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Chapter One

 


She almost missed the text message.

Madison Monroe slid her hand to her back
pocket, being careful to keep her head still so the tattoo artist
didn’t mess up her newest ink. She pulled out her cell phone and
held it in front of her face. “Hey, buddy, give me a second to
check this out. It’s my boyfriend.”

“Whatever, gorgeous.”

She glanced at the phone.

Mike: What do you think about a weekend trip
to DC?

Madison: Business or pleasure?

His response was almost immediate.

Mike: With you, baby, it’s always pleasure.
But, my mom wants to meet you.

She groaned. She’d been dating Mike Caldwell
for nearly five months and had somehow, whether by distraction or
by flat out bargaining, managed to keep his parents and her mother
out of their relationship. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to meet
them. Maybe that was a lie; she just didn’t want family to
interfere with what she and Mike had going on. Her mother and
step-father were a couple hundred miles away in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania. Mike’s parents were safely tucked in the outskirts of
Washington DC and, though they were less than an hour away, they’d
never once interfered in her and Mike’s lives. She liked it that
way. She just didn’t know how to explain that to Mike.

Madison: Um. Well, I’m getting a tattoo right
now.

He again responded immediately.

She knew he was sitting wherever he was at,
just staring at his cell phone.

Mike: I know. She just wants to meet the girl
I’ve decided to spend the rest of my life with.

Madison drummed her fingers against the
tattoo artist’s chair. No good could come of this.

Madison: What if she hates me? She’s your
mother.

Mike: Doesn’t matter. I love you.

“Alright buddy, let’s get this show on the
road.” Madison glanced at the tattoo artist and fired off a quick
text before shoving the phone back in her pocket.

Madison: You’re cute. I’ll be home in a bit.
Love you, soldier boy.

She rested her head against the chair and
waited while the tattoo artist pulled on new gloves. He adjusted
his tools and picked up the tattoo gun, positioning it behind her
left ear. “I can’t imagine he’s pissed you’re getting ink. You have
an impressive body of work.”

“No, he wants me to meet his mother.”

“Run, girl.” He continued tattooing a red,
crescent moon behind her ear. “When you meet the mother, that’s
commitment—there’s no turning back at that point.”

“Well, I’m pretty committed to him.”

“He’s a lucky guy.”

Madison smirked, trying to zone out the
searing pain of the tattoo needle. It was tattoo number ten for
her, but still just as painful as her first. She just understood
how to manage it at this point. “I’m the lucky one.”

She’d met Mike by chance, at an archeological
dig turned horribly wrong in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania back in the
spring. They’d hooked up in less than a week and, after she’d
nearly been killed by a fame crazed dig head, Brad Emerson, she’d
decided to forgo going home to be with him. It was the best
decision she’d ever made.

“You want this in red, right?”

“Yup, red.” Madison held her head steady,
idly tracing her finger around the tattoo of tangled red poppies on
her thigh. “It’s for the 11th Corps of the Union Army. You know, a
Civil War thing. I’m weird.”

“I can say that’s a first for me.” He pulled
the tattoo gun back and tilted her head downward. “Did you have
family in the war?”

“Something like that.” It was closer than
family; she was getting the tattoo for a spirit, a man she only
knew as Ben. He’d saved her in Gettysburg and, despite the fact
he’d died over one hundred thirty years before she was born, she
had a love for him she couldn’t explain to anyone, not even Mike.
“The 11th Corps is kind of a big deal to me.”

“I take pride in my work, but that ink on
your thigh is amazing. Who did it?”

“Some guy in Pittsburgh.”

“You from Pittsburgh?”

“The old me was.” She clenched her jaw as the
tattoo needle played against her skull. “I live outside of
Sharpsburg now.”

“You came a long way for a tattoo.”

“Fredrick isn’t that far from Sharpsburg and
besides” —she clicked the button on her phone to see if Mike had
texted back— “word on the street is you do good work.”

“Well, I’m glad I can leave a lasting
impression on such a nice body of work.” He pulled the gun back and
switched ink. “I just need to fill it in and you’re good to go.
Don’t want to keep that boyfriend of yours waiting.”

“He’s intense.” Madison bit back a giggle.
Mike was insatiable, true, but he was more than that. Some tatted
up, bearded artist wasn’t going to sway her opinion. “He likes his
ink too. Maybe I’ll send him your way.”

“Sounds good, gorgeous. You come back to my
shop anytime.”

Mike texted her back.

Mike: I’ve got ways to convince you.

No doubt. It was easier than normal to
restrain a smile with a tattoo needle digging into her flesh. He
was too easy to be addicted to.

Madison: Stop teasing me. I’ll be home. You
be there and we’ll negotiate.

Since their dig ended in the spring and their
dig head was sent to jail for her attempted murder, Mike had been
frantically scrambling to pick up the pieces of the archeology
company he’d once been a part of. Along with their friend and
co-digger, Liam Stanish, they were trying to keep it from going
under. It was easier said than done, but with the national exposure
the story brought, Madison was hopeful they had a chance. “I’m sure
there will be an eleventh. It’s just a matter of time.”

“Look me up.”

“Will do.” She tucked her cell phone into her
back pocket and then clenched her fist under her chin. The thought
of meeting Mike’s family was … less than desirable. Things were
good the way they were. She didn’t need family and family opinions
messing up what they had.

Less than ten minutes later, the tattoo
artist was finished. “Done. Are you feeling okay?”

“This isn’t my first time at the rodeo.”

“You never know.” He pulled off his gloves
and handed her a mirror. “Let me know what you think.”

She positioned the mirror behind her head,
critically evaluating the red crescent moon inked behind her ear.
It was perfect. The spirit who loved her—the man whose soul was
bound to hers—had fought in the Union 11th Corps. In life, he’d
worn a red crescent badge on his kepi. This was to honor him and,
to a lesser extent, his love for her. “Fantastic. I love it.”

