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Chapter One
 
    
 
   We had our happily ever after right? We were husband and wife, and were ready to tackle the world together. Only when we least expected it, lights exposed the cracks that would challenge our marriage and test us in ways we could never expect.
 
   I didn’t anticipate the changes that would come, the stress that would follow, or the heartache we’d both have to work through. When I pictured our happily ever after, I didn’t plan on the speed bumps that would slow us down.
 
   Not long after we were married, we had a going away party for Jake. He volunteered and deployed once again. Only we had no idea that we were actually saying good-bye. When the news came that he’d been killed during combat it hit Austin hard. He was never the same. 
 
   I was quickly learning that being married to a soldier meant more than being his lover and best friend. It meant he had more baggage than I could ever imagine; baggage that would challenge us ways we couldn’t anticipate.
 
   Austin’s mind played with him, and everyone around him became a possible threat, even me. Nothing prepared me for the changes that came when 
 
   Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder settled in and made itself at home in Austin’s brain. 
 
   I’m getting ahead of myself, because quite honestly there were amazing moments, and we started our marital journey on a cloud of bliss. The anxiety, the stress, the challenges…they weren’t always there, but after losing Jake everything changed. 
 
   After our wedding, we went on our honeymoon and talked about our future, our plans, and Austin’s desire to start school and find a new career. We were excited, even enchanted with our dreams. This was it, the start of our lives together. Heck, we barely got out of bed, and spent most of our honeymoon making love. When we’d stop for a bite to eat, we’d laugh and share our plans, a new career, a family, and whatever else sounded wonderful at the moment. It seemed perfect, but it was only an illusion, a picture that would never materialize. 
 
   My life would never be the same. It took all of my energy to cope, and watching him go through it was torture. I started out feeling sympathetic, but after a while when it didn’t correct itself like a simple cold and dragged on, I grew tired and weary, tired of his defensive state, and it pained me to see life wasn’t going to be what we planned. 
 
   Sure there were moments I felt selfish and wanted things to be easier for me, but most of the time I watched him quietly struggle, withdrawing from life, and simply checking out. I didn’t know how to deal with that, live with that, and make sense of it. I loved him, I just didn’t know how to make it better, and felt lost. 
 
   He hated that I saw him as broken. I didn’t mean to, he just seemed wounded, and I wanted to fix him, only I couldn’t. Austin battled his own mind, and it was wearing him down – wearing me down, wearing us both down.
 
   His mental scars were invisible. It’s not like a bullet wound, where you can see his flesh had been torn. I couldn’t see this, and I didn’t know how to make it better. He didn’t either. 
 
   He thought it was behind him, coming home from combat. He thought it was over… only he can never fully let go of what he saw, what happened, or losing a friend.  Who knew it would sneak up on him later; it was all some grand illusion, this regular life he thought he could live. Fading away, it left a mental wound large enough to tear a hole into our lives.
 
   There was guilt, pain, lives that were taken and lost, souls that lived in his mind…gone at the hands of those fighting a war. He was simply doing his job, and now that it was over he was left to clean up the shattered glass of his mind.
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Curled up in bed, Austin fed me a piece of shrimp, slowly dragging it through the cocktail sauce, and then lifting it to my lips. The mix of horseradish was strong in the spicy dip, heating my tongue. We called down for room service and were enjoying a leisurely snack. We barely crawled out of bed, and while the resort and amenities were amazing, I wanted nothing more than to spend time with my new husband in bed. 
 
   “Mrs. Sharpe, I love the sound of that,” he cooed, as I nibbled on the shrimp he fed me. 
 
   “Mmm, me too,” I purred. Looking into my husband’s eyes, I got lost over and over again. How had I gotten so lucky? Life was good, and was only going to get better. We had plans, a future was opening up, and we were going to have a family. 
 
   Our honeymoon ended too quickly, and on our last day, we made full use of the room, melting into each other’s arms, tangling in the sheets, and making love over and over again. I hated to pack up and head home, but I knew everything would be okay. Austin was my husband, and we were ready to start our lives together as one. 
 
   When Jake announced he was going back overseas, Heather and I got together to plan a going away party. Scott, Jake, and Austin were like the Three Amigos, and we needed to put a proper bash together. There would be booze, laughter, and plenty of people to party with. We didn’t know… how could we? I mean, there’s always the chance, but you push that out of your mind. 
 
   As the night wore on, the three of them were drunk and laughing, sharing stories of adventure. We took Jake’s motorcycle keys away, and made him sleep at Scott and Heather’s house for the night. It was fun to see them having so much fun. We didn’t know…
 
   That was the last time we saw him, and reality came crashing down, hitting Austin hard. 
 
   We were in bed when the call came in. His face nuzzled between my breasts, a romantic encounter about to take place…when he turned to answer the ringing phone. It was in that moment that I lost him…and I’m still waiting for him to come back to me. 
 
   Oh, he’s here in body, but his mind is elsewhere. He’s been distant, depressed, and the anger comes in fits and starts. He’s burdened with guilt, and his sleeping is erratic again. It’s like somebody flipped a switch in that moment, and everything that was buried inside of him unlocked. 
 
   I don’t know how to fix him, heal him, and when I beg him to talk to somebody, he gets angry. He doesn’t trust anyone to help, and feels frustrated and lost. I can’t even begin to grasp the change, but I try to understand, it’s just that sometimes it’s hard not knowing how to make it better. 
 
   Cracks were forming in our marriage, and I didn’t know if I could hold it together. How could this be happening so soon – the stress bearing down on us?
 
   “You can’t understand,” he’d yell. “You have no idea what it’s like to be fired on, ambushed, wondering if you’ll survive, and living with that state of mind that it’s kill or be killed. How do you live with killing somebody trying to surrender, or seeing innocent children hurt, and hoping and praying when you go home, you’ll be able to erase it from your mind? Only the joke is on you, you’re going to see those images in your head forever. How do you forgive yourself for the things that happened, and how do you let it go? You tell me.”
 
   I never had a response, how could I? I let him vent it out when he needed to, but he was withdrawing from me, and what started as outbursts turned to stone silence. The depression, the need for a rush, the drinking…it went from a social activity to an escape from reality.
 
   When I suggested he see somebody, to get help, he thought I was against him. He didn’t trust that he’d get help, and only feared he’d be labeled, something that would never go away from his files. He was sure it would fix itself eventually… and no lousy doctor would be able to erase the images he saw, or the thoughts he had. Only people with weak minds got help… he was a soldier, and he didn’t need to “talk” to somebody. 
 
   This wasn’t the life I planned; it wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. Where was our happily ever after? I felt selfish having these thoughts, but I couldn’t turn them off. 
 
   I finally begged Scott to sit and talk with him, at least try to reach him. I was losing Austin – and Austin was losing himself. 
 
   “It’s going to take time, Kate,” he soothed, “give him some time.”
 
   “I’ve tried giving him space, tried to understand, but it’s like he’s withdrawing more and more. I’m worried about him. He should talk to somebody.” I pleaded with him, not knowing what else to do.
 
   “He thinks it’s a sign of weakness to get help,” he said quietly, “for a man, a soldier, it’s different.” Scott shook his head, “He’ll get through this, but you just need to give him time. You can’t force him to get help. If he wants it, he’ll seek it out.”
 
   “He’s shutting down, I don’t know how to help,” I said. “I love him so much, and hate to see him suffer. Please Scott,” I said, looking him directly at him, “please reach out to him. He won’t listen to me anymore, and I’m worried about him.”
 
   Scott let out a loud sigh, “I’ll talk to him, but I can’t promise anything. Trust me, we all need to talk to somebody, but actually doing it is something else.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, feeling relieved. Maybe coming from somebody else he would listen, get help…talk to somebody, anybody. Scott had gone through it too, he would understand.
 
   Scott shook his head after talking to Austin. “He’s not ready,” he said. “I’m sorry Kate, but he has a lot to process, and it’s going to take time.”
 
   I looked down, “I appreciate your time.” 
 
   I got the cold shoulder from Austin for going to Scott. “It’s not his business,” he shot at me. “How can he respect me as a man, now that he thinks I’m weak?” He was pissed for going behind his back, asking Scott to discuss things with him.
 
   “It’s not like that, he doesn’t think you’re weak” I pleaded. “We want you to get better.” Couldn’t he see I just wanted to help? Only instead it came off as me betraying him, talking to somebody else about his personal problems.
 
   He shut me out. I couldn’t be trusted after that and became the enemy. I was at a loss. 
 
   How had my life spun around so quickly? It was tragic losing Jake, and I knew it hit Austin hard, but I had no idea it would sink our marriage. We were still newlyweds, and now this. I was angry, hurt, and frustrated. Where was my happily ever after? This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. My husband was barely talking to me, and I didn’t know how to fix things.
 
   Austin was set to start school the following month, and suddenly was losing interest in changing his future. The idea of going to school daily overwhelmed him, and while he wanted to start a new career, he could barely drag himself out of bed each morning.
 
   We needed him to build a career. My job wouldn’t carry us alone. Sure, I made money, but it was a dead end job that wouldn’t advance enough over the years. And what about starting a family? I was going to stay home and raise our child. Now I didn’t know if there would be a child, and the idea of him bailing on school terrified me. What would our future be like? 
 
   Austin spent the day in front of the television with a six pack, and when I got home from work, he avoided me, heading to bed. It was a cycle that felt unending. This wasn’t the man I married, and prayed it was a phase that would play itself out. I needed him to start school – and he was still hanging on the edge, deciding if he’d go or not.
 
   The amount of relief I felt when he decided he’d at least start school was immense. I hoped distraction would make a difference in his life, and pull him out of the funk he was in. I knew he was still struggling internally, but he wouldn’t share that with me, so it was a big step for him to start school.
 
   He was engaged in learning, and for a while it seemed like he was enjoying himself. I saw him pull from his shell, and his excitement over the future was growing again. I’d missed him tremendously, and once again he was opening up to me. 
 
   I thought it was behind us, thought whatever it was had left. He was healing, and the depression appeared to have lifted. 
 
   We planned a romantic night out, a celebration of our marriage, surviving the hurdle that was thrown in our path. For a moment in time, I had my husband back, and Austin genuinely seemed like himself. 
 
   Choosing a small Italian restaurant that was off the beaten path, we smiled and smoldered over a bottle of wine and amazing food. It felt like old times, looking into my husband’s eyes, the warmth was back, and I knew we were meant to be together. We had amazing chemistry, and truly loved one another. 
 
   We’d weathered the storm, or so I thought, and the worst was behind us. I didn’t know it was festering, growing silently like a cancer and would reappear at a later time. As far as we were concerned, it was over, he’d waited it out, and his mind had healed. Foolish, maybe naïve of me to believe it would just go away, but for the time being, things felt back to normal. 
 
   The laughter was amazing, and when he looked at me with his bedroom eyes, I knew it was time to go home. He was ready once again, and finally, after so much time apart, we would make love.
 
   “I’ve missed you,” I whispered, a soft smile spreading across my lips. 
 
   Reaching over, Austin took my hand in his, “I’ve missed you too.” 
 
   Leaving the restaurant, we barely made it to the car. Leaning me into it, his kisses were sweet.  We stood in the parking lot making out like teenagers, our lips reconnecting after a long hiatus. His soft lips against my own, our mouths hungry, our tongues exploring, we needed more.
 
   I missed his touch, his desire, and knew once again I’d be in Austin’s arms where I belonged. I could barely keep my hands off of him as we drove home. I stroked his thigh, with the promise of more. Rubbing against him, I saw Austin getting hard for me. I smiled quietly, knowing I’d feel him inside of me…it had been awhile, and I was ready to be with my husband again. Too much time had passed since we’d been intimate.
 
   Once inside, we wasted no time. His touch was soft, as his hands slowly undressed my body. No words were spoken; I think we were both afraid to ruin the moment. Shedding our clothing, we wrapped our nakedness around one another, arms, legs, and bodies pressed together. 
 
   I couldn’t stop the tears of joy once they started. I’d missed Austin, my dear, sweet Austin, and now once again we were melting into one another, and sharing our love. Did he miss me too? 
 
   His mouth was wet and warm, and milking my skin, suckling at my neck. My eyes closed as he nuzzled into me. His lips caressing me, I sighed quietly, getting lost in the feeling of my husband’s desire. 
 
   We were one again, his hands tracing the curves of my body. It was beautiful, and for a moment in time, we came together sharing our love. 
 
   Our legs tangled, and as he penetrated me, I gasped feeling the fullness within me. It had been too long since the last time we found pleasure in one another. 
 
   I watched him move over me, thrusting in and out, our sighs and moans filling the air. After finishing, he collapsed beside me on the bed. Curling into him, he wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close. Our whispers of love meant the world to me. We hadn’t shared a moment like this in ages. Lying naked with my husband, satisfied, I finally felt secure in my marriage once again. 
 
   Chapter Three
 
   I’m not sure what triggered it. Nothing made sense. He came home from school one day and announced he was quitting. He lost interest, and would find something else. I was stunned. Just like that, he was giving up. It wasn’t up for discussion, and slowly he started to shut down again. How? Why now? 
 
   There was no reasoning with him, and without knowing why this happened so suddenly, it threw us for a loop. I was foolish to believe it was all over. 
 
   “At least explain it to me…” I pleaded, trying to make sense of it all.
 
   He shut me out, before I could ask anymore. “It’s not up for discussion. I’ve made my decision.”
 
   “Austin,” I was frustrated, and my tone was getting louder. “We’re supposed to be a team; you can’t just bail on me.” My mind was churning, wondering where his thoughts were.
 
   “This isn’t about you,” he said, stomping away.
 
   “It’s about both of us,” I yelled behind him.
 
   “This conversation is over,” he said spinning around. “Do you understand?” His tone was harsh, and left no room for movement. 
 
   I backed down, and let him walk away. Truth be told, I was afraid for his future – our future. How could I support us both if he didn’t have a career? He seemed to enjoy school, and then this – why?
 
   I was at a loss. Do I call the school and ask if something happened? Doing that would betray him, and yet I was left in the dark. I decided against contacting them. It wasn’t my business, and they may not even know. I’d have to support his decision, even though everything inside of me knew it was a mistake. 
 
   When my period was late, I kept the news to myself. I wanted to enjoy the idea, but maybe it was too soon for us to have a family. Austin didn’t have a job, he’d just quit school, and I had no idea how we’d get by…but if I was pregnant, if we were going to have a child…how could I not be excited. 
 
   Only I kept it to myself. I was afraid he’d ruin it, not share in my joy, and for now it would be my secret. I’d grab a pregnancy test on the sly and find out soon enough. Just the seed of the idea had me smiling, though moments of doubt set in too. Maybe it’s not a good time, maybe I should hope it’s negative…only I wanted it to be true. I wanted to be a mother.
 
   I was late enough that I knew it was time to test. On my lunch break one afternoon, I stood in the aisle of the pharmacy staring at the pregnancy tests. There were so many, and while they all did the same thing, I examined each box like it was a science experiment, trying to decide which test to buy. 
 
   I finally picked one and stood frozen, looking at the box in my hands. What would it mean if it was positive? How would we adapt, would I be able to count on Austin, and would he even be happy? I hated that it came down to this. I always thought we’d be doing this together, and it would be a fun, joyous occasion. Yet here I was on an undercover mission, not certain what I wanted the test to tell me. 
 
   I paid for the pregnancy test, and shoved it into my purse. I’d have to take it in the morning, and let my mind play with possibilities. The truth would be staring me in the face soon enough. I had no idea what I’d tell Austin, and decided I’d let the test decide for me. If I’m not pregnant, there’s no reason to even mention it, and if I am – well, I’ll figure it out later. 
 
   I should have called Heather and talked to her about it, but since she wasn’t at work anymore, I didn’t share every tiny detail of my life with her. I was happy for her, I knew she wanted to stay home with AJ, and was living her dream as a full-time mother. A surprise promotion for Scott allowed Heather to go from her new part-time position, to pulling up her roots and staying home full time to raise their child. I missed seeing her daily, but was happy for her. 
 
   If I called my mother, she’d make me worry more, since she’s convinced having a child is a mistake with everything that’s going on. I felt trapped and alone, not knowing who to talk to about my situation. I wanted to talk to Austin, but that option left me with an upset stomach. I’d have to figure it out by myself, at least for now. 
 
   I must have woken up fifteen times through the night. I was anxious to take the test in the morning, and wanted to be stealth in my movements. I finally crawled out of bed a little bit after five. Austin was asleep, and none the wiser. 
 
   Digging through my purse, I pulled the pregnancy test out, and headed for the bathroom as quietly as I could creep. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I pulled the little wand out of the box and removed it from the sealed packaging it came in. Staring at the stick, I double checked the directions, even though I knew what to do. It’s pretty standard, but it was the moment of truth. 
 
   Scanning the directions, I exhaled, noting a positive symbol meant you were pregnant. I leaned over and locked the door, and got down to business. I awkwardly stuck the little wand beneath me, and waited. My nerves had my body tensed up, and I had to relax before I could finally go. 
 
   I placed it on the counter, staring at the test. It was now or never. I watched as the symbol started to appear. After a couple of minutes, I knew it wouldn’t change. There was no doubting the positive symbol that showed up. I was pregnant. Maybe it was a mistake. I should probably go to the doctor to double check, or I could buy another test while I’m out. 
 
   I stared at the test, lifting it off the counter and focusing on the little symbol that told me my fate. I didn’t know how I felt. I wanted to be excited, run in and wake up Austin, and yet I wasn’t ready to tell him. Not yet. I was scared, uncertain what our future would hold, but I knew one thing for sure, I was pregnant. 
 
   Maybe it was selfish, but I didn’t want him to take away my excitement with a less than stellar reaction. I’d sit with the news for a while, and tell him later. I wasn’t ready to share this, not yet. I was going to be a mother, and as that filled my mind, my hand instinctively went down to my belly. I’m going to be a mother. 
 
   I palmed the pregnancy test and shoved it in a drawer before climbing back into bed. Austin was still sleeping, and crawling under the covers, I stared at the ceiling contemplating the news. I cupped my belly with my hands, knowing my body would grow and change as our baby grew. A baby – the word filled my mind…we’re having a baby. A small smile spread across my lips. 
 
   I wished I could wake Austin in the excitement, and yet I didn’t know if this was good news or not in Austin’s eyes. I hated that part of the equation, and for that reason I decided to keep it to myself. For at least a little while, I’d revel in my new status – pregnant. 
 
   I had no idea what we were going to do. With Austin quitting school, and no job in site, how would he help support us? My own job was limiting, and I guess I would get some maternity leave, but would it be enough? I hated how a barrage of questions started to plague me. I wanted to relish in the news, but instead I was faced with too many open ended questions. 
 
   Finally falling back asleep, the alarm buzzed startling me out of my slumber. Looking over at Austin, I watched him hit the alarm and then roll over. “Time to get up,” he whispered to me. 
 
   “Morning,” I said, giving him a small kiss and climbing out of bed. 
 
   Austin turned over and pulled the blankets over his head to block the light, as I clicked on the lamp. 
 
   “Any plans today?” I asked hopeful.
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   “Maybe look for a job?”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” he grunted.
 
   “I need to get a shower,” I answered, having been ripped out of my earlier blissful state. I can’t tell him, not yet. Neither of us is ready, and yet I couldn’t help but be a little excited about the baby news. I’ll tell him soon.
 
   Washing my body, I ran the bar of soap across me, wondering how long it would take before I showed. When would I be in maternity clothes, and when would I feel the little flutter of our baby moving inside of me? I couldn’t wait to grab a bunch of books and read about my upcoming experience. There was just one little hurdle to overcome – sharing the news with Austin. 
 
   I’d have to do it sooner than later, because I’d be showing at some point, and if I was reading books about pregnancy, and wow, what if I got morning sickness? Thankfully, so far I hadn’t experienced any of that. 
 
   Rinsing off, I turned off the water and reached for a towel. Drying my body, I looked over at Austin buried under the covers, sleeping once again. With a deep sigh, I finished toweling off. I have to tell him, it’s the right thing to do. Maybe it will be the push he needs to find a job, or maybe he could even get back into school if he talks to somebody. I wanted to feel hopeful, but instead all I felt was dread. Maybe I’ll do it after work – not now.
 
   Chapter Four
 
   I sat in my car gripping the steering wheel, knowing I had to tell my husband. I was sitting in front of the house, but I couldn’t bring myself to get out of the car. Hot tears ran down my cheeks. I felt like my moment of excitement was robbed from me. What should have been a beautiful moment, a joyous occasion, was anything but that. Instead I was hesitant to tell Austin, and nervous he’d react poorly. 
 
   What then? How would I deal with that? I wiped away my tears with the back of my hand, and finally got out of the car. It was now or never. I didn’t like having a secret, and this was something incredible to share – still it felt scary. 
 
   Letting myself in, I placed my purse on the small table by the door and went to find Austin. 
 
   I found him in bed, right where I left him this morning. I felt disgust and held my tongue. I’d tell him later. “Did you even get out of bed today?”
 
   “Why does it matter? I didn’t have anything to do.”
 
   I sat on the edge of the bed, “You’re sliding again,” I said, biting my cheek, stopping myself from yelling. I was frustrated we were back to this, a lack of motivation and his moods dictating our future.
 
   “I’m fine,” he groaned from under the covers.
 
   “Austin, this isn’t healthy for either of us.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said, rolling away from me.
 
   “Would you please talk to somebody, anybody about it? You’re heading right back into desolate territory again, and I don’t know how to help you.”
 
   “I don’t need your help, and I don’t need you to fix me. I’m not broken, I’m simply distracted.” 
 
   We both knew that was a lie. 
 
   “Austin,” I held my tongue and walked away before saying anything else. Nagging wouldn’t do either of us any good. 
 
   He was shutting down again. I have no idea why, and he wasn’t sharing. All I knew was that he dropped out of his schooling, we had bills to pay, and I didn’t know where his future would be. We had a baby coming, and my salary alone wouldn’t be enough to raise a family. 
 
   I needed him to feel inspired, and want to get out there. The only thing he wanted to do was sit in his chair by the television or sleep. What happened to the man I loved?
 
   I sat on the secret of my pregnancy a little longer, uncertain how to break the news without bursting into tears. I was worried I was alone in the marriage at this point, and didn’t know how to get him back. He was distant, not wanting to talk, shutting down, and wouldn’t take calls from friends. 
 
   It wasn’t until his paranoia started to grow, that I knew I had to reach him. He’d stand at the window, looking through the slats of the blind, waiting for something to happen, anything. 
 
   The words slipped out when I least expected it. He was pacing in front of the window, worried about a service truck that had pulled up. A line man was working on a pole, but Austin watched him closely, then paced, and went back to watching him.
 
   “You can’t do this,” I started. “You need to get out of the house, get a job, and get our lives back. I can’t do this, I have enough other stuff to worry about, but this….this…this paranoia has to stop.”
 
   He spun around to look at me, “Do you know who that is?” He was unfazed by my comments. He was glancing out the window again.
 
   “Austin, I’m pregnant. You’re going to be a father. That scares me at this point.”
 
   He stared at me. “What?”
 
   “I’m pregnant.” I didn’t know how else to phrase it, to break the news more gently. It wasn’t going to change, and I needed him to be present and accounted for. I took a deep breath, watching his reaction.
 
   Backing away from the window, he sat down in his chair and stared at the floor. I didn’t know what to do, and he didn’t know what to say. He looked at me, and then back at the floor. “I’m not ready for this.”
 
   “You don’t have a choice. We’re having a baby.”
 
   “How can you be sure?” 
 
   Exhaling, I steadied myself. It took everything to watch my tone, as sarcasm wanted to leak out. How can I be sure? Come on, I’m freaking pregnant – don’t make me go through this alone, I pleaded in my head.
 
   “I took a test, and then went to the doctor,” I finally answered, when I was sure I could do it without over reacting 
 
   “You took a test and didn’t tell me?”
 
   “How could I? You were barely getting out of bed, and lately you…you haven’t been yourself.”
 
