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Chapter One
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Ethan

We had just wrapped up a fugitive warrant case, it had been one of those inter-agency cooperation things that always gave me a headache. Now, I just wanted to relax, listen to some good music, and maybe have a bourbon or two before going home to an empty house. The Ironclad promised me the comfort I was searching for tonight. The Ironclad sat close to the banks of the southernmost point of the James River where it met the Chesapeake Bay. The area was recently revived attracting of lot of micro-breweries, trendy restaurants, and shops. The Ironclad was a bar and grill known for its bourbon and featuring local and nationally known blues artist.  And while I avoided the trendier establishments in the area, I enjoyed the atmosphere of the Ironclad, lately it was becoming my home away from home. 

My wife, Diane, had called earlier to say she would be out late with friends at a book club meeting or something, honestly it didn’t matter we hadn’t been spending much time together lately. It seemed that after sixteen years of marriage we had drifted too far apart to drift back together again. The end was inevitable. 

The sign in front of the Ironclad announced Charlie Pickens was playing tonight at nine o’clock. Charlie had gotten his music career started here in Gates Point before he was discovered and found national fame with his unique style of blues. I found a seat at the bar, ordered a drink, and scanned the room, an occupational hazard; my eyes stopped at a table in the far corner. It was so deep in the shadows that most people probably wouldn’t even know it was there. I wouldn’t have paid any attention to it myself if it weren’t the woman sitting there alone. She looked oddly familiar; I couldn’t place her. Over the years I have traveled to one conference or other, been part of too many task forces to count, and even taught a few classes at Quantico. Hell, maybe I had just seen her in here before. As, the warm-up band ended their set the music was replaced by the din of the bar. There were snippets of conversation, glassware clinking together, cheers, and laughter blending as the setup on stage was rearranged.

As soon Charlie Pickens took the stage, the crowd cheered, and I cheered right along with them. I remembered the woman in the corner and glanced in her direction. She sat motionless focused on the stage; she wasn’t cheering. Something about her tugged at my brain, I pushed it away. I had come here to relax, and I didn’t need to be creating more headaches than I already had. 

The music made me forget about the woman in the corner hidden in the shadows, and instead I thought about my failing marriage. The woman I had loved with all my heart was someone I didn’t know anymore. Charlie’s songs had a way of making you think about such things and tonight it was hitting too close to home. We didn’t fight like so many couples do these days, we were more like roommates than soulmates. The kicker was my daughter. I didn’t want to turn her life inside out. I still loved my wife, just not the same way I used to, still, I harbored no ill feelings. I had very few feelings at all. I felt sad for the loss of the relationship it felt like a tragedy in one of Charlie’s songs. 

Charlie played for an hour and a half before calling it quits. I turned my attention back to the woman in the corner. She was still there quietly sipping her drink. A local band was taking the stage now and would carry the crowd until closing time. I decided I had to know who she was, it was really annoying that I couldn’t place her. 

Before I could get off my barstool a young man approached her table. I had no idea what was being said, one minute the man was standing there with his back to me blocking my view of my mystery woman and the next minute his back was on the floor. The woman was settling herself back into her chair, her attention was no longer on her drink. Sensing there might be trouble I rushed over. 

“Anything I can do to help?” I asked the woman. 

“Not unless you’re in charge of waste disposal.” She never took her eyes off the man who was now getting to his feet. 

He looked like he wanted to say something to her as she cocked an eyebrow at him, and he stood there as if he was trying to make a decision. I had to admit I was pretty impressed. Even more curious now than I had been before. 

“It might be best just to walk away.” I said in a low tone to the young man. He nodded and walked away. Then turning my attention back to her I asked, “How do you like that self-service?” She almost smiled. “May I?” I asked cautiously I didn’t want to end up on the floor. 

She nodded silently. 

“My name is Ethan.” I held out my hand. 

“Kennedy, my friends call me, Kay.” She took my hand. 

There was a surge of electricity up my arm and straight to my heart when we touched. By the way she pulled her hand back she felt it too. At that moment I realized that it wasn’t that I recognized her from somewhere, we had never met before, it was that somehow, I had known her all my life without having met her. We were somehow linked. The moment I touched her I knew it. Some might call it love at first sight, but it was so much more.

