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ANOTHER MAN’S BABY

Blood covered her as screams filled the air
and explosions reverberated around her. Gabrielle Jackson was
trembling, drenched in sweat. She shrieked and tears poured from
her eyes. “No, no, no,” she shouted, “please, God, no. Eric, watch
out!”

She woke but the dream didn’t stop. The
pictures sped by in her mind’s eye as though she were watching a
movie.

Eric was going to die. Gabi saw the truck
loaded with explosives barreling toward the soldiers and screamed
out to God to send an angel to protect her husband. “Please, God,”
she prayed, “don’t let him die, I’ll do anything, just ask. Please,
Father, put out Your hand, touch Eric, save him.” Then she saw the
truck hit the barricade, heard the explosion and she fell back on
her bed.

Trembling fear claimed her. “Eric,” she
called, “it’s okay, baby.” She visualized him there with her, in
her arms, and wrapped her arms around her own body, imagining the
feel of him. She drew in a breath and felt the quake down to her
soul. She wouldn’t allow him to die, not without knowing how very
much she loved him. She pressed her lips to the nothingness and
could swear she felt Eric’s lips against her own.

“Have faith.”

Startled, Gabi turned. She looked around but
no one was there. She wasn’t going crazy, that much she knew. She’d
heard a voice. Have faith in what? she thought. It wasn’t like
she’d ever had much. She’d never had a reason to have faith. Life
had dealt her a bad hand. Orphaned at three, raised in several
foster homes, why would there be miracles waiting for her?

“Why wouldn’t there be?” the voice asked loud
and clear, making her remember. This wasn’t the first time Gabi had
heard the voice in her mind. It had just been so many years since
she’d last heard it that it’d taken her by surprise.

She had to admit there was a time when,
despite her circumstances, she’d had faith. One of her foster
mothers had taken her to church, had convinced Gabi that she had a
guardian angel, that she would never be alone no matter what the
situation. For years Gabi had believed that. When she married Eric
she’d sort of let the belief in her guardian angel fall by the
wayside.

Now once again she found herself in need of
an angel, an angel that she desperately wanted to watch over her
husband.

A feeling of calm settled around her. “Eric.”
She said his name aloud. “Have faith, my guardian angel will
protect you.” She looked across the room at the framed wedding
picture and went for it. “Have faith, baby,” she said to Eric’s
image. “You’re coming home to me, we’re going to have everything
we’ve always wanted, our family. Baby, we’re going to have our
family, just hold on. Be careful, Eric, be careful.”

 


***

 


He was buried to the hilt inside Gabi’s wet
warmth. As she moaned her pleasure Eric allowed his hands to slowly
trail over his wife’s body. “Gabi, I love you,” he whispered into
her ear.

“Lieutenant!”

Blinking, Eric shook away the image of his
wife. Their lovemaking had been yet another daydream. He wasn’t
home, he was in Iraq fighting a war. His gun raised, Eric hesitated
for a tenth of a second. He looked to his left, then his right, and
saw his men waiting for his orders. The truck was barreling toward
them, loaded with explosives. Eric’s skin crawled with the knowing.
And just like that the world slowed down and everything happened in
slow motion. “Eric, baby, be careful, look out.” He thought for a
moment he was dreaming. It was Gabi’s voice in his head. Then he
heard another voice. “Have faith.”

“Gabi,” he whispered, hesitating again,
“Gabi, baby, I love you.” Then he fired his rifle and kept firing,
ordering his men to move, take cover.

“There are explosives in that truck,” Eric
yelled. “We’ve got to stop it, but be careful.”

His weapon was still firing when he felt a
hand on the base of his spine. He didn’t have time to look behind
him, he had to stop the truck. The hand on the base of his spine
shoved him with what seemed to Eric to be superhuman strength and
his last shot went wild. It was as though he’d been propelled by
the explosives.

Eric could see the truck still coming. Then
there was the flash of an explosion and he heard the screams. He
tried to move under the sudden weight on top of him. He dared a
quick glance and was repulsed by the blood and mangled bodies.

Panic welling in him, he pushed the bodies
off him. Then he realized he felt a comforting touch. He felt
Gabi’s hand wrap around him, heard her whisper again in his ear to
be careful, that she loved him. He shivered. He must be dying. He
couldn’t die, not now. What would happen to his wife, to the babies
he’d promised to give her?

“Have faith,” he heard the other voice
whisper to him for the second time. Then the scent of sugar cookies
filled his nostrils, Gabi’s scent. That was impossible. He was
dying, he thought, he had to be, and Gabrielle was the last thought
on his mind.

It was okay, he could die with that. “I love
you, Gabi,” he kept repeating. Then it occurred to him that he felt
no pain. He’d never known how death would feel, but this wasn’t so
bad, nothing hurt. That surprised him, especially that with so much
blood that there was no pain.

All at once he was aware of the pandemonium
around him. Screams, soldiers running, shots.

“Lieutenant, Lieutenant Jackson, you
okay?”

Eric blinked. “I don’t know,” he answered. He
glanced at his blood-soaked uniform as two soldiers pulled him away
from the debris. They began ripping at his clothes.