   “A baby?” He looked at me, blinking, and then staring at the floor again. 
 
   “A baby,” I answered flatly. I wanted this to be joyful, not painful.
 
   He didn’t get up, and he didn’t hug me, he simply sat. Looking up at me, I didn’t see joy in his eyes, simply fear. I walked away so I wouldn’t cry. Standing in the kitchen, I leaned against the counter, letting my fingers grip the edge. The tears started, but at least he couldn’t see them. 
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It’s going to be okay, I soothed, it’s going to be okay. I felt his presence in the kitchen, but I didn’t want to turn around – not yet. 
 
   Walking closer, he wrapped his arms around me from behind. I missed this, missed him comforting me, feeling like a couple. “You’re going to be a great mother.”
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered. “Can you please get some help,” I knew I was pushing him. “You have a child coming.”
 
   I turned to face him, almost afraid to look in his eyes.
 
   He nodded quietly. “I’ll try, but you need to give me time to adjust to the idea.”
 
   For the first time in a long time, I felt relief wash over me. There was still time, time for him to work on healing, time for him to accept the news, but through it all, I never saw his excitement. His eyes were dull, there was no joy. 
 
   Time was passing, and while he still hadn’t talked to anyone, he did make an effort to find work. He decided to give school another go, only this time he chose a shorter course, and decided he’d be a locksmith. He could take classes and then apprentice for a bit if needed. It was a different career choice than he originally had planned, but for once he was excited about a new start, so I stood behind him – only he kept putting it off, never actually starting the process.
 
   My body was changing, adapting to its current state, and as my hips and breasts swelled, my belly took on a new shape. I was bursting through my regular clothing, and desperate to get some maternity pants with an elastic band. I’m surprised I made it this far!
 
   Now that Austin knew, I finally felt free to share the news with Heather. I’ll be honest, I have no idea how he didn’t notice my body changing, but he was in his own world lately.
 
   I hated that I hadn’t shared the news with Heather yet, but I simply avoided her in person until I could say something. She’d certainly notice the changes in my body, so I kept finding reasons to call instead of seeing her in person. 
 
   Telling her was a relief, because I finally unloaded my mixed feelings. I told her everything, not only that I was pregnant, but that I was worried how Austin would handle it. She had no idea so much had changed, and suggested I talk to Scott about what was going on.
 
   I was torn, not wanting Austin to feel betrayed, but I knew that Austin desperately needed help. Maybe hearing it from Scott, he’d listen. I made Heather promise she wouldn’t say anything until I had more time to think about it. She hesitated, but finally said she’d keep quiet. 
 
   When I finally went to Scott for help, it tore me up inside. I didn’t know if Austin would forgive me for outing him this way, and telling somebody how much his mental state had changed, or if he’d understand I was worried about him. I was about to find out.
 
   I arranged for Scott to come here, since I knew Austin wouldn’t go there. He’d shut out most people, and had little interest in talking. When Scott showed up, I answered the door and went out for a while, leaving them to talk. I was almost afraid to come home after enough time. Austin would know I opened my mouth and told his friend what he’s been going through. 
 
   Walking through the door, I was met with a glare. “Why would you do that to me? I felt like an asshole.”
 
   “Austin, please. I’m worried about you. I don’t know what else to do, or who to turn to.”
 
   “I said I would talk to someone, why wasn’t that enough? Now I look like less of a man to a good friend. Do you know how that felt? That he thinks I can’t handle things?”
 
   “I didn’t think of it that way. He’s your friend…” I trailed off. 
 
   “Men don’t talk like women do, not about personal crap. Not only did you embarrass me, but you went behind my back.”
 
   “Austin,” I started, but knew it would be pointless. He didn’t want to hear what I had to say. I took a deep breath and said it anyway. “You have a child coming. You need to get your shit together. I love you, but you’re about to be a father, and you’re not ready.”
 
   “I need to get my shit together?” He smirked, but was angry, “You’re a peach. I’ve got all this crap in my brain, as I sit here trying to sanitize my mind from all the garbage I’ve seen and gone through, but I should just “get my shit together”. If I could, I would.” He ended yelling.
 
   “No you won’t, because you’re afraid you won’t feel like a man,” I yelled back. “Get some help, you need it. Stop trying to fix it yourself.”
 
   “Do you know what it’s like to be trained to take another person’s life, and then when they’re before you surrendering, you do it anyway, because it’s kill or be killed? Do you?” His face was red, and his tone went louder.
 
   “You’re scaring me, baby. I just don’t recognize you anymore,” I said, lowering my voice. “You weren’t like this before, and it’s like somebody flipped a switch.”
 
   He looked at me and said nothing. 
 
   “Baby,” I whispered. “I love you, and I’m not going anywhere, but I need you to get help. You’re going to be a father, and I need my husband back.”
 
   Austin put his head in his hands and sobbed openly. I didn’t know what to do, so I did the only thing I knew how…I knelt before him, and wrapped my arms around him. “It’s going to be okay,” I soothed. 
 
   “Is it?” He asked between sobs. 
 
   “It is.”
 
   When he finally called for an appointment to speak with someone, I felt weight fall off my shoulders. He needed this, we needed this, and I hoped it would make a difference in our lives. I knew it wouldn’t come easy, and things wouldn’t change overnight, but the demons that were living inside of Austin needed a way out.
 
   He was torturing himself with self-loathing, and it had all caught up with him. I wish I could say that are marriage was all smooth sailing, but it was way bumpier than I ever imagined. This seemed to come out of nowhere, and threw me for a loop. 
 
   I stuck with him through it all, and knew I didn’t want to end things. I just wanted him to heal. I loved him so much, and with a child on the way, getting help was the healthy thing to do. How could he care for his child if he couldn’t care for himself? 
 
   One of our giant hurdles was being tackled, but we had another issue that was making itself known – money. We’d have to face it eventually, but right now I took it as a small victory that Austin agreed to talk to somebody.
 
   Between his irritability, paranoia, and his withdrawing more and more, the depression and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder was becoming all consuming. I knew that if he could find a way to release some of it, talk to somebody, he might start to heal. Hopefully he’d get some relief. I knew it would take a while, but it was a good first step.
 
   It was like he was torn between guilt and frustration. You could almost see him struggling, but so much of it played out in his mind. With counseling, he’d learn ways to cope, and I knew there was medication that could help too. I’d been doing so much research lately, my head was spinning. Now that he’d finally agreed to seek treatment, I felt like we might finally move forward. We’d been in a stagnant pattern, and it was suffocating our relationship.
 
   We hadn’t been intimate lately, and I tried not to take it personal, because I saw him struggling. It was hard though, and I often found myself wondering if it was me. I finally called my mom and cried on her shoulder. I needed to get it out, I’d been holding in so much. 
 
   “This is more than I wanted. I didn’t bargain for this,” I cried into the phone. “It’s not fair! I sent him away as one person, and he came home another. He was fine for a while, but it just keeps getting worse. I thought time would help, but it’s not improving – not fast enough.”
 
   “He’s talking to somebody finally, getting help, that’s something, right?”
 
   “I guess,” I said rubbing my swollen belly. “The baby is coming soon, and I’m worried. I’m not sure how we’re going to get through this. I need him to be present, and he’s despondent, detached a lot of the time, and the nightmares…” I trailed off. 
 
   “Kate, give him time. He went through a lot over there, but he’s home now. He needs to heal. The fact that he agreed to get help says a lot. He wants to get better.”
 
   “He’s going to be a father, and I just don’t know if he can handle that right now.”
 
   “Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder isn’t going to be fixed overnight,” she gently reminded. “Give him the time that he needs, it will get better. He loves you so much, Katie.”
 
   “I know, Mom, I’m just scared. What if he doesn’t get better?”
 
   It wasn’t my proudest moment, but it felt good to let go of all the feelings I’d been harnessing. I knew it would be all right, it had to be, right?
 
   Chapter Five
 
   I was so proud of Austin when he finally embraced counseling. He was afraid it made him weak, but put his pride aside for the chance to heal. He would be a father soon, and wanted his life back. There were medications that helped in some aspects, but there were also side effects, and if he wanted to be romantic, let’s just say the medication made things “challenging” at times.
 
   I took it for what it is, and gladly gave up intimate moments that included intercourse to see him reaching out for help. 
 
   Austin was learning coping skills, and realized the tighter he held onto thoughts, the worse it was for him. For him to let them go, he had to release them. He grounded himself with a token in his pocket, and we kept social interactions to a minimum until he was comfortable. 
 
   There was a lot of give and take, trying to understand what he was going through. His mind was fractured in little pieces, and he was trying to rebuild it. We learned that some soldiers don’t experience PTSD for months or years, but an incident may set them off. In his case, losing his dear friend seemed to trigger him. 
 
   As my body continued to change and it got closer to my due date, I felt more hopeful. Austin’s quality of life was improving, and he was discovering that even in tough times I’d stay by his side. He grew to fully trust me again, and while he felt badly that he’d mistrusted me for a while, it was explained as being common for bonds to be tested in circumstances of PTSD. In his head, everyone had the potential to hurt him, and his mind became a closely guarded fortress.
 
   It would be a slow journey. I wish I could tell you it only took a couple of weeks, but I’d be lying. He gains a little bit of himself back each month, and I feel hopeful that if he stays the course he’ll get past this.
 
   It was a rainy evening, and I’d been feeling unsettled. I finally fell asleep after tossing and turning for hours, not long after my water broke.
 
   Rolling over, “Austin, I think it’s time.” With that a contraction gripped me. “Oh yeah, it’s time.”
 
   He was groggy, but aware. “Okay, let’s go.” He sat up slowly, and got his bearings about him.  
 
   I waddled to the bathroom to quickly clean up as Austin grabbed my overnight bag. We made our way to the hospital. Hospitals…he didn’t like hospitals. I didn’t know if he’d go in. He avoided most of my doctor visits during the pregnancy, and now was the moment of truth. A piece of me wished I was brave enough to have a home birth, but I was desperate for a nerve block to ease any pain. 
 
   As we pulled up, he helped me to the door and said he’d be in shortly. I didn’t know if they were just words, or if he’d actually walk through the doors. A nurse came out with a wheelchair and started me towards the maternity ward.  My doctor had been called and would check my progress as the night wore on. I’d been warned a first pregnancy can be a long labor process. 
 
   I put it out of my mind that Austin wasn’t by my side yet, and wondered if I should call somebody to be with me. I hoped Austin would push through in the moment, and make it into the hospital, but it didn’t look that way.
 
   I felt desperately alone. When I looked up, he was holding tight to the doorframe of my room. “I’m trying,” he grimaced. “It’s just taking longer than I thought it would.”
 
   My face lit up, my husband would be by my side after all. I smiled at Austin, and welcomed him to my room. “It won’t be long now,” I said between contractions. “Could I get your hand?”
 
   Austin took a deep breath and walked over. Just as the next contraction rolled through, I gripped his hand with a force that can only be described as crushing. The wave of squeezing overwhelmed me, and then subsided like nothing happened.
 
   “You’ve got quite a grip,” he said, realizing his hand might take a beating through these next few contractions.
 
   “I can get a nerve block soon,” I panted. “Just a few more centimeters to go,” I warned. Pointing to the monitor, I showed him what the contractions looked like, so he could prepare himself. 
 
   I was so happy Austin was by my side and would see our child coming into the world. I hoped he could hold out and stay. I knew it was a lot for him to be here, and tried to remind myself he might have to leave. 
 
   “I’ll call everyone later,” he said. “It’s late. We’ll let them know in the morning.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan. As long as I have you with me, I’ll be fine.” 
 
   As the next contraction hit, I squeezed his hand tightly. “Thanks for being here.”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   The doctor came in, and I was ready for the news. I should be able to get my Epidural soon enough. Only, from his angle, it looked like things were progressing faster than he anticipated. 
 
   “Well, you have a choice, you can skip the nerve block and push, or you can get it and wait a bit.”
 
   My eyes shot open. The urge to push was getting stronger, but I was terrified of the pain. Austin squeezed my hand, “You can do this, you’re strong.”
 
   I was in a panic; this wasn’t how we planned it. I was going to be numbed, and now nature was moving too fast. The decision was made for me, when an intense sensation rolled through me, and the urge to push overwhelmed me. 
 
   “Let’s do this,” I said, terrified.
 
   The doctor smiled, and guided me through the process as I began pushing. 
 
   I’m not going to lie, it hurt like hell, but once his head and shoulders were out, the worst was over. I was amazed, we had a boy! We decided to keep it a surprise, and here we were. 
 
   A nurse handed my son to me, and I started to cry. He was real, he was here, and he was ours. I ran my finger over his tiny hand. With a little crop of dark hair, his pink little face adjusted to the lights around him. He was perfect in every way.
 
   Ryan Michael Sharpe joined our family that day, and as we admired our precious newborn, we both realized how special this moment was. I couldn’t stop looking at his tiny fingers, and his little button nose. After a few minutes, a nurse lifted him off of me, so they could clean him up.
 
   Soon they were moving me to another room to free this one up for deliveries. As I settled in, Austin looked at me with love in his eyes, “That was amazing,” he cooed, and stroked my hand.
 
   “You should sleep,” I suggested, and desperately wanted to myself. I was so tired. 
 
   “Don’t worry about me, Mama, you close your eyes for a while. They said they’d bring him in later for a feeding, but rest while you can.”
 
   I smiled and closed my eyes, nodding off. It didn’t take long. 
 
   Austin made sure to call our folks and friends, telling them the news. I spent most of the day between snuggling and feeding Ryan, and stealing cat naps when I could.
 
   When we finally headed back home, I was ready for the comfort of my own bed, and the familiarity of our house. Nervous and excited, we started our journey together as a family. 
 
   During the course of that first week, people dropped by to meet our new son, and offer prepped meals to help out. It was fun and fascinating to see all the interactions. I enjoyed every single visit, except for one. 
 
   It was his mother. She forged ahead telling me how to do things, what I was doing wrong, and how to do things better. She micro-managed every tiny detail of that visit, she was so overbearing. I couldn’t wait for her to leave, but I held a smile on my face for Austin’s sake. 
 
   Austin did pretty well with the visits. It was the most socializing he’d done in ages, but when he had Ryan by his side, it’s like he was on duty to protect him and gave him purpose. Suddenly his world shifted, and a baby offered him focus. 
 
   I’d watch him quietly sing to Ryan, cooing softly, and keeping him close. It was quite possibly the most tender, beautiful thing I’ve ever witnessed. I fell back in love with Austin all over again watching him interact with our son. It’s not that I’d fallen out of love with him, but we lost some of our magic.
 
   I was thrilled to see Austin with Ryan, and he was a huge help. We just had one major discussion to get through, and that was his future. He’d chosen to take a locksmith course, but he didn’t put it in motion. He just knew what he’d decided on… but he was still without a job, and it was putting a strain on our finances. 
 
   It was time for him to move forward, and I hoped his intense need to provide for and protect Ryan would inspire him to get out there. 
 
   Chapter Six
 
   I braced for an argument, knowing it was a touchy topic. I was pleased that Austin was making progress with his counseling and medication, though he talked about stopping time to time. He felt he was ready, but I was afraid he’d backslide. I’ll be honest, I don’t think he trusted his counselor, but not in the way you or I would decide not to, it was just something inside of him he had to work on. 
 
   At first I suggested he choose another therapist, but then I realized it wasn’t really about the particular person he was working with, but more of a general distrust of the mental health profession. He knew he was healing, but always wondered what they were writing, and who would be privy to the information. 
 
   He hated that it was so open ended, and wanted to know it would end sooner than later. He was slowly piecing himself back together, but felt like he could do it on his own. Somehow, I convinced him to stay with it just a little longer. 
 
   Austin went through a cycle of relentless self-loathing and withdrawing, and then would pull himself out of it for a while. It seemed to improve after Ryan was born, so I hoped our son would keep him in the present, rather than reliving the past over and over in his brain. He couldn’t undo or un-see the things that had happened, but he could make new, better memories. 
 
   With high levels of stress hormones going through him, his body suffered over time. The meds seemed to help him, and he was learning new coping skills, and I was afraid if he stopped counseling he’d backslide again. We were about to learn about other medication side effects. We hadn’t been romantic in ages, and as our connection grew, something else didn’t. 
 
   Erectile dysfunction threw us a curve ball, a side effect neither of us had paid much attention to, since sex was a rare event these days. As the weeks passed, and I was allowed to have intercourse again, we discovered things weren’t working how they once were. 
 
   I understood, but Austin was shattered. He wanted to get off the medication immediately, realizing it was the reason for his lack of…well, you know. He felt like less of a man. He was depressed. It didn’t matter that he knew it was the medication; all he cared about was that he couldn’t perform. We were intimate in other ways, but it wasn’t enough in his eyes. The only problem was that going off the medication could change his stability. 
 
   It was the first time we’d actually wanted to be together, only nothing happened. We figured it would just take a little warm up, a little foreplay, but still nothing. I mean, it got semi-hard but couldn’t reach its former glory, and left Austin feeling embarrassed. There would be no penetration, no intercourse, and rather than enjoying each other how we could, he turned away in frustration.
 
   I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at the situation. Not at Austin, mind you, but at the fact that we’d finally gotten over the huge hurdle of his mental state. After my giving birth, I’d been given the green light to have sex again, and yet we couldn’t. It was one thing after another, it didn’t seem fair. 
 
   Just as Austin was about to get back out there, about to take his locksmith courses, he sank into a depression again and put it off. 
 
   I didn’t know what to do. While he was able to stay home with Ryan, with my maternity leave being over, we couldn’t afford this option. The baby brought new expenses, and we needed money, plain and simple. 
 
   When he suggested borrowing money from his folks, I lost it. I wanted nothing from his mother, and knew it would be something she’d hold over us. Nothing was ever easy with her. Only Austin had other ideas, and saw it as a buffer, a temporary cushion that would ease our financial stress until he found work again – so he took it anyway. 
 
   I was appalled and hurt that he made the decision without me, and once again another crack started to form between us. He meant well, wanting to lessen the strain our money struggles were causing, but in return it felt like he made a deal with the devil. Okay, so maybe that’s a little harsh, but she certainly wouldn’t make it easy on us.
 
   There were terms that went along with the money of course, and she wanted more and more input in our lives. She ruffled my feathers every chance she got, letting me know she could do better, or that I wasn’t good enough for her son. At least she was partial to Austin and Ryan, because so help me God if she pushed that crap on my son, I’d take her out. 
 
   Austin finally made arrangements to take his courses, so he could apprenticeship as a locksmith. We had to work around my work schedule, and Heather helped us fill in the gaps, now that she was home raising her daughter. Twice a week, I dropped off Ryan on the way to work, and Austin would pick him up on his way back home from his classes. 
 
   I was grateful for Heather at that point, because we desperately needed Austin to get his career in motion. 
 
   Aside from the sexual tension, the money his folks gave to us really did ease some of the stress and we fought less about finances. We pretended like his erectile dysfunction wasn’t a big deal, and we avoided talk about the bedroom every chance we got…but I was lonely and missed being touched. He wouldn’t even try anymore, for fear of it continuing to happen. It was easier to shut down and push me away, then to reach out and feel like less of a man.
 
   I usually hid my feelings well, telling him it wasn’t a big deal, I wasn’t in the mood, or I was too tired anyway working and raising a newborn.
 
   The truth was, I felt pathetic that he didn’t touch me, and unwanted. The lack of desire overwhelmed me at times. I got that he was worried things wouldn’t work normally time to time, but he wouldn’t even attempt it – and the lack of romance and intimacy in our lives became obvious. 
 
   Our patience with one another was shortened, and we felt more like brother and sister than husband and wife. Thankfully we had Ryan to talk about, because the distance between us was growing. We’d managed to get past the worst of his Post-traumatic stress disorder, and while he’d have cycles of issues, they were coming less and less, as he learned new coping skills and his medication kept his anxiety at bay. 
 
   I didn’t know how to fix what was happening to us. If I mentioned sex, he immediately got defensive, and yet my self-esteem was taking a blow.  Even a simple shoulder rub or reaching for his hand had his putting up his walls. He didn’t want to go there and be reminded that he couldn’t “perform” the way he had in the past. 
 
   I was so desperate for attention that I started to flirt with my co-workers. I knew it was the wrong path to take, but knowing somebody, anybody was showing interest in me – was a bandage to my wounded pride. 
 
   I realized what I was doing, and put the brakes on before it could go too far. This wasn’t the solution. It was my husband that I wanted. I was still in love with him; I just didn’t know how to win his affections anymore. His wall was up so strong, I didn’t know how to break through. 
 
   I knew I had to do something. It was silly, but I wanted to win him back, even though he never actually left physically. It was his emotions I needed to trigger once again, and hopefully remind him why we belonged together. We seemed to be living separate lives under the same roof, and the only root holding us in place was our shared son.
 
   When I stumbled on his stash of porn, I was shocked. I’d taken the day off to catch up on some household chores while he was at school. Folding laundry, I went to put it away in his closet, but dropped something. Bending over to pick it up, I saw a view I hadn’t in the past. 
 
   “What the….” I said, seeing a stack of magazines. He barely reads. I picked one up, looking at the cover. I carefully tucked it back, my mind spinning. I thought he was past stuff like that, I mean, we’re married. We have, well had sex regularly. Putting the rest of the laundry away, I couldn’t erase what I saw.
 
   Bending back down, I picked up a few of the magazines and went to sit on the bed. Is this what he’s relying on these days? My curiosity grew, and I went to the computer, scanning the history, looking for more clues. There was nothing showing in the last seven days, but he must have forgotten to erase logs from further back, because there in plain day was a massive list of links pointing to the same thing – porn. 
 
   I felt sick to my stomach. I mean, I would have looked at it with him if he asked, but it felt like some weird secret, Austin not telling me how much time he’d been spending looking at other women’s naked bodies. I clicked on a couple of the offending links, and saw libraries of sex movies, like some kind of club. 
 
   Splashed across the top of the screen, “See Amateur Couples Having Sex,” across another “Hot Girl Doing the Nasty”, and after clicking on “Kinky Couples on Camera” I’d had enough. I was crushed. He didn’t want to have sex with me, but between his magazines and the amount of porn he was looking at, he was obviously still interested in something – just not me.
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   My stomach was in knots. It wasn’t about sex, it was about me. It had to be. He obviously still had an interest in…anybody but me. Sobbing, I realized he didn’t want me that way anymore. 
 
   He had magazine after magazine displaying naked women in all shapes and sizes, yet here I was the real thing, and he chose those over me. And the online videos, he could be doing those things with me – but he chose to watch strangers over his wife. I became undesirable in his eyes, it broke my heart. I was crushed, feeling completely unwanted. 
 
   My mind jumped from conclusion to conclusion, like some wild spinning ride I couldn’t stop. My brain was dizzy playing it out in my head. All I could do was sit and watch as I spiraled into a pit of despair. How could he betray me this way? Why wasn’t I enough? Does he want somebody else? Is there somebody else? Can he perform with them and not me? Am I that horrible, that unappealing that he can’t get it up with me, but with these things…it was a circus in my brain, and as much as I wanted to stop it, I let my mind go there and it took on a life of its own.
 
   After beating myself up relentlessly and drowning in the last of my tears, I got angry. Forget him, what the hell is his problem…it’s not like I don’t offer. I’ve been more than understanding, and as my anger rose up, I felt stronger. It pushed the sadness away, and drew up my courage and confidence. He’s lucky I’m still standing by his side, with everything he’s been going through, and this is how he thanks me? Again, the mental circus took over. 
 
   Ryan stirred, waking from his nap, pulling me back to reality. Heading to his room, I scooped him up into my arms and sat on the rocking chair in the corner. “Hi, sweet baby,” I cooed to my son. And instantly I was brought back to my purpose in life – being Ryan’s mother. 
 
