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Chapter 1





I
dove for the ball thinking I was being sporty and awesome, but when I
landed on my face I didn’t feel so graceful anymore. The
volleyball slammed into the net never making it over, and I planted
my face to the ground. 


My
team was surrounding me, “Are you okay?” 


It
was my pride that got me off the ground, and biting my cheek that
kept me from crying. As soon as they got back into the game, I
excused myself to go get ice. That’s when the tears started.
The shock of the moment wore off, and I was left with pain. 


“Let’s
get you some ice,” Heather chimed in, guiding me to the
kitchen. 


We
were enjoying the last of summer, having a barbecue with some
friends, when I made my fabulous move on the volleyball court. Well,
basically it was the lawn with a net set up, but you know what I
mean. 


“Fudge,
it hurts so badly,” I said, trying to keep the flow of bad
words that wanted to come out to a minimum. 


She
grabbed a bag of frozen peas and wrapped them in a kitchen towel.
Handing them to me, I placed the moldable ice bag on my nose and
face. 


“I
hope I didn’t break it,” I groaned, not wanting a bump to
adorn my nose. 


Scott
found his way into the kitchen, “You okay, Tiger? Nice dive.”


“I’ll
survive,” I said, trying to act tough. 


“I’m
going to make a quick beer run. Austin and Jake are on the way over,
and they’re ready to let loose.” Scott and Heather had
been married for awhile now, and were just about the cutest couple.

“Okay,”
she said, turning her attention back to me. “I was hoping
they’d make it. Austin is the one I was telling you about.”

“Are
you still trying to set me up? Seriously, give it a rest,” I
said playfully, certain Austin would be another of her “he’s
perfect for you” pitches. Not that there weren’t some
nice people along the way, but it was getting old. We just had
different opinions of what was good for me. I hate to say it, but I
need chemistry. If there isn’t a spark, I wasn’t
interesting in kindling the fire hoping to make a fake one. 


She
rolled her eyes, “I know what you’re thinking, but this
is Austin, you know the soldier I told you about. Jake and Austin
just got back from deployment awhile back. He’s not looking for
a lifetime career – I know that’s something you were
worried about with some of Scott’s other friends.”

“Heather,
I love you, really I do, but we have different ideas of what’s
best for me,” I finally sighed. 


“Fine,
be that way. Just know Jake is in a relationship and off limits.
Austin, on the other hand is free game, and he’s a site for
sore eyes,” her tone went up playfully, “you’ll
thank me for introducing you,” she finished.

Shaking
my head, “Aren’t I a peach, a swollen nose, red and rosy
from slamming my face on the ground, and you want to introduce me to
Prince Charming now? You’re never going to stop, are you?”

“You
know me so well,” she grinned gleefully. “Anyway, you’ll
thank me.”

Heather
and I became fast friends working side by side the last year. We knew
right away we’d hit it off, and it was nice to have a best
friend again. Her husband Scott was in the military, as was half the
town. It was a way of life here with the base not far away. Our
cubicles are a little farther apart these days, but we’re still
in the same office. 


During
this short year, she’d all ready set me up with five or six
guys. It’s not that they weren’t nice or attractive; it’s
just that we didn’t click. I think she had other ideas of what
I wanted in a relationship, and I kept trying to let her know I’d
find my own guys, but she never gave up. I could only laugh, because
she got so much joy out of the matchmaking process. It’s not
like I had anything better to do anyway. 


We
headed back out to join the others after a solid twenty minute icing
and some girl talk. Scott was due back shortly from his beer run, and
the party was going strong. There were easily thirty people talking,
eating, playing ball, and hanging out. What were one or two more?
Jake and Austin showed up awhile later, and it was obvious everybody
knew them. 


There
were hugs and smartass comments, while laughter roared loudly across
the backyard. They’d gone through their last tour, had their
reintegration period, and were finally on their block leave ready for
some fun. 


I
didn’t know which was which, but damn, one of them held my
attention. As they made their rounds, I finally got an introduction.
I couldn’t look away from one of the guys. He was H-O-T!

Heather
walked over with me, “Austin, Jake, so glad you boys could make
it. This is my friend Kate. We work together,” she said.
Turning she said, “Kate, this is Jake, and this is Austin.”
I could almost feel her smile. 


Wow.
That’s Austin. Nice. My head couldn’t think clearly, I
stood looking at the man before me praying I didn’t make a fool
of myself, something I did well on most occasions. “Hi,”
I said blushing. I felt like a schoolgirl. Hello spark, hell, you’d
better call the fire department, my entire body was on fire. 


There
was something about his sweet smile, a little pouty, sensual, and it
screamed sexy. His dark, cropped hair was still military short, and
his eyes, oh my goodness his eyes. I could get lost in them for days.
I couldn’t take in enough details about him fast enough. 


“Nice
to meet you,” they both responded in unison. We made small talk
until Scott came in to steal them away, and in that moment I turned
to look at Heather. She knew immediately I was smitten, absolutely in
full blown lust. Maybe it was how my eyes went wide, or the huge
smile I couldn’t wipe off my face, but she knew. She grinned at
her victory, and then drew the conversation back with a simple, told
you so. 


We
settled back into lawn chairs under a shade tree, watching the
volleyball game continue. When the new guys joined in I couldn’t
take my eyes off of Austin. After their shirts came off, it only
hooked me more. I knew drooling wouldn’t be appropriate, so I
kept it to a minimum. 


Austin
had ink on his arms and his body screamed soldier – a solid
chest, broad shoulders, and pumped biceps. It was embarrassing how
hard I was falling – I had it bad. I could barely look away.
His dog tags jingled as he jumped for the ball, spiking it down onto
the other side of the net. I wanted him in that instant, I wanted to
lick his entire body from top to bottom, and wanted to feel his hard
cock penetrating me fast and deep. 


The
problem is that it looked like he barely flinched when he met me. I
don’t think he felt the same spark that I did. I was just some
girl, not someone on his radar. I wasn’t sure how to change
that, but I made it a goal to spend a little face time with him at
some point during the picnic. I wanted his number, and needed him to
call me – now. I wanted to take him inside and do naughty
things to his body, but my reality was so obviously one-sided,
because the only thing he seemed to care about at the moment was beer
and volleyball. 


My
long, dark hair was tied up in a loose pony tail. I was mostly
make-up free after cleaning up and icing my face, and my t-shirt was
stained from grass after my fall. I was hardly at my best, and it hit
me hard when I realized I wanted him and he barely noticed me. It’s
not like I’m stunning made up, but usually I clean up a little
better than this. 


Groaning,
“Not a great first impression. I look like crap,” I
whined. 


“Give
it time, he needs to let loose for awhile anyway. Once that’s
out of his system, then I’ll set you up. He’s had a rough
year. I’ll broach the topic with Scott when the time is right,”
she said after standing up. “I better make the rounds again and
act like a host. Truth be told, I’d be happy to sit in the
shade and have a few more beers with you, but I should at least
mingle more,” she said. Most of the group here were Scott’s
buddies today, but she still felt obligated to be a good host. “I’ll
be back,” she said pasting on a smile. 


I
couldn’t look away, I was still watching him play ball, and he
caught me looking when he glanced over. I blushed, quickly turning my
head. I hope I wasn’t obvious – great. I went into
daydream mode and pictured him coming over and sitting with me, but
it wasn’t reality. He was still on the playing field,
aggressively going after the ball every time it came near him –
only he got it over the net, unlike me. 






Chapter 2





Standing
talking to Scott, he plated up a hot dog for me. I set off in search
of ketchup and some chips. Heather set up a station earlier with
plates and side dishes on a picnic table off to the side. My back was
turned when I heard his voice, “I’m more of a mustard guy
myself,” he said as I was squeezing a red line of ketchup onto
my dog.

“There’s
no accounting for taste,” I teased, not exactly sure who was
talking to me. Spinning around, I came face to face with Austin. I
almost dumped my plate in that instant, but caught it before my hot
dog could roll off. “Whoa!” In some dynamic twist and
grab, I saved my plate and food before it could hit the ground. 


“Hi,”
I was juggling my stuff and wrangling the hot dog back into the roll.
“Austin, right?”

“Yeah,”
he smiled. “Just wanted to grab a handful of chips,” he
said, and then turned to walk away. 


Just
like that. I was awestruck again. I wanted him, crap did I want him.
My loins came to life around the guy, but he was all ready walking
away. My animal magnetism obviously wasn’t working. 


“Austin!”
I called out, desperately trying to think of something to say.

He
turned around, a few feet away now, “Yeah?”

“Nice
to meet you,” and she falls flat on her face for the second
time today. I kicked myself for not being quicker to think of
something funny and delightful, something that would draw him back to
me like glue. 


“You
too,” he said turning away, heading to a group of guys to laugh
and catch up some more. 


Well,
it was nice while it lasted. He’s obviously not going to be
interested – just enjoy him from afar.

Heather
found me, “I’ve done my good host bit; I’m golden.”
She sat down and once again we rambled about nonsense while enjoying
some grub under the big tree offering the most shade. 


I
turned to her, “I totally blew it. I wanted to be all cute and
witty, but I had nothing,” I explained about my earlier hot dog
encounter. 


“Oh,
you have it bad,” she laughed. “I’ll see if I can
accelerate things. I’m such a good friend,” she mused.
“Besides, you don’t want him yet. He needs some downtime.
Let him get that stuff out of his system first. Trust me, when Scott
gets back after a deployment, it takes awhile for us to work through
those bits and pieces. You’ll have plenty of time later –
when it will count.” 


“He’s
so…” my jaw was open wide, full of expression when who
should walk up, of course, again looking my best. 


“Heather,
I was hoping I could steal Scott away next weekend. He says it’s
up to you.” Austin was standing there looking incredible. I
tried not to drool.

“The
entire weekend,” she winced, “really?”

“Be
a pal,” he coaxed, “I just want to help my little sister
get moved into her new place at college. I told her I’d send a
bunch of guys to help her get settled.”

Heather
rolled her eyes, “Fine, but that only takes one day.”

“She’s
in California,” he grimaced. 


“What?”

Austin
laughed, “Just playing. I was kind of hoping to get some one on
one time with him. I could use someone to talk to if you don’t
mind, you know, guy stuff.”

“You
okay?” Heather asked, concerned. 


He
nodded, “Just the usual crap after a tour.” 


“Okay,
you can have him, but stay out of trouble,” she teased. 


“Thanks,”
he said sincerely, and about to turn away.

“Austin,”
she said, stopping him in his track, “could you help my friend
Katie here. She was saying she wanted to…” she stumbled,
and I watched her revive in an instant. “She wants to learn how
to spike a volleyball over the net, but is having trouble not hitting
the net.”

“Could
be a height thing, and you need to be close,” he said. 


“Show
her how,” she nudged. 


“Sure,
sure thing, just give me a minute,” he said. “I’ll
be back,” he called over his shoulder. 


I
looked at Heather. I didn’t know whether to thank her or smack
her. She recognized the look.

I
watched him walk back over to Scott and pat him across the back,
“You’re in,” he said. “Next weekend you’re
mine.”

A
few minutes later, he was heading back to us, and my stomach knotted
up. I had nerves, butterflies roaming free in my belly, and swallowed
hard as he came over.

“Ready,”
he said, smiling down at me. That sultry, sexy, smile – I’m
in trouble. 


I
put my beer down and stood, “I guess so,” my voice was
softer than usual. Oh my gosh, find your voice – my
heavy flirt mode wanted to turn on automatically, and I didn’t
want it to. Not now, it wasn’t the time. 


I
followed him to the net. Austin went to the pole, picking up the
volleyball sitting at the base and brought it over. 


“I’m
a little nervous, I took a face plant before you got here,” I
admitted. “I dove for the ball, and landed quite elegantly on
the ground, hence my red nose.”

“Well,
in this case we’re jumping up, not down,” he soothed.
“You should be fine.”

I
watched as his body maneuvered, tossing up the ball, and then jumping
up, smacking the ball down. I couldn’t look away. He was art in
motion. Holy cow, I wanted him – now. I was almost embarrassed
by this new sudden crush over a cute guy syndrome. I hoped my
thoughts weren’t too obvious, because my hormones were raging,
gushing through me so fast it was nuts.

As
he explained the angle of my hand and where to hit the ball, I
watched his lips, his mouth, and his eyes as he talked, and melted
into a small puddle on the ground. When I regained my composure, I
nodded and gave it a shot. I could get the angle, but truth be told,
I couldn’t get the height on a jump. I thanked him for his
time, not wanting it to end, but I couldn’t hold him there
forever with a stinkin’ volleyball. I was kicking myself for
the lack of conversation, but I couldn’t find my interesting
and compelling voice. I simply nodded and smiled too much with him
standing beside me. I wore a goofy grin, and hoped he didn’t
see me as a complete idiot. 


“Thanks
for your time, I appreciate it. I think I’m just not able to
get the height. Don’t let me keep you from your friends,”
I said, trying to gracefully exit without making a bigger fool of
myself. 


“Anytime,”
he said, dropping the ball and heading back to his friends. It
appeared my feelings of lust were unrequited. At least he was nice to
look at. 


I
dropped back into the chair next to Heather. “He’s not
interested, I can tell,” I groaned. “Either way, thanks
for trying.”

“Sorry,
Boo, Maybe we’ll give it another shot later. He’s got a
lot on his mind right now,” she soothed. “He’s
really a great guy; the two of you would be cute together.”

I
sighed, “Yeah, I wouldn’t mind getting naked with him.”

Heather
laughed, “Yeah, he’s a looker. The kicker is he has a
great personality too. Jake’s another nice guy, but he’s
sort of a player. He has a girlfriend, but I have a feeling he takes
liberties there, if you know what I mean. I don’t think Austin
would be a cheater.”

“Ew,
yeah, no cheaters, thank you. I’m not one of those girls who
can tolerate that or turn a blind eye.”

“Anyway,
what’s going on with Stacy?” The chatter continued, and
we covered topics from work to every other topic under the sun. I was
grateful they had a spare room I could crash in, because I had way
too much to drink. 


The
group rotated designated driver duties, so as people were ready to
filter out, he made sure that everyone got home safely, whether
driving them or calling cabs. 


I
stripped down to my panties and put on a fresh t-shirt that Heather
offered. Climbing into bed in the spare bedroom, I thought of Austin.
After a long day of laughter, sunshine, and way too much beer and
food, I was ready for a good sleep. 


I
drifted off to visions of the good looking solider, the latest guy to
hold my interest. There was something about him, a confidence and
swagger, but hidden beneath those layers a look of vulnerability in
his eyes. He was gorgeous, but I also wanted to take him in my arms
and pull him close to me, telling him it would all be okay. I’m
not sure what triggered that feeling, but while he was beautiful to
look at, there was also a distance in his eyes. He just didn’t
seem interested in me at all.





Chapter 3 






“Come
over next weekend, it’s all I’m saying. Just be there,
you know, dolled up a little bit, and when he stops to pick up Scott
– oh what a coincidence you’re here,” she planned.

“It
feels lame. Can’t you just give him my number, and if he’s
interested he can call?”

“Sure
I can do that, but let him see you at your best,” she coaxed.
“Trust me, you’re a hottie, and you should let him see
that side of you. I’m not saying you aren’t naturally
beautiful, but you weren’t able to present your best side the
other day after getting banged up.”

I
groaned, “It feels desperate.”

“Desperate,
or as I see it smart,” Heather laughed, “You decide.”

We
talked about what I should wear, so that I didn’t look like I
was trying too hard, but allowed me to show off my curves and best
angle. We finally settled on a pair of faded jeans and a snug fitting
shirt that showcased my assets quite nicely. A pair of boots rounded
out the look, and knowing I’d only have a moment or two, I
wouldn’t look like I’d overdone it. 


As
girlfriends do, we discussed whether my hair should be up or down,
and every possible detail we could. She was as excited as I was, and
it made for a fun way to fill the day with gossip. 


It
was weird to plan this out, when it was obvious he barely reacted to
me at the picnic. What shot did I have anyway? I figured I’d
give it one last try since I was attracted to the guy. If he’s
not interested, I’ll lick my wounds and move on, but at least I
made the effort. It was a rare treat to find a guy that actually held
my attention for more than a second or two. 


When
the weekend rolled around, I was nervous waiting for him to show up.
Austin was picking up Scott and a few others to help his sister move
into her college dorm. As my phone buzzed, I looked down and glanced
the number. Nick, really? 


“It’s
Nick,” I whispered to Heather. 


“Why
are you whispering?” She laughed, “And don’t call
him back.”

I
shrugged, “Scott’s in the next room.”

“He
knows you have an ex-boyfriend,” she said. “We all have
exes. Even Austin…”

“Oh,
right.” I wondered what Austin’s exes were like, and who
would ever split up with a guy like that. Maybe he broke up with his
last girlfriend, or if she did the splitting up, why? Was there
something I should know? 


“I
all ready told Scott I wanted to set you and Austin up, and he wasn’t
totally against it, believe it or not.”

“Really?”


“Really,
so don’t you dare text Nick back. All he ever wants is a booty
call anyway, and he’s not good to you.”

I
nodded, “I know, I know. Sometimes I just get lonely, and he is
good in bed.”

She
finished for me, “And then you regret it, he gets clingy, you
hate it, and then you break his heart again. No more Nick for you.
Focus Kate, Austin is your future.”

“Ha,
I wish!”

“Have
a little faith,” she winked, “I’ve got Scott on our
side, and that’s a rarity. Normally, he tells me to stop
interfering, but for some reason he thought you guys might hit it
off.”

“Nice,
I’m impressed.”

As
Austin’s car pulled up outside, he sat on the horn. Shit, we
expected he’d come in, not just honk. 


“Scott,”
Heather prodded, “tell him you’ll be a minute, and have
him come in.”

He
rolled his eyes, “You’re so subtle.”

“What?”
She shrugged and waited. 


Scott
and Austin found their way back into the house. Making up an excuse,
Scott went off to the other room to act like he had something to
finish for a few minutes, leaving the hot and sexy Austin in our
presence. 


“Hey
Austin, you remember my friend Kate, right?”

“I
do,” he said, shaking my hand. “It’s nice to see
you again.”

“You
too,” I was blushing madly, unable to control it. I forgot how
handsome he was. I mean, I knew, but wow!

“Did
you know our Kate here is a runner?” 


I
wanted to crawl under the carpet and die of embarrassment. I felt
like a show dog she was parading in front of him.

“Is
that right?” He was polite, making small talk, but obviously
just being polite. I don’t think he felt the spark that I did. 


I
nodded and looked down. “Do you run?”

“I
do sometimes, but not seriously. I do it to stay in shape, but I’m
not big on long distances.”

“I
love endurance,” I said, trying to keep the conversation going,
but I could feel it fizzle before me. 


Heather
jumped in, “You should join us for dinner tomorrow night, when
you guys get back.”

“Thanks
that would be nice. I’d love to catch up,” he said. I
sized him up, but he was happy to see his friends, not the desperate
girl who was drooling over him at the moment. Oh well, it was worth a
shot. 


Scott
rejoined us, “I’m ready,” he called out, walking
back into the room. 


“Sounds
good,” Austin said, and together they walked out. 


I
looked at Heather, “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’m
going to skip your dinner tomorrow night. I don’t think he’s
interested.”

“Shame,
he’s such a great guy. It does seem like his mind is elsewhere.
I hope it’s not another girl, which would suck.”

“You
tried. I appreciate it. I’m done. I should just call Nick
back.”

“No
Nick! He is not an option,” she groaned. 






Chapter 4 






“So,
guess who was asking about you over dinner?” She said with a
sing-song voice, pleased with herself. 


“Yeah?
Really? What did he say?” I should have gone. 


“Just
that he thought you seemed nice. I mentioned maybe he should call you
sometime, and he said he might. Scott was talking you up as well.”

“He’s
being polite. He didn’t ask for my number, and only said he
might.”

“Okay,
Miss Smarty Pants, before you get all negative on me here, he did ask
me for your number, so have a little faith!”

“He
did?” I squealed into the phone.

“He
did,” Heather gloated. “I can’t promise he’ll
use it, but it’s something!”

It
took exactly two days for him to finally contact me after that.
Tuesday evening, I was lounging in my pajamas, eating a bowl of ice
cream, and crashed out on the sofa watching reruns. 


When
I first saw the text, I didn’t recognize the number, so I wrote
back with a simple question mark. I was pretty sure it was him when I
saw “Heather gave me your number,” but then Heather has
given my number to a couple of guys over time. 


“Austin,
from the barbecue,” he responded. 


A
smile lit my face and I texted back. At least if I texted, he
couldn’t hear my giddiness I wouldn’t be able to hide on
the phone. 


“Mind
if I call you sometime?” 


“Call
anytime,” I texted back. 


“Now?”


Oh
crap, oh crap, oh crap. I tried to compose myself, but before I had
time, the phone was ringing. I took a deep breath and answered,
“Hello?”

“Hey,
it’s Austin,” he said, his voice thick with deep, smoky,
undertones. I’m in trouble. 


“Hi,”
I sighed. It really was him. 


“What
are you up to?” 


“Me?
Now? I’m just watching old reruns. What about you?”
Smooth. Great, I could barely think straight, I was smitten and
amazed he was even on the phone. 


“I’m
a little antsy and was thinking about going for a walk. Would you
care to join me?”

“A
walk, now?”

“I
could meet you somewhere,” he said. “Maybe we could get a
bite to eat, hit a diner after the walk.”

“Umm,
it’s kind of late, but I guess I could.” I quickly put my
bowl of ice cream down on the table. 


“Is
now not a good time?”

“Can
you give me fifteen minutes to get ready to go out?”

“Sure,
take as long as you need,” he said. “I could meet you at
the park entrance.” 


“It’s
kind of dark there,” I said. “They don’t have
street lights.”

“Does
the dark bother you?”

“No,
no, the park is fine, or you could just come here.” I said it
before I could take it back. 


“That
works, where do you live?” I was stunned; he was actually going
to come over. Ah, he was coming over! I look a mess, and my place is
a mess. 


I
gave him my address, and he headed over. I scanned the room, tossed
some things into closets and drawers to straighten up, and ran like a
crazed woman into the bathroom to touch up my make-up. A quick change
out of my pajamas into casual lounge wear (read sweats), and I was
ready when he got here, but just by a couple of minutes. Phew, that
was close!

“Hey,”
I said as calmly as possible, opening the door. Dear goodness, he’s
cute. How do I possibly keep forgetting just how cute?

“Hey,
are you sure you don’t mind me coming by? I get a little antsy
at night and company is nice.”

“Not
at all, come in. Can I get you something to drink?”

We
settled into the living room with fresh drinks and slowly started the
awkward dance of getting to know one another. I loved watching him
talk, his facial expression, his voice resonating through me, and I
knew I was going to fall hard if he stuck around long enough. 


I
hoped I didn’t bore him, but I kept up my end of the
conversation, and before we knew it, a couple of hours had passed. I
was afraid I wouldn’t know what to say, but everything seemed
to fall into place. One conversation led to the next, and the more we
talked, the more we shared. 


“I
should be going; I’m probably keeping you awake. I have trouble
sleeping these days, and I forget other people need to sleep on a
schedule.” He stood, and I hated to see him go. He explained
how his sleep schedule got messed up when he’d do a tour, and
coming home it always took him awhile to get back into a normal
routine. 


“Please
stay, just a little while longer,” I was afraid that once he
walked out the door he wouldn’t be back. 


He
didn’t try to kiss me, and oh how I wanted him to, but he
didn’t. He was a perfect gentleman, talking, and really seeming
to need a friend. He told me stories of his tour, pranks they’d
play on each other, and his desire to retire from the military. He
was good and ready to get out. He thought this would be his last
tour, was pretty sure of it, and that suited him fine. 


While
he talked about his time overseas a little bit, he didn’t go
into detail. The most he’d tell me was that his sleep patterns
were off, and he had nightmares time to time, but other than that, he
didn’t fill in the details. I knew it was wrong of me to ask,
since we were only getting to know one another. I just let him talk,
which he obviously needed to do. 


As
the night wore on, more and more time passed, and soon it was close
to two o’clock. I could barely keep my eyes open, but didn’t
want him to leave. At some point, I’d changed my position, and
we went from sitting on two sides of the sofa to me leaning into him.
It felt so natural, and yet he still didn’t make a move. He
simply lifted his arm to the back of the sofa and let me rest my
head, as I was getting sleepy. 


I
woke in his arms on the sofa about five in the morning. He was
sleeping, his head tipped back, and with a small smile I tucked my
head back into his chest and closed my eyes. I knew at that moment I
wasn’t going to work in the morning. I wanted to spend it here
with Austin.  


Oh
my gosh, my breath. I don’t want him to wake to my morning
breath! I snuck off and brushed my teeth, before coming back and
snuggling in. He sighed and shifted in his sleep, wrapping his arms
around me like a stuffed toy. It was heavenly, whether he was aware
it was me he was holding or not. 


I
woke around seven, as we both started shifting. I knew I’d be
tired later, but it was so worth it. I got up and make a quick call
to work, begging off with a stomach ache, and said I’d be back
in tomorrow. Turning around, Austin was behind me, stretching and
smiling. He was so damn cute.

“Sorry,
I guess I made myself at home,” he said after a wide yawn. 


“It’s
fine, I enjoyed your company.”

“Do
you mind if I grab a drink?”

“Be
my guest,” I said pointing to the fridge. 


He
perused it and picked up a bottle of water, downing in almost a
single guzzle.

I
watched him, waiting. “You’re welcome to stay for
breakfast,” I started. 


“I’ve
imposed enough,” he said stretching again. 


“I’d
like it if you stayed.”

“Yeah?”

I
nodded, hoping he’d take me up on the offer. 


“Okay,
thanks.”

“Austin?”
I said, feeling my face flush hot. 


“Hmm?”

“Will
you kiss me?” The words were out before I could take them back.
Did I just say that out loud? Oh crap. I really did! I hoped I didn’t
freak him out. 


A
smile spread across his face and he moved in close, not waiting for a
second to pass. Walking me back to the wall behind me, he pressed me
gently to it and pulled my hands up over my head. Leaning down into
me, his chest against mine, his lips brushed my own. My knees went
weak; his lips were tender and soft. Austin gently licked my lips and
then parted his own. Standing there in my kitchen, he gave me the
most amazing kiss. I didn’t want it to stop – ever.

I
melted feeling his body pressed to mine, and his warm, wet mouth
against me. The steamy kiss lasted all of a minute, and then just
like that he stepped back. “Like that?” He asked with a
smile on his face.

I
nodded, barely able to speak. “Do it again,” I whispered.


As
he leaned back in, I picked up the slightest hint of cologne that
still clung to his body. His hand drew up to my face, tilting it up
more, cupping my chin. Looking into my eyes, Austin stood before me
and made me feel like I was the only person in the world. Nothing
else mattered. 


A
long smoldering look was between us, and ever so gently he lowered
his mouth to mine once again and kissed me. His lips were soft, and
his tongue was hungry. No one else existed in that moment, and
dreamily I got lost in our kiss. 


I
could almost hear my heart beating, and the second hand ticking on
the clock. We were silent, but lost in a magical moment. Everything
slowed down, and as Austin kissed me passionately, I knew something
was happening between us.  After another delicious kiss, we broke for
air. 


Wow,
just wow. 


“What’s
for breakfast?” he finally asked, breaking the silence. I was
stunned, still standing there, lost in the dream that was his kiss.

“Huh?”
I wore a goofy smile. 


“Breakfast?”

I
laughed, “Oh yeah, that. I hope eggs and toast work; I don’t
have much more, other than cereal.” 


“Sounds
great,” he said, “how can I help?”

“Sit
down.” I said pulling out a chair, “I’ll take care
of it.”  I was deliriously happy.

I
was standing at the stove, watching the eggs when the phone rang.
“Just let it go to the machine,” I said, letting him know
he didn’t have to answer it. I had no interest in talking to
anyone. If it was important, they’d leave a message. I monitor
my calls half the time anyway. Most of my friends call my cell, so
when my house phone rings, it’s usually not important.

As
the voice came over the voicemail, I lunged for it, but it was too
late. “It’s Nick, I miss you. Call me back when you get
home from work.” Shit, shit, shit. He usually called my cell,
figures he’d call my house phone, now. 


“Nick,
huh?”

I
grimaced, “Old boyfriend. He doesn’t get that we’re
over.”

“Ahh,
I have one of those. Well, an ex…” he said, stumbling
over his words. “Should I be concerned?”

“That
depends. Were you interested in coming back sometime?” I said
playfully, praying it wasn’t a mistake to ask.

“As
long as Nick isn’t still in the picture, I’m interested,”
he answered.

“He’s
not.”

“All
right then, let me call Nick.”

“What?”
My eyes went wide.

“Is
this his number here?” He was looking at the caller ID.

I
gulped, “What? I’ll take care of that.” I felt a
sudden panic rush through me. 


