a large ceramic stew pot. Sautee the chicken, garlic, and onion in olive 

oil, adding the herbs until your kitchen smells like heaven. Boil water in a kettle and add to the 

pot, stirring in the stock cubes until dissolved. Add carrots, celery, and corn, cooking until 

vegetables are done to your taste. Add chopped peppers and pasta. Cook for another five 

minutes. Broth can be served alone in severe cases of upset tummies such as Bel's, adding the 

solid ingredients later as they improve.  

Jill stood in the doorway of their bedroom. Her breath caught in her lungs as it always did when 

she looked at him. He sat on the side of the bed, wearing nothing but his boxers. She smiled as 

she thought of that first morning that she had seen him in the white cotton. His shoulders 

slumped as he spoke on the phone. His voice was low, and his brow furrowed, the soft lines more 

pronounced.  
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"Yeah, Mom. I understand. I might be away for a while in a couple of weeks, but Jill will be here 

if you need anything. Promise me, you'll call if you do?" She slipped into the room and curled up 

on her side of the bed. Her hand automatically went to his shoulder and softly squeezed the tense 

muscles.  

"Maybe. It would be nice. Let me see if I can get a few days leave. I know the girls would love 

it, and it would give you a chance to meet her. We'll talk about it tonight." She scooted across the 

bed and wrapped both arms about his waist, pressing a soft kiss between his bare shoulder 

blades. 

"Alright, I love you both," Jill's heart rose in her throat at how easily those words came to her 

husband. For his parents. For his daughters. But not for her.  

She told herself to give it time. That was how these things worked. Love that grew over time, as 

Ubah had said. Still, the doubts ate at her mind, taunted her. Dodd's words, 'Nothing like Rachel,' 

had become the newest litany among all the others that undermined her confidence, her 

womanhood.  

She drew back as she heard him saying his farewells. She snuck back to her side of the bed, 

grabbing her tablet, and bringing her knees up to her chest as she leaned against the headboard 

and pillows. She pretended to be engrossed in it even though she could not remember a word she 

read.  

Daniel put the phone on the nightstand and rolled over, wrapping his arm about her waist. 

"Unless that is the karma sutra put it down for a bit." 

Jill could not help but laugh as she put it back. "How is your dad?" She turned in his arms to face 

him. The worried look on his handsome face answered her question before he spoke. 

"Mom says that he made them stop the chemo. Said he didn't want to spend what time he had left 

sick as a dog. So, they are just giving him what pain meds they can," his blue eyes were misty as 

he stared at the buttons on his shirt that she had kidnapped and worn to bed most nights.  

Her fingers brushed across his cheek. "I'm sorry, Daniel." She wanted to take him into her arms, 

into her body and heart. But those damned words would not stop their song in her mind. So, she 

satisfied herself with the soft caress. 

"Mom asked if we could get away for a few days. To visit," Jill could hear the unspoken words in 

his voice as it cracked, 'say good-bye.' Tears filled her eyes for his pain, for his mother's, the 

woman without whom she would never have met this remarkable man. 
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"Can you get some time off? I know that the team is going to deploy soon. Is there time?" Her 

fingers moved down his neck to caress his bare shoulder. She fought back the temptation to 

move lower, to play with the firm muscles and wiry chest hairs that always entranced her.  

Daniel shook his head, "Normally, I wouldn't. But this is different. I'll talk to the command 

tomorrow. If I can swing it, you think you and the girls are up to a long drive?" Those eyes 

looked up at her; the smile on his soft lips was weak and forced. 

Jill nodded, "We'll manage," she bent and brushed a kiss across his forehead. Trying to lighten 

his load any way she could, "And I have a surprise for you.”  

Standing, she padded barefoot over to the dresser and rummaged in her purse for a moment 

before pulling out the small card. She smiled as she tossed it to him. "I got this yesterday. I 

figured I'd need it while you're gone. So, you have a relief driver, commander."  

He smiled as he picked up her new driver's license, but then she remembered the photograph. 

Typical of all the grainy pictures, it showed her age and weight. She lunged and tried to snatch it 

back. "Oh no, you don't. The picture is horrible." 

He rolled to the side, the license still firmly in his grasp as she collapsed on top of him, 

stretching and reaching for it. "Oh no, you gave it to me. So, no going back now, Missus 

Monroe." He brought it up to his face. "What? You look fine.” 

Jill rolled over so that he could not see the mist that clouded her vision. 'Fine,' was not the word 

that she wanted to hear on his lips. Then again, maybe it was time for her to face reality. 

Sometimes ‘fine’ just had to do. And her marriage was just that…fine. 

*** 

Daniel was not sure what he had said or done, but the look on his wife's face told him it was 

something big. As good as things had been the past four weeks since Jill had moved into their 

bed, he still did not know how to handle moments like this.  

Like a fucking hurricane, she had blown into his world and changed everything. It had long since 

stopped being just the way she loved and nurtured his daughters, or the delicious meals, or clean 

house. It was not even the best fucking sex of his life. It was the way that she was there. Just 

there. He knew that no matter what, he could talk to her, or just snuggle up next to her. He felt 

safe. He knew that she would never turn him away. Never.  

So, why did he keep fucking things up? Even when he did not know how, he managed to screw 

things up. To hurt her. And that was something he never wanted to do. He could not find the 

words then, any more than he could any of those other times. So, he did the only thing he knew; 

he reached for her.  
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Wrapping his arms about her waist, he pulled her back against his hard body. He spooned with 

her as he brushed her hair back from her neck and began to kiss along the pulse that beat loudly 

there. The immediate increase in its tempo told him that once more, his miracle welcomed him 

with open arms. Even now, when he had hurt her, even when he least deserved her. 

His tongue flicked at the vein, throbbing beneath it, as his hand moved from her waist up to cup 

the fullness of her breast. His thumb played with her nipple through the cotton. He ground his 

hips against the softness of her ass, "I need you." 

If her moan was not response enough, the way that she arched her chest into his caress, her 

nipples hardening as she pushed her bottom back against his hard cock, set any shreds of doubt 

aside. His wife wanted him. Almost as much as he wanted her. Still, it was not enough. His 

fingers moved lower to work more of the buttons free. He wanted his wife naked and needy 

beneath him. He wanted, fuck no, he needed all of her. Her total and complete surrender.  

Jill pushed his hands away from the cotton as she turned in his arms. "Turn out the lights," she 

whispered against his lips. 

It was the only thing she denied him. As spectacular as the sex had been the past month, it was 

always the same. Hot and heavy comings together of their bodies, their afternoon delights, with 

clothes pushed up or aside just enough to get the job done. Kitchen countertops, rug burns from 

living room carpets, hell, even the garage, bent over the hood of the car. Anywhere was fair game 

for the two of them.   

Or it was slow, sweet making love in their bed after tucking the girls in for the night. But still, it 

was the same. Sexy lingerie, his god damned shirts, something was always between them. Even 

on the occasions when he had reached for her in the middle of the night. When his need for her 

loving comfort was stronger even than the need for sleep, it was not enough. It never would be.  

He shook his head as he rolled her beneath him, "Not tonight, sweetheart. Tonight I want to 

watch you as you come for me." His fingers brushed the material back from her shoulders. "I 

want to see how red your chest gets as you ride my hard cock." He pulled at the edges, intent on 

ripping the damned thing off his wife if he needed to. Then the soft whine broke from the pink 

and white box on the bedside table next to them. "Fuck," he spat. 

Jill pushed at him and jumped up quickly. Too quickly, panic showed in her eyes as she 

mumbled, "Let me go check on them." 

He watched her round bottom swoosh back and forth beneath the edge of the shirt as she 

practically lunged for the bedroom door and the safety of the nursery across the hall.  

"Fuck," he cursed again as he collapsed back on the bed to stare at the ceiling. What the fuck was 

wrong? Why would she never let him see her completely naked? Hell, why did it bother him so 
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fucking much? Everything else about their lives was just about perfect. Why did this one little 

thing matter so much? "Because, buddy, it's the one thing your wife always denies you."  

Not the only one. Daniel heard her horrendous voice on the other end of the monitor, crooning a 

lullaby to his daughters. It was tender as she whispered, "I love you." His chest tightened 

uncomfortably at the soft admission that was not for him. 

*** 

Jill watched Britney fall back to sleep. She bent to kiss the soft blonde curls about the angelic 

face. Brushing a stray lock back, "I love you." 'Especially for this one, angel.' She owed the baby 

for a reprieve this night.   

What would she have done? She had never seen him like this. Over the past month, when he 

tried to take off her dress or shirt, she had always been able to distract him. Move things forward 

quickly until his mind was on something else, but the look of determination in his eyes tonight 

had scared her. If Britney had not cried out, she did not doubt that he would have ripped the shirt 

open, buttons be damned.  

'Nothing like Rachel.' 'What man could ever really want you?' 'Fat whore.' The words played like 

a brain worm, painfully taunting. She felt the hot tears course down her cheeks. It was the one 

thing she could not allow. If the words in her mind brought pain, she knew that she could never 

survive the look of disappointment that was certain to show on his face.  

She tiptoed across the nursery, looking back one final time at the babies sleeping peacefully in 

their cribs. She loved them. No matter how hard she had tried to protect her heart, the truth was 

that she probably had from that very first night as she watched Daniel and Samuel put the 

sleeping angels into their pink car seats.  

But she knew one thing, she could never live with that look. Not even as much as she loved 

them, as she loved him, she could never stay and see disappointment, disgust, in the eyes of only 

the second man she had ever truly loved.  

Looking at the closed door to their bedroom, her hand trembled on the knob. She could not. Not 

just yet. She needed time to think. Time alone to clear her head. Get her feelings back under 

control. So, instead, she padded softly down the hall and through the kitchen. She stopped for a 

moment in the small laundry room; her fingers brushed against her lips as she remembered that 

first sweet taste of him. Daniel. Her husband.  

She forced her feet to move. She opened the back door and sat down on the top step. Tears 

flowed unchecked down her cheeks in the pale moonlight. What a mess she had made of this 

whole thing? Falling in love with a man she could never really have. Not the way she wanted 

anyway.  
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She would never be a raving beauty like Rachel. Hell, even when she was that young girl first 

discovering her womanly power and sexuality, she had never been anything more than the girl 

next door pretty. Now at forty-five and after four pregnancies, her body was not even that. 

Round, soft, full…those were the kind words. Fat, cellulite, sagging were more appropriate. 

Looking up at the moon, she wondered once more for the hundredth time since coming to this 

place, why? Why would someone so beautiful, so perfect, not find happiness in his arms? 

Alright, so maybe this place was not New York or glamorous. But still, Daniel was amazing. 

Gorgeous. Considerate. Strong. Funny.  A good friend. A great dad. Not to mention, a fantastic 

lover. Wasn't that enough? What more could there be?  

Of course, there were the girls too. Rachel's daughters. How could she leave them like this? It 

just did not make any sense. If she had been half as pretty as Rachel, hell, a tenth as perfect, she 

would grab it all and never let it go. Never let him go. Why had the other woman? Money and 

possessions simply could not be that important.  

Jill sat on the back steps thinking for some time. The yard about her was cast in shadows as the 

tears flowed down her cheeks. She played her predicament over and over in her mind. She 

wished a thousand different things, but none of them changed the simple reality. She was head 

over heels in love with a man that would never feel the same way about her.  

Oh, he needed her, perhaps even wanted her, but that was just simple biology. A hungry man 

would eat anything, after all. How long would this passion last? It was something she did not 

want to think about. Not now. Now she would enjoy him while she could.  

His face kept haunting her. The hunger and the need that she had seen, reflected so raw in the 

depths of those blue eyes, would not leave her alone. His father was dying, another loss in little 

more than a year. And all too soon, they would face the first separation of their new marriage.  

She wanted and needed to offer him what comfort she could. Solace and yes, as much of her love 

as she dared to show. She fought the battle in her mind until only one truth remained. She could 

deny him nothing. Well, almost nothing, she thought as she sent a silent prayer upwards and 

slipped back into the house, re-tracing her earlier steps until she grasped the doorknob in her 

trembling fingers. Her resolve almost fled as she opened it and saw him collapsed across the foot 

of the bed, precisely as she had left him.  

She walked over and switched the lights off. She would go as far as she could this night, she 

decided as she began unbuttoning each of the tiny white buttons along the front of his shirt. She 

let it slip from her shoulders but wrapped it about her like a security blanket as she saw him turn 

over. 

"Jill?" he whispered.  
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She closed her eyes and prayed for strength to answer the unspoken need she heard in his voice. 

She let the shirt slip the rest of the way down her arms until it pooled about her feet on the floor. 

"I'm sorry, Daniel."  

He reached for her, and she went willingly into his strong arms. His lips moved over her bare 

shoulders and breasts as they rolled and tumbled on the bed they shared. When his mouth moved 

over the turgid peak of her nipple, she pushed him onto his back. Her hands made quick work of 

his boxers, the only barrier between them. When those were tossed carelessly across the room, 

she rose over him. Taking his already hard cock inside her once more.  

She gritted her teeth and held her breath at the intense pleasure of it stretching and filling her. 

Fireworks of desire burst over her as she came almost immediately. Her body squeezed his as her 

fingers scratched at his shoulders. She rode wave after wave of it as she gave him everything she 

could in the haven of the pale moonlight that drifted through the small window in their room.  

*** 

For a moment, Daniel thought that it was a fantasy. Another of his torturous dreams. His wife 

close, so fucking close, but always just out of reach. When she slowly dropped his shirt from her 

lush curves, he thought he would explode. The moon cast a hypnotic spell about her, about it all. 

Half dream, half reality, all heaven.  

When she took him inside her welcoming depths once more, he fought back the need to come 

immediately. The way she felt when she came was something he was not sure he would ever be 

able to resist fully, clenching him tightly, milking him. But he was not ready for it to end this 

quickly.  

He watched her as she rode his cock. Her head thrown back, and her eyes closed. He could not 

see the depths of those bright green eyes or the red that stained her face and chest, but he could 

hear her labored breathing, feel her heart pounding as his hands cupped and weighed those 

perfect tits.  

He thrust his hips up, driving deeper into her and was rewarded with a soft moan - his name on 

her lips. "Daniel." But god damn it, it still was not enough. It was irrational. Unlike him. But he 

needed all of this woman. He wanted complete control of his wife.  

He pushed her off him. He gloried in the soft whimper that the denial of his body brought to 

those sweet lips. He reached up and pulled one of his pillows down. He slapped her soft ass, and 

the sound vibrated around the quiet room.  

"On your hands and knees, Jill." He caught a brief glimpse of the surprised look in her eyes. He 

cursed under his breath once more that in the moonlight, he could not see their pure green.  
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But this night, he would settle for what she offered. Take more than perhaps she had meant to 

give. He swore, though, that he would not allow these games to continue, not for much longer. 

She was his wife. His. And she was about to find out all that meant. 

"Daniel," she whispered over her shoulder as she moved into the position he had commanded. 

The pillow under her hips, lifting her bottom high into the air as she knelt over it. Presenting 

herself, open and ready to him. 

Taking his cock in his hand, he stroked it as he moved behind his wife. Something inside of him 

begged to be released, pleaded with him to bring his hand down hard upon those ivory globes 

until they would twinkle scarlet even in the dim light. To go far beyond the quick taps that he had 

used a moment before.  

But a lifetime of rules stopped him. She was his wife, he never wanted to hurt her, he respected 

her, he…he needed her. He refused to allow his mind to take that next plunge, off the cliff 

without so much as a tether line to prevent his descent into the deepest darkest depths of her 

oceans. 

Instead, he took another type of plunge into her depths, as he positioned the head of his cock 

between the impossibly hot and wet folds of her body. It was his turn to groan as its tightness 

gripped him once more. His hands firmly about her waist, he dug his fingers into her. He was in 

no mood for gentle this night as he plunged deeper and faster inside her.  

He felt her trembling beneath his hands, heard the low keening as she bent forward into the 

mattress. It muffled her screams, but not enough that he could not listen to her begging and 

pleading. And it was not for him to stop. Her body and her words begged him for more. His own 

body echoed her pleas. But his mind needed even more than she was offering.  

He lunged forward, pushing his cock deep in her and holding it there. He waited as he felt her 

orgasm ebbing and flowing around him. She whimpered and tried to move her hips against him 

to continue this roller coaster ride that was their bodies' need for one another, but his hands about 

her waist were firm, denying them both the release they sought.  

"Please, Daniel, I need." 

His right hand moved up her body to grasp her breast as it dangled just above the blanket. His 

fingers tugged firmly at the hard point. "What do you need, Jill?"  

"You," she moaned as she tried to move again, but his arm wrapped about her waist held her still 

as he toyed with her breast, his cock buried balls deep inside of heaven.  

"Whose pussy is this?" He circled his hips, adding enough friction to send her body higher, but 

not high enough for the release he knew she craved. 
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She whimpered at his movement, and he could see her fingers clutching the covers above her 

head. Her head came up, and she arched her back into him, but he pulled back, denying her what 

she craved once more.  

"Damn it, Daniel. Quit screwing around."  

He smiled and pulled back just a fraction more, "You sure you want me to stop screwing you, 

Missus Monroe?" He gave another gentle circle of his hips. 

"God damn it, you know I didn’t mean that," she roared, and she turned her head to look at him. 

"Fuck me, Daniel. Fuck me hard." 

He gave another slow circle, "You haven't answered my question, sweetheart. Whose sweet little 

cunt is this?" To encourage her, he rocked his hips forward as he tweaked her nipple. 

"Daniel," she whimpered. "Please," she begged. 

"Wrong answer, baby," He drew back until just the head of his swollen cock rested inside her.  

"Yours, god damn it, yours," she almost screamed. "Now fuck me," she demanded as she moved 

her hips back against him. This time his hold about her waist lessened, allowing her to move 

backward, swallowing the length of his cock as he plunged forward at the same time.  

He pounded into her. He felt those demons riding his back once more. As good as her admission 

felt, it was not the one he craved. He gave up his hold about her waist, his hand moving up, his 

fingers wrapping themselves into the soft lengths of her hair. He used it to tug her back until her 

face was just inches from his. "Say it again, Jill. Tell me whose pussy this is!"  

He felt her body begin that incredible magic of its release as she looked into his eyes, "Yours. It's 

yours, Daniel." 

He roared his victory into the depths of her sweet lips. He plunged harder and faster into her as 

she milked and squeezed his hard cock. He felt his come rising, he tried to hold back, he wanted 

to push her further, he needed more. But as always, her body mastered his, drawing forth that 

which he was not fully ready to give. And all he could do was ride the wave of his release as he 

emptied himself once more inside her.  

As the power drained from them both, she collapsed forward onto the bed, and he followed. He 

rolled enough to take his weight off her, but their lower bodies remained entwined, their legs 

pieces of a puzzle that fit perfectly. His arm fell across her lower back, and in the moonlight, he 

noticed it for the first time. The faint blue lines of a tattoo just above the round curve of her 

bottom. He recognized it instantly. The Royal Marines Corps crest.  
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"Per mare, per terram," his fingers outlined the other man's symbol of ownership upon his wife. 

The man, who had held far more of her than he ever would. He might have her body, but he 

knew this ghost still held her heart.  

She stirred in his arms, turning her head towards him. "What did you say?" Her eyes looked 

drowsy and barely open. 

Daniel bent and kissed her nose, "It's nothing. Nothing important," he lied as he rolled away 

from her. He walked over to the closet and pulled out the spare blanket. As warm as the night 

was, it would be enough. 

His wife rolled into his arms as he spread it over them. He drew her head to rest as it did most 

nights against his heart. He placed another soft kiss on the top of her head as he wrapped his arm 

about her, holding her close. But not close enough. It would never be close enough.  

The tattoo was just another reminder of that fact, as he stared at the ceiling. His body far more 

relaxed after their lovemaking than his mind. He knew that sleep would not come quickly this 

night, as the ghost of that other man lingered in his mind and heart. He shook his head, "It's 

never going to be enough, is it, buddy?"  

*** 

Jill folded and packed, although she was not sure what. Her mind was somewhere else. Things 

had been different since the other night. He was avoiding her again. He said it was because of the 

trip. He needed to make certain that everything was ready before they left. So, of course, their 

nooners were gone. He barely made it home in time for dinner each night.  

And maybe that was it; she knew the demands that the military placed upon a marriage. Perhaps 

too, it was this trip. It could not be easy on him, knowing that this was almost certainly the final 

farewell to his father.  

It was something that she had never gotten; her parents were killed suddenly in a car accident 

when she was a senior in high school. Then again, she had never been close to them, her free-

spirited hippie academicians, who had accidentally given birth to their only child of the sixties. 

But it must be eating Daniel up inside, this final farewell. 

The one fear that ate at her mind was that she had allowed herself to go too far the other night. 

That in her need to comfort and please her husband, she had revealed too much of herself. Not 

just her less than perfect body, but the wildly sexual creature that beat just below the surface of 

her calm exterior.  

She had learned the hard way, that type of wanton behavior did not appeal to all men. Perhaps 

she had gone too far. Maybe the dirty talk that she was barely able to stifle most times and had 
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failed to muffle that night was too much. Too bold. Too whorish. Or perhaps the moonlight had 

not been as kind at concealing her many flaws as she thought.  

The truth was that for the past three days, he had not touched her at all. Well, not intentionally 

anyway. They awoke each morning a tangled mess of arms and legs. His hard-on pressed against 

her was a temptation she could barely resist. 

She was piling another something into the case and staring out the small bedroom window when 

she felt the tug on her dress. "Jill, my tummy hurts," whispered Bel. 

She knelt and drew the little girl towards her, brushing a kiss across her forehead. The heat 

emanating from it caused her to pull back in alarm. The child was burning up. She placed her 

hand at the back of the girl’s neck and was greeted with more heat. "Where does it hurt, 

sweetie?"  

"All over. It so bad," the copious tears that glistened as they flowed down her rosy cheeks told 

Jill the truth of her words.  

"Let's put you in bed; then I'll get you some medicine and something to drink," she started to 

reply when the little girl turned pale. Bel’s soft blue eyes, that always reminded Jill of his, grew 

large before the onslaught of projectile vomiting that covered everything in the suitcase. Jill held 

the little girl, whispering soothing words until the violent vomiting stopped. Their bed, the floor, 

the suitcase, and Bel were all covered.  

Jill picked her up and carried her down the hall to the bathroom. Bel was crying and whimpering, 

"I sorry. I didn't mean to make a mess." 

She knelt next to the girl as she began to strip her soiled clothes off. "Sweetie, don't worry about 

it. I know that. I'll clean it up after we get you tucked in bed." The child continued to sob as Jill 

finished undressing her and lifted her into the tub. She heard a noise behind her and turned 

towards the door. 

"What's wrong with her?" demanded the petulant pre-teen, staring around the room. 

"Your sister is not feeling well.  Could you get me the children's Tylenol out of the closet in the 

hall and a glass of water, please Jess?" Jill asked as she picked up the cup that she kept near the 

tub for washing the twins' hair. She began pouring the tepid water over Bel's head even as the 

child shivered. 

"I know it's cold, sweetie, but we need to get your fever down." She poured a bit of shampoo into 

her palm and began to lather Bel’s hair, removing the bits of food and bile that hung to the blond 

curls.  

She heard the older girl sigh as she left, "Sure, I'll check on the little ones, too." 
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Jill smiled up at her step-daughter. "Thank you. I can use whatever help you're willing to give 

here." 

Jess shrugged, "Don't worry about the babies. I'll take them downstairs with me. I've kind of 

been missing the little brats since you and Gran showed up. They used to be my responsibility 

when Dad wasn't around." 

Jill frowned at her words, "What about…" She began to question the girl about her mother, but 

another round of violent vomiting put an end to it. She turned back to the younger girl, pulling 

the plug from the tub and starting all over. 

She had just finished a second rinse of the girl's hair when a bottle of medicine and glass of water 

appeared on the sink next to her. "Thank you," she said without looking up. 

"Do you want me to call Dad at work?"  

Jill shook her head, "He should be home soon anyway. If you can manage the babies, then I'll 

take care of Bel and try to clean things up a bit before he gets home. Would you mind getting me 

a big bowl or pot from the kitchen?" 

"Sure, no problem, is she gonna be alright?" 

Jill nodded as she smiled at the little girl, "You're going to be fine, angel girl." She placed 

another kiss on the child's forehead. It was still much too hot. She poured a spoonful of the 

medicine and tried to get the child to drink it, but Bel just cried and shook her head. "Please, 

sweetie, girl?" Jill pleaded. 

"She hates the stuff. Mom always gave it to her when she wanted to make sure she would stay 

asleep, not wake up and disturb her and…" The girl looked away as if she had said too much. 

"Bel, quit being a baby. You need it this time," she commanded her younger sister.  

Jill wrapped the towel about the child and drew her into her arms. "Shh, sweetie girl, it's okay. 

Let's get you to your bed, and we'll try again." She scooped Bel up in her arms. "Would you 

bring the medicine and the glass of water before getting that bowl, please, Jess?" 

The usually moody girl nodded her head and picked up the items, following them down the hall 

to the bedroom that she had shared with her sister until a month before. "You sure I shouldn't call 

Dad," she whispered with what Jill could tell was genuine concern. 

Jill smiled, "It's probably just a tummy bug. I'm sure the two of us can manage fine until he gets 

home." But the moan from the child in her arms, as another pain doubled her over, had even Jill 

doubting her words.  

"Need toilet," cried her bundle.  
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Jill barely managed to get the child to it before the loud pop announced that this bug was one to 

be reckoned with. "Jess, you manage Brit and Ash. I'll handle Bel."  

She was so busy trying to reassure the younger girl that she did not realize how pushy she might 

sound until the words were out. "Jess, I appreciate your help here. Thank you," she tried to 

correct her mistake, smiling weakly into the girl's face as she turned to leave. 

The next half an hour was spent in the bathroom with her step-daughter, alternately being 

violently ill into the sink or tub or doubled over the toilet holding her tiny tummy. Jill was at her 

wit's end, worried about the fever that just would not come down, despite the cool clothes she 

kept applying to the girl’s forehead and neck.  

She heard voices down the hall as she held the little girl's shoulders, which were shaking as she 

vomited again. She recognized the pounding of feet down the corridor. A second later, he filled 

the tiny doorway, just as wholly as he filled every corner of her fantasies.  

"Is she all right?" He observed his daughter wrapped only in the towel as she dry heaved over the 

sink. 

Jill shook her head so that the child could not see the worry on her face or in her voice. "I think 

we should take her to the hospital," she said in almost a whisper. 

He nodded and pulled out his phone, pushing a single button, he barked orders to their friend, 

"Bel's sick. I need you over here now. Jill and I are taking her to the hospital."  

Jess stepped up behind him, "I can watch the babies, daddy." 

He shook his head at her. "I know you can, sweetie. But Simone will be here in a couple of 

minutes. You and Althea can do whatever you girls do these days, while we have the doctors 

check out your sister." 

Jill saw the disappointment on the girl's face. She recognized how hard it must be to be pushed 

aside, have duties that were once yours taken away by a stranger. "Jess, would you mind one 

more favor for me? Can you grab a t-shirt and knickers for your sister? Nothing heavy just 

enough to cover her bits." 

"Knickers?"  

"Sorry, underwear, panties. I'm still re-learning the American language."  

"Sure, whatever," Jess sulked away. 

Daniel shook his head, "You are fucking amazing, sweetheart. I didn't even realize how all this 

must seem to her." 
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"Teenagers are an experience. Let me tell you. D.J. was nineteen when his father was killed. 

Even though he was already in the Royals, he thought that made him the man in the house. It 

wasn't easy," she smiled as she hugged her bundle closer, her eyes filling with tears as the worry 

of the past hour gave way to sharing this burden. "We'll make it through in the end." 

*** 

Daniel cradled his daughter's hand as she slept. They were still waiting to see the doctors. But 

they had started an IV almost the moment they arrived and administered medications that 

brought his Bel some relief from the vomiting and fever. 

Through it all, she had been there. Her voice soothed and calmed even when the nurses had 

poked the child's tiny veins, three times. Daniel had turned away. He might know how to start 

one himself should he or any of his men need it, but he would be damned if he would watch 

them torturing his baby girl.  

Hell, she'd even managed somehow to find Cindy, the damned bear that had been his daughter's 

favorite for as long as he could remember. The teddy was clutched tightly in her tiny arms as she 

slept peacefully now.  

The gentle hand on his shoulder came as a surprise. He chuckled as he turned and looked up into 

her face. He saw his own worries reflected there as he brought her soft hand to his lips. "Are you 

taking lessons on sneaking up on people, Missus Monroe?" 

"Well, there is this uber hot SEAL that I know. Think he might give me a few?" 

Her attempt at humor touched him. How did she do it? Bel? Jess? Him? She seemed to know 

exactly what to say and do to bring each of them the care their hearts yearned for. He kept her 

hand in his as he drew her to sit on his lap. 

"I'm sorry I've been such a dick the past couple of days," he whispered. "It's just," his voice 

trailed off. It is just that I am fucking green with envy for a dead man. But there was no right way 

of admitting that.  

She did not give him time to think of some plausible lie. "It's alright, Daniel. Your father. The 

deployment. I understand." She looked over at Bel, "Now this. I'm sorry. Is there anything I can 

do to help?" 

"You're doing it already, sweetheart. Just being here. For her. For me. It's all we need right now." 

He bent to brush a kiss across the frown that marred her perfect features.  

He fought back the need to take it further, to deepen the kiss. But he knew how quickly things 

could flare between them. And the last three days of self-enforced abstinence was not helping at 

the moment. Despite his worry for his child, the trip that would have to be canceled, the bright 
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lights and sounds of the hospital, he was rock hard in his jeans. His body cried out for her; the 

rest be damned. 

He was thankful for the metal on metal squeak of the curtain being pulled aside. A young 

lieutenant in scrubs stepped into the room. He recognized the man from another visit to the 

Emergency Room. That one for far different reasons. He blushed at the memory of things that 

were said that night. 

"Commander, Missus Monroe," the man nodded towards them with a smile. "Well, we are still 

waiting for some test results to come back to confirm it, but it looks like your daughter may have 

food poisoning." 

"Food poisoning?" Jill’s hands covered her mouth. He could see her mind clicking over the 

possibilities. 

"But none of the rest of us got sick?" Daniel quizzed. 

"She could have picked it up anywhere. School. The playground. Anything. It could have even 

been something she ate days or weeks ago. There is no telling with these things. But you did the 

right thing. Bringing her in quickly like this. These things usually work themselves through, but 

especially in little ones like her, well, things aren't always so good," he tried to reassure them. 

"We'd like to keep her overnight just to be sure. But I think the worst of it is over. She should be 

fine in a couple of days. Weak, but fine." 

Jill stood up, "We had a family trip planned tomorrow." 

The man shook his head, "Afraid you're going to have to re-schedule it, ma'am." 

Daniel nodded. His heart tightened in his chest, but as much as he loved his father, he knew his 

priority lay here in this hospital bed.  

His wife, though, was tenacious, "I'm sorry, lieutenant. But you don't understand. The 

commander's father is ill," she smiled softly at him. "Terminal.  Daniel’s team is deploying next 

week. Is there any way?" 

The man shrugged, "Normally, I wouldn't recommend it, but I understand what you are saying. 

Let's keep her here tonight. Then if there is no more vomiting or diarrhea, you can take her home 

tomorrow morning. If she can manage to keep some liquids down without any problems, then 

maybe we can think about it. A day, maybe two," he looked sympathetically at Daniel. "I'm truly 

sorry, sir. But it is the best we can hope for." 

"Thank you, lieutenant," he replied as the man walked out, pulling the curtain closed. 
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His wife walked back to him. She knelt on the floor and wrapped her arms about his shoulders, 

pressed her forehead against his, "Take Jess and go tomorrow. I'll stay here with Bel, Brit, and 

Ash." 

"No way, Missus Monroe. This is a family trip. Besides, it isn't just me that dad wants to see. He 

wants to see his grandbabies and meet you too." He chuckled, "Mom would make me sleep in 

the barn if I showed up without you. She's been dying to meet you since…"  

Jill giggled, "I'm not sure I'm ready to meet her. Simone and your mother know things about me 

that no one else does." 

His eyebrows shot up, "Such as?" 

Jill swallowed hard. He watched pink spread from her cheeks to her ears and down her neck. She 

just shook her head. "Nothing important. Just girl stuff." 

But Daniel had the feeling that he needed to pull that damned password out of the drawer and 

give those things a more thorough read. Perhaps they could explain it. Explain why his giving 

and caring wife pulled back every time he tried to get her out of her clothes. But not this night. 

This night would be spent in the hospital, again. "I'll take you home, sweetheart. Then come back 

here, so someone's here when Princess wakes up." 

She shook her head, "No, if we have any chance of still making this trip, you need your sleep. It's 

a long drive from Virginia to Omaha. You go home and relieve Simone. I'll stay here with Bel." 

He tried to argue, "No way, that bed's too damned big and cold without you." 

"You men are such wimps. How do you think we feel when ya'll are gone for months? I always 

told David that women were the stronger sex. We keep it all together while you boys pound your 

chests." 

He could hear the teasing tone in her voice, but even the mention of the other man had him on 

edge. He fought to keep his jealousy under control. He reminded himself that it was his bed that 

she slept in. His arms that she filled. And his chest that she used as a pillow every night.  

But all the pep talks in the world could not erase those blue lines of another man's mark on his 

wife's body. Or his memories from her mind. Worse, they could not push him aside in her heart. 

No, the truth was that he was the one left out in the cold in this marriage, at least in the only way 

that mattered.  

He simply nodded, "Alright, you win. I'll head home." He lifted her reluctantly from her place on 

the floor. He wanted to wrap her in his arms and kiss her senseless, but what would it solve?  
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There was no doubt in his mind that he could have his wife's body any time he wanted. He even 

had her loyalty, and this night proved that as much as anything. But each day, it got harder to 

take the crumbs of affection from the other man's table. Instead, he simply kissed her nose. "See 

you first thing tomorrow, sweetheart." 

*** 

Jill sat on the edge of the bed. She brushed back the golden hairs, thankful that Bel's forehead 

was cool. She had still been asleep when Daniel arrived that morning. The young doctor had 

smiled as he checked her out and told them to play it by ear, but as long as there was no more 

vomiting or diarrhea, he did not see why they could not leave tomorrow morning for their trip.  

It was the news that Jill had hoped for. Bel had even managed to keep some of her homemade 

chicken soup down this evening. It was the final green light for the trip in her mind. 

She stretched and yawned. She was tired, bone tired. She had not gotten much sleep last night in 

the stiff chair at the hospital. Then, she had spent the day caring for Bel, cleaning, and packing. 

Thankfully, she had come home to find that the worst of the mess was already gone. Simone and 

Daniel had cleaned the bathroom and bedroom, including several loads of laundry, but there was 

still more packing to do. Most of it was done now, just a few more of her things to pack 

tomorrow morning. 

She bent and kissed the child, "I love you, Bel," she whispered as she stood to leave. Looking 

down, she saw Cindy bear and smiled. The threadbare stuffed toy could use a wash as well. She 

brushed her fingers across the tummy of the toy and felt something sticky there.  

Moving closer to the hall door and its light drifting into the room, she brought it closer to her 

face. She saw the dark red stains there. Smelling it, she recognized the scent of strawberries. But 

that could not be right. She had not made anything with strawberries recently, and it could not be 

from school either since Cindy was not allowed to attend.  

Warning bells were once more ringing in her head, her gut clenched in tight knots. She was 

probably mistaken. The stain could be the spaghetti sauce from a couple of nights ago. It was 

likely nothing, but since no one else in the family had gotten ill and the school assured her there 

were no other reports of food poisoning, Jill's mind could not just let it go. She reminded herself 

to mention it to the child tomorrow. 

Tomorrow, she thought as she walked back to the sleeping child and tucked the toy back under 

her arm. A long two-day drive in the tight confines of the car, squeezed between an angry pre-

teen and a man, she could not stop lusting after. Although that was not entirely accurate, if it 

were merely lust, she could handle it all much easier.  
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The original plan had been to drive the twenty hours straight through, but with Bel still weak, 

they had decided to break the long drive into two days, spending one night in a hotel along the 

way. It would shorten their stay from a week to four, maybe five, days, but it was better than not 

going at all.  

Standing in the hall, she stared for a moment at their closed bedroom door. She steeled herself 

for whatever awaited her this night. Would she find the sweet welcome that she craved in his 

arms? He had been more than solicitous all day as he went about the tasks of caring for the twins, 

helping with the packing and making sure that the car was in top mechanical order. He must have 

stopped to check on them two dozen times or more as she read to Bel or they played with her 

Barbie dolls.  

It was better than the cold shoulder and avoidance that he had employed for the past few days. 

She still did not understand what precipitated these changes in his behaviors. The other night had 

been amazing, at least as far as she was concerned. His body's dominance of hers had sent her 

soaring to new heights like a kite caught on an updraft. She had thought he enjoyed it just as 

much.  

The doubts that held court unchecked in her fertile imagination would not be quieted. Whether it 

was her less than model-perfect body or her whorish behavior, she had clearly done something 

wrong that night. She just wished she knew what. She sighed heavily and built her courage as 

she opened the door.  

What she saw there took her breath away. The room was lit only with a couple of candles on the 

nightstand. The bed was covered with rose petals. And he was lying in the middle of it, the white 

cotton replaced with red silk. She swallowed hard as she lifted her eyebrows. "What's this?" 

He moved to kneel at the foot of their bed. Reaching out, he drew her hands to his soft lips. She 

smiled at the slight roughness of his whiskers. He was once again growing a beard, in 

preparation for the deployment. "My way of showing you how fucking amazing I think you are."  

His blue eyes met hers, and she saw her insecurities reflected there. She leaned forward and 

pressed a kiss to his forehead as she squeezed his hands.  

"Do you like?" he whispered with his face buried in her hair. 

"I love it, but you shouldn't have. The trip," her voice trailed off as he brushed her hair aside and 

nibbled at the juncture of her neck and shoulders, the exact spot that had born his mark that first 

time. "Daniel," she whispered as she pulled her hands from his and brought them up to lace 

through his soft hair. 

He pulled back, "It's not what you think, Jill." He leaned back and grabbed a bottle from the 

bedside table.  
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"What's that?"  

"Massage oil. I know you are exhausted after last night and today. So, I thought a nice bubble 

bath and massage might help you to relax."  

Jill panicked. Bubble baths and massages usually involved being naked. As tired as she was, she 

could not think quickly enough. How could she divert him this time? The panic reached a 

crescendo quickly as she sought some excuse. 

"I've filled the tub already. You soak for a bit while I grab the champagne and some glasses from 

the kitchen. When you're done, just wrap up in the towel, and your masseur will be awaiting your 

every desire, madam," he purred as he brought her hands up to his lips. 

She smiled at her reprieve and hurried quickly down the hall. She would figure out how to hold 

onto that towel while she soaked. 

