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Johnny felt the vibrations pounding into him as he looked at the hospital in front of him.  For a moment it appeared as if the building was alive.  The walls, windows, and doors pulsate like a heart. Each beat an emotion; anger, fear, pain, misery, and depression.  Their currents were coming directly toward him, seeping into his very soul.  Already his feet felt like cement and his body started to sway as wave after wave of emotions hit him.  If he did not start to block them out, he would begin to shake uncontrollably.  He began his deep breathing technique, imagining every breath in was peace and calmness.  Every breath out surrounded his body in protection.
He remembered the first time he had seen Star Trek and Captain Kirk had ordered the force shield up.  He smiled and thought, that’s what I need, my own personal force shield.  From that day forward, he visualized his force shield surrounding him when called upon.     
His body started to come into balance as he slowly relaxed.  He suppressed the chuckle as he saw the stares people were giving him as they watched him slightly swaying on the sidewalk.  He could not read their minds, but he felt their pity and curiosity as they bent their heads and whispered to one another looking and pointing at him.  Sadly, he shook his head.  If they only knew the effort it took him to visit a hospital.  But this was a duty he never neglected.
With one last breath out, he mentally heard the force shield close shut and began walking towards the front doors.  He smiled politely and nodded his head towards those people with their mouths gaping open and saluted the soldiers as he walked past.
Once through the hospital's front doors, he removed his hat and nodded his head to the older gentleman, who was working at the desk.  They were usually retired soldiers who volunteered their time to have something meaningful to do.  Knowing his way, he did not stop to ask for directions.  Instead, he walked straight to the open elevator doors, pushing the button for the third floor.  
He let out a sigh of relief when no one else came on the elevator with him.  Being in a confined space with someone who was worried about the person they were visiting intensified the emotions he picked up from them.  Today he was not in the mood for the inner battle he knew he would have to wage in such an event.  For reasons he was unsure of, he felt particularly vulnerable today.  
He took another deep breath as he watched the number on the elevator ding, he had reached the third floor.  Once the doors opened, he strode off and headed to the nurse’s station.  “Excuse me”, he said to the nurse looking down at a patient’s chart.  
Catherine looked up and almost fell out of her chair.  In front of her was one of the best-looking men she had ever seen.  He had a strong face with a square jaw and high cheekbones.  His hair was coal black, and his eyes were crystal blue.  When he smiled at her dimples showed up on both sides of his mouth and his teeth were bright white.  She smiled back.  Immensely enjoying the sight in front of her, her eyes began to roam the rest of the man inside the perfectly fitting uniform.  They glazed across his chest and were just admiring the width of his shoulders when she noticed his insignia.  Her eyes snapped open and she looked up into his crystal blue eyes that were still smiling at her.  Her face turned a bright red as she realized she was appraising a full-bird colonel.  Glancing down at his chest and seeing all the medals over his heart, she noted he was a highly decorated one at that!  Stuttering she asked, “Yes sir, May I help you?”
On edge, Johnny kept the smile plastered on his face.  What he really wanted to do was bark at the nurse this was a hospital, not a bar.  Instead, he looked down at her nametag and politely said, “Yes, Catherine, I am here to see Sergeant Sanchez.”
Catherine looked at her room charts and said, “He is in room 302, sir.”  Vaguely she heard him thank her as he turned and walked away.  Not wanting to miss what the backside of his body looked like she leaned over the counter.  She was just letting out an appreciative sigh when her friend Lilly walked up to get a patient’s chart.  “Oh my God Lilly, he was the best-looking Colonel I have ever seen.” 
Lilly shook her head, expecting that kind of reaction from her friend.  She had said hello to the Colonel as she had passed him in the hallway.  “I figured you would drool all over Colonel Mackenzie when you saw him.”
“Of course, I am.  Aren’t you?” 
“Honey I have Frank at home.  He is the only man I want.”
Suddenly the name registered on Catherine who Lilly was talking about.  “Wait a minute. Is that “Crazy Colonel Mackenzie” the one Frank now works for?”
Lilly quickly looked around, hoping no one heard Catherine call one of the most highly decorated officers on base by his nickname.  “Catherine, keep your voice down.”
Catherine looked down the hallway, no longer able to see the good-looking Colonel.  “He didn’t hear me.”  She looked back at Lilly, curious to know what she knew of him.  “I know Frank is not allowed to tell you what happens on his missions but has he ever told you how the Colonel acts?  Is he really crazy out in the field?”
Lilly looked at her friend and shook her head no. “You know he cannot tell me what goes on during those missions.”  She sat down in the chair beside Catherine and said thoughtfully, “But something happened on this last trip.”
“What do you mean?” Catherine asked, now intrigued.
“You know Frank.  Usually, when he comes home after being away for a few days, we have some terrific sex.”  Lilly laughed a mirthless laugh.  “So here I am, waiting at the door anticipating some welcome home loving.  He kisses my cheek, asks how Sanchez was doing, and puts his bag in the bedroom.  He walks out of the bedroom and goes to the refrigerator to get a beer, then went out to sit on the patio.”
Catherine could not believe it.  “You are telling me Mr. sex-crazed Frank didn’t jump you as soon as he walked in the door?”