   Cradling him close, I looked into his sweet eyes and smiled. After a few kisses on his tiny nose and chubby little cheeks, I stood to change him. Clutching him closer, I quietly sobbed, thinking about the state of my marriage. I’d do anything for Ryan, even stay in a loveless marriage, if that’s what it took. The thought made me sad, realizing our journey was shifting. Saying a quick prayer, I let it slip from my mind the best I was able and focused on my son. 
 
   When Austin came home later, I wanted to confront him, yell at him, and get out all of the feelings that swarmed through my body, but it would have to wait. I didn’t want to fight in front of my child – so I held it in. The tension inside of my body felt like an over tightened spring waiting to uncoil. 
 
   I bit my cheek, wanting to burst like an overfilled damn, but held back. Now wasn’t the time. When he walked through the door, the urge to pounce on him with all my thoughts and bottled up pain was overwhelming. I held back and diffused the mess the best I was able. I tried, really I did. I was going to wait, but as I put dinner on the table, I found myself slamming plates and bowls down.
 
   “What’s with you?” Austin asked, noting my behavior.
 
   I felt hostile on one end, and like shards of glass were slowly tearing my heart apart on the other. I didn’t know whether I wanted to yell or cry. Standing at the edge of the dinner table, I gripped the back of a chair. I can’t do this, I can’t hold it in – I want to, but it’s too much. I feel like I’m going to explode if I don’t get this out.
 
   “Do you still love me?” I finally squeaked out.
 
   “Of course I do, what kind of question is that?”
 
   The tears started faster than I was ready for, “I found…” sobbing, “I found your stuff.”
 
   “My stuff? Kate, what are you talking about? What’s the matter?”
 
   “Your porn,” I cried. “I found all your nasty porn, your magazines, the videos, all of it.”
 
   “Kate, what are you talking about?” The look on his face showed confusion. “Wait, what?” Was it that he’d been caught, was it shame? I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. I was lost in my own whirlpool of pain and destruction.
 
   “Your dirty magazines, I found them in your closet,” I yelled. 
 
   “Geez, Kate, they’re just magazines. What’s the big deal? All guys have them. It’s not worth getting upset over.”
 
   “And what about the videos? Sure, you have plenty of time to look at everyone else naked and get off, but God forbid you look at your wife and have sex with her. What’s the matter - am I that undesirable that you want nothing to do with me anymore? You can get it up for girls on paper and on video, but not the real thing?”
 
   He stood and excused himself, not saying anything. 
 
   “Don’t you walk away from me,” I demanded. “Answer me! Am I that undesirable that you don’t want me anymore?”
 
   Austin spun around, the look on his face was a mixture of hurt and anger. I wasn’t sure what words would be coming out of his mouth. 
 
   “You don’t want to do this, let it go,” he snapped and walked away.
 
   “Oh, I damn sure want to do it,” I turned and picked up Ryan, balancing him on my hip. “We’re not finished here.”
 
   “I’m not doing this in front of my son,” he said. “Go eat your fucking dinner.”
 
   I was stunned, my jaw dropping. I stood and stared at my husband, unsure what I had left to say.
 
   The heaviness sitting on my chest filled me with a slow fading gray. Silent, hot tears streamed down my face. Turning around, I went back to the dining room table and sat with my son. He was oblivious, and was simply ready to eat – so I fed him. 
 
   Austin didn’t rejoin us, he waited for us to finish. I left his plate on the table as I cleaned up the rest of our stuff. I felt empty, a crushing blow to my ego, because more than anything I just wanted him to respond, react, say something, but he sat silent, ignoring me. 
 
   I wanted an answer, deserved an answer, but was terrified of what that answer might be. Did he still want me, or had our moment passed?
 
   I sat with Ryan, playing, and then got up to give him a bath. As I finished, Austin showed up at the door. “I’ll tuck him in,” he said quietly. 
 
   I handed him to Austin and walked away. He was immediately warm and sweet talking to his son – it stung, knowing the wrath I’d face later. Why didn’t he have those soft, genuine feelings with me anymore? What had I done to turn him away? I understood when things changed, I tried, really I did, but was I that bad?
 
   How had our marriage crumbled this much? We used to be so in love, and now he’ll barely look at me. Instead he relies on pictures of naked girls and porn. How can I compete with that? I don’t look like those girls, all air-brushed and gorgeous. I’m simply me, but I guess that’s not enough anymore. Is this what marriage is going to be? I’m not so sure I can do this – not knowing my husband doesn’t want me. I don’t think I can handle that truth. 
 
   He joined me downstairs after spending a few moments tucking in Ryan. Austin was a loving father, I was grateful for that. That fear earlier was unfounded. If there was one thing I was sure of, it’s that Austin was going to be there for Ryan, and loved him with his heart and soul. He couldn’t hide his adoration, the way he looked at his son with pride showed his truth. 
 
   “What’s wrong with me?” I asked quietly, looking over at my husband. I didn’t even know where to start this conversation. I was still see-sawing between sheer sadness and anger. I don’t even know if it was anger as much as it was panic – a fear that I’d lose him. 
 
   “This isn’t about you,” he started. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”
 
   “Then why do you choose magazines and videos? You barely touch me.” My heart was heavy.
 
   “You know I’m not good at these types of conversations. Can’t you just trust me?”
 
   I shook my head, “No, apparently I can’t. I need to know, why won’t you have sex with me anymore?”
 
   “There’s so much pressure,” he looked down, not wanting to make eye contact. “With magazines, videos, there’s no pressure to perform. I can just get lost in the fantasy. I know you don’t understand this, but it’s not about you. I need release, and…I haven’t been able to satisfy you. There’s nothing worse, knowing that I can’t perform for my wife. How do you think that makes me feel? At least this way, I can still release some tension.”
 
   “It’s the other women,” I sobbed, “they’re prettier. You want sex with them.” I couldn’t stop crying. “See, you’re fantasizing,” I could barely get the words out. 
 
   “I want sex with you, but anytime we start to go there, nothing happens, and I don’t want you to see me that way.” The look on his face was a mixture of pain and embarrassment, and yet his voice spoke of anger.
 
   “So instead, you turn away, and let me feel unwanted and unloved? Do you love me?” I couldn’t stop this train I was on. I felt overwhelmed with grief, and thinking I was a piece of the problem. Maybe if I was pretty, sexier, maybe then he’d be able to get hard.
 
   “I do love you,” he snapped. “How can you even question that?”
 
   The pain was too much to handle. “Because you won’t touch me, like I have some weird disease, you stay as far away from me as possible.” My voice came down a notch, and I whispered, “You won’t touch me.” It was on the table, no denying those words, and he knew they were true. 
 
   “I want to, I so desperately want to, but I can’t. Do you know what it’s like to be a guy, and to have your masculinity stripped away? It’s killing me inside.”
 
   “Well, you can obviously get it up for your paper dolls and your video vixens, just not for me.” That was uncalled for, I knew it was, but it was too late, I crossed the line. I was hurt, angry, confused, and lost. I wanted him to want me, to touch me, to make love to me – and yet instead he was getting off to his magazines and videos. I didn’t know how to process that information. 
 
   I got up and walked away. I couldn’t handle this anymore. It hurt too badly to keep staring at the obvious. He was having sex, masturbating, but when it came to his wife, he was hands off.
 
   “Kate, wait,” he called out. 
 
   Turning to look at him, I didn’t know what to say. “Why, so you can lie to me, and tell me how much you want me?”
 
   “That’s not fair,” he answered.
 
   “What’s not fair is that I keep hoping you’ll want to make love to me, and then I find out you’re still having sex, just not with me.”
 
   “It’s not like I’m cheating on you, I’m not out having an affair. I’m faithful, and you act like I’m doing something wrong. There’s nothing wrong with masturbating. Don’t tell me you don’t do it.”
 
   “Of course I do, it’s not like my husband touches me anymore,” I screamed. My anger was hot, my nostrils flared.
 
   Austin stared at me. The silence was deafening. It happened so fast, and as he pressed me to the wall, pushing his body against mine, I closed my eyes and accepted his advances.  
 
   His kiss was strong and passionate; it had been so long since he’d kissed me this way. I wanted to push him away in my angst, but I didn’t. I couldn’t, it felt so good to feel him against me. His lips on mine, our tongues explored one another again. Austin’s hands gripped me tightly, pulling me into him. Groping my back, and sliding down to my bottom, his hands squeezed me as we continued to kiss.
 
   His kiss, his sweet kisses, how I missed these moments of passion. Even out of anger, I was hungry for more. We let too much time slip by, had too many excuses, and didn’t try. I knew he was having problems, but we could have tried more – still engaged in other sexual activities, but instead we both shut down accepting defeat. Why hadn’t I pushed harder?
 
   It all happened so fast, and as his hands came around tugging at my pants, I dropped them in the hallway and let his fingers satisfy me in ways I’d forgotten about. There was urgency, and pressed to the wall in the hallway, Austin took me roughly, but passionately. As I came on his hand, he ripped his own jeans off, and something I hadn’t seen in ages pressed into me. His raging hard on was full of fire and needed release. 
 
   Awkwardly we shifted and moved, and as he entered me for the first time in what felt like forever, I cried. Pumping up, thrusting, pushing deep, I cried into his shoulder as he found his peak. As the orgasm ripped through him, I felt the sticky sweetness between my legs. We had so much pent up aggression, and standing there in the hallway between our orgasms and my tears, we let it all go, accepting the moment of loving.
 
   We stood panting, and then stopped to look at one another. In the oddest moment we burst out laughing, realizing that we’d just had sex, something we hadn’t had in ages. His body cooperated, our lust was unleashed, and in an exhilarating moment we found our connection. It was real, and the feelings bouncing between us were as well.
 
   Reaching for his pants, he pulled them up, as I readjusted myself. We said nothing, and then went and collapsed on the sofa next to each other. Leaning into him, his arms wrapping around me, I felt whole for the first time in ages. 
 
   “I may need to do that again,” I smiled. There was a joy in me I hadn’t felt in ages. 
 
   “I want to do that again, if I can,” he warned. “I want you Kate, more than you know, but it’s been difficult. It’s emotional and embarrassing to not be able to get hard – it makes you feel like less of a man.” His voice was soft, coaxing me to understand things from his side of things.
 
   “I understand,” I started, compassion welling up in me.
 
   “You don’t, you can’t, because you’re not a man. I’m not saying that to be harsh, but it’s tied to who I am, part of being a man. Please just know that you’re the only one I want – but I need to be able to satisfy you. That’s important to me.”
 
   I nuzzled into my husband, uncertain if we’d be able to have sex again, but knowing that he truly still loved me. Desire wasn’t the issue – medication side effects were, and if I could keep that nugget of truth in my brain, we might be okay. I couldn’t promise that I wouldn’t turn it back in on myself, and feel that it was me, but I was going to try, that’s for damn sure. 
 
   Climbing the stairs together, there was anticipation, wondering if we’d be able to pull it off again. I wanted him, needed him, but I’d have to take this at Austin’s pace. His body would have it no other way.
 
   Undressing, I got into bed and watched my husband as he finished up in the bathroom, brushing his teeth. “Austin,” I started.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I love you, babe.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   A small smile escaped my lips, as I saw him walking over. He was semi-erect, with a promise of more. It was going to be a good night indeed. I was more than ready to share another moment of loving with my husband, it was long overdue. 
 
   As he took me in his arms, I knew everything would be okay.
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Austin’s hands were warm and tender, offering a loving touch I hadn’t felt in too long. His kisses were sweet, and each caress told me all that I needed to know. Everything that had been harnessed was about to be unleashed.
 
   It didn’t take long for my body to respond to his touches as a rush ran through me, sending tingling sensations everywhere. What happened earlier boosted his confidence, and this time he was willing to slow down and make love to me, something I missed desperately.
 
   Lying on his side, Austin traced the outline of my lips with his finger, and smiled at me. “You’re such a beautiful woman,” he whispered. “You’re all I’ve ever wanted.”
 
   I loved when he touched me. I felt connected to him the most during these intimate encounters. I’d missed him so much, and to have him beside me, holding me, wanting me, it was magic.
 
   Leaning in, he kissed me again.  His breath was minty from the toothpaste, and I lovingly returned his affection. There was love laced in that kiss, something that spoke deeply to me. His want, his need to tell me how much he cared was all coming through. My heart warmed, and I melted into him, letting him wash away my fears.
 
   Lifting his hand, he brushed my hair from my face, and kissed me again, slowly moving from my lips, down along the curve of my jawline and onto my neck. 
 
   He found a secret sensual spot, and layered more soft kisses on my neck, before slowly sucking my skin between his lips, nuzzling and nibbling. I knew there’d be a mark, like I’d worn as a badge of pride as a teenager in the past, but it felt so good, and I didn’t ask him to stop. Suckling at my neck, milking it gently with his mouth, I sighed feeling my husband on me. 
 
   I closed my eyes and let my head roll back, giving him easier access, aching for more. It felt so good, and my body responded in kind, filling me with need, leaving me damp between my legs. Everything inside of me trembled, aching for more. 
 
   Shifting, Austin’s mouth moved lower, focusing on my breasts. Hips lips played with a hardened nipple, as he slowly took it into his mouth, teasing and tempting me with promises of more to come. A small moan seeped out, feeling him on me, his fingers, his mouth, making me feel so good.
 
   My breast surged with electricity, my nipple pinched hard in the arousal. Arching my back, I pressed it tightly to his mouth. My fingers pulled his head closer, and sensing my reaction Austin suckled me harder.
 
   Getting lost in the moment, my hips started to rotate and grind, taking on a life of their own. My body was calling out to my lover, telling him I wanted to feel him inside of me. 
 
   “Not yet, pussycat,” he whispered, as I told him what I wanted. “We’re going to take our time. It’s been a long time coming,” he finished. 
 
   Not that I have a problem with a lot of foreplay, don’t get me wrong, but I was so ready, I was about to come out of my skin! 
 
   Austin moved lower, leaving butterfly kisses across my belly, lower and lower. As he neared my naughty bits, he moved, shifting my legs, and climbed between them. The colors of the rainbow look dull compared to the orgasm that ripped through me, as he buried his face, taking me to the point of no return.
 
   Climbing above me, Austin guided himself to my wet opening, and pushed inside of me. A loud groan escaped us both as he filled me, the warm comfort of my body welcoming him. Slowly, he moved in and out of me, and reaching up, I wrapped my hands around his neck and pulled him closer. I needed to taste his sweet lips, I needed to kiss him, and tell him how much I loved him. 
 
   We clasped onto one another, holding on tightly, almost afraid to let go. As our mouths met, I had no doubt that what was happening between us right now would push us to the next level of our relationship. It was magic, pure magic, and as he came inside of me, his hips still moving, I wrapped my thighs tightly around him, forbidding his release. I needed him to stay as long as possible, soften inside of me, and only then I’d let go. I was afraid if he pulled out, he’d never do it again. I knew he would, and knew this moment would happen again – but for right now, everything was right in the world. 
 
   Tears of joy slid down my face. I hadn’t felt so relieved in a long time, and with everything inside of me, I said a prayer of thanks, grateful that my marriage was going to be okay. I honestly didn’t know at one point, but I knew now. We’d get through this, and we’d get through anything else we encountered – as long as we did it together.
 
   I didn’t know what Austin was thinking, but he was smiling and naked beside me. That was enough. 
 
   “That was amazing,” I said softly, looking at my husband, my beautiful husband. I never once lost my desire for him, and only worried he’d lost it for me. It was obvious now, it was there all along. There were simply clouds in his way. I hoped the clouds would stay gone, I didn’t think I could handle those gray days anymore. I missed this, missed us. Having him back, even just for a little bit, was like breathing life back into our relationship.
 
   The way we looked at each other, talked to each other after that night, we had renewed intimacy, and that reflected through everything we did. It was like a weight had been lifted. What was once a dark corner of our marriage, light filtered through, lifting the depression. We felt like a true couple again. We weren’t pretending, just going through the motions, we were truly healing.
 
   Austin had issues time to time, but the more we were together, the less prevalent it seemed. It seemed to restore his confidence. Once he let go of that fear – knowing I’d be okay if he couldn’t get fully hard, as long as he showed me he cared and desired me, it seemed like less and less of an issue. Without communication, we’d shut down, but the more we discussed it, the easier it became. With his confidence coming back, and our love life improving, we felt stronger than ever. 
 
   The one thing he was still having a problem with, was his concern that he’d never feel normal again. While we’d tackled this issue and beat it, he held onto the fact that he might never be completely stable. He’d learned coping mechanisms, he had medication that helped with the anxiety, but through it all, there were still days he felt broken. 
 
   Ryan was his saving grace, and his purpose for pushing forward. Watching him with our son, I knew he’d be okay. I just wished he could see what I saw. All he knew was that some days were still a struggle, and they grew old and tiresome. There were less bad days, and more good days, but we had new challenges to overcome. When his father grew ill, everything changed.
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   The call came unexpectedly; it was bad news. Austin went straight to the hospital. It was his least favorite place to be, but he knew he didn’t have much time. His father was rushed by ambulance after what appeared to be a heart attack. On further testing, he’d not only had a heart attack, but on falling cracked ribs and punctured a lung which was making breathing difficult. It was all too much on his body, and organ after organ was shutting down. 
 
   With a firm do not resuscitate order – there was no life support. There were no second chances, and slowly a life faded from existence. 
 
   When Austin brought his mother home, I saw the fearless woman crumble like a tower of blocks. She was the shell of the strength I’d seen before. Her pale, slender form showed her internal panic. Her husband was gone. Her skin was almost transparent, and her veins had never been as obvious. The highway of blue lines snaked across her face, neck and hands. She looked at me with dull, dead eyes, and no expression. 
 
   I pulled out a blanket and sheets and made up the sofa, so she’d have a place to rest. Austin sat with her in silence all night. I told them both how sorry I was, and then left them to grieve together. One of us needed sleep. We had long days ahead of us. 
 
   When I woke with Ryan, I crept down the stairs. His mother stared at me with tear stained cheeks, her eyes bloodshot from spending the night crying. She had nothing to say. 
 
   “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I whispered, not wanting to wake Austin who was now passed out on a chair nearby. 
 
   She didn’t say anything, simply nodded. My heart broke for the woman, she couldn’t hide the agony she was in, and sat stunned, staring ahead. 
 
   Heading to the kitchen, I juggled Ryan on my hip, to start the coffee. I didn’t think caffeine was the right choice, so I pulled the instant decaf out of the cabinet. It was something, but at some point, Austin’s mom would need to sleep. On second thought…I put the coffee back and pulled out the tea bags. I brought it out as an offering, “Mrs. Sharpe,” I said quietly. She’d never asked me to call her Mom, or even by her first name. Even marrying into the family, I was an outsider in her eyes. The only good thing I’d done is given her a grandson. 
 
   “Can I hold him?” She asked, and set the tea on the table beside her. 
 
   “Sure,” I said, praying she had the strength to hold onto a wiggling infant. Thankfully, he was content to snuggle. 
 
   “How’s my precious boy?” She asked, kissing his forehead. She had a heart; I’d just rarely seen it. 
 
   “Does Maggie know?” I asked hesitantly. Ryan’s sister had her own life that rarely seemed to overlap with theirs these days. 
 
   “Yes, she’ll be here in time for the service,” she said, not offering up more. 
 
   “Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “No,” she paused, “thank you.” 
 
   I almost passed out. She’d never once thanked me before, but I hated it was under these circumstances. 
 
   Austin stirred and then found a new position. It was going to be a long day. 
 
    **
 
   After the service, life was supposed to go on as normal, only it didn’t. Austin spiraled back into a depression, understandably so, and his mother decided to stay on a bit longer. Only in her need to stay busy and distracted, she started taking over more and more of our household. I didn’t want to step on her toes, after what she’d been through, but her usual crass ways were seeping out, and it got more difficult to hold my tongue. 
 
   I didn’t feed my family proper nutrition, and I dressed like a slob, and the housework was lacking, but with her here now she’d handle things as they should be. I tried, really I did – but now she was in my home, trying to run our lives, and while she’d just dealt with the traumatic loss of her husband, I was in the process of losing the sanctuary of my home.
 
   Austin didn’t want to be in the middle of it, and didn’t say anything. As far as he was concerned, with his mother helping around the house and with Ryan, it took pressure off of me.  Only he didn’t see me drowning; my own depression sneaking up on me. With my mother-in-law here more times than not, I didn’t know where my happiness lived anymore. 
 
   She took a leave of absence at work and was considering retiring – to move in with us. That was the straw that broke the camel’s back. There was no way she was living here – no way in hell. 
 
   Her plan was to sell the house, and use it to fund her retirement, but that meant staying with us permanently. Austin was beside himself, wanting to be there for his mother, but knowing it would jeopardize our marriage. There wasn’t going to be an easy answer here, and he knew it. 
 
   The fights that grew out of our new circumstance put a wedge firmly in place. I was asking Austin to choose, and all he could see was his once strong mother, wilting like a picked flower. He was convinced I was able to handle this, and with a few ground rules in place, and the understanding that it was my home and respect would need to be mutual, we made the unfortunate decision to let her move in with us. I was tortured that he’d made his choice, and at this point, unless I was moving out – she was moving in. 
 
   She made a peace offering, knowing I wasn’t a fan of the idea, and asked me to call her Caroline. Really? That’s the big peace offering? I swallowed my pride, what little bit I had left, and greeted her with a smile. It made me sick, the idea of her living here. There was a wall between Austin and me already with everything going on, and this would make it near impossible to tear down. 
 
   Where we’d once healed, we’d broken apart again. I was selfless he said, taking her in – when he knew damn well I wasn’t given a real choice. I was bitter and angry. 
 
   Caroline slept in Ryan’s room, after we set up a bed for her. She woke with him in the mornings, and while it was nice to sleep in a bit, I missed seeing his sleepy face first thing on waking. She found a reason to function in Ryan. She fed him, dressed him, bathed him, and sang to him. 
 
   She doted on him, but pushed out the time Austin and I spent with him. I’d go to get him, and she’d jump in, “Let me do that.” I know she thought she was being helpful, but I felt like she was stepping on my toes, taking over my life. I selfishly wanted my child back to myself. 
 
   Dinner was served by the time I got home, and Heather was no longer watching Ryan. I wanted to be thankful, but as the days and then weeks wore on, I started to feel useless. What did they need me for, if she was doing everything? 
 
   Money was handled, food was cooked, and my boys were taken care of. Chores were done, and by the time I got home from work, there was nothing left to do. I should have been grateful there was less to do, but it didn’t work that way. Instead I fell into a funk, feeling replaced.
 
   In a weird twist, Austin seemed stronger. It was like he felt the need to take care of us all finally. I wish it had kicked in earlier, but he had his own issues to deal with. He was finally serious about finishing his classes and starting his apprenticeship. He was so close, that I really believed he’d make it this time. 
 
   I was happy for him, but as he was getting stronger, I was taking a long desperate slide to an emotionless depression, and sat in shades of gray more than color these days. Contentment seemed a far reach, and happiness was gone.
 
   My second pregnancy couldn’t have come at a worse time. All I could do was cry, feeling trapped in my situation. What should have been a joyful moment was anything but. I dwelled in the reality of my home life, and tried to find the happiness in what was happening. 
 
   When I was ordered on bed rest, it was the moment Caroline’s presence felt like a blessing. I couldn’t have done it all by myself, wouldn’t have been able to, and in some weird way, I made peace with the fact that she was here – at least for now. We even started to talk a little bit, and the walls of hostility that had been there for so long, finally started to come down.
 
   In the hours of being housebound together, Caroline finally spoke to me like a person. She spoke of missing her husband, and what her pregnancies were like, and as she opened up to me, seeing I wasn’t the enemy, something changed. We were nicer to each other, and a pseudo-friendship formed. We were no longer at each other’s throats, but accepted the other into our lives. I wouldn’t have guessed this was a possibility, but here I was about to have a second child, and Austin’s mother had finally accepted me, knowing how much I loved her son. 
 
   We realized with a new family member on the way, the house would be getting even more crowded. Caroline was sharing a room with Ryan. We decided we’d find a new alternative before I delivered, though packing and moving through pregnancy was going to be tiring. 
 