“I think you’re okay, sir. The blast must
have thrown you clear.”

“But the blood…” Suddenly Eric knew. It was
the blood of his men, his friends, saturating him. He could even
taste the blood in the back of his throat. Whose hand had pushed
him away?

For a second Eric stared at the soldier. “It
wasn’t the blast. I felt someone’s hand. A soldier must have shoved
me from behind.”

“Sir, I was behind you, no one was there. You
were firing at the truck. You got the driver but his foot had been
tied to the gas pedal to make sure he couldn’t stop, even if dead,
but you got him, sir.”

“How many of our men?”

“I’m not sure right now. Several men were
injured. I think three or four died but you stopped it from being
more.”

Eric looked up into the face of the soldier
talking to him, knowing he had to get himself together. He was a
marine; he had to behave like an officer. “Thanks,” he said,
accepting the hand offered and standing. He glanced at his bloodied
shirt lying on the ground, bent and picked it up and balled it in
his hand.

Even now he could feel Gabrielle’s arms
around him. He could smell her. The touch of her lips pressed
against him so strongly that he couldn’t stop the shudder that
claimed his body. Gabi, you’re going to get me and my men killed,
he thought. Stop it.

He took in a couple of deep breaths, his head
bent over, his hands on his knees. When he could no longer feel his
wife’s arms around him, he moved. But the hand on the base of his
spine remained where it was, only now the pressure was gentle, as
though guiding him.

“Have faith,” the voice whispered again as
Eric went to survey the damage. Order existed amidst the chaos.
They were marines and had been trained to take care of things like
this.

He looked at each body laid out and dropped
down beside his friend Bo. Eric angrily wiped the tears that filled
his eyes. Damn it, he was a marine, he wouldn’t cry. But more tears
fell.

It was then that he wondered if any of them
would make it home alive. What the hell were they doing so far away
from home, dying. Were they doing any good? he wondered. Then he
took a deep breath and barked orders. That was his job. Lieutenant
Eric Jackson was a marine, an officer. Eric would not break down;
that wasn’t what his men needed. In order to keep them alive he had
to do his job.

Someone handed him a clean shirt and he put
it on, wondering if his moment’s hesitation had caused this. He
shuddered hard. His mind had been on his wife, on his making love
to her. The world had slowed down as it always did when he thought
of her. Thoughts of Gabi never failed to take him from the harsh
reality of the war they were fighting. He only permitted himself
that luxury when things were quiet, when it was safe to do so.
Things had been quiet when he’d allowed his mind free rein to think
of his wife. A couple of minutes were all he’d intended to take.
He’d thought it safe to do so.

Another hard shudder ripped through him. Was
he responsible for all of this? He looked down at his bloodied
shirt on the ground, blinking. The blood of his men saturated that
shirt. He wouldn’t dishonor them by tossing the shirt aside. He
picked the shirt up. “Take this to my quarters.” He handed the
shirt over to the private, still wondering if his thinking of
Gabrielle had caused this. If his mind hadn’t been on his wife,
would things have been different?

 


***

 


Eric loaded his gear into the truck for the
ride to the airstrip. He could hardly believe he was leaving,
finally. He took a final look around the American base in the green
zone. He’d never forget this place or this time in his life.

A little ways off he saw one of Saddam’s
palaces. There were more than enough riches in Iraq to share, but
only the leaders lived in luxury. Most existed in abject poverty.
Eric saw no need for such a division. But that was the way it was,
even in America. The rich got richer and the poor, poorer.

He took another look around, his gaze staying
for a moment on the soldiers dressed in PT gear instead of body
armor. They were still heavily strapped, each man loaded to the
nines, but this base was thought to be relatively secure. The green
zone was one of the few places the men got to shed some of the
gear. Between the arid heat and the heavy gear it was a wonder more
men weren’t falling from dehydration.

He sighed and pulled his gaze away. The
soldiers manner of dress didn’t matter. They were still in a war.
Their weapons gave testimony to that. Sliding his hand upward Eric
ran his hand over his own gear. In a war zone a soldier was never
without his weapons. It could mean the difference between life and
death. In a war zone a soldier always remained alert. A wave of
guilt washed over him and settled heavily on his shoulders.

Eric glanced at the huge pool that had been
built in front of the palace and almost wished he had time to take
a swim. The oppressive heat made his clothes stick to him, and a
fine sheen of dust coated his skin, never seeming to go away, no
matter what. When he got home he would kiss his wife a thousand
times for her never ending supply of wet wipes.

Home, he thought, Gabi. He’d missed her so
much this past year, had yearned for her touch. Her voice was
always bittersweet when he managed a call to her. Her emails were
filled with news, things that didn’t matter, that were passed on in
order for him not to feel removed from her life. She’d done a good
job with that. If only she’d found a way to package her scent, her
touch. Eric smiled. He was going home.

