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To Tobin, my husband, my knight, and
my one true love.


Thank you for saving me from that
broken road.
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Four months earlier…


My
eyes met Tom’s as he stomped the snow off his boots. Soft white flecks
scattered across the rug by the door. “What have I told you about the phone?”


I
swallowed nervously. “I have to go, mom. I promise we’ll come visit soon.” My
hand shook as I hung up the phone. I braced myself for the storm, then turned
to face Tom. “I was only on the phone for fifteen minutes. I was talking to my
mom. She’s worried because she hasn’t seen us in so long.”


Tom’s
voice was laced with ice. “Don’t lie to me, Kri. I’ve been watching you through
the window. You were on the phone twenty minutes ago when I first pulled up to
the house.” He closed the distance between us, scattering snow across the
hardwood floor. His head cocked to one side as a vein pulsed in his neck. “Were
you talking about me?”


My
heart sped as I began to back up. “No, Tom. I swear. We didn’t talk about you.”


His
eyes narrowed. Then he sent me hurtling against the wall as he backhanded me.
Spit flew across my face as he screamed. “Liar!” 


I
glanced nervously at Cade as he whimpered from the couch. He jumped down to
meet me at the wall. A low growl hummed through his tiny chest as he faced Tom.
I slid to the floor and reached for him. “Shhhh. It’s okay, boy.”


“I’m
going to kill that fucking dog,” Tom hissed as he reached for the cordless
phone. 


I
ducked as the phone shattered next to my head. My heart stumbled against my
chest as my eyes flitted to the keys hanging next to the door. Tom was pacing
on the other side of the room, contemplating his next move. “Stupid fucking
bitch,” he muttered as he raked his hand through his jet black hair. “Just had
to have a dog. Couldn’t live without that stupid fucking dog.”


I
could see his temper spiraling in front of me as if it had a life of its own. I
had lived this moment a million times before. If I was lucky, he’d demand I go
upstairs so he could take his frustration out on me in bed. If I wasn’t… then I
was going to get hit a few more times before he dragged me up to bed. Either
way, I’d end up in bed wishing I was dead. I eyed the keys again, then counted
the steps to the door. 


I
glanced nervously at Tom. I had been biding my time, paying off bills, untangling
our finances, and stashing money aside. I had finally confided in someone, and
she and her husband had offered to take me in. I finally had a place I could go…
a place where he couldn’t hurt me. My jeep was parked right outside the door. I
could make a run for it… or I could die trying.


I
touched my cheek to see if there was any blood. My head spun. Did I have the
strength to see this through? I had attempted to leave once before; and Tom had
threatened to kill me if I ever tried again. We lived in the middle of town,
then. But, now? We lived smack in the middle of the mountains where no one
could hear me scream. A tear slid down my face as I pulled Cade to my chest. I
was so sick of fighting, sick of walking on eggshells, and mortified by the
dark turn my prayers had taken. I wondered when things had gotten so bad that I
started praying he would die. 


Tom
ripped me from my thoughts as he threatened me from across the room. “I am sick
and tired of you not listening to me. I’m going to show you who runs this
house, Kri. Get your ass upstairs, now!” 


I
scrambled to my feet with Cade still clutched in my arms. I watched as Tom
kicked his boots across the floor and turned to walk up the stairs. I breathed
a silent prayer, then ran for the door.
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The
treadmill started to hum. I smiled. How I loved that sound. I began walking as
the thin rubber strip pulled me back. I walked briskly at first, taking in all
the other people exercising around me. 


I
turned up the speed and began jogging. I tucked the buds from my iPod into my
ears. My smile widened. Mary J. Blige… “No More Drama”... perfect.
I started running and fell into an easy rhythm with the song. 


I
thought about why I was here, at this gym, in the middle of the day. Running,
I thought. I’m running. My mind quickly filled with images of all the
things I was running from… the past… the people…the pain. I increased the speed
again, intent on outrunning the images now darkening my mind. That’s why I’m
here… so I can be stronger… faster… safe. I embraced the fatigue in my
thighs and the air burning my lungs. I drew strength from the lyrics of the
song. “No more tears,” I repeated, over and over again.


Three
songs later, I slowed the treadmill and resumed walking. I took a couple of
deep breaths while I tried to slow my breathing. There’s good pain and bad
pain, I thought. This is clearly the good stuff. I grabbed my water
bottle and doused my throat. I thought about the lyrics from the first song. No
more pain. I allowed pain and fear to dictate my life for nine miserable
years… but not anymore. A smile spread slowly across my face. No more pain. 


I
abandoned the treadmill and walked determinedly toward the locker room, still
chanting my new mantra. Twenty minutes later, a heather sheath dress and
matching heels replaced my black shorts, tank top, and sneakers. I threw my gym
bag into the back of my jeep and pulled into lunch hour traffic. It took me
five minutes to drive back to my office. By Montana standards, it was a brutal
commute.


I
sank into the chair behind my heavy wooden desk. I listened to my voice mail,
then began returning the phone calls that had accumulated over the lunch hour.
I was on the phone for over two hours. With a deep sigh, I closed my eyes and
rolled my neck, trying to release some of the tension that had already
accumulated there. I thought about the complaint I had just received and shook
my head in disgust. Seriously? Since when did nursing homes start forcing
people to die? 


The
woman I had just spoken to was battling brain cancer. A physician at the long
term care facility where she lived put an order in her file prohibiting
resuscitation; the order was issued against her wishes. The woman may have
cancer, but that didn’t take away her right to decide whether she had a Do Not
Resuscitate order on file. With cancer, she could still have weeks, months, or
even years. Turning to my computer, I logged into Lexis/Nexis and started
pounding on the keys. Really pounding. Within minutes, I was completely
immersed in research.


“You
need to consider this.” 


I
pulled my eyes away from the computer as I shifted my attention to my boss. I
hadn’t even heard him walk into my office. “Consider what?”


Charlie
tossed a piece of paper on my desk. “This.” 


I
spent a respectable five seconds glancing over the paper. “A senate fellowship?
In DC? I don’t want to live in DC,” I scoffed. “Nobody wants to live in DC.”


Charlie
folded his arms across his chest. One of those knowing looks settled on his
face. “Well, then. Maybe you need to think about taking the road less traveled.”


I
couldn’t resist the sigh or the eye roll. “Charlie, I was just accepted to law
school. I’ve wanted this since I was in high school.” I paused, remembering the
reason why. My uncle had been murdered when I was sixteen years old. The
brutality behind his death created a lasting impression, as had the special
prosecutor who handled the case. I once dreamed of working with him. Sadly, I
was derailed. 


I
shifted my focus back to Charlie. “It has taken me a long time to get to a
place in my life where I can actually make this happen. Why would I throw in
the towel on law school to go work in Congress? Those yahoos don’t have a clue
how to help people. I like helping people, and I’m limited without a law
degree.”


“The
fellowship is only for a year. You can delay law school another year. Besides,
there are ways you can help people without a law degree. What do you think
you’re doing now?” Charlie smiled. “Think about it. That’s all I'm asking.”


“Okay,”
I grudgingly conceded. Charlie was one of those people who seemed to have a
direct line to God. So if he thought I should consider the fellowship, then I
probably should. Charlie was also the most amazing boss to walk the planet, so
it’s not like I wanted to leave my job, but this unfulfilled dream of becoming
a lawyer was difficult to walk away from. My ex-husband had been dead set
against it. He had actually forbidden me to go to law school when I graduated
with my bachelor’s degree in pre-law. Now that my divorce was final, I wanted
to regain some control over my life. Following through with law school seemed
like the best place to start.


Charlie’s
voice interrupted my thoughts. “So, what are you working on? You were hard at
it when I walked in here.”


I
was glad he asked. “Have you ever heard of a long term care facility forcing
someone to have a DNR on file… just because that person has cancer and is
considered terminal? The woman actually wants to be resuscitated. Shouldn’t the
Patient Self-Determination Act apply here? She wants to continue fighting the
cancer, and it doesn’t sound like death is imminent.”


Charlie’s
jaw clenched. “No. Which long term care facility is this?”


“Shady
Grove. I don’t know what’s going on over there, but the Medicaid Fraud
Investigator stopped by my office yesterday to discuss an elder abuse case from
that facility. We need to do a surprise inspection on that place. Can you set
one up?”


“Sure.
I’ll see how quickly we can pull a team together. You should call your friends
over at the Medical Review Board. See what they think about the DNR issue. I’ve
never heard of a medical provider insisting on a DNR. The only cases I’m
familiar with are the ones where the medical providers refuse to comply with
the DNR. Typically they err on the side of life.”


“I
know. I’m having a hard time understanding this, but I think I need to call the
administrator at the facility to hear their side of the story. If she confirms
what I heard from the resident, then I’ll call the Board. Hopefully it’s some
sort of misunderstanding.”


“Sounds
like a plan, but don’t forget about the fellowship. I want you to look into
that too… and I want you to pray on it, Kri. The deadline for applying is next
week.” 


I
smiled. Charlie was always looking for ways to strengthen my relationship with
God. “I will, Charlie. I promise.”


Charlie
turned toward the door. “Oh, and Kri? It’s 5:30. Go home.”


I
gave one last longing look at the research beckoning from my computer. I shut
my computer down with a sigh. There were never enough hours in a day. 


*
* * * * *


A
few days later, I was back in my office. Nervous energy coursed through my
bouncing knee as I anxiously awaited Charlie. He was across the street
defending our budget to the state legislature. I didn’t envy him that job. Last
year’s forest fires had wiped out the general fund. All of state government were
facing cuts this year. The Montana Department of Health and Human Services,
where I worked, was no exception. 


My
best friend, Kimme, was nervously twisting around in the chair on the other
side of my desk as she looked through the glass wall toward Charlie’s office.
Her deep auburn hair was pulled back in a knot at the nape of her neck. 


While
Kimme and I were a lot alike, we couldn’t have looked more different. Where she
was petite, I was tall. While her perfectly straight hair stopped just short of
her shoulders, my pale blond hair fell down my back in messy waves. Kimme had
striking emerald eyes. Mine were blue or gray, depending on the day. Kimme had
curves in all the right places. My figure was bordering on boyishly thin.
Despite these differences, our friendship was tightly woven by our similar
pasts, a passion for helping those who were vulnerable, a deep sense of
justice, and a penchant for mischief. We had both been broken by our
ex-husbands, but Kimme was two steps ahead of me in the healing process. She
had already found a way to rebuild her confidence. I was still working on mine.


Kimme
leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “Do you think we’re going to get
in trouble?” Her green eyes lit with excitement. I thought it was hysterical
she’d even ask. Whenever we were together, Charlie referred to us as “the power
of K2.” We were a force to be reckoned with, and Charlie knew it. 


I
shook my head. “No. Charlie will laugh. Besides, he deserves it after calling
my desk and hanging up on me all morning long, just for giggles. Not to mention
what he did with that super soaker last Friday.” Charlie was not your typical
boss. Things could get pretty tense around our office, especially when the
legislature was in session, so Charlie liked to lighten things up with his Nerf
and squirt gun arsenal. 


We
both stilled as Charlie walked into his office. His silver hair glowed under
the harsh office lights. He didn’t even look twice at his phone. He was sifting
through a pile of papers on his desk.


Kimme,
who was trying her best to be inconspicuous, raised a perfectly waxed eyebrow
at me. 


I
shrugged. “Maybe I should call him…” 


Kimme
nodded. A huge grin spread like wildfire across her face. 


 I
dialed Charlie’s number, then sat back and stared at his office. 


Charlie
turned toward his phone. Quirking his head slightly, he studied my handy work.
I had Saran wrapped his phone with an entire box of Saran Wrap. His eyes shot
up as Kimme and I burst out laughing. A mischievous look sparked in his ice
blue eyes. 


My
eyes widened as he leaned toward the file drawer where he keeps the super
soaker. “Run!” I squealed. I grabbed my purse and shoved Kimme out the door
ahead of me. It was close to five o’clock… close enough to call it a day
anyway.


We
were dripping wet and laughing hysterically before we even reached the stairs.
We were fast... but Charlie was faster. Of course, he wasn’t wearing heels.


* * * * * * 


That
night, I mulled over the fellowship application while toying with a tuna melt
sandwich. The idea of living in DC was not appealing to me at all, but
law school was proving problematic. I was struggling to find affordable housing
in Missoula, which meant I’d have to apply for more student loans. By my
calculations, law school was going to set me back a hundred thousand dollars.
There’s no way I could make those kind of student loan payments working in
public service law. 


The
fellowship paid a sixty thousand dollar stipend for the year. That was nearly
double my current salary. Of course, the cost of living in DC was much higher
than in Montana, but still, that was a lot of money. 


My
attorney friends warned me that I wouldn’t be able to work during the first
year of law school. Evidently, the course load was so demanding it was
impossible to manage even a part-time job. Most of these friends were actively
discouraging me from going to law school. They weren’t happy practicing law.
Charlie hadn’t been the only one telling me there were other ways to help
people.


“Why
do people keep telling me that?” I asked the silver and black ball of
fur curled next to me on the couch. Cade lifted his head and gave me an
inquisitive look. As only a nine pound Shih Tzu could, Cade had long operated
under the misperception that he was a Rottweiler. He had risked his life to
save mine multiple times. We were completely inseparable. 


I
scratched under his chin. “Don’t worry, little buddy. You go where I go.”
Reassured, Cade tucked his face back into his paws. I raked my hand soothingly
through his soft fur before retrieving a pen and paper from the coffee table.
Drawing a long line down the center of the paper, I made two columns. I wrote “law
school” at the top of the first column and “fellowship” at the top of the
second. 


An
hour later, I was still mulling over the list. I was surprised to find more
advantages and less disadvantages listed in the fellowship column. I set the
paper aside, then rubbed my blurry eyes. There was only one thing left to do.
Pray.


*
* * * * *


I
was crawling under my desk, trying to retrieve my pen, when Charlie popped into
my office. “God spoke to me last night.”


I
peeked out from under the desk. 


Charlie
was leaning against the door to my office with an amused look on his face.


I
pulled myself up. I tossed the pen on the desk and reached for my coffee cup as
I sank into my chair. “Really? Why doesn’t God ever speak to me?” I
contemplated the answer to my own question as I warmed my hands against my
coffee cup and breathed in the rich, earthy aroma.


Charlie
smiled. “He does. You’re just not listening.” 


I
scowled at him. 


Charlie
smiled as he dropped into the chair across from my desk. “He asked me to give
you a message.” 


I
raised my eyebrows, encouraging him to go on. 


“Apply.”


I
leaned back in my chair and smiled. “How is it that you got the answer to my
prayer?”


Charlie
just grinned. 


I
couldn’t help but wonder if he really did have a direct line to God. I chose my
next words carefully. “I’ve given it some thought, Charlie. I’ll apply, but
only one person in the entire country is awarded this fellowship each year. I
seriously doubt they’re going to pick me.”


“I
don’t. Here’s my letter of recommendation and one from Mike.” Mike was
Charlie’s boss and the head of our department. Charlie unfolded himself from
the chair and placed the letters on my desk. 


I
stared at the letters, completely stunned. “Now I really do have to apply.” I tried
not to smile as I glanced at Charlie. “Are you trying to get rid of me?” 


Charlie
rolled his eyes as he rose from his chair. “Today, Kri. Get it done today.” 


This
time, I couldn’t decide whether to scowl or smile. Should I be concerned
that he didn’t answer my question? I turned to my computer as I
contemplated how best to approach the essay for the fellowship application. What
do I hope to accomplish with this fellowship? I began typing and quickly
lost myself in the possibilities. 


My
printer was grinding out the application materials when Charlie reappeared
hours later. “Are you ready to leave?” He had an odd look on his face. 


“Yep.
I just finished my application for the senate fellowship. I was going to take
it up to the front office and leave it for FedEx.” I took a deep breath. Am
I really doing this?


Charlie
cleared his throat. He looked uncomfortable with what he was about to say. “You
know, I saw that Michael character sitting outside in the parking lot. His Saab
convertible is hard to miss. Is that restraining order still in effect?”


My
heart stalled as I sank back into my chair. “Yes, it is,” I whispered. “When
did you see him out there?” 


“Just
a few minutes ago, on my way back from the Capitol.” Charlie ran a hand through
his hair. He appeared to be choosing his words carefully. “Kri, there is
something about that man that rubs me the wrong way. How much do you know about
him?” Charlie leaned against the door, concern etched across his kind face.


I
slowly pulled the application materials from the printer before responding.
“Not much, Charlie. I know he’s originally from Portugal, and he’s working over
at the State Board of Investments. I think he’s a financial analyst. He said
something about managing hedge funds. We only went on four dates.”


Charlie’s
eyebrows rose as he silently encouraged me to go on.


“I
wanted to end things after the third date. We had stopped by his office after
lunch that day. When he introduced me to his colleagues, he referred to me as
his fiancé. As soon as we left his office I demanded to know why. He told me it
was nothing. He claimed that fiancé meant sweetheart in French. He grew up in
some French boarding school, so he primarily speaks French. I thought it was
possible we were applying the label in different ways. Still, it bothered me.
He insisted I was overreacting, but I knew something wasn’t right. I felt like
he was handling me.” 


I
took a deep breath and continued. “Despite the red flags, I decided to wait to
end things until after New Year’s Eve, since we already had dinner reservations.
I was shocked when he proposed that night, especially after he had insisted I
read too much into the whole fiancé thing. I refused to accept the ring. I told
him I couldn’t marry him… that I didn’t even know him. I told him he was
moving way too fast and that I just wanted to be friends. He cried… like really
cried.” I honestly didn’t see that one coming. Who proposes on the fourth
date?


Charlie’s
eyes narrowed. “Let me guess… he wouldn’t take no for an answer?” 


I
looked down at the application materials, which were still in my hand. I was a
bit embarrassed to be discussing Michael with my boss; but Charlie was much
more than a boss. He was like a second father to me. I shoved the application
material in a FedEx envelope and pushed through. “I cut the evening short. He
called me repeatedly that night. I talked to him the first few times. He tried
to change my mind, but I stood firm. I gave up justifying my decision after the
third phone call. He said he didn’t want to live without me… that he wouldn’t
live without me. He begged me to go with him on a trip somewhere… anywhere.
He thought we just needed time to be together... to work things out. I told him
to stop calling. I told him I didn’t want to see him again. He wouldn’t stop,
so I just let the answering machine pick up. He just kept hanging up and
calling right back. After a while, I began counting how many times he called.
He stopped somewhere around eighty.” 


Charlie
said nothing. He simply shook his head.


I
looked back down at my hands. “I thought he had given up for the night, but he
came over to my apartment around midnight and began pounding on the door. He begged
me to let him in. I didn’t know what to do. It was late, but I was so scared I
called Kimme. Her husband, Dan, came over, but by the time Dan got to my place,
Michael was gone. Dan insisted I call the police while he walked the
perimeter.” 


My
voice cracked as I recalled what happened next. “After hearing what happened,
the two police officers who came to my house split up. One officer stayed with
me while the other one went to Michael’s apartment. A few minutes later, the
officer who went to see Michael radioed the officer with me. He recommended I
get a restraining order and find someplace else to stay for a few weeks… someplace
Michael didn’t know about. Dan insisted I stay with them. The police officers
followed us the entire way. They said they wanted to make sure we weren’t being
followed. I don’t know what Michael told that cop, but it couldn’t have been
good.” I shivered as I trailed off. “After everything I went through with my
ex-husband, I just can’t be around someone like that. I won’t risk going down
that road again.”


Charlie
pushed off from the door. “Be careful, Kri. I don’t like this guy. New Year’s
Eve was over five weeks ago, and he’s sitting out in that parking lot right now.
That tells me he has no intention of respecting that restraining order. I know
it’s a public parking lot, but what business could he possibly have here? Get
your computer shut down and pack your stuff up. I’m walking you out to your
car.”


I
smiled shakily. “Thanks, Charlie, but I'm going over to the Windbag with Kimme.
We’re having dinner and drinks with Ann and her posse tonight. Dan, Mac, Justin,
Jerry, and Doug will be there. No one’s going to mess with me with all those
guys around.” I shut my computer down and reached for my purse and the FedEx
envelope as I walked around my desk. I gave Charlie a quick hug. “You should
join us.” Charlie never joined us.


“I
can’t. Georgie is cooking something special tonight. I’m going home.” His face
lit up like it always does when he talks about Georgie. He glanced at Kimme as
she joined us in the hall. “Give me a minute to collect my things, and I’ll
walk you ladies out.” He strode into his office.


I
was on edge by the time we left the building. There was no sign of Michael, so Kimme
and I parted ways with Charlie.


Kimme
chatted me up as we drove to the Windbag, but I could tell she was nervous. She
kept looking in her rear view mirror. 


I
pretended I didn’t notice.


The
Windbag Saloon was nestled in Helena’s historic Last Chance Gulch. The place
had served as a brothel in the old days. Now, it was one of the best restaurants
in town. I loved the intimacy of the place with its dim lighting, exposed
brick, and weathered wood walls. The Windbag made the best burgers in town, and
they served their Mud Pie drizzled with Bailey’s Irish Cream if you knew enough
to ask for it. 


I
waved at the bartender as we walked into the restaurant. The entire gang had
already commandeered a table near the back of the bar. Justin stood and pulled
a chair out for me. Kimme dropped into the chair next to Dan. We didn’t bother
placing an order; it was only a matter of minutes before the waitress brought a
glass of Merlot for Kimme and a Chianti for me.


I
was halfway through my glass of wine when my thoughts returned to the
fellowship application. I had the best friends. I loved the people sitting around
this table. How could I possibly live any place else? I did an internal
eye roll. Only one person would be awarded the position from thousands of
applicants. No way was that going to be me. 


*
* * * * *


“It’s
a wrap!” the director shouted. Three cameramen smiled in relief. We had just
finished filming four episodes back to back.


Thank
God.
My head was pounding. How did I ever let Charlie rope me into hosting this
television show? Filming was beyond stressful, especially when you were
trying to juggle three different camera views. I knew Aging Horizons was a good
tool for educating and empowering the elderly; and I knew people were watching
the show. Strangers recognized me on the street, and senior citizens were
calling for more information about some of the topics we covered. Still, I
hated being in front of the camera. 


I
smiled at the guest speaker I had just finished interviewing. “Thanks for
agreeing to be on the show, Rick. You did a great job capturing the importance
of advance directives and living wills.” We stood and shook hands. 


Rick
smiled warmly. “I'm happy to help. Let me know what you decide about hosting a
show on estate planning next month. I can make another appearance or recommend
another attorney for you to interview.”


“Thanks,
Rick. As soon as we firm up our topics for the next few shows, I’ll let you
know. I really appreciate all your help.” I gathered up my things as Rick
turned to leave.


“Hey,
Kri.” Al Marx, the Channel 4 Sports Broadcaster, stood smiling down at me from
the spot where Rick had previously stood. 


I
smiled. “Hi, Al. How are you?” I couldn’t help but like Al. He reminded me of a
giant teddy bear… very friendly, always smiling, and kind of cuddly looking. He
was a little goofy, but I suspected he was a lot of fun to hang out with.


“Good.
Good. Hey, I'm covering the basketball game over at Carroll College tonight. Do
you want to go to the game with me and catch a late dinner afterwards?” Al
looked at me a bit sheepishly. A nervous smile hung suspended on his face.


Huh.
I was a little surprised Al was asking me out. I didn’t even realize he knew my
name. Everyone knew his name. How could they not? He was on the local news
every night. I shifted nervously. I didn’t have anything planned for tonight,
which was kind of a rare thing. “Uh, sure.” I cringed as I thought about how
unintelligent that must have sounded. Filming those four shows back to back
must have sucked more brain cells out of my head than I had previously thought.
“Do you want to meet at the game?”


Al
was grinning now. “No. I live over by you, so I’ll swing by and pick you up.” 


I
stilled. Very few people knew where I lived. I didn’t want my ex-husband
finding out where my apartment was so I wasn’t exactly advertising my location.
“How do you know where I live?” I asked quietly. 


That
sheepish look slid back over Al’s face. “I see you walking your dog on my way
to work.”


I
breathed a small sigh of relief. I could certainly see how that could happen.
“Oh… okay. What time do you want to pick me up?”


Al
smiled. “How about six?” The sheepish look was gone. In fact, Al seemed to be
standing about two inches taller. Was he… glowing?


“Six
is fine. See you then.” I smiled at Al as I slipped between him and camera
three on the way out to my jeep. I needed to get my hands on some ibuprofen if
there was to be any hope of dulling my headache before the game.


*
* * * * * 


Al
picked me up shortly before six. I had changed into blue jeans, a black knit
sweater, and black boots. He was wearing a gray tweed sports jacket with a
white dress shirt and tie, which he paired with blue jeans and white athletic
shoes. I thought it an eclectic mix of clothes, but he managed to make it work
for him. 


As
we backed out of my driveway, Al asked if I followed the teams from Carroll
College. I reluctantly admitted that I didn’t follow their basketball teams... only
the football team. The confession was a tad bit embarrassing considering
Carroll College was my alma mater. 


Al
was catching me up to speed with the basketball teams’ long list of
accomplishments when I felt a surge of heat at my core. I felt a moment of
panic as I contemplated whether I had wet my pants. I studied Al with some suspicion.
“Al, do you have… uh… seat warmers?” 


He
roared as he slapped the steering wheel. “Yeah. How do you like the heat?” 


I
shook my head and grinned. That sly dog. I turned toward Al as I settled
into the warm seat. It was already proving to be a very entertaining evening.


*
* * * * *


Al
was a lot of fun to hang out with. I couldn’t imagine a more ideal date for a
basketball game. We went to the Brew House for dinner after the game. We both
ordered wine and Chicken Marsala. The waiter nearly singed his eyebrows when he
set the entrée on fire. 


Al
was always hamming it up for the cameras, so I was surprised to learn he wasn’t
goofy all the time. He was really smart, well-traveled, and he knew a lot about
DC. When I told him about the fellowship, he assured me DC wasn’t all bad.
According to Al, some people actually enjoyed living there. 


I
walked away from the date with a far better appreciation for Al. I smiled at
him as he pulled his SUV into my parking lot. It was late. Without any street
lights, the parking lot was dark. “I had a nice evening, Al. You’re a lot of
fun to be around.” 


“Thanks
for agreeing to go on such short notice. I really enjoyed your company.” Al
returned the smile as he eased his vehicle next to mine. His smile slowly faded.
“Isn’t that your jeep?”


I
turned to look out my window. “Yes. Why?”


There
was a slight edge to his voice. “Did you leave the interior lights on?” 


I
shook my head. “I don’t think so.” Looking back at my jeep, I could see the
interior lights were on. I didn’t turn those on, did I? It was still
light outside when I parked my jeep. I wouldn’t have had any reason to turn
them on.


“Let’s
check it out,” Al suggested. 


My
heart began racing as we stepped out of Al’s vehicle to examine my jeep. I went
to unlock the driver’s side door.


Al
was already on the other side of the jeep. “Hey, Kri? The passenger door is
open.”


I
opened the driver side door, my eyes raking over the interior of the jeep. “My
stereo’s fine.” I looked at Al. “Wouldn’t that be the first thing someone would
steal?” I paused as I dug through the glove box. “My vehicle registration is
gone. Some of my CDs are missing. That’s it.”


Al’s
eyebrows furrowed. “I think we should call the police.” 


“Me
too,” I reluctantly agreed. 


Al
smiled reassuringly as he eased me toward my apartment. “I’ll stay until they
get here.” 


“Thanks,
Al. I’d like that.” I was trying to be brave about it, but I didn’t want to be
by myself when someone had just broken into my vehicle, especially if that
someone was Michael or Tom.


Al
and I walked Cade while we waited for the police to arrive. Al stayed until the
police finished taking my statement. Then he said good night with a hug and a
quick kiss on the cheek. 


I
really enjoyed my date with Al, but I was disappointed the evening had ended on
such a sour note. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the break-in was more
serious than it seemed. I was concerned that the person who took my vehicle
registration now knew which apartment I lived in. I was hoping it was a perfect
stranger. For some reason, that seemed better than the alternative. I was still
fretting over the incident when I tucked Cade under my arm and padded off to
bed. 


*
* * * * *


I
took a couple of days off work so I could go skiing at Big Sky and Bridger Bowl
before the snow melted off the mountains entirely. It was early March. Only a
handful of people were wearing jackets, and the snowboarders were carving up
the mountains in shorts. 


Charlie
sent me to a leadership training in Kalispell shortly after I returned from the
ski trip. Kimme was supposed to join Justin and me for the training, but she
came down with a stomach bug and had to stay home. Justin and I drove up
together, but we got into a huge fight the second night of the training. I
ended up calling Kimme in tears. I wanted to bail on the training, but Kimme
encouraged me to stay through the third day so I could at least earn my
certificate. I was so angry with Justin that I paid for my own rental car so I
wouldn’t have to ride back home in the same car with him.


I
did everything I could to avoid Justin when I returned home. I holed up in my
office, avoided his office, and drummed up excuses for skipping out on staff
meetings. I also had to give up the gym, since he regularly worked out during the
lunch hour and after work. Thankfully, the days were getting longer, the
temperatures were hovering in the mid-sixties, and most of the snow had melted
off Mount Helena. I was thrilled when I could finally start hiking again.


The
fellowship application still niggled at the back of my brain every once in a while,
but I tried not to think about it. Instead, I plugged away at my list of things
to do for law school and buried myself in work. 


*
* * * * * 


“SAVE
ME NOW.” I scribbled those three desperate words on a piece of paper, then held
it up. I was waiting for Charlie to notice it from his office across the hall.
He was stuck on the same conference call I was on, only he was shooting his
Nerf gun at the ceiling and watching the bullets drop. I eyed him enviously. I
wish I had a Nerf Gun. I wouldn’t be shooting it at the ceiling, though.
I’d be shooting it at my head. 


Why
did talking to the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services always have to be
so painful? Of course, it wasn’t like I was really
talking. The staff at CMS never let us get a word in edgewise. This annoyed me
to no end. If they allowed us an opportunity to speak, they might gain a better
understanding of the challenges facing low income elderly people. I sat and
contemplated the problems surrounding federal bureaucracy instead of listening
to the voice droning in my ear. That’s precisely what I’d do if I landed
that fellowship, I thought. I’d enlighten the feds about the issues
facing the elderly in rural areas. 


Ann
popped her head into my office. “Kri, you need to answer your other line.”


I
rolled my eyes and pointed at the phone. “C-M-S,” I mouthed as my eyes slid to
the phone to make sure I was still on mute.


She
scowled at me. “Put them on hold. The John Heinz Foundation is on the other
line.” 


The
phone hit my desk just before my jaw did. 


“Hurry!”
she exclaimed excitedly. 


I
scrambled to pick up the phone. I hit the hold button, then pushed the button
for Line 2. Taking a deep breath, I answered, “Senior and Long Term Care,
Kristine speaking.” My eyes sought Ann’s, but she was already gone. Charlie,
however, was staring straight at me with a huge shit-eating grin on his face. 


He
scribbled on a piece of paper with a black Sharpie pen. Then he held the sign
up for me to read.


I
TOLD YOU SO. 


Charlie
set the sign back down. He propped his feet up on his desk and reclined back in
his chair with a smug look on his face. 


I
shot him the stink eye.


The
phone call took less than three minutes, just long enough to schedule a phone
interview. If I did well in the phone interview, the foundation would fly me to
DC to interview in person. As soon as the call ended, I buried my head in my
hands, completely oblivious to the call still holding on Line 1. 


*
* * * * *


An
hour later, I was pulled over on the side of the road, pounding my head against
the steering wheel. My jeep had stalled in traffic, and now I couldn’t get it
to move. What the heck? I picked up my cell phone to call Dan. “Dan, are
you busy?”


“Never
too busy for you, sweetheart. What’s up?” 


I
stared at the darkening sky. God, I wish someone would just clone this guy.
Like seriously mass produce him and sell him at Wal-Mart. Well, maybe not
Wal-Mart. That would be insulting. Maybe at Dick’s Sports or Sears… in the tool
section. Better yet, they should sell him in the tool section and the women’s
section, so women were sure to find him. What girl didn’t need a Dan?


“Krissy?”
Dan asked, snapping my thoughts back into place.


“Yes.
I’m sorry. I’m stranded near the corner of Sanders and Broadway. My jeep’s not
working. The engine’s running but it won’t move when I put it in drive or
reverse. Do you have time to come take a look at it?”


“I’ll
be right there.” Dan disconnected the call without saying goodbye.


Within
minutes, I heard the deep rumble of Dan’s bike. I should have been surprised to
see Dan on his bike in early March, but I wasn’t. A warm chinook wind had
ushered in unseasonably warm weather, and we were all itching to be done with
winter. 


Dan
had always been one to go against the grain, so he shunned the stereotypical
Harley most Vietnam Vets preferred to ride. I watched in my rear view mirror as
he eased his black Honda Shadow behind me. He removed his helmet, kicked the
stand down with his heel, and sidled up to my jeep. He was wearing faded blue
jeans, black combat boots, and a black POW MIA bomber jacket, which was covered
in patches. His unruly blond hair, deliberate steps, and lithe form always
carried a hint of danger. He reminded me of a mountain lion... lethal but with
an easy grace. Dan leaned against my open window and smiled. “Hi-ya, darlin’. You
okay?” 


I
swallowed against the lump in my throat as my eyes welled with tears. 


Dan
sighed sympathetically. “Oh, Krissy. Lock up and grab your keys.” He handed me
Kimme’s candy apple red helmet, which I couldn’t help but notice was the same
color she wore on her nails most days. Let’s take your keys over to my friend
Rick’s shop. He’ll come back for the jeep. He’ll take good care of you. I
promise.” Dan’s promise was as good as gold. As one of the youngest men to
serve in Vietnam, he was a bit broken but a hero in every sense of the word.


As
I tugged Kimme’s helmet on and slid behind Dan on the bike, I wondered who was
going to take care of me if I moved to DC. Dan was like my knight in shining
armor. Well, if I were being completely honest, Dan wasn’t exactly my
knight in shining armor. He was Kimme’s knight in shining armor, but she was
really good about sharing him with me. I tried not to abuse the privilege too
much. But it was nice to know someone cared and was willing to help when I was
blindsided by those rare damsel-in-distress moments. 


As
Dan pulled away from the curb, he wrapped my arms around his chest and patted
my hand. I couldn’t be sure whether it was the impending interview, my jeep
breaking down, or having to be rescued by Dan yet again, but I suddenly found
myself overwhelmed with tears.


*
* * * * * 


Kimme
was supposed to pick me up for work the next morning. Dan showed up instead. Tension
rolled off him in waves when I greeted him at the door.


My
eyes widened when I got a good look at his face. “Dan… are you okay?” He did
not look okay.


“I
will be after I kill the MF who messed with your jeep,” Dan gritted through
clenched teeth.


“What
do you mean ‘messed with my jeep?’” I threw finger quotes around the last four
words.


“I
mean ‘messed with your jeep.’ Someone drilled holes in your transmission pan so
all of the fluid would leak out. Someone wanted you stranded.” Dan’s hands were
fisting and unfisting. He looked like he was about ready to blow a gasket.


My
eyes traveled from his fists to his face as his words sank in. “Oh, God. I
think I’m going to…” I slapped my hand over my mouth and ran to the bathroom. I
heaved into the toilet, then sat and contemplated the cleanliness of the tile
on my bathroom floor while I gathered the energy to push myself back onto my
feet. I brushed my teeth and splashed cold water on my face before returning to
the living room. 


Dan
was pacing restlessly across the living room floor. He stilled when I entered
the room. “Who was it Krissy? Garcia or Campbell?” He always referred to
Michael and Tom by their last names. I wondered if that was a military thing.


I
swallowed. Hard. “God, I don’t know, Dan. I don’t think Tom knows where I live.
Michael does, but Michael doesn’t strike me as the type who can operate a
screwdriver, let alone drill holes in my transmission. Tom is a mechanic… a transmission
mechanic.” 


My
heart tripped, then slammed into my chest. My eyes met Dan’s. “Oh, God. What if
Tom has finally found me? What if he knows where I live? He threatened to kill
me when I left.” I didn’t doubt he would... not for one minute. I glanced around
my apartment frantically. What if he broke into my apartment? 


A
determined look settled over Dan’s face. “Pack your shit, Krissy. You’re moving
back in with us.”


“Dan,
I can’t keep…” I choked down a sob. I couldn’t even finish the sentence.


“You
can and you will. This isn’t optional. Go. Pack.” Dan snatched Cade from the
couch and strode determinedly out the front door.  


I
pulled the suitcase from the back of the closet and loaded it up with a random
assortment of clothes. I grabbed my makeup, perfume, and toothbrush from the
bathroom, then hauled my suitcase to the living room. I dropped onto my hands
and knees so I could dig Cade’s ball out from under the couch. 


Dan
was on the phone talking to Charlie. “I’ll have her there in an hour, but you talk
to security and make sure everyone in that building knows about this. I don’t
want Garcia or Campbell anywhere near that place; and I want security walking
her in and out of that building.” He paused, eying me closely. “I don’t want
her so much as taking a pee without an escort.”


My
fingers tightened around the blue racquetball. I rose to my feet and narrowed
my eyes at Dan, weighing whether to argue that last point.


Dan
scowled as he widened his stance. 


I
huffed out a breath as I shoved the racquetball into my suitcase. I reined in
my retort as I handed the suitcase to Dan. There was no arguing with that look.




[bookmark: _Toc377338872]Chapter 2 – When you believe


 


I
was working through my fourth cup of coffee, pen rapping against my desk, right
heel tapping against the floor. My eyes flitted to the clock. Ten twenty-eight…
two minutes until my interview. I gave myself a quick attitude check. Morbid
curiosity, tempered with a healthy dose of impending doom. Probably not the
best attitude going in. My heart was already pounding against my chest. 


The
phone buzzed on my desk, snapping my frayed nerves back into place. It was now
or never. Do or die. Taking a deep breath, I answered, “Senior and Long Term
Care, Kristine speaking….”


I
was only ten minutes into the interview when I heard a commotion in the hallway.
I glanced up to find my colleagues running, not walking, past my door. I craned
my neck to peer down the hall. My attention slid back to the phone when I noticed
the line had suddenly grown quiet. “I’m sorry, can you repeat the question?” I
cringed. That’s going to leave a good impression.


I
swiveled my chair so that my back was facing the door and the interior windows,
so I could focus on the call. One of the interviewers, Julianne, repeated the
question. “Kristine, what type of legislation would you want to work on if you
were granted the fellowship position and why?” 


Oh,
that’s an easy one. I took a deep breath and answered. “I
would like to work on getting the Older American’s Act reauthorized. There are
key services that are desperately needed by low income elderly, which will be
compromised if the Act isn’t reauthorized. I would also like to work on
legislation that would allow for early buy-in to Medicare. There are too many
people over the age of 50 being denied insurance coverage who aren’t old enough
to qualify for Medicare. Insurance companies are cherry picking and denying
coverage due to preexisting conditions. Many of these people are simultaneously
being squeezed out of their jobs and losing employer sponsored health coverage.
They are being replaced by a younger, cheaper workforce. They have no way to
access health coverage, and they are just one health crisis away from complete
poverty.” 


I
paused briefly to consider additional pieces of legislation. 


Charlie’s
voice rolled over me. “We have one hour to evacuate Sun Haven, Kri. The power
lines feeding that facility were downed in that snowstorm last night, and their
generator just broke. We need all hands on deck. Now.” 


I
turned in my chair. Charlie was gone. His last sentence echoed down the hall. 


I
hastily explained the situation and offered my apologies to the interview team.
Then I grabbed my legal pad and ran to the conference room. I wasn’t even sure
I had hung up the phone. An evacuation. All those people. In one hour. How
are we going to pull this off?


*
* * * * *


There
were so many moving pieces and everything happened so quickly that I wasn’t
quite sure how we did it, but we did. We evacuated one hundred and sixty-five
nursing home residents in one hour. It was an unbelievable accomplishment.  


I
had just settled back in at my desk when Kimme sashayed into my office. She
dumped a pile of chocolate on my desk as she settled into the chair across from
me. Not just any chocolate, Ghirardelli’s dark with sea salt and caramel.
My favorite. “So, how’d it go?”


“The
interview?” I asked, not quite sure what she was referring to. Kimme had a bad
habit of starting discussions somewhere in the middle of the conversation.


Kimme
tore into a chocolate square. “Well, yeah, what else?” 


I
shrugged. “Good, I think. We were cut short because of the evacuation. I tried
to sound half-way intelligent when I answered their questions, but I was a bit
distracted. They didn’t want to reschedule, so I guess they felt like they had
enough information to make a decision about me.” 


“What
are you going to do about Justin?” Kimme asked in a soft, sympathetic tone.


I
glanced nervously toward the door. I lowered my voice as my eyes met Kimme’s. “I
don’t know what to do, Kimme. What he did was unforgivable. I don’t want to be
anywhere near that guy, and Charlie wants me to work with him on the benchmarks
for next year.” Suddenly, the chocolate scattered across my desk didn’t look so
appealing.


Kimme’s
eyes widened. “You haven’t told Charlie?” 


“No…
and no way am I telling him. What Justin did was seriously messed up, but I
don’t want him to get fired for it. I just have to find a way to work with
him.” That was easier said than done. Every time I was around Justin I had to
fight the urge to throw up. 


Kimme
scowled as she leaned forward in her chair. “I think the guy should get fired
for what he did at that leadership training. He pinned you to the wall, shoved
his hands under your shirt, and squeezed your breasts. The guy’s a creep.” 


“Kimme,
we were in the gym working out after the training… not in the actual
meeting when he did it… so it’s not like we were at work. And you know he’ll
deny it. It’s going to boil down to a ‘he said/she said,’ and I’m going to end
up looking like a liar or something far worse.” Making my accusations public
was about as appealing as shoving my face in a meat grinder. I thought Justin
was my friend. We worked out at the gym together for months. I went hiking with
him and his wife. I trusted him.


Kimme
crossed her arms stubbornly across her chest. “Well, technically, I think you
were at work. You were out of town, holed up in a hotel with the guy for the
leadership training. You were working out in the hotel weight room. You
wouldn’t have even been there if it hadn’t been for work.” 


I
shook my head. “I don’t think it works like that, Kimme. I think management
would say it happened outside of work. Look, Justin insists I’m reading too
much into this. He claims he was only rough housing and trying to tickle me. He
said he thinks of me as his little sister. He claims he isn’t the least bit
attracted to me, and he assured me that he’s happily married. I don’t think
it’s going to happen again. I just need to move past this so I can work with
him again.” 


Kimme
rolled her eyes. “That’s sick. I’d hate to be his little sister if that’s the
way he treats her. I still think you should tell Charlie. I overheard Betty and
a few other people in the office talking about how rude you’re being to Justin.
They have no clue why. You could end up being the one who gets in trouble.
Besides, what if he does it to someone else?” 


Before
I could answer her question, my computer beeped, signaling a message in my
inbox. I glanced briefly at the screen to make sure it wasn’t something
important. “Oh, great… a message from Michael.”


Kimme
chuckled as she ripped open another piece of chocolate. “I think you have a
loser magnet embedded in your forehead, Krissy. You really need to get that
thing removed.” 


“So,
what does Michael have to say?” Charlie inquired from the doorway. 


Oh
crap. It was my turn to reach for the chocolate. I
grabbed two pieces. The moment definitely called for two pieces. “Good afternoon
to you too, Charlie.” I gave him my best smile. Then I shoved an entire square
of chocolate into my mouth so I wouldn’t be expected to speak.


Charlie
didn’t smile back. “Not going to work. Open it.” 


My
cheeks flushed red. The last thing in the world I wanted to do was read some
pining e-mail from Michael to my boss. Groaning, with the chocolate still in my
mouth, I opened the message and read it aloud. “Je
ne peux pas respirer
sans toi. Tu es mon air, ma vie, mon amour. Tu
es à moi. Tu m’appartiens.” 


Kimme
was practically plastered against my computer screen. “What the heck does that
mean?” 


I
shrugged. “I don’t know. My French is pathetic.” I was secretly relieved. If I
didn’t know what the message said, then I didn’t have to decipher it for Charlie,
who was now towering over the top of my chair, peering around Kimme at the
computer screen. Not like this was my office or anything. 


Kimme
shoved my hands away from the keyboard and began typing. “Google Translate…
that will tell us!” She was practically sitting on my lap as she took over my
computer. 


I
was seriously reconsidering our friendship.


Kimme
read the translated text. “I cannot breathe without you. You are my air, my
life, my love. You are mine. You belong to me.” Kimme sighed. As she shot out
of my lap, she smacked her head against Charlie’s chin. 


Charlie
stepped back. An inch. 


Kimme
rubbed the side of her head as she settled against the wall. “Well, that’s kinda
romantic actually… in a slightly crazed Neanderthal kind of way.” 


Charlie
didn’t think it was romantic. “He’s violating the restraining order.” 


I
wasn’t sure what to think. All this drama was making my head hurt, and everyone
was crowding me. “All righty then. I’m not going to respond. I’m just
going to sit here and pretend I never read this.”


“But…”
Kimme objected


I
lifted my hand, effectively throwing a stop sign at her. “No ‘buts.’ I’m not
responding. I’m going to behave like a responsible employee and get back to
work. So… get out. Both of you. Now!” I threw the remaining chocolate at them
as they hustled out of my office laughing.


How
much drama can there be in one day? I looked at the clock
on my computer. Two o’clock. I groaned loudly as I slid down my chair and
contemplated hiding under my desk for the rest of the day.


*
* * * * * 


Eight
days later, I found Charlie sitting behind my desk… in my chair. He
was slowly tapping an ivory linen envelope against his left hand. He didn’t
stand or offer me my chair. He didn’t even smile. He just handed me the
envelope. 


I
eased into the chair across from my desk and looked at the envelope. It was
already open. I knew what it was. In my heart of hearts, I knew. From the
moment Charlie had walked into my office with an answer to my prayer, I knew
this letter was coming. 


“Take
a deep breath,” Charlie encouraged softly as he stood.


I
did. I took two… and slowly turned the envelope over. It was from the John
Heinz Foundation. Tears pooled in my eyes before I removed the letter from the
envelope. As much as I tried, I couldn’t even read the writing. Tears splotched
the linen stationary as I peered down at the letter through watery eyes.


Charlie
gently squeezed my shoulder. “Looks like you’re going to DC, kiddo.” 


I
couldn’t help it. I knew I should be happy. I knew it was an honor to be one of
the few people chosen for a personal interview, but I felt so conflicted. All I
could do was cry.


*
* * * * * 


The
first leg of my flight literally flew by. The Chatty Cathy sitting in the seat
next to me saw to that when she ignored the iPod I came armed with, evidently
not realizing I was wearing it so I could avoid talking to people like her. A
lot of good that did me. 


The
second leg of my flight was a bit more… eventful. I was seated next to a
well-dressed business man with brown hair and warm brown eyes. He appeared to
be Italian and about fifteen years older than me. He, too, managed to work up a
conversation by asking whether I was traveling to DC for business or pleasure. 


Having
lived in DC for some time, he enlightened me about the lesser known benefits of
living in Northern Virginia. We talked about vineyards, apple orchards, and
Great Falls Park… all things a girl from Montana would find infinitely more appealing
than the monuments. Then he bled on me. 


“Oh,
God! Please take this!” I shoved my pashmina at him as I twisted frantically in
my seat in search of a flight attendant. I was hoping it would stem the flow of
blood that was pouring from his nose before anymore got on my clothes. It was
the only thing within reach. The fasten seatbelt sign was on, and the flight
attendant was nowhere to be seen. Big surprise there. 


The
nose bleeder insisted he make it up to me. “Let me buy you dinner while you’re
in DC. It’s the least I can do. Please, let me make this up to you.” He looked
mortified. 


I
negotiated him down to lunch, but I eyed him skeptically as I handed him my
business card. I wondered if he hadn’t somehow managed to make his nose bleed
on purpose.


I
made it through Reagan National Airport relatively unscathed. I was a little
surprised that no one inquired about the ridiculous amount of blood on my
clothing. Possibly, walking around in blood soaked clothes was a common
occurrence in DC. Not that this would warrant a strike against DC. It wasn’t
all that uncommon in Montana either, especially during hunting season.


I
had never flagged down a cab before, so I wasn’t quite sure how it was done.
Still, I was determined not to appear to be a small town girl in a big bad
city, so I steeled myself as I exited the airport. With a completely unfounded
air of confidence, I strode to the curb and attempted to hail a cab that was
parked near the end of a very long line of cabs. I threw my left hand up and
everything. A fellow traveler quickly set me straight. Evidently, there was a
line. 


The
cab ride proved even more interesting than my flight, although, I think it
unnerved my cab driver a bit when I jumped into his front passenger seat. Still
uncertain about proper cab etiquette, I may have mistakenly assumed the rules
about riding shotgun still applied. Then I decided to chat him up. I figured
the cab driver could give me the dirt on DC, more so than the elegantly dressed
nose bleeder. 


My
cab driver’s name was Habib. He was from Afghanistan. I spent some time
seriously contemplating that fact. I was quite certain that among the 890,000
people living in Montana, there was not a single soul from Afghanistan. Habib
was… interesting. He was deeply tan with warm brown eyes, a kind face,
and an easy smile. He didn’t wear any kind of head scarf, which surprised me.
Habib politely answered an endless stream of questions about DC and Afghanistan.
When we arrived at the Marriott Hotel in Crystal City, he gave me his business
card for Arlington Blue Top Cabs and encouraged me to call him for a ride to my
interview the next day. So I did.


The
interview was a lot less intimidating than I expected. I met with the same
three people who interviewed me on the phone. After hearing about the previous
fellows’ accomplishments, I gained new insight into the opportunities the
fellowship presented and just how great an honor it would be to be offered the
position. By the time I walked out of the interview, there was a small part of
me that really wanted to be awarded the fellowship. I just wasn’t ready to
admit it yet.


When
Habib picked me up from the interview, he offered to drive me around the
monuments.


I
silently questioned whether he was trying to earn more cab fare or if he was just
being thoughtful. 


Habib
drove straight up Pennsylvania Avenue. Then he looped around the Capitol. 


I
pressed my forehead against the window of the cab as I stared at the massive bronze
statue crowning the top of the Capitol dome. 


“That’s
the Statue of Freedom. I have heard she faces east so the sun never sets on her
face,” Habib explained as we waited for some pedestrians to cross the street. 


I
smiled as my eyes met Habib’s. “That seems fitting. I’d like to think the sun
would never set on freedom. Have you ever been inside the Capitol?” 


Habib
shook his head. “No. As many times as I have driven around this building, I
have never seen the inside.”


“I
bet it’s beautiful inside,” I murmured as I looked longingly at the building. I
instantly regretted my decision not to extend my trip so I could tour some of
the historical sites in DC.


Habib
drove past the Washington Monument. As impressive as the monument was, I couldn’t
take my eyes off the Tidal Basin, where the Jefferson Memorial peeked through a
curtain of pink and white flowers that kissed the sky and carpeted the ground.
The breathtaking display was reflected all along the water’s edge. “I wasn’t
expecting DC to be so beautiful,” I admitted a bit reluctantly.


Habib
smiled. “You arrived just in time for the cherry blossoms.” He nodded toward
the Tidal Basin. “Do you know the story behind those trees?” 


I
shook my head as I glanced back out the window. “No.”


“Those
trees were a gift from Japan. They sent over three thousand cherry trees to the
United States as a token of friendship.”  


My
eyes widened as I turned to face Habib. “Three thousand trees? Was this gift
sent before or after the bombing of Pearl Harbor?” 


Habib
shrugged. The car rolled to a stop as we approached a red traffic light. “I’m
not sure when they were sent.”


I
dug my cell phone out of my purse so I could search for the date. “They were
given to the United States back in 1912. That was before the bombing of Pearl
Harbor.”


Habib
chuckled. “Now that is interesting.”  He drove by the WWII Memorial, the
reflecting pool, and the Lincoln Memorial before he merged back onto the
highway. 


By
the time I arrived at the hotel I was engaged in an internal debate, the likes
of which threatened to destroy all of my preconceived notions about the
fellowship and DC. The day and the debate left me feeling exhausted and a bit
overwhelmed. As soon as I made it back to my room, I ordered room service for
dinner. I passed out cold with the tray of food still warm on my bed. 


*
* * * * *


My
return flight to Montana wasn’t scheduled until four o’clock, so the nose
bleeder picked me up for an early lunch… in a Jaguar. Instead of
driving to a restaurant, he merged onto a highway leading out of town. He was
quiet, so I sat and pondered how stupid I was to get into a car with a complete
stranger. Well, he’s not a complete stranger, I reasoned with myself. We
had spent a good three hours together on the plane, and I knew his name wasn’t
really nose bleeder… it was Frank.


Frank
exited the highway. We drove through a quaint looking community before he
turned onto a narrow, heavily treed road. “I have a surprise for you,” he
announced with a smile.


My
mouth fell open when I saw the large wooden sign welcoming us to Great Falls
Park. “This is the park you were telling me about on the plane! Does the park
have a restaurant?”


Frank
paid the park ranger before easing his car into a nearby parking space. “No. I
hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of packing our lunch. I hope you
like wine and cheese.” 


And
just like that, I was ready to forgive the blood.


Frank
handed me a large red and black checkered blanket. “I brought a couple of extra
blankets in case we get cold.” He grabbed two more blankets and a picnic basket
from the trunk of the car. He smiled as we began walking toward the entrance to
the park. 


We
passed by a large group of people as we walked along a wide gravel trail. I
couldn’t see the falls, but a soft rumbling noise sounded just off to my left.
Frank steered me to the right as he cut across the grass. He set the extra
blankets and the picnic basket under a massive tree.  I helped him spread the
red and black checkered blanket on the ground. He reached for the picnic basket
as I kicked my shoes off and kneeled on the blanket.


I
couldn’t believe the guy had a real picnic basket. My limited experience with
picnics generally involved cramming power bars and bottled water into my
backpack. I hadn’t seen a full-on picnic basket before. 


My
jaw dropped when Frank pulled small green stoneware plates, wine glasses, a
couple of knives, and white linen napkins from the basket. After arranging
three blocks of cheese and a container of tapenade on a wood cutting board, he
unwrapped a small loaf of French bread and opened a bottle of red wine. “I hope
you like Chianti,” he said as he handed me a glass.


I
just shook my head and laughed. “I love Chianti.”


Frank
tapped his glass against mine. “Salute.” 


“Salute,”
I echoed before taking a sip of wine. I hummed in appreciation. The wine left soft,
lingering notes of cinnamon and plums on my tongue. I gazed out over the
heavily treed park. I couldn’t believe how green Virginia was in March. Montana
was still brown and soggy from melting snow. My eyes slowly returned to Frank.
“So tell me about your family,” I prompted as I propped my chin on my knees. I
figured it was a pretty safe topic for conversation since he was wearing a
wedding ring.


Frank
leaned against the trunk of the tree and studied his glass of wine. “My wife
and two daughters live in upstate New York. I maintain a place in Reston, since
I have to be here for work, but I often fly back to New York so I can spend
weekends with them.” 


“That
must be difficult… having a job that requires you to work so far away from your
family,” I commented softly.  


He
shrugged. “Not particularly.”


I
glanced at him in surprise, then promptly changed the topic. “I hope you aren’t
missing work on my account today.”


“My
work hours are flexible,” he responded as he sliced a couple pieces of bread.
He set the knife down, then dipped a piece of bread into the tapenade.
“Speaking of living arrangements, you should only consider apartments in
Virginia if you’re awarded the fellowship.”


I
reached for a piece of bread and sampled the olive spread. “Why? I heard that
housing in Maryland is more affordable than it is in Virginia.”


Frank
reached for his wine. “Maryland’s crime rates are higher. Virginia may cost
more, but it’s a much safer place to live. I recommend Fairfax or Vienna…
someplace close to the metro. The commute into DC can be brutal.” 


My
eyes narrowed over the top of my wine glass. “How long of a commute are we
talking about?” 


Frank
began slicing the cheese. “At least an hour each way if you live in Fairfax or
Vienna, and that’s on a good day. The metro may take longer if you have to
change lines, but it’s a lot less stressful than driving.”


I
winced at the thought of spending two hours a day in traffic. In Montana, my
commute took only ten minutes… fifteen if I picked up breakfast in the Bagel
Company drive through. 


I
gathered as much advice as I could from Frank as the picnic drew to an end. We
walked to an overlook to admire the falls before we returned to the car. I was
far more relaxed on the drive back to Crystal City, although it was impossible
to say whether that was due to the two glasses of wine I had consumed or
because I had abandoned all previous thoughts of Frank being a serial killer.


Frank
escorted me into the hotel lobby before kissing me softly on both cheeks. Cheek
kissers don’t really live in Montana, so I stood there awkwardly. I wasn’t sure
whether I was supposed to turn my cheek, kiss his cheek, or kiss the air. I
wondered if this was a formality that I would have to learn if I moved to DC. 


Frank
handed me his business card and a beautifully wrapped package that he had carried
in from the car. The gift was a new pashmina, which looked considerably more
expensive than the one Frank had bled on. I thanked him profusely, he thanked
me profusely, and we said our goodbyes. I gathered my luggage from the bellman
and called Habib so he could drive me to the airport for the long flight home.


*
* * * * * 


I
fielded an endless stream of questions about DC when I returned to my office
the next morning. My jalapeno, cheese, and egg bagel remained uneaten for the
most part. Eventually, I scribbled “DO NOT DISTURB” on a pink Post-it note and
slapped it on my door so I could forge through phone messages. 


My
sign was up for all of ten minutes when Charlie strode through the door. He
pulled the sticky note down, wadded it up, and threw it at me. I took issue
with this… only because the wadded up paper landed in my coffee. I glared at
Charlie as I fished the soggy note out of my cup. “This had better be good.”


Charlie
smiled as he pulled up a chair. “Trust me. It’s good.” 


I
raised one eyebrow. “This from the man who conned me into hosting a television
show and applying for a fellowship in DC?” 


Charlie’s
smile widened. “Both of which are exceptional career building opportunities… Look,
Mike and I have made a decision about this fellowship you applied for.”


I
began organizing the papers scattered across my desk. “You mean the fellowship
you made me apply for?” He did. Sort of. It was his idea anyway.


“I
merely nudged you in the right direction.” Charlie’s face looked more innocent
than it should. “Mike and I want to offer you a deal.”


I
shoved the paperwork aside, leaned forward, and propped my elbows on my desk.
“A deal? What kind of deal?” 


Charlie’s
eyes locked on mine. “You accept the fellowship when it’s offered to you…”


“IF
it’s offered to me,” I firmly corrected.


“WHEN
it’s offered to you,” he insisted, “and we’ll hold your job for one year so you
can come back when the fellowship ends.”


“What
do you mean ‘hold my job?’” I had never heard of jobs being held in state
government before.


Charlie
leaned forward in the chair, his elbows resting casually against his knees. “We
won’t advertise or fill your position. We’ll divide and temporarily reassign
your responsibilities to other people in the office so you can return to this
position if you decide to come back.”


My
eyes narrowed. “What’s the catch?”


Charlie
shook his head. “No catch. You go to DC. Advocate for seniors living in rural
areas. Gain some experience with the legislative process, and keep your eyes
open for opportunities that will improve federal funding streams for us. When
the fellowship ends, your job will be waiting for you.”


My
jaw fell slack. “Wow, Charlie. I can’t believe you would do that for me. I
don’t know what to say, but… thank you. If I am awarded the fellowship, I would
definitely want to return to Montana and work for this office again.” I loved being
the state’s designated elder rights advocate and had been hoping to return to
the position once I completed law school. 


“Good.
Then it’s settled.” Charlie pushed the chair back against the wall as he turned
to leave. He paused in the doorway, but he didn’t turn back around. “Kri,
you’ll get this fellowship, and you will go. We’ll hold your job for
you, but you won’t be coming back. I just want you to know… that’s okay. It’s
okay if you don’t come back.”


My
breath caught sharply. Tears pricked my eyes as I stared at Charlie’s back.
“Charlie, don’t say that. I’ll come back…” 


Charlie
turned back around. His blue eyes met mine. “No, Kri. You’re going to meet
someone in DC. You’re going to fall in love, and you’re going to start living
your life.” He didn’t bother waiting for a response. He just turned and walked away.


I
sat there, momentarily stunned, before leaping from my chair. “Ha! I’m not even
going to date while I’m there!” I scowled as I sank back into my chair. Charlie
seemed entirely too confident in his prediction. I silently cursed his direct
line to God.


*
* * * * *


My
blood boiled as I stared at the reports strewn across my desk. There were nine
complaints of stolen property… all generated from the same assisted living
facility in Butte. Three cases involved wedding rings stolen from residents’
fingers while they slept, two involved hearing aids, and four involved missing
dentures. I shook my head. Stealing from frail elders was bad enough, but what
kind of person would take their teeth? 


I
thought about the four cases involving missing dentures. The residents were
going to have a hard time getting Medicaid and Medicare to cover a new set of
dentures, but they’d all be thrown on a pureed diet and lose weight if they
didn’t have any teeth to eat with. Few elderly people could afford to lose
weight, and sudden weight loss could lead to complications with medications. I
reached for my phone, intent on reporting the nine thefts to the Medicaid Fraud
investigator. My other line rang before I could finish dialing his number. 


I
switched lines and issued my standard greeting, still deeply entrenched in the
case files scattered across my desk. “Senior and Long Term Care, Kristine
speaking.”


“Hi
Kristine. It’s Julianne from the John Heinz Foundation. I’m calling with some
good news… You've been selected to be our next senate fellow. The decision was
unanimous. Congratulations!”


I
looked up from the case files as Julianne’s words seeped into my scattered brain.
I sank into my chair as tears pricked my eyes. I felt… completely terrified.
I took a deep, steadying breath. “Thank you, Julianne. I feel truly honored,
but I’m a little surprised you’ve chosen me. Would you mind terribly if I took
twenty-four hours to think about this before accepting the position?” I cringed.
I suspected most people would be jumping for joy. 


“Of
course. Why don’t you give me a call back in a couple of days?” Julianne
encouraged. 


“Thanks,
Julianne,” I responded gratefully.


I
told no one. I simply packed my things and walked out of the office. I stopped
briefly at my house to change clothes and grab a bottle of water. Then I drove
to the base of Mount Helena. I sat and stared at the mountain before easing out
of the jeep to stretch my legs. I knew it wasn’t wise to hike by myself, but I
needed to be alone with my thoughts, and I needed a level of clarity that could
only be gained at the top of a mountain. So I forced my concerns aside, chose
the steepest trail, and began hiking.


My
lungs and legs were burning by the time I made it to the top. I sat on a smooth
patch of ground as I guzzled my water. I gazed out over the valley, admiring
how pretty Helena looked nestled into the base of the mountains. I closed my
eyes and savored the warm scent of pine that gently enveloped me as I lay
against the cold ground.


I
lowered the mental shields I had erected at the office and allowed the
fellowship to permeate my thoughts. When I could no longer feel the sun on my
face, I made my decision, committed myself to that decision, and slowly opened
my eyes. I was surprised by how low the sun had fallen. It was entirely too
late to be hiking the mountain alone. I jogged down the trail until the sun
completely disappeared and it was no longer safe to run. As I eased to a
cautious walk, I wondered whether the foreboding I felt was the result of being
alone on a dark mountain trail or whether it was the decision I had made at the
top.


*
* * * * *


I
called my parents first. They tried to be supportive, but my mom sounded sad,
and my dad voiced a number of concerns. We had always lived within a few hours
of each other, so this separation was going to prove difficult for all of us. I
tried to reassure them and promised to drive down to see them as soon as I
could.


My
cousin, Lexie, was next on my list. Lexie and I grew up next door to each other.
We had practically been friends since birth. Although we currently lived an
hour and a half apart, we were closer now than ever before. We slayed demons
together… the kind that haunted dreams, as was the case with my ex-husband… and
the kind that dragged us through hospitals, as was the case with her kidney
failure. A kidney transplant turned things around six months ago. 


Lexie
picked up on the first ring. “Hey, cuz! What’s up?” 


I
swallowed nervously. “Hey, Lex. I’m calling to let you know I was offered the
fellowship in DC. I’ve decided to accept.”


The
line was quiet as Lexie processed the news. Finally, she spoke. “Congratulations,
honey. I’m really happy for you.” She didn’t sound happy. She sounded sad.


I
panicked and immediately began back pedaling. “Oh, God. I can’t believe I’m
doing this. Am I really doing this? Do you think I’m making the right decision?
What should I do?”