   Combining our resources, and with a Veteran’s loan, we were able to qualify for a small house with a yard, that offered an additional bedroom and bathroom. As my belly swelled, we started the process of packing and moving our home. It was a fresh start, and as I waddled around trying to settle into the new residence, I thought back on how much things had changed since I first met Austin.
 
   The rush of excitement, realizing I was in love, Austin’s deployment, our marriage, his Post-traumatic stress disorder diagnosis, our first child, his father’s death, his mother moving in with us, and now a second child on the way. No wonder my head was spinning – in the last few years, so much had taken place, that there was barely any room for us to work on our relationship.
 
   With everything taking priority, I realized we’d put ourselves on the backburner. It was time to fix that, and rediscover what we once had, or we’d be forever in a shuffle of putting our relationship last. 
 
   After our daughter was born, I made the commitment to myself to tackle this head on. I wasn’t taking no for an answer, as I desperately wanted my husband fully back in my life. 
 
   Austin’s apprenticeship was going well, and his confidence was climbing. His mother and I had found balance, and our new angel Brianna was here. Pretty soon, Austin would be starting his own business, and I’d be back to work. With Caroline here to help with the kids, we’d found a pattern that finally seemed to give everybody what they needed - time, space, and respect.
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   When Austin suggested a long weekend away, I was nervous and excited. It would be our first time away from the children, but Caroline was so good with them; I knew they’d be okay. He suggested we return to the bed and breakfast down at the beach – the one we’d visited before. I’d been hoping to rekindle our spark, and this seemed like a great place to start. 
 
   The only thing plaguing me was my softer shape. I hadn’t lost the baby weight yet, and my tummy was looking pouchy. I didn’t feel very sexy, but I missed my husband terribly. I’d have to get over my current body issues, and be grateful for time alone with him. 
 
   Like a bad habit, sex fell out of our patterns again. We hadn’t been intimate as much as we’d like recently, between his mother living with us, the children, and our own internal stress. I was given the okay by my doctor that I was clear to have sex, but while there was a piece of me that was happy, it was almost like it was a safe excuse as to why we avoided it. With a valid reason, we couldn’t place blame.
 
   I knew a lot of it had to do with stress, because we were barely active through my pregnancy, or before that with his father’s passing, his mom moving in, his Post-traumatic stress issues, and medications he was dealing with…and well, I wasn’t exactly making a big deal to invite him into our bed with open arms. 
 
   It was now or never. We make a calculated attempt at getting things back on course, or they’d continue to spiral out of control.
 
   I figured if he wanted me enough he’d make the effort, but it takes two and I certainly didn’t welcome those advances for a while. Not like there were a ton of them, but it just wasn’t my priority. I’m as much to blame here as anyone. 
 
   We had a chance, and we were both ready to take it. 
 
   Pulling up to The Sandcastle, Austin parked the car on the pebbled driveway. I smiled seeing the familiar bed and breakfast. It was as charming as I remembered, and flashing back to our previous experience, I felt like this was the perfect choice for the weekend. 
 
   The drive was quiet, but not uncomfortable; I think we were both enjoying the peaceful drive with light music playing. With two kids, quiet was treasure these days. We hadn’t been talking much anyway, not to point out the obvious, but we had a divide between us and desperately needed to bridge the gap.
 
   “Watch your step,” he grinned, before getting out. 
 
   “What are you saying?” I said, cautiously climbing from the vehicle. “At least this time, I managed to stay on my feet,” I smiled.
 
   Gathering our bags from the trunk, we headed inside. Tripping up the stairs, I fell and burst out laughing. 
 
   “Not again?” Austin shook his head, “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, just…yeah, I fell up the steps.” I said sheepishly.
 
   “Last time we were here, you tripped getting out of the car,” he laughed. “You’re a handful. Still learning to use your feet? Most people trip down stairs, not up them.”
 
   I grinned at my husband, and righted myself. “Let’s go, Romeo.” I was a natural catastrophe on my own feet sometimes.
 
   Greeting the owner, we were shown to our room. I smiled walking through the doorway, remembering our past visit. We were so in love. I’m still in love, but it’s different. Stress, children, money, his mother, it’s taken a lot out of us lately. I hated how detached we felt half the time. We were going through the motions, and if we were lucky we’d share a romantic moment eventually. Being back here reminded me how great it could be. I wanted that back. I wanted the passion. 
 
   There was a mixed bouquet of fresh flowers on one of the tables. Going over, I inhaled deeply, taking in the mix of floral fragrances. It was one of the little special details of the room, real flowers rather than some green plastic or silk plant so many places rely on these days.
 
   We slowly unpacked, talking about nothing in particular. It wasn’t awkward, but there wasn’t the same rush to get naked and busy as there once was. Instead, we relaxed discussing what we could do while we were here. We’d grown into a mature relationship, one with marriage and kids, and one where the lust had dwindled. It was obvious as we sat in the room made for loving.
 
   We used to be in such a hurry to get undressed and snuggle under the covers together, and yet today there was no rush. There were simply two people looking at one another, hoping to rekindle a lost spark. There was hope, but also a bit of faded glory, realizing how far we’d let things slide. 
 
   I wanted him to wrap his arms around me, tell me how much he’s missed me. What was once a comfortable silence became awkward. 
 
   “Do you want to go for a walk on the beach?” He was scrambling, trying to kill the dead space between us.
 
   “Sure, I’d like that,” I said. What happened? I was ready for time alone, and now here we are, and we’re like two teens on a first date, uncertain what to do next. I thought it would be as easy as flipping a switch, but something was missing. 
 
   The sand was soft on my feet, and as he reached over to take my hand, I smiled at the familiar feel of his hand in mine. There was a sense of security, telling me we were still connected even though we were struggling to find our way. Lately, I wasn’t sure. I mean, I know we were committed, but otherwise the spark we once shared was so dim most of the time it was hard to see. Was I being fickle, holding out for what we used to have? I knew I’d have to settle for what we are now.
 
   The smell of the ocean was familiar, though I didn’t visit it often enough. Listening to the crash of the waves, while starting loud they seemed to fade into a dull white noise the longer we stood with our feet in the sand. There was something peaceful about the steady pattern and rhythm, wave after wave rolling into the beach, threatening to wet our feet if we got too close before gently receding back and doing it again.
 
   When Austin started talking, I was surprised. He’d never been so open before. I’m not sure what brought it on, but I listened quietly as he spilled hidden secrets.
 
   “When my father died, I was scared. Suddenly, I had to step up and be the man of my family. I’d been the head of our family for a while, but felt like I wasn’t doing a good job. I’ve been struggling with my own issues, but now I not only had you relying on me, but my mother too. I think it finally knocked me a bit, realizing I needed to figure it out. Once my father was gone something clicked, and I knew it was real. There was no going back – there were no more second chances. He wasn’t even that old, it doesn’t seem right. You’re supposed to die of old age, and he wasn’t old.”
 
   I listened to him talk with great curiosity. That he opened up and shared a piece of himself was huge. He rarely talked about his private feelings. I wished he’d do it more often. 
 
   “Anyway,” he continued, “I think I started to think about my own mortality, and how this could all be taken away. It was scary to realize that in an instant, it could all be over. We have children, and they need their father. I don’t feel like I’ve been doing enough to contribute. I’m not apologizing for my issues, because that’s beyond my control, but I’m apologizing for not stepping up sooner. So with that, I’m sorry I flaked out on you. It was wrong to shut down, shut you out, and I’d like to try to fix that.”
 
   I was stunned. I didn’t know what to say. I never dreamed I’d hear those words. I turned to hold Austin. In an embrace, I whispered how much I loved him. His arms folded tighter around me, pulling me in. “We’re going to be okay,” I added.
 
   “I hope so. I’ve never loved anyone more. I couldn’t handle losing you or the children. I know I gave you some tough choices lately, but I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you took in my mother, and stood by my side as I’ve gone through my other issues.” 
 
   “We’re adjusting,” I said. Honestly I had, though I didn’t think it was possible. We were learning to work around each other, and even found a way to get along. It wasn’t my first choice, and I’d be thrilled for her to find her own place again, but it was a circumstance I learned to live with, quite literally.
 
   “Are we okay?” He pulled me closer. 
 
   “I think so,” I pressed my cheek to his chest. “I want to be.”
 
   “I do too,” his fingers raked through my hair. It felt so nice standing there, embracing one another, knowing we both wanted things to improve, and we were more than aware we had work to do getting there. 
 
   “I’m a little nervous,” I finally admitted. “I haven’t lost the rest of the baby weight yet.”
 
   “What are you talking about, you look great.”
 
   “I’m feeling pretty self-conscious lately. My stomach is this pouch that refuses to go away; I think I’ve contributed to the pulling away factor because of that too. I feel fat and not very attractive right now. I know I got the go ahead to have sex, but I’m not feeling very sexy.”
 
   “Well that’s ridiculous, because all I see is a beautiful woman, and I think I’m a lucky guy. You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   “I appreciate that,” I said quietly, “but it’s something I need to work on. I’m having body issues lately, so it’s been bringing me down.”
 
   “I never knew,” he said, tipping my head back, and kissing my forehead. “You’re perfect just as you are.”
 
   I nodded. “I’m trying to believe that.”
 
   “I like that we’re talking. We haven’t talked in ages.”
 
   “It seems like forever,” I agreed.
 
   “Let’s walk,” he broke from our hug and held my hand. Together we followed the path the ocean made. As the water rolled up and left traces of wetness where it’d been, we let our toes get wet and followed the darkened sand. 
 
   Falling into a pattern of discussing the kids, we found easy conversation. I realized we didn’t talk that much anymore, not about ourselves or our interests, and hobbies seemed to be a thing of the past. I barely run anymore, and he didn’t do much of anything besides watching television in his spare time. We were in a rut, and if we didn’t make the effort to climb out of it, we’d be stuck there. 
 
   Walking back to the bed and breakfast after our stroll, there was a renewed interest in the bed portion of the room. We were ready to share intimate moments, and after closing the door behind us, Austin took me in his arms and made me his once again. Slow and tender kisses turned into passionate ones. His lips were soft pressed against my own, and as his tongue explored my mouth, I explored his. 
 
   We weren’t in a hurry, and the gentle pace was dizzying. My body was drunk with lust, but each second was pure pleasure. Feeling his lips on my mouth and neck, each nibble or nuzzle left me wanting more. His kisses dripped from my neck down to my shoulder, and as his fingers tugged at the edge of my shirt, I stopped him so I could undress.
 
   Together we removed our clothing and climbed under the covers. Hidden beneath the blankets, I wasn’t as self-conscious about my tummy, but I knew it was much softer than it had ever been. I hoped it wouldn’t stop him in his tracks once he became aware of it.
 
   Austin’s hands traced my shoulder, and leaning in, he brought his lips back to my skin, kissing, suckling, and claiming me for his own. Each sensation sent tingles of electricity through me, revving up my desire higher and higher. 
 
   His mouth was circling my breast with tender kisses. Stopping at my nipple, Austin drew lazy circles around it with his tongue. Finally, he encased it in his warm mouth, taking me inside. My hands pulled his head tighter to my chest as he pleasured my flesh.
 
   My breathing deep and slow, I arched my back wanting more, trying to get closer. Austin teased me, moving between each breast, knowing my body was responding with need. The dampness between my legs told me I was ready, and what I needed more than anything was for him to penetrate me. 
 
   Tangled together, we made love. As he filled me, I clasped my legs up and around him, pulling him tightly to me. Austin groaned as he entered me, and with each thrust I felt him deeper. Clinging to my husband, I shifted my hips, ready to climax. Each stroke, each thrust, his body rubbed against my sensitive nub, and with his cock deep inside, the combination was not only robust, but lifting me to the heights of orgasm. 
 
   Moaning, there was no hiding the fact that my peak was imminent. As I called out, my legs seized and locked onto my husband. Every bit of me was sensitive. Austin shifted a few more times, causing me to squirm and orgasm again.  
 
   Seconds later, Austin’s release echoed across the room. Collapsing on the bed beside me, he smiled. Rolling over, I nuzzled into his chest. 
 
   “I love you, Austin.” I really did, and in moments like these floating on the high of my orgasm even more. 
 
   “I love you too.” 
 
   The intimacy and perfection of that moment, I wish I could bottle it and capture it forever. The connection we shared, the softness between us – as quickly as it arrived, it started to fade. How had something so incredible turned awkward in minutes?
 
   “I’m hungry,” he said, getting out of bed way too quickly. 
 
   Why didn’t he stay? Why didn’t he let the moment linger longer? I wanted to linger…I needed to linger. I missed the days of spooning in bed, whispering secrets, and sharing one another again and again.
 
   Standing, Austin pulled his jeans on. “I think there’s a list of menus over here, and there are more downstairs. There was a place I thought about going last time we were here; it’s supposed to be nice.”
 
   And just like that, we were back to how we usually were. Why? What was so hard about staying beside me, sharing stolen kisses in bed, and talking quietly? Had he said too much earlier? Did it make him uncomfortable to talk to me, share details of his life? I didn’t understand and it made me a little sad. Maybe I was reading too much into it. I tend to overanalyze everything. 
 
   I climbed out of bed to redress. Looking at my husband, he seemed anxious. How is that possible after what just happened? I was relaxed and comfortable, but his body language spoke another language than my own. 
 
   “Austin, what’s going on?” I couldn’t hold back, something felt off. We shared an intimate moment, and yet something felt wrong. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” He played it off like I was overreacting, but I knew he wasn’t being honest with me.
 
   “You got up so fast, something feels off.” I was sure of it now; my gut told me there was more than what he was saying.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he started.
 
   “Please. Baby, I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”
 
   “I’m okay, just a lot going on in my mind.”
 
   I nodded, realizing he wasn’t going to tell me. What happened back there? It was magic…and now, just like that he felt almost distant. 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   We decided on a candlelight dinner at a small seafood restaurant. The service was excellent, with only a few tables. We were lucky to get in with such short notice, but they had a cancellation and it all worked out. We didn’t realize we’d normally need a reservation. 
 
   “Georgette’s” offered twelve tables, and there wasn’t a regular menu. It changed based on the catch of the day, and the chef’s whim. The food was divine, fresh, and so full of flavor that we realized how much we lucked out. 
 
   Walking through the door transported you into an outdoor type of environment. They pulled it off so well. Lining the wall were porch like structures that you stepped up to, lined with railing and hanging plants. Each wall in the restaurant looked like gorgeous outdoor porch dining. 
 
   Large fan back chairs gave an air of privacy to each table, and looking up the ceiling was arched and painted a soft blue with white, fluffy clouds. It was magical and such a surprise. 
 
   From the outside, it looked like any other building at the shore, a wooden sided structure, with a simple sign. The inner walls looked like the outside of a house, with yellow siding and window murals painted in, so it looked like you were looking inside of a house, but were sitting outside. The illusion was spectacular.
 
   The smells of warm, fresh bread filled the dining room, mixed with hints of mouthwatering creations. I inhaled deeply, enjoying the aroma of culinary delights.
 
   Music played lightly in the background, almost non-existent, to buffer the sounds of people talking.
 
   Hearing the specials, it was a hard choice. There were five meals offered each night, entirely the chef’s choosing and changed day to day. We opted for pasta dish with seafood. There were bits of shredded lobster, chunks of crab, massive shrimp, and the most incredible creamy garlic butter sauce drizzled over the angel hair pasta beneath the seafood. I almost went with the Surf and Turf, but was thrilled with my choice. It was heavenly. 
 
   Everything was cooked to perfection. After our meal we shared gourmet sorbet in mango and orange passion fruit flavors, an exquisite touch at the end of our dining experience. Lingering over the last of our wine, we talked quietly about nothing of importance. It was casual and comfortable between us, though I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. It seemed like there was something more – something he didn’t want to tell me. 
 
   I pushed it from my mind, afraid I’d ruin the weekend with my insistent need to know every detail, even when he didn’t want to share. I reminded myself he’d tell me when he was ready. Enjoy the weekend, don’t let it slip away.
 
   Returning to the bed and breakfast, Austin took my hand as we walked in. He was warm and charming this evening, and yet I still had the nagging feeling like there was…stop it, stop it. Let it go. 
 
   Wrapping me in his arms, we swayed to non-existent music, sharing a tender moment. 
 
   “Do you know how much I love you?” A soft smiled spread across his face.
 
   “How much,” I asked, playing his game.
 
   “More than the moon and stars,” he went on. 
 
   I pressed my face into Austin’s neck, “I love when we’re like this, close together.”
 
   “Me too,” he pulled me back slightly, so he could look into my eyes. “I’m so glad we came here.”
 
   I nodded, “I think we needed some time alone.”
 
   “I think we should take advantage of that time alone,” he grinned, giving his next move away.
 
   I kissed him and laughed, “Do you now?”
 
   “I do,” he said scrambling to the bed, and patting it. “Care to join me?”
 
   “More than you know.”
 
   We undressed, and for a moment in time I forgot about my body and got lost in our sexual dance.
 
   “Come here, you,” he said, reaching out for my hand, pulling me close. I stood between his legs as he sat on the bed. 
 
   Austin played with my breasts which were near his face, and as his hands slowly stroked my bottom, I felt the first quick spank. A succession of small spanks followed, and closing my eyes, the heat of passion rose up in me. Small gasps and moans slid between my lips. 
 
   I forgot how good it felt to have my bottom flush from the paddle of his hands. My cheeks got warm and tingly under his touch, and what started as a tender and soft moment, quickly grew heated and full of lust. 
 
   Each spank brought about a slight sting, but it was oddly arousing, and as he played I felt the dampness between my legs increasing. I loved his touch, loved being in Austin’s arms, and when we connected intimately, it brought us even closer. 
 
   Each movement led to the next, and soon a river of desire was unleashed. Kneeling between my husband’s legs, I took him into my mouth and pleasured him. Slipping his manhood between my lips, I teased and tempted him, wanting to help him reach ecstasy. Listening to his groans filled me with purpose, and as he finally peaked I caught his seed, tasting his saltiness on my tongue. 
 
   Austin’s hands wrapped around my head, and tangled in my hair. His breathing ragged, he finally let go and dropped back, lying on the bed. I smiled seeing his contentment and knowing I was responsible.
 
   Climbing on the bed, I pressed my body to his and held on. His warm body against my own had me hungry for more. Austin knew what I needed, and rolled over, turning us together so that I was now lying back. Sliding between my legs, he pleasured me intimately with his mouth. The heat of his tongue playing with me took me to the edge. I came with his face between my thighs clasped tightly around him, as the orgasm ripped through me.
 
   In the moments that followed, he was finally ready to share and spoke softly. 
 
   “Kate, there’s something I need to talk to you about,” he started.
 
   I wanted him to wait; afraid it would ruin the mood. I could tell by the tone of his voice, and yet was curious to know what was inside of him. Why now? What’s going on? 
 
   “What is it?” I asked, lifting my fingers to his hairline, and tracing the edge of his face. His hair was soft, and as I ran my fingers into it, I waited for him to continue.
 
   “I’m not sure how to say this. I’ve been trying to find a way to tell you, but there’s no easy way.” His voice showed hesitation. 
 
   My stomach lurched. I prepared myself the best I was able, uncertain what he wanted to tell me. As much as I wanted to know, I was afraid of the words that might come out.
 
   “Go on,” I said, guarding myself.
 
   “I’m not happy,” he started.
 
   “Oh God, are you leaving me?” He’s not happy, I knew it, I should have seen it coming. What was this weekend about? Everything inside of me seized up, my shoulders tensing, my chest feeling tight.
 
   “No! No, this isn’t about that kind of stuff,” he said, realizing I was reading into what he was saying. “We’re fine, I love you. It’s not you, it’s my work.”
 
   “Your work?” I was surprised. He’d never said a word about it. After finishing his classes, and then getting the apprenticeship, he was near to having his own business soon. He seemed content, and never said much about it either way, so it through me for a loop.
 
   “I’m not happy. This isn’t the career for me. I’ve known for a while, but I didn’t have the heart to just stop since it’d taken me so long to get started again.” He looked almost embarrassed to admit this fact. 
 
   “You don’t have to be a locksmith, baby. You can do whatever you want. As long as there’s some form of stability, I don’t mind if you change careers.”
 
   I was relieved; I thought it would be much worse. I could deal with a change there. When he first started talking, I got this queer feeling in my belly that ran up and hit my chest. I was so afraid to hear him say he was leaving me. A huge sigh of relief ran through me when I heard it was about his job. I can handle this, heck I can handle just about anything as long as Austin’s in my life. 
 
   “See, the thing is that I think I’ve found something. My buddy Derek, he’s one of the guys I was over in the sandbox with, one of the soldiers…” he hesitated again. After a long pause, he finally restarted, “The thing is, he’s got this private security detail, and needs a few more guys.” He rushed to get out the next part, “The pay is great, way more than I’m making now.”
 
   “Sounds great,” I said dreamily, realizing everything was going to be okay after all. I’d made a big deal of it in my mind for nothing. I always worry too much. More pay, nice deal. That was one less thing to stress over, money. Why would he worry about sharing news like that?
 
   “There’s just one small part you may not like,” he treaded cautiously.
 
   “Go on,” I said, wondering what could be so bad. More money was more money.
 
   “We’d have to uproot, go to Washington DC, but there’s no guarantee the job would last. He’d contract me for a year. We could all move down together, or I could work for the first year, see the potential and then send for you.”
 
   “Like live apart?” My jaw dropped, “What do you mean send for me? And I can’t just move to DC, what about my job. I’ve been there for a while, and it’s the only stable income we’ve had, along with benefits.”
 
   “This is such a good opportunity, the money is big, almost double what you’re making, and would help us out.”
 
   “We just bought a house, if we move now we’ll lose money,” I was freaking out inside. This wasn’t in our plans, where did it come from, and how long was he withholding this information. My stomach turned.
 
   “The thing is, I told him I’d take it,” he lowered his gaze, not wanting to look at me.
 
   “You did what? Without talking to me first? How could you make a decision on something this big without discussing it with me?” I was less than enthused.
 
   “I need this, we need this,” he started. “Do you know how much pressure there is on a guy to be a breadwinner? I’ve been anything but,” shaking his head. “Since I got out of the service, things just haven’t been going my way. Kate, I want to take care of my family, and I’m finally in a place to do it. This could be really good for me, good for us.”
 
   “Austin, you want to do it in Washington, D.C.! How am I supposed to react to that? Oh and I can just stay here, while you’re there? I don’t think so,” I was talking faster the more frustrated I grew. My agitation was obvious. “I’ve done the year apart thing, it doesn’t work for me. And you have more to think about than whether you want the job or not. You have kids, and a family, and your mother living with us. You can’t just agree to a job far away without talking to me first, that’s not fair.”
 
   “I know, Kate. I’ve taken that all into consideration. That’s why I have to do it, I need to be a better provider for our family, and this allows me to do that. We can survive a year, we have before. I’ll come home on the weekends.”
 
   “You want me to live with your mother and kids without you for a year? You’re plum crazy, there’s no way we’re doing this. Either you turn down the job, or we all go with you.” I shook my head.
 
   “My mother thinks it’s a good idea, a chance for me to feel like the man I once was,” he stopped, realizing what he said.
 
   “Your mother knows?” I was beside myself. I jumped from the bed, and started pacing. Grabbing my shirt, I pulled it over my head, talking a mile a minute. “You mean to tell me, you talked to your mother about this before me, and made a decision with her, all the while leaving me in the dark?”
 
   I was seething. “Your mother knew before I did? What’s wrong with this picture?”
 
   “I needed someone to talk to,” he kept putting his foot further into his mouth.
 
   “Oh, did you now? I’m sorry,” sarcasm shot out of me, “I didn’t realize. I mean, I’m only your wife – the person you should have spoken to and discussed it with. But no, you chose to talk to your mother, make a decision about my life, without giving me the benefit of the doubt – or even allowing me any input….and you’ve made your choice. Wow, how lucky of me to not have to spend time bending my little brain over stuff like this, thank you so much oh wise one.”
 