Without warning another pang of guilt hit
him. Eric did his best to push it away. He’d done the job he’d been
ordered to do. He’d done his best. In the four months since the
truck had crashed through their defenses, Eric had replayed and
replayed the scene in his mind, second-guessing his actions. But no
matter how much he replayed it, he couldn’t change the outcome. The
higher-ups had praised him for his quick thinking, and pinned
another medal on him. Yet Eric wondered. There were times he could
still feel the hand on his back which had propelled him away from
the danger.

A tremor began and Eric shook his head,
ordering it to go away. As much as he’d dreamed of this moment, he
didn’t want to leave any of his men behind. He hated looking into
the eyes of those left behind. There was always a look of longing,
of regret, of fear. He was sure he’d had that same look many times
when others said goodbye to him and left for the safety of home,
but now on this end of it, it was hard.

This was Eric’s third tour of duty, the
longest yet, an entire year. Now he would be stateside. Some of his
men had been in Iraq for weeks, some for months. Still others were
on their second tour. The duration of their time there hadn’t
mattered. The moment they landed on Iraqi soil an instant bonding
took place, friendships that would last a lifetime, if the soldiers
survived the war.

With a sigh Eric pasted a smile on his face.
It was time to leave. He shook hands, joked, said the usual things
and inside he thought, ‘Take care of yourself, be safe, come
home.’

 


***

 


A terrific shudder passed through the plane.
Eric blinked, wondering what the hell was going on. He attempted to
speak, to call out for help, but his vocal cords felt as if they’d
been severed.

Blood was splattered on him, wetting his
clothes. He could taste it at the back of his throat, hot, rusty
and thick. So much blood. He had to get away from it, but he
couldn’t move. Terror seized him. Damn, what about his wife? He’d
promised her he was coming home.

Eric struggled to breath. He would not
succumb; he had something to live for. He was going home to
Gabrielle. He’d made her a promise and he’d never broken a promise
to her in the almost nine years they’d been married.

Gabi had wanted to start a family for the
last three years, had practically begged him before he was sent to
Iraq the first time. He’d known the reason. If he didn’t make it
she wanted his baby. Hell, he’d almost given in that time, almost
told her to ditch the damn pills. But he knew how hard it would be
for a single mother. If he didn’t come back, Eric didn’t want Gabi
to raise their child alone.

“I’m coming home baby,” he’d whispered to
her.

“Eric, that wasn’t what I was thinking,” Gabi
had lied.

He’d stopped her with a kiss. “I’ve never
lied to you baby. I’m coming home and when I do, we’ll start our
family. I promise.”

Even now, here, covered in blood, he could
feel her arms wrapped around him, her lips on his. He could smell
her scent. He gasped for air. Hell no, he wasn’t going out like
that. He had a wife, he had Gabi. I’m coming home baby, I’m coming
home.

With a start Eric woke. A shiver traveled
from the top of his head to his toes and back again. He took in
several breaths, steadying himself. He was on a military plane
heading home, away from the fighting, back to Gabi. He was keeping
his promise. He was coming back, alive and whole. It had been four
months since the incident with the truck but it seemed every time
he closed his eyes, he relieved it.

Shame washed over him, the need to retch all
encompassing. Eric pushed his way up the aisle of the plane. What
right did he have to live? He thought again of his wife, but this
time it didn’t help. Even she couldn’t erase the horrors of the
past year.

 


***

 


The wheels of the plane bounced on the
runway. It was over, done. Eric’s eyes closed as a rush of emotions
flooded him. He was torn. Never in his thirty-one years had he been
filled with so many doubts.

“We made it.”

Eric attempted to adjust his lips to answer
the marine sitting next to him. Yes, they’d made it, they were the
lucky ones. He glanced across the aisle and met the gaze of another
marine before the man turned away. But not before Eric had seen it,
the same look that he was sure was in his own eyes. They’d all seen
way too much of man’s inhumanity. None of them would ever be the
same again.

Thou shall not kill. Eric swallowed away the
thought; he was a soldier. He felt again the brush of a hand along
his spine, the same touch that had saved him from being blown into
tiny bits. The hand that had pushed him away. Eric shivered. He’d
been miraculously spared by some force, but why?

 


***

 


The journey seemed to take forever. Eric took
a breath as he stepped off the bus to cheers from the crowd. His
heart swelled. People wanted to see them return home safely to
loved ones. For a moment he could throw away the doubts as he
searched frantically for his wife. Tears burned at the back of his
eyes, but he wouldn’t shed them. He was a soldier and he would not
let his wife see him cry.

“Eric.”

He heard her scream his name but she was lost
in the sea of bodies. Damn it, she was barely over five feet.
“Eric,” she called again.

“Fall out.” Eric roared. He was the highest
ranking officer among the returning marines. Again he yelled for
the men to break formation, seeing how hard it was for any of them
to do what they were taught, to stand there regardless of what was
going on around them and behave like soldiers.

The men had tried to do that, but it was Eric
who couldn’t. The sound of Gabi’s voice rolled through him. He
couldn’t play soldier, not now. Now he was a husband who hadn’t
seen his wife in an entire year. He turned, looking for his
wife.