*** 

Daniel watched his wife scurry out the door. It just did not make any fucking sense. If her 

marriage had been so damned great that seven years later, she was still in love with the man, why 

the apparent insecurities?  

He understood viscerally how a lousy marriage and worse sex could wound your confidence. 

And his wife showed every god damned sign of that being the case. As much pain, regret, and 

guilt as he felt at Rachel's death, he most definitely did not romanticize their life together or even 

pretend that he still loved her.  

Yet what he saw in his wife was not pretend; he knew that she genuinely still loved that a fucking 

ghost. So, why the fuck would she if their marriage had left her so insecure that she clung to any 

scrap to cover far more than her naked body, but her wounded soul as well. 

Her words, spoken the night before, echoed in his mind as he padded down the hall to the 

kitchen. He would find the time to talk with his mother about these secrets that she and Simone 

knew. And if she would not, then he would god damned well beat it out of the little witch when 

they got back.  

One thing was for sure he was not going back there with any secrets between him and his wife. 

Not this time. Not with her. Not with someone he…the word stuck in his mind. He could not 

force it out, but neither could he force it away. Instead, he compromised, not with someone he 

truly cared about.  

Grabbing two glasses out of the cabinet and the cold bottle from the refrigerator, he headed back 

down the hall. He stopped outside the bathroom. His hand on the doorknob. He wanted so badly 

to open it, step inside and draw her out of the tub. He wanted to hold her wet, naked body against 
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his. The image of taking her fast and hard against the cold, hard tiles had him instantly hard 

inside the damned silk boxers. He gritted his teeth as the material rubbed softly against his 

erection, but not as softly as her touch.  

He settled this night for tapping lightly on the wood, "Hurry up in there. Champagne and I are 

waiting down the hall, Missus Monroe." 

"I'm coming," rang out her voice on the other side of the barrier. Daniel thought once more about 

kicking the damned thing in, just as he wanted to kick down the barriers that stood between 

them. But those were far greater than a simple piece of wood. So, he turned and walked back 

down the hall to their room.  

He poured two glasses of bubbly and sat them next to the bottle of oil on the nightstand. Then he 

flicked through his tablet until he found the playlist he had created, plugging in the speakers, he 

hit a button, and soft music filled the empty room. 

He felt nervous. More nervous than he had since… Well, since that morning, he had approached 

her in the backyard. Her dress clinging wetly to those perfect tits as he stammered out his 

proposal.  

Had it ever been as fucking simple as the arrangement that his mother and Simone brokered with 

her? From his first glimpse of those round hips encased in denim and those high breasts hidden 

beneath the too-large sweater, had he ever had any real chance of resisting the web of his wife?  

Bringing the glass of champagne to his lips, he drank it down in a single gulp and poured 

another. The truth was, he was that fucking fly caught firmly in her spider's web. Its mystical, 

shimmering strands of love had encompassed his daughters, the other wives, and everything she 

fucking touched. His heart included, he finally admitted as he swallowed another glass of the 

sweet liquid.  

He swore he needed something far more potent when he looked up to see her standing in the 

doorway wearing nothing but a towel. Her long hair held up off her neck with a clip, had soft 

tendrils falling about her face. He watched the pink stains spread across her cheeks in the pale 

candlelight. "You look beautiful."  

*** 

Jill froze in the doorway. His words washed over her like the soft caress of the water had in the 

bathtub. She could see the honesty in those misty blue depths, but she could only look away as 

the doubts battered her once more.  

She reached out, "Is one of those for me?" She needed the false courage of the alcohol if she was 

to make it through this night. She willed herself to follow through with the plan that she had 



-157- 

 

formulated in the warm depths of those sweet bubbles. She would not have her new life burst 

like they had, popping one by one until the water was chilly, and there was barely enough left to 

make a thin film across the surface.  

He handed her one and watched as she gulped it down. She held out the glass, "More?" 

"How about you slow down on this one? I don't want you falling asleep on me like you did that 

first night." 

Jill blushed; whether from the memory of that first disastrous night, or his almost psychic guess 

about her secret plans for this evening. She brought the glass to her lips and drank more slowly 

this time as she looked deep into his eyes.  

He smiled and held out his hand, "How about that massage I promised you, sweetheart?" 

She returned his smile as she allowed him to arrange the pillows upon the bed and guide her 

down to the mattress. The sweet smell of the rose petals crushed beneath their bodies assaulted 

her nostrils. She inhaled the musky fragrance as she closed her eyes.  

She almost jumped when she felt the slight shift of his weight upon the bed and then felt the 

warm oil poured across her shoulders. She moaned when his fingers began to knead softly at the 

tight muscles of her neck and shoulders. "Screw Dodd's offer. When you finally decide to retire, 

I'm putting you out as a masseur."  

He chuckled as his fingers dug deeper into the tender flesh near her spine. "It would be more 

honest work." 

"No doubt about that." 

"But I don't want to talk about that man tonight, sweetheart." 

"Then what do you want to talk about?" she teased as she sank deeper into his touch. The light 

massage should have relaxed her muscles after the hard night and long day. She had honestly 

thought it would not take much for her to feign sleep.  

But the way he had her skin tingling at each stroke undermined her confidence in the plan. If she 

allowed him to keep this up much longer, she might well throw off the god damned towel and 

push him back onto the bed, maybe even rape her husband, so quickly was her need for him 

growing. 

His lips caressed the side of her cheek as he pushed the towel further down her back, "I don't 

want to talk. I want to feel." His hand left her shoulders, and she moaned. But a moment later, 

she felt the mattress shift once more and his calloused hands moving firmly over the heel and 

arch of her foot. When she moaned again, it was the sound of joy that the angels made in heaven. 
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"Oh, yes," she groaned as he worked his way down each toe. She thought she would die from the 

intense pleasure of his touch until she felt the wet sucking upon her big toe, then she knew that 

she would. "If you keep that up much longer, I'm gonna come," she purred against the pillow. 

"That's the idea, Missus Monroe. The massage. A couple of orgasms. A couple of dozen more 

like it with you, sweetheart," he teased as he moved on to the next toe. "Then, you should sleep 

like a baby." 

Jill raised her head from the pillow and looked over her shoulder, "But what about you? I 

thought…" It was what she had planned. What she supposedly wanted? Why then did it seem so 

inadequate? 

He kissed the arch of her foot as he massaged it more firmly. "Tomorrow morning before we 

pack up. I'll wake you up early, sweetheart. But tonight is about you. All you. So, lay back down 

and just enjoy." 

Jill reluctantly obeyed. He made good on each of his promises as he moved slowly up her legs, 

kneading and massaging each tense muscle and setting fire to the last of her reserves. She was 

moaning and pleading by the time that his hands reached the soft globes of her buttocks. He 

lifted the towel and poured oil into the small of her back and between the crack of her ass. She 

was half afraid and half hopeful that he would change his mind as his fingers and hands worked 

the tender flesh.  

She felt him tracing something on the small of her back. For a moment, she did not make the 

connection. But his soft voice brought it all together. 

"How long have you had it?"  

Jill frowned as she realized what his fingers had been tracing. Memories flooded her. "Seven 

years. It was going to be an anniversary present."  

"Going to be?"  

"David didn't make it home from that tour," she fought back the clouds that threatened her 

vision. How could it be so easy to talk to him…even about this? Especially about this. 

"What happened?" his lips blew the words across the mark. 

"You know they never tell you everything. The Ministry of Defense. It's a reality I lived with 

from the beginning. Sometimes we just don't ever know the truth," she choked on the words.  

Fear ate at her gut. This was not the reminder she needed at this moment. The reality of her 

world then and now was too stark beneath his touch. But it was a reminder nonetheless. Could 
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she do it? Could she live through that again? If she lost him as she had David, could she survive? 

She fought back the bile in her throat.  

"Friendly fire was all they said. Some damned drone that hit the wrong target. David was killed 

and the three others with him seriously injured."  

She felt his hands still on her back, perhaps it was too close a reminder for him as well. She 

clutched the towel about her chest tightly and turned over. "He never got to see it.” 

He nodded as he rolled over. "Are you relaxed enough to sleep?" Daniel blew out the candles. 

Jill was not sure what to say. What had she said wrong? But once again, it was back to the cold 

shoulder. She nodded as she clutched the towel and reached for the shirt that lay on the dresser. 

His hand on hers stilled it. "Forget that. I want to hold you tonight. Skin to skin," he whispered as 

he brushed a chaste kiss across her lips. 

As confused as she was by his words and his actions, she simply nodded as she lifted the covers 

and crawled beneath them. Only then did she loosen the towel and throw it out from under the 

sheets. She opened her arms and held them out for him as his dark head came to rest over her 

heart. 

"Good night, Daniel."  

His heavy sigh that blew heat across her breast was the only reply. 

*** 

Daniel listened to the soft beat of her heart. He felt the gentle rise and fall of her chest beneath 

his cheek. And he hated himself more with each soft pitter-patter. 

It was not bad enough that he was jealous of a dead man. No, fate had to have a final laugh. 

Because the harsh reality was that man's blood stained his hands. If it had not been for his 

mistake, the man would have come home once again to this miraculous woman. She would be 

spending this night and all those others for the past seven years in the arms of the man she loved. 

Not an ocean away with a stranger she barely knew.  

He cursed himself for the hundredth time in the past couple of hours. How had he failed to make 

the connection before now? Her dead Royal Marine husband. The mysterious David. And 

Sergeant Major David James Smith, Four-Two Commando.  

Life sucked sometimes, and this was one of those times. Sleep finally overtook him, only to be 

filled with the sound of explosions, the smell of bombs and burnt flesh.   
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Chapter Eight 

Daniel's Find Your Own Dinner 

Trout caught fresh from the stream 

Salt and pepper to taste 

1 sheet of heavy-duty aluminum foil 

Wild greens such as sorrel, dandelion, and violets, whatever you can find in season including 

rosemary, blackberries, and wild onions. 

A lemon and drizzle of olive oil (if you're lucky but SEALs can eat it raw…that's not all these 

guys like raw though) 

As he boasts, Daniel is pretty good at finding his own supper, including fresh trout from the 

stream that he cleans and cooks himself over the open flames in the fireplace. He is also an 

expert at foraging for edible plants. This time he was lucky and had olive oil and lemon for 

dressing on the salad. Salt, pepper, and a squeeze or two of the lemon are all it takes to spice 

freshly caught fish. Just wrap it all in the foil and lay on top of the coals/wood. It will be ready 

before you know it - about the time it takes to get in a good quickie. Gotta love a man that can 

make do, don't you girls? 

"I like her," Daniel smiled at the quiet, understatement that had always been his father.  

He nodded his head as he brushed the back of his hand across his eyes. "Me too," as he turned to 

look at his father. He had spent the past ten minutes standing on the old porch watching as Jill 

and his mother played with Bel and the babies. Jess was hiding in the barn with the horses again. 

"Just like, son?"  

Daniel sighed, the action causing his shoulders to slump under the heavy weight of his mind. The 

truth was that he had thought of little else than his predicament over the past few days. The long 

drive had been the worst. Pressed against his wife, thigh to thigh, for hours as the girls laughed, 

played, and occasionally fought. It had driven him practically insane with need. But that need 

could not override the cold hard facts: he loved a woman who, if she knew the truth, would hate 

him. In the end, the only answer he had for his father was, "It's complicated, Dad." 

"Sometimes, things seem more complicated than they are, Daniel." He watched as his father's 

faded grey eyes took in the woman that had been his love for close to half a century. "But let me 

tell you when the chips are down, son, loving is all that matters in this world." 
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Daniel ached to confide in his father, to seek advice from him just as he had so many times 

before, but he knew he could not. It was the reality of the code by which he lived, so many things 

in his life were 'classified.' From his father and mother, and even from his wife.  

No, this was a burden he would have to bear alone. Because, even if he wanted to cleanse his 

soul, tell her all that had happened that night, he knew that he could not. Security protocols of 

two nations and the lives of dozens of men prevented it.  

He shook his head as she tickled Bel. The sound of laughter rang out across the dry, brown field. 

The farm lacked its usual lush greenness. "What about the farm, Dad?" It was a feeble attempt to 

change the subject. 

"I've been thinking the same thing, son. I don't want this place to become a burden to your 

mother. Hell, she's been married to this land her whole life. Farmer's daughter marrying a 

rancher. No, I want her to take that cruise around the world we always said we would," Daniel 

saw the tears collecting in his father's eyes.  

He wanted to argue, demand that the man re-start the chemo, fight the cancer just as he had five 

years ago when he won and went into remission. But the lank man with the yellowish tinges to 

his skin ambled deliberately now, as if each step cost him precious energy, brought him more 

pain.  

He could see the life draining from the man, who had once seemed such an immovable bear of 

strength. And he would not be selfish enough to add his own pleas to the burdens his father 

shouldered. He would do all he could to lighten them in the time they had left. "You're thinking 

of selling?"  

His father nodded. "Ranching ain't much these days, but city folks, hell, even Hollywood types 

are buying up ranches and farms all over these parts. They want to escape the rat race and get 

back to nature, it seems." 

"Any offers?" 

"A couple. One interesting one from this commune type group. They want to do something crazy, 

called wilding, where they return the land to prairie like it was before people settled these parts. 

The idea kinda appeals to me even though their offer is much lower than the one I have from a 

big agribusiness conglomerate.” 

“Money isn’t the only thing, Dad. As long as Mom would be okay, don’t worry about us.”  

His father smiled weakly, “Thing is, I don't want to wait and make your Mama face that choice 

alone," he placed his hand on Daniel's shoulder. "But, I also don't want to sell this place out from 

under you, son. It's yours if you want it. It always has been."  
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His father looked deep into Daniel's eyes, "It's just that I don't think farming, cattle, this land ever 

really ran in your blood, boy. Not much excitement round these parts." 

Daniel watched his mother as she talked quietly with Jill. The two women had bonded instantly. 

As his wife said, shared secrets to which he was not privy. But this was no secret. His father was 

right; he had never felt the connection to this land that his parents and grandparents had. He was 

a soldier, not a farmer.  

He spoke slowly, "No, Dad. You're right. I don't have the skills to run this place anymore than 

those city slicker. Tractors, milking machines, the business of farming, it's as high tech and 

demanding these days as my work is. And the truth is that my knowledge is almost twenty years 

out of date." 

"I'm glad you see it that way, son. I didn't want you to think we were selling off your inheritance 

or nothing." 

"No, Dad, you and Mama are my inheritance. The only one that matters. Growing up here with 

the two of you as parents gave me so much more than most people ever have in this world. And 

that won't ever change." 

His father smiled as he wrapped his arm about his shoulders, "You know your Mama and I 

wouldn't mind watching those girls for a couple of days if you wanted to take your wife up to the 

old fishing cabin by the falls for a bit. Can't imagine you two have had much time to yourselves 

since you got hitched." 

Daniel laughed, "Hitched? Really, Daddy? Next, you're going to call her the old ball and chain." 

"Nope, son, not that one. She's nobody's burden, any more than your Mama ever has been. So, 

what you say? A little honeymoon? Your Mama can make a few sandwiches in case the fish ain't 

biting, and I'm sure we can manage to pry two horses off that oldest daughter of yours." 

Time alone with Jill. A few days ago, it would have seemed like a gift from heaven. But now? He 

had been carefully avoiding her since that night, or as much as was possible anyway. Of course, 

it was not easy, sharing the same room that he had grown up in. A double bed that forced their 

bodies to brush against one another constantly.  

The nights reminded him of the torture training exercises that he had undergone. He had used 

every technique they had taught. Visualization usually ended up with him reliving the night 

where she had slowly stripped out of his shirt in the pale moonlight. Counting took on a new 

meaning as he would enumerate the thousands of ways he wanted to make love to his wife. And 

disconnecting, forget it. It was impossible to disconnect from her, not when she lay so impossibly 

close. His wife. His in all the ways except the one that mattered. 
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"I don't know, Dad. The girls are a handful. They might be too much for you, right now," he tried 

to make excuses. 

His father shook his head, "Let me put this another way. I'd like some time alone with those 

grandbabies. I've hardly seen Jess and Bel over the years. I mean, this place wasn't exactly that 

woman's idea of a vacation, was it? And those babies, except for those couple of days after 

Rachel's death when I came with your Mama, I've never even seen them. I want to get to know 

my granddaughters, son. Is that too much for a dying man to ask?" 

Daniel felt his father's word like Samuel's sidekick to his ribs. It knocked the wind from him as 

surely as the physical blow would have. His father was dying. This place would be gone soon. 

The words opened wounds that ached and bled. He could not speak through the pain, so he 

merely shook his head. 

"Good boy. Your Mama has some stuff packed already. Let's go and tell them now." He led his 

son down the porch steps to where the women and children were playing under the old tree. 

*** 

Jill giggled as she tickled Britney's tummy. "Cheeky little monkey," she kissed the head of curls. 

The child pulled away from her embrace and toddled across the brown carpet of grass towards 

her sisters. 

"You are everything we hoped you would be."  

Jill laughed uncomfortably, "Not you too?" 

"Me too? What do you mean?" 

"I hear that all the time from Simone." 

"Simone," Esther sighed wistfully.  "I miss that woman. She might be a touch crazy, but I ain't 

met too many people with a heart as kind as that one's." 

"She is pretty amazing." 

"Not any more than you are, sweetie. Those girls love you already." 

Jill watched them playing, and for the hundredth time since coming to this place, her eyes teared 

up. "I love them too."  

The older woman reached out and covered her hands with one of her own. "There was never any 

doubt in our minds about that one, sweetie." Her eyes traveled to the porch, where her husband 

and son were talking. Jill's could not help but follow.  
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She felt like someone had kicked her in the stomach when she saw the pain etched into his 

handsome features. She wanted, so profoundly, to run to him, wrap her arms about him, soothe 

and comfort him. But she couldn't.  

Their marriage was back to icy politeness. In the three nights that they had been sharing that 

impossibly small bed, not once had he willingly reached for her. Oh, they woke uncomfortably 

aware of one another's presence. Her body practically ached with the physical need, and there 

was no denying he returned the feeling, his erection pressed tightly against her resolved any 

doubts on that subject. 

She felt the other woman's eyes on her as she turned and smiled weakly. "I don't need to ask the 

question that's been bothering me most this past couple of months. I can see it in your eyes when 

you look at my son," she smiled as she squeezed Jill's hand. "So, what's wrong, sweetie?" 

Jill lifted her arm and passed it across her face, using it to wipe tears from her eyes as she 

pretended to shield them from the bright sunlight. "What makes you think anything is wrong, 

Esther?" 

"A Mama's gut. So, don't bother fibbing to me, girl. We both know that those don't lie," she 

pronounced with conviction. 

Jill lowered her arm and gazed at the dry grass beneath her legs. Dead, just like the hopes and 

dreams she had once had of this man growing to love her. "He doesn't feel the same," she 

whispered. 

His mother's chuckle felt like a knife as it sliced through her. Jill wanted to stand up and run, but 

the woman's hand held her in place. Instead, she merely looked away to hide the pain she knew 

anyone could see in her face. 

"What makes you think that, child?" 

Jill swallowed hard. It was not exactly like she could share the intimate details of her marriage 

with her mother-in-law. Hell, Simone's nosey meddling was bad enough. "I just do."  

"How much has Simone told you about her?" 

Jill looked back over at the older woman. As always, the mention of Rachel piqued her curiosity. 

Some part of her felt as if by understanding the other woman and her death, she could heal old 

wounds, perhaps even break down some of the walls that stood between them. 

"Enough.” 

"Alright. Then let me tell you about him," her gaze drifted back to the porch. "My son keeps 

everything inside. He always has. Even as a little boy, that child would never cry," she looked up 
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at the vast weeping willow under which they sat in semi-shade. "He was six when he fell out of 

this tree. Broke his arm in three places. The damned bone was sticking through the skin, and he 

walked calmly into the house and said he thought we should go see the doctor." 

As the mother of four tough sons, it was something with which Jill could empathize. She smiled 

as she practically pictured D.J. doing something as ridiculous, but she simply nodded as the 

woman continued. "That does not mean the boy doesn't feel the pain. I slept in the chair next to 

his hospital bed that night. He tossed and turned and cried out all night long." 

"I always told Gerald that boy has more scars on his soul from that woman than the SEALs ever 

put on his body. Add to that the burdens he bears as a leader, the lives of his men, and even those 

he's had to kill, and it's no wonder my son finds it hard to trust anyone.”  

“But let me tell you one thing, when he does…there is nothing on this earth or heaven and hell 

that will keep him from taking care of what's his. His men and their families. Those girls. Me and 

his daddy," her blue eyes looked over Jill carefully. "And you, sweetie." 

Jill automatically shook her head in denial. Words of protest dripped from her lips as Daniel and 

her father-in-law approached them. 

"Esther," the older man called. "I've convinced the fool to take us up on our offer," he smiled 

conspiratorially to his wife. "We're going to the barn now to saddle up a couple of horses. Why 

don't you two go into the house and make a few sandwiches? After all these years, I'm not sure 

the boy can manage to catch his own supper, let alone enough for two," the man slapped his son's 

back. 

"What are you talking about?" Jill looked from her father-in-law to her husband. 

Daniel kicked at the grass. The discomfort on his face was palatable as he replied, "My parents 

want some time alone with the girls. So, they are shuffling us off to the old fishing cabin on the 

other side of the property."  

"How far is that? I mean, we'll be back for supper, right? I need to get the girls ready for bed and 

all." 

Her mother-in-law squeezed her hand, "Oh, don't worry about that, sweetie. Gerald and I can 

manage tonight. The cabin is a good two or three hour horseback ride. Nice and secluded," the 

woman winked at her. 

Secluded away with her husband was not what Jill had in mind at that moment. What might have 

once seemed like a dream took on nightmarish qualities given his icy coldness these past few 

days.  
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"I don't think we should. What if something happens? You might need us. Bel is still recovering 

from food poisoning, and the babies are used to their routine."  

"Nonsense. Esther and I managed this little tornado. How hard can four girls be?" dismissed her 

father-in-law. 

Her eyes looked up at Daniel's, pleading for his support. But he just shrugged his shoulders and 

shook his head, resigned it seemed to his fate.  

"Aw, come on. It will be fun," said Esther. "There's a beautiful waterfall just a short walk from 

the cabin, and the stream beneath it should be perfect for swimming this time of year. Not too 

cold, but just cool enough on a hot day like this." 

They might make the place sound like paradise, but this was not a trip that Jill was looking 

forward to. And from the dark scowl on his face, neither was her husband. 

*** 

Daniel was alone in the barn. His father had excused himself only a few minutes after they 

arrived, saying he would check how the women were getting on in the kitchen, but Daniel could 

tell he was not up to the task.  

He saddled up the old Palomino. He did not know if Jill had any experience riding horses, but the 

old nag was perfect for even a novice. He had chosen her as Bel's first mount when he had taken 

the older girls out riding the day before. Of course, that had just been a short ride along the trail 

that snaked through the woods and fields close to the house. This trip would be much longer, a 

fact he was not looking forward to.  

Guilt ate at him, just as it had since that night. It gnawed and twisted his gut. It was not like this 

guilt had ever really gone away, not in the past seven years. Not even the exoneration of his team 

by the joint task force made up of senior officers from the United States and the United 

Kingdom's special forces’ command had managed to lessen the load. He had relived those days 

and hours so many times over the past few years, looking for some mistake, some explanation of 

what went wrong that night.  

But like that task force, he could find none. Technical failure was the final ruling. Some error in 

the computer programming had caused the drone to drop its load a half a mile short of its target, 

hitting the contingent of Royal Marines that had, along with his troops, been shadowing the 

convoy that was their real target. The caravan that they had been following for days across the 

mountains. The convoy that they believed held top targets.  

Knowing that the mission was aborted and their presence known to the enemy then, he and his 

men had still taken the risk, making their way across the two miles that separated them from their 
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colleagues in only a matter of minutes. But it had been too late. At least for the man that was the 

senior field commander, he had died almost instantly. Blown away as he shoved and pushed his 

men towards the safety of a nearby cave. The others were injured as well. Two of them badly 

burned from the explosion. One had lost his leg from shrapnel.  

The irony was that when the investigation finally concluded, Daniel and several of his men were 

given a medal for valor, another fucking piece of metal. Commanders that sat in Washington and 

London, who moved men around the world the way some people moved pieces on a chessboard, 

might think their actions, going back for their comrades that day, was heroic, but it had been 

years, decades, since those men had faced the realities of war, if some of them ever had. No, they 

were just doing their duty. Doing what they knew, the other men would do, if things had been 

reversed.  

Duty. Daniel played the word over and over in his mind. What was his duty? His father was 

dying. Selling the only place that had ever been home to him. His mother would be alone for the 

first time in her life. His daughters were growing up so fast. Too fast. Each time he left and 

returned, he had to get to know them all over again.  

And now her? His wife. He hated to admit it, but the word still seemed strange somehow on his 

tongue. Every time he said or thought it, the words of Rachel's note rang in his mind, "I always 

came last to you. Your country, the Navy, your daughters left no room for me. You were a lousy 

husband…" And the truth was as much as he wanted things to be different with Jill, they were 

not. It was not even like he had any right to want more. Not after… 

"Penny for your thoughts, son," his mother said from the doorway. 

"It's nothing really, Mama. Nothing you need to worry about. You have enough on you as is," he 

replied as he cinched up the saddle. Standing up, he tried one more time to dissuade his parents 

from their scheming, "Which is why Jill and I don't think this is a good idea. You have enough to 

handle with Daddy. You can't manage the girls by yourself."  

"Fiddlesticks, and you know it. Jess will help out with the little ones like she always does. Your 

father might be dying, but since they stopped the chemo, the man has gotten back some of his 

energy. I hate to admit it, but he made the right choice. I'd rather whatever time we have left be 

like this than him being sick and tired all the time."  

She crossed the barn carrying a sack. "Jill and I made these sandwiches. I like that girl, even 

more now that I've met her."  

He nodded his head, trying to avoid a repeat of his earlier conversation with this father.  

"So, what's wrong? And don't tell me nothing I need to worry about. I'll worry anyway, and you 

know it. Probably make things worse than they are too."  
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In the guilt that had ridden him these past few days, Daniel had practically forgotten his resolve 

to question his mother about Jill's odd behavior when it came to being naked with him. But now, 

as he sought some diversion, some answer to her question, he remembered and clutched it as the 

perfect diversion. 

"Mama, what do you know of her marriage?" 

His mother scrunched up her brow and tilted her head. "I know it was damned good. Why do you 

ask?" 

Daniel shook his head, "I don't get it." 

"Don't get what, son?" 

He placed the sack inside the saddlebag on the horses flank before turning back to his mother. As 

hard as this conversation was going to be, it beat the hell out of the real problems he was facing. 

With a silent prayer, he plunged in, "If it was so all fire great, why is my wife so damned 

ashamed to show a bit of skin?"  

His mother coughed at his blunt words, "I take it I don't need to ask if this will be a real 

honeymoon then." 

Daniel rolled his eyes at her question. "No, please don't, Mama." 

His mother was quiet for several moments. He saw her squint her eyes in the dim light of the 

barn as if taking the measure of him, of the situation before she answered. "Daniel, I gave you 

the password to that email account for a reason. But if you're asking this question, I know you 

didn't use it." 

"It's not like that, Mama," he defended himself. "I had no intention of marrying her, marrying 

anyone. So, it seemed wrong to pry into her life like that. Then things just happened," he paused 

as he remembered that first week. He smiled as he remembered the moment she lifted Bel into 

her arms that first night, he had never stood a chance. "Then it seemed even worse. We agreed to 

get to know one another the old fashioned way, by being friends." 

"Seems like a fair enough decision to me. So, why you asking me about things she said in those 

emails? Why aren't you asking your wife?" His mother tapped her foot. She had not tapped her 

foot like that since he had come in late from the senior prom.  

"Oh, I'm just supposed to ask her. 'So Jill, why won't you ever get naked with me?' It's not the 

sort of thing that just comes up in conversation, Mama."  

His mother's laughter ringing in the confines of the barn felt as inappropriate as Samuel's. "I'm so 

damned glad that my marriage is funny as hell to you people. But it sure ain't to me." 
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"Don't tell me there have not been opportunities to ask, Daniel. It might not be polite dinner 

conversation, but if the two of you are," she cleared her throat before continuing, "intimate, it is 

more than appropriate to discuss such things in the privacy of your bedroom." 

He watched as her expression softened a bit, "I know your first marriage wasn't what it should 

have been, son. But I think growing up your father and I gave you an example of how things 

ought to be when two people love one another." She chuckled, "And I know for damned sure that 

Samuel and Simone must be trying like hell to keep you on the straight and narrow." 

Daniel chafed at the mention of his friends, "Then why the hell won't one of you clue me in on 

my wife's problem?" 

"Because son, some things you need to discover for yourself." Her mouth twitched for a moment. 

Daniel recognized it as a sign his mother was thinking. "Daniel, were Rachel and Jill your only 

lovers?" 

He choked on his mother's question. "Mama!"  

She laughed again, "Then what makes you think that you and David were the only men in Jill's 

life." She lifted her brow as she met his gaze. "Talk to your wife, Daniel." She turned and left 

Daniel standing alone in the barn.  

His mind torn down two different paths. Given the guilt that ate at his craw, like cancer that was 

killing his father, did he have any right to talk to his wife about anything, especially something as 

intimate as this? But as his mother said, he had spent the last thirteen years of his life wishing 

with all his soul that his marriage could be half of what his parents' had been.  

Now whether he liked it or not, he had a second chance. The question was…was he man enough 

to take it? Could he put it all behind him? It had been bad enough when he lived with Rachel's 

blood on his hands, but knowing that he was responsible for Jill’s husband's death as surely as he 

was for his wife's, it seemed unfair to her. She did not deserve to be stuck with a murderer.  

*** 

Jill lay on the blanket in the warm late morning sun. Daniel was off somewhere fishing, she was 

satisfied. Wearing nothing but a pair of old cut-off jeans and a sleeveless t-shirt, she had snuck 

away from the cabin, following the trail that led to the waterfall Esther had spoken about. She 

needed the break. Time away from him to think. 

The horseback ride up to the cabin had been long, but the silence that reigned between them 

made it seem longer still. They had barely spoken a dozen words as they made the trip higher and 

higher into the low mountains that encircled the property. The sun was setting when they finally 

arrived. Given that the cabin, which had been the original homestead of Daniel's great-great-
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grandparents over a hundred years before, did not have electricity, it had not been a good 

beginning to the night.  

It was too late for any fishing, so they had eaten the sandwiches she and his mother had packed 

in silence. Daniel had built a fire in the fireplace as the chill of the late night began to overtake 

the uninsulated cabin. Jill had busied herself straightening and cleaning, sweeping cobwebs and 

dust from the surface of the few pieces of furniture that graced the makeshift abode. 

When she had turned to the small bed tucked into the corner of the one-room cabin, she had 

practically groaned. Of course, she recognized, that historically speaking, humans of the previous 

century were physically smaller than modern man. The wood and the down-filled bed was even 

smaller than the one that they had been sharing for the past few nights. It was probably not even 

big enough for Daniel alone. And while she had spent more than one night in the past two 

months practically draped across her husband's magnificent chest, given the situation, it did not 

seem a solution this night. As if reading her mind, Daniel had offered to sleep on the floor by the 

fire.  

It should have been an excellent remedy, but still, Jill found sleep elusive that night, tossing and 

turning as she imagined how it would feel to rise above him in the soft firelight, to take him deep 

inside her body once more and feel the heaven that his touch always brought her. It had taken her 

hours to fall asleep. Even then, her dreams had been haunted by the images of his face as he 

arched up into her, taking her over the edge as he filled her with his seed.  

Worse yet, when she did finally wake up, she was alone. The blankets that he had slept on were 

neatly folded and tucked into a corner as if he had never even been there at all. To make matters 

worse, the needy and wanton body that was her curse ached, begged, and pleaded for his touch. 

For relief.  

"Fuck," she spat as she felt her nipples harden beneath the thin cotton, which was growing 

uncomfortably hot in the sunlight. Her shorts too felt uncomfortably sticky, but she knew that 

had far more to do with her hungry pussy than it did the rising temperatures. This was getting her 

nowhere fast.  

She stood up and unbuttoned the shorts, sliding the zipper down quickly. She pushed them down 

her legs and kicked them off. Then she lifted the hem of her shirt, pulled it over her head and 

tossed it next to her shorts and the shoes that she had discarded when she first arrived. She ran to 

the edge of the pool that bubbled and frothed at the foot of the waterfall. She gave a soft yell as 

she lifted her legs high into the air and cannonballed into the water. 

*** 
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Daniel could not breathe. He could not force air through his nose, down his throat, and into his 

lungs. His heart pounded an ancient rhythm in his head. His cock hardened uncomfortably in his 

jeans as he dropped the fishing pole and basket that included his tackle and the day's catch.  

The show he had just watched was more erotic than anything he had ever seen. More than any of 

the half dozen or so strip teases that he and his friends had frequented when he was younger. His 

wife, thinking she was alone, had done what he had longed for, for weeks. Strip completely, butt 

naked right in front of him in broad daylight. Question was, what now?  

It was the question that had ridden him for days, but especially since his conversation with his 

parents yesterday. He was married to the woman, and the simple fact was he took those vows 

seriously. Dead seriously. Death do you part seriously. He always had, it was the lesson that his 

mother had eluded to in the barn. Divorce was not an option. 

What's more, he realized that if Jill left now, his daughters would be devastated. As much so as 

when their mother had died, perhaps even more so. Britney and Ashley would never remember 

Rachel. Jill was the only mother they would know. He remembered how close the two blonde 

heads had been as she played with Bel, entertaining her with dolls and stories when she was ill. 

Hell, even Jess was slowly warming to her. 

But the starkest truth he had faced as he stared into that fire last night listening as she slept, her 

moans and pleas echoing about the tiny cabin, was that he would be even more hurt than his 

daughters. He wanted her soft cries as she came, wanted to know it was his body that gave her 

that release. He needed her soft caress as he fell asleep, her arms wrapped about his shoulders, 

his head pillowed on her soft, full breasts. He loved her.  

Despite David's and Rachel's blood that would always stain his hands, he had come to a decision. 

He would bear this secret alone as he did so many others that this country labeled as OpSec, 

operational security. And it was. Not just his life rested on keeping the secret, but his men's, their 

families', and even David's men and their families. This secret was not his to share, not even with 

his wife.  

He drew a deep breath, trying to push it all aside, as much as he could. It would always be there, 

like so many other things. But he could not afford to allow it to continue to control him, them, 

their life together. If, on occasion, he could no longer keep it locked in the corner of his mind, if 

in moments of weakness, he saw David's mark upon her body and ached for the pain he had 

caused them all, it was his burden alone to shoulder. He would gladly, for all those other times 

when she came so willingly into his arms. When he found in her arms and body, the peace that he 

had never known before. It was a small price to pay.  

Watching as she splashed and dove beneath the boiling surface of the water, he knew this was not 

an opportunity he could pass up. It was a miraculous gift. A chance to push one issue that stood 
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between them. It was time. Past time that his wife's little secret came out, as he stripped out of 

his t-shirt and jeans. He covered the twenty feet from where he stood to the edge of the stream in 

a heartbeat. He watched her head plunge beneath the surface once more as he dove in headfirst.  

*** 

Jill had just touched bottom and was heading back towards the surface, several feet above her 

head, when she felt the tug. She instinctively fought it as something wrapped about her foot, 

pulling her backward. She feared that she had gotten tangled in one of the tall plants, which grew 

in the sandy soil at the bottom of the pool.  

She shook her leg madly as she tried to break free, but it was no use. As her lungs tingled with 

the need for oxygen, her hands flayed about her. She hit something, but she was not sure what. 

As the burning need for fresh air intensified, her only thought was, 'I never told him, I loved 

him.' 

Then as if by some miracle, she felt herself being tugged upwards towards the bright sunlight 

twinkling across the surface of the water. As her head broke through, she gulped for air, taking a 

considerable lungful even as she spewed water from her nose and mouth. 

"Breath slowly," he commanded from behind. She felt his arm wrapped about her waist, to 

anchor and protect her as surely as his deep voice sent butterflies dancing in her stomach.  

That was not all she felt. Their bodies were aligned perfectly, touching from shoulder to feet 

almost. She felt the soft tickle of his legs as he kicked, treading water and holding them both 

afloat. She felt too the heated length of his erection pressed between the soft globes of her ass. 

But at that moment, it was not desire she felt. 

"What the fuck do you think you're doing, Daniel? You could have killed me," she yelled as she 

pushed at his arms, trying to free herself. His deep laughter was not the response she wanted. She 

kicked out, landing a glancing blow to his shin, but he held tight. "Let me go, god damn it.” 

For a moment, his hold about her waist lessened, and she thought he would obey her command, 

but he did not, instead turning her in his arms to face him. "Wrap your legs around my waist, 

baby.” 

She pushed against the solid steel of his shoulders, trying in vain to extract herself.  "What do 

you think you're doing? We could fucking drown," she accused as she stared into those blue 

depths.  

What she saw there ignited her body, sending it up in flames. The ice was gone, and the passion 

she recognized flaming in his eyes equaled or surpassed what she felt tingling from the tips of 
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her toes to the top of her head. It felt like she would explode if she did not feel him inside her 

that moment. 

"I said, wrap your legs around me." His hand trailed lower, lifting her left leg, and forcing her 

compliance. She did not wait for him, lifting the other and entwining her feet behind his back. 

Her breath caught once more, burning in her lungs as it had before at the feel of his hard cock 

pressed at the opening of her wet depths, wetness that had nothing to do with the water 

surrounding them and everything to do with her body's need for him.  

"Daniel," she cried out. 

He buried his face in the wet lengths of her hair as his teeth found the juncture of her neck and 

shoulders once more. He surged into her then, taking her fully in a single stroke as he trod water. 

Despite the questions that raced through her mind, despite the righteous anger caused by his 

treatment the past few days, she felt her body crash helplessly, like the water cresting over the 

rocks above their head. It foamed and frothed as she rode out the wave of ecstasy.  

She whimpered as her fingers bit into the flesh of his shoulders. He pushed deeper inside her. 

She moaned as she felt her body climbing that peak once more. "Daniel, we can't," she protested. 

"The water's too deep." She came as his cock thrust and retreated in time to the soft laughter that 

ricocheted off the rocks of the waterfall.  

"Sweetheart, I can tread water for days. With packs that weigh more than you do," he chuckled, 

and she felt the movement once more to her very core. "This has always been one of my 

fantasies - a SEAL fucking his mermaid mate, how fucking erotic is that?” 

"You are too naughty, Commander." 

He thrust his hips forward as his feet kicked a bit harder. "So, what do you say?" 