“What’s your poison?” I indicated her empty glass. 

“Bourbon.” 

I turned to get the attention of a waitress who nodded and appeared at the table with fresh drinks. “Have you always been a fan?”

She glanced up at the stage and nodded. “Yeah.” 

The corner was dark, and it was keeping most of her features in the hidden what I could see, I could tell she was beautiful in that smoky, dark sort of way you normally only see in those trendy ads for perfume or expensive cars.

“Are you a local or just visiting?”

“Both.” 

Okay, I could see she wasn’t a talker, this was going to take a little work on my part. That was okay getting people to talk was sort of my thing, so I was up for the challenge. 

“Home for a visit then.” 

She made eye contact with me and gave me a small, appreciative smile. 

“Exactly.” 

“Well, then I can see why you love the blues if you’re from here. It gets in your blood at an early age.” 

“Yes, it does.” She looked at some point off in the distance and I wondered if it was the music taking her away from me or the bourbon. 

“And what about you Ethan? Are you a local or just visiting?”

“Local.”

She nodded and sipped the fresh drink. 

I watched closely and I had so many questions. I had this urge to know everything about her even though I felt like I already knew the answers. 

She frowned up at the band on stage, they weren’t bad, but it was hard to follow someone like Charlie Pickens. 

“Wanna take a walk?” I asked, thinking I would risk the rejection. 

To my surprise she nodded. I looked around for the waitress. The same one that had brought us refills appeared. 

“Thanks, Emily.” Kay said the waitress. “I’m going to call it a night.” 

“Okay well let me bring you your change.” 

“No, keep it.”

“But...”

“Keep it.” 

“At least let me pay for mine.” I offered. 

“No, I prepared, when I came in tonight, so you’re covered.” 

I didn’t pretend not to be confused, but the waitress looked happy, so I went along with it. Kay let me hold her elbow and guide her through the crowd out on to the sidewalk. 

I took a deep breath of the fresh night air. It was humid and promised rain. 

Under the glow of the streetlights, I could see she wasn’t just beautiful she was exquisite. The full lips and the high cheek bones. I could tell her hair was dark and thick despite being pulled back at the base of her neck in a clasp. Her eyes were dark too, although I couldn’t see the exact color. It didn’t matter because it was the way the light danced in her eyes that held my attention. 

“Where to?” she asked. 

“This way.” I thought a walk along the water in the moonlight might be nice and I would be able to learn more about her without having to shout. It took a minute for my hearing to adjust. 

“So, what brings you home for a visit?” 

“Oh, just had to take care of some family business. It can be difficult to try and do things long distance at times.” Although her tone was casual, I could tell it was forced. Whatever had brought her come was anything but a casual visit.

“I understand. I’ve tried that myself a few times it never really seems to work.” 

She nodded in agreement, and we walked on. I wondered about the family business. 

“Where do you live when you are not here in Gates Point?” 

“Pretty much everywhere and nowhere.” 

Again, she was trying to sound casual and not give too many specifics. I didn’t blame her; we had only just met, and it is never a good idea to give too much personal information to a stranger. 

“You’re pretty good and not answering questions, aren’t you?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be evasive.” She looked over at me. I could tell she was sincere in that. 

“It’s okay. We just met and I don’t blame you for not wanting to tell a stranger your life story. It’s just that most people will talk without thinking twice.” 

“Meaning?”

“Meaning either you have had some training in evasive tactics or you’re an extremely private person.” 

She laughed out loud. It was an honest laugh and one that sounded like crystal windchimes. It was light and the warm breeze carried it away. 

“I guess I’m just a private person. I’m a photojournalist so I’m more about telling other people’s stories, not mine.”

“Now that makes sense.” I smiled; I was relieved to know she wasn’t in some sort of law enforcement. It was refreshing to talk to someone that didn’t involve an investigation.

“And what about you Ethan, what agency does that badge on your belt represent?” 

I was surprised that she noticed it. I wasn’t trying to hide it but, I wasn’t flashing it either. 

“FBI,”

“Really? I had you pegged as an NCIS man.” 

“I know a few of them and they are good guys.” 

“Yeah, they are.” She agreed.

