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Adam

 Three years ago

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

Adam Gibson kept repeating the mantra, only
half listening to what the judge was saying.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

Why had fate conspired against him?

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

Sure, complete denial will
not change the situation, but by repeating that, Adam could
undoubtedly improve the future.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way!

Anger. Anger was never a good thing.

“As both parties have agreed there is no
reconciliation possible, and before I declare the marriage
dissolved per the agreements of the mediation sessions, are there
any amendments to these papers before signatures are affixed?” the
judge asked.

Whitney stood along with
her attorney, “Yes, your honor. There was one piece we could
not agree on.”

“And what was that?” The
judge asked, impatience coloring his tone. This appearance was their third in
front of the judge, and obviously, his patience was as thin as
Adam’s was.

“Your honor, I don’t understand why he is
requesting I take my maiden name back?”

The judge looked
inquiringly at Adam. Adam stood, “Your honor, technically, we’ve
been married just three months, and she seriously cannot expect to
remain a member of the family, using the family name and everything
the name could do for her
when she cheated on me on our honeymoon? She never
changed it with any agency; she only took it because we completed
the ceremony.”

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

“Is this true?” the judged addressed
Whitney.

Of course, Whitney pouted, “I just hadn’t
had time to get to the agencies to take care of that,” she said in
a meek voice.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

“Then, I am afraid you will keep your maiden
name,” the judge ordered and signed the papers.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

“Divorce finalized,” and with a bang of the
gavel, it was.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

~ ~ ~






Samantha

Two years ago

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

Repeating that was the only thing that kept
Samantha Winters calm as she faced Easton’s commanding officer.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

Her hands grasped the folded flag the
officer extended to her. She could not feel it. She could not feel
anything. She had detached from the situation and was watching it
happen rather than experiencing it.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way!

She had gone through the
stages of grief, but for some reason, she wanted to come back to
anger. She tried to embrace the anger because she could not handle the
panic that gripped her when she tried to imagine what she was going
to do. She made herself hold on to the anger today because, at the
moment, it was the only thing that could prevent the panic. Panic
was not a good thing. Panic
was worse than anger.

IT wasn’t supposed to be this way!

Sure, one more time will fix it, right? Damn
the panic!

IT wasn’t supposed to be THIS way!

Changing the enunciation on the words
changed everything, right?

It wasn’t supposed to be this way!

She jumped when the guns fired for the first
seven shots of the twenty-one-gun salute. Easton was gone. She
would never see his smiling face again. Nor would she hear his
voice crackle over a crappy telephone connection while he was half
a world away. The final round of gunshots rang out. The few people
at the gravesite slowly turned and walked away, leaving her alone
staring at the casket where the pieces of Easton’s body lay.

A sudden wave of nausea slammed through her
stomach. Turning, she ran to a nearby tree and emptied her
breakfast on its roots.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.







Chapter One

 Wednesday

The day of Tony and Kat’s wedding

Adam left his parents’ house the
instant he could. The ceremony ended, and his mother was trying to
pull things together for an impromptu family dinner. He made up an
excuse to leave—the planning for spring practice was always an
excellent reason, even if that wasn’t what he was really doing. He
had a date, and for some unknown reason, he didn’t want to mention
it to anybody.

In truth, the rash of new love and romance
that three of his siblings recently found had put him in a
perpetually bad mood. Add on top of that, the women who openly
sought him out usually made his mood deteriorate further. He was a
target for two reasons: One, he was a Gibson. Two, he was UCLA’s
head football coach. He also liked to think he was halfway decent
looking if what he heard half of the girls around campus say was
right, but that usually wasn’t what they were looking for. They
were looking for fame and fortune. Good looks were just a perk when
combined with those two things.

Lately, those same girls had become very
brave. One had even picked the lock on the door of his private
office, stripped down, and was lying on his desk like a virgin
sacrifice when he walked in. The only positive of the entire
situation was the fact he’d been alone. If anyone else had been
with him, just the implication of the situation could have gotten
him into some serious trouble. Instead, he slammed the door with
him still on the outside and proceeded to yell at the girl through
the closed door. Minutes later, she opened the door, thankfully
clothed, and red-faced with embarrassment. Now, he had more than a
simple lock on his office door, and a new and working camera
mounted in the hallway. Security had wanted to know why he felt
they needed there one, and he explained it had to do with new marks
on his door suggesting someone was (well,
already successfully) trying to pick the lock.

