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Tampa, Florida

    When the visibly pregnant young blonde woman slipped while stepping down from a Tampa city bus, Ed Cade quickly reached for her right forearm to steady her, but her arm flashed upward and her hand locked around the left epaulet of his khaki shirt. 

    Cade's grasping left hand thusly passed beyond where her forearm had been and collided with her right breast. She squealed, let go of her purse, and slapped frantically at his hand as she regained her balance on the curb. 

    "Sorry," said Cade. "I was reaching for your arm, but you yanked it away when you grabbed my shirt." 

    She gave him a vastly skeptical look, then realized that her fingers were still clutching his epaulet. She let go as Cade reached to retrieve her purse and hand it to her. 

    After straightening her sundress and pulling her mid-thigh skirt down, she leaned against the bus stop sign and checked her right shoe, wiggling the heel. 

    "Is it broken?" asked Cade. 

    "No, I don't think so." 

    Nodding at her middle, Cade said, "Maybe you were just off balance for a moment. It happens when you carry heavy things around, even when you think you're used to them." 

    The bus doors closed and it began to pull away as she started to say something, its loudly rattling diesel engine drowning out her first words, so she waited for it to be gone before starting again. 

    "Sorry for slapping your hand," she said, "I thought you were trying to grope me. It's happened before." 

    "No sweat," said Cade. "If you're okay, I have to get going. I've got a friend in there." He thumbed toward the hospital building behind him. 

    "Yeah, I'm okay," she said. "That's where I'm going, too, in a little while." Patting her stomach, she said, "It's checkup day. I have a two o'clock. Thanks again." 

    Cade was halfway to the hospital's big glass doors when he saw sudden motion in the reflection of the street behind him. A guy who had been leaning on a light pole launched himself away from it and began running. As Cade turned to watch what was happening, the guy headed straight for the pregnant woman. Cade started running toward her, too. The guy slowed down long enough to grab her purse and yank it off her arm, then he sprinted down the sidewalk like a track star. 

    'Jesus,' thought Cade, knowing he didn't have a chance in hell of catching up even as he continued running. 

    The runner cut left into a walkway area between buildings, hopping over an orange barrier net. As Cade followed, he saw a pile of construction debris. Bricks, lumber, pipe, decorative cobbles for a fountain being built. Cade slid to a stop, grabbed a cobble, and looked for the runner. The walkway was empty. He threw the cobble and grabbed two more, then started running again. 

    The cobble he'd thrown sailed in a high arc, landed behind the runner and bounced, then slammed into the guy's back. The guy staggered, swearing in pain and trying to reach the center of his back, then he lost his balance and tripped over a big crack in the old concrete walkway. 

    As Cade jogged up to him, the guy pulled one of those so-called 'tactical' 

folding knives and, cursing, told him to back off. Cade looked at the knife. Black handle, brass flick-open thingie on the partially serrated blade. He'd heard it lock open with a loud 'snap'. 

    The guy was black, twenty or less, dressed in baggy pants and a baggy shirt that seemed to be the style everywhere lately. He started to get to his feet and Cade threw one of the other cobbles at his legs. It hit the guy's left knee and the guy screeched in pain as he went down again. Cade hefted the other cobble and said, "Give me the purse." 

    "Fuck you. You come over here and I'll cut you, Jack." Bending to pick up the first cobble he'd thrown, Cade said again, "Give me the purse." 

    The guy swore at him again and got to his feet fairly quickly, although he favored his left leg. The knife pointed at Cade and the purse dangled at the end of his other arm. Cade took aim and threw the next cobble hard and fast into the guy's chest, just above the belt buckle. 

    The cobble slammed into him before the guy could get his arms up to try to block it. His eyes widened greatly and he seemed to freeze as he gasped for air. 

    Cade threw the second cobble at his feet and the guy danced to try to avoid it as Cade stepped up and grabbed his knife arm to pull the guy forward. Cade guided him to land flat on his face, knelt on his back, and then began beating on the guy's knife hand with one of the cobbles. The hand opened with the second crushing blow and the knife skittered a few feet away. Reaching back slightly, Cade delivered a solid whack to the side of each of the guy's knees. The guy screamed and began crying, begging him to stop and screaming, "Take the purse! Take it!" 

    Cade stood up and kicked the knife slightly farther away from the guy, then picked it up and closed it without looking at it very closely. He put the knife in his pocket, then went to snag the purse's strap with a toe and pull it a few feet away from the guy. 

    As Cade knelt to pick up the purse, the guy rolled onto his back and clutched his knees, whimpering and swearing softly, then not so softly. When his arm darted out toward one of the fallen cobbles, Cade threw his remaining cobble at the guy's chest. It hit the guy's shoulder audibly. The guy's reach for the cobble turned into a gasping collapse. Cade asked, "Do I have to bounce one off your skull? I'm about to walk away. If I think you'll try something, I'll have to put you down first. Think about it." 

    Walking around the guy to kick two of the cobbles well back along the walkway, Cade picked up the third and hefted it as he said, "I'm gonna go now. Just sit still and I won't hurt you anymore, okay?" 

    After a glaring moment, the guy nodded. Cade saw nothing near him that could be thrown, so he turned and walked back the way he'd come. People were beginning to gather near the entrance to the walkway. Cade saw a Burger King bag full of someone's trash from lunch and dumped it out, then put the purse in it and continued walking. 

    As he stepped over the orange barrier net, he saw the woman talking to a cop. Looking to his left, he saw a hole-in-the-wall restaurant and went inside. 

    At the far end of the restaurant was a hallway that led to an indoor entrance to the building. Cade walked through the restaurant and out the back door, then took an elevator up to the third floor and took the overhead connecting walkway to the hospital building. 

    Joining several people in a 'down' elevator, he got out at the lobby and walked toward the front doors. The woman was still talking to the cop, who was taking notes. Cade sat down on a bench and waited. 

    A few minutes later, the cop walked with the woman toward the hospital doors, held them open for her as she entered, and then walked away. The woman stood by the doors for a few moments looking rather forlorn, then turned to walk to the elevators. 

    Cade stood up as she approached. She glanced at him as she passed, then stopped as if she'd hit a wall. 

    When she turned to face him in open-mouthed amazement, he held out the Burger King bag and said, "Here's your purse. He never had a chance to open it. You can cancel the police report later." 

    She reached for the bag and opened it. When she saw her purse inside, she grinned hugely and started crying. Cade led her to the bench and handed her one of his paper towel handkerchiefs. 

    When she took the purse out of the bag, Cade saw catsup on the bottom corner of it and took his hanky back to give the purse a wipe, then folded the towel to a clean side and handed it back to her. 

    She opened her purse and rummaged through it, then looked up at Cade and asked, "You saw me talking to the police? Why didn't you..." Cade grinned and said, "Paperwork. Other hassles. I didn't want to get involved, you know." 

    She grinningly held up her purse and said, "I'd call this getting involved. Wouldn't you?" 

    "Nah. I just brought your purse back. I didn't want to mess with the cops and all that. The guy got hurt a little." 

    Cade stood up and pulled the knife out of his pocket, then dropped it into her open purse. 

    "His knife. Now it's your souvenir." 

    Her face instantly changed to one of concern. 

    "He had a knife!? Are you all right?" 

    Cade nodded. "Yeah, I'm okay. He isn't exactly okay, but he's alive. That's why I don't want to talk to the cops." 

    Standing up, Cade said, "Well, things are all better now, so I'm gonna go see about my friend. Have a good one." 

    "Wait!" she said, holding up her wallet. "Can I at least give you something for all you've done?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade smiled and said, "No, that's all right. Thanks, anyway," and turned to go. 

    He heard the bench creak and looked back to see her hurriedly getting up, then trotting awkwardly after him. He stopped again and turned to face her, his hands up and his palms toward her in a placating gesture. 

    "Relax," he said. "I didn't just do it for you. I did it for me, too, so you don't owe me anything, lady." 

    She looked at him with a quizzical, narrowed gaze and asked, "Huh? What do you mean, 'you did it for you'?" 

    "I mean that I felt like doing it and I did it. I feel real good right now, lady. I had a little excitement today." 

    Her quizzical look didn't completely fade, but she said, "Oh. You just did it for the hell of it, then?" 

    Cade grinned and said, "And to get your purse back. That was what the whole thing was really about, you know. The purse was the prize, but so was the look on your face when I gave it back to you. That felt good, too." 

    "Oh," she said again. "Well, thanks, anyway, okay? I don't know what I would have done without my purse." 

    Cade gave her a smile and a little salute and turned to go yet again. She fell in beside him. 

    "I may as well go on up," she said. "It's almost time now, anyway. Do you mind if I walk with you?" 

    "Nope. I don't mind at all. They'll either think I'm your father or a very lucky older man." 

    She startled and stared up at him for a moment, then she giggled and said, 

"Maybe I'll say you're my boyfriend if anyone asks. How's that?" 

    "Kewl, ma'am." He looked at her belly and added, "As long as I don't get the bill for that." 

    Laughing, she promised him that wouldn't happen. 

    "One more checkup to go, then I can have my baby and start working on getting my figure back." 

    Cade glanced at her arms and shoulders, then her legs, and said, "You've got a good, solid bod, there. A few situps and some running will have you looking good as new." 

    She stopped in front of a plate glass office door and looked critically at her reflection for a moment, then looked skeptically at Cade. 

    "You really think so?" she asked. "You aren't just saying that?" Cade nodded. "You're looking at the watermelon in your middle, ma'am. I'm looking at your legs and the rest of you. If you work out some you'll look great, just like before." 

    "How would you know how I looked before?" 

    Cade grinned and said, "Trust me. I can tell. I like strong, solid women and you used to be one. You're not even twenty-five, so you can be one again real soon." 

    She peered at him for a moment, then looked at her reflection again. 

    "I'm twenty-three. God, I hope you're right. I never want to do this again. I never want to look like this again. Never. You don't know what it's been like." 

    "Uh, huh. I'll bet I do, kind of." 

    "Huh?" she looked up at him sharply. 

    "I said, I'll bet I do. I've rubbed swollen ankles, endured mood swings, and had to convince her that she was still beautiful in a way that she could believe." 

    The woman pointed at her reflection, laughed cynically, and said, "I'd like to know how the hell you managed that." 

    "It was easy," said Cade. "Every time she started pissing and moaning about her lost looks, I took her to bed. It's kind of hard for a man to fake desire, you know." 

    After a moment of startlement at his words, the woman snickered and said, 

"Yeah, I guess it is. You really wanted her while she was pregnant?" Cade nodded. "Yup. I really did. I just ignored one part of her and concentrated on the rest of her for a few months." 

    The woman sighed and said, "I wish the jerk who did this to me was still here. I might not..." She glanced up at Cade, then continued in an angry tone, 

"Well, I might not get laid, but at least I wouldn't have to take the damned bus." 

    Opening the door for her, Cade asked, "Where is he?" She didn't look up as she said, "He ran home to New York, the asshole. What's your friend in here for?" 

    "She broke a leg on a boat dock." Cade patted his backpack and said, "I picked up her mail and made her a techno CD last night." The woman looked at Cade and asked, "Techno? You mean like computer stuff or the dance music?" 

    "Music like Brooklyn Bounce, Real McCoy, Tina Cousin, and a few others. I ripped some of my stash for her." 

    She grinned and said, "Try to speak English, okay? What's ripping?" 

    "Well, you know how most CD's have maybe one song you like and the rest are just filler junk? Ripping makes computer files out of music tracks. Then you can make a new CD using only the good stuff." 

    She squinted at him as he pressed the elevator button. 

    "You know about computers, too?" she asked. 

    "Yup. Used to fix 'em, but there's no decent money in that anymore. Too many people have found out that anybody can drop in a new card or a hard drive. Now I mostly teach computer use and make websites for people." The elevator arrived and they got in. Cade pressed two and the woman pressed three. 

    When the elevator started moving, she stuck out her hand and said, "Geez. We've been talking forever and we don't even know each other. I'm Megan." 

    "I'm Ed," said Cade, taking her hand for a moment. "Nice to meet you, Megan." 

    She nodded and seemed thoughtful for a moment, then asked, "Can just anybody learn how to use a computer?" 

    Cade shrugged. "Yeah, pretty much anybody." He saw her hesitation before she asked, "I was thinking about buying my friend's old computer. If I get one, could you show me how to use it?" 

    "I'm from way up in Hernando County. There's probably someone a little closer to you." 

    She shook her head. "I'm in Pasco County. I live in Hudson. That's not far from you, is it?" 

    Actually, it wasn't. Maybe fifteen miles or less. 

    "No, it isn't very far," said Cade. "Why aren't you seeing a doctor up there instead of coming all the way to Tampa?" 

    The doors opened for the second floor. Cade ignored them as he waited for Megan's answer. 

    She asked, "Aren't you getting off here?" 

    "No hurry. I'll ride back down. Why Tampa?" The doors got tired of waiting for him and closed. Megan shrugged slightly. 

    "My mother's boyfriend is a doctor. The doctor I see here is a friend of his. I don't think it's costing her very much if anything, so since I don't have any money, I come here." 

    "What kind of work do you do, Megan?" 

    Patting her belly, she said, "I was a waitress until this happened. They didn't like the way I started filling my work uniform, I guess." As the doors opened again, Cade asked, "A uniform?" 

    "Yeah," she said, leading the way out of the elevator. "A tee-shirt with the company logo and a pair of shorts. That was what they called a uniform." Cade walked with her as far as the double doors that read "OB/GYN" and stopped. She stopped too, and looked up at him. 

    "Megan," he said, "I'll give you my card. If you come up with a computer, I'll show you how to use some of the software and get around on the internet. How's that? Nowadays they want you to know how to use the major word processors and spreadsheets." 

    Megan looked at the card he gave her and said, "I can type, but I'm not very fast. About forty words. You're saying I can learn this stuff at home and then go get a job?" 

    Cade nodded. "Sure, if you can get good enough to pass a few tests. They'll also want to see you copy and paste, move files around, and other stuff like that. Mostly, they just want to know that you can learn to do things their way." 

    She looked up from the card, her expression cautious. 

    "How much will it cost?" 

    Cade said, "Nothing, the first couple of sessions. After that, if you decide to keep me as a teacher, you'll have to do something for me. How do you feel about housecleaning, Megan? Maybe running a few garage sales to get rid of some stuff for me?" 

    Her expression turned frankly skeptical. "That's all?" 

    "That's all. Stuff I don't want to do. But don't answer yes until you've seen the house. It's a real mess. I also do stoneware and ceramics, and they can produce a lot of dust. We'd be cleaning, making places for things, and making sure that all the things are in their right places. Bring a friend along if you're insecure." 

    After a moment, Megan said, "Well, it's not like I can't do that kind of work. I guess I can think about it." 

    Cade nodded. "Good enough. One thing, though; the house isn't childproof and I wouldn't want him or her swallowing a clay tool or a screwdriver bit. No kids." 

    "I'm not sure I can do it, then. Someone would have to babysit..." 

    "Megan," said Cade, "Something else I've learned along the line is that mothers sometimes need a break from the bottles, the diapers, the screaming, and all that. If you don't believe me now, you will real soon, I guarantee it. Ask your own mother about the times she wanted to run screaming from the house. You can use your time at my place as that kind of a break while you learn to use a computer." 

    Megan eyed him for a moment, then looked at his card, then said, "Like I said, I'll think about it." 

    "Cool. Talk to your mom about it, too. The two of you can drop by sometime to see the place before you make up your mind about computers and me. Call ahead, though." 

    She nodded and said, "Yeah, okay. I'll let you know. I have to get in there, now, so thanks again, okay?" 

    "Sure. Take it easy, Megan." 

    Cade watched her walk away for a moment. Good legs. She was an attractive woman with brains enough to carry a conversation and handle the details of waitressing. No reason to think she couldn't handle a computer, as well. As he waited for the elevator, Cade recalled the last time he'd had anything to do with a pregnant woman. 

    Chapter One - May, 1970, Arlington, Texas

    Ed Cade had left his last class of the day and walked to the college parking lot. While still three rows away from his car he could read the big letters that had been crudely scraped into the paint of his car's trunk:
'FASCIST BABY BURNER PIG!' 

    It was the latest of such personalized vandalisms that the anti-war crowd on campus had perpetrated after learning that the GI Bill was sponsoring Cade's attendance. 

    The Arlington cops and the campus cops took the incident reports and flatly told Cade that the chances of catching the vandals weren't good. Cade had found that answer to be entirely unsatisfactory. He'd put up with eggings and soaped-on slogans and a couple of flat tires, but various aspects of the day and the type of damage done to his car combined to make Cade decide to call an immediate end to the harassments. 

    After leaving the police station, Cade went to one of the local student hangouts and waited until he spotted one of the campus activist toadies. The guy was an inner-circle gofer for one of the noisiest anti-war groups. He caught up with the guy in a stairwell at the end of the Travis building and spent a few moments convincing him that total cooperation would be a good thing, indeed. 

    The guy gave Cade a name --Stephen Dever --and a short list of places to look for him, on and off campus. Dever wasn't enrolled at the college; he apparently only visited the campus to foment unrest, sponge off his faithful followers, and sell drugs. 

    When Cade knocked on the door of the second-floor apartment that was one of the addresses on his list, the blinds parted briefly before someone asked, 

"Who is it?" 

    "The frigging Furry Freak Brothers," said Cade. "You think I'm gonna stand here and yell my name?" 

    The door cracked open and an eye appeared in the crack. No chain. Cade kicked the door in and crouched a bit as he quickly entered the apartment. Two guys sat on the couch, one sat on the floor, and one stood in the kitchen. The guy in the kitchen trotted toward Cade and tried to be a hero, but he quickly wound up unconscious between the end of the couch and the stereo system. The other three followed instructions to sit on the couch and be quiet. 

    "I just came here," said Cade, "To get two hundred bucks to fix what you people did to my car." 

    "Fuck you, pig," said the guy at the end of the couch. "We ain't givin' 

you shit, you baby-burning fascist motherfucking pig. Kill any babies today, pig?" 

    Cade regarded the speaker for a moment, then said, "After that I don't much care if you're Dever or not. You'll do. You can pay your way out of this or I can take the price of a paint job out of your hide, man. Your choice." Cade received some more strident anti-war rhetoric and swearing, so he decided to reduce their number by making an example of one of them. The kick was lightning-quick and without warning of any sort. It knocked the end guy off the couch and out cold on the floor and it caused one of the remaining guys on the couch to wet himself. Cade quietly informed the wet one that he'd be next if somebody didn't cough up some money. The guy grabbed the front of the other guy's shirt and almost screamed, 

"Dever, man, you gotta give him the money! Do it, man! Don't let him do that to me!" 

    Dever simply glared hatefully at Cade and spouted some more revolutionary drivel. From between the seat cushions he pulled a rather large bowie-style hunting knife, which he grinningly waved at Cade as he stood up. 

    "Now, motherfucker," he said, "What were you sayin'?" Dever was one of those twits who think that any weapon is some kind of a magic wand. He was wrong. Cade simply kicked the knife out of Dever's hand. The wet guy bailed over the back of the couch and cowered there. The knife went flying across the room to land by the TV as Cade grabbed the heavy ashtray from the coffee table, then used it on the side of Dever's head in a backhand swing that dropped Dever out cold across the coffee table. Cade put the ashtray down and looked over the couch at the wet guy, saying, "I know he's a drug dealer. Show me his stash and I'll let you walk out of here." 

    The shaken and trembling kid led Cade to Dever's stash, which was in an old frozen hamburger shipping box hidden under a sofa chair. Sliding the box out from under the chair from behind, the kid opened it and stepped away from it. In the box were two rubber band-wrapped rolls of money, several large bags of dope, and four fat baggies of pills. Cade installed his guide in the hall closet and warned him to stay there. After considering what to do and how to do it, he went to the bedroom and unplugged the phone at the wall, then carried the phone into the front room and plugged it in by the sofa. 

    He then went back to the stashbox and put the money in his pocket. He briefly considered flushing all the dope, then decided that there was enough of it to make Dever a bit more than a neighborhood source. More likely Dever was a middleman of some sort. 

    The guy he'd kicked started to wake up, so Cade went to stand near him. When the guy looked up, Cade simply pointed at the hallway and offered to physically put him in the bedroom if he didn't go quietly. 

    "I may want to have a private talk with Dever," said Cade. "I may want to see if your stories match later. If so, I'll ask you the same questions. I won't hurt you if you cooperate. Just wait in there and don't come out until I tell you to come out." 

    The guy scurried to the bedroom, casting only a cursory glance at the others. 

    The guy who had attacked Cade upon entering the apartment was still out, too, but pinching his nose and covering his mouth made him wake up fairly quickly. 

    Cade asked if he wanted a repeat performance, and when the guy declined, Cade told him to wait in the bedroom, too. 

    "What about Dever? How bad..." 

    "He's just unconscious and I won't bust him up if he answers my questions. Now get in there." 

    The guy seemed resistive and asked, "What are you going to do to him?" 

    "This," said Cade, and he kicked the guy just above the belt buckle hard enough to lift him off the floor. "Now get your sorry ass in there." The guy nodded as he gasped for air and held up a hand to let Cade know another kick wouldn't be necessary, then he went into the bedroom. Cade had seen a regular bed-type pillow on the couch. He pulled the pillowcase off it and wrapped it around his hands, then he opened a bag of dope and a bag of pills. He scattered some of the dope and all of the pills on top of and behind the refrigerator. 

    He put the open dope bag on the coffee table, then closed the box containing the remaining unopened bags and shoved it down behind the fridge. After putting the pillowcase back on the pillow he checked Dever again. Still out. 

    He let the guy out of the closet and led him into the front room, then pointed at the door. 

    In a quiet tone, Cade said, "No talking. Just go." The disbelieving kid asked, "Really?" 

    Indicating the open bag of dope, Cade said, "Yeah, really. Take that stuff with you or I'll flush it. You're the only one who didn't give me any shit when I came in. Go now, while you still can." 

    The kid stuffed the bag of dope into his shirt and ran out the open front door. He nearly pitched over the balcony rail before he could change direction and continue running for the stairs to the parking lot. 

    Cade went to the bathroom, took a leak, washed his hands, and made a point of leaving fingerprints on the toilet handle, the light switch, the sink, and the faucets. 

    He then called the cops and told them that there'd been an altercation with injuries, gave the address, and said that they should search the apartment for drugs. When asked for his name, he hung up the phone. Dever was coming around as Cade passed, so Cade used the ashtray on him again. He wiped his prints off the ashtray with a paper towel as he took the ashtray to the bedroom and knocked on the door. 

    One of the guys opened the door. Cade tossed him the ashtray, stuffed the paper towel in a pocket, and said, "I didn't see an ashtray when I was in here. Smoke 'em if you got 'em. It could be a few minutes yet. Dever isn't saying much that's useful to me." 

    "Is he okay?" asked the other guy. 

    "He's going to have a headache," said Cade. "You can have one too or you can shut up and stay put. Okay?" 

    They nodded. Cade closed the bedroom door, then he walked out the front door, pulling it shut behind him. 

    From the gas station across the street Cade watched the cops arrive and go up the stairs to the apartment. They knocked on the door, then they pounded, then one of them tried the doorknob and found it unlocked. In short order, all four cops had entered the apartment. A few minutes later, more cop cars showed up, and one of them contained a police dog. An ambulance arrived and two paramedics went into the apartment. Some fifteen minutes later the three guys were led out of the apartment and stuffed in cars. Flashes in the apartment told Cade that pictures were being taken, indicating that they'd found the drugs. 

    Cade stopped at a post office on the way home and bought a padded manila envelope that he addressed to himself at his parents' address in nearby Grand Prairie. He then snapped his fingers and excused himself to go to his car as if he'd forgotten something. 

    In the restroom of the gas station next door to the post office, Cade counted the money and was floored to discover that he was holding $9020.00 in mixed denominations. 

    He put $9000.00 of it in the envelope and returned to the post office, where he sent the envelope by receipt-requested insured mail. When asked about the contents, Cade avoided lying by saying that they were legal documents, then asked the clerk if he'd ever seen anyone use the 'send-to-self' method of proving that they'd written something before someone else had. The woman asked, "You mean like if someone copies something and then says they wrote it first?" 

    Cade patted the envelope and said, "Yeah. My having a dated post office receipt and a sealed original would kind of sink their boat, wouldn't it?" She grinned and said, "Yeah, I guess it would. You could probably sue them, too." 

    Nodding with a grin of his own, Cade said, "Under those circumstances, suing someone would be both a duty and a pleasure, I think." Still grinning, the clerk tossed the envelope in a wheeled mail bin and said, "Oh, yes, you'd just about have to, I think. Oh, yes. Absolutely." 
Chapter Two

    As he'd half-expected, Cade was stopped by the Arlington police on the way home. He and his car were searched, then he was taken in for questioning about the apartment altercation. After waiting fifteen minutes or so in a holding room, he was led to the desk of a uniformed cop. 

    Some moments went by as the cop made a show of studying the contents of a folder, then he put the folder down and spoke. 

    "We've been keeping an eye on that place, Mr. Cade. You were seen leaving the apartment by one of our informants. He got your plate number, so don't bother to deny it. I want to know why you were there." Cade admitted that he'd gone there about his car and told the cop that one guy had attacked him and that Dever had threatened him with a bowie knife. He then loosely described the incident without mentioning that he'd kicked in the door or slugged Dever with the ashtray. 

    "Then it was all over," said Cade, skipping a few more details. "Two of them went to the bedroom and wouldn't come out. When I came out of the bathroom, the fourth guy was gone." 

    The cop asked, "There was a fourth guy? When you came out of the bathroom? 

What the hell were you doing in their bathroom?" 

    Cade said, "I took a leak," and looked at the cop as if he really should have been able to figure that out for himself. 

    The cop asked, "You sure you weren't maybe looking for some dope? Or maybe even getting rid of some?" 

    Cade said, "I don't do drugs. Why'd you ask me something like that? Didn't you find their drugs?" 

    With a smirk, the cop said, "Oh, yeah, we found some. In fact, someone specifically told us to look for drugs. Since your prints were on the phone, I figure it was you." 

    Pretending surprise, Cade asked, "My prints? How... How the hell..?" The cop's smirk turned into a grin. "Yeah, baby! Your very own prints, Mr. Cade. Once we had your tag number, we called the FBI. They faxed us a copy in zip time." 

    'Bullshit,' thought Cade, but he said, "Yeah, I called." The cop instantly snapped, "Why?" 

    With apparent nervousness, Cade said, "Well, I saw all the pills and stuff on the floor. Dever wouldn't wake up. I didn't want to leave things up to the other two because I figured they'd just run out and leave him there. Hell, I just figured it was the thing to do at the time, but then... Well..." The cop gave him a smug grin and asked, "You thought you'd just kind of walk out of there and disappear, huh?" 

    Cade gave the cop an exasperated look and said, "Look, when I went there, all I wanted was money to fix my car. That's all. I didn't expect everything that happened." 

    "Did you happen to open a cardboard box while you were there, Mr. Cade?" 

    "No. I didn't open any boxes." 

    "You're sure?" 

    "I'm sure." 

    "What if I told you that we found your prints on a box of drugs, Mr. Cade? 

One of those waxed cardboard boxes that they ship frozen hamburger meat in?" Cade met his gaze and said, "I didn't open any damned boxes. If you're trying to set me up for something, forget it." 

    "We don't set people up, Mr. Cade. They only do that in the movies. How did you know where to look for Dever?" 

    Cade gave him the name of the guy who'd told him where to look for Dever, then he judged it time to put on a little show of nervousness. 

    "Look," said Cade, "When I asked for the money, there was a fight, then Dever pulled that big-assed hunting knife. I kicked it out of his hand and somebody hit him with an ashtray and the fight was over. When I came out of the bathroom, the fourth guy was gone. That's when I called you and just walked out of there and said to hell with it." 

    "We didn't see an ashtray in the front room, Mr. Cade. What did you do with it?" 

    "What do you mean 'what did I do with it'? If you didn't find it out front, look in the bedroom where they were." 

    "Oh, we will, Mr. Cade. We will. Are you absolutely sure there was a fourth man in the apartment, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Hell, yes, I'm sure! The guy was sitting on the couch next to Dever. He peed himself sometime during the whole mess, 'cause his pants were wet when he stood up. You kind of notice things like that." 

    The cop peered at Cade for a moment, then said, "Calm down and stay put, Mr. Cade. I'll be right back." 

    The cop got up to talk to two other cops some distance away. One of them nodded and laughed, holding his hands almost a foot apart while describing something, then the cop who was questioning Cade came back and asked if Cade wanted to pursue matters. 

    "Pursue what matters?" asked Cade. 

    "A fresh urine stain was found on the couch and the three men in custody had dry pants, so I'll ask them who peed on the couch. You say that you were attacked, Mr. Cade. You say that Dever is the guy who vandalized your car, too, but we'd need some proof before we can charge him with that. Do you want to file assault charges?" 

    Cade gave him a skeptical look and asked, "Not to be difficult, but how would doing that get my car fixed? I'd have to file a civil suit to get any money out of them." 

    "This is about more than your car, Mr. Cade." 

    "Not to me, it isn't. It's the only reason I went there." The cop leaned back in his chair and said, "Well, it's about more than that to us. How well do you know Dever?" 

    "I told you I don't know him. I've seen him around the campus, but I've never met him before today." 

    "Would you be willing to take a polygraph about that?" Time to pretend outrage and indignation. 

    Cade agitatedly said, "Hell, yes! Figure it out, man. Those morons hated me enough to cut up my car, just because I'd been in the Army. I was a medic, man, but they acted as if I'd been in charge of the whole fucking war, you know? They didn't exactly invite me to their parties." The cop said, "I'll ask you one time not to swear in this office, Mr. Cade. Do it again and you're busted." 

    Cade shrugged sullenly and nodded. "Yeah. Okay. Hey, if you found drugs, why do you need me? You've got all you need to bust them, right? Going to court isn't going to pay for my car, man. It's just going to make me miss classes I can't afford to miss." 

    The cop had acquired a disgusted look. 

    Cade shifted forward in his chair and as earnestly as possible said, 

"Look, I was out of school for three years, you know? I'm having a hard enough time passing, and if word gets around that I helped the cops, it won't be just the anti-war bozos after me. The druggies'll be messing with me, too, 'cause they'll think I narc'd for you. Everybody will think I'm a narc. I don't think I need that. In fact, if you aren't going to arrest me for defending myself and calling you about the dope, I think I just want to go home." The cop looked hard at Cade for a moment, then got up, telling Cade to stay put. Half an hour later the cop returned to the desk and told Cade that he was free to go. 

    As he escorted Cade to the door, the cop said, "We'll continue to look into this, Mr. Cade, so try not to get lost." 

    To further compound a questionable day, Cade's girlfriend, Brenda, told him when he got home that his ex-girlfriend had called and that she'd sounded very upset. 

    "About what?" asked Cade, pulling her to him and kissing her soundly. 

"Mmm. You taste pretty good, miLady." 

    "Thank you. She didn't say, but she said she'd call back this evening. Why do you think she's calling you, Ed?" 

    Cade shrugged and said, "Damned if I know. She's in the Army at Fort Monroe, Virginia. If it was an emergency, she'd be calling someone a little closer than Texas." 

    Brenda looked at him for some moments, then said, "You said you broke up with her just before you came back to Texas. That was in early February, Ed. It's almost the end of May now. Almost four months. What's going to make her call you after all that time?" 

    Cade shrugged again and said, "I dunno. Maybe I forgot something when I left? I've already had kind of a big day, Brenda. Let's just wait and see what she wants." 

    Brenda shook her head. "If you'd broken up with me the way you said you broke up with her, I'd trash anything you left behind that couldn't be sold." She raised a single finger in the air and solemnly added, "After I'd crushed it, stomped on it, shit on it, and burned it, that is." Cade grinned and said, "Wow. Thanks for warning me." 

    "I think you're missing my point, Ed." 

    "Make one, Brenda. Then maybe I won't miss it. Or, better yet, let's not worry about why she called and go take a shower. I'll give you the same great service whether you're dirty or not, you know." 

    Brenda sighed with exasperation and said, "Quit fooling around and listen. I think Kim's pregnant, Ed. I think that's why she called. I think you're about to become a father." 

    Cade gazed silently at Brenda for a moment, then turned away to make himself a coffee. Brenda moved to stand beside him at the sink and said nothing for some moments. 

    Tap some instant into the cup. Damn, way too much. Screw it. Add hot water anyway. Stir mindlessly. Oh, shit. 

    "Well?" asked Brenda. 
Chapter Three

    Cade glanced at her and added enough cold water to make the coffee immediately drinkable, then asked, "Well, what? You really can't see it being anything else?" 

    "I don't think so. If it is, what are you going to do?" 

    "I guess that depends." 

    With an incredulous expression, Brenda leaned to look into his face and asked, "Depends on what, dammit?!" 

    "Whether she's pregnant, for one thing. What she wants to do about it if she is. She's single, Brenda. She's in the Army. She's made a lot of rank in a short time because of her college points. Does she want to stay in? Does the Army know she's pregnant? They're a bunch of tight-asses where unwed mothers are concerned." 

    Brenda walked to the kitchen table, dithered for a moment, then sat down. After another couple of moments, she asked, "What if she wants to get out of the Army, Ed?" 

    Cade sighed and said, "Then I'll have to go there and talk to her about how wonderful it would be if she stayed in." 

    Brenda swiveled in her chair and stared at him. 

    "What? What are you saying, Ed?" 

    Cade said nothing as he returned her shocked stare with his own, flat gaze for a moment. 

    "I don't want to be a father," said Cade. "Not at all. Not an accidental daddy and not some guy who sends money rather than get involved. I'd rather see her stay in the Army. For now, at least." 

    Brenda was out of her chair in a flash, facing him. 

    "You're talking about an abortion, aren't you?" 

    "Yes." 

    "But what if she wants to keep it? We're talking about a child, Ed. Your child." 

    In the same flat tone, Cade said, "I know that." Brenda stared at him for a moment, then asked, "And what if Kim won't cooperate? What then?" 

    Cade sighed and said, "Oh, hell, I don't know. I guess I'll have to go up there. Let's not argue, Brenda. We don't know that Kim's pregnant. It could be something else, y'know." 

    After some seconds of silently staring at Cade, Brenda spun and marched into the living room, where she opened her schoolbooks and spread some papers on the couch. 

    She didn't look up as Cade passed her on the way to the bedroom. He put his coffee on the nightstand and stretched out on the bed, his arms behind his head. 

    Kim, pregnant? She'd been on the pill, damn it. He thought about their last couple of weeks together. 

    After a furious verbal battle over her bottle-a-day drinking, she'd said she needed some time to herself and gone to the WAC billets on base. Twice during the following week she'd come by their two-story duplex apartment while he'd been at work, and after each visit he'd noticed items of her clothing or other things missing. It had seemed to Cade that she was moving her stuff out in a piecemeal fashion. 

    When her sister had called from Missouri on Sunday night, he'd taken a message and called the WAC shack to tell Kim. Cade heard her tell the CQ to take the message. 

    "Fine," said Cade, before the CQ could repeat her words. "Tell her that her sister called and wants her to call back." 

    Pissed that she wouldn't even talk to him, he'd hung up the phone, then taken it off the hook for an evening of uninterrupted solitude with Tchaikovsky and a book. 

    Kim had been Cade's blonde goddess. His everything. His world. But her drinking had slowly dissolved chunks out of that world that couldn't be ignored or replaced and had demonstrated all too well what their future would hold. 

    Cade had packed and notified a few people of his impending departure during the first three days of the next week, then he'd called Kim Wednesday evening to let her know that he'd be leaving for Texas the following morning. It had sounded as if she'd dropped the phone, then she'd told him that she'd be at the house in a few minutes and hung up. 

    "Aw, shit," muttered Cade, anticipating an argument. "A clean break just isn't gonna happen tonight." 

    Cade watched Kim stride up the walkway later with something over her shoulder. As she came closer, he saw that it was her uniform in a drycleaner's bag. 

    Kim entered the apartment, saw him standing by the window, and hung her uniform on the coat hook by the front door before coming toward him in a determined manner. 

    For perhaps the hundredth time he noted her resemblance to Ingrid Bergman. That had been what had caught his interest when he'd first seen Kim and the biggest reason he'd approached her. If Bergman had been a blonde the two women would have passed for twins from twenty feet or so. 

    Kim seemed shocked that he'd decided to leave. That had confused him somewhat, since he'd thought that she'd already pretty much left him. No, she said. She'd just needed some time to herself, she said. 

    Then had come the tears, harsh words intermingled with love words and promises, and the familiar whipsawing between emotion and logic at which she had excelled. 

    Cade simply fastened his mental armor and waited for her to run out of steam. Kim had soon realized that her tactics weren't working. Her demeanor seemed to galvanize, then she sat down at the dining room table. 

    "In that case," Kim said archly, "I'd like to stay here tonight. If you don't mind, that is." 

    With a look of vast suspicion, Cade asked, "Actually, I do mind. I'm not going to change my mind, Kim." 

    Her gaze narrowed as she said, "Oh, heaven forbid that you should change your mind, Ed. Oh, no, we just couldn't have that, could we? This is still my legal residence, by God. I can stay here if I want, and I want." Cade opened the kitchen drawer and retrieved the envelope containing their rental papers. He placed them on the table and stood back from the table. 

    "Sure, Kim. The lease is in the name of the military member, who happens to be you. You can even keep the place and move back in if you want. I'll sleep on the couch." 

    She'd stared at the envelope for several moments, then calmly regarded him as she said, "It's getting late and I'm hungry. Do we go out or order in?" Cade regarded her in turn for a few seconds. Kim adjusted her seating as he gazed at her. More leg showing, more profile, her face as she looked up at him held just so with that calm, challenging gaze she'd used so often in their past to win her arguments, her blue-green eyes... No. No. 

    "I'm not hungry," said Cade. "I'm going upstairs to wash off a day of packing and hauling boxes. Then I'm going to try to get some sleep. It's a long drive." 

    As he showered, Cade considered that he could be doing the stupidest thing possible by staying the night with Kim. Her looks and statuesque figure had drawn him to her, then the mind that she'd so carefully concealed on their first couple of dates had shown itself and hooked his interest. It had actually startled her to realize that he truly appreciated her mind as well as her body. She'd had a hard time believing it at first, but Cade had never shown any hesitation about consulting her when necessary and had always related to her as an intellectual equal. Or better. 

    Kim had six years of college and some hard knocks in life to back her views, but in some ways she seemed to be afflicted with vast knowledge and sparse understanding. 

    Ed Cade had quit in the tenth grade, but had passed the ACT's for college before doing so. His knowledge base had developed from self-structured personal studies of subjects of interest and had then been exponentially expanded by his experiences in and out of the Army. 

    Kim would lean hard toward the liberal side of any issue while Cade tended to be 'show me the machinery of it' pragmatic when making decisions. He dried himself, then bagged his old clothes and put on the clean ones he'd laid out on the sink counter. He then headed back downstairs with more than a little trepidation. 

    Kim was on the phone, ordering a couple of pizzas. She then called the package store and ordered a large bottle of wine, glancing at Cade as he entered the dining room. 

    "I've had a long day, too," said Kim, hanging up the phone and heading for the stairs. "The pizza guy said he'd pick up the wine on the way. He knows me from all the deliveries to the WAC shack. The money's on the table and it's my turn in the shower." 

    Cade nodded as she passed him and his eyes followed her legs as she climbed the stairs. The rush of desire that flooded him set off warning bells in his head. 

    'Stupid, stupid, stupid! Don't stay! She's a trap! 

    He mumblingly answered the voice in his head with, "I can handle this." But he had doubts as he envisioned Kim in the shower. She'd been his goddess of desire, booze or no booze. A week apart had strengthened his resolve to leave, but could that resolve survive a night with her? 

    As Cade sat down, his arm touched something wet on the table and he looked at the small wet spot. There were no glasses on the table. He sniffed the wetness, then tasted it. 

    Vodka. She'd been tippling while he'd been showering. She probably had a bottle in that big-assed purse she'd taken upstairs with her. He'd seen her use a bottle's cap as a demi-shotglass before. 
Chapter Four

    Cade sat up straight and took a deep breath as he dried his forearm on his jeans and looked toward the stairs. Yeah. That little reminder had helped settle him. Now his resolve could probably stand a night of her. 

    'Probably'? Had he just included the word 'probably'? Oh, shit. Maybe he'd be better off in a motel. 

    The pizza guy showed up unusually quickly, grinning as if he'd accomplished something. He carried two medium pizza boxes and a big bottle of wine. 

    "Had two orders cancel on base," he said. "So here they are. The wine too, just like she wanted." 

    Cade thanked him and told him to keep the few dollars of change as he swapped the money for the pizzas. 

    He'd heard the shower stop while he'd paid the pizza guy. A few minutes later, Kim strolled downstairs naked above the waist, a big towel wrapped snugly around her hips. 

    Her eyes were slightly glassy, but her step was still firm. She was gorgeous. Oh, hell, more than that, she was... Cade realized that he knew no word adequate to describe his perception of Kim. He also realized that their week apart had very likely well enhanced his ability to perceive her. He tried to contain his response as his eyes roamed over her. 

    Kim grinned and stepped very close to him, then softly said, "I've missed the way you look at me, Ed." 

    Her voice. Her eyes. Her firm thigh, exposed by the spread of the towel. The slightly-longer-than-regulation blonde hair that settled on her shoulders and drew his eyes downward along her throat to her breasts. Cade said, "Well, you didn't have to miss it, you know." At a distance of perhaps a foot they gazed into each other's eyes a moment, then she turned with a small smile to go to her chair. She sat at the table as Cade opened a pizza box. The doorbell rang, causing her to squeak and giggle and cover her breasts as she scampered into the kitchen. 

    Cade welcomed the distraction, again wondering if he was being truly stupid to stay. His feelings about Kim put him in deep, hot water and she knew it as well as he did. He told the two people at the door to peddle their religion elsewhere and firmly closed the door. 

    When they'd settled around the table again, each of them with a slice of pizza and a glass of wine, she said, "I meant that, you know. I've always liked the way you look at me. I like the way I can feel your eyes on me." Cade nodded and said around pizza, "I know." 

    "You said you weren't hungry." 

    "I wasn't. Now I am." 

    With a raised eyebrow she said, "Ah." 

    After a moment, she sighed beautifully and said, "Ed, I know you've been having a hard time of things. Of me... Well, of the booze, in particular. I know that, I really do. If I promised to lighten up, what would you say to staying long enough to give us just one more chance?" A driblet of hot pizza sauce fell to her left breast as she spoke. She startled and looked down and said, "Ow. Oh, damn. We don't have any napkins, do we?" 