Lexie
chuckled softly. “Krissy, we’ve been over this a number of times. It will be
good for you to get away for a while. You won’t have to worry about running
into Tom, Michael, or Justin when you’re in DC; and just think about how good
this is going to look on your resume. Didn’t you tell me your boss offered to
hold your job for you?”


“Yes.”


“Then
you have nothing to lose by going. We’ll all still be here when you return home.”


I
sighed, once again resigned to the idea of moving. “Thankfully, it’s only a
year. You will come visit me.” It wasn’t a question. It was a demand.


“Of
course. I’ll give you just enough time to learn your way around, then I’ll come
out to visit. I promise.” 


And,
with that reassurance, I called Julianne to accept the fellowship position.


Julianne
said she would send a formal letter offering me the position. Then she recited
a long list of things for me to do. I would have to return to DC to secure an
apartment and interview senators. I was surprised to learn that I would get to
choose the senator I worked for. Julianne assured me that the senators would be
jockeying for me, given my experience and the fact that it was the foundation,
not the senators, paying my salary. 


My
free time was quickly consumed with research on U.S. senators and apartments in
Virginia. It wasn’t long before I had a binder full of notes. Countless lists
littered my office, my jeep, and the front of my refrigerator.


*
* * * * *


I
returned to DC a few weeks later. My flights were uneventful, boring even. I
didn’t sit by any women who felt compelled to share their life stories and no
one bled on me. For these reasons alone, I considered both flights a success.


As
with my previous trip, I managed to make a spectacle of myself while exiting the
airport. I caused a human traffic jam in the exit doors of the main terminal. I
didn’t mean to, but the cool, air conditioned airport had left me completely
unprepared for the crushing heat that met me at the door. 


The
air was so oppressive that it was nearly impossible to breathe. I froze, just
outside the doorway, and glanced down at my feet. I was certain I had just
stepped into a warm puddle of water, but my sandals were perfectly dry. That’s
when I realized it wasn’t just my feet. My entire body was drenched by the
humidity. I had never felt anything like it.


Habib’s
voice broke through the confusion. “Kristine, I’m over here!” 


I
slowly wheeled my luggage toward his cab. I was still marveling at how wet my
feet felt. 


Habib
smiled. With a polite bow, he opened the front passenger door for me. 


A
welcome blast of cold air greeted me as I folded myself into his car. “Thanks,
Habib. It’s good to see you again.”


Habib
loaded my luggage into the trunk before joining me in the front seat. “Where
are you staying this time?” 


I
pulled the hotel confirmation from my laptop bag. “The Holiday Inn in Alexandria.
It’s located on King Street.”


Habib
nodded as he pulled away from the airport. “I know the hotel. I’m surprised you’re
not staying in DC.”


“This
hotel is located near the apartments I’m considering. I wanted to get a feel
for the neighborhood.” I stared at the waves of heat shimmering off the road. “It
is crazy hot here!” Goose bumps pricked my arms from the air conditioning.
Suddenly, I wasn’t hot. I was ridiculously cold. I pulled the pashmina from my
laptop bag and wrapped it around my shoulders.  


Habib
offered a sympathetic nod. “The heat is unbearable here in the summer. You will
like fall much better.” He glanced over at me, noticed the pashmina, and
chuckled. “Congratulations on your new job. Are you happy you’re moving to DC?”


“Thanks,
Habib. I feel more nervous than anything. DC is very different from Montana.”


Habib
smiled knowingly. “Different is not always a bad thing.”


I
nodded, then gazed out the window as I tried to get a feel for the state I
would soon call home. I pulled a binder out of my bag and nervously reviewed
the list of appointments I had scheduled. I looked up from the binder as I returned
my attention to Habib. “What’s your availability over the next few days?”


Habib
shot me a quick smile. “My schedule is flexible.”


I
closed the binder and leaned my head against the seat with a soft sigh. “The
next five days are going to be insanely busy. I’m interviewing five senators
tomorrow, and I need to find an apartment, preferably in the Alexandria area.
I'm worried I won’t find a place to live in such a short amount of time.”


“I'm
happy to drive you to your appointments. Everything will be fine, Kristine. You
will like it here. You'll see.” Habib smiled reassuringly. 


We
pulled up to the Holiday Inn a few minutes later. I dug through my purse for
some cash. I handed Habib the cab fare and a rather large tip. “Thanks, Habib.”


Habib
shoved the money in his pocket. He handed me a blank receipt before opening the
car door. “What time should I pick you up tomorrow?”


I
met Habib at the back of the car. “My senate interviews start at eight in the
morning.  What time do you recommend we leave here, given rush hour traffic?”


Habib
set my suitcase on the ground, then closed the trunk. “I will meet you here at
six-thirty, just to be safe. I do not want to make you late for your
interviews.”


I
balanced my laptop bag on top of my suitcase and started walking toward the
hotel. “Thanks, Habib. I’ll see you then!” 


The
first thing I did after I checked into my hotel room was jump in the shower. I
couldn’t function with that sticky residue from the humidity suffocating my
skin. I slipped into a comfy pair of yoga pants and a tank top before ordering a
tomato, basil, and mozzarella sandwich on ciabatta bread from room service. I
kicked my feet up on the desk and picked at my sandwich while mulling over the
notes I had compiled on each of the senators. I felt a tinge of excitement when
it dawned on me that I would soon be working for one of these five men. When I
finally drifted off to sleep, I was still questioning which one.


*
* * * * *


Habib
was already waiting in the lobby when I took the elevator down. He was standing
by a large window, wearing khaki pants, a white polo shirt, and brown loafers.
This appeared to be his standard attire. 


Habib
smiled and nodded when he saw me approach from the elevator. “Good morning,
Kristine. You look nice.” 


I
was wearing a navy dress suit with a pencil skirt, a white camisole, and modest
two-inch navy heels. I smoothed my hands over my suit jacket nervously. “Thank
you, Habib. I really appreciate you getting up so early to drive me into DC.” 


Habib
smiled as he turned toward the door. “I’m looking forward to the drive in
today.” 


I
walked alongside Habib until the lobby doors slid open. My feet stalled as a
wrecking ball of humidity bowled me over. I shook my head in wonder. 


We
were surrounded by a thick white haze, which evoked memories of driving through
the clouds in Glacier National Park. I smiled gratefully at Habib, who was
politely holding the passenger door open for me. 


I
watched with wide eyes as Habib nudged his way into traffic. He didn’t appear
the least bit concerned by the cars that were driving mere inches from his or
the snail’s pace at which they moved.


He
glanced at me as he eased onto the exit for I-395. “I am curious about the
senators you are meeting with today. Do you know which senate buildings you
need to go to?”


I
nodded. “I scheduled interviews with five senators: Senator Kennedy, Senator
Rockefeller, Senator Baucus, Senator Burns, and Senator Reed; so I’ll be
bouncing between all three senate buildings. If you don’t mind, I’d like you to
drop me off in front of the Dirksen Building. My last interview is in the Hart
building. I should be done sometime around five o’clock.” 


Habib
smiled. “I will be waiting outside the Hart Building at five o’clock. Don’t
worry if you run late. I will wait for you. You can call me if you need me to
come sooner. Do you still have my business card?”


I
nodded, then smiled as Habib handed me another business card. I tucked the card
into my purse and turned my attention to the interlocking cars that were crawling
up the road. I shuddered at the sight. I would soon have to face this drive
into DC on my own. 


My
thoughts drifted to the senators I was about to interview. Each of them
displayed some level of commitment to aging or health policy, although
Rockefeller and Kennedy stood head and shoulders above the rest when it came to
health care. This commitment was important to me, but so were their committee
assignments. I wanted to work for a senator who was appointed to the Senate
Finance Committee; the HELP Committee; or the Sub-committee on Aging. Two of
the senators on my list were from Montana, and four of the five represented
rural states, which increased the likelihood I would work on aging and health
care legislation that would benefit Montanans.


I
opened my binder, sifted through my research on the senators, and scratched in
a few more interview questions. 


Habib
occasionally called my attention to the road as he offered advice about how
best to approach what would soon become my regular commute. 


An
hour later, we inched into the district, bumper to bumper with at least a
hundred other cars. “We’re almost there,” Habib said encouragingly. “We made
good time.” 


I
closed my binder and eyed the sea of cars pressing in on us. I stared at Habib,
mystified as to how he could appear so unaffected by such a terrifying sight.


*
* * * * *


I
hit the ground running with the first interview and was quickly sucked into a
whirlwind of office tours, people, and promises about legislation I could work
on. I scheduled all five of my interviews back to back on the same day so I
could devote more time to finding an apartment. I hadn’t thought to budget
myself any time for lunch, so I ended up eating a squished up power bar that I
discovered in the bottom of my purse when I was walking between the Dirksen and
Russell buildings. I didn’t have time to process what I learned from the
interviews or how I felt about the people I met. My head was throbbing by the
time I crawled back into Habib’s cab.


As
soon as I returned to my hotel room, I peeled my sticky clothes off and took a
lukewarm shower. I slipped into a black camisole and a pair of pink cotton
shorts before popping some liquid Advil and sprawling out on top of the king
size bed. 


When
the throbbing in my head subsided, I let my thoughts drift over the day’s
events. I liked both senators from Montana, but I was already familiar with
aging and health policy initiatives in Montana. If I chose a senator from
another state, I might be able to identify some new initiatives that would prove
useful in Montana. 


I
was admittedly star struck by Senator Kennedy and even more so by Splash, the
rambunctious black dog who crashed our interview with a bright yellow tennis
ball tucked inside his mouth. But, as tempted as I was to work with Splash, I felt
drawn to Senator Rockefeller and his staff. Their passion for helping
vulnerable populations was nearly tangible. I couldn’t stop thinking about the
framed quote from Hubert Humphrey that I discovered in the senator’s office:


The
moral test of government is how it treats those who are in the dawn of life . .
. the children; those who are in the twilight of life . . . the elderly; and
those who are in the shadow of life . . . the sick . . . the needy . . . and
the disabled.          


It
was the most compelling quote I’d ever read. Senator Rockefeller represented a
rural state, he held a powerful position on the Senate Finance Committee, he
was highly respected, and he was clearly committed to serving vulnerable
populations. Yes, I thought, if I’m going to walk away from
everything I know and love, then Senator Rockefeller is the one I want to work
for. 


As I rolled the idea of working for
Senator Rockefeller over in my mind, an overwhelming sense of peace settled
over me. Suddenly, everything about my decision and the fellowship felt right. 


*
* * * * *


Habib
picked me up at the hotel at nine o’clock the next morning. He dropped me off
at the first apartment complex and agreed to return for me in a half hour. I scribbled
my cell phone number across the back of my business card and handed it to him
as I stepped out of the cab so he could call me if he was tied up with another
customer. 


The
staff in the lease office seemed completely put out by my request that I
actually see the apartment before signing the lease agreement. It didn’t
take long to figure out why. Although the apartment had been advertised as a
non-smoking unit, the place smelled like a vile mixture of mold and smoke. The
carpet was filthy, and the walls were so grimy I could see where all the
previous pictures had been hung. I quickly scratched that apartment off my
list. 


Habib
returned for me as promised. After hearing my description of the first
apartment, he insisted on waiting for me while I inspected the second one. The
second apartment smelled marginally better than the first… more like old socks
and garlic. I found a dead cockroach in one of the cupboards, and the lease
officer insisted the rent was two hundred dollars more than they had quoted me
over the phone. Apparently, the cockroach cost extra. 


Habib
must have sensed my growing concern, because he insisted on accompanying me for
the third apartment tour. The lease officer at the third apartment complex was
named Mickey. I asked for her specifically because she’d been so personable
when I called to schedule the appointment. 


Mickey
offered to show us around the gated community before taking us to see the
apartment. We walked alongside a beautiful pool that was located just behind
the lease office. The pool was nestled under a cluster of magnolia trees, which
appeared to be in full bloom. The trees held the largest white flowers I’d ever
seen.  


We
toured a small gym that was tucked inside a glass-front building overlooking the
pool. Mickey led us through a number of walking trails, which were lined with
vibrant flowers, lush green bushes, and small patches of lawn. I could easily
picture myself walking Cade through the beautiful gardens. 


After
we toured the common areas, Mickey walked us to a ground floor apartment that
was located a short distance from the pool. The apartment was quite small, but
it had a fresh coat of paint and brand new carpet. 


I
followed Mickey into the kitchen. “This is a good-sized kitchen,” I noted
appreciatively.


She
motioned toward the appliances. “The apartment includes a gas stove, a full
size refrigerator, a dishwasher, microwave, and a garbage disposal.”


I
leaned against the breakfast bar and looked over the living room. The breakfast
bar was the only thing separating the kitchen from the living room. There
wasn’t room for a dining table, and the living room was quite small. 


Mickey
opened the door to the hall closet.


I
followed her into the hallway, glanced inside the closet, and smiled. “A washer
and dryer.” 


“This
is nice,” Habib remarked as he wandered into the kitchen.


A
confused look flitted across Mickey’s face. “Will you be renting the apartment
together?” 


I
chuckled softly. “No. Habib’s a friend of mine. He’s just here for moral
support.” I paused as I peeked inside the bathroom. “I really like this place,
but I’m concerned about living in a ground floor apartment. Do you have any second
or third floor apartments available?” 


Mickey
flipped through a couple of pages on her clipboard.


I
wandered into the bedroom, which was located directly across the hall from the
bathroom. The sliding glass doors in the bedroom led to the same patio as the
sliding glass doors in the living room. Both sets of sliding glass doors
overlooked a narrow street that ran between the apartment buildings. There
would be no privacy when the blinds were open.


Mickey
joined me in the bedroom. “No. I'm sorry. This is the only one bedroom
apartment we currently have available. I have a two bedroom apartment located on
the second floor of one of our larger five-story buildings. The two bedroom
apartments start at fourteen hundred dollars a month.”


I
popped my head out of the closet. “I'm afraid that’s a bit outside my price
range. Besides, I like how these garden-style apartments have their own
entrances.” I folded my arms over my chest as I studied the bedroom. The
walk-in closet was huge, but the bedroom was very small. 


Mickey
and I found Habib leaning against the breakfast bar. He was typing something
into his phone. His eyes met mine as he shoved the phone into his pocket. “I
think you will be safe here. The apartment has a security alarm, and your sliding
glass doors face a high traffic area.” 


I
hadn’t really considered the high traffic area a boon, but Habib had a point. No
one was going to break into an apartment where he was so likely to be seen.


Habib
and I followed Mickey back to the main office. I felt conflicted about the
apartment. I wasn’t crazy about living in a ground floor apartment, but the place
was clean, it had all of the amenities I was looking for, they allowed dogs,
and the rent was reasonable. I didn’t want to delay my decision too long and
risk losing the only decent apartment I’d seen. So I thanked Mickey for her
time, and I told her I would let her know my decision within the next
twenty-four hours. 


Habib
studied me as we approached his cab. “You haven’t eaten, Kristine. Let’s take a
break and go to lunch.” 


My
eyes widened when I glanced at my watch. I couldn’t believe it was already two
o’clock. My stomach growled its consent as I slid into the passenger seat.
“Sure, Habib. Where do you want to eat?”


Habib
smiled as he backed the car out of the parking lot. His teeth practically
glowed against his tan skin. “I know a good Afghan restaurant not far from
here. My sister, Diwa, works there.”


My
eyes met Habib’s. “I’ve never eaten Afghan food before. I’d love to try it, but
I may need some help ordering.”


Habib
chuckled as he eased into traffic. “I’ll make sure you sample all the best
dishes.”


I
leaned back against the head rest and closed my eyes while Habib drove. I suddenly
felt completely exhausted. 


Habib
pulled into a parking lot next to a white stucco building with a red shingled
roof. The front of the restaurant boasted a long wooden deck, which had been
painted red to match the roof. A number of arches framed a walkway alongside
the building. Red neon signs hung in the windows.


The
restaurant staff greeted Habib like he was family, and they treated me like an honored
guest. Habib’s sister, Diwa, was breathtaking. She had the lightest green eyes
I’d ever seen. Her dark hair peeked out from under a delicate lavender scarf. I
was thrilled when she sat down and joined us for lunch. 


The
waiter brought a steady stream of food to the table from the moment we arrived.
Habib recommended I start with some dumplings that were served with a meat
sauce, spicy yogurt, and mint leaves. The dumplings were divine. 


I
would have been perfectly content eating the dumplings, but Diwa encouraged me
to try a pastry stuffed with potatoes and herbs. This, too, was served with a
yogurt sauce. The appetizers were followed by lamb kabobs and a dish Habib
referred to as Kadu Chalua, which I thought tasted a lot like pumpkin. Both
dishes were served with white rice. Another meat dish was loaded with carrots
and raisins. The food was unlike anything I’d ever eaten, but I loved how the
coriander, cardamom, cilantro, and mint played out on my tongue. 


Habib
and Diwa told stories about growing up in Afghanistan. I could tell the two of
them were very close. They spoke fondly of their family and their childhood,
but their stories were based on the simplest pleasures. It wasn’t difficult to
imagine the hardships they’d faced as children.


I
was curious about how they’d come to live in Virginia, but I was hesitant to
pry. So I waited to ask until the meal was over. Habib was drinking coffee. Diwa
and I were drinking a cardamom laced tea. I cleared my throat, then directed my
question to Habib. “What brought you to Virginia?”


A
dark cloud passed through Habib’s eyes as he responded. “My father helped the U.S.
government in Afghanistan back in 2001 and 2002. The Taliban issued death
threats against my family when they learned my father was working with
Americans. The U.S. government offered my family special immigrant visas when
our lives were threatened and it was no longer safe for us to remain in
Afghanistan. Both of my parents, Diwa, my brother, and I moved here together. The
special visas did not extend to my aunts, uncles, or cousins, so we still have
family living in Afghanistan.”


I
pressed my hand against my chest as tears welled in my eyes. “I’m so sorry you
had to move because your lives were threatened. I can’t imagine how frightening
that must have been.”


Diwa
fidgeted with her scarf. “It is not uncommon for Afghans to be killed for
trying to make their country a better place.”


I
set my tea cup down. My eyes sought Habib’s. “I hope you’re happy here. I hope
people in the United States have treated you well.”


“Some
better than others,” Habib admitted frankly. He looked thoughtful as he sipped
his coffee. “It is not easy being Muslim here.”


I
thought about the hate crimes that followed the September 11th
terrorist attacks. “No,” I admitted sadly. “I imagine it is not easy being
Muslim here.”


“Did
you know a Christian woman can marry a Muslim man?” Habib asked rather unexpectedly.


My
eyes narrowed. I thought it a very curious remark, since I had presumed a
Christian woman could marry whomever she wanted. I turned the statement in my
head before responding. “Can a Christian man marry a Muslim woman?”


Diwa
shook her head. “No. In Muslim culture, the man is considered the head of the
house, and the head of the house must be Muslim. So a Christian man must
convert to Islam to marry a Muslim woman.”


The
double standard didn’t sit well with me, but I held my tongue. A few minutes
later, I excused myself to use the restroom so I could pay for lunch without
debate. I figured it was the least I could do. Habib was undoubtedly losing cab
fare by accompanying me to my appointments. 


Habib
was mortified when he discovered what I had done, but instead of arguing with
me, he engaged in a rather heated debate with the person who had accepted my
cash. I have no idea what was decided between the two of them, since I couldn’t
understand the language they were speaking, but Habib remained courteous and
respectful to me as we said goodbye to Diwa and returned to his cab. 


Habib
and I viewed two more apartments together. By the time we were done, I realized
what a gem that third apartment really was. I dug my cell phone out of my purse
and scheduled an appointment with Mickey so I could make a deposit and complete
the necessary paperwork the next morning.


When
Habib pulled up to the Holiday Inn, he insisted on dismissing the entire day’s worth
of cab fare. I tried to explain that I was being reimbursed for my expenses,
but he still wouldn’t allow me to pay him. I felt mortified that I had cost him
an entire day’s worth of work, but I feared I had injured his pride or
committed some cultural faux pas by paying for lunch. So I abandoned my
attempts to pay him and apologized for putting him in such a difficult position.
I assume he forgave me, because he agreed to drive me to the airport and
allowed me to pay the cab fare two days later.





[bookmark: _Toc377338873]Chapter 3 – Runaway train


 


Complete
chaos broke out when I returned to Montana. I had no clue how to organize a
cross-country move. Project deadlines were bumped up at work, and my social
calendar blew up. My phone beeped constant reminders for farewell parties,
luncheons, and dinner dates with friends and colleagues who wanted to see me
before I moved to Virginia. 


I
would have liked to squeeze in a bit more hiking, but the air quality in Helena
squashed all hopes of that. The entire state was under a code red. The forest
fires were over a hundred miles away, but the air in Helena was thick with
smoke. Particles of wood and ash swirled around us like snow. Everyone was
discouraged from spending time outside. People walked to and from their cars
with bandanas tied around their faces. 


It
was in the midst of this insanity that I received an unexpected call. “Kristine.
This is Habib. Are you okay?”


My
brows furrowed. “Yes, Habib. I’m okay. Why? What’s wrong?” 


“The
forest fires… I just saw the forest fires on the news. Are you in any danger?
Are you sure you’re okay?” The pitch of his voice increased with each word he
spoke. 


A
small smile tugged at the corner of my lips. Habib didn’t realize how large the
State of Montana was. Still, it warmed my heart to know that he had thought of
me when he heard about the fires. “I’m fine, Habib. The air quality is bad, but
the forest fires aren’t anywhere near me. I’m perfectly safe. I promise.”


Habib
exhaled loudly. “Thank God.” 


I
turned toward my computer and pulled up my flight itinerary. “I just purchased
my plane tickets for DC. Are you available to pick me up at three o’clock on
Sunday, July 31st?” 


“Yes,
of course. I’ll put it on my calendar.”


I
leaned back in my chair. “I’ll have my dog with me this time. I need to walk
him before we leave the airport, but I’ll keep him in the carrier while we’re
in your car.”


“That’s
fine. I look forward to seeing you again.”


I
smiled. “Thanks for calling, Habib.” 


Just
as I was ending the call, my second line rang. I quickly switched lines.
“Senior and Long Term care, Kristine speaking.” 


Tom’s
voice snaked over the line. “I want the umbrella.” 


The
smile slid from my face. “Why are you calling me?” I hissed. I rose from my
chair and stretched the phone cord as far as it would go so I could close my
office door. 


“I
want the umbrella back,” he repeated as if it were the most reasonable request
in the world.


I
sank into my chair. “The umbrella? Really? You want… the umbrella.” My
anger at this idiotic request threatened to consume me. I growled at him
through gritted teeth. “When I left, I walked away from the house, thirty acres
by the lake, three cars, and nearly all of the furniture. I took only my
clothes, the two pieces of furniture my father made, Cade, and my jeep…” and
evidently the umbrella that was stored in my jeep. “You got everything…
and now… ten months later… you want the umbrella?” I couldn’t help but
be pissed at this. All of the fear, anger, and frustration over how he had
treated me and what he had put me through washed over me in large overpowering
waves. 


The
phone line fell silent. I was getting ready to hang up when Tom responded. “I
want to see you before you go.”


I
shot out of my desk and began pacing as far as my phone cord would allow.
“What? How do you know I’m going anywhere?” I reached for my garbage can as my
stomach clenched. 


“Apparently,
this fellowship in DC is a big deal. I have no clue who you slept with or how
you landed the position, but it was all over the local newspaper.”  


Of
course, he would think that of me. Of course. He had assumed I left him for
some other man. He couldn’t possibly comprehend the fact that I left because he
beat me, beat my dog, and threatened to kill us both. “I hate you,” I
hissed. “I don’t ever want to see you again.”


Again,
silence. Tom cleared his throat. Then he spoke in a low, threatening tone. “I
still have your great-grandmother’s jewelry... her wedding ring, the brooch,
and the necklaces that were handed down to you.”


I
fell back against the wall, then slid to the floor. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t
think. I couldn’t even breathe. He had her jewelry. How had I forgotten to take
it with me? How had I missed that? I opened my mouth to answer him, but
no sound came out. I swallowed hard and tried again. My voice was breaking… I
was breaking. Finally, I conceded. “I want the jewelry. I’ll meet with you
but only if you bring the jewelry.”


Tom
laughed maliciously as he made his next demand. “Tell me where you live.”


Fear
seized my heart, then pulsed through my veins. I shook my head. “No. I’ll only
meet you in public.” Where, I questioned frantically. The seconds ticked
by. Come on, Kristine, think! “Jade Garden. I’ll meet you at Jade
Garden,” I breathed. Tears pooled in my eyes as I began to tremble. The
realization that he could still wield so much power over me was devastating.


“Tonight.
Seven o’clock. Oh, and Kri? You’re not getting the jewelry unless you bring the
umbrella.”


My
head fell back against the wall. The umbrella would only cost ten dollars to
replace, but this wasn’t about the money. This was about control. Tom was
relishing the fact that he could still make me do something I didn’t want to
do. I would have to give him the stupid umbrella.


*
* * * * *


Tom
was sitting in a booth by the time I arrived at the restaurant. I shoved the umbrella
at him the second I approached the table. “Give me my grandmother’s jewelry,” I
demanded with false bravado. It took everything I had to tamp down my fear of
facing him.


His
eyes hardened. “Sit. Down,” he gritted out. “You’re making a scene.”


I
slid reluctantly into the seat across from him. I glanced around the bustling
restaurant. No one was looking at us. My eyes returned to Tom’s face. I
inventoried his pale skin, sharp features, piercing blue eyes, and the cruel
smile spreading across his thin lips. What did I ever see in him? A wave
of nausea hit me. “Look. I do not want to be here. We have nothing to
say to each other. I want the jewelry, and I want you to leave me alone.”


Tom
leaned back in his seat. “You know, Kristine… I just might move to DC too.” His
eyes turned calculating as he waited for my response.


Panic
shot through me. “What?” 


The
waitress glanced at our table. I tried to calm down, but being in the same room
with Tom made hell seem like a cake walk.


Tom
smiled. He seemed pleased with my reaction. He leaned forward as he continued. “I’ve
gotten more involved with the church. I’ve become very good friends with the
priests and the bishop from the cathedral. We even golf together.” He smirked,
entirely too impressed with his ability to conceal from priests who he really
was. “They’ve been encouraging me to work things out with you… and I don’t see
how that would be possible if we were living on opposite ends of the country.” 


This
from the man who refused to go to church with me?
The room blurred as tears filled my eyes. Tom was going to ruin everything. I stared
down at the table. I was completely incapable of looking him in the eye. “Please,
let me go,” I whispered brokenly. I reached for the bag of jewelry and slowly
rose from my seat.


Tom’s
hand snaked around my wrist, then squeezed painfully. He tugged me forward as
he forced me to look at him. His voice dripped venom. “I will never let
you go.”


I
held fast to the jewelry as I tore my wrist from his hand. I took a steadying
breath, turned on trembling legs, and silently walked out the door. I knew the
laughter that followed would haunt me for a very long time.


*
* * * * *


Kimme
snapped her towel at me as we headed for the sauna. “Why didn’t you tell me you
were going to meet Tom last night?  I would have gone with you!”


My
legs were shaking from the spinning class I had just suffered through. The spin
instructor was pure evil. “Because, Kimme, you had more important things to do
than babysit me,” I grumbled irritably. “You were exactly where you needed to
be… out at the fort with Dan. What you two are doing with those veterans who
are coming back from Afghanistan with PTSD is important.”


I
followed Kimme into the sauna. She scowled at me before collapsing on a long wooden
bench. “Still, you shouldn’t be alone with that man.”


I
perched on the bench directly across from her. “I wasn’t alone. We were at Jade
Garden.”


She
rolled her eyes at me. “You know what I mean. You should have at least told me you
were going. You have to promise me you’ll tell someone if you plan to see him again.”



I
knew she was right, but I had spent nine years keeping my mouth shut about Tom.
Old habits were hard to break. “I will, Kimme. I promise.” I stretched across
the warm wooden bench and closed my eyes. I breathed in the soothing tendrils
of steam and the smell of heated wood as I forced my thoughts away from Tom. Thinking
about him gave him a power and a place in my life I didn’t want him to have
anymore.


*
* * * * *


I
stared at the deep red roses sitting on my desk. My heart beat erratically as I
reached for the envelope. Most women enjoyed receiving flowers. I was afraid of
them… or more precisely… afraid to know who sent them and what was expected in
return.


I
took a deep breath as I pulled the card from the envelope. “Michael,” I breathed.
I should have known. Tom wouldn’t waste money on flowers, but Michael would.
Michael was an incurable romantic. He even looked like he belonged on
the cover of a romance novel with his blatantly lustful eyes, his perpetual
five o’clock shadow, and the thick dark hair that framed his face in perfect
waves. His French accent and his mysterious past were difficult to resist, but
he was entirely too consuming, self-important, emotional, and rude.


“Nice
flowers, Kri.”


I
looked up from the card. Ann was standing in the doorway to my office. “Thanks,
Ann. Why don’t you take them up front so everyone can enjoy them?”


She
gave me a curious look. “Are you sure?”


I
smiled reassuringly. “Yes, please. You’d be doing me a favor.” 


“Okay.
Thanks, Kri. By the way, we’re the only people left in the office. I’m heading
out, so make sure the doors to our suite are locked when you leave. Don’t work
too late.”


I
handed her the roses. “I won’t. I have a few more things I need to pull
together for the staff meeting tomorrow, but I’ll be leaving soon.” 


She
smelled the roses before disappearing down the hall.


My
eyes drifted back to Michael’s note. I recognized a few words, but I didn’t
know enough French to understand everything he had written. I sank into my
chair, turned toward my computer, and pulled up Google Translate.


I
looked at the card and slowly typed the message. Je ne peux plus supporter
le fait d'être loin de toi. S'il te plaît, laisse moi
la chance de te prouver que mon amour pour toi est véritable.


I
leaned back in my chair as I read the translation to myself. “I cannot bear being
away from you. Please give me a chance to prove my love for you is real.”


I
sighed sadly. Some small part of me wished I could love this broken man. I
tried to envision what life would be like with Michael. I shook my head, then promptly
pushed those thoughts aside.


By
the time I finished typing my notes for the staff meeting, it was nearly seven
o’clock. I flicked off the few remaining lights in our office suite and locked
the door behind me. I briefly contemplated the elevator. I typically avoided
elevators, having been trapped in them two too many times. I decided the stairs
were my safest bet.


I
was halfway down the first flight of stairs when the door to the stairwell
slammed shut behind me. 


“Kri,
wait up.”


I
froze at the sound of his voice. “We have nothing to talk about, Justin. Leave
me alone.” I didn’t bother turning around. I resumed walking down the stairs.


“I’m
leaving Janet.”


Once
again, I froze. My eyes narrowed as I turned to face him. “What did you say?” 


Justin
scrambled down the stairs. He stopped two steps above me. His massive 6’4”
frame towered over me. “You were right. I was hitting on you at the gym. I’ve tried
to fight it, and I’ve tried working on my marriage, but I’m done living a lie.
I want to be with you.”


I
backed down the stairs to the landing. “You lied. You made me feel like an
idiot, and you lied,” I hissed angrily. I wanted to hit him so badly I could
taste it.


His
voice turned pleading. “I wasn’t ready to tell you… not like that… not when you
were so angry with me. I wanted it to be different. I wanted it to be special,
but I lost control. I can’t be around you and not be with you, Kri. I
want you… and I want you to want me as much as I want you.”


I
opened my mouth to speak, but Justin slammed me into the wall as his lips crashed
against mine. I dropped my purse… my briefcase… everything. I wedged my hands
between us and tried to push him away, but he tightened his hold.


The
idea that I could fight him off was laughable. Every hard angle of his body
pressed into mine. He fisted his hands in my hair as he pulled my head back to
deepen the kiss.


I
twisted my head toward the wall as I tried to escape the kiss. Tears streamed down
my face as he pulled away. I hadn’t even realized I was crying.


Justin’s
voice broke as he released me. “I’ll quit my job… I’ll move to DC… Please, Kri.
I’ll do whatever it takes to be with you.”


I
shook my head. “Don’t touch me. Don’t you ever touch me again.” I choked
back a sob as I grabbed my bags and ran down the stairs.


The
security guard rose from his chair as I burst into the main lobby.


 I
ducked my head to hide my tears as I hurried past his desk. I shoved the door open
and inhaled a single ragged breath as the cool night air hit me.


I
glanced over my shoulder, then ran toward my jeep. I threw my bags on the passenger
seat, climbed inside, and quickly locked the doors. I began sobbing as I forced
the gear shift into drive. The tires squealed as I slammed my foot against the
gas pedal. I sped out of the parking lot at a reckless rate of speed. There
were so many bad experiences pressing in on me, I could no longer breathe.


*
* * * * *


I
was determined to avoid Justin, so I e-mailed my notes for the staff meeting to
Charlie and called in sick the next morning. I packed a suitcase and loaded
Cade into the jeep so we could jump start our trip to Hamilton to spend the weekend
with my parents. I wanted to see them before I left for DC. I couldn’t believe
I was leaving in two weeks. 


My
mom cooked all of my favorite foods… stuffed bell peppers, roast beef with
mashed potatoes and gravy, pancakes, and eggs sunny side up. My dad caught me
up on all of the local gossip. Then he invited me to tag along to the Coffee
Cup Café, where he spends most mornings drinking coffee and telling tall tales
with his boys. I’d heard them spin their fishing and hunting stories a million
times, but I loved hearing it all again.


I
committed every detail of my parents to memory… every inch of their kind faces,
their voices, the smell of my mother’s cooking, and the spicy scent of my
father’s aftershave. Tears were shed as we said our goodbyes. By the time I returned
to Helena, I was towing a very heavy heart. 


My
last weekend in Montana was reserved for my cousin, Lexie. She drove up from
Great Falls to spend the night with me. We enjoyed one last decadent dinner at
On Broadway. I soaked in the beautiful murals that complemented their worn
brick walls, the intimate atmosphere the place was famous for, and the culinary
skills of a chef who had taught me everything I knew about making the perfect
cheesecake. 


A
live band played soft jazz from their corner on the first floor. Lexie and I
had a great view of the band from our table, which was tucked against the
balcony on the second floor. Between the grilled mozzarella, basil, and red
pepper skewers; the Chicken Broadway; and the chocolate mousse cake, the two of
us were barely able to walk away from the table.


It
wasn’t until we were leaving the restaurant that I spotted Michael standing at
the bar with a glass of red wine. He was wearing black slacks and a stark white
dress shirt with onyx cuff links. A gray paisley tie was hanging loose around
his neck. He was reclining against the bar with his back to the bartender,
brazenly watching me through hooded eyes. 


I
couldn’t take my eyes off him as he pushed off the bar and slowly began walking
toward me. Lexie walked between us and linked her arm through mine. She hadn’t
noticed Michael. Why would she? She had never even met him before. But, for some
reason, that simple act stopped Michael in his tracks. I could still feel him
standing there, watching me, as Lexie and I walked out the door.


I
shoved all thoughts of Michael aside when we returned to my apartment. Lexie
and I swapped our dress clothes for camisoles and pajama bottoms. We sprawled
out on my couch and spent the rest of the evening working our way through a
lifetime of memories. Eventually, our discussion turned to a trip we had taken
to Mazatlán shortly after my divorce. 


“I
can’t believe I let you talk me into parasailing… in Mexico of all places!
Those guys driving the boat were on drugs! And, I’ll never forget how you
dragged me out to the center of the ocean on that wave runner. You were
crashing over the waves like some crazed woman with a death wish. My ass hurt
for a week! What was I thinking climbing on the back of a wave runner with a
woman who was knockin’ on death’s door?” I shook my head in disbelief. It was
no small miracle that we had made it home alive.


Lexie
laughed. Her long dark hair briefly hid her sparkling blue eyes. “Yeah, well,
it’s not like we had anything to lose. I’ll never forget seeing my
straight-laced cousin dance in that cage,” she goaded wickedly. 


I
cringed. We had been issuing dares and double dares the entire trip. “Well, at least
I didn’t dance on the bar in front of all those sailors.” 


Lexie
laughed even harder. “I thought you were going to punch that guy, the one who
was trying to take me for a tour of his ship.”


I
snorted. “Tour of the ship… seriously? What woman would buy that line? Besides,
that guy had a gold tooth!”


We
stayed up reminiscing through the early morning hours. We were completely exhausted
by the time we said our goodbyes. Tears streamed down my face as I watched
Lexie back out of her parking space. She eased her car forward to drive away, then
suddenly stopped. Lexie’s shoulders shook as she slumped over the steering
wheel. I sank to the pavement, no longer able to stand. 


Through
a curtain of tears I watched Lexie claw her way out of the car and stumble
toward me. We clung to each other, sobbing in the center of the asphalt,
neither willing to let the other go. We stayed that way for the longest time.
How do you leave someone who has been such an important part of your life for
twenty-eight years, someone you love more than life itself? I was still
struggling with that question when Lexie finally mustered the strength to climb
back into her car and drive away.


The
movers came a few hours later to box my things. I clung to Cade and watched numbly
as they loaded the truck. They took my car the very next day.


I
spent my last evening in Helena with Siobhan, the four year old who had
completely stolen and then healed my heart after my divorce. I was good friends
with Siobhan’s mom, so Siobhan and I spent weekends together whenever her
parents had to work. Siobhan had all the trappings of an angel with her wispy
blond hair, her bright blue eyes, and her porcelain skin. I thought she hung
the moon. She was determined, courageous, and precocious in every way. 


Siobhan
and I ate pizza with her parents. We played and cuddled for hours. I tucked her
into bed with the hopes that I could slip away while she slept, but she refused
to go to sleep. She clung to me when I tried to say goodbye. Every time I tried
to hand her back to her mother, she tightened her arms around me and begged me
not to go.


Siobhan’s
tears mixed with mine as she pressed her little face against my cheek. The sobs
that wracked her little body were heart rending. I knew I’d never forgive
myself for causing her so much pain. When Siobhan’s mother finally managed to
pull her from my arms, Siobhan clawed to get back to me. Tears streamed down
her face as she screamed, “Don’t leave me, Kri! Please, don’t leave me!”



I
left every last piece of my shattered heart on their living room floor when I
stumbled blindly out their front door. I felt the pain of a hundred year old
oak tree being ripped from its roots as I fought the urge to gather Siobhan
back up into my arms and abandon the fellowship. I crawled into Kimme’s car and
wrapped my arms tightly around my stomach as I folded in on myself. I sat in
their driveway sobbing for well over an hour. It wasn’t until every last tear
had been shed that I was finally able to drive away. Of all the goodbyes, this
had been the most painful one.


*
* * * * * 


Dan
and Kimme drove me to the airport in silence. Kimme had given me a travel mug
filled with coffee, but the lump in my throat made it impossible to swallow. I
hadn’t bothered with makeup. My eyes were still swollen from crying all night. I
figured makeup was pointless, given what lie ahead. 


It
was ridiculously early and still dark outside, so I was surprised to discover
Charlie, Ann, Jerry, and Doug at the airport waiting to see me off. I thought
we had already said our goodbyes, but seeing them at the airport reminded me of
how truly blessed I was. Once again, I questioned how I could leave the people
I had grown to love so much.


They
took turns saying goodbye to Cade while I checked my luggage at the ticket
counter. Then we made our way through the security line as one. Jerry and Doug took
turns hugging me as they offered gentle words of encouragement. 


Ann’s
eyes filled with tears. She held me for a very long time. She swiped at her
tear stained cheeks, then gently grasped my shoulders as she sought my eyes.
“I’ve always believed you were destined to do great things. Don’t look back,
Kri... and don’t you dare doubt yourself. You live every dream you’ve ever
dreamed.”


I
buried my face in her shoulder as I began to cry.


Dan
steeled himself as he approached me. “I’m so proud of you. And, don’t you worry
your pretty little head, Krissy. I’ve already initiated contact with the head
of the Vietnam Vet’s chapter in Arlington. You call this man, Dean Hunter, if
you have any trouble, darlin’. He’ll take care of you. You call me if he
doesn’t.” Dan slid a crumpled piece of paper into my hand. “It has been an
honor, little lady.” 


I
hugged him tightly. I didn’t want to let him go. Dan bowed his head and stepped
aside so Kimme could say goodbye. 


Kimme
had tears streaming down her face. “I don’t want you to go… don’t go,”
she whispered. 


I
folded her into my arms. I thought I’d cried every last tear my body could
hold, but tears spilled down my cheeks once more. 


Charlie
gently cut in. “They’re calling your flight, Kri.” He handed me his business
card. “Don’t forget this toll free number works outside the state, too.” He
paused briefly. “You can do this. I know you can.” Charlie smiled, but his red
rimmed eyes betrayed him. He hugged me. Then he handed me my laptop bag and
Cade’s carrier. Thankfully, Cade was small enough to ride on the plane under my
seat. 


As
I backed toward security, I thought about how much I wanted to take each and
every one of my friends with me. 


Charlie
called after me as I walked through the metal detector. His voice was firm and
strong. “Take a deep breath, kiddo, and remember one thing. You are not alone.
You are never alone.”


I
stilled on the other side of security. At that moment, I felt utterly alone.





[bookmark: _Toc377338874]Chapter 4 – A whole new world


 


Sleep
claimed me shortly after the plane leveled off. I cradled my head in the crook
of my arm, which I had draped across the top of the tray table. My right hand was
stuck inside Cade’s carrier, which I had stashed at my feet. I ran my fingers
through his soft fur off and on throughout the flight. Every once in a while,
he’d let out a small yelp. This delighted the children who were sitting within
earshot to no end. Cade and I were the most popular passengers on the plane, at
least among the two to eight year old crowd.


Habib
greeted me with a warm smile and an awkward hug when he picked me up at the
airport. He loaded my luggage into the back of his cab while I walked Cade. 


As
Habib drove Cade and me to our new home, it dawned on me that he was my only friend
in Virginia. I wondered when I had started thinking of him more as a friend and
less as a cab driver. I suspected it had something to do with the lunch fiasco
at the Afghan restaurant. 


“Do
you want me to take you to the grocery store before we go to your apartment?”
Habib asked as he merged onto the King Street exit.


I
shook my head. “No, thank you. I should be able to get by with what I’ve packed
until my jeep and other items arrive. Besides, I can walk to the convenience
store near the apartment complex if I need anything.” 


Habib
pulled into the parking lot in front of the lease office. He parked the car,
then reached for a receipt. “Do you need a ride to work in the morning?” 


I
smiled gratefully as I handed him the cab fare. “Yes, please. I’m going to have
to take a cab to and from work until my jeep arrives. If you’re available, I’d
much prefer to ride with you.” 


Cade
whimpered softly.


I
grabbed the dog carrier from the back seat while Habib pulled my luggage from
the trunk. 


I
stopped inside the lease office to pick up my keys. Then Habib and I dragged my
suitcases to the apartment. I unlocked the door and looked around in surprise.
I had forgotten how tiny the apartment was. 


Habib
pulled the luggage inside, then lingered in the doorway. “When do you need to
be at work in the morning?”


I
set the dog carrier on the living room floor, released Cade, and scooped him
into my arms. “I need to be at work by nine o’clock.”


“I’ll
pick you up at seven, just to be safe. I don’t live far from here, so please
call if you need anything.”


I
smiled gratefully. “Thanks, Habib.” 


I
locked the door behind Habib before setting Cade on the floor. I laughed as he began
sniffing every square inch of the apartment. I unzipped both suitcases, unpacked
his food, and filled his water dish. He lapped up the water while I pulled granola
bars, coffee, crackers, tuna fish, apples, a small jar of chunky peanut butter,
and a bag of Ghirardelli chocolates from my suitcase. I studied the food as I
set it on the counter. Something was missing, but I couldn’t quite put my
finger on what it was.  


I
pulled paper plates, a bag of plastic utensils, a can opener, and a roll of
paper towels out of the suitcase and carted them off to the kitchen. Cade
trailed after me. I put the washrags, towels, and toilet paper in the bathroom.
Then I tugged the blankets and pillow from the bottom of the suitcase and made
a makeshift bed on the floor of the bedroom. 


I
grabbed the iron and plugged it in so I could iron the wrinkles out of my work
clothes. I ironed my clothes over the top of my pillow, since the movers had my
ironing board. I eyed my handiwork and thought about how my Girl Scout years
had really paid off. Then I dialed a Chinese takeout place Mickey had
recommended. 


Cade
and I explored the garden trails that wove around the apartment complex while
we waited for the food to arrive. We ate out of the little white boxes while
sitting in my makeshift bed. Then I called everyone back home to let them know
we had arrived safely. 


Sirens
ripped us from sleep a few hours later. Red lights pulsed through my blinds as
two massive fire trucks responded to a call in the apartment building across
the street. They eventually turned the sirens off, but my bedroom floor
vibrated from the idling engines for over an hour. I buried my head under the
pillow to block out the flashing lights. Then I pulled Cade against my chest
and whispered, “I’ve a feeling we’re not in Montana anymore.”


*
* * * * *


I
suffered a minor meltdown when I realized I had forgotten to pack my French Press.
I couldn’t make coffee without it. I am not a morning person. Coffee
smooths my rough edges, and I was near hysterics when I realized I couldn’t brew
any.


Cade
wasn’t quite sure what to do with me, so he hid under the pile of blankets I
had left on the bedroom floor.


I
was completely wrecked by the time Habib picked me up, so he took me straight
to Starbucks. I sent up a silent prayer asking God to bless Howard Schultz and
Habib Khan Ahmadzai.


Rush
hour traffic was horrid. I was thankful Habib was driving. Still, I carefully
observed the route so I would know where to go when my jeep arrived. Thanks in
large part to the coffee, I was in a much better frame of mind by the time
Habib dropped me off next to the Senate Hart Building.


The
first half of my day was consumed with a new employee orientation, getting my
official Senate ID, and sorting through my benefits options. I reported back to
Senator Rockefeller’s office shortly before lunch. 


The
legislative director escorted me to a desk that was tucked into a small cubby.
I eyed my new office with a bit of disappointment. The cubicle was framed on
three sides by thin fabric-lined walls that ran about five feet high. The space
was just large enough to hold a desk, bookshelf, and chair. I was really going
to miss having an office with a door.


My
eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Why do I have a TV on my desk?” I hadn’t noticed
the TVs when I toured the office during my interview.


“The
TV enables you to monitor hearings on the Senate intranet, activity on the
House and Senate floors, as well as the news,” Ellen explained. “Things change
on a dime around here, so we need to ensure our information is as current as
possible.”


The
news junkie in me nodded enthusiastically. My gaze shifted to a rather ominous
looking pile of paperwork, which sat at least six inches high next to the
television. I was afraid to ask, so I looked at Ellen and raised an eyebrow.


She
laughed. “In between monitoring developments on the television, answering
calls, attending meetings, writing speeches, and drafting legislation, you need
to review a pile of paperwork, at least this big, every day. This paperwork
generally includes news articles, policy briefings, U.S. Supreme Court
decisions, and every piece of proposed legislation in your policy area. This
will help you brief the senator on the developments and recommend a course of
action. The briefings will be included in the senator’s book.”


“His
book?” I asked uncertainly.


“The
senator’s book is second only to the Bible. If the Senator has a speech the
next day, relevant to your policy area, you will be responsible for writing the
talking points. If he has a vote, you have to make sure he has the material he
needs to make an informed vote. You also have to advise him about what other
senators and congressmen are doing, the bills they’re sponsoring, the funding
streams, you name it. Jamie compiles all the briefs and supporting documents
into a large binder, which we fondly refer to as ‘the book.’ Jamie gives the
book to the senator each day at four-thirty, so your work has to be submitted
to her no later than four o’clock. Senator Rockefeller takes the binder home
and reviews the materials in the evening, in preparation for the next day. You
should be aware that if he feels anything is missing, he will call and ask us
to come into the office to gather additional research, which then has to be
delivered to his house. The senator never sleeps, so he has been known to make
these phone calls as late as three in the morning.” Ellen’s message was clear:
be on time and be thorough.


“Wow.”
The responsibility was a tad bit overwhelming, and I wasn’t one who shied away
from a challenge. I eyed the pile again. I had no clue how I was going to get
through those six inches of paperwork in time to write my briefs for today’s
four o’clock deadline.


Ellen
offered an encouraging smile. “Why don’t you grab a quick bite to eat before
you get started?”


Patrick
peeked over Ellen’s shoulder, which wasn’t difficult given how tall he was.
Patrick had escorted me to the new employee orientation when I first reported
to the office. My cubicle was located directly across from his. “I’m heading
out to pick up the senator’s lunch. Do you want to tag along so you can grab
something to eat?”


“Sure,”
I responded gratefully. Two more office mates, Jonathan and Jamie, joined us as
we walked out of the office. Like Patrick, Jonathan worked primarily on health
policy. Jamie was Senator Rockefeller’s personal assistant. They all appeared
to be in their early twenties.


I
was the youngest person working in my office in Montana, so I found the fact
that they were so much younger than me a bit unnerving. Besides, there was an
energy rolling off Patrick, Jonathan, and Jamie, that I wasn’t quite sure I
could duplicate. I felt tired just looking at them.


The
four of us chatted amicably as we walked down the street. We turned the corner
after a couple of blocks, then fell in line outside a tiny restaurant. I
glanced at the sign. “Yamato? What kind of food does this place serve?”


“Sushi,”
Jonathan responded.


I
couldn’t hide my shock. “Sushi? You mean like raw fish? We’re eating raw
fish for lunch?” A sushi restaurant had just opened in Missoula, Montana a few
months ago, but I didn’t know a single soul who’d been brave enough to eat the
stuff.


Patrick
smiled broadly as he rocked back on his heels. “The senator has a standing
order here. He eats sushi every chance he gets. He lived in Japan for a period
of time. He loves Japanese culture and cuisine.”


“Well,
that certainly explains the Japanese artwork in his office,” I murmured
thoughtfully. The artwork in Senator Rockefeller’s office was extremely
eclectic, with handmade quilts from West Virginia displayed on some walls and
Japanese paintings adorning others. I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of art
he had hanging in his house. I reached for a take-out menu as we entered the
restaurant. “I’ve never eaten sushi, so you guys are going to have to help me
out here.”


Jamie
pointed to an item on the menu I was holding. “Number six is a pretty safe
bet. It’s a sampler set of salmon rolls, spicy tuna rolls, and California
rolls.” 


The
woman standing behind the cash register looked at me expectantly. I handed her
a ten dollar bill. “Number six, please.” 


“Me
too,” Jamie piped up. She handed the cashier her debit card.


Patrick
ordered next. “I’ll take two orders of the nigirizushi set, an order of the
hotate sushi, and a bowl of miso soup.”


“This
is for Senator Rockefeller?” the cashier asked.


“Yes.
Well, one of the nigirizushi sets is for me,” Patrick explained as he handed
her a wad of cash. 


Jamie
pointed to an autographed picture of Senator Rockefeller. The photograph was
prominently displayed on the wall next to the counter where the sushi chef was
working.


“I’d
like an order of rainbow rolls and an order of spider rolls,” Jonathan said
with a huge grin on his face. 


“Seriously?”
Patrick asked.


Jonathan
handed his debit card to the cashier. “What? I’m hungry, and I couldn’t decide
which one I wanted more.”


I
couldn’t help but admire the artistry involved with the food preparation as we
watched the sushi chef make the rolls. He nodded and smiled as the waitress
packed our food into white paper bags. My new coworkers continued to educate me
about sushi and other Japanese food as we walked back to the office.


Patrick
and I parted ways with Jamie and Jonathan as we walked to our desks. I nearly
dropped my food when I discovered a deep blue vase holding a dozen long stemmed
yellow roses and an impressive spray of baby’s breath. I set my food down and reached
for the envelope. My breath caught when I saw who the flowers were from. “Justin?”


Patrick
peered over my shoulder. “Is that your boyfriend back home?”


I
glanced at Patrick. “Uh… no.” My eyes flitted back to the card. I angled the
card away from Patrick as I silently read the message. 


Thinking
of you and hoping you have a wonderful first day at your new job! Love, Justin.


I
groaned audibly. I threw the card in the trash, marched the flowers to the
front office, and plopped the vase in front of two people I didn’t know.
“Enjoy,” I mumbled before turning around and walking back to my desk.


Patrick
shot me a curious look as I collapsed into my chair. 


“Don’t
ask,” I muttered. I rolled my chair closer to the desk and eyed the sushi.


Patrick
chuckled softly as he approached my desk. “So, these are chopsticks.”


I
gave him a dirty look. “I’m not a complete hick. I have eaten Chinese
food before.”


He
laughed loudly this time. “Okay. Then all you need to do is pour the packet of
soy sauce into this container of wasabi and stir it up. Pick your sushi roll up
with the chop sticks, dip it in the sauce, and pop it into your mouth.”


I
shook my head. “I don’t do soy sauce. Can I just spread the wasabi on top of
the sushi?”


A
mischievous look passed over Patrick’s face. “Sure. I don’t see why not.”


I
eyed him skeptically as I dipped my finger into the green paste. “It’s spicy,”
I noted, pleasantly surprised.


Patrick
watched, clearly amused, while I spread the wasabi over the top of all six of
my sushi rolls. I popped a spicy tuna roll into my mouth. My eyes watered, and
my nose ran, but I loved the spicy taste. “It’s good,” I mumbled around the
sushi. “Really good.”


Patrick
picked up his chopsticks as he settled back into his chair. “I’m glad you like
it. Now, about that pile of paperwork…”


*
* * * * *


“Finally!”
I exclaimed to no one but Cade. 


He
looked up at me with his warm brown eyes. He cocked his head to the side,
clearly questioning what all the excitement was about. 


I
set my cell phone on the kitchen counter. “The furniture will be delivered in
less than an hour,” I explained.  


Cade’s
ears perked up as a soft knock sounded at the door. 


I
gave Cade a curious look. “You off duty, my little guard dog?” I opened the
door and studied the young woman standing in front of me. 


She
smiled. “Hi! I’m Kelly, the dog walker. We had an appointment to meet today.” 


I
shook her hand, then motioned her inside. “Hi, Kelly. I’m Kri. Thanks for
coming over.” 


“This
must be Cade. Hi, little guy.” Kelly kneeled as she invited Cade to smell her
hand. He rolled over and showed her his belly instead. Kelly laughed softly.
“Want your belly rubbed?” She immediately indulged him in the request.


I
was pleased to see how well they were hitting it off. Cade was afraid of most
people, which was understandable given what he had been through with me. Cade
stood guard over me through some difficult times. He had been painfully unaware
of the damage that could be done to his little nine pound body when my
ex-husband’s fists and feet came flying at me. 


I
wasn’t sure about this whole dog walking business, but I couldn’t expect Cade
to cross his legs and hold it all day, especially considering my long work
hours and the commute. I watched Kelly interact with Cade. Her references had
panned out. Everyone raved about her. Still, I wondered how I could trust a
stranger with the one thing I loved most in the world.


“I’m
glad Cade likes you. He’s afraid of most people. He’s been through… a lot.” 


Kelly
nodded in understanding as she continued petting Cade.


“I
called your references. Your clients obviously adore you; and I understand you’re
licensed and bonded.”


Kelly
nodded again.


I
continued. “Cade means everything to me. I have to know that you’ll always have
a gentle hand with him. He nearly died at the hands of a groomer, and he was
injured by my ex-husband. I have to know that you’ll never hit him or hurt him
in any way.”


Kelly
looked appalled that I would even suggest such a thing. “I’m so sorry to hear
that Cade’s been through all that. Please know that I would never hit any
animal under any circumstance.” Kelly’s voice was genuine as she continued to
stroke Cade’s belly. “Can I take him for a walk and explore the property today?”


“Sure.
I think that’s a great idea.” I handed Kelly the leash and showed her where I
kept Cade’s treats stashed. As the door closed softly behind them, I tried to
rein in my tears. My life was so different in Virginia that it was no longer
recognizable. I felt like someone had held me upside down, shaken the life out
of me, and left me to pick up the pieces… only none of the pieces were fitting
where they’d previously been.


Kelly
and Cade returned just as the moving truck pulled alongside my apartment. I
gave Kelly a spare key, we agreed on a time for Cade’s walks, and I pre-paid
her for the month. She gave Cade a treat and one last pat on the head. “I’ll
see you tomorrow, little buddy.” 


I
scooped Cade into my arms and walked Kelly outside. Then Cade and I went to
greet the movers. I was anxious to see something familiar, something that would
reconnect me with my old life.


*
* * * * *


Driving
up I-395 into DC was a special kind of hell. The other drivers were beyond
rude. No one wanted to let me merge onto my exit. I had my turn signal on and
tried to inch in, but the cars were bumper to bumper and no one would budge.
Some man flipped me off for even trying. For whatever reason, the
every-other-car-goes-through rule did not apply inside the Beltway. 


I
was forced to take a different exit. I spent twenty minutes looking for a place
to pull over so I could program my Garmin. I hadn’t bothered to program the GPS
when I left my house because I’d taken the route so many times with Habib. I
knew the way, but I was forced into unfamiliar territory when I missed the
stupid exit.


It
took me another fifteen minutes to reach the parking garage under the Thurgood
Marshall Building. My nerves were completely shot by the time I parked the jeep.
I couldn’t release my death grip on the steering wheel. All I could think about
was how much I wanted to move back home. I laid my head on my hands as I burst
into tears.


I'm
not sure how long I sat crying in the poorly lit garage, but a security guard
eventually rapped on my window. “Ma’am, are you okay?”


I
jumped in my seat when I heard his voice. I released the steering wheel so I
could lower my window. “Yes, officer. I’m okay. I’m sorry. It’s just that… this
was my first time driving in DC. I’m not used to driving in such a big city.” I
brushed the tears off my cheeks. I couldn’t believe I’d been caught crying over
my commute.


His
eyes gentled. “Driving around here does take some getting used to.” He glanced
at his watch, then added, “I’m Nathaniel. Can I escort you to your office
building?”


I
shook my head. “Oh, no. That’s not necessary. I know my way to the Senate Hart Building
from here.”


Nathaniel
smiled. “I could really use an excuse to get out of this dingy garage. I much
prefer fresh air,” he confided in a soft voice. 


I
suspected this was outside Nathaniel’s protocol, but his warm eyes and kind
smile were difficult to resist. “Okay. In that case, I’d really enjoy the
company.” I smoothed my tear stained hands down my skirt and gathered my purse
and briefcase. I left my untouched coffee behind. 


Nathaniel
reached for my briefcase as I locked the jeep. “Here, I’ll carry that for you.”



I
smiled gratefully as I handed him the briefcase. “Thanks. It’s really nice to
meet you Nathaniel. My name’s Kristine.”


He
fell in beside me as I walked toward the stairwell. “You know, Kristine,
everyone struggles with the commute around here. Part of the problem is our transient
population. There’s always a good percentage of people on the road who aren’t
familiar with the area.” He opened the door to the stairwell and held it open
for me.


I
shot him an apologetic look as we walked up the stairs. “I’m afraid I’m one of
those people.”


Nathaniel’s
smile widened as he opened the door to the main lobby. “The other problem is
the layout of the roads, but I have a theory about that…” Nathaniel nodded to
the guard at the security desk before opening the door that led outside. 


“What’s
that?” I asked curiously.


Nathaniel
winked at me. “That the roads in DC were the South’s last revenge on the
North.”


I
burst out laughing. “Wow. That’s some serious revenge.”


Nathaniel
waved to another security guard, who was standing in front of Union Station.
“So, where are you from?”


I
glanced at Nathaniel. “I’m from Montana. Have you ever been there?”


Nathaniel
shook his head. “No. I’ve never traveled beyond Virginia and Maryland. I was
born and raised in DC.”


I
was completely shocked. “Are you serious? Everything is so close here. You
could be in West Virginia, Delaware, Philadelphia, or New York in just a few
hours.”


He
shrugged. “My entire family lives here, and DC is a fun city. I see no reason
to leave.”


I
studied him curiously. Maybe DC had some redeeming qualities after all, if
someone who grew up in the district never wanted to leave.


Nathaniel
eyed the Senate Hart Building. “So, which senator are you working for?”


I
smiled. “Senator Rockefeller.”


He
glanced at me. “I haven’t met him, but I’ve heard he’s a very nice man.”


I
nodded. “He does seem very nice. He’s certainly devoted to helping people who
are less fortunate than he is.”


Nathaniel
cocked his head and smiled. “We can certainly use more people like that.”


I
turned to face him as we approached the entrance to the building. “I agree.
Thanks for walking me to my office, Nathaniel. That was very kind of you.”


He
handed me the briefcase. Then he pulled a business card from his wallet and
tucked it in my hand. “It was my pleasure, Kristine. If you need anything at all,
please feel free to call. I’m here most weekdays.”  He gently patted my
shoulder. “Things will get better, you’ll see.” 


As
I walked up the stairs toward the glass doors, I couldn’t help but think they
already have.


I
spent the entire morning digging through the monstrous pile of paperwork that
had accumulated during my absence. I’d only been gone for one day to supervise
the movers, and it looked like I had missed an entire week’s worth of work. I
was about three inches into the pile when Patrick threw me a life preserver.
“Want to go to Cups with me?”


I
glanced up from the paperwork. “What’s Cups?”


Patrick
smiled. “It’s a coffee shop in the basement of the Russell building. They have
awesome coffee… better than Starbucks.” 


I
set my pen down. “Nothing’s better than Starbucks.” I was testing Patrick.
Starbucks was good, but I knew there was better. I really loved the little mom
and pop shops that had cropped up all over Montana, Idaho, and Washington… especially
the ones that roasted their own beans.


Patrick
laughed. “Just you wait and see. Come on! I’ll give you a tour of the
underground tunnels while we’re at it.”


The
underground tunnels sealed the deal. As we made our way to the basement, I
thought about how different Montana and DC really were. Take drive through
coffee shacks for example. They were scattered all across Montana, but I hadn’t
seen a single coffee shack or even a drive through Starbucks anywhere in
Virginia or DC. The same held true for bagel and donut shops. They offered
drive through services in Montana but not in DC. I found the lack of drive
through options in Virginia and DC truly mind boggling, especially considering
the crush of people living in the area and the amount of time they had to spend
in their cars.


My
eyes widened in surprise when we finally reached Cups. The place was
essentially a windowless office converted into a coffee shop, but it had a very
long line. I figured that was a good sign. I was even more surprised when I
took my first critical sip of Cups’ toffee nut latte. I had to admit Patrick was
right about their coffee. 


“I
have a feeling I'm going to be spending a lot of time at Cups,” I mumbled
around a mouthful of scone. The chocolate chip orange scone was about the most
decadent pastry I had ever eaten. We nursed our coffee as Patrick guided me
through the underground tunnels. Our first stop was the Senate Dirksen
cafeteria, which was swarming with people.  


Patrick
waved to another staffer who was walking by with a tray. “The cafeteria serves
breakfast and lunch. The food is good and it’s cheap.”


I
nodded. “Good to know.” 


Shortly
after leaving the cafeteria, we entered a modern looking corridor where I made
a surprising discovery. “I didn’t know the metro ran under here.”


Patrick
laughed. “That’s not the metro. That’s the Senate Subway. It connects all the
senate buildings to the Capitol.”


I
stopped abruptly. I was totally enthralled with the discovery. “Can we ride
it?”


Patrick
chuckled. “Sure. We’ll catch it on the way back.” He continued walking down the
corridor that ran alongside the train track. Artwork from a nearby elementary
school lined the entire walkway. 


I
trusted Patrick knew where he was going until my surroundings started looking a
bit sketchy. We had just entered a narrow corridor that appeared to be from a
different century. “Patrick, are you sure it’s okay for us to be here? This
area doesn’t look like it’s intended for the general public.” 


“We
aren’t the general public,” Patrick reminded me. “We’re under the Capitol
building now. We’re allowed to be here as long as we have these.” Patrick
flashed his Senate badge at me.


I
studied my badge. “I didn’t realize this gave us access to the Capitol.” 


“Oh,
yeah. I can show you all the places the general public never gets to see.”
Patrick winked at me. He was clearly enjoying his role as personal tour guide. 


The
Capitol was the most beautiful building I’d ever seen. I couldn’t stop gaping
at the artwork or the architecture. The gleaming Brumidi Corridors offered the
grandest and most ornately painted walls I’d ever seen. The marble stairs that
led to the old Senate and Supreme Court chambers were worn down in the center
from so many feet passing over them. Goose bumps danced along my skin when I
thought about the historical figures who had walked down those very same steps.
I could have spent months inside that building and still not seen all the
beauty it had to offer. 