One moment he was dismissing the men, the
next his wife had magically appeared and was throwing herself at
him, holding him so tightly that he thought she would break a rib.
She was crying. He breathed in her essence, taking her sugar cookie
scent, the scent he’d missed for an entire year, deep into his
lungs. He couldn’t believe it, he was home. “Thank you,” he
whispered to the unknown force that had saved him.

 


***

 


Minutes later Eric and Gabrielle, like lots
of other couples, remained in each other’s arms as though they were
afraid to move, afraid it was a dream. It seemed words had failed
them all. “Baby,” Eric finally moaned. He pushed away, looked at
her hard, then pulled her back again against his chest. “Thank
you,” he muttered softly. Why me? chased his words.

“My prayers were answered,” Gabi whispered in
his ear, crying softly now, her grip loosening just a bit.

“So were mine,” Eric whispered back, not
really believing it, because if they had truly been answered that
bus would have held a lot more men. The war would be over and he
could forget.

“Come on, baby, let’s go home,” Gabrielle
urged. “We have one day to ourselves.”

Eric sat beside his wife enjoying her chatter
interspersed with questions and tears. “Gabi, either look where
you’re driving, or pull over and I’ll do it,” he warned.

“I can’t help it. I’ve been waiting so long
for you to come home. How am I not supposed to want to look at your
sweet brown face and your gorgeous bald head and your full luscious
lips? You have no idea of the dreams I’ve had.” She shivered. “I’m
sorry, we don’t have to worry about any of that now, you’re home.
And thank God that you don’t have to go back. What’s the first
thing you want to do?” She grinned, turning again to him and he
reached for the wheel.

“I’m not kidding, Gabi, watch where you’re
going.”

“Close your eyes and stop worrying. God
didn’t bring you home to take you from me in a car accident. Get
real.”

Eric grinned though an ache of loneliness
filled him. Why? He shouldn’t be feeling this way now. “What are we
in such a rush for? Who’s at the house waiting for us?”

“Are you kidding? There is no way that I’m
sharing you with anyone tonight.”

“My mom’s going to kill you.”

“Not this time. She understands, she just
wants you to call her. So do it now, you won’t have time later. I
can’t wait to get you home in our bed.” Gabrielle laughed.

That was it. A cold breeze crept up Eric’s
spine. He’d dreamt day and night of making love to his wife but now
he felt tainted, as though he’d soil her. He’d felt that way for
over four months, since he’d daydreamed of making love to Gabi,
right before the truck came barreling down on them. He squeezed her
hand, not saying anything. How could he tell her that he feared
making love to her? He couldn’t, so he used Gabi’s cell and called
his parents.

For the remainder of the drive home Gabi did
as he asked, though she glanced at him at stop signs. By the time
she pulled into their drive, jerking to an abrupt stop, she had him
laughing. She was the medicine his soul needed.

Before he could close the door to their home
his wife was in his arms pulling on his clothes, panting. A surge
of pure lust washed over Eric, allowing him to forget everything
for the moment.

This was what he’d been saved for, he
thought, as he lifted her into his arms and carried her toward
their bedroom. This was what he’d prayed for.

“I missed you so damn much,” he growled,
ripping the clothing from her body, then literally tossing her on
the bed and falling down beside her. He buried his lips in her
sweet smelling brown skin and gasped at the wonder of it all.
Suddenly a tremor rocked him to the depths, and he clutched Gabi
tightly.

“Eric, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

He shook his head, knowing she’d felt the
movement. But he was overcome with emotion, unable to speak, unable
to do anything but make love to her over and over, touching her,
kissing her, tasting every inch of her and yearning for more.

He didn’t think he would ever be sated. As
soon as his release came he was filled again and took her,
sometimes gently, sometime roughly, and all without a word. In his
wife’s body he was attempting to forget, to wash away the terrible
images, the memories. For several hours it worked. Gabi was his
world and all that he needed.

“Baby, welcome home,” Gabi whispered. “I’m so
tired now I don’t know if I can stay awake. Boy, you wore me out.”
She grinned sleepily, laid her head on his chest and before he
could answer her, she was asleep.

“I thought you couldn’t wait to get me home,”
he teased to no avail. She was done in. He stroked her skin,
wanting to follow her into sleep, but he couldn’t. His mind and his
body were wired. He kissed Gabi’s forehead, grateful that he could
touch her, that she was lying next to him, his sweat a fine sheen
on her body, their sex perfuming the air.

He listened to the sounds of her gentle
snoring and smiled, knowing that it was with good reason that she’d
fallen asleep exhausted. He thought to wake her; he still had a
hard-on. He couldn’t believe it. Eric laughed. This was the
medicine he’d needed.

 


***

 


An hour later Eric was still awake. Unable to
sleep, he reached for the remote control and began flipping through
the channels, hoping for anything to take the edge off the feeling
of doom that was trying so hard to claim him.

News footage from Iraq sent a chill through
Eric. He shouldn’t have turned on the television. Unable to turn it
off, he watched and began to shiver. Wrapping his arms around Gabi,
he pulled her close though his eyes remained focused on the screen.
Every step the soldiers took, Eric took with them, wanting to warn
the ones he didn’t think were being cautious enough. “Stay alert,
damn you,” he shouted.

