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FATE: One’s appointed lot: Destiny.
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Prologue
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Todd Jameson paced the tiny room. One moment he cursed his luck and in the next, wished he’d died in the confrontation. He hadn't even been shot at! He’d given up...just like the failure his father always accused him of being. Even the truth of why he gave up didn't ease the sting of guilt.

He plopped into a chair, buried his face in hands that shook. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. Instinct—well-honed by years of life with his father—put him on alert. From somewhere, someone watched. Hidden eyes bore into him.

And it was more than the stupid security cameras in every corner.

He kicked at the chair across from him, muttered a curse and resumed his trek back and forth across the scuffed hardwood. Sunlight filtered in through the dirty window but offered little warmth. Dust danced in the air, stifling his breath. Fear gripped his chest. What was going on and why in the world did it take so long? His court-appointed attorney had said he would try and plea bargain, but for what? One thing was certain, dear old dad would not have to worry anymore. He'd never worry again.

As if he ever had.

The bitter thought twisted Todd’s gut. He glanced in the mirror, saw and detested the panic in his eyes. More of the same crawled up his spine. If the wait and the wondering didn’t drive him mad, fear and guilt would. He spun on his heel and fought the urge to smash a chair into the glass.

What would happen now?

He stopped mid-pace and turned when the door opened, ushering in a quiet air of authority, along with a man he'd never seen before. The stranger strode to the table and, without a word, gestured for him to sit. Todd hesitated. "No, thanks. I'll stand."

The man took a deep breath and nodded. He strolled across the room toward Todd and extended a hand. "I’m Darrell Champagne."
Again Todd hesitated, confused by the show of courtesy. Understanding and compassion radiated from the gentleman, encouraging a response. He reached out to shake the proffered hand. "Todd Jameson."
"Nice to meet you, Todd. I’ve been sent in to talk with you. Your attorney has bargained your case, contingent upon the choice you make, of course, and I'm here to offer you a deal. But first, I'd like to ask a question."

Todd's guard slipped into place against any more interrogation. Every fiber of his being screamed for him to bolt. Run as fast as you can! He stiffened, ground his teeth, and held his ground.

"Why did you attempt to rob that liquor store?"

Todd averted his gaze and swallowed the humiliation clogging his throat. "You have the report."

"I want to hear it from you."

Todd walked to the other side of the room, questions ricocheting in his head. Will he believe me? Would it matter? He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and looked Darrell straight in the eye.

"To pay for my father’s burial."

"Why do you think you failed?"

He lifted his chin, unable to prevent the anger that colored his tone. "Because I gave up without a fight. I was outnumbered and I’m not ready to die.” Todd allowed his defiant gaze to meet the other man’s calm one. “You might call that chicken. I know my father would. The whole idea was stupid and never would have worked anyway. The gun wasn’t even loaded."

Darrell moved to where Todd stood and put a hand on his shoulder.

"I don't call that chicken, Todd. I call it smart. Thank you for your honesty. Now let’s talk about your options."

They strode toward the table and sat while Darrell outlined the contingency terms the court offered. Despair, hope, and fear collided in Todd’s chest. "You call that a choice? Going off to some godforsaken country to fight in a stupid war I know nothing about—and believe in even less?"

"It's more of a choice than you have now. It's a chance at a future."

"It’s a chance at death.” Todd’s jaw clenched. “I just passed up one of those. I'm not interested in another."

Darrell took a deep breath, closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose as though considering his next move. When he addressed Todd again, his gaze was solemn and honest, his voice soft.

"Believe me, Todd. We don't make a habit of sending babies to war. Some of them do go, but it's their choice, though only God knows why they make that decision. In your case, however, consider this: If you go...and should you die, your death would be far more honorable than the one you face now if you are convicted and go to prison."

Fear hammered in Todd’s chest, belied the sneer on his face. "You mean death before dishonor and all that crap?"

Darrell's eyes flashed at the statement, but he never lost his cool. "No, I mean honor, and life. I can promise you will not go to war anytime soon. I'm not saying never, but at least not until you're eighteen or older. The year or more will give you a chance at a life with some honor and respect." He put his hand on Todd’s shoulder once more. "Has anyone ever talked to you about God?"

Todd jerked away. His chair scraped the floor and almost toppled over when he got up, fists clenched, jaw rigid. His breath heaved out in short bursts. He glared down at Darrell. "There's no such thing as God. No one, God or otherwise, would take a three-year-old’s mother and leave him alone with an abusive, alcoholic father."

"You're right, Todd." Darrell’s quiet tone never changed. "But you see, God didn't make those choices. People did. And He's kept you alive until you got into a position to listen, really listen, when someone tried to tell you about Him and how much He loves you. I know others have tried, haven't they?"

Not waiting for a reply, Darrell continued to deliver his message, a message of hope and faith.

Given little choice, Todd listened to what the Army Chaplain had to say. Whether he believed him or not, he took the bait, he took the chance.

A chance at life.

He joined the Army.
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Chapter One
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“Here she comes, Miss Shaunna Sweetness!” A voice in the lunch crowd rang out as Todd Jameson sauntered into the Feed Trough Café, picked up a menu, and grabbed the first available seat. I’ll starve before I get waited on, he thought and watched as the only waitress in sight served a table across the room. With a tray and coffee cup in one hand and a pot of coffee in the other, she made her way to his table, stopping to refill several cups along the way.

Tiny, about five feet tall, she couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds. Hair the color of burnished copper fell in thick waves down her back. What a beauty. He admired her petite figure as she continued toward him, laughing at the comments and pats the soldiers lavished on her. Todd glanced at the menu, made his choice, and was ready to order when she arrived at his side.

“Hi! Sorry it took so long to get here. Are you ready to order or do you need a few more minutes?”

His pulse jumped into high gear at the salutation, uttered in a breathless, little girl’s voice. He looked up into eyes the color of medium-roast coffee, shining with vitality and beauty, and longing tugged at his gut. The beauty of innocence.