Patrick
and I caught the Senate subway back to the Hart Building. By the time we settled
back in at our desks, I had a whole new appreciation for my senate fellowship.


*
* * * * * 


It
was four-thirty on Friday. Senator Rockefeller had just left with “the book.” Rumor
had it he was heading to West Virginia for the weekend. All work was abandoned when
he walked out the door. Everyone began discussing their plans for the weekend.
My plans weren’t terribly exciting since my primary objective was to get
through the boxes still crowding my apartment. 


About
thirty minutes after Senator Rockefeller left, Jonathan, Patrick, and I went to
explore the cause of a huge ruckus that arose from the ground floor of our
office suite. When we rounded the corner to the conference room, I came to a
screeching halt. The office manager was handing out what appeared to be Samuel
Adams and Yuengling beer. I turned toward Jonathan and whispered, “Does Senator
Rockefeller know we’re doing this?”


Jonathan
laughed. “He paid for it.” He stepped forward to grab a beer.


I
was speechless. Patrick handed me a beer. Jamie joined us as we wandered back
up to our desks. She perched on the edge of Patrick’s desk as she relayed stories
about some rather outrageous constituent calls she had received earlier in the
day. 


I
took a long swig of Yuengling and set the bottle on my desk. I eyed my phone. I
was itching to call Charlie and Kimme. They would never in a million years
believe I was drinking a beer in the U.S. Senate. I dialed the toll free number
Charlie had encouraged me to use.


“Senior
and Long Term Care, Charlie speaking.”


I
smiled at the sound of his voice. “Charlie? You’re never going to believe what
I’m doing right now!”


Charlie
chuckled warmly. “Wait. Kimme is sitting right here. I’ll put you on speaker
phone.”


Kimme’s
voice suddenly rang out. “Hi-ya honey bee!” 


I
felt myself relax for the first time in days. “Oh my God. You sound so good! I
miss you so much.” I grabbed my beer, leaned back in my chair, and propped my
heels up on the desk. “I have so much to tell you guys. Do you have time to
talk?”


“For
you? Always,” Charlie replied. 


I
caught Charlie and Kimme up to speed on everything that had happened to me
since arriving in DC. They couldn’t believe I was drinking beer at work. Kimme
thought it was awesome. Charlie… not so much. They took turns filling me in on
everything I was missing at my old job. I closed my eyes and let their stories
wash over me. It felt like we were sitting around my desk talking shop, just
like we always did. I made it through the phone call without crying. The beer
helped. A lot.


Jamie,
Patrick, and Jonathan gathered near my desk. “You ready to head out?” Jonathan
asked.


“Am
I ever!” I shut my computer down and reached for my purse.


“We’re
heading over to Union Station for dinner and drinks at Thunder Grill. You
should join us. They have mango margaritas…” Jamie suggested enticingly.


“A
mango margarita? Well, as tempting as that sounds, I’m barely capable of
managing rush hour sober, and I think I’ve hit my limit with this beer.” I tossed
the empty bottle in the recycling bin. I really wanted to join them, but I had
no interest in driving home in the dark. Besides, Cade was waiting for me. 


Patrick
reached for my briefcase. “Walk with us, then.” 


“Sure,”
I responded gratefully. We joined the throng of people exiting the building. Soft
jazz drifted over us as we walked down Second Street toward Union Station.  I
peered around the people walking in front of us. “Where is that music coming
from?”


“There’s
a sax player who plays for tips down at Union Station. He wasn’t here earlier
this week, but he’s around most of the time. He’s good isn’t he?” Jamie
responded.


I
nodded. “Yes, he is. Quite good.” 


Jonathan
had been walking in front of us, but he slowed and matched his pace with mine.
“Do you work out?”


I
gave him a curious look. “Yes. Why?” 


“Your
commute would go by a lot faster if you waited until rush hour died down.
Senate staff can join the gym at the Thurgood Marshall Building at a discounted
rate. If you joined, you could hit the gym after work instead of sitting in
traffic. Your commute would be a piece of cake by the time you were done
working out, and you wouldn’t have to go to the gym after you got home.”


I
briefly contemplated kissing Jonathan. “That is a brilliant idea! So brilliant,
in fact, that I’m going to head over there now to sign up.” We were nearing the
Thurgood Marshall Building so I turned to say goodbye. “Thank you guys for helping
me get through this first week. Have fun tonight.”


“Have
a good weekend, Kri,” Jamie and Jonathan both responded. 


Patrick
gave me a one armed hug. “Drive safe.”


I
went to check out the gym. It was small but doable. I completed the required
paperwork, then hurried down the stairs to the parking garage. I couldn’t wait to
get home so I could lounge around in my pajamas with Cade. Sadly, Cade wasn’t
the only thing waiting at home for me. There was a mountain of boxes with my
name written all over it. 


*
* * * * *


I
settled into a nice routine at Senator Rockefeller’s office. My commute proved
quite manageable once I began delaying the start time and working out at the
gym. My work days were long, but the weekends were proving even longer. I
enjoyed my time with Cade, but I was sorely lacking a social life. Despite the
frequent calls back home, I felt utterly alone. I knew I had no one to blame
but myself. Jonathan, Patrick, and Jamie had repeatedly invited me to dinner,
drinks, and weekend house parties, but I always declined. If the truth be told,
I was too scared to drive through DC alone after dark. 


Today
was one of those rare September days when the humidity had been replaced with
crisp, cool, breathable air. I thought about how much I missed being outdoors
as I made my way toward a worn wooden bench in a heavily treed park, which was
tucked between the Senate Hart Building and Union Station. The park offered a
welcome reprieve from the noise and chaos that formed the fabric of Hill life.
The trees were just beginning to hint at their fall colors, and I found the
patchwork canopy of green, gold, orange, and red leaves comforting.


All
thoughts of work faded away as a friendly gray squirrel jumped up to join me on
the park bench. He was clearly hoping to share my lunch. I was thankful for the
distraction so I indulged him. 


He
cocked his head at me when I offered him the last piece of bagel. His question was
clear. 


I
showed him my empty hands. 


With
a quick flick of his tail, he scampered off in search of another meal. 


I
took a deep breath and savored the musky smell of turning leaves. I was wearing
slacks, so I kicked my heels off and hugged my knees to my chest. A sudden wave
of homesickness washed over me, causing my vision to blur with tears that had
been held at bay for far too long. I choked down a sob as I tucked my face into
my knees. I tried to make myself as small as possible, so no one would see me
cry. I sat like that for some time, completely curled in on myself, until a
shadow fell over me.


“Excuse
me, miss?”


I
swiped at my tear-stained cheeks as I lifted my head from my knees. “Hi.”


“Would
you allow me the honor of singing you a song?”


I
studied the young black man standing in front of me. He had warm brown eyes
that hinted at a smile. His dark curly hair was closely trimmed, and his shirt
and khaki pants looked worn but clean. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t bring any money
with me.”


His
eyes softened. “I only want to see you smile.”


I
stared up at him, both fearful and flattered. “Okay,” I reluctantly agreed. 


The
young man reached for my hand as he lowered himself to one knee. I hesitated,
for just a second, then placed my hand in his. His eyes met mine as he softly
began to sing.


My
breath caught. He was singing the lyrics from Adele’s “Make You Feel My Love.” His
warm falsetto tone wrapped around me like a soft velvet blanket. The entire
park hung suspended in time as he sang the lyrics to the song.


A
number of people clapped as he finished the song. He rose to his feet, then gently
kissed my hand. He smiled as his eyes met mine. “You have a beautiful smile,”
he said. He bowed slightly as he released my hand. Then he turned and walked
away. 


I
had no idea who the young man was or where he’d come from, but he had single
handedly erased all of my pain.


*
* * * * *


The
next morning, Senator Rockefeller invited me to join him for a meeting with a
policy advisor from the Kaiser Family Foundation. He wanted to discuss the
Medicare Early Buy-in Bill that I was drafting. While I had accompanied the
senator to hearings and watched him speak on the Senate floor and at public
policy events numerous times, this was the first time I had been invited to
attend a private meeting in his office. I wasn’t sure if it was his large
frame, his family history, his deeply intelligent eyes, or the power that
rolled off him in waves, but Senator Rockefeller seemed larger than life to me.
I was completely intimidated by him. 


When
Jamie directed Ms. Feinstein and me into the senator’s inner office, I was
surprised to see him abandon the position of power behind his desk. He shook
Ms. Feinstein’s hand as he joined us on the other side of the desk. Then he motioned
us toward a group of comfortable chairs, which were nestled under a large ink
wash painting. The painting depicted a whimsical Japanese landscape. 


Senator
Rockefeller offered us drinks before folding his large frame into one of the
chairs. I listened attentively to the banter between Ms. Feinstein and Senator
Rockefeller. I was uncertain of their relationship at first, but I soon
realized they were friends who shared a deep desire to improve access to health
care. 


Ms.
Feinstein set her Diet Coke on the coffee table. “So, Jay, have you decided how
you’re going to vote on the legislation eliminating the estate tax tomorrow?” 


I
was a bit surprised by the question. The bill she was referring to was deeply
controversial, and it wasn’t related to health care.


Senator
Rockefeller eyed his friend thoughtfully. His fingers were steepled under his
chin. “My wife is probably going to kill me, but I cannot in good conscience
vote for that bill.”


“Why
not?” Ms. Feinstein inquired. The amused look sparking in her eyes gave me the
impression she knew exactly why the senator wasn’t voting for this bill.


Senator
Rockefeller scowled at his friend. “The only people this legislation helps are
wealthy people like me… people who, quite frankly, don’t need the tax break.
The bill doesn’t benefit the vast majority of people living in West Virginia.
In fact, this bill will adversely impact them because it reduces funding for
programs that help low income individuals.”


I
was certain my jaw hit the floor, but I was too stunned to pick it back up. I
had always been impressed with Senator Rockefeller’s commitment to helping
disadvantaged people. This commitment was what had initially drawn me to him, but
killing this bill would have huge implications for his family. He was clearly
putting the needs of his constituents above his own; and with that act of
selflessness, my respect for Senator Rockefeller grew by epic proportions. 


“I
couldn’t agree more,” Ms. Feinstein confided with a knowing smile.


Senator
Rockefeller’s eyes met mine. “Kristine is our new fellow from the John Heinz
Foundation. She’s been drafting a bill that would allow individuals who are ages
fifty-five to sixty-four to buy into the Medicare program.” He smiled
encouragingly as he turned the conversation over to me.


I
took a deep breath as I shifted my attention to Ms. Feinstein. “This bill is
geared toward a vulnerable population. As you know, people in this age group
are often forced out of their jobs and replaced with younger, cheaper
employees. When this happens, they lose their employer sponsored health care.
Because of their age, they find it difficult to secure another job. They are
often unemployed for long periods of time, or they end up taking part-time jobs
where they don’t receive any benefits. Because most people have preexisting
conditions by this age, insurance companies refuse to cover them, or they
charge them outrageous insurance premiums that are simply not affordable.”


Ms.
Feinstein leaned forward in her chair. “So the Medicare Early Buy-in Bill would
allow these individuals to buy into Medicare with an affordable premium?”


I
nodded. “Precisely. The premium would be set on a sliding fee scale, based on
income.”


“What’s
the cost?” Ms. Feinstein asked. 


Because
it was the one question I didn’t have an answer to, it was the one I’d been
dreading most. “The Congressional Budget Office is still performing a cost
analysis,” I confessed. In all honesty, I was concerned about how the CBO would
score the bill. I had a sneaking suspicion the office would completely
disregard the money this bill would save Medicaid, which was a state run
program that drew federal matching funds. If they left this out of their
calculations, they’d kill my bill before it even got to committee.


“Well,
you aren’t going to find many republicans who support the expansion of
Medicare. Have you talked to Senator Jeffords’ or Senator Snowe’s staff? I
think you’ll stand the best chance of building bi-partisan support if you can
get them on board,” Ms. Feinstein added thoughtfully.


“I
agree,” Senator Rockefeller replied. “I’d like you to talk to Senator Collins’
staff too. Let me know what they have to say about co-sponsoring. Once CBO scores
the bill, we’ll regroup.” Senator Rockefeller rose from his chair. He patted me
on the back. Then he shook Ms. Feinstein’s hand and thanked us for our time. 


I
gave the senator a curious look. I was quite certain it was I who should have
been thanking him. My legs were still shaking when I walked out of his office,
but I was so relieved I hadn’t made a fool of myself that I hardly even noticed.



*
* * * * *


The
next morning, I scheduled appointments with the legislative assistants working
on health policy, more commonly referred to as Health LA’s, for Senator
Jeffords, Senator Snowe, and Senator Collins. I e-mailed each of them a policy
brief, a bill summary, and a draft of my proposed bill. 


I
was working my way through a pile of constituent mail requesting the senator’s
support for a number of health care initiatives when I spotted a postcard from
Boca Raton, Florida. I didn’t know anyone visiting Boca Raton, so I presumed I had
been given the postcard by mistake. 


I
flipped the postcard over and found it was clearly addressed to me. Not only
that, but the message was written in French. I skimmed over the words. Mon
coeur, je te suivrai jusqu’au
bout de la terre. Tu m’appartiens.


The
vast majority of words were unfamiliar to me, so I logged onto my computer and
pulled up Google Translate. I read the translated text, then slumped into my
chair. Michael had found me in DC. I read the words again. My heart, I will
follow you to the ends of the earth. You belong to me.


I
stared at the card. Was Michael planning to follow me to DC? He had obviously figured
out where I was working. What was I going to do if he approached me? Dan wasn’t
here to protect me. The DC police didn’t know me, and I was quite certain the
restraining order from Montana wasn’t valid in Virginia or DC. 


The
thought of facing Michael’s instability and his unwanted affections by myself
was making it difficult for me to breathe. My heart was pounding. My arms and
legs felt numb. I had never experienced a panic attack before, but I was quite
certain I was dangling over the edge of one now.


With
shaking hands, I scrolled down the list of contacts on my cell phone until I
found Dan’s name. I hit the call button and waited anxiously for him to pick up.
My knee bounced in time to the plea pinging across my mind. Pick up. Pick
up. Please Pick up.


“Hi,
darlin’. How’s your day?”


I
stilled. “Good. Well… not good. I don’t know, Dan. I need your help.”


Dan
took a deep breath. “Slow down, Krissy. Tell me what’s going on.”


I
glanced over the top of my cubicle. No one was around, but I lowered my voice
anyway. “It’s Michael. I don’t know how he did it, but he’s figured out where
I'm working. None of my friends would have told him. How did he find me?”


Dan
exhaled loudly. “Wait. What?”


My
eyes flitted toward the postcard. “He sent me a postcard from Boca Raton. The
postcard was buried in the constituent mail that was sitting on my desk this
morning.”


“What
did the post card say?” Dan asked. His voice was low and deadly, a warning that
the tension deeply coiled within Dan was seeking some release.


I
stared at the translation on my computer screen. “He said he would follow me to
the ends of the earth. Is that a threat? Do you think he's threatening to come
to DC? Oh, God. What if he’s already here? He’s clearly delusional. He won’t
take no for an answer. What if he forces himself on me?” 


“Stop.
I want you to take a deep breath. Do it for me right now,” Dan demanded
sternly.


I
took a deep breath and let it out. “Okay...”


“All
right. This is what I’m going to do. I don’t think Michael is living in
Helena anymore. If he was, then I would have run into him by now. So I'm going
to put a trace on him. I have a number of contacts from my skip tracing days
who can help me locate him. If he’s still living in the U.S., I’ll find him. If
he’s not at a location where I can personally deliver the message, then I’ll
find someone who can effectively deliver the message for me.”


I
was almost too afraid to ask. “A message?” 


“Yes.
A message… to stay the fuck away from you. It will be delivered in very few
words. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


My
heart stalled. I was more than a little concerned about how a man like Dan
would deliver a message like that. “Uh, yes. I think so.”


“Now,
this is what you’re going to do. You’re going to tell Rockefeller’s
office manager, his front office staff, and the security staff for your
building about this guy. You’re also going to tell your lease officer about
him. The more people who know about him, who can keep their eyes open for him
and warn you if they see him, the better. Do you have a picture of him?”


“No.
We only went on four dates,” I responded defensively.


“Do
you think he’s on Facebook?” Dan asked hopefully.


I
shook my head. “No. Michael is an old world kind of guy. I seriously doubt he’s
on Facebook.”


“Okay.
Don’t worry about it. I’ll find a picture of him and e-mail it to you. You make
sure that all those people I asked you to talk to get a copy of that picture.
So, now that you know what we’re both going to do, this is what you’re not
going to do. You’re not going to open your apartment door without knowing who
is on the other side. You’re not going to leave your sliding glass doors open.
You’re not going to leave your apartment alone at night, and you’re not going
to walk Cade on any secluded trails. You stay near people. The more people the
better. Do you understand?”


“Yes,
Dan. I understand.” I didn’t like it, not one bit. In fact, I was seriously
questioning my decision to call Dan.


“Good.
I’ll contact you with any new information. You do the same. Keep your eyes
open, Krissy. Stay smart.”


“I
will… and, Dan?”


“For
you, darlin’, anytime.”


“Thank
you.” He was trying to avoid hearing it, but I was determined to say it anyway.



“Just
doin’ my job,” Dan responded before disconnecting the call. 


I
set the cell phone on my desk and tucked the postcard into my top drawer. I
wasn’t crazy about advertising the insanity that was my life, but Dan’s advice
seemed sound. There wasn’t much I could do until he e-mailed the picture, so I
pushed Michael to the furthest corner of my mind and buried myself in work.


*
* * * * *


I
had no idea how Dan pulled it off, but I received an e-mail, with a picture of
Michael attached, the very next day. A promise was a promise, so I distributed
copies of the photograph and some cliff notes on Michael to my office manager,
the front office staff, and the head of security for our office building. 


Thankfully,
it was Friday. Most senators had already left the Hill. Rockefeller’s staff
drew straws to see which half could go home early. I was among the lucky ones. 


Although
it was early, rush hour was still a bear. I wasn’t about to complain, since I made
it home by five o’clock. Most days I didn’t get home until seven or
seven-thirty. When I arrived at my apartment, I found a sticky note on the door
informing me that a package was being held for me in the main office. 


I
walked to the front office. I was pleased to see that Mickey was still there. We
were the only two people in the office so I perched on the chair across from
her desk. “Hi, Mickey.”


She
set her paperwork aside and smiled. She had a beautiful white toothy smile, the
kind people pay big money for. Her skin was the color of dark chocolate, and
her face was framed with long black and gold braids that fell halfway down her
back. She was short and very curvy, the kind of girl who causes whiplash. “Hi,
Kristine. It’s good to see you. Are you here for your package?” 


I
was surprised Mickey remembered my name. There were hundreds of tenants living
in our apartment complex, and I had hardly seen her since moving in. I smiled,
then nodded. “Yes… and please call me Kri. Most of my friends do.” 


Mickey
rose from her desk and retrieved the package from a locked room. She handed me
the box as she settled back into her chair. 


I
glanced at the label. The package was from Dan. I wondered how had gotten a
package to me from Montana overnight. Nothing gets out of Montana in a day. I
gently shook the box. I couldn’t imagine what Dan would send. I chewed my lower
lip nervously as I contemplated whether he would have Michael’s ear or finger
cut off and mailed to me. 


“Maybe
it’s a care package,” Mickey suggested. 


I
began tugging at the tape. I was pretty certain it wasn’t a care package. Dan
wasn’t the kind of guy who sent presents. He was the kind of guy who showed his
love through service. I worked the last piece of tape off the top of the small
box and opened it. A single item lie nestled in the brown packing paper. I held
it up to examine the object more closely.


“Mace?”
Mickey asked. “Wait! That’s the good stuff.” She stood to take a closer look.
“Yep. That’s the kind that’s issued to police officers. You can’t buy that from
a store.”


I
studied the small plastic canister. I wondered how Dan had obtained it and
whether it was legal for me to carry. “Well, I suppose I should be thankful he
didn’t send me an Uzi.”


Mickey
looked a bit concerned by my statement, so I figured it was as good a time as
any to explain my situation. I had multiple copies of Michael’s picture, so I
slipped one out of my briefcase and handed it to her. I told her about the
proposal, the restraining order, and the postcard.


Mickey
eyed the picture. “Wow. This guy is hot… like a younger, more mysterious
version of Antonio Banderas.”


“Yeah.
Sadly, the guy is crazy.” I sighed because it really was sad.


Mickey
folded the picture in half and shoved it in her purse. “What are you doing
tonight?” 


I
shrugged. “Nothing, really. I was able to leave work early for a change, but I
don’t have any plans. I don’t know my way around very well, and I’m not
comfortable being out after dark.” 


Mickey
smiled. “Why don’t you join me and a few other tenants for drinks at TGI
Fridays? You can ride with me.”


I
perked up instantly. “Really? That would make this my first night out since
moving to DC. Do I have time to walk Cade and change out of my work clothes?”


Mickey
nodded. “Sure. Meet me back here at six o’clock.”


I
was already halfway out the door. “I will. Thanks for inviting me!” 


I
hurried back to my apartment. I unlocked the door and dumped everything on the
counter. I apologized to Cade the entire time I walked him. I fed him dinner. Then
I tore through the clothes in my closet. I rejected several outfits before
settling on a short black skirt, a gray silk-blend sweater, gray stockings, and
tall black boots. The ensemble was comparable to what I saw most girls wearing
to work on the Hill. I ran a quick brush through my hair, refreshed my mascara and
lip gloss, and sprayed some Bvlgari perfume on for good measure. I left a light
and the television on for Cade. Then I loaded him up with treats. 


Mickey
drove to TGI Fridays, which was only three blocks from the apartment complex.
She wore the same outfit she had been wearing at the office… a long bohemian
style dress in teal, orange, and red with gold jeweled flip-flops that showed
off her artfully painted toes. Mickey managed to snag a table in the bar just
as another group was leaving. We climbed onto the tall stools and ordered
margaritas when the waitress stopped by. 


Mickey
glanced over the other bar patrons, then turned her attention to me. “So, if I
remember rightly, you’re from Montana. What was it like living there?” She took
a sip from the largest margarita glass I’d ever seen. The monstrous container
looked like it might hold the equivalent of four standard size margaritas.


“I
enjoyed living in Montana. People are friendly, we don’t have any humidity, and
it snows about eight months out of the year. We spend a lot more time outdoors
than you do here… hiking, skiing, boarding, snowmobiling, and snowshoeing. No
one has more than a fifteen minute commute, so there’s more time to play and to
have a personal life,” I noted wistfully.


Mickey
looked thoroughly unimpressed. “When I think of Montana, I think of cowboys,
Indians, and gold miners.”


I
chuckled softly. “We still have our fair share of cowboys, Indians, and gold miners,
but they’re a dying breed.”


Mickey
stilled. “Did you ever run into any wolves or bears?”


I
stirred my margarita with my straw, then sampled the drink. “No wolves. They’re
still pretty scarce. Mountain lions and bears are more common. You have to be
careful where you hike. Most people carry bear spray.”


Mickey’s
eyes widened. “What’s bear spray?” 


I
laughed. “It’s a giant can of pepper spray.” 


Mickey
folded her forearms on the table. “Did you ever run into a bear?”


I
nodded. “Once. I had run into a convenience store in Cooke City. When I came
out of the store, I found a big black bear sitting on the hood of my jeep. He
was trying to get my dog. Thankfully, I had only cracked the windows open an
inch.”


“What
did you do?” she asked incredulously.


I
shrugged. “There wasn’t much I could do. Two large dogs came ripping out of
nowhere, and they chased the bear down the street.”


Mickey
shook her head. “I don’t think I’d like living in Montana.”


I
tried to picture Mickey, the bohemian goddess, in Montana and choked on my drink.


Her
eyes narrowed. “Do any black people live there?” 


I
glanced at her apologetically. “A few. Not many. I think somewhere around one
half of one percent of the population is African American. There’s not a whole
lot of ethnic diversity in Montana.”


“Black
people do not like nature. They don’t like snow or the cold, and they’re too
smart to live anywhere where they might get eaten by a bear,” Mickey responded vehemently.


This
time I didn’t choke on my drink. I snorted the margarita right out of my nose.
Just as I was mopping up my face, an incredibly good looking man strode
purposefully toward our table. Mickey followed my gaze as I stared open-mouthed
at the guy. 


“That
man is F-I-N-E fine,” Mickey whispered as she watched him cross the room. 


Fine
was not the right word, not even close. The guy was seriously hot. Although, he
apparently didn’t feel the need to impress anybody, since he was wearing gym
clothes. His black dry-fit shirt showed off broad shoulders, clearly defined
pecs, and what looked to be eight pack abs. Black workout pants hung loosely
from his narrow hips but still managed to show off well-muscled thighs. Like
Mickey, he was black, but his skin coloring was lighter… the color of a caramel
macchiato before you stirred the whip cream in. He had soft brown eyes and a
neatly shaved head. His whole physique screamed athlete, although there was
something about him that seemed dangerous, almost lethal, but in a really good
way. 


He
walked right up to Mickey. “Hey, Mickey.”


Mickey
tucked her braids behind her shoulder as she smiled. “Hey, Kadyn. Glad you
could make it. This is Kri. She just moved into the Point at Park Center too.”


Mr.
Tall, Dark, and Deadly held out his hand. “Hi. I’m Kadyn.”


I
snapped my jaw back into place as I shook his hand. “Hi. Did you say your name
is Cade?” The crowded bar was noisy, and I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly.


Kadyn
slowly released my hand. “No, Kadyn. K-A-D-Y-N.” He smiled like he got that
question a lot.


The
waitress stopped by, no doubt on a mission to meet K-A-D-Y-N, Kadyn. She patted
him on the shoulder. “Hi, love. Can I get you anything?” 


His
eyes remained locked on mine. “I’ll take a Sprite.” 


The
waitress shot me a dirty look before walking away. I watched her walk to the
bar before shifting my attention to Kadyn.


“What
brought you to DC?” He asked as his eyes recaptured mine.


I
wondered how he knew I wasn’t from the area. Is it that obvious I’m not from
around here? “A senate fellowship. I'm working on aging and health care policy
on the Hill.”


“Really.
Which senator?” Kadyn asked. He still hadn’t taken his eyes off me. 


Mickey’s
head was bobbing back and forth like she was watching a tennis match. 


I
glanced at Mickey nervously. I wondered whether she was feeling the same
tension I was feeling. It felt like some invisible string was pulling me toward
Kadyn. My eyes returned to Kadyn when I realized I still hadn’t answered his
question. “I’m working for Senator Rockefeller.” 


Kadyn
nodded. His face was completely unreadable. The Sprite was now sitting on the
table in front of him, untouched.


 


I
fidgeted nervously under his continued gaze. The heel of my boot slipped from
the lower rung of my stool, and I was suddenly thrown off balance.


Kadyn’s
hand was wrapped around my bicep before I even saw him move. “You okay?” 


My
face was practically buried in his well-chiseled chest. I tore my gaze off his
chest and slowly looked up at him. 


He
was towering over me. Heat rolled off his body in waves.


Suddenly,
the rest of the room just fell away… the noise… the people… everything. I was
definitely not okay. “Uh… yes. Thank you.” I could tell my face had
turned a brilliant shade of red because I could feel the heat in my cheeks. I
did an internal eye roll. Way to go, Kri. 


Kadyn
removed his hand from my arm, but he remained standing by my side. 


The
proximity of his body to mine completely short circuited my brain. I suddenly found
it very difficult to think… and breathe. I tore my eyes from his and stole a
glance at Mickey. I was quite certain I had that deer-in-the-headlights look on
my face.


Mickey
studied us curiously. A Cheshire cat size smile spread slowly across her face.


My
heart did a flip. Mickey looked entirely too pleased. Had she purposely set
us up? I glanced around the bar. Where were the rest of the tenants?
I tried to ignore the fact that Kadyn was standing next to me. I wasn’t about
to look at him again, especially when he was standing so close. So I studied my
margarita like it was my job. 


“Kadyn
works at the Pentagon,” Mickey offered in an effort to get our conversation
back on track.


I
risked a sidelong glance at him. “Really? What do you do there?”


He
reached for his Sprite. “I manage secure travel communications for the
Secretary of Defense and the Joint Chiefs of Staff.” 


I
abandoned the margarita. “What exactly does that entail?” 


Kadyn
smiled politely. “Most of what I do is considered a matter of national security,
so I can’t really talk about it.”


I
immediately snapped an imaginary band against my wrist. “I will not date. I
will not date. I will not date,” I muttered under my breath. I risked
another glance at Kadyn. “Are you in the military?”


“Yes.
I'm in the Air Force.”


“He’s
an officer in the Air Force,” Mickey interjected, as if I wasn’t already
impressed enough. “Hey, maybe Kadyn can help you with your stalker problem.” 


I
groaned as I buried my face in my hands. I was completely mortified that Mickey
would air out my dirty laundry in front of someone who quite obviously had his
poop in a scoop. 


“You
have a stalker?” Kadyn asked drily.


“I
don’t want to talk about it,” I mumbled into my hands. 


Mickey
laughed. “I do! This here is a picture of the guy.” She pulled the picture out of
her purse and handed it to Kadyn. “Although, I can’t say that I would mind him
stalking me.”


Kadyn
studied the picture. He looked at me and raised a single eyebrow, evidently
waiting for some sort of explanation.


I
shrugged. 


Kadyn
glanced at Mickey. 


I
pasted an innocent look on my face, reached for my margarita, and kicked her
stool. 


She
laughed, then locked her mouth with an imaginary key. 


Kadyn
set the picture on the table. His eyes narrowed as he turned toward me. “Do you
like to work out?”


I
peered warily over the top of my margarita glass. “Yes, why?”


His
face remained completely unreadable. “Have you joined a gym yet?”


I
studied Kadyn, admittedly curious about his new line of questioning. “Yes. I
joined a gym in DC for federal employees. I usually go right after work, while
I wait for traffic to die down. It’s a very small gym, similar to the one at
our apartment complex.”


Kadyn
nodded. “I have some free guest passes for Gold’s Gym, which is where I work
out. It’s just up the street from here. They have a good size gym, and their
rates are very reasonable. You should come check it out.”


I
set my margarita glass down and shoved it aside. “It would be nice to have a
decent size gym to work out in on the weekends. There’s usually a long line of
people waiting to get on the equipment at the apartment complex, and they don’t
have a lot of free weights.”


“We're
working on that,” Mickey mumbled around the straw in her margarita.


Kadyn
pulled a business card out of his wallet.  “Do you have a pen?”


I
dug through my purse, then handed him a pen. 


He
wrote his cell phone number on the back of the business card and handed it to
me. “Give me a call when you’re free, and I’ll show you around the gym. Let me
know if there’s anything else you’d like to do but aren’t comfortable exploring
alone. I’ve gotten to know this area pretty well.”


“Thanks.”
I tucked the business card into my purse. I wasn’t sure whether Kadyn was
asking me out or just trying to help. 


Kadyn
glanced at Mickey. “Are you ladies ready to leave?”


“Yes,”
Mickey and I replied in unison. 


Kadyn
helped Mickey from her stool as the three of us paid for our drinks. Then he
shifted his attention to me. “I’ll walk you out.” 


I
glanced up at him and smiled as I tucked my wallet back inside my purse.
“Thanks, Kadyn.”


He
reached for my arm as I slid off the stool. His hand slid to the small of my
back as we made our way through the crowded bar. His hand fell to his side when
we reached Mickey’s car. “Kri,” was all he said as his eyes searched mine. Then
he turned and walked away.


There
was something about the way he said my name. I couldn’t quite put my finger on
it, but I was left with the distinct impression that Kadyn had just laid claim
to my heart.


*
* * * * *


I
was flipping Kadyn’s business card in my hand for about the fiftieth time. I
was still in my pajamas, curled up next to Cade on the couch. I wanted to call him,
but I was too scared. I didn’t have the best track record with men, and there
was no one around to pick up the pieces if something went wrong. Besides, I had
issued a moratorium on dating. “It wouldn’t be dating if he was just showing me
around. I could always drive my own car,” I commented to Cade.


Cade
didn’t look convinced.


“Well,
either way, I’m not flying in blind.” I tossed the business card on my coffee
table and picked up my cell phone. I glanced at the clock. It was noon, which
meant it was ten o’clock in Montana. I scrolled through my list of contacts. My
thumb paused over the top of Kimme’s name. I hit send, then counted the rings. One…
two…


“Hi
stranger.”


“Hey,
Kimme! I hope I didn’t call too early.”


“Nope.
I’m on my third cup of coffee already. Besides, you know you can call us any
time. Dan told me about Michael’s postcard. Are you okay?”


I
reached for my coffee cup. I frowned when I realized it was empty. “Yes. Dan
schooled me on a few things. I’m being very careful, and I’m feeling a little safer.”


“Good.
Dan’s still trying to track Michael down. He’s been holed up in his bat cave
for the past two days, but I think he’s dug something up on Michael. He's
standing here glaring at me, like that ever works. Evidently, he wants to talk
to you.”


I
could hear Kimme and Dan scuffle over the phone. Kimme was giggling in the
background. Then Dan’s voice came over the line. “Hi, darlin'. Did you get my
package?”


I
shuffled out to the kitchen to refill my coffee cup. “Yes. Thanks, Dan.”


“The
mace is meant to be carried on your key chain so you’ll remember to take it
with you whenever you go out.”


I
set the coffee pot down. “I promise I’ll carry it with me.”


“Good.
So, look… I haven’t located Garcia yet, but I did learn a few interesting
things about him. Did you know he's wanted by the authorities in Portugal?”


My
heart skipped at least three beats. I was almost too afraid to ask, but
curiosity got the best of me. “Wanted… for what?” 


“Insider
trading, money laundering, and tax evasion. Portugal has a warrant out for him.
There’s no way he’s going back to that country unless he wants to do time.
There’s some speculation among their news media that suggests he may be connected
to an Eastern European terrorist group, although I haven’t been able to confirm
that connection. I have no idea how he got into the United States, but I doubt
he’s here legally. He must have some very good connections.”


I
sank onto my couch. “Or a lot of money,” I murmured as I reflected on Michael’s
hand tailored suits, his Cartier watch, and his Saab convertible.


“Or
both,” Dan countered.


“Well,
I guess I should be relieved he isn’t wanted for being a serial killer,” I
remarked jokingly. Still, it was disturbing to know the guy was a criminal. 


“The
guy is either dumb as a box of rocks, or he’s confident in his ability to buy
off the U.S. authorities. He didn’t bother changing his name, and he risked
being deported when he violated that restraining order you had against him.” 


I
warmed my hands on my coffee cup. “So, why didn’t the police in Montana arrest
him?”


“Hard
telling. My guess is they didn’t look beyond their own criminal databases when
you reported the incident and filed for the restraining order. Don’t worry.
I’ll find him, and I’ll make sure the authorities get a hold of him. Now,
enough said about that. You called us. Were you checking in with Kimme, or did
you have some news for me?”


I
took another sip of coffee. “Well, actually, I was calling to talk to you. I
met this guy…”


Dan
groaned. “Stop right there. You what? When? Where? Why?”


I
rolled my eyes at the phone. “Calm down, Dan. It’s not what you think. I went
for drinks with my lease officer after work last night. She invited some other
tenants, but this guy was the only one who showed up. He seems nice enough, but
it’s not like I can trust my judgment in men. And, just for the record,
I am not planning to date him. I’m not dating anyone while I'm here, but
he offered to show me around. I’ve been too scared to go out by myself, so I
really could use some help learning my way around.”


“I
don’t like it,” Dan growled.


“He’s
Air Force,” I elaborated. Dan was Navy, so I wasn’t quite sure how favorably
he’d view that piece of information. For me, serving in the military was an
admirable quality. For Dan, it depended on which branch you served in.


“Oh,
God. Please don’t tell me he’s a fly boy.” I could practically hear Dan slam his
hand against his forehead.


I
shook my head. “No. I don’t think he is. He’s an officer, but it sounds like he
manages communications for the Secretary of Defense.”


“Are
you sure his story is legit?” For Dan, trust didn’t come easy. 


“I
have his business card,” I suggested optimistically. 


“Sweetheart,
anyone can make up a business card. Did you Google him?” 


“No.
Now why didn’t I think of that?” I responded irritably.


Dan
sighed. “What’s his name?”


I
picked up the business card and read the name. “Kadyn Shawn Rand.” 


“Hang
on.” I heard Dan clicking away on a keyboard. He must have wandered back into
the bat cave. The bat cave, as Kimme and I fondly referred to it, was simply a
back room in Dan’s house that was strictly off limits to women. Every once in a
while, Kimme managed to slip in undetected. Apparently, Dan had quite the
computer set up, a police scanner, some weapons, and God only knew what else
stashed away back there. “I found him.”


I
set my coffee on the table. “Really? That fast?”


“Looks
like he played football for the Air Force Academy.” Dan paused for a few
minutes while he read. “Star running back,” he murmured. Then there was silence.



I
looked at Cade and shrugged. 


“God,
Kri!  He’s four years younger than you. You are robbing the cradle old lady.”


“I
am not old! I’m only twenty-eight. I didn’t know he was that young. He doesn’t
look that young. Besides, I’m not going to be dating the guy. I just
want to know if I can trust him enough to show me around.”


“Yeah,
right,” Dan snorted. 


“Well?”
I asked, mildly annoyed.


“Well,
what?” 


I
sighed heavily. I knew Dan was toying with me. I could tell by the tone of his
voice. “Can I trust the guy?”


Silence.


“Dan?
Are you still there?”


“Yes.”


I
growled in total exasperation. “Yes, you’re still there… or yes, I can trust this
guy?” 


“Yes.
You can trust this guy. He’s not Navy… but at least he’s not a jarhead.”


I
raked my hand down my face. “Dan! Both of my brothers were Marines!”


The
line went silent as Dan grappled with his response. Finally, he answered. “Yes,
darlin’, I think you can trust the guy to show you around. He’s got to have a
very high security clearance in a job like that. He’s squeaky clean if he’s
working with the Secretary of Defense.”


I
breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay. Good. Thanks, Dan.”


“You’re
welcome. We done here?”


I
reached for my coffee. “Yes, I think so.”


“Stay
safe… and keep that mace on you.”


“Yes,
dad!”


Dan
laughed as he hung up the phone. 


I
looked down at Cade. 


His
head popped up when he felt my attention shift toward him. 


I
ruffled the fur on his head. “Looks like he’s one of the good guys. I’ll give
him a call tomorrow.” As tempted as I was, there was no way I was calling Kadyn
within the first twenty-four hours. I pulled a gray hoodie from my closet and
tugged it over the top of my pajamas. I shoved my feet into my running shoes, hooked
Cade to his leash, grabbed my keys, and headed out for a walk.


*
* * * * *


By
noon on Sunday, I had dialed Kadyn’s number and hung up at least ten times. I
wasn’t trying to hang up on him. I just couldn’t bring myself to type in all of
the numbers. My nerves kept getting twisted, like I was planning a date. Finally,
I managed to dial all ten numbers and let it ring through.


He
answered the phone on the third ring. “Hello?” 


“Hi.
Kadyn? This is Kri, from TGI Fridays.”


“Hi,
Kri. How are you?”


I
shook my head. His voice was as unreadable as his face. “Good. How are you?”


“Fine.”


I
took a deep breath and forged through. “I need to run some errands later this
afternoon. I know this is very last minute, but I was wondering if you were
free to join me. I need to track down a few places that I haven’t been before,
and I don’t want to end up driving into the wrong neighborhood. I hit a detour
last week and ended up getting lost in Anacostia, in an area where all the
windows were secured with heavy metal bars.” I shuddered as I recalled how
terrified I’d been to pull over and program the GPS.


“You
had good reason to be concerned about Anacostia. I’m free this afternoon. What
time do you want to go?”


I
fist bumped Cade’s paw. “Okay. Great. Does one o’clock work for you?”


“Sure.”


“I’ll
drive. I need to get a better handle on driving around here, and I’m more
likely to remember how to get to these places if I have to drive the route.”


“Okay.
I’m in building thirteen. I’ll meet you out front at one.”


“Sounds
good. See you soon!” I breathed a huge sigh of relief as I disconnected the
call. I hadn’t realized how much I’d been dreading going out alone. I took Cade
for a long walk, swiped on some lip gloss, ran a brush through my hair, and walked
to my jeep. I had a designated parking spot in the garage underneath the
building across from mine.  


Kadyn
was standing outside his building by the time I pulled my jeep around. He was
wearing a Chicago Bears hoodie, navy blue warm-up pants, and sneakers. 


I
turned down my music as Kadyn folded his massive frame into the jeep. “Hey.
Thanks for tagging along.” 


Kadyn
smiled. “No problem. Where do you need to go?”


I
reached for my Garmin. “I need to find a Verizon store so I can purchase a new
cell phone. My current phone seems to have a mind of its own. I also need to
find Target and PetSmart.”


“You
won’t need your GPS. I know where all three of those stores are located.
There's a PetSmart next to Target on Route 1. The Verizon store is on the way.”
Kadyn turned up the volume on my stereo. “Are you listening to 2Pac?” A small
smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.


I
glanced at him as I pulled away from the curb. “Yes. I like 2Pac. Why? Don’t
you?”


Kadyn
looked entirely too amused. “Yes, but I didn’t peg you for a 2Pac kind of girl.”


I
raised a single eyebrow. “Really? What kind of girl did you peg me for?”


“A
country girl. Don’t they listen to country music in Montana?”


My
eyes narrowed. “How do you know I’m from Montana?” 


“Turn
right at the light,” Kadyn instructed. He leaned back in his seat, then added, “I
Googled you.” 


I
turned to look at him. “You Googled me? Wait. There’s information about me on
Google?”


Kadyn
looked surprised. “Haven’t you ever Googled yourself?”


I
shook my head. “No. Should I?” 


Kadyn
just smiled. 


I
tried not to wreck the jeep. He had a really great smile. 


“Take
the exit for I-395 North, like you're driving to work, then take the Glebe Road
exit.”


I
merged onto the exit ramp. “What does Google have to say about me?” 


“My
search pulled up a number of press releases about you being awarded the
fellowship. There were a few agendas that listed you as a key note speaker. You
published some reports as an elder rights advocate for the State of Montana,
and you apparently hosted a television show called Aging Horizons.” 


I
stared at Kadyn. His expression was completely unreadable. I couldn’t tell if
he was amused, impressed, or bored stiff with what he had learned. “I had no
idea there was anything about me to Google.”


He
nodded toward an exit ramp. “Exit here. The good news is that your address and
phone number don’t appear anywhere on the Internet.”


“Well,
that didn’t stop my stalker from tracking me down at work.” As soon as I
registered what I said, I slammed my mouth shut. I hadn’t intended to bring up
the stalker again. Unfortunately, my mouth didn’t get the memo.


“Some
of the press releases mentioned that you’d be working for Senator Rockefeller.”
He glanced out the window. “The Verizon store is two blocks up, on your left.”


“I
didn’t think of that,” I murmured. I glanced in my rear view mirror and moved
to the inside lane.


Kadyn’s
gaze lingered on my face. “Those senate buildings are pretty secure. You just
need to make sure he doesn’t follow you home. So, what’s the story on this
guy?”


I
turned into the parking lot and parked the jeep. I glanced at Kadyn as we began
walking toward the store. “It’s not much of a story. We went on four dates, he
proposed, I said no, he lost his mind… so I had to get a restraining order.”


Kadyn
stepped forward and opened the door. He followed me into the store. “Those must
have been some dates. Are you getting another LG?” 


I
glanced down at my phone. I was surprised he had noticed it was an LG. “Yes to
the LG. No to the dates. We had lunch twice and dinner twice. That’s it.” I
felt a pang of guilt at the half-truth. The dates hadn’t been anything
extraordinary, but the physical attraction between Michael and me had scared
the crap out of me. I had come darn close to sleeping with him, but I wasn’t
going to admit that to Kadyn.


A
salesman approached us. “Can I help you?”


I
focused my attention on the task at hand. “Yes. I'm due for an upgrade on my
phone. I’d like to get the new LG Dare. Can you set that up for me?” I handed
the salesman my driver’s license, credit card, and cell phone. “Please make
sure all of my contacts, music, and photos are transferred to the new phone.
Thanks.”


I
sighed heavily as I turned to face Kadyn. “I just learned that Michael is
wanted for a number of white collar crimes in Portugal, he may be connected to
some Eastern European terrorist group, and there’s a good chance he’s in the United
States illegally.” I figured I might as well lay it all out on the table.


Kadyn
stilled. “What did you say this guy’s name is?” 


My
eyes widened when I saw his muscles tense. I swallowed nervously. “Michael
Garcia.”


Kadyn
nodded, once. “Good to know.” 


We
wandered over to the counter where the sales clerk was programming my new phone.
I signed the charge slip while he offered some instructions. He had me confirm
the list of contacts and pictures had transferred over to the new phone before
handing me a shopping bag and my old phone. “Here you go. You’re all set.”


“Thanks,”
I responded as I admired the sleek new phone. Kadyn and I walked back to the
jeep.


“Do
you mind if I look at your phone?” Kadyn asked as we climbed into the jeep. 


I
smiled as I handed him the cell phone. “Not at all.”


“Turn
left out of the parking lot. Then turn left when you hit Route 1. You’ll go
through a couple of traffic lights before you see PetSmart and Target in a
shopping center on your right,” Kadyn noted before settling into his seat. The
conversation stalled while he played with my phone. He looked up when I pulled
into the PetSmart parking lot. “What kind of dog do you have?”


I
glanced at him as we climbed out of the jeep. “How did you know I have a dog?”


He
handed me the phone. “There’s a ball in the back seat.” 


I
shook my head and laughed. Kadyn was proving insanely observant. “I have a Shih
Tzu. He’s essentially a nine pound ball of fur with a ninety pound
personality.”


Kadyn
smiled as we began walking toward the store. “What’s his name?”


I
chuckled softly. “His name is Cade.” I snuck a sidelong glance at Kadyn to see
how he’d respond to having nearly the same name as my dog.


Kadyn
stopped walking. “You can’t be serious.”


I
laughed at the look on his face. “Actually, I am. His registered name is Master
Cade Tasha’s Pride.” 


“Well,
that certainly explains the attitude,” Kadyn remarked as he resumed walking.


Kadyn
and I stopped to look at the birds before I grabbed a few things for Cade. He
carried the dog food back out to the jeep. We tossed the dog food, shampoo, and
squeaky toy into the back of my jeep before we walked over to Target. 


Kadyn
helped me pick out a birthday present for Siobhan. We settled on a glow in the
dark teddy bear that she could color with markers. He went to the electronics
department to grab some ink cartridges for his printer while I picked out a
card and some wrapping paper for Siobhan. We checked out, then walked back over
to the PetSmart parking lot. 


I
set my shopping bags in the back of the jeep. “Where did you grow up, Kadyn?”


He
glanced at me as we climbed into the jeep. “I grew up just outside of Chicago,
in Aurora, Illinois.” 


I
slid the key into the ignition, then backed out of the parking space. “So, what
made you decide to join the Air Force and study at the academy?” 


A
huge smile spread across Kadyn’s face. “How do you know I went to the academy?”



Heat
flooded my cheeks. “I asked my friend, Dan, to check you out. He’s a Navy
veteran.”


Kadyn
chuckled. “I guess we’re even then.” He paused as he glanced at an incoming
text on his cell phone. “The Air Force Academy has one of the best computer
science programs in the country, and I wanted to play for their football team.”



I
turned onto Route 1 as I retraced my steps back home. “Have you ever been
deployed?”


Kadyn
nodded. “Once, to Saudi Arabia, shortly after I was stationed in South
Carolina.”


“Where
else have you been stationed?” I asked curiously.


Kadyn
shoved the cell phone in his pocket and turned to face me. “I just moved from
South Carolina to Virginia in August for a two year assignment at the
Pentagon.”


“Are
you still at risk of being deployed?” I asked, suddenly concerned.


He
shrugged. “I’m currently assigned to the Secretary of Defense. I travel with
him on occasion, and I might have to go TDY, but I’m not likely to be deployed while
I’m serving in this position.”


I
merged onto the exit ramp for I-395 South. “Both of my brothers served in the
Marines, and they were both deployed to Iraq. One of my brothers was running
weapons to the front lines. I was so scared. Every time I heard a news report
about our troops being injured or killed, I ended up sobbing. I kept waiting
for that phone call… for someone to tell me that my brothers had been killed. That’s
not an experience I want to repeat.” 


Kadyn
nodded. His face was completely unreadable.


I
groaned softly when I realized I might have offended him. “I’m sorry, Kadyn. I
really admire your willingness to make that sacrifice. I just don’t know how to
live with that kind of fear, knowing the person you love is in constant danger
and at risk of being killed.”


“I
think it’s harder on the families than it is on the person being deployed,” he
responded thoughtfully.


I
pulled through the security gate for our apartment complex and drove to the
front of Kadyn’s apartment. I hated ending our conversation on such a negative
note. I offered him an apologetic look. “Thanks for coming with me, Kadyn. I
really enjoyed hanging out with you.”


He
smiled. “No problem, Kri. Give me a call if you want to check out the gym or if
you need more help finding your way around.”


I
felt a huge pang of regret as I watched Kadyn walk away. Did I really just
tell the guy I couldn’t stomach a relationship with him because he might be
deployed? I groaned as my head hit the steering wheel. Although I had no
intention of dating Kadyn, I was certain I had just royally screwed up.





[bookmark: _Toc377338875]Chapter 5 – Fix you


 


On
Monday, I ran from one meeting to another while trying to sell Senators
Jeffords, Snowe, and Collins on the Medicare Early Buy-in Bill. I missed lunch as
a result of all the meetings. I was scrambling to pull things together for
Senator Rockefeller’s book when my phone rang. 


I
reached for the phone. “Senator Rockefeller’s Office, Kristine speaking.”


“Hi,
Kri. It’s Justin. Please don’t hang up.”


I
groaned loudly. “Justin, why are you calling me?” I began massaging my forehead
with my left hand. I thought I might be able to work the deeply embedded loser
magnet loose. First Tom, then Michael, then Justin… dear God.


“Please
hear me out, Kri. I’m so sorry about what happened. I’m sorry I lied to you. I
didn’t want to hurt you. I love you. I want to come see you and work things
out. Please, just give me a chance.”


“I
am at work,” I gritted out. “I am not having this conversation with you.
I don’t want to see you again. Don’t ever call me again.” I slammed the phone into
the receiver. I buried my head in my arms as I flung them across my desk.


“Hey.
Are you okay?” Patrick asked as he approached my desk.


“Just
peachy,” I muttered with my head still buried in my arms. My voice and attitude
were the polar opposite of peachy.


“I
brought you something,” he responded teasingly. He was clearly trying to perk
me up.


I
slowly lifted my head. “What?”


“A
grande, extra hot, toffee nut latte with an extra shot and an orange chocolate
chip scone,” he announced proudly.


I
jumped out of the chair and flung my arms around his neck. “Oh my God! You’re
officially my new best friend!” 


He
stood there awkwardly, trying not to spill the coffee. 


I
reached for the coffee and scone. “Thank you so much. I missed lunch, and I
just had the crappiest phone call ever. I so needed this!”


Patrick
smiled. “I figured you’d miss lunch with all those meetings scheduled back to
back. Any luck with the Rs?” We commonly referred to republicans as “Rs” and
democrats as “Dems.” I had absolutely no idea why.


I
took a sip of coffee as I sank into my chair. “Not yet. They’re mulling it
over. I doubt they’ll co-sponsor unless Senator Rockefeller is willing to throw
his support behind one of their bills. I just have to find the right piece of
legislation, one that’s consistent with Rockefeller’s priorities.”


Patrick
took a sip of coffee before settling into his chair. “Is that what you’re working
on now?” 


I
shook my head. “No. I’m just pulling some things together for the book. I need
to conduct some research on the bills those senators are sponsoring before I
can make any recommendations to Senator Rockefeller.”


“Let
me know if I can help,” Patrick responded before sifting through some paperwork.


I
smiled. “Thanks, Patrick. I really appreciate it.” I shifted my attention to my
own pile of paperwork.


All
thoughts of Justin faded as I immersed myself in work. I felt infinitely better
about my day. It really was amazing how a little cup of coffee could turn
things around.


*
* * * * *


The
next two days were equally hectic, and yet they still managed to fade into
nothingness. I barely registered the passage of time. I blinked and suddenly
found myself sprawled out on my couch, too exhausted to fix dinner or even
shower after my workout at the gym. 


I
was nodding off to sleep when my cell phone ripped me out of the work-induced
coma. I answered without bothering to look at the number on my screen. “Hello?”



“Hi,
Kri. This is Kadyn.”


I
shot upright, suddenly wide awake. “Hi. How are you?”


“Good.
I was calling to see if you wanted to join me and some of my friends at King
Street Blues for dinner Friday night.”


I
grew quiet as I pondered the invitation. Me and some of my friends. That
would be like hanging out with friends, not really a date, right? I bit my
bottom lip. “Are there any other girls going?”


“Yes.
Two or three. These are my Air Force friends. We get together just about every
weekend. They're fun. I think you’ll like them.”


“Okay.
So this isn’t a date?” I confirmed with a hint of relief. My mouth fell open. I
couldn’t believe I’d just asked him that. I slapped my forehead. Hard. 


Cade
jumped off the couch, presumably looking for someplace to hide. It was that
embarrassing.


“Do
you want it to be a date?” Kadyn inquired after a rather lengthy pause.


I
jumped up from the couch. Crap! Did he just throw this back on me by
answering a question with a question? Crap, crap, crap! I immediately began
pacing across my living room.


“Kri?”


I
groaned. I knew what I was about to say was going to sound stupid as all get
out. “Well, here’s the thing. I kind of decided that I’m not dating anyone
while I'm in DC. I'm planning to move back to Montana at the end of the
fellowship, and I don’t want to be tempted to stay. I just don’t want to give
you the wrong impression by saying yes; but I really enjoyed spending time with
you on Sunday. So, if you're okay with not dating, then I’d like to join you
and your friends.” Well, if that wasn’t the nail in the coffin on the only
sane guy that had shown interest in me in over a decade…


The
phone line grew quiet. “I’m okay with that,” Kadyn finally responded.


I
breathed a sigh of relief. I cringed when I realized he had probably heard me.
“Okay. Great. Should I meet you there?”


“Why
don’t we go together?” he responded. “That way you won’t have to drive home by
yourself after dark. Can I pick you up at seven?”


I
glanced at Cade as he peeked around the corner of the hallway. “Sure. I’m in
building five. Apartment 1D.”


“Okay.
I’ll see you at seven o’clock on Friday night, then.”


I
reached down and ruffled the fur on Cade’s head as he returned to my side. “Thanks
for inviting me, Kadyn.”


“Anytime,”
he replied.


I
sighed as I ended the call. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was blowing it
with one of the last few nice guys walking the planet. 


*
* * * * *


After
considerable debate, I decided to wear a black scoop neck shirt with a short,
softly pleated gray skirt for my non-date with Kadyn. I paired the outfit with
black knee length dress boots. I was refreshing my mascara and lip gloss when
the doorbell rang. 


“Hey,”
I greeted as I opened the door. 


“Hey,”
Kadyn responded with a smile. He was wearing faded blue jeans that were just
the right kind of baggy, a dark brown Henley shirt that fit snug across his
chest, and a brown leather jacket. 


I
tried not to swoon at the scent of sandalwood and leather. “You look nice,” I
commented nervously.


“You
too,” he responded with an even bigger smile. 


This
is not a date, I reminded my traitorous stomach. 


Kadyn
reached down to pet Cade, who had joined us at the door. “This must be Cade,
the nine pound dog with the ninety pound attitude.” 


I
stared at Cade in shock when he let Kadyn pet him. “The one and only,” I confirmed
as I scooped up my raincoat. The weather had been fluctuating a lot lately, so
I was wondering whether I’d need a warmer coat. 


Kadyn
led the way to a black Acura TL, which was parked in the fire lane just outside
my apartment. He opened the passenger door for me. 


Still
not a date, I chided my quickening pulse.


We
made small talk as we drove into Old Town, Alexandria. I had never seen Old
Town at night. King Street was beautifully lit. Thousands of white lights had
been woven around the trees that lined both sides of the street. 


Kadyn
parked his car. He tucked my hand in the crook of his arm as we walked out of
the parking garage. I suspected he didn’t trust me to walk in the boots, given
my inability to manage them while sitting on a stool. 


I
felt my resolve falter as I admired the twinkling lights, the cobblestone
sidewalks, and the couples who passed by us with their heads tucked together romantically.
My footsteps kept time with the chanting in my head. It’s not a date… It’s
not a date… It’s not a date... 


Kadyn
and I stopped abruptly in front of King Street Blues. The restaurant was a two
story brick building painted in a Cape Cod blue. The windows and door were
trimmed in yellow, and they were lit with red neon lights. We stared at the
mural on the side of the building, which depicted two pigs dressed up like the
blues brothers. 


I
laughed. 


Kadyn
just shook his head. He opened the door to the restaurant, then followed me
inside. 


I
stood there gaping at the inside of the restaurant. The place had been attacked
by an incredibly bored artist. The walls were covered with wild murals. Strange
looking paper mache animals and people were all tangled up eating, drinking,
and playing instruments. 


Kadyn
led me through the crowded bar to the dining area upstairs. His friends were
seated at two tables that had been pulled together in the center of the room. 


One
of the men waved at Kadyn as we reached the top of the stairs. “Hey, Kadyn! You’ve
got to try these roadhouse nachos!”


I
glanced at their plates as we approached the table. They were heaped with homemade
potato chips, barbeque pork, cheese, onions, sour cream, and guacamole. I
leaned toward Kadyn and whispered, “I hope they taste better than they look.”


He
laughed as he helped me out of my coat. He draped my coat over the back of the
chair he’d pulled out for me and slid his coat off as we settled into our seats.



I
quietly studied his circle of friends. Everyone seated at the table looked to
be my age or younger, and every one of them was in really good shape. People
working on the Hill came in all shapes and sizes. If Kadyn’s friends were any
indication, this did not hold true for the Pentagon. 


Kadyn
introduced me to a really pretty Hispanic girl named Cenia, who was sitting on
my left. Her shiny black hair was cut in a chin length bob. She appeared to be
a few inches shorter than me. She had pretty brown eyes and a beautiful smile. She
had been ribbing some of the other people at the table when we first joined the
group. I was instantly drawn to her spunky attitude. 


Roger
was sitting next to Cenia. He rose to shake my hand. He had a Southern drawl
which made him seem every bit the gentleman, although the mischievous look sparking
in his eyes suggested otherwise. Roger looked like the kind of guy who could
stir up trouble and look so innocent doing it that no one would think to blame
him. His light brown hair was trimmed just above the collar. He draped his arm across
the back of Cenia’s chair and sat back down with a wink. 


A
tall, lanky guy named Phil was sitting at the end of the table. Phil had deep
blue eyes. His dark blond hair was trimmed a little shorter than Roger’s. Phil
seemed really laid back, like he’d be easy to be around. He was seated next to
a girl named Marie. Kadyn explained that the two of them were married. Marie
looked more like a Yoga instructor than an officer in the military. She was
long and lean with green eyes, long brown hair, and a naturally pretty face. 


Troy
rounded out the group. He was sitting between Marie and Kadyn. Troy had a trim build,
bright blue eyes, and short curly blond hair. Like Roger, he looked like he
might be good at stirring up trouble.


Kadyn
and I glanced over the menu as soon as introductions were completed. The
restaurant served a hodgepodge of southern comfort food. One of the items on
the menu was disturbingly named “cats and dogs.” Thankfully, it was just catfish
and hush puppies. Everyone ordered ribs or pulled pork sandwiches. The waiter
left with our order, and the conversation turned to the Air Force-Navy game,
which was only a few weeks away. 


“Do
you guys want to carpool up to Annapolis and try to stay on the naval base in
the officers’ quarters?” Cenia asked. 


Everyone
nodded or mumbled his agreement. 


“Let’s
tailgate. I’ll bring my portable grill,” Roger suggested as he reached for his beer.



Again,
everyone agreed.


Kadyn’s
shoulder brushed against mine as he leaned back in his seat. “If anyone still
needs tickets, let me know. I can get a few more tickets from the coach.” 


I
glanced at Kadyn. I was intensely aware of his presence next to me. I was
trying to resist the urge to lean into him, but the guy was like a high-powered
magnet.


Cenia’s
eyes met mine as she reached for a chip. “They taste better than they look. You
should try one,” she encouraged with a friendly smile. 


I
reached for a chip that was loaded with barbeque pork and sour cream. I popped
it in my mouth. My eyes widened in surprise. I looked at Cenia. “They’re not bad.”



She
smiled before turning toward the rest of the group. “I’ll send an e-mail out on
Monday so we can get a firm head count, determine who’s driving, and generate a
list of food for meals and snacks. Do any of you know what you want to bring?” 


“I’d
like to make chocolate chip cookies,” Troy responded. 


Everyone
stopped talking. 


Roger
looked completely dumbfounded. “You bake chocolate chip cookies?” 


“I
make the best chocolate chip cookies on the planet,” Troy replied with no
shortage of confidence.


“Impossible,”
Roger countered, just as the waiter delivered our food. “Cenia makes the best
chocolate chip cookies on the planet. Yours couldn’t possibly compare.” Not
that Roger was biased or anything.


I
nearly choked on my Sprite. 


Troy
looked thoroughly insulted. His pulled pork sandwich hung suspended in mid-air
as he turned his attention to Cenia. “Are your cookies chewy or crunchy?”


A
grin spread across my face as I watched the exchange. I couldn’t believe the
airmen were trying to one up each other on chocolate chip cookie recipes. I
risked a glance at Kadyn.


He
just shook his head. We both dug into our sandwiches as the conversation between
Cenia and Troy continued.


Cenia
met Troy’s gaze head on. Yep, I decided. Spunky was the right word
for her. “The bottoms of my cookies are firm, but the center is soft.” 


Troy
set his sandwich down. He shook his head as he reached for his beer. “I’m not
convinced. A chocolate chip cookie should be under baked.”


I
eyed Troy with renewed interest. There was some merit to his argument. 


“I
think we should have a taste test to decide which one of you makes the best
cookies,” Phil suggested. He was clearly looking for a way to capitalize on the
debate.


Cenia
looked at Marie. “You care to throw your cookies into the mix?”


Marie
shook her head. “No way. I’ve tasted your cookies. You can count me out.” She held
both hands up to ward off any further discussion of her joining the
competition.


Cenia
nudged me. “You in?”


I
nearly dropped my sandwich. “Me?” I squeaked. 


“Surely,
you bake,” Cenia teased.


I
laughed. “I bake seventy dozen cookies over the holidays alone.”


Beer
sprayed from Troy’s mouth. “Why so many?” he asked as he mopped up his chin.


I
leaned back in my chair, suddenly embarrassed. “I baked them for the local
homeless shelter. I couldn’t bear the thought of homeless children missing out
on homemade Christmas cookies.”


Kadyn
looked stunned, then thoroughly intrigued. A smile spread slowly across his
face. “Okay, she’s in. My money’s on Kri.”


Troy
eyed me warily. “So when are we going to do this?”


“We
can do it at my house next Saturday,” Cenia responded. “I’ll cook chili, so
plan on coming for dinner. Kri, Troy, and I will bake the cookies afterwards.
The rest of you can participate in a blind taste test.” She glanced at Troy,
then turned toward me. “Mix your cookie dough before you come and bring your
own cookie sheets.”


Troy
and I exchanged glances, then nodded. 


Three
new conversations broke out at once. I sat back, thoroughly entertained by the banter
and the close knit group of friends. I was having a lot of fun, but I lost
track of the conversation near the end. I was so cold my teeth were chattering,
but I resisted the urge to reach for my jacket. I didn’t want Kadyn to think I was
ready to leave. 


Kadyn,
who apparently didn’t miss a thing, reached behind my chair and slid my jacket
over my shoulders. As he turned in his chair, his well-muscled thigh settled
against mine. 


I
didn’t move. First, the heat rolling off him was impossible to resist. Second,
the feel of his leg against mine sent sparks pinging through my body, which
short circuited my brain. I couldn’t have moved if I had wanted to.


When
we finally left the restaurant, Kadyn tucked my hand in the crook of his arm.
The night air had turned cold so we huddled close. 


“I
really enjoyed meeting your friends,” I confessed as we neared the parking
garage.


Kadyn
smiled. “Good. I figured you and Cenia would hit it off.” 