“Baby, you okay?” Blinking awake, Gabi saw
the TV on and looked at her husband’s face. He was staring
transfixed at the news, much as she’d done the entire time he’d
been gone. She reached over him for the remote and turned it
off.

“That’s not going to stop it, baby. It’s not
that easy,” he said.

“I know that, but you’re home now.”

“Yes.” He pulled her into his arms. But a lot
of my men aren’t, he thought and he wanted answers. He couldn’t
forget his brush with death, the mysterious push on the base of his
spine. Who? Why?

Eric didn’t believe in things he couldn’t see
or take apart. That was just a part of him. However, he’d never put
anyone down for believing. Hell, he’d even sat in church a number
of times himself. But when he looked at the world he wasn’t sure if
he believed in the wispy creation from man’s mind, the all supreme
God that his mother worshipped, that Gabi talked so freely
about.

And that was what was kicking his ass: being
saved by Someone he didn’t believe in. Eric thought of all the
things he’d done while in Iraq, the things he’d ordered his men to
do because he’d been ordered to do it. He struggled against the
pictures of men and children blown apart, bleeding, whether by
their gunfire or their own people.

The truth was that it didn’t matter who did
it. Dead was dead and living with body parts blown off was a
reality. Children left orphaned and families left homeless were
also realities. The innocent suffered right along with the
guilty.

There were a lot of things Eric wanted
answers to, things for which he didn’t have a data base to search.
He worked on logic. The war to him was not logical. And logic
didn’t explain how he’d heard Gabi’s voice, felt her lips on his
and her arms around him. He had not imagined those things.

Suddenly he felt the same as when he’d been
sitting in the car beside Gabi, lonely and dirty. He inhaled, and
her scent filled him with awareness that she was everything good in
his life, too good for him. Her hand reached between his legs and
he caught her fingers. He’d soiled his wife enough for one
night.

 



Chapter Two

Gabrielle Jackson glanced across the table at
her husband. He was so different, so quiet. He’d lost a little
weight, maybe ten pounds or so, but it looked good on his muscular
frame. His shoulders were just as wide; it was his lean hips that
showed the difference. On a man of his height no one but a wife
would notice the weight loss. Well, maybe a mother, Gabrielle
amended, knowing Ongela, her mother-in-law, would notice it.

His beautiful bald head gleamed and she
smiled knowing he’d probably shaved it just before he left. She
liked that he was making himself sexy for her the same way she’d
done for him. For a long moment she watched his long fingers that
brought her so much pleasure; his hands were large and strong, but
oh so gentle when he was caressing her. All six foot, three of this
intense cocoa brown male belonged to her.

He gazed at her and her skin tingled. She
couldn’t believe they’d been so insatiable. She stared into his
brown eyes and smiled. “I missed you so much, baby,” she said
seductively. “This time was the worst. I’m glad you’re home for
good now.”

“I missed you too. So much that I thought of
you when I shouldn’t have. Thinking of you did prove to be a
distraction for me.”

At first she thought he was teasing her but
when the look in his eyes changed drastically and an expression of
sadness worked its way into his features, she knew there was truth
in his statement. She thought of the haunted look he’d had the
night before, his screaming out, waking her. Gabi took a sip of her
coffee, trying to determine the best way to proceed.

“Is it as bad as what we see on the
news?”

Eric blinked, glanced at her as though she
were a stranger. “What they show on the news is the PG version.
What’s happening there is rated Triple X.”

“What is happening there? Are we abusing the
civilians? Does anyone feel bad about bombing their religious
buildings?” Gabi stopped suddenly, the look in Eric’s eyes freezing
her. She’d said the wrong thing; that wasn’t how she’d meant it.
She only wanted to get him to talk, to open up. Each time he’d
returned from Iraq his silence had become a little more pronounced.
She stared into her husband’s pain-filled eyes. She’d only wanted
to release him from that haunted expression. Instead it had
worsened with each question she’d asked.

“I’m not…I didn’t mean. I just wondered,” she
faltered.

“If you’re asking if we deliberately chose
their holy sites to bomb or destroy, the answer is no. If you’re
asking me if they had a band of snipers in there trying to take our
heads off when we were trying to give food and water to the people,
then yes.”

“Did that happen to you?” Another wrong
question. She watched as a transformation took place. Her husband’s
jaw stiffened, then his shoulders and his entire body. He was
sitting ramrod straight, as though waiting to fend off an attacker,
an enemy. A little shiver touched her. Did Eric think of her as the
enemy?

“You don’t have to answers those questions,”
Gabi said hurriedly, “not now anyway. We’ve got plenty of time for
you to tell me what happened.”

“Baby, you do know I wasn’t on vacation,
right?” He worked his teeth back and forth against his bottom lip.
“You understand I was in a war?”

“I know that.”

“It wasn’t a game, Gabi. I didn’t come home
to be debriefed by my wife.” He stared at her for a moment. “I
haven’t been home for a full day. The last thing I want to talk
about is Iraq.”