He put a Nanny cam in his office too; it sat
strategically on the shelf in the form of a Bruins Bear and managed
to cover the whole office space. He could monitor it from his phone
and was in the habit of checking it before he even entered the
building now. It was there for more than the girl who broke in; it
was also to avoid any accusation at a time when accusations
happened as often as he changed his underwear.

As he drove across town to One Glass or Two
to meet his internet date, he reflected on the more recent changes
in his family. His new brother-in-law, Graham, was a great, even if
the brothers were slow to warm up to him in the beginning. Tawny,
his soon to be sister-in-law had a very colorful past, but was a
very down-to-earth person and clearly loved his brother
Auggie very much. Finally, there was Kat, his sister’s childhood
friend who’d just married his brother on Cayman Brac. He’d never
admit it to them, but he had wanted to get married ever since he
saw what Austin and Nita had found. Austin, his identical twin
brother, had married Nita rather young compared to the other
siblings. He had pursued her until she finally broke down and
agreed to a date. They waited several years before having children.
In fact, Adam had often wondered if they’d had some issue
conceiving, but neither ever mentioned it.

Now at thirty-two, Adam wanted what Austin
had; he wanted what his sister Ann found; he wanted what Auggie
discovered with Tawny; and, what Tony and Kat finally recognized
and reestablished. He wanted a family, he wanted the closeness and
most of all, and he wanted love. He avoided thinking about his
brief marriage; unfortunately, today that was not the case.

He thought he had found everything he wanted
with Whitney only to discover she was only after the Gibson name.
After college, he entered the draft, and the Dallas team picked him
in the first round. He quarterbacked for two seasons before a hard
hit knocked out his shoulder. He stepped back for the third season
and acted as an unofficial coach on the sidelines while his
shoulder healed. At the end of that season, he didn’t return to
playing. Instead, the team offered him a position as a motivational
coach for the players because of the positive relationship he had
with all the players on the team. After that year, he decided to
enter coaching permanently and accepted the position with UCLA as
the quarterback coach. Now, just a few short years later, he was
the head coach, and the team was performing better than even he had
expected.

He met Whitney during the transitional phase
of quarterback coach to head coach. One of the local stations sent
her to interview him after the school made the official
announcement. They’d hit it off right away, and the romantic side
of him swept him up in what he thought was love. They married in a
private ceremony at his parent’s house with just their families in
attendance. Then, took off on their honeymoon to a beautiful
private little resort in the Caribbean where, when he returned to
their suite after taking a run on the beach, he found her in bed
with, as cliché as it sounds, the scuba instructor.

Without speaking a word, he grabbed his
wallet and passport from the safe; they just kept going at it like
bunnies on the bed. Surprisingly, neither paid attention to the
beeps of the keypad as he entered the code. Leaving the room, he
slammed the door behind him to let out the anger and then walked
calmly to the front desk where he requested a ride to the airport.
After paying a ridiculous amount of money to move his plane ticket
to that day, he waited in the first-class lounge of the airport for
the plane to depart.

Once he landed back in L.A., he packed up
her things and called a moving company to move her stuff out of his
condo and deliver it to her parent’s house. He avoided Whitney’s
calls when she finally figured out he was no longer on the island,
while also avoiding the phone calls from her parents demanding to
know why her stuff was on their doorstep.

Finally, he ignored calls from his
family—who, apparently, received calls from both Whitney and her
parents. He retreated into himself for a few days until
Whitney showed up at his door. Seeing her standing there, a
sad expression on her face, he felt a slight tug at his heart.
Hell, he loved her. Then the picture etched into his memory of her
legs wrapped around another man came to the forefront of his mind.
On. Their. Honeymoon. A bit of the love died with each memory of
that scene. Well, that and the fact that she showed up the day
after she got back in the country, make-up perfect and not a tear
in sight.