“I know,” Lilly said acting indignant.  “At first I was really mad.  Then I remembered he had changed units and realized something must have happened on this mission to spook him.  I waited for him to finish his beer, took out another one for him, and sat on the chair beside him waiting for him to talk.  After about an hour he looked at me and all he said was the stories he had heard about Colonel Mackenzie were true.”
Catherine looked at Lilly quizzically.  “That’s all he said?”
Lilly stood up.  “Yes, that was all he said.”
Catherine knew how much Lilly worried about Frank when he was away from home, never knowing where he was, or if he was coming back.  “Aren’t you worried about Frank being assigned to Colonel Mackenzie?  I know some of the stories I have heard about him spook me.  I’m not sure if I would want my husband near him.  Look what happened to Sanchez?”
Lilly smiled at her friend as she pulled out her patient’s chart, thinking a broken leg was nothing compared to what it could have been.  “Actually, I feel better about Frank being assigned to Colonel Mackenzie.  Even though he may not be able to tell me about the missions he goes on, I am sure they are very dangerous.  So, if Colonel Mackenzie has special powers that can bring my husband home safe and sound, then God bless him.”
Johnny knew the ladies at the nurses’ station were talking about him as he walked down the corridor.  Vaguely he wondered what the story would be this week.  Jack, his best friend since college and a fellow Colonel, would hear the gossip and relay it to him so they could share a good laugh.
As he got closer to Sergeant Sanchez’s room he sensed two energies in the room.  One of them held great sadness, but he was not sure which person it was.  He hoped it wasn’t Sanchez.  He took a deep breath, put a smile on his face, and walked into the room.   “Sergeant Sanchez,” he said as he saw his soldier lying in bed, “How are you feeling this morning?”  
Sergeant Sanchez patted his leg which was currently in a cast.  “I’ll be good as new in a couple of weeks sir, ready to report to duty.”
“Glad to hear it, Sergeant.” Johnny knew the sadness he was feeling was not coming from Sanchez.  He turned towards the nurse standing off to the side and almost stepped back a step.  Her sadness was so strong it felt like a powerful blast of wind hit him.
“Colonel Mackenzie,” Sergeant Sanchez said, “I would like to introduce you to the best nurse on this side of the Atlantic, Nurse Simmons.  Nurse Simmons, I would like to introduce you to my commanding officer, Colonel Mackenzie.”  
Both Johnny and Marta stepped forward to shake each other’s hands.  “It is nice to finally put a face to the person Sergeant Sanchez has talked so much about,” Marta said as she reached for Johnny’s hand.  
It took all of Johnny’s military training not to show the surprise he felt as he grasped Marta’s hand.  Never had he felt such a current when he touched a woman.  By the surprised look on her face, he knew she felt it also.  “The pleasure is mine, Nurse Simmons. Sergeant Sanchez is a very good soldier.”
What the heck, Marta thought as she looked down at their joined hands, feeling the jolt of energy going through her hand and up her arm.  Quickly she looked up and saw the way the Colonel was smiling at her and knew he was feeling the same thing.  Suddenly feeling very nervous, she pulled her hand out of Johnny’s grasp. “It was very nice meeting you Colonel Mackenzie, but if you will excuse me, I have other patients I need to look in on.”  With that said she quickly left the room.  When she got into the hallway she stopped and took several deep breaths.  Looking down at her shaking hand she thought she must be losing her mind.  There is no way that could have just happened.  She gave a little shiver remembering looking up into his eyes.  It was as if he could read her mind and look right into her soul.  Were the stories she had heard about him true?  Did he have special powers?
For a moment she forgot about her worries as she recalled the sensation in her hand until she felt the engagement ring on her finger.  Then thoughts of Colonel Mackenzie disappeared. Emotions she had been holding in for weeks came rushing to the surface.  Wanting to get away from prying eyes she walked to the stairway exit and pushed through the door, needing to escape.  Blindly she grabbed onto the railing as tears started rolling down her face.  She had gone down a flight and a half of stairs when her legs gave out and she sat down on the step.  Great racking sobs took over her body as grief overcame her. 
Today should have been her wedding day, a day of celebration.  Instead, she was sitting in a hospital stairwell alone and crying.  The man she had loved for almost ten years was only two floors away, but he might as well have been on the moon considering how far apart they had become.  He was not the kind and loving person he used to be.  Now he had become mean and abusive.  She felt as if an alien had taken over her fiancés body and she so desperately wanted the old Kevin back.      
She hiccupped one last time emotionally drained.  Curling her arms around her knees she laid her head down.  How could her life have gone so wrong?  A year ago, she thought she had the world by its tail.  Her mother had gone into remission and they had joyfully planned her wedding.  Then it started going downhill.  They knew living separately for three years while Kevin was stationed in Germany and she had stayed home to take care of her mother was going to be hard, but they both thought they could make it.  She couldn’t pinpoint the exact time it had begun to change between them, but it had.  It got worse after Kevin’s father died.  Now it was unbearable since his helicopter crash and he had become partially paralyzed in his right leg.  
She stared at the wall in front of her thinking about the path her life has taken.  She considered herself a strong person.  She had her parents to thank for that.  Her father was one of the happiest and most carefree persons she had ever met.  A career military man he had taught her instead of worrying about moving every three years, she should look at it as a new adventure.  After he retired he got his teaching degree.  To him, beginning to teach at almost fifty years old was a joy.  People loved him, especially his students.  Her mother, a staunch German woman, was the perfect counterpart to her father.  Marta felt she was the best of both of her parents.  She loved to laugh like her father, yet she was very practical like her mother.  