    Cade had an unreasonably strong urge to go over there and lick her breast clean. Kim looked up just as he'd put a cap on the urge. Her eyes flared slightly and she grinned as she read his feelings. 

    'What the hell,' thought Cade. 'If she wants to play it this way, then we'll play it this way, by God.' 

    He carefully put his pizza slice down, debating the wisdom of his intentions even as he said, "Well, ma'am, I can either get you a napkin or I can lick it off." 

    Still grinning, Kim said, "I'd hate for you to have to go all the way to the kitchen over a little bit of pizza sauce." 

    With a similar grin, Cade said, "If you're going to be a messy eater, I should probably sit closer." 

    Kim smiled and said, "Good idea. Let's see if we can get by without napkins for now." 

    Cade took his time about licking the pizza off Kim's lovely breast before returning to his own pizza. As expected, a bit of pizza eventually fell on her other breast. He'd barely finished mopping up that spill when a bit of sliced black olive fell in her lap. 

    Kim softly asked, "You aren't going to leave it there, are you?" With a shake of his head, Cade said, "I really like black olives. Can't waste it." 

    Kim put down her pizza slice and edged forward in her chair. It took quite some time to properly retrieve the olive bit from her golden bush with his tongue. 

    After he'd achieved her pleasure, Cade silently lifted her from her chair, set her on the edge of the table, and kissed her deeply as he moved to seek his own pleasure within her. 

    Cade achieved her pleasure twice more before he reached his own climax, and when he'd withdrawn himself from her, they sat and talked as they finished eating. 

    So began the evening and so it ended some hours later when Kim had fallen asleep after a third round of lovemaking and a second shower. Cade had lain beside Kim for a while, tracing the lines of her with his eyes and fingers in an attempt to memorize her as completely as possible, then he'd gone downstairs for a cold soda and to put the remains of the pizza in the fridge. 

    When he tossed the plastic Coke bottle in the trash, it clanked on something and bounced out and onto the floor. 

    He retrieved the soda bottle and set it in the trash. An empty pint Vodka bottle lay concealed beneath other bits of trash in the can. He glanced at the empty wine bottle. He'd only had one glass of the stuff. 

    Realizing that he'd packed his alarm clock, Cade called the WAC shack and told the CQ that one of their ladies would need a wakeup call. She took his number and promised that someone would call at or about six. Cade went back to bed and again lay studying Kim for quite a while, then he dozed off. 

    The bedside phone rang a few minutes after six. Cade answered it, then gently shook Kim awake and said, "It's Spec-4 Somebody from the WAC company." Kim came instantly awake and spoke with the CQ, then she kissed him and scampered to the bathroom. Fifteen minutes later she'd been showered and dressed. 

    As he straightened her collar and checked her brass and other minor details, she asked, "Would you like to see a movie tonight? 'Anne of a Thousand Days' is showing on base. We could meet there for the early show." When his hands fell from her collar and he didn't answer immediately, her head slowly raised and her eyes seemed to search his for a few moments. Cade said, "I'm signing into U-Texas on Monday, Kim. It's all set up with the VA. I have four days to get there and one of them has to involve a stop at Fort Bragg." 

    Her expression had darkened as she asked, "Why can't you go to college here, Ed? There's a college right here in Phoebus if you don't mind that it's ninety percent black." 

    Cade shook his head. 

    "You know better, Kim. If color were a problem for me, I wouldn't have taken that job with Jaybird Washington's construction crew. The problem is your drinking and the way it takes precedence over everything except the time you spend behind a desk for the Army." 

    He sighed and added, "I discovered a big dent in the bill money, Kim, but not until I was standing in the Vepco office. I made it up out of my pocket, so you'll have electricity for another month if you decide to keep the place." She wryly said, "Thanks so much. What about the checking account? Is there anything left, or will I..." 

    Cade interrupted her. "I took my half, that's all. There's still about four hundred in there." 

    "I thought you loved me, Ed. You said you did. I thought --after last night --that we could work things out." 

    With a sigh, Cade said, "I do love you, Kim. That's why this is so goddamned difficult. That's why it hurts so much." 

    "But not enough to keep you from leaving?" 

    "No. Not enough to keep me from leaving. The real agony is in the day-to-day living with the booze. And the nights. Especially the nights when you came home at ten or eleven with a carload of drunk women who tore the place up and tried to keep the party going until two or three. Or when you didn't come home at all and said you'd stayed on base." 

    "I did stay on base. You know that, Ed. We have to sign in and out. I can prove it if you want." 

    "Sure. Like I'm gonna waltz into the WAC shack and be shown the daily logs." 

    "Then ask Darlene. Sgt. Cooke, the company clerk. I'll go with you, Ed. She'll tell you." 

    Cade sighed and asked, "Has it occurred to you that I shouldn't have to wonder where you are or ask Sgt. Cooke anything at all? That your need for booze outweighs everything else in your life, including me? That's why I'm leaving, Kim. I'm going to start a new life." 

    Kim had stared at him for a moment, then she'd gone ballistic. After a rant and some name-calling, she'd had to leave in order to get to her desk in an admin office on time. 

    Not long after Kim had stormed out, Cade had locked himself out and pushed the keys back through the mail slot, then started the long drive to Texas. 
Chapter Five

    A dull thump from the living room brought Cade back to the present. Brenda had either slammed a book shut or set one down hard. 

    His mind slipped back to Kim. Had she missed a few pills during their week apart? If so, then she definitely could be pregnant. He'd filled her three times during their last lustful evening together. 

    Cade tried to envision Kim as a mother and flatly couldn't. He couldn't even envision her as a dependable babysitter, for Christ's sake. He could, however, envision her passed out on the couch or the floor next to a squalling brat. Could she stop drinking for nine months? For the time it takes to raise a child? 

    Oh, damn. Damn, damn, damn. 

    He was so lost in thought that the first ring of the phone startled the hell out of him. He let it ring twice more before he answered it. Kim's velvet voice said, "Hello, Ed. It's me." Damn! When he'd simply been remembering their last night, it had been like watching a movie in his head, but Kim's voice evoked a far more intense envisionment of her. He felt his pulse quicken to nearly double and a rush of adrenaline saturated him. 

    Brenda appeared at the door. He lifted a leg slightly so that she wouldn't see the bulge in his pants. 

    Brenda silently mouthed, "Is that her?" 

    Cade nodded. After a moment of apparent indecision, Brenda also nodded and retreated to the front room. 

    "Ed?" asked Kim. "Are you there?" Her voice slithered into his ear and tickled his brain. Damn, damn, damn. Didn't expect to feel like this... 

    He took a breath and tried to sound composed. 

    "Yeah. I'm here. Your voice sounds as nice as ever, Kim." After a moment, she said, "Thanks. Yours, too. We have a... We have a problem, Ed." 

    Aw, shit. Brenda was right. Aw, shit. 

    Cade closed his eyes and asked, "What kind of problem?" He realized that he had a death grip on the phone and made a conscious effort to unclench his hand. 

    Kim hesitated again, then said, "I'm pr... Uh, I'm going to have a baby, Ed." She paused, then added, "Yours." 

    Something within Cade seemed to hit bottom and turn to acid. In an abstract manner he realized that he no longer had a bulge in his pants. If anything, the damned thing seemed to be trying to hide. 

    Cade opened his eyes to see Brenda in the doorway again. She simply stared at him for a moment, then started forward a pace before stopping halfway to the bed. 

    Oh, Jesus Christ on a big stick. Pregnant. Oh, hell. 

    Brenda's eyes tensely locked with his in a questioning manner. He gave her a pained expression as he nodded slightly. Brenda's eyes closed, then she sat down on the end of the bed, her back to him. 

    "Ed?" asked Kim. 

    Cade summoned his voice to say, "Yeah, Kim." 

    "I need to know... What are we going to do, Ed?" She hadn't asked 'what am I going to do?' or 'what are you going to do?' 

She'd asked 'what are WE going to do?' 

    With a sigh, he asked, "What are the choices, Kim?" She cleared her throat, and in her 'let's debate this issue' tone, she asked, "Why don't you tell me, Ed? What are you prepared to do about... This situation?" 

    "First tell me how you feel about things, Kim. Are you sure you're pregnant? Does the Army know?" 

    She sighed. "Not yet, they don't. I went to a civilian doctor last week. I'm not guessing about this, Ed." 

    After a moment, Cade asked, "Do you want to keep the baby, Kim? Can you, and still be in the Army?" 

    Kim tensely said, "I'm Episcopalian, Ed. That's about one step from being a Catholic." 

    Her voice cracked and she coughed softly, then she said, "I haven't had a drink since I found out about the baby. Not one. Does that mean anything to you, Ed?" 

    "Yeah. I guess it means you want to keep it. Why didn't you call me when you found out, Kim? Why wait a week?" 

    She sighed audibly and said, "Oh, hell, Ed. Why do you think? After the way you left... And I know how you feel about children. I didn't expect this to be a very pleasant conversation." 

    You're right about that, lady. It damned sure isn't. 

    Her voice cracking, Kim said, "Ed, I need you here with me. I need you, Ed." 

    Brenda had turned around to look at him. Cade simply stared back at her for lack of words. 

    Kim almost haltingly said, "I need you to come back here and help me through this, Ed. To be here with me if I have to leave the Army. I want our child to have a father. You owe me --and you owe the baby --that much." Brenda silently rose from the bed to walk quickly toward the bedroom door. She was almost running before she entered the hall. Cade heard the bathroom door close. 

    After a few moments of silence, Cade sat up on the edge of the bed and said, "I'll need some time to get clear of things here. The semester ends next month." 

    After a pause, Kim asked, "What courses have you been taking, Ed?" Cade sighed and said, "History major, English minor, business admin... Oh, hell, Kim. We can talk about college some other time, okay? More important is how the Army is going to take this news. If we're married, will you be able to stay in? Do you really want to?" 

    "I'd like to stay in, Ed. I've made E-5 and this is the first time in my life I've had anything I could truly depend on. I mean, my first marriage and my other jobs were just... Well... You know what I mean, don't you?" 

    'Sure,' thought Cade. 'Both parents dead early on and a series of jobs and a failed first marriage to a guy from Iran who wanted his wife to wear a damned chador just to take out the garbage. Good thing she didn't have kids with a jerk like him. He was probably why she took up drinking.' 

    "Yeah, Kim. I guess so. Who else knows that you're pregnant?" 

    "Beverly Parker." 

    He drew a blank on the name for a moment, then remembered the woman who'd come over one night to help Kim through what she'd termed an 'episode'. Crisp, but friendly enough. A no-nonsense type. 

    "The one from AA," said Cade. "A brunette with a cast iron attitude." Kim chuckled and said, "That's her. She's helping me stay off the bottle. She knows people who may be able to help if the Army finds out too soon." 

    "Uh, huh. Are you still at the duplex?" 

    "Yes. I was going to find another place, but..." Cade waited a moment, but she didn't finish the sentence. He thought about what to say next, then decided that anything worth saying could wait until he got there. 

    "Yeah. Okay, Kim. I'll call before I leave Texas and we'll keep in touch in the meantime. Is there anything else?" 

    Kim's understanding that he was trying to end the conversation was evident in her voice. 

    "Uh, no. No, there isn't, I guess. Okay, Ed. I'll, uh... I'll be here. Goodbye." 

    "Bye, Kim." 

    "Uh, Ed?" 

    "Yeah, Kim?" 

    She softly asked, "You're really coming, aren't you?" 

    "Yeah, Kim." 

    "You're sure?" 

    Cade sighed. "Kim, I've told you less than the full truth at times or I've told you nothing at all, but I've never outright lied to you and you know it. Besides, once my parents find out, you know they'll want to see their grandchild someday. Don't sweat it." 

    "Oh, dear God! You're going to tell your parents?" 

    "Yeah, why not? I'll have to give them some reason for leaving. We may need some help along the line, Kim, and they're all the grandparents the kid will have." 

    He could hear her tears in her choking voice as she quickly said, "Uh, yeah. Okay, then. Thanks, Ed. Bye." 

    "Bye, Kim." 

    He hadn't heard the click of her hanging up by the time he'd placed his own receiver on its hook. Cade sipped his coffee and stared rather blankly at the phone for several seconds, then he rose to walk into the front room. 
Chapter Six

    Brenda looked up as he approached the couch and asked, "You're going, aren't you?" 

    Cade nodded. "Yeah. It may not last, but neither mother nor child will be illegitimate, and if she's married when she delivers, the Army may not legally be able to fire her without a bit of a struggle." 

    "She wants to stay in the Army?" 

    "That's what she says. I know enough about her to believe it's probably true." 

    "I've heard of women getting pregnant to get out, Ed." He shook his head. "I don't think this was anything more than an unfortunate accident, Brenda." 

    "You sure you don't just want to believe that, Ed? You told me she tried to use herself to keep you from leaving. You told me about your last night together." 

    "It doesn't matter what I'd like to believe, Brenda. She's pregnant. She wants to be married when she delivers, and I can understand that." 

    "What about you? College? What if they transfer her? The VA won't let you transfer schools more than twice, will they? That's what they told my brother when he switched colleges. What if the baby isn't yours?" 

    "I'll work something out with the VA or take what I can get, and she won't object to a paternity test if it's mine." 

    Long seconds passed before Brenda softly said, "Well, I guess this is the end for us. When are you leaving?" 

    "Right after the semester ends." 

    Brenda wordlessly got off the couch and started gathering her books and notes. Cade saw tears fall on the cover of her notebook. He'd rather expected her to pick up her stuff and leave, but instead she simply shoved everything to the end of the coffee table, then banged the table with her fists. 

    "It's not fair, Ed! It's just not fair! I just found you!" Cade rose and went to put an arm around her. 

    Standing very straight, Brenda wiped her tears, took a deep breath, and stated, "You'll be taken away from me a month from now, but you're still mine until you leave. Correct me if I'm wrong." 

    Cade took her in his arms and kissed her softly once, twice, then said, 

"No corrections necessary, Brenda." 

    They tried to squeeze their remaining time together for all it was worth, of course, often to the exclusion of friends and sometimes at the expense of classes. 

    The Arlington cops requested Cade's presence only once more in order to identify the fourth man in the apartment once they'd found him. The same cop who had questioned him before asked him again if he'd opened a box while he'd been in the apartment. Cade again said no. The cop described the frozen meat box again and said that one of the druggies claimed that there'd been quite a bit of money in it. 

    "We didn't find any money in the box, Mr. Cade. Did you happen to find that box and open it?" 

    Cade looked hard at him for a moment, then said, "There were four other people there. One disappeared while I was in the bathroom. If anything's missing, I'd ask him." 

    "We have, Mr. Cade. He admits to having taken a bag of dope from the apartment." 

    "If he can steal dope from his friends, he can steal their money, too. How much is missing?" 

    "About nine thousand, according to Dever." 

    Cade goggled at him and exclaimed, "Jeezus! Did he have an exclusive on the college trade?" 

    The cop sighed and stood up, then said, "We'll call you if we need you, Mr. Cade. Like I said, don't get lost," and escorted him out of the station. Cade assumed that the police might be keeping an eye on him, which would include letting banks know to call if he opened a nine thousand dollar account. 

    When the money he'd mailed arrived at his parents' house, he drove around Dallas and Mesquite converting the cash to money orders at convenience stores. Nobody asked any questions because Cade left a folded insurance bill in plain sight during each money order purchase. It was one of his parents' 

bills, folded so as not to show the name or address. 

    A few days later he had thirty money orders in an envelope, each for the amount of $297.00 and all made out to himself, and a bit more than fifty bucks in cash left over. 

    At the local Sears store he ordered a cheap, small set of socket wrenches that they didn't carry in stock. 

    When the set arrived, he pulled out the plastic tray that held the sockets and used double-sided carpet tape to fasten the envelope to the shell of the set's case, then used more of the tape to securely fasten the tray to the envelope. 

    Cade resealed the Sears shipping box and typed up an address correction label at the library, then mailed the box to himself again, this time c/o Kim in Virginia. 

    He called Kim and told her to expect a Sears box with some tools in it and just to set it in the closet. She asked why they weren't sending the tools to him in Texas. 

    Instead of answering that question, he sighingly told her that the methods and madnesses of the Sears order system were known only to Sears and that the sockets weren't immediately crucial, so it didn't matter if they sat in a closet for a while. 

    A few days later he'd taken the car to a repair shop to have the trunk sanded and painted. Although the color used wasn't quite a perfect match, it was good enough. 

    When Cade went to see the campus Veteran's Affairs officer about putting his schooling on hold until he could find another college in Virginia, the harried VA rep had at first been truly startled and confused by Cade's request. 

    "I'm marrying a woman who's in the Army," explained Cade. "I know you don't see this every day, but it can't be that big a deal. Anyway, she could be transferred. I need to be able to keep my schooling going." The VA rep looked at Cade for a moment, then at Cade's paperwork and said, 

"No, I surely don't see this kind of thing every day, son. Marrying back into the Army, huh? Well, you were Airborne, so I don't guess I have to tell you about taking big leaps with a lot of hope and faith, do I?" The VA rep made a call to Fort Meyer to verify Kim's existence and Cade's story. After locating Kim on post and confirming their wedding plans, the VA rep grinningly said in an exaggerated Texas accent, "Ahm gonna fix it, boy. Don't you worry none. I got me a hotline to God hisownself." Thereupon he called the Washington, DC office of the Veteran's Administration and spoke to someone to whom he was very respectful as he explained that Cade would be marrying back into the Army. 

    "That's right, sir. He's gonna be a real live war bride. I've never had anything like this come up before, so I wanted to clear it with you before I try to set him up to transfer as necessary while she's in service." Three forms in quadruplicate later, Cade had all he needed for the purpose of school transfers. He thanked the VA rep in a manner consistent with having witnessed a true miracle and left. 

    Packing didn't amount to much. Between moving back to Texas, staying with family for a couple of weeks while he signed into school, and then moving into an apartment in Arlington, Cade hadn't bothered to unpack anything nonessential. It took less than a day to rebox all but the necessities for travel. 

    The weekend after Kim's call, Cade had visited his parents in nearby Grand Prairie to tell them what was transpiring. He cautioned them that the Army shouldn't find out about the baby until after the wedding. His father --as expected --congratulated him as a potential father and for being man enough to do right by Kim and the baby, then said, "Let us know if you need help. Do you need any money for the trip? For later?" 

    "No thanks, Dad, I've got a few bucks to work with." 

    "You're sure? You aren't just embarrassed to ask for money?" Cade smiled and said, "Yeah, Dad. I'm sure." Cade's father put his wallet away with a small nod. 

    "Well," he said, "If you get in trouble, we can come up with a few bucks to help out. Just call." 

    His mother generally kept her silence on the matter until after Cade's last visit to his parents' house, the afternoon before he was to leave for Virginia. 

    She said, "I wanted to have a word with you before you go and before your father gets home from work, Ed. I have something to say that he wouldn't be able to hear without interrupting me. It concerns someone who was once his best friend in the world. Someone who became an alcoholic." She sat down at the kitchen table with a coffee and indicated that Cade should join her. He got a coffee of his own and she started speaking as he sat down. 

    "Ed, your world is about to change drastically. I won't tell you about diapers and feedings and sleepless nights. You'll find out about all that on your own. I will tell you that if you can't keep Kim sober, all of your lives

--yours, hers, and the child's, eventually --will be an exercise in abject misery. Your father and I nursed a family friend through similar circumstances when your dad was at Carlisle Barracks." 

    She tapped her cup and said, "It went on for three years. They were always broke. The money went to booze or bail. Frank would turn violent and Louise and their child, Marian, stayed at our house many nights toward the end. When there was no way left to disguise Frank's problem, the Army finally let him go, and he drove to Vermont to see if his family could put them up for a while. He never made it." 

    Cade's mother tapped her cup again twice, then said, "He drove into a bridge abutment. The police said that he must have been going over ninety on a two-lane blacktop mountain road. I've always half-believed that he did it deliberately, just to end the misery. Louise and Marian went to live with her family." 

    She looked up at Cade and said, "I dearly hope I'm wrong to think that your marriage to Kim has almost no chance of success, but if I'm right, I want you to know that you won't hear an 'I told you so' from us later. We know that you're doing what you feel you have to do, and your father and I agree that it's the right thing to do, if only for our first grandchild." His mother had a bit more to say and she said it while her finger poked hard at his breastbone for emphasis. Cade had seen her tense about poor grades and spotty school attendance and the time he'd come home drunk at age seventeen after he and Anne had ended their summer affair, but his mother's demeanor as she drove her finger into his chest reached far beyond all those times. 

    In a voice of soft steel, his mother said, "I know you, Ed. I know your heart and I know how you've always felt about Kim. I also know how hard you'll try to keep things together, and if this were just between you and Kim, I'd tell you that your relationship with Kim is your business and to come back with your shield or on it." 

    She put her hand to the side of his face and made firm eye contact with him as she said, "But it isn't just your business anymore, Ed. You will keep the child in mind at all times. If times get really hard, or if Kim can't stay sober, you are to bring my grandchild here. If necessary, bring Kim, too. That is not a request, Ed. It is not a suggestion. Your father and I and your sister will help, and don't you believe for even a moment that you won't need all the help you can possibly get as either a single college student parent or as a married parent with an alcoholic wife." 

    Cade nodded and said, "Okay, Mom." 

    "I mean it, Ed. Come back here if it all goes to hell on you. Bring me my grandchild. Promise me that right now." 

    Feeling nine years old again, Ed Cade solemnly said, "I will, Mom. I promise." 

    A few days before he left Arlington, Brenda and a few friends threw Cade a going-away party. Somewhere around nine that evening Brenda called for everyone's attention, said that she wanted Cade to herself for the rest of the evening, and jollied everyone out of the apartment. 

    She then made drinks for herself and Cade, but instead of handing him one of them, she wordlessly took them to the bedroom. Cade locked up the apartment and followed her. 

    He found Brenda in tears, sobbing into a pillow. When she'd cried herself out, they made love with an intensity that surprised Cade and made him wish there were a way, any way at all, that he could stay with her. Around four in the morning they'd exhausted themselves and lay entwined in each others' arms and legs, trading small kisses and large ones. Brenda pulled back from him for a moment to gaze into his eyes. After a moment, she snuggled back against him. 

    "I'll see you again, you know," she whispered. "What do you know about witchcraft, Ed?" 

    Inasmuch as he was able with an arm pinned, Cade shrugged as he said, 

"Some people believe in it." 

    "Do you?" 

    "No." 

    She kissed his shoulder and said, "Someday you will. You'll have to. I've marked you, sir." 

    Cade had to crane his neck a bit to see her face. She smiled up at him and said, "You'll never forget me and no matter what happens, a part of you will always belong to me. And we will meet again. You can be sure of that." After a moment, Cade kissed her and said, "I hope so, Brenda. I really do." 

    They drifted off to sleep in each other's embrace, her head on his arm. When pain in his arm woke him, Cade spent a few minutes uncramping his bicep and getting the blood flowing again. 

    His activity roused Brenda, who simply reached for her toy, quickly massaged it to solidity, then rolled over and mounted him for yet another long, slow ride to fulfillment. 
Chapter Seven

    After two days more with Brenda and three days on the road, Cade arrived in Virginia. As he turned onto Elizabeth Road and rolled to the parking area in the rear of Kim's apartment building --he couldn't seem to consider it his, only hers --Cade saw Kim taking trash to the dumpster. She was wearing cut off denim shorts and one of his old shirts, so he couldn't detect any bulge to her belly, but her breasts bounced slightly and her blonde hair flowed in the breeze as she strode across the parking lot. He noted that pregnancy didn't seem to have had any effect on her beautiful legs as they flashed in the sunlight. 

    Kim swung the bag over the dumpster's side, turning as she tossed so that she was facing the way she'd come as the bag disappeared inside the dumpster. Her grace and coordination made even such a mundane task look like a dance move of sorts. 

    She saw his dark blue Buick and froze for a moment, then followed it as he found a nearby parking space. As she approached the car Cade opened the door and stepped out to meet her, but she stopped perhaps ten feet away from him and simply gazed at him for a few moments. 

    Cade shrugged and said, "Well, okay. I guess I can't really expect hugs and kisses and all that, but how about a hand with the luggage, ma'am?" Kim found her voice and said, "I half-believed that you wouldn't really come, Ed." 

    Shaking his head with a grin as he opened the trunk, Cade said, "Oh, faithless woman. I said I would, didn't I? Besides, my mom wants to be able to see her grandchild someday. She specifically told me that, you know. Just about poked a hole in my chest while she said it, too. I can still feel her finger poking me right here. Ow." 

    He rubbed the spot as if it hurt and Kim snickered as she came toward him and said, "I remember how she did that to your sister's boyfriend. Okay, then. Sympathy time. Poor baby. That's it. Now let's get your things inside." As Cade set his bags on the ground behind the car, he eyeballed her shorts-clad legs, then her face, and said, "You look as gorgeous as ever. Are you sure you're preggers?" 

    Kim grabbed two of the smaller bags and said, "Try looking in the middle. I have papers and morning sickness to prove it and you'll be rubbing my ankles when they swell." 

    Cade grinned and said, "Well, at least I'll have my hands on you someplace. That's a blessing of sorts, as I see it." Kim had been heading toward the building as he spoke. She stopped and straightened, then stood very still. Cade worried that he might have crossed some unseen line with his comment. No point in starting things off on a sour note. 

    Kim seemed to shake slightly and Cade wondered if being preggers had made her so squirrelly that an offhand and complimentary comment could upset her to tears. 

    He picked up the three bags at his feet and approached her, prepared to apologize if necessary, but then he heard her soft laughter. As he pulled up alongside her, she looked at him and sighed, then said, 

"Damn. I wanted to keep you at arm's length until I knew where we stood with each other." 

    Cade shrugged and said, "Well, I thought we were, uh... Biologically engaged, I guess you'd call it. Been there, done it. Hardly strangers, anyway." 

    He met her eyes firmly and added softly, "Besides that, you've always been so beautiful to me that it hurt me sometimes to look at you. Do you know what I mean? When you feel your chest swell inside and you can't breathe?" For a long moment, Kim simply stared at him, the bags in her hands forgotten. Tears filled her eyes even as she smiled slightly and tried to speak. 

    In a tight voice, she said, "Yes. I know that feeling, Ed. It was how I felt when I saw you get out of your car just now." 

    Cade put the bags down and fished his paper-towel handkerchiefs from his pocket. He made a show of examining them, partly to conceal his own feelings, as he said, "Uhm. You probably want one that hasn't been used." Kim snorted a short laugh and said, "I'm leaking, here, mister. Just give me one that looks okay." 

    Quickly handing her one of the folded towels, he said, "Yas'm. Here you go. Sorry I made you leak, ma'am." 

    She giggled as she wiped her eyes and blew her nose and said, "Oh, shut up. You aren't sorry about a damned thing." 

    Apparently hearing her own words, she gazed narrowly at him for a moment and asked, "You really aren't, are you? You just left..." Cade interrupted her with, "No problem. I fixed the college transfer thing." 

    "What about work, Ed? Did you leave a job behind?" 

    "Nope. Just a part time thing with the school. Couldn't stay if I wasn't enrolled, anyway, and I have a few bucks on me. What else you got?" Biting her lip, Kim said, "There was a woman, too." 

    "Yes, there was." 

    Kim continued gazing at him, then asked, "Don't you have any resentment at all about this?" 

    "You mean about you, don't you? Would it help matters any if I resented you, Kim? Should I? Did you let yourself get knocked up to trap me?" She looked shocked, then angry. 

    "No, I didn't, damn it! Is that what you thought?" Cade grinned and said, "For maybe ten seconds right after you called, but it didn't make any sense when I thought about it. I told Brenda that..." 

    "Brenda?! Who the hell's Brenda?" 

    Sighing, Cade said, "The woman you mentioned, Kim. She's the lady who answered the phone. She asked if you'd let it happen to get out of the Army. I told her what an E-5 was and suggested that you'd probably have preferred being hit by a truck to being pregnant." 

    "You've got that right," Kim said angrily. "Did you sleep with her, Ed?" 

    "We shared an apartment, Kim. We lived together." He moved to pick up his bags, but Kim remained standing absolutely still in front of him. 

    "Did you at least use rubbers?" she asked. "How do I know you don't have some kind of disease? What if she's pregnant, too?" 

    Cade could see that Kim was feeling immovable, so he sat on his largest suitcase and said, "She was on the pill, so we didn't need rubbers, and we both donated blood two weeks before I left Texas. If one or both of us had a disease, the health department would have tracked us down and said something. That's the way they are, you know." 

    "I was on the pill, too, Ed. Guess what? I'm pregnant." Cade shrugged and met her gaze. "I figure you missed a few pills while you were staying at the WAC shack. Is that how you figure it, too, or do you have some other good explanation for being pregnant at the moment?" With a solid glare, Kim said, "Damn it, Ed, you came in her! Look what that did to me! What if she gets pregnant? Are you going to try to be in both places at once?" 

    Sighing again, Cade said, "Let's worry about you for the time being, Kim. Pills work for most women, but if Brenda winds up pregnant, I'm sure she'll let me know and we'll get all concerned about it then. For now, I'm not going to worry about that, okay?" 

    Kim sharply said, "Well, I damned sure will!" Cade nodded. "Good deal. One of us has it covered. Let's take the bags inside now. I think it's gonna rain." 

    She stared after him for a moment as he walked up the path to the building, then she grabbed the two smaller bags and strode after him, catching up with him quickly. 

    "I hope you don't expect me to sleep with you right away," said Kim. Cade glanced at her as he angled his load through the doorway, but said nothing. 

    "I mean it," said Kim. "Don't even think about it." Cade silently set the bags on the porch and turned to take the two she carried. He put them with the others and turned to face her. 

    "Kim, I'm clean. I know that for a fact." 

    "That's not the whole point, Ed. I..." 

    With a sigh, Cade said, "Simple fact: If I can't have you I'll be sleeping with someone else, ma'am. If I'm sleeping with you, there'll be no other woman. If you turn me down, we'll be married in name only, and only so that you and the kid are legal. If that's the way you want it, fine." Cade looked Kim over from head to toe, and then met her eyes again. 

    "You're my definition of a goddess, Kim," he said. "Flawed, but my goddess, nonetheless. If I promise myself to you, I won't break that promise. You know that. Your sister tried to nail me --partly just to see if I'd do it, I think --and so have a number of your so-called friends from the WAC

company. Some you've heard about and some you haven't, but the results have been the same. While I was with you before, I was with only you. No one else." Cade reached to touch her cheek. 

    "I've loved you since the night we met, Kim. You know that, too. Despite all that's happened between us, I never once stopped loving you with all my heart. Brenda was --is --a good friend, but I didn't love her the way I love you and she knew it. She didn't argue about my coming here. She didn't try to talk me out of it. She said you'd need me and that I belonged here because of the baby." 

    Kim asked, "She really said that? I mean, you make it sound as if she practically sent you up here to me." 

    "She did, as much as everyone else. My mother and father said the same things, although that wasn't really necessary once you let me know that you'd keep the baby. Brenda even organized a going away party. About twenty people were milling around in a one-bedroom apartment. Made a helluva mess, but Brenda wouldn't even let me help her clean up. She said that cleaning the apartment was part of letting me go and making the place hers." 
Chapter Eight

    Kim opened the apartment door and Cade entered to set his bags down in the living room. 

    "No," said Kim. "Take them to the bedroom. I've made space for you in the closet and dresser." 

    Cade grinned and asked, "Even though you only half-believed that I'd show up?" 

    Kim gave him a wry look and a shrug and said, "I didn't want to be unprepared if you did happen to show up." 

    Cade headed toward the bedroom saying, "I'll get the other two bags out of the car later." 

    She followed him to the bedroom and watched silently as he took a few essentials out of his bags and either hung them or put them in drawers. When he'd finished, Cade said, "It's only three. Let's go do some shopping and find a restaurant." 

    Kim sounded suitably incredulous as she asked, "Shopping? You?" 

    "Yeah. Shopping. Me. I need a couple of things that I can't make myself." 

    "Will wonders never cease? Shopping. Oh, wow." 

    "I could go by myself, you know. I can read price tags. If you're coming along, saddle up, lady." 

    "Oh, I wouldn't miss this for the world! Give me a minute and I'll be ready to go." 

    As she prepped, Cade opened the Sears box in the closet and removed his envelope from the socket set. He pulled two of the money orders out and put the rest back. 

    A few minutes later they left the apartment and headed for the car. Cade noticed that Kim had a new, smaller purse and asked her what had happened to her old drawstring-style bag. 

    Kim said, "Someone sat on it. Everything inside it leaked and I had to throw it away. Are we going to the mall on Mercury Boulevard?" He opened the car door for her and said, "If you want, that's fine. I need to stop by a bank on the way. Have to cash a money order." 

    "A bank? What is it you'll be shopping for?" 

    "Not it. They. Plural. Two of them. And you ended that sentence very poorly, Miz English major." 

    "It happens to the best of us. Two of what?" Cade lifted her hand and tapped her ring finger as he said, "Wedding rings. Nothing gaudy, though. I don't want to have to wear anything frilly, okay?" 

    Kim bit her lower lip as her eyes filled again. 

    As Cade handed her one of his paper towels, he said, "I'm running out of these. Make this one last a while, okay?" 

    "I'm sorry, Ed. I just..." she laughed and said, "Oh, hell, I'll go ahead and say it... This is so sudden!" 

    "You haven't been thinking about the rings? You're the one who proposed to me, sort of. I kind of thought you'd be a little more prepared." Kim blew her nose, then shook her head without removing the hanky from her nose. "Doh," she said through the towel. "I'b dot." 

    "I'd better get some more towels, too. I've only been here half an hour and I've already made you cry twice." 

    Kim giggled. 

    "Tomorrow," said Cade, "We'll get a license and decide who's going to..." 

    "Toborrow's Sadurday," said Kim. She blew her nose again and took a deep breath before saying, "They'll be closed. And I have to talk to my CO first, too." 

    Cade shrugged. "Hmm. Well, we can fake it for a weekend, I guess. We've done it before." 

    Kim giggled again and said, "Yes, we have, haven't we? I guess I'm living proof of that." 

    Glancing across at her as he steered the car onto Mercury Boulevard, he said, "I still say it doesn't show. For all I can tell, I'm just being conned by a blonde." 

    Her glance was sharp until she saw his small smile. 

    "You don't seem too upset by that idea, Ed." 

    "Nope. I'm trusting you to be as pregnant as you say you are. If it turns out that you aren't, well, hell, some ol' girl woulda got me sooner or later. At least you're kind of pretty. No telling what else mighta nailed me eventually." 

    After a short laugh, Kim said, "Someday I'm going to hire someone to look inside your head, Ed. A lot of men wouldn't be taking all this so well." 

    "A lot of men would be setting themselves up for a living hell, then. Things are as they are, Kim. It's happened, and we'll have to deal with it, but we don't have to make things worse from the very start." He stopped at a light and turned to look at her, then said, "I may not relish the idea of being a father, but I think we should at least let the kid have parents who love each other. I've heard that can make a big difference when you're growing up." 

    Kim's eyes brimmed again. She turned to the front and wiped her eyes, then said, "Oh, damn it! I can't seem to stop crying today." 

    "Then don't let me forget the paper towels. Or tissues, if you'd prefer. In fact, we'd better get some of each." 

    She nodded vigorously without looking at him. 

    At the bank Kim sat by someone's desk as Cade went to a teller's window to cash his money orders. The clerk had to take them to an assistant manager, who came over to meet Cade and check his ID before signing off on the transaction, but there were no problems in cashing the money orders. 

    Cade didn't try to guide her in selecting the rings. When she asked how much they could spend, he asked, "What do you consider reasonable, Kim? 

They'll have to last a while, y'know. I have a few bucks on me. Get the ones you like." 

    The style and price of her eventual choice surprised him. Kim settled on a pair of quarter-inch gold bands with patterned white gold insets. He found that he actually liked the fit and feel of his ring when he tried it on. Kim watched him try his ring on, then put hers on and held it at arm's length for some moments before she took it off and handed it to the clerk to be put back in the box. 

    "We'll take these," she said firmly. Turning to Cade, she whispered, "If they cost too much, I'll pay the difference." 

    Although the rings were well within his anticipated price range, Cade leaned to whisper, "You can pay me back in bed, lady. Just fuck my brains out every night, okay?" 

    Kim blushed brightly to her core and stared big-eyed at him before glancing to see if the clerk had heard him. The clerk was facing away, obliviously wrapping the ring box. 

    As he paid for the rings, Cade again leaned toward Kim and grinningly whispered, "Gotcha." 

    She glowered at him for a moment, then swatted his arm and pretended a severe case of aloofness. When the clerk turned back around to hand Cade the ring box, she noticed that something unusual seemed to be occurring. 

    "Is everything all right?" she asked. "It isn't too late to look at some of the other rings if these are too expensive." 

    Kim turned to face Cade and with a steady, determined gaze said, "No! I definitely want these." 

    The clerk raised an eyebrow and simply stared at Kim for a moment as Kim gazed at Cade. Shaking her head slightly, the clerk rang up the sale. As they turned to leave the store, Kim stopped Cade and pulled him very snugly to her in a deep kiss that lasted some seconds. When she let him go, she glanced down and snickered as she gave him an evil grin. 

    "Now we're even," she whispered. "You may want to ask the clerk for a bigger bag for those rings. Something you can carry in front of you, maybe?" 

    "Yeah? What if I just stroll through the store like this? You got nerve enough to walk beside what you've caused?" 

    She snickered again. "They'll think you stuck something down your pants and they'll bust you for shoplifting." 

    Cade looked down and said, "Hmm. Good point." When he turned to go back to the jewelry counter, the clerk saw what Kim had done to him and blushed hotly. 

    "I need a bigger bag," said Cade. "It's her fault." The clerk simply stared at him as she handed him a much larger bag, into which he dropped the smaller bag. 

    "Thank you," said Cade, holding the bag in front of his belt buckle. "You saw why I have to marry her, right? What she does to me?" The clerk nodded slightly and silently, her eyes wide as they tried to avoid looking down. 

    Cade asked, "Does this bag cover things well enough?" The clerk involuntarily glanced down, blushed hotly again, and averted her eyes as she nodded vigorously, her head barely moving up and down. 

    "Yes," she whispered. 

    Kim giggled and seemed to be having difficulty containing laughter as she grinned at the clerk. The clerk gave her a weak smile in return and with a last stark glance at Cade, she busied herself in another direction behind the counter. 

    As they passed through the store's front door, Kim giggled and said, "I hadn't realized how much fun it was to shock people." 

    "I'll get you a cattle prod for Christmas." Her laugh was a full-throated rush of amusement, then she said, "No need. I've got your prod for that." 

    Two women she hadn't seen walked past, staring at her. Kim looked shocked by her own words, then burst out in another laugh that lasted several seconds. Cade asked, "Are you going to do this to me in public very often, milady? 

Should I save this bag for later?" 

    His question set her off again. Kim sat down on the bench by the door and laughed for some moments. The stares of passersby at them didn't help; they seemed only to exacerbate her condition. 

    When there'd been a gap in foot traffic sufficient to allow Kim to relax, Cade suggested that they head for the car before anybody else showed up, like store security people. 

    Kim nodded agreement and they walked quickly to the Buick. As Cade held the door for her, Kim again kissed him as she had in the store, then hopped in the car and looked back at him to see her handiwork. 

    Her laughing and giggling lasted until they pulled up to a Chinese restaurant about a mile from the apartment. 

    Cade asked, "Do you think you can restrain your impulses while we're here for dinner? We might want to come back someday." 

    Kim gave him an expression of somber piousness and nodded, then giggled again. 

    "Uh, huh," said Cade. "I'll be on guard, just in case." 

    "You couldn't stop me," said a grinning Kim. "If I want it up, it'll come up. Anytime. Anywhere." 

    "But I would be most pleased if you'd only practice on me at home, miLady. Home, where we can take better advantage of your talent." 

    "You really mean that you want to bed me right after dinner, right? Isn't that what you're really saying?" 

    Cade grinned at her and said, "Yes, please. All night long, please, ma'am. If you wouldn't mind too much, that is." 

    Kim's eyes met his as she said, "I'm carrying your child and we've bought wedding rings. As far as I'm concerned, that wonderful thing belongs to me now, and you're obligated to use it on me as often as possible." 

    "What happened to the woman who told me less than an hour ago not to even think about it?" 

    With a narrow look, Kim firmly said, "She changed her mind. You don't want her to change it back, do you?" 

    Shaking his head and raising his hands in protest, Cade said, "No, that won't be necessary. No." 

    Kim sniffed and patted her slightly windblown hair down as she said, "I didn't think so. You can be so agreeable at times, Ed. Shall we see about some food now?" 
Chapter Nine

    After choosing a table and ordering, Cade went to the bathroom. When he turned the corner into the alcove, he stopped and shoved a potted plant just far enough on a shelf to conceal his face as he watched Kim for a few minutes. She opened her purse and removed a bottle of pills, opened the bottle and set a pill by her water glass, then put the bottle back in her purse. Kim stared at the pill for several seconds before picking it up and popping it into her mouth, then she swigged water to wash it down. As her gaze turned toward the bathrooms, Cade retreated into the hall and headed for the men's room. 

    When he returned to the table, Cade leaned to kiss her and paused to sniff her breath, then asked, "Are you on some kind of medication?" Kim startled and stared at him for a moment, then nodded and reached in her purse and handed him the same bottle of pills he'd seen from the alcove. 

    "I thought you were checking for booze," she said. "I'm on prescription vitamins, Ed." 

    "One-A-Days aren't good enough?" 

    "Not for this. The doctor said I had a serious iron deficiency. These are supposed to help." 

    Cade looked at the bottle and saw that the 'pills' were actually capsules. The label was too stained with what appeared to be a combination of cosmetics to read. 

    He wet a finger and rubbed the label, but it didn't help. All he could read were the doctor's name and the date, so he handed the bottle back to her. 

    "Is it still serious?" he asked. "What caused it?" 

    "We don't know that yet. It isn't as bad as it was, though. For a while I was pale as a ghost all the time and didn't have any energy at all." With a wry grin, she added, "When I passed out on the stairs a few months ago and slid all the way to the bottom, I decided that it might be something more than just a case of depression." 

    She fiddled with her napkin as she spoke, curling the edge tightly, then flattening it back out. 