“Has your family always lives in Gates Point?” I asked changing the subject back to her. She smiled. It was a loaded question, and she knew it. Gates Point prided itself on first families and old money. 

“As far as I know they have. And what about you?”

“Oh, at least a few generations.” 

We reached the Chesapeake Bay. It is an impressive site I don’t care how many times you see it. Tonight, the moon was full and reflecting on the water. 

“So, you’re a photojournalist and home for family business, where are you working right now?”

“The Middle East,” 

“That must be tough,” 

“It’s the job.” She shrugged. 

“Wanna sit?” I pointed to a bench. 

“What’s your favorite thing about the city?” I looked back over my shoulder I was determined to get her to open-up to me. I had to know more about her. She smiled a little and I congratulated myself. 

“I love the music.” 

I nodded. “Do you play?” I asked. 

“I play a little guitar now and then.” 

I had a feeling she was being modest. 

“What do you play, Ethan?” 

“I play the piano from time to time and sometimes the harmonica.” 

“I bet you’re good. I’d like to hear you play sometime.” 

I wanted to take her back to my place and play something for her, it might be hard to explain to Diane. It was weird though, I should feel more guilty about going for a walk in the moonlight with a beautiful woman, I didn’t. 

“I’d like that.” We both smiled. I felt like we had a bit of a breakthrough. 

“Tell me a little more about you.” I leaned in a little. “Do you have siblings?” 

“No, and that’s okay. I don’t mind it. Big families seem to be too complicated. I like things simple.” 

I smiled. “How’s that working out for you?” 

She laughed a little. “Not so well, the rest of the world seems to like things complicated.” 

“You are not wrong, there.” I agreed. 

I watched her eyes crinkle into a genuine smile. I wondered what she looked like with her hair down instead of pulled back. I had the urge to reach out and loosen the clip that was holding hair and watch it cascade over her shoulders. We talked about music some more, debating the best live performances and the best albums. 

“It’s getting late.” She said looking sad. 

“Can I walk you home?” 

“It’s an awfully long walk. I’ll catch a cab.” 

“Are you sure. I’d like to know you made it home safely.” 

She smiled a soft warm smile. “How about I text you when I get in.” 

“Deal.” I smiled and gave her my phone number. 

“I’ll text you and then you will have mine.” 

“Okay.” I nodded. 

We walked back to the street, and she whistled for a cab and waved to me as it pulled away from the curb. I felt deflated and walked to my car and drove home. About thirty minute later my phone buzzed. 

“Home safe. Thank you.” 

“Glad you’re safe.”

I wanted to say more but didn’t know how to say it or if I should, so I left it at that. 

***
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The next day, I felt more alive than I had felt in a long time. Even Diane noticed. 

“You look like you finally got some sleep,” she said as she poured coffee.

“Yeah, I did. I’m sorry I didn’t wait up.” 

I hadn’t thought about what time Diane had gotten in. It had to have been past midnight. I wondered if she had the same kind of evening, I did. I smiled to myself because I genuinely hoped that she had. 

“That’s okay. We sort of got sidetracked from the book and drank more wine than we read.” She laughed. 

My daughter bounced into the kitchen. Madelyn was a morning person. I have no idea where she got that from, it certainly wasn’t from me or her mother. 

“Morning, don’t forget Mom, you said I could spend the day with Angie.” 

“I didn’t forget, just check in with me or your dad once in a while so we know you’re okay.” 

“Wait,” I interrupted, don’t you have school today?” 

“No, it’s a teacher workday so, Angie and I were going to hang out.” Madelyn smiled and popped bread into the toaster.

“Hang out where?” 

“Oh dad!” She sighed. 

“I’m serious.” 

“At her house, mostly her mom doesn’t work so we’ll probably get a ride to the mall or something.” 

Diane touched my shoulder sensing I was about to ask more questions. 

“That’s fine, I’ve already talked to Ms. Harper, you still keep in touch today, okay?” Diane instructed as she moved about the kitchen putting necessities into her briefcase. 

“Okay.” Madelyn smiled plucking the toast out of the toaster and plopping it onto a plate.” 

“Careful, don’t burn yourself,” I said.

Madelyn just rolled her eyes at me and started to add jelly to the toast. 