Unlike her childhood, Kevin had a very hard childhood.  His father was an alcoholic who took his frustration out on Kevin.  Even though Kevin never admitted it to her, she knew his father physically abused him.  There were always bruises he would shrug off when she questioned him about them. She may not have witnessed the physical abuse, but she had witnessed the verbal abuse many times.  Kevin’s mother was just the opposite of his father.  She was quiet and kind and did whatever she could to protect her kids.  When she asked Kevin why his mother stayed with such a terrible man, Kevin replied, “She is stuck.  Where is she going to go with four children and no job experience?  At least he pays the bills.  That is why as soon as I can, I am going to get out of here and quit being such a burden to her.”  And he had.  He had worked hard during high school to get a college scholarship and then worked during college to pay for his room and board, never asking his parents for a dime.   
They had met on the first day of school during their junior year in high school.  From that day on, they were inseparable.  Kevin practically lived at their house until they graduated and then they both went to the University of North Carolina.  She got her nursing degree and Kevin got his degree in Engineering.  He had joined the Army ROTC while in college knowing he wanted to go on to become a helicopter pilot.  During college they got engaged, knowing one day they were going to be married.  If it had not been for her mother getting sick, she would have moved with Kevin when he got stationed in Germany.  But they had both agreed her place was at home to help her parents.  He loved them almost as much as she did already call them Mom and Dad.  
Now, not only does he not speak to her, he does not speak to his Mother or her parents.  They call her every week asking her how Kevin is doing, and she tells them he is improving.  She knows she is not fooling them.   They could tell how unhappy she was and Kevin refusing their phone calls hurt them as much as it was hurting her. 
Her breath caught in her throat as she felt the tears begin to surface again.  She had been devastated when Kevin had told her not to come to Germany when he had first gotten hurt.  Didn’t he know how worried she had been?  She had wanted to be there by his side, but he had told her to stay at home.  There was nothing she could have done for him.  When she found out he was getting transferred to Walter Reed, she had given her notice at work and moved to Washington, D.C.  A week later she had been waiting at the hospital when the ambulance pulled up to the curb to unload him.  She had rushed to his side so happy to see him.  The orderlies had stopped the gurney, so she could talk to him before they had to take him inside.  She had taken a hold of his hand and had bent down to kiss him.  Instead of the happy greeting she had expected, he had turned his head, so her lips had brushed his cheek, and pulled his hand out of hers telling her to go home.  He did not want her there.  She did not know who was more embarrassed, she or the orderlies.  As they had rolled him away, the critical care nurse who had witnessed Kevin’s behavior had put her hand on Marta’s arm and told her not to take it personally.  She had seen many soldiers act this way at the beginning.  She told her to give him time to adjust to his situation and he would get better.     
Softly she said to herself, “How much more time do I have to give him?”  She had been here almost four months and if he was not screaming obscenities at her, it was blank stared silences.  She knew part of it was the medications he was given, especially after his second surgery.  Being a nurse, she knew it was more than that.  She had hoped today would be the catalyst that would change their relationship.  He would remember it would have been their wedding day and be magically transformed into the man she had once loved.  Wishfully she had dreamed he would greet her with open arms, tell her how sorry he was for his behavior and how much he loved her.  Those dreams were quickly dashed when she walked into his room and had seen the stony look on his face.  Instead of the hugs and kisses she had so desperately needed from him, she had gotten silence.  He had looked at her void of emotion and turned his head to look out the window.  She had stood there staring at him, no longer having the strength to put on the false bravado she normally did.  With tears glistening in her eyes she turned around and walked out the door to begin her daily rounds.
She put her hands over her face as the tears began to come again in earnest. “Oh Daddy, what am I going to do?” she asked feeling so alone. “I do not know how much more of this I can take?”
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Johnny stared at the door for a few seconds after Marta had walked out.  If ever someone needed a friend, it was her.  Mentally shaking thoughts of Nurse Simmons out of his mind, he turned back around to Sergeant Sanchez who was beaming from ear to ear.   “Thank you for coming to visit me, sir.  It is a pleasure serving under you and I hope to continue to do so in the future.”
“The feeling is mutual Sergeant,”  Johnny said, knowing what question was coming next, having been asked it many times before.  The life-and-death situations they went into, called for total trust in their commanding officers.  If there was no trust, then there was a greater chance the mission would fail, causing people to get hurt or even die.  
Timidly, Sergeant Sanchez asked, “Sir, may I ask you a question?”
Johnny nodded his head yes.  “You can ask me any question you like.”  
“Sir, this is the third mission I have been on with you, and nothing unusual happened before now.” He licked his lips trying to get the question pasted his dry mouth.  “When we were taking the return route back to the rescue area you had us stop and go another direction.  It looked like you were talking to someone.”  Timidly he asked, “Do you see ghosts?”  