He held her gaze, knowing his own was fierce,
and drew his features into the mask he used for civilians wanting
to ply him with questions about the war. It wasn’t as though he
hadn’t known his wife was curious, especially after he’d acted a
fool shouting out at the television. Still, now wasn’t the time for
talk. Now he was looking at all that delicious brown skin she was
taunting him with. It was barely hidden by the short, see-through
material she had on.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Gabi.”

“Not now?”

“Maybe not ever. You need to respect
that.”

“I need to respect that?” Her head rolled to
the side and she threw it back and stared at him, not liking the
way he was talking to her. She closed her eyes. She wasn’t going to
fight with him, not after all she’d gone through wanting him
home.

The sizzling from the stove was just what
they both needed, a distraction from a conversation that didn’t
promise to be pleasant. Okay, she could respect the fact that Eric
was just home, that he didn’t want to talk about the war. As long
as it didn’t have an effect on them, what did she care?

She piled Eric’s plate with cheese and eggs,
grits, potatoes and onions and hot smoked sausage. Then she
buttered several biscuits and liberally applied the honey, setting
them on a saucer for him.

“I did eat while I was gone.”

“Not like this. Didn’t you miss my
cooking?”

A smile curved his lips and Gabi felt her
heart stop. She was thankful that her husband still had that effect
on her. “What, you didn’t miss my cooking?”

“You’re a good cook,” Eric admitted, biting
into a buttered biscuit and swiping the honey that dripped onto his
lips with his tongue. He chewed, making appreciative sounds.
“Believe me, it wasn’t your cooking that I missed the most, though
I did want a little taste of sugar cookies.”

They stared at each other for a long moment.
Gabi had never thought she smelled like cookies, sugar or
otherwise, but she didn’t mind that her husband thought she did.
“And the taste of cookies that you had last night, was it what
you’d been dreaming of?”

“A thousand times better, baby.” His look
softened. “I didn’t expect you to go to sleep and leave me hanging
like that, though. You must not have missed me as much as I missed
you.”

“Oh, I missed you all right, but you did wear
this sister out.” She took a bite from her own biscuit. “I’m rested
now.”

Eric smiled across the table at his wife,
wanting to tell her that he’d thought she was there with him when
he’d thought he was dying, that he could smell her and even taste
her lips. Remembering, he shivered. There was so much that happened
there that he hoped the news never reported. America deserved to
retain a more innocent picture of the war.

“I’m sorry I spoke to you like that,” he said
after a slight hesitation. “But it’s all anyone seems to want to
talk about. Strangers, reporters, they hug you, welcome you back,
then they question you. I’m dreading going to see my folks. I know
if my mom didn’t insist I come last night it’s only because the two
of you have every single person I know waiting to grill me.”

“It’s a party, baby.”

“I know.”

“You’re not going to back out, are you? Your
mother will blame me if you don’t go. Believe me, she’s not too
happy that I got to spend time with you first. We even had a little
thing.” Gabi laughed, popping a piece of sausage into her mouth. “I
told her you were my husband, and she came back at me with, ‘So
what? He’s my son, I gave birth to him.’”

Now Eric was smiling, imagining his wife and
his mother going at it. Good thing they actually loved each other.
“How did you top her?”

“I told her I was the one who was going to
give birth to your babies, her grandkids, and unless she wanted us
to move out of the country, she’d better give me a night to try and
see what I could do to make her a grandmother.” Gabi laughed. “I
won hands down.”

“But you fell asleep.”

“I’ve heard that it’s easier to make babies
in the morning.” Gabi watched as Eric laughed at her, then dug into
his food with new vigor, as if he thought she was going to take it
away. “Don’t worry, I’m going to allow you time to finish your
breakfast. As soon as you refuel, what do you say we check out that
theory?”

 


***

 


Eric cringed when he saw all of the cars. His
family and friends were all waiting inside to welcome him home.
It’s funny, he thought, how you could want something so badly, then
when you got it you only wanted to shrink into the woodwork.
Besides longing for Gabi, he’d longed to spend time with his
friends and family.

His gaze landed on Gabi. Her eyes held that
worried look they’d had since she’d found him awake watching news
coverage of the war last night.

“You going to be okay?” Gabi was eyeing him,
glancing toward the door, then back at him. He tried to smile.

“They only want to hug you, make sure you’re
home safe and sound. They’re all so happy that you…that you came
back. They’ve prayed so hard for your safety, well, yours and that
of all the troops. We have to do this.”

He pushed back the worry and ordered the
tension from his shoulders. “I know they’ve all been worried, but
they want to hear stories of the war. It wasn’t a game, Gabi, it’s
all too real. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Then just say that, but be nice.” She smiled
up at him and gave his hand a quick squeeze. “Don’t worry, baby,
I’ve got your back. Just a few hours. I promise I’ll make it worth
your while when we get home.”

Before he could answer her, his mother was
flying out the door. He could swear her feet never touched down.
“Mom,” Eric said, choking up, catching her and spinning her around.
The need to bawl like a baby had never been as strong as it was now
with his mother’s arms around him, but thankfully there were
fathers.