    "I made it up to the apartment and called Beverly and she came running -probably thinking that I'd just fallen down drunk, I'm sure --and she asked me some questions, then said that she thought I might be pregnant." With a sigh, Kim said, "Well, you can imagine how I took that. No, it can't be! No, a thousand times no, please, please, please! But Beverly took me to her doctor, and guess what? Not only was I very pregnant, I had an iron deficiency." 

    Cade said, "That was months ago. Don't they have any idea what the problem is?" 

    Kim shook her head. "No. Tests and more tests and then a lot of waiting for results before doing more tests. When the bills began to really add up, I had to call off the tests or turn everything over to Army doctors, and I couldn't do that without risking being tossed out of the Army. Beverly's doctor seemed to think that supplements would handle things until... Ed, I still can't believe I'm going to be a mother. It just wasn't on my agenda, you know?" 

    Their food was arriving as Cade shrugged and said, "Yeah. Same here. How do you think the Army's going to take your motherhood, Sarge?" With another wry grin, Kim said, "Probably not well. Regs allow for it, but only barely. We can expect an argument." 

    Cade shrugged again and dug into his pepper steak. 

    "Then we'll give 'em one, ma'am. Win or lose, they'll damned well know they've been in a fight." 

    When they got home, a short brunette woman coming away from their building spotted Kim and waved. Kim waved back, grabbed the ring bag, and had the door open almost before the car stopped. 

    "That's Beverly!" she said, "I was going to call her and tell her you'd arrived, but..." 

    Then she was out of the car and gone. Kim and Beverly shared a brief greeting embrace as Cade got out of the car and Kim excitedly chattered for a moment before pointing at Cade. Beverly seemed to draw herself straight before heading toward him. 

    Beverly's lovely face held a rather guarded expression as she approached Cade. He raised an eyebrow and extended his hand to her as she neared. 

    "I'm Ed," he said. "I hear you've been Kim's anchor these last few months." 

    She took his hand, and without a hint of modesty, Beverly said, "I have. It's what I do. I'm Beverly Parker." 

    Kim held up the ring bag and said, "You have to see what we just bought, Bev! Come on! Let's all go inside!" 

    Cade said, "You ladies go ahead. I'll get the last two bags out of the car and be right along." 

    As the women headed for the building and Cade opened the trunk, Bev looked over her shoulder at him. It was a look of open skepticism laced with general disdain. Cade met the look briefly, then grabbed the bags, closed the car trunk, and headed up the walkway after them. 

    Upstairs, the ladies were sitting on the couch together, the open ring box on the coffee table, as Cade entered and took the bags to the bedroom. Bev's gaze never left him as he passed through the apartment. 

    Cade heard Bev excuse herself to go to the bathroom as he set the bags by the closet. Bev wordlessly passed him, her eyes fixed on him, as she headed for the bathroom. She stopped at the doorway and continued to gaze at him for a moment, then stepped inside and closed the door. 

    When Cade turned to leave the bedroom, he saw Kim standing by the door, staring at him. He put a hand on her shoulder to guide her as he left the bedroom. 

    Once they were in the living room, Cade said, "I don't think Beverly's particularly happy to see me. Could it have been something you said?" He heard a sound from the bedroom. Not the bathroom. The bedroom. Cade refrained from glancing that direction. 

    Kim grimaced and said, "Well... Things were pretty rough for a while, Ed. After you left, I... Well, I guess I blamed you for everything except maybe the Civil War, you know?" 

    Cade nodded. "Uh, huh. Look, Kim, we have to turn her around. I'm what she isn't and she's what I'm not and you need us both for different reasons. She has to be our friend, not just your friend. Think she can do that?" With a dismissing air, Kim said, "Of course she can, Ed. She doesn't know you, that's all. All she knows is what I told her while I thought I hated your guts." 

    With a sigh, Cade said, "Oh, wonderful. What a relief that's all it is. Kim, we're all in this together, Beverly included. We have to produce a baby and keep you in the Army and try like hell to avoid letting things become like they were. We have to, or everything will fall apart, no matter how much I love you or you love me. It's just that simple, ma'am, and it'll take all of us to do it right." 

    "I think you're overreacting, Ed. Give her some time to know you and things will be fine. You'll see." 

    "Hope so. She's been good to you. That makes her my friend, too, even if she doesn't know it yet. How did she like the rings?" Kim smiled and said, "She said they were beautiful, Ed. Thanks for letting me buy them." 

    Hands raised in mock protest, Cade said, "No, no. I didn't let you buy them, Kim. I only let your superior taste do the shopping. What do I know about wedding rings?" 

    The bathroom door opened audibly and Beverly soon appeared in the bedroom doorway. She eyed Cade briefly, then joined them in the living room. 

    "Ed, will you be coming to Kim's AA meetings?" 

    "Some of them, anyway. If I have any questions, may I call you with them?" Bev's glance was sharp. "What kind of questions?" Cade gave her a grinning shrug and said, "Well, I don't know. Probably some that I should have thought of the last time around. How about 'What the hell do I do now?' That's a good catch-all question. Did you like the rings?" Bev glanced at the rings on the table behind her as she stiffly said, 

"Yes. They're very nice. I'm sure you'll feel very married with a ring like that on your finger." 

    Cade shrugged again and said, "I feel married now, Bev." His use of her shortened name at the end of a perfunctory sentence had been deliberate, and he watched her eyes as they narrowed slightly. She glanced at Kim and then looked back at him. Cade startled her when he reached to take her right hand. When her eyes found his face, he met her gaze firmly. 

    "Bev, listen to me. You've been a good friend to Kim. Continue to be her friend. Mine, too, please, because we'll both need you. We've been given a new start, even if under somewhat difficult circumstances. You'll be able to see things coming that we won't, partly because neither of us is married to you and partly because you've seen so much that other people couldn't or didn't avoid." 

    He let her hand go and her other hand moved to clasp it and rub it where he'd held it. 

    Cade continued, "I'm not stupid or egocentric enough to believe that I'm much better equipped to deal with things than I was before. We'll need you. Now there's a child who will need you, too." 

    Beverly seemed to harden slightly and her gaze narrowed as she said, "That was a grand little speech. You really don't know a damned thing about me, Ed. You don't know what I know or don't know or even how I've helped Kim in the past, do you?" 

    "Nope. All I know is that Kim needed help and that you were there for her. I've seen the iron pills and she told me about the fall. Believe it or not, lady, I'm glad to meet you. I hope you'll stick around. I can't do this alone." 

    Cade looked at Kim, then back at Bev, and said, "I think that's all I have to say for the moment. Now I'm going to make us all some coffee." He leaned to kiss Kim, then headed for the kitchen. In the reflection from the darkened glass front of the upper oven, he could see the two women staring after him. 

    'Didn't exactly leave 'em laughing,' thought Cade, 'But maybe I've made my position clear enough to Bev.' 

    After some moments, the whispered conversation in the living room caused Cade to glance toward the couch. Both women seemed to freeze. Kim smiled. Bev simply stared until Cade gave them a little wave and turned back to assembling the coffee pot components. 

    When Cade served the coffee tray and sat down across from the couch, there were some long, awkward moments of silence as Bev and Kim busied themselves adding cream and sugar to their likings and test-tasted the results. At long last, Bev said, "I'll be damned. A man who can make coffee that isn't either dishwater or motor oil." 

    Cade said, "No biggie. I read the label." 

    Table conversation remained rather trite, but at least there was some conversation, and it seemed fairly friendly. Bev stayed for perhaps a half hour, then checked her watch and said that she had to meet someone. At the door, she initiated a handshake with Cade and it seemed real enough. Her eyes still held a glint of caution, but she seemed somewhat more accepting of him. 
Chapter Ten

    As soon as the door closed, Kim began bouncing up and down excitedly, her hands clasped in front of her. 

    With a big smile, she said, "I think she likes you, Ed!" He watched her bounce for a second, then said, "It's too soon to tell, I think, but I hope so. She seems like a person we ought to try to hang onto." Kim came into his arms for a kiss, then said, "Oh, I need a shower! I was so nervous I was sweating! Can you believe it? Seriously, Ed, I think things will be fine with Bev." 

    Cade grinned and said, "Sweating? I thought ladies perspired gracefully instead of just plain sweating. You want some help with that shower, lady?" By way of answering him, Kim took his hand, hauled him to the bedroom, and the rest of the weekend became a joint effort to get enough of each other. Monday morning Cade dropped Kim at her office and used his other money orders to open a bank account before he headed for the employment office in Newport News. 

    He knew that Jaybird Washington would have hired him back instantly, but Cade wanted to see if there wasn't something available other than concrete construction work. 

    After waiting to sign in, Cade had to wait again for an interview. Two seats away from him sat a woman with a sleeping baby. 

    He found that he couldn't stop staring at it and realized that he was feeling more dread than fascination. For as long as he could remember, he'd avoided the company of children, even when he'd been one. He couldn't remember when he'd ever so much as touched an infant, except when delivering them in some grass hut village, but he could remember half a dozen times when he'd been very relieved to pass up a chance to do so. Relieved? Yeah, that word had described his feelings at those times, but why had he felt that way? What was the big deal about infants? They were just underdeveloped people. It hadn't bothered him to help some woman pop one out and then wash the gunk off it before handing it to her. Maybe the fact that he didn't have to keep it..? 

    Some moments passed before the woman cleared her throat. Cade looked up from the baby and her eyes met his as she asked, "Why are you staring at my baby?" 

    Cade said, "Sorry. I've never had anything at all to do with them, but I'm about to become a father." 

    She smiled and proudly told him that the baby was her first, then initiated a rambling chatter about the wonders and pitfalls of being a new parent. 

    Listening with feigned interest to her noise as he again looked at the baby, Cade began to feel physically ill. With some surprise, he tried to study his reaction to the infant and discover the reason for it. The woman mistook his gaze for fascination and said, "You can sit closer if you want." 

    "Ah, no, thanks anyway," Cade demurred. 

    The woman smiled and said, "Really, it's all right." To Cade's horror she shifted herself across the seats toward him and settled in the seat next to his. 

    "Here," she said, holding the baby toward him. "Go ahead, it's okay. You're just nervous." 

    He was more than nervous. As the odor of the baby seemingly struck him in the face, he got a very close look at the child's complexion. To Cade, it looked like the kind of skin that forms over a badly burned area. His stomach heaved hard and he could barely contain himself as he hurriedly rose from his chair. 

    "Sorry," he managed, pulling a shallow breath through clenched teeth, "I'm not feeling well. That's why I didn't want to sit too close." He then quick-stepped to the men's room, leaving the woman staring at him in utter startlement. Once inside the men's room, Cade tried to breathe normally again. 

    A guy at the sinks saw him struggling to keep his breakfast down and asked, "Are you all right? You don't look too good." 

    "I don't feel too good, either. It'll pass, I think." The guy chuckled and said, "Well, if you're gonna pass something, this is the place for it," then he walked past Cade and left the bathroom. Cade decided to see if washing his face would help, but as he stepped in front of the sink, he saw his reflection and froze for a moment. He looked like a shock victim; he was pale as hell, his skin was clammy even to his own touch, and his pulse was racing. 

    'It's gonna be god-damned inconvenient if this is how I'll react to my own child,' thought Cade. 

    When the nausea had abated, Cade straightened himself a bit and walked directly from the men's room to the front desk, postponed his interview, and left the office. 

    On the way home, he changed course and headed for Fort Monroe to see if Dr. Hourman was still stationed at the post clinic. 

    No such luck. The nurse receptionist told him that Hourman had been transferred to Fort Devins. Cade asked her who had replaced him. 

    "Dr. Leaky is now our resident Psycho/MD," she said. "If you'll let me see your ID card, I can schedule an appointment for you." Cade shook his head. "No, this was a social call. When I was here before, Hourman and I played chess sometimes while I was waiting for my girlfriend to get off work." 

    The nurse raised an eyebrow and said, "Well, I don't know if Dr. Leaky plays chess or not. He's only been here for about a week." She leaned forward confidentially and added, "He's only been back from Vietnam for a month or so." 

    "Then the odds are good that he plays chess," said Cade. "Every ward and clinic has a board over there." 

    The nurse seemed to consider matters for a moment, then asked if he'd like her to see if Dr. Leaky was busy. 

    Cade shrugged and said, "Sure. I'd like that." Fifteen minutes later Cade was sent to Leaky's office. The thirtyish man in the oversized chair behind the desk looked up as Cade entered and waggled his pen thoughtfully. 

    "Dr. Hourman didn't tell me that he had a chess partner," said Leaky. "But he knew that I play chess avidly. Can you think why he didn't tell me something like that?" 

    Cade said, "I've been in Texas since early February. The move was supposed to have been permanent." 

    "But you've come back." 

    "Yup." 

    Leaky stood up and extended a hand, which Cade took. 

    "Dr. Everett Leaky," said Leaky, "And you are...?" 

    "Ed Cade, a civilian engaged to a WAC." 

    The two men eyed each other for a moment, then Leaky sat down and indicated that Cade should take a chair. 

    With a grin, Leaky asked, "Is that the real reason you're here? Because you're engaged to a WAC?" 

    Cade shook his head. "Nope. Too late, anyway. I love her too much to consider being cured of her." 

    Leaky nodded and asked, "What is it, then? If you aren't married yet, you know you can't be treated here, and I'm not buying that you only dropped in to play chess." 

    "I play chess," said Cade. "Hourman only won about half the time. But you're right; I need to ask you something." 

    Leaky checked his watch, then said, "You have half an hour before I have to head over to the OPC." With a grin, he added, "And it's strictly unofficial, so you'll owe me a game." 

    Cade nodded. "Deal. Total confidentiality? Just between you and me? It might involve something that could upset the Army a little, and she wants to stay in." 

    "Tell me it isn't a criminal matter and we'll talk," said Leaky. 

"Otherwise, you probably shouldn't talk to me unless I can record the visit officially." 

    "It's only my problem at the moment," said Cade. "I have a severe reaction to babies. I want to know why and maybe how to fix the problem before we have one." 

    Cade went on to describe the incident at the employment office and told Leaky of his prior experiences with infants. Leaky asked if Cade's girlfriend was already pregnant and Cade allowed only that he thought it might be possible. 

    "Uh, huh," said Leaky. "You don't think it's maybe just a case of pre-marital cold feet?" 

    "Nope. She doesn't make me sick. I almost heaved on that kid today, though. Barely held it in." 

    "But you don't feel that way about older children?" 

    "At this point, I'd have to find one and test myself to be sure, but I don't think so. I've never really enjoyed having children around, but I didn't think they'd make me sick." 

    Leaky swiveled his chair and stood up. 

    "As it happens, we have two children in stock today," he said. "A boy and a girl who belong to nurse Ellis in what serves as our Radiology department. Let's go." 
Chapter Eleven

    A few minutes later Leaky indicated a chair in the Radiology waiting area and said, "Wait here, I'll be right back," then he went to the desk to speak with nurse Ellis about someone's X-rays. 

    Two children, each about five or six years old, sat on nearby chairs. Each child had a coloring book and a box of Crayons and was intently laboring to fill a picture. 

    Cade looked toward the desk and saw Leaky looking back at him as he spoke to Ellis. Cade thumbed toward the children and shrugged as if to say, "Nothing yet." 

    Leaky wrapped things up in the file area and came out to say hi to the kids and ask what they were coloring. The boy simply waved his book at Leaky and resumed his efforts. 

    "I have a cat book," stated the little girl. Turning the page to show her work, she said, "Some cats have stripes." 

    "That's not a cat," said the boy, "It's a tiger." The girl's voice rose as she said, "A tiger is a cat!" 

    "No it isn't," said the boy. "It's a tiger." Cade winced as her shrill little voice rose half a dozen levels and she yelled, "Yes, it is a cat! It's in my cat book!" 

    "I don't care!" yelled the boy. 

    The little girl sucked in a lungful to yell at him again and Cade reached to pluck her book out of her hand. As she whipped around to face him, he turned the page back to the one she'd been coloring and tossed the book on the chair between them. She grabbed it and clutched it. 

    "No more yelling," said Cade. 

    His quiet tone caused the little girl's eyes and her brother's eyes to widen somewhat dramatically and Leaky gave him a sharp look. Leaky took a grip on Cade's upper arm and said, "I'm finished here. Shall we go?" 

    Cade nodded and stood up, then headed for the door. 

    Leaky waited until they were in the hallway to say, "For Christ's sake! 

I've heard Rottweilers use that tone to let someone know that one more step would be their last." 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "Sorry. Didn't mean to sound like that. It just came out when she started barking at the other kid." 

    "Her brother." 

    "Yeah." 

    "Think about it. Why didn't you say 'barking at her brother' instead of

'barking at the other kid'? For that matter, why did you use the term

'barking' instead of something like 'yelling'? Dogs bark. People yell or shout." 

    Cade glanced at Leaky and said, "Children bark. When they aren't screaming like a drill sergeant's bead whistle." 

    "Uh, huh. Tell you what; I'm going to take your word for what happened today with that baby. Why do you think you react this way to infants and children?" 

    "I don't know. I just do. Any suggestions?" 

    "Yeah," said Leaky. "Don't have any kids of your own until you can stand other peoples' kids. If, as you say, that may be unavoidable, you should probably find some counseling --fast --and let your lady know about your problem with children before the blessed event." 

    "Boy, that'll make her day." 

    "It'll keep her from finding out the hard way the first time she tries to hand you your child, too. There's a possibility that this is all just a manifestation of your trepidation about becoming a father, you know. It could be that you won't feel like this about your own child." 

    "I've considered that," said Cade. "Trouble is, there's only one way to find out." He stopped and faced Leaky. "I've delivered babies. I've cleaned them up and handed them to their mothers and watched them closely to make sure they'd keep breathing on their own when there seemed to be a problem. I didn't almost throw up on them. Why am I feeling this way about them now?" Leaky shrugged. "They were part of your job and you didn't have to take them home with you. Transients." 

    Cade shook his head. "The baby today was a transient, too. What would it have hurt to have held him and handed him back? That's all his mother wanted me to do, but the odor... It just kicked me in the stomach." 

    "Maybe it was something she used on the baby. The oil, or the powder, or maybe something else. Hell, it might have been something on her, not the baby." 

    Again Cade shook his head. "No. Definitely the baby. The look of it, the smell..." 

    Leaky looked at his watch and said, "Almost eleven. When we get to OPC

I'll have to let this go for now, but I think that as soon as you're able to use the Army's facilities, you should come back on an official basis. How much time do you have before the baby's due?" 

    Cade looked at Leaky and decided to drop all pretense. "Five months or so." 

    Leaky said, "Let's assume everything will go well. You'll marry her and she'll manage to stay in the Army, so you'll be able to come see me. In the meantime, I don't suppose the Army will miss an hour here and there if we're not too obvious about it." 

    "I'll bring a chess board," said Cade. "Thanks. When the time is right, I'll officially introduce you to her." 

    "I'd like that, even though I'll probably know who she is by tomorrow." Cade raised an eyebrow at him. 

    "Gossip," said Leaky. "You've been gone. You're back, and asking about Dr. Hourman. Someone here knows who you are and that someone will probably talk about your return." He grinned and added, "Don't worry about it. Unless you let it slip, all they'll know is that you're back." 

    As they headed for the clinic doors, Leaky stopped at the nurse receptionist's desk and asked her to try to find a chess set in the supply room. 

    "Mr. Cade, here, will be dropping by some afternoons for a game," said Leaky. "Usually around --what? Four or so?" 

    Cade said, "She gets off work at five. That's fine." Leaky handed him one of the clinic cards and said, "Call ahead. Sometimes they make me do work around here." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Will do. Thanks." 

    As he left the clinic, Cade looked across the courtyard at Kim's office building and aimed himself at the building that housed the fire station, instead. 

    When he entered the fire station, Warrant Officer Hess looked up in surprise. 

    "Hi, Hess," said Cade. 

    "What are you doing here?" asked Hess. "I thought you were in Texas." 

    "Texas threw me out. Is the crossover open upstairs?" Hess nodded. "Got a new door, though. If you plan to come back that way, prop it open with something. It locks sometimes and I'm not gonna climb stairs for you." 

    Cade grinned and said, "Got it. Thanks." 

    As Cade started upstairs, Hess asked, "You come back here because of Kim?" 

    "Yup," said Cade. 

    Hess shook his head. "You two must really have something special for each other. Every man here hit on her while you were gone, Cade. She didn't go out with anybody that I know of." 

    Cade nodded and headed upstairs. Two WACs coming down the hallway towards him stopped and stared at him. Harris and Miller? Millson, not Miller, he realized as he neared them enough to read nametags. He recalled the night he'd met them. 

    They'd been two of nine drunken women --all jammed into a Chevy sedan -who'd shown up at Cade's apartment at three on a Sunday morning after an all-night binge. 
Chapter Twelve

    Kim had run out of vodka on Friday evening and had called a friend on base to see if she wanted to make a run to the package store. Cade had arrived home from a few hours of overtime to find a note that had said, "Back in a while. Gone to store with Dee Dee. Kim." 

    He'd made a few calls to known friends and the WAC shack when Kim hadn't returned by ten, but nobody knew or admitted knowing Kim's whereabouts. Since it hadn't been the first time that Kim had gone partying with a pack of her friends, Cade didn't worry too much. They'd drifted apart in a number of ways, and while neither of them cared to broach the subject of breaking up completely, they hadn't been much more than occasionally amorous roommates for quite a while. 

    After Saturday had come and gone, however, he began to feel some concern. Again Cade called around, and again he turned up nothing more than a few people who'd seen Kim with a group of other women who'd been partying at someone's house in Hampton. 

    A visit to the house late Saturday evening turned up nothing. No one answered the door, but through a window he could see that the place had definitely hosted a party that had either broken up or moved elsewhere. He went home and decided that it might well be time to let Kim go altogether. The thought pained him, but it was readily apparent that their best times were behind them. 

    Cade had answered the doorbell clad only in the jeans he'd grabbed from a hanger, expecting to see a cop. He was greeted with hoots and howls and "Oooo, baby!" 

    One of them ran a finger down his chest and licked it and one of the other women smacked her hand. 

    "He's married, you slut! She's standing right there!" No, Kim was on her knees. She'd dumped her purse out on the porch, and the contents were being trampled as women crowded past her into the apartment. She looked embarrassed as she announced that she'd just found her key, after all, and held it up as if it were the Holy Grail. 

    After a chaotic, exuberant entrance, some of the women had tried to continue the party while others found roosts on the couch, sofa chair, or elsewhere. 

    When the women found nothing in the house to drink --because Kim had finished the vodka Friday evening --four of them decided to go elsewhere and went back out to the car. 

    One woman had sat down at the dining table, then passed out and fallen out of her chair. Cade untied the seat cushion and dragged her between the couch and the coffee table, then stuffed the cushion under her head. The doorbell rang and someone pounded on the door. Cade opened it to see the four women who'd elected to leave standing on the porch. Beyond them, he could see that the car's right rear wheel had run off the driveway and into the drainage ditch. He went for a closer look at the car and returned. The car was going nowhere without some help. 

    Cade let them in and told them to find someplace to perch for the night, then he went to the kitchen. A woman was on the phone, tearfully talking to someone. Words of love and then a wailing comment about how horrible it was that he was so far away. 

    Oh, shit. 

    Cade asked, "Where exactly is he?" 

    She slurred, "I'm talking to my boyfriend. Just a minute." 

    "I don't care who he is. I asked where he is." 

    "Fort Lewis." 

    Washington State. 

    Cade slapped the wall phone's toggle and took the receiver away from her as she screeched at him. He turned her and shoved her into the front room and told her to find a place to crash, then made an announcement. 

    "Nobody uses the phone unless you're calling a ride." Someone said, "Hey, fuck you," and someone else slurred, "You think you fuckin' own the place? Kim said..." 

    Cade said,"I don't give a rat's ass what she said. I just caught whosis, here, calling Fort Lewis. No more calls." 

    Kim stood up to him briefly, but he threatened to pull the two downstairs phones and lock them up. After losing the battle of wills over phone use, she had then staggered upstairs and fallen into bed, leaving Cade to settle the herd. 

    Someone turned on the stereo and cranked it loud. Cade dashed over and pulled the plug. 

    "Heyyy...!" she yelled. 

    Raising his voice, Cade said, "Ladies, you're here to crash. That's it. If you don't like it, call a cab or walk." 

    Two of them did just that, arranging a cab back to the WAC barracks. They tried to wake the one who'd passed out to come with them, but she wouldn't rouse, so they left without her, tossing a few unkind comments at Cade. Then there were seven, one of whom was busy throwing up in the kitchen sink. The sound made another one ill and she ran to join her sick friend at the sink. 

    Wonderful. He looked around and saw only four. On the stairs, the missing one was shedding her clothes as she climbed. Cade went up after her, gathering her clothes as he went, and caught her at the top of the stairs. 

    "Jus wanna go sleep," she mumbled. 

    As if explaining to a child, he said, "We sleep upstairs. You sleep downstairs. Okay? Find a spot. I'll get you a pillow." With that, he tried to turn her around. 

    She spotted the bathroom and said, "Waitaminnit. Gotta take a leak," then slipped out of his grasp and into the bathroom. Cade opened the door before she could get settled and tossed her clothes on the sink, then he went back downstairs to see how things were going. 

    Two on the couch, apparently asleep. One on the floor, same condition. Still two in the kitchen. One upstairs. One missing. Shit. He walked quickly through the kitchen, checked outside the back door, then again checked the dining room and living room. Nope. 

    Returning to the kitchen, he asked, "Where'd your friend go? We're short one." 

    All he got was a bleary, "Huh?" from one of them. The other turned her head to look at him and her knees gave out. She wound up on the floor, slumped against the cabinets and her friend's legs. 

    "You're a real classy bunch," said Cade, then he went to look out the front door. 

    She wasn't out there, either. Cade went upstairs. The bathroom door was open and the bathroom was empty. He found the one he'd left in the bathroom in the bedroom, passed out on the floor next to the bed. Screw it. She was stationary, at least. No point in trying to move her. 

    Cade continued looking for number seven. She was nowhere in the house, so he went back out front and looked in their car. Nope, but the keys were in the ignition, so he grabbed them and put them in his pocket. A sound from the passenger side made him walk around the car. 

    There she lay, hugging her knee and whimpering. As Cade hopped down the slope, she startled and her leg straightened slightly, which made her yelp in pain. 

    He checked her knee. Big rip in the jeans. Skinned. Not even much blood. She seemed considerably more sober. 

    "I came out to look at the car," she said between gasps. "Walked right off the edge of the driveway. Hurt my elbow, too. Owwww!" He helped her back to the house and into the kitchen, where he pulled her jeans off and cleaned her knee, looking for real damage, but he didn't find any. 

    "You'll live," he said, bandaging her knee and turning his attention to her bleeding elbow. 

    After cleaning it, he tried moving it slightly and she howled in pain. He nodded. Yup. 

    "You probably have a radial fracture of the ulna," he said, "Did it hit like this?" He showed her with his bent arm hitting his other palm. 

    "I think so," she said. "Is it bad?" 

    "Nope. Just feels that way. Can't fix it by putting a cast on it. We'll put ice on it and call you a cab. You're going to the clinic. Keep it still while I help you put your pants on." 

    As he worked her jeans back onto her, she asked, "What's an ulna?" 

    "An elbow bone, of course. You'll need an X-ray, so you'll be seeing yours in a little while." 

    A few minutes later the cab came and she was gone. Cade went back to the kitchen to put some coffee on. One of the women at the sink had apparently forgotten her illness as she'd watched Cade work on her friend. She felt she could probably clean up and crash and he offered her a hand up. She suddenly remembered her illness as he helped her up from the floor, upchucking on both of them as she straightened up. His chest and the front of his jeans and hers seemed to receive most of the blast. 

    Many apologies. Much embarrassment. 

    Cade simply sighed and nodded and said, "It isn't the first time. Let's clean it up." 
Chapter Thirteen

    They cleaned up the kitchen, him doing the floor and cabinets and her the sink and upper areas, then he took her upstairs to the bathroom and ran the shower. 

    "Get in," he said. "Rinse the clothes first, then you." She was woozy and said there was nothing to hang onto in the shower. Cade looked down at his barf-sodden jeans and simply got in with her, then steadied her under the spray as the water blasted at her back. 

    Giving him the fisheye look for a moment, she nodded and turned to face the spray. After a while, she gargled repeatedly, then turned around to ease past him and let him rinse off, as well, as she braced herself on the wall. As the stuff sluiced off his chest and jeans, Cade opened his pants to let the water inside, as well, and moved to let the spray thoroughly rinse everything away as well as possible. From behind he felt her butt bump his. 

    "You okay back there?" he asked. 

    "Yeah," she said. "I think I'm about over it." He nodded and turned his pockets inside out for further rinsing and turned his face up to get a drink. Hands pulled his jeans down and he almost lost his balance. 

    "Step out of them," she said. 

    "I don't think..." 

    "Just step out of them. We're here. We might as well do this right. I can still smell the... The stuff. It isn't all off us." 

    He thought about it. Oh, he thought about it. Without even looking around at her, he already had a stiffie. Then he bent to reach for his pants to pull them back up. 

    "What's the matter?" she asked. "Kim said you haven't touched her in two months. She says you don't want her anymore." Reaching around him to grasp the object of her desire, she said, "So why not do it with me?" 

    "It isn't that I don't want her. It's just that she's never anything but sloppy drunk by the time she gets home. I don't even know your name, lady." 

    "Emily," she said, "Emily Harris. And I haven't had it in months, either. So what's the problem?" 

    "Emily, Kim --you know, the woman I'm living with --is sleeping in the next room. I don't give a damn what she told you, I think she'd be pretty pissed at us if she caught us screwing in the shower." Emily shrugged. "So? What difference would it make? What's she gonna do, cut you off? Seems to me like you've already done that." Logic. He wasn't getting any because he couldn't stand Kim when she was drunk, and she was half-drunk by the time she got home from work. And he had been thinking about going back to Texas. Very seriously, in fact. In a few weeks, college signups would start and he had a GI Bill. 

    He turned around and looked Emily over from head to toe. Nice. Very nice. Cade's pants slumped around his ankles and he stood out toward her eagerly. She smiled and wrapped her hands around him again, stroking gently. 

    "After Terry got transferred," she said, "I stayed on my pills because I figured that sooner or later I'd meet someone else. I've been looking, but, well... Most of the guys worth having are already taken." He shampooed her hair, then washed her, and then she did the same to him. Their clothes were kicked to the far end of the tub. Cade rinsed and turned to face her. 

    She looked up and grinned, then went to her knees and took him in her mouth to play for a little while. A few minutes later she turned around, went to her hands and knees, and told him it was time. 

    Cade went to his knees behind her, began a slow slide into the depths of her, and spent the better part of fifteen minutes simply riding her slowly and soaking up the sensations of being there. 

    Emily marveled at the feel of him inside her and his hands on her body until he reached for her pleasure button and began stroking it as he stroked into her. 

    Some moments later she had a massive orgasm and had to rest her head on their clothing as it raced through her. 

    Within Emily a clenching occurred that seemed to demand fulfillment from him. Feeling the tingling begin, Cade asked if she were sure he should come inside her and she gaspingly nodded vigorously as she said, "Yes! Go ahead! Do it!" 

    He almost did. His decision to pull out was a sudden one, an uncontrollable urge to be safe rather than sorry. She turned to look at him with an incredulous expression, but said nothing as she watched the water wash the stuff away. 

    Some moments later she simply asked, "Why?" 

    "Don't know," he said. "Just didn't. It doesn't matter." Emily got up and rinsed again, then stepped out of the shower. Cade rinsed and did the same. After a glance at each other, Cade draped his jeans over the showerhead. 

    "Sorry, Emily," he said. "I just couldn't do it in you." She shrugged. "It's okay, Ed." 

    Naked, Cade walked into the bedroom and got another pair of jeans, then checked downstairs. Everybody was down and out. Wonderful. He got himself a coffee and sat at the dining room table to think. 

    Kim and two of the others awakened around ten and bumbled around drinking coffee, showering, and talking about what to do about the Chevy. It wasn't long before one of them mentioned being hungry. 

    Rather than clean out the fridge and pantry, they jammed into Cade's Buick and went to the Fort Monroe general mess hall, where they plundered the remains of the breakfast services. 

    Back at the house, Cade used his jack and the one from the Chevy to lift the back end of the Chevy as the women watched. He then gave the Chevy's back end a shove that toppled the jacks and put all four wheels back on the driveway. A cheer went up as if he'd moved a mountain instead of a Chevy sedan. 

    When the woman who owned the car showed up as a passenger in a tow truck, Cade handed her the car keys and suggested that she park in the street at certain times. 

    That comment created a wave of giggles and chuckles in the audience. The car owner dismissed the tow truck with thanks and wordlessly stuffed a twenty in Cade's shirt pocket as if it were some sort of comment. When all the women except Kim were piling into the Chevy in preparation to leave, Emily stepped up to Cade and took his face in both her hands to pull him into a quick kiss. Hoots and hollers came from the car. Kim simply watched with a rather sharp gaze. 

    "Thanks for being so helpful," said Emily. "Thanks for everything, Ed." She then got into the car and they drove away. Kim's sharp gaze hadn't changed when he turned to head back into the apartment. As Cade poured a coffee, Kim came to stand near him in the kitchen. 

    "Emily told me about your shower, Ed." 

    Cade continued pouring in silence and dropped an ice cube in his coffee to make it drinkable immediately. 

    Kim cleared her throat and continued, "She said that she was drunk and naked." 

    "I don't think she was very drunk at that point, Kim. She wasn't too steady, but I wouldn't say she was still drunk. Besides, we were rinsing vomit out of our clothes. That's not exactly a romantic setting." 

    "That's what she said, too," said Kim, pouring her own cup of coffee. Cade shrugged. "She's pretty fine, Kim. It was a hard decision to make at the time." 

    "Uh, huh. I'll bet it was hard. She also said that you've been feeling rather deprived lately. I thought you were tired of me, Ed. That you don't find me attractive any more." 

    He looked at her as if she'd gone nuts. 

    "You know why you haven't been getting laid, Kim. When you get drunk, I have to put up with too much..." 

    "Ed," she interrupted, "I'm not drunk right now, am I?" He looked at her for a moment, then said, "No, you aren't. Would you like me to demonstrate that I still find you very attractive? Would you care to go upstairs, ma'am?" 

    She gazed back at him for a moment, then said, "Yes. I would," and headed for the stairs. 

    The depths of their mutual alienation were apparent in that --once they'd reached the bedroom and put their coffees down --there'd been some hesitation by each of them before Cade took Kim in his arms and kissed her. After that moment of ice had been broken, all went very well. 

    After two hours of sensual entertainment Kim had slipped downstairs. She'd returned with her big, drawstring purse and some ice in a glass. From her purse she produced a bottle of vodka. 

    "Do you have to?" asked Cade. 

    "Yes," she said. "I'm getting tense." 

    "Tense" had been Kim's euphemism for the way she felt when she'd gone too long between drinks. Cade had almost felt that he'd been working against the clock as he'd made love to her one more time before her gradual personality change had made her intolerable. 

    On Monday he called a friend in Texas and --among other things --asked her when registrations opened for the college in Arlington. She said that he could crash at her place until he found a place of his own; that it was no big deal and that she already had another friend staying with her for the same reason, a woman named Brenda. 
Chapter Fourteen

    Cade gave Emily Harris and Millson a small smile as he passed them in the overhead walkway. Harris nodded and returned his smile, but neither woman said anything as he proceeded up the slightly inclined hallway between the buildings to the double doors of the personnel offices. 

    At the top of the ramp, Cade turned left and entered the personnel building. Heads turned as he passed doorways, surprised expressions on most of them. Cade stopped at the door to Kim's office and knocked. A female voice other than Kim's said, "Come in." Cade entered the office and looked around. The only person in the room was a red-haired Captain. Her nametag read 'Lawson' and she had some ribbons on her jacket that Cade didn't recognize, but one that he definitely did. Pointing at the red, yellow, and green ribbon, he asked, "Where were you in 'Nam, ma'am?" 

    She lifted an eyebrow and said, "In a personnel office, of course. Medical personnel. Why?" 

    "Just curious. I'm Ed Cade. I'm looking for..." 

    "You're looking for Kim," she interrupted tersely. "She'll be back in a bit and I'm her CO. Come into my office, Mr. Cade. Let's have a chat." She turned and headed for her office. Cade noticed that she was almost six feet tall in military low-quarter shoes. Good legs, if somewhat thinner than he liked. Firm steps. 

    "Close the door," she said. "This will be private." Cade closed the door and approached her desk. She indicated Cade to a chair as she stood behind her desk. Cade went to the chair she'd offered him, then turned to face her. He didn't sit until she did. 

    "Mr. Cade, Kim came to me this morning asking for permission to be married. To you. Tell me why I should agree to such a thing, please." Cade regarded her thoughtfully for a moment, then said, "To keep the Army from losing her and to keep her from losing the Army, ma'am. Kim wants to stay in, but she's told me that she'll leave if you say no." 

    "One cannot simply quit military service, Mr. Cade." 

    "That's the party line, ma'am. If it came to that, Army Regs leave plenty of room for the Army to gracefully allow a woman to leave service rather than suffer what it may consider a scandal, and the Army has some rather Victorian perceptions about what constitutes a scandal. Perceptions that won't apply in civilian government service. Kim's job is immediately convertible to GS

employment, which means that she wouldn't lose any of her accrued time toward retirement and she'd be an equivalent GS rank." 

    Captain Lawson regarded him in turn, then asked, "Are you a latrine lawyer, Mr. Cade? You're so sure she'd choose marriage to you over her career? 

You must think pretty highly of yourself." 

    "I don't depend on others to do it for me, ma'am, but my ego is beside the point. Those are the facts as she's given me to understand them, and I have no reason to disbelieve either her research on the matter or her intentions. She'll be up for E-6 in a few months. I think she's serious about staying in the Army, ma'am." 

    "I see. Kim said you have no job, Mr. Cade." 

    "I just got back here from school in Texas and my last employer will hire me back if I can't find something better." 

    "What kind of work would that be?" 

    "I ran a construction team. An eight-man crew." She nodded and referred to a yellow legal pad on her desk for a moment. Holding up the pad, she spoke. 

    "These are highlights from your service record, Mr. Cade. Moderately impressive in some ways. Not so impressive in others. Your military occupation could be converted, as well. Why haven't you done so? Would you rather do construction work than convert and expand your experience as a medic into a medical career?" 

    "Yes. I'd prefer to find another line of work." Lawson examined Cade for some long moments, then said, "I inherited Kim with this job, Mr. Cade, but I've since discovered that she's one of my best people." 

    "I don't find that surprising at all, ma'am. I think rather highly of her, too." 

    With a small smile, she said, "Obviously so." After another few moments she nodded slightly and said, "This meeting is over. I'll let Kim know my decision." 

    Cade knew that she expected him to ask 'when?' He didn't bother because he already knew that Lawson's answer would be "When I've made it," or something like that. 

    As he rose to leave the room, Lawson said, "You never once mentioned love. Can you at least say the words for me, Mr. Cade? She's one of my people. I care about her." 

    Cade went to stand in front of Lawson's desk and met her gaze as he softly said, "Yes, I love Kim. I love her beyond my ability to put my feelings into words." 

    Lawson gazed at him for some time, apparently trying to gauge the truth of his statement. At length, she again said, "I'll let Kim know my decision, Mr. Cade." 

    Cade nodded and turned to leave just as someone knocked on the door. 

    "Come in," said Lawson. 

    Kim opened the door and froze in surprise when she saw Cade, then her face brightened and she grinned at him. 

    Captain Lawson said, "Sergeant." 

    When Kim looked at her, Lawson asked, "What did you want when you knocked on my door, Sergeant?" 

    Kim looked at the folders in her hands and quickly stepped forward to place them on Lawson's desk. 

    "Sorry, ma'am. These are this morning's inprocessings. I was just a little startled to see him here." 

    "Yes, I noticed that. We've been discussing your future together, Sergeant. Type up a DF for permission to marry and I'll sign it. I've decided that while he isn't quite perfect, he's probably adequate for purposes of marriage." 

    Cade gave her a wry grin and said, "Thank you." Lawson said, "You're welcome. Be good to her or you'll answer to me, among others. Now, if there's nothing else, I seem to have some work to do. Take her to lunch, Mr. Cade. Take an extra hour and get your blood tests done, Sergeant. You can see about a marriage license another day." Kim grinned as she said, "Yes, ma'am." 

    They headed for the door and into the office beyond, where Kim rounded on him and asked in an intense whisper, "What the hell are you doing here?" Cade kissed her before answering. 

    "I was near the post, so I came to take you to lunch," he whispered. "Your CO shanghaied me for a talk. Grab your purse so we can go someplace where we can talk normally." 

    She hurried to her desk, grabbed her purse, and met Cade in the hallway outside the office. 

    "Lunch first or tests first?" he asked. 

    "Tests," said Kim. "Lunch if there's time. We'll go to the clinic on Elizabeth Road." 

    Forty-five minutes later they'd been told that their tests would be back the next day and they'd driven to a nearby fast-food restaurant. 
Chapter Fifteen

    In the middle of their burger and fries lunch, Kim had excused herself and headed quickly for the restroom. When more than fifteen minutes had passed, Cade asked one of the restaurant women to check on her, but as they approached the restroom door, Kim came out. 

    She looked very pale and tired, but said that all she needed was some time to rest. He helped her back to their table, where Kim looked at her food, shuddered, and asked him to take all but her Coke away. 

    "Go ahead and finish your lunch," she said, "But I'm definitely not interested in food right now." 

    "I can eat something later, Kim. Do you want to leave?" 

    "Not yet. I don't want to go back to the office like this." He nodded and cleared the table, then sat down. 

    "Is this supposed to be normal?" he asked. "I mean, I know about morning sickness, but this seems a bit much." 

    "It doesn't happen just in the morning," said Kim. "Sometimes it happens at odd times without my having eaten anything. It's supposed to be fairly normal, though." 

    Cade tried to cheer her up with, "Maybe we should stop getting our blood tests before lunch." 

    She recognized his effort and noddingly gave him a small smile as she said, "Yeah. Good idea." 

    The smell of food bothered Kim more than she'd thought it would, so they took their cold drinks and adjourned lunch to head back to Fort Monroe. On the park bench under the trees in front of the Casemate Museum, they talked away the rest of the hour before she had to go back to her desk. The following day Cade stopped at the clinic to pick up their test results, then met Kim at her office at eleven. They drove to the courthouse to get a marriage license, then went to a Chinese restaurant for lunch. As he poured jasmine tea for them, Cade said, "Now all that's left is to come up with a wedding, right? When, where, and who's going to be there?" 