“Hello, darlin’. I’ll have the chicken-fried steak and a beer. Do you have brown gravy or white?”

Shaunna stood mesmerized as the stranger’s eyes stared into hers.

Wow! Handsome. The thought danced through her brain and shocked her system. His deep, velvety-rough voice made her shiver despite the warmth of the crowded room. A flush stung her cheeks. She cleared her suddenly parched throat, licked her dry lips, and swallowed hard. “Both.”

He smiled. “Good, I’ll take the brown.”

Her heart pounded and knees weakened, but her lips curved in response. “Will that be all for you?”

He nodded.

“OK, I’ll get someone to bring your beer right out.”

She had turned to walk away when his voice stopped her. 

“How old are you, darlin’?”

Shaunna hesitated. For some reason she felt vulnerable, exposed, and foolish—as though he could sense her jumbled emotions. She turned back and looked into his emerald eyes. Her heart skipped a beat—and then another—at the interest she saw there...along with a hint of unease.

“You don’t mind me calling you darlin’, do you?”

Her buoyant personality rushed to the rescue. She laughed. “Good heavens no! I think that’s the only word Army guys know how to use when addressing a member of the opposite sex.”

His eyes glowed and her heart tripped over itself. Another blush heated her cheeks. “I’m sixteen. Are you new to the base?”

“Just passing through, darlin’. Just passing through.” His voice was soft, husky. Shaunna loved the sound. His was the kind of voice she could see herself listening to for a long time.

“Well, I hope you enjoy your stay here. Let me get your order in.” She hurried off, but his eyes remained on her—she felt his gaze...and for some reason, the force of it made her tremble. In the kitchen, she put her tray down and hurried over to the sink. Her hands shook when she got a glass of water and drank it.

“What’s the matter?” Her boss, Buddy, eyed her with concern, which only made her blush harder.

“Nothing, I- I’m just...h- hot.” She splashed cool water on her face and neck.

A chuckle rumbled low in Buddy’s chest. “Well, I’ll take that young man his beer. You rest a minute.” He smiled, and his eyebrow quirked in amusement when Shaunna flushed again. She averted her eyes at the mere mention of the Army man.

But she still had to deliver his meal. He sighed with obvious relief when she placed the plate on his table. His smile once again weakened her knees. He seemed disappointed because she could not stop to chat with him, but Shaunna was not. She couldn’t understand why he affected her so and was glad to be busy with the lunch crowd.

After he left, she cleaned his table, and couldn’t help but remember the color of his eyes and the sound of his voice. Her insides fluttered and she hoped she’d see him again soon. 

As Todd made his way back to the base, he decided to give the Feed Trough Café his business for as long as he was in town. He had three good reasons: good food, cold beer, and a pretty waitress. Honesty made him admit he would go back even if the place served hot beer and rotten food. "Shaunna Sweetness" was a phrase his mind would not stop singing no matter how many times he reminded himself of her age.

At two o'clock he met with his commanding officer, Sgt. Mike Ferel. The sergeant welcomed him to the base, assigned his barracks, and took him to his new quarters. On the walk over, Sgt. Ferel outlined his expectations.

“Not much is required of you, Todd, but to wait for your orders. You are, of course expected to behave in a manner befitting your uniform, whether on or off base. And I’m sure you know quite well your section of the barracks is to be kept clean. One of your superior officers may ask an occasional favor—with which you are expected to comply—but other than that, you’re free to come and go as you please as long as you stay within curfew.”

Todd listened; glad he would have a little free time. He hadn't used any leave since he enlisted so this would be like a short vacation. He’d already decided Columbus was a fairly decent town. He should be able to find plenty to do without any trouble. Shaunna's image flashed in his mind, and he suppressed a groan. Maybe.

When the sergeant dismissed him, Todd hesitated and addressed his commanding officer with a salute. "Sir?”

"At ease, soldier. What can I do for you?"

"Well, Sir, I wonder if you could direct me to a dry cleaning service? My dress greens are in terrible shape."

Mike nodded. "There's a dry cleaning service down on Main Street." He hesitated, a frown wrinkling his brow. "Some of the guys have complained about them though. Run by a bunch of foreigners, you know.”

He hesitated again, raked his fingers through his hair. “Tell you what, go talk to Ms. Chatman. She does my uniforms. Tell her I sent you and this is only temporary. She hasn't been taking any new customers, but I'm sure she won't mind. Oh, and Todd, be careful of the daughter,” he added, almost as though an afterthought. “She's very protective of her mother. Sick you know."

Barely able to follow his C.O.’s rambling dialogue, Todd smiled, not sure if he “knew” or not.

"They live over in the poorer section of town." Mike muttered something under his breath.

"Uh, Sir?" Todd queried as the Sergeant turned to go.

"Yes?"

"I don't know where the poorer section of town is," he reminded with a grin.

Mike threw back his head and laughed. "That's right, you're new here. I need a vacation." He gave Todd a wink and a good-natured slap on the back.

"Tell you what, I have another meeting soon. How 'bout you go on and get yourself settled. Meet me back at my office at say, sixteen-hundred hours. I'll take you there myself."

Todd decided he liked Mike Ferel and accepted the offer with a chuckle followed by another salute. "Thank you, Sir. You won’t have to be a fly after all."

Mike had the grace to wince.

“Heard that, did you?” He chuckled, shook his head. “I really need a vacation,” he mumbled, then took his leave.

Todd pondered the comment while he put his things in order, then lay down for a brief rest. Dancing eyes and a laughing young face surrounded by a thick mass of shimmering hair haunted his thoughts. Anticipation shivered through him.

He looked forward to his next visit to the Feed Trough Café.