“Okay, okay.” I said putting my hands up in the air. I concentrated on my coffee and the headlines in the paper. 

Just as Madelyn was finishing her toast the doorbell rang. 

“Oh, that’s Angie.” 

“Wait.” I said putting my hand up. “Finish your toast and put the plate in the sink. I’ll get the door.” 

Diane nodded to her, and she took the last bite of her breakfast. 

“Good morning Mr. Craddock.” Angie was standing on the porch beaming at me. 

“Morning, Angie.” I said stepping aside to let her in. I waved to her mother sitting out in the car. 

“Okay, see you later!” Madelyn said as she and Angie headed back out the door. 

I bent down and Madelyn kissed my cheek. It made me smile. 

“Have a good time and behave yourself.”

“I always do.” She said and ran to catch up to Angie. 

I shut the door behind her and walked back into the kitchen. Diane had her keys in her hand. 

“Where are you off to?” 

“Work.” She looked at me with concern. “Aren’t you working today?” 

“Yes.” I was looking forward to it. I’d even considered walking to work and enjoying the fresh air. 

“Okay, have a good day.” 

I watched as the women in my life left the house each with their own independent lives to lead. I turned off the coffee pot and headed to work. I knew Charlie Pickens was playing a second night at the Ironclad and I thought about going after work just to see if Kay would be there. 

It was another long day and nearly midnight when I was done at the office. I needed to go home and get some sleep, the thought of Kay haunted me. I went to the Ironclad instead. It took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the dimness. And Charlie Pickens was almost done with his set, Kay was sitting in the same spot as the night before. She smiled when I approached the table. 

“I hoped I might see you again.” She said. 

My heart did about three flips and I sat down. “I hoped you’d be here.” I smiled. 

The same waitress from the night before brought two bourbons to the table and left without a word. 

“You’ve almost missed the set.” 

“I’ve heard it before.” I shrugged. Tonight, I really didn’t care about Charlie Pickens. I wasn’t really listening to the music anyway; I was too busy admiring the color of her eyes. I felt her touch my hand. I looked down in surprise. 

“You were pretty far away there; you didn’t hear a word I was saying.” She smiled playfully. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Come on.” She said standing up. 

I had no choice but to follow. 

The waitress rushed over. 

“Your change.” 

“Keep it.” Kay said. 

“I can’t really.” 

“Yes, you can.” Kay gave the waitress a sweet smile. “It’s okay. Keep it.” 

It was the same scenario as the night before. 

“What’s the deal? Why doesn’t the waitress want the tip?”

“I have no idea, but she better learn to accept them is she is going to make any money in this job.” Kay shrugged. 

I turned back and saw the waitress look down at a one-hundred-dollar bill. That was a big tip for a journalist, or at least I thought it was. I honestly, had no idea if being a photojournalist was a lucrative career or not. I guess I always thought of journalist in general as being the stereotypical starving artist type. You know the one you always see in the movies, who always looking for that one big story that will win them a prize or something. 

“Where are we going?” I asked catching up to her. 

“I don’t know. Someplace quiet I think.” 

“Okay.” 

I fell in step next to her and we walked for a while talking. We passed the veteran’s cemetery and I realized we were heading into the Garden District. I wondered if she somehow knew where I lived. We turned in the opposite direction of my house and I breathed a sigh of relief. 

We walked through an iron gate. I realized the property contained a beautiful garden, a large house with a small one to the rear. I was familiar with the property in passing. It stood out because it took up an entire block. I followed her to the smaller of the two houses. 

“Is this where you live?”

“It’s where I’m staying while I’m home.” 

She opened the door with a key, and I followed her in. I scanned the room, there was nothing of a personal nature, it was a definitely guest house. 

“Have a seat,” She motioned to the cluster of chairs and a sofa. I chose the sofa. “Do you want something to drink?”

“Maybe just a club soda, I have to be up early. I’m working on a new case.” To her credit she didn’t ask what the case was about, and I was grateful. I didn’t want to talk about it. I wanted to talk about her. She handed me my drink and joined me on the sofa, kicking off her shoes and tucking her legs under herself. 

“This is a nice place.” 

“It’s comfortable and quiet.” She sipped her own club soda. 

I nodded. I suddenly felt very awkward. 