“Excellent. Let me give you my card. You come
back and I’ll give you thirty percent off your next tat. Fifty if
you bring that boyfriend of yours.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” She swung her leg
over the chair and followed him to the counter. “You do good
work.”

He scribbled something on the back of a
business card and handed it to her. “Thanks. I’m sure I don’t need
to go over tattoo care with you, but as a refresher, keep it dry
for the next few days. Call me if you have problems.”

“Thanks, man. I’m sure I’ll be back.” She
shook his hand and then shrugged her hoodie over her shoulders,
heading out to the parking lot. The drive from Frederick wouldn’t
take long, assuming she beat rush hour traffic. When she’d
initially moved to the area, the roads had driven her to the brink
of insanity. Since then, however, she’d transferred from
Monongahela University of Western Pennsylvania to Maryland State
University to finish her degree, and the roads were as familiar as
if she’d been driving them since she was a teenager. She’d make it
back to her slummy apartment in less than half an hour.

It hadn’t been a difficult decision to
transfer. After the situation at Gettysburg, she was left with two
options: drop out of school and stay with Mike, or transfer schools
and stay with Mike. He’d insisted she finish her degree. The
archeology jobs would be there for her, degree or no degree, but
she was only one year shy of a bachelor’s. She’d worked hard and
deserved it, according to him, and MSU was more than happy to
accept all the credits on her checklist. At this point, she just
needed to go through the motions.

By the time she got home, Mike had dinner
plated and on their small, drop leaf table in their minuscule,
bizarrely shaped kitchen. His apartment was small, but as far as
Madison was concerned, all they needed was a bedroom and a
bathroom.

He kissed her when she crossed the threshold.
“Let me see it.”

She tugged her hair back from behind her ear
to display the tattoo. “You’re going to have to help me with it,
since I can’t see it.”

“I like it.” He pulled her hoodie from her
shoulders and smacked her on the ass. “I made your favorite for
dinner: lasagna.”

“Obviously you want something.” She let him
drag her into the kitchen and took a seat at the table. “And, so
you know, I totally realize this is bribery.”

He pulled two drinking glasses from the drain
and filled them with iced tea. “I told you, Maddy baby, she just
wants to meet the girl who stole my heart. She gave birth to me.
It’s her prerogative.”

Madison took a bite of garlic bread. “She’s
your mom, though. What if she hates me? Seriously, these are
important questions we need to think about. Are you willing to
stick with me if your parents think I’m an inked up whore just
using you for your body?”

“I’m just using you for your body, so I guess
it’s fair.” He rolled his eyes. “Come on. We’ve been together for
almost five months. She just wants to make you dinner.”

“I repeat: what if she hates me?” Madison
picked at her lasagna; not because she didn’t like it, but because
of the encompassing panic that went along with meeting Mike’s
mother. “I mean, I’m a hard pill to swallow. Look at me. Ten
tattoos. Almost murdered at Gettysburg because of the bitter
struggle between fame, fortune, and a maniac who couldn’t hack it.
No degree to fall back on. God, I’m like, a mother’s worst
nightmare. I’m corrupting you.”

“Maddy.” He chuckled and reached across the
table to squeeze her hand. “I’m pushing thirty. Yes, my mother’s
opinion is important to me. But the woman in my life is you. I want
to spend the rest of my life with you, so I just think it’s fitting
you meet my parents. They can think what they want, but my opinion
is set. It has been since I laid eyes on you.”

“I don’t smoke. Anymore. So, at least I have
that going for me.”

“She really wants to meet you.”

Madison sighed. “Fine. I’ll agree to a
weekend with your parents, but, be forewarned, I am not prepared to
expose you to the mess that’s my family until we’ve been … I don’t
know, married for thirty years or something. Your opinion of me
might change once you see the stock I come from.”

“Doubtful.” He filled his salad bowl with
green lettuce and juicy, red tomatoes. “So, I was going through
Brad’s hard drive today—”

“Let’s not talk about Brad.” Madison stabbed
a tomato with her fork. Their old dig head had been violently
obsessed with her and it almost cost her her life.

“Agreed, but I was going through his hard
drive today. He had leads on some really great sites. I’m going to
contact them and see if we can get picked for some work before
winter sets in.” Mike unscrewed the lid of an Italian salad
dressing bottle, but hesitated before dispensing it on his plate.
“Not that we don’t have enough leads based on your name alone.”

Madison rolled her eyes. Her discovery of
human remains at Gettysburg had inadvertently made her famous; it
was that notoriety that gave them enough money to live in a shoddy
apartment and pay their bills. She supposed she could have
capitalized on it better, but her devotion was still to the
field—not to fame. “What sounds good to you?”

“I’ve always wanted to go to Vicksburg. They
sent us a letter this week saying that, although they don’t have
any open projects, they’re willing to make one if you’ll agree to
work it.”

“Only if you head it.”

It was Mike’s turn to roll his eyes. “I’m not
a dig head.”

“Sure you are.” Madison ran her foot up his
leg, pressing it against his inner thigh. “You ran how many digs
when Brad was too busy fucking around? You practically ran the
Gettysburg dig. And, although somewhat unrelated, you tell me what
to do all the time.”

“Unfair. The only thing I tell you to do is
take your clothes off.”

“You tell me to do the dishes.”

“Lies. All lies.”

She giggled, spearing a forkful of lettuce
and drawing it to her mouth. She didn’t take a bite. “What does
Liam think?”

“Liam is of the opinion he doesn’t care what
we do, as long as he gets paid.” Mike hesitated. “He also wants us
to call ourselves the Lazarus Society.”