* * *
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Shaunna counted her tips while she walked. With trembling fingers, she added a five-dollar bill to the pile in her hand. Her heartbeat quickened and breath caught in her throat with a hiss. Excitement curled in the pit of her stomach. Then she remembered who’d left it, and lost count. Coming to a shaky halt beneath a tree, she leaned against it while newly awakened emotions coursed through her. She pictured his face, remembered his brilliant green eyes, heard his husky voice in her mind, and wondered if this was what love at first sight felt like. Anxious to get home and tell her mother about her day, Shaunna picked up her pace. She envisioned herself graduated from high school, then college and with a better job, one more suited to her purpose in life: to find a heart specialist who might be able to help her mother.

As she neared her house, she recognized Mike Ferel's car in the driveway and hurried in, anxious to see him. She entered through the front door, found the living room empty and figured her mother and Mike would be in the kitchen. 

"Mom, I'm home!” She called out a greeting. “Hi, Uncle Mike! I had a great day, Mom. I made forty-six dollars in tips. And guess what, I saw this guy. You should have seen him. He was so...” She hesitated on her way to the kitchen.

How could she describe him? Cute? Nah, he was much more than that. "Different." She settled triumphantly on the description as she burst through the doorway.

And there he sat.

Her eyes widened in surprise. The same guy she’d described—no, actually yelled about—was seated at her kitchen table. Embarrassment heated her cheeks. If only she could back out of the kitchen and enter again. “Uh...” she stammered. “I'm sorry. I didn't know you had someone with you.”

Her mother chuckled. “I take it from all that racket you had a good day?”

Shaunna tore her eyes away from the handsome stranger and gave her mother a hug. “Terrific! How about you? Did you rest?”

Margaret and Mike shared a smile before she answered. “Yes, I rested. I mended a few things and watched the soaps. To tell the truth, I was plain lazy all day.”

“Good. That's exactly what you should do, every day.”

Mike chuckled. “How about a hug for your old Uncle Mike?” He rose from his seat and opened his arms.

Shaunna turned to him. “Depends, Uncle Mike,” she stated with exaggerated politeness. “I don't recall us having any laundry for you. Did you bring some or is this a social visit?”

“Shaunna Denise!” Her mother’s admonishment came almost by rote. She was fully aware this same scenario occurred every time Mike came over, a game they’d adopted the first time Shaunna refused work from one of Mike’s men. Mom finished her part in the farce as Shaunna threw herself into Mike’s arms with a laugh. “Don't be rude!”

“You've grown into a mighty feisty young lady.” Mike gave her a mock-stern glare, then turned her to face the soldier with him as the young man stood up. “Shaunna, I’d like you to meet Specialist Fourth Class, Todd Jameson.”

Todd’s eyes glittered. Shaunna recognized amusement and something else...hope? Did he suspect he was the guy she’d described with such enthusiasm? He offered his hand, and she accepted without reservation, despite a wave of shyness.

"So, we meet again.” Todd glanced at Mike, but his gaze returned immediately to Shaunna. He appeared to have trouble focusing anywhere else. “I ran into Shaunna at the café but didn't really have the pleasure of an introduction.”

The warmth of his touch sent little sparks of pleasure all the way to her shoulder. She trembled. He gave her hand a light squeeze but didn’t let go.

“Shaunna, is it? It’s a beautiful name.”

A shiver skittered along every nerve ending in her body. Something about the blatant interest in his eyes, and her name spoken in his husky voice... Shaunna smiled and took a deep breath. “Why, thank you. I like it myself, but my mom deserves the compliment. She picked it out.” She’d hoped to convey a teasing tone, but her voice shook. She disengaged her hand from his electrifying grasp.

Todd chuckled. “My compliments to her, too.” He slipped his hands into his pockets and glanced at her mother. “You know, Mrs. Chatman, I thought you looked familiar when I first saw you. Now I know why. The resemblance between you two is remarkable. Beauty definitely runs in this family.” He returned his gaze to Shaunna’s.

Her mother flushed with pleasure and immediately began to fuss over Shaunna. “Sit down, dear. Get off your feet. Let me get you something to drink.”

Shaunna's sense of responsibility took over. “Oh, no, you don't, Mom. I'll get us all something to drink. You sit down, prop up your feet, and take it easy.” Only when her mother obliged, and conversation resumed did she turn to prepare four glasses of iced tea.

As the conversation around her turned to laundry, Shaunna’s ears perked up. She didn't like the direction this discussion was headed one bit. She leaned across the table and looked Mike directly in the eyes. Her anger mounted, simmered just below the surface. “Sergeant Ferel.”

Mike grinned and winked at Todd. “Uh-oh, here it comes.” He then turned to her, his tone gone placatory. “A moment ago, it was Uncle Mike.”

“Sergeant Ferel.” Shaunna maintained her most authoritative voice. “You know darn well my mother is not taking any new clients. Yet every time I turn around, you attempt to bring her some.” She slammed his tea down in front of him.

Mike’s lips twitched and amusement sparkled in his eyes despite his obvious attempt to adopt a neutral expression. “I know that, dear, and I haven't brought anyone over since you chewed me out six months ago. But Todd will only be here for a couple of weeks, a month at the most. And he deserves our best services, not the awful dry cleaning place. Maybe, if he gets our best, he'll want to come back. We sure could use more soldiers of his caliber around here,” he explained in his most persuasive tone.

Shaunna jerked her chair away from the table, plopped into it, and turned to face Todd. “Did Sergeant Ferel tell you about my mother's heart?”

He shook his head.

“Shaunna, there’s no need to bore this young man with our personal problems. You shouldn't be so rude!” Mom interjected.

Shaunna’s voice and expression softened. “I'm not trying to be rude, Mom. I just want him to know why we are refusing him.”

“But Shaunna, you heard Mike. It’ll only be temporary. I have very little to do now. It won’t hurt me to do his uniforms while he’s here. As a favor to Mike.” How could her mother always manage to insert a “coax” into a simple expression?