“Let
me,” he smiled, picking up the phone dialing. I about died on
the spot. Who does that?

“Hey,
Nick? Yeah, Austin here, I just wanted to let you know that Kate is
no longer available. There’s no need for you to call back, bro.
Yep, no worries, take care.”

He
hung up the phone; just stared. Did that just happen?

“Problem
solved.” 


I
didn’t know what to say. I just looked at him. 


“I’m
not interested in you sharing those kisses with him any longer,”
he smiled. “I’ll take a few more if they’re
available.”

I
was stunned. Happy and confused, but stunned.  






Chapter 5 






“So
he calls Nick right then, like it’s no big deal!”

“Get
out, really?”

“Yes!”

“What
did Nick say?”

“I
don’t know, I only heard one side, but Austin goes, “She’s
not available any longer”, and told him there was no need to
call back. I couldn’t believe he was doing that. I didn’t
know how to react; I just stood there completely and utterly
shocked.”

“Score
one for Austin,” Heather said.

“I
about died,” I whispered. “I have to go; he’s
almost out of the shower.”

“Okay,
call me after he leaves.” 


I
heard him whistling when the water stopped. Coming around the corner,
“Thanks again for the use of your shower. I feel like a new
person.”

“No
problem.” 


“Maybe
we could do dinner tonight? A nap may be in order, since I kept you
up half of the night,” he said, his hands running through his
short, cropped hair. 


“Dinner
sounds nice,” I said, unable to wipe the grin off of my face.
He still hadn’t put his shirt back on. It was thrown over his
shoulder like a hand towel. He stood barefoot, and in jeans zipped
up, but not yet buttoned. I tried not to stare. Hell, who am I
kidding, I couldn’t not stare. He was gorgeous. 


I
watched him finish dressing, and made small talk as he headed for the
door. Following him to it, I stood against the door frame. Leaning
in, Austin cupped my face gently and gave me a sweet, gentle kiss. 


As
he walked to his car, I closed the door and leaned in behind it, my
heart beating fast. I waited for him to pull away before calling
Heather back on her cell. I was careful not to call her work line,
since I’d called out earlier. 


“He
just left,” I said, “and he wants to go out to dinner
tonight.”

“That’s
great, Kate. I can’t talk right now, but I’ll call you
back later,” she said, before letting me go. 


I
was floating, and I’m pretty sure this smile was now
permanently pasted to my face. I hadn’t felt this way in
awhile, and knew I had it pretty bad for him. I was smitten!

Curling
up on the sofa, I smiled thinking about that first kiss and Austin
pressing me to the wall, his lips brushing against my own. Mmm, and
then the second kiss, he was deliciously sexy. I wasn’t sure
what I thought about the Nick incident, but the final result is that
Austin and I are going out for dinner tonight. I took it as a win,
and then after a leisurely nap on the sofa, I found my way to the
shower. 


Humming
in the shower, I thought about this seemingly perfect guy, okay,
incredibly sexy guy I haven’t gotten to know well enough yet,
but regardless, I couldn’t stop smiling. It was the first time
in a long time and it felt nice. I wasn’t exactly planning a
picket fence and babies yet, but lingerie and hot sexual encounters
were high on my list of things to do with Austin. 


My
humming turned to off-key singing as I planned my outfit for the
evening. I was amazed we were even going out, after our first
encounter at the barbecue seemed to have left him flat. Whatever
happened between now and that time, I was grateful for. 


Sifting
through my underwear drawer, I found a lacy red bra and panty set to
slip on, just in case things got spicy later. I felt a little naughty
thinking such racy thoughts about him all ready, and knew I’d
probably halt things before they went to far, but it made me feel
saucy and happy getting ready, so I stuck with my original choice and
continued to my closet. 


I
stood there consumed with dissatisfaction. I didn’t have
anything to wear, well nothing sexy anyway. I realized how bland my
closet had gotten over the last year or two, with a mix of sensible
work garb, running gear, and a dress or two that were way too dressy
for a simple night out. Crap, now what? I didn’t want to go
through the process of trying to buy something last minute, so I
stood staring at my mix of clothing. 


We
were going to a local pub, just a low key night of sandwiches and
beer. He said it was one of his regular haunts, but he hadn’t
had a chance to go back since he’d come home. Austin raved they
had the best roast beef sandwiches around, and the beer always seemed
a few degrees colder than other places. He promised a more romantic
dinner out later. 


In
all honestly, we were still finding out exactly what we were
together, if anything. I knew what I hoped the outcome would be, but
I was getting ahead of myself. It seemed pretty apparent in the
kitchen earlier that he was on the same page as I was, but it’s
always awkward early on, wondering if you’re both thinking of
being monogamous or dating others. I hate the early dance of a new
relationship, trying to figure out where the other person stood. 


I
had a horrible habit of moving way too fast or way too slow, and was
still trying to find that middle ground. I feared I’d jump in
with both feet in this case and scare him away.

Heather
coaxed me through some of my clothing choices over the phone. I
finally settled on a pair of gray slacks with a black short sleeve
sweater. I added a thin belt to emphasize my waist. The v-neck in the
sweater showed off my other assets, while the slacks tapered the
extra weight I carried in my ass. 


When
Austin showed up, I took a deep breath before answering. Standing in
the hallway, I waited an extra minute so I didn’t come off too
anxious. Finally opening the door, I smiled at the man before me. 


He
made casual look so damn good. Dressed in jeans and a gray t-shirt
that clung perfectly to his body, I swooned quietly in my head. Those
lips, those eyes… and dear goodness, those shoulders, he was
sexy.

We
exchanged the usual pleasantries. He told me I looked great and gave
me a small kiss. I followed him out to his car and couldn’t
stop grinning. It was almost embarrassing how big my smile was –
my cheeks were all ready sore. 


Getting
in his car, I took note of tiny details. He’s not a neat freak,
check, but not a total slob in his car. The music on was a classic
rock mix, nothing too heavy, nothing too light. I felt comfortable
with his driving, but wondered if he was keeping it in check because
I was here. Did he normally drive fast and aggressive, or was he
always this laid back? 


I
looked over at Austin and took in his profile. His nose was a
straight line, angled perfectly. He was newly shaven, and his cheeks
were free of stubble or even five o’clock shadow. I guessed he
came in just under six feet tall, but not by much. 


We
made small talk until we got to the pub. Walking in was quite the
experience. People came over to see him, shook his hand, caught up,
and welcomed their friend home. He’d been a regular here, but
hadn’t been back since he returned from his tour of duty. 


Apologizing
for the stream of interruptions, I told him nonsense, it was nice to
see people appreciated him. I loved watching the interactions, and
the genuine pleasure in his face and voice seeing old friends. A few
beers were sent over, and when things calmed down I smiled. 


“You’re
quite the social butterfly,” I said. 


“It’s
been awhile. I come here time to time, but I’ve been gone.”

“Right,”
I nodded. I asked a few more questions about his time away, and hoped
I didn’t over step boundaries. 


Austin
was pretty open about some things, but he said there are other things
you just keep inside and don’t talk about, or you talk to
another soldier who’s been through it. It’s hard to
relate to some of the stuff and lifestyle you’re living, and
then come back and reintegrate into civilian life again. 


He
asked me about my running, and I over shared way too many details.
I’m surprised his eyes didn’t glaze over. I really
enjoyed talking with him, and hoped he felt the same way. I was
fanning lustful flames inside, but had no clue where he was at there.
He held his cards close, and wasn’t giving that away. 


He
had this sexy smile, and every time he’d grin, my heart beat a
little faster. It was embarrassing how gooey I was feeling over him.
I’ve had boyfriends in the past, but this was different. I was
drawn to him, so absolutely smitten, that I was a little surprised
how little control I had over it. 


The
tavern owner picked up our tab and shook Austin’s hand,
exchanging a few words about his own old service days. It certainly
wasn’t a romantic meal with so many people stopping by, but to
be honest, I wasn’t sure if he was looking for a buddy or a
girlfriend at this point. I just couldn’t read him. One minute
he seemed warm and engaged, while the next he was in his own space. 


As
we got into his car, my mind went into overdrive. Should I invite him
in; will it give him the wrong idea? Okay, so what if I want to give
him that idea? Will he think I’m too forward? Maybe I should
wait. Should I just give him a kiss and go in alone? Oh, who am I
kidding, I want him to come in at least for a little while. My brain
was racing, trying to figure out what I should do. Maybe I just let
him take the lead and decide. I wonder if these kinds of thoughts are
going through his mind. 


After
driving back to my house, we settled in the driveway. I invited him
in, and Austin took me up on the offer, following me inside. It was
when the door closed that I realized he was interested – at
least for now. His hands were large and masculine, and all ready
caressing my shoulder from behind as we walked through to the living
room. His touch felt so nice, and I wondered where it would lead. I
knew what I hoped for. 


I
turned to face Austin, and he scooped me in his arms thanking me for
my company tonight. I looked into his eyes and got lost as he bent
his head to kiss me. His lips were slightly parted, and as I tilted
my head I sighed a little before kissing him. Our tongues grew more
heated, our bodies pressed together, and feeling his arms wrapped
around me I ached for more. His kiss left me breathless and wanting
more; I think I could have stood there kissing him all night. There
was something magical going on, some kind of wild chemistry, and I
was in lust!

He
certainly wasn’t shy, and had no problem with confidence. 


His
fingers ran up through my hair, raking it gently, and then tenderly
drew down the length of my neck to my shoulder. Breaking free from
our kiss, he brushed my hair off of my shoulder and leaned in,
nibbling and sucking on my neck. Everything inside of me went weak,
feeling his warm breath, his mouth, and his fingers back in my hair.
He had me if he wanted, there was no way I could turn off what I was
feeling in the moment. 


“You’re
a sexy woman, Kate,” he mewed, as he enticed me with more
kisses. 


All
he had to do was snap his fingers and my clothes would be off. There
was no going back; I was drawn in like a bee to honey. I wanted him,
desperately wanted him, and tried like crazy to reel it in, but it
wasn’t happening. 


When
the banging at the door started, I groaned, knowing what it meant.
His voice soon followed, “Kate, it’s Nick, let me in.”
Of all the times for this to happen… 


“I’m
sorry,” I said, pulling away. “I’ll take care of
this.” Fuck you, Nick, you just interrupted me at the wrong
moment. 


Austin
followed me to the door. Opening it, he stood behind me. I started to
tell him he needed to go home, only, before I could get the words
out, Nick lunged, “What the hell? Who are you?” 


Shit.
Nick was drunk, “Get away from my girl,” he slurred and
swung. He connected, but just barely. He was a big guy, so I
panicked, hoping he wouldn’t hurt Austin.

I
was amazed watching Austin move. It took him less than a minute to
have him fully restrained, his arms tucked up behind him and his head
pulled back. “Apologize to the lady,” he said, refusing
to let him go. I guess that military training paid off – wow. 


“Fuck
you,” he spat out violently, trying to unhook from the hold. 


“Apologize
to the lady,” Austin said, his tone now firm. Using his knee,
he jammed behind Nick’s leg, I heard a grunt. “I said
apologize to the lady.”

“I’m
sorry,” he forced out. 


“Your
services are no longer needed,” Austin said. “Is that
understood? She said it’s over, and you don’t seem to get
that.”

Austin
turned and looked at me, “Is it over?” 


I
nodded, “Yes.”

“It’s
over, see that buddy. It’s time for you to leave. I’m
going to let you go. If you give me any trouble, I won’t be so
gentle with you next time,” he growled. 


Austin
let him go. Nick shook it off, looked at me, looked at Austin, and
then groaned. “She’s all yours buddy, I don’t want
her anyway,” he said walking away, trying to hold it together. 


Closing
the door behind him, I turned to Austin, “I’m so sorry.”
I was mortally embarrassed, my heart racing, full of adrenalin. How
could Nick pick tonight of all nights?

“Not
your fault. Maybe I should go,” he said. 


“Please
don’t.” I was devastated, I felt the mood shift and there
was nothing I could do. 


“Look,
I think you’re a nice girl and all, but I’m not ready for
a drama filled relationship. He shouldn’t bother you anymore,
and if he does feel free to call me, but I think I need to pass for
now. It’s not personal, it’s just that I’ve got my
own garbage to deal with, and I’m not ready for this kind of
stuff.”

I
silently nodded. I was heartbroken. We were about to get naughty, and
then Nick showed up and ruined everything. I watched as he politely
excused himself and closed the door as he walked out. I felt numb. I
wasn’t ready for him to leave, not yet, and not like this. 


Leaning
up against the wall, I cried. As fast as it started, it ended. My
feelings were jumbled between frustration and being let down. It was
over. It’s not like I had a lot invested, a couple of nights
talking, but I was starting to feel like we might take this
somewhere. I guess I was wrong. 


Normally
I would have called Heather, but at this point I didn’t want to
talk to anybody. 


There
was a knock at the door about ten minutes later. My gut told me it
was Nick back for another round, and I didn’t have it in me to
hash it out. I went to double check through the peek hole and saw
Austin standing there, his hand running through his hair. 


Opening
the door, I looked at him confused. 


“I’m
not ready to leave yet,” he said. “Can I come in?”

I
opened the door wider, stepping back so he could enter. I was
stunned, uncertain what drew him back, but here he was. 


“I
sat in my car, and I couldn’t leave. I’m not sure why.
Something told me to come back inside,” he explained. 


I
didn’t say anything; I simply walked up to him, and rested my
head on his chest. His arms slowly wrapped around me, and I knew he
was here to stay. 






Chapter 6





We
stood motionless, embracing, understanding in that moment that
something was happening. We’d gone from strangers to friends,
and now an invisible force was pulling us together. Would we become a
pair?  There was an unspoken connection, an intimacy just waiting to
bond us closer. 


I
tipped my head up looking at Austin, and as our eyes met our
chemistry sizzled. Something changed – and it told me he wasn’t
going anywhere. 


I
closed my eyes as he leaned in to kiss me. Only this time it wasn’t
a soft, tender kiss. It was hungry and filled with desire. Hands
groped, tongues explored, and the heat was ratcheted up a few
notches. Longing filled my body, and we stood in that very spot,
afraid to let go of the moment. 


When
we finally broke free of our shameless kiss, Austin spoke. “I’m
a mess. I have a lot of garbage to work through. I can’t
promise you a smooth ride all of the time.”

“Volatile,
I get emotional and way too clingy,” I said, in barely a
whisper. 


“I
have nightmares, I get moody, and I’ll rarely put the toilet
seat down,” he answered, kissing me again.

“I’m
messy, hate to do dishes, and wear sweatshirts more than I wear sexy
clothing,” I added. 


His
hands worked up and down my body, back into my hair, while my own
hands rested on his ass, cupping, squeezing, and pulling him in
tightly. I felt his bulge pressing into me. 


“I
watch too much football, drink too much beer, and like to have sex a
lot,” he continued with his kisses.

“Who’s
your team?” I asked, in between the making out.

“Giants,”
he said, breathlessly. 


“Shit,
I’m an Eagles fan, not sure this will work,” I said. 


“If
we have sex a lot, I won’t watch football as much. Okay, that’s
a lie, I will, but I can forgive your poor choice in teams,” he
laughed, our kisses continuing. 


“If
we have sex a lot, I’ll be a happy girl,” I mewed. 


Slowly,
his hands found the edge of my shirt, and he started to tug at it,
and then lift it over my head. I wanted this, and I wanted him now. I
was grateful I’d dug through my lingerie drawer earlier and
opted for a sexy red bra. 


I
didn’t want to break our stride, the sexual tension was high,
our need for one another was obvious, but I also realized standing in
the middle of the living room wasn’t the optimal place for a
hot rendezvous, and with that I took Austin’s hand and led him
into the bedroom. 


He
followed behind me, and without a word spoken I reached around and
unhooked my bra, letting it fall off my shoulders. Slipping my arms
through, I let the fabric restraint drop to the floor. 


Austin’s
eyes never left me. He watched with intent, never looking away. As my
bra fell down to the floor, his fingers found my breasts. His hands
were warm to the touch, and cupping a breast with one hand, I watched
as he rolled a nipple between the fingers of his other. Closing my
eyes, I enjoyed the sensation of electricity running through my body.
A gentle squeeze and a soft pinch had my knees going weak. 


Tingling
sensations ran through my body. As Austin found my mouth our heated
kisses returned, passionate, hungry, and filled with lust and need. 


Slowly
he backed me up to the bed. Leaning back, I sank into the covers.
Austin lowered his face to my breast, his lips suckling me into his
mouth. I felt the dampness between my legs, and ached for him to
continue. 


Was
I moving too fast? We barely knew each other, a date, a talk, was
this all a mistake? I was torn between wanting passionate sex, and
being afraid he’ll take me for a whore. I tried to quiet my
mind, but it wasn’t happening. Ah, I just wanted to enjoy the
moment, why do I have to do this? 


When
it came down to it, we’re two consenting adults, and sex is
sex. It doesn’t have to mean forever, but if it does bring us
closer, is this the man I want to get into a relationship with? He
said he’s got a lot of stuff to work through after coming home.
Should I back up, give him space, and let him work through his
issues? 


I
tried to focus, but as his lips nibbled and sucked at my breast and
nipple, my thoughts got clouded. I’ll deal with it later, yeah,
later. It felt so good, like a surge of current running through my
body. I was sure my panties were soaked, and knew he would be more
than capable of satisfying me, if his touch was any indication. He
had a raw prowess, and the hunger and lust was a heady combination. 


Our
bodies tangled together, clothes slowly being shed. His skin was
warm, and as we meshed as one, we slicked with sweat. His body over
mine, watching his chiseled chest, his eyes, his lips, and with each
thrust I pushed up into him. Wrapping my thighs tightly around him, I
tensed as an orgasm rolled through my like a wave cresting. 


His
own followed shortly, and together we collapsed side by side, barely
talking, breathing hard. My hand drew along his chest and down to his
stomach. I just wanted to touch him, couldn’t get enough, and
slowly I found the courage to speak. 


“I’m
glad you’re here,” I whispered.

“Me
too,” he said, smiling. His eyes were closed, enjoying the
pleasures of my hand lingering across his body.

“This
doesn’t have to mean anything,” I said, letting him off
the hook. I hope it didn’t make me sound like a slut, but I’d
rather that than come off as needy.

Austin
opened his eyes and turned to face me, “It means something,”
he said softly. His hand gracefully cupped my face, and he leaned
over to kiss me. “I can’t promise forever, but I can
promise right now.”

“What
exactly does that mean?”

“Why
don’t we see where this takes us? One step at a time, but let’s
try it out, see how it feels being a couple. What do you say?”

“I’d
like that,” I said, laying my head against him. 


“I
like how soft your hair feels against me,” he said, wrapping
his arm around to pull me in closer. 


“Austin?”

“Hmm?”

“Why
did you call? You didn’t seem interested when we first met,”
I kicked myself, but the words were out. “What changed?”

“Relationships
scare me, but Scott spoke highly of you. I just got back from a tour,
and I’ve got some emotional stuff to work through. It’s
hard to explain what that means, but I didn’t want to drag you
through it. It’s what hurt my past relationship,” he
spoke honestly, and from the heart. I appreciated the truth, but
hearing about a past relationship left me feeling a twinge of
jealousy. “I go off as one person, and come home as another,
and it takes awhile to adjust. That’s hard on both people, but
I’m hoping it’s behind me. This was my last tour.”

“Was
it scary?”

“Sometimes,”
he said, “but you’re there to do a job, and you trust
your team. Mostly, you’re focused on your assignment. I don’t
want to bore you with this stuff, and honestly, it’s hard to
share with people who haven’t been through it.”

“I’m
sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

“You’re
not prying, and I don’t mean to shut you out, it’s just
its own thing.”

“Was
it a long relationship,” what the hell am I doing? I kicked
myself, stop, stop, close your mouth, and stop doing this.

“I
was married,” he said. “It’s since ended.”

“Oh,”
this took me by surprise. He has an ex-wife. Shit. I didn’t
realize. I wonder if Heather knew and omitted that information, or if
she was unaware. I tried to wrap my head around the idea of him
having an ex-wife, but I didn’t like it. 


“Why
don’t we change the topic, that’s in the past,” he
said, leaning over me, sweetly kissing my lips. 


I
was married played through my head over and over. Shit. He’s
got a lot of baggage, hell, we all do, but he was married. Maybe this
is a mistake. Why? It’s an ex-wife, let it go. Take it one day
at a time, stop trying to dictate what this is, and just enjoy it for
once. 


I
let his lips melt away the thoughts swirling through my brain. I knew
they’d rush back later, but for now his mouth was all that I
cared about. Okay, well if things stirred below, I’d care about
that too. 


Making
love, is that what it’s called when we aren’t in love
yet? I don’t know, but there was a new softness and warmth, a
renewed interest between us. This time our hungry passion was tamed,
and we took our time exploring each other’s bodies slower,
getting to know one another on a very intimate level. 


Worn,
but deliciously satisfied, I curled in next to Austin. I could smell
and taste my essence on his lips, after an incredible orgasm.
Sprawled between my legs, he slid back up beside me, holding me, and
now in the afterglow I licked his lips, which tasted of me. His
tongue and fingers had done amazing things to my body, and I was limp
from exhaustion. 


Such
an intimate pleasure shared between two new lovers, and for a moment
in time it felt like he belonged to me. I hoped that feeling would
linger, but I knew my own bits of jealousy and insecurity would crop
up and block my way.  






Chapter 7





I
woke to Austin kicking, wrestling with the sheets, and didn’t
know whether to wake him or let him go. It was obviously a nightmare,
but I didn’t know what to do. He was sweaty, fighting,
something – I couldn’t tell. 


It
was the first time I’d seen him go through this. Was I supposed
to wake him, let him go? I knew he’d been struggling with
nightmares time to time, as he’d talked about it at the tavern.
He didn’t go into detail, but said it’s been rough
getting back to a regular sleeping pattern. He’d mentioned that
when he does finally sleep, sometimes bad dreams haunt him. 


I
gently nudged him, hoping to soothe him out of it. He looked so
vulnerable in his sleep, and my heart broke for him wondering what
plagued him. Was it something he saw when he was away? I nudged a
little harder, finally pulling him from it.

“Huh?
What?” He sat up, looking around. Turning he looked at me,
getting his bearings back. It took him a second, but he realized
where he was. 


“It’s
okay,” I said, stroking his arm, trying to calm him. I hope I
did the right thing by waking him.

He
sat staring at the wall across from the foot of the bed. Beads of
sweat ran down his face, though the room wasn’t overheated. He
looked at me and got up. Pacing in the bedroom, he said nothing, and
then walked to the bathroom. Was it a mistake? Should I have let him
sleep? 


I
heard quiet crying from the bathroom. I climbed out of bed and went
to the door frame. “Do you want to talk?” I hadn’t
seen a grown man openly cry in ages, and it tore my heart out. 


“I’m
fine,” he said, sniffling. “I just need a few minutes.
I’ll be out shortly.”

I
sat in bed, wondering what I’d gotten myself into. I felt
selfish for wanting everything to be perfect out of the gate, but
this wasn’t going to be a regular relationship. I knew that, I
could feel it deep, and yet, I wanted to hold him, comfort him, and
make it all better. I knew I’d weather the storm with Austin,
whatever it might be. 


When
he emerged from the bathroom, he quietly slid back into bed and
stared at the ceiling. 


“Are
you okay?”

“Just
par for the course,” he said. “You should go back to
sleep.”

I
reached over and ran my fingers over him tenderly. My feelings were
growing, but I wasn’t sure where to place them, not just yet. I
didn’t know how to help him, and felt lost. I wanted to help,
but it wasn’t something he was ready to share. 


Austin
laid there in silence, his arms tucked behind his head, as he stared
at the ceiling. I fell asleep at some point, but it pained me knowing
he was struggling. On waking I saw he’d finally fallen asleep,
and got out of bed as quietly as I could. I stood watching him sleep
for awhile, before quietly leaving the room so he could rest.

When
I spoke to Heather the next morning, she told me about Scott going
through some stuff when he got back from his past tours. She hadn’t
told me a lot of this stuff before, and I realized there was more
involved to hooking up with Austin than just sex. She promised me it
would work itself out, and he’d be worth it, just to give him a
little time. 


I
broached the topic of his marriage asking if she was aware, and
Heather meekly admitted she knew that kernel of truth. She was afraid
I’d form an opinion before getting to know him. She told me
over and over again that he’s divorced. It was awhile ago and
she’s no longer in the picture. I guess after enough times of
hearing it, I finally believed it. 


I
scanned the internet after he went home, and searched for pictures
and information on Austin and his ex-wife. I didn’t have a lot
of time; I still had to get a run in and get to work. I knew it was
prying, but I was curious and needed to see what I could find. It
took me a little while, but I finally dug up an old picture that was
online, some bridesmaid from the wedding had their picture up with
their names and was blogging about what went wrong. Seriously?
Friends do that shit? Note to self, watch who your friends are. 


My
stomach hurt seeing his wife, ex-wife. She was gorgeous, a brunette
with red highlights, long hair past her shoulders, petite features,
and obviously prettier than me. I suddenly felt small, not good
enough, and hated myself for having looked for things in the first
place. It’s not my business; I shouldn’t be digging for
information. Be careful what you ask for, because you just might find
it… and there I sat, disgusted with myself, and realizing his
ex-wife was prettier than I am. Not a great place to be. 


Her
name was Emily, and her friend was obviously bitter against Austin.
Screw her. How dare she do that to her supposed friends, and say mean
things about him. It made me bitter, but I couldn’t stop
reading, trying to glimmer any detail about my new guy that I could
pick up. 


Apparently
he wasn’t himself, not the man Emily first married, and after
he went away things changed. It wasn’t some long expose, but it
was a few paragraphs – sort of like, hey you know that wedding
I was in, well, this is where they are now kind of post. It pissed me
off, knowing my Austin was being talked about that way, but I was
more upset sitting there looking at the picture of the once happy
couple. I wished I’d never looked. Now that I’d opened
Pandora’s Box, there was no going back. What would Austin think
of me, if he knew I was snooping like this? 


I
couldn’t think clearly. I knew it was my own fault, but I was a
mess. After pacing around my living room, I went and laced up my
running shoes. A few miles into my run, I let it all go. Coming home,
I was exhausted, but knew the miles I put in was better than any
therapy I could pay for. 


I
was a few minutes late for work, but nothing my boss would chew me
out about. We had pretty flexible schedules, as long as you put your
time in. It had been a rough night and morning, and all I wanted to
do was get lost in my work. Heather stopped by my desk and gave me a
quick hug. 


“We’ll
talk during lunch,” she said before heading back to her
cubicle. 






Chapter 8 






“Yes,
I know Emily,” Heather started, “Austin and Scott go way
back. It wasn’t anybody’s fault at first; it was just the
stress of military life that made the first crack in their
relationship. Then it got ugly. After awhile, Emily started fooling
around because she got lonely. She stopped the affair when Austin
came back home, but they were fighting a lot, she said he wasn’t
the same person she married, and eventually things came to blows. She
filed for divorce, and it wrapped up pretty quickly, since there
weren’t kids involved.”

I
sat transfixed, listening to the details about the man I was dating.
I wanted every shred of detail I could get, and asked way too many
questions. When it came down to it, she moved on before he did, and
when he found out later she’d been fooling around on him, he
was livid. He didn’t contest the divorce, and held less than
stellar opinions about his ex-wife, the one willing to sleep with
another man while her husband is off at war. He was crushed though in
all honesty. What man wouldn’t be? You think you’re doing
your part, and your partner is off doing somebody else. 


Sitting
in the lunchroom, Heather and I hashed over the details of his past.
I admitted that we’d decided to carry on as a couple, but that
I’d snooped on the internet after he left.  I was embarrassed
to tell her at first, but being a woman, I knew she got that. I just
wish I hadn’t looked at the picture, because I kept seeing her
face and how pretty she was. How could I compete with that? I was
simply average, okay maybe a little above average in looks, but she
was downright stunning. Obviously a bitch, but a stunning bitch at
that. 


I
hated Emily, hated her with a passion. I didn’t even know her,
but that she hurt him so deeply, I was crushed. I wanted to wrap him
in my arms, tell him I knew the details and that I wouldn’t
hurt him that way. Only, I couldn’t tell him any of this. He
couldn’t know I’d snooped, or he’d be pissed and
wouldn’t trust me. I made my own bed, and had to deal with it. 


Austin
and I dated about twice a week, and continued getting to know one
another. On the weekends, I either slept at his place, or he slept at
mine. I had a little more room at my place, so we settled there more
often. We were currently following a pattern of Tuesday nights we’d
have dinner out and snuggle a bit, maybe watch television together,
but then go our separate ways at the end of the evening. Saturdays
were all day lust filled fun, and we’d pick an activity or two.
Whether it was lunch out, a movie, a walk, a wine tasting, it didn’t
matter, it was time with Austin. 