“No.” She shoved the lettuce in her mouth.
“I’m fully aware I’m a sensitive and, when held to the grindstone,
can talk to the dead. In the end, though, I’m just a girl who likes
to dig in the dirt. I don’t want to be known for talking to
ghosts.”

“We have to decide on a new company name.”
Mike cupped her calf in his hand. “Emerson Ltd isn’t going to cut
it now that Emerson is in jail.”

“Jail is where that fucker belongs.” Madison
shuddered. “I’m happy just being Caldwell Digging, Inc.”

“Well, Stanish had issues with that.”

“Stanish can suck it.” She set down her fork
and stood from her chair, pulling him to his feet. “You come
here.”

“Oh, you think so?” He let her drag him into
his feet, stooping down to meet his lips to hers. “What got you all
turned on?”

“You.” She pressed her hands to the back of
his neck to anchor him in place. “Granted, I know you’re only
cooking me dinner to bribe me into meeting your mother.”

“Let’s not talk about her.” He caught her in
his arms, pulling her against him. “Don’t start something you can’t
finish.”

“Challenge accepted.” She pulled away from
him, positioning her index finger on his lips. “My head is off
limits. You know, fresh tat and all.”

“So, that means I can have my way with you
from the neck down?”

She bit her lip to suppress a smile.
“Deal.”

He scooped her up in his arms, carrying her
back to their bedroom. “I hope you didn’t have any plans for this
evening.”

“Only fucking you.”

“Good.” He kicked the door closed behind
them. “I’m going to make you wait.”

“You say that now.”

“I say that now.” He pressed his lips to
hers, pinning her face in place as he explored her mouth with his
tongue. His fingers dug into the fabric of her dark blue shirt,
tugging it down to reveal her bra, then sliding down to unbuckle
her shorts. “We’ll be done before dinner is cold.”

She giggled, drawing his belt through his
belt buckle. Now, this was her kind of appetizer. “Make me wait,
eh? What if I make you wait?”

“I’ve spent countless years on deployments,
sweet thing. I am mentally capable of waiting for long,
indeterminate amounts of time and jacking off in the shower.”

“Wow, not hot.” She tugged his jeans off and
gently pushed him down on the bed. “So, then you won’t be bothered
if I do this.”

Dropping down onto her knees, she slid his
boxer briefs down and nudged his legs apart just enough so she
could slide between them. She leaned forward and slowly licked the
tip of his cock.

He exhaled deeply. “Yes … yes, that will
bother me.”

“Mmmm … okay.” She ran her tongue down his
length and then back to the tip, circling around the head. Pressing
her lips around him, she moved her mouth slowly over the head. Her
teeth gently dragged across the tender flesh and she then pulled
back, instead trailing her tongue back down his cock.

He sucked in a sharp breath, dropping his
hand down and trailing his fingers through her hair. “This isn’t
fair at all.”

Madison moved her kisses to his inner thigh,
gently nibbling on his skin. “Why?”

“It feels too good. And I want to fuck
you.”

She turned her attention back to his cock.
This time, she took him all into her mouth. He moaned lightly as
she worked a rhythm, licking and sucking; adding her fingers in and
running them against his skin with the movement of her mouth.

His hips were rising and falling with each
lap of her tongue. The sound of his breathing, faster at times,
sucking sharply through his teeth, was deliciously dirty. She could
tell what was driving him close to the edge and she’d bring him
there—then slowly pull back and instead run the tip of her tongue
down his length. He was practically panting.

He suddenly tapped her shoulder and tugged on
her upper arm. “If you keep that up, you’re going to make me
come—and I haven’t gotten to fuck you yet. Get up here, dirty
girl.”

Madison snickered, shimmying out of her
shorts and panties. “I thought you could wait.”

He hoisted her up on the bed and guided her
down on her knees. He fumbled for a few moments and then pressed
his cock to her, easily sliding inside. “See? You can even
watch.”

He felt incredible; watching him in the
mirror made it even more sensual. Madison bit her lip, easing down
onto her forearms and arching her back so he could get in
deeper.

“I can just take it out now.” His voice was
raspy, his breathing jagged. “Dinner and all, I mean. I promised it
wouldn’t get cold.”

“No, you can keep going.”

He chuckled, running his hands down her back
and squeezing her waist. “Shit, Madison, you feel amazing. I swear
your body was made for mine.”

She watched him in the mirror, his brow
furrowed with intensity as he thrusted against her with his
intoxicating rhythm. She bit her lip and sighed. Yes, yes this was
a good idea. This was a fantastic idea. Pleasure was building in
her low abdomen; his gentle exhales, his teasing touch, the angle
he was touching her on the inside. “Fuck me harder.”

“I can’t.” He gently smacked her ass. Hot.
“You make me cum too fast, baby girl. It’s something about you …
your body just takes me over the edge.”

They tried to stay as quiet as possible as
they made love, but every now and then one of them moaned too loud
and once she cried out ‘right there’ far louder than a whisper. The
apartment walls were paper thin—no doubt, the middle-aged man next
door heard them and knew exactly what was happening in apartment
2B.

There was something kind of hot about that
too. Insanely hot.

“Sweet love … I’m not going to be able to
last much longer.”

In the mirror, Madison watched him squeeze
his eyes closed.

“You feel too good.”

“So do you.” Her eyes fluttered shut, the
pleasure still building between her legs. “Hot dinners are
overrated, if you ask me.”

He slid his body away from hers and tugged
her up, scooping her into his arms. Carrying her to the bedroom
wall, he pressed her back against it and, hands on the backs of her
thighs to support her weight, spread her legs.

The sudden change in position made her pulse
throb. Fuck, it was almost like if he just looked between her legs,
she’d be over the edge.