Shaunna snorted and glared at Mike, grateful looks could not kill, otherwise she’d almost certainly have his death on her conscience. “I know how little work you have, Mother. That’s why you’re able to rest more. And getting the extra rest is why you’re feeling and looking so much better lately.”

Todd cleared his throat and all eyes trained on him. “It's OK, Ms. Chatman. I don't want to be any trouble for you or Shaunna. I can see she has good reasons for feeling the way she does. I can find someone else.”

“Nonsense! Shaunna worries too much.”

Shaunna eyed Todd with surprise. The way he jumped to her defense filled her with a range of confused emotions. She gazed into his eyes and felt herself weaken. Still, she did not like the idea of her mother doing any more work. “How many uniforms do you have?”

Heat sparked between them, and the ordinary question took on an extraordinary intimacy.

“Four,” he rasped.

“And this would be temporary?”

Todd nodded.

Shaunna hesitated. She did not want to give in too soon, and she definitely did not want any of them to see the real reason she yielded. Something about this man...he was different, exciting. She did not understand at all what made her want to do his laundry. Lord only knew when she would find the time to do it herself, but...she would. She decided the best way to surrender was with reluctance tempered by grace.

“Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt since it’s only temporary. But you have to promise me you won’t overdo it, Mother. You have to promise to leave his uniforms to me, especially if you’re tired or not feeling well.”

“But honey, that’s ridiculous. You already do more than you should. You work all day and then here at home.”

“No dice, Mom.” She remained adamant. “You promise, or the answer is no.” She sent her mother a firm look, all the while praying her change of heart would be accepted without question. She hoped none of them could see through her façade, especially since she didn't understand what currently transpired within herself.

“I promise.” Margaret agreed without further argument. Relieved, Shaunna sent her mother a mile. The quiet light in the older woman’s eyes said she understood the emotions at war within her only child.

“Really, Margaret, if you're not feeling up to it...”

Margaret shushed Mike with a wave of her hand. “Oh, pooh, I feel fine. Like I said, Shaunna worries too much.”

Shaunna glared at him. “Don't look so surprised, Uncle Mike. I’m not completely unreasonable.” A faint frown tugged at her mouth.

"I never thought you were completely unreasonable, sweetie, and I appreciate it." Mike gave her a wink and a smile.

Todd seemed hesitant—and not surprisingly, surrounded as he was by tension of every nature. “Only if you're sure.”

“Of course, I'm sure.” Margaret gave his hand an affectionate pat. “Now, you go on and get your uniforms.”

“And hurry, before Shaunna changes her mind,” Mike teased. “Bring mine too, will you?” Todd disappeared out the door, and Mike turned back to Shaunna as she inhaled a deep hiss of breath. “Now don’t worry, honey. It’s just a couple of things which have piled up since the last time I came, nothing to fret over,” he soothed before she could let loose another tirade on his head.

Her mom reached over and gave Shaunna a hug. “What were you saying earlier dear, something about a man?”

Shaunna flushed. “Nothing, Mom,” she mumbled as Todd walked in with his uniforms in one hand and Mike’s laundry bag in the other. She stood up and put an end to the conversation. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I'll go take a shower before dinner.”

Mike rose also. “We should go, too. It’s been a hectic afternoon. Margaret, take care of yourself.” He kissed her cheek then winked at Shaunna. “You too, sweetie.”

“I'll be fine. Shaunna just can’t stand it if she's not clucking over me like a mother hen.” Love and pride resonated in her mother’s voice.

“That's my privilege, Mom. You took care of me all of my life, now it’s my turn.”

Mike chuckled as Todd took Margaret’s hand.

“It's been a real pleasure, ma’am.” His eyes glowed with admiration...and something else when he turned his gaze and smiled at Shaunna once more.

Margaret grabbed his arm and escorted him and Mike to the door. “It sure is nice to meet you, young man. Feel free to drop by anytime. In fact, why don’t you plan on having dinner with us sometime soon?”

Todd thanked her again and promised to keep the invitation in mind.

They watched the two men leave, then Margaret turned to Shaunna, her eyebrow quirked in curiosity. “Did you want to talk about something, dear?”

Shaunna blushed and headed for the bathroom. “No, Mom, not a thing,” she muttered, and escaped into the shower. 
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Chapter Two
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Todd stood on the Chatman’s porch and waited for someone to open the door. Three days had passed since Mike convinced Shaunna to do his laundry. Not wanting to rush, he’d reassured her yesterday at the café, he was in no real hurry. Today, he had to renege on that assurance because tomorrow he had a meeting with the First Lieutenant in charge at Fort Benning.

Margaret opened the door with a smile.

“Well, hello, Todd. Shaunna’s not home yet but come on in anyway.”

Todd smiled back. “I figured she wasn’t home. But I wondered, Ms. Chatman, if any of my uniforms are ready?”

Margaret breathed a weary sigh and shook her head. “No. I've been a little under the weather since yesterday and Shaunna hasn’t had time.” She sent him an anxious glance. “I’m so sorry, Todd. I thought you said there was no hurry.”

Todd emitted a sigh of his own as Margaret’s tired eyes nudged his conscience. “I did, ma’am. But that was yesterday. Uncle Sam feels differently today. I was informed this morning that I have a meeting with the First Lieutenant early tomorrow. I guess I'm lucky to have almost twenty-four hours notice.” He hoped his smile would soften the grimness of the words. As inconvenient as it usually was, he enjoyed being kept on his toes by the Army.

Margaret ushered him into the kitchen and fixed them both a cup of coffee. “Well, that’s good. I guess. Tell you what, we’ll get at least one of them done up for you this afternoon. Have supper with us, and then you can take it back with you.”

“Ms. Chatman, please don't let this put you out. I can see you’re not feeling well. Shaunna will have my head if you worry over this. Let me take them to someone else,” he urged, genuinely concerned for the obviously ill woman and her overworked daughter.