Ignoring her apologies, he grabbed the
envelope of papers lying on the table by the door, slapped them
into her hand, and then slammed the door. She yelled at him through
the closed door after she realized what he’d handed her was divorce
papers. She finally left almost an hour later; well at least he
thought it was an hour later. While she yelled, he turned on his
brother Alex’s baseball game and turned the volume up loud.
Allowing the television to drown her out, he didn’t realize when
the noise ceased. Secretly, he hoped the neighbor had called
security, and they forced her to leave.

Now, today, with Tony getting married, all
of that came flooding back, which, naturally, was going to make him
a less than stellar date tonight. The woman he was meeting he met
on one of those dating sites that match you with someone of similar
interests. This date was the first date he made since joining the
site last month. He had emailed back and forth with several others
since joining, but this was the first one that sparked his
interest. Her name was Joy—with a name like that, it should be a
happy meeting, right?

Arriving at the restaurant—and partially
dreading the fact that he let Joy choose it because Ann, Kat, and
Tawny frequented it—he parked the car and did a quick check in the
mirror ensuring each hair was in place. Flashing a quick wide
smile, he made certain nothing was in his teeth—because that would
be embarrassing. Opening the door, he climbed out of the one thing
he’d splurged on when he was a professional ballplayer: a
custom-built Audi R8. All his brothers had a thing for cars, but he
was the only one who had splurged and purchased one that cost more
than most average people’s homes. He drove the R8 only
occasionally, his primary car was an Audi Q7, currently parked in
the garage, and because he could, it was custom-built too.

After touching a fingertip to the door
handle signaling the car to lock, he strolled to the restaurant’s
front door. As he entered the restaurant, a very tall brunette
approached him.

“Excuse me? Adam?”

Warily, he faced her, “Yes?”

“Adam Gibson?”

His defenses rose.
Who was she? A reporter? “Yes?”

“I knew it was you,” she exclaimed, “I’m
Joy.”

Adam just barely stopped himself from
closing his eyes and groaning out loud. First, she looked nothing
like the picture on her profile. The picture posted made her look a
lot older. The woman standing in front of him looked barely legal.
He wondered if she’d used a picture of an older sister or even her
mother. Second, it was apparent she knew precisely who he was. In
their email exchanges, he had been cautious to divulge only the
minimum of identifying information. Not exactly lying, but
carefully wording things to find someone who wanted him for him,
not for what he could give them.

“You’re Joy?” he asked.

“Yes. I can’t believe it. Well, I suspected
when you told me your name in the email and that you were a
football coach, but I never imagined it would be you until you
walked in. The picture you sent did not do you justice. OMG! I’m on
a date with Adam Gibson. The Adam Gibson,” she gushed.

Oh, hell.
Could he leave? He should have sent a blurrier
picture. He tried to post one that would show some features to
those who he conversed with, but not as clear as it could be to
avoid those actively seeking him out. Obviously, that
failed.

“I’ve already told the hostess we were here.
I assumed the reservation was in your name,” she rambled on. “And I
was right. Wow.”

Hell, I can’t leave
now. “Shall we?” he asked gesturing towards
the avidly watching hostess.

“Wait until I tell my roommate,” Joy
continued to babble as they approached the hostess’ stand.

“Hello,” he said flashing what he hoped was
a sincere smile at the hostess. “As you might have heard, we have a
reservation under Gibson. I wonder if you could make sure the table
was a more private one?” he asked, hoping that would curb what
anyone else overheard this evening.

“I think can accommodate that, Mr. Gibson,”
the hostess replied, a phony smile pasted on her face.

“Thank you,” he smiled again, noticing that
the petite hostess was rather pretty and appealed to him—especially
the riot of curly blond hair and blue-grey eyes—more than the
statuesque Joy next to him.

“Please, just give me one moment,” she said
before hurrying away to grab place settings and set up a table
against the far wall.

Dear God, please hurry so I can get this
date over with.

Adam barely heard what Joy was saying to
him. Sure, he made eye contact with her and nodded his head, but
his attention was on everything else around him. As the hostess
returned to the front, he almost signed in relief when she said, “I
have your table ready. Please,” she gestured back to the table,
“follow me.”