“What about you?” She asked. 

I looked at her confused for a moment. 

“Do you have siblings?” She asked picking up the conversation from the night before. 

I smiled. “No.”

She nodded and looked at my hand.

“You have a wife; do you have children?”

“A daughter.” I answered feeling awkward at the mention of Diane. I hadn’t brought it up before because I wanted to learn about her and because I frankly hadn’t given it much thought. 

“Just the one?”

“Yeah. She is so beautiful.” I smiled a little.

“She must take after her father.” 

I looked up at her. It was the first personal thing she had said, and I felt all the blood rushing to all the wrong parts of my body. 

“How old is she?” she continued. 

“She ten going on thirty.” I sighed. 

She nodded. 

“No one special for you?” I asked.

“No, long distance is tough, and the dessert isn’t really the best place to meet your soul mate.” Her eyes looked like she was looking into my soul. 

I thought of her with a boyfriend and a new feeling I hadn’t felt in a long time rose up in my gut. 

She noticed my glass was empty and she got up to get me another. She leaned over to take my glass from me, and her face was so close to mine. Too close. She smelled like vanilla. 

“Let me get you another.” 

“You don’t have to do that.” My voice was hoarse. 

“Sure, I do.” She whispered back. 

In that moment I have never wanted another woman more. Not even Diane and that bothered me. I am not the man that looks at other women, I don’t cheat on my wife no matter what kind of problems we are having. I’m just not that guy. But there was something about Kay, that I had no control over. I couldn’t control my feelings and I already felt like I had known her my whole life. She must have sensed how uncomfortable I was because she quickly stood up and walked to the kitchen. 

“Maybe I should call it a night.” I said not trusting myself to be alone with her. The look of disappointment on her face pierced me through the heart. I didn’t want to leave. I was afraid if I didn’t, I might lose control. I couldn’t stay and risk doing something I might regret, because I knew I wouldn’t regret it and that was the problem. 

She put both glasses on the counter and walked back over to me. She sunk down on the sofa closer than she had been sitting before. 

“I wish you didn’t have to go. I’ve really enjoyed spending time with you.” 

“I am enjoying it too.” 

“So why leave?”

“Because”

She looked at me. I was hoping she wasn’t going to make me say it. What if she didn’t feel the same way and then I would sound like a total idiot. But I believed with every fiber of my being she felt the same way. 

“Because I might do something that I shouldn’t.” 

She raised her eyebrows at me. “Are you sure?” 

“Am I sure about what?” I asked my thoughts were getting cloudy.

“That you shouldn’t?”

Oh god, here we go. She was tempting me. She knew how I felt. She leaned back into the sofa and drew circles on the back of the sofa with her finger. 

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure.” 

“Because of your wife.”

“Yes.” 

“I understand. I do not want to be party to any stress or unhappiness in someone else relationship.” 

She looked up at me. Her eyes were on fire. “I have to leave tomorrow. I’m going back to my assignment. If we are meant to be together, we will meet again. And if not, I’ll treasure these past two nights with you.” 

It took all my power to stand up and prepare to walk out the door. She stood up and followed me. 

“Kay, I...” I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. 

“I’m going to miss you, Ethan.” She stood on her toes and kissed me gently. Her tongue touched my lips for the briefest of moments. I wanted to pull her close to me. I wanted to explore her mouth with my tongue. I wanted to carry her to the bedroom and spend a week exploring her body. I felt the blood pulsing through my veins, and I needed to leave now, or I would never be able to go.

“Kay.” I whispered again. Then I turned and walked away. I didn’t look back instead I waited to hear the door close behind me. It didn’t, not as long as I was in earshot. 
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Chapter Two
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Kay

I had only been stationed in the Middle East for six months when my mother died.  The cancer had been in remission, but it came back with a vengeance. My mother had called to tell me the prognosis and I started making arrangements to return home immediately, unfortunately, she passed while I was in route, Eddie, my mother’s personal driver provided by the family business met me at the airport and gave me the news. Fortunately, when my father died two years previously, he had seen to it that things were put in place, so that at the time of my mother’s eventual demise, the legal aspects of the family business and the private property would be a matter of me signing a few documents. I was an only child so the will was pretty straight forward.  I received the real property, some money, and the family business. There were sizable donations made to various charitable organizations in Gates Point. 