Johnny walked over to the chair beside the bed and sat down.  He knew the stories spread around about him and some of the things his men witnessed caused fear, especially in the younger soldiers, like Sanchez.  Hoping to put the Sergeant at ease he smiled and said, “I was not talking to anyone, I was feeling.  I like to call it my gut instinct, but my mother called it “The Luck of the Irish.”  I knew going down the path we were currently on would be the wrong move for the team.  I stopped, listened to my gut instinct, and took the other path.”
Sergeant Sanchez got a curious look on his face.  “You weren’t talking to someone?”
“Just talking to myself,” Johnny said smiling.  He was so used to his ways he forgot how it might look to other people.  Then he got a serious look on his face.  “Sergeant, if you plan to stay in the military trust your instinct.  It may be the only thing that will get you home safely.”
Grateful Colonel Mackenzie had answered him and did not appear to be upset, Sergeant Sanchez said, “Thank you for talking to me sir.  I hope you know I meant you no disrespect?”  
Johnny could feel the Sergeant’s relief and silently laugh to himself.  If the kid only knew the feelings he felt every day it would terrify him.  Trying to lighten the mood in the room, he said, “Sergeant Sanchez, you can ask me any question you want, as long as it has to do with the military and not my private life.”
Sanchez laughed.  “Are you sure sir?  My mother is a beautiful widow and she sure would like to have a good man like you to take her out to dinner?”
Johnny stood up, ending the visit.  “Thank you for the offer, but I respectfully decline.”  He held his hand out for a handshake.  “Keep me posted on how you are doing?”
“Yes sir,” he said, grateful Colonel Mackenzie had stopped in to see him.     
Johnny walked out of the room and stood in the hallway looking in both directions.  He needed to find Nurse Simmons.  A person carrying around that much sadness should not be alone.  Briefly, he closed his eyes trying to match the vibrations he had felt from Nurse Simmons in the room to those he was currently feeling.  He turned towards the left and walked the short distance to the stairway exit and stopped.  Quietly he opened the door and stepped inside, shutting the door softly behind him.  He could hear someone crying down below and knew it was Nurse Simmons.
As quiet as the panther he was many times accused of being he walked down the steps and sat down beside her, without her notice.  For a brief moment, he felt dizzy because her sadness was so strong.  He softly said, “Sometimes it helps to talk to someone.”
Marta gave a startled gasp when she heard his voice and looked at the man sitting beside her. “You scared me. I did not hear you come down.”  She looked at the stairwell above her wondering how she could not have heard the door opening. It had always warned her in the past someone was approaching.  “How long have you been sitting here?”  
“Long enough to know you are upset.”
Embarrassed she had been caught crying Marta wiped her tear-streaked face and flippantly said, “Whatever gave you that idea?” 
Slowing Johnny reached up and with his thumb wiped a stray tear from Marta’s cheek.  “You missed one.”
Fresh tears came to Marta’s eyes as she felt the Colonel’s kindness, “Only one?”
“Oh, I have a feeling there is a lot more in there if you wanted to let them out.”  Marta could only nod her head yes as her shoulders began to shake.  As if he had done it a hundred times before, Johnny opened up his arms and wrapped them around Marta, and put her head on his shoulder.  Wave after wave of sadness seeped into his body.  Where in the world was all this sadness coming from he wondered.  Looking down he saw the engagement ring on her finger.  Had her fiancé died?  Was that why she was so sad?
Marta knew she should not be allowing the Colonel to hold her in his arms, but it felt so good.  This is what she needed from Kevin today.  If he had just given her a hug earlier, she probably could have made it through the day.  Even if it was morally wrong of her to be held in another man’s arms, she cherished this moment.
Johnny closed his eyes and wrapped his arms a little tighter around Marta.  Even with tears running down her face, he had not seen a more beautiful woman.  She had a heart-shaped face with big green eyes, a pert nose, and lips that made him want to kiss her again and again.  He snapped his eyes open and loosened his grip when he realized where his thoughts had gone.  What in the world was wrong with him?  Fifteen minutes ago, he had not even known this woman existed.  Now here he was fantasizing about her.  She was an engaged woman, someone, completely off-limits to him.  He had sworn to himself he would never step into another man’s territory.  He had seen too many relationships and friendships break up from infidelity.  Holding her in his arms, he now understood why people were willing to give up everything for a person they never should have been with, in the first place.
With reluctance, Marta pulled away from the Colonel.  “Thank you.  I needed that.”
Johnny pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket and handed it to her.  “It was my pleasure.”
She wiped the tears from her face and blew her nose.  “I’m ok now.”
Johnny looked at her lips and wished he could bend down and kiss them.  Quickly he stood up and stepped down a few steps needing to put distance between them or he was going to do something he was going to regret.  “I’m glad.”
For the first time in weeks, Marta broke out laughing.  “Does holding a crying woman make you that nervous Colonel Mackenzie?”
Johnny looked at Marta staring at him and slowly smiled.  If she only knew what he was thinking, she would have been running for the hills.  “It’s not every day I get to hold a beautiful woman in my arms.  Or at least one who doesn’t go screaming once she realizes who I am.”
Yeah right, Marta thought, thinking about how all the nurses talked about him.  “Somehow I doubt that Colonel.”  Noticing the way, he was looking at her was making her nervous.  She quickly wiped under her eyes.  “I bet I look a mess?”
“No, you look beautiful,” he said and laughed out loud when he saw her blush.  “Now who is the nervous one?”