Work
was work, and Austin had his own stuff going on. The military had
their own schedule of training, rules, and we worked around those
things as well. Sometimes he was around, sometimes he wasn’t. I
grew used to it, but counted down the days until he would be free of
this lifestyle. I looked forward to a normal life and schedule. 


Things
were pretty calm and moving along smoothly. We connected emotionally,
and while I’d like to claim it was love, I didn’t know if
it was. Well, I knew I’d fallen in love with Austin, but I
didn’t have a clue what his feelings were. He didn’t
express them deeply, and while I felt cared about, and we shared a
deep intimacy in bed, I just didn’t know where he stood in our
relationship. I wanted to believe he loved me, but maybe it was too
soon. 


After
a Saturday night of mind blowing sex, I went out for my usual run
while Austin slept in. Coming home, I quietly climbed into the
shower, wanting to freshen up before my guy woke up. The water felt
good, and standing in the water I relaxed. 


The
hot water sprayed over me, washing away the salty grime from my
sweaty body. My head always felt so much clearer after a run. I was
enjoying a leisurely wash up when the shower curtain opened.

“Mind
if I join you,” he asked with a schoolboy grin. Austin stood
there smiling and naked, ready to get in.

I
smiled and watched him as he joined me. His body was a thing of
beauty, strong, and masculine. I loved his chest, solid and muscled,
and his broad shoulders. I picked up the soap and ran it over one of
his tattooed arms. “Hey, good morning,” I whispered,
before leaning in to kiss him.

His
kiss was sweet, and standing in the water we enjoyed the intimacy of
the moment. I don’t think I’ve enjoyed kissing someone
more. He did something to my heart and mind, leaving me breathless
and happier than I ever remember being.

Austin
reached over and took the soap from my hand, slowly bringing the bar
to my chest. He drew small, lazy circles around each breast. The
steam from the hot water left tiny bits of mist in the air. Closing
my eyes, I saw nothing but darkness, drifting along in the sensation
he offered. 


The
smell of the soap played in the air as he lathered my body. It was a
springtime fresh scent, and right now it was heavenly, combined with
each stroke across my skin, accompanied by Austin’s hand. My
head felt dizzy in the most delicious way, enjoying his caresses. 


Placing
the bar of soap back in its holder, he rubbed his body against mine,
spreading the lather between us. Pressing against him, grinding, I
was highly aroused. Sliding together, we played with the slippery
feel of the soap and our slick bodies.

I
turned so he could take a turn under the shower spray, and ran my
hands across him, helping push the suds down, letting water and
gravity do the rest. The small bubbles spilled down the length of his
legs, and then spun around the drain before disappearing.  


Austin’s
fingers were tight on my ass cheek, groping and squeezing me. With a
playful spank, he paddled my rear. Laughing, I squealed and told him
to stop, but he continued on, lightly spanking my ass. Each new slap
across my fleshy cheek brought out an arousal that I wasn’t
expecting. The sound bounced around the tiled wall. I was getting
hotter and hotter with each passing moment, and soon my hips started
to grind on their own in a slow and steady rhythm.

“Mmm,
looks like somebody likes this,” he said, lowering his head to
my breast. Teasing me, he paddled my bottom lightly, while suckling
my nipple. “It’s my lucky day, I’ve found a  secret
little desire.”

Light
moans escaped my lips and echoed through the tiled room. Austin
turned me to the wall, and pressed me tightly against it. Our kisses
grew more heated, and hands roamed. I could feel his hardness swell
against my hip and wanted to feel him inside of me. 


The
water sprayed over and around us, and in those next few moments, I
was lost in our kisses, feeling his soft, sweet lips pressed to mine.
Our tongues explored one another. I gently sucked and nibbled his
lip, and then got lost in a passionate kiss once again. 


Lifting
my thigh, he slid into me, and together we bonded intimately. Groans
and whispers bounced around the tiled walls, and as we finished,
moans of pleasure filled the room.

Cleaning
up yet again, we finally turned the water off and reached for towels.
Drying off, I headed to the bedroom, “I’m thinking
pancakes,” I called over my shoulder. 


Austin
stood drying his body. Tossing his towel over the rack, he grabbed
his toothbrush. “Sounds good,” he said, his mouth full of
foam, as he brushed vigorously. 


Tossing
on a t-shirt and panties, I padded into the kitchen to start
breakfast. I was famished between my run and our shower encounter,
and was ready for some food. 


I
should have known he’d start trouble as soon as he saw the
pancake spatula. “Stop that,” I said hopping around, as
he swatted at my bottom. We were laughing, and when I finally
finagled the spatula back, I was able to flip the pancakes before
they burned. “Great, now I’m flipping breakfast with a
dirty spatula,” I pouted.

“You’re
clean. You just got a shower, and your panties are fresh from the
wash,” he winked. “I think you like that. I could totally
see us adding a little extra sensual spanking to our escapades.”

I
smiled, pretended to be offended, and then broke, “Sure, twist
my arm,” I teased. “What can I say; the girl likes her
bottom pink sometimes.” Austin came in and was groping me. “How
am I going to get this stuff done? Sit down at the table,” I
pointed. “Let me finish here.”

“Fine,”
he playfully pouted, “if I must.” 


Serving
up breakfast, I grabbed the syrup and butter and joined him. 


Sitting
across from Austin while finishing my pancakes, I smiled watching him
eat. I was in love, and there was no denying it. 






Chapter 9





Austin
was making plans, with less than a year to go, he’d be out of
the military. He was hoping to go back to school and start a new
career. While the idea of psychology appealed to him, he wanted the
stability of having a trade, and was thinking more along the path of
electrician or heating and cooling, knowing there’s always
work. He even thought about starting his own business over time. With
four years in the army, his ideas of what he wanted had changed over
time. He’d have four years of inactive reserve to account for,
but he was hoping his time was coming to an end. Many of his friends
re enlisted, but he knew a military career wasn’t for him. 


When
the news came that he’d have to serve another tour, he took it
hard. Someone fell off of a roster, and he was used to fill the gap.
He had a little over six months notice, but he’d be going back
overseas. He wanted to step up and help his unit, but thought he was
finished with tours. He’d all ready served two and thought he
was done. He was a mix of emotions. He’d finally stabilized
after coming back, blending into civilian life, and the thought of
having to do it again overwhelmed him. The nightmares had started to
subside, or at least happen less often, and he was torn over the
mental energy it would take to go back. 


He
had no inclination to try to get out of it, and knew he’d do
his duty. He wasn’t a coward or a quitter, but he wasn’t
ready to go back – not so soon. Some guys volunteered and kept
going over, but Austin was ready to get out of the military. He
didn’t have a choice in the matter, and finally had to make
peace with it. 


I
didn’t know what to say. I wanted to comfort him, but reeled
knowing just as I’d fallen in love with the man, he’d be
taken away from me for a year. He’d have three months of prep
time, and then another nine months abroad. I was stunned, and had to
decide where this left us as a new couple. 


That
gave me with just over six months with Austin, and then I wouldn’t
see him for a year. The weight I felt in my heart was like lead. My
stomach was sick, and I didn’t know what to do. We were a new
couple, and I wasn’t even sure where he stood in this
relationship. Would we continue to stay together, or split up and
hope when he returned we’d find our way back together?

How
much commitment would it require, and was I shooting myself in the
foot not being able to date others for an entire year, only hoping
he’d come home and still want me. I was confused, scared, and
desperately wanted to wake up from this bad dream. 


I
finally found a wonderful guy, fell in love, and now this. It wasn’t
fair. I tried to be strong when I talked to him, but I was falling
apart, little pieces of my heart dropping to the floor, uncertain
what to do. 


It’s
not like we’d been a couple for a year or two, we’d only
been dating for a few months. My head was spinning, and the more I
thought about it, the more confused I got. Half of the time I thought
it was smarter to part ways, and not put myself through the pain of
losing him, and the other part of me knew I’d always feel like
half of a person without Austin in my life. 


I
knew I had to hash it out with Heather, as much as I had to discuss
it with Austin. She’d been through it with Scott and could help
me sort through my feelings. She knew me as well as anyone, and I
could be honest over my selfish thoughts, as well as my loving ones. 


“This
is more than I need, I don’t know what I’m supposed to
do. I finally get attached, and I’m going to lose him. I mean,
do I stay with him for another six months and let go, or do I hold
on…” I was talking too fast, as my thoughts jumbled in
my head. I paced, holding my cell phone as I walked, keeping Heather
on speaker. 


“If
I let go, I lose Austin. I’m not ready to lose Austin. I love
him. Oh my gosh, did I just say that out loud, so yeah, okay, there’s
that. I love him. There I said it. And yet, if he’s gone for a
year, I’ll be alone, lonely, no boyfriend, and wondering if
he’ll even want to get back together when he gets home.”

“Take
a breath,” Heather said, listening. “And no surprise, I
knew you loved him. You can’t stop talking about him, and if I
even say his name, you break out into this massive smile. No secret
there, champ.”

“Yeah,”
I sighed. “He makes me feel,” I stopped myself. “He
hasn’t told me yet. This could all be a mute point; he’s
never once told me he loves me. Maybe he’s planning on breaking
up with me before he goes.”

Heather
calmed me down and helped me through it. She knew the panic, the
sensations, and this being a newer relationship, she told me about
the trade off I’d have to make, dating a soldier. Was our
relationship even strong enough, and should we strengthen it or let
go? 


Austin
and I spoke at length about the topic. We could stop seeing each
other now, and try to pick up again when we get home, or we could
hold out. He said some guys liked to go unattached, while others knew
having someone at home gave them something to hold onto. Each guy had
his own thoughts on the matter. He had not a clue what he wanted, but
knew what he needed. He said he needed me. I told him I wouldn’t
let go. 


He
finally admitted his feelings in bed one evening. Our kisses were
tender, and slowly grew more heated and heavy. “I’m going
to miss you so much, and I haven’t even left yet. I love you,
Kate,” he whispered. 


My
eyes shot open. He’d never said those words before. Did he just
say what I thought he did? “You love me?” I asked
quietly.

He
nodded, “I’ve known for a little while, but was almost
afraid to say it.” His hands raked through my hair. 


“I
love you too,” I said, feeling weepy, though no tears fell. “I
don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I don’t want to
lose you, and yet I don’t want to hold you back.” I clung
to his body, holding him tightly. 


“Baby,
you won’t lose me,” his mouth was wet and warm, and his
lips were sweet. “Just don’t let go.”

I
closed my eyes, holding my soldier, knowing he’d be leaving in
a few months. I wanted to spend whatever precious time I could with
him before he went, and yet knew I’d have to deal with
loneliness when he left. It was bittersweet, fall deeper in love, and
then he’ll be pried from my hands – for close to a year.
Could I go a full year? Life would continue on, but my boyfriend
would be overseas fighting a war, and I’d worry about him every
single day. 


Side
by side, our gaze met, and the softness, the genuine warmth was
beautiful. I fully knew in that moment this was love. He said it, he
meant it, and I knew how I felt. Together we would weather the storm.


Music
was playing softly in the background, a mellow playlist I usually put
on before I go to bed. It was the perfect back drop to what was about
to happen. Sensual and smooth, the music accompanied our lovemaking.
I opted for a smooth jazz for atmosphere, instead of my usual upbeat
stuff I use for running. 


“I
just want to look at you for a minute,” he said, eyeing me up
and down. “You’re such a beautiful woman.”

I
blushed, hearing his words so openly. Austin was everything I wanted
in a man, sexy, smart, handsome, and fun. His body was amazing, and
every time we were in bed together, I loved to stroke him and let my
fingers draw across his skin, playing in the lines of his abs, along
his broad chest, or down his muscled biceps – tracing the lines
of ink on his tattoos. 


Watching
him look at me so intensely, I grew shy and embarrassed, but saw the
hunger in his eyes. I knew how to quench that desire, and moved in
closer, pulling him to me. 


His
words were soft, but I held onto each and every one, knowing I’d
play it back later. “I love you, Kate.” I melted into a
puddle of butter at that very instant. 


I
interlocked my fingers with his, holding Austin’s hand. I
wanted to do something special for him, and leaned in close,
whispering my intent. A smile spread across his face, and as I slid
down between his legs, I let my fingertips drag along his body. His
erect cock stood proud and firm.

Slowly
I traced the side of his manhood, my finger stopping to play with the
head of his penis. I loved how it moved, dancing to my touch, a
flinch this way and that. Closing my hand around his member, I held
him as I lowered my mouth. Listening to his moans, I continued to
tempt his senses, hoping he enjoyed the moment. My fingers delicately
played with his naughty bits below, and as his groans and breathing
changed, I knew he was getting close to release. 


With
the heated passion having reached its peak, Austin’s heart
raced. I climbed beside him and placed my head on his chest,
listening to it beat quickly. 


“Wow,”
he said, wrapping his arm around my body, pulling me closer. 


Austin
ran his fingers through my hair, reaching across. “Come here,
you,” he said lifting me up and onto his chest. Lying atop of
him, our lips found one another automatically, and his soft sweet
kisses filled my heart. 


I
loved when his fingers played on my bottom, first tender, and then
groping. He’d squeeze my cheeks and things would heat up all
over again. His touch set me afire, making me feel alive. There was
something special, no matter how simple or erotic his touch was I
knew it was love.

“Get
up,” he whispered, “I want to…” he didn’t
have to say anymore. 


Within
moments I shifted off of him, getting up on my knees. I was ready for
him to fill me completely. My insides felt empty and void, aching for
him to penetrate me and quench my desire. Climbing in behind me,
Austin’s hands found my breasts as he pushed in from behind. I
gasped as he entered me. Our bodies connected, his hands in front of
me, my own reaching back trying to hold him as he thrust deeper
inside. 


My
head fell to the side as his hands massaged my breasts, and with each
lunge, I cried out in pleasure feeling my lover take me to the edge.
His hands slid from my breasts down along my stomach and moved down
farther. With him inside, his fingers looking to heighten my
excitement, I couldn’t hold back and was groaning, bucking back
into him. I was so sensitive, and finally had to pull away, regaining
my composure. His hands ran across my rounded bottom, and slowly he
entered me again, finishing what he’d set out to do. 


Collapsing
onto the bed together, we clung to one another, enjoying the high of
the orgasm we’d experienced. 


I
love him, I love him so much. 






Chapter 10





Heather
and I had been discussing a double date for awhile, but our schedules
didn’t mesh, or we just kept putting it off. We finally set
aside a weekend to make it work. We tossed around ideas, mentioning
going to the movies or a wine tasting, but then finally settled on
something none of us had done in a long time – bowling! 


We
decided we’d spend an afternoon bowling, and then head to lunch
at the local tavern. It would be nice to hang out together. We
usually did our own thing, but we were all friends, so it seemed like
a perfect opportunity for an afternoon of fun. 


I
was excited to go out with everyone. Austin and I said we’d
meet Heather and Scott at the bowling alley, and then we’d
follow them to the pub. It was a gorgeous sunny day, and I couldn’t
stop smiling. I was curious to hear what Heather thought of us as a
couple, how we interacted together. Not that it mattered, but it was
just another layer of fodder for us to dissect and enjoy discussing -
girl talk and nothing more.

Standing
at the counter, we stood waiting to get our shoes, as we sorted out
our sizes. Everybody made jokes about our fashionable bowling shoes
with two tone colors, as each got sprayed out with Lysol before being
handed over to us. 


After
being directed to our lane, we were relieved there was automatic
scoring, because none of us had been in a bowling alley in quite a
long time. My scoring skills were almost non-existent. Let’s
face it, my bowling skills weren’t any better than my scoring,
and I was in trouble. 


Popping
on my stiff shoes and lacing them up, I groaned while looking down at
my feet. How can they not make more fashionable shoes after all these
years? I wondered how old the shoes were and how many pairs of feet
had been in them before mine. I shuddered and quickly thought of
something more pleasant. 


Walking
along the racks of bowling balls, we went through the process of
dipping our fingers into them, trying to find a good fit and weight
for each of us. Heather and I went off in our own direction as the
boys went another.

“So,
how are you guys doing?” Heather asked, smiling. 


“As
if you don’t know,” I laughed. “I talk to you
almost daily.”

“I
know, but you were really stressed about his deployment orders, and
I’ve been thinking about you a lot.”

“He
told me he loved me the other night,” I smiled. 


“He
did!”

“Yes,
and he asked me not to let go,” I finished.

“Aww,
that’s so sweet. So the two of you are going to make a go of
it?”

“I
think so,” I said. “I’m not exactly sure what to
expect, but I can’t imagine being with anybody else. I adore
him, Heather.” 


“I’m
so happy for you,” she said. “Oh, I found a fit! This one
should be good.” She picked up a black bowling ball with blue
swirls through it. “It’s a ten pounder, more than this
and I’d be in trouble!”

We
finally all made our way back to our lane and placed the balls in the
ball holder. We had a great time watching everyone have a go at it. A
few gutter balls later, a couple of lucky strikes and spares, and we
were wrapping up. None of us were especially good at bowling, but
Scott won the first match regardless, and then Heather took the rest.
Somebody had to win. 


It
was a fun afternoon, but what was relaxing and silly, soon turned
awkward. As we were returning our shoes, Emily walked up to the
counter with a friend. Talk about timing! She was oblivious at first,
as our backs were turned facing the counter. They were behind us, and
as we went to turn around, we almost bumped into them. The look, the
silence, the stare…

“Hey,”
Austin said flatly. 


“Not
going to introduce me to your new friend?” She asked, sarcasm
dripping in her voice. 


“We’re
on our way out, see you,” he said, taking my hand and walking
past. 


“Whatever,”
she snipped as we walked away. 


“Who
was that?” I whispered, pretending like I didn’t know. 


“My
past,” he simply said. Heather and Scott were decidedly quiet
during this exchange. 


“Oh
is that…” I stopped. I knew I was playing dumb, and was
damn well familiar with who it was. I’d seen Emily’s
picture before on the internet. My stomach rumbled with knots seeing
her in person. It was stupid, but suddenly I was worried he’d
remember how pretty she was, or miss her, or want her back, or a
combination of other things. The end result in my mind was that he’d
linger on seeing her today, and choose her over me. It was stupid, my
own insecurities, but I couldn’t slow down the thought process.


“Yeah,”
was all he said, and then turned to Scott and Heather, “We’ll
meet you at the tavern shortly, can you give us about fifteen minutes
first?”

“Sure,
we’ll grab a pitcher to hold us over. We won’t order food
until you get there.” 


“Thanks,
we’ll see you shortly,” he said. His face was stone cold,
and I was certain he was about to blow. 


He
popped the locks on the car doors and we got in. “Who is that?”
He turned to me, questioning my judgment. “You know damn well
who that is.”

“What
are you talking about?” I bit my cheek, trying to dodge the
bullet. 


“You
know damn well who that was! I saw your computer’s history,”
he said. “You were searching for information about me -
snooping.”

“You
what… Why would you do that? That’s not right. First
it’s my computer, secondly, that’s kind of creepy that
you’re checking up on me.”

“Oh
really?” He said, pot calling the kettle black.

“Fine,
I checked up on you. We had just started dating and I was trying to
scope stuff out. What’s the big deal?”

“The
big deal is you were just playing stupid back there. Who is that?
Don’t play games with me.” His tone was harsh. 


I
looked down at my shoes, “And you stay the hell out of my
computer history. It’s not your business what I search.”

“My
wife cheated on me. I have a habit of checking up on people I’m
in a relationship with. If you have nothing to hide, then we don’t
have a problem.”

It
stung a little, hearing his tone. This entire thing caught me off
guard. We’d never discussed his ex-wife before, and now we were
fighting about her. 


“What
about trusting someone? Why should I be criminalized because somebody
else did something wrong, that’s not fair?” I said,
annoyed we were even having this conversation.

He
shook his head, “Look, I’ve got trust issues okay. Just
don’t play stupid with me.” His voice softened. 


I
was torn in the moment. I felt violated that he’d searched my
computer’s history. It was obvious when he did it. He often got
up in the middle of the night, having trouble sleeping. And foolish
me, I never emptied my searches. Why would I? I thought of my
computer as mine, as private. I guess I didn’t realize he
didn’t. I didn’t know what I felt in this moment.
Betrayed for one, but embarrassed at being caught on the other hand. 


Our
first fight, and there it was – a trust issue. We’d both
done something questionable, and hadn’t revealed it to the
other. It wasn’t tragic, but it felt horrible. The tension was
thick, and I just wanted it to pass. I knew with enough time, we’d
be okay, but it felt like today was a mess. I didn’t want to go
put on a happy face and party with my friends, laughing over lunch
like everything was fine, but that’s exactly what I would do. 


While
it all spilled out, I wasn’t ready to reveal my strong
insecurity to him. That was the last thing I needed to do, come off
needy and pathetic. Yet, as usual I couldn’t stop myself from
talking. Things just come out.

“Do
you still love her? Do you think she’s prettier than me? Why
didn’t you tell me your ex was your ex-wife? It’s kind of
a big piece of information.”

He
turned and looked at me like I had two heads. “Do I still love
her? She fucked another guy while I was away at war. I fucking hate
her; she destroyed my ability to trust.” He had nothing else to
add. 


I
sat silently as he drove. Staring out the window, I bit my tongue
before saying anything else. This was slowly turning into something
else in my mind, morphing into a moment of insecurity. The issue was
trust, but all I could see was a pretty girl he used to love. I hated
that I couldn’t let go of it. I knew it was my mind playing
with me, head games of the worst kind. They would pass eventually and
I’d get over it, forget what happened, but I was feeling rather
raw at the moment. 


Austin
parked the car in front of the tavern, and turned to look at me. “Are
we good?” His tone was flat, and not his usual voice. 


I
shrugged, “I guess.” I didn’t know what I thought,
but this entire conversation caught me off guard. I needed time to
process it before I let it go.

Taking
my hand, he lifted it up to his lips, kissing my fingertips. “Listen,
I probably over reacted, but seeing her set me off. It was a rough
time for me, and holds a lot of bad memories. When I needed somebody
to be there for me, someone I thought was being faithful, waiting for
me…well, some days it was all that pulled me through. I held
onto that, cherished it, and then I realized I was played for a fool
the entire time I was gone. Only, it wasn’t revealed right
away. She let me believe she’d been faithful. It didn’t
come out until later. I felt like an asshole when it was all
revealed. Every time I think of her, see her, or anything to do with
her, it sets me into turmoil. It’s my past, trust me, I don’t
want it back. I want her to go away.”

I
nodded and accepted his explanation. I was certain he didn’t
want his life back with his ex-wife, no matter what my mind wanted to
tell me. She obviously elicits strong feelings in him, but I was
relieved they weren’t emotions of desire. 






Chapter 11





“Hey,
over here,” Scott’s hand went up, flagging us down. 


Within
moments of sitting, Heather looked like she was going to burst. “I’ve
been dying to tell you this all day, but wanted to wait until we got
here where it’s quieter.”

“What’s
up?” I asked, curious to hear what had her so excited. 


“Well,
Scott and I have some news,” she paused for barely a moment,
“We’re having a baby!” The joy on her face gave
away her excitement. Scott looked so proud, grinning ear to ear. “We
didn’t want to say anything until we were sure everything was
okay.”

“What?
A baby, oh my gosh, that’s awesome!” I squealed with
Heather, and then she filled us in on the details.

She
wanted to make sure they didn’t have any problems before they
shared the news, since they’d had a previous experience of
losing a pregnancy early on. With everything going well, and her
first trimester going smoothly, she was finally ready to spill the
beans. She was all ready three months along. 


We
went into all of the details of her pregnancy, discussing things like
did they think it was a boy or girl, were there any favorite names
picked out, nursery ideas, and would she bottle or breastfeed, along
with every other topic we could think of. We talked non-stop. Scott
and Austin looked amused as we jumped from one topic to another,
covering every bit of information we could think of. 


I
was happy for them; they’re such a strong couple and love each
other so much. It was a cause to celebrate for sure. I just wished I
wasn’t still stinging from my earlier fight with Austin. We
enjoyed a couple of drinks while Heather stuck to juice, and we
bathed in the idea of a new addition to their family. I knew Heather
would be a great mom; she had a nurturing way about her.

She
couldn’t stop smiling. “I was dying to say something
earlier, but I had to wait,” she said again. “And the
bowling alley was a little loud, but I figured I could finally tell
you here.” She was apologetic she couldn’t tell me
sooner, but I told her that was silly and not to even worry about it.


“I
wanted to tell you, but Scott made me promise we’d wait until
we got through the first trimester. You have no idea how many times I
almost spilled the beans!”

Scott
was beaming, proud as anything. His arm gently draped over Heather.
“She’s going to be such a good mother,” he said
leaning over and kissing Heather’s cheek. His face spoke of
absolutely joy at the prospect of being a father. 


I
wondered if that would be me and Austin one day, or would trust
issues pull us apart before we even got started. Would we see a
future, or would he just be some guy I dated one time. I didn’t
even know if he wanted a large family or small one. I mean, I assumed
if we got married one day we’d have children. It just never
seemed to be the topic of conversation, since we hadn’t gotten
to “that point” in our relationship yet. 


After
a leisurely lunch we parted ways. Scott and Heather went off to do a
little shopping, and Austin and I were heading back to my place. I
hoped it was for a loving afternoon, and not for more fighting. I
hated that we went at it earlier. It left me feeling weird and
uncomfortable. It was our first squabble, and while it didn’t
drag on and on, it still left me uneasy. I didn’t know if he
was past it yet or not. 


Getting
in the car, I gently placed my hand on his arm, “Hey, are you
okay?” I offered an olive branch, wanting to smooth over our
earlier argument. As much as I hated what happened, I hated having
this tension between us even more. 


“Yeah,
I’m sorry I exploded earlier. I overreacted. Listen, I’m
going to have trust issues. I apologize whole heartedly for that, but
it’s who I am.” He warned me of his trust issues early in
our relationship, and I understood where they came from. It was just
one of those things that I didn’t think would ever be an issue
for us – until it was. 


“And
I’m really insecure, so if you can deal with that, I’ll
tackle your trust issues. Is it a deal?” Dear goodness, do I
have a lot of insecurities. If he knew how deep they ran, he’d
probably run screaming in the other direction just to get away. 


He
smiled softly, “Deal.”

I
leaned over and accepted the peck he was offering. It was still a
quiet drive home, but at least I felt like our argument was
officially over. The tension melted, but things weren’t back to
normal yet. The atmosphere had changed between us that day. It was
our first official fight and it felt bigger than it probably was. 


Getting
out of the car, I took a deep breath. I guess it was now or never,
knowing if the tension had truly passed. Unlocking the door, he
didn’t linger as close as he usually does, and it concerned me.
I felt like there was unresolved conflict, though it wasn’t
spoken. We might have made our peace, but it was still in the air. I
knew it would just take time, but patience wasn’t my strong
suit. 


“Can
we talk for a little while?” I said grabbing a couple of drinks
out of the fridge for us. 


“Sure,”
he obviously wasn’t rushing to get to the bedroom. But was it
fair to expect him to? Truthfully, I wasn’t feeling amorous
either, but knowing he didn’t want me in that moment still
hurt. I hated the awkwardness between us. 


“I’m
not sure how this will all work out. I mean, we’ve gotten to
the point where we care a great deal about each other, have admitted
to feeling love, and yet there are a few things we’ve never
talked about. We seem to skirt around issues that might leave us
uneasy. Maybe we should look at and maybe even tackle a few of them.
Honestly, I’m still concerned about you going away, and how
that might change us as a couple. How can it not?”

He
stood, his hands in his pockets, looking like a little boy. “I
hate stuff like this.”

“I
do too, but I figure we might as well deal with it now, since there’s
tension in the air.”

Nodding,
he sat. “Fine, I guess now is as good as any other time.”

“Austin,
the thing is - I do love you. I think I’m scared you’ll
be gone an entire year. That’s a long time. How do we know
we’ll be strong enough to go that length of time without
faltering? What if we fall out of love, not seeing each other? How
will we communicate? Will we even be able to? This is a new
relationship, and we’re still in the honeymoon phase where
everything is all peachy, and yet we’re promising to span an
entire year together – in separate places. I’m not saying
I don’t want to, but it sort of scares me.”

“I
don’t want to do this if you won’t be faithful. I can’t
handle going through that again. If you think you’ll want to
date, see other people, than you need to tell me. Not once I’m
over there and depending on you to be at home waiting on me –
but before I go. Don’t put me through that. If on the other
hand we weather this and get through it together, we’ll know we
can handle anything.”

“I’m
afraid of being lonely,” I admitted, “or you falling out
of love with me. Like, here I am waiting all this time, and then you
come home and don’t even want me. So it would be like I wasted
all this time for nothing.”

