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I WISH MY HEAD COULD forget what my eyes have seen...
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Dane

With so many options to weigh, I couldn’t let my decision to stay with Cheryl or to go back into service be made in haste. As I typed the first few sentences to confess my situation, and report all about the episodes I’d had over the past few months, I thought of how it had all come down to this. Is this what I really wanted? The move I made at that moment would determine the rest of my life, and while staying with Cheryl was important to me, was ruining my military career really the right answer?

If I did this, not only would I let down a lot of people, but I would also let down my entire country. What kind of man—what kind of soldier—would I be?

Talking to someone about my problems wasn’t going to leave my life unaltered, and even though it meant I got to stay with Cheryl, would I really be happy? I wanted to have a family with her. I wanted to help her bring her child into the world where it would be loved by the both of us, but I also wanted to be a good example and honor not only my country but also myself and the life I chose a long time before I ever met Cheryl.

I took a deep breath, and knowing I had to send my response one way or another, I hoped I was doing the right thing. Corso whined at my feet as I hit send. “It had to be done, my friend. At least that’s over. I’ll talk to Cheryl about it when I know more.”

Suddenly, there was a knock at my bedroom door. I went across the room and answered to find Cheryl. “Are you kidding me? You’re not ready to go?” She looked so beautiful and angry, standing there with her hand on her hip. 

I glanced over my shoulder and saw the clock by my bed. “I, uh. I took a bit longer than I thought. I can be ready in no time.”

“It’s your parents,” she said with a shrug. “If you don’t want to go, then you can call your mother and break her heart. You’re getting good at that kind of thing.” She turned and went down the hall with Corso on her heels.

“You’re the one who didn’t kiss me back,” I mumbled. It had really been a wake-up call, but I didn’t want to talk about it. I went the closet to find something to wear. With my mother wanting us to dress for Sunday dinner, I couldn’t wear what I had on. I found a pair of slacks and one of my nicest jackets, then grabbed the first tie I found that would match and put it around my neck.

After pulling on some shoes, I headed out to find Cheryl sitting on the couch waiting. “I’m ready,” I said, straightening my cuffs.

Cheryl got up, bringing her belly out ahead of her, and when she was finally upright, she walked over and pulled the tie from where it hung loosely over my shoulder. “You might want to put this on. I know how your mother likes her sons to be perfect.”

“Thanks.” I put my hands on her hips and then leaned in for a kiss. She didn’t hesitate this time.

“I meant what I said, Dane. I don’t want to fight for the last few days you’re here.” She didn’t expect me to stay, I only hoped that she wasn’t disappointed in me for my choices.

“I don’t want that either. I just have a few things to do before we go.”

She took her tablet out from her bag and turned it on. “I’ll be looking over my designs.” She focused her attention on what she had going, and I went to the kitchen to grab Corso’s leash.

“I would have taken him out,” she called from the living room, “but he was with you.”

“It’s okay. He helped me make a very important decision.” I put Corso’s leash on and walked to the front door.

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“What tie to wear.” I gave her a wink, then I went out with the dog and walked him down the drive. Even though I knew my mother wouldn’t mind if we were a little late—and we still had a some time to get there—when I saw my neighbor, Tiffany, I knew if I wasn’t careful, she’d keep me until I was unfashionably late. I kept walking, but when we were on our way back, she and Eric flagged me down.

“How’s the proud papa?” the old man asked. “Tiffany and I can’t wait to see the little one. Is it a boy or a girl?”

“Cheryl didn’t have her baby yet, Eric. She still has a couple of months. She was just a little dehydrated is all.”

Tiffany’s face fell and then Eric frowned. “Well, that’s good, I guess. Me and the little mrs. had our hearts set.” He seemed put off that there was no baby. “Your little lady is making mine want a baby.”

Tiffany held her hands on her stomach. “Oh, she’s so cute. I want a little bump like hers.” I wondered if she wanted the bump or the baby.

Eric rolled his eyes. “If you want a fat stomach, lay off the diet pills and eat a cheeseburger.” He gave me a nudge and a wink.