   “Kate, stop, you’re over reacting,” he said, getting frustrated. “I brought you here so we could discuss it, and have time together before I go.”
 
   My jaw dropped, “You mean you only brought me here so you could drop this bomb? This wasn’t about a romantic weekend; this was to buffer the blow. You’re something else, Austin.” 
 
   “Kate, I have to leave soon, please don’t do this. I wanted our time…” 
 
   There was no winning, and he knew it. Not only had he hid the information from me, he spoke to his mom about it, made a choice, and then took me away to break the news, the entire time letting me think it was to share a romantic weekend.
 
   I cut him off, “You have to leave soon? Geez, how long have you known about this, and why am I only hearing about it now? When exactly are you leaving?”
 
   He wouldn’t look at me. Shit.
 
   “I leave at the end of the month. I’ve known for about eight weeks.”
 
   “Two months? You’ve known about this for two months and never once said anything? And you’re leaving in two weeks?” The tears came fast and furious. “What the hell, Austin? What the hell?” 
 
   I pulled on my jeans and sandals and left the room. I wanted to slam the door behind me, slam it hard to show him how much anger I had inside, but we were guests here, as were others. I knew better and momentarily controlled my rage. 
 
   He found me sitting in the sand, staring out at the ocean. The stars were out in full capacity. Sitting beside me, “I’m sorry. It started out as something good, a chance to make a nice income, but I was afraid to tell you. We just bought a house, my mom moved in, there were so many variables, and I wasn’t sure how to make it work.”
 
   “How about, baby, I got a job offer, let’s discuss what’s best for our family?”
 
   “I should be the breadwinner, the head of the family. I needed to make a decision, and I knew it would be stressful no matter what I decided. This wasn’t something I could discuss with you…my pride…” he stopped.
 
   “God forbid you have a bruised ego. We’re a team Austin, or at least we’re supposed to be a team. I’m not ready for you to leave for a year. We’ve done that, and I don’t like being away from you. We’re still trying to put our lives back together after everything that’s gone on, and now you’re leaving. We’ll be living separate lives - and what about the kids?”
 
   “You’ll have my mother there for help, and I’ll be home on the weekends.”
 
   “So you want your mother and me to live together, without you there, yeah – that’s normal.” My sarcasm was sneaking back out.
 
   “Kate, I have to do this.”
 
   “No Austin you don’t. You want to do this, that’s the difference.”
 
   “Is it such a crime that I want to take care of my family?”
 
   “Live with your family, be with us, money can come later, we’ll get by.”
 
   “Kate, I’m taking the job,” he said, and then nothing more. 
 
   The silence between us was deafening. 
 
   After what felt like forever, I said, “Then I guess you’re taking the job. I’m ready to leave. I don’t want to stay here any longer.”
 
   “Kate, we don’t have to go until tomorrow. I wanted time alone with you,” he said, trying to soften the mood.
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m not sure I want to be alone with you right now.”
 
   Austin exhaled deeply, “Fine.”
 
   The drive home was quiet, only this time it was uncomfortable, extremely uncomfortable. 
 
   My husband would be leaving in two weeks for an entire year, and I had no say in the matter. I was beyond pissed, and wasn’t sure how I’d manage a year with just his mom and the kids there. Austin was supposed to be my rock. I crumbled a little bit inside. I already felt lonely, and he hadn’t even left yet. 
 
   When we were in bed, locked in an embrace, sharing intimate moments, everything seemed like it would be okay. And now – I didn’t know what it would be. I’d done the long distance thing before and it sucked. I wasn’t a fan of these things – and once again, I got no say in the matter. The first time his military career pulled him away – only this time he did it. Did I even matter? I never seemed to get a say. Basically if I wanted Austin in my life, I dealt with it. I did want Austin in my life, but I wanted him by my side – not in Washington.
 
   As we pulled into the driveway, I spoke firmly. “We’re coming with you. It will take me a month or two to pack the house, but we’re not living apart. We can sell the house, lease it, rent it out, I don’t care, but I want to be by your side, and I need you by mine.”
 
   He nodded. “It will take me time to find a place.”
 
   “That’s fine. You have three months. If you haven’t found it, I’ll come find one. Will you be getting benefits?”
 
   “After six months,” he said. “It’s a one year contract, with the option to sign again at the end, as long as it works out for both of us.”
 
   “It better work out. I’m uprooting my family and walking away from my job.”
 
   Quietly, “I love you, Kate.”
 
   I nodded, choking on my words. I didn’t know what to say anymore. 
 
   Walking inside, I was appreciative of a quiet house. The kids were sleeping, and his mom was sitting watching television. His mother commented on our early return.
 
   I simply said, “We’re moving to DC,” flatly.
 
   My mother-in-law looked at me with a confused expression. “I don’t want to move to Washington, I’m staying here” she started. 
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I turned to look at Austin. “This one is yours,” I said, heading to the kitchen. 
 
   “There’s been some changes,” he started. I listened to him from the safety of the other room, and the banter that went back and forth between them slowly subsided. 
 
   Caroline felt settled living here, helping with the kids, and having her own space in the house. The idea of another big change worried her. It was enough to sell her house and move in with us, but uprooting again had her on edge. 
 
   Austin spelled it out politely. “You can come with us, or you can find another option. We’d like you to join us.”
 
   There was silence. The conversation was over for now. I was amazed at that final comment. I never expected to hear him stand up to her like that. 
 
   I rejoined them and asked if we could have some sort of family meeting. At least sit down together and talk about some choices we’d have to make. How long would we stay here? Would we rent out the house or try to sell it? What could we afford in the meantime, and when should I give work notice?
 
   Every question I asked caused Austin to realize there was so much more to this puzzle than just him taking the job. The more we discussed details, the more he leaned towards us staying here. Selling the house we’d lose money, quitting my job we’d lose benefits. Paying our mortgage if the house didn’t sell, along with a place in DC would strap us, even with the extra income – and just like that, the rug was pulled out from under me. 
 
   “I appreciate you trying to figure this out, but you need to stay here. You and Mom can live here with the kids, I’ll come back on weekends, and we’ll re-evaluate things every three to six months. If I decide to stay with it after the first year, we’ll put the house up for sale, but we’ll have banked money to fall back on.”
 
   “Austin, I don’t…”
 
   He cut me off, “This isn’t up for discussion any longer. I’ve made a decision. This is what’s best for our family.”
 
   “No, it’s not what’s best for our family. Having you here with us…”
 
   “Dammit Kate, I’m trying to provide for you. I’ve got an opportunity to make a solid living; don’t take it away from me.”
 
   “I’m not asking you not to do it, but don’t leave us behind,” I said, tears welling up in my eyes. “I don’t want to live apart for another year; it’s not fair to me or the kids.”
 
   In a weird twist, Caroline had nothing to add. She sat quietly watching us work things out, batting ideas back and forth, but when it came down to it, Austin had his final say. He was going, I was staying. I was beyond crushed, and couldn’t imagine being without him for another year. I appreciate that he wanted to do something new, and make more money to help support us, but not at the cost of being alone. 
 
   I bounced around between bitterness and mourning. He’d be leaving in a couple of weeks, and just like that I’d be raising my boys alone. Okay, so not completely alone, but in some strange alternate environment, here I was – not living with my husband, but living with my mother-in-law and children. Never in my wildest dreams would I have pictured that. Here’s hoping we could survive the change.
 
   I knew no matter what happened, when we re-evaluated, I’d feel exactly the same way. I wanted to be by my husband’s side. If that meant moving to Washington, then so be it. The kids weren’t in school yet, so it wouldn’t be a massive change for them, and I’d rather do it now than later. I hated that he refused to listen to any other thoughts on the matter. It would cost too much to jump too soon. He promised me as soon as we could do it financially, he’d move us all. 
 
   I didn’t know what to think anymore. I lost all my fight, and finally gave in. While it certainly wasn’t my choice, I was glad to see Austin believing in himself and stepping up again. He’d struggled for so long, so that he was taking this initiative gave me hope that the old Austin would be back on a more regular basis. If only I could see him more than just weekends.
 
   Those first few months were torture. I missed him so much, but as we settled into a routine, life went on. We spent a lot of time on the phone, and he was true to his word, he came home every chance he got. I felt bad that he had to commute constantly, but it was important for the kids, as well as our relationship. 
 
   Once the fourth month rolled around, I’d had enough. It was too much – and while Caroline and I had worked out a system that was working for us, and grown a bit closer, I missed my husband. 
 
   Finally after six months, he agreed it was time for us to join him. We’d rent the house for next year or two, until we knew if we’d be staying in Washington permanently, or heading back to our home. Selling too soon meant we’d lose money, so we decided to hold onto it a bit longer, and rent in DC. Austin had been in a small condo, but found us a home in a neighborhood, not too far from his work. 
 
   One of the things he’d taken to doing is stopping by the hospital and spending time with wounded warriors. Volunteering his time at night, and rebuilding a feeling of camaraderie with other soldiers seemed to strengthen him. He went over twice a week after work for an hour or two, and got to know some of the guys, and spent time helping others by offering a shoulder to lean on. He shared his own stories, and talked about struggling with Post-traumatic stress disorder, hoping it would help put others at ease, going through similar things. 
 
   Something happened in that time – more and more of my old Austin was coming back. In talking, and being there for others, he was healing himself, and found an inner strength that he once knew. I found myself falling in love with him all over again as he came back to the man I used to know. 
 
   I realized that while the job in Washington was incredibly difficult on me in the beginning, it was what gave Austin a piece of himself back. It was truly a blessing in disguise, and once we settled in, it didn’t matter if we were in Timbuktu, as long as I was at my husband’s side. 
 
   Caroline and I spent more time together, and something odd happened. We became friendly, and learned to trust and rely on each other as friends, as much as family. Not knowing anyone in our new neighborhood, we started doing things together, and realized that we could enjoy each other’s company when we stopped trying to compete. 
 
   That’s all it had been all this time – trying to be the most important female in Austin’s life. Once we dropped the need to be competitors, we become friends. I think it was forcing us to work through our issues when he left, and then moving to a new place together. We could either bend, or we could break. We both chose to bend. 
 
   I missed Heather dearly, but still talked to her on the phone. I knew I’d make other friends eventually, but she’d been my best friend for the last few years, and while Caroline and I had grown closer, there were still many things I couldn’t share with her – she was after all, Austin’s mother. 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   When Austin’s contract came up for renewal, he signed on for three more years. He’d been doing so well; they skipped the year contract and snagged him for three. We were thrilled and decided it was time to sell our house and put our roots here. 
 
   Only our house wasn’t selling. Money was getting tighter, having to pay our mortgage along with our new rental. We thought for sure it would have sold by now, but the housing market was turning, and homes were staying on the market longer and longer. It was a buyer’s market, with a huge selection, and people slashing their prices to get movement. 
 
   We were torn between selling lower and losing money on our investment, or holding on and losing money paying for two places. It was a rock and a hard place, and we finally decided to drop our price to relieve some of the monetary stress that was staring at us.
 
   When it finally sold there was incredible relief. We didn’t make what we wanted, but the pressure of having two homes was alleviated. It was one less thing to worry about.  
 
   With the stress of selling our home behind us, things should have been great, only something was off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it seemed like no matter what issue we solved, it didn’t change how I was feeling inside.
 
   Staying busy with the kids, Austin off at work, and his mom here, I didn’t take time to go out and make new friends. I thought about how much easier it was when I was younger, single, going out, having hobbies, interests, and yet these days the most exciting thing going on was planning a birthday party for my kids.
 
   It’s not that I didn’t love my family and adore my kids, it’s just that I felt like I was losing my own identity. I had become a mother and wife, but I had no idea who Kate was anymore. Life was about keeping things moving along smoothly, which left little time for me. 
 
   
I felt selfish when these thoughts would run through my mind, but in all honesty, without Heather nearby, or a new job and work acquaintances to talk to, I didn’t have any friends locally. I felt alone. 
 
   Caroline and I had some sort of balance and I could enjoy her company, but she didn’t fill the gap of a girlfriend, someone to laugh with and share stories or angst with. She was still Austin’s mom and that wouldn’t change. So no matter how much I relaxed around her, there was always a guarded exchange subconsciously about how much I’d say or what I’d talk about.
 
   Time seemed to pass by, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling. I was left in a state of limbo internally. I couldn’t express it, but knew I didn’t feel like myself. Even things that should have made me happy didn’t touch me the way they used to. I felt almost like I was living in a monotone state of mind. 
 
   It was as if winning the lottery held the same excitement as going to the grocery store. It wouldn’t have mattered, because I was slowly going numb inside. Each day passed into the next, and I found my lack of emotion troubling. There was no joy, just simply getting by day to day. 
 
   We eventually traded our rental for a new home, and while that took some time and focus decorating and painting, it didn’t fill the void I had growing in me. 
 
   I’d take my kids to the playground and casually say hello to other women, but there was no connection. When it came down to it, I was lonely. How could I be lonely when I lived in a house full of people? It didn’t make sense, and yet I couldn’t reach out and find new friends. I didn’t even know where to start. 
 
   My time was limited, I had responsibilities, and it seemed like everyone I saw already had their own friends. I was the new girl in town, even after all this time. It felt like I was treading water and getting nowhere. 
 
   I wanted it to be enough – staying home with my kids, being there for Austin, but my life felt empty. Sometimes it made me feel guilty being this way. It seemed like every other person in the world knew who they were and what they were doing, but my own life felt lacking. I needed more. It’s not that I wanted some major career, or to live somewhere else, I just didn’t know what I wanted. 
 
   My life had changed so much over the last few years. I was married with two children, my mother-in-law living with me, and sometimes I felt like an outsider – inside my own family. Why didn’t things feel normal? 
 
   I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t know how to fix it. I finally admitted to Austin some of the thoughts I’d been having, almost embarrassed and ashamed to admit my truth. Only, rather than berate me, and tell me what a bad person I was, he pulled me close. 
 
   “Kate, it sounds like depression.”
 
   “Depression? What? Me, no, I’m fine,” I laughed out of panic. I wasn’t depressed, right? I mean, I’m fine. Depressed people are sad all the time. I’m not sad. 
 
   “What you’re describing, I understand. You should go talk to somebody. Maybe make an appointment.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous, I’m not sad. I’m simply trying to find my place. We’re in a new environment and I haven’t adjusted, that’s all.”
 
   “Sweetie, I went through depression. You don’t have to feel sad all the time, but if the things that you usually like doing don’t bring you enjoyment, it’s kind of a sign something is going on.”
 
   “But, all I did was move,” I started to protest.
 
   “And get married, and had kids, and dealt with my mental health issues, and took in my mother, and quit your job. That’s a lot of change in a short period of time. It can be traumatic, but we don’t think of change as traumatic. That’s a lot of stress you’ve been juggling over the last few years. It may be catching up with you.”
 
   I watched him talk. I knew it made sense, so why was I having such a hard time believing I could be tackling depression. It’s just that I’d watched Austin go through his stuff, and it seemed so much bigger than mine. I knew eventually I’d get through this; it was just a few clouds chasing away my sun. I’d be fine. 
 
   Only I wasn’t. I waited and waited, and I started to disconnect emotionally. I didn’t know how to get back to where I used to be. I was going through the motions without feeling anything. 
 
   I finally reached out and talked to somebody. I hated that I was going to rely on a little pill to help get me back to where I once was. I resented that pill. Why would that make me feel better, but I couldn’t do it on my own? I didn’t want to be one of those people that needed a happy pill to feel happy. It wasn’t fair; I’d made all the right choices, done all the right things, so why do I have to suffer?
 
   The doctor explained the chemistry end of it to me, and while I wasn’t thrilled to be starting depression medication, if it helped me feel like myself again, it was worth a shot. He warned it wouldn’t work overnight, but after a few weeks, those gray clouds just might start to go away. 
 
   He was right, and as much as I hated to admit it, I did start to feel better. I was feeling like the Kate I once knew only there was one tiny problem, it all but killed my sex drive. Now that Austin’s own sex drive was thriving, we found ourselves mismatched – yet again. I couldn’t explain it; I just wasn’t in the mood – ever. It’s not like my moods would dip and go up, I was simply in this middle of the road – all the time. Unfortunately, sex was something I lost interest in. 
 
   It’s not like he didn’t try, but after enough times of me not being interested, we realized this wasn’t working. I needed to make the effort, whether I was in the mood or not – or maybe try another medication. It was a no-win scenario. I finally started feeling better, but lost interest in bedroom activities. Or I could try to get that back, stop taking my meds, and feel like crap otherwise. I decided I’d need to participate whether the mood was there or not, and hope we’d find it together.
 
   Austin understood, having been through it himself in the past, but now he was the one looking for more activity, and I was anything but turned on.
 
   He wasn’t giving up on me, and set aside a night to wine and dine me. He hoped with a little extra romance, it would be like having hours of foreplay that warmed us up for other things to follow. A night out sounded wonderful, time alone with my husband was always something I cherished. It’s not that I didn’t love Austin, I did, and seeing the change in him over time, moving to Washington, seeing him thrive again in his job and with his volunteering, I recognized the man I once knew. I hated that I didn’t respond sexually, the way I used to. It all felt like effort. 
 
   He hoped to change that, at least for one night. His mother agreed to watch the kids, and he planned to steal me away for a night on the town, and then an overnight stay at a local hotel. With nobody to distract us, and nothing to take care of at home, we could focus on the two of us – and spend a night in each other’s arms. 
 
   I was looking forward to our time alone, and hoped it would at least spark my flame once again. It was a weird loving somebody, being in love with them, and yet not wanting to make love. Mentally, I wanted it to happen, but physically, when we’d try to go there, I just couldn’t get turned on and would shut him down. 
 
   The simple act of getting ready to go out excited me tonight. I was in rare form, and thrilled to be in the moment. We hadn’t done a romantic dinner in ages. We were going on a real date, something we’d pushed to a back burner when the kids were born. We went away to the shore that one weekend, and what started out as a wonderful experience turned into a fight. We didn’t make much effort after that. Tonight was going to be different. Tonight, we’d go out, spend some time alone, have a romantic dinner, and then hope to get lucky at the hotel.
 
   I was ready, I was sure of it; I just hoped my body cooperated. He’d gone through the effort, and that alone told me so much. He could have turned away from me, but all he ever did was try to pull me back in, back to him. He truly loved me, and wanted this to work.
 
   Standing in the bathroom, the mirror still fogged from the steam of the shower, I picked up my hairdryer and shot warm air at it to clear it. Running a comb through my wet hair, I saw my image, and realized how much I’d changed over the last few years. My face had matured, and tiny lines were coming in around my eyes, the years catching up with me. I even had a few randomly placed gray hairs making their way in way too early. 
 
   I made a mental note to get a box of hair color to hide the gray, and made peace with the small creases around my eyes. 
 
   I stood drying my hair, daydreaming about our date and flashing back to days gone by, remembering the way we’d make love all day. We were so in love, eager to explore and experiment together. Over the years, we’d lost our passion, though there was still love. 
 
   The kids were growing so fast, and with Caroline here, I realized what a blessing it was to have people around that loved them. They adored their Grammy, and as much as we’d gotten off on the wrong foot all those years ago, she was now living with us and part of our family. 
 
   Tracing my eyes with charcoal liner, I put the pencil down and chose a soft brown shadow for my lids. Sweeping on a coat of mascara, and then a second, my mind drifted to the future wondering what it would hold for us. The one thing I was certain of was that Austin and I would get there together. I smiled at myself realizing how far we’d come. I love that man. Finishing up, I slicked a dab of lip gloss on. 
 
   I chose a burgundy dress that allowed for the extra pounds I’d gained over time. It hugged me in all the right places and allowed for a few flaws. Picking a pair of spiked black heels, I stepped into them. Sifting through my jewelry box, I pulled out a gold necklace, slipping it around my neck. 
 
   We were leaving in less than an hour, and I still had to finish packing our overnight bag. Austin would be home from work shortly, and would want to grab a shower. Gathering our things, I quickly finished up so I could spend some time with the kids before heading out.
 
   I had Ryan choose a book so that we could share a story together. I cuddled next to him, and sat Brianna on my lap. Caroline was in the kitchen making dinner for herself and the children. Sitting on the sofa, we flipped through the book, reading it the first time. The second time, I had Ryan make up a story as we went along. He liked to tell me his own version, and had done it since he was small. I sat and listened as he explained what was happening in each picture to his little sister and me. I usually preferred his version, because they were so full of colorful characters and crazy happenings. His stories were full of imagination, and always had me smiling. 
 
   Brianna was laughing, and with an unexpected burp, Brianna got sick all over my dress and the book! I called out for Caroline, “I need a towel, Bri is sick.” It happened so fast that it caught me off guard. My dress took the brunt of it. 
 
   Caroline held Brianna so I could clean up. Running upstairs, I stripped my sexy dress off, trying to rinse it in the sink. There was no saving it tonight; it would have to go through the wash. I hoped it wasn’t ruined. Coming back down in a baggy sweatshirt and pajama pants, I took Brianna and sat on the rocking chair.
 
   “She was sick,” Ryan said, stating the obvious, his eyes wide. 
 
   “Yes she was,” I sighed. 
 
   There goes our night. I’d rather stay here with her anyway, I’d just worry. When Austin walked in and saw me on the rocking chair holding our daughter, he was confused. He wasn’t expecting my latest outfit. 
 
   “Sweetie, we have reservations,” he nudged. “You need to get changed.”
 
   “Brianna is sick.”
 
   “Aww baby, what’s the matter?” He said, coming over to see her. Feeling her forehead, “She doesn’t feel warm.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t know. She’s not lethargic, doesn’t have a fever. Maybe it’s a little tummy bug. I don’t want to leave her tonight,” I added.
 
   “I’ll see if I can move our reservation,” he said, heading to find the phone book so he could call the restaurant. 
 
   Coming back into the living room, “They’ve got an early dinner tomorrow night, but I think we’re going to lose the hotel reservation. I can book us for five. I’ll see if I can move the hotel room too. Is that okay with you,” he said, turning to his mother. 
 
   “Why don’t you kids go tonight, I’ll be here with her,” Caroline suggested.
 
   “I just wouldn’t feel right,” I started. “Did you book the reservation for tomorrow?” I looked over at Austin.
 
   “No, but I will if that’s what you want to do.”
 
   “Yeah, I think so. I appreciate it Caroline, but I’d feel awful if she got sick again and I wasn’t here.”
 
   After changing our plans, we’d try again. I felt a little let down, after thinking about it all day, but what’s one more day? Thankfully, Brianna didn’t get sick again, and seemed no worse for the wear. 
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   When Saturday rolled around, we started the process of getting ready again. I wasn’t expecting the doorbell to ring. I didn’t know anybody that was planning on stopping by. 
 
   “I’ll get it,” I yelled over my shoulder, heading for the foyer.
 
   Answering the door, I was met with an unpleasant surprise. “Maggie?”
 
   To my dismay she had two suitcases. 
 
   “Hey Kate, I need a place to stay for a bit, you don’t mind, right?” She walked right past me and dropped her bags. “Where are Austin and Mom?”
 
   I stood looking at the girl who had just invited herself to stay. “Stay here? For how long,” I barely got out before Austin showed up. The tension went straight to my shoulders. I took a deep breath to calm myself.
 
   “Mom, Maggie’s here,” he shouted to the kitchen. “Hey baby sister, what brings you here?” He reached in and hugged her.
 
   Shrugging her shoulders, “I sort of need a place to stay.”
 
   “Maggie!” Caroline rushed over and hugged her daughter. “It’s so good to see you. You never call enough,” she started. 
 
   “We can catch up; I’ll be here for a while.”
 
   “How long are you staying, exactly?” I seemed to be the only one distressed by this news.
 
   “Where should I put my bags?” She asked, as if I had a spare room just waiting for her. “And do you mind if I grab a shower?”
 
   “We’re about to go out, but you’re welcome to stay and talk to mom. You can sleep on the sofa,” Austin added.
 