Instinct took over, always the gentleman, he
indicated Joy to go first and then followed in her wake as she
tried to continue to talk to him over her shoulder.

After seating them, the hostess who
introduced herself as Samantha, explained the specials for the
evening and that she would be their server tonight. She was wearing
a ruffled pink blouse, khaki crop pants, and a pair of tan wedges
were not typical waitressing attire. He momentarily wondered why
the manager had to handle server and hostess duties tonight. “I’ll
give you a few minutes to decide on wine while I get you some
waters. Would you like lemon?”

“Please,” Joy responded before continuing in
a monologue of facts about him. He was almost sick to his stomach
with her apparent obsession.

“No thank you, Samantha,” he said
interrupting Joy’s ramblings, “I find it ruins the flavor of the
wine.” Then he turned his attention to the menu, trying to ignore
the slight tug to offer to help the incredibly busy Samantha.

Attempting to continue with small talk, Joy
rambled about her favorite football teams—and of course, UCLA was
one along with the L.A. Stars, the team on which his brother Drew
played. Unconsciously he noted Samantha seating another
reservation, before returning to the table with two glasses of
water and inquiring about their decision on wine.

Recalling a wine Tony mentioned, he cut off
Joy’s recount of the last football season and said, “I heard you
have a remarkably full-bodied red. Its name sounds like a fish, I
think.”

“We do. It’s a Corvina. Not many people are
familiar with it. Most Corvina wine is very light in color. The one
we carry is an exception to the rule. It has a spicy undertone and
deep ruby color. It’s very filling.”

“We’ll take a bottle of that. Thank you,” he
said without asking Joy her preference and snapping the wine list
closed. He was a bit of a wine snob, and he had the feeling Joy
only knew the difference between a Cabernet Sauvignon and a
Sauvignon Blanc was that one was red, and one was white.

“Would you like me to make a few
recommendations on food pairings with that wine?” Samantha offered,
studying his direct gaze. 

He responded back with a friendly smile and
maintained eye contact. Something was drawing him to this
woman. “Please,” he returned. He could feel the frustration
emanating from Joy but ignored it and listened as Samantha
recommended several items that paired well with the wine while
alternating eye contact with the both of them.

“I’ll let you decide while I get your bottle
of wine. Two glasses I assume?”

“Yes,” he nodded, still
looking at her. What was it about her that
made him want to keep watching her?

“May I see your ID’s please?” she asked.
Adam smiled again. He knew she thought the girl was underage. Hell,
he thought so himself. Freely handing over his, he watched as she
studied it for a moment and then handed it back with a firm nod.
His fingers itched to grab Joy’s license from her and see her age
for himself. With a “thank you,” she handed the license back to Joy
and then turned away.

A few minutes later, she was again at the
table, holding a bottle for his inspection, “On recommendation, we
keep this particular wine slightly chilled. We store it at a
temperature only a few degrees cooler than other red wines. It
helps take the harsher bite out of the wine. Also,” she said
pulling the foil wrapping off the top of the bottle, “it has a
glass cork, which is very inventive. Many European wineries use
them instead of traditional cork. Personally, I think it’s a
fantastic idea,” she finished as she poured a sample into his
glass.

Picking up the glass, he took a sniff,
swirled it, and then brought it up to his lips. “Excellent,” he
said. Tony, who rarely drank wine, was right. It was a fantastic
wine. After filling both glasses, Samantha took their orders. Adam
told himself to concentrate on his date, not the hostess who
quickly disappeared again. It was sad he had to remind himself to
do so.

Joy immediately filled the
silence. She was babbling about how envious her roommate was about
her date with him. He was a little surprised she didn’t react to
his irritation. He wasn’t exactly hiding it. Answering her
questions with mostly one-word replies, he tried to think of a
tactful way to say he wouldn’t see her again. Could he do it before the food even arrived?

Still in tune to Samantha, her gesture
to the bar area distracted him. He turned his head slightly and
covered his shock as his identical twin brother made eye contact
with him. Austin barely nodded, but he and Nita kept moving to the
bar area where only one stool looked available. They must have seen
his car in the parking lot as they were driving home. Damn it!