He dipped his head forward and crushed his
mouth to hers. With a tilt of his hips, he slid inside her and went
right back into his rhythm.

Madison bit her lip, sighing softly in her
throat. “You have no idea how much willpower it’s taking me not to
scream out your name.”

“Do it; the jackass next door thinks my name
is Mark, anyway. He won’t know who you’re talking about.” His brow
furrowed. He looked so sexy with this intense, passionate frown.
“Shit, Madison…”

He thrust his hips against hers, deeper than
he had before, and buried his face against her shoulder as he
climaxed. He was breathless for several moments and then
straightened up, his lips immediately finding hers. “If that was
your audition, you can head all the digs.”

She laughed, running her hands through his
hair. “No.”

“Come on.”

“No!” She kissed him. “You’re in charge. I’m
just your trusty crew member and your go-to gal.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” He nuzzled his
face against hers and then softly pressed his lips to hers. “You’re
my everything.”

 



Chapter Two

 


“God, I think I’m going to throw up.”

Mike laughed and squeezed her thigh. “It’s
not going to be that bad, Maddy. They’re my parents.”

“I know.” She stared out the window of Mike’s
Jeep Wrangler, her heart pounding so hard she thought she felt her
shirt flutter from the vibration. Congested highway had given way
to congested residential roads and parkways. Mike’s parents were
both retired, but they continued to live in the same house he’d
grown up in and his father before him; what Mike described as a
turn of the century monstrosity with screaming radiators. “It’s
like the ultimate job interview. Possibly worse.”

“She’s going to love you.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

“Then we won’t have them over for
Thanksgiving.”

Madison groaned. “I can’t believe I’m this
nervous. Seriously, Madison, get it together.”

“You look sexy. You’ve got that
together.”

“I’m wearing jeans and a gray t-shirt.”

“You are gorgeous in jeans and a t-shirt.” He
took his hand off her leg only long enough to shift into a lower
gear. “But, then, who am I to judge? I think you look gorgeous
naked.”

“That’s probably the type of thing you
shouldn’t say in front of your parents.”

He burst out laughing. “Maddy baby, you need
to relax. It’s going to be a nice weekend, I promise. Look, if they
hate you and you hate them, I’ll just take you into DC and we’ll
see the city. Simple.”

“I’m trying to believe you.”

He shook his head and turned the Jeep down
another residential street and, a few houses down, into a driveway.
“Well, time’s up because we’re here.”

“I’m excited. Do I look excited?”

“Actually, you really do look like you’re
going to throw up.”

The driveway led to a two-car garage. Between
the two doors hung a sun faded basketball hoop. Madison glanced at
Mike, he seemed to be looking at the hoop as well. “Did you
play?”

“Yeah, I played in junior high and high
school. My dad coached my team when I was in tenth grade.” He
pulled the keys out of the ignition and then leaned over to kiss
her. “There’s no turning back now, Madison.”

“Shut your face.” She slunk out of the Jeep
and walked around, dragging her feet as she walked across the
pavement to where he stood. The house was as he’d described: an
early Victorian style brick, square structure. There were three
windows on the upper story, with peaked gables, and a huge lower
level window that jutted out from the face of the house, no doubt
for an interior window seat. She had a feeling his parents liked
gardening, as the yard was impeccably landscaped with flowers, rose
bushes, and an enormous lilac bush.

He laced his fingers through hers and pulled
her against him, kissing her forehead. “Stop freaking out.”

“Can I just wait in the car?”

“No.” He tugged her forward along a bricked
path to the front door. The door was painted cobalt blue, which she
liked, and had a grapevine wreath laced with an ivory ribbon. He
pushed the door open and pulled her inside. “Anyone home?”

“In the kitchen, sweetie.”

Mike closed the door and then kicked off his
tennis shoes. “Take your flip flops off. She’s so particular about
her carpets.”

“I heard that, Michael.” His mother walked
into the entryway, brushing her hair back from her face. Her hair
was white, reaching down past her shoulders, and cut in an almost
retro style, reminiscent of the 1960s. She was probably in her
mid-sixties, but seemed fresh faced and athletic. Unlike her own
mother, who all too often dressed in baggy clothes to hide her
figure, Mike’s mom was dressed in fitted beige slacks and a maroon
button down shirt.

She pulled him into a tight hug. “I’m glad
you had good weather for the drive over. I think it’s supposed to
rain all afternoon.”

“Mom, we came from Sharpsburg, not Rhode
Island.”

“I know. And to think you don’t visit more
often.”

“Thanks, Mom.” He pulled back from her and
cocked his head to the side. “I think you’re getting shorter.”

“You get your height from your father.”

Mike laughed, and then turned his mother to
face Madison. “This is my Madison.”

She smiled at his mother. Her mind completely
went blank of anything witty or charming to say to her.
“Hello.”

“Madison, it’s so nice to meet you!” Mike’s
mom hugged her and then stepped back, almost as if she were
appraising her. “Mike has told us so much about you. You’re from
Pittsburgh.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“No, not ma’am. I won’t have my son’s
girlfriend calling me ma’am like I’m some kind of iron matriarch.
My name is Beverly.” She put her arm around Madison and led her
toward the kitchen. “You can call me Bev, Beverly, Mom, whatever
you feel most comfortable calling me. I remember when Mike was a
kid and having twenty ten year olds in here, all calling me
mom.”

“I bet he was a cute kid.” Madison glanced
around the kitchen. Dark wooden cabinets reached up almost to the
ceiling, a fresh pie sat on a dark blue granite topped counter, and
there was a stainless-steel refrigerator covered with pictures.
Great, he came from the perfect family. That didn’t set any
expectations or anything.