Marta looked at Johnny playfully teasing her.  Before she could stop herself, she said, “You are not what I thought you would be like.”
“What did you think I would be like?”
“Meaner.”
That was not what he had expected to come out of her mouth.  “Why in the world would you have thought I would be meaner?”
Marta smiled as she stood up, looking down at the Colonel.  “Because of the way the soldiers talk about the heroics you do. Someone with that kind of daring should look mean.”
It is not daring Johnny thought, it is trying to stay alive, but he did not want to say that to her.  Instead, he asked, “Now that you have seen me, what do you think?”
Marta walked down a few stairs past Johnny and stopped.  Looking back at him with a smile on her face she said, “I think what the nurses say about you is more accurate.”  Seeing the surprised look on his face made her laugh again.  Turning around she continued walking down the stairs.
“Wait a minute,” Johnny said as he rushed down the stairs after her.  Marta stopped as he came up beside her and touched her arm.  “Aren’t you going to tell me what the nurses say about me?”  Not giving a damn what they might have said about him.  He only cared about her opinion of him.
“I think you already know what the nurses say about you, Colonel.”
Johnny smiled at Marta showing her his dimples.  “Being how I have never dated a nurse in this hospital, I cannot phantom what they might be saying about me.”
Marta looked at Colonel Mackenzie trying to figure him out.  There was a presence about this man that made him appear larger than life.  Making you think the stories about him were probably true.
Johnny got uncomfortable at the way Marta was staring at him.  It was as if she could see right through the barriers he put around himself.  Put him in a war zone and he was not afraid of anything.  But in front of this woman, he was terrified.  There were too many things he liked to keep hidden about himself and somehow, he did not think Marta would let him get away with it.  Not wanting their time together to end, he looked up and saw the sunshine shining through the stairwell window.  “It is a beautiful day outside.  Would you care to go for a walk?”  
Guilt rushed through Marta when she realized how much she wanted to go walking with Johnny.  “I’m sorry, I can’t.  I have to go say good night to my fiancé.”
Johnny’s guilt combined with Marta’s when he realized he had momentarily forgotten she was engaged and dropped his hand from her arm.  “I’m sorry that was inappropriate, please forgive me.”
As crazy as it seemed, Marta missed his touch as soon as he had dropped his hand from her arm.  She saw the sincerity on his face as she looked at him.  “There is nothing to forgive Colonel.  Your kindness is exactly what I needed today.”
He smiled at her as he felt her guilt disappearing.  “You can call me Johnny if you would like.”
“And you can call me Marta.”  She saw the dust particles floating through the sunshine above Johnny’s head and could not remember the last time she had taken a walk.  Changing her mind, she said, “If the offer still stands, I will take you up on the walk.  First, I need to get my things out of my locker.  I will meet you outside in five minutes.”
Johnny smiled as he watched her walk away.  Then his smile disappeared as he walked down the stairwell and walked through the exit door.  He stood outside taking deep breaths.  Not only did it feel good to be standing outside where the vibrations were not as strong, but it also gave him a moment to think.  What was it about Marta Simmons that attracted him so much?  Granted she was a beautiful woman, but it went beyond that.  For the first time in his life he wanted, no correct that, he needed to touch her.  Like a magnet, his hands were automatically drawn to her skin.  Wanting to resist the temptation of touching her again, he quickly locked his hands behind his back and waited.
True to her word, five minutes later she walked outside toward him.  “I hope I did not keep you waiting too long?”
Only my whole life he wanted to say.  Instead, he said, “you are right on time.”  He matched his stride with hers making sure to keep an appropriate distance between them.
They walked in silence for a few minutes, both enjoying the company and sunshine.  Stopping Marta asked him, “Why did you come looking for me?”
Normally Johnny would have come up with a glib answer, but with her, he wanted to be honest.  “I felt your sadness.”  
She could tell by the look on his face he was serious.  “Are the stories I hear about you true?”
Johnny shrugged his shoulders and said, “I am sure there is truth in there somewhere.”
Suddenly Marta’s legs felt weak and Johnny grabbed onto her elbow holding her up so she did not faint on him.  “Are you ok?”
Embarrassed she felt so weak she looked at the bench only a few feet away under a tree.  “Do you mind if we sit for a while?”
Johnny continued to hold onto her elbow and wrapped his arm around her shoulders as they walked to the bench.  Very gently he helped her to sit down.  Kneeling in front of her he took a hold of her clammy hands.  “When is the last time you had eaten Marta?”
Confused she said, “Yesterday I think.”
“Stay here.” He said standing up.  “There is a vending machine inside.  I am going to get you something to eat and drink.”
“You do not have to.” She said as he turned to walk away.
“Yes, I do.” He said looking at her pale face and feeling the weakness in her body.  
Marta watched as he jogged down the sidewalk and through the hospital doors.  No wonder his men had him up on worship status if he took as good of care of them, as he was taking care of her.  She had just met the man, yet she felt as if she had known him for years.  Marta rested her head back against the tree.  Maybe she was having a nervous breakdown.  For four months she had held her emotions in check.  She had told herself she had to be strong for Kevin.  Today when he had not even acknowledged it should have been their wedding day had been the straw that broke the camel’s back.  No longer could she pretend things were going to get better between Kevin and her.  She needed to accept the fact the Kevin she had loved before was gone.  Did she really want to be with the man he had become?