The woman smiled. “It’s Margaret, please, and don’t be silly. I’m feeling much better, and Shaunna planned on ironing them today anyway.”

Todd’s heart did a crazy little flip at the thought of Shaunna’s hands on his uniforms. “Well...only if you’re sure.”

“And I am.” Margaret’s smile reassured him.

“OK. What time does she get off?”

“Two-thirty.”

Todd glanced at the clock over the stove. An hour and a half! His heart soared. He ducked his head, sipped his coffee. He hoped Shaunna’s mother didn’t see the irrational way he reacted to the thought of her daughter, but from the way her eyes danced and the smile she tried to hide behind her own coffee cup, he figured she did. A flush heated the back of his neck and climbed into his cheeks.

He cleared his throat. ‘Well, Margaret, I'm happy to accept the dinner offer. Maybe I could also walk Shaunna home from work, if you have no objections.”

“I don't mind a bit. It would do Shaunna good to relax and enjoy her walk home instead of rushing so much.”

Todd nodded. “Is she always so busy? Seems like a lot for someone so young.”

“Well, you're not much older than she is. How do you handle the pressures of the Army?”

Todd grinned at the similitude.

“Besides,” Margaret continued with a smile. “Shaunna usually runs on a full tank of stubbornness.”

Todd chuckled. “Never would’ve guessed it. Well, I’d better head over there. See you in a while.”

Thirty minutes later he sat in a booth at the Feed Trough Café. “Hello, Miss Chatman.” He greeted Shaunna with a smile. “How are you this afternoon?”

“I'm fine, Specialist Fourth Class Jameson. And you?”

“Getting better every minute. Your mother gave me permission to walk you home.”

A thrill of excitement danced along Shaunna’s spine at the thought of him walking with her. “She did, did she? Do I have any say in the matter?”

“Nope, none whatsoever. She also said you wouldn't mind getting one of my uniforms done up this afternoon, and she invited me stay for supper.”

“Oh, really?” She arched an eyebrow and tried her best to look exasperated, though her excitement grew with each statement. “And I guess I have no say in those matters either?”

Todd shook his head with a grin.

“Humph! I guess this is ‘Boss Shaunna Around’ day.” She struggled to suppress the smile tugging at her lips.

Todd chuckled. Was that a glimmer of excitement in his gaze? Was he as thrilled as she about spending the afternoon and evening together?

“Wouldn't dream of bossing you around.” He somehow managed a perfectly straight face.

“Well?” Shaunna crossed her arms in front of her. She tapped her foot and waited.

With a toss of his dark head, he laughed. “Please?”

Amusement lit his eyes, along with some other emotion Shaunna had yet to experience. Desire. The realization shocked her brain, scorched her senses. Nevertheless, she kept up the banter. “Please what?”

“If you please, Miss Chatman, it’d be my honor and pleasure to walk you home.” He adopted a tone of serious persuasion. “And, if it’s not too much to ask, I am in dire need of a uniform for my meeting with the First Lieutenant tomorrow morning.”

Shaunna sniffed in an attempt at haughty unconcern. “I'll think about it.” She gave a sassy toss of her head then turned on her heel and walked away. When he chuckled behind her, she hoped Todd hadn’t noticed her shoulders shaking with giggles. A few minutes later, she returned with Buddy Frederick in tow.

“Mr. Frederick said I could leave early, since you are in dire need of one of your uniforms this afternoon.”

“Thank you, sir." Todd stood and touched his forehead in light salute to Buddy’s authority.

The older man grinned. “You're quite welcome. Make sure my number-one waitress gets home safely and that she doesn’t fall into the hands of some lusty soldier,” he teased.

Shaunna hoped her boss didn't guess their feelings and put him in the category of 'some lusty soldier.’

“You have my word, sir.”

* * *
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From that instant, they spent every spare moment together. On the days she worked, Todd walked her home. On the days she didn’t, he went to see her. With her mother’s permission, he took her out for walks, to dinner, movies, and swimming at the base pool. Laughing and teasing, he taught her how to roller skate and horseback ride. A couple of evenings he showed up with a bag full of groceries and cajoled Shaunna into cooking for them. Their friendship developed and Shaunna found herself head-over-heels in love.

His last night at Ft. Benning proved the most memorable of their shared evenings. Todd came into the café early that morning, unaware his heart showed in his eyes. Shaunna knew by the hint of sadness lurking in those emerald gems, he’d received his orders.

“Well, sweetness, I’ve got to go.”

His voice was soft, and a hint of sorrow darkened the bright green of his eyes. Sadness squeezed her heart. Tears rushed to her eyes. At the gentle shake of his head, she blinked them back. She managed not to cry right then and met him with a smile when he arrived to walk her home.

Silence commanded the walk home, each of them immersed in their thoughts. Gloom surrounded them. The catch in Shaunna’s voice when she asked to stop by the bank assisted Todd in making the decision he’d wrestled with all day. He pulled her beneath a tree in the park and took her hands. “Shaunna?”

Her lips trembled. “What?”

Tears stung his eyes. “I hate good-byes.”

“Me too.”

“Good. Since we agree, I'm not going to see you tomorrow.” His finger on her lips hushed her protests. He slid his knuckles over her cheek in a tender caress then cupped her face in his hands. “We'll go out tonight if you want to.”

He smiled at the emphatic shake of her head. “OK, but you have to promise me something.” He stroked her cheeks with his thumbs and swallowed the hard lump in his throat. “Promise you won't cry. No tears, OK?”

She bit her lip and blinked fast to stem the flood that rushed to her coffee-colored eyes. “OK.”

With a ragged whisper of her name, he succumbed to the overwhelming urge to taste the sweetness of her lips. Her flavor filled his senses. He teased her mouth, molded and shaped her lips to his and pulled her trembling body closer. He reached deep for self-control and ended the kiss before it evolved into something more passionate, something undeserving of her.