   Rolling my eyes, realizing I was out numbered, I smiled as graciously as I could. “Towels are in the linen hallway closet, upstairs,” I forced out. 
 
   “Thanks,” she said, skipping up the stairs.
 
   “Wait!” Austin hollered for her. 
 
   “What?” She said spinning around, and then tumbling down a step. “Oh, shit.” 
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I couldn’t hold it. I tried to, but I couldn’t. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Austin was running to her side.
 
   “I think so, it hurts, probably just twisted it,” she said. “I’ll prop it up for a day or two.” 
 
   “”How long are you staying? What happened?” Austin asked, trying to get us back on topic.
 
   “Bobby threw me out,” she said sheepishly. “He caught me in bed with his buddy.” Looking around, she avoided her mom’s eye contact. “Anyway, I’ll just be here for a few weeks until I get back on my feet.”
 
   “A few weeks,” I shot out. My mind was spinning - no way, no how. This wasn’t happening. I couldn’t do this.
 
   Austin chimed in. “We’ll discuss this tomorrow. Kate and I have plans tonight, but let’s think days, not weeks.”
 
   “Whatever, bro,” she said, and hopped up the stairs all gimpy. 
 
   I turned to stare at Austin, he saw my displeasure. 
 
   “We’ll talk about it in the car,” he said.
 
   Gathering our things, we gave out hugs and kisses to the kids, and made sure Caroline had the name and number of the hotel we’d be staying at. She has our cell numbers, but you can never be too careful.
 
   “We’ll be fine, and I’ll talk to Maggie and see what’s going on,” she said. I wondered if Caroline was happy about Maggie staying here, or if she was feeling crowded herself. 
 
   Getting into the car, I took a deep breath, ready to unload on my husband.
 
   “Not yet,” he said, his hand coming up. “Please, just give me a minute to absorb what just happened.”
 
   “I can tell you what happened, your family is taking over my house, and I don’t like it,” I bit my cheek before I said something I might regret.
 
   “I had no idea she’d show up like that,” he stated, trying to make sure I didn’t put the blame on him.
 
   A deep sigh, “Austin, I don’t know if I can deal with your sister living with us too. It’s not fair to ask me.”
 
   “A few days, that’s all I’m asking. If it’s more than a week, she’s out, okay? We can help put her up at a hotel, or she can find a friend to stay with.”
 
   “A week tops, I mean it. A week is even more than I can deal with right now.”
 
   “Just a week,” he said, taking my hand and kissing it. “Don’t let her spoil our night.”
 
   I looked at him and said nothing. Turning to look out the window, I swallowed my pride and answered, “Fine, a week.”
 
   Turning the key in the ignition, Austin started the car and backed out of the driveway. We escaped our house just in time, but with this weighing on my mind I didn’t see how our romantic night would be very romantic. Everything had just tilted in a new direction – again. I was getting tired of change and constant turmoil. 
 
   Pulling up the restaurant, we had to circle the block a few times to find a parking spot. That’s the problem with city living, parking. I missed suburbia and restaurants that had a lot full of parking spaces – not to mention my inability to parallel park in tight spots. Thankfully, Austin was much better at it, and pulled in without a problem. 
 
   Walking to Dino’s we were greeted with amazing aromas, and before we were even seated I knew I’d be getting the lasagna. I saw it on another customer’s table, and it looked incredible, all cheesy, yum! 
 
   Looking over the wine list, Austin laughed, “I can never tell the difference between them. I mean, I know red is red, and white is white – but all the names mean nothing to me.”
 
   I smiled, “Let’s see what they recommend. They don’t have the one we usually get.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” he said. And then after a pause, “Kate, you look beautiful tonight, by the way. I love that perfume you’re wearing, is that your usual? It smells different.”
 
   “It’s my regular one, it’s just so rare that I put it on these days,” I shrugged. “Not much occasion these days.”
 
   “Well, you look lovely and smell delicious.”
 
   “Thanks,” I blushed, looking at my husband. “You don’t clean up so badly yourself.” Sometimes I forgot how handsome he was. He had boyish good looks, a great body, and the most beautiful face. When he first spiraled into his depression he’d let himself go a bit, but now that he was back to himself, his strong, firm body was back. I took it for granted at times with the lack of sex we had, but when I took a second to really look at Austin, I realized how lucky I was to be with such a handsome man. I felt plain compared to him at times. 
 
   When our food came, we laughed and talked, trying to put Maggie out of the picture, but her presence was hard to ignore. 
 
   Finishing his Penne Vodka, “This was amazing, but I think I ate too much,” he grinned, wiping up the last of his sauce with a piece of garlic bread. 
 
   “Remember that time when we were dating, and I wanted to get romantic. I made lasagna, and neither of us wanted sex because we were stuffed?” I laughed thinking back.
 
   “We’ll go for a walk,” he winked. “We can get rid of the sluggish feel, and then…”
 
   “And then,” I arched an eyebrow, “get lucky?”
 
   “God, I hope,” he admitted.
 
   We both laughed.
 
   “Austin, I know we weren’t going to talk about it, but can we please just discuss it a little bit. I promise I won’t let it ruin our night.”
 
   He nodded, “We can try.”
 
   “Listen, I’ll be okay if it’s just temporary, but I can’t take in somebody else. She can’t move in with us.”
 
   “We don’t have room, besides she’s an adult. She needs to make it on her own,” he agreed.
 
   “Promise me you’ll stick to that.”
 
   “I promise,” he said. 
 
   I swallowed and nodded my head. “Okay, thank you.” I was terrified she’d worm her way in, and soon it would be both his mom and sister living with us. I’d done what I could to welcome his mom, and made her a part of the family, but I didn’t want to be crowded out of my own house. To be honest, I’d be just as happy if Caroline would move out too, but that didn’t seem to be a reality – unless…I smiled at the thought. Caroline and Maggie could room somewhere, get an apartment, and then I could have my place back to myself. 
 
   Okay, so it was a daydream, sue me. 
 
   Paying the bill, we wandered out onto the street. Strolling hand in hand, we walked around the block a couple of times, before finally getting in the car. Heading to the hotel, I was ready to spend more quality time with my husband – naked. 
 
   As we walked into the lobby, there was a gorgeous stone fireplace. It was so inviting, and I asked Austin if he minded if we sat by the fire for a bit. After checking in, he brought the bags up to our room, and then returned. Sitting arm in arm, I leaned into my husband. 
 
   Tonight was going to be a great night, I could feel it. I was content pressed against him, and sitting there not needing to speak, we were in sync. A quiet comfort wrapped around us as we listened to the crackle of the burning logs. 
 
   When I looked up at him, I knew. We both smiled and stood up. “Let’s go upstairs,” he whispered.
 
   Austin wrapped his arm around me as we walked to the elevator. We walked as the lovers we used to be, no hang ups, no pressure. Being with him never got old; I loved him more deeply than I ever had. We had history and survived so many different things, and yet here we were together and still in love. I don’t know why it amazed me, but I guess I kept thinking we’d fall out of love, or something bad would happen. Only when the bad stuff happened, we came out of it stronger, side by side. 
 
   As the elevator opened we stepped inside, and as the doors closed Austin stole a kiss. It was sweet and tender, “I can’t wait to see you naked.” 
 
   I smiled at my husband, and then chased him down the hallway as the elevator doors parted. Getting to our room, I pressed into Austin’s back and wrapped my arms around his chest, as he unlocked our door.   I wanted to touch him, feel him, and be with him more than ever. The moment was magic. I knew everything would be okay.
 
   Closing the door behind us, Austin pressed me to it. His hands locked on my wrists and pulled them up over my head. Leaning in, he kissed me hard, our mouths hungry to taste one another. I could have stayed there forever, melting into his kiss. As our tongues explored one another, his fingers danced on my skin. 
 
   Looking into my eyes, he spoke softly, “I love you, Mrs. Sharpe.” 
 
   Another kiss, this one more tender, with his lips barely brushing against my own, I felt a warmth flushing through my body. 
 
   Austin let his fingers slide down my neck and shoulders, and slowly traced the length of my arms, until we were hand in hand. 
 
   “Strip for me,” he whispered. “Do it slowly,” he instructed.
 
   I looked down, a little embarrassed. I didn’t have a stripper’s body these days, but the idea of turning my husband on with a striptease excited me a little bit. “Okay,” I said, “but you’ll have to go sit on the bed.”
 
   Moving over to the bed, Austin eagerly waited for me to shed my clothes for him. I stepped out of my heels, and slowly slid my nylons down, by placing my foot on his knee. Rolling them down an inch at a time, he was smitten and engaged. Taking them off, I tossed them aside. 
 
   Reaching around, I undid the zipper on my dress. Letting my dress fall over my shoulders, I shifted and pulled it up and over my head. Standing in my bra and panties, I felt insanely sexy showcasing my body. His eyes never left me, and the schoolboy grin showed his enjoyment.
 
   I coyly unhooked my bra and let the straps fall loose. Wiggling out of the material, I smiled. Austin was mesmerized, which amused me. It’s not like he’s never seen my naked body, but we were caught up in the moment.
 
   My fingers went down to my panties, and shifting them down over my hips, I teased my husband, moving painfully slow. As I got to my thighs, I let them drop to the floor before stepping out of them. Turning around, I shook my bare ass cheeks at my husband and laughed. 
 
   Reaching up, Austin squeezed the round flesh before him, and leaned in to kiss a cheek. “You are gorgeous,” he uttered. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said turning around. My breasts were level with his face. 
 
   Austin placed his hand at the small of my back and pressed me to him. Taking one of my nipples between his lips, I closed my eyes as his warm, wet mouth encased me.  A soft moan escaped my lips.
 
   My fingers raked through his hair as I pulled him in closer, letting him milk and suckle my breast with his tongue. Tingling sensations ran through my body, and the dampness between my legs told me I was ready for more. For once, my body was cooperating. 
 
   Austin’s lips caressed my skin with kisses.
 
   “Get undressed,” I urged, wanting to feel him against me. I was desperate to be in his arms, naked, and in bed. As my desires grew, I didn’t want to wait.
 
   Austin removed his clothes, and together we climbed into bed.
 
   “Make love to me,” I whispered, as I nuzzled and teased him, my hot breath against his face. 
 
   His hands played me like a finely tuned instrument, and as he stroked and moved within me, I clutched onto his body, feeling the first wave of pleasure peaking. Arching my back, I cried out as his fingers brought me to a finish, reminding me how much I missed sharing intimate moments. 
 
   “Don’t stop,” I begged. 
 
   Again, small waves pushed through me as he continued to tease my body. I was buzzing with sensitivity, and each strum, each touch, each taste, I buckled and arched until I finally collapsed in exhaustion. 
 
   Austin whispered how much he liked to watch me. He was stroking his cock now, waiting for the go ahead. As I regained my composure, I nodded, letting him know I was ready.
 
   Climbing between my legs, I gasped feeling him penetrate my opening, filling me up. 
 
   “You’re so wet,” he groaned as he thrust in and out of me. “You feel so good.” 
 
   Slow and steady movements kept his own orgasm at bay, but when he couldn’t take much more, he pumped fast and furiously, letting his seed spill deep inside of me. 
 
   With ragged breathing and a loud grunt, Austin fell beside me on the bed. I watched as he floated on the high of his orgasm. 
 
   It was these precious moments, right after we’d been intimate – they were my favorite. Nobody was guarded; we were simply a couple in love.
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Lying against my husband, I snuggled into the nook between his arm and chest. His cologne clung to his body, and I leisured in the masculine scent. He always smelled so good. 
 
   “It’s so quiet,” I whispered, suddenly noticing the lack of noise. 
 
   “I’ll turn the radio on,” he said. “We’re used to a busier household.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s kind of nice, but it feels weird,” I admitted.
 
   He rolled to the side and clicked the radio on, adjusting the volume so it was simple background noise. 
 
   “Oh, that’s better,” I agreed. “When did I get averse to silence?”
 
   “It’s one of those funny things, huh. You sort of get used to white noise, without realizing it’s always there.”
 
   We talked about trivial nonsense, just enjoying each other’s company. Pressed to his side, I was grateful for the time alone with him. I wished we could steal away more often, but we needed to find a way to make things work at home. 
 
   We couldn’t ignore how things had been forever. I knew a lot of it was me lately, and I made a promise to try harder, and not to shut him out so easily. I loved my husband, and wanted him more than anything, and lately I hadn’t been sending out that kind of vibe. I’d shut down and was unavailable. It wasn’t fair to him, and I needed love as much as he did. 
 
   Slowly my hands started to roam, and I let them linger lower. Playing in the soft patch of hair above his manhood, I slipped my fingers around his girth, and teased him with a mix of firm and gentle movements. Feeling him grow in my hand, I smiled. I wanted to feel him deep inside of me again. 
 
   As he stiffened, I shifted so I could climb atop him. Straddling his legs, I positioned myself over my husband’s cock. Closing my eyes, I pushed down, letting Austin’s penis fill me. 
 
   His groan spoke of pleasure. I wasn’t in a hurry, and wanted to move slowly. I lifted off of him, and pushed back down. Reaching down, I played with my sensitive bits. 
 
   Austin couldn’t look away, he was mesmerized. I enjoyed him watching me, and put on a show for him. Leaning back, I spread my legs a little wider, and fingered my clit. About to cum, I squeezed my thighs tight, clenching, trying to hold back, but it was too late. I cried out with passion, and pressed hard into him. 
 
   Austin grabbed my back and pulled me to his chest. Pumping hard from below, he went deep and fast, and as I moaned and gasped, he came within me. I lay still on his chest, feeling his sweaty chest against my cheek. I couldn’t move, didn’t want to move. I wanted to stay here, exactly like this forever. 
 
   Holding me, his arms folded around my back, we lay in silence. “That was amazing,” he finally said. 
 
   “Mmm,” was all I could get out. I rolled off of Austin, and fell into a cat nap. Waking beside him a few minutes later, I smiled. “Sorry, I fell asleep.”
 
   “Don’t apologize,” he said. “I’ve been watching you sleep. You looked angelic.”
 
   “You’re sweet.”
 
   Leaning in, he kissed my forehead. 
 
   We knew we had to face reality soon, but at least tonight we’d get a good night’s rest. Tomorrow we’d confront Maggie, giving her a time limit on how long she could stay. We could handle it together, as long as Austin stuck to his word and told her no more than a week. 
 
   We leisured over a room service continental breakfast. Sipping my orange juice, and enjoying a croissant, I knew I had to shower soon. We had to go home eventually; I just wasn’t looking forward to leaving the quiet and comfort of the hotel room yet. 
 
   “One more time,” I smiled. 
 
   Austin looked up from the newspaper he was reading, “In the shower?” 
 
   I grinned, and then ran for the bathroom to start the water. “Come on, lover boy,” I said playfully. 
 
   With the hot water spraying around us, and Austin’s lips on my neck, I enjoyed our last lovemaking session in the privacy of the hotel room. 
 
   Turning off the water and drying ourselves, we knew it was time to get our things together and head back. I hoped these special feelings followed us there. I’d missed them so much. 
 
   I was mellow, in love, and enjoying our drive home. I knew it was the last of the quiet, and stress waited for me, but for these last few minutes I was going to relax. 
 
   As we neared our house, I felt the stress start to build up in me. My stomach churned, and my shoulders felt tight. I guess reality was back. I couldn’t fake out my own body, my subconscious won this round.
 
   Pulling up, I turned to look at Austin, “One week.”
 
   “One week,” he said, strengthening his resolve.
 
   Together we went in, ready to tackle this head on, only on seeing her with her foot propped up on the sofa, I knew, felt it deep in my belly, she’d be here longer. 
 
   “Hey kiddo, how’s the ankle?”
 
   “Eh, just a little sore, Mom’s been having me ice it.”
 
   “How was your night of loving?” She asked playfully. 
 
   Austin raised an eyebrow, “Inappropriate,” he said. 
 
   “Sorry, Mr. Uptight.”
 
   “So what happened?” Austin asked, sitting beside his sister.
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “I thought you and Bobby were getting along. Last I talked to you, he was the one, but it doesn’t sound like there was only one.”
 
   “Yeah, about that,” she started, and then thought better. Stopping her train of thought, “We’re through.”
 
   “Do you have feelings for this other guy?”
 
   “Umm, about that,” she started again. “It was one of his buddies, but it wasn’t a guy,” she said sheepishly.
 
   “Maggie!” Caroline shot out, “Oh my God, kill me now.”
 
   “Mom, don’t be so old school. It’s not a big deal.”
 
   “Not a big deal?” She got up and walked away, horrified that her daughter slept with another woman.
 
   “I’ll talk to her,” Austin said, still trying to absorb her words himself.
 
   I stood watching it all go down, not sure what to make of it.
 
   “Are you into women now?” Austin wasn’t sure how to handle the conversation. It wasn’t one he expected to ever have.
 
   “Nah, it was more curiosity. We were drunk, but Bobby wasn’t cool with it, because he didn’t know about it.”
 
   “Are you going to try to work it out?”
 
   “I don’t know, I mean I love him and all, but I was willing to sleep with somebody else. I’m not even sure why I did it. Anyway, you’d think a guy would think that was hot.”
 
   “Yeah, only if he’s in bed with you or watching. You left him out of the picture.”
 
   “Whatever,” she shrugged. “I don’t know what I want right now. I’m confused. I can stay here right?”
 
   I gently placed my hand on Austin’s back, reminding him of our pact.
 
   “Sure, for about a week, but then you need to figure things out. It’s already a tight fit here.”
 
   “Thanks, Austin,” she said totally ignoring the fact that this was my house too, and I was standing right there.
 
   What? Am I invisible?
 
   It was like Austin read my mind, “Thank Kate,” he said, walking to the kitchen to talk to his mother.
 
   We listened as they went back and forth on the topic. They had differing opinions, and decided to leave it at that. Caroline was horrified, and Austin was simply surprised by his sister’s activities. 
 
   Excusing myself, I brought our overnight bag upstairs to unpack, and then flopped down with the kids to play. 
 
   Nothing was easy. What happened to the days where we had little issues? Why was everything so life altering and dramatic? I was desperate for a drama free zone, and wondered if one actually existed – probably not if you had family around. 
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   I was certain Maggie would plant herself in our lives for way too long, but after four days, she was back on the phone working things out with her boyfriend, Bobby. He was ready to forgive her and take her back, but under the condition that monogamy included no other men or women in their bed.
 
   I was beyond relieved, because living with Maggie was no picnic. She made sure we heard her opinion on absolutely everything, whether it was what was for dinner, what was on the television, how we dressed, you name it. That was one opinionated girl. I was good and ready for her to leave, and when she did, I silently cheered. 
 
   Life as we knew it got back to normal once again. I decided I needed to work at least part time to get out of the house, and spend time with adults. I loved my children dearly, but I needed to feel like Kate. I mostly felt like Mommy or Austin’s wife a good deal of the time, and ached for a little independence. I didn’t want go full time, not until both kids were in school, and thankfully with this job, we were okay with that choice. 
 
   Only I found that being out of the workforce for the last year left a gap on my resume. It was easily explained as we relocated, but from what I’d heard, someone that’s been out of work for a while can come off as unemployable. That worried me, and I hoped I’d find something small. I wasn’t looking for a career at this point, just something that got me out of the house. 
 
   I finally found a position answering phones at a local office, and having to get dressed up for work again helped me rediscover my desire to look nice. I know that sounds funny, but staying at home all this time I let my hair go most days, barely put on make-up, and lived in sweats most days. Now that I had to take care of myself again, I realized how much I missed that little task. 
 
   Leaving the house made-up, I felt better about myself and took more pride in my appearance. It left me wanting to get moving again, and the urge to start running bit me. It had been a long time, and I knew I’d have to start all over, but for the first time in a long time I felt like myself. 
 
   The depression, the move, I let it get to me. It felt good taking my life back and making me a priority again. I think Austin noticed the change too, because he said I smiled more, and was more receptive in other ways. Our sex life picked up in the process, and once again we found our groove.
 
   Austin and I made a quick trip to the grocery store one Saturday afternoon to pick up supplies for dinner. We had a change of plans and needed a few things. On walking back into the house, with bags in hand, we headed to the kitchen. 
 
   A shout, a slap, and we all stood frozen. Austin dropped his bags and grabbed Ryan. “If you ever hit my child again,” his voice rose to a level I’d never heard. 
 
   Ryan was crying.
 
   Caroline stared at us, “Before you judge me,” her tone snarky and snotty, “your son just bit me.”
 
   “I don’t give a crap what he did; he’s just a little boy. You hauled off and hit him.” Austin turned to me, “Kate, please take Ryan in the other room.”
 
   I didn’t say a word, simply glared at Caroline and kept my son close. 
 
   “You need to leave,” I heard Austin say as I walked away.
 
   “What? That’s nonsense, you’re overreacting. Your son just bit my finger, it was simply a reaction.” 
 
   “Get out of my house. Get out of my house, and don’t come back.”
 
   “The child needed to be disciplined, he bit me,” she emphasized.
 
   “Hitting my child is not acceptable,” his voice was changing. “You stood by all those years when Dad beat me, never saying a damn word. I’ll be damned if you’ll bring that violence into my home and I ignore it. If I don’t protect my child, who will?”
 
   “Do you think it didn’t hurt me to see him do that? I was terrified.”
 
   “But you did nothing. You stood by as he beat me over and over again.”
 
   “I couldn’t do anything. If I said so much as a word, he would have hit me too.”
 
   “So you sacrificed your lamb to save yourself. You didn’t take me away, you didn’t say anything, you simply stood by and watched like it never happened. What about Maggie, did it happen to her too?”
 
   She wouldn’t look at me. 
 
   “Get out of my house. I’ve tried, really I have. I forgave you so many years ago, but I won’t forgive this. You struck my child, and if I can’t protect him from my own family, how will I protect him in the future. I want you gone by tomorrow, do you understand?”
 
   “Where will I go?”
 
   “I don’t really care. Call your daughter, maybe she’ll still have you.” With that he turned and walked away.
 
   I caught Austin’s face as he came out of the kitchen. He was crushed, and it showed. I didn’t know what to say. I went over and wrapped my arms around him. 
 
   “How’s Ryan?” He asked quietly.
 
   “He’s okay. He was sobbing a bit, but then wanted to play with his blocks, so I let him. I told him biting was not okay. He said he was playing, he didn’t mean to hurt Grammy.”
 
   Austin looked away, “I need a few minutes, okay?”
 
   I nodded, and watched my husband climb the stairs. Locking himself in our bedroom, I was left with his mother in the other room. I didn’t know what to do or say, so I gave her space too. The last thing I wanted was another confrontation with everyone on edge. She’d be out tomorrow – and I’d…uh-oh, work. 
 
   I realized without Caroline here to watch the kids I’d be in a pickle with working. I had nobody to turn to in Washington. My kids had to come first. I’ll call them in the morning and apologize. I’d love to give them the full two week notice, but without a babysitter, there’s no way. I felt isolated, realizing that I didn’t have a choice. I’d have to quit my job. 
 
   Climbing the stairs, I knocked lightly at the door. I found Ryan with Brianna, snuggling. “She woke from her nap,” he said as I walked in. “Nothing like a precious smile to make you feel better.”
 
   “What happened down there?” I asked cautiously. 
 
   “You saw,” he started.
 
   “Not that, the other part. Your father beat you? Why didn’t you ever tell me that?”
 
   “It was a long time ago. He mellowed with age. I made my peace with it the best I was able. I hated him for a long time, but then somehow forgave him – both of them.”
 
   “I’m so sorry. No child should have to go through that.”
 
   “We all have our secrets, Kate. Nobody is perfect. We’re all human, doing the best that we can.”
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked, offering him an outlet.
 
   “Not really. What about you, what’s your secret?” He asked half joking.
 
   I glanced down, not wanting to make eye contact. “What do you mean?”
 
   “We all have skeletons, a past, secrets. Nobody can truly know everything about you. Do you have a secret?”
 
   “I don’t know why you’d ask me that,” I said, standing, pacing. “It’s a weird question.”
 