Johnny stood and watched Marta resting her head against the tree.  He felt her weakness.  Not physical weakness, but mental weakness.  He wondered what was going on in her life that has completely drained her.  “Marta?” he softly asked.
She snapped her eyes open and looked around confused.  She saw Johnny standing in front of her holding a package of crackers and a soda.  “Sorry, I must have dozed off for a moment.”
He sat down beside her and opened the package of crackers.  “Hope you are not allergic to peanuts?” he asked as he handed her the cracker.  Quietly he sat beside her as she ate two crackers.  He pulled the tab off the soda can and handed it to her.  
Feeling a little better she took a sip of soda and asked, “Why do I feel so comfortable talking to you?  Do you have a special power that puts people at ease?”
Johnny laughed out loud as he wiggled his fingers at her.  “You mean like “Abracadabra you are under my spell?”
“Something like it,” she said giggling knowing how ridiculous her question sounded to him.
He liked hearing her laughter.  “I have no special power, Marta.”  Smiling mischievously, he said, “I can assure you there are many people I make feel uncomfortable.”
Marta looked into his beautiful eyes and thought how wrong he was because he sure seemed to be putting a spell on her.  Breaking eye contact she looked away and put another cracker in her mouth.
Thankfully he did not need to visit the hospital very much he wondered how he could have missed seeing her before.  He asked, “How long have you been in Washington, D.C. Marta?” As soon as the words left his mouth, he regretted the question.  The sadness that had started to dissipate returned.
Putting the rest of the uneaten crackers and soda on the bench beside her, she looked up at the fourth-floor window.  Guiltily she wondered if Kevin could see them sitting on the bench.  Relief went through her when she realized he could not unless he got out of bed, and there was no way he could do that yet.  
Johnny followed her eyes up to the hospital in front of them and asked, “Is that your fiancé’s room?”
She pointed up, “Yes, on the fourth floor, the third window from the end.”
“What happened to him?” he asked quietly.
Marta lowered her arm and looked at Johnny.  She very much wanted to talk to someone other than her priest, Father Thomas, and the doctors at the hospital.  For an unknown reason, she felt she could talk to the Colonel.  Maybe being a military man, he could help her to understand Kevin’s behavior better than anyone else had so far.  “Kevin was in a helicopter crash in Germany.  They say he is lucky to be alive.”
Having seen many helicopter crashes in his career, he nodded his head in agreement.  “Very.  Were there any casualties on board?”
“No,” she said shaking her head.  “He and the co-pilot were the only ones on board.  Kevin sustained most of the injuries with several broken bones and a crushed pelvis.”
“Were you in Germany with him when this happened?”  She hesitated a moment before she answered him.  He felt the sadness still inside of her, but now he sensed a flash of anger and wondered where that was coming from.
“No, I wanted to be, but he told me to stay at home.”  Wanting to explain why she wasn’t in Germany with her fiancé, she said, “Right before Kevin was getting ready to go to Germany, we found out my mother had breast cancer.  We both agreed I should stay behind to help my father take care of her.”
Johnny sincerely asked, “Is your mother doing ok now?”
A brief smile came over Marta’s face as she thought about her mother.  “It was a rough battle for her, but my mother is a fighter.  She has been in remission for eight months now.”
Knowing it wasn’t any of his business, he asked the question anyway, “Why didn’t you go over to Germany once your mother went into remission?”
“Kevin told me to wait.  He knew I wanted the fairy tale wedding and would not be able to plan it all from Germany.  We agreed I should wait until he returned Stateside again.”
Johnny’s radar went on alert upon hearing Marta’s words.  He had seen it many times before when soldiers did not want loved ones to come to the bases they were stationed at.  They were having too much fun being away from home.  Knowing there was more to the story, he asked, “Why do you keep talking in the past tense Marta?”
Marta looked up at Kevin’s hospital room window.  When she looked back at Johnny fresh tears were in her eyes.  “Because the Kevin I once loved is gone.”
Now we are getting somewhere he thought.  “How has he changed?”
Marta sadly shook her head.  “He does not want anything to do with me.  When his commanding officer called and told me about the accident, I told him I was going to catch the first flight over.  I could tell his Major was very embarrassed when he told me Kevin had been adamant he did not want me there.”
Johnny could not imagine any man not wanting Marta at his bedside.  “Why would Kevin have said that?”
“I wish I knew.  When I told the Major, I was going to come anyway he got Kevin’s doctor on the phone.  The doctor concurred with what the Major was saying.  Kevin got very agitated when they mentioned my name and considering his mental and physical state, they thought it best I wait until he got transferred to Walter Reed.  They knew he was going to need more surgeries they were not capable of handling at their hospital.”
“Does he still get agitated when you walk into the room?”
“He used to.  Now he just stares out the window, refusing to speak to me.”
Johnny saw the hurt in Marta’s eyes.  Unconsciously he took a hold of her hand and began rubbing his thumb over her fingers.  “Marta, I do not know your fiancé, but what I can tell you is when a person is in pain, they usually do one of two things.  The first one is usually anger.  They say and do things they normally would not do.  They become like animals caught in a trap, ferocious, and snapping at anyone that comes near them.  Especially those they love.”
Quietly she asked, “And the second?”