“He was an obnoxious kid. He’s only nineteen
months older than his sister and he picked on her incessantly.”
Beverly stopped in front of the refrigerator and pointed at a
picture of a willowy blonde, with large brown eyes just like
Mike’s. “That’s my Sadie.”

“Mike said she lives in California?”

“She moved out there to find herself after
high school and ended up meeting a nice boy to settle down with in
Napa Valley. We go out and see her and our granddaughters a few
times a year.” She touched a picture of two little blonde girls
with ribbons braided in their hair. “Molly and Piper. Mike isn’t
very close to his sister.”

“I figured. He … ah, he doesn’t really talk
about her a lot.”

“A lot has happened to Mike over the last
several years. He’s handled it better than any of us thought he
could, but he’s never been able to handle things with Sadie.”
Beverly fell silent for several beats and then motioned to a
picture of Mike. She smiled. “He must have been fourteen here. Look
at the size of his ears.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Mike stopped in the doorway.
“I’m taking our stuff downstairs.”

“I put extra blankets on the bed when I
changed the sheets. It’s been so cold down there since the
temperature dropped. I don’t know how you stood it as a kid.”

“I’m tough, Mom, that’s how. Where’s
Dad?”

“Hmm? Oh, he’s outside grilling vegetables to
go with dinner. That’s his new thing.” She patted Madison on her
arm and smiled. “Mike’s dad was diagnosed with high cholesterol
last year. I’ve known the man since 1972 and had never seen him eat
a raw vegetable until the doctor threatened to put him on
medication. Caldwell men are stubborn. My husband is their
king.”

Madison smiled. “Yeah, I learned that pretty
much right off the bat.”

Beverly pulled a salad bowl down from one of
the cabinets. “I want you to know, Madison, how happy we are that
you’re in Mike’s life. He … he was in a bad place for a long time.
Angry, depressed, suicidal. More than once, I was sure we were
going to lose him. He’s back to being the old Mike again … and …
that’s just a really good thing.”

Madison blushed. “He means everything to
me.”

Beverly set the salad bowl down on the
counter and hugged her again. “You go sit down in the living room
and relax. I’ll have dinner ready in about ten minutes or so.”

“Thank you.” Madison allowed herself to be
pushed through the kitchen door and out into the living room. It
looked more like the cover of a magazine rather than an actual
living space. The couch was quite possibly brown suede. Everything
else in the room looked like an antique, from the glass topped,
flat top trunk utilized as a coffee table to the matching dark wood
drum tables on either side of the couch.

She didn’t want to touch anything.

A picture on the wall beside the couch caught
her eye, and she stepped closer. It was Mike, younger, in full
dress uniform in front of the American Flag. He looked so serious
and determined, somehow more fresh faced and innocent.

“I was eighteen in that picture.” He walked
up behind her and pulled her back against him. “Fort Leonardwood,
Missouri, right when I was about to graduate basic training. Jesus,
I thought I was tough shit then. I was just a kid.”

“You were cute.” She leaned her head against
his shoulder. “I’d have hooked up with you.”

“How old were you when I was eighteen?”

“I was ten, actually. I had pink plastic
glasses and a perm.” She turned around in his arms and pressed her
lips to his. “Every little girl goes through that awkward stage.
Some of us just, you know, spend a few more years in it than
others.”

“I can’t imagine you with a perm.”

“That’s probably a good thing.”

She heard a door close from the direction of
the kitchen and then a man’s voice. “He’s where?”

“In here, Dad.”

The man who walked in was obviously Mike’s
dad. They had the same broad shouldered frame and serious brown
eyes. His hair was salt and pepper gray—heavier on the gray—and his
angular face was covered in a well-manicured gray beard. Like
Beverly, he was smartly dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt.
They looked like they were ready to teach a master’s level class at
the university rather than sit and enjoy a quiet evening at
home.

He hugged Mike, firmly clapping him on the
back. “How are you doing, son?”

“I’m good, Dad. Really good.”

His dad released him and turned to her,
giving her a quick hug. “And you must be Madison! What were all the
magazines calling you? Magnificent Madison?”

She blushed. “Yeah, possibly the worst
nickname in human existence. I’d like to punch the guy in the face
who came up with it. Mike’s met him and can attest to the fact he
deserves a smack to the mouth.”

“It’s true.” Mike chuckled. “Maybe not for
the Magnificent Madison nickname, which I personally think is cute,
but based on the fact he hit on you for two solid hours while I was
sitting right next to you.”

“He’s a pig. I told you that before we even
left for dinner that night.” Madison grinned at him. The dig really
had been a lot of fun, once you took out the whole “almost
murdered” part of it. But, she’d ended up with Mike and it only
solidified her desire to be an archeologist. It was worth it.

“Did Mom tell you about my grilled
vegetables?” Mike’s dad cocked his head toward the kitchen. “The
neighborhood is raving about my vegetables. We had a block party
for Labor Day and they voted me back to the house to make more.
Twice.”

“You lead a rough life, Dad.” Mike caught
Madison’s hand in his and pulled her toward the dining room.
“Retirement is treating you good, then?”

“I’ve never been busier in my life.”

Beverly set a pan of sweet potato casserole
on the table, followed by a serving platter of spiral cut ham. “I’m
just waiting on the rolls. Did you get drinks, Dad?”

“I’ve got my grilled vegetables. What more do
we need?”

“I’ll get them.” Mike swept around the dining
room table and back into the kitchen, returning after a few moments
with a pitcher of iced tea and four glasses. He set the glasses
down on the table and then smiled at her. “Having fun?”

“I’m afraid to touch anything lest I destroy
some kind of priceless antique.”

“Aren’t you glad I warned you about the
carpets?”