“I’m
loyal, down to the core. If I’m with you, I’m with you.
And it’s not like I’ll be out picking up women in the
sandbox over there. Trust me; it’s hardly fun and games. We’re
out on assignment, patrolling villages, hoping to get a shower time
to time, and hoping we don’t get shot at. Other women are the
last thing on my mind, trust me.”

“I’m
afraid of losing you, losing this relationship, and yet a year is a
long time,” I sighed. The word year seemed so innocent, but in
reality it meant 365 days – and that sounded a heck of a lot
longer than simply a year. And yet they were the same. It was weird
how something could feel okay one moment, and then completely
daunting the next. Unfortunately, I had the bad habit of over
analyzing everything to death. 


“It’s
a long time for me too,” he said, “and I understand your
concerns, but I’m hoping you’ll think I’m worth it
in the end.”

“You’re
worth it,” I whispered. “You’re so worth it,”
I leaned across and climbed onto his lap, wrapping my hands behind
his neck, interlocking my fingers. I placed a tender kiss on his
lips, and decided at that moment, I was in – regardless of what
happened. Austin was my future, I was sure of it – I think. I
hoped. 


Words
were spoken, but I think a lot more weren’t. We both sat
licking our wounds from earlier, wondering if our future was carved
out for us, or if we’d fall apart sooner than later. 


I
want to say we rushed off and had incredible make up sex, but the
truth is we didn’t. The lust wasn’t there, what was left
was simply an over abundance of emotion, wondering what the future
held for us. I wondered if he would hold a grudge. My gut told me he
would, but who knew really? I just feared things would take awhile
getting back to normal. 


Later
that night, I was on the phone with Heather. We got the baby talk
about of the way first, and then entered into new territory. 


“Why
do you think you’re so insecure? You have nothing to worry
about, Austin is crazy about you,” she assured, “at least
according to Scott.”

“Yeah,
he talks about me with Scott?” I sighed, “I don’t
know. It’s just something I’ve always dealt with, and
then seeing Emily at the bowling alley set me off. I’ve been a
mess inside. It’s not like he wants to get back with her, but
his past was right in front of me.”

“His
past, Kate, and you’re the future,” she pacified.

“I
know, I know, I hate how I do this. Sometimes I just think he’s
too good for me. I mean, he’s a great guy, sweet, funny, and so
damn good looking. I don’t deserve that. At some point, he’s
going to realize how plain I am and look for something better. Trust
me, I wish I didn’t feel this way, but after all of that, we
didn’t have some wonderful make up sex, we sat and watched
television and then he went home. There wasn’t some grand sweep
me off my feet kiss, don’t worry baby, you’re the only
one for me gesture. It was simply - see you later.” 


“Of
course you deserve him. You’re a great girl. I wish you didn’t
talk like this. You’re so pretty, you have a great heart, and
you’re fun to hang around. The two of you are good for each
other. Besides, it was your first disagreement about sensitive
topics. Give it time, it will all work out,” she soothed. “And
give yourself a little more credit, you’re a great catch.”

“Thanks,
you think? I hope it all works out. I hate how we left things. I
mean, we made up and everything, but it just felt, I don’t
know, off. And to be honest, I didn’t feel pretty after I saw
her,” my voice got quiet.

“That’s
ridiculous. You’re gorgeous, why would you even think that?”

“She’s
prettier,” I sighed. “I hate that his ex-wife is
gorgeous. I mean, couldn’t she be raggedy or something? I
always think if he sees her again, his old feelings will come back.”

“That’s
ridiculous, he hates her. She cheated on him and broke his heart. And
so what, she’s pretty. She’s also a complete bitch. Who
and what she is, well, that doesn’t even matter. The fact is
Austin can’t stand the woman. She is not your competition, so
stop making it into one in your head. Honey, you’re all that he
wants, you need to remember that. He’s there by your side, and
wants you to wait for him. Doesn’t that say something?”

“I
guess,” my voice was low, barely audible. 


“It
has to be enough,” Heather said, “because if this is
always hanging over you, you’ll never relax. You’ve got
to trust that he’s there because he wants to be.”

I
wish I could just let it go, I didn’t know how. It’s just
that it’s always been there, this feeling like I wasn’t
good enough, or as good as others. Maybe it’s some silly ugly
duckling thing. It’s not like I had guys beating down my door
asking for dates in high school. I was just some awkward, shy girl
that blended into the walls. I never really stood out, and nobody
told me I was special. 


Even
in college, sure I had a boyfriend or two, but I was more of an
introvert. I guess I put up walls before people could get too close.
I finally grew into myself and become a little more confident, but
then a dust storm kicks up, and I feel like I’m back to square
one. 


I
cleared my throat, “Sometimes I don’t want to try. I’m
embarrassed to admit this, but it’s an entire year, and that
feels like forever. I mean, if he was local I wouldn’t be
questioning this. My reality is that I won’t even get to see
him, kiss him, or anything. And I won’t get to talk to him that
much,” I whined. “Seriously, I just don’t know if
I’m ready to tackle this. We’ve only been together for a
short time.”

“It’s
still a couple months away, there’s more time to bond, and your
relationship will grow.”

“Or
I’ll just end up hurting more. I’m so torn. If I walk
away now, I can save myself pain later, but end up losing out on a
great guy. If I stay, it’s going to tear me to pieces when he
leaves.”

“Are
you really considering breaking up with him, just to get out of
hurting and missing him? You’d walk away from a relationship
that you adore?” She was genuinely surprised. I’d never
given any indication that it was still a possibility on my plate. 


“I
don’t know. I don’t think so, but I honestly have to
weigh all my options.”

“I
just didn’t expect this from you of all people,” she
said.

“Why
do you say it like that?”

“I
don’t know. It’s not like he’s going off to party,
he’s going to be under incredible stress, and I guess it
bothers me that you’d walk away over a tiny heartache. His life
will be in danger, and having someone at home will help him through.”
Her tone changed, “I guess you just don’t get that, like
military wives do.”

“What’s
that supposed to mean? Of course I care about him, but I need to
decide if that’s the life I want to take on. The constant
worry, the loneliness, it’s not fair judging me like that. You
might be used to it, but I’m not. This is all new to me.”

She
took a deep breath, “I guess. I don’t know what to tell
you Kate. I guess I expected you to be different.”

I
was silent and felt offended. I suddenly felt judged, and yet it was
my life. I had to decide what was right for me, not for anyone else,
just for me. And a year felt like a damn long time. Was I being
selfish? I didn’t think so, I needed to come to a decision
about my life, and nobody could do that but me. 


I
worded my response carefully. “I haven’t made any
decisions. I’m just saying it’s been weighing heavy on
me. Just as I fall in love with somebody, he’s going to leave.
That’s a lot to handle in my world. I’m sorry I don’t
have military life experience, but it doesn’t mean I don’t
care.”

It
felt tense. “I’m sorry. I probably came off stronger than
I should have. I do understand, trust me, I do. I guess my heart just
goes out for Austin, too. Take your time and make the decision that’s
right for you.”

When
we said our good-byes, I climbed into bed. My crappy day had just
gotten crappier. First I had a fight with my boyfriend, and then I
had another with my best friend. The day officially sucked. 


Rolling
over, I picked up a book from my nightstand. It was a paperback
thriller I’d grabbed at the grocery store, but no matter how I
tried to get into it, I couldn’t. It wasn’t happening,
and my frustration grew. I put it back on my nightstand, giving up on
my attempt at reading. My thoughts were clouded with thoughts of
Austin, our fight, his going away, and Heather’s reaction to it
all. Throwing the covers over my head, I groaned deeply. “This
sucks.”

I
climbed back out of bed and headed to the kitchen. Sure, make cookies
late at night, exactly what I need. I pulled out a roll of slice and
bake cookies and grabbed a cookie sheet out from the cabinet. 


Slamming
the pan down on the stove, I pulled a knife out of the drawer. I
sliced the cookies with pent up aggression, and slapped them onto the
pan. Cleaning off the knife, I turned on the oven and slid the
cookies inside. Setting the timer, I frowned. This doesn’t
exactly solve anything now, does it? Besides, who were the cookies
for anyway, me or him. Oh, I’d certainly be eating one or two,
but crap, here I was trying to make things better. I realized I
wanted it to be better, I wanted to be with Austin, stay with Austin,
and I was so damn scared of losing him – whether to another
girl, his ex, or even to the war. 


I
hadn’t even started looking at my fear of losing him “that
way”. There was real danger over there, and reports came back
about the loss of troops regularly. What the hell would I do? How
could I handle losing someone I loved? Maybe it was easier not to get
involved at all, why risk that kind of pain? It was too much to think
about, the reality of it all. How did families do this? It felt so
much bigger than me, and with every new thought I was overwhelmed. 


I
sat down, placing my head in my hands. The tears were hot and silent,
rolling down my cheeks. I didn’t want to lose him, not that
way. I didn’t know if I was strong enough to go through that. I
didn’t want to, didn’t want to worry for 365 days. I
didn’t want to have knots in my stomach worrying about him if
he didn’t call or write. I didn’t want to wonder if he
was safe. 


I
wouldn’t be able to hold him, touch him, kiss him, or make love
to him. Austin wouldn’t be here. He’d simply be a ghost,
a memory, and I’d have to live like that for an entire year
hoping he’d come home to me. I felt like a coward, but it was
my truth. I didn’t know if I was strong enough to do this for
an entire year. 


I
had to make a decision before I lost my courage. I went and pulled my
cell phone out of my purse. “Need to talk, can you come over.”
I texted the message before it was too late and changed my mind. 


“It’s
kind of late,” I got back.

“It’s
important.”

“Give
me thirty minutes,” he answered.

I
hated what I was about to do. I hated myself for the cowardly
decision I was about to make, but when it came down to it, a year was
a year. I couldn’t put my life on hold and hope that things
worked out. We were a new couple, there were no guarantees, and I’d
be sick to my stomach daily for a year. I didn’t want to live
that way. 







Chapter 12





I
felt sick to my stomach; when the knock came at the door I didn’t
want to answer it. I knew if I did, I was going to follow through and
tell him it was over. My heart was breaking, and I knew the minute I
saw his face, looked into his eyes, I’d melt.

Only
this wasn’t just about today, tonight, or tomorrow. This was
about an entire freaking year, a year of torment, worrying, crying,
and hoping he would be okay. I needed to break this bond before I got
in any deeper. There was no turning back, I’d made my decision.


I
took a deep breath and opened the door. 


“You
look somber,” he said. “Are you okay?”

I
sucked my bottom lip into my mouth, trying to hold back tears.
Shaking my head no, I caught my breath, desperately willing myself
not to cry. 


“What’s
the matter, Kate?” He came in to hold me. 


Oh
his arms, his solid strong arms, don’t let go. His chest, his
shoulders, firm and strong; I want him so badly, and yet it will only
lead to hurt and pain down the road. Be strong, you have to do this,
it’s better to let go now. It will be pure torture to miss him
and worry for an entire year. 


I
couldn’t find my words, and let him hold me. 


Finally,
he pulled back just far enough to tip my chin up and look me in the
eyes. “What is it, baby? Is it the fight from earlier today?
It’s okay, I’m not angry, it’s going to happen.
Arguments happen, don’t let that worry you. I’m not going
anywhere.”

I
felt like a heel. I broke down. I needed to tell him, but I couldn’t.
I wanted him, wanted to be with him, just one more time. It was
wrong, I shouldn’t, and yet I couldn’t see right from
wrong at this moment – I could only see Austin, my sweet,
handsome Austin holding me close. 


“Shhh,”
he said, pulling me closer again. He kissed the top of my head, “It’s
okay, Kate.”

I
finally broke free, “It’s not all right.” I was
sobbing, ugly crying now, “I can’t do this. I’m a
coward. I can’t do this, not for an entire year.”

It
took him a moment to realize what I was saying. He walked away, paced
for a moment and then sat on the sofa looking at me. His voice was
soft, “What are you saying?”

“I
can’t do this. I’ll be sick to my stomach for a year
straight, worrying about you, hoping you’re okay, wondering
what’s going on, knowing I’m not a part of your daily
life. I won’t be able to see you, hold you, make love to you,”
I was rambling, talking fast. “I don’t know if I can go
an entire year. That’s a long time.”

“I
see,” he stood again, and put his hands in his front pockets.
He was shaking his head, trying to absorb the words. 


Nothing.
He didn’t say another thing. He just stood there. 


“Say
something, anything,” I pleaded. 


“What
do you want me to say?” He slowly walked towards the door. 


“No,
don’t go, not yet. Talk to me, get angry, please do something,
say something…” but it was too late. He didn’t beg
me to change my mind, he didn’t hold me, he didn’t try to
make it better, he simply turned away. 


Austin
pulled the door shut behind him and was gone. The room felt empty and
swallowed me completely. I felt small, and my chest heaved as the
sobbing started. 


I
dropped to the floor, crying hysterically. I just let the best thing
that has ever happened to me walk out the door. I am a complete fool.
I wanted to run after him, tell him I changed my mind. Only, it
wouldn’t change the fact that he was leaving for an entire
year, and I’d be left with the same dilemma all over again. 


My
heart broke and fell to the floor in little pieces. 


I
was in shock. Did I really just do that? How? Why? This is wrong, I
need to fix it. I have to call him back, text him, go to his house. I
can’t let him go like this, I love him. It’s wrong…so
many thoughts swirling through my mind, and yet I was frozen to the
floor, crying, sobbing, unable to move or function. 


I’m
an idiot, how could I do that. It was a mistake; I should have stood
by him. He has to go back there, and he’s going to be alone. I
should have been strong. I’m a bad person, fuck, what did I do?
What the hell? It’s not fair; he can’t expect me to do
this, not for an entire year. It’s too much, I can’t
handle it, it’s not fair. The tears wouldn’t stop. 


I
know, I’ll work with him, maybe we can write, stay in touch as
friends. If we still want to stay together when he gets home, we’ll
have forged a stronger bond by staying in touch. That’s it, I
can still be his friend, but we’ll hold off on the relationship
aspect. I’ll call him in the morning, we can work this out. 


He
won’t want to work this out, what did I just do. I’ve
just pushed Austin as far away as I possibly could. I’m weak,
I’m a fool, and he’s gone…I can’t live
without him. I need him. What did I just do? This is a mistake…it
was a mistake. 


My
breathing slowed as I stared at the wall. I had to do it. I’d
be sick to my stomach for an entire year. I love him, I do, but I
don’t know if I can live that way. I just don’t know. I
don’t know how long I sat there staring ahead, but I couldn’t
move.

I
couldn’t focus as much as I wanted to. My mind jumped from one
thought to the next. My face was wet from tears, but the crying
finally subsided. I looked at the pattern in the rug, and finally
after what felt like ages, stood and made my way to the bedroom.
Climbing into bed, I cried myself to sleep. What’s done is
done. 


My
eyes were tired, sore from crying. I woke and didn’t want to
get out of bed. How could I? I’d just destroyed my life. I’m
nothing without Austin. I felt so dramatic, and yet I was broken. We
were new, enjoying each other, still crazy in love, and I shattered
it with a sledge hammer, breaking us apart. 


I
worried about him, and wondering how he was doing this morning. I
wanted to call him, stop by, see him, tell him we’d be okay,
but the truth is, we wouldn’t. We were no longer a couple, and
it wasn’t my business to know how he was doing. We severed our
bond last night, and I was no longer a part of his life. I cried
again realizing what I’d done. I felt shell shocked, wondering
what I was thinking. I didn’t want to get out of bed. I wanted
to pull the covers over my head and stay there all day – and
that’s exactly what I did. 


I
didn’t have it in me to call Heather, I knew what she’d
say, and how disappointed she’d be. I refused to answer my
phone when it rang later. I looked at the caller ID. It wasn’t
Austin. He wasn’t calling and begging me to take him back, in
fact it was way too silent. I wanted to talk to him, talk about it,
needed to talk to him, but he wanted no part of talking. He made that
clear when he walked out. I didn’t have the strength to discuss
anything with anyone. I only wanted Austin back, and yet I was the
one who pushed him away. I hated myself, hated myself so much, and
yet knew deep down it had to happen. 


I
could only avoid Heather so long, since I’d see her at work. I
dreaded that first look between us. Usually a best friend would hug
you, comfort you, tell you it would be okay, but I all ready knew
where she stood. She made that clear, and she’d take his side.
I felt alone, and had no one to talk to. I could always call my
folks, but I hated to involve them. I had other friends, but they
wouldn’t understand, couldn’t know what this was about.
How could they know, understand the idea that their boyfriend would
be leaving for a year…sure in theory, but how could they
really know? There was emptiness inside of me. 


Walking
down the corridor at work, I looked at the floor. I had to walk
directly past Heather’s cubicle to get to my own. I was afraid
to see her eyes, the look of disappointment. She made it clear when I
called her the other day where she stood. I ached for understanding,
but I wasn’t sure if I’d get it. 


She
watched me walk by, gave a little wave, but didn’t say
anything. Maybe she didn’t know. Oh my gosh, I didn’t
tell her yet. Austin probably didn’t say anything, why would
he? He’s probably dwelling in it by himself. No wonder…I
dreaded telling her, and knowing we’d have to discuss it during
lunch. Maybe I could put it off, tell her after work, or even just
wait until tomorrow. 


A
little later, she was standing at my cubicle, “You okay?”

“What?”
I looked up from my computer screen. I didn’t want to look her
in the eye, not yet. 


“You
don’t seem like yourself, you’re quieter than usual.”

“I’m
fine, just a lot on my mind. Can we maybe go out for lunch today,
instead of eating here? I could really use someone to talk to.”
I didn’t want to have this conversation, but I couldn’t
avoid it forever. She’d hate me when it was over, and there’s
not a damn thing I can do. I made my decision and now I have to live
with it. 


“Yeah,
sure,” she said. “Let’s go a little later, so it’s
not crowded. Want to do Pablo’s, say maybe two? We can stretch
our lunch break a little bit, since things are slower.”

“Do
you have something to hold you over, Momma?” 


She
smiled, patting her belly, “Yeah, I have some crackers in my
drawer.”

I
knew she’d hate me after lunch. It made me sad. I had to tell
her though; it wasn’t fair to leave her hanging. I mourned the
loss of our friendship before it happened. She’d made herself
perfectly clear on the phone the other day. 


As
lunch approached, I had knots in my stomach, knowing I couldn’t
avoid the topic. I glanced at the clock easily a hundred times, and
as the minutes ticked closer I dreaded the impending conversation.
What’s done is done, and I had to face the consequences.

“Ready?”
She said, standing at my desk. 


“Yeah,”
I was feeling somber. I didn’t know how I’d find the
words. She’d be so disappointed in me, and would shut me out.
My heart broke, knowing what was about to happen to our friendship. 


Let’s
be honest, Austin was all that I wanted, even more than I needed, and
suddenly we hit a little bump and I bailed. I felt like a lousy
person, a terrible girlfriend, and more than anything I was
miserable. I wanted him back in my life, but for what? For what? A
few more months, and then I would have to spend an entire year
crying… every time I convinced myself it was a mistake and I
should try to mend our fences, I also convinced myself it was time to
let go. It was a no win situation. 


Driving
over to Pablo’s, I asked about Heather’s pregnancy
wanting to avoid the other topic a little longer. 


Heather’s
tone got warm and she talked faster, excitement in her voice. “We’re
going for an ultrasound, sonogram, whatever you want to call it,
anyway, we’re going soon, and I can’t wait! We get to
hear the heartbeat now, and it’s amazing, so fast and
sweet…she’s like a little bean in there. Well, we don’t
actually know if it’s a boy or girl, I just say she, but you
know what I mean. I wasn’t too sick, and believe you me, the
way people talk I was expecting to have horrible morning sickness,
but really I just had some motion sickness time to time, like in a
car.” She barely took a breath, and continued. 


I
loved seeing her so happy, so excited, and I realized I wouldn’t
get to share in the rest of her pregnancy, the tiny details, going
shopping, being there when the baby was born. My heart shattered into
smaller pieces, if that was even possible. 


“I
think I go in a couple of weeks, and we might be able to tell if it’s
a boy or girl, but we don’t know if we are going to find out. I
mean, I want to know, he doesn’t want to yet, so we’ll
see. We haven’t decided yet. We are discussing names, but
nothing is confirmed yet. Amber is my favorite for a girl, and of
course we’d like Scott Junior for a boy, but it’s not set
in stone yet.” She started to laugh, “Oh my goodness, I’m
just going on and on, I’m sorry about that.”

“Don’t
apologize, it’s wonderful. I love to see you so excited, and I
do want to hear every tiny detail.” I meant every word of that.

Pulling
up to Pablo’s, I parked the car and took a deep breath. It was
now or never. “I have something to tell you,” I said as
we walked up to the hostess station. 


She
looked over, “Is it the fight you guys had? Is everything okay?
Did you smooth it over, or is it still going on?” She showed
obvious concern. 


After
being seated and placing our orders, I finally exhaled and started
the processing of letting it out tiny bits at a time. I knew
everything would be different when we left here today. I hated what
was about to happen, but it was time. 


“I
broke up with Austin.” My voice was flat. I looked right at
Heather, watching her expression.

“Over
your fight, seriously? Honey, you guys can get past this. Emily means
nothing to him at this point in his life, don’t let your
insecurities get the best of you.” She was trying to comfort
me. 


“It
wasn’t that.” I hesitated, maybe a little too long, and
finally said the words. “I don’t think I can go an entire
year worrying about him, not seeing him, and being sick to my stomach
hoping, waiting for him to come home.”

“Oh.”
Her voice was monotone. She needed to process what I told her, and
then without warning, “Just like that.” It was harsh, I
felt it. Nobody else in the restaurant would have been able to read
her, but she was my best friend. I knew exactly what that tone and
look were – disappointment, disappointment in me – and it
stung. 


“Heather,
we haven’t even been together that long, and I’m not sure
I’m ready to put my life on hold, and have my stomach in knots
for an entire year.”

“He
has to put his life on hold for an entire year, for you and this
country…”

“Stop,”
I shook my head. “He chose this life, I didn’t. I love
him, and you know that. I just don’t know if I can love him
being away for an entire year. It’s not like we have years
invested in our relationship, it’s been months.”

“Fair
enough, it’s just that you guys are so good together, and I
know how much he cares about you.” She shrugged. “Does it
make me a bad person to want the two of you to stay together?”

“I’m
so afraid you’ll hate me,” I started to cry, “I
don’t want to lose your friendship, but I know you don’t
approve of this decision.”

“Really,
you thought you would lose my friendship over this? Oh Kate, we’re
all human. We have to choose our own paths. You’re my friend,
period. I liked it better when you were with Austin, but that’s
not my choice to make. I don’t know if I’d make the same
decision in your shoes, but this is the only life I’ve known
for so long now, that it’s what’s normal to me.”

I
felt a huge relief, like weight dropping off of my shoulders. “I
was afraid to tell you. I love him so much, and I broke his heart.
I’m still reeling, and I don’t know what to do. It’s
been horrible. I talked to him this weekend, and he said nothing –
he just turned around and left. You should have seen his face. I
didn’t know what to do. I wanted him to say something,
anything, at least fight for our relationship, but he didn’t.”

“He
has a lot riding on this too, so maybe he was in shock. I mean, I’m
sure he wasn’t expecting it. All of this just stinks, I mean…”
she stopped herself from elaborating, “I’m sure he’s
heartbroken, and you must be too. Have you thought about
reconsidering?”

“Every
second of the day, but then it comes down to the same thing. We get
back together, I’m happy, and then he leaves – for a
year. Imagine Scott getting called away when you’re about to
give birth, suddenly he misses out on all of the first year of your
child’s life. I don’t know if I can live with that sort
of stuff.”

“Bite
your tongue. We’re praying his touring days are over. They’re
supposed to be doing a cut back, so a lot less guys are being called.
I was honestly surprised Austin got called back. Jake is the kind of
guy who volunteers and keeps going back; he may be a player with the
girls, but he has his brothers’ back.”

“He
wasn’t supposed to be on the list, but someone on the roster
was dropped, and he was pulled to fill in.” I hated how our
lives changed based on some technical paper error. Somebody else
decided for us, and that seemed unfair. He didn’t want to go
back, but didn’t have a choice. 


“Yeah,
they’ll send him to train for a couple of months, but most of
the tours are closer to nine months now. They used to be longer,
twelve and fifteen months. Then of course, there’s the
reintegration, that runs about ten days when they get back home, and
then usually a block of leave, somewhere around thirty days, based on
how long they’ve been away. It’s not set in stone though,
and any of that can change at any time. Sometimes it’s hurry up
and wait, and even when you get a date it can get pushed back or
moved up.”

“Heather,
I don’t know how you do it, but I don’t think I can. It
pains me to say it, because the feelings I have for Austin are real.
I love him and could honestly see us together in the future, but I
just don’t think I’m prepared for a year alone, worrying,
crying, hoping to hear from him, and thinking something might happen
to him.”

“I’ll
be honest. I have mixed feelings. I really think you should give him
a chance, give this a chance, and yet the thought of you splitting
with him while he’s overseas would kill him. He went through so
much with Emily, and I just don’t want him to get hurt.” 


We
discussed it frontwards and backwards, up and down, but it was time
to get back to work. I left the restaurant feeling relieved, our
friendship still in tact. I couldn’t imagine not sharing every
bit of my life with Heather at this point. She was the best friend
I’d had in a long time. 


While
I was happy that was behind me, I was still mourning the loss of my
relationship with Austin. I missed him dearly, and wanted to hold
him, feel him beside me, kiss him, and share life with him. Only now
it wouldn’t happen – it was over. I sealed our fate, and
there was no going back. I’d just have to sit in misery for
awhile, until enough time passed to heal my pain. 


Heather
said she’d have Scott check in on Austin and see how he was
doing, though she said she wouldn’t break his confidence, so
don’t ask for details. 


I
woke in a cold sweat later that night. I was crushed, my face was wet
from tears, and I had to steady myself. It was only a dream. I looked
around my bedroom bewildered. In my dream, Emily was writing to
Austin while he was away. She heard he was single again and they
reconnected. Then I walked in on them making out at the local
tavern…my heart was racing, my body drenched in sweat. I got
out of bed and paced. It’s what I do best. I’m surprised
I haven’t worn a hole through the floor yet, as often as I
pace. After clearing my head, I climbed back into bed and hoped for
the best. 


This
is a mistake. I need to fix this. I need to do something before it’s
too late. Eventually drifting off to sleep, I lost track of my
thoughts. 






Chapter 13





I
sat in my misery for three weeks. Heather let me know that Scott
checked in with Austin, but out of loyalty to his friendship, she
said she didn’t feel comfortable discussing it with me. It was
an awkward place to be, between two friends, and she didn’t
want to find herself choosing sides. I couldn’t blame her. 


I
knew it wasn’t smart, but I was miserable, and I turned back to
the comfort of what I once knew. Heather would be pissed, but I sent
a text to Nick. I didn’t know how else to get past this void I
had deep inside. I felt foolish even sending a message, but once I
hit send, I knew I couldn’t take it back. 


“Hey,”
I wrote, not saying much more. 


I
got a reply eventually, “Ready to date a real man again?”
I should have known he’d make some arrogant statement. 


I
rolled my eyes. Why am I even doing this? I shouldn’t go there,
not again. He was more of a burden than a relief, and yet I didn’t
know who else to turn to. I was desperately trying to chase away the
ghost of my past with another ghost. I hated myself as I sent the
next text. 


“What
are you doing this weekend?” This is a mistake, I heard the
words over and over in my head, and yet I continued the conversation.
Give it more time Kate, don’t do this, you’ll regret it. 


“I
might be able to make time for you.” I got back. 


Crap,
what am I doing? I should stop. 


“Are
you there?” His message poked at me, and I knew I had to
answer.

“Maybe
dinner?” My mind raced through our past, and I knew this wasn’t
a good idea, but I sent it anyway. I desperately needed to numb my
pain and move forward.

“Saturday,
eight.”

“Okay.”
I felt sick to my stomach. What was I doing? I’d end up having
dinner with him, he’d want more, and I’d probably go
there with him, just so I didn’t have to feel the pain I was in
any longer. Shit, I screwed up. I should cancel…but I didn’t.
I was lonely, still reeling from my break-up, and maybe just maybe I
could put a temporary band-aid over it and make it go away for a
little while. 


“I’ll
pick you up then.” He replied, and I could almost feel him
gloating. 


Last
time I saw him, he was drunk and lunging for Austin. And now here I
was asking to see him. I felt like an asshole. I didn’t
respond. I just stared at the message. I was numb. 


I
almost forced myself to cancel, but when it came down to it I was
single, I was lonely, and I had nobody else to comfort me. I kept the
plans. 


When
he showed up at my door that weekend, I pasted on my best smile,
though my eyes were dull. I told him it was nice to see him, and that
things didn’t work out with my other boyfriend. I felt like a
douche. 