   Austin sat up and looked at me. “No, what’s weird is your reaction.”
 
   “Austin, now is not the time,” I turned and walked away, only he followed.
 
   “Kate, is there something you’re not telling me?”
 
   “Why would you think that? Besides, it’s not like you shared your history.”
 
   Austin stopped, “I have to get Brianna.” Turning back to the room, he scooped up our daughter and followed me again. 
 
   I went in to see Ryan, ignoring the fact that Austin was now glaring at me. “Hey buddy, what are you building?”
 
   I spent the better part of the afternoon deflecting Austin’s questions. He knew there was something I wasn’t telling him, I just wasn’t sure how to say it.
 
   Tucking the kids in, Austin stopped to see his mother. “Tomorrow,” was all he said. My heart broke for him, for all of us. This didn’t have to happen, and yet it did.
 
   “Let’s talk,” he started, taking my hand. 
 
   “Austin, really, do we have to do this all over again?”
 
   “Yeah, obviously we do. There’s something you’re not telling me. Did something happen when you were younger?”
 
   “Oh, no, nothing like that.”
 
   “So there is something.”
 
   I hung my head, I’d have to come clean eventually. He was being persistent and wearing me down.
 
   “Baby, what is it? Why can’t you tell me? Is there somebody else?” His tone changed, “Please tell me it’s not somebody else.”
 
   “Austin! Of course not, you’re the only one for me.” I sighed deeply. “Fine,” I took a deep breath before continuing. “There is something small, but it’s not as big as you’re making it out to be. I just didn’t know how to bring it up.”
 
   “What is it?” His hand stroked my cheek gently.
 
   I couldn’t look into his eyes. I glanced off to the side, and let the words slip out. “I’m taking birth control pills.”
 
   “What? I thought we were trying…” he stopped, understanding that all this time, there was no chance I’d get pregnant.
 
   “You’re trying, I’m not.” My voice fell flat. “Austin, I’m just not ready. I don’t think I’ll ever be. Two children are enough. I haven’t had the heart to tell you.”
 
   “But…you said…we agreed…” he could barely get the words out. “Birth control pills?” He looked down, absorbing the news. “You said we could try, now that things have been better.”
 
   “I can’t do it,” I tried to hold in the tears that were welling up. “I don’t want to do it. I love you, I truly do, but I don’t want to get pregnant again. I’m finally feeling like myself, and I’m afraid what another pregnancy will do to my hormones and my mental state.”
 
   “Baby, you’ll be fine.”
 
   “You can’t just say that. You think because you say I’ll be fine, it will magically happen? You can’t know that. Your body doesn’t have to go through the changes, you don’t have to feel like crap, or give birth, and you’re not here most of the day to help raise the kids.”
 
   Austin looked wounded. “I help out.”
 
   “I’m not saying that, I’m just saying we have different roles. I’m not ready to do it again, and quite frankly, I don’t think I’ll ever be ready. In fact, I’ve been thinking maybe one of us should get fixed, you know, make it permanent.”
 
   Austin stared at me, “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “I’m very serious,” I paused. “You wanted to know my secret.” 
 
   Austin sat quietly, taking in this new turn in events. “Kate, I can’t. What if something happens to one of the kids, or something happens to you? If I remarry someday, I want to be able to have kids.”
 
   “Wow, you’re something else. You’re already planning your life with your second wife.” I shook my head and got up.
 
   “It’s not like that, but you just don’t know what the future holds. If either of us were to get it done, it would have to be you.”
 
   “Wait, even though the process for you is easier?”
 
   “I don’t want to be sterile, there’s a difference. You’re on the pill, isn’t that enough?”
 
   “I don’t know, Austin. I just don’t know anymore. My mind changes like the wind, but I’m pretty certain I’m done.”
 
   “Pretty certain isn’t 100%. That’s not a decision to take lightly. I still want more children.”
 
   “Then I guess we’re at an impasse, welcome to my secret world,” I said, full of snark. 
 
   Austin looked less than pleased. I would have pushed harder, but we still had his mom to deal with tomorrow. 
 
   In what I thought would be a dramatic filled event, Caroline simply packed a bag and said she’d be staying with Maggie for now. She’d send for her things later. She didn’t beg, didn’t ask to stay, she simply shut down emotionally and left. 
 
   It felt almost weird, watching her leave, the lack of feeling, and knowing she wouldn’t be here anymore. 
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   When I saw them, I had to do a double take. The woman he was standing with was stunning. She had long blonde hair, bronzed skin, and an incredible figure. My stomach lurched. 
 
   Austin stood beside the woman with his hand at the small of her back, intimately, like he knew her. I watched from afar. He was oblivious, didn’t realize I was here and saw him. I was frozen like a deer in headlights. If I could move, speak, I’d confront him, but I stood watching, taking in as much detail as I could. 
 
   Everything inside of me seized up. Looking up, he glanced over our way, but didn’t notice us. What was he doing here, and who is that? My breathing got shallow as my heart raced. I’d never seen her before, and the way he was smiling made me sick. 
 
   I watched him glance at his watch and then whisper something to the woman. Together they started to walk away. I was torn; do I confront him now with my children here, or wait until he gets home? 
 
   I knew I had to do it now. He couldn’t hide the evidence when she stood right before me. I hated that my kids were with me, but I scooped up Brianna, and held Ryan’s hand. “Come on guys, we need to go somewhere. Hurry up Ry,” I said, as he stopped to pick something up. I was afraid I’d lose them in the crowd as they left the area. 
 
   Chasing after them, trying not to create a scene, I knew I couldn’t catch them, so I yelled out to stop them in their tracks. “Austin Sharpe!” 
 
   He spun around, hearing my voice. He looked surprised to see me. A few words were spoken, and he stepped aside from the woman, putting more space between them. I was sick to my stomach. Caught red handed. 
 
   They stood and waited as I ran over with my children, Brianna on my hip, and holding Ryan’s hand. 
 
   “What the hell, Austin? Does she know you have a family? How could you?”
 
   The slender blonde woman looked at me, somewhat amused. “Here we go again,” she said, “another jealous wife.”
 
   “Another? What do you do, chase after married men? He’s married, with children as you see. So you need to back off lady.”
 
   “Whoa, Kate, calm down.”
 
   At this point, people were staring.
 
   “I saw you; saw your hands on her.”
 
   “Kate, I’m working. Now is not the time or place.”
 
   “Working? Does your contract include placing your hands on her body?”
 
   “Kate, I’ve had just about enough. This is my client’s wife, now please apologize and go home.”
 
   “You don’t get to order me around. I don’t give a shit if she’s your client’s wife. Does he know you put your hands on her?”
 
   The woman exhaled deeply, losing her interest. “Austin, I’m ready to go.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Natalie. Kate, I’ll speak to you at home. I need to work.”
 
   “Don’t you dare walk away from me!”
 
   “This is not the time or place.”
 
   “There might not be a time or place if you don’t deal with me right now.”
 
   The client shooed her hand. “Go on, I’ll be over here.”
 
   “I can’t leave your side,” he said. 
 
   “I’ll be fine. I’ll wait on the bench.”
 
   Austin groaned, and then quietly between clenched teeth. “This client is paying our bills, and you’re making me look bad. There is nothing, I repeat nothing going on. I need you to go home, and I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   I held my tongue, not sure what to do. This trophy wife was gorgeous, and his hands were on her back, I saw them…and yet it was his job. I just didn’t expect beautiful blonde to be in his job description, and just how close did they get. He never mentioned her before.
 
   “I need you to go home. I have to go, now. My client is in danger when she’s unattended.”
 
   “Fine,” I sighed, “but this isn’t over.” I was bitter, being shooed away. I was sure he was overstating the danger to get me off his back. I’d have to deal with this later. 
 
   It all happened in slow motion, and as Austin turned around, a single shot was fired. The woman’s white dress slowly turned red, and what started as a tiny dot seeped into a large red patch of blood. 
 
   People were screaming, and Austin dove pushing us down. “Get down,” he screamed. He was on his ear piece, pressing a button for a microphone, “I need an ambulance, Natalie is down” and rattled off an address. 
 
   Shit, shit, shit, under his breath. Checking the perimeter, it looked clear. The hit man took his shot and was gone. 
 
   I had no idea his high profile client was a lawyer tied up with bad people. He’d put away a big name, and they’d just taken their revenge – Natalie was John Loughman’s pride and joy, the love of his life, and now she was gone, just like that. Austin couldn’t stop it – and I was there at the wrong place and the wrong time. If I hadn’t confronted him, she might still be alive.
 
   It was a circus of police asking questions, flashing lights, and while an ambulance came, it was pointless. There was no life left in the blonde woman. 
 
   I sat stunned, holding my children as the police finished questioning people. 
 
   I never knew the details, never realized the client he was working for was in trouble, having put away a big name in the mob. Had I known, I’d never have agreed…it was pointless, I couldn’t change the past, only the future. Sitting in shock, it was too much to absorb.
 
   “Are we safe?” I asked, terrified that he’d somehow gotten on their list, since he was her bodyguard. 
 
   “We’re safe. They don’t want us, it was only them.”
 
   “Why were you out? Why didn’t you keep her inside?”
 
   “You have to live your life Kate, even when you’re scared. Sitting around and waiting for something to happen doesn’t help.”
 
   “Did she know she was in danger?” I could barely breathe.
 
   “I don’t know how much she knew, but yeah. She was aware of her husband’s high profile job and the people he put away. There were risks involved. That’s why the job paid so much.”
 
   “How could you risk yourself like that? You have a family.”
 
   “It was a good job, Kate. It paid well, and there was an adrenaline high attached to it.”
 
   “What about at night, when you came home?”
 
   “They have around the clock security. There are other people covering different shifts. I just got the day position because Derek and I served together.”
 
   “I keep seeing her face, and her white dressing turning red, all the blood…” I trailed off. “You never told me.”
 
   “Would you have tried to stop me? Of course you would, but I knew the money was good, and I have a family to support. Let’s go home.”
 
   I made a mental note to make a therapist appointment for Ryan. I don’t know how much he saw or absorbed, but being at a crime scene, it seemed like a good idea to talk to somebody.
 
   Austin’s detail ended. Unable to protect his client, he felt defeated. Being released from his contract, we’d need to find something fast, now that neither of us was working. Thankfully we had a little bit of money saved, but it wouldn’t be enough to cover all of our bills for more than a couple of months.
 
   No charges were filed. There was a very public contract on the woman. The husband knew they’d be coming for him next. They wanted him to suffer first, losing his wife. It wasn’t a matter of if it would happen; it was simply a matter of when.
 
   The following day, the newspapers splashed headlines that John Loughman committed suicide the night his wife was murdered. Nobody really knows if he pulled the trigger or if somebody else did.
 
   I felt jumpy all the time, always watching over my shoulder, and stopped wanting to go out. Playground trips become less frequent, and I had panic attacks about going to the grocery store. I’d never witnessed something like that, and all I kept thinking about was some random shooter taking us all out. Sleep was a thing of the past. I spent so many restless nights, getting up and checking on the kids, that I only finally napped when I’d collapse in exhaustion. 
 
   “You need to talk to somebody,” Austin said after several weeks of this.
 
   “How did you do it? How did you see people getting killed, and keep going? I can barely function, and yet you were a soldier in a war.”
 
   “The military creates killing machines; they pull the emotion out of it, only it all catches up with you later. At the time, you feel like you’re unbreakable. They build you up so much, that you think you’re bigger, badder, and it’s a survival instinct. Kill or be killed. It’s different in a war,” he said flatly. “I was trained, but it all caught up with me.”
 
   “I don’t know how to get past this. I’m scared all the time,” I cried.
 
   “You need to talk to somebody, Kate. You made an appointment for Ryan, but you need one for yourself too. What you saw wasn’t natural, but your reaction is. It’s normal to be afraid, panic, but it’s only because you haven’t worked through all the stages of grief yet. You can’t bottle this kind of stuff up, trust me, I tried.”
 
   I nodded, and laid my head against Austin’s chest. “It’s her dress, I keep seeing her dress change from white to red, seeing the blood spilling out, soaking into the fabric, and just like that she was gone.”
 
   “Shh, I know baby, I know.” He pulled me closer, wrapping his arm around me. “They aren’t after you. It’s all done now.”
 
   Austin picked up a security job at a local bank for now, so we’d have some extra money coming in. His new salary was anemic compared to what he was making, but it was something. We’d have to figure something out fast, because if we didn’t, we’d lose our house. 
 
   “Maybe we should sell the house. We don’t have any equity, and we’re going to lose it if we get too behind on the mortgage.” I didn’t know what else to suggest.
 
   “I’m not selling the house. Besides, there’s no guarantee it will sell right away. I’ll get a second job for now, until I can find something better.”
 
   “Baby, you’re going to be so tired.”
 
   “It will be easier to juggle two, than trying to figure out schedules for both of us with the kids. We can’t afford day care, and until they’re both in school, it doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “I feel like I should be doing something.”
 
   “You are, you’re taking care of our children,” he kissed my forehead. “That’s enough.”
 
   “Do you think you can pick up another job? Our savings is running low,” I asked hesitantly. 
 
   “I’ll ask around. A lot of the guys pick up extra security gigs.”
 
   “Austin, just not like the last one, okay?”
 
   “Kate, it paid well. We need something big.” 
 
   He was right. We needed big money, and this one bank security job wasn’t going to cut it. We were in trouble. 
 
   He took a deep breath, “I’m thinking of asking Derek to give me another chance. We both knew it was a risky job, and wouldn’t end well. He knows it wasn’t me.”
 
   “Austin, please no. I can’t handle you doing something that risky again. What would I do if he took you out as well that day? You wouldn’t be here. What would the kids and I do?”
 
   “I am here,” his frustration was mixed between understanding and knowing he needed a better paying job. “Kate, I’ve got to ask. We can’t live on this salary alone. We’ll lose the house, and I don’t want to live like that. You deserve better.”
 
   “All I care about is you. I don’t care about the house. Please, no more risky jobs, promise me.”
 
   He nodded. “I’ll see if he knows of anything else.”
 
   “Have you spoken to him since…” I stopped myself.
 
   “Once or twice, but I knew he had his own issues, and I didn’t want to add stress to his life. I already dropped the ball.”
 
   “You didn’t drop the ball,” I rushed to stop him from beating himself up.
 
   “She was my responsibility.”
 
   “Austin, it would have happened eventually, based on what you’ve told me.”
 
   “But, it happened on my shift.”
 
   Embracing my husband, I held him. We had so much turmoil over the entire thing, and nowhere to put it. It would just take time. 
 
   Derek couldn’t offer him a position, but he contacted a friend, and they hooked him up with a second gig. It wasn’t as much as the other, but it would save our house for now. I barely saw him, as he worked two jobs to keep us afloat. I didn’t want to live like this and begged him to put the house up for sale. 
 
   He finally agreed, though we’d stay in the area in a rental. 
 
   Thankfully, the sale didn’t take as long as we expected, and after a few weeks on the market, our home sold. We didn’t make much on the sale, but we didn’t lose a bunch either. At least the weight of a foreclosure was gone, our credit was saved, and we found a rental just a few blocks away. 
 
   It felt like we were starting over again, and while he was gainfully employed, I started to question if Washington was where I wanted to stay permanently. He wasn’t tied into a lifelong career job, I knew these were temporary, but I had no idea where I wanted to be. The idea to move closer to my parents crept into my mind, but I didn’t know how to approach it.
 
   The relationship between Austin and his mother cooled off, and neither spoke to the other for months. The kids asked about Grammy, but we just said she was busy for now. I didn’t know what to say, because I didn’t expect her to be back in their lives, so for now I bought time. They were little and didn’t require detailed explanations, just creative ones. 
 
   From what we heard, she was renting a studio close to Maggie. Austin wouldn’t discuss his mother or his past after that one night, and with that she became a piece of his past. 
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   When they showed up to visit, I realized how much I missed my parents. Being in Washington, we didn’t see them as often as I’d like. They were only here for a few days, but it put the desire to go home again deep inside of me. I missed home, and I missed Heather. If we could find a place between where we used to live and where my folks are, it might feel like home. 
 
   Washington left me feeling isolated. I was surrounded by all of these people, but they weren’t my friends and family, and in a city full of strangers, I felt alone a good deal of the time. I barely saw Austin, he was working two jobs, and on coming home he’d collapse into bed. By dawn he was on the go again. This wasn’t the way I wanted to live. Going home, we could start over. Things were so expensive here; we could live on a lot less if we left the city. 
 
   I didn’t know if he’d go for it, but eventually I’d have to broach the topic. Looking back at the last few years, it seemed like we were always just treading water. We never really got ahead, and maybe if I stopped trying to get somewhere, and just accepted that’s all life really was I’d be happier. I guess I kept waiting for when the stress would end, the bills would stop, but the only way that would happen – well, I wasn’t ready to exit the world. 
 
   Again our personal life suffered, and our intimacy was non-existent. By the time Austin got home he was tired, and if he had a day off I needed a breather from the kids, and wasn’t feeling amorous. One of these days we’d get it right. 
 
   I had to cut expenses to make ends meet, and one of those places was with my birth control pills. I hated to give them up, but they were a monthly expense we couldn’t afford. I begged Austin to get a vasectomy, but he refused. When I asked him about getting my tubes tied, he begged me not to do it just yet. I was scared. I didn’t want to get pregnant again, and yet he held out hope. We couldn’t afford another child.
 
   When my period was late, I cried. 
 
   Two weeks later it showed up, a huge sense of relief washed over me. Stress kept it away, and confirmed to me that I needed to put my birth control pills back in the budget. That scare was enough to make an impact. 
 
   My parents offered us a place to stay, if we’d move back. It would give us time to get on our feet, find jobs locally, and start over. I was ready to settle down once and for all. This back and forth, moving, it wasn’t for me. I knew where I wanted to be, back where I had a support system. 
 
   It was hard for Austin to accept help this way, since it was my parents this time, but it was the only way to give us a chance to save for a place of our own. We were paycheck to paycheck in Washington, and missing one would wipe us out. Starting over, having fewer bills would allow us to make change. 
 
   After many heated discussions, along with ones where our egos had to stay out of the room, we concluded it was the best choice for our family, and went to stay with my folks for a few months. Our goal was to be out in less than six months, enough time to find jobs, earn some money, and put a few dollars in savings. I couldn’t thank them enough for the opportunity. It would be tight quarters, but it was a sacrifice we had to make. 
 
   Picking up our lives one again, we headed back home. We turned a large finished basement into our living space, and used screens to make two rooms, one for our bedroom and another for the children. Being in the smaller space left us little to no privacy and our sex life suffered once again. We seemed to go in cycles, and at least for the first time in ages, I started to understand it was just the way life was. 
 
   So many times, I turned it around on myself. I wasn’t pretty enough, he wasn’t attracted to me anymore, or I’d gained weight. When in reality we’d gone through this same exact thing in the past. There were times things were wonderful and we were connected, and times when we fell out of sync, stress and life taking over. One thing was a constant, our love for one another. We stood side by side, together as one, and I knew we’d weather this rough time as well. 
 
   When Austin found a job, I felt a huge weight drop off my shoulders. I loved my parents, but didn’t want to be a burden to them either. I knew it was just a matter of time. I was able to pick up a part-time job, while my mom offered to watch the kids for the time being. 
 
   School and daycare would be a part of our life soon enough. It’s just the way it had to be right now to make ends meet. We needed two incomes to survive, and at least with my part-time job, we’d balance the cost of daycare with work, and still come out a little bit ahead. We’d juggle somehow and figure out how to make it work, we always did.
 
   I remember being a little girl, and thinking about being swept off my feet, meeting my Prince Charming, and then living my happily ever after. Well, I met my Prince Charming, but nobody ever told me it would be such a bumpy ride – that there’d be hurdles to climb over, and stress to deal with. I guess those stories aren’t as appealing. 
 
   As our lives came back together, and we were able to put money aside, we were finally nearing the point of renting a place of our own again. We found a townhome with a nice yard, big enough for a swing set, and if everything went through – we’d be in within a month’s time. I was more than ready, and craving some privacy.
 
   I was desperate to close a door and be intimate with my husband. With my children so close in the temporary living spaces, our sex life was non-existent, and more often than not, the kids would pile onto the bed with us, snuggling in. I had no idea how I was going to break that habit when we moved to the new place, but I was anxious for grown-up time. 
 
   Ryan went running through the new place when we finally got the keys. Heather and Scott were helping us move, along with a few other friends. I was so happy to see Heather again, and knew coming home was the right choice for me. I missed the friendship we once shared, and hoped now that I was back, we’d talk more. 
 
   We stayed close through phone calls, but it wasn’t the same. We hadn’t gone out together in ages, and seeing her reminded me how much those simple connections are. Friendship is something we often take for granted, but I wasn’t doing it anymore. I must have hugged Heather a million times that day, and knowing we’d be hanging out again, I felt better.
 
   She said she missed me too, but she stayed active. She got involved in Mommy groups, and had a support system. That was something I didn’t pursue in Washington, and instead isolated myself. I was miserable, and realized it was because I never made the effort. I gave in too easy, and gave up on myself. Well, no more. 
 
   The last of the things were loaded into our home, and as we sat having a few beers, talking with our friends, everything felt right. Austin seemed at ease too.
 
   When the kids finally went to sleep, we christened our new home, and with a few extra beers in me, I was feeling especially randy. 
 
   “Come here,” I smiled at my husband. “We have some lost time to make up for.” I was happy and relaxed.
 
   Austin wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight. “Welcome home, angel.”
 
   “Welcome home,” I said, pressing my mouth to his. Slowly parting my lips, I pushed my tongue to meet his, and together our heated desires grew. What had been caged up for months was finally unleashed, our kisses growing more impassioned. 
 
   Our bodies were ready, and just as the moment was upon us, the first layer of clothing being shed, I heard Brianna cry. A deep sigh, “I’ll get her. I’ll be right back, don’t go anywhere.” Pulling my shirt back on, I went to get my daughter. 
 
   “Austin, she’s burning up, check the cabinet to see if we have anything for a fever,” I called out. Brianna’s face was bright red, and her cheeks flushed hot. It came on rapidly, because she was fine just a bit ago. 
 
   Her little face and hairline was sweaty. “Can you grab the thermometer?” I called out.
 
   After checking our daughter’s temperature and giving her a dose of medication, I sat down cuddling her, letting her fall asleep against me. I pressed a cool, damp cloth to her skin, helping her cool down. Once she was settled, and her fever seemed to be under control, I gently put her to bed, making a mental note to come back and check again in a bit. 
 
   Closing the door to her room, I headed downstairs. Austin turned to look at me, “How’s she doing?”
 
   “She seems okay, I’m not sure what brought it on,” I said, sitting down beside him. I half smiled, “So much for our hot night of passion, huh, cowboy.”
 
   “There’ll be other nights,” he answered.
 
   “Sometimes I wonder if we’ll ever get back to how things used to be,” I admitted cautiously. 
 
   “Eventually,” he soothed. “Life’s thrown us a few curve balls lately. I didn’t picture this when I asked you to marry me. I thought things would be easier, simpler.”
 
   “I guess when you’re two adults only worrying about yourself, it is easier. Once there are kids, family, suddenly you don’t come first anymore.” 
 
   “If it’s any consolation, I wouldn’t have wanted to do this with anyone else.”
 
   “Austin, are you happy?”
 
   “Of course I am - why do you ask that?”
 
   “Life just isn’t quite what we planned. All the moving, different jobs, the fighting, the lack of sex,” I paused. “Do you ever wish it was different?”
 
   Austin looked at me, “What’s this about, Kate? Something’s bothering you.”
 
   “I guess I get scared sometimes. Do you regret marrying me?”
 
   “How could you even ask that? Of course I don’t regret marrying you. Kate, talk to me babe, tell me what’s going on. This is coming out of left field.”
 
   “I don’t know, I guess sometimes I wonder if you wished for something else - somebody prettier, somebody that wanted more kids, somebody different.”
 