His parents came into the room with the rest
of dinner, his mother carrying a basket of rolls and a dish of
stuffing, while his dad carried a bowl of grilled vegetables. The
rectangular table was covered in a lace ivory tablecloth, no doubt
another antique, and set with gold edged porcelain plates. There
was something completely ostentatious about the home. Mike was laid
back and no frills. When she’d moved in with him, she’d had to
force him to buy new towels for the bathroom, as all he had were
thin, olive green towels from when he was in the Army. This didn’t
complete the picture for her.

“So, Madison, Mike told us you transferred to
University of Maryland.”  His dad moved a slice of ham from
the platter to his plate, then passed it to her.  “How are you
enjoying it so far?”

“It’s nice.”  She managed to put a slice
of ham on her plate without splashing ham juice all over her. 
“The traffic I had to navigate to actually get to the campus was
out of control.  I’m used to two lanes of chaos.  Four
lanes were a bit overwhelming at first, but I’m getting
better.  At least I’m not getting lost anymore.  You can
ask Mike how exciting it was to try and talk me through Frederick
and back to the highway.  Like three times.”

Mike chuckled. “It was actually only
twice.”

Beverly passed the basket of rolls to her.
“What kind of classes are you taking?”

“I’m finishing my minor in French with an
advanced conversational language class, Skeletal Anthropology II, a
class called Writing Archeology, a seminar on the French
Revolution, a lecture series on the developmental role of women in
history from the 18th through 20th century—which so far has just
been a lot of people staring at me—and an algebra class because
apparently I failed to take that my freshman year.”  She took
a deep breath.  “I have a lot of electives left to burn, so
next semester will be less … busy.  My brain won’t know how to
handle it.”

Mike’s mom looked impressed.  She dished
out a spoonful of sweet potato casserole on her plate.  “Was
the transition from your old school to MSU easy?”

 “They were eager to have me transfer
into their archeology program.  They don’t normally offer
enough classes for a double major in history and anthropology, but
they worked with my credits and accepted our report from the
Gettysburg dig, so I’ll end up with basically the same degree I
would have in Pittsburgh.”  She looked at Mike.  “I sound
like the dullest person on the planet.”

He chuckled.  “Tell them about your
tattoos.  That’s interesting.”

“And I like tattoos.”

His dad raised his eyebrow quizzically. 
“On Mike or on you?”

“Granted, I do like Mike’s tattoos, but I
like them on me, too.”

“How many do you have?”

“I just got my tenth this week.”

Beverly’s eyes widened considerably. 
“My goodness, I’d say you like them.  I only see the one on
your wrist.”

“They’re pretty well hidden under my
clothes.”  She glanced at Mike; he was staring down at his
plate, biting both his lips to keep from laughing.  She knew
exactly what he was thinking—he’d termed his finding all her
tattoos his own personal scavenger hunt.  The thought of their
first night together made her blush. She could feel the heat rise
across her cheeks.  Get it together, Madison.

He looked at her and winked.  “Why are
you so red, Maddy baby?”

“Just trying not to act wholly inappropriate
at the dinner table.”  She cleared her throat and took a deep
breath.  Keep it together.  “I got this one on my wrist
when I was sixteen and in New Orleans with friends.”

Mike speared a green bean with his
fork.  “Ask her about the one on her thigh.”

She kicked him underneath the table.

“What?”  He looked like he was feigning
innocence.  She didn’t buy it for a minute.  “They’ve
been to Belgium.  They’ll think it’s interesting.”

“Michael, you leave the poor girl
alone.”  Beverly swatted at him.  “She’s not going to
want to come back.”

“I actually met Bev in Belgium.”  His
dad reached over and patted his wife’s hand.  “I was a no
nonsense Army staff sergeant on leave and she was the sassy
daughter of some big wig at the US Embassy.  She threw a drink
in my face.”

“It was love at first sight.”  Beverly
laughed.  “Mike got his passion for the Army honest.  Stu
here was in for twenty years, both his grandfathers were in the
Army.  My older brother was in the Navy.”

Stu; Madison inwardly relaxed.  She’d
been at their house for almost an hour and no one had said his
first name until then.  At least that ended the potentially
awkward conversation starter, “So, Mike’s dad...”

Mike speared another green bean.  “I was
also the first who lost their passion for the military early
on.”

She could hear that tone in his voice, the
tone he gave her when he was in a room that was too crowded or
outside on a busy street.  He’d come a long way in the almost
two years since he saw his best friend killed during combat in
Afghanistan, but there were certain things—crowds, no access to
exits—that tipped him over the edge.  She switched the subject
before his mother could speak.  “I keep having people at
school and nosy reporters asking me if my passion for archeology
has changed after what happened at Gettysburg.  I think maybe
my priorities have changed somewhat, but I still just want to be
that girl digging in the dirt and looking for history.  It was
a miserable experience, sure” —she glanced at Mike, meeting his
gaze with hers— “but some good things came out of it.”

He smiled at her.

“Have you two decided what project you’ll do
next?”  Stu sliced his ham calmly, but Madison could see the
corners of his mouth tugged into a smile.

“There’s stuff out there, it’s just a matter
of finding something nearby so she can go to school and I can go to
the counselor.”  Mike sighed.  “I thought it was hard
before, putting in bids when Brad wouldn’t, but it’s even worse now
when it’s my ass on the line.  I’ve been looking at leads left
on his hard drive.  I’ll call them this week.”

“Just you and Madison?”

“No, probably Liam too.  Of course, I’ll
actually have to pay Liam.  Unless we hit the find of the
century—which, could happen since Maddy’s already done it once—he’s
not going to be pleased with the rate I can offer.  Hell, I’m
not even pleased with the rate I can offer.”

Beverly clasped her hands underneath her
chin, resting her head against them.  “If it’s money you
need—”

“Mom, no.”