He
was a little too hands on, and I let him kiss my cheek, but I wasn’t
ready to jump back into anything more at the moment. In fact, I
didn’t even want to go out with him, but I had nothing better
to do and no other offers currently. 


I
knew he’d want to sleep with me, and I didn’t know how to
handle that. We had history, and the sex was good, but I just wasn’t
feeling anything for him. I’ll admit it; I was using him to
make myself feel better. I knew it was wrong, but didn’t know
what else to do anymore. 


We
went to a little barbecue joint down on the main drag. I hadn’t
been there in awhile, and it was a nice change of pace. They had a
warm atmosphere, country music played in the background, and the
wooden booths were dotted with red cushions across the bench seats. 


Talking
over dinner, Nick filled me in on his latest work gossip. He had to
hold the conversation, because I wasn’t my usual chatty self. I
felt empty. Nick seemed oblivious and fell right back into our old
pattern like we’d never split up and gone our own ways. 


It
felt weird sitting here with him again. It’s not that we’d
been super serious; it’s just that we always ended up back
together having sex when we had nothing better to do. I didn’t
see a future with Nick, but he seemed to fill the void time to time.
He was a convenience, and a bad habit I needed to kick. I was
reaching out for comfort, trying to get over the man I loved. Austin
was still on my mind constantly, but I had to move on. 


I
heard his laugh before I saw him. My heart dropped into my stomach,
and as I turned around to look, there stood Austin and Jake about to
be seated a few tables away. He glanced over and realized it was me.
His eyes locked onto my own. It happened in a split second, and yet
everything felt like slow motion. I didn’t know what to do - I
froze. 


He
was wearing my favorite jeans and that snug gray t-shirt that clung
to his chest. It broke my heart seeing him there and hearing him
laugh. I realized he’d gotten on with his life and seemed to be
doing okay. It stung a little bit, but I was glad he wasn’t
hurting. What was the point in both of us being miserable?

I
watched him lean towards Jake, and then the hostess. He was leaving,
they’d go elsewhere. Everything inside of me was buzzing, an
ache running through me. I was shaking deep inside, though it wasn’t
visible. My face went flush, and I wanted to cry seeing his face
again. I missed him so much. I love him, I still love him. I hated
myself for letting go. 


As
they were about to walk out the door, Austin changed his mind. He
turned around and made his way over to our table. No, not here, not
now…

I
felt shame run through me, and the closer he got, the more I wanted
to disappear. It was too late, he was on a mission. Shit. 


“Is
this really what you want?” He said pointing to Nick. 


“She’s
ready to date a real man again. She came crawling back to me, since
you apparently weren’t man enough to keep her.”

“Nick,
stop,” I said, not wanting him to make matters any worse. My
heart was breaking, and I desperately wanted to reach out and hold
him, tell him I still loved him, but I knew it was too late. 


Austin
shook his head, “Disgusting.” He turned and started to
walk away. 


I
couldn’t help my reaction, it all happened so fast. I jumped
up, “Austin, wait…” 


He
put his hand up, “Don’t bother,” he said and walked
out. 


Nick
was somewhere between amused and angry. “Are you using me to
get back at lover boy?” 


I
shook my head. “I’m just trying to move forward.” I
dropped my head. “Can we just leave?”

Nick
shook his head, “You’re something else, princess.”
His tone was less than delightful.

“Forget
it, I’ll get a cab,” I said standing up.

“Whoa,
hold your horses; I didn’t say I wouldn’t take you home.
Just chill out, relax a little bit. When I finish my dinner, I’ll
take you home.”

“Thank
you,” I said quietly, staring at the food on my plate. I had no
appetite left. Everything inside of me felt like it curled up and
died. Seeing Austin again brought it all back, made my wounds feel
fresh, and there was nothing I could do but sit it out and wait to
heal.

“I’m
going to give you a little bit of advice,” he started, “not
that you’ll take it.” 


“Great,”
I said rolling my eyes.

“Give
it time, you’ll heal. Look at me, I felt the sting of our break
up, and it took me awhile to move on, but I did. Well, until you
called me, and I’ll admit, I was hoping for a little booty call
after dinner, I mean, we do have some chemistry in the sack,”
he went on, “but I see now that wasn’t your intention.”

I
looked at him and said nothing.

“I’m
not the enemy. You called me,” he reminded. “I’m
just saying you’ll get over him, it just takes time.”

I
excused myself to the bathroom and sat in a stall crying quietly. I
had to get it out of my system, everything hurt, emotionally and
physically in this particular moment. I felt like someone seared me
with a dagger, and stuck their hand into my body, yanking out my
heart. 


After
a few minutes, I collected myself and went back to the table. The
waitress was dropping off the check, and I knew I’d be out of
there soon. I had to get home, had to be alone and think. Not like
thinking would change the obvious, but I needed to clear my mind. I
was in a dark place. 


Driving
me home, Nick listed a handful of reasons why sex would make this all
better. I thanked him for his time, but told him I just wasn’t
feeling it. Amazingly, he didn’t try to push himself on me, and
wasn’t a total ass. He simply said that he was around if I
wanted to give things another try in the future. 


With
my key in the door, I knew I’d be able to unwind in the privacy
of my home. All I wanted was to be alone. Closing the door behind me,
I tossed my keys and purse on the table. Kicking my shoes off as I
walked through the living room, I found my way to my bed and stripped
my clothes off. Climbing into bed, I snuggled in and closed my eyes.
The pain was so real, so excruciating, and I couldn’t turn it
off. My mind wouldn’t let up, that first look between us, his
coming over, walking out…and then he was gone. I did this,
there was nobody else to blame but me. 


The
knock came the following morning. I’d slept in, and it was
easily past eleven. I quickly dressed, not knowing who to expect.
Dragging myself to the door, I checked out the peep hole. What the
hell, I wasn’t expecting anyone. I hoped Nick wasn’t back
looking for last night’s sex, because I was in no mood. 


My
heart stopped. I took a deep breath and opened the door. 






Chapter 14





“Can
I come in?” 


I
nodded, not saying anything. 


Austin
walked past me and headed to the living room. “Is he here? I
didn’t see his car.”

I
shook my head no, “We didn’t…he didn’t come
in.” My voice was barely audible. 


“I
know you still love me; this is insane. I can’t sleep, I can’t
stop thinking about you, and as pissed as I am, I’m not ready
to walk away, not yet. Seeing you last night made it crystal clear. I
still love you, and the idea of you being with him, or hell, anyone
for that matter killed me. Is this truly what you want? You can’t
truly believe we don’t belong together. I know you still love
me, this is a huge mistake…we need to give this a chance.”

I
didn’t know what to say. I was stunned. I expected hatred,
anger, and pain to be spat at me, but instead he was telling me he
loved me. 


The
words barely came out, and in a tiny whisper I admitted my true
feelings, “I still love you. I don’t know what to do.”


“Just
love me, why does it have to be harder than that? Listen, I’m
not a player; I can’t just go out with girl after girl. I
haven’t felt something this real in a long time, and I think
it’s a mistake to not at least give it a fighting chance. I
know what you’re worried about, I know you’re scared, but
for the love of God, don’t let go out of fear. Stand up to your
fear and fight for what you want.”

I
felt the tears streaming down my cheek, and nodded. It didn’t
change the fact that he’d be leaving again, but if we were
together and I was with Austin, it meant that all was right in my
world. 


His
arms were strong, and as they wrapped around me, holding me close, I
felt the ice melting around my heart. He was all I wanted, all I
needed, and once again I was back in his arms where I belonged. A
sense of relief washed over me. 


There
was lust in our eyes, a burning desire, but we took things slowly. He
leaned back and looked at me, slowly running his fingers across my
face, and then cupping my chin. Tilting my head up the slightest bit,
Austin kissed my lips tenderly. I needed his kiss as much as I needed
to breathe. I wanted to feel him again, feel him holding me, kissing
me, and taking me as his own.  


He
drew his hand across my forehead, and ran his fingers through my
hair. It was as if he wanted to touch every bit of me, absorbing it
as a memory. A sudden urgency had him pulling me in tightly again, “I
love you, Kate. I want this to work,” he whispered. 


“It
will,” I said, begging myself not to cry again. I didn’t
know what else to say. It didn’t matter; he was here with me
now and that was the only thing I cared about. I was back in Austin’s
arms. 


Finally
letting go, he stepped back only far enough to be able to move more
freely. Tracing the length of my arms, his fingers stopped at my
hands, pressing his fingers through mine. It was as if this tiny
distance between us was a great divide, within moments he pulled me
back tighter, almost embracing me in a bear hug. “We’re
good for each other,” he said softly, “we’re meant
to be together.”

I
knew he was right. Honestly, I was terrified of losing him, and yet I
didn’t know how I’d handle the pain of him leaving for a
year. I’d have to take it one day at a time, because deep
inside I knew Austin and I were better together than apart. 


Kissing
my forehead, he loosened his grip and led me to the bedroom. There
were no more words left to speak, we knew exactly where we wanted to
be. 


This
won’t change my fears, and it won’t change my loneliness
or pain while he’s away, but we have today. That has to be
enough for now. There was still time, I’d worry about it later.

Standing
before the bed, Austin pulled me back into an embrace. Nudging my
head to the side, he whispered I love you as he kissed my
neck. The warmth of his breath gave me goose bumps, as I pressed into
him hungry for more. His tongue slid along the curve of my neck,
leaving me desperate for more. 


I
reached for the edge of his shirt, tugging it up over his back, and
slid my hands beneath it. “Off with this,” I whispered
and helped him pull it over his head. I wanted to see him, feel him,
and taste his sweet skin.

I
returned the soft kisses to his neck, his chest, and then back up to
his lips. What started as a gentle softness was now a passionate
desire. Our mouths ached to fill a need, and as our tongues explored,
our hands skimmed over one another. 


His
fingers gripped the material of my shirt, and slowly inching it
higher, I held my breath waiting to feel his touch. My breasts were
partially exposed, hidden in my bra and showcasing my cleavage.
Tucking his face between my breasts, he tenderly licked my skin
before finishing the task of removing my shirt. 


Soft
moans and gasps bounced between us, a powerful lust sneaking out.
Reaching around he helped me release my bra, and slipping it off I
tossed it gently aside. His mouth and hands were attentive, wanting
to please me. I sucked in as he wrapped his lips around my nipple,
and sank into the feeling of my body’s pleasure. 


His
breath was warm and his actions soft. Closing my eyes, I lingered in
the sensations he offered. My flesh was alive with electricity. 


We
moved back to the bed and sprawled across the covers, desperately
needing one another. Our body heat sizzled. Licking his skin, he
tasted salty, and I bathed him with small kisses.

We
weren’t in a hurry. There was no rush to strip off the
remainder of our clothing, instead only a slow, sensual burn that
pulsed from inside. Embracing my lover, everything felt right.

His
hands rested on the small of my back, but slowly inched lower until
his hands were cupping my ass. A gentle squeeze, a grope, and our
kisses great more heated. Softly grinding into him, my hips took on a
life of their own, wanting to move in a steady rhythm. I desperately
wanted to feel him inside of me. 


Heal
me, take away my pain, and make it all better. I still had today,
and I wasn’t letting go – not this time. We would bond
our reunion, coming together as one, and test our faith as a couple. 


I
rolled off of Austin onto my back and unbuttoned my jeans, pushing
the zipper lower. Lifting my hips, I shifted out of my clothing,
pulling my panties off with the denim of my slacks. 


Austin
did the same, and together we crawled under the covers, lifting them
over us and snuggling in close. Pressed together in a naked embrace,
we wrapped around one another. 


“I’m
so glad you’re here,” I said, grateful he saw past my
earlier conclusions. “I’m so glad you’re giving us
another chance.” I didn’t know if I was saying enough, or
too little. I had little control over the thoughts spilling out of
me. “Please don’t let me do something so stupid again.”

“Shhh,
I’m here now. It’s behind us. We can weather this
together.” His words soothed me, and I was finally comfortable
that this wasn’t a dream.  He was truly here.

“Together,”
I said. Leaning in, I kissed his sweet lips.  


Our
bodies knew what to do, and with our legs tangled under the sheets,
we shifted just enough to bond intimately. 


Austin’s
strong arms lifted me back onto him, and slowly I pushed myself up,
sitting on him. Sharing together, slow and steady movements, enjoying
the pleasures of the flesh, our hips met, pressing, grinding, and
taking us closer to the edge. 


I
watched his eyes, not wanting to look away. The connection between us
was deep, and I felt like our relationship was moving to another
level. We both felt the love; it was obvious that something had
changed. 






Chapter 15





We
planned a weekend away, a romantic rendezvous at a little bed and
breakfast at the shore. It was easily within driving distance. We
decided to leave on a Friday night and would have until Sunday
afternoon before we’d have to leave. Poking around online
together, we found a charming place called The Sandcastle. We planned
around his schedule and it looked like we’d be able to go the
following weekend. 


Driving
down to the beach was relaxing; the normal summer crowd was nowhere
to be seen. It was off season and cooler weather, so a lot of the
area was closed. That made it even more special, knowing we’d
have a lot of the area to ourselves. 


Pulling
up to the bed and breakfast, I smiled. It looked exactly like the
pictures, which was a relief. I wasn’t sure how old the
pictures were. The large sand-beige building offered picture sized
windows and balconies jutting out in different angles. There was a
blue sign with the name of the establishment written in gold letters.
The building housed eight separate rooms available to rent out. We’d
chosen one that faced the ocean for the best view. 


Austin
pulled onto the pebbled parking area and hopped out to get our bags.
As I went to step out of his car, I turned my ankle and went down. 


“Ow!”
I said, having taken a misstep and landed squarely on the ground. 


Austin
ran around to my side, “Are you okay? What happened?”

I
bit my cheek and tried to make light of the situation. “I
tripped getting out of the car.” I felt like a fool, but my
ankle wasn’t feeling great. I went to stand up, and realized I
couldn’t put a lot of weight on it. “This isn’t
good,” I groaned. 


He
came in close so I could lean against him. “Let’s get you
inside so you can sit down. I’ll get some ice before it
swells.”  He hesitated and choked on his words, “Did you
really trip getting out of the car?”

I
rolled my eyes, “Yes.” 


He
was trying not to laugh, really he was. He felt badly that he
couldn’t stop, nervous laughter was slipping out. “Are
you okay?” Before he could stifle it, he burst into a fit of
giggles. 


“Hey,
it hurts!”

“I
know, I know, I’m so sorry. I’m not laughing at you,
well, not because you’re in pain. It’s just that you
literally fell out of the car,” he bent over in a full belly
laugh. 


I
couldn’t help but laugh with him. It became contagious, and it
did sound funny. I literally tripped getting out of the car, but it
didn’t change the fact that my ankle felt like crap, and I
needed to ice it sooner than later. 


“Okay,
Mr. Suave, think you can help me inside?” 


“I’m
sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to,” he was
regaining his composure. “It just hit me, and I couldn’t
help myself. Better be careful in the future, that first step out of
the car is a rough one,” and he was back into fits of giggles
again.

“It’s
fine,” I sighed, “story of my life. I always end up doing
weird stuff like this.” I said. 


Helping
me into the building, he set me up on a bench as he checked us in.
The owner was wonderful and had a bucket of ice and a bag to us as
soon as we got to our room. I settled into the arm chair in the
corner of the room. Austin folded up a couple of towels raising my
foot on the ottoman, and we put an ice bag on the offending area.  


“I’m
quite the sexy vision, eh?” I winked at my suitor. “Not
quite what we had on the agenda. I’m sorry; I tend to be an
accident waiting to happen.” 


“There’s
nothing to apologize for. Besides, when you’re finished icing
your ankle I’m going to get you horizontal, and you won’t
have to put any pressure on it,” he smiled. 


“Oh
are you now?”

“I
am, and I’m going to get you naked and run my hands all over
your body, kissing every inch of you.” 


“Ooh,
I’d like that,” I cooed.

“I’ll
bet you would, my little minx.” 


“Your
little minx,” I started laughing. “Is that your attempt
at talking dirty, because you’ll have to do better than that if
you want me to take my clothes off,” I teased.

“Mmhmm,
I can do better,” he was grinning like a schoolboy. “You
just rest up there, cupcake. You’ll need your strength.”

I
smiled at Austin. I’m a lucky girl. I love that man. 


“I
think my biggest issue is shoes. I don’t think I’ll be
able to get my foot back into my boots to go out for dinner,” I
sighed. 


“We’ll
get take-out,” he smiled, “and we can eat in. Besides -
horizontal, kissing, remember what I mentioned earlier, you won’t
need your boots for that.”

The
ice seemed to help, but I was still sore for a little while. He was
right though, I wouldn’t be standing a lot that weekend. We
ended up in bed quite a bit. It was hard to leave the comfort of the
cozy room, snuggling under the covers. Between whispers and caresses,
our time was well spent. 


Austin’s
soft hands traveled the full length of my body, gently massaging,
stroking, and exploring. He’d stop to draw lazy circles, or
lean in and kiss me in places like behind my knees, under the curve
of my bottom, at the nape of my neck. I was putty in his hands as he
teased me with delicate butterfly kisses all over. 


We
took turns arousing the other, and then came together as one, tangled
in the sheets. Sitting on him, leaning in, my breasts swaying with
each movement, I watched as Austin reached his peak. Collapsing into
a heap beside him, I smiled with satisfaction, ready for a nap. An
afternoon of leisurely love making was all that was on our agenda. 


I
woke to a tender, sweet kiss. “Hey,” I said. 


“Hey,”
he smiled back, “are you hungry? I’m going to go
downstairs and see what snacks Rose has out. What can I get you?”

“Will
you grab me a diet soda or bottle of water?” 


Climbing
out of bed, I watched as Austin slid his jeans on. I never got tired
of watching him dress or undress. 


He
came back with a plate of cookies and a couple of drinks. “I
was talking to Rose about your ankle still being sore and not fitting
in your boots. She said she could make us something for dinner if you
didn’t want to go out. She also said she has a list of menus to
local restaurants if we want to do take-out. They were in a binder
all together.”

“Oh,
I don’t want to be a bother, I vote take-out. No need for the
owner to have to take care of our dinner. We can just get pizza.”

“I
flipped through a couple of the menus downstairs, but didn’t
look too closely. She mentioned a few of them are closed during the
off season down here, but said quite a few are still opened.”

“I
should just try to shove my foot back into my boot, and I’ll
hobble.”

“Nonsense,
there’s no need. We’ll scan the menus and find something.
I don’t mind picking up take-out.”

“You’re
so good to me.”

After
settling on a little seafood place, we went with something simple and
chose angel hair pasta with shrimp scampi. It was delightful, and we
enjoyed an intimate meal while sitting on the bed. As we ate out of
the tin foil take-out containers with plastic forks, we laughed and
shared stories of our childhoods. 


We
didn’t see a lot of daylight. Most of our time was spent in bed
that weekend, and before we realized it our time was over and we were
driving home. Time seemed to be flying by as our relationship
continued to grow. 


Watching
the calendar, I realized Austin’s birthday would be here soon.
I had no idea what to get him. When it came down to it, we were at
that point where we’d been together for a few months, but I was
still torn on gift ideas. If I did something too personal, would he
think I was expecting too much? If I didn’t do enough, would he
feel like I wasn’t committed? 


I
went back and forth between picking out a nice watch for him and
opting for an experience like tickets to a ball game. Heather said I
was over thinking it, and anything would be fine, but I wanted to get
it right! If I got him a watch, he’d always have it, but a ball
game would be over as soon as it was over. On the other hand, our
ball teams were lining up for a game against one another and that
could be fun too – if I could score tickets. 


Groaning,
I couldn’t decide what to do. After enough back and forth, I
went for the game tickets. When it came down to it, we would have a
fun day cheering on our own teams, and have a friendly little
competition. I hoped to God he wasn’t one of those guys that
painted his body in his team colors on the day of the game. Maybe I
should pick him up a casual team sweatshirt or jersey for game day –
it might sway him away from game day body paint if that was his
thing!

I
was so excited to give Austin his birthday gift, but I wanted to wait
until after dinner. I made lasagna and garlic bread for him, and
would give him the tickets after we ate. I was feeling really good
about my choice, and knew he’d be excited. 


Funny,
I thought lasagna would be a great choice. I imagined us sipping
wine, dining, and then getting randy later. I didn’t anticipate
how heavy the pasta would feel in our bellies, and we were more tired
and sluggish after that meal, then ready to go get naked and busy.
Not to mention garlic, yeah, not a great choice! Live and learn.

When
I finally revealed Austin’s birthday gift surprise, I was
stunned when he hugged me and said, “Should I take Jake or
Scott?”

“What
do you mean?” This was hardly the reaction I was expecting. 


“Well,
Scott is more into football, but Jake can be a blast to hang out
with,” he was oblivious. 


“Umm,
hello,” I said, surprised he hadn’t thought of me first. 
 


“Huh,
what? Did I forget to say thank-you? I’m so sorry,” he
said pulling me into another hug, “Thank you, sweetheart.”

Rolling
my eyes, “I sort of got the tickets for us, like for you and me
to go together.” I felt kind of foolish having to say it out
loud. 


“Oh,
I didn’t realize, I’m so sorry.” He begged
forgiveness; he hadn’t even considered that the tickets were
supposed to be for the two of us. 


I
stood looking at him. I almost felt guilty in that moment. He should
take who ever he wants. I just thought he would automatically think
of me, but I guess I’m just a girl and he didn’t see me
as a football buddy. I was kind of bummed, but hid it the best I was
able. Okay, who am I kidding; I hid it for all of a few minutes.

“You
really didn’t think of me?” I didn’t want to feel
hurt, but I kind of was. Why wouldn’t he automatically choose
me first? 


He
pulled me close, “Oh honey, I’d love to go with you. I
guess I just don’t see you as a huge football fan. I mean, I
know you watch it time to time, but I figured you were just…I
don’t know what I thought. Of course I’d love going with
you.”

“I
thought it would be fun. Our teams are playing one another, the
rivalry, you know,” I felt like an idiot for still feeling
wounded. I guess my expectations were different. The worst part is he
did nothing wrong, not a damn thing, but my feelings still got hurt.
I hated how I blew up these little things out of proportion. I reeled
it in and swallowed my pride. 


“It’ll
be great. Let me show you how much I appreciate you thinking of me
like this,” he said, sweetly kissing my lips. “We can go
into the bedroom…”

I
cut him off, “And what sleep? After all that lasagna and garlic
bread, all I want to do is nap.” So maybe I was holding a tiny
grudge, sue me. I felt badly. I shouldn’t do this, it’s
his birthday, he was happy, he didn’t do anything wrong…why
do I play these games? 


I
got over myself and took his hand. “We can at least snuggle,”
I said, pasting a smile on my face. Let it go.

Napping
is exactly what we ended up doing; the hot sex was curtailed until
later. 






Chapter 16





I
woke up to heavy rain. Listening to it hit the window, I was glad to
be warm under the covers. I’d intended on getting in a long run
in the morning, but all I wanted to do was stay beside Austin. At
least it was still late and I could sleep. Maybe I’d still get
that run in, we’ll see. I made excuses while I curled into my
lover. 


When
the phone rang, it took me by surprise. Who would be calling this
late? I crawled out of bed and grabbed my cell phone off of the
dresser. Weird, it was Scott. “Hello,” I whispered into
the phone. 


“Kate,
it’s Scott, Heather was in an accident. We’re over at
Mercy General,” he sounded disjointed. 


“Is
she okay, what about the baby?” I tried to remain calm. 


“We
don’t know yet,” he finished. “She’s asking
for you, she’s scared. I need to call her parents, can you get
here?”

“I’m
on my way,” I quickly pulled on my jeans and woke up Austin.

“Austin,
baby, wake up,” I said trying to gently nudge him awake.
“Heather was in an accident, we need to go to the hospital.”

His
face went pale. “Is she okay?”

“I
don’t know, Scott just called,” I said pulling a shirt
over my head. “Can you drive me?”

“Yeah,”
he said, but something seemed off. I couldn’t place it. 


Quickly
gathering our things, we headed out to his car and rushed over to the
hospital. Austin could wait with Scott and help him through, and
apparently she was asking for me. Her parents didn’t live
nearby, so maybe she just wanted those close to her around.”

“Do
you know how bad it is?” He asked.

“He
doesn’t know much yet, I asked about the baby, but I think they
were still checking things.”

“Oh,
I hope she doesn’t lose the baby, they were so happy.”

“I
know,” we drove the rest of the way in silence. 


Pulling
up and parking, Austin stood at the car with his hands in his
pockets. 


“Come
on, are you ready?” I prodded to get him moving. He seemed
stuck.

“I
don’t do hospitals well. Maybe I could just stay here, or wait
outside. Just let Scott know I’m here,” he said, looking
down.

“What?
You don’t want to go inside?” 


“I
can’t…not right now. I know you don’t understand,
but please don’t press me.”

I
was confused, but if he can’t do hospitals he can’t do
hospitals. I left him behind and went inside. I texted Scott telling
him that I was here. He directed me to where he was, and then took me
to see Heather. 


“What’s
going on?” I asked, worried about Heather. 


He
looked drained, tired from the stressful situation. “I don’t
know all of the details. She was coming back from visiting friends,
and it was late with low visibility. I got a call that she was here
and rushed over. I’ve seen her, but she’s not sure of
everything, and just said it happened really fast. A car was coming
through a stop sign and didn’t stop, it clipped her car. She
hit a tree and the airbag deployed, but her mind went foggy from the
shock. She doesn’t remember much more. They’ve heard a
heart beat, so we think the baby is okay, but they’re running
some tests. They’ll probably keep her overnight, but she kept
asking for you. I told her I’d call you.”

When
she was back to her temporary room after a bunch of tests, I was
allowed to go sit with her. “Hey,” I said, quietly
walking behind the curtained space. “How are you doing?”

“Better
now, I was so scared. It looks like she’s going to be okay,”
she said, visibly relieved and rubbing her belly. I could tell she’d
been shaken. “I was worried about the baby.”

“Scott
said you were asking for me,” I said, wondering if there was
something she wanted to say.

“I
was so scared, what if something happened to me? I never got a chance
to tell you, I want you to be a part of our child’s life. If
something happened to me…” she stopped herself, not
wanting to cry. “Would you step in, help out Scott. He’d
be lost doing it all by himself. She could call you Aunt Kate,”
she said. 


“Of
course I’d help out,” I said. “Don’t even let
something like that cross your mind.” I leaned in and kissed
her forehead. “I’m so glad to see you, and know you’re
okay. When he called, I was so scared…” I stopped for
the same reason she did, trying to control the crack in my voice. 


“I
don’t have any brothers or sisters, being an only child, I
just… you’re my best friend.”

“And
you’re mine. Heather, I’ll be here, but so will you,”
I said, exhaling deeply. “Thank goodness you’re okay.”

“One
more thing, they did an ultrasound and I know the sex of the baby,”
she smiled softly.

“Yeah?”

“We’re
having a girl,” she whispered. “He doesn’t want to
know yet.”

“Congratulations,”
I whispered back. “Do you want me to go get Scott now?”

“That
would be great,” she said. She looked tired. “And thank
you for coming. I was so scared I wouldn’t be able to tell you
– it just happened so fast, my thoughts were clouded, and I
didn’t know what was going on. You could step in, be her Auntie
Kate, you know just sort of be in her life.”

After
Scott was back at her side, I headed out to greet Austin. He was
waiting outside of the sliding glass doors at the hospital entrance.

“Is
everything okay?” He asked, anxious to hear the news. 


“She
seems to be, but they’ll keep her for observation. They ran
some tests, and it looks like their baby is okay. She was scared,
wanted to ask me to step in if something should happen to her, be a
part of their daughter’s life.” I slipped. “Oops,
sorry, I wasn’t supposed to say that part. They’re having
a girl, but Scott doesn’t know yet. He wants to wait. Please
don’t say anything to him.”

“That’s
a relief,” he said. “A girl, huh, if she’s anything
like Heather, she’ll be a treasure. She’s a sweet girl.”

“Yeah,
I felt so much better seeing her.” I exhaled letting the events
of the night go, knowing Heather would be resting safely tonight,
their daughter was okay, and Scott was sitting by her side. 


Austin
started talking quietly as we walked to the car. “During my
last tour, I saw a hospital blow up, innocent children were hurt, and
there was nothing I could do. I went to help as many as I could, but
our unit was ordered to evacuate as quickly as possible because there
was heavy fire, and more bombs going off. I could hear cries,
screams,” he said quietly. “It’s one of the things
that still gives me nightmares time to time. It’s a brutal life
over there, tragic. It’s gorilla warfare and they don’t
care who they hurt, it’s truly horrific at times. The dead
bodies,” he stopped and took a breath, “I dread going
back.”

It’s
the most he’d ever said about what happened. I reached down and
squeezed his hand as we reached the car. “That must have been
horrible, and to be trapped with the memories, I can’t even
imagine.” It was a lot to take in. I couldn’t fathom what
it would be like to live with those kinds of memories. 