Ten minutes later, the first of several
tapas plates sat in front of them. By now, Adam was doing
everything in his power to control his rapidly rising temper. Joy
continued to prattle on about his brothers, how lucky he was to be
such an athlete, and was very openly flirting with him. She kept
twisting a lock of hair around a finger and leaning forward so he
could see down her shirt. While he appreciated women, he
appreciated subtly more. He compared Joy to Samantha—he knew he
should not have, but he could not help it. Samantha, while not as
tall as Joy, would have been his first choice any day of the
week.

A shadow passed over the table; Adam glanced
up and made eye contact with his twin. “OMG! You’re Austin Gibson,”
Joy screeched—yes screeched. Several nearby tables turned to look,
and he saw people murmuring and pointing at them.

“Joy keep your voice down,” Adam snapped,
finally giving his temper a bit of reign. Joy paled
momentarily before openly conveying an interest in their
conversation.

Austin made small talk, and Adam knew there
would be questions later. There wasn’t much you could hide from
your twin. After a few minutes, “I’d better get back to Nita. Talk
to you later.”

Joy gushed some more. Adam hated it.
Ignoring most of what she said, he turned his attention to eating.
Apparently, Joy didn’t notice, or just didn’t care, that he stopped
responding to her monologue.

Samantha arrived at the table several
minutes later, eyeing the bottle of wine and the girl’s empty
glass, Adam saw her hesitate before she picked it up and poured
what was nowhere near a full glass of wine. He mentally smiled;
Samantha realized it was a waste of good wine. Joy was guzzling it
as if it were cheap beer.

“Can I get you both anything else?”

“No,” Joy answered with an
icy note running through her voice before he could politely refuse.
That just sealed it. No future date for
you.

“Very well. I’ll check back shortly. Enjoy,”
Samantha said before stepping away, obviously ignoring the ice in
Joy’s tone. Adam wondered if he was a total ass for thinking about
asking Samantha out before he left tonight and then decided he
didn’t care that the answer was probably yes.


Chapter Two

Damn that stomach bug! Samantha
thought. She was pulling double—no make that triple—duty tonight.
She was the hostess, a server, and manager tonight. Any other
night, she would check in on each table as the manager. Instead,
she was running around like a madwoman. She observed the two diners
at the private table out of the corner of her eye—she had no clue
as to why they fascinated her so much.

As she worked, she overheard fragments of
their conversation. She mostly ignored the girl, but she couldn’t
help but notice the man’s behavior bordered on rude and at times
almost hostile. He barely said a word throughout the meal. Such
unusual behavior for what appeared to be the first date. That was
what piqued her curiosity. That and he was friendly to her. Most of
the time men that behaved the way he was towards his date acted the
same way to everyone around them.

Returning to the table to remove the empty
plates, she overheard the girl say, “I had a great time tonight
Adam. I hope we can do it again.”

“I don’t think so, Joy.” Samantha spun on
her heel and disappeared before she could hear anything else as she
remembered she needed to grab a glass of water for another table.
He was bluntly refusing her, and she felt slightly embarrassed for
the girl. When she returned to the dining room, the man was sitting
at the table alone, a full glass of wine in front of him, and
several other diners excitedly whispering.

“Such drama. Young things like that always
need to cause a scene,” an older woman said as Samantha walked
past. “He was smart to stop it now.”

Before she could continue to the table with
the check, another server stopped her to discuss an issue with the
payment system declining a gift card when there was a balance
available on it. As she took care of that, she noticed the couple
from the bar at the table. The man looked just like the one sitting
at the table. Curious, she tried eavesdropping on the surrounding
tables, still buzzing about some drama event she’d missed when she
ran from the room. Not hearing anything helpful, she stopped
listening and just watched. The man and woman talked for a few
minutes and then left the restaurant, leaving this Adam Gibson
sitting at the table alone.

Then, because of Murphy’s Law, another
complication arose, and another, and then another. As she dealt
with those, she forgot about the man sitting at the table until she
turned around to a virtually empty restaurant.