“Honey, I’m just saying—”

“Mom, you can’t keep bailing me out every
time I fuck up.”  Mike groaned and closed his eyes for a
moment.  “Thank you for the offer, but we’re okay.”

Madison shifted her weight from one hip to
the other. Awkward. There was nothing worse than watching an
argument you had no place contributing anything to. She wanted to
excuse herself and hide in the bathroom until the tension
broke.

She picked up her glass of ice tea and took a
sip. Her eyes lifted to the doorway leading to the living room and
they focused on a woman, a spirit. She slowly walked from one side
of the throughway to the other, not seeming to notice them. She
just walked past as if she were a reflection in a mirror; her eyes
focused ahead.

Madison jumped, her hands flailing backward
and her drink sloshing out onto the lace tablecloth. Damn it—she’d
thought she had this under control. She’d been working on
harnessing her power as a sensitive since Gettysburg and, until
now, she’d been doing well. Only the loudest spirits, the most
persistent, could break through. “Oh my God, I am so sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it, honey, let me get a
towel to clean that up.” Beverly jumped up from the table and
ducked into the kitchen, returning after a beat with a fluffy white
and blue dishcloth.

Mike touched her hand under the table. “Are
you okay?”

“Just clumsy.”

“Are you sure?” He frowned. She could see the
concern in his eyes, could feel it in his touch as he stroked the
curve of her thumb into her wrist.

“Yeah, I’m just a klutz.” She flashed what
she hoped was an encouraging smile, but it was obvious he didn’t
believe her. “I literally cannot be taken anywhere that requires
poise and grace.”

Madison shoved a spoonful of sweet potato
casserole into her mouth, but the cinnamon and sugary sweetness
barely registered in her brain. She could hear whispers in the
entryway, the hushed voices of the dead. They were too quiet to
hear clearly and it was impossible to tell if it was the residual
echoes of the past or an intelligent, angry spirit.

She hoped it was an echo. The last thing she
wanted to deal with was a spirit desperate for attention.


Chapter Three

 


They watched television until well past
midnight, snuggled up together on the suede couch underneath a
velvety brown blanket. Madison was fairly sure the television
mounted on the wall was larger than the picture window in their
apartment in Sharpsburg. Everything was distractingly loud and big,
which was almost enough to keep her from staring toward the front
entryway and the occasional disembodied whispers.

Almost.

Mike systematically unfastened the three
buttons on her jeans over the course of the current television show
and trailed his fingers over her belly button ring. He stopped and
rested his chin on her arm. “So … my parents are upstairs, fast
asleep. What do you say I take you to my bedroom? There’s … there’s
cool things in there a pretty little girl like you might like.”

“In the grand scheme of pickup lines,
offering to fool around with me in your childhood bedroom while
your parents are sleeping in the next room just kind of ruins the
mood.”

“It’s not my childhood bedroom. I mean, yeah,
my childhood bedroom is upstairs, but when I was fourteen my dad
built me my own room in the basement. You know, for boy stuff.” He
raised his eyebrows, cocking his head toward the kitchen door.
“Come on, let me take you downstairs.”

“This is like being in high school all over
again.”

“That’s hot. Do you want to be my naughty
little school girl?”

“Well, I was hoping you’d give me some extra
credit so I can pass this … uh … French final.”

“Oh, you’ll talk to me in French, too?” He
pulled her closer to him and kissed her. “Dirty girl.”

“I’ll seduce you with my ability to conjugate
irregular verbs and ask for directions to the library.” She let him
pull her to her feet. “Bonjour. Je m’appelle Madison. Où est la
bibliothèque?”

“I took four years of German in high school
and can say ‘where is the bathroom’ and ‘I’d like to order one
beer.’” He led her into the kitchen and opened a door she
originally assumed led to the pantry. Instead, it revealed a
staircase, carpeted in durable white and brown fibers, and brightly
lit with recessed lighting. It didn’t look anything like the
backless wooden steps that led down to her mother’s basement back
in Pittsburgh.

Despite the brightly lit stairwell and
equally bright, white walls, she was hesitant to go downstairs
first. Something was down there. She could feel it waiting, as if
it had heard him open the door and the start of their descent. It
knew she was aware of its presence, but it was staying quiet.

She crept down the stairs, digging her toes
into the carpet as if that would somehow help ground her. At the
base of the stairs, the room opened up into a game room of sorts,
with a pool table, pinball machine, and juke box. Another large
screen television was on the far wall and, beneath it, was an oak
serving table with bottles of liquor and shot glasses. “We should
have been partying down here all night.”

“We had the pool table down here when I was a
kid, but Dad put the rest in after I left.” He tucked her hair away
from her neck and pressed his lips to her skin. “How about we stop
talking about my parents and start taking your clothes off?”

“I thought you were too caught up in
reminiscing about the past.”

“You know I hate the past.” He pulled open a
door and reached inside to turn on an interior light switch.
“Welcome to my humble abode.”

The room was almost like what she would have
imagined a time capsule of Mike’s life to look like. Two posters
were hanging on the wall—one the Washington Redskins football team,
the other the US Army—alongside several framed certificates. She
scanned the framed documents: graduation from Basic Military
Training, graduation from Advanced Training, graduation from
Officer Candidacy School. There was an empty oak case on one side
of the room—no doubt that once housed the stereo system now in
their apartment—and a matching oak desk on the other. Basketball
and baseball trophies covered the desk and an otherwise empty
bookcase. His bed was an antique four poster bed, which was
somewhat surprising, and covered in a plush, navy blue
comforter.

“I like how you casually mentioned you played
basketball, yet the artifacts here show you competed and dominated
in sports.” She studied the awards on the bookcase. “Is that a gold
medal?”