“Cenia’s
kind of spunky. She reminds me of my friend Kimme.” I couldn’t wait to tell
Kimme about the evening. I knew she’d be rolling with laughter when she heard
about the cookie bake-off.


Kadyn
opened the car door for me. He held my elbow as I ducked inside. “Most of us
met at the Air Force Academy. We’ve been friends ever since.” 


I
watched as Kadyn walked to the other side of the car. I waited to speak until
he was seated next to me. “Thank you for introducing me to them and for
inviting me to tag along tonight. I had a wonderful time.” 


Kadyn’s
eyes softened as they met mine. “Me, too,” he admitted before starting the car.


We
drove in silence most of the way home. Each of us seemed lost in his own thoughts.
I really liked Kadyn’s friends. I had really been missing my own family and
friends. And, now? Kadyn was offering me a new circle of friends. He could have
searched the whole world over and never found anything I wanted or needed more.


Kadyn
parked his car in the fire lane outside my apartment. He walked around to the
passenger side to open my door. He reached for my hand as he helped me out of
the car. “Do you plan on walking Cade?”


I
looked up at him as I placed my hand in his. I was surprised he had thought to
ask about Cade. “Yes. He needs to go for a short walk before bed.”


Kadyn
was still holding my hand. “Do you mind if I sit here until you get settled inside
your apartment?”


I
suddenly realized that Kadyn was trying to ensure my safety. “Thanks, Kadyn.
That’s really thoughtful.” I glanced down at his hand, then reluctantly released
it as I walked the short distance to my apartment. 


Cade’s
tail was wagging when he met me at the door. I scooped him up and kissed him on
the head. I dumped my purse on the breakfast bar, grabbed his leash, and locked
the door behind me. Cade and I walked to the patch of grass on the other side
of my balcony. 


Kadyn
was a few feet away, leaning against the side of his car. 


Cade
didn’t waste any time going to the bathroom. He made a bee line for Kadyn as
soon as he was done.


Kadyn
bent down and scratched Cade’s ear. “Hey, little man.” 


I
picked Cade up and settled him against my chest. I glanced shyly at Kadyn as I reached
for his hand. I squeezed gently. “Thank you again for a wonderful evening.”


Kadyn
smiled as he returned the squeeze. He slowly released my hand. “I’m looking
forward to those chocolate chip cookies next weekend.”


I
carried Cade back to the apartment. “I hope I can give Cenia and Troy a run for
their money,” I called over my shoulder. 


Kadyn
laughed. “I’m banking on it.” He pushed off the side of his car and waved as I
unlocked my door. 


I
slipped inside my apartment. I locked the door behind me, then leaned against
the door. “Remind me why I’m not dating that guy,” I whispered as I nuzzled Cade’s
ear. 


His
soft brown eyes peered up at me sadly. Poor little guy knew every reason why.


*
* * * * *


The
next week proved to be a wasted chapter in my life. Everything on the Hill had
come to a complete standstill. None of the senators or congressman would sign
onto any bills until the budget stalemate was over, and it didn’t look like
that was going to be resolved any time soon. They couldn’t even agree on a continuing
resolution. Everyone was speculating the federal government would be shut down.



It
was noon on Friday. I was reviewing the briefings I had pulled together for the
Senator’s book. I couldn’t gain any forward movement on the Orphan Drug Bill,
the Medicare Early Buy-in Bill, or the bill that expanded alternatives to
nursing homes.


I
stared at Patrick, who was marking up his own briefings. “Why does it feel like
I’m banging my head against a wall?” I asked irritably.


“Because
you are?” he responded, somehow turning the statement into a question.


“Remind
me why I'm doing this,” I pleaded. The lack of progress was killing me.


“Because
it’s the right thing to do?” Jonathan suggested over the top of his cubicle.


“Just
think, Kri… if you can get just one of those bills passed, you’ll be helping
hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of people,” Patrick speculated rather optimistically.


I
leaned back in my chair. “Okay. So, that might be a good reason to bang
my head against the wall. How long does it usually take to get a bill passed,
anyway?”


Patrick
looked at his paperwork. “About nine years on average.”


I
stared at him in complete disbelief. 


He
glanced at me. He looked completely serious. 


Jonathan
sidled up to my cubicle. “That’s not the real problem. The problem is… by the
time you get your bill passed, it’s not what you proposed. That’s the real
problem.”


I
raked my hand through my hair and unconsciously began untangling the curls. “That’s
beyond depressing. What are the odds I’m going to accomplish any of my goals in
the one and only year I’m working on the Hill?”


Jonathan
and Patrick exchanged glances.


“Slim
to none,” I replied despondently. 


Jonathan
perked up. “Hey! I know something that will cheer you up. Chinese food. There's
a really good place in the food court at Union Station. Let’s walk over there
for lunch.”


The
three of us grabbed our coats and made our way outside. I was anxious to shake
the dark cloud that was looming over me. The air was crisp, but the sky was blue,
and the sun was out. The trees still boasted a beautiful palette of red,
yellow, and orange leaves, but quite a few leaves were now blanketing the
ground. 


As
I admired the patchwork quilt beneath my feet, I was reminded again of how
unexpectedly beautiful DC was. The historic architecture was artfully framed
with pale pink and white blossoms in the spring and rich earth tones in the
fall. The city was truly breathtaking. I wondered how it would look in winter,
dusted in snow.


I
tuned into the saxophone player, who was performing in his usual spot in front
of Union Station. I dropped a couple of dollars into his case as we walked by. 


He
nodded appreciatively, without missing a beat. 


I
loved listening to him play while I walked to and from the parking garage every
day. He eased me in and out of work. I knew my day wouldn’t be the same without
him, so I made it a point to tip him at least once a week. 


Union
Station was packed, especially in the food court downstairs. We decided to
order our food to go, so we could escape the noise and chaos. As soon as we got
our food, we crossed into the park between Union Station and the Senate Hart Building.
All of the benches were occupied, so Patrick sat on the ground next to a tree. Jonathan
and I plopped down next to him. We ate in silence, simply enjoying the food,
the sun, and the music. 


Jonathan
eventually broke the silence. “What do you guys have planned this weekend?”


“Not
a single thing, and I plan to keep it that way,” Patrick responded determinedly.


I
laughed. “I'm participating in a cookie bake-off at Kadyn’s friend’s house
tomorrow.” 


Patrick’s
chopsticks stopped just short of his mouth. “Is that the guy who took you to
King Street Blues last weekend?”


I
nodded as I swallowed a mouthful of food. “Yes. Two of his friends were arguing
over who made the best chocolate chip cookies, and I managed to get sucked into
their competition.” 


Jonathan
brightened. “Hey! If you have any cookies left over, you should bring them into
the office on Monday. I’ll make sure they don’t go to waste.” 


My
eyes widened in mock surprise. “Wow. That’s very generous of you.” 


He
laughed as we began packing up our little white boxes. 


Patrick
stood. He glanced at me as he dusted his pants off. “We’re throwing another
party next weekend. You should come and bring your friend Kadyn.” He winked.


Jonathan
pulled me to my feet. I shoved Patrick in the shoulder before brushing leaves
off my own slacks. “Stop winking at me! I told you we aren’t dating. We’re just
friends.”


“Yeah,
right,” Patrick snorted. The three of us walked toward the office. “Either way,
you should bring him to the party.”


I
rolled my eyes. “Okay, okay! I’ll invite Kadyn.” I hooked my arm around Patrick
and gave him a hug. It felt good to have a social life again. 


*
* * * * *


I
downed an entire pot of coffee Saturday morning while chatting with my parents,
Lexie, and Kimme on the phone. I didn’t bother showering or changing out of my
pajamas until noon. I took Cade for a long walk after lunch. Then I mixed my
cookie dough so it could chill before Kadyn picked me up. 


Kadyn
arrived at my house at five o’clock. He was wearing faded blue jeans, a Chicago
Bears t-shirt, and white athletic shoes. I was wearing blue jeans, a navy long
sleeved scoop neck shirt, and chunky brown shoes. I didn’t bother
accessorizing, since I pretty much sucked at accessorizing.


I
grabbed my jacket and followed Kadyn out to his car. He held the passenger door
open for me. I scored a whiff of citrus and sandalwood as I slid past him and
settled into the seat. I really liked Kadyn’s cologne… maybe a bit too much
because all rational thought fled my brain when Kadyn settled into the driver’s
seat. 


I
placed the cookie sheets, parchment paper, and a gallon size Ziploc bag of cookie
dough on the back seat.


When
I turned back around, Kadyn was staring at me with an amused look on his face. He
still hadn’t pulled away from the curb. 


“What?”
I asked nervously. 


He
chuckled as he pulled away from the curb. “Nothing. It’s just nice to see you
again. Are you ready for the cookie bake-off?”


I
smiled, remembering just how competitive Cenia and Troy had been about the
cookies. “I think so. It’s not like it’s rocket science.” My smile slid into a
mock scowl. “I’m still not sure how you managed to get me roped into this.”


Kadyn
laughed. “You’ll do great. My friends really like you.” 


“I
like them too,” I replied. I stole a glance at Kadyn. He’d obviously been
talking to his friends about me. Did that mean he liked me? I froze when
I realized where my thoughts were taking me. I reached for an imaginary rubber
band and snapped it against my wrist. Still not dating, Kri! 


Kadyn
merged onto the highway. “How are things on the Hill?”


I
winced. “Not good. Nothing’s moving, and no one will agree to anything until
the budget stalemate is resolved.”


Kadyn
nodded. “That’s all anyone’s talking about in my office. We're making
contingency plans in case the government shuts down.”


I
shifted in my seat so I could face him. “How badly would you be impacted at the
Pentagon?”


Kadyn
glanced at me. “There’s an unspoken expectation that essential staff will work
without pay. Most of us are willing to do so, but it violates the
Anti-Deficiency Act.”


I
shook my head. “That is so messed up. What about military personnel who are
deployed?”


“The
government will continue to pay them because it costs less money than bringing
them home,” he replied.


I
nodded. “Well, if anyone’s going to get paid, it should be them.”


Kadyn
merged onto an exit ramp. “I agree. What about you, Kri? Will you still get
paid?”


“Yes.
The John Heinz Foundation pays my salary, not the government. So, I’ll still
get paid to work. Most legislative staff will continue to work even if they
don’t get paid.”


Kadyn
looked surprised. “They’ll be violating the law if they do… same as the rest of
us.”


“I
don’t think federal employees want to violate the law, but they’re worried
about how this might impact vulnerable populations if they don’t continue doing
their jobs,” I explained.


Kadyn’s
cologne enfolded me as he leaned over to turn down the heat. “I think they’ll
pass a continuing resolution next week. I don’t think anyone wants to see the
government shut down.”


My
cheeks heated. I was completely flustered by the longing inspired by his
cologne. I shook my head as I tried to focus on the conversation. “The impact
on federal employees is bad enough, but can you imagine the implications for
people dependent on social security, veteran’s benefits, or Medicare?” 


Kadyn
frowned. “No, I can’t.”


I
sighed. I was so disappointed by the lack of collaboration and leadership I was
seeing on the Hill. I stared out the window. My eyes widened when I saw the
rainbow of colors that danced along an endless stream of trees. “It’s so beautiful,”
I exclaimed.


“Yes,
quite beautiful,” he whispered huskily.


I
looked at Kadyn, intrigued by the change in his tone. He wasn’t admiring the
trees. He was looking pointedly at me. I tried not to panic.


Kadyn
turned into a large parking lot in a heavily treed housing complex. “We’re
here.”


I
glanced at my watch. “This must be quite the commute on weekdays. I can’t
believe she lives this far out.” 


“Cenia
slugs in so she doesn’t have to drive,” Kadyn explained as he parked the car. 


I
stared at him. “What do you mean ‘she slugs?’”


Kadyn
hooked his hand behind my seat as he turned to face me. “Slugging is like
legalized hitchhiking. People who live this far out drive to commuter lots
where they can stand in slug lines to catch a ride with someone who needs
additional passengers to drive in the HOV lanes. It speeds up the commute for
everyone because there are less cars on the road. There are slug lines at the
Pentagon too. So people can slug back home.”


My
eyes widened. “Cenia gets into a car with a total stranger every day?”


Kadyn
laughed as he opened his door. “She gets into cars driven by other Pentagon
employees. Besides, she’s military. She has good instincts, and she knows how
to defend herself.”


By
the time I gathered the baking supplies from the back seat, Kadyn already had
my door open. He reached for my elbow as I stepped out of the car. Then he reached
for the baking supplies. “Here. Let me help.” 


We
walked toward one of the buildings. “I know she’s military, but I don’t think I
like the idea of Cenia slugging,” I confessed with growing concern.


Kadyn’s
eyes softened as he studied me. “Cenia’s safe. I did some checking around when
she first started slugging. No one’s ever been hurt or victimized when
slugging. If a driver doesn’t feel right, then she can always decline and wait
for the next car. Besides, she typically rides with other women.” 


I
nodded, marginally reassured. 


Kadyn
stopped in front of a door on the ground floor. He ignored the doorbell.
Instead, he rapped on the door.


Cenia
yanked the door open. “It’s about time you got here. What took you so long?”


Kadyn
chuckled. “Miss me?”


Cenia
rolled her eyes, but a small smile tugged at the corner of her lips. She turned
on her heel and led us into the living room where Marie, Phil, Troy, and Roger
were sitting.  


I
waved at Marie as Kadyn nudged me toward two people I hadn’t met before. “This
is Matt. He’s an intelligence analyst for the Department of Defense. Matt, this
is Kri. She works on health policy for Senator Rockefeller.”


Matt
was Kadyn’s height. He had broad shoulders, dark brown hair, and brown eyes,
which contrasted nicely with his fair skin. Matt switched his beer over to his
left hand. Then he wiped his right hand on his jeans so he could shake my hand.
“Nice to meet you, Kri.”


I
shook his hand. “Hi, Matt. It’s nice to meet you.”


Kadyn
nodded toward the other man. “This is Shawn. He was my roommate at the Air
Force Academy. He’s a pilot for the Air Force.” 


Shawn
stood a few inches taller than Kadyn. He had broad shoulders, jet black hair,
and deep brown eyes. A mischievous look sparked in his eyes as he shook my
hand. “Hey, Kri. What are you doing with this low life?” 


Kadyn
thumped him in the chest.


Shawn
stumbled back laughing. 


Matt
watched the exchange with an amused look on his face. 


Cenia
reached for my arm. “I need to borrow Kri.” 


I
laughed at the stunned look on Kadyn’s face as Cenia led me into the kitchen. 


Cenia
reached for a wooden spoon. She dipped it into a large metal pot, then held it
up to my lips. “Taste this.” 


My
eyes met Cenia’s as I tasted the chili. “It’s good.”


Her
eyebrows furrowed as she tossed the spoon into the sink. “It’s okay… something’s
missing.” 


“The
sauce is a little tangy,” I admitted. “You could add some chocolate or a little
more chili powder to smooth it out.”


“Chocolate!
I forgot the chocolate!” Cenia yanked a cupboard door open. She shuffled some spices
around before pulling out a box of bittersweet chocolate. She tossed two
squares of baking chocolate into the pot, then sprinkled some chili powder into
the sauce. She stirred the chili, took a taste, and smiled. “It’s perfect.
Thanks!”


Kadyn’s
cologne wafted over me again. The heat from his body rolled along my back as he
walked up behind me. He looped his thumbs through the belt loops on either side
of my hips and rested his chin on the top of my head. “What’d I miss?”


I
froze. Kadyn was so close to embracing me, I didn’t know how to react. Aside
from his chin on my head, not a single part of his body was touching mine.
Still, my body was acutely aware of every square inch of him. 


Cenia
must have sensed my unease because she flicked a kitchen towel at Kadyn and
chased him out of the kitchen. “Get out! If you’re not cooking or baking, you
don’t belong in here!” She winked at me as she strode back to the stove. She
slipped oven mitts over her hands before pulling cornbread from the oven.


I
smiled at Cenia before ducking out of the kitchen to retrieve my cookie dough
and baking sheets from the dining room table where Kadyn had set them. 


Kadyn
was in the living room, talking to Phil and Troy.


I
walked back into the kitchen. “Do you mind if I put this dough in your
refrigerator until we're ready to bake cookies?” 


Cenia
was pulling the cork out of a bottle of red wine. “If you can find space in
there, you are welcome to it.” 


My
eyes widened when I opened the refrigerator door. I had never seen such a well-stocked
fridge… outside the one at my parents’ house. Cenia clearly liked to cook. I
shoved my cookie dough inside the vegetable drawer, since it was the only part
of the refrigerator with available space.


Cenia
stacked a small plate, which held a piece of cornbread, on top of a bowl of
chili. She handed the chili and cornbread to me, along with a glass of wine.
She grabbed the same for herself, then nudged me into the living room. She
cleared her throat, then spoke over the rest of the crowd. “I’m serving dinner
buffet style tonight, so please help yourself. Bowls, plates, and spoons are on
the counter next to the cornbread.” 


Cenia
blocked Kadyn as he tried to steal my cornbread. I laughed at him as I followed
Cenia to the couch. 


“I
don’t know what I was thinking, introducing the two of you,” Kadyn grumbled as
he followed the rest of the group into the kitchen. 


Cenia
lifted her wine glass. “Here’s to having another girl in the group who knows
how to cook.” She tapped her wine glass against mine, and we both took a sip.
The Chianti hinted at cherry, vanilla, and oak. 


Everyone
trickled out of the kitchen, balancing bowls heaped with chili and cornbread in
one hand and wine or beer in the other. Marie, Phil, and Troy snagged seats at
the dining room table. Matt eyed the couch, but he joined Shawn on the floor,
on the other side of the coffee table. Roger sat next to Cenia on the couch, and
Kadyn settled on the floor next to my legs.


Shawn
nudged Matt. He nodded toward Kadyn and me. I wondered what their silent
conversation was about. The room fell quiet as everyone dug into the chili.
When the conversation resumed, everyone began talking about the Air Force-Navy
game scheduled for the end of the month. 


Cenia
nudged my shoulder. “I have an extra ticket if you’d like to join us, Kri. You
can stay with me and my friend Renee in the officers’ quarters.” 


I
glanced at Cenia in surprise. I wasn’t expecting to be invited to the game,
since they had planned this trip long before meeting me. I looked at Kadyn,
uncertain as to how to respond.


He
smiled. “You should come.”


I
set my cornbread down and turned toward Cenia. “Sure. I’d love to go. Thanks
for inviting me.” 


Cenia
smiled. “Great! You can bring chips and salsa.” 


“Be
sure to dress in warm clothes,” Marie advised as she rose from the table. She
disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a bottle of wine. 


“Phil,
Roger, and I are driving. I still have room in my car if you want to ride up
with me,” Kadyn offered as he set his bowl of chili on the table and turned toward
me. 


I
nodded. “Sounds good.” I made a mental note to line up the dog walker to take
care of Cade while I was out of town. I glanced at Cenia. “What do I owe you
for the ticket?”


“Nothing,”
Kadyn responded. “I got it.” 


I
glanced at him uncertainly. “Are you sure?”


He
smiled. “The coach gave me some extra tickets. You don’t owe a thing as long as
you’re cheering for the right team.”


I
pasted a serious look onto my face. “Navy, right?”


The
entire room gasped.


Kadyn
smiled when I began laughing. 


Cenia
chuckled. “You had me worried for a minute there.” 


Troy
rose from the table. “We still have this unresolved matter of determining who
makes the best cookies, so I’d like to see Cenia and Kri in the kitchen.”


Everyone
began laughing and talking at once. Cenia and I followed Troy into the kitchen.
The rest of the group began placing bets. 


I
pulled my cookie dough from the refrigerator. 


“How
are we going to serve all three batches of cookies warm from the oven without
giving away who made each batch?” Troy asked as he washed his hands. 


Cenia
set the oven to three hundred and seventy-five degrees. “I’m baking my cookies
on stoneware, so they’ll stay warm while you and Kri bake a batch of your
cookies.”


I
glanced at Troy. “Why don’t we share a cookie sheet so our cookies will be done
at the same time?”


Troy
began digging through Cenia’s utensil drawer. He handed Cenia and me a spoon,
then took one for himself. “How long do you bake your cookies?”


I
set the spoon on the counter so I could wash my hands. “Nine minutes.”


Cenia
squeezed foaming hand soap into my hands as she joined me at the sink. 


Troy
began dropping scoops of dough onto his baking sheet. “I prefer my cookies
under baked, so let’s just put two cookie sheets in at the same time. That way,
I can pull my cookie sheet out at seven minutes.” 


Cenia
shook her head as she dried her hands. She handed me the towel as she turned
toward Troy. “If anyone gets food poisoning, I’m blaming you.”


Troy
scowled at Cenia. “My recipe doesn’t call for eggs. No one’s getting food
poisoning from my cookies.”


I
covered my cookie sheets with parchment paper and reached for my cookie dough
as I contemplated how best to join in on the ribbing. “Gee, Cenia, I think you
should let the guy compete with his half-baked eggless cookie dough…” 


Cenia
burst out laughing. 


I
chuckled as I scooped up a spoonful of dough and dropped it on my cookie
sheet.  


Troy
opened his mouth to object, then promptly snapped it shut. He shook his head as
a small smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “You’re gonna to be eating
those words after everyone votes for my cookies.” 


I
shook my head. “I’m pretty sure the only thing I’ll be eating is Cenia’s
cookies.” 


Cenia
glanced at me questioningly as she popped her cookies into the oven. “My
cookies? Shouldn’t you be eating your own cookies?”


I
laughed, then nodded toward the living room. “I won’t have any cookies left after
they taste them.” 


Cenia’s
eyes widened. “And I will?”


Troy
laughed. “She totally set you up with that one.”


The
smell of vanilla and warm chocolate filled the kitchen. The ribbing continued
as we waited for our first batch of cookies to bake. As soon as my cookies were
done, we piled the cookies on numbered plates. My batch was heaped onto plate
one, Cenia’s was on plate two, and Troy’s were on plate three. 


Cenia
loaded the plates onto a tray. I carried the tray out to the living room and set
it on the coffee table. Troy trailed after me with a small bowl. 


Cenia
gathered small strips of paper and a handful of pens and stuck them in the bowl.
She set the supplies next to the cookies as she offered up instructions.
“Sample a cookie from each plate, record the number from the plate of cookies
you liked best on a strip of paper, and toss it in the bowl.”


I
shook my head. “I love how competitive you guys are!”


Troy
laughed. “If you think this is competitive, you’re going to be in for a rude
awakening when you get to the Air Force-Navy game.”


Cenia
linked her arm with mine as we returned to the kitchen to bake more cookies. The
three of us hung back in the kitchen until Phil announced that everyone had
voted. We returned to the living room with three more plates of cookies. I
settled in next to Kadyn as Roger tabulated the votes. 


Roger
shook his head and laughed. “It’s a three way tie.” 


Kadyn
and I were still mulling over the results when we drove home. He parked his car
in the garage under his building and walked me back to my apartment. He joined
Cade and me for our evening walk. 


I
turned toward Kadyn as we neared my apartment. “I had a great time tonight.
Thanks for including me in your circle of friends.” 


Kadyn
kneeled down to pet Cade. “Thanks for baking the cookies, Kri. You and Cenia
looked thick as thieves in that kitchen. I think she likes having another girl
around.”


My
eyes met Kadyn’s as he stood. “It was really nice of her to offer me that extra
ticket to the game.”


Kadyn
smiled. “I’m glad you’re joining us. Hopefully the weather will hold out.”


An
awkward silence fell over us. We were both struggling with how to end the
evening. Kadyn shoved his hands in his pockets as he rocked back on his heels.
“Do you want to go out to breakfast tomorrow morning and hit the grocery store
afterwards? Mason and I are down to ketchup and frozen pizza, which is never a
good thing.”


I
was secretly thrilled. “Sure. Breakfast sounds great, and I have a bunch of
things I need to get at the store.”


Kadyn
walked me the rest of the way to my door. “Good. Let’s plan for nine o’clock,
so we can both sleep in.”


I
gathered Cade into my arms. “Sounds good.” 


Kadyn
took the keys from my hand as I shifted Cade in my arms. He reached around me
to unlock the door. His face paused inches from mine as he pushed the door
open. 


My
breath caught in anticipation of a kiss. 


Kadyn’s
gaze lingered on my lips before his eyes captured mine. “Sleep well, Kri. I’ll
see you in the morning.” He handed me the keys and gently patted Cade on the
head before he walked away. 


I
stepped inside my apartment, set Cade on the floor, and locked the door. I
filled my tea kettle and set it on the stove before changing into my pajamas. I
was disappointed that Kadyn hadn’t kissed me. I couldn’t stop thinking about how
much I’d wanted that kiss. I sighed as I dropped a tea bag into a ceramic mug.
Kadyn was proving impossible to resist. 


By
two a.m., I was on my third cup of mint tea and still debating my decision not
to date anyone in DC.


*
* * * * *


My
cell phone rang at eight-thirty the next morning, just as I was towel drying my
hair. I tore through the house looking for my phone. “Hello?” I answered
breathlessly.


“About
breakfast….”


My
shoulders fell. “Oh. Do you need to cancel? We can always do it another time…” 


Kadyn
quickly interjected. “No. Actually, my roommate just invited us to eat here.”


I
hesitated uncertainly. “Please tell me you aren’t planning to serve frozen
pizza for breakfast. Did you already run to the store?”


Kadyn
chuckled. “No. Mason’s girlfriend, Gabi, stayed over last night. She just
ordered groceries and had them delivered to our apartment. Well, Gabi was going
to order fashion magazines, orange juice, and champagne so that she could sip
on mimosas and flip through magazines while soaking in the bathtub. Mason
insisted she add biscuits, bacon, eggs, and cheese to the list, so I’m making breakfast
sandwiches for breakfast.” 


“You
can do that?” I asked incredulously. I had never heard of such a thing.


“Do
what? Cook?”


I
shook my head, even though he couldn’t see me. “No. Have groceries delivered.”


He
chuckled softly. “Evidently.”


I
juggled the phone as I tugged socks on. “I thought only elderly people got
their groceries delivered.”


“Yeah,
well, you might want to add self-proclaimed Jewish princesses to that list.”


A
young girl’s voice rang out in the background. “I heard that! And, just for the
record...  everyone does it!” 


I
tried to envision the type of person who would have fashion magazines and
mimosas delivered to her boyfriend’s house and promptly decided I should meet
Gabi.


“Okay.
I’ll bring some coffee and my French Press over.” I wasn’t about to miss my
morning fix. 


“I
don’t drink coffee,” Kadyn responded.


“I
do!” another man hollered over Kadyn.


“We're
in apartment four-oh-three, which is located on the fourth floor. Why don’t you
bring Cade? I’ll make him breakfast too.”


I
smiled. “Okay. We’ll be over in a few minutes.” I quickly finished getting
ready. Then I gathered up my coffee, French Press, and Cade and walked over to
Kadyn’s apartment building.


A
man, who was clearly not Kadyn, opened the door when I knocked. “Did you bring
the coffee?”


I
smiled as I handed him the French Press. I set Cade loose, so he could check
the place out. Then I introduced myself. “Hi, I’m Kri. You must be Mason.” I
wasn’t sure what to make of Mason. His light brown hair was a bit disheveled
looking, and he was wearing orange and brown plaid board shorts with a Hawaiian
shirt. One thing was certain. He looked like he needed coffee.


“I’m
not qualified to operate this machine,” Mason responded. He shoved the French
Press back at me. “I thought you were making the coffee.” 


I
tried not to laugh. “Okay. Sure.” I followed Mason into the kitchen. I stopped
abruptly when I saw Kadyn cooking bacon in loose fitting sweats and a black
ribbed tank top that fit snugly over his back and chest. His biceps flexed as
he turned the bacon. Holy Mary, mother of God. It should be a crime for that
man to stand in front of a stove.


Mason
nudged me as he raised an eyebrow. “The coffee?”


“Oh
quit picking on her. You could at least let her say ‘hi’ to Kadyn before you
bully her into making your coffee,” a very young, petite girl chided Mason. She
had pretty blue eyes, a big smile, and straight brown hair. “You’ll have to
excuse him. He’s part Neanderthal.” 


Mason
rolled his eyes.


Gabi
held out her hand. “I’m Gabi, the self-proclaimed Jewish princess that Kadyn
was referring to on the phone.” She winked at Kadyn. “By the way, Kadyn, Jews
don’t eat bacon. So don’t bother cooking any of that stuff for me… unless, of
course, you’re cooking turkey bacon.” 


Kadyn
looked at Gabi like she was on crack. 


Mason
was tapping his fingers against the counter. He looked at me expectantly. 


I
set the French Press on the counter. “Do you guys have a tea kettle I can use
to heat the water?” 


Kadyn
and Mason exchanged glances. 


Gabi
burst out laughing. 


I
was confused. “What? What's so funny?” 


“Like
they’d have a tea kettle. What a hoot!” Gabi doubled over and laughed
even harder. 


Mason
muttered something unintelligible. He grabbed a six quart pot from one of the
bottom cupboards and handed it to me. “This is our tea kettle.”


I
looked down at the pitiful excuse for a tea kettle. I bit my lip as I tried not
to smile. “Wow. That’s just… sad.” 


Gabi
suddenly stopped laughing. “I know, right? That’s why I didn’t order any food
from the grocery store. I didn’t think they had anything to cook it in.”


“Hey!
I cook,” Mason protested.


“What???
What do you cook?” Gabi demanded with both hands on her hips. 


“I
cook pizza,” Mason replied. 


“Frozen
pizza does not count,” Kadyn responded.


I
filled the pot with tap water and set it on the stove. 


Kadyn
nudged my shoulder before turning the burner on for me. “Thanks for coming
over.”


I
smiled. “Thanks for inviting me.” I dug through a couple of drawers in search of
a spoon. I scooped three heaping teaspoons of coffee into the French Press before
returning to the stove. I watched Kadyn crack eggs into a second skillet while
I waited for the water to boil. I filled my French Press with boiling water,
leaned against the counter, and watched Kadyn cook while the coffee brewed.


Mason
pulled two large mugs from the cupboard before joining me at the counter. 
“That thing seems like a lot of work. Why don’t you just use a regular coffee
pot?”


I
smiled. “The coffee tastes smoother when you brew it in a press. Besides, this
was easier to carry over here than my coffee pot.” I pressed the coffee and
filled the two cups. “Gabi doesn’t drink coffee?”


Mason
shook his head. “Nope. It’s just you and me. Do you need milk or sugar?”


I
raised the coffee cup to my nose and inhaled deeply. I sighed contentedly. “Nope.
I’m good.” I glanced at Kadyn. “Would you like some help?”


He
removed the biscuits from the oven with a dishtowel. “No. I’ve got this.”


Mason
pulled a stack of plates from the cupboard and set them on the breakfast bar. They
didn’t have a dining room table.


I
ducked out of Mason’s way and wandered into the living room. Their apartment
had an open floor plan, but it was much larger than mine. Their bedrooms
appeared to be on opposite ends of the living room, with the kitchen tucked
just to the left of the foyer. The living room was stylishly decorated in
shades of gray, black, and white. 


I
was surprised to see a real oil painting hanging over the couch. The lack of a
tea kettle and coffee pot had led me to believe I might find a black velvet
poster of dogs playing poker. The oil painting was at least four feet long. The
contemporary piece had vertical and horizontal streaks of gray, silver, and
black across a stark white canvas. 


“Whose
artwork?” I asked curiously.


Kadyn
handed me a plate with a breakfast sandwich and a glass of orange juice.
“That’s mine. Do you like it?” 


I
smiled. “Yes. I do. It’s very nice.” 


He
returned the smile before walking back into the kitchen to retrieve his
breakfast sandwich and juice. 


Gabi
popped her head out of the bedroom. “Is breakfast ready?”


“Yes,”
Kadyn responded as he joined me on the couch. 


Cade
tunneled behind Kadyn’s legs. His chin rose and his nose twitched as he
registered the smell of food. 


Kadyn
glanced at me. “Can I give him some bacon?”


I
nodded. “Sure, as long as it’s a small piece.” 


Kadyn
handed Cade a piece of bacon. “Here you go, boy.”


Cade
didn’t bother chewing the bacon. He swallowed it whole. Then he curled into a ball
behind Kadyn’s legs. 


I
stared at my dog. I couldn’t believe Cade was forfeiting his rights as the
alpha male.


Mason
and Gabi wandered into the living room with their food. Mason settled into an
oversized chair with a breakfast sandwich in one hand and his coffee cup in the
other. Gabi perched on the arm of his chair. She was balancing a plate of scrambled
eggs and a wine glass, which presumably held a mimosa. 


Mason
studied me. He took a few bites out of his breakfast sandwich before finally speaking.
“So, are you guys dating or what?”  


Gabi
set her mimosa on the end table before punching him in the arm. She knocked the
breakfast sandwich right out of his hand. “Did you seriously just ask that? Did
your mother teach you nothing?”


He
gaped at her incredulously. “What? What’s wrong with asking that?” He caught her
clenched fist in one hand while reassembling the sandwich with the other hand.


I
tried not to laugh.


“Are
you two dating?” Kadyn asked.


“No!”
they shouted at the exact same time.


Kadyn
winked at me. “Huh. I guess we aren’t the only ones ‘not dating’ then.”


I
shook my head and laughed. Mason and Gabi were like an old married couple. If
anyone should have been dating, it was them.
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After
spending most of the weekend with Kadyn, I found myself wishing away my work
week, just so I could see him again. Kadyn began texting me each morning to let
me know he was thinking of me. Then he’d text or call in the evening to make
sure I arrived home safely. Charlie was the only other friend who regularly
texted me. He would text inspirational messages and scripture readings a couple
times a week. I was never really big on texting, but I found myself looking
forward to Kadyn’s messages. 


I
was thrilled when he agreed to go to Patrick and Jonathan’s party with me. I
was on the fence about whether the party could be considered a date. In the
end, I decided the party was a public event and not a date. This was the only
way I could reconcile my desire to see Kadyn against my moratorium on dating.


Senator
Rockefeller decided to send us home early on Friday, since Congress was still
gridlocked over the budget and already adjourned for the weekend. After
squeezing in some extra time at the gym, I texted Kadyn to let him know I was
on my way home. He texted me back to tell me he’d pick me up for the party at
seven. He recommended I dress warmly.


I
raced home to shower and walk Cade. I wolfed down a turkey sandwich while I
tore through my closet. My warm clothes were all so… practical. I settled on
blue jeans, a dark chocolate brown sweater, and some long brown boots. I dusted
some makeup on my face, then dried and curled my hair. 


The
doorbell rang at precisely seven o’clock. 


I
flung the door open. My eyes widened at the sight of Kadyn. He was wearing a
black leather jacket that showed off his wide shoulders and narrow waist, faded
blue jeans, and black combat boots. The guy screamed danger, and still he made
me swoon.


Kadyn
scowled. “You didn’t even ask who it was.” 


I
rolled my eyes. “I knew it was you, Kadyn. Come in.” I gathered my coat and
purse. 


Kadyn
pointed to my purse. “You might want to leave that at home.” 


“Why?”
I asked. I wondered what the guy could possibly have against purses.


“I
thought we’d take my bike,” he responded with a killer smile.


My
purse hit the ground before my jaw did. “You have a bike?”


Kadyn
picked my purse up and set it on the counter. “Yes. Is that a problem? We can
take my car if you prefer.”


“No.
That’s fine,” I responded a bit too quickly. I shifted my phone, lip gloss, driver’s
license, and money into my coat pocket. I took a deep breath as my eyes met
his. “I’d love a ride on your bike.”


Kadyn
grinned. “Good. I thought we’d drive by the monuments before we go to your
friend’s house. They look even more amazing when they’re lit up at night.”


I
smiled. “Sounds good to me.” I followed Kadyn out the door. I froze when I got
a load of his bike. “What is that?”


“It’s
an Aprilia,” Kadyn responded as he strode toward the bike. He handed me a shiny
black helmet before tugging a similar helmet over his head. 


I
had no idea what an Aprilia was, but it appeared I’d be draped over the top of
Kadyn’s back all the way to Patrick’s house. How in the heck was I going to maintain
my composure perched on the back of a crotch rocket, holding onto Kadyn for
dear life? I eyed the bike warily. “I think I have a headache.”


Kadyn
laughed, clearly amused by my feeble attempt to avoid the bike. “It’s not as
bad as it looks. Come on.” He swung his leg over the bike. He turned in his
seat and helped me climb on behind him. “Whatever you do, don’t lean and don’t
let go.” He wrapped my arms around his chest and started the bike.


I
tried not to wet my pants as the machine roared to life. I tightened my arms
around Kadyn’s chest and buried my head in his back. I could feel him chuckle
as he pulled away from the curb.


Kadyn
handled the bike carefully. He didn’t weave in and out of traffic, and he
didn’t speed. The air was a little cool, but Kadyn’s back kept me toasty warm.
I lifted my head as we passed by the Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Monument.
They glowed majestically against the darkened sky. Kadyn pointed out the White
House before driving around the Capitol, the Library of Congress, and the
Supreme Court. Then he drove to Patrick’s townhouse, which was located in a
residential area just a few blocks from the Senate side of the Capitol.


Kadyn
parked the motorcycle. He slid his helmet off, then reached around to help me
off the bike. 


I
handed him my helmet, then sifted my fingers through my hair to untangle the
knots that had been woven in by the wind. I was a little embarrassed to look
him in the eye after holding on so tightly. 


A
concerned look flitted across Kadyn’s face. “Hey, you okay?”


My
hands fell to my side as I forced myself to look into his eyes. “Yes. Thanks.”


Kadyn
swung his leg over the bike and joined me on the sidewalk. “How’d you like the
monuments?”


“You’re
right. They look even better at night.” I glanced at Patrick’s house, which was
practically pulsing with music. “Are you ready to meet my friends?”


Kadyn
shrugged. “Sure.” His hand settled on the small of my back as we walked up the
stairs. He pulled the storm door open and followed me inside. The living room
was packed with people. Kadyn steered me toward the kitchen. 


Patrick
entered the kitchen through the back door while Kadyn and I were digging
through the cooler, looking for Sprite. “Hey, Kri! I can’t believe you actually
showed up.”


I
laughed. “Shocking, isn’t it?” I pulled my hand out of the cooler as Kadyn
handed me a Sprite. “Patrick, this is Kadyn.” 


Patrick
reached for Kadyn’s hand. “Nice to finally meet you. Kri talks about you all
the time.”


I
thumped Patrick in the shoulder. “I do not!”


Kadyn
grinned as he shook Patrick’s hand. “That’s good to know.” 


Patrick
patted me on the back. “You guys make yourselves at home. I’m deep frying a
turkey out back, and I need to make sure it doesn’t blow up. It’s my first time
working a fryer.” 


I
reached for a piece of monkey bread as Patrick backed out the door.


Kadyn
grabbed my hand and pulled me into the living room. He seemed determined to
gain some distance from Patrick’s fryer. 


I
dug my heels in when we got to the edge of the crowd. No way was I diving into
that mess.


Kadyn
stepped in front of me. He linked my fingers through the belt loops on either
side of his jeans. He shielded me like I was a star quarterback as he pushed
his way through the crowd. He found a spot where I could stand with my back
against the wall. 


Kadyn
leaned against the wall, but he faced me instead of the party. The music was
crazy loud, and there was a crush of people dancing all around us. Kadyn and I
had to press our lips against each other’s ears, just to be heard.


Jonathan
and Jamie made valiant attempts to talk to us, but it was difficult to have a
conversation over the music. Eventually, Jamie pulled us back through the
kitchen and into the backyard. 


I
breathed a sigh of relief when we stepped away from the crowd and the deafening
music. I smiled gratefully at Jamie. “Thanks.”


Patrick
handed Kadyn one of the drumsticks from the turkey, which was now sitting next
to a citronella candle on the picnic table.


Kadyn
took a bite. “Not bad for your first try.” 


Patrick
handed me a piece of white meat. “What do you think, Kri?”


I
popped it into my mouth. “I think it tastes great.” I reached for a second
piece. “Whatever possessed you to buy a deep fryer?” 


Patrick
shrugged. “I needed to add more protein to my diet.”


Kadyn
patted my back when I choked on the turkey. “Doesn’t the fact that you’re
frying the meat sort of defeat the purpose?”


Patrick
looked thoughtful as he considered my point. “No, I don’t think it does.”


I
just shook my head.


Jamie
laughed. “So, Kadyn, I hear you played football for the Air Force Academy.
Which position did you play?”


“Running
back,” Kadyn replied. He reached for the roll of paper towels. 


“I
saw Kadyn play in a game against Notre Dame,” Patrick announced.


Kadyn
looked surprised. “You did?”


“Yeah.
I’ll never forget that game. Air Force was at Notre Dame. It was fourth and
two, and Air Force was down by seven. You caught the pitch from the
quarterback, made the free safety miss, and outran everyone else. You scored
from twenty-six yards out to tie the game.”


Kadyn
was grinning. “Air Force won that game in overtime.”


Patrick
slapped Kadyn on the back. “Thanks to you.” 


I
stared at Patrick in shock. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”


Patrick
shrugged. “I saw that game when I was in high school. I didn’t put two and two
together until I Googled Kadyn last night.” 


My
jaw fell slack. “You Googled Kadyn?” 


Jonathan
fielded that question. “We wanted to make sure you were dating a good guy.”


“We’re
not dating,” Kadyn and I responded at the exact same time. 


Patrick
raised an eyebrow. He looked pointedly at Kadyn’s arm, which was wrapped around
my back. 


I
tried to pull away, but Kadyn tightened his hold. I scowled at Patrick. 


Jonathan
and Jamie laughed. 


Kadyn
grew quiet as the night wore on. I could tell something was bothering him, but I
couldn’t figure out what it was. We ducked out of the party shortly after
eleven o’clock. This time, I savored the motorcycle ride and the feel of Kadyn
in my arms. I didn’t want to let go when he parked his bike outside my
apartment.


Kadyn
turned the motorcycle off before reaching around to help me off the back of the
bike. 


I
slid the helmet off my head and handed it to him.


He
hung both helmets on the handlebars of his bike. He locked his eyes on mine as
he pulled me against him. “Can we date now?” he asked huskily.


My
heart beat anxiously against my ribcage as I contemplated the question. 


Kadyn’s
eyes fell on my mouth. His thumb brushed across my bottom lip while he waited
for my response.


I
could feel him willing me to respond. I closed my eyes as his forehead lowered
and rested against mine. His mouth was less than an inch from mine. “Say yes,”
he breathed.


“Yes,”
I whispered hesitantly.


Kadyn
kissed my forehead. “Good. I’ll pick you up at six for dinner tomorrow night. We’ll
consider it our first date.” Kadyn slid off the bike and walked me to my door.  “Do
you mind if I join you and Cade on your walk?”


I
unlocked the door. “No, of course not.” 


Cade
bum rushed me as I swung the door open.


I
scooped him up in my arms and buried my face in his fur. I snapped the leash
around his neck and set him on the ground as we began our walk.


Kadyn
reached for my hand when we returned to my apartment. He smiled as he kissed
the back of my hand. “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow night.”


My
pulse ratcheted up a few notches. “Me too,” I whispered. My hand shook when I
unlocked the door. I glanced back at Kadyn as I closed the door between us. 


I
slid the deadbolt into place and leaned against the wall. I took a few deep
breaths, then glanced down at Cade. “What did I just do?” I reached for him as
I slid to the floor. “What happened to the moratorium on dating?”


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
texted me shortly before noon. I’m planning to drive my car just in case you
want to wear a dress. See you at six. 


I
ducked into my closet so I could sort through my clothing options. Then I
cleaned my apartment in a feeble attempt to stay sane. Once the apartment was
scrubbed, vacuumed, and polished, I sank into my bathtub. The lavender bath
salts worked their magic. 


An
hour later, my hair and makeup were done. I took Cade for a quick walk around
my building before changing into a black long-sleeved cocktail dress. I slipped
on some shiny black patent heels and made a rare attempt to accessorize with
silver bangle bracelets and a long silver necklace which hung in multiple
strands. 


Kadyn
arrived promptly at six. He was wearing black slacks, black dress shoes, a
white dress shirt, and a silver tie. “You look beautiful,” he murmured. He
handed me a bouquet of sterling silver roses and softly kissed my cheek. “Shall
we?”


I
buried my nose in the flowers and took a deep breath. They smelled heavenly,
like fresh spring rain. “These roses smell amazing.” I backed toward the
kitchen. “I just need a minute to put them in some water.” I pulled a vase from
under my sink, filled it with water, and set the bouquet inside. I glanced at
Kadyn as I reached for my dress coat. “Where are we going?” 


Kadyn
smiled. “It’s a surprise.” He waited patiently while I locked the door. He reached
for my hand and helped me into the car. One of my favorite blues artists, B.B.
King, was playing on the stereo. Kadyn glanced at me as he pulled away from the
curb. “Do you like B.B. King?” 


I
laughed. “I do. I like him even more than 2Pac.” I was never going to forget
the look on Kadyn’s face when he heard 2Pac playing on my car stereo. 


“Good.
Then you’ll like where we're going for dinner,” he hinted with a smile. 


I
couldn’t resist guessing. “Are we going to Blues Alley?”


“Nope.
Even better,” he responded smugly.


I
wondered whether that was even possible. 


Kadyn
turned up the stereo.


I
leaned back into the soft leather seat, closed my eyes, and relaxed as B.B.
King’s rich velvety tone slid soothingly through me.  


A
half hour later, Kadyn brought his car to a stop in a large parking lot. There
wasn’t a single restaurant in sight. 


I
stared at the throng of people moving through the parking lot. Then I spotted a
large wooden sign that read Wolf Trap National Park for the Performing Arts. I looked
at Kadyn questioningly.


A
small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. He helped me out of the car before
retrieving a blanket and a picnic basket from the trunk. I was thoroughly
perplexed by the fact that we were going to picnic in dress clothes. Kadyn
slung the blanket over his shoulder and reached for my hand as he pulled me
into the crowd. 


Kadyn
handed two tickets to a gentleman standing at the gate. We wandered the grassy
hillside until we found a place to spread the blanket. Kadyn unpacked cheese,
grapes, bread, bottled water, Sprite, cheesecake, and strawberries from the
basket. 


I
tried to wipe the shocked look from my face. I kicked my heels off and curled
up on the blanket next to Kadyn. Soft jazz drifted from a large wooden
structure at the base of the hill. The building appeared to be a large wood
amphitheater. 


Kadyn
dodged my efforts to discover who we were there to see. Once we finished
eating, Kadyn packed up the picnic basket and blanket and took them back to the
car. He met me back at the fence line. Then he escorted me into the covered
section of the amphitheater, where we settled into third row seats. 


I
stared at him in awe when B.B. King was introduced. “How did you pull this off?
We just made plans for dinner last night.” I watched the blues legend walk
amicably across the stage with a guitar in his hand. He sat on a black stool
directly in front of us. 


Kadyn
leaned over and whispered in my ear. “You should know that I can be very
determined when I have my heart set on something.” 


I
swallowed nervously. Was he talking about the concert, or was he was talking
about me? 


Kadyn
laughed. He tucked me under his arm as we settled in to enjoy one of the
greatest musicians of all time. 


B.B.
King joked with the audience, wove colorful stories around us, sang, and
strummed his guitar with his eyes closed. His laid back demeanor left me
feeling like we were close personal friends. 


Our
date couldn’t have been more perfect. During the drive home, I was still trying
to figure out how Kadyn had secured such great seats at the last minute. I
wondered how long he’d been planning this evening at Wolf Trap. 


Kadyn
parked his car in the garage under his building. He walked me to my apartment
so he could make the nightly rounds with Cade and me. 


I
was finding it difficult to hold up my end of the conversation as we walked toward
my apartment. I was so worried Kadyn was going to kiss me that I couldn’t think
about anything else. My nerves got the best of me as we approached my door. I
suddenly blurted out, “You know, saying goodnight is always so awkward,
especially on a first date. I think we should just kiss and get it over with.”


Kadyn
stilled. His face was void of all expression as he silently regarded me. 


Heat
flooded my cheeks. “Oh, God. Forget I said that. I don’t know why I said that.”
I began fumbling with my keys. I was dying to get inside my apartment so I
could escape any further embarrassment.


Kadyn
boxed me in against the door. His arms were braced on either side of me. He
waited silently until I turned around to face him. He stared at my lips. Then he
lowered his mouth until it was only millimeters from mine. His eyes locked on
mine. “I’m not kissing you to get it over with.” His lips brushed lightly
against my cheek before settling just behind my ear.


Goose
bumps scattered across my arms and back.


Kadyn
issued his warning in a low, determined tone. “When I kiss you for the first
time, you’re going to want that kiss more than your next breath.” 


My
heart stopped beating. My brain stopped… my breathing stopped… everything
stopped. 


Kadyn’s
hand tilted my chin up as he forced me to look at him. He stood there, every
inch of his body nearly touching mine, as he looked directly into my eyes. His
hand cupped my neck as his thumb caressed my jaw. His mouth hovered over mine
for what seemed like an eternity.


And,
suddenly, I wanted that kiss. My eyelids grew heavy as my body leaned
toward his. 


He
pushed away from the door with a satisfied smile. “Good night, Kri. I had a
wonderful night.”


I
opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. 


Kadyn
turned and strode away. He didn’t look back, not even once. 


I
groaned quietly to myself as I reflected on my rather impressive ability to
screw things up. I hadn’t even thanked the guy for what had quite possibly been
the best night of my life.


*
* * * * *


I
didn’t hear from Kadyn on Sunday, although I did text him to thank him for
taking me to the concert. Cenia called to firm up plans for the football game
in Annapolis. I was hoping things would be less awkward between Kadyn and me by
then. 


I
received a text from Kadyn first thing Monday morning. Have a good day at
work. I’ll be thinking of you… and the kiss that should have been. 


I
was relieved I wasn’t the only one who was missing that kiss. Note to self:
next time you want someone to kiss you, keep your mouth shut.


I
buried myself in work. Congress passed a continuing resolution on Tuesday, so
policy negotiations and legislation suddenly began moving again. My brain was
on overdrive with the sudden flurry of activity, so I didn’t think twice about
opening a work e-mail without a subject heading. I stilled as my eyes skimmed
the unsigned message. Il ne pourrait
jamais t'aimer comme je le fais. Bientôt, tu seras de retour dans mes bras. Bientôt, rien ne pourra nous séparer.


I
pulled up Google Translate and quickly typed the message in French. A chill ran
down my spine when the words appeared in English. I read the translated text
three times. He could never love you like I do. Soon, you will be back in my
arms. Soon, nothing will keep us apart. 


My
heart stalled. There was only one way Michael could know about Kadyn. He had to
have seen us together. Not only was Michael in DC, but he was clearly watching
me.


I
sat and stared at the message. I wanted to call Dan. He’d be a lot more likely
to find Michael if he could narrow his search to DC, but I was worried about
how far Dan would go to keep Michael away from me. I didn’t want Dan getting
into trouble with the authorities, and I didn’t want him flying to DC. The guy
had his own life to live.


I
debated telling Kadyn. He already knew about Michael, so he wouldn’t
necessarily be surprised. Still, I was concerned that Kadyn and I might be on
shaky ground, given my complete inability to manage dating and our last
departure. I had already given him enough reasons to run screaming for the
hills, and for some reason, completely outside my understanding, the guy
appeared determined to have a relationship with me. 


Still,
I found myself looking over my shoulder when I left work. I walked briskly to
and from my car, and my walks with Cade grew shorter every night. An outline of
the mace Dan had given me was nearly imbedded in the palm of my hand. 


I
was physically ill by the time Friday rolled around. I wasn’t sure whether it
was my nerves or if I picked up a virus at work, until I ended up with a fever
and chills shortly before noon. I threw in the towel at work. I texted Kadyn to
let him know I was going home sick. Then I texted Cenia to let her know I wouldn’t
be able to attend the Air Force-Navy game. 


As
soon as I got home, I slipped into some yoga pants and a sweatshirt. I curled
up on the couch with a pillow and a pile of blankets. Cade nestled against my
chest, and we quickly fell asleep. 


The
doorbell woke me a few hours later. I dragged the pile of blankets across the
floor and peered out the peephole in my door. Kadyn was standing there with a
shopping bag from the Disney Store. 


I
rested my forehead against the door. I was mortified Kadyn was going to see me
looking so ragged. I took a deep breath and slowly opened the door. “You might
want to keep your distance. I feel like death,” I mumbled apologetically.


Kadyn
chose to ignore the warning. He brushed past me into the living room. “I’m so
sorry you’re sick, Kri. I can’t believe you’re going to miss the game
tomorrow.” 


“I
know,” I responded dejectedly. “My timing couldn’t be worse.” I pulled the
blankets around me as I sank onto the couch.


He
dangled the shopping bag in front of me. “I brought you a present. Maybe this
will help you feel better.” Kadyn handed me the bag as he joined me on the
couch.  


I
sifted through the yellow and red tissue. I smiled when I finally discovered
the gift. “Eeyore pajamas?” 


Kadyn
smiled. “I never could resist the Disney Store.” He brushed a strand of hair
out of my face. His eyes softened. “You’re burning up. Have you taken any
Tylenol?”


My
eyes fell closed as he pressed his cool hand against my cheek. “No. Not yet.”


Kadyn
stood. “Do you need me to run to the store?”


My
eyes popped open. “No. I’m pretty sure I still have some in the medicine
cabinet.” I pulled the blankets tighter as a chill ran through me.


He
walked into the kitchen and began digging through my cupboards. He found a
drinking glass and filled it with water. “Just sit tight. I’ll get it for you.”


Kadyn
disappeared down the hall. He returned a few seconds later with the glass of
water and Tylenol. He handed them to me. “Why don’t you rest while I walk
Cade?”


“Thank
you,” I responded gratefully. 


Kadyn
snapped the leash on Cade’s collar while I took the Tylenol. I watched them
walk out the door, then sank back into the couch. I was half asleep by the time
they returned. 


Kadyn’s
hand reached for mine as he sat on the couch. “I’m going to stay home from the
game tomorrow in case you need someone to take you to the doctor.”


I
sat up abruptly. “No, Kadyn. Please don’t miss the game because of me. Go. Have
fun. I’m sure I’ll be feeling better by the time you get back.”


Kadyn
looked torn. “Okay… but don’t hesitate to call if you need anything. Annapolis
isn’t far from here, so I can easily drive back if you need me.” He pulled me
into his arms. “Can you do me a favor before I go?”


I
glanced up in surprise. “Sure.”


He
pulled me to my feet and gently tucked me under his chin. “Will you dance with
me, Kri?” An R&B artist named Joe was singing softly on the music station I
had left playing on my television. “I think of you every time I hear this
song.” 


I
closed my eyes and relaxed into his chest as he began to sway.


Kadyn
held my hand against his chest while he sang the lyrics to “I Wanna Know.” He
kissed the top of my head as the song ended.


I
began trembling as he pulled away. I couldn’t look at him. I was trying so hard
not to cry.


He
wrapped the blankets around me and settled me back onto the couch before
kissing my forehead one last time. “I’m going to leave so you can rest, but
please know that I’m just a phone call away. Feel better, and call if you need
me.” 


I
forced myself to look at him. “Thank you, Kadyn… for everything.” My composure
cracked as I watched him slip out the door. When I was certain he was gone, I
set the bolt lock on the door and let the tears fall. Kadyn was tearing down
walls faster than I could build them. I knew what to expect from men who hit…
men who threatened, manipulated, demanded, and controlled. Sadly, I had no clue
what to do with a man like Kadyn. 


*
* * * * *


I
was feeling a lot better by Sunday afternoon, so Kadyn picked up some wonton
soup from my favorite Chinese restaurant and joined me for dinner. Shortly
after we settled onto the couch, Cade jumped up and knocked the soup out of my
hands. The hot liquid doused Kadyn’s leg.


“Oh
God! I'm so sorry!” I knelt down at Kadyn’s feet to clean up the mess about the
same time he lifted his arm. Instinct drove me to scramble back and cower in
fear.           


Kadyn
looked completely horrified. His arm was frozen in mid-air, his sleeve dripping
from the soup. I hadn’t realized his arm was soaked, too. Kadyn’s jaw clenched
as he struggled to regain his composure. 


I
eyed him warily. I wasn’t sure how angry he was about the soup.


Kadyn
spoke in a low, even tone. “Kri, look at me.” He waited to speak until my eyes
met his. “I would never hit you. I don’t know who hurt you, but I am not
that person. I was lifting my arm so I could clean my sleeve.” He sank to the
floor and slowly crawled over to me. 


I
buried my face in my hands. I couldn’t bear to look at Kadyn. I felt horrible
for thinking the worst of him, when he had been nothing but kind. “I’m so
sorry,” I mumbled miserably through the palm of my hands.


Kadyn
gathered me in his arms. “Hey,” he said softly. “Look at me.” He gently pulled
my hands from my face. “I am not that guy. I promise I will never hurt you.” 


I
started shaking as the tears began to fall. 


Kadyn
sat there and held me until the tears finally subsided. He smoothed back the
hair that was tangled in my tears. “Kri, I’m fine. The soup wasn’t that hot.
I’ll help you clean up. Then I’m going to run home and change. I’ll go to the
restaurant and get some more soup before I come back over. Why don’t you go get
yourself cleaned up, and I’ll take care of the couch and floor?” Kadyn pulled
me to my feet. He gave me a quick hug before sending me off to my bedroom. 


I
hadn’t even registered the fact that my own jeans were soaked. I changed into a
pair of sweats, then ducked into the bathroom to wash my face. I didn’t bother
with makeup. I knew it was time to drag out all of my emotional baggage and
sort through it with Kadyn. The guy deserved an explanation. 


As
soon as we finished eating, I reached for Kadyn’s hand. I forced my eyes to
meet his as I attempted to explain my behavior. “I’m so sorry for thinking the
worst of you, Kadyn. Please understand, this is all I’ve known for the past
nine years. While I grew up in a very loving home, I was in an abusive
relationship nearly my entire adult life.” 


Kadyn
slowly nodded.


I
took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. “My ex-husband, Tom, was a
friend of my dad’s. He was ten years older than me. We started dating a few
weeks after I graduated from high school. He sold his business and moved to be
closer to me shortly after I moved away for college. He isolated me from my
family and friends until he was the only person left in my life. He insisted I
move in with him before the second semester ended.”


Kadyn
squeezed my hand, encouraging me to go on.


“I
still don’t understand how or why I let it happen. I fought for years to
maintain some independence and control, but after a while it was no longer
worth the verbal and physical abuse that would result… if I came home five
minutes late… if another man looked at me the wrong way… if I said the wrong
thing… if I wore the wrong shirt… if I spent too long talking to my mom on the
phone…” My voice trailed off. I closed my eyes against the images of Tom
screaming obscenities, throwing things, shoving me against the wall, and
hitting me. 


Kadyn
wrapped his arms around me as I relived the abuse. “I’m so sorry, Kri. He was
clearly manipulating you. He led you to believe the abuse was your fault when
he was the one to blame.”


I
pulled my legs to my chest and settled my chin on my knees as I continued. “I
gathered enough courage to leave him once. He had thrown me on the hood of his
car when I took his keys and begged him not to drive away drunk. He threw me
hard enough to knock the wind out of me. When I slid down the hood and
collapsed on the pavement in front of the car, he tried to punch me in the
face. I ducked, and he punched out the headlight instead. The neighbors saw the
whole thing and called the police. When the police arrived, I was still
cowering on the ground in front of the car with Tom pacing in front of me
screaming obscenities, oblivious to the blood pouring from his hand.”


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched.


I
pushed on. “The police took Tom to the hospital and insisted I go to a local
battered women’s shelter. I went to stay with a childhood friend instead. She
had recently moved to the area, and Tom knew nothing about her. Still, I
refused to tell my parents. I was fearful about what my father might do if he
found out Tom was hurting me. So I kept my mouth shut about the abuse. Tom quit
drinking within a matter of weeks. He convinced me that he had changed. I
bought into the idea that the abuse was connected to his drinking problem, and
for a short time it appeared that he really had changed.”


Kadyn
tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “He hadn’t changed, had he?” 


Cade
jumped up on the couch. He walked a couple of tight circles, then curled up
next to me. 


I
tangled my fingers in his fur. “He was on his best behavior until we were
married six months later, but within weeks of the wedding he was restricting my
activities, hitting me, and tearing me back down again. He threatened to kill
me if I ever left him again. Cade tried to protect me as best a nine pound dog
could, so he ended up battered too. It wasn’t long before I was locking myself
in the bathroom at night and sleeping on the floor with Cade. It was the only
place I felt safe enough to sleep. Eventually, I confided in a couple I had
grown very close to...  Gra and Pa. They were like my honorary grandparents. They
said they’d help me when I was ready to leave Tom.”


I
took a deep breath and slowly continued. “He was raging at me when I ran out on
him. The only thing I took then was Cade. I snuck back to the house with Pa while
Tom was at work the next day, so I could pack some clothes and take some furniture
my father had made. I told my parents and a handful of friends about the abuse,
then I filed for a divorce. All of my phone numbers are unlisted, and very few
people know where I live, still to this day. It has been a year since I left
Tom, and I’m still terrified he will try to kill me, just like he promised.”


Kadyn
pulled me into his lap. He tucked me against his chest and wrapped his arms
around me. “You’re safe now, Kri. I won’t let him hurt you ever again.”


Kadyn
held me for so long that I eventually fell asleep. I woke with a start three
hours later and found myself fully clothed in bed with no recollection of how I’d
gotten there. Kadyn was sleeping in the armchair next to my bed, snoring
softly. I didn’t want to wake him so I eased back under the covers and watched
him sleep until I could no longer keep my eyes open. When I woke the next
morning, he was gone. 


*
* * * * * 


I
received a text message from Kadyn shortly before I left for work. I know
last night was difficult for you. Thank you for trusting me enough to share
your story. I hope you will give me a chance to help you replace those memories
with much more happy ones. I read the message twice more, then sighed.
Kadyn knew my darkest secret, and still he wanted a relationship with me. Why?


By
the time I got to work, I felt lighter, happier, and more at peace than I had
been in a very long time. I was thrumming with energy and ready to tackle
Congress head on. As I sifted through the mountain of paperwork and e-mails
that had accumulated while I was out sick, I discovered that I finally had the
support and the cost analysis I needed to introduce the Medicare Early Buy-in
Bill. I pulled together some talking points and drafted a congressional record
statement so Senator Rockefeller could introduce the bill later in the week. 


I
was ecstatic about the accomplishment, so I called Kadyn to share the news as
soon as I got home. We were on the phone for over an hour, which I thought was
hysterical considering he lived within throwing distance of my apartment. I suddenly
couldn’t wait to see him, so I invited him over for dinner on Wednesday just
before we ended the call. 


I
scrambled to pull together a menu so I could go grocery shopping on Tuesday. I
raced home from the office on Wednesday, then tore through my house half in and
half out of my work clothes while I tried to pull myself and dinner together
before Kadyn arrived. 


Cade
barked seconds before the doorbell rang. I bent down and picked him up on my
way to the door. “Good boy,” I soothed as I burrowed my head in his fur. 


I
flung open the door and smiled what I was certain was a winning smile. “Hi!” 


“You
didn’t even look through the peephole,” Kadyn grumbled without smiling.


I
glanced at him questioningly. “The peephole? Why? I knew it was you.” 


Kadyn
stared at me. That blank, stoic look, which he’d obviously perfected at some
point in his childhood, was locked onto his face. The look screamed “idiot,”
only not in so many words.


“Okay.
Okay! I’ll use the peephole,” I relented in mock exasperation. I shoved him
back outside and swung the door closed between us. I smiled smugly at Cade. “He
deserved that.” 


Cade’s
head cocked to one side as he looked up at me. He didn’t think Kadyn deserved
it.


Kadyn
knocked this time. Three slow raps sounded from the other side of the door.


I
peered through the peephole. I wasn’t sure he appreciated my sense of humor. Kadyn
was leaning against the building across from my door. My eyes widened when I
saw he was holding a box. I swung the door back open. “Is that for me?”


Kadyn
just stood there, holding the box.


“I
used the peephole!” I exclaimed.


A
small smile tugged at the corner of his lips. He was clearly trying not to
smile.


“Is
that for me?” I repeated teasingly while slowly articulating each word.


“Yes,”
he responded. He pushed off the wall and handed me the box. 


I
set Cade on the floor so I could examine the address on the box. “Yay! It’s a
care package from Kimme.” 


Kadyn
folded himself into one of the high back stools at my breakfast bar. He looked
thoroughly amused. 