My first order of business upon arriving home was to meet with the family attorneys; one for the estate and one for the company, Port City Industries. The family attorney for the real property was a very brief meeting. We went over the will I signed a few papers accepting the house and the monetary funds so they could be transferred into my personal account. Then I met with the corporate attorneys to sign the necessary documents that granted Elliott Goode limited power of attorney. Elliott was the corporate attorney for Port City Industries, he had been with the company for more than twenty years. But my father had taught me well and I only allowed him to exercise control over what might be considered minor items for the day-to-day operation. Anything major short of a vote by the shareholders would still have to be forwarded to me no matter where I was in the world. And even the items that went to the shareholders came to me, as I owned the majority of the stock in the company. 

As we sat in the conference room on the twentieth floor of the Port Cities Industries building, I was starting to get a headache from the whining of the corporate attorney. 

“Ms. Dandridge, are you sure you want it set up this way?” Elliott protested. 

“Yes, I’m sure.” 

“You are living in a war zone at the moment what if something urgent arises?” Elliott continued. 

“You have my cell number, call me. As you pointed out, I’m in a war zone, not another planet.” There was no way I was going to budge on this matter, and I would fire him if I needed to, I was not signing away control of the family business. “And I want to meet with the employees while I’m home.”

“That’s impossible.” Elliott blurted out allowing his frustration to show. 

“Not for the ones here in the corporate headquarters.” I leaned back in the leather chair that my father had occupied for so long. I don’t think my mother ever came up there even though she was the head of the company after father’s death. “Listen, I realize that mother pretty much handed over control to you and the staff here during her tenure, but she never understood the business side of things. I do and I intend to be just as involved as my father was.”

“From the other side of the world?” Elliott was incredulous. 

“I will make it work.”

“Hmmpf.” Elliott was clearly annoyed.

“It’s like this Elliott, I will make it work with or without you. The choice is yours and there will be no hard feelings.” Elliott turned red in the face and looked around the room. It was only himself; a junior attorney, Michael; the administrative assistance, Sherry, and me.

“I wasn’t implying that I would not be supportive, I am merely trying not to over burden you at this time.” Elliott was a little thin-lipped weasel of a man, and I wasn’t sure if I could trust him. I sure as hell wasn’t taking any chances while I was halfway around the world. 

I held up my hand to stop him. “I appreciate that Elliott and I wasn’t implying anything different.” He let out a sigh and relaxed a bit. 

His junior attorney spoke up. “I think we can all agree that this is a stressful time, maybe we should just focus on the paperwork today and then Sherry can organize the meeting you’ve requested.” He looked at Elliott and then me. 

I liked him; he wasn’t afraid to speak up. “That’s an excellent idea. I need to get to the funeral home.” 

“Of course, I apologize.” Elliott offered. 

“Thank you, Michael for keeping us on track.” I smiled. He nodded and avoided eye contact with Elliott. 

“Sherry how soon can you have business cards made up for me?”

“I can have them here tomorrow,” she responded.

“Perfect. Do that and set up the employee meeting for after mom’s funeral.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

I shook each one of their hands before leaving. I had the company car and driver at my disposal now. It felt silly. But Eddie had insisted. He said it was no time for me to worry about things like traffic and getting to meetings on time. We drove away from the corporate offices, then to the funeral home to sign the final papers that would allow my mother’s funeral to move forward as she had planned. 

She had pre-paid and picked out her own casket the day she found out the cancer was back. It seemed morbid to me at the time, but today I was grateful for her forethought. She’d be placed next to my father in the family crypt. I had a space there as well, although I had not made any pre-arrangements. However, today I was thinking it might not be a bad idea considering I’d be going back to the Middle East when all of this was over. 

With the corporate lawyer confrontation over I had just one more hurdle this week. My grandfather. His car was in front of the house when I returned. 

“Grandpa!” I smiled as I walked into the house. 

“Kay, there you are!” He advanced on me for a hug. “Where have you been?” he asked holding me at arms-length. 

“At the office to get things straight with the lawyers.”