He glanced over his mother’s shoulder, his
gaze connecting with his father. Instantly his father was there,
patting him on the back, pulling him from his mother and saving him
from bawling.

It didn’t do a thing for his mother or for
Gabi who grabbed on to each other, each bawling, until he pulled
Gabi away and his father took charge of his mother. “Women,” both
men said at once and laughed to hide their own emotion.

Hero, that’s what everyone was calling
him, clapping him on the back hugging him and making him feel like
a fraud. Only his father gave him a look of understanding, along
with a casual shrug of his shoulders. His look said, It’s going to
happen, Son, and there’s nothing you can do about it.

The only thing Eric wanted was to go home and
spend more alone time with his wife but that wasn’t going to
happen. Gabi gave him a look from across the room that led to an
instant arousal. He grinned at her. She was being bad, knowing that
his mother was walking toward him, knowing what her look was
doing.

“What are you and Gabi up to?”

“Nothing, Mom,” Eric said hurriedly, trying
to think of things other than his wife in order to control his
arousal. Instead, her eyes twinkling, Gabi moved so that he was in
line with her. He blinked and turned away. Looking at her was not
the best way to get rid of an erection.

“Seems like you two need a couple more days
together.” His mother was staring at Gabi when she started
laughing.

“What did she do?” Eric groaned, turning
back.

“Oh, something that I think she wishes she
hadn’t.” His mother kissed his cheek. “Go talk to your wife before
she goes crazy.”

As his mother walked away Gabi sidled up and
entwined her arm with his. “What did you do?” Eric asked.

“Nothing.”

“I don’t believe you. It must have been
something. My mom was too embarrassed to even talk about it.” He
wrapped his arms around Gabi, pulling her close, nibbling on her
ear. “Ready to go home?” he asked.

“Not yet, you two.”

Eric groaned deep in his throat and nipped
Gabi.

“Come on, you have to tell us the truth about
how things were. Did you find anything, bring home any
souvenirs?”

Eric didn’t answer Mr. Evans, his parents’
next door neighbor. He just stared. Gabi was rubbing him in that
soothing manner she had, asking with her touch for him to be
patient.

“Hey everybody, I want all of you to know
that Eric and I have started work on our family.” She grinned at
the group, then whispered to Eric, “I told you, baby, I’ve got your
back.”

Eric couldn’t believe how talk of having a
baby immediately changed conversations. He also couldn’t believe
the personal nature of the questions. But if he had to field
questions about making love to his wife or the war, he’d choose the
first. After all, he could get away with smiling and saying not a
word.

 


***

 


They lay in bed in each other’s arms, Gabi’s
head on his chest. Eric reached out his hand for the remote but
Gabi stopped him.

“Honey, nothing’s on,” she said softly.

“You mean nothing but news. Are you going to
try and monitor what I watch now?” He rubbed his thumb across her
forehead. “That’s not going to work.”

“No, but when you make love to me and ten
minutes later turn on the news it makes me feel as if I didn’t do
my job properly.”

“Your job?”

“Well,” she grinned, “at least you’re paying
me some attention.”

“You think I wasn’t paying you attention a
few minutes ago?”

“You were distracted.”

“Oh really?” He trailed his hand along the
side of her face. “You’re going to make me show you how much you’re
on my mind, aren’t you?”

Her breath, hot and warm, touched his cheek
and lit his center. Lust pure and simple shot through his groin. He
looked deep into her eyes and love took over. Eric swallowed. “I
love you so much,” he whispered. “I’m so glad…” His words halted
and he took possession of her lips, intending to show her what he
didn’t want to say with words.

He felt her shudder as their tongues battled
back and forth. Her loving him, wanting him was obvious. He pulled
that knowledge into his soul, needing it to heal the scars embedded
there. He kissed her hard, wanting everything she had to give. For
a moment he wished that he could share the pain, the fear and the
horrors he’d seen in the last year. He ran his hands down the side
of her body, cupping her round bottom, loving the softness of her.
She began to moan and he began to work in earnest.

His wife didn’t need to ever know what he’d
seen. He’d left home to fight to protect her and the country. He
was also protecting her by not telling her the horrors she thought
she wanted to hear.

With each moan Gabi issued, Eric was
determined to show her just how much he desired her. So, she
thought he’d been distracted, huh? Just let her find reason to
complain when he was done. He was giving her all of himself,
holding nothing back, determined to let go of the memories that
were trying to tug him away. He wouldn’t allow it. This one was for
his baby.

 


***

 


It was a month before Eric was sated. Now as
he stood near Gabi watching her dress to return to work, he
realized a month was not enough. He didn’t want Gabi to leave him
home alone. He was aware they’d been darn lucky that she’d been
given an entire month’s vacation to stay home with him. Still, he
didn’t want to be alone. He’d have to return to the base soon and
something was making him uneasy. He stared at Gabi, and like a
little kid he wanted to beg her to stay home with him. She was also
watching him, her eyes wary. She must have read his mind.

“What?” Gabi asked.

“Nothing.”

“Then why are you looking at me like
that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you want me,” she said softly.

“I do.”