She wrapped her arms tighter about his neck, arching into his thrusts, she toyed with him. She 

smiled at the moan, her movements stole from deep in his gut. "As long as you don't expect me 

to sing like Ariel, I say, let's test your fantasy, Commander." 

His hands moved from her waist to cup her breasts that floated half immersed beneath the 

surface. "Oh, god, no, please don't sing."  

"Hey, Britney and Ashley don't complain," she protested as she felt his fingers brush across her 

hard nipples. She moaned this time as she arched her back, pressing the pebbles against his 

touch. 

"They can't talk yet." Neither could she as he tweaked and pinched the tiny buds. "Lean your 

head back, baby. Like you're floating." 
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She whimpered at the feel of his fingers working the sensitive flesh. "Are you sure you can do 

this?"  

"I'm sure," he replied with confidence that bordered on arrogance. "Now lay back so I can taste 

those sweet tits of yours." 

Jill bit her lip, "Well, when you put it so damned nicely, Commander, how can a girl refuse." She 

released her hold on his shoulders. Laying back, she obeyed, spreading her arms as if she was 

floating on the surface of the stream.  

"That's right, baby, surrender. Surrender to me.” She whimpered even more at the power of his 

words. Surrender. It was what she ached to do more than anything. Surrender to this moment. 

This man. 

She felt his cock retreat from her depths a couple of inches, but before she could complain, she 

felt the heat of his lips covering her engorged nipples. She cried out with the intense sensation of 

his mouth suckling on her as his hips moved in slowly torturous circles. His cock teased her 

depths, thrusting in and out in perfect time to his legs, paddling several feet above the bottom of 

the small pool.  

"God, you taste sweet," he whispered against her breasts. "You want to hear another of my 

fantasies, sweetheart?"  

Jill was writhing against him, trying to draw his cock deeper. His words barely registered until he 

bit gently at the peak, "I wonder what your milk would taste like. You don't know how many 

times I've watched you give Britney or Ashley a bottle and wished they were your babies. 

Wished you had breastfed them. Wanted to taste your sweetness." He groaned as he sucked her 

nipple deep into his mouth, "Tell me you would have let me, baby." 

Jill was unable to answer him with words. Her body was burning once more with the erotic 

image his words wove in her mind. If she was a wanton, it was never more so than when her 

body ripened with a child. To her, it was as elemental as Mother Nature that surrounded them 

then. Bursting forth with life and water, nurturing and giving back. 

She felt the power of it all as her body clenched tightly about his. She felt her orgasm travel from 

the tips of her toes, pooling in her womanhood, and bursting forth like life itself from her nipples 

in his mouth. She roared her release, its chorus melding with the roar of the waterfall, the 

chirping of the birds. She felt the power of the earth and water itself flow through her as he 

plunged deeper. She felt him tremble against her breasts as he joined her, pouring his life into 

her.  

She felt his hands about her waist as his frantic breath brushed across the heated surface of her 

breasts. It was the only warning she got before he tugged softly once more, taking them beneath 
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the surface of the water. This time she knew what was happening, trusted her lover. She wrapped 

her arms about his neck as he hovered for a moment beneath the water.  

The rainbow of colors, on the surface above them, was as beautiful as the feel of his body still 

hard in her cunt. His lips captured hers; his tongue slipped inside her mouth as he wrapped his 

arms tighter about her, kicking and taking them to the surface once more. 

"Damn it, mermaid. I think that was even better than my fantasy."  

"I'm impressed, commander. You did that so well, considering my weight." She blushed and 

looked away, afraid she had revealed too much already. 

"As much as I want round two, how about we take this one to land, sweetheart?" He turned 

towards the shore. 

It was only then that Jill realized how completely vulnerable she was. Totally and completely 

naked beneath the water. Her clothes and the blanket more than twenty feet from the edge of the 

pool. She panicked as much as she had when she felt him pulling her down earlier. "No," she 

protested. Her heart slammed inside her chest as she struggled to breathe through the panic she 

felt overcoming her. 

*** 

Daniel watched the fear and panic wash across her face. He held tight to her waist as she tried to 

pull away, tried to make for the safety of shore or deeper water. Even knowing that she was 

going to be upset by his suggestion, he was rocked at the depths of her emotions. For a moment, 

he thought about letting her go, letting the issue go. Allowing her just to swim away, turning his 

back as she sought her clothes and ran from this place like he knew she would do.  

But one thing he knew. You could not run from your demons forever. Hell, he had spent days 

with his. Faced them in the pale light of the fire as he listened to his wife call his name as her 

body shook with an orgasm while she slept.  

He had faced them as he sat on the banks of the stream above this place. His mind thousands of 

miles away, replaying and reliving each and every one of his movements over those days. The 

actions of his men. Trying for the thousandth time to find some explanation for what went wrong 

that night. But for some things, there simply were no explanations. 

Drawing her against his body as he brushed her hair back from her face, whispering to her, he 

knew one other thing. There was an explanation for this. For his wife's irrational fear and it was 

past time, they had this one out. "Not this time, sweetheart," he whispered against her lips as he 

felt her trembling like the small fawn he had found when he was eight.  
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It was hidden in the brush a few hundred feet from the house. She could not have been more than 

a few days old. His father had warned him that she was too young to survive without her mother, 

suggested that it might be best if they put her out of her misery. But Daniel had insisted. They 

took her home, and he nursed her himself, waking every two hours to feed her the milk that they 

had gotten from the vet. Against the odds that tiny doe had made it. They would too. It was most 

definitely time to put his wife out of her misery.  

He could hear her tiny sobs as he swam for the shore. Even though he was careful to keep her 

head above water, he saw moisture streaming down her face. Knew they were her tears and not 

water from the falls. She pushed away even before he reached shallow water. Making the run for 

safety that he knew she would, but he was right behind her. He knew his skills well enough to 

know there would be no escape this day. Not when his mind was made up. 

She lunged for the shore, running across the hard surface despite her bare feet. He was right 

behind her. She was less than two feet from the safety of the blanket when he reached out and 

grabbed her, turning her in his arms to face him.  

"Not this time, Missus Monroe," he looked into the frightened depths of her green eyes. 

"Please, Daniel," she whimpered as she brought her arms up, trying to wrap them about her.  

"No, sweetheart," he whispered as his lips covered hers. His hands gripped her forearms, prising 

them from their defensive position covering her upper body. He forced them about his shoulders, 

freeing his own hands to move unimpeded about the lush curves that were at long last fully 

revealed to him. He moaned into her mouth at the thought of exploring every inch of her soft 

womanly body. He felt his cock harden painfully against her round hips.  

Only then did he give her what she sought, pushing her softly to the blanket. Not to cover her 

nakedness as she had hoped, instead to cushion her back from the rough ground beneath as he 

explored and tasted her. 

"Daniel," she pushed against his shoulders, trying to roll away. She reached for the white t-shirt 

that he recognized as one of his own.  

"No, baby, not this time. You're not hiding behind another of my shirts or the moonlight or any 

fucking thing else. You're making love with your husband in the board daylight. Sun shining 

down on our naked bodies as my cock slams into this sweet little pussy of yours," he held her 

gaze as his fingers ran back and forth across the cleft of her womanhood.  

He felt the wet warmth, knew it was more than the water or even his cum still dripping slowly 

from her womb. He knew that she could not stop her body from responding to his touch, even as 

petrified as she was of whatever unknown had haunted his wife all these months. She craved him 

as badly as he needed her. It was that knowledge that drove him on.  
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"Open for me, Jill. Open those sweet thighs so I can taste you, baby." She shook her wet head 

against the blanket. "You can't stop me, sweetheart." He bent his head to feast once more at the 

pointy tips of her full tits. His hand squeezed and kneaded its fullness as his mouth and teeth 

worked at the nipple. His other hand moved over the sweet softness of her stomach. He felt her 

cringe, watched as she blushed, and turned her head to the side. 

He did not need his training in interrogations to recognize his wife's secret. His hand wrapped 

about her waist, drew its softness against his hard body. "You're so fucking worried about it, 

Missus Monroe. Tell me, does it feel to you like I'm turned off by this sweet, soft body you've 

been trying to hide for months?"  

He thrust his hip forward, the tip of his cock slipped softly between her folds, rubbing against the 

hard surface of her clitoris. He felt the quick intake of her breath as she arched in his arms. "I just 

fucking came inside you, and I'm as god damned hard as a diamond. Again. Does that tell you 

anything, sweetheart?" 

"Daniel," she whimpered as she moved against him, trying to draw him into her sweet pussy. 

He rolled over onto his back, releasing his hold on her completely. She fell against his chest as he 

sprawled across the blanket. He waited for a moment as she lay in stunned silence against him. 

Then she looked up into his eyes, "Then why did you stop?" She whispered as she blushed and 

looked away. He could see the tears glistening in her eyes.  

One hand cupped her chin and forced her face back towards his, "Because I'm not making it that 

god damned easy for you, sweetheart." His other hand fisted his hard cock as he spoke, "If you 

want this, if you want me, then you're going to have to take me, Missus Monroe." He watched as 

the emotions played across her face. Desire. Fear. And finally, realization.  

She shook her head as she pleaded. "I can't.”. 

"Can't or won't, Jill?" He stroked his cock. His balls tingled, his cock twitched in his hand, 

demanding that he give in to her pleas. That he plunge it deep inside her, give them all what they 

wanted most…relief.  

His steel will won out, "If you want me, sweetheart, you're going to have to take me. You're 

going to ride this hard cock while I use my mouth and hands to explore that ripe body of yours, 

baby."  

He held her gaze as he watched the decision play through her mind. "Otherwise, I'll close my 

eyes while you get dressed, and we can walk back to the cabin together. Continue with the little 

lies like we have been, sweetheart. You want that?" She shook her head slowly as she closed her 

eyes.  
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Daniel felt her pain; it ate at his resolve as he lifted his head. He pressed a soft kiss to the corner 

of her mouth. "Please, baby, I need this too. I need you."  

It seemed forever as he lay there waiting. Waiting for her decision. At that moment, it seemed a 

decision that would determine the rest of their lives. Though, he knew that was irrational, given 

everything else they faced. Still, it was a decision, he ached for with every fiber of his being.  

Finally, he felt her sigh heavily as her forehead knocked against his. "Compromise, Daniel?"  

"I'm listening." 

"Close your eyes?"  

"How would that be any different than the moonlight, or your clothes, or mine, or even that 

damned sexy lingerie you're always wearing? I need you, baby. This is about a hell of a lot more 

than this gorgeous body of yours that you've been teasing me with for months. This is about trust. 

Do you trust me not to hurt you, baby?"  

"You think I don't know how it feels? They didn't call Rachel the Ice Princess for no reason. You 

spend all your time comparing your curves to her bones, but that's only half the picture, 

sweetheart. If you want to make a comparison, do it all. Do you know how I feel every time you 

come for me, baby?" He saw her blush, but he would not allow her to look away.  

"I feel like fucking Tarzan beating his chest and swinging through the god damned jungle. You 

want a dose of truth here, sweetheart. Your amazing curvy body works the way a woman's 

should. Something that hers never did.”  

“So, next time you're worrying your pretty little head about the ghosts in this marriage, try it 

from my perspective. Cause trust me, baby, I got bigger shoes to fill than you do." His throat 

tightened around the last admission, one he had never meant to make to her.  

He that took the easy way then, closing his eyes as he waited. And waited. He was about to open 

them in defeat, give in to her pleas, do anything just to keep her, hold her. Then he felt her, 

moving over him.  

Her hands moved softly over his thighs and up his abdomen. He sucked in his breath as he felt 

her shift in his arms, felt her rising above him, straddling him. His head arched against the 

ground as he felt her wetness running up and down his hard cock, teasing him with heat that he 

swore hotter than a volcano.  

"Jill," he choked on the whisper as she sank down on him fully. His eyes flew open as she took 

the last of his hard length.  
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She chuckled, and he felt the contractions of her sweet cunt tickling his nerves to his very toes. 

"That was all I wanted, Daniel. You didn't let me finish," she bent to nip and kiss at his lips. Her 

sweet pussy slid up and down his hard shaft as she ground against him enticingly. "I was going to 

say…close your eyes at first. Just until you're in me." Her tongue swept into his mouth as she 

tasted him.  

His hands moved slowly, from their death grip on those round hips, up to cup the full tits that he 

had feasted upon so many times. "Oh," was his mindless response as she drew back from their 

kiss. Her hair was darker than usual as it hung damply about her shoulders. She arched her back 

as she moaned and sank further down his cock.  

He lifted his head off the blanket and did as he had taunted, tasting her breasts. Licking and 

sucking like a mad man, which at that moment as he watched her move on him, was precisely 

what he felt like. "Yes, baby, ride me. Ride my hard cock. Take me, sweetheart." 

He watched as her fingers dug deeply into his shoulders. Her face mirrored his own wild need as 

she increased the tempo, matching her motions to his taunts. "You want me to ride this hard 

cock, commander? Want me to fuck your brains out?" She grunted as her tits bounced in his face. 

He lifted his hips, pounding into her. 

"Damn it," he cursed as he felt the come boiling inside his sac. His hands gave up their purchase 

on her breasts, moved to her hips, tried desperately to slow the frantic pace. It had been almost a 

week since he had made love to his wife. Their quick mating in the water had been rushed, due to 

the circumstances. It should have taken the edge off his need, allowed him to hold out longer this 

time. But not when she riding him like a cowgirl pushing her stallion around the barrels, fighting 

for the best time, racing headlong for the finish line and the win.  

"Slow down, Jill," he pleaded as he tried to catch his ragged breath.  

"Don't you like it, commander? The feel of my hot pussy squeezing that delicious hard cock of 

yours? You know you want it. You know you want to come. Come deep inside me. Flood this 

sweet cunt," she taunted as she rode him even harder.  

Her erotic words raced through his blood, igniting fires he had never known existed. The look of 

aggression in those green eyes was doing things to his gut that he had never imagined possible. 

His fingers bit into the soft flesh of her waist. He was no longer even trying to slow her 

movements as he lifted his hips to meet each of her downward thrusts. Her thighs slapped against 

his; the sound echoed around them as they mated. "God, yes, I like it," he roared through gritted 

teeth. "Milk my cock, baby.” 
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He looked up as she threw back her head, her eyes shut tight as he felt her coming. She 

whimpered when, for a moment, her body lost the frantic rhythm. His hands on her hips guided 

her as he pounded upwards. Riding out her sweet release before taking his own.  

She collapsed forward onto his chest. Their bodies damp, not from their swim, but the exertion. 

His hands wrapped tighter around her waist, holding her to him. He brushed a kiss against the 

side of her face. "Was that so bad, Missus Monroe?" he whispered against her ear. 

*** 

Jill felt as if every muscle in her body had turned to jelly at the power of her orgasm. There was 

sex, and then there was this. Whatever this thing between them was. But as she floated quietly 

back into her body, she waited. Held her breath. Anticipated his rejection. Girded herself for it.  

So, when his whispered reproach finally reached her addled brain, she could only laugh. Laugh 

hysterically as he rolled them so that she lay on the blanket. He loomed over her, staring down as 

if she had lost her mind, which very likely she had. She could not stop laughing. Laughing until 

her sides hurt. Laughing until she felt her stomach roll. Her hand flew to her mouth as she 

pushed him back, racing for the bushes just a couple of feet away.  

She was shaking again as she vomited into them. Her stomach churned and heaved as it emptied 

itself of the bread and jam she had eaten that morning. Still, it boiled until there was nothing but 

dry heaves. She felt his arm about her shoulders as he pressed the cold cloth to her face.  

"Are you alright, Jill?" 

She nodded as the last of the nausea passed. She was weak, but this time not from the passion 

they had shared. He guided her back to the blanket.  

"Lay down for a few minutes before we head back to the cabin." He took his damp shirt and 

walked back to the stream, wetting it again and bringing it back. 

Jill had composed herself as much as she could around his naked body anyway. "I'm fine," she 

protested as he placed the cloth back over her forehead. "It must be the food poisoning that Bel 

had. The doctor did say it could take days or even weeks to show up. I'll be fine in a bit, I'm sure. 

I actually feel better already."  

"It could be the heat too. This mid-day sun on your fair skin. We should head back as soon as 

you’re feeling better."  

"Just let me lie here for a few minutes." 

He joined her on the blanket. He threw his arm casually across her waist as he forced a worried 

smile to his lips. 
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"I'm fine. I promise." She tried to sit up again, but her head only swam around her. The sunlight 

fractured and twinkled like a billion stars as she collapsed back onto the blanket. "Well, almost."  

She felt him lifting her, cradling her against his chest. "No, you can't. I'm too heavy." She shoved 

at the solid steel wall of his chest.  

"Shut up; I've carried grown men through fire and bullets. You weigh next to nothing," he made 

his way up the path towards the cabin. 

"Really, I can walk.” 

"Maybe you could, but I have no intention of letting you," he insisted as he crested the small hill.  

She could see the cabin a couple of hundred yards away and decided it was not worth the effort 

arguing, especially as she needed all her energy to battle another wave of nausea. She managed 

to keep this one back until they reached the door of the cabin. She made him stop there as she 

leaned over another bush, but there was nothing left in her stomach this time. She retched and 

heaved for a couple of minutes until he lifted her once more and took her inside to the small bed, 

tucking her in as she had done Bel just days before.  

"I'm sorry."  

"What for?"  

"Bit of a mood buster," she smiled weakly. 

"Hey, neither of us should complain. At least you didn't get sick until afterward." Brushing her 

hair back from her face, "You get some rest. I'll go back and get our stuff. I hope this passes as 

quickly as Bel's did because Mama and Daddy are expecting us back tomorrow. And we're 

supposed to leave the next day. I'd try phoning them, but you never get a signal out this far." 

She nodded weakly as tiredness overtook her. Her restless night was coming back to haunt her. 

"I'm sure I'll be better by then. I'm sorry," she whispered again as she fell asleep as quickly as the 

babies did. 

*** 

Daniel pushed open the door to the cabin with his foot. He unloaded the fishing gear just inside 

the door, dropping it carelessly in his rush. He tossed the blanket upon which he had slept last 

night on the table, along with their clothes. He was in a hurry, for one thing, to get to his wife.   

He knelt by her side as she slept. She seemed to be resting peacefully now. He brushed the hair 

back from her face once more. He sighed in relief that there was no fever as there had been with 

Bel. That was good, at least.  
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He hoped that she would be better tomorrow morning, and it had nothing to do with getting back 

to their daughters or the trip home. He simply could not stand to see her in pain. For one simple 

reason, "I love you." He bent and kissed her soft lips before heading over to the wooden table to 

clean and cook his dinner. He would gather some wild greens as well, perhaps try to get her to 

eat something when she woke up.  

He eyed her one more time as he wrapped the fish and placed it on the smoldering fire. He 

should gather some more wood too, he wanted to keep her warm, especially this night. He could 

not stop the worry that raced through his mind. The tightness in his throat warred with the knots 

in his stomach. Nothing could happen to her. Nothing. 
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Chapter Nine 

Man Burgers 

1 pound lean ground beef (mince as Jill would have called it) 

1/2 teaspoon steak seasoning 

1 teaspoon Everyday season (Season All) 

1/4 cup Jack Daniels barbeque sauce 

2 tablespoons Worcester sauce 

1 egg 

1 cup couscous/bread crumbs  

Mix all the ingredients in a large bowl. Form into patties, huge ones and allow to marinate in the 

refrigerator for four hours before cooking on the grill/barbeque (overnight is even better). Make 

sure the flame is not too high, so they don't burn, but that's usually a man-thing.  

Jill nibbled on pretzels as the three women giggled and laughed. This it seemed was another 

tradition. A sexy shopping trip to end all shopping trips. She was just glad that they had separated 

once they got to the mall. She blushed at the contents of the purple and gold bag on the floor next 

to her.  

As if reading her mind, Simone lifted her pink and silver one, "Show and tell time, ladies.” 

Jill was glad that Trisha moaned alongside her. At least she would have an ally, but from the 

willful and determined look on her best friend's face, it would be a futile fight. "Come on, 

Simone," pleaded the stunning red-head that looked out of place in their curvy women's club. But 

the only response she got was a staredown.  

"I'll go first," Simone offered. "Rule is just one item, but it has to be your wildest purchase." 

Jill fought back another wave of nausea at her words. "You sure you're feeling better, sugar?" 

Trisha placed her perfectly manicured hand over hers on the table.  

She nodded, but the action only made the situation worse. "I'll be fine. The doctor said these 

things could take a few days to clear up.” 

"You went to the doctor?" Simone asked. 

"No, what would be the point? It's the food poisoning that Bel had." 
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"How do you know that if you haven't seen him?" asked Trisha. "I mean, you don't have a fever 

or diarrhea. And this is lasting way longer. What is it, five days? Six now?" 

"I haven't thrown up in two days, though. I was reading up on these things on the internet. It said 

that everybody is different. Maybe, since I have a milder case, it is just taking longer to work its 

way out of my system?" 

"Or it isn't food poisoning at all?" Trisha giggled, "Have you thought it could be morning 

sickness?" 

Jill went even paler at her friend's words, "This is anything except 'morning' sickness. I feel great 

in the morning. It's the afternoons I have to worry about. Besides I'm forty-five years old, do you 

know the odds of me getting pregnant?"  

She regretted her rash words the moment that she saw Simone's face. The hurt look was like 

slamming the car door on your own hand. She reached across the table and covered her friend's 

chunky hand. "I didn't mean…You are not forty-five." 

Simone forced a smile, "I know what you meant. But Trisha has a point, sweetie. Fertility might 

decrease after forty, but that is not birth control. If you aren't feeling better in a couple of days, I 

think you should see the doctor. Just to be sure." 

Jill rolled her eyes, "Come on, you two."  

Their conversation was making her more than a little uncomfortable. It was something she had 

not even considered. Sure, she and Daniel had never really taken any precautions. Hell, worse 

yet, they had never even discussed it. Except perhaps for his erotic fantasy at the lake, she 

blushed more at the memory.  

She frowned as she thought about it. Pregnant? As unlikely as it was, she could not stop her heart 

from racing a bit. Another baby. Daniel's baby. Their baby. Her throat tightened, and she fought 

back the moisture that threatened her vision. She drew a deep breath and forced her mind back 

from that path. Like she told them, at forty-five, the odds were most definitely against her 

conceiving. Seriously against it. What would be the point of getting her hopes up? It was not 

worth thinking about, let alone talking about with these two. 

Desperate to change the subject, she took up her friend’s earlier challenge, "Alright, Simone. 

Show us your worst. Or do I go first?"   

Trisha moaned, "Not you too." 

Simone smiled and pulled something from the bag. In one hand she held a small black box with 

an array of mechanical buttons. In the other, she held a string of shimmering pink pearlescent 

beads.  
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"What the hell is that?" demanded Trisha. 

Jill chuckled, knowing exactly what her friend held in her hand. The two women responded 

almost simultaneously, "Butt beads." 

Simone pushed a button on the black box, and there was a soft buzzing sound, "Vibrating butt 

beads." 

The redhead drew back and shivered, "That's disgusting. Ain't nothing going near my ass." 

Simone winked at Jill, "You don't know what you're missing, sweet cheeks. Alright, Jill, your 

turn." 

Jill hesitated; the contents of her bag were shocking. She was still not sure if she would find the 

courage to use any of it. It had been almost eight years since she had released that side of her.  

She smiled at those memories.  

But despite the battle with this stomach bug, things had never been better between them. That 

day by the pool, and in the water, had freed something in her mind. Something she feared was 

dead. She loved the feeling of making love with Daniel naked. Oh, she still got shy at moments, 

but he either teased her through it or just pushed down her walls.  

He even seemed to enjoy some of her wilder and more wanton ways. Her potty mouth especially 

seemed to drive Daniel to newer and higher levels of passion. Her pleas for him to 'fuck me hard' 

always met with moans and compliance. But this was so much beyond all that.   

"Come on, girlfriend. Give it up," Simone demanded, pulling Jill back from her thoughts.  

She lifted the bag and peeked inside. The bottles and tubes of oils and lubes, the leather bustier, 

the blindfold, or the riding crop. She was glad now there had not been a hardware store in the 

mall. Rope might have won out as the kinkiest. Instead, she slowly drew the red riding crop from 

the bag and laid it on the table. 

Trisha's eyes flew open, her red lips forming a perfect O. Simone laughed, "Wow, girlfriend, 

props to you. I'm not sure even I would trust Samuel with something that dangerous-looking in 

his hand." 

Jill smiled at the stunned look on her friends' faces when she replied, "Who says it's for Daniel to 

use on me?" 

*** 

Daniel watched Britney and Ashley double team poor T.J.  

"Hey, man, that ain't fair?" complained Travis. "There are two of them." 
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Samuel chuckled, "Hey, give him another twenty years. Bet he won't be complaining then?" He 

winked at his friends as they shared babysitting duties. "Any bets about what the girls bring 

home?"  

Daniel shook his head, and Travis turned away, but Samuel was not to be deterred. "Come on, 

guys. You know you love these little shopping trips as much as I do," raising his beer to Daniel, 

"Or you damned well will after this, I bet." 

Daniel flipped a burger on the grill and tried not to get drawn into the conversation. "So, Travis, 

any progress on changing Trisha's mind about another one?" 

A dark look crossed his friend's face. It was not the first time that Daniel had seen the change in 

the man. "Not so sure I want to anymore," was his only response. 

Samuel frowned, "I thought you were dying for a little girl to add to your family." 

"Yeah, well, sometimes things change." He lifted the almost full bottle of beer and drained it 

quickly. 

Daniel stared at Samuel before speaking. "You know we're here if you want to talk about 

anything." 

Samuel slapped the man on his back, "Hell, I'm here even you don't. Just ask the strong, silent 

one over there." 

Travis stared at the ground. The toe of his cowboy boot toyed with a dandelion as he seemed to 

consider his words. Finally, after a moment of uncomfortable silence, he finally spoke, "What the 

hell. I needed to find a way to bring this up anyway. I have a favor to ask you guys. Well, not you 

guys, but I need your wives' help on something." 

"You know Simone is up for anything. What is it? A fertility potion? Some aphrodisiac?  You 

name it, buddy." 

The man shook his head, solemnly, "Nah, nothing like that." 

Daniel saw the red stain spread across his friend's pale, freckled skin. He recognized his 

discomfort, empathized with it. "You know you can trust us, man. Whatever it is, we're there for 

one another." 

The man looked up and nodded. "This ain't easy to ask, but can you ask Jill and Simone to keep 

an eye out on Trisha?" 

"Trav, you know those three are thick as thieves. I don't think you have to worry about her," 

Samuel replied. 
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The man shook his head, "Not like that. I mean, watch her," he hemmed and hawed as if 

searching for the right words. 

Daniel felt the stabbing pain in his gut. This would be the first deployment in almost fourteen 

years that he did not feel that kind of worry and anxiety. He reached out a hand and placed it on 

the younger man's shoulder.  "I understand."  

Trav forced a weak smile as he reached for another bottle of beer. Samuel studied the two men, 

quickly catching the meaning of what was transpiring around him. He cleared his throat, "Sure, 

man. I'll ask Simone to check in on her."  

Daniel scooped several burgers and hot dogs off the grill to the plate on the table next to him.  "I 

mean it. If you need to talk, I'm here. You know, I understand. Better than I want to admit." 

"Yeah, man, I know, but things are going good for you now. I don't want to bring up old shit." 

"I know, but if I can help, then it's all good." 

Travis looked over at his son playing in the wading pool with the twin girls. "Last time I was 

away, she cheated.” 

"What? How do you know?" asked Samuel. 

"She told me herself. When I came home." He paused, studied the ground a bit more before 

continuing, "I knew things weren't right, but it was just suspicions. I wasn't even sure what it 

was. Then a couple of weeks later, she started crying and babbling about how sorry she was. It 

all came out." 

Daniel breathed through the shared pain. "But the fact that she told you herself. Begged you to 

forgive her. That's got to mean something, right?" Rachel had certainly never made any such 

apologies, almost flaunting her affairs with her hints and accusations.  

"Maybe it would if…" 

"If what?" asked Samuel. 

"It's not just that she had an affair. It's who she had it with," Travis brought the new bottle of beer 

to his lips and again drained it in less than a minute. His friends did not press, knowing he would 

reveal all in his own time. 

"Clay. Trisha fucked Clay Dodd," he swore loudly. "I used to think of him as a friend, you know? 

And he screwed my wife while I was gone. How fucked is that shit, man?" He reached for a third 

bottle of beer from the cooler at his feet.  
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"Oh, and it gets better. The bastard is still trying to get me to quit the Navy and come to work for 

his daddy. Can you believe that? The little son of a bitch has balls; I'll give him that much."  

Daniel felt the knife to his own heart, remembering the other man's taunts. His virtual admission 

that he had been Rachel's lover. Now, this? He felt raw as he remembered the way that man had 

looked at Jill as she walked down the hall carrying the babies.  

But before his mind could travel further down that dark pathway, his cell phone rang. He picked 

it up, smiling despite himself when he saw that it was his wife. "Hey, sweetheart," but his smile 

quickly faded at her words. "I'll be right there."  

*** 

Jill stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror as she patted her face. Splashing the water on 

it had helped. The worst of this latest round of nausea had passed. She looked at the woman in 

the mirror more closely.  

A spider's web of fine lines spread out from the corner of her eyes. Deeper lines marked her 

forehead and around her mouth. Although she might not look her age, she was no longer a young 

woman. The thousands of grey hairs that interspersed with her blond ones were a testament to 

that.  

Trisha was silly. Pregnancy was the least of her worries. Not that it would be a worry. More like 

wishful thinking. She touched her abdomen for a moment before she shook her head. "Stop being 

ridiculous, Jill. You're old enough to be a grandmother for god's sake." She whispered to her 

reflection as she turned towards the door.  

What she saw when she opened it sent those warning bells clanging in her mind, and her stomach 

on another roller coaster ride. A few yards down the hall, a tall, husky man with blond hair had 

Trisha pinned against the opposite wall. His hand squeezed her upper arm as he spoke in a low 

whisper. Tears streamed down her friend's cheeks as she whimpered softly. 

Jill did not hesitate. Plastering a smile on her face, she walked defiantly across the short distance. 

"No need to come looking for me, Trisha," she approached the pair. She sucked in her breath as 

the man turned to face her. "Mister Dodd," she responded to his bold gaze stiffly.  

The man cleared his throat, "I was just talking to Trisha here about my father's generous 

employment offer. Hoping I could convince you ladies to have more sense than those pigheaded 

husbands of yours. What do you say, Missus Monroe? Have you given any more thought about 

what we spoke a few weeks ago?" 

"As I said then, Mister Dodd, I support my husband's decision." 
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His laughter echoed off the cinder block and glass walls. "The perfect little submissive wife, 

aren't we, Jill?" 

She smiled secretively, thinking of the stash of items in her shopping bags. "I hardly think so, 

Mister Dodd. Simply a wise one." Turning to Trish, "We should head back." 

Her friend brushed the tear stains from her face with the back of her hands. She nodded and tried 

to pull her arm out of his grasp. She winced as it broke free. 

Jill walked to her side, placing herself between Trisha and Clay. "I can't say it's been a pleasure, 

Mister Dodd, but as always, it was certainly interesting." 

He returned her bold stare, "You have no idea how interesting I can be, Missus Monroe." 

Taking the other woman more gently by the arm, she led her away. "I hope I never have reason to 

find out." 

His laughter followed them down the hall. "I'm sure you will. One day soon. Very soon," he 

pushed past them in the narrow corridor. 

The moment that he was gone, Trisha collapsed against the wall in tears. Jill wrapped her arms 

about her and rubbed her back as she waited for the sobs to cease. She murmured soothing words 

like she would for the babies. They stood like that in the hall for several moments.  

Jill kept her back to the passing people, offering her friend what privacy she could. "He's gone 

now. Don't worry, sweetie. I'm sure it ain't all that bad," she lied. Knowing that man even the 

little that she did, it was that bad and then some. 

"You don't understand. He says that if I don't convince Travis to quit and come to work for Storm 

Breakers, he will tell him everything," Trisha sobbed harder. 

"What do you mean everything?" 

Her friend wiped her trembling hand across her eyes once more. "We had an affair," she 

whispered.  

Jill sucked in her breath, "I see." 

"I told Trav about it when he came back. I begged him to forgive me. But he wouldn't drop it. 

Said he would walk unless I told him who." She sighed heavily, "But that only made it worse. 

The fact that Clay was his friend. It made it more unforgivable." 

"I understand." 
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"Now he says that if I don't get Trav to quit after this tour, he'll lie, tell him that we still see one 

another." She shook her head, "Who knows, maybe it's for the best? Trav is never going to 

forgive me anyway."  

"I was glad you got sick before because the only thing in my bags is toys for T.J." The younger 

woman stared at the tiles on the floor. Her voice broke as she finished, "Truth is his daddy ain't 

been interested in playing since I told him about the affair." 

Jill wrapped her arms about her friend, "I'm sorry, sweetie. What you did wasn't right, I think you 

know that. But if Travis wants to stay married, even for his son's sake, then he needs to meet you 

halfway. You want me to have Daniel talk to him?" 

"Nay, I shouldn't have said anything to you. This is between me and Travis. We'll work it out. 

One way or the other." 

Jill was about to argue, convince the woman to fight for her marriage when Simone came 

running around the corner. Half a dozen bags swung wildly in her arms as she teetered from side 

to side. Althea was right behind her mother, trembling with massive tears running down her face. 

"Come on, girl. We have to go," screamed Simone. 

That feeling ate at her gut once more, gnawed like a maggot on rotting flesh. "Where's Jess? 

Althea, where is she?" 

Althea sobbed as her mother stopped in front of the women. Taking Jill's hands in hers, she 

answered, "There's been an accident. She's hurt." 

"Hurt? How bad?" 

"I don't know. She fell down the stairs. I tried to help, but the security guard kept pushing me 

away. When Jess came to, she told me to get you. I think the guard called for an ambulance or 

something." 

"Where? Where is she?" Jill pushed past them, heading down the hall without knowing which 

direction to take.  

*** 

Daniel rushed into the emergency room once more. He shook his head at the sense of déjà vu. It 

had been barely more than a week since they had been here with Bel and now this. He looked 

around for any sign of them. Seeing a nurse, "Excuse me. My daughter's been in an accident. 

Monroe, Jessica Monroe?" 
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The woman nodded and led him towards the locked double doors. Swiping her security card, she 

held the door open and pointed, "Third curtain on your left." 

"Thank you." When he pulled the curtain back, Jill was sitting on a chair by the bed. Her hands 

covered her face, and he saw her shoulders trembling a bit. He walked over to her and knelt. 

"Where's Jess?" 

She looked up, and her green eyes were swimming in tears. She threw her arms about his neck, 

"Oh Daniel," she cried as she buried her face against his neck.  

He patted her back, "Where is Jess?"  

She whimpered a final time, "They took her to x-ray. She didn't want me to come with her." 

If Jess was stubborn enough to refuse Jill's care, then things could not be that bad. "How bad is 

it? Have the doctors said anything?" 

Jill drew a deep breath and pulled out of his arms. "Her arm is broken, that is for sure. A 

compound fracture. But what they are most worried about is head injuries. She lost 

consciousness for a bit, so they want to do CT scans to make sure that there is nothing serious. 

That's where she is now." 

"So, what happened? Jess isn't the type to just fall like this." 

"Someone pushed her," she replied. 

"Pushed her? Why?" 

"I don't know. They were in a hurry, I suppose. But someone shoved her, and she lost her 

balance, pretty close to the top of the stairs too. The security guard said she fell a good twelve to 

fifteen feet, maybe more." She started crying again, "I'm sorry. I should have been there. 

Shouldn't have let her and Althea wander all over the mall." 

"Don't be silly. She isn't Bel or Britney and Ashley. Wandering around the mall alone is what 

teenagers do. This isn't your fault. It's an accident." 

The curtain pushed back further, and an orderly wheeled Jess into the tiny cubicle. Her arm was 

wrapped in a bandage, and there was a big bump on her forehead, but otherwise, she looked the 

same. 

He released Jill and went to his daughter, "Hey, Jess, how are you feeling?" 

She nodded her head and then winced, "I'm alright, Dad." She climbed into the hospital bed, 

"But you're wrong. This was no accident. Someone pushed me." 
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"Sure, that's what Jill said. That someone bumped into you, and you lost your balance." 

The girl shook her head, "No, Dad, not just bumped into me. They shoved me. I grabbed onto the 

railing and thought I was going to be okay, but then they put their hands on my back and pushed 

harder. Maybe the first time was an accident, but pushing me twice? That's no accident." 

"Jess, you took a pretty bad fall. You sure you remember it all correctly?" 

"I bet you wouldn't doubt anything she said," she screamed, pointing at Jill. 

"I didn't say I don't believe you, Jess. It is just that sometimes when things happen fast, our 

memories can be fuzzy." 

"There was nothing fuzzy about it. He pushed me. Twice." 

"He? You saw the person?" 

"It happened too fast. But he was tall, not as tall as you, daddy, but at least six feet. And big too, 

or at least his hands were when he pushed me. I tried to turn around, but I lost my balance again 

and fell. All I saw was a grey hoodie." 

Daniel sat on the bed next to his daughter. "Did you tell this to the security guard?" 

"Yeah, but he didn't believe me either." 

"I did not say that I don't believe you, Jess. But it just doesn't make sense. Why would anyone 

want to hurt you?" His mind searched for those answers as he saw his daughter and wife do the 

same in silence. 

"I don't know, maybe somebody from one of the other soccer teams? We have that big 

tournament coming up. And I was the team's best player," she held up her bandaged arm. "I was 

until this anyway." 

"Then they messed up, sweetie, because a broken arm won't stop you from playing soccer. You 

don't need your arms." 

The girl looked at Jill and frowned, "Maybe." 

Daniel shook his head, "I know those sorts of things happen, but still."  

He would prefer his daughter's explanation to his own. Had his security been compromised? It 

was always a possibility. If a terrorist cell or even some of the more militant war protesters 

discovered even one of their identities, then they and their families all became targets. It was 

why Operational Security was always tight, especially this close to being deployed. He would 

check with command.  
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He smiled at his daughter and wife, "I left Travis and Samuel with three toddlers and a Barbie 

princess, so if you, ladies, will excuse me, I'm going to step out and make a quick call. Make 

sure that the enemy has not worn down my best men."  

He could see the disappointment on his daughter's face. He bent and kissed her forehead, careful 

to avoid the nasty bump. "Jess, I'll look into this. I promise you, sweetheart." 

"Sure, dad, whatever."  

Jill stood up as he pushed back the curtain. "Wait, I'll walk with you for a bit. I need to find a loo 

anyway." 

"A restroom," he smiled. 

He could see tiredness and the effects of her recent illness on her face. Dark circles reflected the 

green depths of her eyes. He wanted to wrap her in his arms and protect her, make it all better, 

but he knew he could not. 'Lousy husband,' 'murderer,' echoed like the refrain of lousy elevator 

music in his mind. He forced a smile before he turned back towards his daughter. "You sure 

you'll be alright by yourself?" 