    "How would you feel about a base wedding? I checked; the chapel is available this weekend. All of our friends are here, anyway. Can your family make it?" 

    Cade shook his head. "Not without a lot more lead time than we can afford to give them. The base chapel's fine." With a grin, he added, "Everybody will know where it is." 

    She responded with a grin of her own, then lapsed into silence as she sipped her tea. 

    "What about your sister?" asked Cade. "She's all the family you have. Does she know yet?" 

    Kim shook her head. "No. Not yet. She'll probably be tied up anyway between her job and law school. I wouldn't expect her to come on short notice, either." 

    "In that case, I'll leave invitations up to you, but let's invite Captain Lawson when we show her the license. Fancy or casual?" 

    "Huh?" 

    "The wedding. Formal or not?" 

    Kim thought a moment. "Semiformal at worst. We're not giving anyone enough time to get their uniforms pressed. We're not even giving them a reception." 

    "Sure we are. Any good restaurant will do." Kim snorted a soft laugh. 

    "You're a cheap date, mister, but you seem to come up with workable ideas on short notice. Ed, I'll want to invite a few people from AA." Cade shrugged. "Okay. You know, as soon as you let everyone know you're getting married, I'd bet someone will arrange a spur-of-the-moment bridal shower." 

    Nodding, Kim said, "Probably so. Who are you inviting, Ed? Mike Whosis and his wife?" 

    "They're gone. Transferred to Europe in April. Most everybody else I knew is gone, too. Vietnam, Germany, elsewhere. I won't be inviting anybody, I guess, but I have a suggestion. There's a card shop a few doors down. We could have some invitations in hand when we get back to base. We can fill 'em out on the spot, if necessary." 

    Kim smiled. "Good idea. A few dozen ought to do it. For now, anyway." After lunch they picked out the invitation cards and took them to the apartment. Kim called the base chapel to reserve a time on Sunday, then they filled in the cards and put them in envelopes. 

    At Kim's office, their first stop was Captain Lawson's office, then they made sure everyone in the other offices received an invitation. Sure enough, one of the women --Corporal Perez --asked if there'd be a bridal shower, then said that she couldn't let Kim get married without one and that it would happen in the office on Friday afternoon. 

    As Kim went to deliver a few more of the invitations, Perez turned to Cade and said, "There are half a dozen guys in this unit. A few more in the whole building. Want me to see who's up for a bachelor party?" Perez couldn't have missed seeing his reaction to that suggestion before he forced himself to manufacture a smile and say, "No. No bachelor party. Thanks anyway, okay?" 

    Peering at him, Perez asked, "You got something against parties, man?" Cade returned her examining gaze and quietly said, "You asked. I answered. Please don't push it." 

    Perez pretended a chill, rubbed her hands as if to warm them and said, 

"Woo! Just turned cold in here, didn't it? Yeah, okay. Gotcha. No bachelor party. Geez." 

    As she turned to go, Cade touched her arm. When she turned back to face him he said, "Thanks for giving Kim a bridal shower. You know it'll mean a lot to her." 

    Perez had been giving him a hard look. It softened only slightly as she tapped her collar brass --a bust of Athena --and answered, "We're all here from somewhere else. We're family, man. You know how that is?" Cade nodded. "Yeah, I do. Army medic, '67 to '70. Thanks again, Perez." Perez raised an eyebrow and her expression mellowed considerably as she watched him turn and leave. 

    "Hey," she said. When Cade turned to look at her she asked, "Who's going to be best man?" 

    With a grin, Cade said, "Don't know yet. Probably someone at the wedding." She goggled at him for a moment, then chuckled. 

    "Yeah, probably so." 

    That evening they delivered invitations to Beverly Parker and a few others from Kim's AA group. Bev and seven of the other invitees said they could be there. 

    As they chatted over coffee at Bev's house, she called some friends and made arrangements for volunteers to help prepare food and drink, then announced that both the wedding and the reception could happen in her back yard. 

    Kim liked the idea and said she'd let everybody know of the change in plans. As an afterthought, she asked if Cade had any objections. 

    "Nope. Fine with me," he said. 

    "Then that takes care of my wedding gift," said Bev. Cade asked, "No offense, Bev, but does having it here mean that it'll be a dry party?" 

    "No. It just means that some of us will be keeping an eye on each other, that's all. In all other respects, expect the usual selection of beverages." Nodding, Cade said, "Sounds kind of expensive. I'd like to chip in for the refreshments, if you don't mind." 

    "Thanks, but I do mind. Like I said, this is my gift. If you want to contribute something, show up with Kim early Saturday afternoon to help set things up." 

    "Will do. Thanks, Bev." 

    When Cade went to pick up Kim on Friday afternoon, he was told that bridal showers were for women only and wound up reading a paperback in the PX snack bar until almost six, when one of the women came to get him. He had to make three trips upstairs to haul all the gifts to the car, then he had to wait another fifteen minutes or so until the cheerful, tearful knot of women around Kim finally broke up and released her to him. 
Chapter Sixteen

    Saturday afternoon they went to Bev's as planned. She came to the door in cutoff shorts, sneakers, and a man's shirt that she'd tied island-style in the front rather than buttoning it. As Cade's gaze roamed over her, Bev's eyebrow went up, then her own gaze narrowed slightly. 

    "Sorry," said Cade. "Men look at attractive women. We can't help it. In fact, that's how Kim caught me. She snagged my eyeballs, then she just reeled me in." He glanced at Kim and asked, "Did I put up much of a struggle?" She shook her head. "None at all that can I remember." Cade found himself repairing Bev's wooden fence while the ladies arranged chairs, made some room on her big back porch, and did whatever else was deemed necessary. 

    Bev brought him some lemon tea perhaps an hour into the work. She stood near by and watched him replace boards for a few minutes, then stepped up to steady a post as he set it in the ground. 

    As he shoveled dirt into the hole, she said, "Ed." Cade glanced up and said, "Present," then filled and dumped the shovel again. 

    "Have you picked a best man yet? Someone to hand you the ring and say a few words at the reception?" 

    Without looking up from his efforts, Cade said, "Nope. I don't know anybody around here anymore, except some of the guys I used to work with." 

    "Why not ask one of them?" 

    "Because I don't want to invite them to the wedding and because my old boss would know I'm back and he'd wonder why I haven't contacted him." 

    "Why not?" 

    "I don't want to work there again unless I can't turn up something better, Bev. Besides, I wasn't tight with any of those guys. I was their site boss, not their buddy. Their slavedriver. Don't worry, ma'am. I'll find a volunteer to hold the ring for me before the wedding." 

    She was silent for some time as he worked, then she said, "I want to know something, and I don't know how to ask delicately, so I'll just ask. Are you going to stay with Kim or disappear after the baby's born?" Stomping the dirt down around the pole, Cade said, "I'd planned to stick around, Bev." 

    "What if Kim... Slips a little now and then? We all do, sooner or later." Cade wiped sweat from his face and said, "If she only slips a little now and then, I can probably handle it. If she presents a danger to the child, that's another matter." 

    With a somewhat shocked look, Bev said, "She'd never hurt her child, Ed. Never." 

    "Not intentionally, no, but drunks aren't too steady on their feet, Bev. They aren't too steady in any respect, and you know that even better than me from working with them. You wouldn't want one as a babysitter, would you?" As Cade hefted another pole and dropped it into a hole, she moved into position to hold it steady and asked, "You'd leave again? Take the child and go somewhere?" 

    Cade nodded. "Texas. My parents are there. I wouldn't try to raise the kid by myself, Bev. I'll be in college and working, and I'd have some family support in Texas." 

    Bev put a hand on his arm to make him stop shoveling and look at her and asked, "What about Kim, Ed?" 

    With a sigh, Cade said, "She could come to Texas with me and share the family support. The baby will take precedence over everything else, Bev. It's that simple. If it got so bad that I'd leave her again, the Army'd be letting her go, too. I won't give up on her over a bit of tippling. I'm talking about what'll happen if she becomes a full-blown, night-and-day drunk. Anything less I can probably cope with somehow, especially with your help." Bev gazed into his eyes for a moment, then said, "I see." He continued filling the hole and tamped the dirt down, then reached for a section of new fencing as he asked, "Do you? Really? I'm saying that I wouldn't be able to handle her alone at that point. I'd need you, Bev; your intercession sometimes and your direct assistance at other times. Hell, I needed your kind of help the day I got back here." 

    Cade drove nails as Bev held the fence segment in place and looked sidelong at him. 

    "Exactly how do you think you already need my help? Or should I go change to long pants before I ask that?" 

    "Relax, Bev. You look damned good, but I wasn't shopping when I eyeballed your legs. I just meant that I've never been able to talk Kim out of taking a drink. You can, so if I catch her so much as sniffing a booze bottle, I'm going to rat her out instantly." 

    After a moment, Bev asked, "Supposing she backslides, Ed? What if you reach the end of your rope and can't stand another day of things?" 

    "Then I'll take the kid to Texas and we'll wait for Kim there. By the time I can't take any more, the Army won't, either, Bev." 

    "Stay dry or else. No middle ground. I can't say that I care much for your contingency plan, Ed." 

    Cade stopped pounding nails and met her gaze again as he said, "Then don't let her off your leash, ma'am. Don't give up on her and don't let her give up on herself. Make sure that someone who can talk her out of drinking is available at all times." 

    In an ominous tone, Bev said, "That amounts to an ultimatum. I really hate ultimatums, Ed." 

    "Life is full of them, Bev. I love Kim, but the kid will have to come first. How can you possibly disagree with that?" 

    After a moment, Bev seemed to slump slightly and said, "I can't. I don't. I'm just afraid you'll take the baby and disappear. I've seen it happen." 

    "I don't have to do that, Bev. There'd be no reason to keep Kim from seeing her child. Hell, my mother wouldn't let me do something like that, anyway. I'd hope that Kim would come with me and try to get back on the wagon, but if that didn't happen, my parents and my sister would be on hand to help me raise the kid in a dry house." 

    Seeing her doubts in her face, Cade said, "Ask Kim about my parents sometime, Bev. She and they got along pretty well, even though my parents knew Kim drank a lot. In fact, it might be a good idea to bring Kim into this discussion, if only to let her know where she stands. I'm sure she's wondered about what exactly would happen if she can't stay off the booze. Maybe we could turn an ultimatum into a mutual agreement about taking best care of the child." 

    "You're serious? You'd bring something like this up the day before her wedding?" 

    Rather tensely, Cade said, "It's my wedding too. I don't intend for it to be in name only, just to make everybody involved legal. It's only fair to let Kim know what can happen. I'd prefer to be there when you discuss this with her, but if we don't discuss this today, with you in the middle, Kim and I will discuss it tonight." 

    With an equally tense look, Bev asked, "Are you sure that's wise, Ed? Kim might decide to call off the wedding if she's afraid she can't stay absolutely dry. Under those circumstances, you might have to go to court and prove the child is yours just to get visiting rights. Custody would be highly unlikely. She'd also be an unwed mother. The Army would let her go. Without a job, it's hard to pay for a babysitter while you look for a job. What then, Ed? What the hell would she do?" 

    Damn. She's right. 

    Cade leaned wearily on the fence and tossed the hammer into the tool bucket. 

    "You're right. I'll tell her later, Bev. Maybe I should wait until after the kid's born. She certainly doesn't need any extra stress right now. Thanks for reining me in, there." 

    Bev smiled and said, "Maybe I'm going to like you after all, Ed. You make decent coffee and you seem reasonable enough to be able to take advice from a woman. I've run into a lot of men who couldn't do either of those things." Without waiting for a response, she turned and set off striding back across the lawn toward the house. 

    Good legs. Damned smart, too. 

    When Cade finished replacing fence boards, Bev set him up with paint and a roller and refilled his tea glass. Now and then Cade glanced back at the porch to see how things were going, but the ladies seemed not to need his help. A few people Cade guessed were probably from AA dropped in, held a discussion in the living room with Bev, and left an hour or so later. 
Chapter Seventeen

    By early evening, the only things left to do involved things like paper ornaments that couldn't stand overnight exposure on the porch without wilting. They sat around the big round table on the porch after the work had finished. During a trip to the bathroom, Bev's large white longhair Persian cat took an interest in Cade and followed him back to the porch. After some sniffing and speculation, it jumped into his lap and surveyed the table, then closed its eyes and began purring loudly as Cade stroked it. When Bev saw the cat in his lap, she actually gasped in startlement, stared, and began moving slowly away from Cade as if to avoid scaring the cat. 

    "Watch your hands and don't let her near your face," said Bev. "Spooky isn't normally that friendly." 

    "Why'd you name her Spooky?" 

    "Because that's how she usually is with people, especially strangers. She was like that when I got her. I'm surprised she came out from behind the couch at all." 

    Looking down into the cat's gold eyes, Cade said, "Hi, there, Spooky. Are we comfortable enough?" 

    The cat looked up at him, then seemed to adopt a fatuously smug expression as she looked at Kim and Bev. 

    Kim said, "I don't believe it. I've been here a hundred times and I've never been able to do more than pet her at arm's length. I think I'm jealous, Ed." 

    Cade gave her a look as fatuously smug as Spooky's. 

    Bev said, "Oh, well. Don't say I didn't warn you. Let's talk about tomorrow before it gets here." 

    That's how the conversation began, but it ranged considerably. Cade found himself --in particular his personal and military experiences --to be the subject of quite a few of Bev's questions. He tried to redirect her a bit. 

    "Bev," said Cade, "I'm only twenty-two. How much personal history can I have? School. Army medic. That's about it. Sorry. I'm just not very interesting, I guess." 

    "Oh, I beg to differ. You're holding a cat that ordinarily wouldn't have come out of hiding and Jim Durrin thought he might have run into you someplace before." 

    Durrin? Vaguely familiar name. No face to go with it. 

    "Was he one of the people who stopped by earlier?" Bev nodded. "Jim's one of our new members. Actually he's a transferee from an AA chapter in Fayetteville, North Carolina. When he got out of the Army, he came back to Virginia to be close to his family." She paused and added, "But not too close, as he puts it. They're in Suffolk." 

    Fayetteville. Fort Bragg. Airborne or Special Forces? 

    Cade sipped his tea and said, "Still doesn't ring a bell." Bev said, "Well, tomorrow he's bringing over some folding tables and chairs, so I'll introduce you." 

    Raising an eyebrow, Cade quietly asked, "Would that really be necessary, Bev?" 

    With a sharp look Bev said, "I'm afraid I'll have to ask how you mean that, Ed." 

    After a moment, Cade said, "He either recognized me or he didn't. If he did, we won't need an introduction. If he didn't, let's leave it at that." Both women gave him odd looks. Kim fidgeted a bit and busied herself sipping her tea. Bev leaned forward to rest her forearms on the table. 

    "You don't think you need friends, Ed?" 

    "I'd prefer to find my own, Bev." 

    "It's because he's an alcoholic, isn't it?" 

    "Not entirely, although I won't deny that's part of it. I prefer the company of women, Bev." 

    With a grinning 'oh-ho, is that so?' glance at Kim, Bev asked, "And why is that, Ed?" 

    Cade shrugged. "I don't care a damn about sports, for one thing. The manly bullshit and banter is boring as hell, too. I don't hunt and I prefer to fish alone. Don't bother introducing me to Durrin. There's nothing in it for me." Bev sat back and looked at him speculatively for a moment, then asked, 

"But you find the interests of women to be more, uhm... interesting?" Cade sighed. "If you mean the frilly stuff, no. I don't give a damn about home decorations or birthdays and bridal showers. But some women are pretty smart, Bev. Like you and Kim. Knowing such women is a continuous learning experience. I can't say that about most men I've known." Bev and Kim looked at each other for a moment, then Bev chuckled and said, 

"Neither can I." 

    Kim snickered and grinned. 

    "But," Bev continued, "Men and money seem to be what make the world go round, don't you think?" 

    With a shrug and a smile, Cade said, "But women are the binding force that holds our world together and handles all the details of running it, Bev. Ask any secretary, housewife, or nurse. Hell, take a look at your own schedule." Kim raised her tea glass and solemnly said, "Hear, hear. Damned right." Bev gave him a wry, speculative smile, then seemed to notice that it was beginning to get dark. She checked her watch and said, "I have a few things to do, yet, people. Then I think I'd like to try to get some sleep before tomorrow." 

    Cade looked down at his lap and said, "Someone will be disappointed if you toss us out. She's sleeping real hard at the moment. Don't say her name. You might wake her up." 

    The women leaned forward to look at Spooky. She was thoroughly limp and still, her open-mouthed head lolling down the side of his thigh. Kim softly said, "My God... She looks as if she's dead, except that she's still breathing." 

    Bev actually looked a little alarmed as she quietly got up and came halfway around the table for a closer look. 

    "She does almost look dead, doesn't she? I've never seen her sleep like that. Never. Are you sure she's all right?" 

    Cade whispered, "Hey, Spooky." The cat twitched slightly and her eyes opened as her ear pointed at him. 

    "Good morning," said Cade. "Your mama's about to throw us out. Time to get down." 

    He stroked Spooky a few times and chucked her chin, then moved his legs to create a gap. Spooky's claws gripped his jeans and she pulled herself further toward his belt buckle in an effort to remain comfortable. Cade tickled her foot with a finger and said, "Really. Time to get up, ma'am. Gotta go. Sorry." 

    Spooky looked up at Bev as if she understood who was at fault for the disturbance. Kim giggled and Bev smiled as Cade began to scoop Spooky up to help her to the floor. Spooky apparently realized that clinging wouldn't work and slid off his lap. She sat looking up at him until he petted her. 

    "Sorry," said Cade. "We'll do it again next time, okay?" As Kim grinningly rose from her seat, the noise of the chair sliding back caused Spooky to dart away a few feet. Composing herself, Spooky headed for the living room. 

    Bev saw the white floss covering the front of Cade's pants and handed him her napkin to brush himself off. 

    Glancing at Kim and Cade, she said, "I think I'll let you do that. Would you like a handbroom?" 

    Brushing the cat fur off as they headed for the door, Cade shook his head. 

    "Nah. No problem. We'll see you tomorrow, Bev. Oh, could you or someone else pick us up? I don't want people messing with my car. Soaping it and all that, you know? I kind of had enough of that kind of thing in Texas." Having heard his tale of automotive vandalisms, Bev laughed and said, "I can understand that. Sure." 

    On the way home, Kim said, "I still can't believe how Spooky behaved tonight." 

    "It'll be interesting to see how she behaves tomorrow, too, when a herd of people show up." 

    "Oh, the poor thing will hide somewhere, as always. We never see her during meetings. I hope we remembered everything for the reception." 

    "If you didn't, Bev will. Don't worry, Kim. It'll be as perfect as she can make it. That's how she is. Hey, lady, wanna get laid on your last night of freedom?" 

    Kim grinned and said, "Sounds good to me." 
Chapter Eighteen

    The next morning Cade was wakened by the sound of pots and pans. He took a leak, wandered into the kitchen in search of coffee, and found Kim preparing breakfast. 

    She had on one of his shirts and it barely covered her butt. Her magnificent legs were flashing bare in the light from the kitchen window. 

    "No instant this morning," she said, "I made a pot of the real stuff. Sit down, Ed. Eggs and bacon in about five." 

    Truth be told, Cade had used instant so long that he'd come to prefer it over brewed coffee, but he thanked her as he poured a mug of the stuff and added an ice cube. 

    Cade said, "It's only about seven. Why are you up so early? Did you get any sleep last night?" 

    "A little. I don't know why I'm so nervous. It isn't as if anything is going to change much." 

    "You'll be Mrs. Cade by three if you don't chicken out." She spun to face him. "If I don't chicken out? What about you? What if you chicken out?" 

    He gazed meaningfully at her legs, then at her face, and flatly said, 

"Won't happen. You'd never let me lick my way up your fabulous thighs again, and I couldn't stand that." 

    Kim blushed brightly, but she was smiling as she turned back to the stove. Cade gazed at her legs some more and felt stirred, so he said, "I'm staring hard at your legs, ma'am. Real hard. When's the last time we did it in the kitchen?" 

    Kim giggled, her blush unabated. 

    "Wednesday afternoon," she said. "How come you can't remember something that only happened last week?" 

    Sipping his coffee, Cade said, "I told you. I'm staring at your legs. I can't think with all the blood rushing south. How about letting me make you breakfast?" 

    She turned and pointed the spatula at the egg pan. 

    "Too late. The food's almost ready." 

    Cade took another sip, then shook his head. 

    "No, ma'am. I said 'make you breakfast', not 'make breakfast for you'. I'm specifically talking about..." 

    Kim sighed with exasperation and said, "I know what you're talking about." She simply stared at him for a moment, then grinned and said, "But let me be your after-breakfast snack, okay? I'm really hungry this morning and we need a shower first." 

    Cade nodded. "Well, okay. I'll feel deprived, but I guess I can hang on that long." 

    Kim giggled again and returned to her cooking. Cade returned to staring at her legs. 

    Bev picked them up just before noon and they helped finish setting up the porch, then Bev and a couple of other women spirited Kim away around one. People began to arrive. Some woman he didn't know had either been appointed or had appointed herself to the position of hostess and seemed to have things in hand. 

    Cade was left to his own devices with two hours to post time, so he took a glass of tea to a corner of the porch and sat down with a science fiction paperback. 

    Out of the corner of his eye he saw a white object streak across the lawn and onto the porch during a traffic lull. Cade said, "Hi, Spooky," and the cat froze where she'd been waiting to sneak into the house. 

    He patted his lap and asked, "Want to come over here and hide with me?" Spooky eased closer, made sure that his voice matched his smell, then zipped under his chair and curled up there, alert to all comings and goings around them. After a few minutes under the chair, she hopped into his lap, still alert. 

    Cade suddenly became alert, too, but for different reasons. His internal proximity alarm had sounded. Listening hard, Cade heard slow footsteps, perhaps two seconds apart, in the grass behind him and to his right. Someone sneaking? He took a sip of tea in order to use the vague reflection in the window ahead of him. 

    A tall man took another quiet step. A woman stood still some distance behind him. Something about the tableau clicked in Cade's mind and he said, 

"Hello, Badger Two." 

    Jim Durrin's voice from the yard behind him said, "Badger Two and one local coming in. Hold your fire." 

    "Come ahead, Badger Two. Watch out for the wires and don't spook the cat on my lap." 

    Jim Durrin and a very attractive blonde woman stepped into view. After handshakes, they both sat down. 

    "Thought I saw you yesterday," said Durrin, "But I wasn't sure and I had to go do stuff for Bev. Sue, this guy was our medic for a while in sixty-eight." 

    "Hi," said the blonde, in a rich contralto. "I'm Susan." 

    "Ed," said Cade. "Nice to meet you, Susan." 

    "How did you know Jim was there?" 

    "Felt him coming," said Cade. 

    Susan looked at Cade skeptically, then looked at Jim. Jim nodded and said, "That's how it is, Sue." Spooky had tensed at their nearness. Cade stroked her and said, "It's okay, Spooky." 

    Susan looked at the cat, the book and tea, and then Cade and said, "For a guy who's about to get married, you don't seem very nervous." 

    "No," said Durrin. "She's right. You don't. Why not? Everybody else gets nervous on their wedding day." 

    "I'm fine," said Cade. 

    "Everybody worries at the last minute," said Durrin. 

    "I'm not everybody. What's an ex-snake eater doing here in Newport News, Durrin? For that matter, why are you an ex? You had seven years in the last time I saw you." 

    Durrin sighed and gestured at a cluster of people in the hallway, then fished a half-dollar sized coin from his pocket and showed it to Cade. 

    "I'm one of them," said Durrin. "I used to drink too much and get mean. The Army let me go on a medical out. A friend found me a job here. How about you? How do you know Bev? Are you one of us, too?" 

    Cade shook his head. "Nope. Met Bev through a friend who is, though." With a grin, he added, "Don't paint her fence, man. You might wind up getting married." 

    Susan chuckled and Durrin grinned back at him. 

    "I'll remember that. Hey, you want to get together some time and shoot it about the old days?" 

    Although he didn't lose his smile, Cade again shook his head. "Not the old days. Only the new ones." 

    Susan smiled and said, "That's going to make it tough. Remembering is what we do. I'm one of them, too, Ed. We tell our stories to keep ourselves straight." 

    Cade was ready to see them leave, but he didn't want to insult them. He settled for saying, "Whatever works." 

    Conversation lagged for a few moments, then Durrin saw an opportunity to disengage and said, "Hey, there's Andrew, and I need to talk to him. Catch you later, Ed?" 

    Smiling, Cade said, "Sure. See you at the wedding. Oh, hey, Badger, I still need a best man. You busy?" 

    Durrin looked almost shocked, as did Susan. 

    "Oh, for Christ's sake! Me?" 

    "Yeah. You. Of all the people here, I've known you the longest. All you have to do is hand me a ring. A guy with all your training ought to be able to handle that, I think." 

    Susan giggled. 

    Durrin asked, "Uh, you sure about this, man? You really don't have anyone else to ask?" 

    "I'm asking you. How about it?" 

    Durrin looked at Susan, who seemed to be enjoying his confusion, then said, "Uh, well, okay, then. You can't get married without one, I guess." 

    "Okay. You're hired. I'll slip you the ring sometime before we need it onstage. Susan, would you let Bev know about this the next time you see her?" He pointed at Spooky and said, "I can't get up right now." Susan grinned hugely and assured Cade that Bev would know within a few minutes. Another round of handshakes and they were gone. Cade looked at Spooky and they seemed to share a sense of relief. 

    The relief didn't last. Several more people stopped by, either to ask who he was or to see Spooky. Between visitors Cade gathered cat, book, and tea and headed into the house to find a place of relative privacy. One of the four bedrooms was empty. Cade settled into an overstuffed chair and made it to chapter six before Bev peeked into the room. 

    "I just wanted to locate you," she said. "Only an hour to showtime. Got everything you need?" 

    Cade grinned and said, "A cat. A book. Something to drink. Yeah, I'm all set, I think. Thanks for asking, though." 

     Bev smiled and said, "I mean for the wedding, dummy." He shrugged and grinned again. "A cat, a book..." 

    "Very funny. If there's anything to chase down, now's the time to do the chasing." 

    "It's all in the other bedroom. Give me half an hour's notice to get changed. Durrin is best man." 

    "So I heard. I guess you didn't need that introduction after all. Just to make me feel better, tell me you didn't forget the rings." 

    "They're in the suit bag." 

    "Great," she said. "Are you really okay? Sue said you looked cool as ice out on the porch." 

    "What you see is what you get, ma'am." 

    Bev locked eyes with him for a moment, then said, "Uh, huh. Okay, then. See you in a while." 
Chapter Nineteen

    Thirty minutes later she returned. As she led the way to the other bedroom, she asked, "You still remember what to do, right?" 

    "Sure. Somebody walks me up the aisle and I stand still for a while. Then I say 'I do' and put the ring on Kim's finger, and then I kiss her and drag her off into the bushes." 

    Bev sighed as if exasperated with him. 

    "Susan will be walking you up the aisle and there aren't any bushes back there, so you'll have to behave until you get her home. Any last minute questions?" 

    "Can't think of any. Are you planning to watch me change clothes, ma'am? 

I'm running out of primping time, here." 

    "Huh? Oh. Okay, I'll get out. Sue will be right outside." 

    "I won't try to escape, ma'am." 

    Bev shook her head and said, "I just meant that she'll be waiting... Oh, hell. Just get ready, will you? Here, I'll take Spooky with me. We don't need cat hair on your suit." 

    Cade laid his dark teal herringbone suit on the bed, then took a quick shower. After transferring pocket stuff to the suit, he pulled his black cowboy boots out of his carryall bag. He'd shined them the night before, but handling had dulled them, so he used some pantyhose that he found in the trash to buff their shine back up. There was a knock at the door as he was putting the suit pants on. 

    "Yeah?" 

    A woman's voice asked, "Are you decent?" 

    "Yeah," he said, zipping up. "Come on in." Susan cracked the door for a peek, then entered the room, leaving the door slightly ajar. 

    "Good, you're almost ready. We've got ten minutes." Cade put his boots on, then slipped his tie on and snugged the knot. He put on his suit coat and faced Susan. 

    "Good enough?" he asked. 

    She reached to tug here and pull there and stepped back with a smile as she said, "Now you are. I might marry you myself if Kim gets cold feet." 

    "Nope," he said, "This is it for me. If Kim chickens out, I may just run away and join a monastery. Sorry." 

    Sue grinned, stuck a flower in his lapel, and mock-pouted as she said, 

"Your loss, mister. Let's go, then." 

    Cade got his first look at Kim since their arrival as Jim Durrin walked her up the aisle. She wore a white, knee-length sheath dress and a matching waistcoat and wide brimmed hat. 

    Leaning to whisper to Susan, Cade asked, "White? She's been married once." Susan whispered back, "They all voted for that one at the store. It's legal if you vote on it." 

    With a grin, Cade asked, "Where's her veil? Isn't she supposed to be wearing a veil?" 

    Glancing at him to see if he was serious, Susan said, "It's your turn, bozo. Shut up and march." 

    Spotting Captain Lawson in a front-row seat, Cade gave her a smile and a little wave as he passed. She looked askance slightly as she wryly returned his smile. 

    The details of the wedding were a blur to Cade. Bev stood with Kim and several uniformed WACs were among Kim's bridesmaids. Chaplain Garrett performed a Protestant ceremony and suddenly Cade was saying the words, "I do." 

    When Garrett said, "I now pronounce you man and wife," Cade kissed Kim and a round of applause went up, as did the hats of her WAC bridesmaids. Bev took over after a few moments and organized Kim's bouquet toss and Cade's removal of Kim's garter, which he snagged on a finger and shot at a group of men. 

    Bev then led them to the porch to cut the cake. 

    Kim whisperingly asked, "Do you feel any different, Ed?" 

    "Nope. I pretty much felt married to you since the day I left Texas, Kim. This just made it official." 

    She glanced at him with a raised eyebrow. 

    "I'll have someone adjust your ankle chains," she said. 

    "That's not what I mean," he said, raising her hand to kiss her wedding ring. "And you know that. I've got the woman I always wanted, Kim." She met his gaze for a moment, then leaned to kiss him. The camera flashed again and someone cheered. 

    Kim and Cade had specifically told people that wedding gifts weren't required, but it seemed that most of the guests had ignored that part of the invitation. 

    The gifts were largely utilitarian household items, gift certificates, or small sums of money, which Cade made a show of apparently reluctantly handing over to Kim. 

    "Get used to it!" said someone, who got a round of laughter for his comment. 

    One envelope contained fifty dollars and a folded, official-looking sheet of paper. He handed both to Kim. She read the paper, giggled, and handed it back to him, then turned to Captain Lawson and thanked her. Captain Lawson smiled and told Cade, "It just says she has Monday off for personal matters, but I think we could probably get by without her Tuesday, too." 

    The milling party lasted most of the afternoon, after which Kim and Cade prepared to leave. Someone expressed disappointment that they hadn't had an opportunity to "decorate" Cade's car and suggested that they do Bev's. Bev ungenerously said that they'd all fertilize her lawn if anyone messed with her car. 

    One of the gift certificates had been for a local Italian restaurant, which they used that evening after calling Cade's parents to announce that the deed had been done. His mother asked to speak to Kim. 

    Whatever Cade's mother said to Kim made her burst into tears, but they were tears of happiness. Something else his mother said made Kim giggle through the tears, then she handed the phone to Cade. 

    "What did you say to her, Mom? She's laughing and crying her way through all of our Kleenex." 

    "Girl talk, Ed. Something you'd never expect to hear from your sainted old mother." 

    "That bad, huh?" 

    "Let's just say that I was a newlywed once, too." 

    "Ah. Well, I never did buy that stork stuff, Mom." 

    "Good for you. Don't forget our phone number. Use it now and then." With his parents' congratulations and best wishes the conversation ended a few minutes later. 

    There's something about getting married, however unchanged Cade had felt. Even though they'd been sleeping together since Cade's return, something definitely seemed different enough to keep them from leaving their bed for any but the most urgent reasons from the time they returned home Sunday night until late Monday evening. 

    When the phone rang early Monday morning, Cade had asked Kim if she'd like to simply unplug it until Tuesday night. She'd grinningly agreed and he'd done so. 

    Around nine on Tuesday evening, in the midst of yet another of Cade's explorations of Kim, the doorbell rang. 

    Cade finally sighed and pulled on his pants for a trip to the front door. He opened it to find Jim Durrin and Susan. Neither of them was smiling and Susan appeared to have been crying. 

    "We tried to call," said Durrin. "It's important, Ed. It's about Bev. Kim will want to know." 

    Cade said, "Well, come on in and sit down, then give us a minute to put on some clothes." 
Chapter Twenty

    When Kim and Cade had joined the others in the living room, Durrin again said, "It's about Bev." He hesitated, then added, "She was... Killed late last night. We just found out about an hour ago when the cops called us." After several moments of wide-eyed shock, Kim's tears began, then Susan's began, then Kim and Susan reached for each other and their racking sobs started. 

    Cade went to the bathroom and came back with a box of Kleenex, which he placed on the coffee table, then he turned to face Durrin. 

    "How did it happen?" asked Cade. 

    Durrin handed Cade a newspaper that had been folded to display an article that included a picture of a mangled car. The article said that a stolen pickup truck had run a red light on Mercury Boulevard and slammed into the driver's side of Bev's car at about three in the morning. Durrin said, "Bev was coming back from an emergency prevention session with... Well, you don't know her, so I guess it doesn't matter. The guy was going eighty. No chance at all. Bev's daughter will be here tomorrow." Cade nodded and said, "Let us know if we can help. I'm still looking for a job, so I can get loose if I'm needed. Let me know if Spooky needs a new home, too. We aren't really supposed to have pets here, but some of the others do." 

    "Okay," said Durrin. "Yeah, I'll tell her. Uh, Bev's daughter's name is Lindsey. She's been living with her dad." 

    "Isn't her father coming, too?" 

    "No. He divorced Bev about four years back. Bev's parents should be here tonight." 

    After a bit more discussion, they ran out of meaningful words. Truth be told, they didn't really have much in common beyond Bev. Durrin suggested that he and Cade take a walk and leave the women to settle themselves. Susan heard him and amended his suggestion by saying that she still had two people to talk to before it got too late. She asked Kim if she'd be all right. Kim nodded and came back to the living room with her. Once Jim and Susan had left, Kim wandered around the apartment disconsolately for a while, then climbed into bed and pulled the covers over herself. 

    Cade sat with her for a while, then climbed in with her, talking and trying to help her get a handle on Bev's death, but he sensed that she'd need a lot more time to find such a handle. After an hour or so Kim nodded off. He couldn't sleep, so Cade took his book to the living room and stretched out on the couch. Around midnight, he slipped into the bed with Kim and fell asleep. 

    Kim was hard to waken in the morning, even with the coffee Cade brought her. She moved sluggishly at best through a shower and getting dressed. Cade noticed that she'd put her collar brass on crookedly on one side and fixed it for her, then retucked and repinned her hair to make sure it was off her collar as Army regulations demanded. 

    "Okay, Sarge," he said, patting her shoulder, "You're all locked and loaded back here." He stepped around front and took another look, then pronounced, "Zero defects, Miz Cade. By God, you make one gorgeous soldier." She gave him a tired smile and said, "Thanks, Ed. I know you mean well, but I don't think I can find the humor in much this morning." He nodded and said, "Well, then, finish your coffee and I'll try to get you to the salt mines on time." 

    She looked at her watch and swore softly. "No time. It's almost eight. I'll get coffee there." 

    Her somber mood didn't improve on the drive to her office. After checking in with her office, they went next door to get Cade an ID card and take care of assorted paperwork. 

    Cade then went downstairs to the Civilian Personnel office to see if there were any open job slots in the area. 

    Nope. Zero. All slots were filled and none were due to open anytime soon. He put his name on the woman's list of availables and drove to the state employment office to make another appointment. 

    The woman at that office told him that the soonest she could schedule him for an evaluation interview would be Monday. Cade signed for an afternoon spot and wondered what the hell to do with the rest of the morning. He bought a paper and a yellow marker and spent some of the morning poring over the classifieds as he soaked up coffee in a diner near the employment office. 

    Returning home around ten, he putzed around at straightening up the apartment a bit, essentially only killing time until he'd leave to meet Kim for lunch. 

    When he entered Kim's office, Perez told him that Kim had run an errand, so he sat down near Kim's desk and opened his paperback. 

    Half an hour later he heard slow footsteps on the stairs and turned to see Kim enter the office. She looked pale and her legs trembled so that she had to lean on the nearest desk for a moment before crossing the room to her own. Cade was on his feet and to her almost instantly to help her to her desk. As he opened his mouth to speak, she shook her head and raised a finger to her lips. 

    "Don't say anything here," she whispered. "Please." Perez stared concernedly from her desk, biting her lip. As she started to rise, Kim looked at her and again shook her head, then sat down at her desk. A shake of the head didn't deter Perez. She came to Kim's desk and whispered, "What's wrong with you, girl?" 

    "I just don't feel well," replied Kim. "That's all." 

    "Bullshit. You look like my sister before she had her... Oh, God! Is that it? You're...?" 

    Kim held up a hand and whispered, "Yes! Okay? Please be quiet. I'll be all right in a little while." 

    Captain Lawson suddenly stepped into the outer office. Her gaze fell on the three people at Kim's desk, then she walked over and stood quietly for a moment. 

    "Perez, go close the stairwell door," she said. "Lock it." When Perez returned, Lawson leaned on the desk ahead of Kim's and crossed her arms as she looked at them. 

    "These old buildings have wonderful acoustics," she said. "You're pregnant, aren't you, Kim?" 

    With a sigh, Kim said, "Yes, ma'am." 

    "Who else knows about this?" 

    "Nobody, ma'am," said Kim. "Just us." 

    "You're sure?" 

    "Yes, ma'am." 

    "How far along are you?" 

    "Almost five months, ma'am." 

    Lawson craned slightly to peer at Kim's midsection and said, "Huh. You don't show much at all. When were you going to tell the world? Or were you just going to take an afternoon off a few months from now and try to keep it a secret a while longer?" 

    Perez snickered involuntarily. Lawson's eyes briefly flicked to her, then back to Kim. 

    Kim reddened and said, "I... I was going to tell you after things settled down a bit." 

    "What things?" 

    Cade said, "We lost a good friend in a car accident Tuesday night. The woman who hosted our wedding." 

    Lawson gave him a flat stare, then nodded solemnly. 

    "I'm sorry, she seemed like a very nice person when I spoke with her." Switching her gaze back to Kim, she said, "But what does that have to do with this?" 

    Before Kim could reply, she answered her own question with, "It has nothing to do with this." 

    Turning a chair around, she sat down and said, "You wouldn't have kept this a secret if you hadn't wanted to stay in service, so let's talk about what it's going to take to keep you in. I take it he's the father?" In a small voice, Kim said, "Yes, ma'am." 

    Lawson looked at Cade and said, "Good of you to come back here, Daddy. Was what you told me bullshit, or are you planning to stick around?" Cade flatly said, "It wasn't bullshit. I'm staying." There was a knock at the stairwell. Two faces could be seen through the mottled glass of the door. 

    "Let them in," said Lawson, rising from her chair. "Then all three of you come to my office. For the moment, this is still a secret, people. Got that, Perez? No gossip." 

    Perez looked stricken, of course. 

    "No, ma'am," she said. "I won't tell nobody nothin'." Lawson's gaze seemed to pierce Perez. 

    "Good," said Lawson. "Let's go." 

    Cade helped Kim to her feet and Lawson positioned herself on Kim's other side as they went to Lawson's office and installed Kim in a chair. Perez followed them in and closed the door, then everybody sat down. 
Chapter Twenty-One

    After some discussion and some rooting through Army regulations, a course of action had been decided upon. Lawson said that she'd talk to the WAC

company commander first, then to the Judge Advocate General's offices and get the ball rolling. 

    "I don't really expect you to stay in service long after the baby's born," said Lawson. "But I could be wrong about that. A few others have managed to balance motherhood and the Army, as rare as such women may be. I don't want to lose you until I have to. Have the forms ready tomorrow. That's it. Dismissed, people." 

    As they headed for the door, Lawson said, "Wait a minute. Cade, come back in here. Just you. Close the door." 

    After exchanging a curious look with Kim and Perez, Cade did as she said. For a long few moments, Lawson seemed to be deciding what to say, then she spoke. 

    "I want to tell you something that I don't think Kim would want to hear, Cade. Kim's five months along and it barely shows at all. This is the third time I've seen her like that. It would seem to build up all morning and then she'd stay behind when everybody else went to lunch." She paused and fiddled with her pen for a moment, then said, "You know I could replace her with one call. She's good, but she's replaceable, just as we all are." 

    Cade said nothing. Lawson was finding her own way to say what was on her mind. 

    After another few moments, she was gazing at the pen as she said, "A friend of mine was pregnant some years ago. She spent eight months looking about like Kim looked a while ago. It was a very difficult pregnancy and they had to perform an emergency Caesarian." Looking up at Cade, she said, "They both almost died, Cade. My friend lost her baby." 

    Lawson paused and then said, "But the real reason I'm telling you about this... The medical bills were high, Cade. Very high. She couldn't leave the hospital for almost a month. They had to go back in three times to stop internal bleeding and... Well, she had a very hard time of it, that's all. When they told her that she could expect about the same thing if she got pregnant again, she opted to make sure it couldn't happen again. Her husband supported her decision to... To be fixed." 

    For lack of more to say, Cade said, "Smart man." Lawson looked at him for a moment, then asked, "If the same thing happened with Kim, would you support her?" 

    Cade nodded. "Fact is, I'd rather not have kids at all, but that's sort of ceased to be an option." 

    "Yes. It has." Nodding slightly, she said, "My main reason for helping Kim stay in service isn't strictly because of her desire to stay, Cade. Like I said, the chances are that she'll leave anyway sometime after the baby is born. I'm helping her stay in so that she'll have access to a military hospital. Newlyweds have enough to deal with. My friend and her husband were civilians. They had to second-mortgage their home and they'll be paying for some of those medical bills for the next five years or longer." She put her pen down and leaned back in her chair, then said, "No mother-to-be would want to hear what happened to my friend, so I'm suggesting that you don't tell her what we've talked about. Tell her I had some questions about you that I wanted to clear up." 

    Cade nodded, then asked, "Do you?" 