“Anyway,
I don’t do hospitals well,” he said. “I’m
just not ready.”

“It’s
okay. If you ever want to talk about this stuff, I’m here. I
can listen or discuss it, or whatever you need.” I tried to be
sympathetic, but what do you say to something like that? I hated that
he had to go through that, and wondered if it would haunt him
forever. Would time heal those kinds of psychological wounds?

“I
appreciate it, but I prefer not to talk about it too much. I’ve
said a few things to Scott and had a psych evaluation after my last
tour, but I keep most of it inside.” I could tell it was hard
for him to talk about it. I didn’t want to push for more
details, but wanted him to know I was here for him if he needed to
talk.

“I
don’t know what to tell you. I’d think getting it out
would help, but I’ve never been through what you’ve been
through. I hope time heals some of it for you,” I said,
wondering if I’d have to give birth at home if I got pregnant.
Would he come to the hospital then, or would it still be too much? He
had a good reason to react to hospitals, though I wondered how long
something like that lasts.

I
felt selfish even randomly thinking of other things like that. I
didn’t know how not to sometimes. I couldn’t even fathom
having to see things he saw, and be forced to remember them. It
explained the nightmares though. I almost didn’t want to know
what else he saw. 


Driving
home, it was late, and with the adrenaline rush coming down I was
ready for sleep. Curling up in bed, I drifted off quickly. Morning
came way too fast. Stretching, I rolled over and saw Austin still
fast asleep. I could still get a run in, but decided to blow it off.
Most of the heavy rain had dissipated, and it was now only a mist.  


Watching
him sleep for a moment, I realized how lucky I was that he not only
forgave me after my massive mistake of letting go, but took the time
to come back. Most men would have sulked and walked away, so that he
was even back was an incredible thing. I couldn’t imagine my
life without him. It was going to crush me when he went away, but I
had faith he’d come home to me. 


My
stomach twitched, realizing the months were slipping by so quickly.
We still had time, but I knew it would go by fast. I cherished every
moment we had left together, but soon it would run out and he’d
have to leave. My stomach knotted thinking about it. 


I’d
been tossing around the idea of introducing him to my folks, but with
the uncertainty of our future, I held off earlier. I was pretty sure
we were going to stick together, and knew it was long overdue. My
parents kept bugging me to bring him around, and I’d make
excuses as to why we couldn’t make it. I guess it was now or
never. 


I
lived a couple of hours from them, which was close enough for
emergencies, but far enough that they couldn’t just drop by and
dabble too much in my life. When I first moved farther away, it was
for a job I took, but I liked the area and stayed. I missed having
them so close at first, and then started to realize I liked having
some distance between us. 


I
guess I should warn him about my mom’s nosy nature. I all ready
dreaded the visit, but realized I’d put it off long enough.
Maybe I’d bring up the topic, and I guess he’ll probably
want to do the same, introduce me to his folks before he goes away.
Am I getting ahead of myself? He never mentioned introducing me, but
on the other hand, I hadn’t either. 


I
groaned and knew what our conversation would entail. I knew my folks
would be thrilled to meet the guy that’s stolen my heart, but I
still felt like a little girl. Since I’d moved, I hadn’t
brought anyone home, and they let me know. Boy, did they let me
know…You never bring anyone around; we want to be involved,
blah, blah, blah. Maybe I should wait. 


Mom
would ask way too many embarrassing questions, and Dad would be all
suspicious wondering what his intentions were. Ugh, maybe I’ll
put it off a little longer. I kept going back and forth, trying to
decide. It’s not that I didn’t think it would go over
well, I think I was more embarrassed at what might get said. Mom
would probably dig out my old photo albums, she loved to do that.
It’s horrific seeing all my pictures from my awkward phases,
and they’d sit and laugh together. It blew up bigger and bigger
in my mind, until I convinced myself it wasn’t time yet. 


I
wondered if he hadn’t asked me to meet his parents due to the
same things. Would they embarrass him, share stories that would leave
him blushing, or scrutinize my every move, like if I was using the
right piece of silverware. Okay, I’m officially nuts and over
analyze things way too much! 


I
obviously need to run. There was no faster way to turn off my brain
when it went into hyper mode like this. I stretched and threw on an
outfit and my running shoes. I grabbed my water bottle and tucked a
key into the elastic pouch around it. I figured two or three miles
should do the job and headed out the door. 


Climbing
into the shower, I knew Austin should be waking soon. I wanted to get
a call into Heather and Scott and see how she was doing. Hopefully
she’d be on her way home this afternoon, and be back in the
comfort of her own bed. I made a mental note to send her flowers and
check on her later. 


The
run was a smart move, and my thoughts were clear. Standing in the
water, washing off the sweat, I revisited our relationship in my
mind. In a short time we’d all ready been through so much. What
I learned more than anything is that my life was better with Austin
in it. There was no denying the fact; I was madly in love with the
guy. 


Drying
off, I peeked around the corner and watched my lover sleeping. A soft
smile spread across my face, and it took everything inside not to
pounce on him. Looking so content and handsome, all I could think
about was climbing on him and feeling him inside of me. I toyed with
the idea of waking him up sensually, but decided to let him sleep.
There would be time to play later. 






Chapter 17





When
Austin got the news that his deployment was pushed up, he almost
didn’t want to tell me. They were sending the unit in sooner
than anticipated. I was heartbroken. I thought I still had time with
him, but that time was sliced up into little bits and pieces. I was
blindsided, realizing I’d have to work through my feelings
faster than I wanted. 


I
wasn’t ready – not yet. This meant good-bye, and I wasn’t
prepared for that. We were in a really good place, and just like that
it changed. Our lives would be disrupted for an entire year. I was
angry, but knew more than anything I’d grieve the loss of him
being in my life here in the states. 


How
am I going to convince him I’m okay, and keep a calm and
supportive face when I’m dying inside?  It’s not fair,
I’m not ready for him to go, but the last thing he needs is to
worry about me. I was stunned that they could pull another fast one
on him. First pulling him back into deployment, and now this? How
does this even happen?

He
told me that things can shift by days, weeks, and months, it was just
the way it was. Nothing was certain. You either had to hurry up and
wait, or move now without warning. He seemed detached explaining it,
but I guess he had to deal with his own feelings about leaving again.
I wondered if he’d shut down on me or get more emotional. I
didn’t have a clue how I’d keep my feelings in check. 


It
wasn’t if he would leave, but when. Not knowing only left me on
edge, knowing the date may shift again. I prayed if it did, it
shifted back, not forwards. 


My
feelings were mixed up beyond belief. I didn’t know if I was
more depressed over the impeding loneliness or angry that he was
being ripped out of my life. I went back and forth and could never
settle on one feeling. It was tiresome, and felt like some damn
rollercoaster ride. In one moment I made peace with it, and the next
I would question everything, trying to find a way to outsmart the
system. It was pointless, he was going, and I’d have to deal
with that. 


At
most I’d get a letter or some video chat time with him for a
few minutes here and there, and that would have to be enough, for an
entire flipping year. What is that? 


Maybe
something will change, I mean, he got pulled in at the last minute.
Maybe they’ll find somebody else to fill the gap in the roster.
I mean, he was just over there; this has to be a mistake. If he
calls, asks, explains… I stopped myself. I was looking for
that loophole that just wasn’t there. 


Maybe
there will be some R&R in there, and then I’ll see him
again. At least I’ll get to hold him, feeling him against me.
Shit, I can’t do this. I can’t do this…it’s
not fair.  I desperately wanted my brain to turn off – but it
taunted me daily, dangling between anger and depression. 


I
tried to keep a positive outlook when he was around; he had bigger
things to worry about, like his life. He’d need focus, not some
weepy girlfriend. He was putting himself out there, risking it all,
and I needed to suck it up and present a strong front.

The
weirdest part of it all was that my life would continue on exactly
the same. Time wasn’t standing still. I’d go to work,
have a birthday (alone), run, eat dinner; only he wouldn’t be
doing it with me. Distraction was going to be crucial if I was going
to get through this.

I
beat the topic to death in my mind and wished I’d stop
obsessing over the details. But it was hovering a good deal of the
time.

Heather,
Scott, and Austin helped me with the questions I had. As the days
closed in on us, Austin would be scheduled to leave his home base and
head out. It was excruciating, realizing he wouldn’t be here
with me. 


Every
minute was precious, and I dragged him to bed every chance I got. My
insides were a mess, and just as we thought he had to leave, his
orders were pushed back for a couple of days, and we went through our
feelings all over again.

Heather’s
pregnancy was moving along, and thankfully other than some bruising
after the accident, both her and the baby got a clean bill of health.
The airbag saved them from more severe injuries. I realized Austin
would be gone for the birth of their child. It made me sad, but
realized military life means you can’t guarantee you’ll
be there. I was grateful Heather would have Scott by her side, and
prayed he wouldn’t get called back to active duty overseas. 






Chapter 18





The
time was here. The moment had arrived and I couldn’t deny it
any longer. Soon Austin would be walking out the door. I refused to
believe anything would happen to him, and knew he’d come home
to me. He was laying his life on the line, but I kept faith he’d
be back in my arms one day. 


I
took off from work the two days before he left to spend every second
with him.

I
wanted everything to be perfect, romantic, and special. I wanted to
give him memories to hold onto. I needed him to know I’d be
waiting when he returned. I also needed him to know how much I love
him, and that I wanted nothing more than the two of us to remain a
strong and bonded couple not only before his tour, but after as well.
He could count on me, and at least I could give him that tiny peace
of mind. 


When
Austin came by, there were so many unspoken words between us. I
walked around lighting the small candles I’d set up all over.
“I want to spend the next two days in bed,” I whispered.
“We’ll call out for pizza, whatever, but I need to absorb
every single detail about you that I can.”

Austin
reached up, stroking my cheek, “Thank you for making this
special. I’ve got so many mixed feelings right now. I’ll
be honest, after knowing what happened during my first tour, I was
almost glad to be single for my second. And here I am about to go
back over, hoping a woman won’t betray me. Don’t get me
wrong, I trust you, but it’s bringing up a lot of old feelings
again.”

He
apologized for going there, discussing this when I was ready to get
romantic. It was important though, he had to get it out, talk about
his feelings. He’d clammed up about it the last bit of time, so
for him to finally open up again, I knew it was the right thing for
him. 


“I’ve
worked through my feelings. I’m going to be okay. I’m not
going anywhere, Austin. You’re worth it, and I want nothing but
a future where you and I are together.”

“I
know, I just can’t help but think back to when you said you
couldn’t. I can’t go over wondering if you’re going
to decide after three months, four, or even six months that you’ve
changed your mind. I need to know you’re in it for the entire
year, not just for the first few weeks.”

I
looked at the floor, embarrassed how easily I let go last time. I
mean, it was far from easy, but I was quick to turn away from
possible pain. How could he trust my words now – what had
changed? I understood his concern, and knew I couldn’t promise
anything above my word. 


It
was odd how quickly our emotions were bouncing around. In one
instance I went from feeling sexy to serious. 


“Austin,
I don’t know what words you need to hear to make it better, but
my actions over this next year will hopefully be enough. I can’t
change your past, I can’t make you trust that things won’t
change, but I can tell you I’m fully committed to a future
together, and I’ll be waiting here when you come home.”

He
nodded, not saying much.

“If
something happens…” I stopped, choked up, trying again.
“If something happens, your folks will let me know?”

He
looked down, not saying anything. Finally he spoke, “They don’t
know about you.”

My
insides went reeling. “What? What do you mean they don’t
know about me? Like at all? How is that even possible?” I was
stunned, how could they not even know about me? Really? Seriously?
Not at all? I was shocked.

“I
avoid the topic of relationships with my parents,” he started.
“My mom thinks nobody is good enough for me, and my dad, well,
he’s just an ass at times, never took much interest in my life.
Sure he’s proud of me now that I’m a soldier, but as a
kid he was too busy working to care. I stopped taking an interest as
I got older.” 


I
was stunned, “They really don’t know about me?” I
stood staring at him like he had two heads. This was a joke, right? I
didn’t want to start a fight, not now, he was leaving, and yet…
wow.  “I don’t know what to say,” I kept as calm as
I could. Stay rational, stay rational, now is not the time…deep
breath.

He
didn’t want to look me in the eye. Austin more than sensed what
I was feeling in the moment. 


“Were
you eventually going to tell them? I mean, it’s not like we’ve
only been dating a few weeks. Are you embarrassed or ashamed of me?”
I bit my cheek, trying not to be too confrontational, but I was truly
shocked he never even mentioned me – not even once.

“Of
course I’m not ashamed of you. I guess after our short split, I
just wanted to be sure,” he stopped. “I almost said
something before we split, but I didn’t. Then I just didn’t
want to when we got back together. Not yet, not until I know you’re
still here when I get home.”

“What
do you mean if I’m still here? Nice, of course I’ll be
here. I said I would, didn’t I?” My feelings were hurt,
but I guess he had a right to make that comment after our break up. I
deserved it, even though it stung. 


“How
will I know if something happens to you?” I was horrified
realizing I might never know. I wasn’t his wife, how could I
possibly be on his contact list. It was a confirmed fact, his parents
were, and I was not. 


“Scott
would know. My parents know to contact Scott and Jake in the event of
an emergency – so that they can contact other people, my
friends.” He didn’t know what to say or how to react. It
wasn’t to be hurtful, it was simply an oversight, and now it
was growing out of proportion. 


“Your
friends,” I said flatly. I was numb. Scott and Jake were on his
list of people to contact, and I was not. In fact, his parents didn’t
even know he had a girlfriend. I didn’t exist in their world.
I’m sitting here promising to wait an entire year, but they
don’t even know I’m a part of their son’s life. 


I
felt empty in that moment. It hurt. I mean, I get that he… no,
I’m not going to make excuses for him, it hurt. 


I
didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing. I turned and sat
down on the sofa, walking away from Austin. He followed me, not even
trying to apologize, not saying he’d call them and tell them
now, he simply said, “This doesn’t change my feelings for
you.”

I
stared at him. How could he not know it would sting, hearing
something like this? I was torn; I’d wanted this to be a
romantic encounter, a time to remember, but instead, I sat here
stunned, realizing I was a ghost in his world. I simply didn’t
exist to his parents. Wow. 


Sitting
beside me, he reached over and pushed my hair over one of my
shoulders. “Kate, you mean the world to me, I just… I
don’t have a great relationship with them. It would be more
hassle to say something than not. Sometimes I keep things to myself.”

“I
feel so irrelevant,” I said quietly. 


“You’re
not. You’re the furthest thing from that. I can’t breathe
without you. You have to believe me, this is not about you, it’s
about my relationship with my parents.” His eyes said it all;
he hadn’t intended to hurt me. 


“You’re
a grown man, and you’re acting like a child,” I said,
fighting the cause. I should have let it go – why couldn’t
I? I never let things go soon enough. I hated that about myself. 


“I’ve
learned to choose my battles, and women are not something I enjoy
discussing with my folks. After my divorce, well my mom just became
bitter towards them. Nobody is good enough, it doesn’t matter
if you’re a saint, a perfect specimen, she’ll still find
a way to rip you apart, and you don’t deserve that. I don’t
want to hear it, and I don’t want to give her the opportunity
to do it.” He took a deep breath, pacing his words carefully,
“I love you too much to put you through that.”

“So
I have no say in this?” I sat, having to accept his words. Why
should it matter? He loves me, isn’t that enough? Why do they
need to know if he isn’t ready? But, if he didn’t tell
his parents I existed, what was that truly saying? He didn’t
believe in our relationship? He didn’t think we would last? Did
he think I’d walk away again? Was this about me or him?

“Not
now. What, do you want me to call and tell them? What does that
solve? For a second you’ll be glad, but when you realize all
the garbage and negativity that goes with it, it’s not worth
it. Let it be, baby. I’m here with you right now; that has got
to be worth something. I only have a couple of days left, and I chose
to be here with you. Isn’t that enough?”

“I
guess,” I said, lowering my head. I felt like the wind had been
knocked out of my sails. Yes, he’d chosen to spend his last
days with me, but I was a nothing in their eyes. I didn’t
exist. They don’t even realize I love him, I’m supporting
him emotionally, and that I care too. I hated how selfish I felt in
the moment, but didn’t know how to turn it off. Austin had
become my entire world, and I was invisible to them. 


“Do
we really have to do this now?” He asked, his voice flecked
with frustration. His hand was stroking my cheek. “Sweetheart,
you know what you mean to me.”

“Your
sister, does your sister at least know?” He had to have told
his sister, right? I mean, I wasn’t this complete secret, was
I?

He
was silent. I was heartbroken. Nobody in his family knew about me. I
felt invisible. 


This
was the wrong time to have this conversation. He’s right, it
shouldn’t matter. Our relationship was between the two of us,
and who knew or didn’t know about us was irrelevant. 


I
took a deep breath and offered a compromise. “I’ll let it
go, on the condition that when you return you tell them about us.”
It was all I could offer. I wasn’t happy this way, but now
wasn’t the time to fight about it. I had to swallow my pride
and let it go. 


“That
I can do,” he said, a small smile spreading across his lips. He
knew I was settling and not happy with the situation, but we had more
important things to worry about at the moment.





Chapter 19 






Looking
into Austin’s eyes, I saw his sincerity. He was in love with me
as much as I was with him. I reached over and traced one of his
eyebrows without thinking. I couldn’t turn away, a simple look
said so much. We held that moment, feeling the electricity in the
air, and after a few more seconds Austin reached in to kiss me. 


Our
kisses were filled with questions of the future, love, passion, and
hunger. Would this be the last time we’d make love, or would it
be only the beginning of many years together? We wanted to believe
we’d end up united down the road, but there was really no way
to predict the future. 


It
won’t change the ache of being alone for a year, but in this
moment we could grow together, building our intimacy to another
level. I wanted to live with him, and be his wife one day. 


His
lips moved to the side of my neck, and I tilted my head to give him
better access. He gently brushed my hair aside. Sweet, soft kisses,
nuzzling, and passionate suckling of my skin sent a tingling
sensation through my body. What was it about that simple little move
that made me want to strip off all of my clothes and get naughty? 


“I
love you,” I sighed. 


Austin
pulled his mouth off, just far enough to blow gently on my skin, and
then moved up to my ear. His lips teased the tiny bits of my lobe,
but the warm breath near it sent me into a tizzy. I started to
giggle, but it felt so good. He laughed at my reaction, but held me
tighter. His mouth nibbled lightly on the edge of my ear, and then
exhaling, his warm breath went through me again. 


His
tongue followed behind, and within seconds I was ready to tear off my
panties and sit on him. I held back, wanting our time to last, but my
body was on fire and ready to go. 


My
eyes were closed, and my mind foggy. I was lost in the sensations. My
sighs turned into moans, letting him know he was doing everything
right.  


Sitting
on the sofa with no urgency to head to the bedroom, Austin started to
unbutton my blouse, watching my eyes as he undid one button after the
other painfully slow. He was taking his time and letting me know it. 


Slipping
the silky material of my blouse over my shoulders, it caught near my
elbows. I would have moved to take it off, but his mouth was back on
my skin, and I was mesmerized, drawn in to the sexual surge I was
feeling. His lips were soft and tender, his tongue teasing at every
movement. My breathing got heavier as I sank into the incredible
pleasures. 


Austin
slipped his hand over my breast, my bra still in place, and cupped me
fully. Kneading my breast, he leaned in and kissed my nipple through
the material. It was a different sensation than I was used to.
Letting go, he quickly pushed my bra up over my breasts, and placed
his lips on me. 


His
mouth connected to one of my breasts, licking, sucking, and I pressed
into his mouth not wanting him to stop. I was on fire, damp between
my legs, and desperate to feel him inside of me. I knew to be patient
and draw out the foreplay, but I was horny and feeling crazed with
all the teasing he was doing. 


Finally,
he reached around and unhooked my bra, helping me remove it. I
shifted my arms out of my blouse and bra, and sat partially naked and
exposed before my boyfriend on the sofa. 


I
drank in his cologne that had warmed on his skin. I loved how he
smelled, and breathed in deeply. It was as if something clicked
inside, and I couldn’t get enough of his essence. 


In
a small growl he said, “Mmm yeah, who’s your daddy, baby
girl?” 


I
burst out in a fit of giggles hearing him say that. I know, I know!
Talk about timing, but hearing the words I couldn’t stop
myself. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love a little dirty talk,
but it was too late. The damn had bust, and I was laughing full on.
Tears were welling up in my eyes from the laughter.

“Yes,”
he said, annoyed that I’d broken his stride. He was putting his
best moves on me, and I’d totally blown the romance of the
moment. 


“I’m
sorry, I’m sorry, it just caught me off guard.” I kept
apologizing, but I couldn’t stop laughing. 


Rolling
his eyes, he shook his head lightly and said, “Should I
continue?”

My
breathing was heavy, and I choked out, “With or without the
dirty talk?” I was cracking myself up. My sides hurt; I was
laughing so hard, tears were streaming down my face now.

“I’m
sorry, I’m sorry. It’s just…” and the
laughter continued. When I finally had it out of my system and calmed
down, I knew that I’d totally changed the mood. 


I
swear that much laughter is like an orgasm! I was wiped out,
exhausted from my self amusement, and asked for a moment to recoup.
“Oh my gosh, oh my gosh,” I said, trying to catch my
breath. Finally, I exhaled deeply and seemed to have gotten it all
out of me. 


“Amused?”
He arched his eyebrow and shook his head. 


“A
little,” I said holding my fingers up, in a show of how little.
“I’m sorry, I know we were getting all romantic, but
let’s face it, there was this tension in the room, and after
that it’s all gone.”

He
pretended to not be amused, but I think he found it funny too, he
just hid it better than me. 


“I’m
sorry that I’m not up on the latest dirty talk. I thought I’d
toss something in there, but obviously I made the wrong choice.”
His voice went up an octave playfully, “Maybe I’ll try
again later, maybe I won’t. Maybe you’ve scarred me for
life, we’ll see.” I knew he was mocking me with that last
statement. 


Slowly
we made our way back to kissing, but the mood had changed and we both
knew it. We decided to take a break, and start again later. I pulled
my shirt back on, but left it partially unbuttoned. Carefully I
scooped up my bra and tossed it on the coffee table.

“Ooh,
I forgot, I picked up some champagne, give me a second,” I said
hopping up and heading to the kitchen. 


He
showed up right behind me, “Do you need help with the cork?”

“Sure,
if you want to do it, there’s a towel over there so it doesn’t
go flying.” I got up on my toes and pulled out two glasses from
the cabinet. I could barely reach, but if I stretched my arm just
enough I could get them.

I
heard the large pop of the cork releasing, and placed the glasses
near Austin on the counter. After pouring the bubbly, he handed one
to me, and took one for himself. “To us,” he toasted.

“To
us,” I repeated, taking a small sip of the champagne. It was
the perfect combination of sweet and dry. 


I
tilted my head looking at my guy. He was amazingly sexy. I flashed
back to the day I first met him, and broke out in a smile. I was a
lucky girl, because he was all mine. 


“What
are you smiling at?” He asked, suspicious of my sudden grin. 


“I
was just remembering when we first met. You looked so hot! I was
instantly struck by how handsome you were. And your body, mmmm.”
I smiled at my lover, “I kept trying to steal glances, hoping
you wouldn’t catch me.”

“I
was hot?” He said, pretending to be wounded. “Have I lost
my boyish good looks all ready?”

“Hardly,”
I said, “I just pinch myself sometimes, realizing that you’re
mine. You barely batted an eye at me the day we met. I was all
drooling and stuff and you barely flinched, yet here you are standing
in my kitchen, totally in love with me.” I wore a silly grin. 


“You’re
right about that, I am totally in love with you,” he leaned in
and gave me a sweet, simple kiss. “How could I not be? You’re
warm and kind, gorgeous, and you’re just the right amount of
naughty.” 


“Well,
come on lover boy, let’s go get naughty together now,” I
teased, placing my glass down and skipping to the bedroom. Chasing
behind, Austin pounced on me, and together we landed on the bed. 


“I’m
going to miss you so much,” I sighed. I wasn’t ready to
let him go, not yet. I knew I didn’t have a choice, but it
didn’t change the fact that I ached to have him by my side
daily. 


“I
know,” his fingers were pushing my hair out of my face. “But
when I get back, it’s over. I’ll be able to get out. My
time will be up, and then I’ll be on inactive reserve. This is
it, baby. Get through this with me, and we’re home free.”

I
nodded, “I’m not going anywhere.” I was sure of it.
They weren’t just words, I meant it. 


“Now,
wasn’t this off earlier?” He said, helping me unbutton my
shirt again. I rolled off of the bed, and stripped my slacks and
panties off. 


“Your
turn,” I edged. I loved watching him undress – never got
tired of it. He was like moving art, beautiful to watch. 


Austin
stood and removed his clothing. Kicking his shoes off, he finally
slipped out of his shirt and jeans. Standing in his skivvies, he did
a little playful dance, and then stripped them from his body. 


“Ooh,
you’re cute and hard. I like that combination in a man,”
I winked. 


He
smiled and showcased his body, playfully posing for me. As Austin sat
back down, his legs remained on the floor. I climbed on his lap and
pushed him back so that he was lying down. My legs bent up beside
him, and I pressed my chest into his, layering sweet kisses on his
lips. 


His
arms were strong, and as he embraced me our kisses grew more heated.
I carefully positioned myself on his hardness, and slowly lifted my
hips, then lowered them, feeling him penetrate me. With a gentle
thrust from below, we moved in slow motion, enjoying the sensation of
being bonded as one. 


In
and out, in slow motion we moved together. My sighs turned into soft
moans, and as he reached down to cup my ass, his movements picked up
pace. The sounds of love were in the air as Austin filled me. I held
on fast, letting him take control from below, and with a final thrust
I let out a groan. 


My
body stiffened, and I needed him to stop for a second while I
regained composure. Finally relaxing, Austin continued until he
reached his own peak.

His
words were tender, “You angelic, I love watching you.”

I
blushed, but it was sweet.

“That
was exquisite,” I purred. “Look at you tempting me like
this,” I said. “If you keep making me feel this good,
I’ll never let you leave.”

“I
wish I could stay longer, but at least we have tonight.” His
words were comforting, but our time was running out. 


I
nodded, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“It’s
okay, I knew what you meant.” He lowered his voice, “I’ll
be back, don’t forget that.”

“Not
for one second,” I whispered.

We
curled up under the covers, my head on Austin’s chest, his arm
wrapped around me, and we talked softly. We shared gossip, stories of
our youth, and were just being silly. I treasured every second. 


I
had a small ache in my belly, knowing these would be our last moments
together for a year. If he got R&R, I’d see him for a two
week tease, but then he’d be yanked out of my arms again. We’d
decided that we’d say our good-byes here, and then he’d
take care of last minute things on his own before heading out. I
hated that this would be out last day, and I’d have a short bit
of the morning, but once that passed, he’d be gone.

He
reminded me that we might get a couple minutes of video chat here and
there, and he’d call when he could. That would have to be
enough. His time would be dictated by the military, and it wasn’t
like having a nine to five job over there. His days would be long,
his duties many, and stress would be high. He promised to do what he
could to contact me as much as he possibly could. 


Slowly
our words ran out, and our mouths and hands took over, enjoying
pleasures of the flesh once again. Making love, I hoped my feelings
were obvious. It didn’t seem like words were enough at this
point. How could I express such deep love with merely “I love
you” – it didn’t seem strong enough to express what
I was feeling.

Stirring
under the covers, I breathed in his fragrant cologne and nuzzled into
his neck. His skin was hot on my lips, and with desire in my loins I
tenderly licked and sucked his body.

I
couldn’t get enough of Austin. I was trying to absorb every bit
of him, soaking each second in, and knowing it would be the last for
awhile. I didn’t want to let go, couldn’t. Time was
moving too fast. 


Austin
wrapped me in his arms and rolled up over me, taking charge. Watching
him above me, I couldn’t look away, he was captivating. As our
eyes locked on one another, I felt him enter me again. 


The
bliss I felt in those moments was unexplainable. I was mesmerized,
watching him over me. The sensations rolling through my body had me
breathing heavy, and as I wrapped my legs up and around my lover’s
body, I held on tightly, hoping to never let go. The longing in my
heart, the craving from my body, it all came together overwhelming
me. It was agonizing knowing he’d be leaving soon. And yet it
was all consuming, my need, my yearning, and my desire for the man
over me. 


As
we collapsed into a heap, sinking into the covers, we cherished the
time we had left. Satisfaction sat on my lips in a soft smile, and I
leaned in to kiss him. Austin looked into my eyes, raked his fingers
through my hair, and whispered that he loved me. 






Chapter 20





We
decided on pizza for dinner, and I’d stocked up on a couple
snacks to have around the house. I didn’t want to leave. I
needed to spend every second with Austin, undisturbed. I wanted to
talk, snuggle, make love, and laugh. 