Tiffany didn’t seem impressed. She hit him on the arm and then stormed into the house. “You’re so mean,” she called from the door as she slammed it shut.

“Now look what I have to deal with,” he said. “One day she wants a baby, the next abs of steel. She doesn’t realize I’ve been shooting blanks for years now.”

I didn’t want to listen to him, but I was trying to be polite. “Yeah, well, maybe you should go after her. I’ve got to be going anyway.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” He finally headed back inside, and when I returned to the house, Cheryl was up and waiting at the door.

“What was that all about?” she asked as I went to give Corso his food.

I opened his pouch of kibble and poured it into the bowl. “You, they wanted to see the baby.”

“That’s crazy. They really thought I was going to have the baby and be home already?” She shook her head. “Are you ready to go?”

I put the bag back in the pantry. “Yeah,” I replied as I checked my phone. “I’ll text Mom and tell her we’ll be there soon.” When I was done, I took her hand and we went out front to the stoop, where I turned to tell Corso goodbye and lock the door behind us.

I walked her to the truck, and carefully helped her get her footing on the step bar, and then waited as she settled in her seat. At almost seven months, her baby belly was getting so big, she looked like she was smuggling a beachball. When I knew she was situated, I walked around and got in beside her. It still made me sick thinking of how I’d put my hand on her. Even though she swore that I hadn’t hurt her, I’d still upset her, and considering what happened with her false labor, I wanted to make sure she stayed as stress-free as possible. I knew it would take a lot of tenderness on my part, so once I got the truck started and straightened out on the street, I reached over and held her hand.

We exchanged a smile, but for the most part, we were quiet as I headed across town. The closer we got to their house, Cheryl grew increasingly fidgety. When she finally let out an uneasy breath, I became concerned.

“Are you okay? Do you hurt again?” I didn’t know if maybe the medicine they’d given her had worn off or not.

“I’m good,” she said, shrugging it off.

“Come on, I know you’re upset with me, but tell me what’s on your mind.”

“Elliot,” she said. “I’m afraid of what might happen with him. He seems unpredictable, and he was so rude last time. I was close to telling him off, but thankfully, Roy stepped in.”

“Let him try to start something today.” I was going to take all of my frustrations out on the man.

“That’s just it. I don’t want him to act stupid and for there to be a fight. I hope he’s not even there this time.”

“Not a chance. He doesn’t miss Sunday dinner. I don’t think you understand just how important these Sunday dinners are to my mother. She started them back when she was first getting together with Elliot as a way to spend quality time together. Back then, it wasn’t so formal, but she still made us dress up, and we were expected to act like gentlemen. When Max came along, and she married Elliot, she made him promise that the tradition would continue, and that’s probably one of the only things that he still honors.”

“Has he always been nasty to you and your brother?”

“Yes, especially since my brother took up my father’s last name. He dropped the hyphen and Vaughn part when he started college.” Max Morrison had been the legend that Max Morrison-Vaughn couldn’t be, because with that name, Max didn’t have any confidence.

“Wow, that had to be a rub. Did he say why he did it?”

“It was when I offered to pay for his college.” I had taken care of my brother just like a father would have.

“You paid for his college?”

“Well, my father’s estate did if you want to be technical. I had just gained my inheritance, and that was one of my larger investments. I set aside some money to live comfortably on, bought a house, and then put the rest in investments where it’s grown.”

“That was very responsible of you. Most young men would have gone wild.”

I chuckled. “You assume I didn’t. But I was wild enough. I was a new soldier with a kill ’em all attitude and I didn’t think anything could ever touch me.”

“Oh? Stubborn even then?” She smiled at me with a look of fondness in her eyes. I loved it when she teased me. Her playfulness was a turn-on.

“In every hopeless sense of the word, yes. I like to think of it as determination. And it’s what drove me to the top, surpassing others in my company. I was awarded many honors, and I learned really fast who I needed to impress to get further along. When it came time to decide to stay or go, I was asked to be involved in black operations. Covert missions had a higher demand, higher pay, and the camaraderie was right up my alley at the time.” Boy how things had changed. Now it was all about my pride. I felt a sting thinking about that email, and what it would mean for my life and my relationships.