    Lawson gave him a wry smile and met his eyes as she said, "Oh, I damned sure do, Mr. Cade. But you aren't under my command, so all I can do is hope that you're up to the task ahead of you as a husband and father." 

    "I guess time will tell, Captain. As always in things like this. Mind if I say thanks? I'm well aware that only your good nature compels you to help Kim stay in. Someone else might have simply told her to type up her discharge." 

    "Save your thanks until we're through this, Mr. Cade. Someone at brigade level may yet make that decision for us. I'm just a Captain, you know." 

    "But they didn't pin those bars on you just for having a good attendance record, ma'am. If you weren't smart and solid, you wouldn't have them. From what I saw while I was in, only the men can be stupid and still get the bars." At first her gaze narrowed slightly, then she chuckled. 

    "Maybe we've met some of the same officers, Mr. Cade. I'll trust that what you said wasn't just idle flattery and chase you out of here now. Good day." Perez leaned across her desk as Cade sat down at Kim's desk. Both women were most curious about why Captain Lawson had wanted him to stay behind. 

    "She still has some doubts about me," said Cade. "I'm not sure that anything I said made any difference, though. She said that she hopes that I'll be up to the task ahead of me as a husband. That's a quote, by the way." Kim glanced around the room and softly said, "Everybody's staring at us, Ed." 

    He grinned and said, "They're just jealous." She sighed and said, "No, they're just nosy. You need to leave and let me get back to work, Ed." 

    Cade looked at Perez and asked, "Not jealous? Not even a little bit?" Perez giggled and said, "Kim, you done hurt his little feelings. Yeah, sure, man. We're all jealous. Don't cry." 

    Despite her discomfort, Kim snickered. 

    With a smug look at Kim, Cade said, "There. See? They're jealous." He stood up and said, "Back at five, miLady. Think about where you want to eat dinner." 

    He leaned to kiss her, then headed for the door. To his left, one of the women peeked up at him and grinned. He grinned back at her on his way out. When they got back home from dinner at a local restaurant, Kim called Susan and spent nearly an hour on the phone with her. 

    During her call she asked Cade to bring her a pen and paper. Cade watched her scribble a few phone numbers and names. 

    When she'd ended her talk with Susan, Kim said, "These are my new emergency contacts. This one" --she tapped the top name, that of a woman -"May be taking Bev's place." After sitting very still for a moment, staring at the pad, Kim looked up at him and said, "Bev's funeral is Saturday. There's going to be a second, casual service at her house at two in the afternoon. I'd like to go to both services, Ed." 

    Cade nodded and said, "No problem." 

    Kim called a few more people that somber evening. One of those people --Kim's younger sister, Sandy, whom Kim had called to announce her wedding -had said something that upset Kim considerably. 

    "Sandy," said Kim in a voice of contained anger, "You don't know how things are and you have no right to say that. No right. He's here for me now, isn't he? He came back and he's here for me." 

    Whatever Sandy said didn't seem to make Kim any less angry. Kim said, "I'm hanging up now, Sandy. Maybe we shouldn't talk again until you've opened your mind a little. Yes, that's exactly how it is, Sandy." A few moments later Kim set the receiver down harder than necessary and made her way to the kitchen, where she poured herself some tea from the jug in the fridge as Cade put together some instant coffee. 

    She asked, "Do you want to know what she said?" 

    "Only if you want to tell me. Was it un-complimentary? Something about disapproving of me, perhaps?" 

    Kim snorted a laugh. "Oh, yeah. It was that." Cade waved to invite her to join him on the couch. 

    "Kim, she's the woman who tried to vamp me last year, even though I was going with her sister. I'm afraid her opinions don't mean a helluva lot to me." 

    "She said she was just trying to prove that you'd cheat on me, Ed." 

    "Bull. She was trying to get laid, ma'am. You knew it then and you know it now. She picked a night when you were on CQ duty and tried to climb into bed with me. She looks so much like you that I truly suffered from turning her down, you know. Same wonderful legs. Almost the same lovely features. Same..." 

    "I know what she looks like," said Kim in a flat tone. "And I guess I'd rather not be reminded of what she did." 

    Sandy hadn't gracefully accepted being turned down. The woman next door, a friend of Kim's, had heard through the bedroom wall what Sandy had practically screamed at Cade when he'd told her that he'd lock the bedroom door if she didn't think she could leave him alone. 

    When Kim had come home, the neighbor had caught her in the hall and spoken with her about what had happened. Kim had then entered Sandy's room and told her to be out of the apartment the next day. Sandy packed her car and returned to Ohio. 
Chapter Twenty-Two

    On Saturday, Bev's funeral started at ten and ended at eleven. Kim and Cade went home to change to more casual clothes and have lunch, then they went to Bev's house around one to help out as necessary with preparations. Bev's mother and father were on hand for the second gathering, but Bev's daughter Lindsey seemed to be missing. 

    "She's upstairs," whispered Susan. "She got bitchy and her grandmother sent her to her room until she could lose her attitude and be a little nicer to people." 

    Kim and Cade circulated for a bit, then Kim went to help out with something in the kitchen, so Cade found a place to sit in the living room and generally killed time. 

    One of the women who'd volunteered for kitchen duty had brought her four-year-old boy when her babysitter had canceled. The kid played quietly enough with some toys she'd brought for him in a corner of the living room. Maybe half an hour into things, the kid got up and toddled toward the kitchen, where he whispered to his mother. She was in the middle of something, so she asked for a volunteer to take the kid to the bathroom. One of the women who'd just put some pastries out said that she'd handle it and took the kid up the stairs. 

    Kim had just been to the bathroom and had just started downstairs when Spooky dashed from one room to another to get away from some people who'd approached her. 

    Finding her way blocked, Spooky panicked and changed course toward a gap between the people on the stairs. The kid squealed and reached for the cat as it streaked past, grabbing her tail. The cat completely freaked out, struggled to get loose and succeeded, and then the kid lost his balance and started to topple backward on the stairs. 

    Cade saw Kim reach to keep the kid from falling just as the other woman did the same. Their efforts collided and the other woman had to grab the rail to keep from falling. 

    There was no rail on Kim's side of the stairs. She let go of the boy as she lost her balance and fell, tumbling all the way to the bottom of the stairwell. 

    Cade was to her almost instantly, somehow threading his way through the small crowd in the living room without actually knocking anyone down in the process. 

    The kid squatted on the stairs and screamed incessantly as Cade tried to determine the extent of Kim's injuries, if any. The woman on the stairs tried to calm the boy, but the kid wasn't having any of it. 

    Cade told the woman to take him upstairs to one of the bedrooms, but she remained focused on the kid and seemed not to pay any attention as the boy bellowed on. 

    Standing up, Cade yelled, "Goddamn it! Get that kid out of here and shut him up!" 

    Turning around, Cade saw some shocked faces, but nobody challenged him. The woman had frozen when he'd yelled, but when Cade again looked up, she quickly grabbed the kid's arm and dragged him up the stairs to a bedroom and closed the door. 

    Grabbing the arm of the nearest man, Cade told him to call an ambulance. The guy only stared at Cade for a second before nodding and heading to the kitchen. 

    Cade turned back to Kim, who lay on her back, conscious but confused. She reached toward her left leg, but the arm movement caused her to bite back a scream. 

    Checking her arm quickly, Cade saw that it wasn't broken and he said so. He then checked her left leg. Also unbroken, but he could see where it had slammed against something. 

    He started to tell her that the leg wasn't broken, then he saw the blood welling around her hips. Pulling her skirt up to look for her injury, he saw that the blood was coming from between her legs. 

    "Stay still, Kim," said Cade. "Just stay still." Cade grabbed Susan's hand and pulled her down to tell her to get him a sheet or something to cover Kim. 

    When the woman stared dumbly at him, he sharply added, "Now, please! Go!" She startled, then stepped over Kim's legs to hurriedly head upstairs. Jim Durrin dropped to his knees beside Cade and softly said, "Oh, my God! Oh, Jesus!" 

    Cade cupped his hand to whisper, "I can't stop this kind of bleeding, man. Go make sure that somebody called an ambulance, okay? Then come keep these people back a bit." 

    Durrin nodded and hurried away. Susan came back with a pillow, as well. Cade thanked her and spread the sheet over Kim after Susan had stepped down to the living room, then he put the pillow between Kim's face and the ridged wallboard, tucking a corner of the pillow under her head. Standing up, Cade faced the crowd and said, "Everybody, back off, please. Give us some room. Somebody needs to make sure the ambulance can get in." He pointed at a guy standing near the door and said, "You. Keep the doorway clear and make sure nobody blocks the drive, okay?" 

    The guy nodded quickly and hurried out the front door. Another quick look showed him that the puddle of blood had grown to encompass an area almost a foot wide. Kim moaned and Cade tried to make her comfortable as he talked to her, but there really wasn't any way to do anything for her. 

    It took the ambulance almost ten minutes to arrive, and by that time the blood had spread to cover nearly half of the stairwell landing. The first EMT to see what was under Kim's sheet told the other EMT to get a bag of Ringer's hooked up. 

    Cade softly said, "She's five months along, guy." The EMT nodded and continued working. A few minutes later Kim was on a gurney heading for the ambulance. 

    When Cade patted Kim's hand, kissed her, and turned back toward the house, the head EMT looked at him strangely and asked, "You're not coming along?" 

    "I'll be there in a few minutes." 

    "You sure?" 

    "Go, damn it. She's down three pints already." As Cade stalked back into the house, the crowd parted ahead of him until Durrin saw him and asked, "What the hell are you still doing here?" Cade turned to see Durrin, Susan, and another man and woman standing together. 

    "I'm getting my head together," said Cade. "Getting her purse, too. I'm taking my car to the hospital so I don't have to bum a ride from someone later." 

    Susan reached to place her hand on Cade's arm and said, "We're coming, too. So are Diane and Len, here, and some others. You shouldn't be alone at a time like this." 

    Looking at Susan, Cade simply nodded and headed for the kitchen. His hands shook slightly as he reached for a paper bag, into which he put Kim's purse and her pillbox hat. 

    Aware that others were watching him and wondering why he wasn't running for his car, he rooted around in the fridge for a cold can of Coke. A woman came in and stopped in front of him, then moved to one side as he approached the kitchen door. 

    "The woman with the kid," said Cade, "Up on the stairs. Tell her I'm sorry I had to yell at her like that." 

    "That was me," she said, her tone sharp. "And your apology is not accepted. You scared little Tony to death." 

    Cade shrugged and said, "Then maybe he won't squat and scream like a mindless animal anymore. It put his little brain in gear and it made you get him away from me." 

    Another woman stepped into the kitchen doorway and angrily said, "You're talking about my son." 

    Walking toward her, Cade said, "I'm talking about the kid who put my wife in the hospital. Out of the way, please." 

    "He didn't make her fall," yelled the woman. Stopping closely in front of her, Cade quietly said, "My wife fell because she was trying to keep him from falling. To me, that's the same thing. I know he didn't mean to make her fall, but somehow that doesn't make me feel any better, lady, and I'm just not in the mood to debate a goddamned thing with you. Now get the hell out of my way." 

    The woman met his gaze for a moment, but then her determination faltered and she moved aside. 

    When Cade walked back through the front room, he saw Bev's mother wringing her hands near the door. Bev's father stood with her and Durrin and Susan stood near them. 

    Cade interrupted their apologies and expressions of sympathy with a shake of his head and, "It's nobody's fault. Where's Spooky?" Bev's father asked, "Who? You mean the cat?!" 

    "Yeah, the cat. Are you going to keep her?" Bev's father vehemently said, "When we catch it, it's going straight to the pound." 

    "It wasn't the cat's fault. Someone scared her and she ran. I'll take her." 

    Susan's voice raised slightly in shocked amazement. 

    "Kim's on her way to the hospital and you're worried about the goddamned cat?" 

    Cade looked at her for a moment, then said, "Kim will be in the ER, Susan, hooked up to drip tubes and probably sedated and definitely not allowed any visitors. I'll be sitting in the waiting room, filling out forms; forms that will be there whenever the hell I get there. Waiting, Susan. That's all I'll be doing. That's how these things go." 

    Turning back to Bev's parents, he firmly said, "So I may as well take a minute to make sure nothing bad happens to Spooky. I'd like to have her. Bev said I was the first person she'd ever taken a liking to. What about it?" Bev's mother said, "Maybe you should speak to your wife about the cat first, Mr. Cade. She may feel very differently." 

    'Um. Good point. Hadn't thought of that,' thought Cade. Cade nodded. "Yeah, you're right. Okay, I'll talk to her first. You won't get rid of the cat before I call you?" 

    "No," said Bev's mother in a placating tone. "We'll keep her until you call, Mr. Cade. Will you let us know if we can help in any way? Any way at all?" 

    Nodding again, Cade said, "I will, ma'am. Thanks." A motion to his right caught Cade's attention. A teenaged girl he hadn't seen before was staring back at him from the stairwell. Lindsey? If so, she seemed to have taken after her father's looks, not her mother's. Durrin and Susan walked with him to his car, where Durrin asked, "Do you want one of us to ride with you?" 

    Cade shook his head and said, "I need a few minutes to myself. Thanks, anyway. See you there." 

Chapter Twenty-Three

    His foot on the brake pedal was unsteady and Cade found that his legs were shaking now that he was sitting down. He took a deep breath and tried to focus, then put both feet on the brake pedal and pushed hard for a few seconds. 

    That minimized the trembling. Cade popped the tab on the Coke can, then pulled out and headed down the driveway. In his rearview mirror he saw Durrin and Susan heading for their own car. 

    Spotting his paperback on the car seat, Cade tossed it into the bag with Kim's purse. It took only a few minutes to reach the hospital. As Cade exited the car on freshly shaky legs, he decided to remain in the car for a few minutes more and sat back down to finish the Coke. 

    A car entered the lot. Durrin and Susan. Three other cars seemed to be following them. Cade sighed, reached for the bag and closed the car door, then aimed himself toward the hospital's emergency entrance. 

    As expected, the woman at the receiving desk couldn't or wouldn't tell him anything about Kim. He was handed a small stack of forms on a clipboard and a pen and told that someone would be with him shortly. 

    "She's in the Army," said Cade, gesturing with the papers. "Do I have everything I need here?" 

    Durrin and Susan entered the lobby as the woman asked, "She's in the Army? 

Not you?" 

    "That's right. Not me. Her. Helluva thing, isn't it?" With a slightly disapproving expression, the woman reached for the papers she'd just handed Cade and said, "Those are for civilians. I'll have to find out what you'll need, sir. Please have a seat. The doctor will see you shortly." 

    Durrin and Susan stepped up and asked, "Any news yet?" Cade watched the clerk go to another clerk's desk and said, "No news. She said the doc would be out shortly. We may as well get comfortable out here." After a pause, Susan said, "Yes, let's go sit down. In a hospital, 

'shortly' means sometime in the next few hours." 

    Several of the people from the funeral entered as Cade chose the seat at the end of the row nearest the ER doors. Durrin and Susan sat near in the facing row. 

    Susan asked, "How bad do you think... I mean, there was so much blood... Do you think she'll be all right?" 

    Cade nodded. "Yeah. People hold a lot of blood, Susan. When some of it gets out, everybody get scared and things can seem worse than they are." Her expression was one of startlement. 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "I've been through stuff like this before, Susan. Kim lost two, maybe three pints. They'll refill her while they work on her." 

    Durrin said, "You make it sound like a goddamned oil change, Ed. Isn't it time to drop the tough act?" 

    Cade shrugged and sighed, then asked, "Remember what I was doing the last time you met me, Badger Two? She may be my wife, but I know what's going on. There's no need to panic yet and it wouldn't help anyway." A couple of moments went by before Susan asked, "She wasn't actually hurt that you could see, was she? Do you think the baby will be all right?" 

    "Kim had a few scrapes and bumps that will probably turn into nasty bruises. I won't even guess about the baby." 

    When a couple of orderlies and a nurse hurried outside to meet an ambulance, conversation was suspended as they watched the activity beyond the doors. 

    As they pushed the gurney into the ER, one of the orderlies put a foot too close to the gurney and a wheel stopped against it. The orderly holding the ambu-bag went down, landing hard on one elbow and the side of his head. Cade grabbed the ambu-bag and held it above the patient on the gurney as he grabbed the siderail and said, "Someone check him out. I've got the bag." One of the four knelt to tend the fallen orderly as Cade and the others wheeled the gurney into the ER. As the gurney came to rest against the examining table, Cade quickly hung the bag above the table and grabbed some sheet with the others surrounding the patient. 

    "On three," said one of the nurses, then she quickly counted and they lifted and slid the patient to the table. 

    Looking at Cade as the doctor examined the patient, she said, "You've done that before." 

    "Hundreds of times," he said, looking at the man on the table. "That's a helluva bruise coming up on his chest. What hit him? A steering wheel?" 

    "Yeah," said an orderly. "Car accident out on Mercury." A nurse brought in the orderly who'd fallen and stationed him on another table, then went to work on him. 

    Cade took a moment to look around the ER, but he didn't see Kim. One corner of the ER had been curtained around a gurney. He could see the wheels below the curtain. 

    Cade asked the nurse, "Is that my wife? They'd have brought her in about half an hour ago. Internal bleeding." 

    The nurse immediately went on guard. 

    "I couldn't say, sir. I'll have to ask you to leave now." Without looking up from his patient, the other doctor said, "Please get out of here, sir." 

    Taking Cade's arm, the nurse said, "Thanks for helping us, but you really have to leave now. I'll send her doctor out as soon as possible." To stall for a moment, Cade turned to the orderly who was having a cut on his head cleaned by another nurse. 

    "You gonna live, do you think? That was a helluva fall." The doctor glanced over his shoulder at Cade and he saw the nurse give the doctor a quick nod in return. 

    The orderly peered up at Cade and said, "She says I'll make it. My elbow hurts worse than my head." 

    "Oh, hey, that's good," said Cade. "You can get by in life without an elbow, but... Well, you know... A head is a different matter entirely. It could affect your social life." 

    The nurse working on the orderly snickered. "Yeah," she said. "He has a hard enough time getting dates." 

    The nurse holding Cade's arm insistently said, "Sir..." From behind the curtain came Kim's slurred voice. 

    "Ed? Is that you? Are you here?" 

    The doctor muttered, "Oh, hell." 

    "Yeah, Kim," said Cade. "They're about to throw me out, though. Something about germs, I think." 

    "Noooo," she moaned softly, stirring on the gurney. "No. Don't go. Please?" 

    With a 'now look what you've done' glance at Cade, the nurse let go of his arm and hurried to calm Kim. Cade started to follow, but the other nurse grabbed his arm and said, "Sir! She's naked!" 

    Cade looked at her and said, "I think you probably have her under a blanket. I would. It's cold in here." 

    The doctor resignedly said, "What the hell. Give her two minutes with him. Don't let him touch anything." 

    "Thanks," said Cade. 

    "Yeah, right," said the doctor. "Two minutes. After that we call security. Believe it." 

    Cade pulled his arm free and went to Kim. A blood bag hung above her and she was well covered against the coolness of the room. An oxygen line led from her nose to a green wall fitting. He'd never seen her so pale. 

    "Hi," said Kim in a croaking whisper. She cleared her throat and tried again, more firmly, "Hi, Ed." 

    Leaning on the gurney's upright siderail, Cade reached for her hand and said, "Hi, Kim. I brought your hat and purse, so you'll have some lipstick later. You kind of dove headfirst down the stairs, ma'am. How do you feel?" She closed her eyes, shook her head slightly, and rather dazedly said, 

"Oh, pretty bad, really. I hurt... All over. Not like before, though. Can't think. They gave me a shot..." 

    "Yeah, I can see that. It looks as if you're about to take a nap, Kim. Look, they want me to wait outside. They have this thing about not wanting healthy people in the ER. It's total discrimination, if you ask me." Her eyes still closed, Kim nodded slightly and said, "Yeah. 'S not fair." Cade patted her hand and stroked her arm, then said, "I have to go now, okay? I just wanted you to know I'm here for you. So are Jim and Susan. Uh, oh. This great big nurse has a grip on my arm. She looks mean, Kim." Kim giggled feebly and nodded again, squeezing his hand. 

    "Uh-huh, okay," she mumbled. 

    "You hurry up and sleep now, okay? I love you, Kim. I'll be back in a little while." 

    "Uh, huh. Ohhkhayy..." 

    He kissed her hand and let it go, then patted it and went with the nurse as she led him to the ER doors. 
Chapter Twenty-Four

    Once they were outside, she smiled and asked, "A great big nurse? Mean, too?" 

    Cade looked at the five-two brunette in front of him and gave her a small smile as he said, "Sorry. I needed a viable excuse. You really can't tell me anything? Look, I know that had to be her third blood bag because I know how long it takes to drain one. She had a bag of Ringer's on the way in, but probably only used about half or less before the switch. What made her bleed like that? Will the baby be okay?" 

    She hesitated. He'd seen that look before at other such times. Amending his question before she could answer it, he softly asked, "Is there still a baby?" 

    Even as she answered, "Sir, I really think you should speak with the doctor," he knew. Her eyes told him. 

    Just to confirm his belief, he quietly said, "Look, I was a medic. She's been having bad spells for months. I won't go to pieces on you and I won't tell anyone how I found out." 

    Still she stuck to the line, "Sir, you'll have to speak with the doctor," but tears welled in her eyes. 

    Cade nodded and put a hand to her cheek, whispered, "Thought so. Sorry to push you like that, ma'am. Thank you," and turned away. The desk clerk had been holding up a clipboard, but she laid it on the counter and said, "Uh, I guess these can wait a few minutes, sir." Shaking his head, Cade picked up the clipboard and pen and headed back to his seat, noticing en route that nearly a dozen people he didn't know had arrived, including a couple of police officers who wanted to speak to him. The cops took his statement about the accident and the statements of Durrin and Susan, then left. 

    Enduring the seemingly endless stream of condolences and sympathy, Cade eventually filled out the forms and took them back to the clerk, who scanned them quickly and pronounced them complete. 

    As Cade stood talking to the clerk, the doctor came out of the ER and approached the reception desk. He reached for the paperwork that Cade had just completed, looked at it for a moment, then turned to Cade. 

    "Mr. Cade, I'm Dr. Feldman. We need to talk." Feldman led Cade to a nearby office and closed the door, then waved Cade to a chair as he took a seat at the desk. 

    "Mr. Cade, how are you holding up?" 

    "Well enough. How's Kim?" 

    With a measuring look at Cade, Feldman nodded and said, "Your wife has some minor injuries, Mr. Cade. Nothing serious that we could find. We'll keep her for a few days to be sure there are no new ruptures or bleeding, but she should be able to go home before Friday." 

    He paused a moment, then said, "We couldn't save the baby, Mr. Cade. I'm sorry." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "I'd already figured that out. What's next for Kim? 

When does she go to ICU?" 

    "We're moving her to ICU in a little while. Let us get her settled in up there. Say an hour or so." He looked at his watch and added, "It's after four. You might want to see about something to eat and come back." Cade nodded again. "Okay. Is there somewhere here where I could wait with a bit more privacy? Believe it or not, I don't know most of the people out there and I'm getting a little tired of everybody telling me how sorry they are." 

    Feldman raised an eyebrow as he looked at Cade, then he said, "Talk to the nurses upstairs in ICU. Maybe they'll let you wait in their break room. Are you sure you want to avoid those people? They mean well, Mr. Cade. Perhaps you should get to know them." 

    Cade wordlessly reached in his paper bag and brought out his book, which he set on the doctor's desk as he said, "I have my reasons for not wanting to get too close to them." 

    Feldman eyed the book for a moment, then said, "Like I said, see the ICU

nurses. Do you have any other questions?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "None at the moment. Thanks, Dr. Feldman." When Cade announced Kim's prognosis and his own plans to find a restaurant, Durrin immediately suggested one near the hospital. A few of the group remained at the hospital, apparently on general principles, but most agreed that there was no point in clogging the waiting room. Cade discovered that he was more than a little hungry and ordered a steak with mashed potatoes and green beans. His selection seemed not to sit well with Susan, but she said nothing as she watched him take his plate. During dinner, Cade mentioned that he'd stop by his apartment before returning to the hospital. 

    "I'll get her a couple of books and a change of clothes, her toothbrush, and whatever else looks as if it ought to go." 

    "I'll go with you," said Susan. She raised a finger and pontificated, "A woman knows what a woman needs." 

    Cade smiled. "I can probably figure out what to grab, Susan. I've watched her dress often enough to know what she wears with jeans or a skirt and blouse, and I know which books she was reading." 

    Susan picked at her food and said, "Yeah, okay. I was just trying to be helpful, Ed." 

    "I know that. Thanks, but I'm not used to having so much help, ma'am. Don't take this the wrong way, but I think I just start feeling crowded sooner than most people." 

    "Nobody should have to be alone at a time like this, Ed." 

    "Have to? No. But what if they prefer a bit of solitude to constant companionship?" 

    Her gaze at Cade was both quizzical and sharp. 

    Sue glanced at Durrin, then back at Cade, and started to speak, but Durrin softly said, "Sue. Let him be. We're used to having to keep an eye on each other during hard times. He doesn't need watching like we do." Susan puffed up. "That isn't what I was doing, Jim." 

    "That was part of it. You know it was. Otherwise you wouldn't have been worrying about him being alone for an hour or two. Look at him, Sue. He's okay. Don't worry." 

    After a moment, Susan nodded as she watched Cade cut his steak and take a bite. Another moment passed before she set her fork firmly on her plate and sipped her tea, all the while looking at Cade examiningly. 

    "Ed, I have to know something. I don't want to piss you off, but I want to know how you can be so goddamned cool about everything that's happened." Cade looked at Susan, then at Jim, who seemed to silently echo Susan's question, and said, "I don't think I can answer that to your satisfaction, Susan." 

    "You mean you won't, don't you?" 

    "No. I mean I don't think I can. When my sister went into the hospital, a friend of hers asked me essentially the same question. I wasted about an hour trying to explain why I wasn't in a panic like everyone else. She finally swore at me and walked away." 

    "Are you afraid that's what we'll do?" 

    Cade shook his head. "Nope. Your attachment is to Kim, not to me, and you wouldn't desert her over something I said that you didn't particularly like." 

    "Then why won't you at least try to explain?" Sighing, Cade said, "Because I didn't enjoy the attempt the last time, Susan." As she opened her mouth to speak, he added, "So I won't. That's all. Please." 

    Susan's sharp look turned into a glower, but she didn't push the matter. Jim didn't say anything, either, instead returning his attention to his roast beef dinner. After a moment, Susan also rather sullenly returned to picking at her salad. She added dressing, then picked at it some more. 
Chapter Twenty-Five

    Cade went from the restaurant to the apartment, gathered a few things, and returned to the hospital at six. He gave the bag of items to the duty nurse to inventory and put the receipt in his pocket, then he went into Kim's room. Kim was sleeping, still hooked up to an oxygen line, and still receiving fluid from a drip bag. Next to her bed was a machine that kept track of her vital signs. 

    As the nurse put the items he'd brought in Kim's night table, Cade reached in to move the books to the top of the table so Kim would instantly see that he'd been there. 

    He scribbled an "I Love You" note and tucked it into one of the books, then he simply stood by Kim's bed and watched her sleep, his mind full of thoughts of her, until the nurse came in to tell him that it was almost time to leave. 

    Cade glanced at her and asked, "Already?" 

    "You've been standing there almost an hour, sir. Visiting hours will end in ten minutes." 

    Indeed, once she'd broken his trance, complaints from Cade's feet and knees began to get through to his brain. He stretched and paced briefly to ease the knots and pains, then he leaned to kiss Kim softly on the cheek, touched her hair for a moment, and left her room. 

    Maybe an hour after he returned home, the phone rang. It was the base chaplain, Major Garrett, offering condolences and an offer to help however he could. 

    He said that the hospital had called his office as per their policy regarding injured military personnel and that --aside from any religious duties that may be required --he often acted as a family liaison and helped handle some of the paperwork details that arose in times of crisis. 

    "Well, sir," said Cade, "They say she'll be fine. The WAC shack knows where she is and I'll call Captain Lawson on Monday morning. I filled out a bunch of papers at the hospital and some of them were Army DF forms authorizing transport to military facilities later, so I'm guessing that everybody there knows what to do next." 

    "It would seem so, Mr. Cade. I'll stop by the hospital tomorrow and make sure all is as it should be. In the meantime, how are you surviving this situation?" 

    "Well enough. Some friends went to the hospital with me, then took me to dinner, so I won't starve tonight. I took some stuff of Kim's to the hospital after dinner and stayed with her for a while, then visiting hours ended and they threw me out." 

    Cade heard paper rustling and Garrett cleared his throat, then he asked, 

"While this may amount to erring on the side of caution, Mr. Cade, I feel I should ask... Were you aware that Kim was pregnant?" 

    "Yes, I was. I also know that she lost the baby." Garrett sighed, possibly with relief that he wasn't going to have to be the one to break the news to Cade. 

    "Mr. Cade, do you, uhm... Do you feel a need to talk to someone about, uhm... All that's happened?" 

    "You mean 'do I need counseling'? I don't think so, but I'd bet that most people say that, at least at first." 

    With a muted chuckle, Garrett agreed, "Indeed. Almost all of them feel they can handle matters on their own." 

    Cade let a moment pass before he said, "Major Garrett, I'm not just pretending I'm okay. I wasn't thrilled to hear that Kim was pregnant, nor was I happy with the prospect of becoming a father. Marrying Kim suited me just fine, sir, but the child was essentially just an obligation to me. Something like being drafted, I guess." 

    Several seconds passed before Garrett said, "I see. Have you considered that you may come to feel guilt for having had those feelings about the child?" 

    Without hesitation, Cade answered, "No, sir. I might have felt differently about the kid after I'd met him or her, but not before. Things were as they were and they are as they are. I'm sorry if my feelings offend you, but I feel as if I've dodged a bullet." 

    Again Garrett said, "I see." He coughed, then said, "What if your feelings change, Mr. Cade?" 

    "I'm not worried about that happening, Major. I'm more worried about how Kim is going to handle things." 

    Garrett was silent for a moment, then said, "You know her best. How do you think she'll handle them?" 

    Cade sighed and said, "For a number of reasons I'd say she may take it poorly, but there are also reasons to think that she might feel somewhat relieved. I expect that's where you may find some guilty feelings, sir." 

    "May I ask why she might feel relieved, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Sure. Kim very much wants to stay in the Army." Garrett paused, then asked, "Is that the only reason?" Cade wasn't about to mention Kim's history with booze to someone wearing Army brass, Chaplain or not. 

    "I doubt it," he said, "She's always refused to babysit, too. I don't mean

'politely declined', Major. I mean that she's come right out and warned people never to ask her to babysit, but the last couple of months she's been showing interest in other peoples' kids. Talking to mothers and babies at the commissary or around the apartments. Before, she ignored them. Avoided them." 

    "I see. Well, Mr. Cade, sometimes women change such views after an experience like this." 

    "Then there'd be a problem, sir. I flatly don't want kids and I don't want her feeling miserable about losing this one. It wasn't her fault, but will she believe that? At other times she's always been one to think there might have been something thatcould have been done, and hindsight isn't 20/20 as often as people would like to think." 

    "Was there anything that could have been done or not done to prevent what happened, Mr. Cade?" 

    "No. I saw the accident. She felt she had to reach for the kid to keep him from falling down the stairs. She isn't the kind who could have just let him fall, Major. But the other woman caught him, too. Kim may come to think that her action was unnecessary." 

    "Was it? I mean, really, Mr. Cade? Could the other woman have prevented the fall?" 

    "Very doubtful. She almost fell, too. I'm going to say no, Major. The kid lunged hard at the cat. That much weight, jumping sideways down the stairs... No, Major. He was already in motion. Without Kim's help, that kid would have yanked that woman right off her feet." 

    "I see. Thank you for your observations, Mr. Cade. I guess we'll have to wait and see how Kim remembers the incident and how she feels about it. I'll visit her tomorrow. What time will you be there?" 

    "As early as possible without waking her up." 

    "Then I'll schedule my visit for later in the day unless you need me for paperwork. Or just to talk. If I can help in any way, Mr. Cade, please don't hesitate to call me." 

    After Chaplain Garrett had hung up, the phone rang again almost immediately. Cade waited until it stopped ringing, then took the phone off the hook in the living room. 

    He suddenly felt washed-out tired, so he took his book and a coffee to the bedroom and stretched out on the bed to read, but thoughts of Kim kept him from making much progress. Around midnight he nodded off to sleep. Cade woke up fast when his book hit the floor with a bang. With jangling nerves, he glanced at the alarm clock. Almost six in the morning. Great. Wonderful. What the hell could he find to do to fill the next three hours? 

    He took a leak and made a fresh coffee. A shower and a shave later, he was hungry, but not enough so to go through the motions of cooking anything or deciding among the various canned soups in the pantry. 

    Throwing on fresh clothes, Cade went to the corner and bought a Sunday paper, then soaked up two more cups of coffee as he ploughed through it. Seven-thirty. He scanned the paper again to see if he'd missed anything. Nope. Reassembling the paper, he put a fat rubber band around it and set it aside on the table. 

    Seven-forty. Restless, Cade rose and went to look out the window. As he sipped coffee, he saw Susan pull into the parking lot. 

    Cade waited until he heard footsteps on the porch, then he opened the door. Susan had her knuckles raised to knock, and after a surprised pause, she let her hand fall. She wore a medium blue mid-thigh skirt with a white stripe down each side that fit her snugly and a light blue blouse and had a blue suede handbag with a big silver clasp. 

    "Hi," said Cade. "My, aren't we mod today?" 

    "Nobody's mod anymore, Ed. That was the sixties. A friend called last night and Jim had to go. He's going to try to meet us at the hospital later. Are you going to let me in and offer me some of that coffee?" With a nod, Cade moved aside and Susan entered the apartment. Damned fine legs. Damned fine all of her. 

    "This stuff's instant," he said. "You may want..." 

    "We have some time, so I'll make a pot," she said. "Well, a half pot, if you aren't going to help drink it." 

    Leading her to the kitchen, he took out a clean cup and spoon, but before he could put them down, she took them and said, "I said I'll do it. I know where things are, more or less. Thanks anyway. Sit down and relax." 
Chapter Twenty-Six

    He sat down at the dining room table and watched Susan quickly assemble a pot of coffee. Zip, zap, done. Quick, snappy movements. She was hyper as hell this morning. Sue came to sit with him and looked at his cup of instant coffee with a raised eyebrow and a skeptical expression. 

    "It works for me," said Cade. 

    Sue took his cup and tasted his brew, then made a face and pushed the cup back. 

    "It's something between grease and mud," she said. He shrugged and sipped, wondering what was on her mind that had her strung so tightly. She glanced at the pot, then abruptly excused herself to go to the bathroom. 

    Cade watched her walk away and then climb the stairs. Firm, upright carriage. Excellent legs. He wondered why he hadn't noticed them before. Susan came back down. Cade frankly gazed at her backside as she poured coffee and added condiments, then she turned and said, "I hadn't planned on going to church this morning. Do you go to a church, Ed?" 

    "Nope. I don't even like talking about religion." She gave him a grinning glance. "You slammed that door shut fast, didn't you? What about services on base?" 

    "Nope. Never." 

    She nodded as she sat down at the table. Spotting the living room phone, she said, "So that's why the line was busy all night and this morning." 

    "Yup. That's why." 

    "What if Kim's sister had tried to call, Ed?" 

    "She'd have gotten a busy signal, like everyone else." Susan's look was somewhat sharp. Sipping coffee for a few moments in silence, she looked around the apartment. 

    "Ed, why are you being so difficult?" 

    Without hesitation, Cade answered, "I've been trying not to hurt anyone's feelings, but a number of well-meaning people are crowding me, Susan. They don't seem to realize that I prefer to handle things more privately than they do." 

    After a moment, she quietly asked, "Would you like me to leave, Ed?" He shook his head and said, "Drink your coffee, Susan. I don't mind some company, I just get irritated when people act as if I'm strange --or not behaving properly --because I'm not going to pieces when they are." Susan stirred her coffee, then sipped it again. 

    "Do you think that you don't need people at all, Ed?" 

    "Need? I need Kim. Other people are occasional company." He gave her a small smile and added, "Once they get past thinking that I'm trying to be difficult, that is. I'm just being me, Susan." 

    "The rock in the storm? Mr. Unflappable? Is it an image you feel you have to live up to or something?" 

    He shook his head again. 

    "Nope. When I was six, the kid next door was hit by a car. It tore his upper arm open. Damned near tore it off. Blood everywhere. I reached in and pinched the vein to try to stop the bleeding, then told his sister to tell his mother to call the police." 

    "The police? Why the police?" 

    Cade shrugged. "I was six. I didn't know who else to call, but I knew that the cops would. After they took Tim away in an ambulance, I went home and took a bath. His mother came and told my mom what I'd done. When I came out of the bathroom, there were half a dozen people in the living room, all loud and excited and fawning all over me. I wound up holding my hands over my ears and walking into the kitchen to get away from them." 

    "Why? Were you frightened?" 

    Cade shook his head. "Nope. Just didn't like all the noise and fuss. My mom asked everybody to settle down or leave, then came and talked me into coming back to the living room for a little while. When any of them got too expressive or exuberant, like the guy from the newspaper, she toned them down quickly. It's the same now, Susan. Everybody's under the impression that I need buckets of sympathy and lots of company. I don't." He got up and poured himself a brewed coffee, then dropped in an ice cube to make it immediately drinkable. Susan watched him poke the cube a few times, then sit down and take a sip. 

    "Okay," she said. "But you won't mind if we happen to make a fuss over Kim, will you? She may be more appreciative of the attention." 

    "Go for it," said Cade. "I'm depending on you, Susan." 

    "Huh? You're depending on me? For what in particular?" He met her gaze and said, "Not what. Whom. Kim lost a good friend, had a bad fall, and lost a baby. She's going to wonder if she couldn't have prevented some of what's happened, and Bev was a large part of how Kim stayed dry these last five months. But now Bev's gone. Can you take her place, Susan?" 

    Susan nodded. "That's what we do for each other, Ed." She got up and went to the living room phone. Putting it on the hook, she then picked it up again and listened for a dial tone before punching numbers. Cade listened to her end of the conversation. 

    "Hi, Jim," said Susan. "Ed's fine. He had the phone off the hook, that's all. We're about to go to the hospital. Good, that'll work for me, too. Okay. See you there." 

    Hanging up the phone, she looked at her watch and said, "We can leave now. Jim will meet us there." 

    Cade rinsed his cup, put it upside down on the counter, and grabbed the newspaper before heading for the door. Spotting Susan's grin, he gave her a questioning look. 

    As he let her out of the apartment, she said, "I saw you rinse out your cup. Kim's got you trained pretty well." 

    Pulling the door firmly shut and locking it, he drolly said, "Sorry, but I learned things like that before I met her." 

    He hoped that his tone might keep her from making other such inane comments, but he had doubts. She and Jim were people who seemed to need constant chatter. 

    Jim and Susan were likeable enough in short doses, but Cade preferred the company of people who only spoke when there was something worth saying. At the ICU, Susan waved to Kim from the doorway but demurred from going in with Cade. 

    "Jim's not here yet," she said. "You go spend some time with her first, Ed. We'll visit later." 

    With a nod, Cade entered the room and went to Kim's bedside. Although she still had an IV in her arm, she didn't look as pale and she'd apparently used her cosmetics. 

    Holding up the note he'd left in her book, she gave him a small smile and said, "Hi. I got your note." 

    "Hi, indeed," he said, kissing her. "You look a lot better without all that medical junk hanging off you." 

    Kim shrugged. "They seemed to think it was necessary." With a somewhat embarrassed look, she said, "I guess I made a mess of Bev's carpet." 

    "Her mother didn't look like the type to let a stain set. I wouldn't worry about it too much." 

    "I guess I scared the hell out of everyone, too, huh?" Cade gave her a wry grin and said, "Well, yeah. You could probably say that without fear of contradiction. You can probably expect quite a few of them to want to drop by later, too. Are you up to it?" Kim nodded slightly and smiled again as she said, "I guess I'll have to be. Can't disappoint my public, can I?" 

    "No, but if you get tired, reschedule the show. You'll need your rest, miLady." 

    "Did you see everything that happened, Ed?" 

    "Sure did. The cat ran, the kid grabbed at it and missed, you and the other woman managed to keep him from falling, and then you went down the stairs like Raggedy Anne. Good thing you were there, Kim. He'd have dragged her with him. The little bugger's fine. So's Spooky." Cade paused a moment, then added, "But I think Bev's father blames Spooky for the fall. He said he'd send her to the pound." 

    Kim looked shocked. "No! It wasn't Spooky's fault!" 

    "That's what I said, too, but I think she'll wind up at the pound if anyone can catch her." 

    Shaking her head, Kim said, "You can catch her. Bring her home, Ed. It'll be a while before I can go back to work. Maybe by then she'll have figured out that there are two people she can trust." 

    Cade nodded. "Will do, miLady. I'll go over there today and see if she's settled down enough to be catchable." 

    A couple of moments passed before she asked, "You... You know what happened... Um, after the fall?" 

    Nodding again as he took her hand in both of his and kissed her, Cade softly said, "Yeah. The doctor told me. We can talk about it later, Kim. It happened, that's all. There's nothing anyone could have done to prevent it." 

    "I know that, but..." Kim shifted slightly and looked uncomfortable as she said, "Ed, at first I was horrified that I'd let myself get pregnant, but I got used to the idea. I even came to kind of look forward to... To being a mother. Even if it meant being kicked out of the Army." Cade gave her a small smile and patted her hand, but waited to see if she had more to say. 

    After a moment, Kim said, "I... I just wanted you to know that, that's all. I'm feeling kind of confused about some things right now." Lifting her hand to his lips, Cade said, "Think about it while you get better." 

    "Do you hear what I'm saying, though? I was ready to be a mother, Ed. Army or no Army." 

    Cade grinned and said, "Yeah. You said that. And I still say you should think about it. You'll probably find that a lot of it was your sense of duty combined with your incipient motherhood. You adapted to the situation, Kim." Kim swallowed with difficulty, then reached for the water on the night stand and took a long sip, her eyes on Cade. He met her gaze as complacently as possible, but he had some idea of what might be coming next. 

    "Ed, how... uh... How do you feel about what happened?" 

    "Unhappy, of course. It put you in the hospital." 

    "You know what I mean." 

    With a sigh, Cade admitted, "Yeah. I do know what you mean, Kim, but after what you just said, I don't want to say anything that might upset you." She pursed her lips and took another sip of water. 