I
grabbed my scissors and stabbed through the tape excitedly. “I love care
packages.” I eased the box open, then gaped at the contents inside. The box was
completely full of chocolate. Not just any chocolate, Ghirardelli’s dark with
sea salt and caramel. “Oh! She remembered.” 


Kadyn
raised one eyebrow quizzically. 


“It’s
my favorite,” I explained as I handed him a piece. I ripped the foil from one
of the chocolate squares and popped it into my mouth. I sifted through the
chocolate and discovered two “Made in Montana” coffee mugs. I also found a
little black book, simply entitled “If.” I read the subtitle aloud for Kadyn,
“Questions for the game of life.” I handed Kadyn the book and dove back into
the box. I pulled out a small plastic dog. “Scooby Doo!” A huge grin spread
across my face. Scooby looked like he might have come from a McDonald’s Happy Meal.


Kadyn
looked thoroughly confused by the gift. “That’s random.” 


“This
from the man who bought me Eeyore pajamas?” I laughed teasingly. “You would
have to know Kimme.” I smiled as I placed Scooby on the counter next to my
French Press. Then I turned my attention to dinner. “I hope you like clam
linguine. Interestingly enough, Kimme is the one who taught me how to make it.”



“I’ve
never tried it before, but it smells great.” Kadyn cracked open the “If” book
and read the first question. “If you could have dinner with anyone from
history, who would it be?”


I
handed Kadyn a Sprite. “That’s easy. Jesus.” 


Kadyn
looked thoughtful as he considered my response. “Yeah. I’d pick him too.”


I
lifted the lid from the clam sauce. The rich aroma of clams, garlic, and white
wine filled the kitchen. I tossed the linguine noodles into the clams, then
snipped parsley over the top. I piled the clam linguine and some French bread
on two plates, set them on the breakfast bar, and slid into the chair next to
Kadyn. 


Kadyn
read the next question. “If you could cure only one disease, which one would it
be?”


I
buttered my bread. “Cancer,” I responded, “without a doubt.” 


Kadyn
nodded. “I agree.” He read the next question as we dug into the linguine. “If
you could travel anywhere, where would you go?”


I
had to think about that one. “Paris, France,” I finally replied. 


Kadyn
looked surprised. “Why?” 


I
set my fork down. “I don’t know if it’s the architecture, the food, or the
emphasis they place on the arts, but I’ve heard so many wonderful things about
that place. I would love to experience it firsthand. What about you?”


“Australia,”
he responded between bites. “Kri, this linguine is really good.” 


I
nodded. “Australia would be my second choice. Seriously, who doesn’t want to
see koala bears and kangaroos?”


Kadyn
shoved a few more forkfuls of linguine into his mouth before asking the next
question. “If you were forced to live without a limb, which limb would you
choose?”


The
question was so disturbing I had to stop eating. “Do fingers count?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “I’m thinking arms and legs.”


I
winced. “A leg then.”


Kadyn
reached for his Sprite. “That’s what I’d choose too. I wouldn’t want to give up
either of my hands.” He flipped to the next page in the book. “Here’s a good
one. If you had to choose between saving the person you loved most in the
world, saving two hundred people from your hometown, or forty-thousand people
on the other side of the planet, which would you choose?”


I
shook my head. “That’s an impossible choice.”


Kadyn
raised an eyebrow. He was clearly insisting I choose.


I
thought about how I felt when my cousin, Lexie, was dying and my efforts to
give her my kidney. “I know it’s selfish, but I would choose the person I loved
most in this world. What about you?”


Kadyn
reached for another piece of bread. “The forty-thousand people I didn’t know.”


I
rested my elbow on the counter as I turned to face him. “But, Kadyn, what if it
was your mom? What if you had a child and you had to choose between saving that
child and people you didn’t know?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “I would still choose those forty-thousand people. I could not
save one life at the cost of forty-thousand others.”


I
shook my head, although I was mildly amused that we had found something we
disagreed on. “I think that may be easier said than done.”


Kadyn
shrugged. “People in the military do it all the time. They sacrifice their
lives for people they don’t even know.” 


My
eyebrows furrowed. “But that’s a different question entirely… whether you’d be
willing to sacrifice your own life.”


“True,”
Kadyn admitted. “I still think people in the military are hard wired
differently when it comes to saving lives.” 


I
smiled. “On that point, we agree.”


Kadyn
picked the book back up and looked at the next question. “If you could change
one thing about your past, what would it be?”


Blue
eyes met brown. “Marrying Tom,” I replied softly. “What about you?”


Kadyn
looked away. “My father’s drinking problem.” 


I
glanced at the Sprite sitting next to Kadyn’s plate and suddenly realized I had
never seen him drink. “Is that why you don’t drink alcohol?”


Kadyn
nodded. “My dad is an alcoholic. Twelve of his thirteen siblings have struggled
with drug and alcohol addiction, so I’ve never touched the stuff.”


My
eyes widened. “Not even once?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “Not even once.”


I
stared at him completely mortified. “I put white wine in the clam linguine.”


Kadyn
laughed. “I’m quite sure the alcohol was cooked out.”


I
breathed a small sigh of relief. “The sauce simmers for quite some time.” I slid
out of my chair to clear our plates. “Wow, Kadyn. I really admire you for
making that choice.” I thought about the margarita I had with Mickey and the
wine at Cenia’s house. “Would you prefer I didn’t drink around you?”


Kadyn
shrugged. “You don’t appear to have a drinking problem.” He joined me at the
sink.


I
laughed. “No. I have no interest in being drunk. I like being in control too
much. You really have thirteen aunts and uncles?”


Kadyn
started loading dishes into the dishwasher. “Yeah. More than two hundred people
attend our family reunions.”


My
jaw fell into the sink. “You can’t be serious.”


Kadyn
laughed. “It’s true. We have an organizing committee and everything.”


I
squeezed dish soap into the sauté pan and reached for the scrub brush. “My
family doesn’t have family reunions unless someone gets married or dies. How
many siblings do you have?”


Kadyn
grabbed the dishtowel. “Just one. An older sister. Her name’s Krissa.”


I
rinsed out the sink before turning the faucet off. “Are your parents still
together?”


Kadyn
nodded as he handed me the towel. “Yours?” 


“Yes.”
I dried my hands and tossed the towel on the counter.


Kadyn
reached for my hands. He walked backwards as he pulled me toward the living room.
“And you have two brothers…”


I
giggled softly. “Yes. I tried to trade the youngest in for a sister, but my mom
wouldn’t let me.” 


Kadyn
nabbed the “If” book from the counter. We curled up on the couch and spent the
next four hours mulling over questions from the book. When it became apparent
that I could no longer keep my eyes open, Kadyn stood and pulled me to my feet.
He posed one last question. “If you could kiss anyone in the world, who would
it be?”


My
eyes sought his, even as my heart stumbled against my ribs. “You,” I whispered.


Kadyn
tossed the book on the coffee table. He gently tugged me toward him. He cupped
my face in both of his hands, closed his eyes, and rested his forehead against
mine. “Good answer,” he breathed. He brushed his lips lightly across mine
before softly kissing first one, then the other corner of my mouth. 


Kadyn
brushed his lips against mine once more, then paused. His lips hovered over
mine while his left hand burned a trail from my neck to my waist. My eyes slid
closed as he pulled me closer. Kadyn wound my hair around his hand, locking me
gently into place as his lips met mine.


My
fists clenched in his shirt, then relaxed. I wrapped my arms around his neck.
Kadyn groaned as I melted into his chest. His tongue swept through my mouth as
he deepened the kiss. My entire body lit with need. I grasped the back of his
head and pulled him closer as I sought… more. 


We
kept kissing as he stumbled back against the couch. Kadyn lowered me to the
couch and blanketed my body with his. Then he kissed me until I no longer knew
where he ended and I began. I prayed the kiss would never end. 


*
* * * * *


I
was thinking about Kadyn’s kiss the next morning when I swiped lip gloss across
my still swollen lips. My body thrummed the entire day, which made it
incredibly difficult to focus on work.


I
snapped out of it when Senator Rockefeller invited me to join him in a
committee hearing. I watched, completely enthralled, as Senator Rockefeller
introduced the Medicare bill I’d been working on. Although we were a long way
off from making the bill law, the experience left me feeling heady. Senator
Rockefeller believed enough in what I had proposed to stand up and fight for it
publicly. Who wouldn’t feel honored by that?


I
skipped the gym after work so I could join my office mates for an impromptu
celebration at Thunder Grill. Jamie insisted I try the restaurant’s wildly
popular mango margarita. The drink was definitely worth the hype. I called
Kadyn when we decided to stay for dinner. I was thrilled when he agreed to
catch the metro from the Pentagon to join us. 


I
felt it the moment he walked into the restaurant. I immediately stopped talking.
The room simply faded away as Kadyn approached the table. He had that same
determined stride that captured my attention when I saw him the first time; only,
this time, it affected me even more. 


Kadyn
approached the table like I was the only one sitting there. He stood looking
down at me like we had all the time in the world to drink each other in, like
four other people weren’t sitting at the table staring at us, and like all
conversation hadn’t come to a complete stop. “Kri,” he said hoarsely. 


I
couldn’t take my eyes off Kadyn’s uniform long enough to form a coherent
response. The dark blue jacket and pants accentuated Kadyn’s broad shoulders
and narrow waist. The tie was positioned perfectly over a light blue shirt.
Ribbons, pins, and patches adorned his shoulders and chest. I realized then
that all the smarmy comments I’d heard about men in uniform weren’t so smarmy
after at all. They were spot on.


Kadyn
smiled when he realized the effect he was having on me. He bent down to whisper
in my ear. “What I wouldn’t give to be out of this uniform so I could kiss you
again.”


“You
can’t kiss me when you’re in uniform?” I inquired a bit dazedly.


Kadyn
shook his head. He looped his foot under a nearby stool and pulled it next to
me. “Hey Patrick, Jonathan, Jamie…” Kadyn nodded to each one, then paused when
he saw the unfamiliar face.


“Ellen,”
I responded meekly. “My legislative director.”


Kadyn
reached for her hand. “I’m Kadyn. It’s nice to meet you, Ellen.”


“I’m
pleased you could join us,” Ellen responded as she shook his hand. She looked
entirely too amused by the two of us.


Jonathan
patted Kadyn on the back. “So I hear you two are officially dating now.”


Kadyn
just looked at me and smiled.


The
waitress arrived with two heaping plates of nachos. She glanced at Kadyn. “What
would you like to drink?”


“I’ll
take a Sprite,” Kadyn responded.


We
began loading the nachos onto our plates. “So, Kri, you still haven’t answered
my question,” Patrick noted.


I
tried to recall the question Patrick had asked when Kadyn first walked in. “Oh,
yeah. Well, now that the Medicare Early Buy-in Bill has been introduced, I was
thinking of drafting a new piece of legislation that encourages hospitals to
offer mobile medical services for the homeless.”


Ellen
stopped piling nachos on her plate. “Kri, that’s a great idea.”


I
shrugged. “I can’t take credit for the idea. They’re working on a similar piece
of legislation over on the House side.”


Kadyn
eyed me curiously. “What exactly would this bill do?” 


I
piled a few more nachos onto my plate. “The bill would encourage hospitals to
deliver basic and preventive medical care to homeless people using mobile
medical units. There are essentially two goals… to improve the overall health
of the homeless population and to reduce the number of homeless people who rely
on hospital emergency departments for basic medical care.”


Kadyn
looked thoughtful. “I assume hospitals absorb the expense of serving the
homeless population in the ER?”


I
glanced at Kadyn before shifting my attention to Ellen. “Yes. Once hospitals
realize how much money this saves them in unpaid ER visits, they should be
willing to fund these mobile medical programs themselves. So I want to propose
a pilot project where the federal government offers start-up funds for mobile
medical programs in twenty hospitals. This would allow us to capture the data
we need to prove this strategy helps hospitals save money. Once we prove that, additional
hospitals are likely to fund their own mobile medical programs. Homeless people
would gain access to the medical care they need, and the reduced strain on
hospital budgets would help ensure hospitals remain open.”


Jamie
nodded. “There are a lot of hospitals shutting down these days. That hurts
everyone.” 


“Why
are so many hospitals shutting down?” Kadyn asked between bites.


Patrick
chimed in. “Our current economic crisis is seriously impacting hospitals. The
cost of providing medical care is increasing, but the number of people paying
their hospital bills is decreasing.”


Ellen
leaned across the table and studied me. “You should be able to get bi-partisan
support on this. The Dems will be all over this because it helps the homeless.
The R’s are more likely to sign on because it's a pilot project. It’s not like
the government will be funding these programs in the long term. These are
temporary projects intended to demonstrate the cost savings to hospitals. The responsibility
remains with the private sector and not the government.”


I
nodded. “I think that’s the mistake they’re making on the House side. Their
bill isn’t proposing a pilot project. They’re offering federal matching funds,
and they’re making those funds available to a lot of hospitals. I haven’t run
this by the Congressional Budget Office yet, but I think we’ll find the House
bill costs a lot more than the one I want to propose.”


“Aren’t
you still working on the Orphan Drug Bill and the bill that expands community
based alternatives to nursing homes?” Jonathan asked before shoving a chip
loaded with guacamole into his mouth.


“Yes,”
I admitted before sneaking a peek at Kadyn. I was worried he might be bored with
all the policy talk.


Kadyn
smiled. “I think your friend is suggesting you already have a lot on your
plate.”


Patrick
suddenly perked up. “Hey, I’d love to work with you on this mobile medical bill.”



I
laughed at Patrick’s enthusiasm. “That would be great. I could definitely use the
help.”


Ellen
stood. “That sounds like a wonderful idea. Why don’t you two write up a policy
brief tomorrow, so we can get this in front of Senator Rockefeller?”


I
raised an eyebrow at Patrick as I reached for my purse. 


Patrick
smiled. “I think we can do that.”


Jamie
reached for the bill.


Ellen
snatched the bill out of her hand. “This one’s on me.”


Kadyn
opened his mouth to object.


I
nudged his shoulder. “No one argues with Ellen. Not even you.”


Ellen
laughed at the look on Kadyn’s face. She handed the waitress her debit card. 


Kadyn
reached for my arm as I stepped off the stool. “Thank you for dinner, Ellen.” 


Patrick,
Jonathan, Jamie, and I echoed the sentiment. We said our goodbyes as we filed out
of the restaurant.


 Kadyn
tucked my hand into the crook of his arm as we exited Union Station. 


I
gave him an inquisitive look.


He
smiled as he patted my hand. “This I can do.”


I
looked for the saxophone player when I heard his soulful tune. He was standing near
the Columbus Fountain in his usual spot. I stepped away from Kadyn so I could
throw a couple dollars into his case. 


The
sax player nodded as he slid into an upbeat tune.


Kadyn
had an odd look on his face when I turned back around. 


I
slipped my hand through his arm. “My jeep’s this way.” I nodded toward the
Thurgood Marshall Building. I studied Kadyn more closely. “What’s wrong?”


He
shook his head and smiled. “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong. It’s just you, Kri. Do
you have any idea how amazing you are?”


“Me?”
I squeaked. “What’s so amazing about me?”


Kadyn
opened the door to the building. “I’ve never met anyone so passionate about
helping others. You advocate for the elderly, you bake cookies for homeless
children, you develop policies that help the uninsured, and I’m quite certain
you would give a homeless person your last dollar.”


I
froze just in front of the stairwell. “You couldn’t throw a rock around here
without hitting another person who is equally devoted to helping others, Kadyn.
And that’s not just true for DC, that’s true at the state and local levels
too.”


Kadyn
opened the door to the stairwell. 


I
walked alongside Kadyn as we made our way down to the parking garage. “You’re
no different, Kadyn. In fact, what you’re doing is far more honorable than me.
You and Cenia… Phil and Marie… your entire circle of friends… you have chosen
to sacrifice your lives to help make this world a safer place. What I’m doing
is nothing compared to that.”


Kadyn
grabbed my arm just as we exited the stairwell. “Don’t say that.”


I
looked up at him in surprise. “Say what?”


“Don’t
minimize the good that you do, Kri. You’ve devoted your entire life to helping
others. What I’m doing, what Cenia’s doing, what everyone else is doing has no
bearing on that. It doesn’t change who you are.” Kadyn released my arm and
raked his hand over his smoothly shaven head. “God, Kri, just when I think I
couldn’t possibly be more attracted to you…”


My
jaw fell open. I had no clue how to respond.


Kadyn
closed the distance between us. His hands grasped either side of my face as his
eyes searched mine. He growled his frustration, then swept me up into a heartrending
kiss.


My
purse and briefcase fell to the floor. My hands slid over his broad chest and
shoulders before reaching for the nape of his neck. I angled my head and pulled
him toward me, suddenly needing more.


Kadyn
trailed open-mouthed kisses all down my neck. His mouth stopped just behind my
ear. His voice was deep and low. “Do you have any idea how much I want you,
Kri?”


Desire
swept through me with hurricane force. “Kadyn,” I gasped.


His
mouth crashed against mine. 


I
fought for control even as my body pleaded for more. Reluctantly, I pulled
away. I kept one hand on his chest as I tried to catch my breath. “Kadyn, we’re
in the middle of a parking garage. You’re still in your uniform.”


Kadyn’s
eyes were two dark pools of desire. His hands reached for mine as he regained
his composure. “I’m sorry, Kri. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


I
smiled nervously. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so thoroughly kissed, Kadyn.
Did they teach you how to do that in the military as some sort of negotiation
tactic?”


Kadyn
burst out laughing. He picked up the briefcase and handed me my purse. “No,
Kri. That’s more a CIA strategy.”


We
walked the remaining distance to my jeep. Kadyn reached for my door as I unlocked
the vehicle. I slid into the driver's seat, then pushed the passenger door open
for him. “I assume you can direct me to the Pentagon from here? I drive by it
every day, but I’m not sure which exit to take.”


Kadyn
smiled. “Of course. Just take I-395, like you’re going home. I’ll point out the
exit when we get closer.”


I
eased the jeep out of the parking garage. “Thanks for coming tonight, Kadyn.
I’m sorry we talked so much shop.”


 “I
enjoyed learning more about what you do.” Kadyn paused as he glanced at his
phone. “Troy just sent a text. He’s inviting everyone over to carve pumpkins tomorrow
night. Do you want to go?” 


I
smiled knowingly. “Will everyone be competing for best pumpkin?”


Kadyn
grinned as he began typing his response. “Of course.”


I
laughed. “No way am I missing that.”


*
* * * * *


Troy’s
apartment was located just ten minutes down the road from us. The entire gang
was canvassing his living room floor with newspapers when Kadyn and I arrived.
We began carving our pumpkins as soon as we polished off the pizza. I was halfway
through carving out my pumpkin’s face when I discovered that I was the only person
carving a face. 


Everyone
else was working on intricate designs featuring cats, witches, skulls, and
haunted houses. Cenia transformed her pumpkin into an owl, with two
mini-pumpkins for eyes and triangular bits of pumpkin for ears, feet, and a
beak. Her owl was impressive, but Kadyn stole the title for best pumpkin with
an elaborate carving of the Air Force Falcons logo. 


We
were still talking about the competition when we left Troy’s apartment. I was
holding my jack-o-lantern in my arms. I looked up at Kadyn as we crossed the
parking lot. “Your friends take pumpkin carving to a whole new level.” 


Kadyn
chuckled. “You’re telling me.”


Mason
and Gabi were walking just a few steps behind us. Mason groaned. “Why didn’t I
think to play the Air Force card? That was a guaranteed win.”


I
giggled as Gabi soothed his ego. “I don’t know, Mason. I really liked your
haunted house.”


Kadyn
stopped and stared at his car. 


I
glanced at Kadyn, then peered at his car. 


“Holy
shit! What happened to your car?” Mason exclaimed from behind me. 


All
four of Kadyn’s tires had been slashed. Deep scratches marred the paint on the
trunk and all down the side of the car. 


I
dropped my pumpkin and backed away from Kadyn. 


Mason
grabbed my shoulders as I backed into him. “Kri, are you okay?”


Kadyn
turned to look at me. His eyes flitted to my pumpkin, which lie broken on the
ground. He took a step toward me, then froze. His eyes softened with
understanding. “Are you okay?”


I
stared at him, thoroughly confused. “Aren’t you mad?” 


Kadyn
shook his head. “Why be mad? It doesn’t change anything.” He set his pumpkin on
the ground and pulled the cell phone from his coat pocket. He examined every
side of his car as he reported the damage to his insurance company. Then he
called the police.


The
police officer arrived an hour later. He photographed the car and recorded Kadyn’s
statement. As their conversation drew to an end, the officer asked Kadyn, “Is
there anyone in particular you suspect?”


Kadyn
leaned against the trunk of the car. “No.” 


The
officer’s pen hovered over his notepad. “Are you aware of anyone who might have
a grudge against you?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “No.” 


“Yes,”
I quietly interrupted.


Kadyn
eyed me questioningly. “Tom?”


I
shook my head. “No. Michael.” 


“Who’s
Michael?” Mason and Gabi asked simultaneously.


I
turned and looked around the parking lot. I suddenly realized that Michael
could be within earshot. 


 “Ma’am?”
The police officer prompted.


Kadyn’s
eyes locked on mine. “Michael Garcia,” he responded. “They dated briefly when
Kri was living in Montana.”


The
officer’s gaze flitted between Kadyn and me. “And…?”


I
tore my eyes from Kadyn’s as I responded to the officer. “I had to get a
restraining order against Michael when I broke things off. He sent a post card addressed
to me at Senator Rockefeller’s office when he discovered that I had moved to DC.
He was threatening to follow me to DC. Michael e-mailed me at work a couple of weeks
ago. He knew I was dating someone else. He claimed Kadyn could never love me
the way he does. He said we’d be together again soon and nothing would keep us
apart.” I shuddered as a chill ran down my spine. “Michael and I have no mutual
friends. The only way he could possibly know about Kadyn is if he was here, in
DC, watching me.”


“He’s
stalking you,” Gabi whispered as she reached for my arm.


I
looked at Kadyn. I was mortified to think his car could have been keyed because
of me. “I’m so sorry, Kadyn. I should have told you about the e-mail.”


Kadyn
pushed off the trunk of the car and walked toward me. “We don’t know that
Michael did this. My car could have been keyed by anyone.” He wrapped his arm
around me reassuringly. 


The
police officer closed his notebook. “Most vandalism cases remain unsolved. We
don’t have the manpower needed to investigate these types of cases. To be
honest, we have much bigger fish to fry. But it’s good to file a report for
insurance purposes. I recommend you get your car fixed and move on.”


Kadyn
hugged me as the officer walked away. The tow truck arrived a few minutes
later. We watched as the driver hooked Kadyn’s car to a wench that pulled it up
onto the truck bed. Then Mason and Gabi gave us a ride home.


Kadyn
joined me as I walked Cade. “Listen, I’ve been thinking about that e-mail you
received from Michael. I don’t want you walking Cade by yourself anymore. You
call me when you’re ready to go for a walk, and I’ll join you. I’ll talk to
Mason. I'm sure he’d be willing to walk with you if I’m out of town or tied up
with work.” He kicked a pebble as he stared down at his feet. “I know you’ve
had your fill of controlling men, so I'm asking nicely. Please, let me help
keep you safe.”


I
reached for Kadyn’s hand. “I’m sorry my life is such a mess. I didn’t mean to
drag you into this, Kadyn. If it’s too much and you want out, I completely
understand. You’re such a nice guy. You don’t deserve to have your car keyed
like that… and you deserve to be with a woman who trusts you not to hit her
when things go wrong.”


Kadyn
grasped my shoulders as he forced me to look at him. “Kri, this isn’t your
fault. You didn’t do this. Terrible things have happened to you, and still
you’re determined to make this world a better place. You are selfless, kind,
funny, and smart. You’re so devoted to helping others, Kri. You’re exactly
the type of girl I want to be with, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Tom or
Michael ruin this chance we have to be together.”


I
caressed Kadyn’s cheek as I sought to soften the fierce look on his face.
“You’re an amazing man, Kadyn Rand. Thank you for saying that.”


His
eyes softened. “You’re amazing, and it’s about time you had someone
acknowledge you for it.” The tension eased from his body as he pulled me into
his arms. He kissed my forehead and the tip of my nose before finding his way
to my lips. His lips teased and coaxed mine until we fell into a soft,
lingering kiss. 


Kadyn
steadied me as he ended the kiss. Still, he seemed hesitant to release me. He
held me in place while he silently studied my face. My pulse quickened as his
eyes captured and held mine. The hunger reflected in his eyes was provocative
and raw. I couldn’t have moved if I had tried. My breath caught as his lips suddenly
crashed against mine. I whimpered softly as he backed me against the side of
the building. I dropped Cade’s leash and reached for Kadyn’s face as he
consumed me in a firestorm of passion and hope. 





[bookmark: _Toc377338877]Chapter 7 – Home


 


Patrick
knelt on the floor in front of my desk. “Kri, are you okay?” 


Jonathan
peeked around the corner of my cubicle. “What’s going on?” 


I
tried to rein in my tears. “It’s my cousin. She’s in the hospital. Something’s
wrong with her transplanted kidney.”


Patrick
grabbed my hands. “Tell me how we can help.”


“I’ll
get her some coffee,” Jonathan commented before disappearing around the corner.



Patrick
handed me a wad of tissues from his desk. 


I
sopped up my tears. “I need to go home.” 


Patrick
reached for my hands as they fell into my lap. “Virginia home or Montana home?”



I
stared at him through watery eyes. “Montana home.”


Patrick
stood and walked back to his computer. “I’ll help you find a flight.”


My
cell phone rang again. I glanced at the Caller ID, then picked up the phone. “Hello?”


“Hi,
Kri. It’s Charlie.” 


The
tension eased from my head and chest the second I heard his voice. “Hi,
Charlie.”


“Kimme
and Ann are here with me. I have you on speaker phone. We need your help
tracking down the source for some data from that aging report you worked on
earlier this year.”


“Okay.”
I sniffed as I tried to clear my head and focus on the question at hand. “Which
statistic are you looking at?”


“Krissy,
are you okay? You sound sad,” Kimme interrupted.


Tears
pooled, then spilled from my eyes. “No. It’s my cousin, Lexie. She’s in the
hospital in Great Falls. They think she might be rejecting her kidney. I’m
trying to find a flight home.” My heart stalled as I began to panic. “Oh, God…
what if she dies before I get there?” I folded in on myself as I began to sob.


“Kri?
I just pulled Betty, Jerry, Doug, and Cec into the room with us. We’re going to
pray, okay? You don’t have to say anything. Just listen. We’re going to pray
for your cousin, right here on the phone.” Charlie didn’t give me a chance to
respond. He immediately began praying. “Father, we pray that you lay your
healing hands on Lexie. Breathe new life into her kidney. Hold her in your
loving arms. Guide her doctors and nurses… guide their hearts and hands and
minds. Comfort her family and friends…” 


Patrick
slid a note in front of me. I read the slip of paper. The cheapest ticket I
can find is just under $3,000. He looked at me apologetically.


I
buried my head in the crook of my arm as I curled over the top of my desk. I
continued pressing the phone to my ear. 


Charlie’s
voice rolled over me. “We pray this in the name of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Ghost.”


I
tried to say something, but I was completely unable to speak. I felt… hollowed
out, hopeless, and unbelievably cold. Finally, I forced the words from my
mouth. “I can’t come. The plane tickets are too much.”


“We’ll
figure out a way to get you home,” Kimme soothed.


“Thank
you,” I whispered. I glanced at the piece of paper Patrick had slipped in front
of me. There was no way I was going to make it home.


“Keep
us posted on Lexie. We’ll keep praying for her and for you,” Charlie responded.


“Please,
Kri. Don’t worry about that data. We’ll do some more digging here or sort
through it later. You just focus on your cousin and on finding a way to get
home,” Ann added.


I
sighed as a fresh round of tears threatened to fall. “Okay. Thank you. I’ll be
in touch.” 


Jonathan
rounded the corner with a cup of coffee. He handed me the cup and smiled
encouragingly. “It’s a caramel macchiato, skinny and extra hot.” 


I
smiled weakly. “Thanks, Jonathan. That’s very sweet of you.”


Patrick
offered a sympathetic look. “I'm sorry I couldn’t find a cheaper ticket, Kri.
They really rake you over the coals for last minute flights.”


I
took a sip of coffee and steeled myself as I picked up the phone. I called all
three airlines that flew into Montana to inquire about bereavement fares. None
of the airlines offered a bereavement fare for a hospitalized cousin. They all
said the same thing… bereavement fares were extended to immediate family only.


I
was calling my credit card companies to see if they would extend my line of
credit enough to pay for a plane ticket when my cell phone rang. The Caller ID
displayed the toll free number for my old office. 


I
reached for my phone. “Hello?”


“Hi,
Kri. It’s Ann. I think I’ve found a way to get you home.”


I
clenched the phone. “What? How?”


“Mac
and I have enough frequent flyer miles for a plane ticket. Mac has been too
sick to travel, and I’m not going anywhere without him. So we’d like to use the
miles to purchase you a ticket,” she explained.


I
breathed a huge sigh of relief. “Ann, are you sure?”


“I’m
positive. Mac and I want to help you with this. I just need to know which day
you want to fly in and how long you want to stay.”


I
shook my head in disbelief. I pulled up the calendar on my computer and quickly
glanced it over. “I have to clear this with my legislative director, but I
should be able to fly out tomorrow and stay for a week. Can you give me an hour
or so? I need to track her down so I can get her approval.”


“Sure,
Kri. Call me as soon as you can.”


“Thank
you, Ann. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you, but thank you.” I disconnected
the call, then rushed downstairs to search for Ellen. I eventually found her in
the Capitol building, hovering just outside the senate chambers. She immediately
approved my request. 


I
tried to call Ann back, but she didn’t pick up. I left a message on her voice
mail, then turned my attention to work. There were a number of briefings I
needed to complete before I could leave. 


My
cell phone rang just before five o’clock. I answered on the first ring. “Hello?”


“Oh,
Kri. I’m so sorry,” Ann hoarsely exclaimed.


My
shoulders tensed. “Ann, what’s wrong? What happened?” 


“I
lied. I’m so sorry I lied to you; but I couldn’t follow through with it. I… I
had to tell you,” she stammered as she began crying.


“I
don’t understand, Ann. Why would you lie to me? What did you lie about?” I
asked, thoroughly confused.


“I
don’t have any frequent flyer miles. Justin made me tell you that I did. He was
standing over my desk when I called.”


All
of the air rushed from my lungs. “Why would Justin do that?”


“He
wanted to buy the plane ticket, but he said you wouldn’t accept it from him. He
asked me to lie… to tell you that I was getting the plane ticket, so you
wouldn’t know it was coming from him. I just wanted to help you get home, but Justin
made me promise that he’d get some time alone with you. He said you two had
some things to work out.”  


I
choked on bile as it burned its way up my throat. “I told Justin I never wanted
to see him again.”


Ann
sighed heavily. “Kri, he’s already purchased the ticket. He’s going to lose all
that money. You should still come.” 


“Ann,
you have no idea what Justin has done to me. There’s no way I’m flying to
Montana on his dime. I won’t owe him. Justin is a lying, manipulative cheat. My
days of being manipulated are over. I won’t go down that road again.”


Ann
began sobbing. She spoke between deep, shuddering breaths. “I’m so sorry, Kri.
Please forgive me.”


I
bit back my own tears. “There’s nothing to forgive, Ann. You were just trying
to help. Justin manipulated you the same way he manipulates everyone else. You
did the right thing by telling me the truth.”


“So
you aren’t coming?” she asked dejectedly.


“No,
Ann. I’m not coming,” I admitted sadly. “Thank you for trying to help. I have
to go.” I tried not to cry as I ended the call.


Patrick
shot me a concerned look as I texted a quick message to Kadyn. I’m heading
home. Please come by after work. I really need to see you.


I
shut down my computer, gathered up my things, and gave Patrick a quick hug.
“Thanks for trying to help, Patrick. You’re a good friend.” 


I
held it together until I climbed into my jeep… the same jeep I’d driven to
Lexie’s house a million times. She used to live ninety minutes away. Ninety
minutes. If I were still living in Helena, I would have been there by now. But,
now? She was an entire continent away. 


There
was no gradual succumbing to tears. I wrapped my arms around my stomach and
curled in on myself as they claimed me in huge overpowering waves.


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
beat me home. He was standing in front of my apartment door in his uniform
looking capable and strong. He turned toward me when he heard my heels. He
froze the moment he saw my face. “Kri?” 


I
was immediately reduced to tears. 


Kadyn
gathered me into his arms. “Kri, what’s going on?”


“It’s
my cousin, Lexie. She's in the hospital in Great Falls. There’s been some
complications with her transplanted kidney. She… she could die, and I can’t get
home.” I sobbed into his perfectly pressed shirt.


Kadyn
slipped the keys from my hand. He unlocked the door to my apartment and steered
me toward the couch. “Why can’t you go home? Did Ellen refuse to grant you
leave?” He walked to the bathroom to retrieve a box of tissues, then joined me
on the couch.


I
tugged a couple of tissues out of the box and swiped at my cheeks. “No. Ellen
gave me the time off. The plane ticket costs close to three thousand dollars. I
don’t have that kind of money, even with my credit cards.”


He
handed me a couple more tissues. “What about your parents?” 


I
shook my head. “No. There’s no way they can afford an expense like that.” I buried
my face in the soggy tissues as I began sobbing all over again. 


Kadyn
held me until my tears ran dry. “Hey,” he interjected softly. “I’m going to run
home so I can change clothes. Why don’t you slip into something more
comfortable, fix yourself a cup of tea, call the hospital, and check on your
cousin? I’ll order a pizza and bring it by in a little bit.”


I
shook my head. “I’m not hungry. I just want to go to bed.”


Kadyn
pulled me to my feet. “I think you should go lie down then. Do you mind if I take
your house key so I can come by to check on you and walk Cade later?”


“No,
not at all.” I handed him my keys as I walked him to the door. “Thanks, Kadyn.
Thanks for being here for me and for putting up with all the tears.”


He
pulled me in for a soft kiss. “There’s no place else I’d rather be. Go lie
down. I’ll be back to check on you in a little while.”


I
changed into my Eeyore pajamas before dragging a pillow and blanket to the
couch. Cade settled in next to me as I dialed Lexie’s husband, Nate. 


“Hi,
Kri,” he answered tiredly.


I
closed my eyes as I braced myself for the worst. “How is she?” I asked
hesitantly.


“She’s
stable now. She just fell asleep.”


I
breathed a small sigh of relief before the questions came tumbling out. “What
are the doctors saying? Does she have to go on dialysis? Will she need another kidney
transplant?” 


“It’s
too soon to tell how badly the kidney has been damaged,” he responded cautiously.


I
hated drilling him with questions when I knew he’d been fielding them all day.
I vowed this would be my last one. “Do you know how long she’ll be in the
hospital?”


“My
guess is a week, maybe longer. It depends on whether they need to place a
dialysis catheter in her. They’re trying to sort through her drug protocol
first. The nephrologist is adjusting her meds, so it’s going to take some time
to see how her kidney responds.”


I
sighed miserably. “Okay. I’m trying to get there, but I’m having a hard time
finding an affordable flight. I’ll keep trying, I promise. When Lexie wakes up,
tell her I love her. Tell her my kidney’s still got her name written all over
it. Make sure the nephrologist knows she has a potential donor.”


“Thanks,
Kri. I’ll let them both know.”


“Hang
in there, Nate. I know it’s difficult, but try to get some rest.”


“You
too, Kri.”


I
disconnected the call and immediately dialed my parents to see how they were
coming along with their drive to Great Falls. 


My
mom answered on the first ring. “Hi, honey. Did you have any luck finding a
flight?”


I
fell back against the couch. “No. Maybe I should just drive back.”


My
mom gasped. “Kri! That would take days. You can’t make that kind of drive
alone. It’s too dangerous.”


“She’s
not driving!” my dad bellowed in the background. “Tell her she’s not allowed to
drive back here.” 


I
couldn’t help it. I started laughing at my father’s stern tone. I was twenty-eight
years old, and he was still laying down the law.


“Promise
me you won’t, Kri... not unless you find someone who can help you with the
drive,” my mom interjected in a pleading tone.


“Mom,”
I groaned. “No one can take that kind of time off from work.” My confidence
crumbled as tears stole through my lashes. “What if she needs me? What if she
needs my kidney?” 


My
mom’s voice grew firm. “Then I’ll get tested. She can have mine.”


“Oh,
God,” I sobbed. “Mom, you can’t go through that kind of surgery, not without me
there. I couldn’t bear it.”


My
mom sighed. That single breath revealed more than any words ever could. “We’ll
figure something out, Kri. Just… keep her in your prayers.”


I
reached for the box of tissues Kadyn had left sitting on the coffee table. “I
will. How far are you guys from Great Falls?”


“We're
about three hours away,” my mom responded. She sounded every bit as tired as I
felt.


I
sniffled loudly. “Be safe, okay? Hug her for me. Hug dad, too… and tell him to
hug you.”


My
mom laughed. “I will, Kri. I’ll call you when we get there.”


“I
love you, mom.”


“Love
you, too.”


I
set my cell phone on the table and fell back against the pillow. Cade whimpered
softly as he curled up next to my chest. I tugged the blanket over both our
heads and burst into tears.


*
* * * * * 


I
woke four hours later. Kadyn was sitting in the chair across from me. He was
typing something into his phone. “Good. You’re awake,” he observed without
looking up.


The
blanket slid from my shoulders as I sat up. “How long have you been here?”


His
thumb hung suspended over the phone as he glanced up at me. “Two hours. I’ve
already walked Cade. There’s pizza in the kitchen if you’re hungry.”


I
shuffled into the kitchen to grab a piece of pizza and a glass of water. Cade
padded after me.


“How
soon can you be ready?” Kadyn called out from the living room.


“Ready
for what?” I mumbled around a mouthful of pizza. My head was still foggy from sleep.


“To
fly to Spokane.”


I
swallowed my food with some difficulty, then cleared my throat. “Spokane, Washington?”


“Yes.
I can get us on a military hop to Fairchild Air Force Base, but it leaves early
tomorrow morning. We’ll have to drive to Montana from there. Unfortunately,
there aren’t any hops into Malmstrom since it’s almost exclusively a missile
base.” Malmstrom was the Air Force base in Great Falls.


My
hand fell to the counter. I abandoned the pizza and slowly walked around the
breakfast bar while staring at Kadyn. “What is a military hop?”


Kadyn
shoved the phone in his pocket. “When you’re in the military, you can ride on
military aircraft scheduled for your destination. Typically it’s done on a
stand-by basis and only when there are extra seats available. Shawn pulled some
strings and got us both on a military flight to Fairchild Air Force Base in
Spokane. As best I can tell, Great Falls is five and half hours from Spokane. I’ve
already lined up a rental car.”


“What’s
the catch?” I asked nervously.


“Nothing.”


I
stilled. “What’s the cost?”


“Nothing.”



I
stared at him in complete shock.


Kadyn
rose to his feet. “Come on, let’s get you packed up.”


I
shifted nervously. “What about you?”


He
nodded toward a duffle bag by the door. “I’m already packed.” 


My
eyes grew wide. “Just like that?”


A
smile crept across Kadyn’s face as he closed the distance between us. “Just like
that.”


I
threw my arms around him and burrowed into his chest. “Thank you, Kadyn. Thank
you so much!”


He
wrapped his arms around me. “You're welcome. I hope you don’t mind that I’m tagging
along. It was the only way I could get you on a military hop.”


I
looked up at him and smiled. “I'm thrilled you’re coming. I can’t wait for you
to meet Lexie, my parents, Kimme, Charlie, and Dan…” I pulled away as a new
thought struck me. “Oh, no. What do I do about Cade?”


Kadyn
chuckled. “I’ve already called the dog walker. She’s going to pick Cade up at
noon. She’ll keep him at her place until we get back.”


I
shook my head. “Is there anything you haven’t thought of?”


He
grinned. “Nope. I think we’re good to go.” 


I
rolled up to my tiptoes and kissed him softly on the lips. 


He
scooped me into his arms as he sought a more thorough kiss. I braced my elbows
on his shoulders as my feet dangled a few inches from the floor. My body slid
down his until my feet touched the floor. I groaned softly when I felt Kadyn
harden against me. My breasts pebbled against his chest, betraying me. His
tongue swept through my mouth in slow, seductive strokes. I lingered in the
kiss, my tongue coaxing and teasing him toward something more. 


Kadyn
groaned as he pulled away. “You keep kissing me like that and we’ll never leave
this apartment.” He smiled as he swatted me on the bottom. “Let’s get you
packed.”


I
called my parents and Nate back while Kadyn helped me pack. He wandered back
into the living room when I called Kimme. I knew we wouldn’t have much time in
Helena, but it was on the way to Great Falls. I wanted to see Kimme, Dan, and
Charlie, even if it was only for a few minutes. 


I
grabbed a piece of pizza and joined Kadyn on the couch when I ended the call. “What
time do we have to leave for the airport?”


Kadyn
raked his hand over his head. He suddenly looked tired. “Our flight leaves BWI
at seven, so we should leave for Baltimore in four hours.”


I
glanced at him nervously. “Would you mind staying here tonight? We’re both
tired, and four hours isn’t very long to sleep. I don’t want to risk sleeping
through my alarm. If you sleep here, we can each make sure the other one’s
awake in time to leave.”


Kadyn
nodded. “Sure. I’ll crash on the couch.”


I
shifted nervously. “Kadyn, I… I know this is a bit forward, but I was really
hoping you would sleep with me.”


Kadyn’s
eyes widened in surprise.


“Just
sleep,” I clarified. “Well… hold me and sleep.”


Kadyn
studied me. “That sounds difficult… but nice. I’ll give it a try. If it proves
too difficult, I’ll sleep on the couch.”


I
stood and pulled him from the couch, suddenly anxious to be back in his arms.
“I’ll behave. I promise.”


Kadyn
grinned. “It’s not you I’m worried about.”


Kadyn
changed clothes while I washed my face and brushed my teeth. My breath caught when
I saw he was no longer wearing a shirt. He was wearing loose fitting pajama
bottoms that rode low on his waist. I couldn’t take my eyes off his chest as he
brushed past me with his toothbrush.


I
stumbled into my room in search of something appropriate to wear. I dug a black
camisole and gray sleep shorts out of my drawer and quickly changed. I pulled
all the decorative pillows from my bed and slipped under the covers. Cade
jumped up and settled in next to my chest. 


Kadyn
walked back into the room. He paused just inside the doorway. “You sure about
this?”


“Yes,”
I whispered hesitantly. I was nowhere near sure.


Kadyn
flipped the light off and climbed into bed. He wrapped his arm around my waist as
he pulled my back to his chest. He nuzzled my ear, then whispered, “Sweet
dreams, Kri.”


I
rolled over so I could face him. I reached for his face as my eyes adjusted to
the dark. I kissed him softly on the lips, then whispered, “Who needs dreams
with you around?”


Kadyn
chuckled as he rolled onto his back. He pulled me toward him until my head
rested on his chest. His heartbeat thundered in my ear. Clearly, this man
wasn’t a dream. He was very, very real. 


I
linked my leg over his and ran my fingers over his finely sculpted chest. I
couldn’t resist touching him, after seeing him like this. I traced my finger
all across his pecs, then over each line that defined his abs. My pale hand
practically glowed against his dark skin. “You’re beautiful,” I whispered in
the dark.


He
laughed as he linked his hand with mine. “You’re crazy.”


I
held our entwined hands up so I could better see them in the thin strands of streetlight
that were shining through my blinds. I loved the way his dark skin contrasted
with my light. I pulled his hand to my lips and kissed his knuckles. “I’m
crazy… about you.”


Kadyn
pulled me on top of him. He fit our hips together so that we were perfectly
aligned. “Say that again,” he demanded in a husky voice.


My
breath caught at the feel of our bodies fit so snugly together. I groaned as
desire pooled along every inch where his body touched mine. “God, Kadyn. No one
should feel this good.”


I
tried to break loose, but Kadyn tightened his hold. He locked me into place. “I
told you this was going to be difficult, Kri,” he warned in a playful tone.
Then he turned serious. “Do you have any idea how much I want to make love to
you right now?”


I
had a pretty good idea. The evidence was very compelling. Every inch of my body
was screaming for the same thing, but I was terrified to take that step. “I… I
think we should wait. I’m still working through some issues when it comes to
that kind of intimacy.” 


I
shuddered as memories of Tom snaked through my mind. He had been insatiable,
controlling, and selfish in bed. Whenever I tried to decline, he would dig our
marriage certificate out of the file cabinet and waive it in front of me. You
signed this. You’re my wife. You don’t get to say no. 


Kadyn
sat up. He pulled me with him until my legs straddled his. “Hey,” he said
softly. “What’s going on inside that pretty head of yours?”


I
shook my head. “You don’t want to know, Kadyn. There are some things better
left unsaid.”


Kadyn
settled me more comfortably on his lap, in a position even more intimate than
the last. “No. That’s not true. It’s better to talk about it. We can’t work
through the problem if I don’t even know what it is.”


I
nodded, but I kept my eyes cast low. My voice was barely a whisper. “I don’t
know how to enjoy sex, Kadyn. He called me names, hit me, and then forced me
into bed. Sex was not enjoyable for me. It was all about him, and
I didn’t get to say no, Kadyn, not ever. Sex was an obligation… a
responsibility… a chore.”


Kadyn
crooked a finger under my chin as he sought my eyes. His jaw clenched when our
eyes finally met. “It’s not supposed to be like that, Kri. Not even close. It
should be about what both people need. Both people should feel wanted… cherished…
and loved.”


I
burrowed into Kadyn’s chest as tears pooled in my eyes. “I wish I had met you
first, Kadyn.”


His
fingers wound through my hair, forming curls he gently released. “Me too.”


I
clung to Kadyn’s shoulders as if he was a raft in a stormy sea. “Thank you for being
so patient and understanding.”


Kadyn
eased me back under the covers. He turned me in his arms until his body was
spooning mine. He wrapped his arms tightly around my arms and chest, then
kissed me on the shoulder. “You take all the time you need, Kri. I can wait,
but I promise you it will never be like that with me. When you give yourself to
me, you’ll know what it means to be loved.”


I
relaxed into his arms, comforted by his promise and the feel of his body locked
so securely around mine. We fell asleep within minutes, still inextricably
intertwined.


*
* * * * *


I
couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that I was flying on a military aircraft.
The inside of the airplane looked like a stripped down version of a commercial jet.
The plane was a little noisy. It was definitely a no-frills way to fly, but I
was so thankful for the opportunity to go back home, I couldn’t have cared
less.


Kadyn
and I slept the first half of the flight since we had gotten so little sleep
the night before. I pulled out my Kindle after I woke up, but I was too keyed
up to read. Kadyn was quiet so I filled the silence with stories about the
people he was about to meet.


We
were about an hour outside of Spokane when Kadyn finally revealed what was on
his mind. “Am I going to be the only black person in Montana?”


I
looked at Kadyn in mock shock. “Oh my God, you’re black?” I couldn’t help but
laugh at the look on his face. I reached for his hand as I offered up a more
serious response. “To be honest, less than half of one percent of the
population registers as African American with the Montana Census Bureau.” The
only reason I knew this little known factoid was because I’d been required to
conduct a demographic analysis based on gender, age, and race for the aging
report I’d worked on for Charlie.


Kadyn’s
brow furrowed. “That’s not very many.”


I
shook my head. “No, it’s not. Montana’s population is primarily white. There’s
a bit more diversity in the university towns and in Great Fall because of the
Air Force base. However, Montana is very much a ‘live and let live’ kind of
place. No one will think twice about you being there. It’s Idaho you need to
worry about. We have to drive through Idaho to get to Montana, and the Aryan
nation has been harassing minorities in Idaho for years.”


Kadyn
sighed. A troubled look settled over his face. 


I
tried to ease his concern. “We’ll be in Idaho for less than thirty minutes.” 


Kadyn
gazed out the window. “Are your parents going to be okay with me?” 


I
captured his eyes from the reflection off the glass. I smiled, knowing that on
this point I could deliver some good news. “Yes. My parents will adore you… and
so will my friends. Not a single one of them is going to care about the color
of your skin.”


Kadyn
visibly relaxed, but I now found myself sharing his concerns. I wanted him to
feel comfortable and safe in the place I still called home.


*
* * * * *


Neither
of us breathed easy until we crossed over the border between Idaho and Montana.
About a half hour outside of Helena, four men on motorcycles fell in behind us.
They had been sitting on the side of the road when we initially drove past them.



I
twisted in my seat as I peered out the rear window of our rental car. I had a sneaking
suspicion that one of the riders was Dan. I picked up my cell phone and called
Kimme. 


She
answered on the third ring. “Hi-ya, Krissy. How are you guys coming along?” 


I
glanced at Kadyn and smiled. “We’re making good time. Any idea where Dan is?”


She
giggled. “Yes. He’s waiting just outside of Helena for you. He and some of his
Vietnam Vet friends wanted to give you an escort into town.” 


I
laughed. “I thought that might be the case. Thanks, Kimme. I’ll touch base
later.” I disconnected the call. Then I turned around and waved out the back
window. 


All
four bikers gave a quick salute, in unison.


I
grinned at Kadyn as I turned back around in my seat. “Apparently, we have an
escort.” 


Kadyn
nodded. “I noticed.”


“No
worries. It’s my friend, Dan. Do you want to meet him before we drive through
to Great Falls?”


“Sure.”
Kadyn pulled the car into a gas station on Euclid Avenue. All four of the
Vietnam Vets pulled in behind us.


I
jumped out of the car and ran toward Dan. I threw my arms around him before he
could even get off his bike. “Dan, it’s so good to see you! I've missed you so
much!” I buried my face in his shoulder as I began crying.


“Hey,
darlin’. I’ve missed you too.” Dan squeezed me tight. Then he slid off his
bike. His friends fell in behind him as he acknowledged Kadyn. “Sir.”


Kadyn
offered Dan his hand “Please, call me Kadyn.”


Dan
shook Kadyn’s hand. He motioned toward his friends as he continued the
introductions. “I’m Dan. This is Ron, Larry, and Marty. We served in Vietnam
together.” 


Kadyn
shook hands with the other three men. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Dan
hooked his arm around my neck affectionately. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir.
Thank you for taking care of our little lady.”


I
shot Kadyn an inquisitive look. I couldn’t understand why Dan kept referring to
Kadyn as “sir” when Kadyn was so much younger than he was.


“It’s
because I’m an officer,” Kadyn explained before turning his attention back to
Dan. “It has been my pleasure, sir.” 


I
glanced at Kadyn again, now thoroughly confused by his use of the word “sir.”
It was all entirely too formal for my liking.


“It’s
a sign of respect,” Dan whispered into my ear. He had clearly picked up on my confusion.


The
six of us made small talk while Kadyn fueled up the car. I ran inside the store
to grab some bottled water and load up on snacks. We made plans to spend an
evening with Kimme and Dan on the return trip to Spokane. I gave Dan another
hug in the midst of a whole new round of hand shaking, then Kadyn and I climbed
back inside the car. 


Dan
and his friends continued to escort us through Helena. They didn’t fall back
until we reached the edge of Wolf Creek Canyon. By then, we were halfway to
Great Falls.


*
* * * * *


The
five hour flight and the six hour drive caught up with us as we coasted into Great
Falls. We were both exhausted by the time we reached the hospital. I grew
increasingly anxious as we made our way down the hall from the nurse’s station
in search of Lexie’s room. 


Her
voice echoed down the hall, just before we reached the room. I froze, then fell
back against the wall as tears pooled in my eyes. I took a deep breath and blew
it out as I tried to rein in the tears.


Kadyn
cupped my face in his warm hands before kissing me gently on the lips. “You can
do this, Kri.”


I
searched his eyes questioningly, then nodded. I reached for the nape of his
neck as I pulled him in for a more thorough kiss. 


He
indulged me in the kiss. Then he folded me into his arms. “Ready?” he asked,
gazing down at me.


“Yes,”
I breathed. My hands and eyes lingered on his chest. I marveled at the strength
radiating from his body.


Kadyn
reached for my hand. He squeezed it encouragingly as we walked the rest of the
way to Lexie’s room. 


I
stilled in the doorway and soaked in the sight of her. 


Lexie
was propped up on a number of pillows drinking water from a pink plastic jug with
a matching straw. “Kri, you’re here! I didn’t think you’d make it before
visiting hours were over.”


I
swallowed against a lump of tears as I closed the distance between us. I eased
onto the bed and gently wrapped her in my arms. I closed my eyes and savored
the feel of her heart beating against mine. 


I
grudgingly released her as a nurse walked into the room. I tried to ignore the
tubes in her arms and the machines hovering along the edge of the bed as I
scrambled for a way to make her laugh. “You know, cuz, if you wanted me to come
back for a visit, you could have just said so.”


Lexie
laughed. “I just needed a break from work, and they wouldn’t give me any time
off.” 


The
nurse burst out laughing. “I know that’s true!”


“You
must be Kadyn. I’m Nate, Lexie’s better half,” Nate said, extending his hand
toward Kadyn. 


Kadyn
pushed off from the door frame. He shook Nate’s hand. “Hi, Nate. It’s nice to
meet you.” 


I
ducked out of the nurse’s way as she took Lexie’s temperature.


The
two men joined me at Lexie’s bedside. Nate pulled me in for a quick hug. “It’s
good to see you, Kri.”


Kadyn’s
eyes softened as he approached Lexie. “Hi, Lexie. I've heard a lot about you.”


Mischief
sparked in Lexie’s eyes. “I could say the same about you, Kadyn Rand.”


Kadyn
raised a single questioning brow as he fixed his gaze on me. A smile tugged at
the corner of his lips.


I
reached for Lexie’s hand. “How are you feeling? Is there any more news?” 


Lexie
scooted across the bed. She patted the mattress, encouraging me to sit next to
her. “I’m feeling better. We’re still waiting to see how my kidney responds to
the new drug protocol.” 


I
eased onto the bed. “When are you busting out of here?”


“I
don’t know,” she responded sullenly. “We have to play it by ear.”


“Do
you know where I can track down a cup of coffee for Kri?” Kadyn asked as he
turned toward Nate.


I
smiled at Kadyn. “That sounds wonderful,” I responded gratefully.


Nate
strode toward the door. “Sure. Follow me.”


The
nurse patted Lexie on the arm. “Your vitals look good. Visiting hours are
officially over, but I’ll give you two a few more minutes.” 


“Thanks,
Pam,” Lexie responded as the nurse walked out of the room.


I
stretched out onto the bed and turned to face Lexie as we both sank into her pillows.
“What’s going on with your kidney?” I whispered softly.


The
spark faded from Lexie’s eyes. She suddenly looked very tired. “The kidney
disease has spread to the transplanted kidney a bit sooner than we expected.”


I
kept my eyes locked on hers. “Do you need another kidney?”


She
sighed.  “Eventually, but we’re going to try to hold on to this one as long as
we can. Hopefully, the new anti-rejection drugs will help.”


“So,
no dialysis for now?”


Lexie
shook her head. “No, not until my creatinine hits four.” 


I
breathed a small sigh of relief. “Where’s your creatinine now?”


Lexie
reached for my hand. “It’s at two. One full point outside the normal range.” 


I
linked my fingers with hers. “Okay, so that gives us a bit of wiggle room.
Hopefully, the new meds will slow this down.”


Lexie
nodded, although she didn’t look terribly optimistic. She suddenly perked up.
“Holy cow, Kri. That man of yours is seriously built. Just looking at him makes
me feel tingly all over.” 


I
laughed. “Hey, you’ve got your own muscle man. Don’t be getting all tingly over
mine.” Nate had been a wrestler for as long as we’d known him, so he, too, had
a killer physique. 


Lexie
burst out laughing. “Kadyn, we were just talking about you.” 


I
groaned, knowing full well he’d overheard us. 


“Next
thing you know, they’re going to ask the nurse for some measuring tape so they
can compare the size of our biceps,” Nate complained half-heartedly. 


“I’d
much prefer to watch the two of you wrestle,” Lexie suggested with a wicked
glint in her eyes.


“Ladies
first,” Kadyn retorted, “and preferably in mud.”


Lexie
glanced at me questioningly. She looked as though she might seriously be
considering it. 


I
just shook my head and laughed.


The
nurse popped her head inside the doorway. She was smiling, but she tapped her
watch.


Nate’s
eyes met mine. “Your parents and Lexie’s parents are sleeping in the guest
rooms, but you and Kadyn can have the couch.” 


I
pulled Lexie in for another hug before slipping out of bed. “Thanks, guys.
“We’ll head over to your house, then.” I glanced at Nate. “Are you coming home
too?”


Nate
shook his head. “No. I’m spending the night in the hospital with Lexie.”


I
smiled. Nate was a really good guy. He had done a remarkable job helping Lexie
through her transplant surgery, and I loved his take charge attitude with her
doctors and nurses. “Okay. Sleep well. We’ll see you in the morning.” I turned
back around to look at Lexie when I reached the doorway. “I love you, cuz.”


She
smiled. “I love you too.”


Kadyn
handed me the coffee as we walked out of the room. “Your cousin looks pretty
good.”


I
nodded. “I was expecting much worse. I'm relieved to see her doing so well.” I
took a sip of the vile tar the hospital tried to pass off as coffee and winced
when the bitter concoction slid over my tongue. 


I
dropped the coffee into a trash bin just outside the hospital entrance. I
shivered as the wind blew the cold night air straight into my bones. 


Kadyn
tucked me under his arm as we crossed the parking lot. “It’s a bit colder here
than it was in Virginia.” 


I
wrapped my arm around his waist. “Lexie’s house isn’t far from here. I’m happy
to drive.”


Kadyn
smiled. “That sounds good. I’m afraid I’m running on fumes.” He dug the keys
from his pocket, unlocked the car, and handed me the keys as he opened the door
for me. 


I
slid into the driver’s seat, then reached over to open the passenger side door.
“It’s been a long day, and we’ve got the time difference working against us
here. Lexie and Nate have a huge sectional couch. It’s really comfortable, so
we should be able to get a good night’s sleep.”


Kadyn
folded himself into the passenger seat. He closed his eyes as he leaned back
against the headrest. “Sleep sounds good,” he murmured. 


I
turned the heat up as I backed out of the parking space. Kadyn’s eyes remained
closed while I drove the short distance to Lexie’s house. I nudged him after I
parked the car in her driveway. “Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re here.”


He
opened one eye. “Already?”


“I
told you her house wasn’t far from the hospital,” I responded as we stepped out
of the car.


Kadyn
shot me a sidelong glance as we pulled the luggage from the trunk. “I wasn’t
sure whether you were measuring distance by Montana standards or by more average
means. Everything is so spread out here… the towns… the houses... the people. I’ve
never seen so much wide open space.”


I
laughed. “That’s why we call it Big Sky Country.”


My
mom and aunt bum rushed us at the door. “Kri!” they both exclaimed excitedly.


I
flung my arms around my mother. “Mom! I’ve missed you so much,” I choked
through a throat full of tears. 


My
aunt wrapped her arms around the two of us. “We were so worried. What took you
so long?” 


I
swiped at my eyes as I stepped back to look at them. “We stopped by the
hospital to see Lexie.” 


My
mom clung to my arms. “It’s so good to see you, honey. I’m so glad you came.”


“Is
that my daughter’s voice I hear?” my dad bellowed from somewhere deep inside
the house. He rounded the corner to the foyer. My uncle followed in his wake. 


My
dad lifted me off my feet and squeezed all of the air out of my lungs in one of
his famous bear hugs. When he settled me back onto the floor, my uncle pulled
me in for a slightly gentler hug. “How’s our little Krissy?” he asked
affectionately.


“Good...
better now that I’ve seen Lexie.” I glanced over at Kadyn, who was still standing
on the porch with our luggage. He had an amused look on his face.


“This
must be your knight in shining armor,” my aunt surmised as she pulled Kadyn in
for a hug.  


I
laughed at the surprised look on Kadyn’s face. “Yes, this is Kadyn… Kadyn, this
is my Aunt Linda, Lexie’s mom.”


My
uncle reached for Kadyn’s hand. “Nice to meet you, young man. Thanks for
looking after Krissy.” His eyes widened as he squeezed Kadyn’s bicep. “Do you
work out?”


“Uncle
Chuck!” I gasped.


Kadyn
laughed. “It sort of comes with the job.”


My
dad shook Kadyn’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Kadyn. I heard you moved
mountains to get our girl home. Thank you.”


“This
is my father, Darren,” I explained.


Kadyn
offered a polite nod. “Nice to meet you, sir.” His eyes softened as he turned
toward my mom. “You must be Kri’s mom.”


Tears
pooled in her eyes as she hugged Kadyn. “Thank you for bringing Kri home.”


Kadyn
smiled as his eyes met mine. “It was nothing, ma’am.”


“Please,
call me Anne,” my mom responded as she linked her arm with mine.  


Kadyn
set our luggage against the wall as we filed into the living room. He dropped into
a large oversized chair next to the couch. My dad sat in the other chair. My
uncle sprawled out on the floor, and my aunt and mom flanked me on either side
of the couch.


I
reached for my aunt’s hand. “Lexie looks pretty good. She said her kidney
disease is attacking the new kidney, but I don’t understand why that landed her
in the hospital. I have a feeling she’s not telling me the whole story. What
happened? Why is she in the hospital?”


My
aunt squeezed my hand. “Lexie was sick, and she wasn’t keeping any food or
water down. She got dehydrated. That threw her electrolytes off, which messed
up her heart. Nate thought she was having a heart attack, so he called for an
ambulance. The paramedics saved her life by using one of those electric shock
machines.”


“A
defibrillator,” my uncle clarified.


My
voice was barely a whisper. “They had to restart her heart?”


My
aunt nodded solemnly.


I
looked at my uncle. “Lexie and Nate didn’t tell me that part.”


My
mom gently rubbed my back. “Lexie was worried about how you’d handle this being
so far away.”


I
battled a confusing array of emotions. I couldn’t tell if I was feeling
outraged, betrayed, or completely devastated. “Well, I kind of think I’m
entitled to worry about her. She’s my cousin and my best friend for crying out
loud.”


My
uncle hooked his arm around his knee as he sat up. “She’s doing much better
now, Krissy. Her heart seems fine now that her electrolytes have balanced out.”


My
eyes narrowed as I studied each family member in turn. I wanted to ensure they
weren’t holding back any more information. “So now it’s her kidney they're
worried about?” 


My
mom nodded. “Yes. The hospital discovered her creatinine was outside the normal
range when they ran her blood work yesterday. Her nephrologist performed a kidney
biopsy this morning and confirmed that the kidney disease has infected the new
kidney.”


I
leaned back against the couch, suddenly exhausted. “I knew that was a risk, but
I didn’t expect it to happen so fast.”


“None
of us did,” my father responded sadly.


“She’s
a fighter. She’ll get through this,” my uncle declared as he stood back up. He
reached for my aunt’s hand. “Come on, love. Let’s go to bed. It’s late, and
these kids need to get some sleep.”


I
smiled. I loved that my uncle still considered me a kid. “Good night, Uncle
Chuck.”


My
aunt gave me a quick hug before she and my uncle disappeared down the hall. Her
voice trailed behind her. “Good night, Kadyn. Get some rest. Tomorrow is going
to be another long day.”


My
mom pulled me in for another hug. “Dad and I are going to bed too. I set some
towels and washcloths out for you in the bathroom. There’s a pile of blankets
and pillows for you two right over there.” Mom pointed to the floor on the
other side of the couch. “Do you mind if Annie sleeps out here with you? She’s been
kind of lonely without Nate and Lexie around.” 


Annie
was Lexie’s golden lab. She wagged her tail at the mention of her name. She
rose to her feet and sauntered toward me. 


“Of
course not,” I replied. 


Annie
nuzzled my hand with her nose. 


I
patted her on the head. “I miss Cade. Being around Annie will help.”


“I’ve
already taken her out back. She shouldn’t have to go outside again tonight,” my
dad explained as he kissed me on the forehead. He reached for Kadyn’s hand. “Thanks
again for bringing Kri home. There’s bottled water and leftover lasagna in the
fridge if you guys are hungry. Sleep well.”


Kadyn
rose from the chair as he shook my dad’s hand. “Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Stone.”


My
mom gave Kadyn a quick hug. “Please, call us by our first names… Darren and
Anne.”


Kadyn
nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


I
laughed at the distraught look on my mother’s face. “I’m afraid he’s hardwired
this way. I’ll keep working on him.” I glanced at Kadyn as my parents left the
room. “Would you like some lasagna?”