Her face showed that it was the wrong thing to say even before she opened her smart mouth. 

"Yeah, I'm not Bel or the babies. I can take care of myself."  

He bit his tongue to stop the retort, ‘So, why are we sitting in a hospital.’ But if what she said 

was true, if someone had pushed her, then things could have been much worse. Her quick wits to 

grab the railing very likely saved her life or, at the very least, minimized the damage from her 

mystery assailant.  

"Alright, honey. One of us will be back in a couple of minutes."  

They walked out of the tiny cubicle together. They had just stepped through the locked double 

doors when he felt Jill's hand on his arm.  

"Daniel, I didn't want to say anything in front of Jess, but do you think this could have anything 

to do with Heather Thomas's custody suit? I know that you won, but still, maybe she thinks if 

something happened to one of the girls, the judge might change his mind. Decide, we weren't 

fit."  

It was another possibility that he had not even considered. "I suppose, but I doubt it. The woman 

is like her sister, a short attention span. I'm sure she has moved on to summers in the Hamptons," 

he tried to joke, "the rich ones, not poor little Hampton Roads round here."  
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"I think it was more a publicity stunt, to begin with. I don't think she ever really wanted to be 

saddled with four little girls to raise. Although I'm sure, she wouldn't have. She would have hired 

a string of nannies," he blushed as he remembered his determination to hire one.  

He still hated to admit it, but his mother and Simone had been right. Jill was so much more than 

any professional could have been to his daughters. Of course, that did not even begin to scratch 

the surface of what the woman meant to him, but now was not the time to think about that. "Let 

me make a couple of calls. Check on the girls." 

"More like check on Samuel and Trav. And see if your security has been compromised, I'm sure." 

His eyes brows shot up. How had she known that was the real purpose of this little break? His 

wife never failed to amaze him. He bent and brushed a soft kiss across her lips, "Go find your 

restroom, sweetheart. After the doctor comes in with his report, I'll take you home. It's my turn to 

take hospital duty this time, Missus Monroe." 

"I'd argue the point, commander, but I think Jess would prefer having her daddy." 

He brushed his finger down her cheek, "You better not let her hear you call her a daddy's girl. 

Besides you need your rest, you're still recovering from the food poisoning. You are still feeling 

better, right?" 

"Mostly. I haven't been sick in a couple of days, but still, have bouts of nausea." 

"You sure it's the same thing Bel had? She was over it so quickly." 

"Yeah, I looked it up on the internet the other day. It said that sometimes it could take days or 

even weeks for it to go completely away." 

"Still, why don't you have the doctor look you over while we're here?" 

She shook her head, "I'm fine, Daniel. Or I will be in a couple more days." 

Her words hit him in the gut like a sucker punch. 'A couple more days' was all he had with his 

family. After almost a year grounded at home while his team went into the field and trained, he 

should be ecstatic about it.  

Instead, all he felt was reluctance. Bel had been sick, then Jill, and now Jess was injured. He 

wondered if this was such a good idea, after all, perhaps he was pushing things. Maybe he should 

give Jill and the girls a bit more time to adjust before he went back. "Maybe I should speak to 

command about…" 
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Jill put her fingers over his lips, "No. Don't even say it. I know you want to go back on active 

duty. Hell, that was the whole idea behind this arrangement. So don't even mention it. I've spent 

most of my life managing our family while David was on one deployment or another.”  

“I might be a bit rusty after seven years, but I know my job. Food poisoning, broken arms, burst 

pipes, sprains, overdue bills, you name it. I can and will handle it. You do what you need to do, 

commander. The girls and I will be fine." She held out her other hand, "You have my word on it." 

Instead of taking her extended hand, he wrapped his arm about her waist, "I have a better way of 

sealing the deal, Missus Monroe."  

He brushed a kiss across her lips. The fire ignited in his gut at even the casual contact. Would he 

ever get enough of this woman? It was a question that haunted him day and night.  

He sighed and pulled away reluctantly. "Go find your restroom, sweetheart. If one of us doesn't 

get back in there soon, the girl will probably drive the nurses nuts." 

"I'd be more worried about the looks she keeps giving the doctor if I were you, commander." 

"Don't even go there," he swatted her bottom. "Scoot and go play chaperone before I have to pull 

rank on the poor lieutenant and have a nice grey-haired old man take over the case."  

"You can't keep her a child forever. She's going to start noticing boys her age soon. Then things 

get way more complicated than puppy dog eyes and flirting with men she knows she can't have." 

"That's when I remind them I know a hundred ways to kill them with my bare hands." 

"A hundred?" 

"More or less, yes. But don't you worry about it, I have other things in mind with you and my 

bare hands." He blushed as he felt his cock harden in his jeans at the image of her round bottom 

propped up on the pillow. His palms itched, and he could not resist another playful swat at it. 

"Go, or I swear we're going to end up in a compromising position in the janitor's closet." 

Jill laughed as she walked away, "Naughty boys like you get into trouble sometimes, 

commander. Big trouble." 

He shook his head and laughed, "Promises, promises, Missus Monroe." 

*** 

Jill paced their bedroom, listening for any sound. She had sent Daniel to check on the girls and 

grab a quick shower. It was their last night together for who knew how long. And she wanted to 

make it special, very special.  
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Their bed had seemed lonely last night while he slept in a chair at the hospital with Jess. But 

after the one night of observation, the doctors let Jess come home. Of course, her arm was in a 

cast, and she had a nasty knot on her forehead, but they were lucky once again. It could have 

been so much worse; Jill shivered at the thought.  

Trying to put it all aside and focus upon this night, she walked over to the dresser. Jill bit her 

lower lip as she studied her reflection in the mirror on top of it. She sucked in her breath and held 

it. Mistress J stared back at her. It had been so long. Too long since the women had met.  

Her bare breasts jutted from between the triangular straps that held up her black leather corset. It 

was laced up the back with leather straps, but four metal buckles in front added to the look. Her 

black lace fishnet stockings were just visible above her thigh-high black leather boots.  

She knew that she did not have long. Daniel would be back any minute. Her heart pounded in her 

chest. Her mouth was dry, and the palms of her hands sweaty. This was risky, very risky. But the 

naked freedom she had felt with her husband since their run-in at the cabin was only part of it. It 

was not just her body that she had feared to expose to him, but her sexual nature. This side of 

herself, Mistress J.  

The problem was that over the past few days, the vixen had increasingly been slipping out. 

Demanding to come out and play. When Simone had whisked her away on Saturday afternoon 

for another of their 'traditions,' the special shopping trip for going away presents for their 

husbands, she had broken free. The riding crop that she had shown Simone and Trisha that 

afternoon was just the beginning of her purchases. But what if it was too much?  

She heard the shower turn off and shook her head. "Too late now. In for an ounce, in for a 

pound," she assured the woman in the mirror. She turned back to the bed and ran her hands under 

her pillow to be sure the rest of her things were tucked safely beneath it. Of course, she might not 

use any of them. She would wait and see her husband's reaction. She picked up the rope that lay 

at the foot of the bed. Closing her eyes, she drew in a couple of cleansing breaths as she heard 

him padding barefoot down the hall. 

*** 

Daniel opened the door to their room, expecting another of his wife's sexy lingerie numbers. But 

his mouth dropped open, and he forgot to breathe at what he saw there. His eyes traveled slowly 

up her lush body from the pointy toes of high heeled leather boots that ended mid-thigh to the 

fishnet stockings that peeked out of the top of them. The stockings were held up by garters 

suspended from the most devilish thing he had ever seen. Black leather and metal encased his 

wife's mid-section. 
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He admired how the damned thing showcased her full tits. The bottom of it formed a sort of shelf 

bra that lifted her flesh and made him ache to hold her tits. On each side, two thin leather straps 

attached with metal loops, coming together at the top of her breast. These connected to a larger 

metal loop and slightly wider piece of leather that wound around her neck, holding it all up.    

"Holy fuck," was all he could find to say as he took in the sight of her standing at the foot of 

their bed.  

That was when he noticed that she held a length of rope in her right hand while slapping it lightly 

into her left hand. His eyes brows lifted, and his smile deepened when he saw that. His wife tied 

up and at his tender mercies. It was a surprise he would definitely enjoy. Some traditions were 

worth keeping. 

He dropped the towel and walked towards her. He stopped immediately at the steely resolve as 

she purred, "On your knees." 

His eyebrows arched, "What, Jill?" 

She gritted her teeth and threw back her head. Her hair danced about her bare shoulders. 

"Mistress J to you. And you need to learn some respect." 

His eyes flew open at the command. He paused naked just inside their doorway. This was not 

what he expected, but there was no denying his body's reaction to it. From the moment he had 

stepped into the room, his cock had been on full alert, but it throbbed almost painfully at this new 

turn of events.  

"Shut the door and get on your knees," she slapped the rope even harder against her palm.  

Daniel considered his options. The gorgeous creature before him bore little resemblance to his 

normally sedate wife. But damn, did she do something to his blood. It was boiling just beneath 

the surface. He drew in a deep breath and turned to close the door.  

He had to find out more. Had to taste this Mistress J, he needed to learn this woman as he was 

still learning Jill. He fell to his knees at the foot of their bed. He looked up at her and waited. He 

felt the sting of the rope across his shoulder.  

"Did I give you permission to look at me?"  

The blow had barely registered, but if this was the way the night was going, did he want to do 

this? The ache in his balls answered his mind's stupid question. He lowered his eyes. 

"No, Jill," his response was followed by another sting of the rope against his shoulder. He looked 

up again, a move that was followed by another blow.  
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"I did not give you permission to look at me. And you will address me as Mistress J." 

His mind renewed its battle with his cock, but he dropped his head at the sound of authority in 

her voice. His training made it almost automatic on some level, even as his another part of his 

brain ran through options, scenarios.  

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her kneel next to him. "Poseidon, the safeword is Poseidon," 

she whispered against his ear. 

"Safeword?" 

"These little games are only fun if we both enjoy it. If things go too far, if anything makes you 

uncomfortable… Well, really uncomfortable, all you have to do is say Poseidon, and it stops. My 

word." 

He nodded and sighed, "Alright, I guess." 

She brushed a light kiss across his lips, "Good boy." 

His cock twitched at those words, but his heart raced, and alarm bells went off in his head as he 

felt her hands gather his. She wrapped the rope that she had been holding about his wrists. On the 

one hand, she could not use the rope as a whip if it was wrapped around his wrists. He felt her tie 

off the knots and tested the bonds. He smiled, not bad. Not bad at all. He could get out, of course, 

and that was the only thing that kept him from calling an end to this little game right there and 

then. 

When he saw her reach for the silk scarf at the foot of the bed, his apprehension increased. He 

tested the bonds once more as she wrapped it around his face, blocking his vision. It was not the 

first time that he had been bound and blindfolded. He regularly trained in such things, and he 

knew on an intellectual level he could handle the situation. And on a sexual level? He could not 

deny that his body was turned on by it all.  

He heard her moving about the room. Used his other senses as he had trained to locate the 

enemy. Except this was not the enemy. It was his wife, well, sort of anyway. That knowledge and 

Poseidon kept him kneeling at the foot of their bed, waiting for further instructions.  

He heard her get on the bed; then, it was silent for several moments. "Alright, commander, let's 

see just how good you are," came that deep throaty voice that twisted his guts into knots and had 

his balls aching for the past five minutes.  

"Crawl to me. I want you to show me how much you want to fuck this sweet pussy by 

worshiping my body. Start with kissing my boots and work your way up. I think you know what 

I mean. And if you don't?" She paused, "Well, disobedience will be punished." 
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Daniel nodded his head and homed in on her location using the sound of her voice. With his arms 

tied behind his back and the blindfold, it was slow going. When he reached the bed, he could tell 

that his wife was laying back, her legs spread wide. He gave a half-smile. It was the same 

position he would have used the rope to tie her into, so things could not be that bad. This order 

was undoubtedly one he did not mind following.  

He located a booted foot and kissed the toe. He worked his way upwards, but the leather was not 

what he wanted to taste. When he reached her lace-covered upper thigh, he began to lick softly. 

He could feel her breathing getting faster. It was the only sign that his ministrations were having 

any effect on her. It was frustrating; he missed his wife's soft moans and whimpers. He sucked 

softly at her inner thigh, determined to get a reaction out of her. 

"Not half bad, now the other foot, commander." It was not the reaction he had been hoping for.  

He tested the bonds and slipped them just a bit looser. He did, though, turn his attention to her 

right leg, repeating the process. When he reached her upper thigh, he began to alternate, kissing, 

licking, and sucking first one leg and then the other.  

She might refuse to give into whimpers and moans, denying him that auditory satisfaction, but 

this time it was not only her quickened breathing that told him his efforts were pleasing his wife. 

Her smell filled him. As much as she might fight it, there was no denying that she wanted him.  

"Do you need to be told what to do now, commander?"  

He smiled as he nipped playfully at the tender skin of her inner thigh. "I did not want to presume. 

Did not want to displease you, Mistress J," he tried hard to keep the 'teasing' out of his voice.  

"I heard that impudence," she barked. "Would you like to start at the soles of the boots this time, 

commander?" 

"No, Mistress." Daniel nibbled at her other thigh, "Is that what you want?" 

"I want you to learn some manners. Try asking nicely. Please, Mistress J, can I eat your sweet 

pussy?" 

Daniel froze. He swore if he moved at all at that moment, he would come on the spot. Her 

commanding voice, her nasty words alone were enough to send him into orgasm. He tried to 

force air through his tight throat. He willed his throbbing cock to hold out, just long enough to do 

what she demanded. He needed to taste her. Finally, he managed to regain enough control to 

whisper, "Please, Mistress, can I eat your sweet pussy?" 

"What was that? I thought I heard something, but I could not be sure."  

"Please, Mistress J, may I eat your sweet pussy?" he repeated a bit louder. 
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"That's pretty good, commander. Yes, you may. Since you asked so nicely," her hands came up 

and laced through his hair, caressed his scalp. It was the first time that night she had touched 

him, and as innocent as it was, it forced him to fight for control once more. His mind might be a 

reluctant participant in these little games, but his cock was more than willing.  

Her hands increased the pressure on his head, guiding, no, forcing it between her spread legs. It 

was unnecessary. He had spent several long minutes that felt more like a lifetime without the 

benefit of sight or even the satisfaction of certain sounds. He had reveled in her smell until every 

fiber of his being begged and pleaded to taste her cream once more. He did just that, diving his 

tongue deep in her tight pussy. Licking at the salty sweetness like a kitten at a bowl of milk.  

"Oh, yes," he was rewarded at last with the sound of his mate's pleasure. "That's a good boy; 

tongue fuck my cunt, Daniel." 

He redoubled his efforts, her words burning inside his mind like a torch to lead the way. What 

was wrong with him? The more demanding his wife became, the dirtier she talked, the more he 

loved it. His mind was torn to shreds at the dissonances. It simply made no sense, but now was 

not the time for deep thoughts. 

As her juices flooded his mouth, he licked softly at the opening before redirecting his attention 

upwards. His tongue found her clitoris. Its throbbing told him far more than even her moans 

could. His wife was enjoying this little game as much as he was. He suckled on the little button 

and was rewarded with another of those soft moans. 

"Not yet," she ordered. "Scoot over here. I want to play with that hard cock while you eat my 

pussy." 

Daniel wanted to argue. He feared that he would not last two minutes with her soft hands or 

warm mouth torturing the little traitor that had gotten him into this situation. But kneeling as he 

was between her open thighs, his tongue just a centimeter from her swollen clitoris, the smell of 

her desire overpowered his common sense, he had no choice but to obey this command as well.  

He shifted his body, aligned them so that he was on top, his cock as close to her face as he was to 

her dripping wet pussy. "Like this, Mistress?" he offered, perhaps a tad too sweetly.  

"Fuck," he cursed when he felt her lips wrap around the head of his cock. His heart was 

pounding so hard that it drowned out all thoughts. Then she released it so quickly that he could 

not stop his whimper.  

"Did I tell you to stop, commander?" Her hand slapped softly at the throbbing flesh between his 

legs, "If he is so powerful that he makes you forget your duties, maybe he does not deserve my 

attention." 
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Daniel blew softly at her swollen flesh as he tried to force his brain to process it all. "No, 

Mistress," he pleaded. His head dropping once more as his tongue and teeth went back to work 

on her clitoris. 

She sighed as she arched her hips against his face, "That's better. Eat that pussy, Daniel. If you 

make me come, I might even allow you to fuck me later. But only if you make me come so hard I 

squirt all over that handsome face of yours. You have to drink it all down, too." 

Daniel swore he was losing his mind. Fuck torture training, this was way worse than anything 

they had ever thrown at him, worse than anything the enemy could. His wife, his sweet little 

wife, had transformed into this sexual siren that was driving him utterly insane with her 

commands and taunts. Each one was dirtier and kinkier than the last. And he wanted them all, 

actually was fucking getting off to this shit. He feared for his sanity if the games did not end 

soon. 

He loosened the bonds a bit more as his tongue worked the nub of her womanhood. He heard her 

whimper, but before it could turn into a full moan, she stuffed his cock back into that sweet 

mouth. He felt her response down the length of his cock as she finally released the sounds she 

had been holding inside, denying him. She moaned and whimpered silently around his flesh. It 

only added to the torture. 

He remembered the earlier warning, this time fighting back his own needs, focusing on hers. He 

licked and sucked at her clitoris, matching his tempo instinctively to hers. He moaned around her 

flesh as she released his cock once more. He was just about to protest when he felt her shift 

beneath him just a bit. Her hands replaced her mouth on his wet cock, and her tongue found his 

balls.  

"Fuck," he murmured against her mound as she took one inside her mouth, her tongue twirling 

around it as he felt it tightening, drawback, aching even more with the mindless need to come. 

Come in his wife's soft hands.  

He fought his body, forced his mind to focus on the task at hand. He knew he was not going to 

last long. Not with his wife's sweet lips around his nuts. But he wanted her with him. He might 

be tied up, blindfolded, but when he came, he did not want to be alone in the pleasure. He 

wanted her with him, equals and partners in pleasure.  

He worked her button harder with his tongue and teeth as he felt her release his ball, turning her 

attention to the other one. It was frustrating not having his fingers to help him, to push her 

higher. Massage her g-spot. Drive her as crazy as she was him. She released his sac with a loud 

plop. He was confident she would return to sucking his engorged cock, finish him off before he 

had the chance to finish her. 



-202- 

 

His eyes practically popped out of his head as he felt her tongue travel not back down his shaft 

but up towards his ass. He tried to raise his head, protest, but her hips slammed against his face, 

muffling his cry.  

Then he felt her tongue swirling around his asshole, and all protest faded. Fuck, it should not feel 

that fucking amazing. But it did and then some. His cock throbbed and hung heavy against her 

chest. He moved his hips, trying to rub it against her soft tits, seeking the release that was so 

fucking close. But his movements only brought his ass closer to her face.  

They were a writhing, moaning mess of tangled limbs. His face buried even deeper between her 

legs to stifle the moans he did not want her to hear. Her face buried between the cheeks of his 

ass, doing things he had never dreamed of, but discovered his tortured body loved. He felt her 

blow across his opening and practically jumped at this new sensation.  

"Follow my lead, commander," he heard her voice from somewhere far away. "Use your tongue 

on my clit just like I do on this sweet ass," his mind was fracturing, and he knew it. Was 

powerless to stop it. And would not even if he could.  

He nodded against her wet cunt as he felt her tongue circling his tender flesh. He tried to focus, 

match her rhythm against her clitoris. He had just about mastered that task when he felt her push 

hers against his tender bud. "God damn it," he moaned against her mound as his wife's tongue 

fucked his ass.  

He paused, trying to gain some control of the situation, of his own fucking body. Each time he 

thought he had adjusted, come to terms with what was happening, she changed the rules, pushed 

him a bit further. But he could not, would not stop it. He was coming to want this, need this, need 

her like the mad man he had become.  

He breathed deeply and followed her lead, his tongue plunging deep inside her sopping wet 

pussy once more. He felt her tremble beneath him. He gloried in the fact that even like this, his 

wife could not deny her body's reaction to his touch. He went mad at the simple, unconscious 

admission. His tongue fucked her as his cock ached to.  

He whimpered as he felt her tongue retreat from his ass, but he could not stop to speak. He knew 

she was close, so fucking close and like her earlier taunts, he wanted nothing more than to drink 

every drop of her juices as she came on his tongue. He moaned as she trailed her tongue slowly 

along the sensitive flesh back to his balls. Her tongue swirled around each one, and he 

whimpered into her cunt when she did not suck either of them inside that sweet mouth.  

He felt her shifting once more beneath him. Then her mouth was once more wrapped around the 

head of his cock, taking him deep, gobbling at his cock. Her hands, on his ass, guided his 
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movements as she took even more of him inside the warm, wet depths. He knew he was going to 

come. He was utterly powerless under her control to stop it.  

"God, Jill," he moaned into her pussy. "Come with me, baby," he pleaded as his tongue went to 

work on her clitoris once more. He felt her arching into his face once more as his balls drew up 

against his body. He could almost feel the come surging through them, racing to break free.  

Then there was a new sensation. Something was once more pressed tight against his asshole. His 

mind fought through the fog. Her tongue was torturing the head of his cock. So, what the fuck 

was pushing deeper and deeper inside his ass?  

Before he could make sense of it all, he felt the ultimate betrayal. His body trembled, his hips 

pounded against her face, which caused whatever it was to plunge deeper still within his bowels. 

He saw stars, whole fucking galaxies of them as his seed shot out of his cock, deep into his wife's 

throat.  

He moaned and whimpered against her clitoris as he felt her tense beneath him. It was the only 

warning he had as her release answered his, flooding his mouth with the honey he had worked so 

hard to draw forth. Their orgasm seemed to go on and on as he felt ‘it’ moving inside his ass.  

The ropes slipped from his wrists onto the sheets as it slipped softly from his bottom. His head 

collapsed between his wife's thighs as his mind fought his still hard cock for control of the 

situation. His heart was pounding out a drumbeat that drowned them both out. Until he felt the 

stinging blow to his ass cheek, he moved so quickly, and instinct took over.  

*** 

In less than a heartbeat, he was looming over her. His hand wrapped about her wrist that held the 

riding crop high in the air. "What the fuck was that?"  

"You didn't say Poseidon," she smiled up at him. 

He laughed as he dropped her wrist, rolling to his side. She smiled, and for the first time in the 

past few hours, she sighed with relief. Mistress J had done her worst, and her husband was 

laughing. She curled up against his chest.  

"I take it we're still good?"  

He wrapped his arm about her waist and drew her tighter against his body. He brushed a kiss on 

the tip of her nose. "I'll let you know when my head catches up to my cock. Shit, what was that? 

Fuck, Jill. That was wilder than most of the porn I read." 

"Then, I'm going to have to enlighten you to a few more interesting porn sites, too, it seems." 
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His eyebrows arched, "You're joking, right?" 

She shook her head, "No, I'm not." She bent and placed a tender kiss over his heart. She knew 

that they should have perhaps had this conversation before, but it was better late than never, she 

supposed. Looking deep into his blue eyes, "Did you not like it?" 

"You know damned good and well, I can't lie my way out of this one. Did it feel like I didn't like 

it to you, Missus Monroe?" His fingers played with the metal loop near her shoulder, trailed 

softly down her skin to her hard nipple. When his fingers pinched at it, she moaned. "Or maybe I 

should say, Mistress J?"  

He reached over and picked up the riding crop, "But what the fuck is this? My daddy won't even 

allow these things used on the horses, let alone in the bedroom. I ought to turn your ass over and 

show you how it feels." 

Her heart raced faster at his words. "You can, you know."  

His brows furrowed at her words. "Are you serious, Jill? This thing could do real damage." 

"It might be a bit uncomfortable sitting down for a day or two, but no serious damage." 

He studied her face, "Seriously? I mean, what if I wanted to tie you up? Maybe not this nasty 

thing," he tossed the whip across the room and drew her tighter against his body until she felt his 

hard cock pressing against her thighs. "What if I wanted to spank this sweet ass of yours until it 

was red?" his hands caressed her bottom. 

"I'd say, what are you waiting for, commander?" She pressed tighter against him. 

She watched indecision play across his face as he tried to pull from her arms. "No, I could hurt 

you," he whispered. 

"That's why we have Poseidon, Daniel. If anything is too much, either of us can say the safe 

word." 

"What's this safeword shit?" 

"I really do have to educate you, don't I, my sweet little farm boy?" She brushed another kiss 

over his heart. "I'd rather play than talk, but a safeword is a word…one you would not normally 

say that Doms and subs use when they play. It allows both to relax and enjoy the games knowing 

that it is safe. No one will get hurt, seriously anyway." 

She allowed her fingers to toy with his chest hairs. She smiled as she realized how comfortable 

she was getting with him. She laughed at the thought - comfortable did not touch what just 

happened. 
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"Want to share what's so funny, sweetheart?"  

"I was just thinking about how comfortable it is talking to you. I mean," she blushed, "It's not 

easy for most people to talk about these things. Even couples who have been married for years 

find it difficult to talk about their fantasies." Jill frowned then as she remembered her 

introduction to these games.  

He nodded and buried his head in her hair, kissing her neck. "I know. It was something that hit 

me from the beginning. I've never been able to talk to women. Not really." He drew back and 

smiled down at her, "But not with you. From the very beginning, it was like I could talk with you 

about anything. You threw me for a loop, sweetheart." 

She frowned at his words. Well, most things. They rarely discussed ‘them’ - the ghosts in their 

marriage.  

*** 

Daniel saw his wife frown, tears brimmed in those green eyes, making them greener still. "What 

is it? Why, sweetheart? What are you so fucking scared of? And why? It can't be him. David. Not 

as much in love with him as you still are," he sighed at his admission, hoping she could not hear 

the longing in his voice.  

He lifted her chin, "Why, baby? Why were you so fucking afraid to be naked with me? Why did 

you feel you had to hide all this from me?" 

He felt her trembling in his arms and hugged her tighter. She was silent for so long that he feared 

once again the questions would remain unanswered, a wall between them. Another one anyway. 

When she finally did speak, it was so low he had to bend his head just to hear. 

"Declan was attending Goldsmiths College in London. I figured what the hell, thought a change 

of scenery might be good for us all. So, I moved all of us down there. Away from the memories, 

away from everything they had ever known." 

He watched the tears slip over the edge of her eyes, bent and kissed them away. He smiled as he 

remembered their dance after their wedding, her drunken question, 'will you kiss away the pain,' 

he wanted nothing more than to try. 

He saw her smile weakly, "Anyway, I got a job, working as a chef in a mental health day center. 

It wasn't a lot of money, but it helped and made me feel like I was doing something useful," she 

frowned again.  

"Then, I met him. He was the psychiatrist there, worked a couple of days a week. We started 

talking, then dating. He was so different from anyone I had known in a very long time. Cultured 

and educated. Always taking me to museums, the theater, and lectures. That part was nice." 



-206- 

 

Silence hung like sides of beef; its pungent smell drifting from his daddy's barn after a slaughter. 

"I don't want to talk about it anymore. Daniel, please make love to me," she pleaded as massive 

tears coasted down her cheeks. 

He lifted her chin, forced her to meet his gaze. "Baby, you don't know how much I want to do 

just that, but if I did, this would just keep growing in that pretty little mind of yours. Eating away 

at you like it has been all this time. Jill, trust me. Trust me like I did you earlier. Please?" He 

brushed one of the tears back with the pad of his thumb. 

"Other things weren't so good between us. We'd been together for six months before we even had 

sex. Then it was not that good." She chuckled, "Alright, it was crappy. A couple of sloppy wet 

kisses and fumbling in the dark. But I thought it would get better. David had been the only other 

man I had been with, so I thought maybe I was not fair, not giving him a chance." 

"Yeah, bad sex doesn't get any better. Trust me; I had almost fourteen years of it." 

"Well, I didn't know that. So, when he asked me to marry him a couple of months later, I was still 

so in awe of the great professor's brilliant mind that I ignored," she cleared her throat, "his 

shortcomings, shall we say." 

Daniel shook his head, "Didn't measure up, sweetie?"  

"Not hardly."  

"So what happened? I know bad sex can take its toll on your ego, but it still doesn’t make sense. 

Why would his shortcomings, as you call them, affect you so much?" 

"I guess you're right. It wouldn't have, except for the other." 

"What other?" he prodded her with a couple of tender kisses on her shoulder. 

"We had been together for almost a year. It was just a couple of weeks until the wedding. And I 

was getting nervous. Really nervous. We'd made love less than a half a dozen times, and it 

always the same…in the dark and over quickly." 

"I went out with a couple of people from work and got a bit drunk. Decided it was time, we had 

it out about the lousy sex. I went to his house. He'd given me a key the week before, so I could 

come over and take measurements, make whatever little changes I wanted. But he insisted that I 

should call before coming over. That alone should have told me something, shouldn't it?" 

He nodded, "But sometimes we get so caught up in things that we ignore those little warnings 

until it is too late." 
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She smiled weakly, "Yeah, I guess we do. Anyway, I forgot to call first, and I walked in on him 

with a student. Damn, the guy was probably barely legal." Her frown deepened, "It got nasty 

from there." 

"I know how much an affair can hurt," he whispered. 

She brushed back his hair softly, "It wasn't just that. It was the things he said." Fresh tears 

cascaded down her cheeks, and Daniel's gut clenched. 

"I'll listen if you need to talk, but I'm not asking for more details. Afraid I already want to kill the 

bastard," he said as he hugged her tighter. 

"Let's just say, he hit every insecurity a woman can have," she sighed. "Fat. Old. Even told me 

that good wives did not act like whores in the bedroom. Told me I was nothing more than a 

wanton old slag." She stared down at her outfit, "I guess he might be a tad right about being a 

slut in the bedroom." 

"I'm damned glad he did not appreciate the value of that," he frowned as he imagined her married 

to another man.  

"Yeah, me too," she smiled up at him, but he could read the insecurities still hidden just beneath 

the surface of those green pools. 

He brushed the hair back from her cheek. "I think I'm going to enjoy having a slutty wife. Once I 

get used to it."  

She studied his face for a long moment, but this time when she finally smiled, it reached her eyes 

that were twinkling with her teasing nature. "So, what were you saying earlier about turning my 

ass red, commander?"  

He groaned and buried his face in her hair, "Jill, quit teasing me." 

"I'm dead serious, Daniel. One more quick lesson for now. Your wife is what they call a switch. 

Yes, Mistress J might like to come out and play her little domination games on occasion, but 

usually, I'm pretty submissive. Didn't you notice how turned on I got that first time when you 

held me down and bit my shoulder?" 

His brows furrowed as his mind played back that afternoon on the widescreen of his memory. 

"How could I fucking forget?" he asked. "So, you're saying that biting and spanking gets you as 

hot as all that crazy shit earlier?" 

"Hotter most of the time. I enjoy Mistress J, but trust me in small doses. I would never want to be 

with a truly submissive guy," she nibbled at his shoulder. "Luckily, I don't have to worry about 
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that, do I? I'm sort of surprised how far you let her get. I knew that no matter how tight the rope 

was or how good I am with knots, I knew you could escape and turn the tables if you wanted." 

He groaned, "Now, you tell me." He rolled her over onto her stomach. "For that, you do deserve 

a good spanking, my sweet wife." He brought his bare hand down harder than he ever had on her 

upturned bottom. Hard enough that even the palm of his hand stung with the blow.  

"Opening your fucking legs." His wife's instant obedience left him smiling at this new turn of 

events. He plunged his fingers between her wet folds and felt her body trembling in release as his 

fingers found her g-spot.  

He did not allow her body to even come down from the high before his other hand delivered 

another hard open-handed blow to the other cheek. The sound echoed off the walls of their 

bedroom. His fingers still inside her cunt felt it clutch them tighter.  

He bent and kissed each red mark on her ass, caressing them tenderly with the same palms that 

had made them. "Oh yes, I'm going to love having a nasty little slut wife in my bedroom. Stupid 

bastard doesn't know what he's missing." 
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Chapter Ten 

Jill's Sweet Buns 

2 packages yeast, (1/2-ounce or 2 scant tablespoons)  

1/2 cup hot water  

1 tablespoon sugar  

1/2 cup butter  

3/4 cup milk (warmed)  

1/2 cup sugar  

1 egg  

1 teaspoon salt  

4 1/2 cups flour  

Dough topping:  

1/2 cup butter  

1 1/4 cups brown sugar  

1/4 cup granular sugar  

2 tablespoons cinnamon  

Frosting:  

1 pound powdered sugar  

2 to 3 tablespoons milk  

2 drops butter flavor extract 

Turn oven on, to 100 degrees. Dissolve 2 packages of yeast in 1/2 cup of hot water (test on wrist 

to make sure water is not too hot) and 1 tablespoon of sugar. Let sit while you mix other 

ingredients. Melt 1/2 cup of butter and combine with 3/4 cups of warm milk (warm not hot, think 

breast milk fresh from the tit). Mix together with dissolved yeast. Slowly add 1/2 cup of sugar, 

then 1 egg. Add salt and 2 cups of flour slowly mixing together either with mixer, bread machine 
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or your hands. Slowly add the remaining flour, 1/2 cup at a time until the dough is firm and 

comes away from the side of bowl easily.  

Turn off oven. Put dough onto floured counter top. Knead until it doesn't stick to your hands. 

Place in a greased bowl. Cover with damp cloth and let rise in the warm oven for 45 minutes to 1 

hour, until it doubles in size. Turn oven back on to 100 degrees.  

Remove dough from bowl and place on a floured counter. Roll out in a 12 by 24-inch rectangle, 

not too thin. Brush with 1/2 cup melted butter. Mix together the cinnamon and sugars, then 

sprinkle evenly over dough. Roll dough into a log. Cut into 1 to 1 1/2 inch widths. Place in round 

cake pan so that the rolls almost touch one another. Put back in oven to rise to desired height. 

Remove from oven after they have risen. Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Bake for 12 to 15 minutes 

until golden brown and firm. Remove from oven - let cool.  

FROSTING: Combine 1 pound of powdered sugar, 2 to 3 tablespoons of milk (this may vary, add 

or subtract to your desired consistency), and 2 drops of butter flavor extract. Stir with spoon 

until very smooth and drizzles easily. Drizzle onto completely cooled cinnamon rolls. 

Sunlight was just beginning to filter through the curtains in their bedroom. Jill stared up at 

Daniel as he snored softly. He had been asleep for the last hour or so, but she could not. Instead 

she had lain in his arms and watched him sleep. She smiled as she hummed softly, "I don't want 

to close my eyes, I don't want to fall asleep."  

Her fingers brushed his hair back from his temples. She felt the rough stubble that was close now 

to being the full beard that he had in those first pictures she had seen. She was powerless to stop 

the scalding hot tears that coursed down her cheeks, but at least she was not breaking the number 

one rule. 'Never let them see you cry,' it was the motto she had lived by what seemed like her 

whole fucking life.  

So why did it feel so impossible this time? These good-byes should be old hat for her. She had 

survived over a dozen deployments in almost twenty years. Why should this one be any 

different? The truth stabbed her in the heart like a butcher's knife. After last night, she ought to 

feel better, she thought. Not her flawed body, not even Mistress J had scared him away. His 

admission of how easy he found it to talk to her echoed in her mind. 

But none of it was enough as she stared at the lies, the secrets, the very mockery that she had 

made of it all. Truth was that 'this arrangement' was eating her alive. She was head over heels in 

love with her husband. And despite their friendship, their passion, the ups and downs they had 

shared over the past two and a half months as a family, he had never once said anything that gave 

her hope the feeling was reciprocated.  
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They had, over that short time, built everything her friend claimed was a more solid basis for 

marriage, but the companionship, respect and shared goals that Ubah had espoused was leaving 

her cold. Perhaps it was her 'limited' Western sensibilities as her friend had called them, but she 

wanted those three simple words. It felt as if she physically needed them, she thought as for the 

first time she fought back what felt for the world like morning sickness.  

She brushed her fingers across his soft lips. Lips that had explored every inch of her body last 

night. Lips that had taken her to the stars and the darkest depths of the universe. 'Why did it 

matter so fucking much?' she asked herself. They were just words. People said them all the time, 

even when they did not mean them. She knew that.  

She sighed as she fought back the nausea. She should get up, start breakfast. Her cinnamon buns 

would take a good hour, perhaps two to bake, but the other wives had come to love them so 

much from their morning coffees that it was almost expected this final time before… 

The house would be full of their friends in a couple of hours, a farewell brunch. She had lots to 

do before they arrived. Besides there would be plenty of time later for her to come to terms with 

this situation. To learn to lie in the bed that she had made for herself as the old saying went. To 

lie in this bed all alone. 

She leaned up a bit, felt the slight soreness in her bottom and smiled. Damn, the pain should not 

be so delicious, but it was. Once given permission, her country boy had quickly caught on to the 

games of Domination and submission. She smiled as she brushed her lips lightly across his, 

making certain not to awaken her husband.  

She choked on the tightness in her throat. She was a coward and she knew it. Cheating, perhaps 

not in the same way that Trisha had, but it was a lie all the same. She could not bring herself to 

reveal this final secret. And it was killing her to face the fact that in a few short hours he would 

be gone and as hard as it was to admit she knew there was a very real possibility he might not 

return, might never know how she really felt.  

"I love you, Daniel," she whispered as fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. She rolled over and 

rushed from their bed, running for the bathroom as she felt the bile rising in her throat. It did not 

taste half as bitter as this secret. 

*** 

Daniel was free falling. He had jumped from hundreds, no thousands of planes. He knew the 

exhilaration of the wind hitting your face so hard it felt like tiny knives, hitting your body so 

hard that it actually slowed your fall. But this time was different. This time he saw the ground 

coming up fast. And there was no parachute.  
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He wanted to jump from their bed, follow her. He wanted to look into those amazing green eyes 

as she said those words again. After waiting so long to hear them, they were ricocheting inside 

his head like a hollow point bullet, ripping and tearing his mind to shreds. God, how he wanted 

to hear them again. How he wanted to watch her face light from within as he kissed her softly 

and returned them. He played the fantasy on that wide screen in his head. 

But that was all it was, a fantasy. If his wife knew the truth, if she knew what happened that 

night, if Jill ever found out that he was the reason David never made it home to her and their 

sons, he knew it would evaporate. Be gone in a heartbeat. Be transformed, morphed, into hatred 

that burned brighter than the sun. That was what kept him lying in their bed. His arm slung 

across his face as he felt the tears burning the back of his eyes. 

He listened as she flushed the toilet. Had she been ill again? It was another worry to the growing 

pile. He heard the shower turn on as he rolled to the side of their bed. He should check on her. He 

smiled at the convenient excuse. Truth was that even if the secrets kept him from doing the one 

thing he wanted most in this world, nothing would stop him from holding her one more time, 

trying to show her what he could not allow himself to say. What he had no right to feel. Not 

under the circumstances. 