    "It doesn't bother you much, does it? You didn't really want to be a father, did you?" 

    "I was ready to do my best, Kim. To try. You know that." 

    "That's not the same thing. That's duty, Ed." Cade sighed again. "Yeah, but marrying you wasn't, Kim. I didn't marry you just to make things legal. You know that, too, don't you?" She nodded and gave him a small smile. 

    "Yes, Ed. I know that, too." 

    A motion in the hall distracted her slightly. Cade turned to see Jim standing beside Susan. Both of them waved and grinned. Kim raised a hand slightly to wave back at them. 

    Looking at Cade, she smiled and asked, "Why don't we let them in for a while and talk about some things later?" 

    Cade nodded and said, "I'll go find some coffee. Are you allowed coffee? I think even hospital coffee is technically considered a liquid." 

    "Better check with the nurses when you send my next visitors in, I think." 

    "Okay." 

    Kissing Kim's hand, then her lips, Cade left the room and told Jim and Susan to go in. The duty nurse said that coffee wasn't on Kim's menu, but told Cade that if he wanted some, he could step into the break room and get a cup. He gave them fifteen minutes, then went back out front to see how things were going. Kim, Susan, and Jim were still in the midst of a fairly animated conversation, so Cade went back to the break room and scavenged a pile of magazines for anything interesting. 

    Jim and Susan stayed another fifteen minutes or so. When the nurse leaned back in her chair to tell him they'd gone, Cade went back into Kim's room. About Jim and Susan she said only that one or both of them would return during evening visiting hours. 

    Kim and Cade made small talk for a few minutes, then a prolonged silence ensued before Kim finally said, "Maybe we should postpone talking about children for a while, Ed." 

    He nodded slightly and said, "Okay." 
Chapter Twenty-Seven

    Cade dropped by Kim's office on Monday to let Captain Lawson know what had happened, but Chaplain Garrett had already notified her of Kim's hospitalization --albeit without going into much detail. He'd simply said that she'd fallen down a flight of stairs and required observation. Lawson looked hard at Cade and asked, "How badly was Kim hurt, Mr. Cade? 

Major Garret seemed reluctant to discuss the extent of her injuries." Cade told her the details that Garrett had omitted. For some moments she sat gazing at him, then offered her condolences and said that she'd visit Kim that afternoon. 

    "Is there anything else, Mr. Cade?" 

    Her unusually cool demeanor surprised Cade. 

    Rising from his chair, he said, "I guess not. I'll keep you posted, ma'am." 

    "Thank you, Mr. Cade." 

    He closed the door on his way out and stopped to tell Perez where to find Kim, then went downstairs. It was a nice day, so he took some time to walk around the casemates and stand on the top of the revetment wall that comprised the old, civil-war era Fort Monroe. 

    Perhaps fifteen minutes of staring out toward Buckroe Beach and the Atlantic Ocean passed until he heard footsteps in the stone stairwell that led to the top of the revetment. 

    From about sixty feet of distance Cade saw a tall, rather striking red-haired woman in uniform emerge at the top of the steps and turn left to head for one of the park benches that dotted the inner wall of the fortification. As she turned, Cade saw the flash of silver on her collar. 

    "Captain Lawson?" 

    The woman froze in her tracks, then turned to face him. 

    "Yes, Mr. Cade. Captain Lawson." 

    She seemed almost rigidly tense. Cade walked to her and around her on her right, then stopped. 

    There were the beginnings of tears in her eyes. Without a word, Cade fished one of his paper towel handkerchiefs out of his pocket for her. Her eyes narrowed slightly as she noticed that it wasn't cloth. 

    "Don't worry," he said, deliberately misinterpreting her glance. "I always hand a lady a clean one. It's only good manners, you know." She took it with an involuntary snicker and said, "This is the first time I've ever seen anyone else up here. I'm sorry you had to see me like this, Mr. Cade." 

    He shrugged. "I've heard that Captains are human, too." Although bleary, her gaze was firm as she met his eyes and asked, "May I trust you to keep this to yourself?" 

    He nodded and smiled at her. "I see no reason to tell anyone about it." 

    "Even Kim?" 

    Cade took her free hand and said, "The fact that you may be human is your secret, not mine. I may tell my secrets, but not someone else's." With an odd glance at him, she said, "That's an unusual way to put it, but thank you." 

    He nodded again and released her hand as he turned to leave. At the stone stairwell he glanced back to see her sitting on a bench, looking toward the Chesapeake Bay. 

    Over the next month Kim seemed subtly different. Although she seemed to be returning to her old self, there was a subtle hollowness about her. In order to be there for Kim as much as possible, Cade took a morning-only job at a department store that mostly involved prepping displays and restocking shelves. 

    When he went to Bev's parents about Spooky, Bev's mother said that she had decided to try to work with the cat and turn her into a "people person". Kim's response to that news was, "Oh, well. We aren't supposed to have pets here, anyway." 

    Cade had expected her to be disappointed or even a bit worried that Spooky might wind up at the pound, after all, but Kim seemed totally unconcerned. A few days before the end of the month Kim complained of stomach pains. She blamed them on something she'd eaten at one of the Buckroe Beach snack bars and sent Cade to the drugstore to buy some Pepto-Bismol. The medicine seemed to have no effect. When Kim almost doubled over while putting dishes in the washer, Cade suggested a trip to the base clinic. Kim refused to go, saying that whatever it was would pass. They got into a small argument over the matter, but she wouldn't give in. 

    He managed to get her to go to bed early, but she spent a miserable night, all the while refusing to go to the clinic. 

    When Kim woke in fevered agony at four in the morning, Cade didn't ask how she felt about going to the Fort Monroe clinic. He dressed her, draped her purse around her neck, and half-carried her down to the car. Moving to sit down in the car in a very careful manner, Kim gaspingly said that it felt as if something were trying to claw its way out of her and vehemently asked why the hell such things only happened to her on weekends. The night-duty doctor examined Kim in something of a hurry while her chart was pulled. After another look at Kim and a few moments of reading, he said, 

"I don't think a bad chili dog caused this," and had her admitted to the hospital. 

    At first they thought Kim had contracted a gastric disorder, but it turned out to be an infection of sufficient seriousness to warrant the emergency removal of her left fallopian tube and ovary. 

    Cade called Jim and Susan, as per Kim's pre-sedation demand that he do so, then he went two floors up and found a couch in an osteopathic services waiting room. 

    He came awake when someone tapped his foot. Looking at his watch as the woman asked who he was waiting for, Cade simply left the waiting room. It was almost ten-thirty. After taking a leak and snagging a coffee at a third floor nurse's station, he went downstairs. The reception nurse told him to look for Jim and Susan in the lobby snack bar. 

    As he entered the snack bar, Susan stood up and waved at him as if she feared he might not be able to see them sitting among less than a dozen tables and half a dozen people. Cade waved back and headed for the food line. While he ordered his breakfast, Susan came over at a march step to ask where the hell he'd been. Jim arrived a moment after she'd delivered her terse question. 

    "Napping," said Cade. "We had a really lousy night, Sue. Now I'm hungry. I'll be at the table in a minute, okay?" 

    Susan's mouth gaped open and she looked as if she might say something. Jim put a finger to his lips and she glaringly subsided, then he and she went back to their table. 

    Her glare hadn't softened by the time Cade had put his tray down and taken a seat. Cade ignored her as he salted and peppered the food and started to eat. 

    Susan finally blurted out angrily, "Kim's having an operation and you just decided to take a nap?" 

    Again Jim started to put a finger to his lips, but she shook her head and said, "To hell with that! I want to know how the hell he can sleep while they're cutting his wife open." 

    Glancing at her wordlessly, Cade continued eating. 

    "Answer me, damn it!" said Susan. "How can you..." Cade sighed and said to Jim, "I've had two hours of sleep. I'm tired and cranky and hungry. This is one of those times when I'd probably be much better off to keep my mouth shut, so I'll see everybody upstairs later." He then picked up his tray and moved to another table. Susan's reflection in the bay window of the lobby reached quickly across the table. Cade prepared to duck, then opted to provide her a target when he saw what she'd grabbed. A spray of sugar packets hit Cade's back, shoulders, and head. Several sailed beyond him across the cafeteria. 

    He watched them fly past him and almost laughed, but he managed to stifle the urge as he set his tray down. 
Chapter Twenty-Eight

    Fishing a packet out of his eggs and another one out of his coffee cup, he set them aside without comment and sat down at the new table. Cade heard a chair behind him slide back. Susan angrily asked, "Well? 

Aren't you coming with me?" 

    After a moment, Jim said, "I'll be along in a few minutes, Sue. Go ahead." Susan marched past Cade's table at full steam, glaring at him as she passed. Long moments of silence passed before Jim chuckled and spoke. 

    "She didn't hurt you with those sugars, did she?" Without turning around to face Jim, Cade said, "Nah. I'll probably survive. She's got a good arm and good aim, though. Glad she didn't throw the napkin holder instead." 

    Jim chuckled again and said, "One of her brothers told me she could put a football on him anywhere inside fifty yards." He paused and asked, "How's your head, man? She just doesn't understand, y'know?" 

    "Yeah, I know. That's why I moved." 

    A chair slid back and Jim came to stand by Cade's table as he guzzled the last of his coffee, then set the cup down. 

    He then shook his head and grinned as he said, "I just wanted to know for sure that things were cool. I'm gonna head upstairs before she gets pissed at me, too." 

    Cade nodded and said, "Yeah. Can't have that. She's worth hanging onto, I think." 

    With a small grin, Jim said, "Oh, yeah, I think so, too. Friends like her are one in a million. See you upstairs." 

    'Friend?' thought Cade. He'd thought that they'd been living together. When Cade went upstairs, the nurse told him that Kim had begun crying even as the anaesthetic had worn off and hadn't stopped since. Jim was nowhere to be found and Susan was in the room with Kim. Cade walked to the room door and knocked softly. 

    "Kim? Should I wait out here for a little while?" Kim looked up as she was blowing her nose and Susan's concerned, sympathetic expression morphed into a tightly focused glare as her face turned toward him. 

    "No," said Kim. "Come on in. I'll be all right in a minute." As Cade approached the bed, Kim burst into tears again. Susan turned Cade around and gave him a light shove toward the door. 

    "Try again in half an hour," she said. "We need some more time." 

    "Kim?" asked Cade. 

    She nodded. "Another few minutes," she managed. Jim came out of the rest room as Cade emerged from Kim's room. He saw Cade, peered past him into the room, then asked, "She's still crying?" 

    "Oh, yeah," said Cade. "They chased me out." 

    "Me, too. Now what?" 

    "No idea. I may as well go to the car and get my book." Jim glanced into the room and said, "That would piss her off for sure. Susan, I mean. Seeing you out here reading while they're in there having a sob session and all." 

    Cade shrugged. 

    "No biggie, man. Everything I do pisses her off. I kind of wish she'd get out of there and let me see Kim, but I also think she may be doing more good for Kim than I could, given the circumstances." 

    Jim nodded. "Could be. Any other ideas?" 

    As he turned to leave, Cade said, "Nope. I'm just going to get my book, then come back here and wait my turn." 

    As he passed one of the hospital's many information kiosks on the way to his car, a blue pamphlet caught Cade's attention. It had the male symbol on the front of it, but a chunk of the circle under the arrow had been removed. When he lifted the brochure from its holder, he saw that it was titled

"Vasectomy - Birth Control for Men". Cade read the brochure on the way to his car, retrieved his book, and put the brochure back on the rack as he passed it again. 

    By the time Kim had been released from the hospital and had returned to duty, Cade noticed some changes in both her public and private personalities. Kim seemed to be fighting a continuous mild depression by seeking out ways to become much more involved with AA and a number of other off-base functions. By the end of another month she'd managed to fill nearly every spare hour of her time with various AA meetings and volunteer activities, sometimes not arriving home before nine in the evening, when Susan or one of the other women involved in the activities dropped her off. 

    Cade went with her to many of the AA functions and meetings, but he found the atmosphere to be so cloying that he often had to make an excuse and step outside. 

    At one function --a picnic --a woman named Donna attached herself to Cade and nearly drove him nuts for two hours with her incessant quotes from AA support literature and the organization's high-ranking members. He several times suggested that they talk about some other subject and once asked her directly not to continue to feed him snippets of AA doctrines, but she slipped back to using them in every other sentence almost immediately. Cade excused himself to have a few words with Susan, who told him that Donna had only recently joined AA and that she was probably just experiencing the enthusiasm that usually accompanied being newly reformed. 

    "Figured that," said Cade, "But she's making me share her experience, and it's really starting to bug me. How about helping me get rid of her, Sue? Put her on someone else." 

    Susan replied, "She's just trying to be helpful, Ed. If Kim wasn't one of the group's coordinators today, she'd..." 

    In a harsh whisper, Cade said, "Susan, if you don't find her someone else to pester, I'm going to tell her straight out to leave me the hell alone." That, of course, just happened to be the time at which the woman had decided to refill her drink at the table directly behind Cade. He saw Susan's eyes flick to look over his shoulder, then he saw her 'oh, shit' expression. Cade turned to see the woman approaching them around the drink table. Before either of them could speak, she did. 

    Standing stiffly, she said, "I won't be bothering you any more, Mr. Cade." As she turned to leave, Cade said, "I'm sorry, Donna. I didn't mean for it to sound that way." 

    She turned to give him a flat stare for a moment, then continued walking away. 

    "Good work," said Susan. "Now she feels..." Cade had had enough for the day. 

    "Susan, save it. I know how she feels. I'm not feeling too good about it, either. You could have said, 'Sure, Ed, I'll put her on someone else', but you didn't. I'm getting out of here. When should I come back for Kim?" Rather coldly for someone whose face was red with anger, Susan said, "No need. I'll take her home." 

    Nodding, Cade found Kim at one of the nearby tables and told her he was going home. When she asked why, he told her to ask Susan. 

    "I'm asking you, Ed. What's wrong?" 

    "Kim, I just want to go home, all right?" 

    Kim looked toward Susan and saw her angry expression, then looked back at Cade. She looked around the picnic for a moment, then asked, "Where's Donna?" 

    "She went looking for something else to do." With a narrow gaze, Kim asked, "Because of something you said to her?" Cade sighed. "No, because of something I said to Susan. Donna overheard me. Susan said she'll bring you home." 

    Kim's return of his kiss seemed slightly automatic as she looked toward Susan again. As Cade headed for the parking area, Kim headed for Susan. That evening Cade and Kim had their first real argument since before he'd gone to Texas. 

    One of the biggest changes about Kim became evident when she volunteered to watch a friend's children one Sunday afternoon and later announced that she would be doing so on a regular basis. 
Chapter Twenty-Nine

    One Friday evening Kim returned from a babysitting session and hurried to the bathroom with only a wave and a 'Hi!' as she passed through the apartment. Cade returned her greeting as he prepped some dishes that were to be put into the dishwasher, then he went upstairs. 

    Kim came out of the bathroom into the bedroom, where she began taking off her clothes. It seemed to Cade that Kim's unbuttoning and unzipping increased in speed when he walked into the bedroom. 

    She tossed her blouse at the hamper and stepped out of her skirt, which was puddled around her feet, then picked it up and tossed it in the hamper, as well. 

    "How about a shower?" she asked brightly. "One of the Berry kids spit up on me today." 

    Letting his gaze begin at her eyes, travel to her ankles, and then rise back to her eyes, Cade said, "I'm always up for a shower with you, ma'am." She turned as he neared and asked, "Unfasten me?" Cade unbuckled her bra for her, then she turned back around and grinningly snapped the top of her panties. 

    "These too?" she asked. 

    Nodding, Cade knelt and worked her panties down, then off as she stepped out of them. 

    As he rose to his feet and tossed her bra and panties at the hamper, Kim bounced slightly and grinningly said, "Now you! I feel so naked being the only one naked! I'll get the water running." 

    She then turned and strode into the bathroom, where she placed a hand on the wall and leaned into the shower stall to turn the handles in a glorious display of femininity. 

    Cade had seen her glittering eyes and smelled the mouthwash on her breath and had instantly realized why she'd hurried to the bathroom without stopping for her usual homecoming kiss. 

    As he unbuttoned his shirt, he wondered if this was the first time she'd had a drink in seven months. As he took off his pants, he wondered how to deal with the matter. 

    "Hurry up!" she called. "The water's ready!" 

    "Be right there, ma'am. Go ahead and get wet." Her eagerness to get him into the shower also disturbed him, since her desire for sex had diminished somewhat during and after her illnesses. Cade hadn't minded; the extra bit of playing to warm her up had been as much his pleasure as hers, but it had been some months since she'd initiated such matters with so much enthusiasm. 

    Cade reached into the bedside table drawer and fished out a condom. He didn't much like them, but Kim hadn't gone back on the pill during or after her illnesses. He took the condom with him to the bathroom and set it on top of the Kleenex box on the commode tank. 

    When he stepped into the shower, Kim swept her hair back and then reached to pull him into an embrace. Her kiss was deep and wonderful and her hands slid down his back as she knew he liked, with her nails lightly scraping his skin. 

    Letting him go abruptly, she took possession of another part of him as if it were a hammer handle and said, "Oooo. Did I do that?" 

    "You must have, lady. I think we're alone in here." Some ten minutes of washing her and being washed passed before Kim again

--this time more gently --pulled him to her and kissed him. 

    "I'm horny, Ed," she whispered. "So very horny. Do you suppose you could help me do something about that?" 

    "I guess I could give it a try," he whispered back. She grinned hugely at him as she released him and turned to face the wall, then bent forward to place her hands on the wall and look back at him. 

    "Here?" she asked. "Right now?" 

    He nodded. "Sure, lady. Here and now is fine with me. Stand by one while I suit up." 

    As he reached past the shower curtain for the condom, Kim stood straight and turned to face him. When he brought the condom into the shower and started to tear the package open with his teeth, she reached to take it from him. Kim stared at the condom for a moment, then looked up to meet Cade's eyes. 

    "Do we really need one of these, Ed?" 

    Cade simply stared at Kim for a few moments as the implication of her suggestion soaked into his brain. All of his lust for her seemed to fade almost instantly. Kim's eyes left his and looked down. His eyes followed hers and he saw that his erection had completely disappeared. 

    Meeting her eyes again, Cade softly said, "I guess not." Stepping out of the tub, Cade grabbed his towel and began drying himself. Two shocks in one evening had been enough for him; first the drinking and then the suggestion that they not use a condom. 

    He heard the water stop. Kim stepped out and he handed her a towel as she tossed the condom in the trash. She didn't look at him as she took the towel and began drying herself. 

    "Why, Kim?" he asked. "Didn't we just go through months of hell because of a pregnancy? Didn't we just barely keep you in the Army?" She looked at him with an odd, flat gaze for a moment, then finished drying herself and hung up her towel. After another such look, she walked into the bedroom and stretched out on the bed, her arms behind her head, staring at the ceiling. 

    Cade hung up his towel and went to sit on the edge of the bed. He asked

"Why?" again, but Kim didn't answer. When he reached for her hand, she moved it away. 

    "I think we need to talk, Kim. Tell me what's..." 

    "No more condoms," she said, interrupting him. 

    "But..." 

    "No-more-condoms," she repeated in a firm tone, enunciating each word distinctly. "That's all." 

    Cade let his eyes longingly travel the wondrous length of her before he asked, "You won't even talk about it? Don't I have some say in it?" Her eyes left the ceiling and met his, as she again said, "No more condoms," then they returned to the ceiling. 

    Cade's jeans were near his feet. He snagged them with a foot and raised them so that he could reach them, then started pulling them on. As he stood up to finish pulling his pants up and zipped them, Kim asked, 

"That's your answer?" 

    Looking at her for a moment, Cade said, "You saw what happened in the shower, Kim. That was your answer." 

    After a moment, she said, "Susan said you'd feel this way about it." Cade didn't think that comment needed a reply. He went downstairs with his coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. 

    The bedsprings creaked as Kim moved. Half a minute later Cade heard her footsteps as she entered the kitchen, still naked. She poured a tea, then came to sit at the table. 

    He thought she might reconsider talking about things, but after a few moments, she rose and walked to the living room phone, where she stood staring at the phone for close to half a minute. 

    "What time is it?" she asked. 

    Cade looked at the wall clock and said, "Eight thirty." Kim nodded, then picked up the phone, dialed, and waited. 

    "Hi, Donna," said Kim. "I've changed my mind. Yeah, give me about fifteen minutes." 

    As she hung up, Cade asked, "Donna? From the picnic?" Sauntering back to the table, Kim said, "A few of us girls are going to a movie, Ed. They invited me, but I thought I'd have something a bit more important to do tonight." 

    She sipped her tea, looked at it as if it didn't taste right, and put it on the table. 

    Cade asked, "Is Susan going?" 

    Kim said, "It was Sue's idea in the first place." Sipping his tea, Cade said, "Then Jim will be available to shoot some pool." 

    Kim hesitated only half a second before saying, "He's working tonight. That's why Sue came up with this idea." 

    Cade nodded. "Uh, huh. Kim, I know you're pissed at me, but don't use it as an excuse to do anything stupid tonight. Having a baby is something we need to talk about first." 

    With a glaring look, she said, "I have to get ready now." She strode away toward the stairs. After a moment, Cade went to the living room phone and called Susan's number. Jim answered the phone. 

    "Hi, Jim. I think I need to talk to Susan." Jim said, "Sure. Hang on one." 

    When Susan came on the line, Cade said, "I think we have a problem. Kim's going out with Donna tonight. You're supposed to be going along and Jim's supposed to be working tonight." 

    "Oh, shit. Donna's drinking again. Is Kim still there?" 

    "Yeah. One sec." 

    Cade put the phone down and walked into the bedroom. Kim tucked her blouse into her skirt and picked up her purse, then she headed for the bathroom. 

    "Susan's on the phone, Kim." 

    She froze in the bathroom doorway, then turned to face him with a glare that became a flat stare. 

    "I'll call her tomorrow, Ed." 

    Kim continued into the bathroom and put her purse on the sink counter, then began blow-drying her hair. 

    Cade raised his voice to he heard over the dryer and said, "Talking to her now would be better." 

    "No." 

    "Please, Kim. Talk to her." 

    Facing him, Kim turned off the dryer and said, "I said no, goddamn it. There's only one thing that will make me stay home tonight, Ed. Only one thing, and you know what it is." 

    "Would you please be reasonable? Just talk to her." Kim faced the mirror and turned on the dryer. After a moment, Cade went back to the phone. 

    "She won't talk to you, Susan. She said she'd call you tomorrow. What can I do?" 

    "Nothing that wouldn't be considered illegal, Ed. Just try to keep her there for a few minutes. Anything to stall. I'm on my way over." Before he could say, "Okay," she was gone. Cade headed back to the bedroom, but Kim had already come down the stairs. Cade caught up to her at the front door. 

    "Kim..." 

    "No!" she angrily interrupted him as she put her hand on the doorknob. 

"No, Ed. If you can't bring yourself to fuck me tonight, you don't need to talk to me, either." 

    She viciously twisted the doorknob and yanked the door open, then marched out of the apartment. Cade set the latch not to lock, then followed her, acutely aware of his bare feet as he hurried down the walkway. 
Chapter Thirty

    Kim continued marching toward the parking lot as Cade slowed his progress enough for a good look at the walkway ahead of him. Donna's Chevy pulled into the lot and Cade forgot about his feet as he sprinted to catch up to Kim. Cade grabbed Kim's arm as she reached to open the car door. Kim stiffened and turned to face him. 

    In a flat tone, she said, "Let go of me, Ed." 

    "Kim, don't do this." 

    "Let go of me, Ed." 

    "Damn it, Susan's coming. Can't you at least talk to her before you go?" 

    "Let go of me, Ed." 

    Donna got out of the car and stood up. Cade glanced inside and saw two women in the back seat. He didn't know either of them from AA or anywhere else. 

    In a tense, shaky voice, Donna said, "Let her go." When Cade looked her direction, he saw Donna pointing a big revolver at him. It had a long barrel and a muzzle hole that looked as if you could drive through it. 

    Kim stiffened even more and paled when she saw the gun. Her eyes were wide and she trembled as she stared past the gun at Donna. 

    "Donna," she whispered, "Put that away. Please!" Cade said, "You don't need that, Donna." 

    In the same shaky voice, Donna said, "Take your hands off her. Right now!" Kim said, "Donna, don't! Put it away!" 

    "Think about it, Donna," said Cade. "Put the gun away." One of the women in the back seat said, "Fuck you, stud. Let her go and maybe you won't bleed tonight." 

    Cade leaned down and said, "You may want to shut up while you still can." The woman swore at him and tried to kick Cade's face through the open window. He ignored her as he stood up and looked at Donna again, then nodded at the gun. 

    "Even if you can pull the trigger, you'll have to explain it to a lot of people. Susan's on her way, Donna. You know I'm not going to hurt Kim, so put the damned gun away." 

    Using both hands to steady the shaking gun, Donna pulled the hammer back and said, "I said let her go! I put up with this kind of shit from a man for six years. It isn't going to happen again. Not to me and not to her." He noted that she'd left her thumb on the hammer. She'd either never fired the gun she was holding or she was so nervous that she'd forgotten that the hammer backlash on a big bore handgun could break her thumb. Susan's Toyota pulled into the lot as Cade said, "That isn't what's happening here, Donna. I'm just trying to keep Kim from going back to the bottle, and if she goes with you, that's what will happen." Donna almost screamed, "I'm not going to tell you again! Get your hands off her!" 

    When Susan beeped her horn, Donna glanced that direction. Cade let go of Kim as he grabbed the revolver and jammed his index finger into the hammer gap. 

    Donna pulled the trigger and Cade felt minor agony as he yanked the gun out of her grip. Kim sighed and fainted when she saw the gun dangling from Cade's finger. 

    One of the women in the car shrieked, "He hit her!" The other one said, "No, she just fucking fainted, dummy. Cool it. He's got the gun now." 

    Cade carefully freed his finger from the crushing force of the hammer as the other woman in the car screamed, "He's got the gun!" and tried to get down behind the front seat. The other woman pulled her legs up and out of her way, then glared at Cade. He couldn't help looking up her skirt and grinning as her friend burrowed under her legs. Nothing spectacular there. He shrugged at her. 

  

    Susan pulled alongside and looked down at Kim as Cade shook his painful finger, then she saw the gun and her eyes widened a bit. Cade showed her his dented finger. 

    "I took the gun from Donna," said Cade. "My finger was what kept it from firing when she pulled the trigger." 

    Getting out of the Toyota, Susan asked, "Is it broken?" 

    "No. It just feels that way at the moment." Susan knelt next to Kim and asked, "What happened to Kim?" Cade shoved the gun through his belt as he said, "She fainted, that's all." 

    Looking into Donna's Chevy, she asked, "Who are these people?" 

    "Damned if I know. Damned if I care, too. One of them is a real bitch. Probably the one hiding on the floor." 

    Donna came around the front of the car and stopped by the bumper as she said, "Give me back my gun." 

    Cade said, "Fuck you, lady. You're nuts. Get it back from the cops." 

    "Nobody was hurt. There's no need to call the cops." Holding his finger in front of her face, Cade yelled, "Hey, I was hurt when you pulled the goddamned trigger!" 

    Donna flinched hard at his voice and gesture, but she backed up only one pace as she said, "All right! So keep the goddamned gun! But I'm not leaving Kim here with you!" 

    "And I'm not letting her go with you, lady. You're a psycho. Get the hell away from me." 

    Looking at the women in the car and Susan, Donna raised her voice and asked, "Or what? You'll hit me? Beat me up?" 

    Cade stepped toward her and said, "This is a bad time to be making suggestions like that. Get back in your car and get the fuck out of here before you talk me into something." 

    Kim moved her legs and Cade looked down at her. 

    "Ed," she said, "I'm going with Donna." Susan swore softly and said, "No, damn it. Don't do it, Kim. After all these months..." 

    Kim woozily shoved herself up, bumping her head on Susan's chin in the process. 

    "Oh God! I'm sorry, Sue! I'm really sorry!" Holding her jaw, Susan said through clenched teeth, "Then tell me you won't go with Donna." 

    "No. You were right, Sue, and I can't stay here tonight." Donna demanded to know what Cade had done to her. 

    Kim looked first at Donna, then at Cade, and said, "Nothing. That's why I'm going out tonight." 

    Getting to her feet with the help of Susan and Donna, Kim said, "He didn't do anything to me, Donna. He's never hit me or anything like that. That isn't what this is about." 

    Cade had moved away from the car door as he'd helped Kim to her feet. Kim took advantage of his distance to open the door and drop into the passenger seat, then she pulled the door shut. 

    When Susan almost lunged for the door handle, Kim slapped the lock knob down and quickly cranked the window up. The women in the back seat laughed at Sue and Ed as Donna walked around to the driver's side and got in the car. Susan slowly stood straight and looked at Cade as Donna started the car. Cade walked around the car to Donna's door and stopped, looking in at her. She quickly locked her door and rolled up her window as Cade approached. Cade said, "If you take Kim out of this lot, you can expect to meet the cops sometime tonight, Donna. Aggravated assault is worth eight years in Virginia." 

    He looked at Susan and said, "I have to go make a phone call. Come on in if you want." 

    When he turned go, Kim shouted his name. He turned around to find her leaning across to peer at him through Donna's reopened window. 

    "No, Ed," said Kim. "Don't call the police. Please. She was only trying to protect me." 

    "So am I, Kim, and if that car leaves with you in it, I'm calling the cops on her. She's busted. That's it." 

    Kim stared at him for a moment, then opened her car door against the protests of the others in the car. She stood next to the car as she spoke. 

    "I'm going out tonight, Ed. With Donna or by myself. Having Donna arrested won't stop me." 

    "Well, it might make my finger feel better. The woman pulled a gun on me, Kim. She pulled the fucking trigger." 

    "You grabbed the gun, Ed." 

    Cade could almost hear his temper snap. 

    He yelled, "This irrational bitch pulled a gun, pointed it at me, and pulled the goddamned hammer back! Was I going to trust her to have any goddamned sense at all? I saw an opportunity and I damned well took it, Kim!" He started to turn to leave again, but Kim raised her voice and said, "If you call the cops on Donna, I'll move back into the barracks, Ed." With a sigh, Cade said, "Great. It's getting just like the old days, isn't it? What did playing the WAC shack as a trump card get you the last time, ma'am? Let's see, now... Oh, yeah! I remember! After a couple of weeks, I went to Texas, signed up for college, and moved in with Brenda. Just a minute while I compare doing that again to being saddled with a drunken shrew who wants me to knock her up." 

    He pretended to think, his fingertips to his temple, then said, "Ah, ha! I think I just answered my own question, ma'am! Sure, if those are my only options, I think I know what to do. You just run along to the WAC shack, sweetie. I'll get by somehow, just like before." 

    Silence reigned until one of the women in the back seat said, "Let me out. I'm going to go kick his ass." 

    The other one said, "Shut up, Bet. Donna, she'll be okay. Let's get the hell out of here." 

    "No. I'm not leaving her with him," said Donna. Kim said, "If he's going to call the cops, yes, you are. Susan's here. She'll give me a ride to the WAC shack." 

    Stepping around Donna's car, Susan came to stand near Cade and said, "No, I won't. We need to talk, Kim." 

    Kim sighed and appeared to rest her head on her arm as she leaned on the car, then her head came back up. 

    Shaking with anger, Kim quietly said, "Well, fuck both of you, then! I'll walk!" and with that she started marching toward the street. Donna glared at Cade, but her voice was contained as she asked, "No cops?" Cade simply glared back at her for a moment, then watched Kim as she reached the sidewalk and headed toward Fort Monroe. After another moment, he turned to go back to the apartment. 

    He heard Susan softly say something to Donna. More quiet talk followed as he climbed the stairs. When he reached the second floor he could no longer see Kim, but he saw Donna's car leave the lot in a direction away from the base and Kim. 

    'Likely going to circle the block and pick her up,' he thought, looking for Susan. She was getting into her Toyota. Starting it. Backing up and turning around. Cade opened his apartment door and went in. 
Chapter Thirty-One

    The air conditioning hit his sweaty skin like a breath of winter. He shivered and disgustedly dropped the gun on the bed, then stripped and headed to the bathroom for a long, hot shower and a lot of thought about what to do next. 

    Grasping the shower faucet made his finger emanate sharp signals of pain. In the better lighting of the bathroom he could see that the hammer's pressure had cut the skin on both sides of the finger. Big bruise coming, too. Swearing softly, he used his left hand to turn the water on and feel for the right mix of hot and cold. The doorbell rang. Kim? Had he locked her out? 

He turned off the water, wrapped a towel around himself and some Kleenex around his finger, and went to open the door. 

    Susan had been looking toward the street. Her head snapped around, then she noticed that she was looking at his bare chest and her gaze fell to his towel. 

    As if in some sort of reciprocation, Cade noticed for the first time that she was wearing a light blue skirt that was shorter than his towel and a matching blouse that had a smudge on the front of it, probably from leaning on a car. 

    "Oh," she said, "Sorry. I just wanted to make a quick phone call before I go looking for Kim. Did you call the cops about Donna?" Cade opened the door wider and stood to one side as he said, "No." Susan hesitated a moment, then headed straight for the living room phone. Cade headed back upstairs. 

    The gun caught his attention and he sat down on the edge of the bed as he picked it up. It was a Smith & Wesson Model 29; a .44 magnum with a six inch barrel, and a helluva lot of gun for a woman's hand. 

    The wooden grip fitted his hand perfectly, which meant that a five-foot-something like Donna had barely had a grip on it while holding it with only one hand. 

    He wondered if someone at a store had talked her into buying it or if it had been given or lent to her. Would some guy show up in a few days or a week, looking for his gun? 

    Maybe he should call the cops and turn in the gun, just to put a satisfying scare into... 

    Susan's tentative voice called, "Uhm, Ed..?" Cade looked up to see Susan eyeing him warily from the doorway. He'd been so engrossed in thought that he hadn't heard her coming up the stairs. 

    "What are you planning to do with that gun, Ed?" He looked at the big revolver and hefted it. 

    "I've been considering just that, Sue. Keep it? Sell it? Hand it over to the cops, after all?" 

    He thumbed the side release and let the cylinder fall open, then dumped the six rounds into his left hand. Susan sat down next to him as she reached to take one of the big bullets and study it. 

    Following the motion of her hand, Cade noted that Sue's skirt had ridden up considerably when she'd sat down. He let his eyes linger on her thighs for a moment too long and felt his reaction beginning to push against his towel, so he snapped the empty gun shut and handed it to her. 

    Susan almost dropped the gun into her lap in surprise at the weight of it, then got a wobbly one-handed grip on it and aimed it at something in the bathroom. 

    "Jesus, Ed... She pointed a thing like this at you and you reached for it?" 

    Holding up his injured digit, Cade said, "She was distracted when you honked your horn. I stuck my finger in front of the hammer. It couldn't fire." 

    "You're bleeding!" she said, peeling back the Kleenex. 

    "A little. Mostly just hurting like hell. Don't mess with it, Sue. I'll wash it out in the shower." 

    Her eyes glancing at his towel, Susan asked, "Don't you want to go look for Kim?" 

    Cade shook his head. "Nope. I've been through this scene too often, Susan. The only difference this time is the gun. By now Kim's either been picked up by that carload of harpies or she's called for a cab from the diner." 

    "Why was she so upset with you tonight?" 

    Cade sighed and said, "Plain talk, Sue, so don't be offended, okay? Kim came home a little tight and wanted me to nail her in the shower. I'd have been more than pleased to cooperate, but not without a rubber. She didn't want me to use one and no discussion was allowed. I was supposed to shut up, mount up, and make a baby tonight. When she told me not to use the condom, my dick went down pretty much instantly." 

    He took the gun from her as she reddened and put it and the shells for it in the night stand drawer. To do so meant shifting his weight, and his towel fell open on the side. 

    Reaching to retuck his towel, Cade said, "More plain talk, ma'am. Your skirt rode up when you sat down. You have great legs and you smell good and I'm a man, so if you keep sitting there I'm going to have a tent instead of a towel. Why don't you just move your fine self into the kitchen and I'll get dressed and be down in a minute." 

    Susan blushed a bright pink as one hand flew to her mouth and the other took a grip on her skirt and tugged unsuccessfully. Her knees clenched together and the muscles of her legs stood out beautifully as her eyes locked on the front of Cade's towel. 

    "Uh..." she said, averting her eyes to her own lap. And legs. She seemed unable to take her eyes off them. "Yes, of course. I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking about anything but the gun... Oh, hell. I'll move if you want me to." Cade grinned at her. 

    "Hell, no, I don't want you to move, but Jim might not like what I'm thinking right now." 

    "Huh? Jim?" She looked genuinely surprised. 

    "Yeah. Jim," said Cade, still grinning, but wryly. "The guy you live with? 

Remember him?" 

    Sue's mouth fell open. "You thought...? You didn't know about Jim and me?" With a quizzical gaze, Cade said, "Well, I thought I did. You're living together, right?" 

    She laughed shortly and said, "Yeah, well, that's true, but that's all, too. I own the house. He rents half of it and uses the garage as a private entrance. We're both in AA, Ed. When he came here, I had space and he needed a place to live. He's been seeing Margaret Ames almost continuously since he got here. I thought you knew that." 

    After a moment's reflection on how he might have missed that kernel of information during the several months he'd known Jim and Sue, Cade said, "I guess the subject never came up. Oh, well. Does that mean I can leer at your legs, or do you have a big mean boyfriend you'd have to tell?" Sue reddened again and shook her head as she buried her face in her hands and giggled. 

    "Oh, hell. Sure. Leer all you want, but what about Kim?" Cade sighed and said, "History. Like I said, I've been through all this before, Sue. I won't do it again, especially now that she thinks she wants a baby." 

    She fiddled with the hem of her skirt in silence for a moment, then asked, 

"Would that be so bad, if it could keep her straight?" 

    "More plain talk, Sue. I don't want kids. Not at this time in my life and probably never. She's not on the pill and won't let me use a rubber, so that's that." 

    He stood up and reached for his tea, noting with some amusement that Sue's eyes seemed to have trouble avoiding the bulge in the front of his towel. 

    "And after tonight, I couldn't honestly believe that she'd stay on the wagon. I don't want a sexless life with a beautiful lush who turns into a shrewish bitch when she's had a few. I've had that already once. Barring complications, I'll be leaving soon." 

    After a moment, Sue asked, "Just like that, Ed?" 

    "Yeah, just like that. Sorry, but once burned is forever shy for me. I married a sober, pregnant woman. She's no longer pregnant and she's drinking again." 

    "What about 'in sickness and in health', Ed?" 

    "A divorce covers all the vows, Sue." 

    Cade yanked the drawer open and pointed at the gun. 

    "Deranged drinking buddies who point .44 magnums at me cover everything else. I left college and a good woman named Brenda to come back here. With any luck, I can still get back into both and get on with my life." 
Chapter Thirty-Two

    Sue stared, then squinted, then giggled. The giggle turned into a short bark of laughter. She doubled over until her forehead rested on her knees, then snickered again. 

    "Sorry," she said, stifling another laugh. "The part about getting back into both..." 

    Bending so far had caused Sue's skirt to ride even higher, and Cade let his eyes travel her legs from the ankles up. Very nice, indeed. Sue looked up and caught him gazing at her thighs, then saw what was happening to the front of his towel and stifled yet another giggle as she reddened, but she didn't look away as the towel rose. 

    "Oh, my God!" she said. "After all that's happened...?" Cade glanced at his towel and said, "Apparently so. In fact, in a minute it's gonna be very apparent. I'd say that it's time to decide whether to stay or go, ma'am." 

    "What?" 

    "I said..." 

    "I heard you!" said Sue in an incredulous tone. "I just can't believe this is happening!" 

    With a grin, he said, "The proof is right in front of you. I'd very much prefer that you stay, of course." 

    "I... Ed, Kim is... I'm her sponsor, for God's sake!" He shook his head. 

    "Nope. You were her sponsor, Sue. When she fucks up big time, she tends to avoid anyone who knows about it as if they had the plague. You know that, Sue. You've seen her do it. If she comes back into AA, she'll do it on the other side of town or in another town altogether. That's how she wound up in your group, isn't it? She used to go to the meetings in Phoebus, right outside the gates. When I came back, she was only attending the East Newport News meetings, even though she had to hitch rides to get to them. Since I've been back, I haven't seen Kim so much as call one of the Phoebus people. Not ever." As realization dawned in Sue's face, Cade added, "Next time it will be the central or westside group. Or the one up by Langley. If you ever see her again, it will be on the street, not in your zone's AA meetings. She'll wave or be pleasant if you corner her, then she'll be gone just as quickly as possible. Don't expect her to return calls, either. As of tonight, you're forgotten history, lady." 

    When the tears began to fall from Sue's staring eyes, Cade knew that he'd been a little too blunt for her. He put his tea down and sat beside Sue, at first leery of putting an arm around her lest she think he was just continuing to come on to her. He settled for taking her hand in both of his. 

    "I'm sorry," he said. "I got carried away." Looking around, he spotted the Kleenex box on top of the commode and said, 

"I'll get you some Kleenex, okay?" 

    She gave an odd-sounding snort amid her sobs and nodded vigorously without uncovering her face. Cade got up and walked quickly to the Kleenex, grabbed the box, and turned to go back to Sue. 

    A wet spot on the tiled floor made him slip in his haste. As he went down, the edge of the sink impacted his left shoulder hard enough to make the fixtures rattle. 

    Sue heard him hit the sink, then the floor, and looked up just as Cade uttered a groaning swear word through clenched teeth and clutched his shoulder. 

    She was on her feet and standing over him as he twisted to see the back of his shoulder. A big red line was forming where there would undoubtedly be a big bruise later. 

    "Can I help?" asked Sue. "Is there anything I can do?" Cade turned to tell her that nothing seemed broken and his face slammed into her bare thighs. Looking up at her face, he couldn't help also seeing up her skirt. 

    "Oww, by dose," he said, touching his nose gingerly. "You have some good, solid legs, there, ma'am. Damn. Now I hurt in three places." 

    "Oh, God," said Sue, her gaze focused somewhat beyond his shoulder. Cade looked down and saw that he had a very full erection and that his towel lay wadded under his right leg. 

    He looked back up at her --and up her skirt --and quietly said, "Yes. You can help me, Sue. Please end my turmoil by either getting naked with me or getting out of here so I can pull myself together and tend my wounds." Holding the Kleenex above his head with his undamaged arm, he said, 

"Either way, here's the Kleenex. It was obtained at very great personal risk, I might add." 