“It’s not an Olympic gold medal, if that’s
what you’re insinuating. I was good at sports, but not that good.”
He slid his hands around her waist and pulled her against him.
“There are other things I’m far better at now.”

“You’re a good archeologist, I’ll give you
that.”

“Is this you playing hard to get?” He pulled
her shirt off and tossed it to the floor. “Because, if it is,
you’re not very good at it.”

“I slept with you less than a week after
meeting you. I think you know my track record for playing hard to
get.” She turned around in his arms and stood on her tiptoes,
pressing her lips to his.

He slid his hands down her hips and pushed
her jeans to the floor, steadying her while she stepped out and
kicked them aside. He yanked his shirt over his head and then
pressed her up against the wall, his skin warm against hers.
Tilting her chin up, he kissed her neck and the top of her
shoulder. “I think I have some handcuffs in the desk drawer.”

“Secondhand sex toys aren’t hot.”

“Give me the benefit of the doubt.” He
trailed his lips across her collarbone. “They’re mine from when I
was in the Army. You know, taking down insurgents and the
like.”

“You had me at Army, lost me at
insurgent.”

“It’ll be hot. Trust me.” He pulled her over
to the bed and pressed his lips to her fingertips, one finger after
the other. “If you don’t like it, we’ll stop.”

“Okay.” She could hear the uncertainty in her
voice and she knew he did too. In the end, though, she did trust
him. She didn’t always have to be Mild Mannered Madison, especially
with him.

He kissed her and then crossed to the oak
desk, yanking the drawer open and rummaging through it for his
handcuffs. “I know they’re in here somewhere.”

“Maybe you brought them back to our
place?”

“No, I’m pretty sure they’re in here.” He
stepped back from the desk and placed a camouflage field cap on her
head. “You look phenomenal. I’ve never been so attracted to
camouflage as I am right now.”

“Please.” She shooed him away. “You put it on
for me, then we’ll talk.”

He dug through the drawer, almost immediately
stopping again and pulling out two flat, black cases. “These …
these shouldn’t be in here.”

“Just come back over to me.” She could see
his shoulders slump. “We can save wild and crazy for another
time.”

“I’m good. Seriously, nothing to worry
about.” He handed her the boxes and then turned, slamming the
drawer shut.

She opened the first box. Inside was a heart
shaped medal hanging from a white edged, purple ribbon. There was a
left facing bust on the front of the medal—George Washington
maybe?—and above it was a purple and white bar, no doubt for
display on the front of his uniform. She closed the box and set it
next to her, then opened the second. The medal inside was a
five-pointed bronze star, hanging from a red ribbon, with a single
blue vertical stripe in the center.

She wasn’t sure what to say to him. He
sometimes talked about his Purple Heart and Bronze Star, but never
for long and never in much detail. It was a combat incident that
killed his best friend and left Mike physically and mentally
scarred. It had been almost two years, but he preferred to keep it
locked away in his mind much like he left his medals locked away in
the drawer.

He was staring into an open drawer. “So,
that’s them.”

“Yeah, that’s them.” She snapped the Bronze
Star lid shut and set it with the Purple Heart. “Did you find the
handcuffs?”

“No.”

She stacked the medals together and set them
on his nightstand, then patted the bed next to her. “Sit with
me.”

He sank down on the mattress and flopped on
his back, covering his face with his hands. “This has to stop
happening to me.”

“It will.”

“It’s been almost two years.”

“It takes longer for some people than it does
for others.”

He sighed and put his hands down. His left
hand moved to the scar from the explosion that cut his upper arm to
shreds. “You’re going to eventually not be as patient as you are
now. It’s going to frustrate you like it frustrates me.”

“Not necessarily.” She rolled to her knees
and crawled across the bed to him, swinging one leg over his side
and sinking down on top of him. “There’s nothing that makes me more
physically upset than the mention of Brad Emerson. But, I’m trying
to not let that moment in time define who I am. Did it change me?
Yes. Did it set my life on a new course? Yes. In comparison, it’s
only a fraction of what happened to you, but we’ll get through it.
We will.”

He finally looked at her, his gaze intense,
but his fingers still working the scar on his arm. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.” She moved his hand to her
thigh. “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

He trailed his fingers over the poppies
tattooed from her knee almost to her hip bone. “Maybe you could
come up with a way to distract me.”

“Oh, you think so?” She walked her hands down
his chest until her lips touched his.

“Be gentle with me, though.” His lips tugged
up into a smile. “But … maybe still leave the field cap on. It
might rehabilitate me and, I mean, it’s worth a shot.”

There was her Mike. Despite what he thought,
he might still crack under the memory of what happened, but he was
no longer broken.

Sliding her body to one side, she tilted her
head down and gently pressed her lips to his scar. She left a few
soft kisses at his shoulder and slowly worked her way down,
trailing her bottom lip and tongue over the raised edge.

His eyes fluttered shut. Sucking his bottom
lip into his mouth, he dragged his teeth across the tender flesh.
“Maddy, baby … you’ve never kissed me there.”

“You make it sound so dirty.” She trailed her
tongue back up to his shoulder and then across to his collarbone.
“Thank you.”

He chuckled. Dipping his head down, he
nuzzled his face against hers until she looked up. “Do it
again.”

“Huh?”

“Kiss my arm … my scar.” He trailed his
fingertips up her back and deftly unhooked her bra. Slipping it
over her shoulders, he tossed it off the side of the bed and
murmured, “You make it seem okay.”

Madison tilted her head to the side, slowly
running her lips over his shoulder. Inside, his bones were held
together with a series of plates, screws, and an artificial joint;
the outside was marred with both surgical scars and scars from
where he’d been hit with shrapnel. He’d once confided that he only
let his doctor, his physical therapist, and her touch it. She
always told him it didn’t bother her.

And
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