“They give up.” 
Marta grasped onto Johnny’s hand.  “You just described Kevin.  When he had first come to Walter Reed he had snapped at anyone who said he would not fly again.  He screamed at the doctors there had to be something they could do.  They kept telling him his body had to heal before they could do another surgery.  Afraid he would do more harm with his constant fits, they medicated him to the point he is almost a zombie.”
“And,” Johnny asked when she got silent.
“They operated two months ago, but the paralysis did not go away in his right leg as they had hoped.  The nerve damage to his spine was too severe.  In time they believe he will walk again, but he has a long road ahead of him.  He knows his military career is over.”
Johnny let go of Marta’s hand and gently brushed the hair away from her face.  “I am so sorry Marta.”
A few minutes ago, she had thought she had her emotions under control, but Johnny’s gentleness was Marta’s undoing.  Her eyes slowly filled with tears.  “He just lies in bed and stares out the window.”
Hoping she was not alone he asked, “Do you have any family around here?”  
Her heart felt as if it were breaking as she thought about her family. Quietly she said, “They are all in North Carolina.”  She wiped the tears from her face and said, “My dad the eternal optimist would tell me to look at the bright side.  Kevin is alive.”
“What do you say?”
“Flying was all Kevin ever wanted to do.”  She looked up at his window again.  “This,” she said looking at Johnny, feeling guilty she was saying out loud, “Is worse than death to him.” 
Seeing and feeling Marta’s distress, Johnny threw caution to the wind.  If anyone needed comfort at this moment it was Marta.  He opened his arms up and softly said, “Come here.” 
Marta hesitated for only a second before scooting across the bench and into his arms.  What had been only tears turned into sobs as Marta thought about her and Kevin’s loss.
Johnny felt the anguish inside Marta as she sobbed against his chest.  He rested his cheek against her head and wished he had the words to take away her pain.  Not knowing what to say, he wrapped her more tightly in his arms and let her cry.     
Marta did not know how long she had sobbed in Johnny’s arms when her tears stopped and turned into hiccups.  She could not help herself as she giggled.  “Are you sure you have not cast a spell on me?”
Johnny chuckled and said, “Sorry, I left my magic wand at home.”
Sighing contently, she breathed in his essence and relished his strong arms around her.  What was it about this man that made her feel so good?  An hour ago, he had been a complete stranger to her.  Twice today she had been held in his arms as if they had known each other for years.  She felt safe in his arms, knowing he would do everything thing he could to protect her.  Softly she said, “Today was to have been our wedding day.”
Johnny knew what it was like to plan a wedding and not go through with it.  Wanting to give her hope he said, “You can still have your wedding Marta.  It has just been postponed for a little while.”
After a moment she said, “I’m not sure if Kevin wants to get married anymore.”
“Did he tell you that?”
“Not in so many words.”
Wondering if the issue was with her and not her fiancé, he asked, “Do you still want to get married?” He could feel Marta tense up and slightly pull away from him.  Then she relaxed and leaned back against him.
“I wish I could say yes, but I have begun to have my doubts.  What if the man I loved never comes back to me?”  This was the first time she had said those words out loud and was happy to have the thought out in the open.  “I quit my nursing job in Charlotte to be near Kevin.  I thought I could help, but all I seem to do is agitate him.  Depending on his moods, there are days the doctors even ask me to stay away from him.”
“Why is that?”
“It is critical with his spinal surgeries he stays as calm as possible and does not move.  There are times when I walk in the room that he starts shaking so bad, they ask me to leave.”
Briefly, Johnny’s thoughts went away from the conversation they were having because holding Marta in his arms felt so good.  He took a deep breath and could smell lilacs.  Was it her shampoo or was it the perfume she was wearing?  When he realized where his thoughts had gone, he brought himself back from his daydreaming.  Mentally he chided himself.  She may be unhappy, but she is still engaged.  Wanting to change his thoughts he asked, “How long have you and Kevin been together?”
“Almost ten years.”
She could not have surprised him more with her answer.  He pulled back, so she would look up at him.  “You have been with him for almost ten years and still have not gotten married?”
She hated losing the comfort of his arms, but she lifted herself up and sat up facing him, taking his handkerchief out of her pocket and softly blowing her nose.  She was glad when he had kept his arm around her shoulder, keeping the contact.  “We started dating in high school and got engaged in college.  There was no rush getting married because we had all the time in the world to be together.  Kevin had our lives mapped out for us.   After college, he would learn to fly helicopters.  I would get a couple of years of nursing under my belt.  Once we had the money saved up for a nice wedding and honeymoon in Hawaii, we would get married.”  
Looking at Marta and seeing how beautiful she was on the inside as well as the outside, Johnny did not think he could have waited so long to make her his wife.  He would have been afraid some man would come along and try to sweep her off her feet while he was away.  “In all the time the two of you were separated from each other, were you ever tempted to date someone else?”
Smiling softly, Marta thought if someone had asked her that question yesterday, her answer would have been a resounding no.  Even with all the recent turmoil going on between them she had not been tempted by another man, until now.  There was something about Johnny that would have tempted her if he had ever made a pass at her.  Not wanting to admit it, she said, “No.  We were committed to one another.”