    For several moments Sue simply stood there looking down at him, knowing that he was practically staring up her skirt. She tried to stifle a laugh and failed as she took the Kleenex box and pulled out a few tissues. After blowing her nose and wiping her eyes, she looked down at him again and asked, "Are you enjoying the view?" 

    "Oh, yes, ma'am. I am indeed. Very much." 

    She laughed at his eager expression and ran a finger over the welt on his shoulder as she asked, "What about your shoulder?" Pretending surprise, Cade said, "Oh, that. Well, uh... I guess I forgot." Cade leaned slightly forward and kissed her inner thigh, just above her knee, then licked it softly. Sue jerked slightly and Cade saw that her panties had dampened until they were nearly translucent. 

    Still, this was a decision that had to be hers. He began kissing and licking her thighs, letting his tongue and lips rise along her legs toward their pinnacle. She didn't stop him. 

    Sue stood very still, except for some small spasms now and then, and let him slowly kiss and lick his way up. Cade spent several minutes where her legs met, gently and not so gently attending her through her moist cotton panties, until Sue's legs began to shake and she moaned softly. 

    Then Sue's right hand crushed the middle of the Kleenex box and the amount of wetness between her legs increased greatly as she gasped harshly. He had to partially support and balance Sue as she reached her standing climax, then he had to keep her from toppling when her knees began to wobble too much. 

    Testing the range of his liberty, he flicked the zipper on the side of her skirt with his finger. He then snagged the skirt with his fingers and tugged to let Sue know what he wanted her to do. 

    She looked down at his face, then at his throbbing dick, and nodded. After helping her out of her skirt, Cade worked her panties down and she stepped out of them, as well, then she sank to her knees beside him and removed her blouse and bra. 

    "Your turn," Sue said with a smile, then she lifted a leg over his legs. She positioned herself so that he was nudging at the gates of her, then began a warm, wonderful, and slow slide to the bottom of him. 

    Giggling softly, she whispered, "No rubbers for me, either, Ed. I'm on the pill." 

    Finding the special spot within her that gave her a thrill, Sue held her position for a moment, then began small postings that kept him generally in the same spot inside her. A few strokes later she froze with a deep groan, then began working the spot a little faster and harder. 

    When her release came, she gave a little screech of accomplishment even as her coordination seemed to go to hell and she let herself plunge to the bottom of his shaft. 

    Leaning forward with glassy eyes, she whispered, "Now, Ed. Meet me there." Sue sealed her words with a deep kiss and her kiss finished Cade off. He gushed deep within her, bucking the last drops of his completion as she gasped hard, jammed herself down on his shaft, and froze again. 

    Long moments later, she murmured, "Those don't happen often enough. Thank you." 

    Cade's shaft bucked again at her softly spoken words and she giggled, which made it buck again a few times. 

    "Thank you, miLady. Your pleasure was my pleasure." Sue complained that her knees were beginning to hurt, so they got up from the bathroom floor. Sue started to reach for a towel, but Cade simply pulled her to him in a mutually explorative embrace. She was a joy to hold. To kiss. 

    "You're running down my legs," she gigglingly whispered. 

    "Shower," he whispered back, and led her there. During the shower he came up again and again and Sue made use of him by backing a pace from the wall and placing her hands on the wall so that he could enter her. 

    Once they were washed and dried, they went to the kitchen for cold tea and talk, but Cade couldn't keep his eyes from roaming over her nude body and she noticed the object in his lap starting to rise again. 

    Sue knelt by his chair and nibbled him until he was completely stiff again, then smilingly placed herself on his lap for a long, slow ride with many kisses and fondlings. 
Chapter Thirty-Three

    Afterward, both of them found that they were more than a little tired. Cade asked if she could stay until morning and she glanced at the clock behind him. 

    "It is morning, Ed. It's just after three. I have to be at work in about five hours and I'll need to change clothes. God! I'm so full of you that I'll probably leak all day." 

    Cade let mock sympathy ooze forth and allowed as how that could possibly make for a difficult day at the office. Sue grinningly slapped his good arm softly, then kissed him. 

    "Don't pretend, Ed. You don't really give a damn if I leak all over the office, do you?" 

    "Well, no, ma'am. Not really. I figure you can find a way to handle a little seepage here and there." 

    A look of caution flitted across Sue's face. 

    "I think we'd better be very careful about things," she said. "A lot of people wouldn't approve." 

    "Careful? Does that mean you'll want me to attend your carnal desires again, miLady? When you can squeeze me safely into your harried schedule, that is?" 

    Sue chuckled and hugged him. "Yes, I do." 

    Cade let his hands and eyes wander over her for long moments, then he lifted her right breast to kiss the nipple. Before he kissed her lips, he said, "Anytime and anywhere you can fit me in, ma'am." With a grin, she asked, "What about Texas?" 

    "It'll wait," said Cade. 

    "What about Kim? Won't she still be living here?" 

    "She may move back to the WAC shack, like she did before. If she decides to stay here, I'll move out." 

    After another quick shower and a last kiss before Cade opened the front door, Susan left at almost four. Cade fell on the bed and considered matters from the ground up. 

    Item One: Susan and possible repercussions for her. She owned her house and worked in the area. Lots of anchor lines on her to people who might not approve. 

    Item Two: Possible repercussions for him. He decided that there weren't any, really, since he could simply quit his job and drive back to Texas. Item Three: What to do with the .44 magnum. He took it out of the drawer and reloaded it as he considered things. 

    Cade had no idea where Donna had gotten the gun. If it had been lent to her, someone might raise a stink if they couldn't get it back. If Donna had bought it, would she have bought it privately or made a registered purchase at a gun shop? If privately, from what kind of source? One of her drunk friends, who may or may not have stolen it? 

    Cade decided to call Donna sometime in the next few days, tell her that no charges had been filed, and ask her if she wanted the gun back. Any answer would open the door to info that would help him decide to sell it back to her, to sell it to someone else, or to get rid of the damned thing in the James River. He put the loaded gun back in the drawer. 

    The phone rang. Cade could see the kitchen clock and it read four-thirty. Anticipating either some sort of emergency involving Kim or that Kim herself was calling, he answered the phone by the bed. 

    "Hello?" 

    Girlish giggles and muffled laughter, then Kim's slurred voice said in a snide tone, "Sooo sorry to wake you! Guess where I am, Ed!" Cade simply hung up the phone, then took the phone off the hook. Sitting up, he took off his pants and shirt that he'd put on only to see Susan out the door, then he lay back on the bed, basking naked in the air conditioning's breeze. 

    As his right elbow lightly bumped the corner of the night table, he was struck with an impulse to put the gun in a more secure location. To hide it, in fact. He slid the drawer open and took out the .44, hefting it as he looked at it. 

    Big gun. Heavy. Great big-assed bullets. And if Kim found it, she'd give it back to her nutcase drinking buddy. Cade looked around the bedroom, then rose from the bed and went into the kitchen. No good place to hide the gun jumped out at him, so he went to look around the living room. Flicking off the kitchen overhead light, an idea came to him. He glanced to see that the curtains were all closed, then pulled a chair under the light and rooted in the junk drawer for a screwdriver, then brought the gun to the kitchen and located a scrap of paper on which to note the serial number. The enclosed light fixture hung by its wires as Cade stood on the chair to reach up into the ceiling hole. All clear. He pushed the gun through the hole and laid it well clear of where the wires would be, then he put the light fixture back in place and put the screwdriver back in the drawer. After cleaning up the bits of dust and plasterboard that had fallen and looking around carefully to see that he'd gotten all of it up, Cade took yet another shower to wash the ceiling dust and fiber off and put the phone back on the hook before again stretching out on the bed. 

    When the phone rang just before noon, Cade almost didn't answer it. On the fourth or fifth ring, he picked it up and said, "Hello." Susan chuckled and said, "Such enthusiasm." 

    "I thought it might be someone else. Sorry. Did I thank you for last night?" 

    "Yes, you did." 

    "Ah, good. Are you calling for a rematch, I hope?" 

    "Uh, no, actually," said Susan. "I'm calling because I heard from Kim this morning. You were right about one thing. She apologized profusely for having caused a scene and said that she wouldn't be attending any more meetings. Have you heard from her this morning?" 

    After a moment, Cade said, "Yes. She was drunk and she wanted me to guess where she was. I'm surprised you heard from her at all, Susan." Susan didn't speak for a few moments, then she said, "Ed, she said she's putting in for Germany. She said she thinks that it would be good to get away from the past --I'd guess that she means this area and me --and try to start fresh in a new place. With you." 

    "Jesus. Germany? Why not some other Stateside post? And what the hell difference would it make? I don't want kids." 

    "Are you saying you'd go with her?" 

    "No, Susan, I'm not saying that. I'm just trying to figure out what the hell difference she thinks... Never mind. I'd say she's solved our problems for us if they approve her request for transfer. She'll be in Germany for two years. I can sign into a local college, keep the apartment, and get a divorce." 

    When Susan didn't say anything for a moment, Cade asked, "Susan? Is there something wrong with that plan?" 

    "I was just wondering why divorce was the last thing on that list, Ed." 

    "Priorities, Sue. A place to live and college are more immediately important than worrying about a paper attachment to a woman who's thousands of miles away." 

    "You could get the divorce before she leaves for Germany, couldn't you?" 

    "I don't know, Sue. If they approve her transfer, it'll be because there's a slot open somewhere or there'll be one open soon. How long does it take to get divorced here?" 

    "Ninety days, Ed. That's if there's nothing to fight about." 

    "No kids, no property splits. Can't think of anything else, Sue, but the Army may not give us three months notice." 

    "You'd both have to appear in order to file for the divorce, but when it goes through, you could send her the paperwork. She wouldn't have to be here for finalization." 

    "Problem solved, then. I'll talk to her about it when I see her again." Susan cleared her throat and asked, "What if she doesn't want a divorce, Ed?" 

    "Huh? Why the hell wouldn't she? If she really wants kids, she'll have to use somebody else to get them." 

    After a moment, Susan quietly said, "It was just something to consider, Ed." 

    "Sorry. I didn't mean to snap. Want to see about some lunch, Sue?" 

    "Can't. I have people coming over today." 

    "Dinner someplace?" 

    "This is a meeting night, Ed. I'm the key speaker." 

    "Damn. Well, I knew you had a lot going. When can you make a spot for me, ma'am?" 

    "Would you like to meet me at a restaurant in Newport News Sunday afternoon? Say at four? My last appointment is at three and I'll be free for the rest of the day. It's a Greek restaurant with great Caesar salads. Konikos." 

    "I'd meet you anywhere, anytime, Sue. With or without a Greek salad." She chuckled, then said she had to get underway. 
Chapter Thirty-Four

    Cade considered matters for a while over coffee. 

    Had Susan seemed rather eager about seeing him divorced, or had she just been supplying info? Images of her came to his mind and he relived his encounter with her of the night before as he sipped his coffee. Germany? The thought made him remember Gabrielle Haas, a blonde exchange student he'd spent much time with in high school. She'd been good looking, interesting, and she had taught him rudimentary German in return for help with some of her classes and classmates. 

    Cade had intervened one day when some of the girls had cornered Gabi and started a squabble over some guy who seemed to forget his girlfriend when Gabi was in the area. 

    After dropping a book to break up the prattle across the hall, Cade had said, "Gabrielle! Kommen sie hier, bitte," and waved for her to join him in the bio classroom before picking up the book and taking it to the teacher's desk in the classroom. 

    Gabi had been no less startled than the others to hear Cade speak German, but she had taken the opportunity to walk away from the gaggle of malevolent twits. 

    He closed the door behind her and showed her his Berlitz "see and speak" German pocketbook. 

    "Hi, my name's Ed." said Cade. "Did I say that phrase right?" he asked, tucking the book back into his shirt. 

    "Yes, you said it well. Thank you. They were being most... unrichtig. A moment to think of the English word." 

    Cade flipped the Berlitz book to 'U' and said, "That means 'incorrect'. Is that what you wanted to say?" 

    "Almost, but no. Ah. I meant to say 'impolite'. Does your book tell you what means 'schmutzig'?" 

    Flipping pages again, Cade said, "Nope. But from what I saw of it, they were just plain being nasty to you." 

    She grinned hugely and said, "Yes! That word! Nasty! Schmutzig bedeutet

'nasty'!" 

    He smiled and asked, "It bedoits, it, huh?" 

    "My apologies. 'Bedeutet' is to say, ahh, that 'schmutzig' is similar to

'nasty'." 

    He chuckled. "You can come up with a word like 'similar', but not the word

'nasty'?" 

    She grinned again and said, "The mind works in mysterious ways. Yes. I use some words of English more better than others." 

    "Just better." 

    She nodded and said, "Sorry. Just better." 

    Cade shook his head and said, "No, I meant that you only needed the word

'better'. Not 'more better'." 

    "Oh. I'm sorry. I... continue... to learn, as you see." Cade shrugged. "Hey, whenever I've heard you say anything, you've sounded almost British. For the most part, you seem to speak English better than most Americans." 

    She smiled and leaned to kiss his cheek, then said, "Thank you. I worked very hard to come here." 

    "Why?" asked Cade. "I live here, and I'm ready to work very hard to get the hell away from this place." 

    Gabrielle looked at him oddly and asked, "Perhaps you do not see all that is here?" 

    "I've seen what's here, Gabi. This town could dry up and blow away tomorrow and nobody'd notice." 

    She laughed and said, "That is how some feel about their villages in Germany. I will be late for my Algebra class. I must go." Opening the door, Cade said, "I'll walk with you." 

    "But you may be late for your class." 

    Cade shrugged again. "The teacher is Mr. Blackwell. The class is English Lit. I'll tell him that I went to the assistance of a lady in distress and he'll give me an 'A' for the day." 

    "Are you certain you should do this, Ed?" 

    He met her blue eyes and grinned as he said, "Oh, yes, ma'am, I'm very sure. I'll be escorting the brightest, most beautiful girl in this school." As they walked past the administration office, she said, "That was a very nice thing to say." 

    "It's the truth, too. Those girls were picking on you because their boyfriends can't stop looking at you." 

    The bell rang through the hallways as Cade and Gabi arrived at her classroom door. A woman's voice from across the hall said, "Mr. Cade. Miss Haas. Why are you still in the hallway after the bell?" They stopped and turned. Mrs. Barnett, Cade's English teacher, was walking toward them. 

    Cade said, "I was escorting Gabrielle to class. Some girls were giving her a hard time." 

    Her skepticism evident, Mrs. Barnett asked, "Were they? About what, Mr. Cade?" 

    Gesturing from Gabi's toes to her hairline, Cade said, "About her looks, of course. The catty noises were about someone's boyfriend staring at Gabi too much. She was accused of encouraging the boyfriend." Looking at Gabi, Mrs. Barnett asked, "Was there any truth to the girl's accusation, Gabi?" 

    Standing very straight and looking radiant in her innocence, Gabi shook her head and said, "No, ma'am." 

    Cade grinned and said, "Guys just kind of turn stupid and stare when Gabi's around. She can't help being beautiful, but some of the other girls really seem to resent her for it." 

    Gabi simply stared at him and reddened slightly. Mrs. Barnett saw the Algebra teacher peek out through the glass in the door and said, "That's enough, Mr. Cade. We're wasting your class time, Gabi. Go in now, please." With a nod to Mrs. Barnett, Gabi turned to Cade and said, "Thank you, Ed," then went into the classroom. 

    "Now you, Mr. Cade," said Mrs. Barnett. "Where should you be at this moment in your life?" 

    Cade gestured upward at the second floor as he said, "On my way to my Lit class." 

    She smiled slightly and said, "Very good. I'll walk with you so you won't need a hall pass." 

    As they began walking down the hall toward the stairs, he asked, "And maybe so I won't get lost on the way?" 

    Glancing at him, she again gave him a slight smile. 

    "I didn't say that, did I, Mr. Cade? But, come to think of it, your daily attendance hasn't been exemplary, has it?" 

    "I haven't missed or flunked a Friday test yet. Fact is, I haven't scored less than ninety on one, either." He grinned at her and added, "I could probably teach most of my classes, ma'am. The school board runs this place like a wagon train. Even the most mediocre students are bored." 

    "Like a wagon train, Mr. Cade?" 

    He nodded. "Yup. The slowest wagons set the pace for everybody else. Only the worst stragglers don't pass." 

    "An interesting analogy, but school is about more than grades, Mr. Cade." He chuckled. "This one seems to be about football and socializing more than anything else. I don't even watch football and..." He glanced at her, 

"Well, I guess I don't have much in common with most people here." 

    "In other words, you don't like socializing, either?" 

    "Not really. I say hi to some of them, but I don't hang out with any of them." 

    "May I ask why?" 

    "Sure, but I've already told you. Nothing in common. For the most part, you can toss out a polysyllabic word and they'll just stare at you if they don't automatically assume you've insulted them. Tell anyone you don't like football and sooner or later you'll wind up like Jesus." He spread his arms wide and tilted his head to one side with his tongue hanging out and a blank, staring expression. 

    "Except they'll use goalposts," he added, "And sell Coke and candy to the spectators while the quarterbacks fling footballs at me and the cheerleaders try to get the crowd to spell out 'crucifixion' properly and pretend to flog me with their pom-poms. You know; gimme a C! Gimme an R! Gimme a U! Etcetera." Mrs. Barnett blinked in mild shock, then tried to stifle a snicker and hid a grin behind her hand, then she giggled. 

    Cade grinned and said, "See? You know what I mean." Mrs. Barnett shook her head and stifled another snicker as she said, "That was a terrible depiction, Mr. Cade." 

    "It pulled a giggle out of you, ma'am." 

    As they climbed the stairs, she asked, "The other boys turn stupid and stare at Gabi, but you don't?" 

    "Nope. I may gaze adoringly, but I don't stare, and I can't even fake being stupid." 

    When she snickered again he showed her his Berlitz book. She took the book and stopped on the stairwell landing between floors as she riffled through the pages. Handing it back to him, she gazed at him for a moment, then began climbing the steps again. 

    "Mr. Cade, Gabi speaks English very well. Why do you feel the need for such independent studies?" 

    This time Cade stopped them on the stairs. 

    He met her gaze again and said, "Mrs. Barnett, you're every bit as beautiful as Gabi." When she opened her mouth in startlement, he raised a palm to quiet her and continued, "No lack of respect intended, Mrs. Barnett, but men must have circled you like starving wolves when you were single. Who got through to you? Who got your attention? The ones who simply stared, or the ones who tried to talk with you in a manner you found interesting?" As she gazed narrowly at him, he said, "My mother says that the women I've always been drawn to --women like you and Gabi, for instance --look for a happy medium between brains and brawn. Strong, but not overbearing. Intelligent, but not condescendingly self-important because of it. Deferential, but not a doormat. She says you want a guy who thinks you're beautiful but takes you seriously and listens to you instead of just wearing you on his arm like a status symbol. Gabi won't find many guys like that in a Texas high school." 

    For a long, frozen moment she just looked at him. 

    "Mr. Cade, what makes you think that it's proper for you to talk to one of your teachers in that manner?" 

    "Proper? 'Proper' depends on the circumstances. You asked me a question and I answered it as best I could. If I didn't think I could say what's on my mind, I wouldn't talk to you at all, ma'am. That's how I define 'proper'." She crossed her arms and leaned on the bannister as she said, "Well, that was quite a speech, indeed, Mr. Cade. You obviously think you're the kind of

'guy' you described a moment ago. Why is that?" 

    Cade raised an eyebrow and flatly said, "Because I believe it to be the truth, ma'am. Based on your knowledge of me, do you disagree? If so, why? 

You're a smart woman. I'd value your opinions, ma'am, and this isn't any sort of a student versus teacher challenge." 

    After a moment, she said, "No, Mr. Cade, I can't disagree with you. If you aren't quite yet such a man, you very likely will be. Now I think it best that we get you to class." 

    She said nothing more as they continued up the stairs and down the hall a few doors to his classroom. Cade stood to one side as she knocked on the door and motioned to Mr. Blackwell to come outside. 

    When Blackwell opened the door and saw Cade, his gaze narrowed and he turned to Mrs. Barnett to ask, "Where did you find him? Trying to escape through the woods?" 

    Mrs. Barnett smiled slightly and said, "No, Mr. Blackwell. Mr. Cade assisted another student in getting to her class. I detained him for an explanation of the circumstances. His tardiness should be excused as unavoidable." 

    Blackwell looked at Cade and said, "In that case, Mr. Cade, I'll cancel your crucifixion. Please take your seat." 

    At the word 'crucifixion', Mrs. Barnett couldn't quite stifle a startled laugh. Cade grinned and flicked his eyebrows at her as he passed her and headed for his seat. 

    Gabrielle had waited by the admin office that afternoon and had waved to him as he'd headed for the school bus. When she asked if he'd like to come home with her and meet her sponsor family, he'd happily agreed, and they'd been good friends throughout the semester. 
Chapter Thirty-Five

    A car door slammed in the parking lot, breaking Cade's high school reveries, so he dressed for a trip to a gun shop to find out what a used .44

magnum was worth. At the shop he found a gun book and riffled through it. When asked if he were looking for anything in particular, Cade showed the clerk a picture in the book and asked, "What's a used Model 29 .44 magnum worth in good working order? Blue, not stainless. And is there any way I can find out if it was stolen?" 

    "Somebody wants to sell you one?" 

    With a grin, Cade produced the wrinkled scrap of paper with the .44's serial number and said, "Well, she said I was kind of cute at a picnic, but even so, I don't really think she'd let me work it off." The clerk grinned back at him and asked, "A woman has a gun like this? Is that why you think it might be stolen?" 

    "Look, I don't think the gun is stolen, but I don't know her, either, and I don't want to spend a bunch of money and then have the gun confiscated because it was her boyfriend's or whatever." 

    The clerk nodded and gestured along the countertop as he asked, "Why take a chance, then? Look at some of these. We carry a pretty good selection." Cade shook his head and said, "I don't really need a gun at all, man, not even this one. On the other hand, I don't know her well enough to lend her any money, either. If I never see her again, I can sell the gun." 

    "If all she needs is some money, why can't she pawn it?" Looking at the guy skeptically, Cade asked, "Maybe because they wouldn't give her enough and they'd hit her with a big interest rate? Look, I'll go somewhere else if you want. You were just the closest gun shop." The guy rolled his eyes and said, "Hey, I wasn't trying to piss you off. Tell you what; I can't quote a solid price without seeing it, but you're probably looking at about two hundred. I wouldn't go much over that, anyway, if I were you. Give me the number and I'll call it in. If the cops have anything on it, they'll want to talk to you, you know." Cade shrugged. "No problem. I won't be out anything." The clerk made the call and said, "Hi, Steve, this is Phil. Yeah. Oh, fine. Do you have time to check a serial number? Yeah. Thanks." The clerk gave the cop the make, model, and serial number and waited. A minute or so later he said, "Thanks, Steve. Yeah, they finally came in. Sure, no problem. Bye." 

    Shrugging, the clerk said, "Just as well I called. He ordered some scope rings and they came in yesterday. That .44 isn't on the hot list. 'Course, it may not have been reported yet, and the list doesn't include all the states." Cade shook his head. "No, she's had it a while and she's local, so it's probably clean. Okay, thanks, guy." 

    As Cade headed for the door, the clerk said, "Remember us when you need ammo, okay?" 

    "You got it. Thanks again." 

    He stopped for a burger and fries on the way back to the apartment and saw Jim Durrin in the parking lot. 

    "Ed!" called Jim, walking Cade's direction. Responding in kind, Cade said, "Jim!" and waited. Durrin shook Cade's hand and said, "Hell, I just finished lunch or I'd go in with you. Susan told me what happened last night. Damn. Donna pulled a gun on you? And you took it away from her after she cocked it? Sue said you were still talking with her at four. Must have been some night, huh?" Taken aback by the flood of words, Cade managed, "Uh, yeah. It was definitely an exciting evening. You wanna buy a .44 magnum revolver? Smith & Wesson." 

    "You're going to sell it?" 

    "I'm damned sure not giving it back to Donna. She's got a chip on her shoulder about men and she's drinking again. She can't call the cops about it because she's the one who'd wind up in jail, so the first two hundred bucks takes it." 

    "You sure she won't call the cops?" 

    "They'd book her for aggravated assault, Jim. No damned doubt about it. The only reason the gun didn't go off is my finger, here. I got it under the hammer before she pulled the trigger." Cade showed him his damaged index finger. 

    "Oh, wow! That must have hurt like a sumbitch! Two hundred? Yeah, I guess I'll take a look at it. When?" 

    "Let me get a little lunch and follow me home or meet me there in a little while." 

    "I'll stick around and go with you." 

    A short time later they entered Cade's apartment and Jim again said, "Oh, wow!" 

    The place was a wreck. It had been searched as if by the Gestapo. Everything was scattered everywhere. Cade heard a small noise from the bathroom. The bathroom door was closed and the light was on. 

    "I think you've had a visitor, Ed." 

    "No shit." 

    "Maybe you'd better call the cops, man." 

    "Let's see who comes out of the bathroom first." Jim instantly went on full alert. 

    "There's someone in the bathroom? How...?" 

    At that moment the bathroom door opened and Kim came out. She was wearing only a bra, panties, and an angry expression, and she carried a glass in her left hand. 

    Upon spotting Ed and Jim by the front door, she froze in the bathroom doorway, then her expression became even angrier. Kim tossed back her drink, set her glass down harder than necessary on the bathroom countertop, and ambled somewhat unsteadily toward them. 

    Jim said, "Uh, maybe I'd better go now." 

    "No," said Cade. "I want a witness." 

    "A witness to what, man?" 

    "Anything. Everything. Someone who can say I didn't hit her, for instance." 

    "What?" 

    "Just stick around, Jim. Okay?" 

    "Look, maybe we ought to call Susan, instead of..." 

    "Kim fired Susan this morning. Fired all of you. Just stand by for a few minutes, okay?" 

    "Uh... I... Wow. She's really beautiful, Ed." 

    "Very. Enjoy the show, but stick around." 

    Jim eyed Cade incredulously. 

    "You don't mind me seeing her this way?" 

    "No choice, if I'm gonna have a witness. Don't worry about it. She'd show as much in a bathing suit." 

    Kim stopped about six feet away from Cade. She glanced at Jim and seemed to dismiss his presence as she again faced Cade. 

    In an ominous tone she slurringly asked, "Where is it, Ed? Where the hell is Donna's gun?" 

    "It isn't Donna's gun anymore, Kim, and you won't find it in here," said Cade. 

    Jim looked at him oddly, but said nothing. 

    Kim waved at the apartment behind her and her voice rose an octave as she said, "I can see that, goddamn it! Where is it, Ed? In your car? Did you give it to the cops?" 

    "No, it isn't in the car and I didn't give it to the cops." Cade held up his injured finger and said, "She pulled the trigger, Kim. She isn't getting it back. If she reports it stolen, I'll file aggravated assault charges against her. Like I said, that's eight years here, Kim." 

    "It's a four hundred dollar gun, Ed!" 

    "Wrong. It's a two hundred dollar gun, Kim. That's the going price for a used one." 

    She walked to the kitchen table and grabbed her purse, then pulled out her wallet and waved it at them. 

    "I'll give you the goddamned money for it, Ed! Will that make you happy? 

Will that help you get even with her?" 

    Cade sighed and said, "It isn't about getting even, Kim. It's about a drunk pointing a gun at me and pulling the trigger. She doesn't need a damned gun. She needs a keeper and some psychiatric help." 

    He turned to Jim and said, "Let's go. She's just getting started and I'd rather not sit through it." 

    Kim threw her wallet at him and screamed, "Don't you dare walk away from me!" 

    "I have to, Kim. Come back when you're sober." Heading for the front door, Cade kicked her wallet out of the way so he could close the door behind them. Jim seemed more than anxious to leave, even as he glanced back for a last admiring look at Kim. 

    On the balcony walkway, heading for the stairs, Jim said, "I thought you said the gun was in the apartment." 

    "Nope. I never said that." 

    "Then why did you tell me to come here?" 

    "Because the gun is here, Jim. It just isn't exactly within the apartment itself." 

    A sound behind them made them turn and look. Kim stepped out of the apartment, still in her bra and panties, and spotted them. She raised a fist at Cade. 

    "This isn't over, Ed!" she screamed, "Count on it! This isn't over!" 

    "Tell me about it when you're sober," said Cade. "And try not to lock yourself out in that outfit." 

    Kim whipped around to catch the door. Cade started down the stairs. A few steps down, he turned to see why there were no footsteps behind him. Jim stood staring back at Kim, who was glaring at Cade. 

    "Hey," said Cade. 

    "Huh?" 

    "Are you gonna stand there until your eyes dry out?" 

    "Uh," said Jim, starting down the stairs, "No. Sorry for staring at her. Let's go." 

    As they crossed the parking lot, they heard a door slam. Jim turned to look up, but Cade didn't. 

    "Where are we going?" asked Jim. 

    "Don't know. You still want to look at the gun?" 

    "Uh, well, I don't know..." 

    "Okay. No sweat. I'll get rid of it somewhere." At Cade's car, Jim asked, "What are you going to do, Ed? What did you mean about Susan and the rest of us being fired? Did Kim drop out of the group?" 

    "Susan said that Kim told her that she wasn't coming to any more meetings and won't be having anything to do with anyone from the AA group. At the moment, I don't know what I'm going to do, Jim. Probably go to the base and take in a movie." 

    "That's it?" 

    "That's it. A way to kill a couple of hours. Then I'll probably come back and see what's left of the apartment. If she's still here when I get back, I'll take a few things and get a room for the night." 

    "Just call if you need a place to crash, Ed." Nodding, Cade said, "Cool. Thanks, Jim." 

    Jim cast another look at the apartment, then said, "She's watching us. The curtains moved." 

    Cade got into his car and pulled the door shut. 

    "Let her look. See you later, Jim." 
Chapter Thirty-Six

    When Cade pulled out of the parking lot, he saw Jim heading for his own car a few rows away. Cade headed toward Fort Monroe at a leisurely pace, noting some of the signs along the way. One in particular --for Dr. O. L. Wells, Urologist --caught his attention and he stopped to scribble the phone number on a gum wrapper. 

    "Hey," a woman's voice said. "You going on base?" Cade saw the young brunette woman in an Army uniform sitting on a bus stop bench just ahead of where he'd stopped. She seemed rather tense. He nodded to her. 

    "Yeah," he said. "Hop in." 

    As she got in the car, she said, "Thanks. I saw your base sticker. You can't trust the buses on weekends around here. I was afraid I'd be late getting to work." 

    Pulling away from the curb, he asked, "You took a lunch hour in town?" She shook her head. "I took the whole morning. I had a few things to do and my CO said to get in by two to meet the supply truck with another girl. She likes having a double count when stuff comes in." 

    "Where do you work?" 

    "Hospital supply. If you get a Band-Aid, I probably signed it into the hospital and out of supply." 

    Cade extended his hand and said, "I'm Ed." 

    She shook his hand and said, "I'm Louise." 

    Not much farther along, Cade saw three more women in civilian clothes walking toward the base. He recognized one of them from somewhere in Kim's offices, but couldn't remember her name. 

    He pulled alongside them and asked, "Going to the fort?" They accepted with enthusiasm and piled into the back seat. The one he recognized asked, "Don't I know you?" 

    "Yup," he said. "You've seen me visiting Kim in the office across from yours." 

    "Oh, yeahhh! Okay! Hey, what's your name?" 

    "Ed." 

    "I'm Connie. Thanks for the ride." 

    As they stopped at the gate to show ID's, the guard eyed Cade's carload of women and glanced oddly at him as he waved Cade through. 

    One got out at the MP office, two more got out at the WAC shack, and Cade dropped Louise at the hospital, then he drove to the PX complex inside the old fort walls. 

    He'd seen the movie, so he bought a Coke at the snack bar and went to the PX to see if there was anything he couldn't live without. Nope. Not a thing. In the bookstore next door he riffled magazines and scanned the shelves, but nothing jumped out at him until he saw a small rack of Berlitz books for Spanish, German, French, and Italian. He picked up one of the little German books and flipped through it, thinking of Gabrielle again. 

    "Well, hi!" said a woman behind him. 

    He turned to see Connie coming toward him. She'd changed from jeans and loafers to cutoffs and lace-up deck shoes. No purse. She hadn't had a purse before, either, he realized. Cade noted that she had pretty nice legs and stood nearly as tall as his nose. Five-what? Seven? 

    "Hi, yourself," he said. 

    A moment of awkward silence passed. 

    "German?" she asked, eyeing the Berlitz book. "You going to Germany?" 

    "My wife may be going. I don't know that I'll go with her. Actually, this book made me remember someone else. A girl I knew in high school was an exchange student." 

    Connie's bright smile turned wry as she asked, "Thinking of old flames?" Cade shrugged. "Sort of. I may be looking for a new flame pretty soon." 

    "Oh. Bad times, huh?" 

    Sighing, Cade said, "Oh, yeah. Very bad. I figure to be single again pretty soon, too." 

    "You don't sound as if you're too happy about that." 

    "I'm not." Cade put the book back on the rack and said, "Sorry, Connie. They're my problems, not yours. I think I'm just going to walk a while. See you around." 

    As Cade headed for the door, Connie asked, "You want some company? I could use a walk, too." 

    Cade turned to look at her and prepared to tell her that he'd really prefer to be alone at the moment. The idea of having company didn't appeal to him. 

    Connie said, "I'm in kind of the same situation, except that we weren't married. And he's already gone. He left while I was at work. Not even a note." She stood rather stiffly, her feet together and her hands knitted tightly and a corner of her lip between her teeth. Maybe he didn't feel the need for company, but it was readily apparent that she did. 

    Trying not to sound resigned, Cade nodded and held the door open for her. 

    "Sure, Connie. You can come if you want, but I really don't want to talk. I just want to get through a couple of hours and go home after she leaves the apartment." 

    She brightened and smiled as she came forward quickly, as if thinking he might change his mind. They left the store and headed through an archway toward the beach. 

    Cade finished his Coke and pitched the lidded cup at a trash container about thirty feet distant. Miracle of miracles, the cup dropped right into the trash can. 

    "Cool!" said Connie. "How many points is that?" 

    "Two, I think, in basketball. That was luck, though, so don't expect me to do it again." 

    Some distance farther they took their shoes off to walk in the surf. Cade normally wore his sneakers loosely enough to simply toe them off, but Connie's fit her feet fairly snugly. 

    She steadied herself by leaning on Cade as she worked her sneakers off without unlacing them. Cade figured it was probably just a way to make contact, since it was obvious that she'd have to unlace the shoes to put them back on. He said nothing about that, however. 

    A few minutes later Connie said she stepped on something and again used him as a prop as she checked her foot. She twisted herself slightly and flexed herself nicely as she first held her foot up, then reversed her leg and pulled her foot up sideways. Cade saw nothing to indicate injury. She let her foot down and looked at him as she said, "Thanks. I think it's okay." 

    She didn't release his arm, and his impulse to disengage made him feel callous, so he said nothing and let her keep his arm as they continued walking. 

    After a few minutes, she said, "I know what happened, Ed. About... About the baby, I mean. Everybody does. Everybody in the office, anyway. I'm..." Cade interrupted her. "Please don't say you're sorry, Connie. I've heard it way too often lately. I'm just fed to the fucking gills with peoples' 

condolences." 

    She closed her mouth and nodded, then said, "Yeah, I know about that. When my aunt died, I got real tired of them real fast, too." 

    "Let's talk about your situation instead of mine, Connie." Looking up at him again, she said, "Not much to tell, really. Same old story. Met him, liked him. Lots of time together, moved in together. Things went fine for about three months, then I came home early one day. The window was open and I heard him talking to someone." 

    She sighed and scooped a wad of sand with the top of her foot, then kicked her leg to send the sand flying. 

    "He was on the phone," she continued, "Telling someone that he was about to leave before I got home and that he'd tell me he'd had to work late. Then I heard him say the things to her that he'd said to me, almost word for word." After a moment, she said, "The bastard. I heard him hang up and waited by the door. When he opened it, he tried to look happy to see me. I pointed at the open window and asked him who she was, but he wouldn't tell me. We argued and he got in his car and drove away. All that happened on Tuesday, a week ago. He didn't come back that night. When I got home from work on Wednesday, his stuff was gone." 

    Connie paused again, then said, "I went to a friend at the medlab and she tested me for all the usual diseases. I was really worried after I found out about the other woman, but he wouldn't tell me who she was. She could have been just any damned slut. The bastard." 

    She looked up at him as she finished speaking. Cade couldn't think of anything to say that wouldn't sound platitudinous, so he kept silent, but he didn't resist the urge to put a comforting arm around her as they walked. Her arm went around his waist almost automatically. 

    "I'm still trying to figure out..." She choked slightly and cleared her throat. "He never said anything, Ed. Not that he was tired of me or that I wasn't... I don't know why..." 

    As her tears began to flow and Connie pulled some tissues out of her pocket to deal with them, Cade said, "People change their minds overnight, Connie. Sometimes the changes don't make any sense to anyone but them. I've learned that for a fact, lately. Want an example?" 

    A few steps later, she wiped her eyes and nodded as she looked up at him. 

    "Get this, then," said Cade. "Kim's decided that she wants another baby. Now. After all we went through to keep her in the Army. After five months of sweat about that and being sick two or three times a day and losing the baby and then an infection that could have killed her and that made them take out one of her ovaries..." He looked down at Connie and continued, "And knowing that I didn't want the first baby and don't want one now... After all of that, she's decided that she wants another baby." 

    With a deep sigh, Cade said, "We were in the shower, all hot and bothered and ready. Then she wouldn't let me wear a rubber. Took it away from me. I went down so fast..." He chuckled wryly and said, "It's hard for a man to hide his true feelings sometimes, Connie." 

    He accompanied his closing words with an index finger stiffly pointing upward, then he let the finger droop to rest alongside his other fingers. 

    "Just like that," he said. "Up and ready, then down. Boom. Then I got the hell out of that shower." 

    Connie used her own index finger to mimic his display and said, "Yeah, that's pretty definite." 

    She giggled softly as she shook her head. 

    "Go ahead and laugh, lady." 

    Connie looked up quickly with a worried expression. 

    "I didn't mean to make fun of you, Ed. I..." Cade interrupted her apologies. 

    "I mean it," he said. "Laugh. I have. Something about a dick saying things so well and so quickly is funny." 

    He chuckled and said, "It's better than a lie detector. No discussion, no argument, no debate, and no damned doubt or confusion about anything. None at all." 
Chapter Thirty-Seven

    She just looked up at him, not laughing. Not showing any signs of humor at all. 

    "So that's it for Kim," said Cade. "She was pissed, Connie. Went out with friends last night and didn't come back until this afternoon. Screaming, yelling. I left and came here to give her time to leave." 

    "What if she's still there, Ed?" 

    He shrugged. "I'll grab some stuff and stay with a friend. I'm not going to fight with her. If she wants a baby, she can let me go and find herself a guy who'll give her one." 

    With a raised eyebrow, Connie asked, "Couldn't she do that anyway and say it's yours?" 

    He shook his head. "No, I don't think she'd do that, but if she did, I'd publicly demand proof and I think she knows that. The embarrassment would kill her, Connie. The Army would throw her out, not let her leave gracefully. I really don't think she'd do something like that." 

    As they resumed walking, again arm-in-arm, Connie asked, "So it's divorce time, huh?" 

    "I don't see another answer, the way things are." Several quiet minutes of walking later she said, "We're too damned down about things. We need to do something to lose the blues." Pointing up the beach, she said, "Race you! From here to that driftwood up the beach. We'll go on three. I'll count." 

    'Sure. What the hell,' thought Cade. 'A hundred yards? Yeah. About that.' 

    "Okay," he said. "What will I win?" Connie stopped bouncing and gave him a wondering look as she asked, "What? 

You actually think you'll beat me?" 

    Cade shrugged. "It could happen. If I do, what will I win? That's a long haul, ma'am." 

    She put her hands on her hips and said, "Well, I'm so sorry, but I'm fresh out of trophies today." 

    "Don't need a trophy anyway," said Cade. "Better idea. Loser buys the first beers when we get back." 

    She nodded firmly. "Good enough. You ready?" 

    "Do it." 

    They assumed starting poses as she counted. 

    "One... Two... Three!" 

    Of course, she'd already launched herself forward as she yelled "Three" and had a two stride lead on him from the start. And she wasn't scampering like a prom queen. No, no. She was almost flying down the beach. Cade realized that Connie was serious about racing and powered over the wet sand to catch and pass her after about twenty strides or so. Connie screamed "No!" and pushed herself harder, nearly catching up with him in half a dozen more strides. 

    He caught a glimpse of her almost side by side with him, her teeth clenched, hands spread wide, and legs flashing as she pumped hard to keep up with him. No. Not to keep up. She wanted to pass him, and she looked as if she wanted it BAD. She was dead serious about winning. 

    For some reason, that spurred him to push harder. They were almost neck and neck and straining as they neared the driftwood log. Cade tried, but he couldn't pull any more speed out of himself. 

    Connie screamed 'No!' again and he could hear her shriekingly sucking air only inches behind him most of the way. He reached the driftwood log and leaped over it only a split second ahead of her and she screamed again, this time an inarticulate burst of mock rage. 

    They stood panting hard for a few moments, then she said, "Damn, damn, damn! I thought I had you!" 

    Cade laughed through his labored breathing and said, "No, ma'am. You thought you could take me. I almost thought so, too. Talk about feeling hot breath on the back of your neck. You were right on my ass all the way, lady, and I had a respectable track time." 

    She laughed and said, "So did I. Are we out of shape?" He looked her over as if critically and shook his head. 

    "You damned sure aren't. I'm not so sure about myself at the moment. Jesus. I need more air than I can pull in. I need bigger lungs." She laughed again and said, "I haven't sprinted like that since Basic Training. I'm feeling it, too." 

    "That comforts me no end, lady. So why did we do it? Tell me again?" She chuckled. "For a couple of beers and some laughs." He nodded. "Oh, yeah. Them. Okay. Sure." 

    Connie laughed haltingly as she panted. 

    They simply breathed hard for a while, then Cade said, "With your power... If you were my height, you'd have left me in the dust, Connie." She nodded and sat down on the driftwood log, then squeaked and moved over a few inches to avoid the tiny stub of an eroded branch. 

    Cade sat down beside her and hauled out a paper towel hanky to mop the sweat from his face. He halted in mid-reach and redirected the towel to her, then pulled out the other one for himself and wiped his face. As she did likewise, Cade noticed her working her right foot oddly in the sand. The muscles were standing out along her legs, but much more so on her right leg. 