He ran his hands through his hair. He was going to miss this bed, and it had nothing to do with 

sleeping on the cold, hard ground and everything to do with not holding his wife in his arms all 

night long. He sat on the side of it for a long moment. "What the fuck are you going to do, man?" 

he asked.  

He thought he had found those answers at the cabin. Their situation was so complicated. It was 

not just him; the girls, even the other wives needed her. And this secret was not his to share, not 

really. But his resolve to bear this burden alone was weighing him down as no command 

decision or pack ever had.  

He sighed, he would have weeks, even months to come to terms with it. Long weeks when his 

arms ached to hold her and thousands of miles separated them. Time to clear his head and come 

up with a battle plan, for the rest of their lives. Because whether he deserved her or not, there 

was no way in hell he was letting her go. He couldn't. Not and still breathe.  

*** 

The warm water cascaded down her face. It mixed with more tears until her head ached, pounded 

under the pressure of all the half truths. She breathed deeply trying to calm her rolling stomach 

again. She leaned her head against the cool tiles and tried to focus on just one thing. She sobbed 

softly when that one thing became his face in her mind. "Oh Daniel," she whispered. 
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She felt his strong arm about her waist and allowed herself to collapse against him. "Shh, 

sweetheart, I'm right here," he whispered as he buried his face between her shoulder blades. His 

other hand brushed dripping wet hair back from her face. "How bad is it?" 

She shook her head, "I'm fine." 

He chuckled against her skin and she felt it vibrate down her spine to curl her toes. "You're a 

lousy liar, baby." 

She smiled, if only he knew. Everything about their lives was rapidly becoming a lie and the 

biggest one of all stared her in the face this morning. 

"Really, I'll be fine. I just need a couple of minutes. A warm shower and I'll be fine," she said as 

she leaned back against him. She was quickly distracted from her rolling stomach by the wetness 

between her thighs as she rubbed her bottom against his growing erection. 

His arm about her waist tightened as he tried to still her movements. "Damn it, Jill. Not now. I 

might not be able to stop my body from reacting to holding you naked in my arms, but damn it 

I'm not some selfish bastard. I didn't come in here to take advantage of the situation, sweetheart. 

I came to make sure you are all right." 

She moved her hips against his hard flesh, "You're not taking advantage of me, Daniel. I'm taking 

you," she whispered as she placed her hands flat against the tiles above her head and pushed 

back taking the head of his cock in her wet cunt. She moaned, "Oh god, that feels so fucking 

good." 

"Jill, stop it. We can't," he tried to protest, but once more she took control of his body. He gently 

thrust forward, as she trembled around him. "Oh god, baby, you're driving me crazy," he 

whispered as he buried his face against her back. "What kind of monster am I? I just had you 

four times last night and even with you sick I can't stop myself from wanting you again." 

"Shut up and make love to me, Daniel," she whimpered as she moved her hips back, taking him 

deeper inside of her. "It's what I want too," she threw her head back, the water running down her 

face and chest, dripping from her hard nipples. "I need you. Oh god, I need you." 

She felt his other hand cover hers on the wall. He laced his fingers through hers. "God forgive 

me, but I can't resist you, baby. I need you too," he whispered in her ear as he surged forward, 

taking her over the edge and lifting her feet from the tiles. His arm about her waist held her 

tightly, suspended a couple of inches above the tub as he pounded into her. Their bodies found a 

frantic rhythm that left them breathless.  

She squeezed his fingers as he pushed her body higher, another intense orgasm building inside of 

her. "Please, Daniel, oh god please," she whimpered. 
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"Please what, sweetheart? Please fuck you? Make you come again and again," he demanded.  

She nodded, "Yes, oh god, yes." 

"Say it, Jill." 

"Fuck me. Fuck me hard," she begged. 

He stilled inside her. His fingers that were laced through hers trailed slowly down the wet surface 

of her arm. Then her side, until his hand was cupping her breast. Her nipple ached as she bit her 

lower lip to keep from crying out as he softly kneaded her flesh.  

"That's not what I meant, sweetheart," he whispered as his thumb brushed across it. She jumped 

at the power that surged through her body at his tender caress. 

She shook her head and whimpered. "Please, Daniel. Anything. Anything, I need you so bad." 

His tongue trailed down the side of her neck, fire licked at her skin as he consumed her. 

"Anything, baby?" He whispered as his teeth nibbled at the same spot that had borne his mark of 

possession after their first encounter. 

She moved her hips, trying to take more of him inside her, but suspended as she was, she was 

powerless. Her nails raked across the cold tiles, "God damn it, Daniel, make me come. I need to 

come. Please." 

"Tell me again, Jill," he whispered against her shoulder as his thumb tortured her nipple, 

brushing lightly back and forth across its hard surface. "What you said earlier," his hips made a 

slow circle, increasing the pressure, but not enough to take her over. "What your sweet lips 

whispered when you thought I was asleep, baby." He surged forward then, pushing her higher. 

Jill's eyes flew open. Her fingers clutched desperately at the smooth surface. Her heart pounded 

so fast that she feared it would burst from her chest. "Oh god," she moaned as she hung on the 

very edge, suspended above a dark pool of love and need that threatened to consume her.  

Then he was moving in her again. One arm wrapped about her waist, crushing her against him as 

he took them both on the wildest of rides. The other hand abandoned her aching breast and 

wound its way through her long, dripping wet hair, tilting her head to the side as his teeth found 

their mark. "Say it, god damn it," he commanded as he pounded harder and faster inside of her. 

Jill whimpered as fresh tears flowed down her cheeks. The water was turning cold or perhaps it 

was fear coursing through her. She shook her head as she felt her body surrendering to its Master 

once more. She dropped her head against his chest as he sucked and bit her shoulder. Her body 

trembled and ached as it took him deeper still. One orgasm rolled into the next and it seemed it 

would never stop.  
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His teeth released her flesh. His tongue licked at it, then moved slowly up to her ear. It swirled 

and teased as he slowed the pace. "Please, baby," he whispered as he sucked her ear lobe into his 

hot mouth.  

Jill felt the tightness not just in her throat, but her chest as well. There was no hiding. Not this 

time. And truth was…she did not want to. "I love you," she whispered.  

His hand in her hair tugged harder, turning her head until she was looking up into his face. His 

eyes held hers until she was certain that she would never breathe again.  

He lowered his head until their lips were practically touching. "Again," he whispered. "Say it 

again, baby." 

Her lips took his, her tongue plunged deep inside his mouth as she felt him moving inside her 

body. She drank at his lips, moaned into his mouth as his body pushed her over the edge, another 

powerful orgasm sliced through her body, touching the depths of her soul. "I love you," she 

breathed into him.  

"Yes," he roared. "Oh god, yes." She felt his body trembling as he emptied himself. 

Her head spun a bit as he staggered under the power of his release. She clutched his arm about 

her waist, afraid for a heartbeat that they might fall. But he did not. They stayed like that in the 

shower for what seemed forever. The water was most definitely turning cold. As cold as her 

deepest fears in that moment.  

He leaned his forehead against hers. His arm about her tightened even as his hand in her hair 

released its hold. He twitched inside of her a couple of times before he slipped slowly from her 

body, lowering her until her feet touched the bottom of the tub. He brushed her hair back softly, 

"I," Jill held her breath. She held it and waited. Hoped. Prayed.  

"We should probably get moving," he said a moment later as he reached up and turned off the 

water. He grabbed a towel and wrapped it tenderly about her shoulders, drying them. She stared 

at his chest as she nodded silently.  

"The girls will be up soon," she heard his voice from somewhere far away.  

'Never let them see you cry,' took on new meaning as she wrapped the towel tighter about her. 

She felt him lifting her from the tub, but the moment that he sat her on the floor she turned her 

back to him. Silence echoed off the walls of their tiny bathroom. It enveloped them like the fog 

rolling off the Thames on the coldest, winter's day. Jill choked on it.  

"I'll get dressed in the bedroom," he said as he bent and kissed her shoulder. She nodded as she 

clutched the towel tighter about her body. The moment she heard the bathroom door close, she 

dropped to the floor in tears. 
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*** 

Their backyard was full again. The early morning sun was blazing overhead, but its early fall 

warmth left a slight chill in the air. By afternoon it would be gone, but not the chill between 

them, he thought as he watched his wife fuss over cutting up Britney's pancakes at the little table. 

She was smiling and laughing but it did not reach her eyes, that green sparkle was missing and 

Daniel knew why. 

His wife deserved an apology. She deserved a hell of a lot more than an apology, like a husband 

that did not keep fucking everything up, he thought. He wished that the cup he held contained 

something stronger than steaming black coffee, but it was too early for a beer. And alcohol was 

off limits today. His throat tightened at the thought. In a few hours, they would be gone. For 

weeks. Months. He sighed, maybe forever. It had never bothered him. Not like this. 

"Have you told her?" Samuel asked.  

Daniel shook his head, "What are you talking about now, old man?" he sighed heavily. 

"That you love her." 

Daniel closed his eyes and shook his head harder. "It's not that simple." 

Samuel laughed, "Yeah, it is, buddy." 

"No, you don't understand." 

His friend put his hand on his shoulder and guided him back towards the house. "So enlighten 

this old fool," he said as he pushed Daniel through the side gate and into the less crowded drive-

way.  

A couple of late arrivals smiled and waved as the two men made their way to Daniel's SUV. 

Samuel waited until the guest slipped into the backyard before turning on his friend, "All right, 

smart ass, how about you tell me what's so god awful more important than telling your wife how 

you really feel about her? Cause buddy I hate to tell you this, but god forbid this might be your 

last fucking chance." 

Daniel sucked in a sharp breath at the power of the statement that echoed his own thoughts. He 

sought for words strong enough to counter balance them, but came up virtually empty. He 

slumped against the hood of his car as he stared at the cold, hard grey concrete beneath his boots. 

Finally, he found the courage to whisper, "Do you know who her husband was?" 

Samuel shrugged, "Some British soldier. What does that matter? It's not who her dead husband 

was that's important, it's what an ass her live one is being, if you ask me." 
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Daniel shook his head, "Try Sergeant Major David Smith, Four-Two Commando, Her Majesty's 

Royal Marines," he whispered staring at a long crack in the driveway. 

"Fuck," was Samuel's only response for several minutes.  

"More like fuck me," replied Daniel as he brought the cup of coffee to his lips and drank a long 

swig. 

After a couple of moments silence, Samuel shook his head. "It still doesn't matter, man. You 

were cleared. It was a fucking accident. It could have been us instead of them, just one of those 

things. The risks we all live with." 

"I set that tag on the drone myself," he whispered. "Or I thought I did. So if something went 

wrong then yeah, it's my fucking fault and no bunch of paper pushers can make that go away." 

"Quit being a fucking martyr. Those bastards wanted to hang you and there was not a fucking 

shred of evidence, nothing that pointed to anything other than a technical malfunction. If they 

couldn't find anything, why the fuck can't you let this one go?" 

"Because a man died," he shouted in a whisper. "A good soldier." 

Samuel nodded as he took another drink of his own coffee. "He was that," he smiled. 

Daniel turned and placed his palms flat against the hood of his car. "It's been hard enough these 

past seven years. You don't know how many times I've replayed that whole thing, tried to figure 

out what I did wrong."  

He paused, "But now? Fuck, it's eating me alive. Knowing that if it weren't for my mistake, he 

would have finished that last tour, gone home to some fucking cushy desk job for a couple more 

years and then retired with her to that fucking house in sunny Spain." 

Samuel put his hand on Daniel's shoulder, "You did your job and he did his. It was a fucking 

accident. One of those things. Something we all have to live with. You aren't god, buddy. You're 

going to have to give this one up sometime or it will eat your lunch." 

Daniel shook his head, "But can you at least see, how impossible it makes everything?" 

Samuel shook his head, "No, not really. You think he would blame you? Think David would have 

rather she married that snooty, pansy professor she was engaged to? He was my friend, not 

yours. And, I fucking promise you, he would have chosen you hands down." 

Daniel chuckled, not that it surprised him that his friend knew things about his wife that he had 

just discovered, but at the frankness that had always been the man. "How the fuck did she get 

messed up with a guy like that anyway?"  
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He wanted desperately to grasp the absolution that his friend offered. Samuel was right, he knew 

the other man far better than Daniel had. But the guilt he had lived with for so long had grown 

bigger still over the past couple of weeks. His eyes darkened and he quieted. "But if she knew," 

the whispered words hung in the cool air. 

"If she knew what? You think it would change things? You think she'd blame you?" Samuel 

voiced his deepest fears. Daniel heard the words that had echoed off the walls of his own mind 

for days. Spoken aloud, they sounded so much worse. He could not force his mouth to respond 

so he simply nodded. 

"Then you are a hell of a fool. That girl knows the score. She knows the risks he took. Fuck, the 

risks you're taking. And she lives with them. More than likely she'd want to kick his ass for 

needing one more adrenaline fix before he retired."  

His friend slapped him on the shoulder, "The only thing you ought to be worried about is making 

damned sure she doesn't live through that nightmare again. You thought about that one, smart 

ass? Losing one man you love is bad enough. How would she feel if you didn't come home? You 

really want to take that risk without telling her how you feel?" Samuel chuckled, "That, he'd kick 

your ass for." 

Daniel shook his head in denial. "Fat lot you know. You've been too fucking happily married it 

makes everyone sick for too god damned long to understand," Daniel teased. 

Samuel laughed, "And that, my friend, is why you should listen to this old man. Like I said good 

loving and the occasional sweet talking and life is good." 

The uproarious laughter behind him drew their attention, "Don't be buyin', his shit. I's the reason 

this marriage works. Puttin' up with his sorry ass," Simone purred as she wrapped her arms about 

her husband's waist.  

When she stared at him, Daniel's heart stuttered in his chest at her words, "I told you once, 

Danny me boy, de stars being shinin' on you. Why you still be questionin' tings you should just 

be grateful for?" 

"Just don't send any 'lucky' charms this time, Simone," he smiled.  

"Hey, they kept the mosquitoes away better than any bug spray," chuckled Samuel.  

"I better go check on my wife. See if she needs any help," Daniel made his excuses as he looked 

with envy at the open and genuine love between his best friends. What he would not give for that 

with her? "You two stay out of trouble." 

Simone grinned and rubbed against her husband. "But trouble is what makes life fun. You run 

along now and check on your wife. Last I saw her, she was heading to the bathroom again. Said 
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the smell of the bacon was bothering her." She winked at her husband, "That food poisoning is 

sure hanging on. Makes you wonder, don't it?" 

Daniel frowned, "I tried to get her to see the doctor when we were at the hospital with Jess. Will 

you promise me you'll make her go if she isn't better in a couple more days, Simone?" 

"Trisha and I been tryin' too, suga. I think you ain't the only one in dis marriage that don't want to 

face de truth sometimes." 

"What are you talking about?" 

"Aw, come on, smart ass," Samuel chuckled. "You'll figure it out, buddy." He brushed a kiss 

across his wife's lips as Daniel walked away confused. 

*** 

Jill was feeling better. Her trip to the bathroom and the cold water had done its job. She watched 

the people milling about the yard. The atmosphere might be jovial on the surface, but it was not 

the same as their reception had been. That air of concern and worry were already cracking 

through the veneer.  

She frowned when she noticed Travis helping T.J. up the slide. She looked around for Trisha, but 

did not see her friend. She had not seen her at all this morning. She crossed the yard and picked 

the little boy up as he squealed at the bottom of the slide. 

"Hey, Trav, have you seen Trisha?" she asked. 

The man looked down as he reached out for his son, "She isn't coming." 

Jill frowned, "Why not?" 

"Said she isn't feeling well," he replied as he took the boy in his arms, hugging him tightly.  

She nodded, "I see. And it has nothing to do with the affair she had with Dodd?" she whispered. 

Trav looked up at her. His eyes glinted with anger but then he shook his head, "Why am I not 

surprised?" 

She smiled softly and brushed a lock of bright red hair out of T.J.'s eyes. "I understand how you 

feel, Travis. Far better than you know. Take a walk with me, please." 

"No offense, ma'am, but I really don't see how you can understand. So if you don't mind, I'd like 

to just spend what time I have left with my boy." 
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"You're right, I might not understand the specifics. But I know it feels like someone stabbed you 

with a knife. Like you don't know how you can go on. Like your world and everything you 

thought you knew were gone. Just suddenly gone, vanished in the blink of an eye," she said in a 

low voice. 

"Ma'am, pardon me, but how do you know that shit?" 

She chuckled softly, "Don't worry, Trav. It isn't what you think. I know I have Daniel's loyalty," if 

not his love, she thought with a frown. "But everyone keeps forgetting, I was married before. So 

now that I have your attention, would you like to take that walk, perhaps listen to what I have to 

say?" 

The man frowned before he nodded slowly, "Yes, Ma'am, I guess so." 

She led the man, still carrying his son out through the side gate. She smiled and waved as she 

watched Simone and Samuel slink away down the street towards their house.  

"Can I count on the two of you?" he asked as he too waved at the couple. "Will you keep an eye 

on Trisha for me?" 

Jill nodded, "But not for the reason, you're asking, Trav. Your wife made a mistake. A bad one. 

But she's paying, she's hurting too. And you aren't helping." 

"Ma'am, I appreciate you watching over my wife, but I don't really think you have the right to 

tell me what I should or should not do." 

She nodded, "You're right, Travis. No one has the right to tell you what to do. But let me tell you 

what I did when it happened to me." She smiled at the shocked look on his face.  

"My husband, David, and I had been married about seven years. That itch everyone warns you 

about, I suppose. I guess it was worse because we had four young boys under the age of five and 

had barely had any time as a couple. Royal Marines deploy for a hell of a lot longer than you 

guys do," she tried to lighten the mood. "Anyway, I was cleaning in his study one day and when I 

dusted the keyboard of the computer the screen lit up," she sighed heavily. 

"Ma'am, you don't have to talk about it, if you don't want." 

"Thanks, Trav, but it was a long time ago. Just goes to show though that no matter how long or 

what happens it's something that's still going to be there. You just learn to live with it," she stared 

at him, "Or you don't. But one thing I learned you can't have it both ways."  

She pinned the man with a stare as she continued, "Anyway, it was an open chat. My husband 

and some woman called sub-Girl. What I read that morning shocked the shit out of me. It was 

way beyond my comfort zone," she watched him fidget and chuckled. 
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"Yeah, like that. Anyway, here I was twenty-five years old, living in a foreign country, with four 

small sons and no real family, not even back home. I had no idea what the fuck I was going to 

do. What I even could do. I felt trapped and hurt and so fucking alone." She fought back the 

tears, until she realized she was losing the battle and wiped them with the back of her hand. 

"I moped about the house for days. I cried every time I was alone. And I fumed about how unfair 

it was. Basically, I pitched one hell of a pity party for myself. And things got worse. He spent 

more time in his study and I spent more time alone with the boys. I would go to sleep each night 

alone in our bed, knowing what he was doing downstairs." 

"So what happened?" he asked. "Did you get a divorce?" 

She shook her head, "No, we had a dozen more glorious years, better than we had before. And I 

would not trade that time for anything in this world." She smiled softly, "Well, almost anything." 

The man frowned, "But how?" 

"Forgiveness and more than a bit of fighting fire with fire." 

"I don't understand, ma'am. Fighting fire with fire?" 

She laughed, "I decided if my husband wanted a kinky affair with a sub-girl then I'd give him 

one." She chuckled as his brows arched and his eyes went wide. "That's right. I created a profile 

on that same site and started seducing my husband. It took me far longer than I thought to 

convince him to meet face-to-face, but imagine his shock when he discovered that his sexy little 

submissive was the wife he had been taking for granted all this time." 

She paused as her words sunk into the man. "I know that our story is different. You may even 

think it isn't the same, that what David did on the internet wasn't cheating. But let me tell you, it 

sure as hell felt like it." 

She studied him for a moment, realizing how little she knew about this man, who was her 

friend's husband. "Trav, you need to make a decision, just like I did. I know how hard that is. 

Like you, I did it for my sons. I didn't want them growing up without their father, well anymore 

than the fucking Marines took him, anyway. I didn't want to hurt them with a bitter divorce.”  

“So I decided to forgive him, to find a way to make it work. And we did. Like I said things were 

actually better than before. If you're going to stay in this marriage, even for T.J.'s sake, then you 

have to find that way too, Trav. You have to forgive Trisha. And quit punishing you both." 

He dropped his head, "I'm not sure I can, ma'am." 

"Then you have some hard decisions to make, Trav, because a marriage can't survive without 

balance. One person cannot spend their life loving another, giving everything to try and make it 
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work the way I think your wife has these past few months, while the other person pushes them 

away, denies that love. It won't work. It can't. So, how about I take T.J. back inside to play with 

Brit and Ash while you go have a talk with your wife. See if you can't find that way before it's 

too late." 

He was silent for so long that Jill feared he would just turn and walk away, ignoring her words. 

Finally, he passed his son to her arms. "I'll be back, little man," he said as he brushed a kiss 

across his son's forehead.  

"Hopefully, with your mama," Jill smiled. "Tell her otherwise, Simone and I are coming looking 

for her ass. And trust me, you guys aren't the only ones that know a thing or two about search 

and rescue." 

He saluted her as he turned to leave, "Yes, ma'am. If you don't mind me saying so, we're all 

damned glad you came." 

Jill hugged the little boy as tears slipped over the rim of her eyes once more, "I'm glad I did too, 

Trav. Now go, get your wife. There should be a law against two stubborn red-heads getting 

married. Poor kid doesn't stand a chance." 

*** 

Daniel stepped back from the gate, closing it quietly as his wife turned back towards the yard 

carrying the little boy. Things were moving too fast again. The world spinning and rotating on its 

axis too quickly. It seemed it had, ever since she stepped off that fucking plane. Waving her arms 

with that smile that could draw you back from the darkest night, light the path and lead you 

home, nothing and everything made sense. 

He had spent so much time living with the ghosts, seeing the other man as human and fallible 

was new. But his wife's other words rang in his ears, she would not trade that time for anything. 

It only solidified his deepest fears. How would she feel if she knew the truth? Knew his role in 

destroying her world? No matter what Samuel might say, he doubted his wife's sense of duty 

would extend that far. No, if she knew the truth, those sweet words of love that his soul craved 

like a man's last breath would turn quickly to hatred and anger.  

And in the coming weeks, that was what he needed to deal with it. How to wrap it all up neatly, 

hide it in the deepest corners of his mind and learn to live and love with this amazing woman 

who was a gift he would never deserve. Because that was the only option.  

He smiled as she bumped into him, cooing and holding the little boy. His hands gripped her 

upper arms and kept her upright. "We really do have to stop bumping into one another like this, 

Missus Monroe," he teased as he bent to kiss her softly.  
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He felt her stiffen in his arms, feared for a moment that she would pull away. But with a weak 

smile and a slow shake of her head, she wrapped her free arm about his neck and giggled, "Oh 

yes, commander, I can think of lots more interesting ways of bumping into you," she teased. 

He relaxed a bit at her words, enjoyed the feel of holding her in his arms. "You or Mistress J?" he 

whispered against her ear. Even with his unit and their families around, he found it difficult to 

control the intense need he felt at the very mention of her. 

"Both of us." She drew back out of his embrace and bent down, putting the little boy on the 

ground and pointing to where Brit and Ash were tottering towards their playhouse. "Go on, give 

those two some of your red-headed willfulness, my little hellion." 

Daniel chuckled as he held out his hand to her, "Don't think my girls can't stand their own, 

sweetheart? Those two beat the crap out of your little hellion the other day." 

"Two on one. They should save those games until they're a bit bigger," she teased. His frown at 

her words was greeted with soft laughter as she took his hand and stood up, "Oh, my sweet little 

farm boy." Her face went white and she stumbled a bit.  

His arm wrapped about her waist steadying her. "Woe, sweetie, are you all right?" 

She nodded, "Yeah, I just stood up too fast, I guess."  

He frowned. "Maybe I should," he began until her finger once again stilled his words. 

"Shut up and kiss your wife?" she teased again. 

He shook his head, "You've already won one battle this morning with that one, Missus Monroe. 

Don't try it again. You should go lay down for a bit. I kept you up most of the night, then you've 

spent all morning cooking. And you're still sick with that damned food poisoning. I'll entertain 

our guests while you rest." 

She shook her head almost violently, "No, I don't want..." She paused and looked at the ground.  

He drew her closer, "Don't want to miss a moment?" he breathed against her ear. "The feeling is 

mutual." 

He felt her relax against him, wanted to lift his hand and wave it all away, be alone with her once 

more. But he could not. Duty was closing in on him. He wanted to push it back but he knew he 

could not. He needed to focus, to compartmentalize. His life depended on it. The lives of his men 

depended on it. But, for this one moment, he would live in the present and simply hold onto his 

wife. "Promise me you will see the doctor if this doesn't get better soon," he asked.  
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"Stop worrying about me, Daniel. I'll be fine. The girls will be fine. You focus on doing what you 

need to and coming home to us. That's all that matters." 

He laughed, "More orders?" 

"The most important ones, commander," she whispered as her arms wrapped about his waist and 

squeezed tightly. She rested her head on his shoulder, "Just come home to me. That's all I ask, 

Daniel." 

His throat tightened as he nodded. Would she ask the same if she knew, he wondered. 

*** 

Jill washed another plate as she stared out the kitchen window. Only a handful of people still 

remained, milling about in their backyard. Daniel, Samuel and Travis were huddled in a corner 

near the gate. She could see from the serious look on their faces that it was all business already. 

"How you feeling, suga?" purred the soft Texas twang behind her.  

Turning slowly this time, she smiled at her friend. "Better, now that you're here." She held out 

her soapy hands for the pile of dishes in Trisha's. "How are things?" 

The woman shrugged, "I don't know. I honestly don't know, Jill." She watched as huge tears 

spilled from the woman's eyes. "He says he wants to make this work for T.J., but what's the 

point? If he can't forgive me? If we can never move past it?" 

Jill nodded her head. "I know, sweetie. But these things can take some time. What you did hurt 

him pretty damned bad. And who you did it with only makes it worse." Jill shivered, "Okay, I 

just have to ask. What the fuck were you thinking? Clay Dodd? That man gives me the creeps." 

Rich laughter rang behind them, "Yeah gurly. With your pretty face and hot body, why fuck a 

weasel like that one?" asked Simone. 

Trisha chuckled and shook her head, "I've been asking myself the same fucking question for 

months. I don't know I guess the attention was nice. I mean it all started out with him stopping by 

occasionally to talk about the Storm Breakers' offer. Then he suggested dinner one night, said I 

could use a night out on the town and that it would all be a tax write-off for him." 

Simone looked at the floor, "Was that the night I watched T.J.?" she whispered. Jill reached out 

and wrapped her arm about her friend, understanding the other woman's guilt at her part in it all.  

Trisha's eyes filled with tears as she nodded, "I'm sorry, Simone, but, honestly, I never meant for 

anything to happen. I'm still not sure how it did. He took me to a nice place by the ocean and like 
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he said, most of dinner was talking about getting Trav to quit the Navy and come to work for his 

daddy.”  

“Then when we left the restaurant, he said he had forgotten to bring some paperwork about the 

benefit package. He said it was back at his place, said it was just around the corner. So I thought 

nothing of stopping by there to pick up it all up. But when we got there," the woman dropped her 

head into her hands, sobs shaking her body.  

"I swear it was only that once. And I still don't know how it happened. One minute I was 

standing on the deck watching the waves and drinking wine and the next I'm naked in his bed. 

Oh god, I hate myself," she cried. "How stupid can I be? It wasn't like it was anything special. 

He just kept bragging how I wasn't the only wife that needed a little attention when the guys 

were away." 

"Well, don't be looking at me, gurly. I'd break the little bastard," Simone giggled nervously as the 

three of them hugged by the sink. 

Jill blushed. She was beginning to have suspicions of who else might have graced the man's bed, 

but now was not the time to dwell on those things. "Have you tried to tell him any of this? Tell 

him how you feel?" 

Trisha grabbed a dish cloth from the counter and passed it over her face as she nodded. "Yeah, 

but not sure it helps. Nothing seems to." 

Jill squeezed her friend's shoulder, "How about telling him that you still love him? Tried that 

one?" 

Red hair swung about her face as she shook her head violently, "No. And I'm not going to. What 

would be the point? Grovel and humiliate myself when it's pretty damned clear he doesn't feel 

the same?" 

Jill swallowed past the pain, the woman's word cutting a little too close to home. She was 

thankful when it was Simone that spoke up. 

"Gurlfriend, let me ask you something? If you had to walk a mile in Chloe's shoes, if that boy 

didn't come back this time? Would your pride matter a hill of beans? Or would you rather have 

given him the ultimate gift…your love, no strings attached." 

Jill fought the tightness in her chest as another round of nausea assailed her. 'Your love, no 

strings attached,' echoed in her mind as she realized how many of those strings she had put on 

her declaration that morning. It was not just Trisha that had some thinking to do it seemed as she 

turned back to the sink. "Well, unless you two are helping with the dishes, I suggest you go find 

your husbands and kids." 
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Simone shook her head, "No way, sweet cheeks. You ain't getting off that easy either. Those 

dishes will wait. You're coming with us," she smiled grabbing both their hands and dragging 

them towards the back door.  

*** 

Daniel barely registered anything that the two men were discussing. He knew that he should be 

the one leading the discussion, but his heart simply was not in it. No, his heart was decidedly 

somewhere else. He looked up just in time to see Simone come through the back door, laughing 

and giggling, pulling Jill and Trisha behind her.  

Even though she was too pale and dark circles showed beneath those green eyes, his wife had 

never looked more beautiful. He stared at her, trying to memorize every line of her face, every 

curve of her ripe body. He had spent most of last night doing the same, tracing and mapping it all 

with his hands and lips. But it was not enough. He feared it never would be. He sighed and 

smiled weakly as Simone led her little group towards them.  

"All right, you big baddies, you have plenty of time for de he-man shit later. Right now, us 

gurlies need your atten-shun," Simone said as she slung Trisha into her husband's lap. Trav 

frowned and went to pull back, but then reluctantly wrapped his arms about Trisha's waist. 

Samuel laughed and shook his head as his wife repeated the process, slinging Jill into Daniel's 

lap. "What you up to, girly mine?" he teased. His wife sashayed up to him and swung her round 

bottom in his face until he reached out and wrapped his arms about her waist, drawing her into 

his lap with a giggle.  

"Just think you boys need a reminder of what you're fighting for, that's all," she said with a wink 

as she wrapped her arms about his neck and drew him down for a lingering kiss. 

Daniel shifted uncomfortably on the hard plastic chair. The feel of his wife's round bottom 

combined with their friends' intimacy had him half hard in a heartbeat. He leaned his head into 

her hair and nuzzled against her. His wife turned to face him, wrapping her arms about his neck.  

"Can't argue with a wise woman, can you, commander?" she teased as she lowered her head to 

brush a soft kiss against his lips. 

"Gees, could you people get a room?" boomed Trav. 

Simone looked up and pinned him with one of her stares. "Fool," was all she said as she turned 

back to her husband with a smile. "Now where were we?" 

Samuel laced his fingers through her long braids and drew her back down for another kiss, "Just 

about here, my little witch." 
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"Aw, fuck it," Trav whispered as he looked up at his wife. Daniel smiled as he watched the silent 

interplay. Trisha was the first to move, drawing her husband towards her.  

He turned to his own little distraction, "I'm going to miss you." It was not the admission he 

wanted to make, but given the circumstances, it was more of one than he had any right to make. 

Jill smiled at him as she toyed with her lower lip, biting it the way he longed to. He knew it 

meant she was thinking. Funny, how much he had come to learn of this woman over such a short 

time. But he knew it was not enough. If he had a thousand years, it would never be enough. 

But he did not. He had one lifetime and that could be shorter than either of them wanted to 

admit. His throat tightened as his hand caressed her lower back, just beneath the heated cotton of 

her dress lay a reminder of how impossibly short that time might be…and all the reasons he had 

no right to her.  

None of it mattered though, because his wife felt too damned perfect in his arms for him to ever 

let her go. Closing his eyes, he said a silent prayer asking forgiveness before he sought the sweet 

taste of love once more on her lips. When she moaned softly as his teeth bit at her lower lip, he 

took it as a sign from the heavens and swept inside the deepest recesses of her mouth. His tongue 

waging battle with hers, demanding surrender, total and complete. 

"Yuck, you old people are disgusting," whined a petulant voice.  

Daniel reluctantly broke the kiss and looked up at his pre-teen daughter. He offered her a half-

apologetic smile, but she just shook her head. 

Althea, who stood just behind Jess, just giggled. "Get used to it, girlfriend. I've been putting up 

with those two for almost thirteen years," she nodded towards her parents. 

"Like we don't put up with you too, missy," huffed Simone with a wink at her daughter before 

she opened her arms. "I think you're just jealous. Don't worry, you're still daddy's favorite little 

girl. But mommy is his favorite big girl." 

Samuel chuckled as he shifted in the chair with the added weight of their daughter. "Big girl is 

right," he said as he slapped his wife's bottom. 

"Oh yeah, baby, just more of me for the loving, old man." 

"How do you put up with it?" asked Jess with a frown. 

Althea looked at her parents with a smile. "I don't know. You get used to it, I guess. Actually, it's 

kind of nice sometimes. Better than those stupid romance novels you like to read all the time." 

Daniel raised his eyebrows, "What novels is she talking about, Jessica?" 
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Jill softly nudged him in the ribs and he looked up into those green eyes as she shook her head. 

"We'll talk about this later, young lady," he said.  

Turning to his friends, "Hate to rush you guys off, but I'll be seeing enough of your ugly faces 

soon enough. So, if you don't mind, I'll spend these last couple of hours with my girls," he 

nuzzled the side of his wife's face and whispered, "All of them." 

Samuel nodded and pushed his wife and daughter up. "That's the smartest thing I've heard out of 

your mouth in weeks, buddy." 

Trisha blushed and stood up, "Well, girlfriends. See you tomorrow?"  

Simone wrapped her arms about her husband's waist and nodded. "You remember what I said." 

The redhead nodded and snuck a glance at her husband, "I'll think about it." 

Simone shook her head as the younger woman scurried away to pick up her son, who was once 

more being bested by the tiny twin terrors. 

"Aw, man, I told you, it ain't fair. Two against one," moaned Travis. 

Jill chuckled, "Yeah, like any man would complain about those odds." The guys' mouths fell 

open as Jill and Simone laughed. 

*** 

Jill finished washing the last plate and put it in the dishwasher. Her hand trembled as she closed 

the door and pushed the start button. She stared out the kitchen window as the soft whir of the 

machine ricocheted around the empty room.  

"Britney and Ashley are down for their afternoon nap," his deep voice washed over her like the 

incoming tide. She merely nodded past the lump in her throat. She felt his arms wrap about her 

waist and leaned back against him. His other hand ran slowly up and down her arms. 

"I said good-bye to Bel, but it might not be a bad idea if you spent some time with her later. 

Maybe let her sleep in the bed with you." His voice broke as he added, "She asked if I was going 

away forever the way her mother had. I guess she was so young the last time I deployed that it 

doesn't make sense to her." 

Jill fought back tears and squeezed his hand where it rested on her upper arm. "I'll talk to her. 

When they are this age, time does not mean much. But I'll try to help her understand." 

He brushed a kiss on the juncture of her neck and shoulders, what had become a favorite spot 

since that first afternoon they made love. "Of course, Jess is acting like it's no big deal, but keep 

an eye on her anyway." 
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She nodded. "I know D.J. was always the same way, like it didn't matter. But when his dad," her 

voice failed. She felt his arms wrap tighter about her, squeezing her tenderly. "Yeah, I'll see what 

I can do, if she'll let me." 

"I'll speak to Simone as well, ask her to see if she can talk to her." 

Jill swallowed the foul tasting bile as another round of nausea hit her. She squared her shoulders, 

refusing to give into it, worry, or self-pity. She plastered a smile on her face and turned in his 

arms. "Do you always fuss like an old woman when you leave, commander?" 

His laughter zinged down her spine to curl in the pit of her stomach, churning with everything 

else. "I do," his fingers brushed hair back from her face and sent shockwaves of need to her tight 

nipples and lower still. "But I know you will handle it all, Missus Monroe," he smiled.  

She nodded as she looked down, "That's the arrangement, commander. What this is all about," 

she whispered as she fought to hold back the flood that threatened to break the carefully fortified 

banks of her heart and mind. 

He sighed and caressed her shoulders. "Jill, this is about so much more than some stupid 

arrangement that you brokered with my mom and Simone. I think we both have known that for a 

long time, sweetheart." He drew her closer to him and pressed a tender kiss to the top of her 

head. When words failed her, she nodded slowly.  

She tried to turn away, but his fingers under her chin lifted her eyes to his. "I'm sorry. I know I 

hurt you this morning and I had no fucking right to be so god damned selfish. You're fucking 

amazing and you take my breath away sometimes. From the moment you stepped off that 

damned plane, nothing has been the same. The girls, the other wives and yes, me, we all need 

you, sweetheart. You deserve so much more than this."  

She held her breath as his fingers brushed softly across her bottom lip. "But I need some time to 

think. There are so many things I can't even tell you."  

He was quiet as he stared up at the ceiling and held her for moments that felt like an eternity. 

"Just know one thing, Missus Monroe, this old sailor knows that you are so much more than I 

will ever deserve." 

Jill released the breath that she was not even aware she had been holding. Since their girl talk, 

her mind had been warring with Simone's words. Her friend might have meant them for Trisha 

but she knew their wisdom applied equally to her own situation. And while Daniel's speech was 

not the words she had hoped for, she felt the hurt and insecurity with each word he had forced 

out. Pain that she knew she held the power to soothe. 
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She stood on tiptoes and brushed a soft kiss across his lips. "One thing you don't need to think 

about, commander, is the fact that your daughters and I love you very much. We'll be waiting 

when you get back. So, go do what you need to and come home." 

Daniel nodded and deepened the kiss. Jill wrapped her arms about his shoulders and did all that 

she could to show him the truth in her words. They were both breathless when she drew back 

long moments later. "You better go or you'll be late. I don't think another romp in our bed is 

sufficient explanation for tardiness. That would be setting a bad example for your men, 

commander." 

She smiled at the lightness of his laughter. "I don't know, I think that might be the best example 

of all, Missus Monroe." 

She swatted at his arm as she pushed him away. "Naughty boy." 

He winked, "So, does that mean Mistress J has some new kinky punishment awaiting my 

return?" 

"Damn straight, she will if you don't get that cute ass moving." 

"You think my ass is cute?" 

"You're fishing again, commander," she teased lightly. 

"It's one of the things SEALs do best, ma'am," he winked. "You were too sick to eat any, but I 

did quite well catching our dinner if you remember." 