“You wanted to be a badass,” she said with a smirking grin.

“Hey, I didn’t want to be. I am a badass.” I couldn’t even say the words out loud without laughing. It wasn’t because I didn’t have self-esteem like I had in the past, but even through all of the secret missions, I had never had that kind of ego.

As we pulled into the drive, she took another deep breath, and I reached over to take her hand. “Hey, don’t you worry about Elliot, okay. None of us really care what he says or thinks. And if he acts like an ass, I’ll make sure and put him in his place.”

“I just don’t want there to be a fight.” She placed her hand on her tummy in a protective way, and I realized at that moment, just how much I wanted to protect her and the baby.

“There won’t be.” As soon as I said those words, I realized that I couldn’t really promise that at all, not where Elliot was concerned.
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Cheryl

As we walked up to the house, I could feel my pulse race, knowing that Elliot had contributed to my stress levels already. After what had happened, I wasn’t sure I was ready for another dose of his personality.

“It’s going to be fine,” Dane said.

“You’re right. I don’t want him to spoil the entire evening. There is no reason why we can’t all have a nice dinner and enjoy one another’s company.”

Dane chuckled. “You clearly haven’t figured Elliot out yet. But you will.” Dane took my hand and led me into the house, and I liked the way he had included me, as if I might be around a while. I had decided to stay in his home, and told him that I wanted to try, but that was before what had happened at the hospital, and if I was honest with myself, I had to admit that had made me a little apprehensive to the entire agreement. It’s not that I didn’t want to be a part of his life, but with him going away, I had to ask myself if it was worth sticking around for a man who would return in even worse shape than when he left. It was bad enough already, and if he did go away and return with more demons, was that something I wanted my child to be around? I realized Dane had said he loved me in desperation, and while I knew I was probably in love with him, too, my heart was still filled with uncertainty.

As we walked across the front entry, Liz stuck her head out of the sitting room door and her face lit with a huge pearly grin. Her teeth were so straight and perfect, with their white sheen so bright, I had wondered more than once if they were real or fake. 

“Darling,” she said as she greeted Dane, but she went right for me, pulling me into a warm embrace. “How are you, honey? Are you feeling better?” Her hand went to my baby bump and she met my eyes with concern.

“I’m feeling better, thank you.”

“She’s a little apprehensive tonight,” Dane said. I immediately gave a pointed look, which didn’t stop him. “I’ve assured her that tonight will be a stress-free night. Stress is what put her in the hospital, or at least, we think. But the doctor wants her to take it easy, and I’m going to see to it that she does.”

“You poor dear. You thought you were in labor early?”

“Yes, for a minute there I was afraid that something could be wrong, but Dane knew exactly what to do. He had me time the contractions, which thankfully, weren’t falling into a timed pattern. I hadn’t realized he had training in such things.”

“I guess I’ve never really thought about it either,” Liz said. “He’s always been multitalented.”

“Like my mother.” Dane smiled.

“Too bad you’re leaving, bro,” Max said. “You could have helped deliver the baby.”

“Yeah, I know that I’m going to miss all the fun.” He squeezed my hand. 

I wondered if he really wanted to stay and go through it with me. If he was that interested, why not just tell the military about his condition and he could. It all seemed too easy to me, but then, I wasn’t in his situation. I looked at his mother and thought about his brother, I realized how much I had grown to care about them as his family. I finally felt a part of a family who respected me and wanted me around, which was more than I could say for Adam’s family. Knowing his mother hated me always saddened me. I had tried so hard and his mother just hated me more. Then I thought I’d tried too hard, so I stopped trying, and she still hated me. It was as if I could never do anything right. But with Liz, there was no trying. It was just pure acceptance. Not only for me but for my situation. I didn’t even think it was because she had been in a similar situation, but because that was just who she was: a woman with a good heart. A good heart that she passed on to her son. 

Liz smiled. “I can assure you that we’ll have
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