Sitting
on the sofa, we enjoyed a couple of slices. I turned music on low for
background noise and got up, dancing with pizza in my hand. Swaying
my hips, laughing and enjoying our time together, I felt silly, but
crazy in love. 


We
tried to keep the mood light, because if we got too serious I’d
choke up and get all emotional on him. Sharing stories of our youth
and college days, I made the mistake of asking Austin about his first
time, wondering if it was awkward or magically. Kick me now; I know
some things are better left unspoken. What was I thinking?

He
hesitated and said, “It was with Emily.”

“What?”
I wished I’d never asked. Why did I do that? It wasn’t my
business, but now I’ll always know she was his first. How could
she possibly have been his first – it’s not possible, is
it? 


“I
waited,” he said quietly. “Sure I fooled around and
stuff, but I waited until I met what I thought was the right girl. I
guess at the time she was. It was awkward, and that was that.”

“Wow.”
I was embarrassed; it was not only sweet, but nerve wracking. My
stomach turned. She really held his heart at one point. “My
first time was drunk at a college party, not so special,” I
blushed. I suddenly felt like a slut. I didn’t wait; I just let
it go in the heat of a drunken moment.

“Do
you wish it was different?” He asked, and I hated myself for
bringing this topic up. It was a poor choice of conversation, but now
we were smack dab in the middle of it. 


“I
don’t think about it that way. It’s just my past,”
I said, shrugging it off. Maybe I did. Maybe if someone had swept me
off my feet, made me feel special, I’d feel differently. But
the truth is that there wasn’t somebody special until later. I
suddenly felt a little ashamed that I’d given it away so
easily, when a man as handsome as Austin, a guy who could get anyone
he wanted, cherished his virginity and gave it to someone special to
him. 


I
desperately was trying to think of any other topic to change the
course of our conversation, but I was stuck. I was fixing to move on,
but I stumbled and couldn’t stop thinking about his words –
and Emily once again. 


We
finally got over the hurdle and moved forward. We talked about pets
we had growing up, friends, and vacations we took over the years.
Heather and Scott’s baby was a topic, as was every kind of food
and favorite dessert we could think of. We shared favorite movies,
bands, and television shows. It was a continual flow of sharing. I
was taking in as much information as I could, and giving back just as
much. 


He
liked sausage and pepperoni on his pizza, but sometimes he liked it
plain. His parents weren’t fond of pets, so they weren’t
part of his household. His sister was eight years younger than he
was, and while he adored her, they weren’t especially close due
to the age difference. 


His
favorite desserts were pumpkin pie and cheesecake, though a good bowl
of ice cream would never be turned down. I loved learning tiny
details about him, and tucked away as many as I could remember. I
wanted to know everything, no matter how mundane he thought the topic
was. I was trying to absorb every single detail that I could. 


Austin’s
phone rang, and as he ran to the other room, scooping it out of the
pocket of his jeans, he flipped it open answering it. He put his
finger to his lips to shush me. 


“Hey
Mom,” he said. 


I
felt a weird twist in my stomach. I wanted her to know about me, but
it wasn’t my choice. 


“Yeah,
I know,” it was one sided for awhile. “Mmhmm, I will.
Right…” he looked over at me. Taking a deep breath,
“There’s something I have to tell you,” he started,
and then right there in front of me, he told his mother about this
amazing woman who has been in his life for awhile now, and he thought
she should know. Yes, he would fill her in on more information later,
and with the tiniest little smile, he looked relieved. “Right,
I love you too, I’ll call you tomorrow before I go.”

Hanging
up the phone, he looked at me. I jumped off of the sofa and into his
arms, “Thank you.” I couldn’t believe it, he told
her. I didn’t expect it, but that small act meant so much to
me. It said that he believed in us. I was no longer a secret, some
invisible person that didn’t exist in their world. 


A
soft smile, “It wasn’t too painful. I think she’s
simmering, trying to keep it to a low boil since she knows I’m
going away shortly. She’ll keep a lid on it for now, but I’m
sure at some point she’ll list every thing that could possibly
be wrong with you, even though she’s never met you. Either way,
it’s a done deal. I’m going to do you a favor and not
give her your information. Trust me; she’s the type to be in
touch with way too many opinions. If I can’t reach you, Scott
will, I promise.”

It
was enough, more than enough. I was ridiculously happy that he said
it out loud, taken the initiative and finally told his mother that I
was a special person in his life. I couldn’t wipe the smile off
of my face. He said it out loud, said I was the one that held his
heart, and what girl wouldn’t want to hear those words. He
loves me. 


The
day moved way too quickly, and soon we were drifting off to sleep in
each other’s arms. On waking, I knew it would be the last I’d
see of him for awhile. I forced myself to wake early, and watch him
sleep for a bit. He was such a handsome man, but it was more than
that. He owned my heart, plain and simple. There was nobody I’d
ever wanted more. Sometimes it overwhelmed me looking over at him; my
feelings were so much stronger than anything I had control over. 


I
reminded myself to snap a picture of us together before he leaves.
Pulling my camera out of my purse, I put it in the center of the
coffee table so I wouldn’t forget. With that, I crawled back
into the warmth of the covers, and snuggled into Austin’s body
heat. 


When
he stirred, he pulled me closer and then drifted back to sleep.
Closing my eyes, I replayed the events of the previous night in my
mind and fell back into a light slumber. I felt safe in Austin’s
arms, secure and protected. 


I
woke to Austin leaning up on his side, watching me sleep. His hand
gently stroked my cheek, and then his finger drew across my lips,
“Morning.” His face was relaxed, and he was content. 


“Morning,”
I smiled. This is how I wanted to wake every single morning for the
rest of my life, with him beside me. 


His
fingers traced along my jaw line, the curve of my neck and then over
my shoulder. His touch was tender, and there was love in his eyes. 


We
shared an intimate moment, and then climbed out of bed. I went in to
make breakfast while Austin took a shower. I picked French toast with
a little bit of powdered sugar, making a mental note that I’d
need to run a couple of extra miles this week based on the way I’ve
been eating lately. 


My
stomach was slowly knotting, knowing today was the day, but I pushed
it from my mind, not wanting it to steal the joy of being with Austin
today. 


An
entire year…365 days…it was too big to wrap my head
around, so I decided I’d have to take it one day at a time. I’d
all ready made a special calendar to cross off the days as each went
by. I wondered if day 10 would be harder than day 20, or if day 30
would see me in tears, or if at day 200 I’d be fine – or
would I still be at the point of breaking down and crying thinking
about him. 


Seeing
him walk around the corner in just a towel snapped me back to the
moment. “You’re looking delicious,” I said.
“Breakfast will be ready in just a couple of minutes.”

Walking
to the fridge, he took out some juice and poured a glass. “Thanks
for making breakfast.”

It
was a delight to make him breakfast, hell, I wish I could do it every
day. I wish…stop, stop that…let it go. There’s
nothing you can do to change his deployment orders. Accept it, don’t
fight it. I took a deep breath and changed my thought process the
best I was able. 


I
plated up the French toast and joined him at the table. “Not
getting dressed?” 


“No
need,” he smiled. “I intend to spend what time we have
left naked together,” he laughed. “And to that point, why
do you have clothes on?”

“I
was cooking,” I offered, sitting down to join him. 


“You’re
finished,” he reminded. “Maybe you should take them off.”

“You
want me to strip now, or can I at least eat my breakfast first?”

“If
you’re naked, I can imagine drizzling syrup over your breasts
much easier.” His smile was sweet.

“Funny
boy,” I bemused and stood up to remove my clothing. 


“Oh,
that’s much better.” His schoolboy grin said it all.

“Glad
I could help,” I winked and sat down to eat. 


Austin
stood for a moment, whipping off his towel, “I’ll be
right back.” 


I
watched him walk by, not sure if I was hungrier for my guy or my
breakfast. I was stuck between lust and love, and the fear of losing
him after today. My stomach churned, and then it would pass for a
moment, and I’d be caught up in our time together, only to be
jerked back to reality again. It was like a maddening see saw. 


“Close
your eyes,” I heard as he rejoined me from behind.

“What?
Why?” 


“Just
close them,” he nudged.

“Fine,
they’re closed,” I said, sensing him moving closer. 


He
moved my hair to the side and over my shoulder. Tenderly he leaned in
and kissed my neck, and then draped a necklace around me, attaching
the clasp in the back. “For you,” he said after moving my
hair back from my shoulder. “You can open your eyes again.”

“What
is it?” My hand instinctively went up to feel what he’d
placed there. Lifting it up, I saw a gorgeous ruby red heart. It was
held in place with a delicate gold chain. “It’s so
pretty,” I said fingering the piece of jewelry.

“You
are the keeper of my heart,” he started. “You hold on
tightly to that, because I’m leaving it with you while I’m
gone.”

I
stood and turned to face my lover, accepting his embrace, and as he
held me tight I melted. His hug grew stronger, almost like he was
afraid to let go. Finally releasing his grip, he leaned in and kissed
my forehead. “Let’s eat,” he said quietly.

“It’s
beautiful,” I said. “Can I go peek at it in the mirror?”

He
smiled and nodded.

I
raced to the hallway and looked at the necklace adorning my neckline.
It was gorgeous, and I instinctively reached up to hold it. I sat
back at the table wearing a grin, and ate my breakfast naked. I kept
reaching up and touching it, and was grateful to have something small
to hold on to while he was gone. 


I
tried not to look at the clock, really I did, but I couldn’t
help glancing over and over. I was watching the minutes tick by way
too quickly, and knew that in a few hours he’d be leaving. I
ached to have him here until later, or tomorrow, or next week, but my
reality was that we had mere hours left until next year. Next year –
the weight of that statement hit me like a brick. I swallowed my fear
and frustration, and pushed it aside for the time being. I could
analyze it all I wanted later – but not now. 


“You
keep touching it,” he said, watching my hand move up to my
neckline over and over. 


“I
love it. You didn’t have to, but I’m glad you did.”
I said softly. “It’s like a little piece of you will be
here with me.” 


“It
looks great on you. Besides, I wanted you to have something special
from me before I left.” He paused, “I will be back,
there’s nothing that could keep me from getting to you.”

I
nodded. “I know,” I whispered, choking back tears that
wanted to show themselves. “I’ll be here waiting.”

I
reached across the table, and he took my hand, and together we sat in
silence for a moment. It was a monumental day. It was our last
morning together for a long time, and there was so much to say, but
so many more words didn’t need to be spoken. They sat in the
air between us. We knew, knew what the other was feeling, thinking…
our hearts were heavy knowing a long separation was sneaking up on
us. 


I
cleared my throat and stood. “Are you finished?” 


Picking
up the plates, I rinsed them in the sink, stacking them for later.
Together we went back to bed to spend our precious moments naked and
clinging to one another. 


How
do I say good-bye? How will I form those words when it’s time?
I couldn’t fathom it, and again glanced at the clock. Stop
looking, it’s not helping! 


Our
kisses ranged from sweet to hungry, and yet no other movements were
made. We simply stared into each other’s eyes, trying to
memorize the tiniest details. We held one another, talking quietly,
and when his watch beeped, I felt my heart leap in my chest. It can’t
be time, not yet. 


“One
hour,” he said. My stomach turned and I felt sick. How could we
only have one hour left? It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t enough
time. 


We’d
made plans to spend a certain portion of the time together, but he
also needed time to gather stuff, take care of some last minute
things, and he promised he’d check in with his parents too. 


My
heart was racing, and I felt panic rush through me. I was
overheating, and I forced myself to breath deeply and regain my
composure. No getting out of control, you need to stay calm. He has
enough on his mind. I bit the inside of my cheek out of habit, and
pocketed my stress until later. If there was one gift I wanted to
give him, it was a sense of calm, and telling him I’d be okay. 


As
if on cue, we made love again, knowing we were so limited on time. It
was as if just one more time might make it better… but I knew
the truth. It didn’t matter if we had one or fifty more orgasms
at this point, an hour was an hour. In two hours, he’d all
ready be gone – and a year is a year.

Clinging
desperately to Austin, I felt our time slipping by, and soon we were
climbing out of bed. Slowly pulling his jeans on, I suddenly
remembered my camera on the coffee table. “Pictures,” I
blurted out. “We need pictures.”

After
dressing, we snapped a handful of photos as Austin held the camera up
and out. How had I not taken more during these last few months? I was
grateful we got these. My heart was breaking, I knew this was it. I
wasn’t ready, not yet. I’d give anything for a few more
minutes, another hour, or one more day.

We
walked out of the bedroom together, through the living room, and then
stopped at the kitchen not far from the door. Lifting me onto the
counter, Austin slid between my legs, gently gripping underneath one
of my thighs. Looking into my eyes, there was silence. Slowly his
other hand came up to my face. Stroking my cheek, he slid his fingers
to the curve of my face, cupping it delicately. 


One
last kiss and he’d be leaving. His hand slid out from under my
thigh, and he placed it on the other side of my face. Tilting my head
just the slightest bit, he leaned in and gave me a tender, sweet
kiss. 


Austin
pulled back, watching me, and then kissed me again with hunger and
yearning. Our lips parted, and we got lost in the lingering passion.
His mouth moved to my cheeks, my neck, and then down across to my
chest. He went back up along my neck and then stopped, whispering in
my ear that he loved me. Those little words meant so much in these
final moments.

I
choked up, but forced myself not to cry. Wrapping my arms tightly
around his shoulders, I didn’t want to let go. I held on,
fighting for another second, another hour, anything –
desperately not wanting our time to end.  


One
last taste, and as our lips brushed together gently, I felt the hot
tears stream down my face. I tried, I really did, but in that instant
it hit me like a sledgehammer that he was leaving for an entire year.
He wouldn’t be back for one more kiss, one more night, one more
anything. This was it. 


I
had to let go. Finally, I forced myself to release him. Dropping my
head down, I took a deep breath and hopped down off of the counter. I
tried, I really did, but the tears kept coming. I tried not to sob,
and standing before him with a tearstained face, I whispered my love
in return. 


As
he turned towards the door, my heart shattered. Watching him walk out
the door was one of the most painful experiences in my life. There
was nothing I could do to stop him, and I knew I had to let him go.
Clinging wouldn’t make it any easier. I swallowed hard and
watched as his hand reached for the doorknob. 


It
felt like slow motion, the movements, the door opening, and then he
was gone. The moment he walked out, everything inside of me felt
broken. Closing it behind him, I fell to the floor crying, sobbing
heavily, and knowing that it was the last time we’d be together
for way too long. How could I possibly survive and entire year
without him, without his touch, his kiss, his body lying next to
mine?

I
heard his car start and then head down the driveway. My heart was
crushed into tiny pieces. I couldn’t breathe. There was no
tomorrow, no one more kiss, it was finished until next year –
next year. I knew loneliness would set in, but Austin was
worth the wait. I’d never loved a man more. 


With
my back pressed to the door, I sat and stared at the floor until I
had nothing left in me. Slumping to the ground, I stared at the
ceiling. After what felt like forever, I finally righted myself and
pushed up off of the floor. I’m not sure how I found the
strength – I felt nothing but weak in the moment, weak and
broken. 






Chapter 21





One
day turned into the next. I jumped between depression and anger.
Anxiety popped in there a few times, mixing it up. The first few
days, I barely wanted to get out of bed, but I had to function. Work
didn’t stop, life didn’t stop, and I couldn’t as
much as I wanted to.

My
running, something I desperately needed during this time slowed down.
I had so much trouble just getting out of the house in the morning.
The days I made the effort before or after work, I felt better,
stronger, but then I’d let depression lock me back in the house
again. 


I
was fortunate for the times Austin and I were able to connect via
video chat, or when he could call, but there were days I wouldn’t
hear from him, and I’d be sick to my stomach waiting to hear
his voice. When the phone would ring, or a text would come through, I
was giddy with excitement and relieved to hear him once again. 


Heather
did her best to support me during my emotional time, but she had
enough going on. She didn’t need to babysit my feelings. The
baby was due in just a few weeks, and she should be celebrating,
joyful, not pandering to my rollercoaster of tears. I tried to hold
it together the best I could, and saved most of my breakdowns for the
privacy of my home, sitting alone. 


The
day before Heather gave birth, she’d had trouble sleeping.
Well, truth be told, she had trouble sleeping a lot near the end of
her pregnancy. Only this time, she was on edge and up all night
nesting. She figured it would be another sleepless night, just like
the others, only this time there was a reason for it. The baby would
be here soon!

She
woke Scott around four in the morning telling him it was time. She’d
felt the contractions starting slowly, but when they were gripping
her with force, she was pretty sure she’d be giving birth soon.
She was partially right, today was the day, only it was a long
process. She didn’t give birth until five in the afternoon.
After a daunting labor, Heather and Scott welcomed their daughter
into the world. 


When
Amber Jo was born, I was smitten. Baby AJ was quite possibly the most
precious thing I’d ever seen. Holding her, I was amazed with
her size. Her tiny feet and hands seemed unbelievably small and
sweet. She had this new baby smell, and had the most velvety soft
hair I’d ever seen or felt. She was pure perfection. I
whispered “I love you” over and over, kissing her sweet
cheeks. 


“Hey
Amber Jo, I’m your Aunt Kate,” I cooed to her. 


Heather
smiled as I held her daughter. “Isn’t she incredible,”
she beamed. She looked tired but happy. 


“She’s
amazing,” I whispered. 


“Thanks
for coming up.”

“Like
I wouldn’t? When do they set you free?” I asked,
snuggling with our new treasure.

“They
keep you about twenty-four hours after you give birth; it depends on
your insurance. Anyway, I’ll be ready. I’m sure we’ll
sleep better at home. I’m exhausted.”

“I’ll
bet, you worked hard,” softening my voice, “didn’t
your mommy work hard Amber Jo?”

“Do
you like the name we chose? We figure we can also call her AJ for a
nickname,” she smiled.

“I
do, it fits her perfectly.” 


It
was such a beautiful moment, and for the first time in a long time I
felt happy and at ease. “Can I take some pictures to send to
Austin?”

“Absolutely,”
she said.

Scott
snapped a picture of me holding AJ, and I took one of the three of
them together. I couldn’t wait to show him when I got on video
chat next time. 


Heather
had set aside six weeks of maternity leave, and she and Scott were
trying to see if they could manage things financially if she stopped
working, or at least went part-time. Now that baby Amber was in her
arms, she couldn’t imagine not spending every waking moment
with her.

I
was happy I could share pictures with Austin. We’d been using
video chat as much as we could, and thankfully he could text or call
time to time. It really helped seeing him or hearing his voice. I was
counting down the days, and there were still way too many to get
through. We would get through this though, I had no doubt. 


I
worried about the loneliness at first, and while there were tons of
moments I desperately could have used him by my side, I never once
considered leaving him or breaking up for any period of time. He was
my man, my hero, my lover. We’d be together again, I was
certain. 


…it
was late, but Austin finally got his turn on one of the computers at
his base. There was a loud noise, almost like an explosion nearby.
His face went serious, and I froze. Just as he went to speak again,
the picture started to go in and out. The words were cut off, then
another loud boom. It didn’t fade to black, but he was running
out of time. 


“I
have to go,” he said, but I couldn’t hear him. 


“What?”
I was trying to figure out what he was saying. 


When
he realized I couldn’t hear, he wrote it down on a piece of
paper and held it up, “Have to go NOW… I’ll be
okay, don’t worry.” He scribbled as fast as he could,
knowing I could no longer hear him, but then he was gone.

I
touched the scream, trying to reach him, but his image was no longer
there. My heart sank.

Dear
God, let him be okay. Please bring him home to me. Let me have my
man, let him be safe, and please, please God, let all of his fellow
soldiers remain safe as well. 


I
got a text a couple of hours later on my phone, “We’re
okay, sleep well.” I breathed a sigh of relief, and was
grateful for modern technology. Rolling over, I reached up and held
my ruby heart, saying a prayer of thanks. 


Days
turned to weeks, and weeks turned into months. The year balanced
between moving slowly and quickly. One minute I’d be
complaining how slow the time was going, and soon I was counting down
Austin’s return. It wouldn’t be long now. I can honesty
say the only way I kept my sanity was being able to talk to him time
to time, spending time with Heather and baby Amber, and getting my
runs in. My days blurred together, and I just put one foot in front
of the other, knowing all I could do was wait. I hated waiting, but I
had no choice. 


Looking
at my calendar, I realized I’d crossed off more days than I
thought possible, and he’d be home soon. Austin was supposed to
get R&R awhile back, but they had to cancel his leave. I was
crushed, but there was a piece of me that knew I’d never let go
of him if he was in my arms for that short of a time. It was like a
tease, and as desperately as I wanted to see him, I just wanted to
put this all behind us. 


As
his homecoming arrived, I readied myself – knowing he’d
be back in my life once and for all. I wasn’t sure how the
entire year had passed, because at times it felt like time was moving
slower than molasses, but here we were almost ready to meet up once
again. He’d be home and in my arms. He was worth the wait, and
the closer the actual moment got, the more excited I felt. 


I
wanted to look my best when he saw me, so I focused my efforts on
cutting out extra sweets and keeping my runs up. I’d taken to
eating way too many comfort foods this past year, and had a bit of
extra padding. If I worked hard, I could shed it before he got home. 


I
went in search of the prettiest dress I could find for his return. I
wanted him to look at me and remember how much he loved me. I knew it
was just a moment frozen in time, but I still wanted to look my best.
I had an idea in my mind of what I wanted to wear, something timeless
and gorgeous. 


I
scoured the racks of clothing at the mall, and after a lot of
frustration not finding what I wanted, I came upon something just as
I was about to give up. It was a tea length dress that flared out a
bit at the bottom. It said classic, feminine, and beautiful. It had a
rose pattern on it, with blues and reds, but it wasn’t
overdone. They were more muted than loud, almost understated, and
with a matching pair of navy heels my outfit was complete.

I
knew he liked my hair down, so I wore it that way, loose and with
soft waves through the ends. As I started to get ready on the big
day, I was full of nervous energy. What if he didn’t miss me as
much as I missed him? What if he didn’t think I was as pretty
as he once did? I knew it was silly stuff, and I berated myself for
even letting my insecurities step in on a day like today. We’ve
conquered this year together; it’s time to believe in this
relationship and myself. I was stronger than I thought I could be.

I
finished dressing and touched up my make-up. One last glance in the
mirror, and with a deep breath I was ready. Oh wait, I forgot my
perfume. I chose his favorite and headed out the door. Today was the
day! It was hard to grasp the amount of time that had passed. It felt
like forever, and yet here we were. I’d waited so long for this
moment; I couldn’t wait to see him. 


Sitting
in my car, I gripped my steering wheel and exhaled. I was more
nervous than I anticipated, and had butterflies in my stomach. It was
the not knowing what to expect. I remembered when he got back after
his last deployment; Heather said he needed time to adjust.  How much
time will it take, will he be okay? He’d gone through a ten day
cycle of reintegration, and today was the day. I pulled my seatbelt
on, took another deep breath, and started the car. 


In
just a few short hours we’ll be together. I wasn’t
expecting so many people when I arrived, but it was in that moment I
realized how many other families and people had gone through many of
the same feelings and things I had. How many children missed their
mommies or daddies, and how many wives or girlfriends missed their
partners, and how many men missed their partners…it was a sea
of faces. I wasn’t the only one. There were anxious people
everywhere, excited and ready to greet their soldier and loved one. 


And
there, like a moment in a movie, our eyes met. That sign of
recognition, I know you, and we were running into each other’s
arms. He was really here, Austin was home! He wrapped his arms around
me, swinging me around. I couldn’t let go, didn’t want
to, I was so scared it was a dream and he wouldn’t be here when
I woke up. Only it wasn’t a dream, and he was here, and his
lips, oh his lips, I melted when he kissed me. I forgot how much I
missed that kiss.

His
lips were so soft, and as he parted them, his mouth opening slightly,
I tilted my head and together we shared a kiss that had passionately
been waiting for a year. An entire year had passed since the last
time his lips had been on me, his arms around me. I felt like we were
the only people in the world, even in that sea of people. Breaking
free from our kiss, I couldn’t stop looking at him and kissing
him again. I was overwhelmed with joy. I felt like my heart might
burst from happiness at any given moment.

Tears
of happiness ran down my face. I couldn’t stop crying, couldn’t
stop looking at him, kissing him…he was here. And suddenly
there were his parents coming over after recognizing him, and sizing
me up in the process. I wanted the moment to be mine and only mine,
but that was selfish. I knew he’d want to see his parents as
well. 


In
all honestly, thinking of his homecoming, I didn’t even think
about his parents coming today. I’d totally forgotten they’d
be here. Of course they wanted to see him too, only they hadn’t
existed in my world until this moment. I composed myself the best I
was able, watching him greet his mother and father. 


His
mother wore a charcoal gray pant suit, his father slacks and a button
down shirt. Turning towards me, his father was the first to speak,
“You must be Katherine. It’s nice to meet you,” he
said, extending his hand. 


Ew,
it felt so formal. “You can call me Kate,” I said, taking
his hand and shaking it. 


“Kate
it is.”

“I
much prefer Katherine,” his mother chimed in coldly. “It
sounds more ladylike, don’t you think Austin?”

Seriously?
That’s the first thing you’re going to say to me? I could
feel her cold shoulder and scrutinizing stare all ready. 


“Mother,
behave,” Austin warned. And so it began. 






Chapter 22





Apparently,
the plan was to share a meal together, and then his folks would head
off, leaving us to celebrate our time together. I didn’t know
if I could handle an entire meal sitting beside his mother, but I was
damn well going to try. This was my celebration to see Austin too,
and I wasn’t going to let her get me down or crowd me out. 


Austin
and I would drive over together, and he told his parents we’d
meet them at the chosen restaurant. I couldn’t wipe the grin
off my face when he sat in the car with me. “You’re
home,” I sighed. “You’re really here.”

“I’m
here, baby.” He reached over and stroked my cheek. 


“I
missed you so much,” I started.

“I
know,” his voice was low, oh how I missed him sitting this
close to me. 


“I’m
not used to you driving, don’t scare me,” he teased with
a smile.

“Better
buckle in,” I winked, “I’ve been known to drive too
fast and too close.” I of course didn’t, but I couldn’t
let him off that easy. 


“It’s
so amazing to see you. I have to say, looking into your eyes in
person is way better than on some lame video, there’s so much
more depth.”  He said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m
grateful for the technology, but it doesn’t do you justice.
You’re even more gorgeous in person.”

“I
can’t believe you’re finally home,” I reached over
and stroked his thigh. “I’m so happy to see you.” I
couldn’t stop touching him. I was giddy sitting beside him. 


“Baby,
there’s something I want to ask you before we see my parents,”
he cautioned.

I
knew what was coming. He’d probably be warning me not to bite
off his mom’s face when she went all cold and mean on me. I
could feel her judgmental thoughts as soon as she walked up to us
earlier. “I’ll behave,” I said. I knew he adored
her, even though he complained about her ways.

“Oh,
I’m not worried about you; I’m more worried about her.
She doesn’t have a good filter, and pretty much says what’s
on her mind,” he laughed. 


“I’ll
bite my tongue as much as possible, regardless.” I offered,
knowing I’d at least try to behave.

“What
I actually wanted to ask you was if you’d give some thought to
being my wife,” it came out so casually, and with a simple
little smile. 


“What?”
I sat blinking at him, almost like I was imaging what he’d just
said. 


“Will
you marry me?” His eyes, those eyes, I couldn’t look
away. 


Did
he just….OMG, I think he did! 


“Really?”
I was stunned in a most pleasant way. I never thought…I didn’t
think…I mean…wow.

“Really.
I’m asking you to marry me. Will you be my wife?”

“Yes!
Yes! A thousand times, yes!” I squealed, realizing what just
happened. 


Reaching
over, he pulled me into a sweet kiss. “You mean it?”

“Are
you kidding me? You’re really questioning this?” I was
taken off guard, I mean, I knew he’d been burned in the past by
Emily, and I honestly didn’t know if he’d ever go that
route again. I mean, sure I hoped he would, but it was totally
unexpected. We’d never discussed the details. I was afraid to
bring something so permanent up. 


“We’ll
have to go ring shopping later,” he said. “We can do it
this weekend. I’m sorry; I don’t have a ring yet.”

“Oh
my gosh, don’t apologize for something like that! You were
overseas, oh my gosh, did you really just ask me to marry you?”
I couldn’t stop rambling. I finally took a deep breath to calm
myself. 


“I
did,” he grinned.

“I
love you,” I whispered, realizing we were still parked and his
folks were waiting on us. 


“I
love you too. I appreciate you sticking with me this past year, and
I’ve missed you so much.”

“I’ve
missed you too. It’s like a dream that you’re here with
me.” It truly was. I knew I’d have to drive, but I wanted
to sit there and just look at him, hold him, touch him. I couldn’t
believe he was finally home. 