He was still sitting at the table, slowly
sipping his glass of wine. He was a big man—not big as in
overweight, but big as in muscular—broad-shouldered and tall. He
was easily almost six feet six. Of course, her less than average
height and petite build probably made him seem even taller and
bigger. And she couldn’t forget handsome—he was perhaps one of the
most handsome men she’d ever seen. He had movie star looks with his
dark blond hair and sun-kissed tips, strong jaw and chin, and eyes
as blue as the summer sky.

Making her way to the table, she prepared
herself for a complaint since she disappeared on him. He turned to
look at her as she approached, his face giving nothing away.

“I’m sorry. I had to handle a few things. Is
there anything else I can get you?”

“Right now, no. Thank you,” he said reaching
for the check folder she had just set on the table. “You’d think
I’d learn,” he mumbled.

Samantha could never explain what caused her
to blurt, “Learn what? Not to date twenty-two-year-olds?”

His gazed snapped to hers, and in those
blue, blue depths, she saw a flash of temper but also what she
thought was a bit of humor. “Excuse me?”

Might as well go for
broke. “Come on. Ten years is a big
difference at her age. What were you thinking?”

“That I should learn not to trust what
people put on their online dating profile,” he replied, stuffing a
couple of bills in the folder. “That I should learn that once
people in this town hear the Gibson name, they immediately see
dollar signs and hear wedding bells,” he said, as he slapped the
folder back on the table near her hip.

“What?” she asked feeling a
little astonished. Was he really that full
of himself?

“They just can’t help it. It’s like a moth
to a flame,” he continued to talk, probably more to himself than to
her, but that did not stop her from continuing to comment.

“Full of yourself much? Sure, you’re
good-looking, built, and obviously,” she said picking up the check
folder and flipping it open to see two one-hundred-dollar bills
laying there, “have your act together enough to pay in cash and
drive an extremely fancy car. But you aren’t all that,” she said
snapping the folder closed and pointing at him with it. “Besides,
what on earth does being a Gibson have to do with it? I’ve never
heard of you.”

Okay, she never really learned when to keep
her mouth shut. When his gaze met hers again, anger did not simmer
in those blue depths as she thought it would. Instead, she saw
respect and, what was that, humor again? Adjusting her gaze to look
at the rest of his face she saw the man was smiling at her.
Smiling!

“You have never heard of Adam Gibson?” When
she shook her head in the negative, he asked, “Brandon Gibson?”

“I have no idea who a Gibson is. What are
you guys like the founding fathers of L.A. or something?”

His bark of laughter made her jump. “No, not
exactly,” he said, still chuckling as he stood. He towered over
her, despite the fact that she was wearing three-inch heels. “Let
me take you to dinner Samantha.”

“What?” She asked, trying
to gain her footing. Did he really just
ask me out?

“Let me take you to dinner or at least for a
drink.”

Staring dumbfounded at him, she tried to
organize her thoughts and heard herself saying, “Are you seriously
asking me out after you just had a date with another woman?” He
nodded, not breaking eye contact with her. “Why? No, wait. No. I
can’t. I have to finish closing out the night, and I’m short
staffed, so there are extra duties for me to do.”

“Tomorrow then,” he countered, “or I can
stay and help tonight if you want. I’m good at following
orders.”

“Okay,” she paused wondering what in the
hell she was doing, “tomorrow night.”

“Good,” he said pulling his wallet back out,
slipping something from inside it, and then handed it over.
Reaching out to grab it, she saw it was a business card with his
name in the center, head football coach underneath that, what she
assumed was the UCLA mascot on the right corner, and then his
contact information in the lower left corner.

Still slightly astonished that she agreed to
the date, she registered he was asking for her number. She vaguely
gestured for him to follow her. Next thing she knew, she was
standing in her small office in the back of the restaurant handing
him a business card. Tapping the desk with her right index finger,
she tried to ground herself. The moment was a bit too surreal.

“You’re the owner here?” he said after
reading the card. She registered a note of surprise in his voice,
but she didn’t take it as if he was being sexist or insulting, but
rather pleasantly surprised and for some reason, that surprise
grounded her better than her tapping did. “Great. I’ll call
tomorrow, and we can arrange the rest of the details. And, my offer
still stands. I’m willing to stay and help you tonight if you need
it.”