“Baby, you know I have to work.”

He walked slowly up to where she was
standing. “I don’t know what it is, but doing it with a nurse is
almost every man’s fantasy.”

“Why?”

“Hell if I know, but it is,” he said,
unbuttoning her flowered top.

“Eric, I don’t have time.”

“Give me five minutes.”

“Do you really think I want to go to all the
trouble of undressing and having to take another shower for five
minutes?”

She stared at him with such a strange
expression on her face that he started laughing. “It’s called a
quickie,” he responded, still laughing.

“A quickie? I think it’s more of a drive by.
Bang, bang, you’re off and running and I’m left just breathing
hard. Now stop that,” Gabi fussed, moving his hand aside and
rebuttoning her top.

“I hate being here alone,” he finally
admitted. “I don’t really feel like visiting other people or even
leaving the house.” He shrugged. “I’m tired of watching the news. I
just want to stay home, but I don’t want to be alone,” he said
quietly and honestly.

Gabi stared at him for an intense moment,
then went to the phone. “Listen, I’m really sorry but I have a
family emergency. I don’t think I’m going to be able to come in for
a few more days.” She glanced in Eric’s direction and noted the
five fingers he was holding up. “It’s probably going to be five or
six days I’m off. Call Tracie and Jamilla, they’ll probably work
the extra hours. Tell both of them I’ll return the favor
someday.”

When the call was finished, Gabi turned
toward him. “Now what do you want to do?”

“Nothing,” he said and reached for her hand.
“I just want to sit on the couch with you beside me and not talk
about anything. I just want to drink you in.”

“I thought you wanted five minutes?”

“I did,” Eric grinned, “but now that you’re
staying home, what’s the rush?”

 



Chapter Three

Six weeks to unwind wasn’t nearly
enough, Eric thought as he stared at his reflection in the
mirror. His uniform was perfect as always. It had been a long time
since he’d served stateside and a longer time since he’d called
Great Lakes Navel Base his duty station. He smiled at the sight of
Gabi staring at him.

“I like your uniform, Nurse Jackson.” He
smiled, giving her a mock salute.

“And I like yours,” she answered with a smile
on her lips that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You okay?” she
asked.

“I’m okay.”

“The dreams, baby, they’re happening more
often. You want to tell me about last night, what it was
about?”

“No, I don’t want to burden you with my
dreams. They’re nothing I can’t handle.” He pointed two fingers at
his uniform. “I’m a marine, an officer. I can handle anything the
world throws at me, so you know I can handle a dream.”

“Can you handle a wife who really and truly
wants to have a baby?”

Okay, so there was something he couldn’t
handle. Gabi’s words put it into focus for him. Eric was having
doubts about giving her the one thing she’d wanted for the past six
years. She’d only put it off because of his service career. First,
he’d told her they needed to save; after that, it was the war. He
glanced at her and saw the pain of want hidden beneath the glassy
look of her eyes.

“Baby, I just got home.”

“What does that mean? It’s not as though
we’re newlyweds.” Her voice softened, “Eric, the older a woman
gets, the greater the risks for things to go wrong.”

“Women are having babies in their
sixties.”

She rolled her eyes but didn’t comment on
that. She wasn’t going to get drawn into a conversation about how
she thought there was a reason God had engineered the female body
to bear babies when they were young. That was a whole ’nother
story, one that distracted her from her goal. “I’m not waiting
until I’m sixty,” she said at last.

“I didn’t ask you to. But can’t you take your
pills for a couple more months, just give me a little time to
breathe? I’m feeling crowded. I don’t like being pushed. Gabi, you
of all people know that.”

“I know it, but I don’t like being lied to.
You of all people should know that. You promised me that when you
returned home from this last tour we could begin our family. You
even told me that when you were in Iraq, that you couldn’t wait.
What’s up with you? This isn’t something we haven’t talked and
planned for. We’re at a good point in our careers and in our
lives.”

“Can’t you just give me a little more time,
keep taking the pills for a couple more months?”

“One month, Eric, that’s it.”

“What are you going to do then?”

“I’m going to have a baby.”

“Gabi, are you giving me an ultimatum?”

“Call it what you will. I love you and you
love me. I want a baby and I have a right to have one.”

“Even if I don’t want one?”

He saw the look of horror drain her blood
from her body. Her eyes spoke the word betrayal and she
wrapped her arms around her body. Fear skittered down Eric’s spine
as he wondered what would happen if he refused to give his wife the
child she desperately wanted. He wondered if she’d leave him. Fear
at that thought rushed through him; he couldn’t live without
her.

“Gabi, baby, I didn’t say that I didn’t want
one ever. I’m not ready, okay? Just a couple more months.”

“It’s not as though the baby would be born
the minute I become pregnant. We’d have nine months.”

“Gabi, please, can’t you just take the pills
a couple more months? What’s the rush?”

“A couple more months, Eric,” she said
softly, then glared at him. “That’s it.” She barely brushed her
lips against his as she left for work.

Eric stood in the doorway watching her and a
groan traveled upward until it filled him with dread. He’d thought
he
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