“And did you give them hell?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“That’s my girl.” He laughed and squeezed my shoulders. Richard Beauchamp was my maternal grandfather, and he was the Secretary of the Navy. We kept the family connection very quiet for the sake of my career. I didn’t want any special treatment and I didn’t need the hassle of everyone assuming I was getting special treatment. 

“Are you staying here?” He asked leading me over to the sofa. 

“Out in the guest house. I just couldn’t...”

He patted my arm. “It’s okay.” 

“Besides, you and your security detail will need the privacy of the house anyway.” I tried to smile. 

“That is very thoughtful, but not necessary,” he soothed.

“I like the guest house.” 

He nodded. “Now tell me how things are going in the Corp?” He hadn’t been a fan of me being imbedded with a military unit, particularly a Marine unit. But I had wanted to go where the action was and I learned as a child, the Marines saw a lot of action. 

“Squared away, sir.”

“I know you are. Are they giving you a hard time?”

I shrugged one shoulder. “Some do, some are coming around.” 

“Hang in there.” He smiled. 

“I will.”

“You’ve got a lot on your shoulders right now anything I can do to help?” he offered. 

“No, I have everything under control.” 

“You always do. You are your father’s child.” It was a family joke that my grandfather was happier than anyone when my father proposed to mother. At the time my father was a marine and the son my grandfather never had.

I gave him a small smile. “Want to have dinner together tonight?”

“That sounds good.” He agreed.

“I’ll see what we have in the kitchen.” I got up and left grandpa with his security detail I was certain he had work to do. 

I found everything I needed for seafood casserole and cornbread. I made sure there was enough for the security detail, as well. It seemed security details were a way of life in our family. My father as CEO of Port City Industries didn’t have a detail but he had Eddie. Eddie’s title was company driver. When he was with my father outside of the office, he never let my father out of his sight. I never got the full story of their relationship. I knew they had served together when my father was a young man. My grandfather, being Secretary of the Navy, couldn’t go anywhere without his detail and pre-checks and sweeps. For every one of my grandfather’s security team that I saw I was sure there was another I couldn’t see. 

The rest of the week was a blur, the funeral was well attended, and my mother would have been happy to see so many of her friends. My grandfather had to leave the day after the funeral, and frankly I was surprised he stayed as long as he did. The meetings at the company headquarters to review new contracts and address the employees went along without further problems from Elliott. I gave each employee my personal cell phone and told them to call me if they had any concerns about their jobs or the company itself. A personal touch is what my father believed. It didn’t matter how big the company got or how many cities were located. He made sure each employee knew he was approachable and would take the time to listen to them no matter the concern. 

I remembered accompanying my father to visit employees or employee’s family member in the hospital. He’d set up a scholarship fund for employee’s children to attend the college or trade school of their choice. He was always looking after the employees as if he was still a small company of only ten people and I believe that was the secret to his success. 

Finally, it was all over. The meetings, the funeral. I returned my family’s home, now my home. The Garden District was a historic area and most of the families had lived there for generations. It was a quiet neighborhood with a lot of pride. No matter how big or how small the house, it was well kept, lawns attended to, flowers and garden flags proudly displayed, some with fences, many these days with children. It was a wonderfully, picturesque place and I was grateful for it today. 

I walked up the wide front steps and entered the house. It was quiet without my grandfather and his men. Amidst the emptiness everything to hit me at once, my mother was gone. My father had died two years earlier. Now the house felt so completely empty. I couldn’t bring myself to sleep in my old room, so I returned to the guest house. It was close enough but without the constant reminders of what I had lost. It didn’t take long, and I was tired of staring at four walls I needed a distraction. Something to cheer me up a bit. I decided I needed fresh air and a fresh perspective. I could hear my mother telling me to hold my chin up and get on with it. I decided to walk downtown for a little entertainment. As luck would have it, Charlie Pickens was playing at the Ironclad. The Ironclad was home to two of my favorite things, bourbon, and blues. 