Again, Johnny noted she talked in the past tense.  He looked at her soft lips.  He wanted to lean down and kiss her.  Trying to shake those thoughts out of his mind, he asked, “Will Kevin get released from the hospital soon?”
Marta saw Johnny looking at her lips and wondered what it would be like to be kissed by him.  Would her lips tingle as her hand had done earlier?  She mentally shook her thoughts away.  What in the world was wrong with her?  Silently she chided herself.  As good-looking as Johnny was, he was still a stranger to her.  “Not yet.  He has several months of therapy to go through and the doctors are still worried about his mental condition.”
“Are you going to stay here while he is recovering?”
Marta thought about his question and for the first time knew what her answer was going to be.  “Before today, I would have said yes.   Now, I have finally accepted the fact my being here is more of a hindrance, than help.   I will probably go home when the nurse I am filling in for comes back from medical leave.”
“When is that?”
“She is off until Thanksgiving.”
Johnny quickly calculated that was eight weeks away, plenty of time for him to get to know her.  Lost in thought he missed her question.  “I’m sorry.”
Her cheeks flushed thinking Johnny was playing with her.  “It’s nothing.”
“I’m sorry Marta, my mind was someplace else. What did you say?”
Embarrassed she had to repeat herself, she asked, “As a man, do you find me attractive?”
Marta’s question completely threw him off guard.  “Excuse me?”
“I am sorry,” she said as she tried to get up off the bench, completely embarrassed she would ask a stranger such a question.  “I should not have put you on the spot like that.”  Before she could rise, Johnny put his hand on her arm to hold her in place.
“Please do not leave.  Your question surprised me is all?”  Keeping his hand on her arm he could sense her nervousness.  He smiled at her and very softly said, “I think you are one of the most beautiful women I have ever met.”  Her cheeks turned a brighter shade of red.  “Now I think I have embarrassed both of us enough for one day.  How about if you explain why you are asking me that question?”
She could not believe she was saying all of this to Johnny, but she needed a man’s opinion.  “Ever since I arrived here, Kevin refuses to let me touch him.  I was just wondering since we were separated for so long if he might have lost his attraction for me.”
Johnny stared at the beautiful woman in front of him.  In a million years he would not have lost his attraction for her. But he knew she was not asking about him.  She was asking about her fiancé.  Without hesitation, he said, “Only if the man is now deaf, dumb, and blind.”
Marta laughed out loud.  “Not the last time I checked.”
“Then I do not think that is the issue, Marta.  He just needs time to cope with what he is going through.”
Softly she whispered as she looked down at his hand on her arm, “I miss being touched.”
Johnny wanted to moan out loud.  Lifting his hand from her arm to her cheek he said, “We all like being touched Marta.”
She put her hand on top of his liking the feel of him.  Before she could say anything they both heard someone clearing their throat.  “I am sorry to interrupt you Colonel Mackenzie, but you are wanted at the Pentagon right away.”
Johnny dropped his hand from Marta’s cheek and turned around to glare at the Lieutenant.  “Give us a moment, won’t you Lieutenant Jones?”  
With one look at Colonel Mackenzie’s face, he knew to step away, so they could have some privacy.  Marta looked at the soldier and back at Johnny.  “I guess you are right, there are some people you do make feel very uncomfortable.”
Johnny smiled at Marta for correctly interrupting his look.  “I am sorry we will have to end this entertaining conversation so soon.”  Johnny reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a piece of paper and a pen.  He wrote down his phone numbers and enclosed the paper in Marta’s hand.  “If you need anything, even if it’s just someone to talk to, call me, no matter what time it is.  If I do not answer leave a message.  Sometimes I am gone for a few days, but when I return I will call you back.”  Not wanting to leave her, he asked, “Are you sure you are going to be ok?”
Marta looked at the soldier watching Johnny and could tell they needed to be going. “I’m fine.  You go do what you need to do.”
A brilliant smile came over Johnny's face.  “You are more than fine Marta Simmons.”  Impulsively he bent down and kissed her on the cheek.
When he stood up Lieutenant Jones snapped to attention and saluted him.  “The car is in the parking lot, sir.”
Johnny saluted him back and said, “Then let’s get going, Lieutenant.”
Marta put her hand to her cheek, relishing his kiss.  She watched Johnny and the soldier walk away.  Whatever stories she might have heard about Colonel Mackenzie dulled in comparison to the real man.  An hour ago, she had been more depressed than she had ever been in her life.  Now she felt as if the weight of the world had been lifted off of her shoulders.  She knew she had Johnny to thank for that.
Before he got out of sight, Johnny turned around and waved at Marta.  He could see her smiling as she waved back to him.
The Lieutenant looked at Colonel Mackenzie.  “Is she your girlfriend, sir?”
I wish Johnny thought as he looked at Marta.  “No, I just met her.”
Lieutenant Jones looked at him in surprise.  The intimacy he had just witnessed was not something you see in two people who have just met.  “Are you sure sir?”
“Positive Lieutenant.  She just needed someone to talk to about the troubles her fiancé is going through.”
Lieutenant Jones turned around and looked at the nurse getting up off the bench and walking back towards the hospital.  “By the way she was looking at you sir, I do not think she is going to be engaged for very long.”
Guilt went through Johnny as he heard Lieutenant Jones's words.  He did not want to be the cause of Marta’s breakup with her
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