He
smiled, then nodded. “I’m starving.”


I
glanced at my watch. It was after ten o’clock and we still hadn’t eaten dinner.
Kadyn followed me into the kitchen. He dug the pan of lasagna and two bottles
of water out of the refrigerator while I gathered plates and silverware. We
heated the food in the microwave and returned to the couch to eat.


“I
like your family,” Kadyn confessed as he dug into the pasta.


I
chuckled softly. “Well, I’m pretty sure the feeling is mutual.”


“But
they just met me,” he noted in between bites.


I
shrugged as I swallowed a mouthful of lasagna. “You like them… and you just met
them.” 


“Yeah,
but I’m a really good judge of character,” Kadyn insisted. 


I
shot him a curious look. I wondered why he found it so difficult to believe my
family liked him. “Is this where I’m supposed to admit I’ve been talking about
you?” I goaded teasingly.


Kadyn
raised an eyebrow. He didn’t bother responding. Instead, he shoved another
forkful of lasagna into his mouth.


I
rolled my eyes at him. “Kadyn, you’ve been so good to me. Why wouldn’t I want
to share that with my family?”


Kadyn
smiled as he reached for his bottled water. “It’s good to know you’re talking
about me.”


“Have
you mentioned me to your family?” I inquired curiously before taking another
bite of lasagna.


“Yes,”
he admitted as he scraped the last piece of lasagna from his plate. 


I
waited for further explanation, but he didn’t offer any. I resisted the urge to
inquire further. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what he was sharing about my
train wreck of a life. I finished my lasagna, then stood and reached for
Kadyn’s plate. “The bathroom is the first door on your left. Why don’t you get
ready for bed while I clean these dishes up?”


Kadyn
stood. His eyes lit with amusement as he kissed the corner of my mouth. “You
had a bit of tomato sauce there.”


I
narrowed my eyes at him as I balanced the two plates. “Really? Anyplace else?”


Kadyn
took advantage of my predicament. I balanced the plates on either side of his
body as he leaned in for another kiss. “Here… and here… a little bit down here…
and some behind here.” His lips burned a trail from my lips to my chin, all
along my neck, then settled behind my ear.


I
nearly dropped the plates.


Kadyn
chuckled as he backed away. He reached down and pulled some sleepwear out of
his duffle bag, then strode off in search of the bathroom. 


I
admired his backside as he made his way down the hall. I cleaned the dishes
before digging pajamas and a toothbrush out of my suitcase. I ducked into the
bathroom as soon as Kadyn was done. By the time I finished in the bathroom,
Kadyn had already set our pillows and blankets on opposite sides of Lexie’s
massive sectional couch. 


Kadyn
looked thoroughly pleased by the fact that I was wearing the Eeyore pajamas he
had given me. He was wearing gray plaid pajama bottoms that hung low on his
hips. He was bare from the waist up. 


I
took one last admiring look at his ripped abdomen and chest before flipping off
the lights. I waited for my eyes to adjust. Then I forced my hands in front of
me as I crossed the room.


Kadyn
reached for my hand in the dark. He gently tugged me against his chest. “I was
hoping you’d indulge me in a good night kiss,” he murmured huskily.


I
ran my hands over his abs as he lowered his mouth to mine. My hands slid over
his chest and shoulders before settling at the nape of his neck. Kadyn pulled
me closer as he deepened the kiss. His tongue swept against mine in slow,
intoxicating strokes. Desire spun from my abdomen all the way to my fingers and
toes. 


Kadyn
clung to my hips as he trailed open-mouthed kisses down my neck. My head fell
back as his lips danced along my collarbone. Kadyn’s hands traveled up my sides.
His thumbs grazed my breasts before he cupped my face in his hands and kissed
me thoroughly on the lips.


“How
the heck am I supposed to sleep after that kiss?” I grumbled irritably.


Kadyn
laughed as he steadied me on my feet. “At least I know you’ll be dreaming about
me.”


We
crawled under the blankets on opposite ends of the couch. “Who else would I be dreaming
about?” I asked teasingly. I had been plagued with nightmares involving my
ex-husband until shortly after I met Kadyn. Somehow, he had released me from
all of those bad dreams. 


Kadyn
chuckled. “Your knight in shining armor?” 


I
laughed. “You’re my knight in shining armor, Kadyn. You have thoroughly swept
me off my feet.”


“Good,”
he responded smugly.


The
house grew quiet as we settled onto the couch. “Kadyn?” I whispered into the
dark.


“Yes?”
he replied sleepily.


“Will
you hold me for a little while?”


Kadyn
crawled out of his blankets and moved to my side of the couch. “What if I fall
asleep? Will your dad try to take me out?”


I
scooted to the edge of the couch so I could make room for Kadyn behind me. “No,
I think he’ll be fine as long as he doesn’t catch us doing anything else.
Besides, it’s my uncle you need to worry about. He teaches karate. I think he’s
still a grand master. He has somewhere around a million black belts.” 


Kadyn
chuckled as he locked my back securely against his chest. “Good night, Kri.”


I
resisted the impulse to turn around and kiss him. I knew that would be tempting
us both into a compromising position. “Thank you for finding a way to bring me
here, Kadyn.”


“Hmmm?”
Kadyn responded. He was already half asleep.


“Thanks,”
I whispered as I burrowed deeper into his arms. “I’m really glad you’re here
with me.” I sighed contentedly as I drifted off to sleep, still locked firmly
in his arms.


*
* * * * * 


The
entire family camped out at the hospital until they discharged Lexie three days
later. Lexie worked as an oncology nurse at that very same hospital, so I
suspected the physicians trusted her to follow doctor’s orders a bit more than
the average person. 


Nate
got Lexie settled onto the couch with a pile of blankets and pillows. Then he
retired to the bedroom to take a nap. I sat on the couch, sandwiched between my
dad and Lexie, who was lying down. I propped her ankles on my lap so I could massage
her feet through her fluffy red socks. Annie was curled up next to Lexie at the
base of the couch. Lexie’s arm hung over the couch as her fingers sifted
through Annie’s fur.


My
aunt and uncle were pulling snacks together in the kitchen. My mom was
shuttling things between both rooms while she and Lexie spun wild stories about
me. Kadyn was sprawled out on the floor with his arms resting comfortably
behind his head. He looked to be thoroughly enjoying all of the embarrassing
stories, which were being embellished considerably.


Three
stories in, I decided it was time to defend myself. “Yeah, well, the only time
I ever got into trouble was when this one was running the show.” I held
Lexie’s foot up by the pinky toe as I nodded in her direction. 


She
laughed, knowing full well she was the instigator in most every misadventure we
had stumbled into.


My
aunt set a tray of chips, salsa, and queso on the ottoman in front of us. She
shot Lexie a nervous look. “Honey, are you sure you want Mexican food tonight?
Can your stomach handle that after so many days of being sick and in the
hospital?”


Lexie
rolled her eyes. “They gave me anti-nausea meds, mom. My stomach can handle
anything.” 


My
aunt looked unconvinced, but she returned to the kitchen to roll her famous
fried bean burritos, which had long been a family favorite. My mom was already
chopping lettuce for the taco salad.


My
uncle nudged Kadyn with his foot. “You’re going to get soft lying around like
that. Why don’t you come out into the backyard and spar with me while they’re
cooking dinner?”  


“Uncle
Chuck,” I warned in a low tone. “I don’t want you beating up my boyfriend.”


Kadyn
laughed as he sprang to his feet. “I could use a little exercise.”


My
uncle eyed him skeptically. “Do you know any Karate?”


Kadyn
shrugged. “A little.” A small smile tugged at the corner of his lips. I knew
that smile. Kadyn knew more than he was letting on.


“I
promise not to break any bones,” my uncle conceded in a voice that suggested he
was making some monumental sacrifice. 


“I
better supervise this,” my father announced as he reached for Annie’s tennis
ball. “Come on, Annie. Let’s play catch in the backyard.”


I
glanced at Kadyn. “My uncle nearly made the Guinness Book of World Records for
breaking the most cement blocks with one strike of his hand, so consider
yourself warned.”


Kadyn
grinned as he followed my uncle out the door. “I’m not one to shy away from a
challenge.”


I
looked at Lexie. “Do you want to watch?”


Lexie
sat up and swung her legs off the couch. “No way am I missing this.” 


I
grabbed the blankets and followed Lexie out to the porch swing on her back
deck. We wrapped the blankets around our shoulders and settled onto the swing as
my uncle and Kadyn took their positions across from one another on the lawn. 


Both
men bowed. They transitioned into a series of smoothly executed moves, stopping
just short of physical blows. My uncle occasionally offered instruction, and
they both yelled “Kiai” as they ran through the drills. The tempo increased,
and the instructions stopped.


“It’s
really quite graceful, more like dancing than fighting,” I mused. I couldn’t
take my eyes off Kadyn. His muscles rippled through his shirt as he moved. 


“You
really like him,” my cousin speculated as she watched the two men spar.


“Yes,”
I whispered. I began rocking the swing.


“Are
you in love with him?” she asked as she turned toward me.


My
heart tripped as I assessed my feelings. “Maybe. I don’t know. I’m too afraid
to consider the possibility.”


Lexie
frowned. “Why are you afraid?”


“I’m
scared. It’s too soon,” I responded with tears in my eyes. “What if he’s too
good to be true? What if he waits until I’m committed to show his true colors?”


My
cousin’s eyes turned fierce. “If you let what Tom did ruin this relationship
for you, then he wins, Kri. He’s still controlling you.”


I
nodded as I brushed a stray tear from my cheek. I knew she was right, but I
hadn’t a clue how to overcome my fears.


“He
loves you. I can tell by the way he looks at you. This guy would move heaven
and earth just to see you smile. You can’t possibly think he’d hurt you.” She
nudged the deck with her toes as she resumed rocking the swing.


I
shrugged, refusing to trust my instincts.


“Have
you two had sex?” 


I
winced at having to answer such a personal question, but Lexie had insisted
there be no more secrets between us when I admitted Tom’s abuse. “No, not yet.”


“Because
of what happened with Tom?” she surmised.


I
slowly nodded. 


Lexie
pulled me into her arms. “Oh, Kri. What am I going to do with you?”


My
uncle and Kadyn bowed just as my mom opened the sliding glass door. “Dinner is
ready!”


Lexie
sidled up to Kadyn as we filed into the house. “You’re not half bad. Clearly,
you’ve studied Karate.”


“Yes,”
he admitted with a smile. “And you?”


Lexie
snorted. “My dad’s a grand master. Of course, I’ve studied. I have a double
black belt.”


Kadyn
glanced at her admiringly. We settled in next to each other at the table. 


My
aunt set a platter of burritos in the center of the table. “I hope you like
Mexican food, Kadyn.”


Kadyn
smiled. “I practically grew up on the stuff. My best friend in Illinois is
Mexican. His mom is an amazing cook, so I drummed up every excuse I could to
eat over at their house.”


“You’re
in for a real treat between Linda’s burritos and Anne’s taco salad,” my father declared
as everyone dished up.


We
paused as my uncle led us in prayer. “Dear heavenly Father. Thank you for
healing my daughter and for allowing her to come home today. Thank you for
bringing our family together, for blessing us with safe travel, and for
bringing this young man into Kri’s life. Please bless this food for the
nourishment of our bodies. In Jesus name we pray. Amen.”


When
I bit into my burrito, my eyes practically rolled into the back of my head.
“Aunt Linda, you really need to teach me how to make these.”


“Yes,
you do,” Kadyn agreed. He took another bite out of his burrito. 


“You
like them?” my aunt asked. She had a surprised look on her face, like she had
no clue she made the best burritos on the planet.


“Love
them,” Kadyn clarified between bites, “and the taco salad.”


“I
told you,” my father bragged.


My
mom’s eyes met mine. “When do you and Kadyn have to head back?” 


I
reached for my drink. “The day after tomorrow. We're going to spend a night in
Helena with Kimme and Dan before we head back to Spokane. How about you? When
are you and dad heading back to Hamilton?”


“We’ll
leave when you leave,” my father responded.


“Linda
and I are staying through the weekend,” my uncle said, reaching for another
burrito, “unless my daughter decides to boot us out sooner.”


Lexie
laughed. “After everything I had to do to get you here? I don’t think so, dad.”


I
leaned back against my chair, thoroughly enjoying the banter and the gentle
ribbing that knit my family together. 


Under
the table, Kadyn linked his fingers with mine. “You okay?”


My
eyes met his. I couldn’t get over how easily Kadyn fit in. “Yeah. I was just
thinking about how lucky I am.”


Kadyn
squeezed my hand. “I was thinking the exact same thing.”


*
* * * * *


When
we woke up the next morning, Nate surprised Lexie and me with massage and
pedicure appointments at Lexie’s favorite spa. Then he took Kadyn to Malmstrom
Air Force Base so they could tour the facilities and work out at the gym. 


By
the time Lexie and I returned to the house, all four men were in the backyard
shooting bows and arrows at a couple of hay bales with targets painted on the
side. Our mothers were camped out in the living room watching some reality show
on monster brides.


My
mom patted the cushion next to her on the couch.


I
plopped down beside her. 


“What
do you girls want to do for dinner tonight?” she asked.


“Pizza,”
Lexie and I replied at once.


My
mom laughed. “I figured as much.”


“It’s
tradition,” I insisted. “We have pizza and wine every time we get together. Besides,
I don’t think anyone should have to cook or do dishes on our last night
together.”


“Pizza
sounds perfect,” my aunt responded. 


Lexie
handed me a blanket as we settled in to watch one train wreck of a wedding
after another. “Please tell me I wasn’t that bad,” she finally interjected.


I
laughed. As Lexie’s maid of honor, I felt more than qualified to weigh in. “Not
even close. I think I was more stressed out at your wedding than you were.”


“Do
you think you and Kadyn will get married?” my aunt asked dreamily.


I
threw a decorative pillow at her. “Aunt Linda! We’ve only been dating for two
months. I think it’s a little too soon to be talking marriage.”


She
batted the pillow away. “That’s not necessarily true. I knew I wanted to marry
your uncle by the end of our first date.”


“And
I married your father within a few months of meeting him,” my mother reminded
me. “Honestly, Kri, after seeing you with Kadyn, I can’t imagine you with
anyone else.” 


“Can
I be your matron of honor?” Lexie asked jokingly. 


I
huffed out a breath, shook my head, and rolled my eyes at her. 


Lexie
burst out laughing. When she recovered, she reached for the cordless phone.
“What kind of pizza should we order?”


“Combination,”
my mom suggested.


“Hawaiian,”
I added.


“And
meat lovers,” my aunt chimed in.


Lexie
dialed the phone. “Should I order wings?”


I
reached for my purse so I could give her some money. “Yes. Wings and two bottles
of Sprite.” 


“If
you try to pay me for this pizza, I’m going to knock you upside the head,”
Lexie warned in a threatening tone.


I
stuck my tongue out at her as I tucked the money back inside my wallet. I
grabbed the decorative pillow from the floor and threw it at her on my way to
the kitchen. 


She
caught the pillow and beamed me on the back of the head with it as she resumed
ordering the pizza. 


I
ducked into the kitchen, laughing. I opened a bottle of wine and poured a glass
for my aunt, my mom, and myself. I knew Lexie would decline with all the medications
she was on.


The
food arrived thirty minutes later. My aunt took the pizza into the living room.
I trailed after her with the chicken wings, a pile of napkins, and a stack of
paper plates. Lexie pulled two beers from the fridge for her dad and Nate. I grabbed
the Sprite off the counter for Kadyn and my dad while my mom called the guys in
from the backyard.


My
dad gave me a hug as I handed him the Sprite. “Thanks, Kri. You should have
seen Kadyn shoot. He’s really good with a bow.”


I
handed Kadyn the other Sprite. “How’d you like shooting the bow?”


Kadyn
kissed the top of my head as he tucked me under his arm. “Loved it. I’m
thinking of buying one when we get back home.”


Home,
I thought. Was home in Virginia with Kadyn or was it still in Montana? My chest
tightened. Where was home for me? 


Dad
said grace before we loaded our plates with pizza and settled in to eat. I
joined Kadyn on the floor and leaned into him, hoping to draw on his strength. I
was saddened by how little time I had left with my family. We stayed up talking
long into the night as we tried to make the most of our remaining hours
together. 


When
Kadyn and I finally settled in to sleep on the couch, I didn’t have to ask him
to hold me. He knew my heart was breaking over the impending goodbyes. 


*
* * * * * 


I
was still wrapped in Kadyn’s arms when I woke up the next morning. I could hear
someone showering in the bathroom, and the coffee pot was already percolating,
releasing a rich, comforting aroma. 


I
rolled over to face Kadyn. His warm brown eyes met mine. “If only we could
freeze time,” I said on a sigh.


“You’d
never leave my arms,” he warned.


I
smiled as I snuggled closer. “That’s okay. I kinda like it here.”


“Good
to know,” he murmured as he burrowed his face in my neck. He kissed all along
my jawline until his lips met mine in a tender kiss.


My
arms tightened around his shoulders when he broke the kiss. “I could get used
to this, you know.”


He
raised one eyebrow questioningly.


“Falling
asleep in your arms,” I explained. “You’re making it difficult for me to
imagine my life without you. How did you do that?”


Kadyn
looked amused. “Do what?”


“Slide
so perfectly into my life,” I replied as I gently caressed his cheek.


He
kissed the tip of my nose. “I could ask the same of you.”


“What’s
going on in here?” Lexie bellowed from right behind me.


I
nearly fell on the floor. 


Kadyn
caught me. The muscles in his arms bunched as he pulled me snug against his
chest.


Lexie
burst out laughing.


I
tried to scowl at her, but Kadyn’s lips crashed against mine. I knew he was
daring Lexie to stop him, so I played into the kiss. 


She
dog piled on top of us. “If I sit here, then you can’t leave,” she announced
smugly.


Kadyn
laughed. “Wanna bet?” He rose, nearly knocking us both to the floor. How he
managed to catch the two of us was completely beyond me. 


I
heard the bathroom door open, so I yanked some clothes out of my suitcase and padded
off to take a shower. I knew Lexie would keep Kadyn entertained. 


Lexie
hollered after me. “You know, Nate and I are big on water conservation. I think
you and Kadyn should shower together. It will save water.” 


I
turned and narrowed my eyes at her. She had a wicked gleam in her eyes.


Kadyn
laughed. “I think that’s a spectacular idea.” 


My
eyes widened as he rose from the couch. I spun around and sprinted toward the
bathroom. I locked the door behind me, then stood back and stared at the door.
I was half expecting Lexie to pick the lock. Eventually, I climbed into the
shower. 


They
were in the kitchen cooking bacon, eggs, and toast by the time I finished my
shower. I gave Kadyn a quick kiss. “The bathroom is all yours.”


“Are
you sure you don’t want to join me?” he asked teasingly.


I
poured a steaming cup of coffee. “I’m already clean, thanks.”


He
boxed me in against the counter. “I could take you outside and roll you in
dirt.”


I
shook my head. “As appealing as that sounds…” I trailed off as I took a sip of
coffee. 


Kadyn
removed the coffee cup from my hand. He set it on the counter, kissed me
thoroughly, then strode off toward the bathroom. “You have no idea what you’re
missing.” 


I
stared at my cousin in shock. “What have you done to him?”


She
shrugged. “I just planted a few ideas. I thought it might jump start things
between you.”


I
glared at her over the top of my coffee cup. “You are very, very bad.”


“I
know,” she agreed rather flippantly. “You can thank me later.”


We
heaped bacon, eggs, and toast onto our plates and carried them into the dining
room. The rest of the family trickled in for breakfast. We tried to keep things
light, but I could tell I wasn’t the only one choking back tears. 


Kadyn
loaded our bags into the car while my mom and I washed the dishes. As soon as
we finished the dishes, we reluctantly began our goodbyes. My aunt and uncle
hugged me as one. “You stay safe, Krissy.” 


My
aunt hugged Kadyn. Then my uncle shook his hand. “You take care of our girl.” 


“I
will,” Kadyn promised. 


My
dad shook Kadyn’s hand before pulling him in for a hug. “It was nice to meet
you, Kadyn. You come back and visit us anytime with or without Kri.” 


My
mom hugged Kadyn while Nate hugged me. Then Nate shook Kadyn’s hand. “Thanks
for coming, Kadyn. I really appreciate you bringing Kri.”


Kadyn
nodded. “I hope you and Lexie can visit us in Virginia when she’s feeling
better. I’ll give you a tour of the Pentagon when you come.”


I
tried to sweeten the deal while hugging Lexie. “I’ll hook you up with a tour of
the Capitol. I can show you all the places the general public doesn’t get to
see…”


Lexie
swiped at her tears. “That sounds wonderful, Kri.”


I
was too choked up to speak by the time my parents hugged me. “Be safe, Kri.
Call us when you get back to DC,” my mother pleaded softly.


Lexie
wrapped her arms around Kadyn’s waist as she gave him a warm hug. “Thank you
for bringing my cousin back home. I owe you one.”


Kadyn
returned the hug. “You owe me nothing. It was a pleasure seeing you all
together. You get better so you can come visit us in Virginia.”


“I
will,” Lexie promised. She grabbed me for one last hug. “I like him,” she
whispered loudly. “He’s a good guy.”


I
smiled at Lexie. “I know,” I whispered back.


She
nudged my shoulder. “Don’t screw it up.”


“I
won’t,” I replied. I winked at Kadyn, who had witnessed the entire exchange.
For reasons far beyond my understanding, Kadyn remained unfazed and undeterred
by my misguided attempts to screw things up. I doubted there was anything that
would scare Kadyn off.


*
* * * * *


Gra
and Pa met us for lunch at the Windbag. That had been Kadyn’s one and only request
when we decided to spend time in Helena on our way back to Spokane. He wanted
to meet them so he could thank them for helping me leave Tom. By the time lunch
was over, Gra and Pa were just as smitten with Kadyn as I was. 


On
a whim, I asked Kadyn to hike Mount Helena with me. I had missed the mountain
almost as much as I had missed my friends. “We're lucky there isn’t any snow up
here,” I huffed as we reached the summit. I grabbed Kadyn’s hand and led him
straight to the edge of the cliff. I sat down on a very large, flat rock that was
buried into the soil so that it sat flush against the ground. “What do you
think?” 


“It’s
a great view,” he admitted as he plopped down next to me.


I
soaked in the view and the scent of sun-drenched pine. “I had to work out in
the gym during the winter, but I’d hike this mountain every evening after work
as soon as the days were long enough and the weather turned nice. It didn’t
matter what was bothering me. By the time I reached the top, I’d have my
problems all worked out.” I ran my hand over the top of the rock we were both
sitting on. “I was sitting in this same exact spot when I made my decision to accept
the job in DC.”


“Do
you regret the decision?” he asked softly.


I
gazed out over the city. Helena still felt like home. I tore my eyes away from
the city as I sought Kadyn’s eyes. “No. I don’t regret my decision. If I hadn’t
accepted that job, I never would have met you.”


Kadyn
scooted me closer. “I was afraid you wouldn’t want to return to Virginia after
coming back to Montana.”


“The
thought of staying here is tempting but not nearly as tempting as you,” I responded
teasingly.


He
smiled. “I’m tempting?”


I
threw an exaggerated look onto my face and nodded. “Oh yeah.” 


“I’ll
show you tempting…” He tucked me under his body as he rolled on top of me. The
contrast between Kadyn’s warm body and the freezing cold ground sent goose bumps
rocketing down my spine. 


Kadyn’s
playful expression turned serious as he lowered his lips to mine. His tongue
danced teasingly along my mouth, then swept inside in slow, seductive strokes.
I ran my hands across the dips and crevices that formed his broad shoulders
until I reached the nape of his neck. I pulled him toward me as he deepened the
kiss. 


Kadyn’s
eyes sought mine as soon as he broke the kiss. “I need you, Kri… as much as the
air I breathe. You have to come back to Virginia.” 


My
pulse was racing. “I need you too,” I confessed as I struggled against an enticing
concoction of desire and fear. 


Kadyn’s
lips met mine in an intoxicating kiss. The tension that had been building
between us all morning flared as his hips settled against mine. He slowly
unzipped my jacket as he trailed warm, wet kisses down my neck. His warm hands
slid up my shirt until his thumbs dipped underneath my bra. My breath caught as
his thumbs danced along my breasts. 


Kadyn
rose to his knees. He pushed my shirt up as he trailed kisses across my bare stomach.
My abs flinched as his tongue dipped inside my bellybutton. He gently nipped
and kissed his way up to my breasts. 


“Kadyn,”
I gasped, “someone might see us.”


He
unhooked the front clasp on my bra. He stared at me as he caressed my breasts.
“It’s November, and it’s the middle of a work day. We didn’t pass a single soul
on the trail, Kri. We’re the only ones here.” 


I
moaned softly as I felt Kadyn’s warm tongue circling my freezing cold breast.
“Please, Kadyn.”


He
paused. “Please, what?”


I
couldn’t speak. I wanted to tell him to stop, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want him
to stop. 


I
whimpered as Kadyn’s mouth completely consumed my breast. My body arched on its
own accord. I was mindless by the time he latched onto the other breast.
“Kadyn,” I groaned. “God, Kadyn, you have to stop.”


Kadyn
refastened my bra. He gently tugged my shirt back into place. Then he hovered
over me with a concerned look on his face.


I
tried to reassure him of my feelings. “I want you, Kadyn. I want you so much it
hurts. But not like this… not here… not outside.”


Kadyn
smiled. Then he gently kissed me on the lips. “Do you have any idea how
beautiful you look right now?”


I
laughed as Kadyn pulled me to my feet. “I probably have dirt and pine needles
in my hair.”


He
laughed as he dug a twig out of my hair. “Still beautiful,” he said. He linked
his hand with mine and led me back down the mountain. It was nearly dark by the
time we arrived back at the car.


We
joined Siobhan and her family for an early dinner at the Suds Hut, where I
introduced Kadyn to the best fried chicken and steak fries in the Pacific
Northwest. By the time we left the pub, Kadyn was not only sold on the chicken,
but he was as tightly wound around Siobhan’s little finger as I was. Although I
struggled to fight back my own tears, I was incredibly thankful that Siobhan
didn’t cry when we had to part ways. She seemed reassured by the visit, more
confident that we’d see each other again.


We
arrived at Kimme and Dan’s house shortly after seven o’clock. Dan immediately dragged
Kadyn into the bat cave. Kimme and I wrapped ourselves in beautifully crocheted
blankets and settled onto her couch with a bottle of red wine. We were flanked
on either side by her two golden retrievers, Bella and Beau. 


Kimme
and I sipped on a smooth plum flavored Merlot and talked long into the night.
She caught me up on office gossip, state politics, and Charlie’s ongoing budget
disputes with the state legislature. I’m not sure when I fell asleep, but I woke
in the early morning hours, wrapped in blankets on the couch. As I drifted back
to sleep, I wondered whether Kadyn had made it to bed or if he was still holed
up with Dan in the bat cave.


* *
* * *


When
we woke up the next morning, Dan announced that he had something special planned
for Kadyn. He was evasive about his plans and refused to divulge any details,
but he made it clear that Kimme and I were not included. I worried about how
comfortable Kadyn would be taking off to parts unknown with Dan, since he
barely knew the guy, but Kadyn just shrugged his shoulders and gave me a quick
kiss as they ambled out the door. 


I
glanced nervously at Kimme. 


She
patted my arm reassuringly. “I don’t have any idea what he’s up to, but odds
are high that he’ll bring Kadyn back alive.”


I
wasn’t so sure. 


Kimme
drove me into the office so I could see Charlie and all of my other friends from
work. They surprised me with a potluck breakfast. Charlie was flipping pancakes
at one of the side tables in the conference room when we arrived. As was
customary for our morning potlucks, he had brought his griddle from home. I burst
into tears when I saw him. 


Doug
took over the griddle so Charlie could give me a hug. 


I
was still brushing away tears when Jerry, Ann, and the rest of my coworkers greeted
me with hugs. Thankfully, Justin didn’t bother making an appearance. I wondered
whether he was purposely avoiding me, since my refusal to accept his plane
ticket had likely set him back a few thousand dollars. 


We
loaded our plates with pancakes, fruit, and Jerry’s famous Colorado Quiche before
settling in at the conference room table. The phones were left to roll over to
voice mail for hours as I shared stories about DC. 


“What’s
Rockefeller like?” Doug asked as he refilled my coffee.


I
thought about how best to describe the senator, then smiled. “A gentle giant,
completely unpretentious, and extremely devoted to helping others.”


“Do
you still hang out with that cab driver, Habib… the one who called to check on
you during the forest fires?” Ann asked. She was sitting in the chair next to
me.


I
chuckled, remembering how badly I had botched up my lunch date with Habib. “I
see him hanging around Union Station every once in a while. He hasn’t invited
me back out to lunch, but I still call him whenever I have a meeting to attend
off the Hill, which is about once a week.” 


“I
ran across his business card in your rolodex the other day. We're trying to
keep your office exactly as you left it, just in case you come back,” Ann
responded with teary eyes. 


I
leaned over to give her another hug. “I still want to come back.” I silently studied
my friend. Ann seemed nervous, which was unusual for her. She was normally very
self-assured. I wondered whether Justin had been hard on her when I refused his
plane ticket.


“What
about Kadyn?” Kimme asked. She seemed surprised by my response.


“I
don’t know,” I admitted honestly. “I suppose he could tempt me to stay.”


Charlie
smiled knowingly. “When do I get to meet him?”


“Dan’s
bringing him by around one o’clock,” Kimme announced, much to my surprise. I
hadn’t realized that was the plan.


Eventually,
everyone drifted back to their desks. I wandered up to the front of the office
so I could talk to Ann. She was sifting through the mail. I touched her
shoulder gently, since she hadn’t seen me enter the room. “Can we talk?”


She
glanced around nervously. “Sure.”


I
lowered my voice so Justin wouldn’t overhear us. I hadn’t seen him in the
office, but I didn’t want him overhearing us if he was around. “Ann, I want you
to know I’m not mad at you. You didn’t do anything wrong. You didn’t know about
Justin. You were just trying to help me get home. Please, don’t feel bad about
what happened. I still consider you one of my dearest friends.”


Tears
spilled down her cheeks. “I was afraid I’d compromised our friendship. I didn’t
know you and Justin had a falling out… that you had told him you didn’t want to
see him. I thought you two were still friends.”


I
sighed heavily. “I know. I should have told you what was going on. This isn’t a
good place to talk about what happened, but please stay away from Justin. He’s
not what he seems.”


She
nodded as she swiped at her cheeks.


My
eyes softened. “How’s Mac feeling? Is he still sick?” 


Ann
reached for some tissue. “The cancer treatments have taken a lot out of him,
but he’s doing better. He asks about you all the time.”


I
nodded. Mac often joined us for happy hour after work. We had celebrated his
birthday shortly before I moved to DC. He was an amazing man, a WWII veteran
who had earned the Purple Heart. He was considerably older than Ann, but she
was crazy in love with him, and Mac felt the same exact way about her. I smiled
at Ann. “Why don’t you give him a call to see if he’s up for company? I’d really
like Kadyn to meet him. Maybe we can swing by before we leave for Spokane.”


Ann
reached for my hand. “Mac would love that.”


I
squeezed her hand. “Good. Then consider it done.” I walked back to Kimme’s
office to see how Kadyn and Dan were coming along. 


They
showed up a few minutes later. “I’ve decided you can keep him,” Dan announced
as they strode into Kimme’s office.


I
rolled my eyes, then rose from my chair. “Gee, thanks, Dan.” 


Kadyn
pulled me in for a kiss. 


My
eyes trailed over his body. “You’re unharmed?”


He
smiled. “Yes.”


“What
did you guys do?” I couldn’t resist asking given Dan’s mysterious behavior. 


Dan
folded his arms across his chest. “That stays between Kadyn and me.” 


Kadyn
shrugged as he followed Dan’s lead.


My
eyes flitted between Kadyn and Dan. “Okay, be that way.” I linked my arm with
Kadyn’s. “I’m afraid my friends would never forgive me if I didn’t drag you
around the office and introduce you to everyone. They’ve listened to me talk
about you all morning long, so it’s only fair I give them a face to link to all
those stories.”


Kimme
laughed at the tortured look on Kadyn’s face. “You only have twenty-two people
to get through…”


Dan
settled into my chair. “Your escort is on standby, so let me know when you’re
ready to leave town.”


I
laughed. “We have one more stop to make after this. I think it’ll be another
hour or so before we’re ready to leave town.”


Dan
nodded. “That’s fine. Take your time.”


I
took Kadyn up to the front office so I could introduce him to Ann. Then we
worked our way back down the hall. When I popped my head into Charlie’s office,
he invited us to sit and talk for a while. 


Charlie
asked many of the same questions my father had asked of Kadyn, but Kadyn took
it all in stride. After thirty minutes or so, Charlie stood and shook Kadyn’s
hand. Then he walked around the desk and gave me one last hug. “I approve,” he
whispered into my ear. 


As
Kadyn and I walked out of Charlie’s office, Justin passed by us in the hall.
His dark brooding eyes locked on mine, but he didn’t say a word.


*
* * * * *


Our
drive back to Spokane was uneventful. I was thrilled Kadyn had met my family
and friends, and I was relieved my cousin was doing so well. I was thankful
Justin hadn’t confronted me and that we hadn’t run into Michael or Tom while we
were in Helena. Despite the fears and concerns that had led me back to Montana,
a lot of good had come from this trip.


We
were on the return flight to Baltimore when Kadyn revealed what he and Dan had
been up to. He seemed thoroughly amused when he described the events. “Dan took
me out to the mountains to some biker bar in York. I’ll admit I was a little
nervous about his intentions at first. It struck me that he could kick me out
of his truck at any point, and I would be lost for days.”


I
groaned. “I’m sorry. I know Dan can be a bit unpredictable at times.” 


“Don’t
be. I had a really good time. It was a little early for lunch, but Dan insisted
we order burgers. He claimed they had the best burgers around, and they really were
quite impressive. When we finished eating, Dan drove into a remote area of the
mountains and revealed an impressive stash of guns that had been covered up in
the back of his truck. We set up targets and shot them up until we ran out of
bullets.”


Dan’s
methods for delivering messages could be a bit frightening at times, but deep
down inside I knew he was an honorable guy. Still, my mind pinged with all the
things that could have gone wrong with that scenario. “Well, I’m thankful he
didn’t water board you in some misguided attempt to reveal your true intentions
toward me.”


Kadyn
burst out laughing. “Oh, he’s fully aware of my intentions. Dan is quite
skilled at getting information out of people.”


I
smiled as I turned to look out the darkened window. I was curious about Kadyn’s
intentions, but I wasn’t about to ask the question when I knew I wasn’t ready
for his answer. Eventually, the hum of the airplane’s engines lulled us both to
sleep. We woke just as the plane touched down in Baltimore. 


As
we drove back to Alexandria, it dawned on me that my family wasn’t the only
thing I was going to miss. I was going to miss spending most of my time with
Kadyn and falling asleep in his arms. Something had changed between us,
something big… but I still wasn’t ready to admit what it was. 





[bookmark: _Toc377338878]Chapter 8 – When it rains


 


Kadyn
and I settled into a comfortable routine. We took turns cooking dinner for each
other, and we didn’t part ways until midnight on weeknights. Kadyn started
sleeping at my place on the weekends, which was making sex increasingly more
difficult to resist. Still, Kadyn was patient. He seemed determined to build my
trust and desire while slowly coaxing me for more. His restraint was unlike
anything I’d ever known, and it made me want him even more.


It
was a Wednesday night in mid-November. Kadyn and I were peeling open our own
individual pints of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream, Kadyn with his Strawberry
Cheesecake and me with my Chocolate Therapy. We were just settling in to watch
the latest release of Fast and Furious when my house phone rang. 


“Hello?”
I answered around a mouthful of chocolate ice cream. 


“Hi,
Kri. This is Patrick. I’m really sorry, but I need you to meet me at
Rockefeller’s office. He just finished reviewing the materials we pulled
together for the Homeless Health Improvement Act, and he doesn’t feel prepared
enough to introduce the bill tomorrow. I know it’s late, but can you meet me at
the office and help me pull together some more information for him?”


I
glanced at the clock on my DVR. It was just after eight o’clock. I had heard
stories about how Senator Rockefeller would make these late night demands of
his staffers, but I had never been subjected to one before. Still, this bill
was important to me. I glanced over at Kadyn.


He
stopped eating his ice cream. He was now studying me with both eyebrows raised
questioningly.


I
forced my attention back to the phone. “Are you serious?”


“….as
a heart attack. I promise I’ll make it up to you. I’ll bring Starbucks...” he
offered enticingly. 


“I’m
pretty sure that qualifies as a government bribe,” I responded sarcastically. I
sighed loudly as I resigned to the fact that my quiet evening at home, snuggled
up on the couch with Kadyn, was not going to happen. “All right. As long as
you’re taking orders, I want a grande... no, make that a venti, toffee nut
latte, extra hot, with an extra shot of caffeine.”


He
didn’t even scoff at the order. “You got it. See you there!” 


I
rolled my eyes as I hung up the phone. Patrick sounded entirely too excited
about working late at night. The guy seriously needed to get a life. I eyed my
ice cream and wondered how bad it would look if I tried to take it with me.


Kadyn
was still studying me. “So, what was that all about?” 


I
perched on the arm of the couch. “I have to go into the office. Rockefeller
needs us to pull together some more research so he’s better prepared to
introduce the Homeless Health Improvement Act tomorrow. Evidently, these late
night requests aren’t all that unusual. The guy doesn’t sleep… like ever.
Patrick is meeting me at the office. I'm really sorry, but you’re going to have
to watch the movie without me. I’ll try to be quick about it, but this could
take a few hours.”


“Do
you want me to go with you?” Kadyn asked with a concerned look on his face. 


I
shook my head. I was quite certain that schlepping into DC was the last thing
he wanted to do. “No. That’s okay. I'm not sure they’d let anyone who didn’t
have a Senate ID into the building this late at night. Patrick will be there,
and they have security guards all over that place. I’ll be fine.” I smiled
reassuringly.


“Okay,”
he conceded hesitantly. “I’ll walk Cade for you. Do you mind if I stay here
until you get back? Mason and Gabi are over at my place, and I got the distinct
impression they were looking forward to some alone time, if you know what I
mean.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.


I
nearly choked on my ice cream. I licked the chocolate off my mouth, then kissed
Kadyn lightly on the lips. “I would love it if you were here when I got back
home.”


Kadyn
pulled me into his lap. “Don’t work too late,” he murmured. His lips met mine
in a kiss that tasted of chocolate covered strawberries. 


I
touched my fingers to my lips. “Wow. That’s really good.” I stood in front of
the couch, feeling thoroughly conflicted. It really sucked going into the office
at this time of night. I grabbed my spoon and my tub of ice cream and headed
for the door. No way was I getting through this without Chocolate Therapy.


*
* * * * * 


Patrick
smiled knowingly as he approached me in the lobby of the Senate Hart Building.
“The commute is a lot different this time of night, isn’t it?” 


I
nodded. “How is it that a fifteen minute drive takes an hour or more in rush
hour traffic?” I couldn’t resist whining about the commute. It had become a
rite of passage.


Our
shoes echoed as we crossed the lobby. Aside from the security guards, we appeared
to be the only two people in the building. Patrick handed me the coffee as we
approached the stairs. “Well, you could rent a place on the Hill and walk to
work. I’ve been looking for a roommate since Deb moved out, and Jamie is
insisting on another girl. You and Cade could move in with us. You could walk
Cade during lunch and put an end to those long commutes…” 


Patrick
was a smart guy, but he had no clue how ludicrous that idea really was. “I’m so
not renting a room in your party house. I value sleep entirely too much to room
with a bunch of twenty-somethings.” The fact that Kadyn and I were both still
twenty-somethings wasn’t entirely lost on me.


Patrick
flipped on all of the lights as we entered Senator Rockefeller’s office. We
made our way upstairs and settled into our respective desks, directly across
from one another. Patrick booted up his computer. “Why don’t you add the list
of co-sponsors at the beginning of his talking points; and I'll compile a list
of hospitals, health care systems, and advocates who have expressed support for
this bill?” 


I
flipped my computer on. “I want to look over those CBO estimates again. We need
to make sure the senator is prepared to answer any funding questions.” I
glanced at Patrick as I took a sip of coffee. “Are you still comfortable with
this bill? Do you think we did the right thing by framing this as a pilot
project?”


“I
like how this bill awards startup funds to hospitals that want to deliver
mobile medical services to homeless people, especially given how vulnerable
that population is,” Patrick responded as he began typing on his computer.


“Me
too,” I agreed, “but I seriously doubt this bill will pass Congress, given our
current economic environment.”


“Rockefeller
seems to think that it will,” Patrick rebutted confidently. “Look at all of the
bi-partisan support it has received so far.”


I
raised my coffee cup in the air. “Here’s hoping you’re right.” 


He
laughed as he leaned over and tapped his coffee cup against mine. 


We
slid into silence as we began pulling material together for the senator. It was
nearly midnight when Patrick finally announced, “I think we’re done. Why don’t
you head home? I'll lock things up here and run this over to Rockefeller’s
house.”


I
shut down my computer. “Thanks, Patrick. I really appreciate all the time
you’ve poured into this bill. I can’t wait to see the senator introduce it
tomorrow.”


Patrick
nodded. “We’ll have to go out and celebrate afterwards.”


I
gathered up my things and started down the hall. “Sounds good. Let’s go to
Thunder Grill. I’ve been dying to have another mango margarita.” 


Patrick
laughed. “Thunder Grill it is, then. Drive safe. I’ll see you in the morning.”


I
said goodnight to the guards as I walked out of the building. I pulled my coat
tight as I made my way toward the Thurgood Marshall Building. I couldn’t
believe how much the temperature had dropped. The cold, damp air chilled me to
the bone.


I
waved at the guard sitting at the security desk as I entered the lobby. I took the
stairs to the parking garage. The parking garage was nearly empty, so it wasn’t
difficult to find my jeep. 


I
stopped short when I noticed I had a flat tire. “Just great,” I mumbled as I questioned
whether the tire still had enough air to drive home. Then I noticed that it
wasn’t just one tire that was flat. All four tires were nearly resting on their
rims. As I crouched down to inspect the tires, my skin crawled with what felt
like a million ants. My tires were slashed.


There
was no way I was waiting around for someone to tow my vehicle at this time of
night, so I grudgingly made my way back up to the lobby. I couldn’t believe how
calm Kadyn had been when his tires were slashed. I was furious it had happened
to me. I headed straight for the security desk when I exited the stairwell.


“Forget
something?” the security guard asked teasingly.


I
shook my head, suddenly exhausted. “No. Someone slashed my tires. Is it okay if
I leave my jeep here and have it towed in the morning?”


“Sure,
but give me your name, phone number, and license plate number. I’ll send
someone down there to take a look at it and file a report.” He hesitated as he glanced
at his watch. “The metro at Union Station is already closed. Do you have a ride
home?”


“I’ll
just take a cab.” I scribbled my license plate number on the back of my
business card and handed it to him. “Thanks for your help.”


“You’re
welcome. Be safe,” he called as I headed out the main doors.


There
were a number of cars and taxis sitting outside Union Station. A surprising
number of people were still milling around. The saxophone player was sitting at
the base of the Columbus Fountain, polishing his sax. He looked tired, but he
smiled when his eyes met mine. I was saddened by the thought that he might
sleep there, so I walked over and dropped ten dollars into his case. 


“Thanks,”
he said as I turned to walk away. 


I
was surprised by the sound of his voice, so I turned back around. It was the
first time he’d ever spoken to me. I met his gaze. “I should thank you. I love
listening to you play. Are you calling it a night?”


His
smile widened, showcasing charmingly crooked teeth. “Yes.”


My
eyes softened. “I’ll see you in the morning, then.” 


A
light rain began to fall as I turned toward the cabs that lined the street. I
noticed Habib standing by one of the blue top cabs. He was staring right at me.



“Habib!”
I called out as I walked toward him. “Talk about being in the right place at
the right time!” My smile widened when I reached his cab. “You are truly a
sight for sore eyes.”


Habib
smiled back tightly. “I was just picking up my brother, Abdul. Do you need a
ride?”


I
laughed. “Do I ever! I had to work late tonight, and when I went to get in my
jeep, I discovered my tires were flat. I was just looking for a cab to take me
home, and here you are! Your timing couldn’t be more perfect.” 


Habib
frowned. “I’m sorry to hear about your jeep. I'm officially off duty, but I
would be happy to give you a ride home.”


“Thanks,
Habib. You are a lifesaver.” I smiled as he opened the front passenger door for
me. He clearly remembered my affinity for riding shotgun. 


I
turned to introduce myself to Abdul, who was already sitting in the back seat. “Hi.
I’m Habib’s friend, Kristine.”


His
only response was a rather ugly scowl.


I
was shocked by his rudeness. I couldn’t believe he was related to Habib. I
didn’t breathe another word as I turned back around.


Habib
settled into the driver’s seat. Then he eased into traffic. 


I
tried to make small talk, but Habib was not his normal talkative self. He
seemed stressed. His brother was outright hostile, so I could certainly
understand why Habib wasn’t feeling chatty. I wondered whether the two of them
had been in an argument before I arrived. 


Habib
and his brother began talking in low tones in what I could only assume was
Pashto, since Habib had told me that was his native language. Exhaustion got
the best of me as I curled my right leg under my left and relaxed against the
door. I closed my eyes, trusting that Habib still remembered his way to my
apartment. 


Abdul
and Habib’s deeply melodic voices must have lulled me to sleep, because I woke
with a start. My eyes narrowed as I tried to focus on the landmarks we were driving
by. Nothing looked familiar. I wondered how long I’d been asleep. “Habib, this
doesn’t look like the way to my apartment,” I suggested uncertainly.


Habib
glanced at me. “It’s not.”


I
sat up straight. Every single one of my neurons fired at once. “Are we taking your
brother home first?”


“No.”



I
suddenly felt scared. There was something about Habib’s behavior that didn’t
feel right. “Habib, where are we going?” 


“I’m
taking you to see your fiancé,” he responded through clenched teeth.


“My
fiancé? What do you mean my fiancé? Habib, I don’t have a fiancé.” My
voice was three octaves higher than normal. My heart was beating erratically, which
made it difficult to speak. “Habib, who are you taking me to see?” 


Habib
refused to look at me. “He has my sister.”


“What?”
I exclaimed, thoroughly alarmed. “Someone has Diwa?” I reached for Habib’s arm.
“Please, Habib. Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”


“Stop!
Do not touch him,” Abdul demanded from the back seat.


I
gritted my teeth as I turned to face him. “Then why don’t you tell me
what’s going on?”


“Shut
up,” Abdul responded, glaring at me.


I
turned back around and studied the road in front of me. Nothing looked
familiar. We were driving on a four lane highway. Habib was driving fast, too
fast for me to jump out of the car. 


I
narrowed my eyes as I peered out the windshield. Is that a toll booth?
If that was a toll booth, then Habib would have to slow down. Every fiber in my
body was screaming for me to get out of that car. I could jump. I could jump
from a moving car, couldn’t I? The toll booth loomed up ahead. I
glanced nervously at Habib. 


He
was still refusing to look at me. 


I
reached for the door handle as Habib merged into the express lane. Just then,
an ominous metallic click sounded from the back seat. I froze. 


“Do
not touch that door,” Abdul growled. “Habib may consider you a friend, but I do
not.”


I
slowly turned to look at Abdul. He did, in fact, have a handgun; and it was
pointed directly at me. I turned back around and slumped down in my seat. I was
determined to make myself as small as possible as I resigned myself to my fate.
There would be no talking my way out of this. No jumping from the car. I hugged
myself tightly. Take a deep breath,” Charlie’s voice echoed
through my mind. “You are not alone. You are never alone.” A single tear
slid slowly down my cheek. I closed my eyes and silently began to pray.


I
tried to make sense of the large green signs that dotted the side of the road.
None of the street names looked familiar. I sat upright as we passed a sign for
the Leesburg Airport. 


Habib
eased his car onto the exit ramp. 


“Oh
God, please, not the airport,” I pleaded silently. If
I was forced onto a plane, I would never be found. 


Habib
drove past the small executive airport. He turned into an entrance at the far
end. This part of the airport was poorly lit, and it was pitch black outside.
Tiny drops of rain dotted the windshield. I could just barely make out a row of
hangars on our left. Habib drove his car to the far end of the hangars before
turning the car around. He parked in front of an open hangar. 


My
eyes flitted between the hangar and Habib.


He
just sat there with the car idling, staring grimly over my shoulder at the
hangar.


I
watched in horror as Diwa appeared in the entrance of the hangar. A tall man,
who was wearing a full ski mask and dressed entirely in black, was roughly
shoving her forward while keeping a firm grasp on her arm. Diwa struggled
against him, but she stilled as he pressed a gun to her temple. 


I
tore my eyes away from her to look at Habib. An apologetic look flashed across
his face. Then his eyes hardened. Habib and his brother got out of the car as
one, both on the driver’s side, which was angled opposite the hangar. 


Abdul
trained his gun on the man who held Diwa. “We did everything you said. She’s in
the car. Now hand Diwa over!” he shouted over the top of the car. 


“Get
her out of the car first. If she runs, your sister dies.” 


My
heart clenched. He’s going to kill Diwa if I try to get away. 


Abdul
walked to my side of the car with his gun still trained on the man holding Diwa.
He opened the front passenger door and grabbed me by the arm. “You heard him.
Get out,” he snarled at me. 


My
heart slammed against my chest. I didn’t want anyone getting shot, but I didn’t
want to leave the car. I didn’t want to end up with the man holding Diwa. I opened
my mouth to speak, but Abdul cut me off. He yanked me from the car, then shoved
me forward… hard. 


I
stumbled forward, then fell to my knees. I felt Diwa running past me as I was
jerked back up to my feet. Within seconds, my back was pulled firmly against
the man who had been holding Diwa. He now had his gun trained on Abdul. 


Abdul
was standing on the other side of the car. His gun was pointed directly at me. 


I
was so terrified, I couldn’t breathe.


Diwa
was sitting crumpled on the ground in front of the car. She was sobbing in
Habib’s arms. The two of them were illuminated by the headlights in the misty
rain. Habib stared, completely horrified, at me. 


The
man jerked me back against his chest. He tucked the gun into the back of his
pants, then shoved a small vial toward my lips.


“Drink
this or your friends die,” he gritted out. His lips were pressed against my ear.
His warm breath sent an insidious chill through my trembling body. 


Convinced
they would die either way, I sealed my lips closed and tried to resist the vial
that was cutting into my mouth. My eyes sought Abdul’s. I bit back tears as I willed
him to shoot the man. Why won’t he shoot him?


The
man wrenched my head back. His fingers ripped through my hair. The bitter
liquid slid past my lips as I opened my mouth to scream. A gloved hand slammed
my jaw shut, forcing the liquid down my throat. 


“Why?”
I choked through tears. I could already feel the poison racing through my
blood. It felt almost pleasurable until everything went numb. Within
seconds my body fell slack against the man who was still holding me in his arms.



With
an odd sense of detachment, I wondered when the rain had turned to snow. Habib,
Diwa, and the car blurred. Then everything faded to black.





[bookmark: _Toc377338879]Chapter 9 – Have you seen her?


 


Kadyn
was sitting perfectly still on the couch, jaw clenched, silently watching the
clock approach three-thirty a.m. He looked down and briefly patted Cade, who
was lying curled up next to him on the couch. “Hey, little buddy,” he whispered
softly. “Where is she?” 


Cade
whimpered softly. He nudged Kadyn’s leg with his head.


“Yeah,
I agree,” he replied worriedly. Kadyn rose from the couch and crossed the
living room in three long strides. He reached for the house phone, pulled up
the Caller ID, and hit send.


“What?”
Patrick growled sleepily. 


That
one word alone told Kadyn everything he needed to know. It was politeness more
than anything that drove him to respond. “Patrick. Kadyn. Is Kri with you?” 


“Kadyn?
What’s going on? How did you get my number?” Patrick asked, thoroughly
confused.


“Caller
ID. Where’s Kri?” Kadyn deliberately articulated the last two words, since
Patrick still hadn’t answered the question.


“Wait.
What? She’s not with you?” 


“If
she were with me, I wouldn’t be calling you,” Kadyn gritted through
his teeth. 


“Dude,
I don’t know. She left the office before I did… sometime around midnight.”


Kadyn’s
voice was low and bordering on deadly. “Did she park her jeep under the
Thurgood Marshall Building?”


“I
don’t know. I think so,” Patrick responded anxiously.


Kadyn
hung up the phone.


Fifteen
minutes later, Kadyn eased his bike into the parking garage under the Thurgood
Marshall Building. He lowered his boot to the ground, allowing his bike to
idle as he sat staring at the jeep. The vehicle wasn’t drivable. All four tires
were slashed and resting on their rims. He nudged the bike closer and turned it
off. 


He
slid his helmet off and slowly walked around the jeep. He tried each of the
doors. Locked. He peered inside the window. No Kri, no keys, no purse,
and no cell phone. Kadyn looked under the jeep. 


He
walked around the jeep once more as he studied the ground. He strode to the few
cars that were parked on the same level of the parking garage and examined them.
He scoured the parking garage for a security guard but didn’t see anyone. 


Kadyn
entered the stairwell and took the stairs to the lobby two at a time. He
quickly located the security desk tucked just inside the main entrance to the
building. He strode purposefully toward the guard. 


The
security guard stood. “Can I help you?” 


Kadyn
closed the distance between them. “Yes. Do you know anything about the black jeep
in the parking garage… the one with the tires slashed?”


The
security guard silently studied Kadyn. He was obviously weighing his response.


Kadyn
quickly filled the silence, understanding the scrutiny but annoyed with the
delay. “The jeep belongs to my girlfriend. She’s missing.”


A
look of understanding passed over the guard’s face, then quickly disappeared.
He wasn’t necessarily buying what Kadyn was selling. “You got a picture?” he
asked.


Gritting
his teeth irritably, Kadyn pulled up a picture from his cell phone. He handed
it to the security guard, who was now living on borrowed time. He wanted
answers and he wanted them now.


Kadyn’s
eyes were trained on the guard’s face as he examined the picture on the cell
phone. He saw recognition flash in the guard’s eyes before he spoke. “Yes. This
young woman approached me shortly after midnight. She told me her tires had
been slashed and said she’d have the vehicle towed in the morning. She left me
her business card. Then she went out there to catch a cab.” He nodded his head
toward the glass doors which faced the roundabout in front of Union Station.


“I
don’t suppose you saw which cab she got into,” Kadyn responded drily.


The
guard shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. I didn’t see which cab she chose, but
maybe the sax player did. I saw her approach him when she left.” He paused for
a minute, then added, “I haven’t heard him play for a while. He may have left
for the night.”


Kadyn
glanced toward the glass doors. “Know where I can find him?”


The
guard shrugged. “He could be anywhere. I think he’s homeless. He gets kicked
out of Union Station a lot. You might find him sleeping in there somewhere.”


Kadyn
nodded once. “Thanks.” He strode out the door, determined to track down the sax
player or a cab driver who remembered seeing Kri. He glanced down at his watch.
It was four-thirty in the morning… too early for rush hour, the metro, the
train, and pedestrians. 


Kadyn
looked around. The place was like a friggin’ ghost town. For the first time
that morning, he noticed the ground was dusted with a thin layer of snow. Kadyn
walked around looking for someone… anyone… to talk to. The few homeless
people lingering around looked at Kri’s picture, but they all said the same
thing. Not a single one of them had seen her. 


He
leaned against the base of the statue of Columbus and tried to call Kri’s cell
for the sixth time that morning. Nothing. He called her house phone. Nothing.
His eyebrows furrowed as he weighed his options. It wouldn’t be long before the
sax player and the cabs began showing up. He was familiar with the sax player
the guard had mentioned. He’d been with Kri when she gave him money and knew he
regularly performed around Union Station. Surely, he’d be back for the morning
rush hour. A high traffic time like that had to bring in some good tips. 


Kadyn
played absently with his cell phone. He watched a yellow cab drive by, then looked
back down at the phone. Slowly, a plan started to form. He scrolled through his
list of contacts. His thumb hovered over Phil’s name. Then he made the call.


“This
had better be good,” Phil grumbled.


Kadyn
rubbed his hand over his smoothly shaven head. “It’s not good. That’s why I’m calling.”


“What’s
wrong?” Phil asked, suddenly alert.


“Kri’s
missing. I need you to help me find her.” 


“What
do you mean she’s missing?” Phil responded sharply.


“She
had to go into work late last night. The tires on her jeep were slashed. She left
the parking garage around midnight to catch a cab, but she never made it home.
I haven’t heard from her. I've tried calling multiple times, but her cell phone
is going directly to voice mail,” Kadyn explained.


“Where
are you now?” 


“I'm
down at Union Station, where Kri was last seen. I’m trying to track down the
cab driver. That’s my only lead… well, that and the sax player. A security
guard from the Thurgood Marshall Building saw her talk to the sax player before
she caught a cab.”


Phil
made a rustling sound as he slid out of bed. “Do you see any security cameras
on the exterior of those buildings that would capture the area where the cabs
park?”


Kadyn
scanned the area, immediately annoyed that he hadn’t thought of the cameras.
“Yes.”


“Good.
Talk to the security guard. See if he can get you access to those tapes. If
not, call Ryan Schaeffer over at Federal Protective Services. Give him my name.
He owes me in a big way. I’m sure he can get you the tapes.”


“Ryan
Schaeffer,” Kadyn repeated as he committed the name to memory.


“I’ll
clear my schedule. Text or e-mail me a picture of Kri so I can begin contacting
the cab companies.” Phil paused briefly. “Should I limit myself to legitimate
means?”


“Why?
Do you think you can hack into their computers?” This was precisely the reason
Kadyn had called Phil.


Phil
snorted. “Piece of cake. I’ll compile a list of cab companies and drivers who
reported picking up passengers from Union Station between 11:30 p.m. and 1:00
a.m., which should be a sufficient window of time. Then I'll track down the cab
drivers, show them the picture of Kri, and see if any of them saw her or picked
her up. Of course, we'll be banking on the fact that our driver came from one
of the major cab companies and doesn’t have anything to hide.”


“Kri
wouldn’t have flagged an independent cab. I'm certain she would have only used
a well-known company. Just make sure you're working from a secure network and
you burn the trail.”


“Did
you forget who you're talking to?” Phil responded jokingly.


“No.”
Kadyn wasn’t in a joking mood.


“Kadyn?”
Phil asked hesitantly. “Do you know anyone who might have a grudge against your
girl… anyone who might want to hurt her?”


Kadyn’s
hand clenched around the phone. “At least two.”


Phil
sighed. “You best get someone on them.” 


Kadyn
nodded. “I’m on it. Call me if you learn anything.”


“You
do the same,” Phil replied before ending the call.


Kadyn
glanced at his watch and winced. This next call was going to hurt more than the
last. It was only 2:45 a.m. in Montana. Kadyn scrolled through his list of contacts,
thankful he’d thought to add Dan when he was in Montana. 


The
phone rang once. “What?” Dan answered gruffly.


Kadyn
began pacing across the worn bricks. “Dan, this is Kadyn. I need your help.” 


“With
what?” Dan asked. He articulated each word in an openly suspicious tone.


Kadyn’s
feet ground to a stop. “Kri is missing.”


“You
have got to be shitting me! How the hell did that happen?” Dan’s voice
exploded across the phone line.


Kadyn
winced as he pulled the phone away from his ear. He quickly repeated the same
story he’d told Phil, but then added the plans that he and Phil had made to
view the security tapes and hack into the computer networks from the major cab
companies.


The
phone line grew silent as Dan processed the information. “Did you pull in the
DC police?” he finally inquired.


“She
hasn’t been gone long enough to file a missing person’s report,” Kadyn responded
as he resumed pacing. “Dan, she’s in serious trouble. I can feel it.”


“This
shit stinks to high heaven,” Dan mumbled as he contemplated how best to help.
“Do you need me to get on a plane and head to DC?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “No, not yet. I need you to rule out some suspects.”


“Garcia?”


“And
Campbell.”


“I’m
on it.” Dan responded curtly. Then he hung up the phone.


Kadyn
stalked back to the security guard in the Thurgood Marshall building to ask
about the security tapes. 


“Any
luck?” he asked as Kadyn approached the desk.


“No.
Do you have access to the security tapes from the cameras on the outside of this
building? The footage from earlier should help narrow down the cab company she
used.”


The
security guard looked thoughtful as he considered the request. “I can’t leave
this desk, and I don’t have access to the security tapes, but I know someone
who does. Let me make some calls.”


While
the security guard argued with someone on the other end of the phone, Kadyn
spotted the saxophone player setting up outside. He caught the security guard’s
eye. “I’ll be right back.” 


The
security guard nodded while still speaking into the phone.


Kadyn
walked over to Union Station. He grabbed a Mountain Dew and ordered a cup of
coffee and two bagels from Au Bon Pain. He asked them to package the bagels in
two separate bags. He walked back outside, crossed the roundabout, and handed
the coffee and one of the bagels to the sax player. 


The
sax player looked surprised, but he accepted the gift. “Thanks, buddy.” 


Kadyn
cut right to the chase. “I need your help. My girlfriend was here around
midnight.” Kadyn showed him the picture from his cell phone. “She spoke with
you before she caught a cab, but she never made it home.” 


“I
know that woman. She works up the hill.” He nodded toward the Senate buildings.
“Pretty lady. Nice legs. Good tipper too,” the guy recalled as he warmed his
hands on the coffee cup.


Kadyn
tamped down the anger that was building over the guy’s observations. “Did you
happen to notice which cab she climbed into?”


“Sure.
It was one of the blue tops. She seemed to know the driver.” He eyed Kadyn
skeptically. “What did you say your name was?”


“I
didn’t. The name’s Kadyn.” He handed the sax player a business card from his
wallet. “Please call me if you remember anything else.”


“Will
do. I hope you find her. She seems like a really nice lady.”


“Thanks,”
Kadyn replied as he turned and walked away. 


The
guard waved Kadyn over to his desk as soon as he entered the building. “Is this
your girl?” He pointed to a grainy picture that was frozen on his computer
screen.


Kadyn
examined the picture closely. The face was obscured by the hair, given the
angle of the camera, but the clothes and purse were the same ones Kri had left
the house with. “That’s her.”


“That’s
an Arlington Blue Top Cab,” the guard noted.


Kadyn’s
phone rang. He looked at the Caller ID. “Phil, what do you got?”


Phil
briefed Kadyn quickly. “None of the cab drivers I’ve talked to recall picking
up a woman with long blond hair at Union Station last night. However, there is
a cab driver who went off the grid unexpectedly around that same time, and he
didn’t report for his shift this morning. I think it may be connected.” 


Kadyn
closed his eyes as he dared to hope. “Does he work for Arlington Blue Top
Cabs?”


“Yes.
Someone named Habib Ahmadzai. I have his cab number. I've pulled in some
additional people to scan footage from the traffic cameras along all the major
highways in and out of DC between the hours of midnight and one a.m. I’ll call
you as soon as I have something.”


Kadyn
lowered his voice as he walked away from the security desk. “Good. Thanks,
Phil. I’d like an address for Ahmadzai. Kri told me about a cab driver she
befriended when she first moved here. I think he may be the same guy. The sax
player seemed to think she knew the cab driver.”


Phil
immediately began typing. “I’ll text you the address now.”


Kadyn’s
voice hardened. “Listen, Phil. I want to meet with this guy personally.”


Phil
stopped typing. “I know. I won’t send anyone over without you.”


Kadyn
ended the call with Phil. He walked back to the security guard and handed him
his business card. “I really appreciate your help. I need to follow up on a
lead. Please let me know if you discover anything you think might be relevant.
I’ll call a tow company and have the jeep towed to a tire shop this morning so
it’s not sitting in your garage.”


The
security guard glanced at Kadyn’s business card. “Okay. Thanks.” He handed
Kadyn his business card. “I hope you find her.”


Kadyn
turned toward the stairwell. “Me too.” He called Mason on his way back to the
bike. “Hey buddy, I need your help.”


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
glanced at his watch. It was five-thirty a.m. He eyed the Arlington Blue Top
Cab parked a half block away as he ate the last of his bagel. He washed it down
with Mountain Dew. His eyes narrowed as he watched Mason approach with Cenia,
Roger, and Matt. Each of them was dressed entirely in black. “Well?”