She nodded, "I do and next time I'll make sure not to have food poisoning on you." 

She knew that she should push him out the door, but she was as reluctant as it appeared he was to 

say their final good-byes. She enjoyed the gentle teasing that seemed so natural with them. She 

wanted to hold on to it, to him for just a moment longer.  

Looking up into those blue depths, her heart froze in mid-beat. Her fingers brushed gently across 

the tiny lines that furrowed his brow. "I love you, Daniel," she whispered as she forced herself to 

turn and walk from the kitchen, down the hallway that seemed so long that morning. Forced 

herself to not turn and run back into his arms.  

*** 

Daniel stood frozen in the kitchen as he watched her soft bottom sway as she walked away. He 

knew he needed to get going, but everything inside him screamed at him to throw caution to the 

wind. To chase after his wife, spin her in his arms and kiss her until they were both silly. To spill 

every single word of his love. 
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But he did not. Now was not the time. And he was right earlier. Until he had gotten some things 

straight in his own mind, he had no right to tell her any of it. So, he let her go and watched as she 

knocked softly at Bel's door before slipping inside. Just like she had slipped so quietly into his 

heart. 

"Fuck. You're getting too old for this shit, man," he cursed as he headed out to the utility room 

just off the kitchen. Grabbing the duffle bag he had stowed there, he forced himself to open the 

back door, but he could not stop himself from turning for one final look at the house that she had 

made into a home.  

"Home, damn straight, I'm coming home to you and the girls, Missus Monroe," he whispered. He 

chuckled, "Mistress J and I have some unfinished business too." 

Samuel and Travis were waiting by the car when he pushed the gate open. "About damned time, 

man. Had to make sure the little lady had something to remember you by?" teased his best friend. 

Daniel laughed, "Do you ever think about anything else?" 

"Does any man?" Samuel replied as Daniel opened the back of the SUV and threw their bags 

inside.  

"Sane ones," replied Travis. "You two might have forgotten, but we have a little thing called a 

mission. A job that this country is counting on us to do. So, can you two pussy whipped bastards 

get it in gear?" 

Samuel and Daniel exchanged stares as he threw his bag in with the others. Threw it a bit too 

forcefully.  

"Everything all right, Trav?" Daniel asked. 

"Yeah, just peachy keen, commander." 

"You sure about that?" Samuel replied. 

"Other than the red fucking Ferrari that was parked outside my house when we got back this 

afternoon. Yeah. Yeah, everything is just fine." 

Daniel nodded. "There aren't many of those around these parts are there." 

"No, no, there aren't. So, if you two don't mind, I'd just as soon get out of here and leave the 

Missus to her thing." 

"Trav, you don't know it was Clay and even if it was, you don't know what he was doing there," 

offered Samuel. 
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"Come on, man, quit being so naïve. If I hadn't gone back to get Trisha the way Jill suggested, 

my wife would not have even had the decency to wait until I left this time. As it was, the damned 

thing was circling the block when we got back. Like the fucking vulture, he is.”  

“Well, as far as I'm concerned, the son of a bitch can have her. As soon as I get back, I'm filing 

for divorce, but if that lying, cheating bitch thinks she's getting my son, she has another think 

coming," the man's face got redder and redder with each word until his skin was as dark as his 

hair and molten with anger. 

Daniel sighed, "Trav, I know how you feel. Trust me, I really get it. And maybe you are right. 

But I have to ask, man, are you sure you can manage this? Hell, you know, I won't blame you.  

There's no shame in taking some time off to take care of business at home. If I'm honest, maybe I 

should have done the same. Maybe Rachel would be alive today." 

The man shook his head. "No man, I need out of here. I need to fucking kill something. And it'll 

be a far sight better if it is some self-righteous zealot than that slimy two-faced prick and my 

loving wife," he said sarcastically. 

Daniel and Samuel exchanged glances again as he closed the back of the SUV. He felt the weight 

of command as he pondered the decision. But in the end, he gave into Travis's reasoning. "Keep 

your head out there, man. Don't fucking make me regret this decision," he said as he slapped the 

man on his shoulder. Travis nodded and muttered his thanks as he climbed into the back seat.  

Daniel shook his head as he opened his own door, "I have enough fucking regrets as it is," he 

whispered under his breath. 
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Chapter Eleven 

Simone's Mississippi Mud Special 

2 cups of sugar 

1/2 teaspoon salt 

2 cups all-purpose flour 

1 stick unsalted butter 

1/2 cup vegetable oil 

1/2 cup cocoa 

1/4 cup water 

2 eggs 

1 teaspoon baking soda 

1/2 cup buttermilk 

2 teaspoons vanilla extract 

1 bag miniature marshmallows 

1 cup glazed cherries, chopped 

1 small bag of chocolate chips 

Icing: 

1 stick unsalted butter 

3 tablespoons cocoa 

6 tablespoons milk 

1 pound confectioners' sugar 

1 cup chopped pecans, walnuts or almonds 

1 teaspoon vanilla extract 

Preheat the oven to 350 degrees F. Grease and flour a 13 by 9-inch baking pan. Combine the 

sugar, salt, and flour in a large mixing bowl. Bring the butter, oil, cocoa, and 1/4 cup water to a 
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boil in a saucepan. Add to the flour mixture. Beat together the eggs, baking soda, buttermilk, and 

vanilla. Add to the chocolate mixture, mix well, and pour into the prepared pan. Bake for 25 

minutes at 350 degrees. 

While the cake is baking, make the icing by melting the butter in the cocoa and milk over low 

heat. Bring the mixture to a boil, then remove from the heat. Stir in the confectioners' sugar. 

Slowly mix in the nuts and the vanilla. Allow the cake to cool before covering it with miniature 

marshmallows, chocolate chips, and cherries. Pour the warm icing over the cake and the 

marshmallows. Cool the cake before serving. 

Jill smiled weakly and waved as the school bus pulled off from the curb. Exhaustion and 

something else ate at her insides. She promised herself that she would take a nap when Britney 

and Ashley had theirs. She shook her head. This should have been easy. Old Hat. Instead, it was 

eating her lunch, she thought. Three days. How the hell was she going to take three months, 

maybe more? 

"Are you sure you're all right? Why don't I take the babies for the day? You can rest and call the 

damned doctor to make an appointment," Simone insisted. 

"No, really, I'm fine." 

Simone’s braids danced as she shook her head, "No, no, you ain't, gurlfriend." 

Something occurred to her, "Gurlfriend? Simone, when was the last time you saw Trisha?" 

"At your house on Monday morning, I think." 

"I left a message on her voice mail yesterday morning, but I still haven't heard back from her." 

Simone's frown deepened, "I've left three. I think it's time we had us a little intervention, 

gurlfriend." 

"Intervention?"  

"Yeah, a fancy word for ganging up on the poor girl." 

Instead of turning back towards their houses, they walked ahead in silence. It was only a short 

walk. Most of the homes in their neighborhood looked almost identical. There were no numbers 

painted on the curb or the front doors. Most of the people in this ordinary-looking subdivision 

were military, and those were just the most basic of security measures.  

Simone pounded loudly on the door. When their friend did not answer immediately, Jill rang both 

the home phone and Trisha's cell. "No answer." She jostled the double stroller trying to quiet the 

girls. 
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"Her car is in the driveway. Trav's truck, too," Simone noted. 

Jill fought back that uneasy feeling once more. She hated it, but it was becoming a way too 

common occurrence. 

"You stay here with the babies. I'm going around back to look around," Simone pushed past her.  

Jill hummed softly to the girls as she waited. She tried to keep the worst of the worry at bay. She 

knew the babies would pick up on her emotions, and she did not want them upset unnecessarily. 

But when the front door swung open, it was Simone that stood in the doorway, not Trisha. Her 

eyes filled with unshed tears. "Simone, oh god, what is it?" 

"I need you. Turn on the TV and leave the girls in the living room. Then come to the nursery." 

Bile rose in Jill's throat, "Nursery, oh god, something's wrong with T.J.?" 

"No, I don't think so, but she won't let me get close enough to find out." 

"What?" Jill squeezed the stroller through the front door. But Simone had already gone, 

disappeared back down the hallway towards the sounds of uncontrolled crying. Jill could 

recognize the baby's, but the screams and sobs of a woman practically drowned them out. 

She turned on the large screen television. She did not need to search for the remote as the lilting 

voice of Elmo boomed out of the speakers hidden in the wall next to it. It was a good thing, too. 

Looking around the room, Jill thought that the proverbial tornado had hit it. It was not just the 

toys and clean laundry that were thrown about it, but the couch was shoved at an odd angle, and 

the end table had been turned over.  

The lamp that usually sat on it was broken into pieces on the floor. Her first thought was to pick 

up those pieces; they were sharp and dangerous. But the wailing down the hall seemed to be 

growing louder with each nano-second. With the girls strapped in their buggy, they should not be 

able to reach it. "Well, at least not in the couple of minutes it takes me to check on things with 

Simone."  

As she padded down the hall, the sounds grew louder and louder. She could not make out any 

words, just the heart-rending pleas of a wounded animal. When she pushed open the door to the 

nursery, her mouth fell open. Only the faint light from a small crack in the Handy Manny 

curtains illuminated the room. But what she could see horrified her.  

Dirty diapers were strewn about the room. Bottles too, empty ones, half-full ones, and there were 

half a dozen more full ones lined up on the dresser, next to jars of baby food and an open box of 

animal crackers. The carpet was a landmine of toys everywhere. Each step must be carefully 

negotiated to keep from stubbing a toe or tripping. 
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But by far, the worst was the woman if she could be called that, sitting in the rocking chair 

squeezing the toddler and screaming. It was not just the shrill sounds emanating from her mouth 

that made Jill think of the mythological Celtic creature, a shrew. The being was pale beyond 

words, well except for the dozens of dark patches that marred most of her body.  

Bruises were everywhere that she could see, around the torn nightgown that hung limply from 

one purplish shoulder. Jill thought she could even see the faint circle of teeth prints on the swell 

of that breast. "Oh god, what happened to her?" 

Simone’s eyes pleaded with Jill for help. "That's not important right now. We need to get them 

help. I called nine-one-one, and they're sending an ambulance and the police. But we need to get 

her to let go of the boy before they get here."  

"Never. I have to protect him. He's coming back. He said he would. And next time he's going to 

take T.J. He said so," screamed the creature as she rocked the crying baby back and forth faster 

and faster. 

Jill picked her way through the toys towards her friend. She had to fight back nausea when she 

got close. The smell of human waste was almost overpowering. She put her hand across her nose 

and breathed through her mouth. Tangled layers of red hair formed a half-mask across the 

creature's face. But even through it, Jill could see the blank stare of a madwoman beneath the 

swollen blue tissue surrounding her eyes.  

She knelt on the floor by the rocker. She reached out to touch her friend's knee, but the thing 

jerked back so suddenly that it almost toppled the rocker. Jill drew her hand back slowly and 

looked up at Simone. She shook her head as she began to sing softly the same lullaby that she did 

with the babies.  

"Shh, Trisha, it's all right, sweetie. No one's here but me and Simone. No one's going to hurt you. 

I promise," she crooned as the song came to an end. 

The woman shook her head, violently, "No, no, you're wrong. He said he would be back. Said he 

was always watching me. Said he would know if," she broke down in tears once more as she 

clutched her son even closer. The boy let out another cry and tried to squirm away. 

"Trisha, you're hurting T.J.," Simone whispered.  

"No, no, have to keep him safe. Can't let anything happen to him. He said he would," she kissed 

the boy's red curls. "He said that accidents happen to people all the time," Trisha looked at Jill as 

she spoke.  

Jill forced air through her lungs. "Who, Trisha? Who is he?" 
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Trisha shook her head. "No, can't tell you. Just put you in more danger." The woman stood up 

suddenly, clutching the child closer to her chest. The rocker turned over in the melee. "Have to 

get away. Far away. Have to keep T.J. from him."  

Jill could hear the sirens in the distance. She looked at Simone for help. "Give T.J. to me, Trisha. 

If he is coming for you, then let me help you. Let me keep him safe." 

Trisha's usually beautiful face contorted in pain and fear, but she nodded her head and kissed the 

screaming boy's head. "You're right. I can't protect him. Not anymore." She passed the child to 

Jill reluctantly. Then she slumped to the floor, burying her face in her hands. "It doesn't matter. 

Not anymore. It doesn't matter what happens to me as long as T.J. is safe."  

Simone knelt on the floor next to the creature that bore little resemblance to the former beauty 

queen that was their friend. She slowly extended her hand to the woman's back. Trisha flinched 

at the first contact but did not pull away this time. "It's alright, sweetie. We're here now."  

Jill looked the little boy over carefully. Other than being frightened by the strange behavior of his 

mother, he seemed fine. Even his diaper seemed to be fresh. "No, sweetie. You did good. T.J. is 

fine now. You did it. You kept him safe," she kissed the boy softly. "Everything is all right now, 

sugar," but not even the knot in her stomach believed the hollow words. 

"Hello," came a distant voice. 

Simone looked up at her. "You go, let them in, and take care of the children. I'll stay with her." 

Tears began to run slowly down Jill’s cheeks. "Alright. I'll call Chloe or Beth. Have them come 

over to watch them. Then I'll meet you at the hospital." 

Simone nodded as two uniformed police officers walked through the door, guns drawn. 

"Ma'am?" one questioned. 

Jill brushed a tear off her cheek. "The scene is secure. No one was around when we found her. 

Please get the paramedics in here as soon as you can." 

The man in front nodded at his partner, who backed out of the room, his gun still drawn. "Afraid 

we need to check that for ourselves, Ma’am," he replied as he continued to block the doorway 

with his weapon drawn.  

It seemed an eternity before the words, “All clear” rang out of his partner, and the man put away 

his weapon. It was a couple of more minutes before three emergency medical technicians walked 

through the door carrying two large orange bags. Jill exchanged glances with Simone as she 

slipped from the room, carrying the baby towards the living room where Brit and Ash were 

beginning to fuss. 
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She softly rocked the stroller with her hip as she sang along with Ernie. Tears raced unchecked 

down her face as she murdered "Rubber ducky, you're the one. Rubber ducky, you make bath 

time so much fun." But her mind was splintered.  

She grabbed her cell phone from the small bag that hung from the handle of the stroller. She filed 

through her contacts until she found Chloe's number. She did not even have to explain the 

situation, just tell the woman that she needed her.  

Jill hung up the phone and tried to focus on caring for the children, but her mind was as numb as 

her body was cold and tired. Time seemed to freeze as one television show ended, and another 

began. 

Moments later, Chloe was racing up the walk as the ambulance crew pushed the stretcher with 

Trisha's limp body through the front door. Her friend burst into the living room, "Oh my god, Jill, 

what happened?"  

Jill could barely speak as she passed T.J. to the woman's arms. "Be back," was all she managed 

to mumble as she raced down the hall to the bathroom.  

Nausea finally won this battle. She knelt on the wet floor as she gripped the sides of the toilet. 

There was not much to come up, just a bit of herbal tea and some crackers. But the dry heaves 

continued for several more minutes.  

Finally, when she thought that the worst of it had passed, she stood slowly and splashed some 

water on her face. Looking around, she realized that this room bore its own signs of chaos. The 

tub was full. The water on the floor was obviously from where it had run over. Half a dozen 

towels were thrown about the room. Several bottles of soap, disinfectant, and even bleach were 

scattered about the tub.  She fought back nausea again at the overwhelming smell of the 

chemicals.  

"Oh god, Trisha, what happened to you?" She backed slowly out of the room. She mulled over 

what she knew, and she did not like the conclusions she came up with. 

She walked slowly back down the hall, holding onto the wall a bit as everything swam about her. 

She tried to smile as she entered the living room where Chloe was trying to answer the police 

officer's questions.  

Jill noticed that Dwayne, too, had arrived and now held T.J. and Chloe's son Thad on his lap in 

the wheelchair as he made funny faces at her daughters. She passed a hand over her face as she 

stepped up to take over, answering the questions as best she could anyway. 

"Ma'am, do you know what happened here?" asked the grey-haired, middle-aged detective that 

had joined the two uniformed police officers. 
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"Not really, officer. We hadn't seen Trisha in a couple of days. She hadn't returned our calls 

either. So, we decided to come over and check on her and T.J." 

"We, Ma'am?" 

"Yes, Simone and I. Simone Jackson. The three of us are friends." 

The man nodded his head, "Yes, Ma'am. You said you had not heard from her in a few days. 

When was the last time?" 

"Monday morning. Our husbands are in the Navy, and they shipped out. I had a little brunch at 

our house that morning."  

"Yes, Ma'am. And your husband is?" He wrote quickly in a small notebook. 

"Commander Daniel Monroe, officer." 

"Yes, Ma'am. I know him. I responded to the call when his first wife died." 

Any other time, Jill knew her curiosity would have demanded she attempt to pump him about the 

dozens of questions that had been bothering her for months about the woman's death. This 

morning, it all seemed so irrelevant. Rachel was dead. And as much as she did not want to think 

about it, she knew that if she and Simone had not stopped by, there was a genuine possibility that 

Trisha might be too. 

"I don't know what else I can tell you. Trisha didn't say much about what happened. She just kept 

mumbling and ranting about him coming back." 

"Him, Ma'am? So she clearly indicated that her attacker was a man?" 

"Of course. Did you think it could be a woman? Look around." She caught herself, knew that she 

was acting sexist and disrespectful. The man was just doing his job. "I'm sorry, officer. It's just 

that I'm upset. Someone hurt my friend very badly. Even if she had not said it was a 'he,' I would 

have just assumed with this level of violence." 

The man smiled and nodded slowly. "Yes, Ma'am. Most people would, but let me tell you I've 

seen the damage that women can do. Even when they are smaller, they can still wreak havoc if 

they get riled up enough. Seen some pretty big guys wearing black eyes or worse." 

The way that he looked when he said that sent those bells tingling once more in her gut, but with 

Chloe and Dwayne around, she checked her tongue. "Yes, well, she repeatedly said he and him. 

So, I think we can safely assume it is a man this time." 

"Yes, Ma'am, and that is a help. You said that your husbands are deployed? When was that again, 

Ma'am?" 
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"Monday, Monday evening." 

"And that was the last time you saw her? Before her husband left?" 

Jill swallowed hard. She did not like where these questions were going. "Yes, officer. That was 

the last time we saw her." 

"Before he left, Ma'am?" 

"Yes, a couple of hours before. But I don't think there is any way that Trav could be responsible 

for this. That was three days ago." 

"The EMTs couldn't give us a specific time, Ma'am, but they said those bruises weren't fresh." 

Jill choked at his words. "Oh, god." 

"Ma'am, do you know if Missus Hall and her husband were having any problems?" 

She wanted to lie, wanted it so badly. She did not want this man thinking that their friend might 

have done this. Done this horrible thing to his wife. But she knew how angry he was. How hurt 

and betrayed.  

Reluctantly, she had to admit that spousal abuse, especially among high-stress macho types like 

police, fire, and military, was an all too common problem. She knew the realities of it personally, 

had dealt with the darkest of its wreckage, what it could do to families, …and to units like this 

one. "They were having some problems, officer," she whispered. 

"What kind of problems, Ma'am?" He continued to scribble in a notebook.  

"Trisha had an affair during Trav's last deployment." 

The man wrote faster. "Do you know if they were getting any help, Ma'am? Counseling? That 

sort of thing." 

"No, I don't think so. I just found out about it a few days ago. Trisha told me when I saw her at 

the mall with the other man. They were arguing about something when I walked over. She was 

pretty upset." 

"You know who this man is, Ma'am?" 

"Yes, Clay Dodd. He used to be in my husband's unit a few years ago." 

"Yes, Ma'am. I know Mister Dodd too. Could you hear anything they were talking about?" 
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"No, not really. They both shut up when I came over. But Trisha told me later that Dodd was 

trying to get her to convince Trav to quit the Navy and come to work for his father at Storm 

Breakers.”  

“She said he threatened to lie and tell Lieutenant Hall that their affair was continuing if she 

didn't. She was pretty upset about it. I didn't have the chance to ask her any more questions 

because my step-daughter was injured in a fall down the stairs at the mall." 

His brow furrowed, "So, Mister Dodd wanted the man whose wife he was having an affair with 

to come to work for him? That seems a bit strange? Do you know if Lieutenant Hall knew that it 

was Mister Dodd, who his wife had an affair with?" 

"Mister Dodd has been poaching men from my husband's unit for some time. He even tried to get 

my husband and Master Chief Petty Officer Jackson to quit and come to work for them. But, yes, 

Travis knew who Trisha had the affair with. She told him herself when she confessed the whole 

thing months ago." 

"She confessed the affair to her husband? Months ago? Do you know when that was exactly?" 

"Right after he came back from their last deployment. So, I don't think it could have been Trav. If 

he were going to harm his wife, wouldn't he have done it before now? When she first told him 

about it? And no matter how much he might be upset with Trisha, he loves his son. He would 

never do anything that might hurt the boy." 

"Perhaps, Ma'am. But there is no evidence of forced entry, so your friend likely let her assailant 

into the house, or he was already here. And according to the paramedics, the little boy was not 

hurt at all, just his mother. Perhaps Lieutenant Hall didn't realize how badly he had hurt his wife, 

or maybe he was counting on you or one of the other wives to find her before something 

happened to the child." 

Jill sucked in her breath. The man looked at her, "Ma'am, is there something more I should 

know?" 

Her voice trembled as she answered, "Trav asked Simone and me to keep an eye out for her." 

The man looked solemn as he closed the small notebook and placed it back in his pocket. One of 

the other officers called from down the hall, "Sergeant Martin, I think you should see this." 

"Excuse me, folks," he mumbled.  

Jill slumped onto the couch next to Chloe. She had taken Britney out of the stroller and was now 

holding the fussy toddler on her lap. The woman passed her daughter to her and picked Ashley 

up out of the stroller. "You don't think it could be Trav, do you?"  
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But before Jill could speak up, it was Dwayne that responded. "No way. As she said, Trav would 

have never done anything that might hurt T.J. I know that much. If you ask me, the detective 

should have been asking more questions about that sleazeball Dodd. That son of a bitch is 

nothing but trouble. He always has been. Even when…" Dwayne paused. 

Jill nodded, "I agree. He was awfully angry with Trisha that day at the mall."  

Her eyes went wide as she realized that Clay had been at the mall the day that Jess was pushed 

down the stairs. Her stepdaughter's description of a big man would undoubtedly apply to him as 

well. "Oh my god," she gasped as she passed Britney back to Chloe.  

"Dwayne, take Chloe and the children to my house," she reached into the small purse on the 

stroller and pulled out her keys. She fumbled with them for a moment before she tossed him a 

set. "Those are to the house. I have to get to the hospital, check on Trisha, and talk to Simone."  

She pinned the man with a cold stare. "No matter what happens, don't leave the house or let 

anyone in." 

He palmed the keys as he swung his wheelchair towards the door. "Yes, Ma'am. You can count 

on me." 

Jill called out to the officers that she was leaving for the hospital. She assured him that he could 

reach her later if he had any more questions. She raced down the streets towards her home. She 

was breathing heavily and was more than a bit panicked by the time she reached the SUV.  

She fumbled with the key. Her fingers trembled so much that it was hard to get them into the 

lock. She drew several deep breaths to clear her mind as she slipped the key into the ignition. She 

backed out of the driveway and pulled into the road.   

Why had she not thought of it sooner? Dodd was there. At the mall that day. He was angry 

already. How easy would it have been for the man to race across the mall? Perhaps he did not 

even mean it. Maybe he was just so angry with Trisha and her that he had pushed Jess without 

thinking. But that second one? If Jess was right and she had no reason to doubt her step-daughter, 

even if that first shove had been accidental or in the heat of the moment, a second would have 

been deliberate.  

And Trisha? The police sergeant said there was no sign of forced entry. But would her friend 

have let the man in? She knew she was upset that day at the mall. But Trisha was angry with 

Travis, too. Had she meant to restart the affair? Or maybe she had simply let him in to discuss his 

blackmail? 

Jill looked up to see the light turn yellow. She put her foot down on the brake, but nothing 

happened. Her car continued forward, and she pumped the brake harder. Her hand came up to 
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blow the horn as the light turned red. But she did not manage even to touch it before the loud 

crash of metal on metal jolted her. Her body jerked forward as something came up to hit her in 

the face, and everything went black. 

*** 

Daniel watched as the bright orange sun began to set over the desert. At least they would not 

have to worry about the cold night this close to the gaping hole in the ground that boiled and 

churned with red hot molten lava. He looked over where Samuel talked and laughed around the 

campfire with the man they had named Doc. Technically, Brent Jacobs was not a real doctor but 

held a Ph.D. in geology.   

As missions went, this one was damned cushy. God damned cushy, in fact.  His unit was doing a 

bit of reconnaissance on the Afar, a desert tribe in Ethiopia that had until recently been friendly. 

But with growing tensions in the region, and with neighbors like Eritrea and Somalia, there were 

rumors that extremists had targeted the group as its latest potential recruits for spreading 

militancy and violence.  

Usually, he and his men would spend days or weeks laying low and observing the tribe, but 

Jacobs's research on the Erta Ale volcano provided the perfect cover for the group to get closer to 

the tribe. Because of Jacobs's connection to his father's oil business, he worked closely with the 

government. The man had been more than happy to substitute his usual security and guides for 

members of Daniel's team. Others of Daniel’s unit watched from a distance and probably cursed 

the lucky bastards their simple luxuries like a campfire, hot food, and even their tablets.  

Daniel finished his final checks around the perimeter; you could never be too careful. Samuel 

was frowning and nodding at something the man said. Curiosity drove him towards the fire. Doc 

stood up as he approached. "Comman…," the man caught himself. With a nod, he began again, 

"Daniel, is everything alright?" 

"Yeah, Doc, everyone seems to be settling down for the night. No problem." 

The man with dark blond hair and natural smile nodded, "Sounds like a good idea. Rappelling 

down into the crater tomorrow will be a real challenge. I better be heading to bed too." Looking 

at Samuel, he smiled, "Think about it, at least." 

Samuel nodded, "I will. I promise you that." 

Daniel sat on a blanket across from his friend. The two of them stared into the fire in silence for a 

moment. He wondered what the Doc had wanted Samuel to think about, but knew the man would 

tell him in his own time.  
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As for him, his mind was a thousand miles away and seven years in the past. As it had been 

every day for the past few weeks, he sought answers, explanations, and, most especially, 

absolution. But there was none to be had. 

"Everything alright? Did you check in with Trav and the others?" Samuel asked. 

"Yeah, other than being mad as shit that we're here, and they're out there, everything is cool." 

Samuel chuckled, "Damn straight. Seniority ought to have some perks." 

Daniel stretched, feeling aches and pains that he had never noticed before. "Do you ever feel 

you're getting too old for this shit?" 

Samuel's shoulders slumped, "Only every fucking day for the past seven years." 

Seven years. Seven years since the incident that had taken his friend's life. Samuel's friend and 

Jill's husband. Daniel sighed. 

"I've been looking for a way to say this, man. And I guess since you mentioned it, this is as good 

as any." Samuel shifted on the blanket, poking nervously at the fire with a steel rod. "When we 

get back, I'm putting in my papers. I'm retiring." 

Daniel's mouth dropped open. "What? You've decided to accept Dodd's fucked up offer?" 

Samuel shook his head, "Naw, man. I'm tired and old, not stupid. Simone and I have been talking 

about this one for a while." Looking over at Doc as he spoke quietly with their Afar guide next to 

his tent, he continued, "But Dodd ain't the only one that recognizes our skills. Doc's offered me a 

job, running security at this place he's building in West Texas."  

"You don't buy his shit, do you? I mean all this end of the world crap." 

Samuel shrugged, "I don't know, Danny boy. The man is some kind of fucking genius from what 

our Intel said. His daddy is rich as shit, too." 

"I know, but you of all people should know how that kind of shit can screw somebody up. I 

mean, it all just seems too weird. Some kind of mad scientist if you ask me." 

"He's not like Dodd or Rachel. His theory might be a bit out there, but everything I've learned 

about this guy is on the up and up. You know he put himself through his doctorate program 

without any help from his father. His dad had thought he'd use his geology degree to find more 

oil, but the guy was more interested in his volcanoes." 

"Still, have you listened to his whole theory? A series of volcanic eruptions around the world that 

will plunge us into a new Ice Age. Come on, that's science fiction crap." 
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Samuel poked the fire again, "Maybe, man. But his ideas for sustainable living on this damned, I 

don't know, commune, I guess, are fucking amazing. Raise your own food, recycle everything, 

and everyone pulls their weight." 

"Hippie fucking crap. Utopia. You know it never works like that." 

"I don't know. Maybe it could." Samuel met his gaze, "Man, like you said, I'm getting too old for 

this shit. I'm Four Two. Forty fucking two. I should have been out of here long ago." 

Daniel felt anger and betrayal knotting in his gut. "So, why the fuck didn't you, old man?" 

He slumped, "Simone and I agreed that as long as you needed us, we'd stick around." Samuel 

looked up and smiled, "But you don't need us no more, man. You got Jill, and like I keep telling 

your sorry ass, that woman is great. Second best one I know." 

Daniel lay back on his side and watched the fire flicker, "I know."  

"It still bothering you?" 

"It probably always will," he whispered. 

Samuel chuckled, "Tell you what, since you won't listen to me on this one, when we get home, 

I'll have Simone do a fucking séance. Let the son of a bitch give you his blessing himself." 

Daniel laughed, "Yeah, right. Even you don't believe half the crazy shit your wife does with her 

voodoo magic." 

Samuel crooked his eyebrow, "Maybe not, but I do know this. You got to let this one go. Like I 

told you, you ain't god. There was nothing you could have done; everyone knows that. But if you 

keep letting these ghosts from your past gnaw at your guts, you're going to screw up the best 

thing that ever happened to your ass. And that would be a real shame, my friend." 

His friend ran a hand across his face, "But I can't have your back forever. Hell, even this Hotel 

Hilton shit is getting to me. I feel it in my back every morning when I wake up. The truth is that 

men my age, David's age, don't belong out here. When you get older, no damned matter how 

hard you work at it, your reflexes slow, little pains creep in."  

He pinned Daniel with his stare, "And it can cost you your life." Samuel looked off at the rolling 

sandhills on the horizon, "Or worse yet, others."  

Daniel nodded, "I know I call you old man, but Samuel, you know that I'd be the first to tell you 

if I didn't think you were up for the job."  
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"I know, man. And if this was just everyday shit, I know I can still kick most guys’ asses. Hell, 

I'm retiring, not curling up in a hole somewhere and dying. You know there is life after this 

adrenaline rush shit." He winked, "Fuck, there's even more fun ways to get that fix." 

Daniel roared with laughter, "Please no more about how you like your buns buttered."  

"Aww, man, from what my wife said about what Jill had in her bags on their little shopping 

expedition, I don't need to be giving you no advice." He hummed, "She's a super freak, super 

freaky." 

Daniel threw the stick that he had been using to play with the fire at his friend, hitting him 

squarely in the chest.  

"Hey, you might be into the pain thing, but I ain't. Especially not with you, buddy; wrong 

equipment. And no damned cushion for the pushin' either," Samuel joked as he tilted his hips 

back and forth, imitating the act. 

"Fuck man, what am I going to do without you?" Daniel laughed. 

"I know. Seems like we been friends forever. You know, I'm sure Doc could use another good 

man down in Texas. The place is hundreds of acres. Nice quiet life, plenty of time with your 

daughters," he winked again, "and your wife." 

Daniel pondered Samuel's words, "I don't know. I used to live for this shit. The mission. The 

adrenaline. The game. Now, all I can do is wonder what new thing Britney and Ashley are 

getting into. Is Bel doing all right? Did Jess win her soccer game this week?" He sighed, "Is Jill 

feeling better?" 

"Don't worry; I'm sure your wife will be fine in a few more weeks. These things usually go away 

on their own by the end of the first trimester." 

Daniel's eyes flew open, his mouth dropped. An elephant sat on his chest, making it hard for him 

to breathe. "What? Jill said it was food poisoning like Bel had." 

"Yeah, I know. Girl can be as dense as her husband sometimes. Simone's been trying to get her to 

see the doctor since you two came back from your parents'. But man, come on, don't tell me after 

four daughters, three pregnancies that you didn't wonder the same damned thing?" 

Daniel shook his head, trying to think. "No, Jill just seemed so certain that it was the same as 

Bel. If I had any idea." 

"What? Your ass wouldn't be out here right now? Never bothered you before, buddy. Hell, you 

missed Bel's birth and the first six weeks of her life. Maybe I'm not the only one that needs to be 

thinking about what the fuck I'm doing out here, sleeping on the ground in another shithole. 
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Maybe you ought to think a bit about why the fuck that woman has your guts in knots and your 

balls in a vise." 

Daniel chuckled to himself. Jill might have his balls, but it certainly was not in any vise. 

However, he was not sure that he would not put it past Mistress J to try it. His mind played over 

his friend's words. Pregnant? Could his wife be pregnant? "Stupid fuck, of course, she could be." 

"Damned straight. Now you catch on. The question is, what you gonna do? You gonna keep 

letting something that was not your fucking fault, something that is ancient history, control your 

life. Or you gonna be man enough to tell your wife how you feel about her, and be there for her 

and your daughters this time?"  

Samuel stood and kicked sand into the dying embers. "Talk to Doc when you grow up and face 

the truth. The man ain't like Dodd; he don't poach. He only made the offer when he learned I was 

thinking about quitting.”  

“You could do lots worse than some fucking eco-village as he calls it in the middle of nowhere. 

This old man can't wait to spend his days farming, hunting, and fishing. And every damned night 

for the rest of his life wrapped up nice and tight in his wife's welcoming bosom." 

Daniel’s mind was already playing over other things, possibilities that he had never even 

considered. "Yeah, just be sure not to smother in there, you old fool." 

"Hell, ain't you figured out yet, that's the best way to go. Think about it, man." He looked off 

towards the hills once more, "This is a young man's game. You trained them damned good, even 

that piece of shit Dodd knows that. Trav might have his personal problems, but he's a fine 

leader."  

"Seems to me, I knew this guy once, who kept running from his problems on the home front. He 

made a damned good commander too, sir." Samuel punctuated his words with a salute before he 

turned and walked towards his tent.  

Daniel sat, staring at the dying embers. Lost in his thoughts as around him, the night grew colder 

and darker. His questions and thoughts were more fractured and darker still.  

*** 

Cold. It was so fucking cold, as Jill opened her eyes. Bright lights sent shards of pain shooting 

through her head; she closed them quickly. Her mind tried to piece together the puzzle. Where 

was she? A warm hand squeezed hers, and she turned her head, opening her eyes more slowly 

this time. "Simone?" 

"Yeah, gurlfriend. You had me scared there for a bit. You've been out cold since the ambulance 

brought you in. Damned good thing, I saw the stretcher when they wheeled you in. But what 
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were you thinking? I know you wanted to get to the hospital as fast as you could and check on 

Trisha, but you shouldn't have run a red light to do it." 

Jill shook her head at her friend's words, igniting another round of pain. Hospital? Trisha? Red 

light? None of it made sense. She tried to remember what happened. Why was she in the 

hospital? And why did her whole body ache like she had been in an argument with a school bus? 

Not a school bus. Another car. "Oh my god, the accident. Was anyone hurt?" 

Simone laughed and shook her head, "That's just like you. You are lying in a hospital bed, and 

your first thought is, was the other guy alright." She squeezed Jill's hand, "Yes, the guy was 

rushing to work. All he saw was that his light was green. He did not even notice that you were 

still coming. Seriously, gurl, what were you thinking?" 

Jill furrowed her brow as she tried to remember the accident. It was all still a bit fuzzy. She had 

taken Jess and Bel to the bus stop. Then she and Simone had gone to check on Trisha. "Oh god, 

Trisha?" 

"She's fine. Well, as fine as she can be. The doctors gave her some sedatives. They checked her 

over, and nothing was broken, but she is banged up pretty good. They are more worried about her 

mental health right now. Decided to keep her for a couple of days’ observation." 

"What happened? Did she ever tell you?" 

"Not really. Just more gibberish about him coming. About how we have to protect T.J. The 

doctors said she was beaten up pretty badly."  

Simone looked down at the floor as she whispered, "They wanted to do a rape kit, but Trisha 

wouldn't let them get anywhere near her. They said it probably wouldn't have shown anything 

anyway. Said it had happened two to three days ago and that she had bathed."  

Tears spilled from her eyes as she continued, "Poor baby, her skin was red and raw. Doctors said 

she had rubbed herself so hard trying to clean up. Said she probably even used cleansers." 

"Bleach," Jill whispered as she felt her stomach turn over.  

"How did you know?" 

"I smelled it when I went into the bathroom to…"  

"To throw up again?"  

Jill smiled weakly in admission. She forced her mind to recall the rest. The policeman. Chloe and 

Dwayne. "Britney and Ashley! Chloe and Dwayne were supposed to take them home." 
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"Shh, they did. The girls are fine. I spoke with Chloe when they brought you in. Tried her first, 

figured you would call her before Beth. She said that you were upset when you rushed out of 

Trisha's. Said you told Dwayne to take her and the children to your house and not let anyone in. 

Then you just ran out. What's up, girl?"  

Jill tried to remember, it seemed important, whatever the missing piece was, but her mind was 

like one of Britney and Ashley's puzzles, pieces strewn about the floor, some hidden or lost.  

"I don't know. I remember answering the detective’s questions. Well, as best I could anyway. And 

something doesn't feel right. It just doesn't make sense. But for the life of me, I can't remember 

what," she tried to sit up. 

Simone placed a hand on her shoulder, "Lay back down. The doctors said you probably had a 

concussion. They want to do a CAT scan to make sure it is nothing more and some x-rays of your 

spine too, but since it isn't life-threatening at this point, they are waiting on some blood test 

results." 

"Blood tests? For a car accident?" Jill collapsed back against the pillow, trying to make sense of 

anything her friend was saying. Trying to remember what had upset her so much that she would 

endanger herself and others by driving recklessly.  

"Yeah, I told them you might be pregnant." 

"Pregnant? Simone, we talked about this. It is just taking me a little longer to get over the food 

poisoning. But I can't be pregnant." 

"Can't? Don't tell me, can't." Simone stood back, her hands on her hips, "You aren't screwing the 

ever-loving daylights out of that stud puppy you're married to, fucking the man every chance you 

get?"  

She arched her brow, demanding a response, but Jill could only blush. "So, what type of birth 

control you been using, gurlfriend? Cause none of 'dem is perfect, you know." 

Jill looked down at the white sheet. "I told you before the chances of me getting pregnant at my 

age are slim and none." 

"Yeah, well, sweetie, slim ain't birth control. And lots of women our age are having babies these 

days." 