A soft whimper escaped her trembling lips. She wrapped both arms around his waist and buried her face in his chest. A shiver shook her as he stroked her hair. When her trembles subsided and he gained control over his own rampant emotions, he removed her from his embrace, but allowed his hands to slide up and down her arms in a subtle caress.

“I'd better get you home before your mama starts to worry.” He brushed the hair off her cheeks. “Smile for me, sweetness." He brushed a feathery kiss across her lips, and she did. She smiled, though he saw what it cost her. His heart sang at its brilliance and reminded him again of her youth. They walked hand in hand to her door. He kissed her cheek and promised to see her later.

He borrowed Mike’s car for the evening, wanting to take Shaunna somewhere special. At first he planned to take her dancing, so he could revel in the pleasure of her in his arms. With a pang, he realized he couldn’t, she was not old enough. Against his better judgment, he’d let himself fall in love with a sixteen-year-old girl. So after dinner he took her to a movie. Once he parked the car, he pulled her close and put his arm around her. She turned to him, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

“Todd...”

He sensed her intentions and silenced her declarations of love with a kiss. “Don’t,” he whispered and shook his head. His lips brushed hers in a tender caress with each back-and-forth movement of his head.

“I love you!” She choked out the words when he buried her face into his shoulder.

She’d said it, and Todd’s heart ached with bittersweet pain. Knowing the grief they would cause, he hadn’t wanted to hear those words. He held her and stroked her hair, but never returned the declaration with one of his own.

His orders were to report to Fort Lewis in Tacoma, Washington two days hence, and Todd did not want to encourage her with the fact that he loved her too—more than he’d ever thought possible. Chances were he might not see her again, at least for the next four years. Then there was the war... Knowing Shaunna, if he told her he loved her, she would spend the next four years waiting and even longer grieving if he went to war and didn’t survive. She was too young for that.

So he didn't tell her how he felt. He just held her. When her shoulders started to shake, he rocked her in his arms.

“Don't cry. Oh, baby, you promised,” he groaned and fought back tears of his own.

“I'm sorry, but- but...I don't want you to go!” she wailed. Shudders wracked her slender body.

“I have to go, sweetie...” He crushed her to him and buried his lips against her soft mouth to hush her ragged sobs.

Shaunna whimpered as he pulled her against him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and pressed her body against his. With supreme effort, Todd moved her out of his arms, careful to be gentle.

“Shaunna, we have to stop this,” he urged, his voice thick.

“Why?” He could tell she had no idea of the precariousness of the situation.

He stroked her hair off her face. “Because if we don’t...” His words lingered and he wondered if she understood what might happen between them. Not likely. He kissed her again but kept a tight rein on his emotions. “Because it’s time for me to get you home.”

She shook her head. “Please, not yet.”

Todd took a full moment to consider what might transpire if he honored her request. “Yes, now.” He pulled her close for one more kiss.

“Will you write to me?” She pleaded and choked back a sob.

“I'll try,” he said with a shrug. He didn’t want to appear uncaring or callous. God only knew how much this situation tore at his heart. But he didn't want to tie her down either.

His heart clenched like a tight fist when hurt clouded her eyes. “I don't know what they have in store for me,” he explained.

She nodded and bit back another sob. “I'll never forget you.”

He smiled and caressed her face. No doubt he’d never forget her either. But four years is a long time when you’re sixteen. “Maybe not, but you will get on with your life. Be happy, Shaun, and promise you’ll take care.”

With a soft sigh, she nodded and moved away so he could start the car.

Todd didn’t take his arm from around her when he drove her home, grateful for each moment he had her by his side. He walked with her to the door and pulled her into his arms. With one last tender touch, he kissed her then turned away. His heart broke into a million pieces at her soft cries, but he did not look back. Instead, he utilized every ounce of strength he possessed and walked out of her life.

* * *
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Shaunna brushed the sweat off her brow. She’d finished cleaning the stoves and still had to mop the floor before she closed the café for the evening. Lord, she was tired! Her legs hurt, her back ached and her head had started to pound from the effort it took to pull a double shift. But the physical aches were mild compared to the agony in her heart, which weighed like a lump of lead in her chest. The double shift served as an opportunity to think of something besides Todd, as much as a favor for Mr. Frederick.

His stay at the base had turned out to be the most memorable and happiest time of her life. He’d left a little over a week ago and she missed him—terribly. She leaned on the mop for support and blinked back tears as poignant memories of their last day and night together bit into her heart. Recollections of his kiss still amazed her. Although the kiss was everything her first should be—gentle, tender, sweet, everything she dreamt it would be, remembering it and the subsequent ones they shared wreaked havoc on her body and tortured her mind with thoughts of what if.

What if he hadn’t had to leave? What if he came back? What if...an endless spiral of downward emotions when she considered, true to his word, Todd didn’t see her again after that night. He simply left. No note, no phone call, and no final word, just gone. 

With a sigh, she finished mopping and closed the café. Thank goodness school was about to start. Maybe between classes and work, she could get over loving and losing him in the span of three short weeks.

Maybe she could get over the pain of her first broken heart. 
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Chapter Three



[image: ]


Some of Shaunna’s spark disappeared after Todd's departure. She ate very little, slept less. The people who cared about her the most, worried. Shaunna didn't realize how much they worried until her mother knocked on her bedroom door nearly five weeks after he left.

“How are you, honey?”

Tears sprang to Shaunna's eyes. She sat up and made room for her mother on the bed. “I'm just tired, Mom, so very tired.”

A frown creased Margaret's brow. “Shaunna, I hate to ask you this, but I’m worried sick and I have to know. Are you pregnant?”

Shaunna buried her face in her hands and burst into tears. "No, but I wish I were. At least then I would have some small part of him to hold on to." Wailing, she flung herself into her mother’s arms. "Oh, Mama, now I understand what you mean when you say I'm the only part of my father you have left to love."