Mason
spoke first. “There appear to be three people in the house… two men and a woman…
all sleeping in separate rooms. The bathroom window is cracked open, and I’ve
already unlocked the back door. This should be a piece of cake.”


Kadyn’s
cell phone rang. The entire group froze. Kadyn looked at the Caller ID and
switched over to speaker phone. “Phil?”


“Kadyn,
I’m sorry man, but it doesn’t look good. I have footage from one of the toll
booths on the west bound side of the Dulles toll road which clearly shows Kri
in the front passenger seat of Ahmadzai’s cab. There's a man in the back seat
who has a gun pointed at her head.”


“Fuck!”
Kadyn exclaimed. 


Kadyn’s
friends exchanged looks at the expletive that had never been a part of his
vocabulary. 


Roger
looked at Cenia. “You grew up in this area. What’s out west?”


Cenia
looked thoughtful. “Dulles Airport, obviously; but that place has too much
security. He wouldn’t have taken her there.”


“Then
where?” Mason interrupted impatiently. “The guy’s cab is sitting empty in front
of his house. He’s inside, and Kri clearly is not.”


Cenia
glanced at Kadyn, uncertain as to how frank she should be. “Well, he’s either
dumped her somewhere or transferred her to someone else. There are a number of
car rental places out by the airport, but I’d put money on the small executive
airport out in Leesburg. If I was trying to get someone out of this area
without getting caught, that's where I would go.”


Kadyn
nodded. “You got that Phil?”


“Let
me make some calls,” Matt interjected. “I’ve been taking flying lessons out at
that airport, so I know some of the guys who work out there.”


“Okay.
You and Phil work that angle. The rest of us will go talk to the cab driver.
We’ll regroup in twenty minutes.” Kadyn ended the call. He nodded toward the
house. “Let’s move. The sun will be up soon, and that’s going to make it a lot
more difficult to get in and out of that house without being seen.” Kadyn looked
at Cenia. “You secure the female.” He nodded toward Mason and Roger. “We’ll
take the men.” He glanced at Matt. “Draft a text message to all four of us and
send it if we need to evacuate the house.”


Matt
immediately began typing the message. He walked back toward his car and positioned
himself so that he had a clear view of the cab driver’s house. He nodded at
Kadyn before settling against the car to make his first phone call.


The
rest of the group set their cell phones to vibrate as they made their way to
the back door of the small brick house. The four stole silently into the house.
Cenia took her place in front of the bedroom housing the female. Mason slid
quietly into a second bedroom. He pulled a wallet from some pants that were
draped across a chair. He looked over the contents, then nodded once at Kadyn.
Roger observed the exchange before disappearing into the third bedroom. Mason
positioned himself in the doorway to the cab driver’s room as Kadyn nudged the
sleeping man. 


Habib’s
eyes flew open. He immediately scrambled against the headboard. 


Kadyn’s
fists clenched. When he spoke, his voice was low and eerily calm. “I think you
know why I’m here. No one will get hurt if you tell me where Kri is.” 


“I
don’t know where she is,” he responded shrilly. His eyes flitted toward the
door.


Mason
folded his well-muscled arms across his chest. He widened his stance in the
doorway as he glared at Habib. 


“I
didn’t have any choice. The man was holding my sister at gun point. I had to
take Kristine to him. It was the only way I could get my sister back,” Habib
hurriedly explained.


Kadyn
took a single step back. “I want a name.” 


Habib
glanced at Kadyn’s feet. His face registered his relief. “I don’t know what it
is. He didn’t give me a name. He said he was Kristine’s fiancé.”


“Where
did you take her?” Kadyn demanded through gritted teeth.


Habib
shrank against the headboard. “Leesburg Airport.”


“Do
you know where he was taking her?” Kadyn persisted.


Habib
shook his head. “No, but he had an airplane.”


Kadyn’s
eyes met Mason’s. “Describe him.”


“I
don’t know. It was dark, and it was raining. He… he had my sister. I just
wanted to get my sister back,” Habib complained.


Kadyn’s
brow furrowed. “Try. Think about what he was wearing.”


Habib
closed his eyes as he sought to recall what the man was wearing. “He was tall.
He was wearing dark clothes and a ski mask.”


“Did
he have an accent?” Kadyn asked.


Habib
shook his head. “No. Not that I can recall.” 


Kadyn
studied Habib intently. “And the man who held a gun to Kri’s head… the one in
the back of your car?”


Habib
swallowed nervously. “My brother.”


“The
man sleeping in the other room?”


Habib
nodded.


Kadyn’s
eyes met Mason’s. He nudged his head toward the other room. 


Mason
disappeared from the doorway.


Kadyn
returned his attention to Habib. Silence spun between them. Finally, Kadyn
spoke. “I understand why you did it, but if she’s harmed in any way, you will
pay. Tell your brother he’s forgiven… for now.”


Habib
looked on in shock as Kadyn turned and strode from the room. Cenia, Roger, and
Mason followed him out the back door. 


“Did
you take care of the brother?” Kadyn asked as they approached their vehicles. 


Roger
smiled. “Yes. He’ll be incapacitated for some time. It will take them hours to
get all of that duct tape off.”


A
slow smile spread across Kadyn’s face, then abruptly disappeared. It was then
that it struck him. Kri was likely bound and gagged too.





[bookmark: _Toc377338880]Chapter 10 – Try


 


I
woke with the worst hangover ever. I groaned miserably. Then I ran my
tongue over my teeth. My mouth was dry and sticky. I tried to remember how I’d
come to be in such sorry shape. My eyes flew open as the fog cleared. I bolted
upright, twisting my shoulder sharply. Pain shot through my shoulder, forcing
another moan from my parched throat. I looked around in shock. My right arm was
handcuffed to a very large bed. 


“Well,
it’s about time,” a deeply timbered voice rumbled from across the room. 


My
eyes widened with recognition, then narrowed at the man sitting across the
dimly lit room. “You…” My voice cracked as I tried to speak. “You asshole. Have
you completely lost your mind?”


“Maybe,”
he responded thoughtfully, as if he considered it a valid claim.


“I
have to pee.” I was not lying. I really had to go, so bad, in fact, that it was
literally the only thing I could think about at that moment. Then all thoughts
of my physical discomfort disappeared as a flood of memories pressed in on me… my
slashed tires, the car ride with Habib, Abdul, Diwa, the airport, the guns, and
the vial. I suddenly realized that I had a lot more important things to be
worried about than peeing my pants. “How long have I been out?”


“You’ve
been out for nine hours. I’ll take you to the bathroom but don’t try anything.
You do and you will not live to regret it.”


I
silently studied him. This was a man who clearly was not firing on all four
cylinders. “Fine,” I gritted out. 


He
unfolded himself from the chair and approached the bed. He unlocked the
handcuff that was attached to a thick wooden spindle in the headboard, leaving
the other half of the handcuff attached to my wrist. The bed was a massive hand
peeled log bed... the kind you find all over Montana but not in DC. 


I
inhaled deeply. I could smell pine trees and a wood burning stove. 


He
slipped the handcuff over his left wrist, snapping it closed. Nope, not
going anywhere anytime soon.


“Get
up,” he growled.


I
tried to stand as he stepped back, but my legs buckled. 


He
caught me with his free hand, then pulled me roughly against the side of his
body, once again twisting my right arm. 


I
would have cried out in pain, but I panicked at the feel of his body pressed
against mine. I struggled against him as I attempted to put some distance
between the two of us. 


He
tightened his hold, giving me no option but to shuffle alongside him to the
bathroom while firmly pinned to his side. He released me when we got to the
bathroom. “Okay. Go.”


“What?”
I squeaked. “You cannot be serious. I am not peeing in front of you.” What
is it with men? Why do they all seem to think that peeing is a spectator sport?


His
eyes narrowed. “You are if you want to pee,” he responded testily. His voice
left no room for argument.  


My
eyes narrowed with equal disdain. I silently considered how much longer I could
hold out before I actually wet myself. Exasperated, I finally relented. “You
are such an ass! Fine! Turn around.” This was beyond embarrassing. I did not
like peeing in front of anyone. 


With
a cruel smile, he turned his back to me.


I
tried to pee as quietly as I could… as if peeing quietly was even possible…
but he was standing right in front of me. I closed my eyes and tried to pretend
he wasn’t there. When I finally finished… God only knew when I was going to
get another chance to pee again… I wiggled my jeans back up and fastened
them with one hand. I walked to the sink and washed my hands, irritably
dragging his hand into the water along with mine. 


My
eyes landed on a toothbrush. I ran my tongue over my teeth again. My mouth
tasted like dirty socks… or what I imagined dirty socks would taste like, since
I didn’t have any real world experience chewing on them. “Is that your
toothbrush?”


“No,
it’s yours,” he grumbled. 


Seriously?
The guy makes me drink poison, then buys me a toothbrush? I
shook my head. My eyes met his in the mirror. A chill ran down my spine as I
noted the coldness in his eyes. I reached for the toothbrush and quickly brushed
my teeth. It wasn’t easy with my left hand. 


He
led me back to the bed and refastened the handcuff to the headboard. His eyes
darkened as he stood towering over me. 


I
began to panic as his eyes raked over my body. God, please don’t let him
touch me. 


He
reached for me as his eyes settled on the hair that had fallen over my face. 


I
froze. My heart beat once, then also froze. The air between us grew thick with
tension. 


His
hand hovered over my face as his eyes flitted to mine. His jaw clenched. We
stayed like that… eyes locked… frozen in place… for what felt like an eternity.
Then he silently turned and walked away.


I
pulled against the handcuff as I scrambled off the bed. “Wait! Where are you
going? What… what are you going to do to me?” I stilled as I waited for a
response. 


No
answer. 


The
silence was chilling. I fell back against the pillows as I attempted to answer
my own question. He won’t hurt me, I reasoned. If he wanted me dead,
he would have killed me by now. I turned the thought around in my head. What
if he regretted his decision to kidnap me? Would he kill me or let me go? My
pulse ratcheted up a few notches. 


My
eyes searched frantically for something… anything that would help me
escape. I pulled the handcuff hard, testing the strength of the spindle. I
pushed and pulled against the spindle with my free hand. It was solid, too
thick to break. My eyes settled on the only window in the room. I couldn’t see
a thing. I had been out for nine hours, and it was still dark outside? Where
am I?


*
* * * * *


“Where
is she?” Kadyn asked as he paced across his living room floor. He glanced irritably
at Mason, Roger, and Cenia. Kadyn’s phone vibrated before anyone could respond.
He ripped the phone from his pocket, glanced at the Caller ID, then switched
over to speaker as he answered the phone. “Dan, what do you got?”


“I
tracked down her scumbag ex-husband. He’s at home in bed with some woman who is
definitely not Kri.”


“And
Garcia?” Kadyn asked. He watched Cenia usher Matt into the apartment.


“I’m
still trying to track him down. I’m calling because it looks like we may have
another suspect.”


Kadyn
groaned. “Who?”


“Someone
she used to work with, here in Montana. A guy named Justin Morris. Kimme tells
me he had a thing for Kri. He sexually assaulted her twice, attempted to see
her in DC, then tried to pay for her flight back to Montana when you guys came
back to see the cousin. The guy hasn’t been to work for the past two days. No
one knows where he’s at.”


“Unbelievable,”
Kadyn grumbled.


“No
shit,” Dan agreed.


“I
don’t think it’s Garcia,” Kadyn mused as he resumed pacing across the living
room.


“Why’s
that?”


“The
guy who took her doesn’t have an accent. Isn’t Garcia from Portugal?”


“Yeah.
He’s from Portugal, but he primarily speaks French. How do you know the guy who
has her doesn’t have an accent?”


 “I
don’t. Not for sure. The guy abducted a cab driver’s sister, then held her
hostage until the cab driver delivered Kri in exchange for the sister.
According to the cab driver, the man didn’t have an accent, although he did
claim to be her fiancé.”


“The
guy he turned her over to may not be the one who’s orchestrating all of this,”
Dan speculated.


“True,”
Kadyn agreed.


“Okay.
I’m sticking with my original plan, then. I’ll keep looking for Garcia and Morris.”


Kadyn
eyed Matt as he opened the refrigerator. “Sounds good. The cab driver took Kri
to a small executive airport, so I'm trying to locate the plane and their
flight plan.” 


“Aircraft
would be your area of expertise,” Dan mused.


“And
skip tracing is yours. Track down those men, sailor,” Kadyn responded before
ending the call. He turned his attention to Matt, who was helping himself to
leftover pizza. “What did you learn from your friends at the airport?”


Matt
slid the pizza into the microwave. “A Cessna 510 left Leesburg Airport at one
o’clock this morning. The plane was destined for Minneapolis, but I don’t
believe that was their final destination. They were probably just refueling the
aircraft. Phil’s trying to secure the flight plan so he can find out where the plane
went from Minneapolis. No other aircraft departed the Leesburg Airport until
after five a.m. this morning, so we think the Cessna is our plane.”


“A
Cessna 510. That’s a small business jet,” Kadyn noted. He slid into a chair at
the breakfast bar. “Any idea where the aircraft originated from?” 


Matt
pulled the pizza from the microwave. He grabbed a piece, then shoved the box
across the counter toward Kadyn. “Yes. The Cessna flew in from Helena, Montana
two nights ago. The plane was parked at the airport until it departed this
morning,” he mumbled around a mouthful of pizza.


Kadyn
grabbed a piece of pizza. “Any idea who owns the plane?”


Matt
nodded. “Some exclusive outfitting business outside of Helena. They fly VIPs in
and out of Montana for big game hunting. Phil’s trying to track down the business
owners so he can determine whether any of their pilots are listed on the flight
plan or if someone else leased the plane.”


Kadyn
texted Dan with the additional information before surveying his friends. “Can
you secure leave, or do you have to report to work today?”


“I
can take leave,” Cenia responded.


“Me,
too,” Roger and Mason replied at the same time.


“My
schedule is flexible,” Matt confirmed.


“Good,”
Kadyn murmured. He glanced at an incoming text from Dan. “Looks like one of the
suspects out of Montana has a pilot’s license.” 


Everyone
gathered around Kadyn. 


“Who?”
Mason asked.


“The
coworker, Justin Morris,” Kadyn responded. He scrolled through the list of
contacts on his cell phone. 


Phil
picked up on the first ring. “Talk to me.”


“Anything
on the Cessna 510?” Kadyn asked.


“Nothing
yet. There are a lot of flights in and out of Minneapolis, and a number of them
are Cessna 510’s,” Phil explained apologetically. “Don’t worry, I’ll find it.”


“Any
idea who the pilot was on the flight out of Leesburg?” 


“Not
yet. I’m still waiting for the airport to e-mail me the flight plan. Any name
in particular that we’re looking for?”


“Either
Justin Morris or Michael Garcia,” Kadyn responded.


“Okay.
I’m on it.” 


“Thanks,
Phil. I’ll let you know if I learn anything new,” Kadyn replied before ending
the call. He sighed heavily as he turned toward his friends. “I really appreciate
everything you’ve done to help this morning, but you might as well go to work.
This could take a while, and we shouldn’t be burning leave time we may need
later. Why don’t we meet back here tonight after work? I’ll text you if
anything comes up before then.” 


Everyone
reluctantly agreed before trickling out of the apartment. 


Kadyn
collapsed on the couch. He retraced every step as he tried to identify new
strategies for finding Kri. Exhaustion stole over him as he sat there. He
closed his eyes. Just a few minutes of sleep. That’s all I need. 


*
* * * * *


I
hadn’t a clue how long I’d slept. One minute I was sitting in the dark thinking
about how to get my arm loose, and the next minute I was waking up in a sun
drenched room. I breathed a sigh of relief when I discovered I was alone. My
eyes locked on the window, which framed pine trees heavily blanketed in snow. 


A
loud crash drew my attention away from the window. Something… no someone…
was banging around in another room. Heavy footsteps echoed down the hall before
his large frame filled the doorway to my room. 


“Hungry?”
he asked.


“Yes,”
I admitted grudgingly. I was hungry, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to eat anything
he prepared. I was worried he might try to drug me again. My stomach
growled, urging me to throw caution to the wind.


The
doorway was empty once again. I glanced around in confusion. Now where
did he go? 


He
suddenly reappeared, this time with a tray of food. Tendrils of steam rose from
the bowl on the tray.


I
scooted back against the pillows as I sat up in bed. My right arm was still
sore where it had been injured earlier. 


He
strode toward the bed, then stopped abruptly. He narrowed his eyes at me as he pulled
the tray against his chest. “Don’t try anything funny.” Shockingly, he didn’t
trust me.


I
pasted a sincere look onto my face. “I won’t. I’m hungry. I just want to eat.”
That wasn’t entirely true, but I wasn’t an idiot. I knew it was what he wanted
to hear. I glanced down at my clothes and my stocking feet as I contemplated my
options. No shoes. I shivered, recalling the snow I’d seen outside the
window.


He
closed the distance between us and set the tray on my lap. He backed up two
steps, shoved his hands in his pockets, and stared at me. 


I
raised one eyebrow and my right arm, sliding the handcuff up the spindle as
high as it would go. “I can’t eat with my left hand.”


“Sure
you can,” he responded smugly. He turned and walked out of the room.


I
studied the steaming bowl of oatmeal. I would have thrown it in his
face, had he released my hand. The rational side of me knew that pissing him off
and trying to run away barefoot in the snow was a ridiculous plan; but deep
inside I knew that the dangers I’d face outside were nothing compared to what
lie ahead with this delusional man. He was being nice now, but how long would that
last? 


My
stomach rumbled. I sniffed the oatmeal, took a bite, and prayed it wasn’t
drugged. The oatmeal tasted like cinnamon and brown sugar. Nothing tasted out
of place, so I ate a few more bites. I took a sip of orange juice and winced as
my stomach turned. I shoved the tray aside.


I
fell back against the pillows as I pondered my predicament. How much time
had passed? Had Kadyn discovered that I was gone? Who was taking care of Cade? How
was I going to get away when I didn’t even know where I was? The questions
and concerns circled around me like vultures slowly picking apart my brain. I
needed answers, and I wasn’t likely to get them if I was lying around in bed. I
sat up and stared at the doorway. “Hey! Are you out there? I need to use the
bathroom!”


He
approached the doorway, folded his arms across his chest, and studied me.


I
steeled myself for an argument. “Look. This isn’t going to work. You can’t keep
me chained up all day and night. I need to use the bathroom. I need to move
around at least a little bit, and I really need a shower.”


He
muttered something unintelligible as he approached the bed. He unlocked the
handcuff, grabbed my wrist, and yanked me out of bed, once again wrenching my
arm. 


The
pain brought tears to my eyes. Still, I refused to cower. I stared at him
defiantly as I rose to my full height. 


“You’ve
got fifteen minutes to use the bathroom and the shower. If you aren’t done in
fifteen minutes, then I'm coming in.” He shoved me toward the bedroom door. 


I
stumbled toward the bathroom. I went to the bathroom, brushed my teeth, and
showered in record time. Sadly, the bathroom didn’t have any windows. 


I
was wrapping a thick white towel around me when the bathroom door swung opened.
His large frame quickly filled the small space. 


I
pulled the towel tight. I was painfully aware of the fact that the towel was
the only thing standing between me and the man who wanted me desperately enough
to kidnap Diwa.


His
eyes raked over my half-naked body. He shoved a small bundle of clothes at me.
“I brought you clean clothes.” 


I
reached for the clothes while clutching the towel against my chest. As the bundle
unraveled, I examined it in shock. “A sun dress? There’s snow outside.”


He
crossed his arms stubbornly. “So?”


I
gave him a look that ensured he knew that I knew he was bat shit crazy. “So… I
guess I’m wearing a sun dress. There are no panties?”


He
smiled maliciously as he snatched up my dirty clothes. “Your powers of
observation never cease to amaze me.” And, with that snide comment, he turned
and walked out the door. 


I
had no choice but to wear a sun dress with no bra and no underwear. “This
sucks,” I complained miserably. I slipped the soft yellow dress over my head
and stepped tentatively from the bathroom. I was barefoot and still finger-combing
my hair. 


He
grabbed my shoulders and pinned me against the wall. “You make one wrong move
and I’ll handcuff you naked to that bed.” He pressed his body against mine,
proving just how unpleasant that would be. Suddenly, his eyes softened.


He
looked like he was about to kiss me, so I turned my head away.


He
grabbed my jaw and forced me to look up at him. “I’d love an excuse to do just
that,” he stated gruffly. The silence spanned between us as his eyes burned
into mine.  


Slowly,
he released my jaw. He reached for my left arm and dragged me into the middle
of a large living room. The furniture had been carved from logs, just like the
bed. Massive windows ran along an entire wall from the ceiling to the floor,
peaking in the center. 


I
took a step toward the windows. I couldn’t resist the breathtaking view. 


He
stared at me. Then he gradually released my arm. 


I
walked to the windows and pressed my hand against the cold glass. The sky was a
brilliant shade of blue, and there was nothing but snowcapped trees as far as
the eye could see.


“There
is no place for you to run,” he warned dryly. “You leave this house and you will
die.”


I
turned away from the window and studied him solemnly. “Why?”


He
shrugged. “Because I could.” He turned and walked toward the kitchen. “And
because you refused to give me a chance.”


I
sank into a thickly cushioned chair, feeling utterly defeated. I examined my
surroundings. I couldn’t tell whether we were in a house or a luxury cabin. The
two story living room was quite large, and there were no walls separating it
from the kitchen or the dining area. I wouldn’t be able to make a move without
being seen. 


He
returned with a cup of coffee and some toast. “You barely touched the oatmeal.
You should eat.” He set the coffee on the coffee table and handed me the toast
before sitting on the couch. He rested his elbows against his knees and silently
studied me.


My
stomach warred against my brain as I picked at the toast. I couldn’t even feign
interest in the coffee. I seemed hardwired to resist everything this man was offering
me. “What are you going to do to me?” I whispered as I stared down at the toast.



“Everything,”
he replied in a very dark tone. 


“Everything,”
I repeated hoarsely. My eyes flitted to his as I tried to choke down a piece of
toast. “Are you going to kill me?”


“It
depends,” he responded indifferently. 


“On
what?” I asked, suddenly alarmed. I hadn’t thought he wanted me dead. Why would
he go through the trouble of kidnapping me if he wanted me dead?


He
walked back to the kitchen and poured another cup of coffee. “On how hard you
fight me.” 


I
refused to acknowledge his response. I fixed my eyes on the view outside the
window, instead. 


I
studied the silent, snow-packed mountain and shook my head in disbelief. I
couldn’t believe my life had spiraled back to this. I gazed out over the
evergreen trees, and I knew... no one would hear me scream.
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Kadyn
gazed unseeingly at the magnolia trees outside his living room window. He
sighed. The heavy breath was steeped in frustration. It was getting dark, and
he was no closer to finding Kri. He turned away from the window when Mason’s
keys rattled against the door. 


Mason
walked in, followed by Cenia, Roger, and Matt. Cenia and Roger were carrying white
paper bags, presumably filled with food. Matt had a bottle of wine, and Mason
was carrying a two liter bottle of Sprite.


“Chinese
takeout,” Cenia explained with a soft smile. “We figured you hadn’t eaten.”


“Thanks,”
Kadyn responded as he followed them into the kitchen. He pulled some paper
plates and napkins from the cupboard and set them on the counter.


Cenia
and Roger began unpacking the food. “Anything new?” Roger asked as he popped
the lid off a plastic container.


Kadyn
pulled some large serving spoons out of a drawer and handed them to Roger.
“Phil has identified Justin Morris as the pilot on the flight out of Leesburg.
He's still trying to track down where the plane went when it departed
Minneapolis. The Flight Service Station is having some difficulty tracking down
the flight plan.”


Mason
filled a drinking glass with Sprite and handed it to Kadyn. He gathered a
number of mix-matched wine glasses from the cupboard and set them on the
counter next to Matt.


Matt
pulled the cork from the bottle of wine. “Well, it should prove easier to find
her now that we know who’s involved.” 


“We
need to know where that plane went,” Kadyn growled. He accepted a plate of food
from Cenia. “Thanks, Cenia.” He offered up a half-smile when he saw the shrimp
fried rice.


Kadyn’s
phone rang. He immediately switched over to speaker phone. “Hey, Phil, any luck
tracking down that plane?”


“The
Cessna is currently parked at Sea-Tac Airport in Washington State,” Phil
responded solemnly. 


Mason
released a rather impressive stream of expletives under his breath. 


Roger
shook his head. “That’s not good.”


Kadyn’s
eyes locked on Roger’s. “She could be anywhere.” 


Matt
raked his hand through his hair. “He could have caught an international flight
out of Seattle.”


“Or…
he could have driven her over the border into Canada,” Cenia suggested.


Phil
cleared his throat. “I doubt he’d get away with taking a hostage over the
border, but I’ll run both names by border security. I can pull some people in
to see if either name pops up on the international flights that departed
Sea-Tac today, but this is going to take some serious manpower.”


“What
if she’s in Seattle?” Kadyn asked. “What about checking cab companies, rental
car companies, and hotels?”


Phil
groaned. “There are thousands of possibilities, Kadyn. I think it’s time to
pull in the authorities.”


“I
agree,” Cenia responded. “We're going to need some help with this.”


Kadyn
exhaled loudly. “Fine. I’ll call the Seattle police.” He hated turning control
of the search over to the police, and he wasn’t feeling optimistic about the
amount of time they’d devote to finding her, but he could no longer deny they
needed help.


“I’ll
still reach out to border security and get some people on the passenger lists
for those international flights,” Phil offered sympathetically.


“Thanks.
Let me know what you find,” Kadyn replied.


“Of
course,” Phil responded before ending the call.


Kadyn
called the Seattle Police Department, but they refused to help. He was informed
he had to file a missing person’s report with the DC police before the Seattle
police could get involved. So Kadyn called the DC police. A detective took his
statement over the phone. Kadyn e-mailed the detective a couple pictures of Kri
and agreed to stop by the police department the next morning to finish filing
the report in person.


The
friends ate in silence while Kadyn was on the phone. They cleaned up the
kitchen and offered a few words of encouragement before returning home. 


Kadyn
walked over to Kri’s apartment, gathered up Cade’s things, and walked him back to
his apartment so he wouldn’t have to spend the night alone. He and Mason sorted
through additional strategies for locating Kri until exhaustion drove them both
to bed. Kadyn tucked Cade next to his chest as he settled into bed. 


Cade
whimpered softly.


Kadyn
ran his hand through Cade’s fur. “I know, little guy,” he whispered brokenly.
“I’m worried too.”


*
* * * * *


The
longer I sat staring out the window, the angrier I grew. I’d spent the last
nine years of my life being manipulated, controlled, and beaten down by another
man. And, now? Here I was being held prisoner in another man’s home, robbed of
what little control I’d gained over my life since my divorce. 


I’d
finally found someone who respected me… a man who actually cared about me… who
wanted nothing more than my happiness… and now he was gone. He was yanked from
my grasp, as if some unattainable dream, and replaced with an unfathomable nightmare.
I turned and glared at Justin. 


He
was watching me with cold, calculating eyes. 


I
rose from the chair with fists clenched. “How dare you,” I hissed. 


His
eyes turned seething as he shot to his feet. “How dare I? How dare I? How
dare you! You’re the one who blew me off! You wouldn’t give me a chance.
You made me beg. You rejected me. You made me feel like I was some worthless
piece of shit. I’m not worthless, you stupid fucking bitch.” His hands clenched
as he spit out the last four words.


I
was immediately thrown into another place and time, when another man screamed
those same exact words as he pummeled me with his fists. “I hate you! I hate you!
I. HATE. YOU!” I screamed with the full force of my lungs. 


I
didn’t see him lunge for me. His face burned red as his fingers dug into my arms.
He shook me violently. “Shut up,” he rasped. 


I
fought to ignore the pain as his fingers pressed into my bones. “I hope you
die,” I spit back. 


He
backhanded me with an incomprehensible amount of force. 


The
log chair bit into my ribs as I fell. My entire body slammed against the floor.
I grasped my side as I forced myself onto my knees. The blood from my cheek
splattered against the hardwood floor. My hand shook as I brushed my fingers
against my cheek. I gazed down at the blood that now stained my hand. My ribs
screamed in protest with each heaving breath I took. 


His
fingers wound through my hair until they were just inches from my scalp. He
yanked me off the floor and held me by the hair as he turned me around to face
him. His eyes darted to my cheek. “This is all your fault. You couldn’t be nice
to me for two seconds, could you?” 


I
smeared blood on his shirt as I tried to push him away.


He
dragged me back into the bedroom, grabbed the handcuff, and forced me into the
bathroom. He handcuffed my arm to a thick pipe under the sink. “You can rot in
here for all I care,” he snarled as he slammed the door. 


I
looked around the small bathroom. It wouldn’t be the first, the second, or even
the third time I had to sleep on a bathroom floor. I leaned against the base of
the toilet, pulled my legs to my chest, and buried my face in my knees. My
tears hung suspended as Charlie’s voice washed over me. I want you to
remember one thing. You are not alone. You are never alone. I began sobbing,
even as I prayed. “Please, God, please be here with me. Please don’t let me die
alone.” 


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
spent the entire morning with the DC police. He offered as much information as
he could without revealing the means by which he had acquired it. The detectives
agreed to coordinate with the Seattle authorities, but they repeatedly insisted
that Kadyn leave the investigation up to them. Kadyn walked out of the police
department, refusing to make that commitment. 


The
police weren’t the only ones making demands. Kadyn insisted they keep the abduction
out of the news. He was concerned the publicity would place Kri in more danger.
The detectives grudgingly agreed, but they reserved the right to reconsider as
the situation warranted. Kadyn felt like it was a wash in the end, but he
recognized the value of getting the Seattle authorities involved.


When
he returned to work, it was with a heavy heart. He may have pulled more people
into the investigation, but he was still no closer to finding Kri. As each hour
slipped by, he wondered whether she was an hour closer to freedom or an hour
closer to death.


*
* * * * *


I
looked at my watch and found comfort in that one simple act. I wondered if sanity
could be maintained by measuring time. Two days had passed since Justin had locked
me inside the bathroom. I could hear him moving around in other areas of the
house. Shadows from his boots had slipped under the door when he hovered
outside the bathroom. Still, he brought no food. He didn’t speak to me, and he
didn’t open the door to check on me… not even once. 


Every
part of my body ached from sleeping in awkward positions on the cold, hard
floor. Pain shot through my ribs every time I moved. I was thankful to at least
have access to water from the sink, because it helped ease the cramps from my
empty stomach. And, although it was a painful reach, I was able to use the
toilet. 


My
brain circled around and around, most often landing on memories of harsh words
and physical abuse. I would intermittently push my mind toward happier times
with my parents, my cousin, Kimme, and Kadyn, but it would always circle back
to memories steeped in violence and pain. Eventually, the memories subsided,
and an eerie numbness settled over me. I welcomed the reprieve.


*
* * * * * 


He
came for me on the third day. I studied him warily as he entered the room and
kneeled in front of me. His eyes looked sad as he ran his finger down the mark
he had left on my cheek. My stomach turned at the feel of his touch, but I
didn’t dare move. My eyes followed him as he stood and pulled a towel and a
wash cloth from the linen closet. Still, I didn’t move. Justin wet the
washcloth in the sink and crouched back down on the floor in front of me. Then
he gently cleaned the wound. He unlocked the handcuffs and rose to his feet as
he motioned toward the shower. He left without saying a single word. 


I
was too weak to stand in the shower, so I took a bath instead. Afterwards, I
leaned on the sink, mesmerized by my reflection in the mirror. Dark shadows
lined dull, haunted eyes. My face was bruised on both sides, and there was a
small gash along the cheekbone on the left side. I had a large purple bruise,
about the size of a pear, near the bottom of my ribs on the left side. Staring
at my reflection was like looking at a picture from my past.


Slowly,
I made my way out of the bathroom. I was too weak from days of not eating and
in too much pain to move quickly. I discovered a tray of food sitting on the
bed in my room, so I sat on the bed and examined the sandwich and grapes. I picked
at the food. I was hungry, but I was concerned that eating too much at once
would make me vomit. 


I
crawled onto the bed. I was too sore and too tired to move any further. I was
just drifting off to sleep when Justin appeared in the doorway. 


We
eyed each other cautiously before he approached the bed. “Why don’t you come
into the living room so we can start over?” he asked.


“I
really need to rest,” I responded hesitantly. I didn’t want to make him mad
again.


Justin
pulled the handcuffs out of his pocket. “If you rest in here, I’ll have to
handcuff you to the bed.” He hooked one end of the handcuff on the headboard to
prove his point. “If you rest on the couch, then I can keep an eye on you, and
you won’t need these.” He gestured toward the handcuffs, which were now attached
to the spindle.


I
weighed my options. I didn’t want to be in the same room with Justin, but my
side hurt enough to where I didn’t want to be forced to sleep in yet another
painful position. I was too tired to fight, and I was hesitant to make another
decision that would make him angry. “I’ll sleep on the couch,” I finally
relented.


Justin
smiled, pleased with my response. He grabbed the comforter and a pillow and followed
me as I shuffled out the door. He set the pillow and blanket on the couch. Then
he helped me lower onto the makeshift bed. I moved the pillow so I could lay on
my right side. Justin turned some soft music on from somewhere inside the
kitchen.


I
watched him from the couch for as long as my eyes would allow. He was being
kind now, tender even, but I knew it wouldn’t last. I knew every step of this
dance. It was only a matter of time before he lost it again.


*
* * * * *


Kadyn’s
nerves unraveled more with each passing day. The thought of what Kri might be
going through... the danger she could be in... whether she was even alive... was
eating away at him bit by bit. 


He
tried to focus on what little progress had been made. Border security had ruled
out a border crossing. Phil’s staff had ruled out most of the international flights,
and the Seattle police had run Kri’s picture by all of the car rental places
and were now working their way through the hotels. Still, he questioned their
strategy. He knew they were missing something, but he couldn’t quite put his
finger on what it was.


Kadyn’s
friends watched helplessly as he paced across his living room floor. They had
spent every free moment they had with Kadyn, trying to generate strategies that
would help locate Kri. 


Kadyn’s
cell phone rang, forcing an end to his silent contemplation. Kadyn glanced
briefly at the Caller ID, then quickly answered the phone. “Dan, please tell me
you have found them.”


“I
think I’ve hit pay dirt,” Dan responded cautiously. 


Kadyn
quietly regarded his friends. “Wait. I’m switching over to speaker phone.” He
quickly changed the setting on his phone. “Okay. Continue.”


“Evidently,
our boy, Morris, owns some property a few miles outside of Trout Lake,
Washington,” Dan replied.


“Bingo,”
Matt whispered.


“Where
the hell is Trout Lake, Washington?” Roger asked. His fingers hovered over his
phone.


Mason
looked up from texting on his own phone. “That’s in the Cascade Mountains near
some volcano… Mount Adams, I think. I went trout fishing there once.” 


Kadyn
nabbed a pen from the coffee table and began searching for paper. “Do you have
an address?”


“Yes.
I’ll text it to you shortly.”


“Do
you have anyone in the area who can scope the place out?” Kadyn asked as he
resumed pacing.


“I've
already recruited a skip tracer out of Portland to go to the property and check
things out. He doesn’t have the authority to make an arrest in Washington
State, but he's the closest guy I’ve got. He’s a retired Navy SEAL with some
serious skills. He can get close without being detected.”


“How
far is Trout Lake from Portland?” Roger asked.


“Two
hours,” Dan responded. “But I don’t know how far the property is from there or
how easy the access is this time of year.”


Roger
looked at Kadyn. “Can we get a drone over there any faster than that?”


Kadyn’s
feet ground to a stop. “It would take us at least that long just to track one
down.” 


Mason
shook his head. “I doubt a drone would get close enough to get a good view. The
area is too heavily treed.”


“Okay,
Dan. Send your SEAL in, but if Kri is there, I don’t want him to intervene
unless absolutely necessary. For now, this is Intel only.”


Cenia’s
eyes met Kadyn’s. “Are you going to tell the police?”         


The
room grew quiet as Kadyn contemplated his response. Finally, he spoke. “No. I’d
prefer to keep this between us… for now.” 


“I
agree,” Dan responded. “This Navy SEAL has hostage extraction skills that
exceed even the most seasoned law enforcement officers. I’m going to pull
together some fire power and a few of my boys. Then I’m going to commandeer a pilot
and a private plane from those yahoos who leased that plane to Morris. We’ll remain
on standby. We can always abort the mission if the SEAL tags it as a dead end.”


“We’ll
do the same,” Kadyn responded before disconnecting the call. He shoved the
phone in his pocket, then looked at his friends. “Okay, who’s in?” 


“I
am,” all four friends immediately replied.


“Phil
and Marie are going to want in on this too,” Mason noted as he began texting
Phil. 


Cenia
scrolled through the list of contacts on her cell phone. “I’ll call Shawn to
see if he’s available to fly.” 


“I’ll
call the Leesburg Airport to get some estimates on leasing a plane,” Matt offered
as he reached for his phone.


Kadyn
dug the phone back out of his pocket. “I need to call the dog walker to make
sure she can take care of Cade while we’re gone.” 


Everyone
stopped what they were doing. They stared at him incredulously. 


“What?”
Kadyn asked. 


Mason
shook his head in disbelief. “Dude, there are more important things to do than
line up a sitter for the dog.”


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched. “I disagree. That dog means everything to Kri.” 


Mason
shrugged. “Okay. This is your operation.” 


Kadyn
made his call, then he allowed a small sigh of relief. Finally, we have a
lead.


*
* * * * * 


Kadyn
raked his hand over his head. He was waiting for his friends to arrive. They
had spent hours trying to secure a flight and had failed miserably. He had sent
them home shortly after midnight so they could get some sleep. Kadyn didn’t
want anyone exhausted when they were facing a volatile situation. 


He
was leaning on the counter drinking a Mountain Dew for breakfast when the
doorbell rang. Mason answered the door. Kadyn watched as his friends filed in
one by one. 


They
gathered around the counter, then stared at him expectantly. 


Kadyn
set the soda on the counter. “Dan’s SEAL has confirmed Kri is being held on the
Trout Lake property.”


They
let out a collective sigh of relief. 


“Have
any of you been able to secure a plane this morning?” Kadyn asked as they moved
into the living room.


Cenia
sank into the couch. “Shawn is somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean. He’s on his
way home from an assignment in Germany.”


“There
are no available military hops into Oregon or Washington today,” Roger reported.
He joined Cenia on the couch. “I’ve looked everywhere.”         


Matt
fired up his laptop as he settled in next to Roger. “I haven’t progressed far
enough in my flying lessons, so unless we find another pilot we can’t lease a
plane. I’ve looked into some private air charter services, but the cost is
prohibitive… over forty thousand dollars round trip.”


Roger
whistled. “That’s steep.”


Kadyn
shook his head. “There’s got to be another way.”


Mason
dropped into the remaining chair and opened his laptop. “I’ve been trying to find
affordable tickets on some commercial flights, but I can’t find any flights to
Trout Lake Airport, Portland International Airport, or Sea-Tac airport for less
than three thousand dollars each.” He looked up at Kadyn. “We can pool our
resources together and get you on one of those flights, but then you’d be going
in alone. Even then, it would be at least eight hours before you could get
there, longer if you have to change planes.”


Kadyn’s
cell phone rang, suspending all further discussion. His eyebrows knit together
as he noted the unfamiliar number. “Hello?”


“Captain
Rand?”


“Yes…”


“This
is Jay D. Rockefeller.”


Kadyn
looked at his phone in disbelief, then spoke. “Senator Rockefeller, how can I
help you?” He tried to ignore Cenia’s gasp and the murmuring that instantly
ignited around the room.


“Young
man, the more appropriate question would be, ‘How can I help you?’” The senator
paused briefly, but he continued before Kadyn could respond. “Patrick has advised
me that my newest staff member, Ms. Stone, has been missing since she left my
DC office Wednesday night. She has not yet returned to work, so I assume you
are still looking for her.”


Kadyn
attempted to brief the senator as succinctly as possible. “Yes, sir. A cab
driver was coerced into taking Kri by gunpoint from Union Station to the
Leesburg Executive Airport sometime around midnight on Wednesday. She was
forced onto a plane piloted by an old co-worker of hers. This man has
previously assaulted her... twice. We have located his plane at the Sea-Tac
airport. The suspect owns property just outside of Trout Lake, Washington. We
have a Navy SEAL observing the place now. He has confirmed that Kri is being
held hostage there.”


The
senator cleared his throat. “You have been busy, Captain Rand.”


“Yes,
sir, I have.”


“Have
you called the authorities in Trout Lake?”


“No,
sir. Not yet. We plan to pull them in as soon as we arrive.”


“Very
good. I’ll repeat my earlier question, then. What can I do to help?”


Kadyn
took a deep breath as he gathered the courage to make his request. “Well, sir,
we need a plane.” The room fell silent as he waited for the response.


“Consider
it done. I’ll have a plane fueled and a pilot on stand-by at Dulles International
Airport within the hour.”


Kadyn
released his breath all at once. “Thank you, sir.”


“Captain
Rand, it is I who should be thanking you. Please keep me apprised.”


“Yes,
sir. I will.” Kadyn waited politely for the Senator to end the call. Then he turned
his attention to his friends. “Looks like we just found ourselves a plane.” 


Kadyn's
eyes locked on Mason’s. He slowly began to smile. “I don’t know about you, but
I’m not about to let Dan’s Navy boys steal our thunder. Let’s talk logistics.”


The
group pulled Phil in as they worked through the logistics. They went their
separate ways as they packed their bags and gathered the necessary equipment.
An hour later, the friends met up at Dulles International Airport, where they boarded
a private jet to Trout Lake, Washington, courtesy of Senator Jay D. Rockefeller
IV. 


Kadyn
gazed out the window as the jet cut through the clouds… only he didn’t see the
clouds. The only thing he could see was Kri. Quietly, he whispered, “Hang in there,
Kri. We’re coming for you.”


* *
* * * *


Arms
snaked around me, then hardened as if forged from steel. I fought desperately
to break loose. A blood curdling scream tore through my lips as I struggled to
get away. “Help!” 


Suddenly,
he was shaking me. “Kri, wake up. You’re having a bad dream.” 


My
eyes flew open when I recognized the voice. I sat up and smacked my head on
something hard. Brown eyes locked on blue. I slammed my eyes shut as pain tore through
my left side. “It’s not a dream,” I groaned. “Oh, God, it’s not a
dream.” I began to cry.


Justin
released me abruptly. He winced as he rubbed at his chin. “You fell asleep on
the couch.”


I
scrambled to the corner of the couch and tucked my knees to my chest, heedless
of the pain it sent shooting through my side. “I just want to go home. Please,
Justin, let me go,” I pleaded brokenly.


Justin
walked to the kitchen. He returned a few seconds later with a glass of water. He
handed me the glass. “Don’t be ridiculous. You are home.” 


“This
is not my home,” I argued stubbornly. I sniffed the water. “This smells
funny.”


He
rolled his eyes. “Of course it does. It’s well water.”


I
took the smallest of sips, wrinkled my nose, then proceeded to drink the water.
“Justin, we need to talk about this.”


“About
what?” he asked moodily.


This
time, my temper got the best of me. “I don’t know, Justin. The weather? The
legislative process? Oh, I know! Kim Jong-il.” 


Justin
bit back a response in a rather admirable attempt to maintain self-control.


I
resumed drinking the water as I tried to calm myself. I eyed the glass, still
disturbed by the heavy mineral taste. I looked at Justin and exhaled loudly. “I
don’t know how you envisioned this all playing out, Justin. Did you honestly
think you could make me fall in love with you and we’d live here happily ever
after?”


Justin
just stood there staring at me.


I
toyed with the glass while I waited for his response.


“Would
that be so awful?” he asked as he turned and walked toward the kitchen.


“It
would be hell,” a little voice responded in my head. I didn’t dare repeat
the words out loud. 


I
huffed out a breath in frustration. I set the glass on the coffee table, leaned
back against the couch, and closed my eyes. I was desperate to escape this
place, even if only in my mind. I tried to picture myself sitting on my own
couch at home, with Cade and Kadyn sitting next to me. I’d feel safe if Kadyn
was sitting next to me. I took a deep, painful breath and forced myself to feel
him sitting next to me. I smiled when I could finally feel him. 


We
just sat there like that… not talking and not touching for the longest time. I
sighed contentedly when he finally caressed my face. He nuzzled my cheek before
kissing me softly on the lips. His hand slid slowly up my thigh. The soft
fabric of my dress tickled my skin as it crept up my leg. His kiss grew more
insistent. Then it began to feel all wrong. 


My
eyes flew open, but I couldn’t focus on anything. My head felt heavy as I tried
lifting it from the couch. I pushed Kadyn away… only it wasn’t Kadyn sitting
next to me… it was Justin. 


Justin
grabbed my wrists. “It’s okay,” he said in a sickeningly sweet voice. “I know
how to make this all better.” He shifted his weight as he repositioned us on
the couch and lowered his body onto mine. I began to cry as his lips met mine.
Every hard angle of his body was pressing in on me. He abandoned my
unresponsive lips and began peppering my face with soft kisses, instead. 


“You
drugged me,” I rasped in a thick voice. “Again.” 


He
traced my jaw and chin with his tongue. Then he latched onto my neck and began
to suck. Hard.


“Please
don’t. Oh, God, please don’t do this... not this,” I pleaded. I wedged my
hands between us and pushed against him as hard as I could. 


He
batted my hands away and tugged the strap of my dress down.


I
flailed against him, desperate to get away. A loud, blood curdling scream echoed
through the room. I froze, so mindless with fear that I didn’t know the scream
had been mine.


Justin
grabbed my wrists. He pinned them together with one hand and pressed them into
the cushion above my head. He lifted himself a few inches from my body as he
reached for his zipper. 


I
twisted and kicked against the cushions as I lunged for the floor.


He
dragged me back onto the couch. 


“No,”
I sobbed. 


“Hold
still,” he gritted as he pinned me beneath him. His hand brushed against me as
he unzipped his pants. 


My
chest heaved as deep, ragged breaths tore through my lungs. “Stop!”  I
screamed at the top of my lungs.


“Stop
screaming,” he bit out as he shoved the dress over my hips. 


I
bucked against him, trying to get loose. Then my body went slack as I began sobbing.
“Please, Justin, don’t do this. Please don’t do this.”


“Shut
up,” he rasped as he anchored his hand over my mouth and nose. “Just relax. I
promise you’ll enjoy it. Then everything will be okay.” 


My
heart ground to a stop when I saw his eyes. They were completely dilated. I
bucked against him again, completely terrified. I couldn’t breathe. He was
smothering me, and he didn’t even know it. I ripped my hands loose and clawed
at him as I fought for air. Darkness crept over me. Then everything went black.






[bookmark: _Toc377338882]Chapter 12 – Rescue me 


 


Air
Force met Navy just outside the door to the Mount Adams Ranger Station. It was
pitch black by the time the two teams met up, but the front of the ranger
station was well lit with two outdoor floodlights. Kadyn and Dan shook hands as
the two teams approached one another. Dan began the introductions. “Kadyn, you
remember my friends… Ron, Larry, and Marty.” He eyed the team that Kadyn had
assembled, then added, “They all served Navy in Vietnam.” Dan nodded toward a
man Kadyn didn’t recognize. “This is Marcus. He’s the skip tracer out of
Portland.”


Kadyn
shook Marcus’s hand. “The retired Navy SEAL. I appreciate your help.” 


Marcus
pulled a manila envelope from the inside of his jacket. He opened the envelope
and handed Kadyn four photographs. “The property is located approximately one
hour up the mountain. When I left there, an hour ago, your girl was sleeping on
the couch in the living room. I couldn’t get a very good look at her, but she
appears to be okay. The floor is an open concept. The suspect was in the
kitchen overlooking the living room. He was preparing food when I left.” 


Kadyn
examined the photographs. “This place looks more like a house than a cabin,” he
noted. He handed the pictures to Cenia. 


She
glanced at the photographs before passing them around.


Marcus
nodded toward two men wearing brown uniforms. “The forest rangers have lined up
twelve snowmobiles from local residents and outfitters. There’s a single dirt
road going into the property, but it’s packed with snow. I have marked a
location about a half mile from the house where we’ll have to park the
snowmobiles and walk in. Everyone needs to stop when they see the trees marked
with orange flagging tape. It’s the same kind of tape that loggers use, so it
shouldn’t raise any red flags. The snowmobiles will be too loud to drive any
closer than that.” 


Kadyn
nodded. “We’ll split into groups of three so we can each secure one side of the
cabin. I want Cenia and Roger with me. We’ll take the front.”


Phil
began distributing headsets from his pack. “We can communicate through these. I
made sure they’re all functional. I want Mason and Marie with me.”


Kadyn
nodded. “Matt, I’d like you to go with Dan and Marcus.” 


Matt
stepped forward and shook their hands. “I’m Matt.”


Dan
strode toward a nearby pickup truck. He grinned at Kadyn as he lifted a tarp
and began pulling guns out of the back. “You might recognize some of these.” 


Marie’s
eyes grew wide as she joined Kadyn and Dan at the back of the truck. “Nice,” she
murmured appreciatively.


“How
many people are we taking on?” Cenia asked as she eyed the arsenal. 


Marcus
joined them at the back of the truck. “One. The guy’s working alone. I was able
to identify two guns in the house. He has a hand gun on the dresser in the
master bedroom, which is located on this side of the house.” Marcus pointed to
the photograph that Matt was holding. “He also has a shotgun, which is propped
against the wall next to the door in the living room. Those were the only two
guns I could see, but it’s possible he has more.”


“Are
you sure this guy doesn’t know you’ve been there?” Mason asked skeptically. 


The
Navy SEAL folded his arms across his chest as he turned to face Mason. The
hardening of his eyes was his only response.


“Marcus
is good... one of the best. I’m sure Morris has no idea he’s been there,” Dan
insisted as he tried to break the tension between the two men. “Ron, Larry, and
Marty, why don’t you take the back of the house? Marcus, Matt, and I will take
this side, where the bedrooms are located. Phil, Marie, and Mason can take the
other side of the house, where the living room is located.”


Kadyn
looked at the sheriff and the two deputies who were silently observing the
conversation. “Sheriff?”


The
sheriff gave Kadyn a measured look. “This is our jurisdiction.” He paused as he
studied the group. “But, to be perfectly frank, you have more man power at your
disposal than I do. I’d have to pull in officers from another jurisdiction.”
His eyes settled on Marcus. “And we don’t have anywhere near your expertise in
extracting people.” Finally, his eyes returned to Kadyn’s. “I’ll grant your
request, but I’m only giving you a thirty minute lead. Then, we’re heading up
there.”


Kadyn
nodded. “Thank you, sir.”


“I
didn’t see what that one had in the back of his truck.” The sheriff jerked
his head toward Dan. “I don’t want any dead bodies when I get there. There’s
too much paperwork with dead bodies, and there’s nothing I hate more than
paperwork,” the sheriff grumbled.


Kadyn
smiled. “We’ll do our best.”


“One
more thing,” Marcus interjected as everyone walked toward the snowmobiles. “I
gathered some additional Intel on your boy, Morris. He used to serve in the
Army. So he’s not without skills.”


*
* * * * *


My
eyes flew open, then narrowed when I discovered it was dark. I sat up and
looked around. “What happened?” I asked, completely disoriented. Slowly, the
fog lifted. My eyes locked on Justin. “You drugged me.”


Justin
folded his arms across his chest. “You were having a panic attack.”


“I
was not having a panic attack. I had a bad dream. Only, it wasn’t a
dream. It was a nightmare. But it’s not just a nightmare. It’s real. It’s real…
you’re real… this whole place is real…” I trailed off, at a loss for anymore
words. Then I gasped. “You raped me.”


Justin
rolled his eyes. “I did not rape you. You fell asleep. It’s a bit of a
buzz-kill when the person you’re trying to make love to falls asleep.”


I
ignored the fact that he had blown off drugging and suffocating me and focused
on the more important issue. “You stopped?” While I waited for him to respond,
I mentally inventoried my body. The only parts that really hurt were my face,
my shoulder, and my left side.


He
had the nerve to look insulted. “Of course, I stopped. I’m not going to have
sex with someone who’s passed out. It makes it a little difficult to prove you
would enjoy it, don’t you think?”


I
stared at him incredulously. “You have completely lost your mind.” 


He
chose to ignore my comment. He motioned toward a large pine table that was
positioned between the living room and the kitchen. “Come eat.”


I
rose shakily and walked toward the table as I tried to unravel what he was
thinking. Then I stopped abruptly and stared. The table was set with a white
tablecloth, white porcelain plates rimmed in silver, elegant silverware, and
crystal wine glasses. Light danced off the facets in the wine glasses. Five
thick candles were clustered on a silver charger in the center of the table. I
fidgeted in front of the table as I pulled the strap of my sundress back over
my shoulder. “What is this for?”


Justin
returned from the kitchen with a large platter of salmon. “You’re a bright
girl; surely, you can figure it out.” He set the platter on the table.


My
mouth fell open. The salmon was topped with capers and lemon slices and
drizzled with a dill sauce. “You cooked this?”


Justin
retrieved a bowl of salad and some bread from the kitchen. He set the food on
the table, then shrugged. “I was hungry.”


“This
is beyond insane,” I muttered as I lowered myself onto one of the chairs. 


He
opened a bottle of Pinot Grigio and filled both of our glasses before sitting
in the seat next to me. “Salud,” he said, as he tipped his glass toward mine. 


I
chose not to return the salutation. I wasn’t about to touch the food or the
wine. God only knew what Justin would do to me the next time he drugged me… and
there wasn’t going to be a next time, not if I could help it. My head cleared
as I watched him eat. 


I
slowly began formulating a plan to escape, but Justin was distracting me with
his incessant small talk. He was acting like the last four days hadn’t even
happened… like he hadn’t kidnapped me, hit me, chained me up, drugged me, or
tried to rape me. In his deranged little world, we were simply two friends enjoying
a nice dinner. The guy was beyond delusional. 


I
pretended to take interest in what he was saying as I worked through the
details of my plan, but I was having a difficult time multi-tasking. In the
end, I simply nodded, commented when necessary, and toyed with the food on my
plate. 


When
Justin was halfway through his salmon, I briefly excused myself to go to the
bathroom. I glanced at the bed as I walked by my room. Relieved to see that
what I needed was still there, I continued on to the bathroom, then promptly
returned to the table. “Do you have a pair of socks I can wear? My feet are
cold.”


He
glanced down at my feet. He looked surprised by the idea that I might need socks.
“Sure. They're in the master bedroom, second drawer on your left.”


I
turned and walked back down the hallway. 


His
chair scraped across the hardwood floor as he rose from the table and followed
me. 


I
stopped in front of my bedroom and turned to face him. I took a tentative step toward
him as I brushed my fingers against his hand. “I’m sorry. I’m not very hungry.
I know you worked really hard to make this dinner special for me. I know I
haven’t been fair to you and that all you're asking is for me to give you a
chance.” 


He
eyed me suspiciously. 


I
looked down at my feet as I waited for his response. 


“Will
you?” he whispered softly


Relief
flooded over me. “Will I what?” I asked as I looked up at him.


His
eyes searched mine. “Give me a chance.”


I
laughed nervously. “Well, I have to admit, I don’t think anyone has ever put
this much effort into taking me out to dinner before.” 


He
smiled. “You’re not angry with me?”


“A
little,” I admitted honestly, “but I’m also a little flattered… and I can’t
stop thinking about the way you kissed me on the couch.” I looked back down at
the floor, knowing full well that I was playing with fire. I prayed he was
truly as delusional as he seemed.


“So
that’s what you’ve been thinking about,” he murmured thoughtfully. 


I
glanced back up at him. “I want you to kiss me again,” I whispered.


His
eyes darkened with desire. 


I
fidgeted nervously. 


He
pulled me against his chest as he lowered his lips to mine.


My
hands fisted in his shirt. I closed my eyes and prayed I’d be able to convince
him that I genuinely wanted this kiss. I choked back tears as I thought about
Kadyn and our very first kiss. 


I
shuddered as Justin’s tongue swept teasingly across my lips. He reached his
hand behind my neck and tangled his fingers in my hair as he angled my head
back. He nudged my mouth open with his tongue. 


My
stomach lurched. I steeled myself as I resisted the urge to vomit. I forced
myself to deepen the kiss as I slowly backed into the bedroom. 


Justin
broke the kiss just as my legs hit the side of the bed. He looked thoroughly confused
as his gaze shifted between me and the bed. 


I
cupped his cheeks with my hands. “Please,” I whispered pleadingly. “I want
you.”


His
face lit with joy. He crushed me against his chest as he pulled me in for a bruising
kiss. 


I
pulled back gently and sat on the bed. 


“I’ve
wanted this for so long,” he groaned. He boxed me in with his arms as he
lowered his head for another kiss. 


I
tangled my left hand in his hair. Then I kissed him with all the passion I
could muster. I slid my right hand toward the handcuff that lie open on the
bed. I continued kissing him as I began to pray. Then I cinched the handcuff
over his left wrist. The other end was already attached to the bed.


Justin
stilled. He looked down at his arm. Then his eyes locked on mine. 


I
kicked him in the groin as hard as I could before scrambling across the bed. I
fell off the other side as he lunged over the bed. 


He
grabbed me by the hair with his free hand and jerked me to my feet. His face
was livid. 


My
arms flailed wildly as I vacillated between hitting him and pulling his hand
from my hair. Tears filled my eyes as he yanked at my hair. I lunged for the
lamp on the night stand and smashed it over his head. His grip loosened, and I
wrenched myself free. 


I
bolted from the bedroom and ran straight for the front door. I grabbed Justin’s
coat from the hook and shoved my bare feet in the monstrous hiking boots he had
left sitting by the door.


“I’ll
kill you,” he screamed. 


I
stifled a scream when I heard him trying to break the headboard. I pulled the
door open and ran out into the snow. I looked around desperately. My breath
caught when I spotted the Range Rover parked in the darkened driveway. I stumbled
forward, then ran around the vehicle. I tried all of the doors. They were all
locked. I braced my back against the Range Rover as I contemplated how best to
escape. 


I
pushed off the vehicle and began searching for the road that Justin had driven
in on. The driveway seemed to disappear through the trees. I stumbled toward
the tree line and discovered tread marks running down a narrow lane of
compacted snow. I glanced back at the house. Then I ran. 


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
stood staring in disbelief at the house. The massive windows revealed the entire
living room, which was empty. He spoke quietly into the headset. “The front
door is open.”


Cenia,
who had briefly left Kadyn’s side, whispered over her headset, “There are two
sets of footprints, roughly the same size. One stride appears much longer than
the other.” She joined Kadyn. Then she pointed toward the trees at the end of
the driveway. “They separate there. One set of footprints appears to stay on
the road. The other disappears into the trees.”


Marcus’s
voice came over the head set. “Ron, Larry, Marty, Phil, Marie, and Mason… you
secure the house. Locate the guns and make sure nobody is in there. Dan, Matt,
Cenia, Roger, and I will take to the trees on either side of the road. Kadyn,
go get your girl.”


Kadyn
walked to the end of the driveway. He quietly examined the narrow road. Then he
ran.


*
* * * * *


Shards
of pain ripped through my side as my feet pounded against the snow. I tripped
over the oversized boots, then fell. I cried out as my hands and knees hit the
snow. I had already fallen countless times. I was wet, cold, and completely
exhausted. “I can’t run in these stupid boots,” I cried to no one in
particular. They were completely filled with snow. I kicked them off, thoroughly
disgusted. I turned the boots upside down and emptied them out. 


Somewhere
nearby, a twig snapped. I froze, then quickly scrambled to my feet. I looked
around frantically, but I couldn’t make anything out in the dark. The clouds
were covering the moon, and there were far too many trees. 


I
looked down at my bare feet. I was surprised that the snow was no longer
bothering me. I slowly edged toward the boots. 


The
snow crunched behind me. 


I
abandoned the boots and took off running as fast as I could. 


Footsteps
pounded behind me. Then someone tackled me from behind. He rolled at the last minute,
pulling me on top of him so he’d absorb the impact of the fall. A gloved hand immediately
covered my mouth. I kicked at his legs as I tried to break free. 


“Kri,
it’s me.”


I
stilled when I heard his voice. I closed my eyes and prayed. Please God, don’t
let it be a dream. 


Kadyn
kept his right arm wrapped around my waist. He slowly removed his hand from my
mouth. “Don’t scream,” he whispered. Then he released me. 


I
scrambled to my knees as I turned to face him. “You found me. Oh my God! You
found me!” I flung my arms around Kadyn and sobbed hysterically.


Kadyn
gently pulled away. His jaw clenched when he saw my face. “Kri, where’s
Justin?”


I
swallowed my tears as I tried to explain. “I think he’s still back at the house.
I handcuffed him to the bed.”


A
slow smile spread across Kadyn’s face. “Good girl.”


“Think
again,” Justin rebutted from the edge of the trees. He stepped from the tree
line and pointed his shotgun at Kadyn. “Get away from her,” he snarled. 


“Not
a chance,” Kadyn bit back. He slowly stood and helped me to my feet. He stepped
in front of me, intentionally positioning his body between Justin and me.


Justin
cocked the gun. “She’s mine,” he gritted out.


I
could feel Kadyn stiffen as he scrutinized Justin. 


I
buried my face in the back of his coat. Tears streamed down my face as I began to
pray. Please, God, don’t let him kill us. Not here. Not on this God forsaken
road.


“Move!”
Justin screamed furiously. His voice echoed through the woods. 


I
flinched, then slowly peered around Kadyn. 


Justin
was beyond livid. He looked crazed. He was shaking with fury, and his gun was still
pointed at Kadyn.


Suddenly,
a man fell out of the tree and landed on Justin. The gun was knocked to the
ground. The man pinned Justin against him and kicked the gun out of the way.


 I
looked on in shock as Dan stepped out from behind another tree. He slammed his
fist into Justin’s face. Dark red blood sprayed across the snow.


Justin
collapsed and the stranger let him fall to the ground. 


Dan
nudged Justin with his boot before pinning him to the ground with his foot. His
fists clenched, but he resisted the urge to hit Justin again. He reached down
and handcuffed Justin’s hands behind his back. Dan looked at Kadyn once he straightened
to his full height. A triumphant smile suddenly lit his face. “Navy beats Army
every time.”


I
fell to my knees. I shook violently as I stared at Justin’s lifeless body. Then
I burst into tears.


Kadyn
knelt down and scooped me into his arms. “I got you,” he said as he began
walking back toward the house. 


Dan
and the stranger pulled Justin up by his arms and began dragging him toward the
house. 


I
buried my head in Kadyn’s chest. 


“Hey,
Kri, he’s okay. Everything is going to be okay,” Cenia said reassuringly. She slid
her gloves over my feet. 


My
head popped up in surprise. I stared at Cenia, then glanced over Kadyn’s
shoulder. Roger and Matt were holding Justin’s legs as they helped Dan and the
other man carry him.


We
had just reached the clearing for the house when three trucks drove up behind
us on the snow packed road. The sheriff, two deputies, and two forest rangers
parked and climbed out of their trucks. The deputies took Justin to their
truck. 


Phil,
Marie, and Mason met us at the door. Dan’s friends from Montana were there too.



Dan
swore at the sight of my face when we stepped inside the well-lit house. He pulled
me in for a hug when Kadyn finally allowed my feet to touch the floor. Dan kept
his arm wrapped around me while he introduced me to Marcus, the man who had
jumped out of the tree. 


Dan
grudgingly released me so Cenia and Marie could give me a hug. He joined Marcus
and Kadyn, who were talking with the sheriff. Cenia and Marie walked me to the
master bedroom, so I could change out of my wet clothes. 


Marie
tugged a large sweatshirt, sweat pants, and socks from the dresser drawers
while Cenia helped me out of the dress. “These are way too big, but at least
they’ll be warm,” Marie commented soothingly.


Cenia
gasped when she saw the bruise on my side. “How bad is the pain?” she asked as
her eyes met mine.


“Pretty
bad,” I admitted. Marie helped me into the sweat pants. I rolled down the
waistband while she rolled up the pant legs. 


Cenia
slid the sweatshirt over my head. “You may have cracked a rib.”


“The
sheriff is going to want to take pictures of your injuries,” Marie warned as
she tugged thick wool socks over my feet. “I hope they make it quick, so we can
get you to the hospital. It looks like you have frostbite on your toes and the
balls of your feet.”


“Try
not to put pressure on your toes, Kri. I’ll track down a bowl so you can soak
your feet in some warm water,” Cenia instructed before disappearing from the
room.