   He stared at me. “Kate, why are you asking me these things? Have I done something that’s made you unhappy? Is this about me, or is it about you?”
 
   I shrugged, “I don’t know, sometimes I just don’t think I deserve you. You’re a good looking guy, women are attracted to you. You ended up with me,” I paused.
 
   He broke in, “I chose you. I didn’t settle.”
 
   The tears, gosh how I hated the tears that would just start when I wasn’t ready to reveal my true feelings. “I think I’m just overwhelmed lately. All these changes, what happened in DC, and then I think about seeing you with Natalie, your hand on the small of her back. I was jealous, but there was a tiny piece of me that understand your want or need to touch her. She was beautiful, and you’re stuck with me.”
 
   “First off, this kind of talk is ridiculous. Why are you getting insecure again? This slips out every once in a while and you do one of two things, you smother me or you start to think I want somebody else. First, I’m not stuck with you, I love you. You have trouble remembering that, and secondly we need to fix this, it’s becoming a recurring pattern.”
 
   “Sometimes I can’t separate my imagination from reality. I see you talking to someone, and I just start to think that you want them, or are thinking about them sexually. I know your actions don’t show that, but I always picture the worst. Then I get depressed, but I realize I did it to myself. I’m not sure how to stop those thoughts.”
 
   Austin took my hand in his, “It’s like a form of self-sabotage. As soon as you’re happy, you wait for something bad to happen, and if it doesn’t you create it yourself. I don’t understand why.”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m just always afraid you’re going to leave. One minute, I know we can get through anything together, and the next moment I’m afraid you’ll realize you’re so much better than I am, and are out of my league.”
 
   “Crazy talk, Kate, that’s what that is – crazy talk.”
 
   “I don’t know how to turn it off, and then when we fought about having another child, I was terrified you’d want somebody else if I didn’t give you another child, but honestly I think I’m done. Two kids are plenty.”
 
   “I wish I knew what triggered these things in you. You’re putting yourself through needless suffering. It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   I shrugged. “I just always feel like I’m not good enough.”
 
   “Maybe you should talk to someone. Are you still taking your depression medication?”
 
   I flushed and looked down, shaking my head. “No.”
 
   “No? Why did you stop?”
 
   “When I was trying to cut the budget, I stopped taking those and my birth control pills. It helped save us money.”
 
   “Aww, honey, you can’t skip medication that your body needs. We’ll find a way to pay for everything. See, when you’re not taking it your depression turns into this bunched up anxiety,” his hand was now in mine, squeezing gently. “Please promise me you’ll restart you medication.”
 
   I nodded quietly. “I’m afraid that we’ll grow apart. We always do when we’re not intimate, and I want to reconnect with you. We’ve been through so much; I miss your touch,” I said.
 
   Lifting my hand to his mouth, his soft lips brushed against my skin. “It’s going to be okay,” after pausing, “and Kate, there’s nobody that I want more than you. You’re my entire world, you and the kids.”
 
   “Some days I just don’t feel good enough for you guys. I feel detached; I don’t know how to fix that.”
 
   “You start by taking your medication, okay? I promise you’ll start to feel better soon.”
 
   I looked into Austin’s eyes, and felt safe. As long as I had him by my side, I’d be okay.
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   When Brianna woke up the following morning, she seemed fine. She had a low grade fever, but it never spiked back up. Whatever made her sick the night before seemed to be going away almost as quickly. We made sure to up her fluids for the day, and I kept a close eye on her. Ryan seemed fine, so I was hoping he didn’t turn up with it too. 
 
   When Austin got home from work, I had him run over to the pharmacy to pick up my meds. I called and spoke to my doctor, asking if she could refill them for me. I knew it would take a couple of weeks to feel like myself again, but at least I was on the right track.
 
   Dinner was uneventful, and after tucking the kids in Austin suggested we turn in a little early, and spend some “quality time” together. 
 
   I wasn’t really in the mood, Brianna had been whiny today, and I had the edge of a headache, but I pushed my lack of desire aside and agreed. I wasn’t expecting it to be a sexy night, but the thought of lying beside Austin in bed and talking sounded divine. 
 
   “Why don’t you roll over, I’ll rub your back,” he suggested. 
 
   That sounded heavenly after the day I had. Lifting my shirt off, he suggested we strip the rest of our clothes off. 
 
   “I’d rather be in bed with you naked,” he smiled.
 
   I nodded, and slipped out of my clothes. “I’m not really in the mood,” I started. 
 
   “Shhh,” he answered. “Let me rub your back.”
 
   His hands were large and masculine, and as he caressed and massaged me, I relaxed into the comfort of the bed. Slowly his hands moved and focused on the small of my back, playing in the curve above my bottom. 
 
   “I love this soft curve here,” he whispered to me, as his fingers delicately drew lazy circles closer and closer to my ass. Letting a finger go dangerously lower, he slipped it down the length of my crack. 
 
   Laughing, “Hey, I’m ticklish there.”
 
   “Are you now?” Climbing over me, he lifted my hair and nuzzled into my neck, milking my skin with his lips, as his hands groped and kneaded the flesh of my round cheeks. “I want to fuck you, Kate.”
 
   The rush of adrenalin surprised me. Hearing him talk dirty gave me a spark. I didn’t expect it. I breathed in deeply, and arched my body in response.
 
   “I want to do dirty things to your body,” he said, sliding lower. Layering butterfly kisses across my back, he shifted even lower. 
 
   My body was responding like crazy, and as electricity pulsed through me, I got lost in the sensation of his touch. 
 
   Moving lower, he kissed my lower back, his tongue now swirling in a pattern and moving dangerously close to my bottom. Suckling a plump, rounded portion of my ass cheek between his lips, I moaned feeling his hot, wet mouth on me.
 
   “Turn over,” he whispered. “I want to taste you,” he groaned. 
 
   Not saying a word, I rolled onto my back. Austin positioned himself between my legs. Lifting them onto his shoulders, his tongue did things to me that left me shuddering on the high of an orgasm. Gasping with pleasure, he drank my juices, and flicked at my clit. Buckling and grinding, my thighs tightened around him as the wave rose and then crashed, my body’s wetness flowing freely. 
 
   My breathing ragged, I finally let go and went limp like a rag doll. “Mmm, that felt so good,” I mewed. 
 
   “We’re not done,” he said, and then helped me roll back over. “Put your ass up, baby.”
 
   I shifted up on my knees, and as he took me from behind, he held tight to my hips. I let my elbows rest on the mattress, and with my bottom perched up, Austin entered me. I love that first moment of penetration, the sensation of being filled, and as he entered me I gasped with pleasure. With each thrust, I felt him deeper and deeper. My head was spinning with lust, and as he grunted and came inside, I realized that I was no longer on birth control pills. 
 
   I wanted to say something, wanted to panic, but instead I let it go, and enjoyed the passion of the moment. Curling into my husband, I thanked him for the pleasure. Once the soft high of the orgasm passed, my panic set back in. 
 
   I knew better than to just let go. I’d been on birth control pills for a while and got used to not having to think about things. Being off of them, we’d have to plan ahead, and that wasn’t my strong suit. Right now, my biggest concern was pregnancy. I didn’t want to go there. I said a quick prayer and tried to push it from my mind for tonight.
 
   I counted the days on the calendar, waiting and hoping, praying that my period would show up. We had sex again a few nights later, only this time I made him wear a condom. I was grateful we were connecting intimately again. We seemed to be so much stronger, in sync, when we were regularly sharing intercourse. It seemed like a silly thing, like it shouldn’t make a difference, but it did – it truly did. 
 
   I breathed easier when my period showed up. I was certain by this point that I didn’t want to get pregnant again. It was time to broach the topic, though I knew I’d have to be sensitive. I knew he was averse to the idea, so this time I told him I’d go through the process and get my tubes tied. He was crushed that I truly wanted this, but finally agreed. Knowing there was a chance we could reverse it if we changed our minds, he finally gave me the go ahead. 
 
   It was such a huge weight off my shoulders. I just knew that we’d been through so much as a family, and at this point, I wanted to focus on the four of us. I felt confident I was making the right decision. 
 
   “Can I tell you a secret,” Austin said to me the morning of the procedure. “I find pregnant women incredibly sexy. When you were carrying our children, I’d just watch you, and it always turned me on, even when I couldn’t get it up all the way.”
 
   I grinned, “I was sexy, huh?”
 
   “You’re always sexy. There’s just something about a pregnant woman. You know how they say she glows, sort of like inside, it’s true. And your body takes on this beautiful shape, all curvy and round, it’s really feminine. I loved how your breasts and stomach filled out, and then placing my hand on your belly and feeling Ryan or Bri kick, it was breathtaking.” 
 
   “That’s sweet. Yeah, it was a special time, but I think two is my limit.”
 
   He nodded his head, “I know this is what you want. It’s just a shame I won’t get to see you pregnant again. I loved your womanly curves. You were soft and round and I know you get self-conscious about that, but some men love that. I did. I think it surprised me. You’re always beautiful to me, but pregnant, there was something special.” 
 
   I smiled, “It’s nice to hear this. You never told me this when I was carrying the kids.”
 
   “You’re crazy; I told you all the time, but you’d just scoff and say how big and round you were. You didn’t get that it was precisely that soft roundness that appealed to me. I love you everyway you’ve been. You don’t ever have to question that. It’s you I’m in love with.”
 
   I finished packing my small bag, “Are you almost ready? I need to head over soon.”
 
   “Yep, just let me grab the diaper bag, and we’ll drop the kids off at your mom’s.”
 
   After bringing Brianna and Ryan to my mom’s, we headed to the hospital. I wasn’t nervous about the procedure, since I was anxious to follow through before Austin changed his mind. 
 
   Watching out the window as we drove, I thought back to his words earlier about how he loved the shape of a pregnant woman. It was true, he did compliment me a lot, but I was always so unwilling to take a compliment, thinking he was just saying it to be nice. Hearing how much it appealed to him now made me feel warm inside. It was nice to hear it all this time later, it’s a shame I didn’t appreciate it at the time.
 
   Parking the car, Austin grabbed my small bag and walked into the hospital with me. I thought back on how far he’d come with hospitals. They still weren’t his favorite place, but he didn’t fear them anymore. They didn’t bring on flash backs, or panic attacks, and he could actually walk in holding my hand. I felt his hands go clammy, so I knew it was still a journey for him, but he’d come so far.
 
   Walking down the hallway hand in hand, we found the bank of elevators and waited for them to open. As the doors parted, there stood Emily, Austin’s ex-wife, fully pregnant. 
 
   Beside her was a tall man with dark hair. “Oh hey,” she simply said. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked, not that it was my business.
 
   “Ultrasound, you?”
 
   It was some weird awkward politeness. Two people, who don’t want to talk, but make small talk to avoid the weirdness.
 
   “Procedure,” I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. Of all the people to run into, “Congratulations,” I said flatly, pointing to her protruding belly. 
 
   “Thanks,” she said, brushing by quickly, with her companion. 
 
   She was gorgeous, even fully pregnant. Austin didn’t say anything, and all I could think about was his earlier words, and our conversation this morning, about how he thinks pregnant women are sexy. Emily was already gorgeous, but now she was standing there in full bloom – as I was about to take away any chance of pregnancy in my own life. 
 
   It played with my head all the way, as the elevator rose to the fourth floor. 
 
   “Are you ready?” He asked, squeezing my hand.
 
   “I don’t know,” I panicked. “Can I sit down over here for a minute?”
 
   “What’s the matter? Are you’re having second thoughts.”
 
   “Emily looked great,” I said sadly.
 
   “Oh sweetie, don’t do this now.”
 
   “You just finished telling me how hot you thought pregnant chicks are, and there she was – all full and round.”
 
   “She’s the past, Kate. She means nothing to me. You’ve got me, right? We share children together, a life. Don’t let your insecurities play with you now. You’re about to go into surgery, you need to relax.”
 
   “Maybe I should wait,” I hesitated.
 
   Austin closed his eyes. “We’re never going to be rid of these jealousies and insecurities are we? Baby, you’re wearing me down, you need to give me a break from it, okay.” 
 
   His voice was soft but firm, and I realized that I thought I was the only one suffering from it all this time, and yet he was victimized as well. All the times I’d whine and worry, he was on the other end of it, constantly having to defend himself. 
 
   I nodded, “I’m sorry. I’ll try.” I didn’t know how, but I needed to get control. Why was I always so afraid he wanted somebody and not me? Why didn’t I think I deserved to be happy? 
 
   I wish I knew the answer, wish I understood the constant nagging feeling inside of me, telling me everybody else was better than I was. It was wearing me down too. 
 
   Standing up, “I’m ready.” Taking a deep breath, I started towards the double doors that led to the outpatient services. I’d be here until the late afternoon, and then Austin could take me home. 
 
   “Mrs. Sharpe,” I heard the woman call my name after we finished filling in our paperwork. Most of it had been done the week before with a pre-admission visit. 
 
   Austin leaned in and kissed me gently, “I’ll be here when you get out of surgery.”
 
   He was always there. The truth was that I could count on Austin. 
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Waking up and seeing Austin by my side, I smiled. I didn’t feel too sore, but apparently there had been a complication. 
 
   “They couldn’t do it. You were under and your vitals didn’t check out. They had to stop the procedure before it started. You didn’t respond well to the anesthesia.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “They’re going to talk to you in a few minutes. They wanted to wait until you were full conscious again. They didn’t do it.”
 
   “Oh thank goodness, I think I want to have another baby,” I sighed.
 
   “What?” He was confused, and then it hit him. “This is about Emily, isn’t it?”
 
   “I don’t know what it’s about,” I said frustrated, still out of it. 
 
   “We’ll talk later,” he said soothing me.  “Let’s just finish up here and head home for the day.”
 
   I nodded, and waited for the doctor to come in and talk to me. I could reschedule for later, though he she was concerned how I responded under anesthesia. 
 
   I opted to hold off on rescheduling, telling her I’d call from home. There were concerns with my blood pressure dropping too low, and they didn’t feel comfortable working under those conditions. When I didn’t respond, they stopped the procedure.
 
   Driving home from the hospital, we stopped to pick up the kids and tell my Mom and Dad what happened. My mom was certain it was a sign, and that I shouldn’t be doing it this young. My dad said there’d be another day if I really wanted the procedure. He didn’t have an opinion either way.
 
   I spent a lot of time that day thinking about seeing Emily and my reaction to her. My automatic response was one of jealousy. I hated how I made that jump without any effort. Austin hadn’t seen her in ages, and made it perfectly clear he wanted nothing to do with her. He made no effort to see her, he didn’t trust her after she cheated on him, and they had no relationship. So why would my first response be one of jealousy? It bothered me that I couldn’t turn it off. 
 
   I traced back earlier relationships looking for clues, and while there was nothing obvious, I guess I’ve always had the fear or rejection, even when men were attracted to me. I was always waiting for the bad news, or thinking he’d find other women more attractive than me. 
 
   It’s not that I thought I was unattractive. Don’t get me wrong, there were days where I hated what I saw in the mirror, but that was usually related to PMS or hormones. Most of the time, I was happy with who I was. Why was I convinced the men in my life wouldn’t be happy with me? 
 
   This self-sabotage had to stop. 
 
   Seeing Emily today triggered me all over again. Austin had just told me how attractive he thought pregnant women were, and there she was all glowing and beautiful. He didn’t know we’d see her today, he didn’t plan it, but again like some weird pattern I played my own version of connect the dots, ending up at my own twisted conclusion. 
 
   Austin found me lost in thought. He didn’t even have to ask me what I was thinking about, he sensed it. “Baby, I can tell you how much I love you over and over, and you still won’t believe it. You need to fix something inside of you – my words alone won’t save you from yourself.”
 
   I knew his words were true, as hard as they were to hear. As often as he told me he loved me, thought I was beautiful, I always had doubt. Was I pretty enough? Was I enough, just as I was? Was he content?
 
   It was time to talk to somebody. It was taking over my life, and I was making no progress trying to fix it myself. I couldn’t pretend it would go away. It was consuming me. 
 
   I lowered my head, “I’m sorry. It’s me, I realize it.”
 
   “I just want you to feel it when I tell you I love you. I want you to know it’s real, and not me trying to pull the wool over your eyes. It makes me sad that you can’t see it sometimes.”
 
   “It makes me sad too. I feel broken.”
 
   “It’s time to heal, baby.”
 
   “Thanks for being patient with me,” I said, almost feeling embarrassed I couldn’t let go of something so small.
 
   “You stood by my side when I needed it.”
 
   “How could I not, I love you,” I said.
 
   “Exactly, and I love you too.” It clicked. I expected him to believe my words, but I always doubted his. 
 
   On working with a therapist, we went back and looked at the past for answers. My fear of rejection was a normal fear, only I had an exaggerated reaction to it. I couldn’t believe somebody could love me so fully, because I had a lot of personal issues I didn’t love about myself. We’d have to tackle those, to finally get to the other. I kept expecting a break-up, so I was afraid to let myself be happy. I thought he’d always find fault in me, because I found fault in myself. 
 
   I almost expected him to be unfaithful, because I figured he’d be looking for a better version of me. I needed to believe he wanted this version – the one he chose. There were plenty of women out there, but it was me he wanted. I believed it early on, but after years of turmoil and stress, our intimacy breaking over and over, time apart, I started to turn it on myself. Rather than blaming the stress or situation, I blamed me. He didn’t want me, because he didn’t desire me. I made up my own truths, and started to believe them after a   while. I told myself those lies so many times, that they became my new truth. 
 
   It seemed almost inconceivable, but here I was, sitting in the therapist’s office dissecting my life. I was living inside of my head, as much as in the real world, and the two were colliding. It was hard to differentiate what was real, and what I had told myself was real. I stated to believe the lies. 
 
   We started with positive reinforcements, and making lists of things I liked about myself. The lists then progressed to traits that my husband liked about me, and what I loved about us as a couple. Each week we’d sit and discuss what was real and what I’d made up – comparing the positive and negative. The more I let the light in, the less I looked in the dark places. 
 
   I couldn’t promise I’d never get insecure again, but at least I was looking at life with clear focus, rather than the clouded judgment I’d worn for the last few years. It had been weighing me down for so long, that I almost didn’t recognize myself anymore. 
 
   The doctor explained that between the pregnancies, hormones, and my depression, I probably rewired some of my thinking. And I went with what worked. I’d tell myself something to self-pacify, and latch on to those feelings, only to expand them. The depression exaggerated them. Rather than recognize those thoughts as unhealthy and slanted, I gripped onto them and started to buy more into those half-truths, and then flat out lies I told myself. 
 
   Understanding the root of what was going on, how things got skewed, and how to help unravel the tangled mess I made, I slowly started to feel better. It was hit and miss, take a step forward, and two steps back, but I became aware, and tried to turn negative thoughts into positive ones. Each step forward felt like leaps and bounds. 
 
   Now when Austin told me he loved me, I knew he did and believed it. I finally trusted his word for what it was worth, and realized I’d been twisting it all these years. That wasn’t fair to either of us. 
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   The last month of my third pregnancy was the roughest, but I was so excited I couldn’t stand it. Our daughter would be here soon, and with each passing day, I was getting more anxious. I never thought I wanted another child, but when I found out I was pregnant, it was immediate joy. I couldn’t explain it, but it felt like a gift. Everything had been going really well between Austin and me, and while it took us both by surprise, it was a welcome one. 
 
   Spooning in bed, Austin’s hand resting on my belly, his fingers lazily drew circles. There was something comforting about being against him, he felt like home.
 
   “Do you remember that first night you came over? You called me, asked me if I wanted to go for a walk, and then came over instead?” I recalled, with a smile across my lips.
 
   “How could I forget? I kept you up all night talking,” his voice was soft. “Eventually, we both fell asleep.”
 
   “When I woke up against on, sitting on the sofa, I snuck away to brush my teeth and then tucked back into you,” I admitted laughing. “I freaked out worrying about morning breath, hoping you’d kiss me.”
 
   “That was a nice morning,” he continued. “Oh wait, was that the time your ex called? Remember that night he came by?”
 
   “Oh, don’t remind me! I was so embarrassed. Anyway, that entire night, I kept hoping you’d kiss me. I didn’t know if you liked me, or just needed a friend. I loved sitting there, listening to you talk. I didn’t want you to leave.”
 
   He jumped in grinning, “And you asked me to kiss you in the kitchen.” 
 
   I smiled, reminiscing, “Yeah, that was one hell of a kiss.” I closed my eyes, remembering how he backed me to the wall and pulled my hands up over my head. When he leaned in to kiss me, I melted into him.
 
   “And you asked me to do it again,” he added.
 
   “Yeah, I was pretty much hooked in that instant,” I admitted. “What I didn’t tell you was that when you went to clean up, I called Heather freaking out that you’d just kissed me!”
 
   Austin laughed, “I feel so cheap. I was girl talk.”
 
   “I was so happy,” I sighed. “I still am you know, all these years later.”
 
   “We’ve been through a lot over the years,” he started.
 
   “I’d do it all over again,” I shifted and rolled onto my back slowly. It always amazed me seeing my belly stick out so far. Reaching down, I took Austin’s hand. “I’m really excited to meet our daughter.”
 
   “Me too,” he whispered. 
 
   “We’ve come a long way, baby,” I said, turning my head to face my husband. 
 
   “We sure have,” he said squeezing my hand. 
 
   “Do you remember the picnic where we met?”
 
   “You mean when you almost threw your hot dog at me?”
 
   I started laughing, “I did not throw my hot dog at you, you startled me, I spun around and it almost made a run for it. I felt like a fool, and was desperate to get your attention. You were so cute.” 
 
   “Were?” He laughed. “Anyway, you see it one way, I see it another,” he teased. “You almost flung that thing at me, ketchup and all.”
 
   “But you walked away to hang out with your friends. I was all drooling, hoping you’d come back and talk to me. Oh, and you were so hot playing volleyball, I couldn’t look away. You took of your shirt and I had to figure out how not to stare,” I giggled.
 
   “Oh, I see how it is; I was just eye candy to you.”
 
   We both laughed at that statement. 
 
   “Austin, are you happy? Did your life turn out the way you expected?”
 
   “I’m happy, because it turned out how I didn’t expect. I couldn’t have planned or known we’d end up here all these years later. I’m happy because I’m here with you.”
 
   “I love you,” I whispered. 
 
   “I love you too,” he answered. 
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   Thank you for choosing an Ava Catori story. If you’d like to learn about Ava’s latest releases, be sure to bookmark AvaCatori.com or sign up to be notified by email by joining her mailing list. If you’d like to see how Kate and Austin’s story started, be sure to check out “More Than I Wanted”. 
 
    
 
   Read More by Ava Catori:
 
   Compulsive Desires
 
   Sophie Samuels was in love. Well, okay, maybe it was lust, but who wouldn't be? Bear Trevor, the Bear Trevor, famous adventurer and male model had just fallen in her lap. 
 
   It started with a conversation, and then a wicked one night stand, but now Bear was asking for more. The only problem was that Sophie was confused by what she was feeling. 
 
   Were her growing feelings real, or was she simply infatuated with the handsome star? Sifting through the details of their fling, Sophie is forced to admit her new obsession may be just that – an obsession. Can Bear convince Sophie that they could be much more together, or will Sophie realize it’s not love after all?
 
    
 
   Quality Candy
 
   Candace Brown had a past, one that she kept well hidden. Now that she had snagged a promotion at work, she was feeling pretty good about herself - that is until Ryan enters the pictures.
 
   Ryan Gentry knows Candy's past. In fact, she's the one who took his virginity ten years ago. Only seeing her unexpectedly throws him off of his game, and he finds himself attracted to the girl he once knew.
 
   Avoiding Ryan becomes Candace's goal, until he lands smack in her office. Can she continue to push him away when chemistry starts to brew? Accepting Ryan into her world means accepting her past, and that's one thing she's still running from.
 
   How far would you run to escape your past, and what would you sacrifice to keep a firm grip on your future? Candace Brown is about to find out.
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