"With help. Drugs. IVF. That sort of thing. Don't get me wrong; nothing would make me happier 

than another baby. But why get my hopes up when something isn't going to happen?" 

Her friend rolled her eyes, "I bet you maid service for a month that I'm right. You're pregnant, 

gurlfriend. And all the sticking your head in the sand in this world ain't gonna change that. I 
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wasn't letting the doctors do tests that might hurt that little peanut, not when it wasn't a matter of 

life and death. So, sue me," she crossed her arms over her ample chest and stuck her chin out. 

Jill reached out and laid her hand on her friend's arm. "I know you were just doing what you 

thought was best. But this time, you better have the chocolate cake and a big box of Kleenex 

when that test is negative." 

"Deal, sweetie. My Mississippi Mud Special, but I won't be making it cause you most definitely 

got a bun in that oven, and it ain't your delicious cinnamon ones either. Now you rest while they 

finish up those tests. I'm going to check-in on Trisha and call Chloe again." 

Jill nodded as her friend slipped from the curtained cubicle. It was impossible to stop her hand 

from resting protectively over her lower abdomen. "I wish you were right, girlfriend. Oh god, I 

wish," she whispered as she gave in to the overwhelming aches that radiated throughout her 

body. She closed her eyes, grasping for those missing pieces of the puzzle. Her mind tried to fit 

them together until her head hurt, and tiredness overcame her. 

*** 

Daniel worked the wench, lowering cameras and infra-red equipment into the deep crevice in the 

earth that was literally pulling itself apart at the seams. Below the black, red, and orange lava 

boiled and bubbled in the crater. It had been a decade and a half since his introduction to geology 

class at the Academy, and he had never thought to be this close to an active volcano. In some 

ways, it seemed as dangerous, or more so than the dozens of combat and reconnaissance 

missions, but Doc assured them it was not, a calculated risk, he called it.  

Calculated risks were something that he understood. Something he dealt with on a seemingly 

daily basis. Something that occasionally cost other men their lives. Men like Sergeant Major 

David Smith. After weeks in the hot, dry desert, it seemed he was no closer to finding the 

answers he sought than he had been that night as he traced the man's mark on his wife's lower 

back. 

His wife. The words rolled through his mind and off his tongue so much easier than they had 

months ago. In fact, his life before her seemed a fuzzy memory, a bad dream. As Samuel said, he 

spent more and more time daydreaming of her welcoming arms, her lush curves, and her sweet 

cries of release.  

Hell, if the man was right, he had even more of a reason to dream of homecomings. A baby. The 

idea of his wife being pregnant did things to his gut that he had never imagined possible.  

"Hey, man, you with us?" called Samuel from the sharp, solid cliff of cooled rock over a hundred 

feet below. 
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"I got your back, old man." The familiar words stuck in his throat, knowing what else was to 

come when they returned.  

Doc finished adjusted some of the monitoring equipment and came back to stand next to his 

friend. The two men conversed for a moment before he yelled, "Bring us up." 

Daniel threw down the ropes that would hoist the men back to the ridge that overlooked the 

cavern of the volcano. It took only moments to bring them up as the group began packing to head 

back to their base camp. He watched as the two men laughed and chatted again. The knot in his 

stomach at the growing bond between the men could only be jealousy, knowing that this man 

was his friend's future.  

He was busy coiling the rope, his mind thinking of another time and another rope when the man 

approached him from behind.  

"Samuel said you wanted to talk to me," Brent said as he tossed his rappelling harness into the 

back of the Land Rover. 

Sometimes his friend knew him better than he knew himself. "Do you honestly believe that the 

world is coming to an end?" he asked more than a bit skeptically.  

Brent Jacobs paused as he finished packing the monitoring equipment. He frowned as if 

considering his answer carefully, "I do. Enough that I have written bug-out plans for the Defense 

Department. Enough that I am investing my own money to build a facility that will stand the 

worst of it. Enough that I have personal plans to protect my family. So, yeah, I do." 

The man squared his shoulders. He was not what most people would picture as a science nerd. At 

six foot two, he might easily be mistaken for one of Daniel's team. When they learned of this 

assignment, Daniel had expected to spend most of his time babysitting the man. But Doc had 

proven more than capable of managing the rough terrain, carrying his share of the weight on the 

long hikes, rappelling into the hundred-plus degree cavern in the asbestos suit and never 

complaining about the harsh conditions of their camp.  

"I know how crazy the whole thing sounds. Hell, I hear it often enough from my ex. But it is a 

proven scientific fact that the oceans are carbon dioxide sinks. That carbon dioxide eventually 

makes its way into the sediment on their floors, which then gets sucked under at the spots where 

two or more of the Earth's plates meet. That carbon dioxide then gets mixed with molten magma 

and released back into the atmosphere when volcanoes explode.”  

“If enough ash and gases are released into the atmosphere, then it can block out sunlight, 

lowering global temperatures like it did in 1783 when Laki erupted in Iceland. It is estimated that 

six million people died as a result of crop failures and gases. Six million people from one little 

volcano, commander?" 
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The man pinned him with an intense stare, "Seventy-five thousand years ago when Lake Toba 

erupted in Sumatra, it caused an Ice Age that virtually annihilated the emerging human species. 

That was the most recent super-eruption, but there have been others. Right now, everyone has 

their eyes on Yellowstone, another supervolcano that some scientists think is overdue for an 

eruption.”  

“But the truth is that it does not take a super-eruption to kill off a species. Just forty thousand 

years ago, Neanderthals were wiped out of existence by a series of smaller eruptions across 

Eurasia. An analysis of material taken from ice cores and sediments leading up to those eruptions 

have shown a gradual natural increase in greenhouse gases, including carbon dioxide." 

"So, hell, yeah, I believe it is not only possible, but the forecast models my team and I are 

working on shows it is coming."  

The man shook his head, "The problem is that we have not been able to pinpoint the tipping 

point, that point in geological time when the carbon sink can no longer function properly, and 

volcanic eruptions work as a reset button of sorts. But just because I have not been able to 

calculate the exact point does not mean it is not coming. It is." 

Daniel frowned as he tried to come to terms with what the man said. One intro class did not 

make him an expert, but what Doc said made sense. But it was the conviction in his voice that 

spoke louder than his words. This man believed that a series of volcanic eruptions would initiate 

a new Ice Age. In their lifetime. "How close is your team to this tipping point, Doc?" 

Brent Jacobs dropped his blond head and stared at the ground, "Not fucking close enough, my 

friend. The issue is that the one volcanologist that I think could tweak the formulas and get it 

right isn't speaking to me right now." 

Daniel's eyebrows shot up, "I didn't know that scientific disagreements got that volatile, man." 

Brent's laughter rang across the desert dunes as he slapped Daniel on the back, "They don't, but 

divorces do." 

*** 

Jill tapped softly on the door, but there was no response. She opened it slowly. Every light was 

out; only the call button glowed above the bed. At first, she thought her friend was asleep. The 

broken woman was huddled in the bed with the blankets pulled up to her chin.  

She stumbled a bit as she made her way across the room. The past few hours remained a blur, 

and her head throbbed from being slammed against the airbag when it exploded. It throbbed 

differently with the latest turn of events.  
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Despite her protests to Simone, she would not be tasting her friend’s Mississippi Mud Cake 

anytime soon. The rabbit had died, as the old saying went. She was pregnant. As happy as that 

news made her, she was still in shock from it as well as the car crash. 

She would just sit for a few minutes with her friend before returning to her room. But as she got 

closer to Trisha, she heard the soft cries and hiccups. She noticed that her friend's eyes were 

almost swollen shut and a dark shade of purple, almost black. Tears were leaking from the 

corners. The woman trembled, whether, from cold or fear, Jill could not tell. 

"Trisha, sweetie, is it all right if I sit with you for a bit?" she asked as she approached the bed. 

The wounded animal that had taken over her friend's body merely shrugged and turned her head 

away. 

"Thanks, girlfriend. I just wanted to check up on you before I go to sleep. I don't know if Simone 

told you, but I had a car accident today on my way to the hospital. I don't remember what 

happened but they say that is normal, retrograde amnesia they call it.”  

“Said it would come back in bits and pieces over time," she knew that she was rambling but had 

no idea what to say. She wanted to rouse her friend, bring back that fighting Texas spirit, but 

words would not come. 

"Chloe, Dwayne, and Simone are taking care of the children for us. Chloe took T.J. home with 

her, said Dwayne would spend the night on the sofa just to make sure things were okay. And 

Simone and Althea moved into mine for the night to care for the girls. I guess we don't need to 

worry about anything there. I don't know about you, but it sure is odd not having them around, 

not having anything to do." 

Trisha turned her head slowly, "Was T.J. alright?" 

Jill smiled that even in this state, her son could reach her. "Yes, sweetie, the medics that brought 

you here checked him over good. There was not a mark on him. They said you had fed him and 

looked after him well."  

More tears slipped from her friend's eyes. "He said he would…" Trisha paused and drew a deep 

breath. 

Jill reached out her hand to take her friend's, but she drew back. "Who, Trisha? Who? What did 

he say? We can't help you, can't keep T.J. safe if you don't help us. Who did this to you?" 

The woman shook her head of red tangles violently against the stark white of the pillow.  

"You know the police think that Trav did this to you. They asked an awful lot of questions this 

morning." Jill felt the knot rising in her throat and choked on it, but she knew she needed to find 

out. "Did he? Trisha, did Travis beat you like this before he left?" 
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Trisha's eyes went wide, as wide as they could beneath the bruising, and she brought her hand to 

her mouth to stifle a small cry, but all she did was shake her head violently from side to side. Jill 

felt every muscle in her body relax. She sighed in relief and smiled softly. She had not wanted to 

think that their friend could do this to his wife, but she knew from experience that you could 

never know for sure what a man was capable of behind the closed doors of his home.  

"Who, sweetie? Who? The police said that there was no sign of forced entry; that you had to 

have let the person in." The choked sob that her friend emitted as she turned back away, ripped at 

Jill's heart.  

"It isn't your fault, Trisha. I'm not saying it is. But who would betray your trust like this? Who 

would do this to you? Please tell me, sweetie, so we can keep you safe. Let us help you." 

"You can't. He said he would know if I told anyone. That he would come back and hurt T.J. Said 

he could arrange for Travis to have a little accident." She gripped the cold metal bars that were 

raised on the side of her bed until her fingers turned white.  

"He said that he would come back and do it all again. Said I was just a whore like all the rest. 

That my body was his to use until…" Trisha shook and covered her mouth as she turned even 

paler. "Oh, god, no! No!"  

Jill reached out her hand and placed it softly on her friend's shoulder. The woman did not fight 

her as she turned her slowly to face her. "What? What did he say, Trisha? What did he say he was 

going to do to you?" 

"No, I can't say it. It is too horrible even to think. I can't be. Oh god, it just can't be," she cried. 

Jill bent over the bed and wrapped her arms about her friend as she cried, her body trembled with 

each sob. She cried out "no" over and over again for several moments. Until finally, she was too 

exhausted, there were no more tears to be cried, and she stilled in Jill's arms.  

Jill stood up slowly and reached over to the dresser next to the bed, grabbing several tissues and 

wiping them across Trisha's face. "Sweetie, I know you have been through hell these past few 

days. But keeping it inside is only going to make it worse. Tell me what he said, what he did to 

you. Tell me who hurt you." 

"I can't. I won't place the rest of you in danger. Nobody can stop him. He's too powerful, too 

much money. He'll just buy off the cops or get the best lawyer. He said no one would believe me 

anyway. That everyone knew what a slut I was, to begin with. That not even my husband would 

listen."  
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She stared down at the white sheet covering her chest, "He's probably right about that one. If 

Travis didn't believe me about," she fiddled with it for a moment. "Well, if he did not believe me 

that it was just the once, then he would never believe me about this either." 

"Oh, sweetie, this is different. Look at you. No one can doubt that someone hurt you. Hurt you 

badly. Simone and I were there, we know. We will make him understand." 

"No, no. He said he would say it was just rough sex. That I wanted it. I liked it. Oh, god, maybe I 

did. I let him in. I was so mad at Travis that I just wanted to hurt him. So, I invited him, but I 

swear I never meant," she sobbed again. 

"Let who in, Trisha?" Jill played over all the things her friend had said. The pieces of this puzzle 

were falling into place at last. But she shuddered. The man always made her uncomfortable, but 

this? "Trisha, was it Clay Dodd? Did he do this to you?" 

Her friend turned her back to her, "You should go, Jill. Just go." 

"Trisha, we can help. We'll go to the police together. I saw what happened at the mall, how he 

upset you, threatened you. We will file charges, get a restraining order, do whatever it takes, 

sweetie. Simone and I will stand beside you." 

"No, it wouldn't do any good. He'd just come after you too. I can't let him hurt anyone else. 

Please just go away," Trisha cried.  

Jill shook her head but realized that her friend was still not thinking straight. She had been 

through so much. Probably more than Jill knew, or wanted to know. Perhaps a strategic retreat 

was the best option. "Alright, girlfriend, I'll go. For now. But I'm going to check in on you 

tomorrow morning before they send me home."  

Her friend shrugged and held tightly on the rails again. "I'll see you then. Try to get some sleep. 

Chloe and Dwayne will take good care of T.J. until you can, but he needs his mommy. You have 

to get better, Trisha, for his sake." 

"T.J.," her friend whispered. "Have to protect him. Have to keep him safe. Always." 

"You did good, sweetie. He's fine. Now focus on getting better so you can take him home." 

"Home," she whispered. "Home?" 

Jill squeezed her shoulder, "That's right, now rest. We'll talk more tomorrow." She turned and 

slipped out of the room, closing the door quietly behind her.  
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She could not make her feet move, collapsing against the wall as tears slipped down her cheeks. 

"Oh, god, Trisha, what has he done to you? What has Dodd done now?" That cold apprehension 

swamped her once more.  

Her head spun, and she slipped slowly to the floor, fighting back nausea with slow, cleansing 

breaths. "Oh little peanut, give Mommy a break, will you? She needs to think, make some sense 

of this mess, figure out what to do." Her hand rested protectively over her lower abdomen, 

cupping the tiny miracle that still seemed too good to be true. A baby. Daniel's baby.  

"Missus Monroe, what are you doing up? You are supposed to be on bed rest. Are you alright? 

Any pain? Did you faint?" the young nurse fired the questions so quickly that Jill could not 

process them. "Let's get you back to bed," she commanded as she helped Jill to stand.  

Her room was just a few doors away, but the walk had not seemed so far on the way to see her 

friend. Jill leaned against the woman as she helped her to bed. "You stay there until the doctor 

comes tomorrow. You have a concussion, and with the way that airbag deployed, we can never 

be too careful about that baby." 

"Wouldn't do anything to hurt the baby," Jill whispered, feeling suddenly very tired.  

"We know you wouldn't. Now get some sleep. It's what you both need right now." 

But sleep was not easy coming that night. The dreams assailed her mind. She was running from 

something. Someone was chasing her. David was calling to her, but then he disappeared in a 

billow of smoke, and her heart lurched. She ran to where he had been standing, but when it all 

cleared, it was Daniel standing there.  

No matter how fast or far she ran, she could never reach the safety of his open arms. And that 

cold fear just gripped her stomach more, eyes were on her, watching her every move. She turned 

to look, but could not see anything. She tried to stop, but she could not. She could not stop. She 

just kept running…and running…and running. 



-257- 

 

Chapter Twelve 

Riata 

1 large cucumber, thinly diced 

1 bunch spring onion, finely chopped 

1/4 cup finely chopped fresh mint leaves 

1 container of plain yogurt 

1/2 lime 

Dash of extra virgin (something oughta be, right?) olive oil 

Salt and pepper to taste 

Mix all ingredients in a bowl and stir well. Pour olive oil and squeeze lime over the top. Stirring 

again. Serve as a dip with tortillas, fresh bread, or vegetables. This is one of those things that 

tastes better the next day. 

Jill forced herself to hum softly for Britney and Ashley. The twins were as cranky today as she 

felt, and being restrained in their stroller did not help. "It won't be long, princesses. We just need 

to pick-up Jess and Bel," she promised as her tummy did a little flip. It had been a couple of 

weeks since the worst of the morning sickness had passed.  

As they approached the sign that marked the designated school bus stop, she waved to Simone. 

She tried to force a smile, but none would come. There was not much to smile about these days. 

Three months and twenty-five days since Daniel's unit had been deployed.  

If that was not bad enough, both she and Simone received almost daily calls from Sergeant 

Martin about Trish. The woman had disappeared, even before Jill was released from the hospital. 

She had simply woken up the next morning and signed herself out of the hospital. She had gone 

straight to Chloe's before either Jill or Simone knew what was up and sweet-talked the young 

woman into handing over her son.  

Not that they could have stopped her, Jill supposed. T.J. was her child, but still, they all felt awful 

that in her time of need, Trisha had not turned to them. At least they knew she was safe. Simone 

had called her family in Lubbock to tell them what had happened, only to discover that she and 

the baby were there. She steadfastly refused to talk to either of them, though. That hurt, 

considering how close the women had been.  
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But Jill had big problems closer to home to deal with. Jess had become more withdrawn every 

day since her father left. She rarely came out of her basement bedroom except for meals and 

school. Jill had thought it was just missing Daniel and had tried to talk to her, but the girl just 

pushed her away.  

The biting wind off the ocean cut through Jill's coat. She supposed she understood some of the 

girl's angst. Halloween and Thanksgiving had come and gone without her father, then Christmas. 

Even though Daniel's parents had come to spend the holiday with them, it was not the same. Jill 

had been pleased that her father-in-law had been in remarkably good spirits.  

They would be stopping in New York City for a few days. A specialist there offered a new type 

of chemotherapy that might buy them more time. Time for that cruise in the New Year. But none 

of it was the same as their summer barbeques had been. Who knew how much beer-swilling men 

added to an event? 

Simone held out her hand as they approached the stop. "Whatever that thought is, keep it. I 

haven't seen that smile on your face in weeks." 

"I was thinking about beer-swilling men." 

Simone wrapped arms about her. "Oh, sugar, it won't be long now." 

Jill brushed back tears and cursed her weakness under her breath. "Damned hormones." 

Simone ran her eyes up and down her friend. "Yeah, well, the boys better get back soon, or your 

little efforts to keep this whole thing under wraps will be for nothing." 

Jill pressed her hand over her tummy, where a pair of Daniel's grey sweat pants and an old Naval 

Academy shirt peeked out from between buttons on her coat that would no longer close. She 

sucked it in as much as she could, but then exhaled loudly.  

"I know, it's no fucking use. This baby must be another bruiser like D.J. was. I swear I have not 

been this big, this soon since he was born. I refuse to gain seventy pounds this time." 

Simone laughed, "Any luck finding your Turkish doner kebabs?" 

Jill stared at her, a look that would freeze most people's blood but only made her friend laugh 

harder. "No, damn it. I never thought I'd miss anything about that place, but I'd kill for a doner 

from the little shop down the road from my flat. I've resorted to making riata and eating it 

straight from the bowl, no bread even, just spoon after spoon after spoon." 

The big yellow school bus came down the road then. "Yeah, well, back to pretending, gurlfriend. 

Although how you manage to keep that a secret from a curious teenage girl is beyond me," 

Simone added, pointing to Jill's protruding abdomen. 



-259- 

 

"If she were out of her bedroom for more than five minutes, I probably couldn't." Bel bounced 

off the bus and ran to hug her. She squeezed the girl and listened as she droned on and on about 

the new girl at school.  

Althea stepped from the bus. Her head was down as she went to her mother. Jill waited for a 

moment until the doors of the bus closed. "Althea?" she asked, turning towards her friend. 

Jill froze as she noted the tears cascaded down the young girl's face. Althea trembled in her 

mother's arms as she turned towards Jill. Her voice broke as she began, "I begged her not to go. 

Honest, I did, but she wouldn't listen. She said if her dad could find a…" The girl stopped and 

looked up into her mother's eyes. 

"What, Althea? What did Jess say? We need to know everything," her mother prodded. 

The girl turned towards Jill, "She's just mad. You have to understand. About you marrying her 

dad, taking over everything she used to do for Bel and even the babies. And now you're having 

another baby. She didn't mean it. She's just not thinking right?" Her eyes pleaded for 

understanding.  

Jill nodded slowly as the revelation that Jess knew about her pregnancy sank in. The girl began 

again. "She said if her father could find a whore on the Internet, then she could too."  

Althea looked at the ground and sighed, "She's been talking to this boy from Richmond online 

for months now. Since before you came. He's asked her to meet him several times, but she 

always refused. But this time, well, she's really mad at you and her dad. Said he promised no 

more babies." The girl blushed when Jill's hand went protectively to her stomach.  

“Go on, Althea. Where is Jess now?" demanded Simone. 

"I don't know. She swore that she would be back before the school bus left. She snuck off at 

lunchtime, said she was going to meet him at the mall, that neither of us would get into any 

trouble because she would make it back before anyone knew. He is seventeen and has a car, or so 

she said." 

The color drained from Jill's face. "Seventeen? Jess isn't even thirteen yet?" 

Althea nodded, "I know, but she told him she was fifteen." 

Bile rose as Jill realized that it would be just as easy for the man to lie to her step-daughter. "Oh, 

my god." 

Simone hugged her daughter, "You should have told us sooner, little lady, but we will discuss 

that later." Turning towards Jill, she forced a smile, "I'm sure everything will be fine, sweetie. 
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You go home and call that police sergeant. I'll take Althea and go to the mall. I'm sure we'll find 

her there, but just in case, get the police involved as quickly as possible." 

Jill closed her eyes and fought back the tears as Britney began to fuss in the buggy. Daniel would 

never forgive her if something happened to his daughter. Hell, she would never forgive herself. 

She felt tiny arms about her legs and looked down to see Bel's golden curls pressed against the 

swell of her stomach. She rubbed the girl's back and murmured soothing words that she did not 

believe herself. That feeling was eating at her gut once more as she turned her small troop back 

towards the house.  

*** 

"Open the fucking door, bitch," he growled as he yanked hard on Jess's hair. She fumbled in her 

school bag, trying to find her keys. Tears swirled in her eyes. This was not what she had planned. 

This man. She hated him. She had since her mother first brought him into their lives.  

Now, it was hard for her to process the fact that all these months, it had been him on the other 

end of the computer. She felt sick at all the secrets she had shared, the things she had told this 

man about her family, but she choked it back. She had to keep her head clear. It was their only 

chance against Clay Dodd. 

His grip tightened, then he pushed her aside and fumbled with his free hand in his jeans pocket. 

He withdrew a set of keys and inserted one into the lock on her front door. He smiled at her when 

it turned, and the loud click announced its opening.  

"Thank your crazy bitch mother for the key. She gave it to me herself." His smile widened, "Or 

your stupid father for not having the locks changed after she died. Aw, don't go all soft on me, 

princess. Who knows how many other men the whore gave keys to?" 

Jess wanted to fight him, to deny his words, but he was right. Her mother had been a whore. She 

knew that from the moment she had brought this man into their lives. It was why she had never 

really grieved the woman's loss.  

"Good riddance to bad rubbish," for the first time, she breathed her true feelings aloud. 

The man threw back his head and laughed as he shoved her through the door. "Yes, well, I'm 

about to finish taking out the trash, princess." 

Jess froze, standing by the couch. "What do you mean?" 

*** 

Daniel, Samuel, and Travis were joking as they stepped from the military transport plane, but all 

laughter quickly faded at the sight of four Marine MPs.  
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The men approached them. "Lieutenant Travis Hall?" they asked as Trav nodded slowly. "You 

are wanted for questioning in the attempted murder of your wife, Trisha Hall. Hands behind your 

back, sir." 

The whole unit froze in shock as the color drained from Travis's face. "Attempted murder? 

Trisha?" His arms went automatically behind his back. His face was blank as he attempted to 

process their words. "Oh, holy fuck, T.J.," he screamed as the realization hit him. He began to 

struggle with the Marines. 

Daniel felt as if he had been kicked in the stomach. After almost four months in the desert, heat 

and cold combining to numb the senses, then the excruciatingly long flight home on the 

uncomfortable transport, he had been looking forward to a warm shower and the first night back 

in his wife's arms. This turn of events changed all that.  

He stepped forward and caught Travis's eyes. The men exchanged a glance, "Go with them, man. 

Get this straightened out. Samuel and I will check on T.J. and Trisha. Find out what is up from 

Jill and Simone. Okay, man?" Daniel turned to the MPs, "Where are you taking him?" 

The oldest, a Staff Sergeant, answered. "Our orders are to deliver him to the Hampton Roads 

Police Department, sir." 

"Thank you, Sergeant," he replied as he turned back to his friend. "See you there in a couple of 

hours, buddy. Until then, keep it cool." 

Travis nodded, "Just find out about my son." 

"I will, man, I will." Daniel watched as the Marines took his friend away in cuffs. He felt a hand 

on his shoulder and turned to see Samuel. "What the fuck is up, man?" 

Samuel shook his head, "I don't know, but you're right, the girls will be able to tell us. We should 

head home as soon as possible. Right after the debriefing." 

Daniel shook his head and walked away, "Fuck the debriefing. We're needed at home more."  

*** 

The short walk back to their home had never seemed so long. Bel chattered even faster than 

usual. Jill smiled at each word, adding a few sounds here and there to reassure the little girl, but 

she heard nothing. Britney and Ashley fussed in their double stroller, and not even the motion 

seemed to calm them.  

Just as nothing could calm Jill's troubled mind, Jess was gone. With some mysterious boy from 

the internet. If it was a boy at all. Dozens of horrible headlines about young girls lured to their 
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demise by adult predators swam through her murky mind. She struggled to control nausea that 

she thought was a thing of the past as she had entered her second trimester.  

She paused on the front porch. The door was ajar. Relief and worry swamped her as she pushed it 

open and rushed in. The first thing she saw was Jess, and her heart leaped in joy that the girl was 

safe. "Jess!" But her step-daughter was frowning, her eyes wide with… Fear?  

Then Jill noticed the man that stood off to the side by the fireplace. He held a gun in his hand. A 

weapon that was pointed directly at Jess. The scene took on a surreal slow motion feel as Bel 

pushed past her and rushed to the man's side. "Unca Clay, Uncle Clay, did you bring me more 

strawberry ice cream? You know it is my favorite." 

The man's face contorted in disgust as he pushed the little girl down. She fell back and hit her 

head against the corner of the fireplace. Bel slumped there with blood pouring from a cut on her 

forehead.  

Jill rushed to the child's side. She felt for her pulse, but while Bel did not respond to the sound of 

her voice, the child was breathing steadily, and the pulse in her neck was strong. Jill took off her 

coat and wrapped the sleeve tightly about the cut then used the rest of it to make a pillow of 

sorts. 

She looked up as the twins began to cry in their seats. But Dodd was beside them in an instant. 

She watched as he unwrapped lollipops and handed them to the toddlers. It seemed silly given 

the gun in his hand, but she fought back the urge to lecture him for giving sweets to the girls. 

"It's alright, my girls. Daddy's here now." He bent and brushed a curl out of Britney’s face before 

he turned back to face Jill. "I just have a few nasty details to take care of. Then we can be 

together forever." 

Jill shook her head, as details that she had forgotten, flooded back. Brakes. Her brakes would not 

work. She had been rushing to the hospital because she realized that it had been Clay, who 

pushed Jess.  

Strawberry ice cream. The red stains on Cindy bear's tummy after they brought Bel home from 

the hospital. It had always bothered her, but with the trip, then her own illness that she had 

assumed for so long was confirmation of the food poisoning diagnosis, and finally, Trisha.  

With the concussion from the car accident, it had just slipped her mind. But not anymore, the 

room tilted as all the pieces to this very nasty puzzle fell into place.  

"Now, you see. It took you long enough, you stupid bitch," he waved the gun.  

"Daniel won't let you get away with it. You can't take our daughters." 
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"Your daughters? Your fucking daughters? These babies are mine. They always have been. That 

stupid cow thought that she could use them to manipulate me the way she did her weak-ass 

husband.”  

“Thought she could have it all. My money, friends back in New York City, the parties, and drugs. 

But she showed her hand too soon. She was a lousy mother, not worthy of my seed. I only let her 

live long enough to bring them into the world." 

Jill held onto the arm of the couch to steady herself. Bel moved in her arms, a reassuring sign. 

But it was the pale, blank stare on Jess's face that worried her most. The man was making 

accusations that the girl had no business hearing. She needed to stop him somehow before any 

more damage was done.  

"What do you intend to do with us?"  

Another laugh echoed around the room, "A little accident, a gas leak, a big boom. Image the pain 

that the loss of his whole family will do to the commander. Does he know?" he pointed the gun 

at her stomach. 

Jill shook her head, "I wanted to tell him face-to-face."  

Her eyes sought Jess's as her mind tried to formulate an escape plan. The girl was on the other 

side of the room. Dodd was between Jill and the front door, but if she could somehow catch 

Jess's attention, perhaps the girl could make a run for the back door, alert the neighbors.  

Jill laid Bel's head gently on the floor.  "Why? Why do you hate Daniel so much?" She moved so 

that he could not see her motioning towards the door behind her back. 

The man stared at her with pure hatred, "Because he took from me what was mine. Now it's time 

I did the same. And this time something that he will give a damn about, a wife he truly loves and 

his children. Just like he killed my son." 

His words made no sense. She knew her husband, the man would have no part of murder and 

certainly not a child.  

*** 

Daniel saw the light in the living room and smiled as they drove up to his house. "You go see 

what you can find out from Simone. I'll check with Jill. Call you in five, old man." He hopped 

out of the car.  

Neither had even bothered with their gear, leaving it at the airfield. Their only thoughts had been 

to help their friend. Daniel practically ran up the sidewalk to their house. He did not even pause 

as he threw open the door.  
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He stopped just inside the door when he saw Clay Dodd standing next to his daughters' stroller. A 

gun pointed at his wife. Bel lay unconscious, it seemed, on the floor, and Jess was virtually 

catatonic in the doorway between the kitchen and living room. His spine stiffened when the man 

laughed. 

"Well, well. Welcome home, Commander." Dodd smiled, but it was a look that turned Daniel's 

stomach. "I don't think this can get any better. The great war hero comes home, kills his whole 

family, and then commits suicide. Oh yes, so much better than I had even imagined." 

Daniel watched as Jill gripped the couch even tighter. Her face went even paler at the man’s 

words.  His heart tightened. Dodd moved to stand next to Jess, who remained frozen. He 

wrapped his arm about her waist and brought the gun to her head. She whimpered, but that was 

the only sign of life.  

"Come in, Commander. Close the door and join the party. I was just explaining to your lovely 

wife here how you killed my son." 

Daniel turned and closed the front door. His mind began to tick off the moments. Samuel was 

expecting a phone call. He would know something was up when he did not get one. If he could 

just buy some time, then they all stood a good chance.  

The problem was collateral damage. And there was too god damned much of it, spread across too 

vast a distance. The way Dodd held Jess meant that his knife would do him no good. Of course, 

he might be able to get off a kill shot between the eyes, but that was risky with his wife and 

daughters so near. His only choice was to play along, bide his time, and look for an opening. 

Dodd waved the weapon at Jill, "You, bitch, go get that rope you have in your dresser drawer. 

And do it quickly." He pulled Jess tighter and pushed the gun into her temples until she let out a 

shrill cry of pain.  

He turned towards Daniel and motioned him to the chair. "Take a seat, Commander. We might as 

well have a little chat. There's a few things I want to get off my chest before I kill you." 

*** 

Jill practically ran down the hall to their bedroom. For a moment, she considered calling the 

police or Simone but thought better of it. The man had a gun to Jess's head, and given all that she 

knew he had done and the things that she suspected him of, murder did not seem that far off.  

She reached into their toy drawer and pulled out the coiled length of rope. Her stomach turned 

again when she realized the truth. How did he know about this? But she did not have time to 

dwell on any of it. Her family's lives depended on it.  
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She had never been happier to see Daniel, between the two of them, they would figure a way out 

of this. Right now, she was more focused on getting the man to confess as much of his crimes as 

possible. Beginning with what he did to Trish. 

She squared her shoulders and walked back into the living room. Her eyes did a quick check, 

watching the rise and fall of Bel's chest. The twins continued to fuss, but she noted that they were 

quieting slowly, sucking on the lollipops that Dodd had given them.  

The man smiled, "Yes, maybe, you aren't as stupid as I thought, Missus Monroe. A mild sedative, 

but I can assure you it is perfectly safe. I would never do anything to harm my daughters."  

Jess struggled a bit in Dodd’s arms. As if the words woke some part of her shattered mind. 

Glancing where her husband sat like a tiger watching its prey, Jill registered the leashed anger in 

every muscle of his body.   

Dodd followed her eyes, "Tie him up, bitch. I'm sure you know what you're doing. My little 

research on the internet was quite enlightening, Mistress J." 

Jill squared her shoulders and held her head up proudly. She had never been ashamed of the 

profile that she and David shared on the alternative lifestyle website. Even though she had just 

begun to reveal that side of herself to Daniel, she would not allow this man to humiliate her. That 

had always been one of her hard limits. That was not about to change now.  

"Yes, so I'm sure you know the things that I want to do to you, asshole." 

She walked over to the chair and knelt by Daniel. She knew that it was too risky to speak, even 

to whisper, she just hoped that they were on the same page. She made quick work of the rope 

work, realizing as she did that he would eventually unravel each knot just as he had that night.  

That night, oh how she wished they were back there in their room, alone, the girls safely tucked 

into their beds. But she was determined that they would be again - soon. She stood as she 

finished off the last knot.  

"Take his gun out of his belt, round back. And the knife out of the top of his boot."  

As she did, the men's eyes locked, "What didn't think I would remember, Commander? Oh, I 

think we should all share a little walk down memory lane before you all head towards the pearly 

gates or the fires of hell in your case, bastard." 

Dodd turned towards her, "Does the little woman know your part in her beloved David's death, 

Commander?" 

Jill tried hard not to give the man the satisfaction he sought, but the stabbing pain in her chest at 

his words was too much. Her hands flew to her chest, and she gasped aloud. 
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*** 

Daniel watched the color drain from her face as his worst nightmare came true. His wife knew. 

Or she would shortly, thanks to Dodd. He wanted to make excuses, to tell her that the joint 

commission had exonerated him, but the words would not come, because if he did not believe 

them himself. Why should she? 

"Oh, I see she doesn't," Dodd laughed.  

"Well, Missus Monroe, let me tell you a little story. Once upon a time, in a land far, far away, 

there were two troops of brave knights. Knights from different kingdoms, but friendly knights. 

They were after the same evil overlord. They had him in their sights. There was new magic, too, 

a magic that would allow them to blow the bastard to kingdom come from miles away. They had 

only to plant a small device on the evil overlord's magic dragon." 

He smiled at Daniel, "The bravest of knights volunteered to go alone into the evil overlord's 

encampment. The other knights would surround it and come to his rescue if anything went 

wrong. But nothing did. Or so he thought." 

"But the magic did not work. It was not the evil overlord that was blown to hell, but the other 

troop of brave knights. Their leader killed, the others wounded. And the evil overlord made his 

escape once again."  

Jill shook her head, "So, what? Do you think that is anything new? Something the Ministry of 

Defense didn't tell me? It was an accident, just like they said. No one could have known. Not 

David. Not Daniel. Nobody could have done anything to stop it."  

She looked at him as she finished. Daniel's throat tightened at the look of conviction in her eyes. 

The worst had come. Damn, but he hated to admit it, but the old man was right. His wife had 

understood. Better than he ever had, he smiled weakly at Jill. 

But the moment was interrupted by another laugh, "Oh, but you would be so wrong, dear queen. 

For you see, what neither brave leader realized was that among the knights was one, who held 

special powers, new magic.”  

“The magic that might supersede all other, but it had yet to be tested. This young knight had 

meant only to plant the magic among the rocks that surrounded them, but then the other troop's 

leader found him sneaking away. He threatened to tell his captain. Called it a dereliction of duty, 

would have the young knight punished. Except he never lived to do it." 

Daniel's mind poured over the man's words. The incident was not the last of the misfires. Several 

other drones had failed to hit their targets. A couple had even hit civilian strongholds causing 

embarrassment and trouble with their allies.  
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There had been some discussion that perhaps someone had developed a device to mimic the tag's 

signal. But they had not considered it would be their own supplier, selling secrets to the enemy. 

Although what he knew of Storm Breakers and the Dodds, Daniel was not all that surprised that 

they would stoop to treason. 

Dodd turned towards Jill, "You have a way of choosing real black and white assholes, you know 

that?" 

His wife stuck out her chest and smiled, "Thank you, Mister Dodd. It's called honor, something 

that you obviously know nothing about." 

The man moved so quickly that Daniel could only manage to loosen the first set of bonds. 

Without releasing his hold on Jess, the man backhanded Jill. The gun grazed her cheek and 

opened a small wound that oozed blood down her face. But his wife simply squared her 

shoulders and glared at the man.  

"I could not be prouder of either of them. You, Mister Dodd, are a traitor." 

"Perhaps. But it won't matter, no one will ever hear our little tale."  

Daniel swore that the man was wrong. The command needed to know about this new technology 

and the Dodds part in it. He sought his wife's eyes as he loosened the next layer of rope. It would 

still be a couple more moments before he was free.  

Of course, it was just as likely that somewhere beyond that closed door, Samuel was lurking, 

assessing the situation, and looking for an opening. They just needed to give him one. 

As if sensing his thoughts, Jill spoke up. "If we are dealing in the truth, Mister Dodd. How about 

the other? Trisha? It was you that beat and raped her, wasn't it?" 

"Rough sex. You should know plenty about that Mistress J. The bitch is no better than the other 

one was. A bad fuck. The first time, I thought it was the damned drugs. The way she just lay 

there the whole time. But that second time, all she could do was blubber and cry for her fucking 

husband.”  

“At least, your bitch did not do that when I was screwing her," he said as he turned back to 

Daniel. Jess whimpered in his arms, and the man turned, planting a chaste kiss on her forehead 

right next to the barrel of the gun. 

"I think the little princess is trying to apologize for not telling you sooner, daddy. See, your wife 

made no bones about our affair. Every time you were away, I came and went in this house like it 

was mine."  
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"Oh, Missus Monroe, if you were wondering how I got in, how I knew about your little 

collection, shall we call it? I have a key. The dumb bitch gave me one."  

Dodd turned back towards Daniel, "I would suggest you change the locks, you never know how 

many men the slut gave keys to. But none of you will be around to worry about that." 

"Oh, and while we are clearing the air," he continued. "I was the one that convinced the lazy cow 

to kill herself. Well, not exactly. I convinced her that she should fake a suicide attempt, that it 

would finally get you to leave the Navy and come to work for Storm Breakers. I was even here, 

you know."  

He motioned with the gun down the hall towards the nursery. "I fed her the pills. Praised her for 

being brave and strong. Promised her that we and our daughters would be together at last, if she 

did this one last thing for me." 