I went in and selected a seat in the corner. A lady never sits at the bar alone and I wasn’t looking for company of any kind. I just wanted to try and forget that I felt like an orphan at twenty-eight years old. I paid the waitress one hundred dollars to bring me bourbon until the money ran out or until I passed out. Not that I had plans to get blind drunk. But, just as a precaution I gave her Eddie’s number and told her if it looked like I couldn’t make home on my own to call that number and someone would come and get me. I promised her a huge tip if it became necessary for her to call that number. Her eyes had widened at the sight of the one-hundred-dollar bill. She looked too young to have been waitressing long and I hoped that worked in my favor. I didn’t want to give her one hundred bucks and end up in the alley out back or worse. 

Things were going as planned until some guy made his way to my table and asked if he could buy me a drink. 

“No thank you, I prefer to drink alone.” 

“You’re too pretty to drink alone, let me keep you company.” 

He was insistent. “No thanks, I’m not looking for free drinks or company.” 

“Why not?” He pressed harder.

I was getting annoyed. “Does it matter? Go hassle someone else.” 

“You don’t have to be such a bitch about it.” That was the moment I lost what little patience I had. I stood up and sucker punched him. You don’t get imbedded with a Marine unit without learning a thing or two. He guy landed on his back. He looked angry, and I thought for sure my evening was over. 

“Anything I can do to help?” I looked up to see a second man standing at my table. My first reaction was of annoyance until he smiled. 

I made some comment about solid waste management, and he smiled even more. I felt my heart flip and then start beating again. The guy on the floor got to his feet and the second man whispered something to him. I couldn’t hear what exactly, but Mr. Romance didn’t look twice at me and scurried off. I noticed a glint of gold from a badge hanging from the second man’s belt. So, whatever he said to Mr. Romance, apparently, he could back it up.

“May I join you?” the man with the badge asked.

I shrugged then nodded. He sat down cautiously and introduced himself. His name was Ethan. That name seemed to fit him perfectly. He seemed to sense I wasn’t looking for company and new drinks arrived. There was something about him. I couldn’t explain it, but it was everything. His crooked smile. The warmth of his touch. It was like an electric spark and pulsed through my body and gave my heart a jump start. 

The remaining two days in Gates Point was spent with Ethan. We sat and talked for hours. In the end I learned that he was married. I told him I wouldn’t be the cause of any break of a marriage even one on the rocks. And told him if we were meant to be together, we would meet again. I wasn’t sure if I believed that at the time. What else could I do? He wasn’t looking to have a romantic relationship and cheat on his wife. He was lonely and in need of a friend. 

As I sat on the plane headed back to the Middle East and my assignment for Beatty Images, I wondered how life seemed to be going on around me without a care. Didn’t the airline crew and other passengers realize, my life had just been turned completely upside down? Both of my parents were gone, I was the new CEO of a manufacturing company, and I had just met the man of my dreams only to find out he was married? My life is nothing if not complicated. 

As I arrived back in Kabul I longed for the clean breezes off the bay while I was pelted by sand of the dessert. 

“Hey Kay, I was sorry to hear about your mom.” 

“Let us know if you need anything.” Chris, Dev, Micah, and Oliver stood staring at me all nodding. 

“Thank you. I’ve got everything under control.” I smiled. 

These four men were my team, at least my core team anyway. I was the only female here and these four guys were the only ones that didn’t give me shit on a daily basis. Most of the men here didn’t think I could hack it. I guess I don’t blame them. I got all sorts of comments about sleeping my way in and other crass jibes, and notes left on my bunk. I had thick skin and I let the comments slide. All these guys were high strung type A personality types and you needed that in this job. I wasn’t about to do anything to disrupt the status quo other than being a female. 

I followed these guys around night and day trying to get the images that told the real story of this war. The costs on all sides. Most people didn’t appreciate my being here and considered me a liability. I was told under no uncertain terms that if I stepped out of bounds and got myself kidnapped; I was on my own. The commander wasn’t going to risk his men or their mission just because some photojournalist wanted to take a picture. It was fair enough. I knew the risks when I volunteered for this assignment. Actually, getting into this unit was nothing short of a miracle. These guys did what no one ever got to see. The real stories were here, these men all of them what they sacrificed, what they endured and what they did without thinking twice as incredible. The civilians we encountered their stories were both heartwarming and heart wrenching. 

But my team, my guys as I thought of them, we all looked out for each other, and they took care of me. I tried not to be in the way or complicate their missions. I wouldn’t do anything that would jeopardize their safety. 
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