Marie
helped me back into the living room. 


Kadyn
joined me on the rug in front of the wood stove. He tucked a fleece blanket
around my shoulders before wrapping me in his arms. 


“Thanks,”
I whispered shakily. I sank into Kadyn’s chest and relished the heat radiating
from his body. 


Marie
joined Cenia in the kitchen. She began digging through the cupboards. 


Cenia
brought me a large plastic storage container filled with warm water. She gently
tugged the wool socks off and slipped my feet into the water. 


Tears
bit at my eyes. “That hurts,” I exclaimed in surprise. I had assumed the warm
water would feel good. 


Tears
pooled in Cenia’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Kri, but it’s important we thaw your feet.”



“She’s
right,” Kadyn whispered as he kissed my cheek.


Marie
brought me a cup of tea, a glass of water, and some ibuprofen just as the
sheriff began questioning me. 


Everyone
listened quietly while I described what Justin had done to me. One of the
deputies photographed my injuries. That same deputy offered to drive Kadyn’s
snowmobile down the mountain so Kadyn could ride in the sheriff’s truck with
me. 


As
Kadyn carried me outside, I glanced over his shoulder to take one last look at
the house. It made me sad to know that something so ugly had happened in such a
beautiful place. When I turned back around, my eyes strayed to the deputies’
extended cab pickup. I could see Justin’s head resting against the back
passenger window of the vehicle. He was awake and watching me. Our eyes locked
as Kadyn carried me to the sheriff’s truck. I couldn’t pull my eyes away from
his bloodied face.


Kadyn
curled my head toward his chest. “It’s over. He can’t hurt you anymore.” He kept
me tucked against his chest as he climbed inside the truck. 


The
truck rocked back and forth as we made our way down the long, dark road. Within
minutes, I was lulled to sleep with Justin’s bloodied face firmly imprinted in
my mind.
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Despite
my pleading and a rather impressive display of tears, Kadyn insisted the
sheriff drive us directly to the emergency room. Cenia and Kadyn joined me in
the exam room, while the sheriff and the rest of our friends waited in the lobby.


The
nurse wrapped warm blankets around my feet before drawing blood and hooking me
up to an IV. She cleaned and then placed a butterfly bandage over the gash on
my cheek. The physician ordered an x-ray of my arm, shoulder, and ribs and
confirmed that one of the ribs was cracked. She wrote a prescription for
antibiotics and pain killers to treat the injuries. 


The
physician decided to perform a pelvic exam when she learned about the attempted
rape. Kadyn left the room, but Cenia stayed and held my hand throughout the
exam. The doctor gathered evidence for a rape kit but assured me she saw no signs
of rape. She wrote additional prescriptions for sleeping pills and anti-anxiety
medicine and encouraged me to see a psychiatrist when I returned home. The
nurse slathered ointment on my feet and bandaged them shortly before they
discharged me.


We
were exhausted by the time we left the hospital, so we decided to spend the
rest of the night in a hotel. Kadyn and I shared a room. Every time I tried to
sleep, I ended up reliving some segment of the past four days. I woke several
times. I was terrified Justin would find a way to escape from the authorities
and kill us both. 


Kadyn
and I filled my prescriptions before meeting everyone else at the airport the
next morning. I clung to Dan for a long time and thanked each of his friends in
turn. Then Kadyn and I boarded Senator Rockefeller’s plane with the rest of our
friends. I took the meds as soon as the plane leveled off. I fell into a deep,
dreamless sleep while tucked securely in Kadyn’s arms. 


*
* * * * *


I
was still exhausted and a bit disoriented by the sleeping pill when we landed
at Dulles Airport. I stood numbly by as Kadyn paid for parking at the kiosk. I
froze when I heard a familiar voice behind me.


“Krissy?”


I
shook my head, assuming the voice I’d heard was a side effect of the medications
I had taken. 


“Krissy?
Honey, it’s mom.” 


Slowly,
I turned. 


My
parents were standing behind me. They were holding perfectly still, like I
might shatter if they tried to touch me. Tears streamed down my mother’s face. My
father looked as if he were afraid to speak.


I
stared at them in disbelief. “Mom? Dad?” 


They
closed the distance between us and folded me in their arms. We stood crying and
clinging to each other for a very long time, oblivious to the people and the
activities around us. My mom was the first to speak. “Thank God, you’re okay,”
she breathed as she stepped back to look at me. 


My
dad fixed his gaze over my shoulder. “Kadyn, how could we possibly repay you
for saving our daughter’s life?” 


“The
fact that she’s safe is payment enough, sir,” Kadyn replied. He reached for my
father’s hand. My dad pulled him in for a hug instead.


My
eyes flitted between my parents. “How did you get here? How did you even know?”
I was still trying to piece it all together.


“Senator
Rockefeller called. He offered to fly us to DC so we could be here when you got
home.” My mom’s voice broke. “We caught the first flight out.”


I
stared at my mother in complete shock. Kadyn had already told me that Senator
Rockefeller lent him the plane we flew back to DC. I couldn’t believe that he had
flown my parents to DC too. I looked more closely at my mom. She looked tired
and far older than her years. I hugged her again, suddenly overwhelmed with
tears. 


*
* * * * *


I
convinced my parents to stay at my apartment, despite its small size. They were
reluctant to take my bedroom, but I insisted on sleeping on the couch. Senator
Rockefeller called shortly after we arrived home. I thanked him for everything he
had done and accepted his offer for some additional time off. I knew I was
going to need some time to process everything that had happened to me. 


In
the days that followed, I learned more about the roles everyone had played in
rescuing me, including people I had never met before. I began compiling a list,
so I could thank each one personally.  


I
was fortunate enough to find a psychiatrist who specialized in domestic
violence and PTSD. She insisted on seeing me immediately. She changed up some
of my medications and warned me that my memories and fears wouldn’t disappear
overnight. I would be dealing with this for the rest of my life. 


I
was sorely tempted to remain locked up inside my apartment, but Kadyn insisted
we show my parents around DC. Neither of them had visited DC before. They
wanted to meet and thank Senator Rockefeller, but he was in West Virginia for
some constituent meetings. I showed them around the office so they could see
where I worked. Then Patrick and I gave them a tour of the Capitol. Kadyn joined
us for the Capitol tour and showed us around the Pentagon the next day. 


Ellen
arranged for a tour of the White House, so we visited the White House, the
National Mall, and the monuments the day after we toured the Pentagon. Although
we never saw the President or his family, the White House proved to be the
highlight of my parents’ trip. 


My
parents stayed until the day after Thanksgiving. Kadyn flew to Illinois to
spend the holiday with his family, so my mom baked a small turkey just for the
three of us. I cried long and hard the day they left. I briefly considered
returning to Montana with them, but I was determined to see my fellowship
through to the end. 


Cenia
stayed with me until Kadyn returned from Illinois on Sunday. Ellen encouraged
me to take a few more days off, but Kadyn and everyone else had to return to
work. I wasn’t comfortable being alone. I longed to bury myself in work and
thought it might help take my mind off the kidnapping. So I returned to Senator
Rockefeller’s office the Monday after Thanksgiving.


*
* * * * *


As
soon as I walked out of the Thurgood Marshall Building, I sought out the
saxophone player. He was in his usual spot in front of the Columbus Fountain.
He stopped playing his horn as soon as he spotted me. 


My
hands shook and my eyes filled with tears when I approached him, although I
wasn’t sure why. “I’m sorry. I don’t know your name, but I wanted to thank you
for helping my boyfriend find me.”


A
slow smile spread across his face. “My name is James. I’ve missed seeing you
around. You’re okay?”


“For
the most part,” I responded honestly. “My name is Kri.”


“Welcome
back, Kri. This one’s for you.” James raised the saxophone to his lips and
began to play.


I
stood there and listened to the entire song. It wasn’t a tune I recognized, but
I found it comforting all the same. 


James
nodded and winked at me as he rolled into the next song. 


I
smiled. I dropped a twenty dollar bill into his case before I turned and walked
away. It wasn’t much, but I thought it might buy him a meal or two.


Jamie
ushered me into Senator Rockefeller’s office the moment I entered the reception
area. Senator Rockefeller rose from his desk when I walked into the room. He
closed the distance between us, then pulled me in for a hug.


I
was completely speechless.


Senator
Rockefeller gently grasped my shoulders as he stepped back to look at me.
“Kristine, I’m so sorry.”


I
tried not to cry. “Senator, you have nothing to be sorry for. This wasn’t your
fault. In fact, I should be thanking you. I can’t possibly thank you enough for
helping Kadyn and for flying my parents into DC.” Tears stole silently down my
cheeks.


He
handed me a box of tissue. “I shouldn’t have called you and Patrick into work
so late,” he responded. His voice was filled with regret. 


I
shook my head. “It wouldn’t have made any difference. He would have found
another way…” My voice broke. I couldn’t finish the sentence.


The
senator patted my back. “Still, I think a change in office policy is in order.
I won’t be calling you or anyone else into the office that late at night again,
not unless we’re all here for a late vote.”


I
nodded politely before setting the box of tissue back on the end table.


“I
owe a debt of gratitude to Captain Rand for bringing you back safely. That is
one very determined and admirable young man,” Senator Rockefeller noted as he
walked me toward the door.


“Yes,
he is,” I agreed. I turned and gently grasped his hand. “Thank you, senator,
for everything. I… I don’t think I would have survived if you hadn’t gotten
Kadyn that plane as quickly as you did.”


The
senator’s eyes softened. “It was the least I could do.” 


I
just shook my head and smiled. As I hiked up the stairs that led to my cubicle,
I reflected on Senator Rockefeller’s kindness and just how fortunate I was to
be working for him. I wondered whether any of the other senators I’d
interviewed with would have made the same effort to help.


Patrick
jumped out of his chair and scooped me up into his arms the second he spotted
me. He gently lowered me back onto my feet before speaking. “God, Kri. It's so
good to see you again. I was so worried you were going to move back to Montana
with your parents. I’m so sorry about what happened. Can you ever forgive me?” 


I
scowled at him as I set my briefcase and purse on my desk. “Forgive you for
what? I don’t understand why everyone keeps apologizing to me. There’s only one
person to blame here, and that person is not likely to apologize any time
soon.” 


“I
shouldn’t have let you walk back to your car alone so late at night,” Patrick
insisted.


I
softened my tone. “Patrick, there were at least twelve guards between this
office and my jeep. Not a single one of you could have prevented this from
happening. I would have still gotten into that cab, oblivious to the danger
that lie ahead. Please don’t blame yourself for this. I told you when I brought
my parents in for the tour that you did nothing wrong.” I tried to reassure him
with another hug.


Patrick
looked marginally relieved as he sat back into his chair.


I
switched my computer on and settled into my chair. My thoughts lingered on
Habib. I felt guilty that Justin had threatened Diwa’s life to get to me and
that he had drawn Habib and his brother into his deranged plan. I understood
why Habib and Abdul chose to cooperate with him, but I wasn’t sure I could see
Habib again. 


Just
then, my phone chimed with an incoming text. I looked down at my phone and
smiled. I quickly read the text.


May
you be blessed with knowing and receiving deep in your heart that the Father,
the Lord God Almighty loves you and is with you even when the mountains in your
life are being shaken. May the Lord bless your heart and may your hope and
faith increase as you receive His love and touch others for Him because of His
love for you. 


“Oh,
Charlie,” I whispered. “How do you always seem to know exactly what I need?”


*
* * * * *


I
called Habib that night, shortly after I returned home from work. He was surprised
to hear from me. He immediately began apologizing for what had happened. As
with everyone else who had made it a point to apologize, I assured him that he
had nothing to apologize for. 


I
asked him to meet me for lunch at the Afghan restaurant the next day. He
agreed, even after I told him that Kadyn was going to be there. Kadyn had insisted
on joining me when he got wind of my plans. He was worried that Abdul might
show up. 


*
* * * * *


I
picked Kadyn up at the Pentagon on my way to the Afghan restaurant. Habib rose
from his chair and gave me one of his awkward hugs when we entered the
restaurant. His eyes flitted nervously to Kadyn who had already dropped into a
seat at another table. Kadyn had insisted on sitting at a separate table so
Habib would feel more comfortable talking to me. I had argued the point on the
drive over to the restaurant but to no avail.


I
squeezed Habib’s hand. “I’m sorry, Habib. I know he makes you nervous. He just
doesn’t want to see me get hurt again.”


Habib
offered me a tight smile. “I understand.” 


The
waitress delivered a number of appetizers to our table. I turned my attention
to Habib as we began dishing up the food. “How’s Diwa?” 


“She’s
a little scared to be by herself, but she's going to be okay,” Habib replied
reassuringly. “She has gone to Afghanistan to visit family. She might stay. She
thinks it may be safer there.” He shook his head sadly.


My
eyes widened in shock. I knew Diwa’s abduction was traumatic, but I couldn’t
believe the experience had driven her to that conclusion. “Habib, I’m so sorry
for what Justin put you and your family through.”


Habib’s
brown eyes softened. “It is as you said. There is only one person to blame, and
it is not you.”


I
smiled as Habib repeated my own words back to me. “I truly believe that, and I
hope you do too. You did what you had to do to save Diwa. I’d offer you
forgiveness, Habib, but I don’t think you have done anything that requires it.
I’d like to offer my friendship instead.”


Habib
softly touched my hand. “That I will gladly accept.”


The
waitress set lamb kabobs and a plate filled with Kadu Chalua in front of us. She
walked back to the kitchen and returned with white rice and a meat sauce that
hinted at coriander and cumin. Habib identified the meat sauce as qurma. The
waitress refilled our water glasses, then promptly disappeared into the back. 


Habib
and I settled in to eat lunch. His eyes grew wide when I explained everything
that had transpired in Trout Lake. Habib’s gaze shifted toward Kadyn when I
finished describing the rescue efforts. “He must love you very much.” 


I
glanced over at Kadyn and smiled. “Yes, Habib. I do believe he does.”


Habib
looked thoughtful. “Did he tell you what his friends did to Abdul?”


My
fork hung suspended in front of my mouth. “No.” 


A
small smile tugged at Habib’s lips. “They wrapped his entire body in duct
tape.” 


My
jaw dropped. “His entire body?”


Habib
nodded. “It took Diwa and me over an hour to cut him out of that tape.” 


I
scowled at Kadyn when his eyes met mine. 


He
shrugged. Then he leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his
chest. He knew what I was scowling about, and he had no intentions of offering
up an apology. 


Habib
chuckled softly. “I told my brother he deserved much worse for threatening you
with that gun.” 


When
the waitress brought the check, Habib and I laughed, both recalling what had
happened the first time we ate lunch together. I sat back in my chair as Habib
reached for his wallet. He looked pleased that I was allowing him to pay the
bill. 


I
reached for his hand as we stood to leave. “Thank you, Habib… for everything.” 


Habib
smiled as he squeezed my hand. “Thank you, Kristine. It is good to have my
friend back.” He nodded politely at Kadyn as he joined us.


My
eyes flitted between the two men. “I’d like for all three of us to be friends.”



Kadyn
nodded. He reached for Habib’s hand. “I’d like that too.” 


Habib
was visibly moved. His eyes moistened as he shook Kadyn’s hand. “I’d be honored
to count you among my friends.”


I
laughed as I patted them both on the shoulder. “Good. Then the next time we go
to lunch, the three of us can eat together. No separate tables.”


Habib
laughed. He opened the door to the restaurant and followed us outside. “Just as
long as you don’t try to pay the bill.”


I
grinned at him. “Sorry, Habib. I’m not making any promises on that one.”


Habib
shook his head as he walked toward his cab, but I could see he was still
smiling.


Kadyn
stopped just short of the jeep. He reached for my hips and pulled me in for a
hug. “That went much better than I expected. Thanks for letting me tag along.”


I
linked my hands behind his neck. I rolled up to my tiptoes and kissed him
softly on the lips. “In case you haven’t noticed, I kind of like having you
around.”


He
smiled as he rubbed his nose against mine. “In case you haven’t noticed,
the feeling is mutual.” 


As
I gazed up at his handsome face, I was suddenly struck by how much we’d been
through in two short months. “You know, God really does work in mysterious
ways.”


Kadyn
smiled as he tugged me closer. “That he does.”


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
grew concerned about my recurring nightmares and my lingering fear of being
alone, so he started spending the night at my house again. This time, he didn’t
seek to increase the intimacy between us. He just held me as I slept and
soothed me when the nightmares came. If he noticed that I would only kiss him
with my eyes open, he didn’t say a word about it. 


The
Senate took a long recess over the holidays, so I suddenly found myself with
more free time than I could handle. Cenia convinced me to make handmade
Christmas cards. She hauled me off to a craft store and loaded me up with a ridiculous
amount of supplies. I was done in three days. 


Gabi
had just finished up with final exams, so she took me out holiday shopping at
Tyson’s Mall. Tysons wasn’t exactly a mall. It was two malls. And the
people milling around both malls were completely insane. Noting the panic on my
face, Gabi led me straight to Starbucks. She hooked me up with a peppermint
white mocha with two extra shots of caffeine. When that didn’t do the trick,
she dragged me into Coastal Flats for appetizers and wine. Shopping proved much
easier after that. Although, I later questioned the rationale behind purchasing
all of my friends red lace thongs for Christmas.


Cenia,
Marie, and I were brainstorming additional activities to keep me busy when we
met up for lunch at Panera Bread the next day. We had been batting around
numerous ideas.


Marie’s
face brightened as she reached for her cup of chai tea. “Why don’t we continue your
tradition of baking cookies for one of the local homeless shelters?”


“That’s
a great idea!” Cenia exclaimed excitedly.


I
mulled over her suggestion as I warmed my hands by the fireplace. “I think I’d
like to bake cookies for a battered women’s shelter instead.”


 “You
know,” Marie said thoughtfully, “kids often join their moms at those shelters.”


“That’s
perfect,” Cenia said. I’ll track one down. She immediately began searching the
Internet with her phone. “Found one!” 


I
dipped a piece of bread into my curried pumpkin soup. “We need to make sure
they accept homemade food donations, not all shelters do.” 


Cenia
nodded as she dialed the phone. “Hi, my name’s Cenia. Some friends and I would
like to bake Christmas cookies and bring them by your shelter within the next
few days. Do you accept homemade food donations?” Cenia grew quiet. “She’s
transferring me to the director,” she explained as she covered the phone. 


Marie
and I exchanged glances.


“Yes,
thank you. I’m calling to see if you would accept a food donation of homemade
Christmas cookies.” Cenia nodded as her eyes met mine. “Do you have children
staying there?” Again, she nodded. “Sure. We’ll bring them by Thursday.” She
smiled as she disconnected the call.


“Yes!”
Marie exclaimed. “Now, what kind of cookies do you girls want to make?”


“Sugar
cookies!” Cenia and I shouted, each trying to call dibs before the other.


“Oh.
That’s what I was thinking too,” Marie replied with a hint of disappointment.


“Why
don’t we just pick one recipe, instead of making three different kinds of sugar
cookies?” I suggested, completely abandoning my soup. 


“Well,
what are your recipes like?” Cenia asked hesitantly.


“My
sugar cookies are frosted, and they’re made with sour cream and nutmeg,” I
revealed reluctantly. The sour cream sugar cookie recipe was a well-guarded
family recipe, one that could only be shared with my mother’s consent.


“Mine
are more traditional, and they aren’t frosted. They have colored sugar
sprinkled on top, and they practically melt in your mouth. What about yours?”
Marie asked, turning her attention to Cenia.


“My
cookies are frosted, but they’re made with almond extract,” Cenia responded.


“How
do we decide which recipe to go with?” I inquired with mock innocence. I knew
full well what the answer would be.


Cenia’s
face lit up.


“Oh,
no,” Marie groaned. “Here we go again.”


*
* * * * *


Senator
Rockefeller invited Kadyn and me to a Christmas Party at his home in DC. I was curious
to see what the inside of his house looked like and excited about the
opportunity to dress up. Gabi took me shopping, this time at a much smaller
mall. She helped me pick out a breathtaking dress in midnight blue. The dress
had thin straps that crisscrossed artfully across the back, so she insisted I wear
my hair up for the event. 


Gabi
asked Kadyn to get ready at his place so we could surprise him with my dress.
She had just finished helping me pull my hair into an elegant up-do, when Kadyn
arrived.


Gabi
blocked the door to my bedroom when I moved to answer the door. “Oh, no you
don’t. You’re staying right here. I’ll get the door while you slip into your
dress. And I don’t want you coming out of your room right away. I want Kadyn to
wait a little bit. Trust me, he’s not going to mind once he gets a load of
you.” She winked before disappearing to answer the door. 


Gabi’s
melodic voice trailed from the living room. “Hi, Kadyn. You look great. Kri
will be out in a little bit. You don’t mind waiting, do you?”


I
smiled when I heard Kadyn respond, “Did you seriously just ask me that?”


Gabi
laughed as she strode back into my bedroom with two glasses of wine.


“Can
I go now?” I asked as my hands smoothed over the dress. “I’m starting to have
flashbacks to my high school prom.”


Gabi
handed me a glass of wine, then plopped down on the bed. She began swinging her
legs off the edge of the bed. “Nope. We’re just going to sit here and enjoy a
glass of wine.”


I
tried to object as I slipped a pair of silver heels on. “But…”


Gabi
threw her hand up to cut me off. “A little anticipation goes a long way. Kadyn
will be fine. Drink up!” 


She
giggled as I sank into the arm chair next to my bed and took a sip of wine. “I
can’t believe I’m making him wait,” I whispered nervously. Kadyn was strangely
silent, and I had no clue what he was doing to entertain himself in the living
room.


Kadyn
popped his head inside my doorway. “You girls having a good time in here?”


Gabi
gasped. “Kadyn, you weren’t supposed to come look!”


My
eyes widened as Kadyn’s broad shoulders filled the doorway. The tux looked like
it had been designed with Kadyn in mind. I couldn’t believe how well the cut
emphasized his muscular shoulders and trim waist. “You look amazing,” I
whispered as I set my wine glass on the nightstand and stood. Desire pooled
from my abdomen to my toes as I closed the distance between us. 


Kadyn
appeared to be at a loss for words. His eyes swept over my dress. 


I
froze just a few steps in front of him, then smiled as I turned around. “Do you
like it?”


“Kri,”
he said brokenly. 


Goose
bumps scurried down my back. Kadyn had said my name the same exact way the
first night we met, when he walked me to Mickey’s car. My heart clenched as our
eyes met.


Kadyn
captured my hand as I reached for his face. He kissed the inside of my palm. “I
have never seen anything as beautiful as you.”


“Ahhhh,”
Gabi sighed from the bed.


Kadyn
and I exchanged looks, then laughed. “Shall we?” he asked as he tucked my hand
into the crook of his arm.


I
nodded as Gabi handed me the silver pashmina that had been draped over the side
of my bed. “Thanks, Gabi!”


“I
expect a full report in the morning,” she responded as she followed us through
the front door. 


“Sure,”
Kadyn answered. He tucked me into his car. “You be sure and hold your breath
while I work on that report.”


Gabi
just laughed and waved as she walked back to Mason and Kadyn’s place.


“I
don’t know about that girl,” Kadyn said as he joined me in the car.


I
smiled. “I like her. A lot. Do you think she and Mason will ever admit they’re
dating?”


Kadyn
smiled as he pulled away from the curb. “Mason’s thinking about proposing.”


I
gasped. “Are you serious?”


He
nodded. 


“That’s
awesome. They’re perfect together,” I responded happily.


“He
thinks she’ll be more surprised by the proposal if he’s still refusing to admit
they’re dating.”


I
just shook my head. “That sounds like Mason.”


“I
don’t think they’re the only ones we’ll see engaged next year,” Kadyn predicted.


“Cenia
and Roger?” I asked.


“Yep.”
He chuckled. “The jury’s still out on which couple will get married first.”


I
laughed. “Maybe I’ll get another opportunity to wear this dress after all.”


Kadyn’s
face grew serious. “You have to promise me you’ll wear that dress again.”


I
smiled. “Only if you promise to buy that tux. I’m going to want to see you in
that again. Soon.”


Kadyn
pulled my hand to his lips. “Is New Year’s Eve soon enough?”


“For
what?” I murmured, completely distracted by the feel of his lips brushing
teasingly across my fingers. As innocent as the gesture was, there wasn’t a
single part of my body that didn’t feel that kiss.


Kadyn
laughed. “I’m asking you out for New Year’s Eve.”


My
eyes widened. “You’ll wear the tux?”


Kadyn
nodded as he brought the car to a stop. He gave our names to the security guard
in the gatehouse just outside Senator Rockefeller’s property. The guard checked
our names against a list, then waved us through.


“Where
are we going?” I asked curiously. 


Kadyn
eased his car through the gate. “To Senator Rockefeller’s house, where else?”


I
thumped him in the arm with my clutch. “For New Year’s Eve!”


“Oh,
I think I’ll keep that under wraps for now. You know, a little anticipation
goes a long way…”


I
gave him an indignant look. “Hey! Gabi’s the one who said that. Not me!” 


Kadyn
laughed as he pulled into the large circular driveway. He handed his keys to
the parking valet, then walked around the passenger side to help me step out of
the car. He tucked my hand into the crook of his arm as he led me up the wide
marble steps. 


The
butler took our coats before ushering us into the living room. The place was
packed with elegantly dressed people. I peered through the crowd, trying to
identify a familiar face. 


Kadyn
kept my hand tucked snuggly inside the crook of his arm as he snagged a glass
of white wine from a cater waiter and inquired about a Sprite. He handed me the
wine, then kissed me on the top of the head. “You really do look breathtaking,
Kri.”


I
stopped scouring the crowd so I could look at Kadyn. The waiter returned with
the Sprite just as Kadyn was leaning in to kiss me. Kadyn smiled as he accepted
the Sprite. “Just so you know, I’ll be collecting on that kiss later.” His tone
suggested he’d be collecting far more than a kiss.


“There
she is!” Senator Rockefeller exclaimed as he approached with a pretty blond
woman. “This is my newest staffer, Kristine. She’s the one spearheading the
bill that will deliver mobile medical care to the homeless. Kristine, I’d like
you to meet my wife, Sharon.”


I
shook Mrs. Rockefeller’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Rockefeller. This
is my boyfriend, Kadyn.”


Senator
Rockefeller reached for Kadyn’s hand. “Captain Rand. I’m pleased to finally
meet you. I want to thank you for your rather heroic efforts to find and free Kristine.”


Kadyn
shook Senator Rockefeller’s hand. “We couldn’t have done it without your help,
sir. Thank you for letting us use your plane.”


Mrs.
Rockefeller reached for Kadyn’s hand. “My husband has told me all about you.
You are a remarkable young man.” 


My
eyes met Kadyn’s. “That he is,” I agreed.


“You
two have fun,” Senator Rockefeller said as he patted my shoulder. Then he and
his wife ambled away to greet another guest.


Kadyn
and I circulated among the other guests as we sampled hors
d'oeuvres and looked for my colleagues. 


“Kristine,
over here!” Jamie called out. Patrick, Jonathan, and Jamie were standing just
in front of the piano.


There
were so many people packed into the living room that it took some time to reach
them. “You look beautiful,” I told Jamie as I gave her a quick hug. “Emerald
green is definitely your color.”


Patrick
shook hands with Kadyn before giving me a hug. Jonathan did the same. 


“You
guys clean up nice,” I said teasingly. 


“You
don’t look half bad yourself,” Jonathan needled back.


“What
do you think of the house?” Patrick asked.


I
studied the décor a bit more closely. “It’s lovely. I’m surprised by all the
color. I was expecting something much more subdued.”


Patrick
nodded. “Me too.”


“You
should check out the artwork in the hallway,” Jamie suggested, “and just
outside the bathroom.”


“Where
is the bathroom?” Kadyn asked.


“That
way,” Jonathan pointed. He snagged a glass of wine from a nearby waiter.


“Do
you want to go check it out?” I asked Kadyn.


“Sure,”
he agreed, offering me his arm. 


I
waved at Jonathan, Patrick, and Jamie as Kadyn pulled me into the crowd. “We’ll
see you later,” I called over my shoulder. 


Kadyn
led me to the other side of the room before ducking down a long hallway. 


I
stopped short of the painting just outside the bathroom door. “No way. Is that
what I think it is?” 


Kadyn
nodded. “That’s an original Picasso.” 


I
shook my head in disbelief. “I would have never guessed you could own this kind
of art. I thought it was all held in museums.”


He
shrugged. “Senator Rockefeller probably loans his art collection to museums.” 


Kadyn
ducked inside the bathroom, so I continued on down the hallway,
which was far less crowded than the living room. The walls were lined with original
paintings, which were displayed under small spotlights. I stopped in front of a
painting of Monet’s gardens. Monet was my favorite artist. I had two of his
prints hanging inside my apartment. This was not a print. This was one of his
original oil paintings, a canvas that Monet had actually touched. I was still staring
at the painting when Kadyn walked up behind me and kissed my shoulder. 


“I
want to touch it,” I confessed, “but I can’t.”


“Why
not?” Kadyn asked, glancing at the painting.


“It’s
too beautiful,” I whispered.


“I
know what you mean,” he murmured softly. 


I
tore my eyes from the painting so I could look at Kadyn. My breath caught at
his heated gaze. My body swayed instinctively toward his. 


Kadyn
leaned his head toward mine. “Let’s call it a night,” he whispered
conspiratorially. 


His
tone sent me into a tailspin. Suddenly, I wanted nothing more than to be alone
with him. I glanced toward the crowded living room, then slowly nodded. My
pulse quickened as I reached for his hand.


Kadyn
led me to the front door where we collected our coats. His thumb drew tiny
circles along the inside of my wrist while we waited for the valet. Neither of
us said a word as Kadyn helped me step into the car. 


A
pleasant sort of tension spun between us during the drive home. Kadyn parked in
his usual spot and walked me back to my apartment. He unlocked my door, then
helped me slip out of my coat. “Do you mind if I put some music on?” he asked as
he gently caressed my arms.


I
slipped my shoes off. “No, that sounds good.” My heart was pounding. I could feel
something shifting between us. The gentle ribbing that typically formed our
banter was gone, replaced by something that demanded far more than words.


Kadyn
played with the iPod on my breakfast bar while I hung our coats up. After a
great deal of consideration, he settled on a song. He returned the iPod to the
speaker where I kept it docked. Then he turned and held out his hand. “May I
have this dance?” 


I
placed my hand in his. He pulled me close, then gently began to sway. I closed
my eyes and smiled as I relaxed into his chest. “‘Dream a Little Dream of Me.’ Good
choice.”


Kadyn
softly sang the lyrics while we danced. He stilled when the iPod rolled into the
next song. His eyes searched mine as he lifted my chin. “I wish….” 


“Wish
what?” I whispered as I pulled back to look at him.


His
eyes fell to my lips. “I wish I could tell you how I feel about you, but I
can’t.”


“You
can’t?” I whispered hoarsely.


Kadyn’s
eyes closed as he gently shook his head. “No.”


“Why?”
I inquired, mustering just enough courage to ask.


Kadyn’s
eyes were full of sadness when he finally looked at me. “Because if you heard
those three words now, you’d run.” 


My
heart stalled. “I…” 


Kadyn
quickly placed his finger on my lips. “The wrong men have spoken those words to
you and proven them a lie.”


Tears
welled in my eyes. 


Slowly
his finger left my lips and trailed down my chin… my neck… and across my
collarbone. Both of his hands cupped my shoulders, then slid down my arms until
his fingers linked with mine. Softly, he whispered, “Please let me show you,
instead.”


My
heart beat skittishly as a single tear slid down my cheek. I took a deep breath
and slowly nodded.


He
brushed the tear away with his thumb, then held my face in his hands as his lips
met mine. I melted into his chest as his hands ran down my neck… across my
collarbone… and settled on my shoulders once more. He eased first one then the
other strap off my shoulders. The dress whispered silkily as it slid to the
ground and pooled at my feet. Kadyn scooped me up into his arms and carried me
to the bedroom as he resumed the kiss.


Kadyn
lowered me to the bed. He sat next to me on the edge of the bed and gently
caressed my face. “You’re not afraid?”


“Terrified,”
I confessed as a chill tickled my spine.


Kadyn
held my gaze as he loosened his tie. He slowly unbuttoned his shirt. “You must know
the power you have over me…”


My
eyebrows knit with confusion. 


Kadyn
ran his fingers across my forehead to smooth it back out. “I would walk through
fire for you, Kri. I would gladly lay my life down for yours.”


My
eyes softened as I reached for his face. 


He
quickly captured my hand. His eyes remained fixed on mine as he kissed the palm
of my hand. “What do you want, Kri?”


“You,”
I breathed. “I want you.” 


Kadyn
released my hand as he stood. His shirt and pants fell to the floor. He nudged
the clothes aside with his foot. Then he walked to the end of the bed. His
hands caressed my legs as he removed the silk stockings I’d been wearing under
my dress. He reached for my foot and gently began massaging the arch. “I want
all of you, Kri. I’ve never wanted anything more.” 


My
entire body clenched as he gently scraped his teeth along the arch of my foot.
He retraced the path with his tongue. “I want you to feel what I feel every
time I look at you,” he whispered huskily. He planted wet, erotic kisses all
the way up my leg. He paused as he reached my hips. Then he hooked his fingers
in my thong.


“Kadyn,”
I gasped as he slid the thin silver lace down my legs. My heart stumbled against
my chest as he stepped out of his boxer briefs. I couldn’t take my eyes off his
beautifully sculpted body.


Kadyn
reached for my other foot. “You have all of the control here, Kri. I’ll stop
the second you say the word.” 


I
couldn’t have said stop if I wanted to. My brain stalled the second Kadyn’s
mouth found my toes. I tried not to whimper as he consumed each toe and the
arch of my foot in a provocative kiss. 


His
lips forged a trail up my other leg. Heat pooled low and deep when he reached
the top of my leg. He trailed fiery kisses over my hip, then licked and nipped
his way up my abdomen. He bracketed me in his arms and legs as he teased each
breast into a hard peak with his tongue. 


My
hands fisted in the comforter as I resisted the urge to pull his mouth closer
to my breasts. I bit my lip in an effort to maintain some level of
self-control. 


Kadyn
kissed my neck and lowered his body to mine. 


The
feel of his bare skin sliding against mine chased all coherent thoughts from my
mind. I locked my arms and legs around him, suddenly desperate to feel more. “Kadyn,”
I pleaded. I wanted to feel him inside of me… needed him inside of me…
but I couldn’t speak those words.


His
hands tangled in my hair as his lips sought mine. His tongue swept through my
mouth, demanding me to let go… to stop thinking… to feel more. 


I
arched against him as our bodies aligned. He pressed into me, then somehow
resisted what both of our bodies were begging for. He broke the kiss as he turned
me in his arms, and suddenly my stomach was pressed against the bed. Kadyn
kissed all across the nape of my neck… across my shoulders… up and down my
arms… then down my back. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “How can anyone
be this beautiful?”


I
tried to speak as Kadyn rolled me back over, but he robbed me of all breath as
his tongue stroked slowly between my legs. I was still struggling to breathe as
his tongue pressed lower and more deeply than it had before. “Please, Kadyn...”


He
paused uncertainly. “Do you want me to stop?”


I
wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry, so I did both. “God, no, Kadyn. I want you
inside of me. Now.” 


Kadyn
smiled as he continued seducing me with his tongue. It wasn’t until I was
shaking and on the edge of tears that he slowly made his way back up my body.
He linked his hands in mine, then forced them into the pillow behind my head.
His eyes held mine as he slowly pushed inside of me. 


My
breath caught when the pressure blurred the lines between pleasure and pain. Kadyn
paused as I breathed through the pain. I closed my eyes and arched against him,
encouraging him to press a little deeper. He continued to ease into me, inch by
inch, until he filled me completely. I stilled as I savored the feel of his
body so deeply buried in mine. I suddenly realized how much I wanted and needed
this connection with Kadyn.


Slowly,
he began to move. “Open your eyes, Kri. Look at me.” 


His
eyes softened when I looked into his eyes. His hands clenched mine as he
captured my lips. His tongue led mine in the same seductive dance as the rest
of our bodies, slowly stoking my need. 


I
wrapped my legs around Kadyn’s as I tried to anchor myself. He moaned as I
arched against him, my body silently pleading for more. He pulled back, then
drove into me hard and deep. He stilled, then slowly pulled back again. I
gasped as Kadyn thrust even harder. Still, I wanted more. I untangled my hands
from his and reached for his back, pulling him against me as he drove into me
once more.


Kadyn
wedged his hands beneath my back. Then he rolled us over so I was suddenly on
top of him. He captured my lips in a demanding kiss, then gently eased me upright
until I was sitting with my hands resting on his chest. He kept his eyes locked
on mine as he reached for my hips and settled more deeply inside of me. The
tension that had been building within me suddenly began to unravel. The room
spun.


My
head fell back as Kadyn took control of my hips. Pleasure spiraled deep and low
as he moved inside of me. Then, without any warning, he lifted my hips and
slammed deep inside. Stars pricked at the back of my eyes as my body exploded
from the inside out. Kadyn held me as I rode out the waves. Then he gently
eased my hips up and drove into me once more. Kadyn stilled. I gasped as he
filled me with a searing heat. My body clenched, then shattered all over again.



I
collapsed against his chest, completely stunned. I was struggling not to cry as
I clung to him. A million different feelings were coursing through me… relief… happiness…
belonging… contentment… and love. But the fear was gone. 


“Hey,
you okay?” he whispered.


I
listened to his heartbeat while I tried to regain my composure. “Yes,” I
finally breathed.


He
grew quiet as his fingers ran softly up and down my spine. 


“So
that’s what it feels like,” I mused.


“What?”
Kadyn asked. He began sifting his fingers through my hair. He gently tugged my
hair from the upsweep until it fell over my shoulders and back.


“An
orgasm,” I responded. I giggled nervously.


Kadyn
rolled us over again. He tucked me beneath his body while still buried deep
inside. His eyes met mine. “You’ve never had one before?”


I
shook my head.


Slowly,
he smiled. “Would you like another one?”


It
was my turn to smile. “I’d like at least a hundred more.”


A
single eyebrow rose on Kadyn’s face. “That’s a tall order for one night.”


I
laughed softly. “I don’t have to be anywhere tomorrow.”


Kadyn
chuckled as he pinned my hands back over my head. “We'd better get started
then.”


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
and I managed to track down a real Christmas tree, and it was blinking, in all
of its holiday glory, in front of my sliding glass doors. We had both decided
to stay in DC for the holidays so we invited Cenia and Roger to join us for
dinner Christmas Eve. 


Kadyn
set my iPod to cycle through all of my favorite Christmas songs. My apartment
didn’t have a fireplace, so I lit a massive amount of candles and positioned
them all over the house. Between the candles and the lights from the tree, the
place was bathed in soft, twinkling lights. 


Kadyn
and Roger grilled steaks on my patio while I baked Alaskan king crab legs.
Cenia tossed a salad, then pulled twice baked potatoes from the oven. We loaded
up our plates in the kitchen, then settled in at my coffee table, since it was
the closest thing I had to a dining room table. After dinner, Cenia and I
sipped on cranberry margaritas as the four of us shared our most cherished Christmas
memories. 


Cenia
and Roger left shortly after midnight. Kadyn and I wandered through the living
room, blowing out candles. He blew the flame from the last candle, then
gathered me into his arms. “Merry Christmas, pretty lady.”


I
rolled up to my toes and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “Merry Christmas.” 


“Would
you like your Christmas present now?” he murmured, kissing me behind the ear.


“Uh…
yes.” The kiss was diverting, but he was crazy if he thought I was going to
pass by an opportunity to get my present early.


Kadyn
lavished even more attention on my neck. 


“Okay,
maybe I can wait,” I conceded with a laugh.


Kadyn
chuckled softly as he broke away. He slid his hand into his pocket and pulled
out a thin gold bracelet that was laced with an intricate pattern of sparkling
diamonds.


My
jaw fell open. I hadn’t been expecting such an extravagant gift. The bracelet
was exquisite.


Kadyn
clasped the bracelet around my wrist, then gently kissed my hand.


I
gathered his face in my hands and kissed him thoroughly. “Thank you,” I
whispered breathlessly. I led him to the Christmas tree and pulled a small box
from underneath. I handed him the gift as we settled on the couch. “I hope you
like it.” 


Kadyn
unwrapped the box. His eyes lit up with surprise. “Tickets to the Bears and
Ravens game? The Bears are my favorite team.”


I
rolled my eyes. “I noticed.” It had been impossible not to, given that half of his
wardrobe had the team’s name imprinted on it.


He
smiled as he set the box on the coffee table. “It’s perfect.” 


“You’re
perfect,” I responded as I snuggled into his arms. I tucked my head under his
chin and sighed contentedly as we settled in to watch the lights twinkling on
the tree. The lights continued to dance across our bodies long after we fell asleep.



*
* * * * *


Kadyn
navigated me through the crowd that was gathering in the main foyer of the
Kennedy Center. I couldn’t help but admire how nicely his tux showed off his
broad shoulders and narrow waist as I trailed behind him. I was wearing a
silver sequined gown that captured the colorful lights flickering from the
bands stationed at both ends of the foyer. We had just finished watching Freddy
Cole and Dizzy Gillespie perform in the Terrace Theater. Kadyn was forging his
way through the crowd trying to find Cenia, Roger, Mason, Gabi, Phil, and Marie
so we could all be together as the clock struck twelve. Finally, I caught a
glimpse of Cenia’s red evening gown. 


“There!
They're over there!” I shouted over the noise of the crowd and the bands. 


Kadyn
quickly switched directions. He pulled me in front of him as we approached our
friends. 


Marie
handed me a flute of champagne. “I was worried you wouldn’t make it down here
in time!” 


“This
crowd is insane!” Cenia exclaimed as she handed Kadyn a Sprite.


“It’s
awesome,” I insisted with a smile. I had never experienced anything like it
before.


Both
bands stopped playing. The excitement in the room built as the crowd began
counting down to the New Year. “Ten! Nine! Eight! Seven! Six! Five! Four!
Three! Two! One! Happy New Year!” The crowd roared as silver, gold, and white
balloons fell from the ceiling. 


Kadyn
forgot all about the champagne as he scooped me up in his arms and planted a
passionate kiss on my lips. Auld Lang Syne began to play; and everyone around
us began to toast, sing, and dance. Kadyn handed our glasses to a nearby
waiter, then twirled me around until he was firmly hugging my back against his
chest. “Happy New Year,” he whispered in my ear. 


I
looked out over our friends and the beautiful concert hall. I turned back
around in Kadyn’s arms and smiled. “Thanks to you.” 


Kadyn
gathered my face in his hands. His eyes locked on mine. “You know I love you?” 


We
stood there, two people alone in a crush of bodies. I silently studied Kadyn’s
face; and a million snapshots in time flashed through my mind… the first time
we met, our first date, the friends he had given me, the times he held me while
I cried, the flight to Montana, the first time we made love, and the moment he
had stood between Justin and me. Each memory whispered to my heart, and my
heart beat back its response… slow at first, then hard and fast. The room spun
as every last one of my defenses fell. I reached for Kadyn’s hands as they
framed my face. My eyes sought his as I spoke. “I do. I do know you love me… and
I love you too, Kadyn… with all my heart.” 


*
* * * * *


With
the holidays behind us, the weeks melted away and quickly turned into months.
It had been three months since the kidnapping. I was happier than I had ever
been in my entire adult life, but I continued to struggle with nightmares, and
my thoughts still turned to Justin at the most random times. He was locked in
some high security detention facility near Trout Lake. He had pled not guilty
and insisted on a trial. I found myself praying he would plea bargain, so I
wouldn’t have to testify or face him in a trial. 


I
was surprised I hadn’t heard anything from Michael. I wondered if he had heard
about what happened with Justin and decided I had endured enough drama for one
lifetime. I tried not to question it too much and just accept it for what it
was. 


We
were discussing these developments one night at Kadyn’s apartment while eating
pizza with our friends. Roger quickly steered us toward a more pleasant topic.
“I know exactly what you need to chase all of those bad memories away.”


“What’s
that?” I asked curiously.


Roger
reached for another slice of pizza. “A vacation. Someplace fun.” 


I
set my pizza down, immediately enthralled with the idea. “A vacation,” I
repeated, already picturing the possibilities. 


“It’s
almost spring break,” Gabi observed thoughtfully.


“We
should go someplace warm… somewhere with a beach,” Marie suggested. 


Everyone
dropped his pizza and began researching possible destinations on his phone. 


Mason
looked up from his phone. “How about Jamaica?” 


“I
know. Cancun!” Cenia exclaimed.


“The
Bahamas?” Gabi inquired, and we added it to the list. 


I
watched, thoroughly amused, as they began debating the merits of each of the
vacation spots. “The Bahamas,” I said quietly, finally weighing in.


“The
Bahamas,” Kadyn agreed with a smile; and the decision was made.
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I
glanced at Cenia and Roger as we wheeled our luggage away from the shuttle that
dropped us in front of our hotel. “I still can’t believe we all managed to get
on the same flight!” 


Phil
and Marie fell in behind us, laughing. 


We
left Mason and Gabi sitting on a bench, surrounded by Gabi’s luggage. They were
having some heated discussion about whether this trip to the Bahamas actually
constituted a date. Gabi insisted that it did. Mason was still a firm “no.” 


Kadyn
and I smiled as we exchanged knowing looks. 


We
were checking into the hotel when I heard a familiar voice call out behind me.
“Hi-ya, Krissy.” 


I
whipped around and saw Kimme and Dan grinning back at me. “Oh my God, you’re
here?” I quickly turned on Kadyn. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me they
were coming!” I punched him in the arm.


Kadyn
didn’t flinch. He actually shook his head and looked embarrassed for me, given
my pitiful excuse for a punch. Still, I had to massage the pain out of my
knuckles.


“Surprise!”
Everyone shouted in unison. Then they all burst out laughing.


I
flung my arms around Kimme and Dan. “It’s so good to see you. Thank you so much
for coming. And, Dan…” my voice cracked as my eyes filled with tears.


“It
was my pleasure little lady,” he responded affectionately. 


I
grabbed him by the shoulders as I locked my eyes on his. “Thank you,” I
insisted. There was no way that I was going to let him avoid hearing those
words. 


Kadyn
shook Dan’s hand. Then he gave Kimme a hug. I quickly introduced Kimme and Dan
to everyone else in the group. 


“Why
don’t we all get settled into our rooms and meet back down here for dinner at
five?” Kadyn suggested as soon as we were checked in. Everyone agreed as we
made our way toward the elevators.


I
was so excited when I saw our room had a view of the ocean. Kadyn pushed open
the sliding glass doors so we could step out onto the little patio. I trailed
after him. “I can’t wait to drink coffee out here in the morning. Can we sleep
with the sliding glass door open so we can hear the waves?”


Kadyn
smiled as he bracketed me against the rail. “I don’t see why not.” He ignored
the view as he trailed open-mouthed kisses all down my neck. He slid the strap
from my sun dress out of the way so he could continue kissing across my
shoulder and down my arm. I tore my eyes from the ocean just as he reached my
hand. He had a very determined look on his face as he began pulling me back
inside. 


“We
only have a half hour before dinner,” I objected.


Kadyn
scooped me up and threw me on the bed. “I can work with that.” 


He
had all the grace of a panther as he crawled up the bed after me. Within
seconds, he had me pinned beneath him, begging for more.


*
* * * * *


I
was still flushed when we met our friends downstairs. Kadyn had such a smug
look on his face, I was certain our friends knew what we had been up to. 


Kimme
grinned when our eyes met. She linked her arm in mine. “Did you guys get a room
with a view?”


I
nodded. “Yes. Did you?”


“Yes,
it’s lovely. I told Dan I wanted to fall asleep to the sound of the waves, but
he’s pushing back about having the sliding glass door open. He thinks it’s a
security risk.”


“What
floor are you on?” I asked curiously.


She
rolled her eyes. “The tenth floor.”


I
shook my head. “And Dan thinks that’s a security risk? Who’s he
expecting to scale the side of the building, Spiderman?”


She
laughed. “I have no idea.”


Cenia
returned from the concierge’s desk. “There’s a restaurant right next door with
an open deck that faces the beach. The food is supposed to be quite good.
Should we just wander over there?” 


“Sure,”
everyone responded agreeably. We filed out of the hotel and made our way next
door. It was still early for dinner so we had no trouble securing a table for
ten. The waiters pushed two tables together near the edge of the deck. The view
was breathtaking.


The
waiter took our drink orders, then ran through the specials. Everyone in the
group ordered fresh fish, shrimp, or crab. I threw caution to the wind and
asked the waiter to surprise me. As long as I was giving up control, I figured
I might as well go all out. 


Everyone
began talking about what he wanted to do during the trip. I caught about every
third word, focusing instead on the view and the sound of the waves. I tucked
my legs underneath me in the hard wood chair and leaned into Kadyn’s arms. “I’d
like to go for a walk on the beach tonight.”


Kadyn
kissed the top of my head. “That sounds good, Kri.”


The
waiter delivered our drinks and a couple baskets of bread.


Mason
reached for a piece of bread. “Maybe we can join you,” he mused in all
seriousness.


Gabi
threw a chunk of bread at him. “You are so clueless!”


Mason
winked at me, proving that he was not at all clueless. He was just trying to
get a rise out of Gabi.


“Does
anyone want to go swimming with the dolphins?” Cenia asked excitedly.


My
eyes grew wide. “We can do that?”


“It’s
a little expensive,” she admitted, “but the concierge can make the arrangements
for us.”


I
took a sip of white wine. It was cold and crisp, perfect for the balmy weather.
“How much are we talking?” 


Cenia
managed to look hopeful and apologetic at the same time. “A hundred dollars.” 


I
did some math in my head, then smiled. “Let’s do it!”


“Anyone
else?” Cenia asked. 


The
rest of our friends shook their heads, then resumed talking about the things
they wanted to do over the next few days.


Kimme
nudged me, then quietly asked, “Have you made a decision about moving back to
Montana?” 


The
other conversations screeched to a halt as everyone waited for my response. “I
know I owe Charlie an answer,” I began hesitantly, “and I need to start
applying for jobs if I’m going to stay in DC, but I’m having a really hard time
deciding. I promised myself I’d make the decision by the end of this trip.” I glanced
around the table at my friends. “I’m counting on you guys to hold me to that.”


Kimme
nodded as her gaze shifted to Kadyn. “I don’t imagine it’s going to be an easy
decision.”


I
felt nauseous just thinking about it. 


Our
waiter appeared with two more waiters in tow. The conversation shifted as they
began distributing our plates. I looked up at our original waiter as he set my
plate in front of me. “What did you decide to order for me?” 


“Grits
and fish,” he said. “Best dish in the house.” He had a huge grin on his face as
he waited for me to take a bite. 


My
eyes widened as soon as I did. “It’s really good. Very spicy!”


He
nodded, obviously pleased, as I passed the dish around for everyone else to
try. 


Kadyn
handed me one of his shrimp. “You should try this.”


I
pulled the tail off and popped it into my mouth. “Wow.”


He
laughed. “I thought you might like it.”


I
grabbed another shrimp from his plate and handed it to Kimme. “You gotta try
this!”


Kadyn
gave me that stoic look he was famous for. Kimme and I burst out laughing.


“No
respect,” Dan mumbled as he shook his head.


I
looked at Cenia. “I’d offer you one, but I think he might bite my hand.”


Kadyn
gave me a heated look that suggested he might bite a whole lot more than my
hand.


I
tried to plead my case. “Cenia needs to try one so we can figure out what
seasonings they use. That way we can try to duplicate this dish when we get
home.”


Kadyn
caught Cenia’s hand just as she tried to nab one from his plate. Since he was
occupied with her, I stole another one and tossed it to her. Roger caught it
instead. Cenia groaned, but the rest of us burst out laughing.


Kadyn
flagged our waiter down and ordered another plate of shrimp, complaining loudly
about how we all couldn’t keep our hands off his plate. The rest of us ordered
a second round of drinks at the same time. 


The
waiters didn’t appear anxious to get rid of us, so we ordered coffee and every single
dessert on the menu. As soon as our waiter delivered our dessert, he pulled a
chair up to join us. We took turns questioning him about what it was like to
live in the Bahamas while we passed the desserts around for everyone to sample.
We ended up monopolizing our table for so long and were so thoroughly
entertained by our waiter that we decided to leave him a fifty percent tip.


Instead
of returning to the hotel, we decided to sit on the beach for a while. I kicked
my sandals off and dug my toes into the sand. I sifted the warm sand through my
fingers as I listened to everyone else talk. I tried to keep up with the
conversation, but my mind kept returning to Kimme’s question and the decision I
had to make. When it turned dark, Kadyn stood and reached for my hand. “You
still up for that walk?”


I
smiled. “Yes, I most certainly am.” I grabbed my sandals, then reached for his
hand.


Just
as we turned to walk away, Dan called out, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


Kimme
giggled. 


Kadyn
shook his head, then turned back around. “Isn’t it past your bedtime, old man?”


“Oh.
You just got burned,” Mason exclaimed. 


Their
laughter trailed after us.


I
switched sides with Kadyn so I could walk in the waves. As we walked, I swung
my sandals in my hand. We didn’t speak for a long time.


“What’s
going on inside that pretty head of yours?” Kadyn finally asked.


“That
decision I’m supposed to make,” I grumbled miserably.


Kadyn
nodded. “I thought so. Tell me what you’re thinking.”


I
shook my head. “Just that it’s an impossible decision.”


Kadyn
steadied me as the waves crashed over my knees. He led me further up the beach,
where the waves just trickled over my feet. “What makes it impossible?”


“I
want to live in Montana, I want to be closer to my family, and I want my old
job back. I found it far more rewarding than what I’m doing on the Hill…”


He
shot me a curious look. “But?”


I
glanced briefly at Kadyn’s face, then resumed watching the waves dance over my
feet. “But my heart hurts every time I think about leaving you. I know it
sounds crazy, Kadyn. We’ve only been dating for seven months; and I know that
you and Cenia and everyone else could move from DC in a year, because you’ll
all be facing reassignment. Then where does that leave me? Alone in DC all over
again.”


We
both stopped walking as Kadyn turned to face me. “What would you do if you
stayed in DC?” he asked softly. 


I
shrugged. “I’d apply for a job with the government or an NGO… a job that would
enable me to help people. I want to feel like I’m making a difference, and I
don’t think I am… not on the Hill. I’m also considering going back to school.”


“Law
school?” he asked.


“Maybe.
There are some other graduate degrees I’ve been considering as well.”


Kadyn
nodded. “I was thinking of doing the same thing. I’d like to begin working toward
a master’s degree this fall.”


I
smiled. “It’s as good a time as any, I suppose.”


Kadyn
pulled me into his arms, so I tossed my sandals in the sand, just out of reach
of the waves. He kissed me gently on the lips before resting his forehead against
mine. “I don’t want to sway you in your decision, Kri. You have to decide this
for yourself, but I’m sure we’d find a way to make things work either way.”


I
tightened my hold on him. “I don’t think I can live without you.”


Kadyn
sighed as he tucked my head under his chin. “I know, Kri. Trust me. I know just
how you feel.”


*
* * * * * 


The
next morning, we camped out on the beach under a brilliant blue sky. Kadyn,
Phil, and Mason were throwing a football around in the water. Roger and Cenia
were floating next to each other on rafts, holding hands. Marie and Gabi were
keeping me company as one of the beach combers braided and beaded my hair. 


I
glanced at Gabi. “How are things going with Mason?” 


Gabi
pretended to cast out a fishing pole, then began reeling it in. Marie choked on
her bottled water as she burst out laughing.


I
reached inside my bag and handed Gabi a small black book. “Here. You two should
read this book together.” 


Gabi
looked at the book curiously. “If… Questions for the Game of Life.” 


“There’s
a really good question on page thirty-two,” I prompted.


Gabi
opened the book and looked at the question. A huge smile spread across her
face. “Hey, Mason!” she shouted over the waves. “Come read with me!” She turned
and winked at me. “Thanks, Kri.”


Kimme
and Dan joined us as they returned from their stroll along the beach. “Look
what I found,” Kimme announced as she dumped a pile of seashells out on the
sand.


I
smiled at Kimme as she sifted through her treasure. Then I thought about the
treasures I had found. My eyes filled with tears as I examined each of my
friends in turn.


*
* * * * *


The
next day, Cenia and I left the rest of the group on the beach so we could go
swimming with the dolphins. We took a speed boat out to a small cove where we
played with two bottle-nosed dolphins, alongside a handful of other tourists. I
marveled at how gently the dolphins took the fish from my hand, how playful
they were, and the silky feel of their skin. Playing with them was one of the
most amazing things I had ever experienced.


We
still smelled a bit fishy when we rejoined the group. They were embroiled in a
debate about where to go for dinner. Cenia and I amicably joined in the debate
before heading up to our rooms to shower. Twenty minutes later we were all climbing
into cabs. The soldiers in the group had convinced the non-soldiers to brave
eating at a local joint, somewhere off the beaten track.


We
commandeered a wooden table in a small, broken down shack of a restaurant. I
eyed the menu skeptically.


“We
should order the conch,” Mason suggested. “I’ve heard it’s very popular in the
Bahamas.” 


Dan,
Kimme, and I exchanged looks. “What’s conch?” Kimme asked. 


I
was relieved she had asked. I had absolutely no clue what it was, but I could
see it was all over the menu in chowder, salads, and fritters.


“It’s
a large ocean mollusk with a firm white meat,” Phil explained in all
seriousness.


Once
again, Kimme, Dan, and I exchanged glances. We were no closer to understanding
what conch was. 


Kadyn
laughed at the looks on our faces. He explained, “You know those big fancy sea
shells that you and Kimme were admiring in the market… the ones with the points
on them? That’s where conch comes from.”


“Conch
is considered an aphrodisiac,” Gabi announced with a wicked grin. 


Suddenly,
everyone agreed to try it. The restaurant prepared the meat in a variety of
ways, so we each chose a different dish and agreed to share. Surprisingly,
there wasn’t a single dish I didn’t like.


We
decided to go out dancing after dinner. Dancing in the Bahamas was unlike
dancing anywhere else. The only word that could possibly describe it is fun.
Dancing in Montana was fun too; but I never could keep up with all the
intricate steps involved with line dancing. The most complicated dance I could
manage was the two-step, unless I was dancing with a guy who was skilled enough
to overcome my vexatious tendency to lead. 


Kadyn
had taken me out dancing in DC. Once. I was so emotionally scarred from the
experience that I refused to go again. The nightclub was packed with people,
and I didn’t understand the point of being there because it was impossible to
move even one inch. There wasn’t any seating, so people brought their drinks out
onto the dance floor and proceeded to spill them on anyone unfortunate enough
to be within a twenty mile radius. My hearing was permanently impaired from the
pulsing techno music, and I was appalled to find that other men considered it
completely appropriate to grope me even when I was firmly wrapped in Kadyn’s
arms. 


Thankfully,
dancing in the Bahamas was nothing like dancing in DC. It was light and fun,
and, like everything else in the Bahamas, it was not complicated. No one cared
that the dance club had a DJ instead of a live band. 


Kadyn
pulled me out onto the dance floor as soon as the DJ started played Shaggy’s “Angel.”
The rest of our friends joined us on the dance floor, and we danced straight
through to the very last song… Kamakawiwo’ole’s version of “Over the Rainbow.”
Kadyn sang softly in my ear as we danced together one last time. We couldn’t
possibly have ended the evening on a more perfect note.


*
* * * * * 


It
was our last night in the Bahamas. Our entire group of friends ordered take out
from a nearby Italian restaurant, so we could eat together on the beach. I
followed the banter as we ate dinner, amazed at how well Kimme and Dan had
meshed with my friends from DC. As the food and the wine dwindled, so too did
the conversation. The sound of the waves lulled us into a companionable silence
as we savored our few remaining minutes on the darkened beach. The fact that I
had yet to make my decision hung heavily in the air.                     


“Well,
we're going to head back to the hotel. Good luck with your decision, Kri. You
know we’re here for you either way,” Cenia offered encouragingly. She reached
for Roger’s hand. 


Phil
and Marie stood and said goodnight. Phil draped his arm around Marie. Then they
fell in behind Cenia and Roger. I watched as the two couples walked back to the
hotel. 


Mason
and Gabi stayed and visited for a few minutes longer. Then Gabi convinced Mason
to take her for one last walk along the beach. 


“We’re
going to call it a night too,” Kimme announced as Dan helped her up from her
chair. I couldn’t help but notice the sadness in Kimme’s voice. Her green eyes
gentled as she looked at me. “Krissy, you should know that there are no wrong
decisions here, just different ones.” She quietly regarded me as I sat on
Kadyn’s lawn chair, tucked inside his arms. Then she smiled. “You have finally
found your knight in shining armor. I couldn’t be happier for you,
honey.” A single tear slid down her face.


Dan
hugged Kimme. “Kadyn’s a good guy. From where I’m standing, this decision of
yours looks like a no brainer.” 


Kimme
wrapped her arms around Dan.


My
eyes welled with tears as I watched the two of them walk away. I leaned back
against Kadyn as I tried to regain my composure. We were the only two people
left on the beach. 


Kadyn
and I didn’t talk for some time. I simply lay in his arms and stared out at the
waves as I sorted through a million different questions. Should I return to
Montana? A job I loved was waiting for me. I missed my parents, Charlie, Lexie,
Siobhan, and all the friends I had left behind. But what about DC? With everything
that had happened over the past few months, had I really given DC a fair shake?
I had grown to love my new friends: Kadyn, Cenia, Roger, Phil, Marie, Gabi, and
even Mason. I thought about how they had welcomed me into their group and how
they had risked their lives for me. You didn’t find friends like that every
day. On the other hand, I knew that most of them would be moving within a year
or two, since they were in the military. Then what? Would I still want to live
in DC? 


Kadyn’s
voice was soft as he interrupted my silent debate. “It seems you are at a bit
of a crossroads. Hopefully, this marks the end of a very difficult road.” 


I
turned around and perched on the end of the lawn chair so I could look at
Kadyn’s face. “The road I chose was a bit broken, but I still believe it was
the right one.” 


“Why
do you say that?” he asked as he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.


I
smiled, reflecting on how the lyrics to a song could so accurately capture my
life. “Because it led me straight to you.” 


Kadyn
quietly considered my response. His face was impossible to read. 


I
looked down and reached for his hands, no longer able to look into his eyes.
“If you don’t mind, I’d like to stay on the same road as you.” 


Kadyn
reached up and lifted my chin, so he could look me directly in the eyes. “I
think that sounds like a very good idea.” He kissed me softly, then leaned back
in the chair. 


I
stared out over the ocean as I tried to gauge how I was feeling about the
decision I had just made. We sat quietly awhile longer, both lost in our own
thoughts.


Again,
Kadyn broke the silence. “Who do you dread telling most?”


I
considered the question for some time before answering. “Charlie,” I finally responded.


“Charlie?”
Kadyn asked, clearly surprised.


I
smiled. “Yeah, Charlie.” 


He
looked mildly amused. “Why?”


“Because
he knew all along how this fellowship was going to end.” I shook my head in
wonder, then changed the topic. “Hey, you got any paper on you?”


Kadyn
glanced at me curiously. He handed me the white paper bag our food had been in.
“Only this. Why?”


I
smiled innocently as I reached for the bag. “I need to make a list. You got a
pen?”


“No,
but you could use this.” He handed me a small plastic container full of pasta
sauce, looking anything but innocent.


“I
can’t write with this!” I threw the pasta sauce at him and made a mad
dash for the ocean. Kadyn scooped me up before I reached the waves. Then he
threw me in.


Within
seconds he pulled me from the waves and folded me back into his arms. “You
saucy wench,” he scolded playfully.


“You’re
the saucy one!” My head fell back as I laughed at my own joke. 


Kadyn
just rolled his eyes. Then his face turned unexpectedly serious. His voice
cracked as he pulled me closer. “Thank you.” 


“For
what?” I asked, completely baffled by his change in mood.


Kadyn’s
arms tightened around me. “For giving us a chance.”


“I
can be pretty determined when I have my heart set on something.” I smiled as I
repeated the words he had spoken on our first date.


A
huge grin spread across Kadyn’s face. “Then we’re golden.”


I
hugged him a little closer. “Hey, if you could kiss anyone in the whole entire
world, who would it be?”


Kadyn
didn’t bother answering. He simply crushed his lips against mine. 


The
waves washed over us as we lost ourselves in the kiss, oblivious to the raven haired
man who stood seething on the shore.


###
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