He put the gun back to Jess's temple as he continued, "Of course, it was all lies. She was a lousy 

mother, wasn't she princess? You did most of the fucking work. Caring for your sisters."  

Clay Dodd turned towards Jill, "You, on the other hand. You are a worthy vessel for my seed, too 

damned bad the asshole beat me to it.”  

“But oh well, once I'm finished here, me and my girls might head over to Texas. See how the 

other bitch is doing. She might be as vain and self-centered as Rachel, but at least that one knows 

how to be a mother. Hopefully, our two day fuck fest will pay off. She should just about be 

showing by now." 

*** 

Jill closed her eyes as Trisha's words in the hospital came back to her. That was what frightened 

her so much, the possibility of carrying this man's child. Jill could not blame her. Her hand 

curled protectively over her precious cargo. 

The man's attention was centered on her husband as he continued. "You should have seen the 

fear in the bitch's eyes when she realized that I had lied. As her eyes began to close, I whispered 

what a worthless cunt she was. Told her how you were not coming, that you never loved her 

anyway.”  

“It was priceless, man. But you know what's fucking ironic? Her last words were for her 

daughters. How the fuck is that for a shocker? The slut wasn't such a horrid mother, after all." He 

caressed the side of Jess's face with the gun. "Is it nice to know that in her final moments on this 

earth, mommy dearest thought about you, princess?" 

Jess whimpered and nodded. Jill noted it was the first sign that her step-daughter was coming out 

of the daze that she had been in. "I knew she loved you all, Jess. That's what never made sense. 



-269- 

 

Why would she leave you girls?" She hoped that the sound of her voice would reach a little 

further to bring the girl around.  

Jill turned her attention back to Dodd, "And the accidents that have been happening to us all? 

Bel's food poisoning? Jess's fall? My car accident? That was all you, wasn't it?" 

He laughed again, and she was getting damned tired of it. She wished Mistress J had the cat of 

nine tails that David had bought her for their fifteenth wedding anniversary. She would strip the 

skin right off the man's back. She supposed that just this once, it would be alright to break the 

cardinal rule of BDSM. Never lose control, never hit out of anger.  

"You might not have her beauty, but between the super hot Mistress J shit, the mother of the year 

act, and that brain, damn, but you aren't sexy in your own way." 

Jill winked to her husband, "If you only knew, Mister Dodd. Care to leave this lot here. Mistress 

J would love a chance to show you what she's got." 

"I don’t think so, sweetie. Unlike your two fuck-head husbands, I'm not switch. I'm all Dom. Of 

course, from what I read on your profile that could suit you just fine too." 

"Sorry, I'll have to decline your offer. As I'm sure you know, the lifestyle is all about trust and 

respect. I am very picky about to whom I offer my submission. And traitors, rapists, and 

murderers don't make the cut." 

"I never bought that whole offering submission shit. It is something that you take. Women were 

put on this earth to be used and bred. Of course, you've more than fulfilled your role, haven't 

you, sweetheart?"  

"I have nothing to apologize for if that's what you mean. I have loved and been loved by two 

amazing men, raised eight children, and in my own way, served my countries with honor. Too 

bad you can't say the same, shithead."  

"Oh, is that a small taste of Mistress J?"  

"You could not take Mistress J. She would have you whimpering like the coward you are inside 

of two minutes." Jill hoped that Daniel was using the time she was buying him wisely.  "So, 

anything else you need to confess before we end this thing?"  

"Oh, I intend on ending it. Soon. I'll begin with that weak little cunt over there," he motioned 

with the gun towards Bel. Then he pressed the weapon into Jess, but this time it was her side, not 

her temple. "Then this one. I figure watching the girls die will shut up that fat mouth of yours, 

bitch.”  
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“Then again, maybe I will shut it up another way before I kill you. Right in front of him," Clay 

motioned towards the chair where Daniel sat, a little too quietly. Jill met his eyes, and somehow 

she knew he was ready, waiting for her to give him the opening he needed.  

"Oh, commander, since the cunt reminded me. There is one more little thing. That chopper 

accident that killed Thad and put Dwayne in a fucking wheelchair. That was me too.”  

“Remember, you had already forced me out of the unit, but I was there with Storm Breakers. It 

was so fucking easy to get access to the hanger, reverse a couple of wires, and as they 

say…Botta Bing, Botta Boom."  

"So, let's see the count on this one, commander. You, one unborn baby, and my career. Me, two 

comrades dead, two wives, and two daughters dead and you too, of course. When I'm done here, 

I'll call us even and move on to handle that other two-faced bastard, your Master Chief Petty 

Officer.”  

“Not that I have any interest in that fat cow he calls his wife. But I never got to taste this sweet 

young thing," he said as he licked along the side of Jess's face. "She probably would have been 

as bad a fuck as her mother anyway. But I hear that Simone for all her blubber is a decent fuck, 

so maybe I can taste some sweet young chocolate cherry before I kill them all." 

*** 

Daniel caught a slight movement in the kitchen. 'What the fuck took you so long?' he thought as 

he loosened the final bonds around his wrist. He might not be armed, but he knew Samuel would 

be. But could the man get the shot off without endangering Jess? They needed a diversion.  

*** 

Jill saw the look in Daniel's eyes. She knew that he was calculating, looking for an opening, and 

she was too. At that moment, Bel moaned and tried to sit up. She began to move to the little girl, 

thankful that she and the babies had slept through the nastiness.  

Looking briefly at Jess, she wondered if the girl would ever recover from what had happened 

here. The defiant pre-teen was gone. 

Bel moaned again, and the man raised the gun, "One down."  

Jill moved without thought, throwing herself between the man and her daughter. She heard the 

bang. Then she felt the burning pain rip through her side as she fell next to the child. She could 

barely breathe, but the child was smiling down at her. Was this heaven?  

*** 
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The world began to explode around them. Worse than any battle or warzone that Daniel had ever 

witnessed. The shot rang out like thunder over the Amazon. Then another.  

Daniel watched as red stains spread across the man's shirt. A large gaping exit wound covered his 

shoulder that was opposite Jess's head. Dodd's arm hung limply at his side as he howled in pain. 

Jill had called him a coward, and he was proving her words correct.  

Samuel rushed the man from behind, knocking Jess free as she fell over the couch. He pushed 

the man's face into the carpet and twisted his injured arm up high behind his back, pinning him to 

the floor.  

"Taste some sweet chocolate cherry, asshole? I'm thinking some brothers are going to be all over 

this thick white ass every time you're in the shower where you're going, mother fucker." Samuel 

punctuated his assessment with a slap to Dodd's bottom like he was a bad boy who had been 

caught cheating at school. 

Daniel looked at Jess, who was curled into a ball on the couch now, crying softly. He wanted to 

rush over and scoop her up, reassure her that so many things the man said were not true. That the 

others did not matter. Then he heard the frantic cry from the fireplace.  

"Jill, please. Mommy, pwease. Pwease don't weave me again," Bel sobbed. Then he saw his wife, 

pale and not moving in the child's tiny arms. He realized then that the second shot had not been 

Samuel's. The bastard had gotten off a round before his friend took him down.  

Daniel rushed to their side. He gently brushed his daughter aside and lifted his wife's head. He 

caressed her face and brushed back her blonde hair. Bile rose in his throat. Blond hair just like in 

his nightmares. He almost choked as he remembered that other nightmare, the one where 

Rachel’s face became Jill’s. He closed his eyes as pain gripped his chest. He had survived the 

first, but he would not, not this time. Not if he lost her. 

He drew in a deep breath and forced his brain back to the moment. The stain spreading across his 

old tattered Academy sweatshirt was dark, almost black. His medical training kicked in. He knew 

what that meant. His wife had been shot in the liver. Blood mixed with bile was pouring too 

quickly from the wound. He reached up to the couch and grabbed a throw pillow. He had to slow 

the blood loss.  

Samuel was busy holding the man down, Bel was too young, and he could not release the 

pressure on Jill's wound. Someone needed to get a fucking ambulance here. Now. He looked at 

his oldest daughter, still crying on the couch. "Jess," he called out. "Damn it, Jess, I need you." 

The girl whimpered, but she rolled over and looked at him. "That's my girl. I need you to call 

nine-one-one. Now." For a moment, the girl just stared at him numbly. He sighed in relief when 

she nodded and ran to the kitchen.  
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He turned his attention back to his wife as he noticed Samuel reaching for the rope that Daniel 

had dropped by the chair when he broke free. The movement stretched Dodd's arms back further, 

and the man screamed louder.  

Daniel choked back glee as he stared down into his wife's face that was almost translucent now 

from the blood loss. She was going into shock. "Bel, sweetie, I need a blanket. Can you get me 

one from your room? Please, baby girl," he pleaded. 

"Is she going away the way my other mother did?" His daughter asked as she stood up.  

He choked on bile as it rose higher in his throat as his child voiced the fear that he could not. 

"No, sweetie, she's going to be fine. But she needs that blanket, please," he lied. He watched as 

the little girl staggered down the hall, moving slower than she should. Fuck, the child was still 

reeling from the blow to her head.  

Anger and hatred tightened his gut into knots. He looked at his wife's face, remembering another 

time, another face. For the first time, knowing the truth about that as well. He wanted Dodd dead. 

He deserved to die for all the lives he had ruined.  

He felt a slight movement in his arms and looked down as Jill's green eyes fluttered open. "Lay 

still, my love. The ambulance is on its way." 

She winced in pain. Her hand moved towards the pillow that he held over the wound but fell 

short, instead resting lower. She tried to say something. He bent lower to listen. 

"Sorry. Sorry, I could not keep them safe," tears spilled from the corners of those green pools. 

"You did fine, sweetheart," he kissed her forehead. He did not even try to stop the tears that 

blurred his vision. He felt her go limp in his arms. "Goddamn it, Jill, you can't do this to me. You 

can't make me love you, then leave me alone. Fight, damn it, fight. I need you. The girls need 

you. Please, baby, please," he cried as he felt hands pushing him aside.  

*** 

Daniel paced the cramped waiting room. Simone had called in the reserves when the doctors 

decided to admit both the twins and Bel for observation. A couple of the wives were with them in 

the pediatrics ward. Simone scurried between there and the waiting area bringing him frequent 

updates until the children had fallen asleep an hour or so ago.  

He looked at the clock on the wall again. It was almost midnight. Fuck, Jill had been in surgery 

for over seven hours. That could not be good. He reached the back wall, turned and headed in the 

opposite direction.  
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He saw Jess huddled silently in Simone's arms; tears trailed down her cheeks. He knew he should 

go to his eldest, but he simply could not, not yet anyway. It would be one more sin that she 

would have to forgive her old man. Although he supposed after some of what Dodd had said that 

afternoon, forgiveness would be a two-way street.  

But right now, all he could think about was his wife. Would Jill be all right? The doctors had let 

him see her only briefly before rushing her into surgery, but she had been intubated and 

unconscious. IV lines ran out of both arms. It was not any more reassuring than the doctors 

themselves had been. They simply would not know how bad it was until they got in.  

Daniel looked up as Samuel and Travis walked in. The police sergeant that had investigated 

Rachel's death had reluctantly allowed him to go with his wife in the ambulance, but only on the 

condition that Samuel accompany him to the station for a full statement. The frown on the man’s 

face could not mean good news.  

But the dark scowl on Travis's reminded him of a late summer storm rolling in off the mountains, 

the kind that spawned tornadoes. He nodded at them. Travis nodded back but did not say 

anything.  

The younger man walked away. Travis took a chair in the corner of the room, away from Simone 

and Jess as well as the half dozen or so other friends from the unit. They had all gathered to await 

news. 

Samuel approached him cautiously. The apprehensive look on his friend's face had him 

wondering, did he look as much like a wounded, caged animal as he felt. "You look like shit, 

man." Damn, Samuel, as honest as always. 

"Fuck you, old man."  

"Want to get a cup of coffee or something? Simone will call if there is any news," Samuel put his 

hand on Daniel's shoulder. 

"No, I need to be here when they come out. It shouldn't be much longer," he stared once more at 

the clock on the wall, whose hands seemed to be slowing with each pass. 

"They released Trav when I told them what Dodd had said. But he's in pretty bad shape. Well, his 

head is pretty fucked up right now. Realizing that he's been a real son of a bitch to the woman he 

loved and that there was never any affair, really. Add to that the fact that the cops had already 

shown him some pretty fucking graphic pictures of her taken after the second assault. Well, he 

wants to kill Dodd." 
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"Tell him to take a fucking number and stand in line," Daniel replied as his eyes caught Dwayne 

holding Chloe's hand while she sobbed quietly. So fucking much destruction. "We should have 

killed the bastard when we had the chance." 

"Then we would have been no better than he was. Alright, maybe we should have let the woman 

press sexual harassment charges, instead of just arranging a quiet transfer for her. But what 

difference would that have made? Other than ruin her life even more." 

Daniel choked as he acknowledged the truth of his friend's word. But it did nothing to quiet the 

hatred that boiled in his gut. "David. Thad and Dwayne. Rachel. Trisha. All those fucking 

accidents that kept happening and now this. He was responsible for it all." 

Samuel looked at the floor, "I know, man." He hesitated for a moment before continuing, his 

hand on Daniel's shoulder squeezing lightly. "I should probably tell you now before you hear it 

from anyone else.”  

“NCIS was at the police station, but they don't think they will find enough evidence to bring him 

up on charges for either the drone attack or the helicopter accident. And without Trisha to testify, 

the Hampton Roads district attorney won't proceed with rape charges either. I'm afraid they are 

only charging him with kidnapping and attempted murder for what happened at your house 

today." 

Daniel shook his head in denial and clutched his fists at his side, "Fucking bastard's going to get 

away with it." 

"No, man, they have him on those charges, and no lawyer his daddy can buy will be able to get 

him out of them. The man is going to do time, real time. And they might not have enough 

evidence to bring him up on charges, but trust me, NCIS was very interested in the drone 

technology. I don't think Old Man Dodd is going to have many military contracts renewed 

anytime soon." 

"Not much justice for the lives of two good soldiers, well half a dozen counting Dwayne and the 

other British Marines that were injured." 

Samuel frowned and nodded solemnly, "But you got to move on, man. Learn to live with it." 

Daniel shook his head as he strained to see down the hall. 'Got to move on. Learn to live with it.' 

He was not sure if he wanted to live with anything. Not if something happened to her. His throat 

tightened, and his eyes clouded over once more. He felt the hand on his shoulder squeeze until it 

was almost painful. He looked up at his friend. 

"She's a fighter. I know she's going to be fine, man." 

Daniel could not speak past the knot in his throat, so he merely nodded.  
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The stoic look on the doctor's face, as Daniel looked back to watch the doors open, revealed 

nothing. His green scrubs were covered in dark stains. Daniel was glad for Samuel's hand on his 

shoulders as he felt his knees give. He had seen blood, too many fucking times. He had drawn 

blood, killed men. But it was not her blood, not the blood of the woman he loved.  

"How is she?" It was not his voice, but the feminine accent of Simone that asked from just 

behind him. 

"I won't lie; it has been a rough few hours. The bullet ripped through her liver. We lost almost 

half of it before we could get the worst of the bleeding stopped. We also had to remove her gall 

bladder and repair a tiny hole in her diaphragm. The bullet fragmented on impact, which is how 

it did so much damage."  

He looked Daniel in the eye, "There is a large fragment lodged against her spine, but we thought 

it too dangerous to try and remove it just now. I'd rather have a specialist do that later." The man 

smiled weakly, "But I am pretty confident, Commander, that your wife will make a full 

recovery."  

Daniel chuckled with relief, but the man's face turned somber once more, "But I cannot be so 

certain about the babies." 

He shook his head in confusion, "No, the Lieutenant was here earlier. Bel and the twins are both 

recovering nicely in the pediatrics ward. I'm afraid you must be confused."  

If the man was mistaken about his daughters, might he also be confused about his patient? Could 

the man be speaking of another woman? Was Jill still in surgery or worse? Was she going to be 

alright? Or had something horrible happened?  

He struggled to break free of Samuel's hands until he felt the nails of a smaller one bite into the 

crook of the other arm. Simone looked up at the doctor, "Did she lose the baby?" 

The man shook his head, "Babies, twins. And not yet." He turned back towards Daniel without a 

smile, "As I was saying, your wife lost a lot of blood."  

The doctor put his hand on Daniel's other shoulder. "The hole in her diaphragm meant her 

oxygen levels were pretty low for quite a while. That plus the whole shock process. Well, I'm 

sorry, Commander, but I can't be as optimistic about your wife's pregnancy. The next twenty-four 

to forty-eight hours should tell, though." 

Daniel swallowed, trying to work past the dryness that felt like a hairball so that he could speak. 

A baby? In the utter chaos that was their homecoming, he had even forgotten Samuel's taunts, the 

nights he had lain awake dreaming of the possibility. A baby. No, babies. Another set of twins. 

Their twins. His and Jill's.  
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But even as he learned of the miracle that had until that moment been nothing more than a 

dream, a remote possibility, he felt it being snatched away. More lives ruined by the man. His 

babies, he thought as he felt the scalding heat of tears running down his cheek. He could barely 

see as he finally found enough of his voice to plead, "May I see her?" 

"Yes, she's in recovery now. But I need to prepare you, Commander. Because of the repair to her 

diaphragm, we are going to leave her intubated for a couple of days. Save her body the strain of 

trying to breathe on its own. She still has the IVs, of course. And monitors for both her heart and 

the babies." 

"But she'll live? You're sure of that?" he pleaded. 

"Commander, I don't think I need to tell you that there are no guarantees in life. But yes, I'd give 

your wife excellent odds of making a full recovery." 

Daniel squared his shoulders and nodded as he shook off Simone and Samuel's comforting 

hands. "Then we'll deal with whatever else that comes together."  

He turned and looked at the small crowd that had gathered behind him as the doctor gave his 

update. "Go home, folks. Get some rest. I'm sure we'll be needing whatever help you can give 

over the next few days." The crowd mumbled words as they passed, some offering more 

reassuring squeezes.  

As the room cleared, Daniel noted the stragglers. Dwayne sat silently in his wheelchair in one 

corner. The man's best friend was dead, the use of his legs gone just as surely. If it had been hard 

enough to live with the doubts, wondering if he could have done something more, if he missed 

something, how must this feel? Knowing that they had been betrayed by someone they had once 

thought a friend and ally.   

Travis cowered in the opposite corner. He looked like one of his father's prize bulls caged and 

injured. Daniel knew what it felt like to stand by helplessly as your wife was hurt. But this man's 

pain was more profound. The injuries that Trisha suffered went deeper than just her body, the 

damage that the man had done to her mind and their marriage might be irreparable.  

And Travis carried his own guilt too. His betrayal of their love and vows was just as damaging as 

anything that Dodd had done, maybe more so. Daniel sighed as he thought about Rachel, his part 

in her death. He had more in common with Trav than he was ready to handle at the moment. 

Another lone figure huddled near the door. Her legs were drawn up to her chest; her arms 

wrapped tightly about them. Her head rested on her knees. Another reminder of his failures as a 

husband and a father. How much had his oldest daughter borne the sins of her parents? What 

must it have been like, forced to choose sides? Betray your mother? Or lie to your father?  
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"You go ahead. We'll do what we can here," Simone whispered. "I'll take Jess home with me for 

a few nights. Melinda and Beth are with the other girls in pediatrics. You just take care of her, 

alright?" 

"Thanks," he mumbled as he turned to face his best friend. 

"You know you don't even need to ask, man. I got those two as well. Not sure what I can do, 

though. Afraid only time can heal some wounds." 

"And some scars can't be seen," he whispered as he followed the doctor down the hallway. 

*** 

Jill fought her way back up from the darkness that seemed to envelop her mind. She swallowed, 

and while her throat was dry, this time, it did not seem to be stuffed full of something cold and 

plastic that was much worse than any gag ball.  

Her hand went automatically to the gentle swell of her abdomen as her eyes opened. She stared 

up into his. "The baby?" She whispered even though it caused a fiery pain in her throat. 

Her husband poured water into a cup and lifted her head. A few drops parted the parched desert 

of her lips and slid down her burning throat. "Slowly, sweetheart. That's the first thing you have 

had in three days. We don't want it making you sick." 

She nodded to him to take the cup away. She looked around her at the hospital room for the first 

time. She had tried to wake up a few times over the past couple of days, but it had been too 

much. All she could remember were glimpses of his dark curls pressed against her hand. His 

fingers laced through hers. The pain seemed to bubble and burn inside her. Trying to speak and 

nothing coming out. And the incessant beeping from somewhere. 

She tried to focus past the fog as the rest of it came back. Dodd was in their home. Bel was hurt. 

The twins drugged. And the man had Jess. Then Daniel was there to save them. The rest of it 

broke like rainwater over a dam.  

David. The man was responsible for his death, but Daniel had thought it was his fault. Oh god, 

how that must have felt. Memories flooded her. The way Daniel's fingers had stilled as he traced 

the tattoo on her back that night. Was that when he realized? Or had he known all along? Was 

their whole marriage nothing more than some sick sort of penance for a sin that was not even his 

own? 

The accidents - those were all Dodd's doing, too. And Rachel, the woman had not committed 

suicide. She had not willingly left her husband and daughters. Did that change things? Would 

Daniel's anger at the woman be replaced with more guilt?  
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And Trisha, dear god, what the man had done to her friend? And Dwayne too. Her mind swam 

with all of it until it was hard for her to breathe. The damned beeping became a shrill alarm. She 

felt his hand on her shoulder. 

"Breathe deep, sweetheart. Slow and deep. Follow me. In, one, two, three, four. Good girl. Now 

out, one, two, three, four. Again," he squeezed her hand as he talked her through the worst of the 

panic attack. Oh god, it had been years since she had had one.  

It took her a couple of minutes of the guided breathing exercises before she felt the worst of the 

panic recede. Daniel insisted she take a couple more sips of the water.  

She felt the cobwebs clearing from her mind slowly. "The baby, Daniel? Did I lose the baby?" 

She stared at the pure white sheet that covered her body. 

She felt his fingers under her chin as he lifted her head and turned it to face him. He reached 

behind him and pointed to the machine that was beeping. "They are doing fine, sweetheart. I 

think it shocked the shit out of the doctors, after all that the three of you had been through. But 

they are fighters, just like their Mommy." 

Jill shook her head, "They?" 

"Hope you are getting used to the double diaper duty, Missus Monroe, because we're having 

twins. Fraternal this time. Although the little cheats keep hiding from the ultrasound, so we still 

don’t know if they are boys or girls or both." 

Jill's vision blurred with tears of relief, "Does it matter?" 

"Well, D.J. and his brothers are placing bets on which way the four-four tie will go?" 

"The boys?" she whispered reverently. 

"They arrived a couple of days ago, well, all except for Darren. He was doing some joint training 

exercises with the Air Force in Colorado, so he's been here almost since you came out of 

surgery." 

"Must have been bad then, if they all got emergency leave." 

"Let's just say, don't you ever fucking do that to me again," his voice was gruff. She could see the 

film of moisture that covered those blue-grey pools.  

More of the fog rolled back as she remembered his words. "Made you love me, Commander?" 

"Yes, damn it. What else do you call it, sweetheart? Did I ever stand a fucking chance from the 

moment you walked off that plane and into our lives?" He bent until his forehead pressed against 
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hers. She stared into those eyes that had captured her heart even in that grainy photograph, eyes 

that were ringed with dark circles.  

"I love you, Jill," he bent and brushed his lips across hers. Heat and longing instantly exploded, 

warring with the pain that gripped her abdomen as she lifted her head and parted her lips, taking 

the kiss deeper. 

"Aw, man," came the deep rumble from behind them.  

Jill fell back against the pillow as Daniel curled up protectively, next to her. "I see what you 

mean, little sis. Those two are disgusting," said the tall man with the laughing brown eyes that 

brought up the rear of the group. 

"D.J.," she whispered as she brought her hand to her mouth, and tears coursed down her cheeks. 

It had been over a year and a half since she had seen her eldest. Another long deployment in the 

land that had claimed his father's life. Her breath froze in her lungs as she took him in.  

Her mind flew through time and space to a warm beach. The demi-god that rose laughing and 

joking from the waves. Their son looked so much like his father in his fatigues that for a 

moment, she had trouble separating past from the present.  

Until the gentle squeeze of her hand reminded her of the present, and the future as she listened to 

the steady beep-beep of fetal monitors.  

D.J. laughed, "Trust me, Mum, I get that reaction a lot. You remember Major Reynolds, well 

Colonel now? I thought the man was going to have a fucking coronary the first time we met." 

Damien, her third son, stepped to the other side of the bed and brushed a kiss on her cheek. 

“Which is why I refuse to go anywhere near the pubs with him, Mum. He gets all the women."  

Although he was six foot one, he was the smallest of her sons. His hair that was close-cropped 

like a good Marine was a sandy blond like her own. His cheeks were ruddy, and his eyes a softer 

brown, flecked with green like her own.  

"I think that has more to do with the bold American mouth he got from his mother than his 

father's looks. You didn't do so damned bad with those either, my dear. You just didn't get your 

brother's confidence." 

Her second son shoved the laughing man aside and made his way to the foot of her hospital bed. 

Declan was an inch or so taller than his eldest brother and at least twenty pounds heavier with 

hair that was a shade or two lighter, his eyes the same warm brown.  

"Well, Mother, did you have to give us such a fright? If you wanted to see us all, you simply 

needed to wait until Her Majesty no longer required our services." 
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Jill laughed even though it hurt her side, "Do you have to sound so posh, Dec?" 

D.J. pulled Jess into the room. The two eldest seemed to have formed a bond, perhaps brought 

about by the shared responsibility of their positions. "Tell him, Mum. The little prat thinks his 

fucking degrees and position in Intel makes him hot shit. Damned officers." 

Daniel cleared his throat, "I thought we had this discussion about watching your language around 

your sisters, son," his emphasis on the final word brought peals of laughter from his brothers.  

"Yes, sir," D.J. said with a blush and a salute. 

Jill shook her head and giggled, "Oh god, what have I done?" 

D.J.'s laughter rumbled through the room, "Gees, Mum, I thought you would have figured that 

one out by now." He cupped his hands over Jess's ears before continuing, "Do you need a 

refresher course in the facts of life? Seems you forgot your own condom lessons?" 

Daniel speared his step-son with a glance and held up his wife's hand. His fingers caressed the 

gold band on her ring finger, "I think this about covers it, don't you?" 

D.J. squared his shoulders, "Rings are cheap, old man. Taking care of what's yours takes a real 

man. So unless you want to face me and the troops here," his brothers once more surrounded him 

as if it was all part of the plan.  

"I suggest you fucking re-evaluate your god damned priorities. It was one thing when our father 

got his ass blown up and left Mum to pick up the pieces of our lives and hers. But it is another 

when she's the one left in harm's way." 

Jill held up her other hand, "D.J., it isn't your place."  

This son, the eldest, had always bottled so much anger, taken too many responsibilities upon his 

shoulders. It had worried her for years. After his father’s death, it had only grown worse as if he 

blamed the man for dying. When it came to her and women in particular, D.J. took protective to a 

new level. Then again, he had his reasons. He had seen too much, too young. That, also, was 

their fault.  

Daniel captured her hand and brought both of them to his lips. "No, sweetheart. He's right. This 

is a young man's game," he looked from one to the other of his step-sons. "I suppose, between 

my men and these young punks, I can rest assured that things are in good hands."  

"Besides, I missed you. Every damned night, all I could think about was falling asleep in your 

arms. Well, that and soccer games, Barbie dolls, and what other firsts I was missing." His hand 

caressed the swell of her stomach, "I've missed enough of those. This time, sweetheart, I'm not 

missing any of it." 
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"Gees, man, have some dignity. Don't grovel like a pussy," laughed D.J. 

Daniel turned to him with a frown, "You might be a friggin' Bootneck, but I know one thing. 

Your Mama taught you better than to use those kinds of words around your sisters. Consider this 

your last warning, son. I might be an old man, as you say, but I can still teach you a thing or two 

about manners."  

Darren stepped up and kissed his mother's cheek. "I think that is our cue to leave you two alone 

for a bit. Get some rest, Mum. We have another week on leave so we can catch up more later." 

Jill caressed her youngest son's cheek. Of all her children, he was the most like her. His hair a 

sandy blond, his eyes pure green, and his demeanor always calm under pressure. It was a 

characteristic that would serve him well as a pilot with the Royal Air Force.  

One by one, the others stepped up and said their farewells too. As Jess and his brothers finished 

filing out of the room, her eldest stepped up to the bed. D.J. took her hand and squeezed it, "I'm 

sorry. It's just that I'm tired of seeing men put you last, Mum. As the Commander says, this might 

be a young man's game, but it should also be a single man's one." 

"Oh, D.J., that damned vow again? You're going to use this as another excuse to bully your 

brothers into it, aren't you?" 

"Ma'am, a man cannot serve two mistresses. Her Majesty or a wife, he should choose." 

"It isn't always that simple, son," she said through tears.  

She knew that her oldest son had borne the brunt of his father's many long deployments. That he 

blamed the man for abandoning them, even before his death. But hearing the bitterness in his 

voice tore at her heart for the laughing brown-eyed hellion he had once been.  

The man before her bore the scars of too many responsibilities on his young shoulders. Some of 

that was her fault, hers and David's. But some of it, they had been powerless to change.  

"I know she hurt you badly, worse than the others. But you can't let what happened with Sarah, 

keep you from loving all your life." 

He shook his head and chuckled, "Trust me, ma'am. Nothing will ever stop me from loving that 

woman. Been doing it since the moment I saw her. Her daddy couldn't stop it when he showed 

his mean side. Social services couldn't stop it when they took her away.”  

“Hell, ma'am, even joining the Royals didn't help. I was seventeen, and I knew better than to be 

messing with a thirteen-year-old, but you had nothing to worry about Mum. Trust me, if none of 

that has stopped me loving her, then some stupid vow to a god damned church sure as hell 

won't." 
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Jill squeezed her son's hand, "I wish things could have been different for you, sweetie. But you 

know, she's running from the past, not you." 

He shrugged, "I know, and trust me, I know better than any of you just how bad that past is, but 

that won't stop me loving her either. Hell, even those three little shits you saddled me with as 

brothers haven’t managed to stop it. If I didn't know that they loved her as much as I do, I would 

have killed them for the way they looked at her. Brothers or not." 

"Give them a break, D.J. We all love her. If there were anything more your father and I could 

have done, trust me, we would have." 

"I know, Mum," he bent and kissed her cheek. "Get some rest." 

"Yes, Sergeant," she said, lifting her hand to her brow for a salute. 

D.J. looked at the fetal monitor, "And for god's sake, let those two be more girls." 

"I don't know, I'm pretty damned proud of how my boys have turned out." 

Daniel nibbled at her shoulder, "Except for their foul mouths." 

She shoved playfully at him, and D.J. grumbled loudly. "I feel so fucking sorry for little sis. You 

two must be embarrassing as hell. Woman, didn't Dad teach you anything about decorum? Keep 

that shit in the bedroom along with the whips and chains."  

Jill's mouth fell open at his words, unaware that her son knew of the games she shared with her 

husbands.  

"Oh, shocked, are we? That I know yours and dad's little secret? Piece of advice then, Mum, 

either take the fucking profile down or update it."  

Jill blushed at the second reminder in the past few days of the profile that she had forgotten for 

so long. At first, it had been too painful. She had avoided that site and the memories it held. Then 

she had buried that part of herself for so long that it simply did not seem to matter, but Dodd's 

words and D.J.'s were an impetus.  

Her son was right. If she was going to be active in the lifestyle, if they were, it was only right 

that the old one come down. Maybe she and Daniel would even create one of their own. 

"It's embarrassing enough to see it on there every damned time I log in. Thank god, they don't 

have relationship links the way Facebook does. I can just see it, Dark Dom Eighty-Four son of 

Switch-a-Duos."  

D.J. speared Daniel with a stare, "Dude, do better than my old man. Make us all happy and 

banish Mistress J." 
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Daniel laughed and slapped his step-son on the shoulder. "If you only knew, the woman has 

charms of her own." 

D.J. shook his dark head, "Whatever, man. I prefer my women more pliable, true subs." 

Jill sobered, seeing her son's pains through his crass words. "You never know, D.J. Maybe one 

day, Sarah will stop running." 

"And what? Then I'd have my three brothers to fight. For the only woman any of us have ever 

loved. Well, other than you, Mum." He turned that stare on her this time, "Now, enough. Get. 

Some. Rest." 

"That shit won't work on me, son. I changed your dirty diapers. It just ain't the same." 

Daniel turned her head to face him, "Get. Some. Rest."  

Her world tilted on its axis as her stomach dropped to her knees. Her nipples and her womb 

tightened as moisture flowed between her legs. She felt a weakness that had nothing to do with 

her medical condition and everything to do with the man. "Yes, Sir," she mumbled as she 

dropped her eyes. 

"Damn, man, I might learn to like you, yet." She heard her son joke as he closed the door, 

leaving them alone. 

*** 

Daniel sighed as he drew her into his arms and brushed a kiss across the top of her head. So 

much had happened since he had last held her. It felt that the world was a completely different 

place, but the safety and security that he always felt when she was lying in his arms was the 

same. It always would be. "I'm sorry, sweetheart. I know I should have told you myself. But I 

couldn't." 

Jill placed her fingers over his soft lips, "I know. Operational Security. When did you connect the 

pieces?"  

He heard the pain in her voice, old insecurities raising their nasty heads, he was certain. He 

hugged her tighter, trying to reassure them both as he began this painful tale, "Not until I saw the 

tattoo. His unit insignia. Then I didn't know what to say or do.”  

“I had already fallen in love with you, but I just found out that I was in love with the widow of a 

man whose death I blamed myself for. I was a bastard there for a while, I know."  

He smiled weakly at her and heard the beep-beeping increase. "I'll answer whatever questions 

you have, sweetheart. National security or not, you have a right to the truth." 
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"I know all I need to. I'm a lucky woman to have loved two such wonderful men." She brushed 

his hair back gently, her words and the truth he heard in her voice gave him what not even the 

joint commission could - absolution and peace.  

"But I'd appreciate it if you made that offer to D.J. I think my son still has some issues of his own 

with his father. If the details of what happened out there can help put some of those to rest, then 

I'd be grateful." 

He nodded as his hands moved down to caress her protruding stomach. Jill sucked in a deep 

breath, and Daniel frowned as they felt something flutter softly against his palm. "Holy fuck, is 

that what I think it is?" 

Jill slapped at his hand, "And you were giving D.J. lectures for his language around the girls. 

You know, in a couple more weeks, they'll be able to hear everything you say?" 

His frown deepened, "Really? Holy shit," his hand flew to his mouth. "Sorry. I guess I've still got 

some things to learn." 

"And some kinky fantasies to fulfill if I remember correctly, Commander." 

He blushed as his eyes grazed over the swell of her full breasts barely contained by the thin 

hospital gown. "Really?" 

*** 

Jill laughed, the sound of his voice reminding her of a child in a candy store. But there were still 

other things they needed to discuss. "Are you going to have a DNA test?" 

He frowned, "A DNA test? Whatever for?" 

"Britney and Ash…" Daniel's fingers over her lips stopped her before she could even finish. 

"Do you love Bel one bit less than Declan? Or even D.J. more than Jess?" She shook her head.  

"Then why the fuck would I want to do something so god damned stupid? Give the Thomas's and 

the Dodd's ammunition if they wanted to try and take the girls from us? Hell, no, those are my 

daughters as much as Jess and Bel or these little peanuts as Simone insists on calling them."  

His hand once more, caressed his babies growing inside her. He brushed a kiss across her lips 

and drew back to look into her eyes, "Are we together on this one, my love?" 

She nodded as he drew her back into his arms. "You know you don't have to," she whispered 

against the warmth of his shoulder. "Quit, like you told the boys, I mean." 
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"Yes, I do. I don't think I could stand another night apart," he turned her to face him. Jill 

marveled that they had become so in sync. "You've given me new nightmares, sweetheart."  

She brushed a finger across his cheek, "I never meant to. I'm sorry. But are you sure? I mean, you 

aren't planning to take the Storm Breakers' offer, are you?" 

"Hell, no, sweetheart. After all this shit, I owe you a spanking for even asking. But how do you 

feel about West Texas?"  

"West Texas?" 

"Yeah, I met this crazy scientist, who thinks the world is about to come to an end. He's building 

an eco-village, whatever the fuck that is, out in the desert. He's already convinced Samuel to 

come to work for him. I was wondering if you might be interested too?" 

"End of the world? Is the man that crazy?" her brows furrowed as her fingers played at the top 

button of her husband's shirt.  

Daniel shrugged, "Maybe not as much as it sounds." 



-286- 

 

About the Author… 

Real-life, hot sex, deep meaning… 

Tara Cox lives in ‘beautiful sunny Swansea, Wales’ with her favorite romance hero, Prince 

Charming, Cooking Monster, and husband – techie guru Alan Cox – and her wonderfully autistic 

youngest daughter, @PanKwake. Besides, being a homemaker, writer, and blogger, she fills her 

day with photography, sewing, quilting, urban farming, and homesteading.  

Tara is the no-holds-barred author of a broad range of fiction, from novels to short stories. Her 

characters are REAL, not size zero 20-somethings or billionaire playboys. Even her millionaires, 

Marines, shapeshifters, and SEALs bear scars: seen and unseen. And those are just the beginning 

of their complex, REAL life problems like grief, mental health, and body issues. Her stories are 

as dark and twisted as life itself, but always with a happy ending, whether for now or ever after.  

Her writing style is best described as Jane Austen's free indirect discourse meets Fifty Shades, 

getting deep inside the minds and motivations of her characters. Even with her hotter than HOT 

sex scenes, this is not your typical erotica. But for those readers wanting 'more,' few writers 

deliver on that like Tara's literary erotica.  

Tara writes in a wide array of genres and is a perfect sexy chameleon, able to bring you hot 

content no matter where she lays down her pen. From sweet romance to deep and dark BDSM, 

she does it all, and with swagger and style. Be it military/war, sci-fi, suspense, historical, 

romance, or erotica, her recipe is simple. 

Mix REAL life challenges with equal parts love, laughter, and tears then top liberally with lots of 

hot sex.  

It's a pretty good recipe for fiction - and life. 

In her previous 'lives' Tara has been a stay-at-home mom, a fundraiser for charities, a bank teller, 

a waitress, a personal trainer, a preacher's wife, and even a stripper. It is from this plethora of 

experiences that she draws her strong characters and complex storylines. 

Follow Tara: 

Twitter: @tara_cox_writer 

Email: tara.cox.writer@gmail.com 

Blogs: https://taracoxwriter.com/ 

           https://homecrazzyhome.wordpress.com/ 

mailto:tara.cox.writer@gmail.com
https://taracoxwriter.com/
https://homecrazzyhome.wordpress.com/