“Let’s
go have lunch, tell them the good news, and then you and I can take
this celebration back to your place. I want to get you naked, I can’t
think of a better way to celebrate,” he grinned. “I’ve
missed being intimate, holy shit did I miss having sex with you!”

I
laughed and then snapped back to reality. “Oh, your mom,”
it hit me in that instant. He’s about to tell her our good
news, and she’s about to spoil it – just like that. It
made me want to beg off of lunch, steal him away for myself today,
but I had to be mature and remind myself they hadn’t seen their
son in a year either. 


“It
will be fine,” he soothed. “Trust me.”

I
inhaled sharply, and nodded. “Okay, tell me more about them.
Fill me in on the details that I need to know.”

“Mom
is a power hungry and career driven, and Dad is more laid back these
days. He works a typical nine to five corporate job and that’s
all he wants to do. He was more driven when I was younger, working
really long hours, but I think he’s worn down – either
the job did it, or Mom. Mom on the other hand is the kind of person
who wants to break every glass ceiling she can. She seemed to get
more into her career as Dad was getting bored of his. She can get a
little intense, but don’t let it get to you. Underneath it all,
if she thinks you’ll be good to me, she’ll come around.
She’s just a little over protective, even these days. I’m
still her little boy, or so she likes to remind me, even though I’m
a grown man. Oh, and while we’re on the subject, my little
sister Maggie is actually the baby, by about eight years, but it
doesn’t matter – she treats us both like children. Mags
is pretty close to Mom, and Dad is just Dad.”

I
cringed even asking, “How did they take the news last time?”
I hesitated, “You know, with Emily.”

“Yeah,
let’s just pretend you didn’t ask that. It will be fine,
don’t worry. I don’t need their permission to marry the
woman I love. At some point you’ll have to meet my sister, but
she sort of does her own thing. We’re not super close being
years apart, but I adore her, she’s a good kid.”

I
wasn’t feeling very relaxed knowing it didn’t go over
well last time and swallowed my pride, hoping to make it through the
lunch date. I could do this, I loved Austin, and they’d see
that, right?

Pulling
up to the restaurant, I called up my courage and got out of the car.
Austin took my hand and together we went inside. 


His
parents were sitting on a small bench to the side, “There you
are,” she sighed. “We’ve been waiting. They’ve
got a table ready for us.” She looked annoyed. “What took
you so long?”

I
calmed my nerves the best I was able, focusing on my breathing. I
desperately wanted to be anywhere but here. I was about to be put
under the microscope and every bit of insecurity I’ve got
inside of me was going to bubble to the surface. 


“Mom,
Dad, I’ve got some news,” Austin started.

“Can’t
it wait darling? I’d like to order a drink first.” She
said, sitting down and opening her menu.

How
could the tension be thick all ready? I wished I liked her more, but
all ready my guard was up. I hoped our time together would be swift
so I could get the hell out of here. 


“Actually,
it can’t wait,” Austin spoke up, clearing his throat.
“I’ve just asked Kate to be my wife, and she’s
agreed.”

“How
lovely,” his father replied. “Congratulations.”

I
wore a small smile, feeling on display, barely speaking, “Thank
you.” I sensed his mother hatred all ready. 


Rolling
her eyes she finally spoke, “Austin, really, another one? Are
you sure about this? I mean, you just got home, give it time. You
must stop wearing your heart on your sleeve, dear boy. You’ve
got enough on your plate all ready. Shouldn’t you slow things
down? Besides, you’ve all ready done the marriage thing in the
past. Do you think this is a good idea, I mean really, what’s
the rush? Live together, be young and free, but marriage? I don’t
know. It’s so,” she paused for effect, “permanent.
Well, in most cases. I mean, your last one ended in divorce. Do you
really want to go through that again?”

I
was sitting right there, it was almost like I didn’t exist.
It took every bit of strength from letting my jaw drop open at her
comment.

“Mother,”
Austin tensed up, I could almost feel his teeth clenching to keep his
calm. “That was completely uncalled for. Please welcome Kate
into the family.”

“If
you insist,” she rolled her eyes again. “Welcome, dear.”
It was so off the cuff; I didn’t know how to respond. I felt
badly, watching Austin shake his head in frustration. 


“Thank
you,” I said meekly. What should have been a joyous occasion
was anything but. I excused myself to the ladies room, feeling sick
to my stomach. I was beside myself at her reaction. My heart broke
for Austin, and my anger was bubbling up. How dare she destroy our
precious celebration. 


She
didn’t even try to hide it to be polite. She just threw it out
there, not only embarrassing us both, but being a total B-I-T-C-H! I
expected her to be less than thrilled based on what he’d told
me about her, but seriously? She seriously just said all of that to
him – and right in front of me!

In
the safety of the bathroom stall, I texted Heather, “Austin
proposed. His mom hates me all ready.”

“OMG,
really? Squeals of excitement!”

“Trapped
in bathroom stall, don’t want to go back out there,” I
texted in return.

“Be
strong, he loves you.”

“You’re
right, but she’s mean.”

“You
can handle this. Be yourself, you’re awesome.”

“Love
you, thanks.”

“Talk
later, call me when you can.”

“Will
do, hugs to baby AJ.”

And
with that, I pasted a smile on my face, opened the door, and headed
back out to join the others at our table. Drinks had been served and
with orders placed, it was just a matter of time. I was counting down
the minutes until I got to leave this place. The thought of spending
any more time near his mother overwhelmed me. 


After
sitting down, Austin squeeze my hand under the table, trying to give
me a reassuring boost. Looking into his eyes, I reminded myself he
was all I ever needed. It didn’t matter if his parents weren’t
my biggest fan. As long as I had Austin, we’d be okay. 


His
mother was unbearable, but somehow I managed to get through the meal.
She had less than lovely comments about pretty much anything I said
or did. “Oh dear, do you really need those extra starchy foods?
You could stand to lose a few pounds in your hips,” I swear, I
didn’t know how to respond and almost choked when the words
came out. 


“I
hope you’re not expecting Austin to carry all the burden in
this marriage, you do intend to work right? Oh, that’s what you
call a career these days? Hmmm, I don’t see much of a future
for promotion there…” and on, and on, and on. 


When
it was time to leave, I was polite but greatly relieved. “It
was lovely to meet you both,” I offered, trying to harness the
sling of thoughts I was actually feeling. 


“Like
wise,” his father said. “Again, welcome to the family.”

His
mother said nothing, simply giving Austin a hug, and out the door
they went. 


“Are
you okay?” He asked with a grimace.

“I’ll
survive. How are you doing?”

“Great,
now that we’re about to go home and get naked. I’m sorry
my mother was so rough on you. I want to say she means well, but I’m
not sure she does. I think she’s trying to scare you, to see if
you’re strong enough to hang in during tough times. Sometimes,
I’m not even sure what her angle is. You’re an incredible
woman to have put up with that so gracefully.”

“Graceful,
huh? I had a few choice comments I choked back. I just, I didn’t
expect to be verbally assaulted so much. You could have jumped to my
defense a little more,” I said, and then stopped the train of
thought. Not today, not now. “Eh, it will be okay. God, I hope
it will be okay,” I sighed. “Is she always this,” I
was desperately stuck trying to find the right word. Bitchy was all
that wanted to come out, but I refrained, biting my cheek. Finally, I
went with difficult. “Is she always this difficult?”

“Mostly,”
he flinched. “I’m sorry. She will soften up a little over
time.”

“You’re
damn lucky I love you this much,” I laughed. 


I
hoped my parents would be more charming when the moment came along. I
knew they wouldn’t be assholes at least; they’d probably
just embarrass me. After today, I could handle a little embarrassment
– that would be cake. 


Driving
home, the anticipation of alone time had us both on edge. I hadn’t
been naked with Austin in what felt like forever. I wanted to hide
away for days and spend every second of it in bed with my lover –
my future husband. 


I
was still wrapping my head around that bit - Austin, my husband. It
felt surreal, here we were separated for what felt like forever, and
now we’re together again, and soon we’d be united as
husband and wife. The past year melted away, all my heartache and
sorrows, now that he was home with me. 


Pulling
in the driveway, we both practically ran to the door trying to get to
the privacy of my home. Unlocking the door, we pushed through and
closed it, and within seconds Austin was working at unzipping my
dress, helping it fall to the floor. The urgency was intense, the
need driving our every movement.

Pressed
back up against the door, I felt the weight of his body against me,
and stood in my silky lingerie and heels. Red panties and matching
bra, blue shoes, and my pale white skin – I was a vision of
red, white, and blue for my soldier. 


His
mouth was hungry, and there was urgency in his kisses. Reaching down,
he picked up one of my wrists and lifted it up over my head, pinning
it to the door. He reached down and lifted the other as well, holding
me there, my hands up and unmoving. His mouth roved from my mouth
down across my neck and shoulders, and licking and tasting my skin,
he found his way back to my mouth. 


“Don’t
move your hands,” he whispered, letting them go. “I want
to look at you, just like this.”

Shoving
my bra up over my breasts, he caressed them, sighing as he enjoyed my
body. “It’s been so long,” he said, and then
lowered his mouth. My eyes closed, feeling his hot mouth on my skin.
Suckling my nipple into his mouth, I let out a small gasp of
pleasure. 


I
meant to keep my hands up, truly I did, but I instinctually put my
fingers in his short hair, pulling his head tighter to my breast. “It
feels so good,” I cooed, “don’t stop.”

My
hips were all ready grinding, and my need to be penetrated was
strong. I ached for my lover after such a long time away from him,
but I’d have to move at his pace, because he wasn’t ready
to yet. 


Tenderly
sucking my nipple, he let his hand roam my body, and found the edge
of my panties. Slowly, he played with the elastic band, and then
slipped his fingers underneath, reaching for what was hidden below. 


I
was all ready wet, filled with excitement, his touch setting my body
on fire, and when his fingers slid inside of me I groaned with
satisfaction. A light tingling sensation ran through my body.

“You
like that, huh?” He was caught in the moment, and as he took my
body to the edge with his hands and mouth, I begged him not to stop.
“You’re so wet,” he whispered.

Sliding
my panties down my legs and stepping out of them for easier access,
he asked me to keep my heels on for now. I spread my legs wider,
wanting him inside of me.

Soon
he was tearing at his belt, trying to get his pants down. He couldn’t
move fast enough, and needed his own moment of relief. We maneuvered
so he could slide inside, and then lifting me up, he told me to wrap
my legs around him. 


My
back was pressed to the door, and he was deep inside of me. Thrusting
from below, my arms and legs tangled around his body, he worked up a
good sweat before finally grunting and releasing his seed deep inside
of me. 


His
hands cupped just below my bottom and thighs. After he came, he
slowly released his grip, letting me find my balance on my feet once
again. Our breathing was ragged, and my heart raced.

Together
we sank to the floor, him still partially dressed, his shirt on, his
pants and underwear shoved to his ankles, and me in my bra pushed
over my breasts and in heels. We were quite a vision.

Slowly,
I reached around and unhooked my bra, slipping it off and tossing it
onto the floor. I laughed watching Austin kick his shoes off and
shimmy out of his pants. After regaining our composure, he stripped
off his shirt, and together we got up and headed into the bedroom. 


“Keep
the heels on,” he said. I smiled and followed behind him.

It
felt funny walking down the hallway, naked and only in heels. There
was something sexy about it, and for a moment I felt like a goddess
knowing he wanted me. 


Climbing
onto the bed together, we snuggled in, holding one another. “It
feels funny wearing shoes in bed,” I said. 


“You
can take them off if you get out of bed and walk around the room for
me, just for a minute or so. I’ve missed your body,” he
grinned. 


I
got off of the bed, and playfully swayed my hips while walking back
and forth. I threw in a few poses, trying not to giggle as I did.
Finally kicking the shoes off, I hopped back onto the bed and pressed
my body to his. Austin pulled me in tightly, wrapping his body around
mine. It’s as if he wanted every bit of our skin to be
touching, and I wasn’t about to complain. 


We
made love again, tender and sweet, slow and rhythmic. There was
something so beautiful between us, and I realized how different
quick, hot sex and making love really are. We were connected, in
sync, the feelings were powerful, and it wasn’t just lust –
it felt like so much more.

His
fingers brushed my hair away from my face, “I love you, Kate.
I’m so glad we made it this far.” His words were sweet,
and his eyes sincere. 


“Me
too,” I leaned in kissing his lips gently. I couldn’t get
enough of him. I missed him so much.

“I
want to spend every waking moment with you here, but after this
weekend, I’m going to need a few days alone, okay?” He
gently let me down; reminding me it would take some time for him to
adjust.

I
nodded, “Sure, of course. Are you okay?”

“Yeah,
yeah, it’s fine. I just need to process some stuff, readjust to
things again, but I don’t want you to think it has anything to
do with you. I’ll need some alone time.”

“If
you need anything,” I started.

“It
will be fine. This wasn’t my first rodeo,” he reassured. 


His
hands slowly drew up and down my body, and we lazily spent the rest
of the afternoon in bed. Our mouths would meet, we’d make love
again, and then collapse into a heap on the covers, panting and
smiling, only to snuggle in and nap. Waking up, we’d start all
over again. It was like a fairytale, the connection we felt, the
desire, the need…and he was home again, which was all I ever
wanted. 


“I’ll
take you ring shopping tomorrow. I would have surprised you, but
well, you know…” he grinned. “Then we have all
afternoon to be naked again.”

“Are
you sure you want to do this? You don’t have to, I mean I want
to, but I don’t want you to feel obligated.”

“Obligated?”
He laughed, “I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t
sure.”

I
couldn’t wipe the smile off of my face. “Good! I’m
glad you didn’t change your mind. It’s just, if it was in
the heat of the moment, and you didn’t mean it…”

“Shhh,”
he put his finger to my lips, “of course I meant it.”

His
fingers found all of my favorite places, and as he moved them over my
skin and pressed them inside, I’d gasp and get lost in the
sensations all over again. I’d never felt so in tune with
another person. Our bodies worked together beautifully, and it’s
like we could sense what the other wanted or needing without saying a
word. My hips arched up when the waves rushed through me, and once
again I was worn from the activities. My energy had been pulled from
me momentarily, and feeling sleeping I curled into Austin, thanking
him for pleasuring me again.

Austin
was my heart and soul, and lying beside him I realized that he was
more than I ever wanted. He made me feel complete, special, and
loved. How we ended up here together was beyond me, he seemed so out
of my league. He was handsome, smart, and funny. When Austin walked
into a room, all the women turned and looked at him. He had charisma
and presence, and he was above all in love with me, simply amazing.

“Do
you want to go over and meet Amber?” I asked, knowing he hadn’t
seen Heather and Scott’s daughter yet. I was so excited for him
to meet her. He’d only seen pictures of our friend’s
child at this point, and she was so much sweeter in person.

“Can
we wait on that? There will be plenty of time. To be honest, I just
want to see you right now; I’m not really ready to see everyone
else.” 


“Of
course, I just didn’t want to hog all your time.” 


“Take
it all,” he said, pulling me close. “Truth be told, I
just don’t feel very social yet. It takes a little time. I only
want to be with you. Is that a problem?” 


“You’ll
get no complaints from me,” I grinned. “I stocked up on
snacks, beer, water, whatever you should need, and we can always
order pizza. We could stay cocooned in here for a solid week for all
I care.”

“That
sounds great,” he said nuzzling into my neck. 


We
spend the entire day in bed, only getting up long enough to grab
pretzels and beer. 


The
following morning, he wanted to take me around to the jewelry store
to pick out a ring. It felt funny going with him, but I was secretly
glad I got some say. I’m not a fan of square cut diamonds, so I
could sway him towards a round, princess cut. 


After
looking at rings, we settled on a diamond solitaire with a platinum
band. It would have to be sized, so he would come back to pick it up
in a few days. It was gorgeous, absolutely gorgeous. It seemed
surreal to be ring shopping with Austin. I couldn’t believe
this was actually happening. It was a lot to take in. I still hadn’t
told my parents he’d proposed. I’d call them after he
left. 


As
we walked back out to the car hand in hand, an old truck a few car
lengths away backfired, and with one quick move he shoved me down,
shielding me. Austin was over me as I hit the pavement, covering my
body. Holy cow, what was that? 


“Are
you okay?” His heart was racing, his breathing hard, and he was
awash in panic. Suddenly he realized where we were. I couldn’t
tell if he was upset or embarrassed, but the reality that it happened
was in the air between us. While it happened fast, the seconds after
felt like slow motion. 


I
was stunned, lying under him on the pavement. I didn’t know
what to say or do. It hurt hitting the pavement that hard, but I
realized it was an automatic reaction for him. He didn’t do it
to hurt me, he did it to protect me…he threw his body over me
to save me. But save me from what… a car? His instinct was to
save me, I should be grateful – but I was more concerned by his
reaction. 


“I’m
sorry,” he jumped up, helping me up. “I’m so
sorry,” he shoved his hands in his pockets. “Are you
okay?”

I
nodded, “Are you?” I was seriously concerned. I
completely understood he’d come from a war environment with
gunfire and explosions, but now that he was back, how long would he
be like this? 


“Yeah,
I guess I’m still a little tense,” he admitted. “It
sounded like,” he shook his head, “never mind.” 


“You’re
home now, hon. It’s safe here,” I squeezed his hand, and
together we got in the car.  “Do you want to talk about it?
Maybe you could talk to Scott or Jake.”

“No,
there’s nothing to talk about,” he said, almost angry
that I asked. 


I
was taken back by the quick change in personality, but wrote it off.
He’d been through a lot, and I needed to allow him the time to
heal. I didn’t say much on the drive home. It was weird to jump
from being so ecstatic over picking out a ring, to being on the
ground with him, realizing he thought shots were being fired, and
then driving in the car in near silence.

Nearing
our house and in the driveway, I tried to soften the mood, not
wanting to stay in this tense state all day. “The ring is
beautiful,” I started. “I can’t believe you asked
me to be your wife.”

“Do
you still want to be?” He asked, almost hurt, and embarrassed I
saw that.

“Why
would you ask that? Of course I do!” Okay, I couldn’t
avoid it, “Austin, what happened back there, I’m sure
it’s a natural reaction, it just took me by surprise.”

“I’d
rather not discuss it,” he said. 


“Fair
enough, but I’m here if you change your mind,” I sighed. 


Walking
into the house together, I put it behind me. It was one incident, and
after a year of combat, it made complete sense when I thought about
it.

We
decided to make it a clothing optional day and spent most of it naked
hanging around the house. Sex seemed to be the easy answer, and as
long as our bodies were moving, our mouths were busy, and we didn’t
have to talk about what happened earlier. He needed to deny it
happened, and I needed to forget. We had sex in the living room,
kitchen, and bedroom that day. I didn’t want it to end, but
knew he needed time to himself. 


We
curled onto the sofa tangling our bodies together talking about
marriage, and what kind of time frame we were looking at. We decided
we’d wait at least six months, and that we wanted something
small and intimate, maybe a quiet ceremony at the beach with just a
few close friends and family. I was blissfully happy and relieved
he’d come home safely. Life was good, and would only get better
now that Austin was back. 


As
the weekend came to a close, I was hesitant to let go. I knew he
needed some time alone, I just wanted to be with him every moment of
every day. I’d have my own schedule to return to anyway. With
work in the morning, it was back to life as I knew it – only
now Austin was back at home where he belonged. 


His
active duty would soon be changing to inactive reserve, and with that
behind us I felt like we could finally move forward, knowing he
wouldn’t get called back for deployment. We discussed children
and where to live, our future, his desire to return to school, and
every tiny detail we could examine together thinking about our lives.


I
would be Mrs. Sharpe, and no longer Kate Tanner. And he would take a
wife. I wanted to be a better wife to him than Emily ever was, and
help him erase that memory completely. I tried not to compare myself,
but it’s easier said than done. I can’t pretend like she
didn’t exist, but I sure as hell can give him better memories. 


Before
I dropped Austin back at his place, we stopped at the market so he
could pick up some supplies. I had to tear myself away, leaving him
alone, but knew he needed some time to himself. 


I
called Heather when I got home, but she didn’t answer. She
finally texted me back later, telling me she’d taken a nap with
the baby. We went over every detail of my weekend, and then she said
she had news to share. Scott and she had found a way to make it work
if she went part-time. At first it would be tight, but by changing a
few things around, they’d be able to do it. 


I
was happy for her, since I knew this was what she wanted, but sad for
me since it meant I wouldn’t see Heather every day at work. She
told me not to worry yet, because she had to find a part time job
before she could make the transition. She was going to talk to our
boss and see if it was an option at our work place, but wasn’t
expecting much since they didn’t hire part-timers. When it came
down to it I was happy for her, because she thrived being a mother
and wanted to spend as much time with AJ as possible. Who could blame
her, Amber Jo was growing so quickly!

 I
couldn’t believe how much time had all ready passed, and what
was once our itty, bitty little love was now an infant on the move!
She’d gone passed crawling and pulling herself up on the edge
of the sofa or table, and we knew she’d be walking any day. How
had so much time gone by?

Austin
seemed a little on edge when I saw him, but nothing out of the
ordinary. I mean, we all have stress. It just seemed like little
things bothered him more, but I wrote it off. He seemed more reserved
in other small ways as well, and I think I kept making excuses for
him, not wanting to see what could very well be a reality. He might
be suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. 


He
seemed almost depressed and despondent some days, but other days he’d
be fine. His sleeping schedule was off again, and while I’d
fall asleep, he’d restlessly toss and turn, finally getting up
in the middle of the night. His body was still adjusting to his new
schedule.  


He
had trouble concentrating some days, and lacked the desire to
socialize. I hated to see him go through this, and just accepted it
would take time. I assumed in a few weeks, things would be back to
normal – after all I’d met him after his last tour of
duty, and he’d adjusted in that time frame before. 


It
didn’t matter; I’d stand by his side and work through
this. I needed him to know he wasn’t alone, and that we were a
team. 


He
didn’t want to talk to anybody about it, and even avoided
discussing things with Scott or Jake. It broke my heart that he was
suffering in silence, but it wasn’t my choice. I couldn’t
force him to do anything. I gently suggested he talk to somebody, but
he just wasn’t ready. 


Things
seem to settle down for him after a couple of months had passed, and
it made me wonder how many families went through these things. I
couldn’t imagine the horrors of what he saw and lived through,
and tried to be patient and calm, letting him adjust. Only, just when
he’d seem to be doing better, he’d have a relapse and
turn inside of himself again, not wanting to socialize or talk about
things.





Chapter 23





As
time wore on, he seemed to settle back into a pattern, and over time
we started planning the details of our wedding. We’d chosen a
semi-local beach, a simple ceremony with a handful of people, and we
both wanted to be dressed nicely but barefoot. We’d write our
own vows and start our lives together. Austin would move in with me,
and he’d let his apartment go. I had more space at my home, and
we hoped to eventually get a small house together.

I
wasn’t sure what I was going to wear at first. I had a picture
in my mind of what I wanted, but was having trouble finding something
that looked how I wanted. It was hit or miss, and finally after
almost giving up hope, I stumbled on the perfect option.

I
know so many little girls visualize their wedding gown, and want to
be princess perfect. They want to see a look of adoration in their
man’s eyes, one that says you made the perfect choice. I hoped
I’d make a decision that showed he was happy I was the one he’d
chosen. I longed for that look, knowing as he saw me in my wedding
dress for the first time, that there was nobody in the world he
wanted more as his wife. I know, it’s a silly illusion, a dress
can’t do all of that, but we always hope it will.

The
dress I found was a lovely antique white piece, almost offering a
champagne colored tint. It was strapless and tea length with tulle
beneath the skirt. The satin bustier portion of the dress fit me
perfectly, and there would be little to take in or let out. It wasn’t
traditional, but it was perfect and similar to what I was looking
for. Getting married barefoot in the sand, I didn’t want a gown
length wedding dress. 


His
parents agreed to come willingly, but I wasn’t holding my
breath that his mom would behave. At this point, I just avoid her as
much as possible. Austin’s younger sister was there too, giving
me a chance to finally meet her. You’d think we’d have
made the effort beforehand, but Austin said he wasn’t super
close to her, since they were easily 8 years apart in age. He loved
her, but they didn’t share a lot in common, other than parents.


Maggie
looked a lot like her mother, but was a little warmer – only a
little. I wouldn’t say we’d be best friends, but at least
she didn’t bite my head off the moment I met her. I could see
that Austin adored his younger sister, and couldn’t wipe the
smile off his face when he saw her. I bet if they were closer in age,
they would have been great friends growing up together. I was glad
she was able to make it, it meant a lot to Austin.

While
Maggie was mostly polite, she did get a snarky comment in. She was
definitely her mother’s child. I cringed when she made the
comment that I was a lovely bride, but you should have seen Emily.
Now she was a gorgeous bride. I almost wondered if her mother put her
up to that. I could tell the women in Austin’s family were not
going to be my biggest fans. Were they protective of him, or was
there something about me? I just didn’t get it, and promised
myself to spend as little time with them over the years as possible. 


My
parents were there too, and I just hoped they didn’t clash with
his folks too much. I held my breath and just prayed everybody would
be on their best behavior for our special day. I hated that what was
supposed to be my special day had me stressed out on top of it all,
hoping our parents wouldn’t be an issue. We should have run
away and gotten married alone. I had visions of our parents brawling
in the sand. Sure, I know I exaggerated it in my head, but do you
blame me? 


Heather
and Scott would stand for us, and of course Jake and his latest girl
would be there as well. That was all that we wanted - a small affair,
our closest friends, and our family. Of course my mother was
horrified I wouldn’t be inviting Aunt Sally, and swore my
grandmother would never forgive me, and what about second cousin
Ginny, and so on and so on. I let her ramble on, and gently reminded
her that this was my wedding to plan, not hers. 


She
took it well enough, but added a layer of guilt that she was so
skilled at. I was sure my Grams would enjoy the pictures and
understand we were keeping it small. Though who knows, if my mom is
this good with guilt, she had to get it from somewhere. 


When
the day arrived, standing before our friends and family, we said our
vows. Thankfully the weather held out, and when we exchanged rings
and finally said our do’s, Austin leaned forward and kissed me.
I was his wife, and he was my husband, a blessed union indeed. 


I
was so touched that he’d written our vows. They were beautiful
and graceful. His words brought tears to my eyes, and he spoke so
eloquently – and most of all, as he promised his love to me, I
knew that we would become united as one. 


After
kissing my husband, I turned around and smiled at our friends and
family. It was a magical moment to be standing there with Austin. We
were husband and wife. 


I
refused to let his mother’s glares and loud, deep sighs ruin my
day. As far as I was concerned, she was lucky I let her show up. I
knew how much Austin adored her and did it for him, but I’ve
avoided her as much as possible until this point. I hated her all
ready, and I didn’t see that situation improving. She couldn’t
pocket her disapproval for one moment. 


I’ll
be honest, it doesn’t give me especially warm feelings that
she’ll be a part of our lives, but Austin swears there are
redeeming qualities about her somewhere deep inside. I guess time
will tell, and who knows if she’ll ever accept me. I tell
myself I don’t care, but I’m lying, of course I care. I
plan on spending the rest of my life with Austin, and I don’t
feel like fighting it every step of the way, with his mother in my
face. 


Austin
squeezed my hand, “I love you, Mrs. Sharpe.” I smiled and
forgot about his mom for the moment. Austin was my husband, wow, I
have a husband!

I
looked at everybody around us, but all I really saw was Austin. It
didn’t matter how many people surrounded us, he made me feel
like the only person in the world at times, special and secure in the
knowledge that he loved me, truly and deeply. 


He
was happy; I saw it in his face. His eyes were smiling, and there was
love between us. I knew everything would be okay – we were
husband and wife, and were about to start our journey to happily ever
after.  He was more than I ever wanted, and is all that I need.





THE END





If you enjoyed reading
“More Than I Wanted” by Ava Catori, be sure to keep your
eyes out for the follow up “All That I Need”.  The story
continues as Kate and Austin build their lives together. With a child
on the way, and Austin struggling with post traumatic stress
disorders, their lives aren’t quite what they’d planned.
Can the couple find the strength to get past their emotional hurdles
and find their happily ever after? Take a sneak peek below:





All That I Need





“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 awhile, but it
just keeps getting worse. I thought time would help, but it’s
not improving.”

“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 over night,”
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?”





Coming
soon to your favorite e-book retailer, be sure to add it to your wish
list today. Follow Austin and Kate as they tackle the next phase of
their relationship. Add the second book in a two part series to your
reading list, and see how the story finally ends. 






Looking for more
stories by Ava Catori? Want another taste of what’s to come?






Future
release “Compulsive Desires” tackles the question –
is it infatuation or love?





Sophie
Samuels was in love. Well, okay, maybe it was lust, but who wouldn't
be smitten? 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, if she’d just
give him a chance? 
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