Margaret rocked her in a tender gesture and brushed the hair off of her face with her fingertips. “No, honey, you don’t want to raise a child alone. Trust me, I know. As much as I love you and I would never trade a moment of our life together, single parenting is a very difficult task.”

“Tell me again, Mom, the story of my father.”

Margaret curled up next to her, leaned back against the headboard, pulled Shaunna into her arms, and stroked her hair as she recalled her own story of love and loss.

“Almost seventeen years ago I fell in love for the first time, the only time, with the most handsome boy I’d ever laid eyes on.” She cupped Shaunna's face, stroked her cheek.

“You have his eyes and his hair.” A soft smile curved her lips, and then she cuddled Shaunna back against her side. “Sadly, duty called my soldier-boy away and he left before we could get married. He died before I could tell him I carried his child.”

“A helicopter crash, right?”

“Yes. His helicopter malfunctioned during a routine training expedition. Without a marriage license to prove you were his, the Army offered no support. So, shunned by my friends and what little family I had, I turned to God. It’s been just you, me, and Him ever since.”

“You never regretted your decision to have me?”

Margaret brushed her lips over Shaunna’s head. “Not once, no matter how difficult things were. I thank God daily for the blessing of my beautiful daughter.”

“There’s never been anyone else?”

“There have been offers, but for so long I grieved your father and was engrossed in the effort to raise you that I couldn’t consider another relationship. Then, with my illness, I didn’t have the time or energy to get involved with another man. Besides, not many men would want to be saddled with a sickly wife and another man's child.” 

“Do you still miss my father? Even after all these years, does his death still hurt?”

Margaret nodded.

“Why, Mom? Why does love have to hurt so much?”

“Love doesn’t hurt, honey. Love is a precious gift. The choices we make are what hurt.”

Tears spilled down Shaunna’s cheeks. “I just wish I could see him one more time, or at least talk to him.”

“Would doing so make your separation any easier, especially when you consider the way he left?”

“Probably not,” Shaunna conceded. “I guess he didn’t feel about me the same way I felt about him.”

“I guess not,” her mother whispered.

* * *
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Joe Taylor pulled his eighteen-wheeler into the parking lot of the shopping center across the street from the Feed Trough Café and emitted a snort of disgust. I hate Columbus, Georgia—especially being forced to lay over here. The place crawls with soldiers, you can never get a decent motel room, and all of the women are in love with Army men. The only good thing about this town is right across the street where you can get the hottest food and the coldest beer in town.

His thoughts circled in the back of his mind while he recorded his hours and mileage in the logbook. Until recently, he’d worked in the oilfield and had mastered almost every position available—from roustabout to rigger, foreman to operator, in both wire line and pipe testing. Then things started to change in the oilfield and since he never put much store into saving money, there weren’t a whole lot of funds to tide him over after his unemployment ran out. So, when all other options seemed closed, he learned to drive a truck. He'd been driving for a little over a year and hated every minute of it. There was nothing lonelier than talking to yourself, to some other lonely trucker, or to a neurotic insomniac on a C. B. radio.

The company he worked for hauled hazardous waste. The danger added a touch of excitement to the job, but the only really good thing about it was the pay. Transporting waste paid more than any other driving job and he purposely began to save money. He had bank accounts in almost as many cities as Matlock Truck Lines had terminals. Truck driving had only one other advantage as far as he was concerned—women. He’d never met so many different women in his life as he had this past year, except in Columbus, Georgia.

He tossed the logbook into the glove compartment, climbed down out of his rig, and cursed his luck again. He hated driving a truck and he hated this place. Being forced into both at the same time put him in one sour mood. He suppressed a growl, dusted his cowboy hat against his thigh, and walked across the street toward his destination hoping he could get his dinner before Army men crowded the place. He certainly did not feel like waiting for his food, nor did he relish the idea of fighting...but considering where he was and the mood he was in, both were highly likely.

* * *
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Shaunna sprayed the counter with a solvent meant to cut grease and dirt, wrung out her rag, and ran the cloth over the smooth, laminated finish in a circular motion. Her thoughts twirled in her mind in cadence with her movements. While held in her mother’s embrace nearly a week ago, she’d accepted the fact that Todd was not a part of her life. He was gone. With the exception of one postcard, she had not heard a word from him. To her, those actions proved he did not love her, and she cried herself to sleep for the last time. She'd bounced back somewhat since then but remained reserved around men she didn't know.

The bell on the door tinkled. She glanced up from her chore and watched a man grab a menu then seat himself at a small table. She sighed, grateful he was alone.

“I’ll be right with you.”

He gave a terse nod and buried his face in the menu. She put away the cleaning supplies, washed her hands, then placed a glass of water along with a coffee cup on a tray. She picked up the coffeepot and walked toward his table, prepared to take his order. Her guard snapped into place when his low-keyed wolf-whistle reached her ears.

"Well, looky here. Finally, a decent reason to come to this blasted town."

His deep voice rumbled out in a rich southern drawl, and he regarded her with the most striking pair of ice-blue eyes she'd ever seen. Her heart clenched, even as her lips compressed into a thin line.

Not interested.

Careful to keep her expression professional yet impersonal, she took the man's order but remained quiet when he tried to draw her into a conversation. When she brought out his dinner, he asked her how long she'd worked there.

“Almost four months.” She kept her tone clipped but polite.

Once again, he tried to draw her into a conversation with him. "Name's Joe, honey, what's yours?"

"Shaunna."

"What a pretty name for a pretty girl. Tell me, Miss Shaunna, why is a good-lookin’ little thing like you moping around here without a smile?"

The whole question, including her name, sounded funny laced with his rich accent and she did smile. Nevertheless, she was reluctant to share her personal life with a stranger, so she changed the subject. "I don't recall seeing you before and you certainly don't appear to be in the Army. Are you new to Columbus?"