“No, thank you. We’ll manage,” she reassured
him as they walked back to the restaurant’s front door.

Two hours later, Samantha left the
restaurant still feeling slightly bewildered. The staff filled her
in on precisely who Adam Gibson was and now, well, honestly, she
felt a little out of her league. Her last date was years ago.

After climbing into her sensible four-door
sedan, she started the engine as she wondered what he would think
if she bailed on him. Was she ready to date? It had been just over
two years since Easton died.

Sighing, she let herself reflect on their
relationship as she drove home. She was a waitress at a bar outside
the main gate of Camp Pendleton while taking a break from school.
Easton came in with a group of friends on a very slow Wednesday
night. He flirted with her off and on all evening and before they
left at closing time, he asked her out. It was hard to tell the
charming guy no. So, she said yes. Sunday, he picked her up on his
motorcycle, and they rode north and pulled into a little seafood
shack—almost literally—and had the best meal and laughs she could
ever recall having.

Over the next few days, they spent as much
time together as they could. Then days turned into weeks, which
turned into months. Suddenly, they were facing his next deployment.
They married quickly and quietly before he left. She was just
twenty-two years old. She wrote him emails every day of the six
months deployment and cherished the replies she received. Mostly he
replied once a week, but they were long replies. Thankfully, that
deployment was rather brief.

Easton spent four short months home before
his transfer to another unit came through. Within days, he came
home with deployment orders again. Two months after that, one year
since they married, he was packing up and shipping out for a
year-long deployment.

Both of their families were incredibly
supportive. His parents invited her over for dinner on the nights
she wasn’t working, while her parents and siblings kept her busy
the other times. Both families repeatedly encouraged her to go back
to school. Deciding that was what she should do after Easton’s
R&R leave, she sent away for information from several schools
that had good management programs.

Next thing she knew, Easton was home. Then
one week later gone again. Less than a month later, he was dead.
The details were still unclear to her—the officials kept spouting
that the mission was classified—but she knew it hadn’t been good
because her husband came home in pieces.

It was a dark few weeks waiting for his body
to arrive back in California, made even bleaker by knowing that he
never got her email telling him about the baby. They conceived when
he was home on R&R. She went in for her annual exam and was a
little surprised to learn she was pregnant. She had been
complaining of symptoms of a bladder infection, so they took a
urine sample. The lab tech messed up and ran a pregnancy test on it
by mistake. They did a second one plus a blood test, and sure
enough, there was a baby Winters.

Now, she had Triston, her little bundle of
joy. Her little boy was close to fifteen months old. He arrived a
bit too early and defied the odds against him. He stayed in the
hospital for four months because of some complications, but during
that time, and since, he had grown to average weight and height for
boys his age. However, recently they faced a new challenge. A visit
to a pediatric ophthalmologist proved that Triston was having
difficulty seeing. How they could determine that from a child who
could barely speak above baby syllables and one word at a time was
beyond her. But the joy that lit his face when they slipped the
tiny baby glasses on him almost brought her to her knees. Suddenly,
wonder filled his eyes. She could only imagine what his world had
looked like before that moment.

Slightly surprised, she put the car in park.
She was in her driveway. She really needed to quit detaching from
her consciousness like that. There was a time that it had happened
all too often. This was the first time in months that she didn’t
remember any of her drive home. The grief therapist she saw for a
while said it was a form of disassociation. Basically, her
conscious awareness was somewhere else. Other times it was more as
if she wasn’t in touch with the situation, watching it instead of
experiencing it. It started the day she learned Easton died.
Suddenly, she was watching herself crumple to the floor. After the
same thing happened at the funeral, she wouldn’t allow herself to
detach and watch the events again. Fearing something was very
wrong, she pleaded with the therapist to assure her she wasn’t
insane. The therapist explained she needed to practice more
mindfulness activities—staying in touch with her current
environment to prevent herself from separating—hence her tapping of
surfaces at times. The dissociation was a coping mechanism, and
while the therapist could understand it with this situation, it
wasn
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