"No, darlin’, I'm just passing through. I drive that rig over there." He nodded in the direction of his parked truck.

Shaunna's heart did a painful little flip at the memory his words evoked. She glanced out the window then back at Joe’s comment.

"Uh-oh, looks like the love bug bit then flew the coop. Tell me something, honey, was he a soldier boy?" 

Sarcasm colored his tone. She blinked back the tears that rushed to her eyes and nodded.

He shook his head then rolled his eyes in an expressive gesture. "Well, he was a fool. Don't you worry though, if you just lost your last friend, I hereby volunteer to be your next one." 

Amusement tinged his voice. Laughter danced in his eyes and sparked a response within her. Shaunna smiled, really smiled for the first time in weeks. Still she shook her head and inserted a hint of seriousness in her voice. "No, thanks, mister. I've no desire to get involved with someone who's 'just passing through' ever again." 

Joe threw back his head and laughed. "Well, at least you're smiling. You need to keep on doing so too, looks real good on your pretty face."

Shaunna giggled. She’d never heard a request for a smile put quite that way and it sounded funny rumbling from somewhere deep in the broad chest, spiced with his heavy accent. Duty called her away as customers began to file in and she was unable to talk to him again until he checked out, but the memory of his cheerful banter made her heart a bit lighter the rest of her shift.

* * *
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Todd hung up the phone and walked back to his barracks. It was good to hear Mike Ferel's voice, and even better to know Shaunna and her mother were well. Nearly three months had passed since he left Fort Benning. Less than twenty-four hours after he arrived at Fort Lewis, the Army quarantined him and the rest of his company and put them into isolation to await departure to Vietnam. For nearly two weeks they stayed quartered together with no outside contact. They lived together, slept together, and worked together to build comradeship with the men they would live with, fight with and, very possibly, die with.

They shared practical jokes, funny stories and lives as each man tried to banish the fear they all felt of going to war. They talked, laughed, and cried for hours on end as each prepared for what would be the toughest test of their strength, courage and faith. When the tension and anticipation of the wait began to work against them, orders came in that they would not be going to the jungles of Vietnam. However, before the cheers and shouts of gratitude died down, several of the men—Todd included—were hand picked and flown to Panama for Jungle Survival, a course designed to train soldiers in the art of guerrilla warfare.

For eight weeks the soldiers lived, ate, slept, and crawled through the jungles of Panama while playing a very real game of war. They learned to look out for themselves and each other and how to survive under some of the toughest circumstances man could invent. When they thought they had the course mastered, someone would think up another form of torture to inflict on them and then train them to handle it.

It turned out to be the toughest eight weeks of their lives as day after day officers drilled them to expect the unexpected. They learned the most effective ways to watch their comrades’ backs, and most importantly, they learned the true meaning of the term CYA: cover your anatomy.

During the two-week quarantine at Fort Lewis, Todd spent a lot of time thinking about Shaunna. Had she met someone else yet? Did she miss him as much as he missed her? How could he feel so much tenderness for one young girl? To his recollection, he’d never experienced that particular emotion in his life. He'd always been too busy learning to survive to feel tenderness about anyone or anything.

Part of him regretted not telling her how he felt about her, and part of him argued he'd done the right thing. The thought of war scared the daylights out of him and he assured himself she was better off not knowing how he felt or where he was going. Then, when he found out Vietnam wasn’t in the plan, part of him cursed his own stupidity. Before he could make up his mind to write and tell her of his feelings, he found himself on a plane and in the jungles of Panama. While there, he stayed too busy to think of anything but the brutal training process.

He’d returned today, still undecided as to what to do about Shaunna. As soon as he received clearance to leave the base, he called Mike. He figured the best place to start would be to get a message to Shaunna. Then the ball would be in her court. After all, he couldn't just write after ten weeks and blurt out that he loved her. Could he?

The sergeant sounded a bit surprised to hear from him but readily answered his questions about Shaunna and her mother. They talked briefly about his career plans and his decision to join Special Forces. Before he rang off, Todd asked Mike to give his regards to the Chapman's and his address to Shaunna.

* * *
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Shaunna threw herself across her bed and sobbed into her pillow. She, Mike, and Margaret were at the kitchen table enjoying a nice quiet dinner when he mentioned he'd talked to Todd earlier in the day...and all of her old pain returned. Todd had been sent away almost immediately after he arrived at Fort Lewis, hence the reason he had not written. He’d returned to the States today, called Mike, and asked him to give them his regards and his address.

With an angry little shriek, she tore the paper with his address in half. Why hadn’t Todd tried to reach her at the café? Why go through Mike?

Probably because he thinks of me as family. At least that was the word he used, according to Mike. Family? She fell in love with him and told him so, and he considered her family!

Her mother came in to check on her, and she accepted her outstretched arms.

"Why, Mama?" she cried. "Why didn't he call me, or write to me instead of sending a message through Uncle Mike?"

Margaret stroked her hair. "Oh, honey, he's probably as confused about his feelings for you as you are about him."

"I was never confused about my feelings. I loved him and I told him so!" Shaunna wailed. "And he considers me family." A fresh wave of hurt assailed her.

Her mother rocked her in a gentle motion. "I don't know what to say, honey. The thought of war does strange things to people. He's been gone quite a while. Maybe he's not sure if you still feel the same way about him. Even though you said you loved him. Maybe you need to figure out if that's still true and write to him. And don't forget to pray about it," she urged.

"What good will it do to pray now? God hasn't answered my prayers so far."

"Maybe you've prayed for the wrong thing. Maybe you're prayers are more about what you want instead of what God wants. Remember, sometimes God's greatest gifts are different from what we want from Him.”

Shaunna's sobs subsided. Her mother was right. Maybe she did need to think and pray about her feelings before, if ever, she wrote to Todd. One thing was certain, she would not declare her undying love until she knew
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