    Suddenly Connie's eyes closed and she muttered, "Ooo. Oooooo, oh, damn! 

Ow! Oh, damn!" 

    She straightened her right leg and almost wailed, "Cramps! Oh, God! 

Cramps!" 

    Cade could see the muscles of her thigh and calf knotting. He grabbed her leg and began massaging and working the knots, but the cramping continued for some moments before his efforts seemed to have any effect. Connie was trembling and in tears before the crampings dwindled enough that he wasn't having to try to prevent massive knots from forming. She leaned her forehead into her palms and whispered, "Oh, God, I hate cramps." 

    Cade asked, "No doubt. Why not in both legs?" 

    "Huh?" 

    "Why not in both legs?" 

    She gave him an 'I dunno' face. "I just never got them much in the left leg. Don't know why." 

    He gave her knee a pat. "I think they're about gone. In a minute you can stand up and work the leg a bit." 

    "Thanks. It feels a lot better now, I guarantee you that." Watching and feeling Connie flex and straighten her legs as he rubbed them had an effect on Cade, and it was beginning to show through his jeans. He stood up and pretended to look around the beach as he adjusted himself to sort of hide his erection behind his fly and let his shirttail out to further cover matters. 

    Fluffing his shirt as if to get more air into it, he turned back to Connie and watched her work her legs some more. 

    Without looking up from rubbing her legs, she said, "Ed." 

    "Yeah." 

    She looked up into his eyes with a grin. 

    "You've got a great big hard on, haven't you?" 

    "Uh, yeah. I pulled my shirt out so you wouldn't notice." 

    "It was too late before you did that. At least you know she didn't ruin it forever." 

    She pulled her left leg up and ran her hands over it, then looked up at him again. 

    "You really like my legs, huh?" 

    "I like all of you, Connie, but those are the legs that almost beat me in a race. They're great looking legs, but now I respect their ability, too." 

    "You're saying you're impressed, right?" 

    He nodded. "Yup. Definitely. Those are some great legs, ma'am. You need to take real good care of them." 

    She laughed softly and brought up the right leg as she let the left one straighten. 

    "I'll do that. Would you rub some more? I don't want those cramps coming back." 

    "I'd love to." 

    Cade knelt by her cocked right leg and ran his hands over it gently, then massaged the calf and thigh muscles. 

    "Massage works better with the leg straight," he said. She nodded, then straightened her leg into the air and lifted it over him so that he was between her legs. 

    "Now kiss me," she said. "Put your hands on my legs, snuggle in close, and kiss me." 

    As instructed, Cade put a hand on each of her thighs and leaned to kiss her. Connie's legs wrapped around his waist and pulled him to her tightly, then her arms embraced him. Their kiss became almost a joining in itself. The salt tang of her invaded him as he tasted her lips and smelled her hair. When their kiss ended, he kissed her jawline and then her throat and inhaled her as his tongue tingled from the taste of her. 

    She pulled his face back to her own and kissed him fully again, then embraced him tightly as she allowed herself to topple sideways off the small log. Cade wound up on top of Connie as she chuckled at him. He said, "You want me to do something now, don't you, ma'am? May I guess what that might be?" 

    Grinning at him, Connie said, "Yeah. Go ahead. Guess." 

    "Right. Well, I'm guessing that you want me to make love to you. Right here and right now, if I'm not mistaken." 

    She chuckled again. "Good guess. We're almost a mile from the fort and further than that from where the public beach starts. And we're alone, as far as I can tell." 

    Cade made a production of looking up and down the beach, then asked, "With or without clothes?" 

    Her grin enlarged as she said, "Without." 
Chapter Thirty-Eight

    He nodded and kissed her again. Her hands moved between them during the kiss, and when he looked, her blouse was open. She wore no bra, and although her breasts weren't overly large, they were as appetizing as her legs. Cade rolled off her and helped her out of her blouse, then removed his own shirt as she slipped her shorts and panties off, placed her blouse beneath her bottom, and leaned to undo his belt buckle. 

    "I want to see that thing," she said, opening his pants and unzipping them. 

    He sat up and took off his pants. Connie seemed surprised that he wasn't wearing underwear. She reached for him with both hands and fondled him for a few moments as he trailed a finger over and around her bush. She was more than damp. Cade worked her magic button for a few moments until she let go of him and lay back on the sand. 

    "Now," she said. 

    Cade rolled over and positioned himself to slide into her, then he kissed her deeply as he entered her slowly. 

    When the kiss ended he was fully embedded in Connie. She gasped slightly at the depth of him. 

    "Connie," said Cade, meeting her eyes. "Can I assume that you're on the pill?" 

    She nodded. "Yes. Orthonovum." She giggled and added, "The good stuff." 

    "And can I assume you're conscientious about taking them, ma'am? I don't want you calling me later about babies. As wonderful as it is to be inside you, I'd take it out of you in a flash if I had any worries about that." She shook her head with a smile. 

    "No. I don't skip, Ed. Don't worry." 

    He nodded. Cade didn't hurry. Many, many kisses and brushings and touches. Many little licks and nibbles of her tangy skin. Fully embedded in her and only short strokes. 

    Connie closed her eyes and whispered, "Oh, it fffeeelllsss gooood, Ed. Warm and solid and strong inside me." 

    He kissed her for her words and kept things as they were for some time before he backed out about half of himself and started searching for her inner spot. 

    When he found it, he knew it instantly. Connie seemed to galvanize for a moment and her legs rose to encircle him. He wouldn't let her pull him in, and she gave him a quizzical look for that, but the look disappeared when he again rubbed her special spot. 

    Connie didn't scream only when racing. As she began to climb toward her cresting, her voice came louder and louder until it became a full-throated yell and she no longer accepted his resistance to full impalement of her. She used her legs to pull him into her and when he seemed to shove something aside in the depths of her, she gasped loudly and locked him to her. The tingles began in his heels and ran up the backs of his legs and the object buried within Connie became slightly larger as his charge prepared to release. 

    Although well involved with her own sensations, she somehow detected the difference. Connie gasped harshly again as another surge of orgasm took her and that's when Cade's own floodgates burst within Connie. Connie grabbed Cade's head and pulled him into a long, hard, gasping kiss as he came in her. Breaking the kiss, she lay panting for breath and staring up at him for several moments as he delivered himself into her, then she pulled his face to hers for another long kiss and moaned softly. What seemed both hours and only moments later they lay silent, allowing the sensations to fade as slowly as possible. When Cade's erection finally faded enough to fall out, he kissed her gently and rolled onto his back. Connie's hand trailed over his belly and she said, "That was nice, Ed. Real nice." 

    Cade took her hand in his and brought it to his lips for a kiss. "Yes, it was. Very nice, indeed." 

    Clouds had gathered in the distance, but seemed to be moving southward. Shadows passed over them as a string of four pelicans flew by, their wings unmoving as they soared along the beach at an altitude of perhaps ten feet. 

    "I'd love to be able to fly like that," said Connie. 

    "Yeah, it's neat, but to do it you'd have to look like a pelican," said Cade. She giggled. He glanced at her and said, "I like you a lot better like this." 

    Beyond the driftwood log he saw a couple of people coming their way and said, "Uh, oh. Company coming." 

    They stayed low behind the log as they slipped into their pants, sitting up only when they put on their shirts. Getting to their feet, they began walking away from the newcomers without either of them having to suggest it. 

    "My clothes are full of sand," said Connie. "I guess I should be glad that I'm not full of sand, too. I've never done it on a beach before." 

    "Me neither. Doing it outdoors is really kind of fun, though, isn't it? It seems to add something." 

    She laughed. "Yeah, there's always the possibility of getting caught. And getting a sunburned butt." 

    A few steps later she said, "We did it in a bar once." 

    "A bar?" 

    She grinned at him. "Yeah. Everybody got up to dance and we stayed at the table. I sat in his lap. Neither of us came and we had to quit when the others came back. But it was so exciting to be getting away with something like that with people all around us." 

    Cade returned her grin. "You're sure nobody noticed?" She nodded and laughed again. "Yeah. Pretty sure, anyway. Annie looked at me funny when she sat down, but I don't think she was really sure she saw anything." 

    A sprinkle of raindrops made them both look up. The cloud masses had, indeed, moved southward, but more were massing together and extending slowly toward the beach. Fat raindrops splattered their faces. 

    Cade said, "We're going to get wet, I think." 

    "Maybe we can make it back to the fort?" 

    "I don't think so. Look for some kind of plastic trash as we go. I don't want my wallet getting wet." 

    "Me neither. Look, the other people turned back, too." The other couple was running back toward the fort. Cade started jogging and Connie jogged alongside him for some distance before she darted up the beach toward the trees. She came back with a bread wrapper. They dumped their wallets in the bag and Cade gave it a twist, then pulled the opening back over the contents, twisted it again, and again pulled the opening back over the contents. Three layers of plastic protected their wallets and took up most of the extra bag length. 

    Jogging again, they reached the driftwood log and then it seemed that the bottom fell out of the sky. A hard rain washed over them. Cade stopped jogging and said, "Well, there's no point in hurrying any more, is there?" 

    After her initial shriek as the cold rain drenched them, Connie had stopped jogging and simply stood with her hands on her hips, looking upward. 

    "Look," she said, pointing toward the fort. "You can't even see the gate with all this rain." 

    Opening her blouse, she took it off and held it up for the rain. She then walked up to the treeline and hung it on a branch, then began taking off her shorts. In short order, she was naked again, rinsing the sand out of her clothes and hair and exposing herself as much as possible to the rain. Cade admired her for a moment, then did the same. The old adage about a cold shower seemed not to hold true. Connie reached to take hold of his dick and grinned at him. 

    Nodding as he grinned back at her, Cade took Connie into his arms and kissed her, letting his hands roam freely over her wet skin. There was no place to lie down within the treeline, so Connie simply leaned forward to grasp the trunk of a tree and spread her legs a bit for balance. 

    Lightning flashed and thunder slammed around them. Connie startled hard and came upright again, her eyes wide. 

    Cade shrugged and smiled. "Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. We may as well have a good time." 

    Connie stared at him for a moment, then looked up and around the sky and grinningly kissed him before again putting her hands against the tree. Some moments later another lightning strike made her shriek and clench around his shaft. Cade chuckled and continued his efforts, reaching around her hips to tickle Connie's pleasure button and kissing her back and shoulders as he stroked within her. 

    Maybe it was a combination of the position and the circumstances, but just after Connie had orgasmed, yelling into the storm, Cade felt the tingling begin. 

    He grabbed her hips to steady her, drove himself deep within her, and gushed. Connie threw her head back and cried out again as he filled her. As his orgasm faded, he ran his hands over all of her that he could reach from her thighs to her shoulders and arms and kissed the back of her neck while he squeezed the last few drops into her. 

    She giggled as he bucked those last drops out of himself and said, "I love that feeling." 

    "Which feeling would that be, ma'am?" 

    "When it jumps inside me. It's cute." 

    "Cute?" 

    "Yeah, cute. Funny and fun at the same time." She abruptly stood up, pulling herself off Cade's softening dick, then turned to wrap her arms around Cade and kiss him. She broke the kiss to sweep her wet hair from her face, then kissed him again. 

    When the kiss ended, Cade turned to face the downpour and let it wash the residue of their joining from him, then helped her guide water along her belly as she leaned on a tree. At some point she judged herself rinsed enough and they simply stood together, naked against the storm. Lightning brightened the sky. 

    "I think we ought to stick close to the trees on the way back," said Cade. 

"I don't want to be the tallest thing on the beach." She nodded and shivered in the cold rain. 

    "Time to get dressed and get moving," she said. "I'm about to freeze out here." 
Chapter Thirty-Nine

    After dressing and walking quickly for ten minutes or so they reached the arched stone gateway to the fort and stood shivering as they watched the wall of rain outside. 

    "No point in standing here long," said Cade. "We'll just get wet again on the way to... Oh, hell. The snack bar is air-conditioned. Here we're just cold. There, we'll freeze." 

    "The PX sells towels," she said. "Big beach towels." He nodded. "Good thinking, ma'am. I'll go in and get a couple. You can wait on the porch while I risk frostbite." 

    She giggled, then stood straight and said, "No, sir. If you're gonna freeze, I'm gonna freeze with you. Let's go." 

    They ran across the open space to the PX as if getting any wetter mattered and sheltered on the porch as Cade unwrapped their wallets and tossed the bag in the trash. 

    "Ready?" asked Cade, putting a hand on the door. Connie took a deep breath and said, "Ready." It wasn't that bad, really. It might have been if they'd stayed longer in the air-conditioning, but the clerk grinned at them and hurried through ringing up the towels. 

    "You might want a couple of those rain ponchos, too," he said, pointing at a display that held little packets. 

    Connie studied the display for a moment, then grabbed two and opened her wallet, saying, "You got the towels. I'll get these." Back on the porch, they toweled exposed skin and hair, then Connie draped her towel around her shoulders and sat on the park bench. Cade joined her. 

    "Where to now?" she asked. 

    Cade looked at his watch and said, "I could use a hot shower, but she may still be there. How about your place? We can order a pizza later and let someone else get wet bringing us our dinner." 

    She looked at him, eyes wide, and grinningly said, "I'm shocked, sir. We just met, and you're trying to invite yourself into my apartment?" Changing her expression to one of cunning, she asked, "What do you like on pizzas?" 

    "No anchovies," he said. "Everything else is fine." She nodded firmly. "Let's do it. Where's your car?" He pointed down the walkway to the parking lot. 

    "No need in both of us getting soaked again," he said. "I'll bring it around here." 

    Connie shook her head. "It isn't that far from the entrance. Is it locked?" 

    "Nope. Just yank the door open and climb in." They wadded their wallets into their towels and carried them close as they scampered to the car, but they were soaking wet again before they managed to get in and pull the doors shut. 

    Connie held up her poncho packet and asked, "Can you tell me why we didn't use these?" 

    Cade laughed and said, "No, ma'am, I can't." After drying themselves a bit, Cade started the car, turned on the heater, and they left the fort. Connie directed him until he parked the car in a slot in front of an apartment building not far from the fort. 

    She pointed at a nearby door and said, "I'm in 102, right there. Don't look at the place. It's a mess." 

    Cade remembered the condition of his own apartment the last time he'd seen it and said, "You ought to see mine." 

    His tone made Connie look at him quizzically. 

    He explained, "She ripped it apart." 

    "Oh. You ready to run again?" 

    "Ready." 

    "On three, then. One... Two..." 

    "You aren't gonna a cheat again, are you? Jump out and then holler

'three'?" 

    Connie grinned at him and threw open her door, yelling, "Three!" as she jumped out and shoved the door shut. 

    "I knew it!" yelled Cade, making the same kind of exit as Connie dashed for the apartment door. 

    She had the door open and had stepped inside before he got there. He closed it as he entered the apartment and glanced around to see Connie closing the front window curtains. She then went to stand by the bed, stripping out of her wet clothes and kicking them into the bathroom. 

    Cade set his wallet on the dresser and joined her in nakedness, then took his clothes to the bathroom and dropped them in a wet heap in the tub. Connie went to a closet and brought back clean towels, which she laid on the bed. They spent some time using the beach towels to dry themselves enough to survive the apartment's air-conditioning, then she asked if he'd like a drink before they got wet again. He paused to look at her for a moment, then nodded and thanked her. 

    Connie was at the kitchenette counter, opening a bottle of gin, when Cade asked her for a couple of clothes hangers. She told him to look in the closet as she mixed the drinks with tonic water. 

    "This is all I have," she said, handing him a drink. "He took all the beer." Shrugging, she added, "I like a different brand, anyway, if I don't have any gin. Coors. He drank Bud. Yuck." 

    She looked up at Cade as they sipped, then said, "I saw your face when I offered you a drink, Ed. That bottle is over a month old. The last one lasted me about six months." 

    He glanced at the more than half full bottle and nodded. After another sip, she said, "What I'm saying is that I know that Kim used to drink a lot. I know where she was last night, too. I just want you to know that I'm not like that. I drink, but I don't get looped every night." He nodded again. "Thanks for letting me know. You're right. The thought did cross my mind. I guess I'm getting gun shy about women and booze." She grinned. "Uh-uh. About booze, maybe, but I just had an afternoon I'll always remember, Ed, and I'm not talking about the lightning." Cade gave her a small bow and said, "Thank you, ma'am. You were wonderful." 

    Connie snickered, then laughed softly. They sat at her dinette table, draped in their beach towels and sipping gin as they talked for a while. He couldn't keep his eyes from wandering over her and noticed that Connie's eyes spent a lot of time roaming over his torso and lap as they talked. 

    Her breasts were actually somewhat smaller than he'd have thought would look right on her frame, but they were nice, taut little breasts with nipples that swelled slightly now and then as their conversation continued. He wondered what made them do that until he noticed that they seemed to do their swelling when Connie looked at his lap or into his eyes. Hmm. He matched her gaze again to test his theory, and lo and behold, her nipples swelled. Cool. He leaned forward and kissed one while it was swollen and it swelled even further, until it was almost the size and shape of a pencil eraser. He kissed the other one to make them match. Connie giggled and said, "Thank you. I'd have been off balance if you hadn't kissed them both." 

    "They're nice," he said, caressing her right breast. 

    "You don't think they're too small?" 

    He grinned. "Nah. They're nice. I like 'em." She smiled as she looked from one breast to the other. 

    "Thanks," she said. "I like something of yours, too. Want another drink before we get in the shower?" 

    Cade nodded and noted that he was getting an erection from the attention of her gaze at his lap. 

    "Sure. Another drink would be fine." 

    "That thing's coming up again, isn't it?" 

    "Yup. It seems to like you a lot, Connie." 

    She lifted a leg and flicked her eyebrows at him as she let her fingers trail from her knees to her bush. 

    "It just likes my legs, I'll bet." 

    "I think it likes all of you, ma'am. I think it would like to spend all of its time buried inside you, happily pumping away while I lick and nibble and kiss the rest of you." 

    Connie shivered and said, "Oooo. That sounds nice." She smiled at him as she rose, picked up their glasses, and went to the counter to mix two more drinks. Cade admired the other side of her as she worked. 

    "I must be running on empty," said Connie. "I'm already getting a buzz from just one drink." 

    "I'll order that pizza," said Cade, rising from the table. Connie turned and said, "Okay..." then saw him pointing at her from below his waist. 

    "Oh, my, no," she amended with a grin. "Shower first, then the pizza. I don't want to let a moment of that go to waste. Sit back down, Ed. I'll be right there." 

    She hurried through concocting the drinks, then came back to the table and set them down. Sitting on his thighs, she leaned to kiss him and scooted forward, then slowly impaled herself on him. 

    Reaching to hand Cade his drink and take her own, she said, "There. All better. When I saw that thing pointing at me, I suddenly felt all empty inside. Now I don't feel empty. How does it feel to you, Ed?" Cade chuckled and said, "As you said, all better." Connie grinned and sipped her gin, then put it down and leaned against him, resting her chin lightly on his shoulder. 

    "I like this," she whispered. "Whatshisface thought there were only about two proper positions. That night at the bar I was surprised he could get it up at all, he was so uptight." 

    "Whatshisface? I've made you forget his name already?" She nodded distractedly and said, "Yeah, I guess so." Her right arm stretched over the table and descended slowly, then her hand groped gently for her drink. Cade took Connie's hand and guided it to her drink, and she carefully brought it around behind him to sip it. 

    "Can we stay like this long?" she asked. "Will you go off or will I hurt your legs?" 

    "If we don't move too much, I probably won't go off for quite a while," said Cade. "If I start to hurt, we'll just move to the bed and you can get back on." 

    She nodded again next to his ear and whispered, "Good." Connie wiggled a few times as she took sips of her gin or reached to put it back on the table, but she otherwise mostly held fairly still. Once or twice she lifted herself a bit and let herself drop firmly into his lap. Grinning, she kissed him deeply and giggled as the kiss made him buck inside her. 

    "I love that," she said. 

    Cade kissed her shoulder and said, "Good. I'd hate it if you didn't." 
Chapter Forty

    And so it went for nearly half an hour before he suggested that they move to the bed. Connie got off him and cleared a place for their drinks on the night table as Cade got flat on the bed, then she grinningly remounted him. After posting a few times --"to make sure it's in as far as it will go," she claimed --she simply sat there with a happy smile, looking nakedly lovely and wiggling her hips a bit. 

    "I'm glad you stopped for me today," she said. 

    "So am I, miLady." 

    "I'm glad we went for that walk, too." 

    "Oh, I am, too, miLady." 

    "MiLady?" 

    "Used to do Shakespeare," he said. "We used a lot of 'miLady's' in Shakespeare. Guess it stuck." 

    "I like it. Say it again." 

    "Of course, miLady." 

    She chuckled. "You're so polite when you fuck me. I like that, too." Cade grinned and said, "You'll please note that I'm also polite when I'm not fucking you, miLady." 

    Giggling, she said, "I really like that 'miLady' thing." 

    "Then I'll use it frequently, miLady." 

    When she started posting on him, Cade said, "If you keep doing that, your toy is going to squirt and deflate, miLady." 

    She closed her eyes and took a bit of her lip between her teeth as she moved to use him to rub her inner spot. 

    "I'll get it up again later," she said decisively. "I need this right now." 

    "Yes, ma'am." 

    "MiLady," she said firmly. 

    "Yes, miLady." 

    She giggled again and continued posting until she crested softly, settled to fully impale herself on him and took a sip of her gin as she rested a few moments, and then she began posting again. In all, she seemed to draw three solid orgasms out of herself before she pantingly lowered herself to lie on his chest. 

    "Can't go any more," she said. "Legs won't take it. I'm not too heavy? Can you breathe?" 

    "I'm fine and you're breathing hard enough for both of us, miLady." Nodding against his ear, she asked, "You aren't going to come, Ed?" 

    "Nope. Later. Next time." In mock alarm, he asked, "There will be a next time, won't there?" 

    She giggled, then laughed, then shoved herself up enough to kiss him and said, "Oh, God, yes, there's going to be a next time! I'm nowhere near through with you yet!" 

    He nodded and said, "Good. I was worried." 

    She laughed and said, "MiLady." 

    "Oh, sorry. Yes, miLady. I was worried, miLady." Connie buried her face in the pillow as she laughed and said, "Oh, I love it. I just love it." 

    She stretched a bit and relaxed, then turned her head and started planting small kisses along the side of his face as she wiggled her hips. 

    "You sure you won't come?" 

    "Pretty much. That actually depends on you, I think." 

    "You mean I can make you come?" 

    "It might take some work. It isn't the first time today, you know. Not even the second. I may be running a little low at the moment. You know, not quite enough pressure." 

    She snickered and said, "The pressure seems fine to me." 

    "If I were you, I wouldn't worry about it. Truth is, I'd like to be sure there's something for later, miLady. I'm only thinking of your best interests, of course." 

    Her laugh exploded in his ear. 

    "Right. My best interests." 

    "I'm hurt. I'm crushed. You don't believe me. Anyway, didn't you say you just wanted it up and in for a while?" 

    She snickered and said, "Yeah, but it's already been a while and I have to go use the potty. Will it be here when I get back?" 

    "Can't guarantee a thing, miLady. Besides, I'm getting hungry. Why don't we order the pizza, wash up, and rest a while so we can go at it again decently?" 

    She nodded. "Okay. Yeah. Good plan. Is there any way to do all that without taking it out?" 

    "I don't think so." 

    "Damn." 

    Connie giggled as she again shoved herself upright. She posted on him a few times as if testing his resolve or her own, then sighed deeply and lifted herself off him. His dick slipped out of her and slapped his belly with a damp smack and she giggled again as she gazed at it, then she let herself roll to the edge of the bed and stood up. 

    "I'll be right back," she said. "Don't go away. You're buying the pizza and you're going to be dessert." 

    "Yes, miLady. I won't try to escape, I promise." While Connie used the bathroom, Cade stretched and stood up. He found her phone book and phone in the main room of the small apartment, then called in the pizza order and went to look in her fridge. 

    No tea. Two Cokes and a can of Tab. Yuck. Cade grabbed a Coke and sat down on the couch. When the phone rang, he almost reached for it. He heard Connie come out of the bathroom and across the wooden floor, her heels pounding. She smiled at him as she gently sat on his lap and picked up the phone. 

    "Hello?" 

    Cade could hear a woman's voice urgently say, "Connie, you need to get that guy out of there." 

    "What?" Connie stood up and turned to face Cade. "What's going on, Beth?" Cade couldn't hear the woman from that distance, so he stood up and leaned in close to the receiver. 

    The woman was saying, "...And he's on his way over right now, Connie." 

    "How did you know I have someone here, Beth?" A pause, then, "Someone saw you leaving the base together. His car's parked in front of your apartment, Connie. I saw it there when I drove past. I'm home now. You could both come here, if you want." The doorbell rang. Connie looked almost panicky. Cade put a hand on her shoulder and a finger to his lips. 

    "Beth," said Connie, "The doorbell rang. I gotta go. Thanks for trying to warn me." 

    As she hung up the phone, Cade asked, "He left you, didn't he? What's the problem, other than that Beth and probably others found out that I was here?" Connie stared at him for a moment, then said, "We have to get dressed." The doorbell rang again. Connie went to stand near the door and yelled, 

"Just a minute!" 

    They dressed quickly and Connie went to answer the door as Cade took a seat at the dinette table. When Connie opened the door, a man in a blue work shirt and jeans stood in the doorway. He looked to be in his mid-twenties and his demeanor didn't seem to justify Beth's worry about his visit. 

    "Uh, hi, Connie, I just..." Spotting Cade, he paused and asked, "Who's that?" 

    "A friend," said Connie. "We got caught in the rain at the fort and we came here to dry off and talk. Why are you here, Carl? You left me, remember?" Carl looked tense and sheepish as he said, "I, uh, I just wanted to bring the key back, Connie. And some pictures that were under my stuff in the drawer. Here." 

    He thrust a small cardboard box forward. She took it and rather frostily asked, "Is there anything else?" 

    Carl had been looking at Cade. Startled, he looked back at Connie and straightened. 

    "Hell, yes, that's everything. I'm not a thief, Connie." 

    "That's not what I meant," she said. "I meant, is there any other reason for you to be here, now that you've given me back my stuff?" He deflated slightly and said, "Oh. Uh, no, I guess not." 

    "Then shouldn't you run on back to Cindy?" 

    Carl's gaze narrowed. "You know who...?" 

    "Yes, Carl. I know who you're with. Thanks for bringing my things back. If there's anything else of mine over there, you can bring that by later, too, right?" 

    He looked at her and his face hardened as he looked past her at Cade for a moment before looking back at her. 

    "Yeah, Connie. I came to say I'm sorry, too, but I guess there's no point in that, is there?" 

    "No," she said. "No point at all, Carl." He gazed at her for another moment, then turned to leave. Cade was somewhat surprised when she closed the door without slamming it. Connie took a key out of the box and set it on the dinette table, then riffled through the pictures and eventually placed the box on the floor by the table. 

    She eyed the apartment key for a moment and said, "By Monday, everyone will know you were here, Ed. What kind of problems will that cause for you?" 

    "Don't know, Connie. Maybe none. Maybe lots. Kim may want to stay at the WAC shack. She did that last time." 

    "What if she doesn't? What if she won't move out?" Cade shrugged. "The lease is in her name, Connie. If you're about to offer me that key, I'll take it. I don't want to stay there if she's there." Connie nodded and continued to stare at the key as she asked, "Will you tell Kim about us?" 

    Cade nodded in return. "Yes. She'd find out anyway, and telling her myself will just make her realize that it's over between us if she hasn't already realized that." 
Chapter Forty-One

    Another moment went by before Connie slid the key toward him. Before she lifted her hand off it, she met his gaze and said, "Please don't screw me and run like he did." 

    She lifted her hand from the key and waited for him to take it. He looked at the key for a few moments, then said, "Connie, we've had a great time today, but we can't afford to read too much into things yet. I'd rather not take a chance on hurting you." 

    Connie sat gazing at him another moment, then looked at the key. Her hand moved toward it, then stopped, then she picked it up and held it out to him. 

    "You may need it," she said. "No strings." Cade nodded and took the key, kissing her hand as he did so, and said, 

"Thank you, miLady. You're right. I may need it." He then put the key in his pants pocket. 

    Another moment of silence passed. Cade leaned to kiss her and said, 

"Thanks again. Maybe you should call Beth and tell her we survived Carl's visit?" 

    Her eyes opened wide in surprise. "Beth! I forgot... You're right, Ed. If I don't call her, she'll panic." 

    The doorbell rang as she headed for the phone. She changed course and answered the door. It was the pizza. Cade went to pay the delivery guy while Connie headed for the phone again. Cade heard her side of the conversation. 

    "Beth? Yeah. He brought back some stuff and his key. No. No trouble. Yes, he's still here. We got caught in the rain and he gave me a ride home. I don't know. A while, I guess, since we ordered a pizza and it just got here. Sure. Bring some Cokes. I'm down to one, I think. Okay. Bye." As she hung up, Connie said, "I told her to come over, Ed. Hope you don't mind." 

    He shrugged. "Nope. I ordered a big one, and we can order another one if we have to. Does Beth eat much?" 

    Connie chuckled. "Yeah, but she sweats it off, too. Racquetball and tennis. How much are we going to tell her?" 

    She pulled a few paper towels off the roll over the counter, then a couple more. She put three on the table and handed Cade two. 

    "Replacements," she said. "We used yours at the beach." Cade chuckled. "They're still in my soggy pocket, too." He turned to show her the dark of his wet back pocket and pulled out the towels. As he looked for a trashcan, she told him to look under the kitchen sink and he found it. 

    As he returned to the table, she again asked, "How much should we tell her, Ed?" 

    "How much do you want her to know, Connie? How will she feel about you getting involved with a married man? It may only be a technicality at this point, but..." 

    Connie nodded. "Yeah. Okay. But what if she asks?" 

    "Then don't lie to her. I won't. Like I said, Kim will probably find out I've been here. At some point, you just have to say to hell with it, Connie. I've reached that point with Kim. I love her, but there's no way I'll let her get knocked up just to keep her." 

    Connie looked startled. "You love her? Really? You didn't just marry her because of the baby?" 

    Cade shook his head. "Nope. I'd have done that for the baby as much as Kim, but that wasn't the only reason I married her, Connie. When's Beth getting here?" 

    "It only takes her a few minutes from her place. Any time now. Ed, what are you going to do? I mean, really? Have you made any decisions?" He grinned. "One, for sure. You offered me you and I gladly accepted. That was a damned good decision, I think. About anything else, I don't know yet. Have to see if she'll give me a divorce without a fight. Have to..." 

    "You think she might not give you a divorce?" 

    "It's possible. She may decide not to sign the papers. Then I'd have to take her to court. Susan said..." 

    "Who's Susan?" 

    "An ex-friend of Kim's. She kind of got tossed out with everything else the other night. Kim's got this idea about making a fresh start, Connie. In Germany." 

    Cade opened the pizza box and said, "If not Germany, she'll probably take some other duty slot that's open. In her mood, it probably won't matter where the hell it is, as long as it isn't here." 

    After he handed her a chunk of pizza and took one for himself, Connie said, "How are you going to take her to court if she's out of the country, Ed?" 

    The doorbell rang. Cade waved for Connie to stay seated and went to the door. A tall brunette woman with a grocery bag in her arms said, "You must be Ed Cade." 

    Wondering how she knew his name, Cade looked her over. She was his height without heels. On the way up to meet her eyes again he noted her blue jeans and a tan tee-shirt that advertised a two-year old Army blood drive. He stood to one side as she came in and took the bag from her, saying, 

"Yup. And you're Beth. Come on in." 

    She nodded and shut the door. Cade took the bag to the table and Beth followed. Beth dropped into a chair and gave Connie a little wave that became a reach for a piece of pizza. Connie nodded as she bit off some pizza and chewed. 

    "So, Ed," said Beth, yanking a Coke free of the plastic that held the six pack together, "How's Kim these days?" 

    Cade pulled one for Connie and put the other Cokes Beth had brought in the fridge as he said, "That's hard to say, Beth. You know her?" 

    "Sort of. I only see her coming and going about four times a day. I work on the first floor. Same building." 

    Cade sat down and picked up his pizza slice. Before he bit into it, he said, "Fact is, Beth, Kim and I are having troubles lately. The kind that lead to divorce." 

    Beth looked at Cade, then at Connie, and asked, "Not because of you, I hope?" 

    Connie stopped chewing and stared incredulously at her. 

    "No, Beth," said Cade. "I just met Connie this afternoon." Nodding, Beth took a bite of pizza and chewed for a while, then swallowed and asked, "It's not fifty feet from any building on post to any other building on post. How did you get so wet that you had to come here to dry off?" 

    Again Connie gave her friend that incredulous stare. Beth ignored it and turned to Cade. 

    "There's sand on the table," she said. "I thought it was salt, but it didn't look right, so I tasted it. Did one of you walk on the table or did it come off your clothes?" 

    Her questions were irritating Cade, but he wanted to know who she was and why she felt comfortable asking those questions, so he stifled a sharp reply. Instead, Cade thumbed at the beach towel hanging over the back of his chair and said, "Off the beach towels, probably. We walked a good mile up the beach today. Wound up running halfway back, but we still got soaked." Connie asked, "How about telling us about your day, Beth? Who thought it would be fun to call you and say that they'd seen us leave the base together?" 

    "Kelly," said Beth. "She saw you drying off at the PX. She only called me, as far as I know, but someone else could have seen you, too." Cade shrugged. "Oh, well. Like I said, we're heading for a divorce anyway. That's why I was out walking. I didn't want to go back to the apartment while Kim was there." 

    Beth looked at him for a moment, then ate pizza in silence for a while. Cade said, "Racquetball. Are you any good?" 

    "Middling," said Beth. "I win sometimes. You play?" 

    "Not since last year, not often enough back then, and therefore not really well. You up for a match sometime?" 

    Around some pizza, Beth said, "Catch me after work or on a weekend, Cade." Cade nodded, noting that she'd gone from her use of his first name to using his last name. "Not this weekend, but if I'm still in the area later I'll look you up." 

    Beth looked at him speculatively and asked, "You're thinking about leaving?" 

    "I'm thinking about a lot of things, lately. That's one of them. College, too." 

    Connie chimed in, "You don't have to leave the area to go to college, Ed." Beth looked at Connie and said, "I'll bet he could find a place to stay for a while, too. Right, Connie?" 

    This time Connie added a sharp, "Beth!" to her incredulous gaze. Beth complacently chewed her pizza and shrugged, then sipped her Coke to wash things down. 

    "I can tell, Connie," said Beth. "Cade's being cool about it, but you blush every time I say something like that. What'd you do, nail him on the beach? It's all right by me, honey. I'm just curious as to why you're blushing beet red." 

    Cade chuckled as Beth kept up her impassive expression and Connie flushed red above her blouse. She stood up, put her pizza down, and angrily walked toward the bathroom. 

    Beth placidly looked at Cade and asked, "What'd you think of Carl, Cade?" 

    "He brought some of her stuff back and apologized, then he left. I guess maybe he isn't a total cretin." 

    Beth smiled for the first time. "Oh, sure he is. Are you?" 

    "I don't think so. Do you have an opinion yet?" Shaking her head, Beth said, "Don't know yet. You're dumping one woman for another, but that happens all the time, both ways. Women do it too." 

    "I'm not just dumping her, Beth. Kim pulled a real winner last night. I can't be with her anymore." 

    "Call it what it is, Cade. Why are you dumping her?" 
Chapter Forty-Two

    Cade sighed and said, "She took off last night, Beth. At the car, one of her friends pulled a gun on me when I tried to talk Kim out of leaving with them." 

    Holding up his finger, he said, "She pulled the trigger. Kim wanted to go with them anyway, but I threatened to call the cops on her friend if she did. That's when Kim walked away and they drove away, but I figure they met up again somewhere later." 

    "Jesus," said Beth. "She must be drinking again. Damn." She didn't seem to need his confirmation, so he didn't volunteer it. Cade tore another chunk of pizza and waited to see what she'd come up with next. After a few moments, Beth asked, "Well? Is she?" 

    "I couldn't say, Beth." 

    She stopped chewing and stared at him. 

    "You couldn't say? Why the hell not? You were there, weren't you?" Cade said, "I never saw her take a drink, Beth. That's the truth. I think she did, but I didn't see it happen." 

    Connie was returning from the bathroom as Beth said, "You just don't want to say it. I saw her on base last night, Cade. She and three other women were buying someone's spare bottle at the WAC shack. I don't know where they went from there." 

    As Connie sat down, Cade said, "It doesn't matter where they went, Beth." 

    "It might. One of them was bitching about a gun and one of the others said it would be four to one and that they ought to go beat the shit out of you and take it back. The one bitching was named Donna." 

    "That's the gunslinger. They didn't come back, though." 

    "So you have the gun now? Where is it?" 

    "Why do you want to know where it is?" 

    "I just do. What happened to the gun?" 

    "I'd rather not talk about it, Beth." 

    She quickly responded, "Well, I'd rather you did talk about it, Cade. I'm an MP. I want to know what happened to that gun." 

    "You said you worked on the first floor of the personnel building, Beth." 

    "I do. Records work mostly, but I'm still an MP. Tell me what happened last night, Cade." 

    Cade looked at Connie. She nodded and said, "She is." Looking back at Beth, Cade said, "When I objected to Kim going with them, Donna pulled a Smith & Wesson .44 magnum on me. I had a grip on Kim's forearm, but I wasn't doing any more than trying to talk her out of going. When Donna pulled the hammer back, I took the gun away from her. They left after that. I took the gun inside. That's it." 

    Beth peered at him as if trying to see inside him. Connie simply stared at him. 

    "Cade," said Beth, "You're saying you took a revolver away from someone who'd already cocked it and aimed it at you over the roof of a car?" He nodded and held up his index finger with a grin, saying, "Ouch. Yeah. I blocked the hammer and swept it sideways. She pulled the trigger, so I yanked the damned gun out of her hands and pried it off my finger." Beth goggled at him, glanced at Connie, then looked back at Cade as she said, "Jesus Fucking Christ. You're lucky to be here at all, Cade. Did you have any idea what a gun like that could have done to you?" Cade sighed and said, "Yeah, actually I do know what one can do. I've seen it first hand. But she wasn't a shooter, Beth. She'd left her thumb on the hammer and couldn't hold the gun steady from all her shaking. I was more worried that she'd shoot by accident, and Kim was standing right next to me. So I shoved the gun away from us and then took it away from her." Connie looked at Beth and said, "I'm sure it seemed like the most reasonable thing at the time, Beth." 

    Beth horse-laughed at her innocent statement of support, then apologized fairly sincerely to her for laughing. 

    "Look," she said, "Your new boyfriend here either has brass balls or he's too stupid..." She looked at Cade again and shook her head. "No. Not stupid, from the way he described things. Jesus. Grabbing a cocked .44 mag." She stood up and said, "Show me. Stand up, Ed. Connie, you be Kim. Ed, set us up and show me." 

    Silently noting her switch back to his first name, Cade positioned Beth, then Connie, then himself. 

    "Okay," he said. "Pull the hammer back and say, 'I'm not going to tell you again. Get your hands off her'." 

    "That's what she said?" 

    "Exactly that. Word for word. Then a car came into the lot and beeped. She looked at it and I grabbed the gun." 

    "Okay," said Beth. "Ready. Show me." Beth repeated the words. Cade leaned slightly forward and swept his right hand to ringingly slap-grab Beth's hands. Beth looked at his index finger, which was resting between her thumb and hand, and shook his hand free of hers. 

    "Four tenths of a second, I'd say. Add in your adrenaline at the time and drop a tenth of a second for that. She's been drinking and she's scared, but she doesn't know shit about the gun she's holding or her thumb wouldn't be on the hammer. Okay, Cade. I think I buy it." 

    Connie giggled and said, "Well goodie for you, Beth." Cade said, "No, she's right. She needed to know." Peering at Cade, Connie asked, "Why?" 

    "Because she's your friend, Connie. Beth called me your new boyfriend. She's just had a look at my teeth and now she's going to tell you what she thinks of me. Right, Beth?" 

    "Not while you're here," said Beth. "But yeah, I will." Connie asked, "Your teeth? What the hell are you..." Beth said, "Before you buy a horse, you check its teeth. Never buy a horse with bad teeth." 

    Connie shook her head and sat down, then asked, "Ed, why the hell would you think she'd understand what you were talking about with the 'teeth' 

thing?" 

    He shrugged. "She's from out west, Connie. She doesn't sound like downtown anywhere. Out there you don't walk or drive if you can ride, as my friend Tucker used to say." 

    "How the hell do you know where she's from?" 

    "Accent. The way she puts words together. I had a friend in the Army from Wyoming." 

    Beth sat down when Cade did and said, "Montana, and he's right. Horses are either tools or toys out there, but damn near everybody outside a town has one." 

    Cade leaned toward Connie and stage-whispered, "I think I've passed. For now, anyway." 

    He sat up and looked at Beth. "But not just because of the gun thing, right? Tell me you're not impressed by simple macho tricks, ma'am. Don't disappoint me, okay?" 

    Beth snickered and said, "Yeah, right. I have four brothers, Cade, all a few years older than me. Between them and being an MP for three years, I think I've seen just about all the simple macho tricks. Where's the gun?" 

    "I stashed it where Kim couldn't find it, and no, it isn't in my car." 

    "Too bad. When can I see it, then?" 

    "Why? That part of things didn't happen on base." She shrugged. "I know. How much do you want for it?" No question of giving it back to Donna. No assumption that anyone had called or would call the cops or that he'd want to keep the gun. 

    "Three hundred," said Cade. 

    "Two-fifty," she shot back, "And that's only if it's in good condition and doesn't come up on the hot sheet." 

    "I had a gun shop check the number," said Cade, fishing the paper with the serial number out of his wallet and handing it to her. "A cop named Steve said it was clean." 

    She took the paper and asked, "Steve, huh? What model is it? How long is the barrel?" 

    "Model 29, six-inch barrel, good condition. Two seventy-five, Beth. You'll be bragging for years that you knew the guy who took it away from someone while the hammer was back. That's gotta be worth twenty-five bucks by itself." As she dialed the phone, she said, "Fuck that, Cade. It's got a six-inch barrel, though. Okay. I can go that for it." 

    Connie's eyes flitted back and forth from Beth to Cade in minor amazement during their dealing. She stood up and went to the kitchen counter, then appeared to change her mind and returned to the table. 

    Beth reached somebody named Charlie. 

    "Hey, Charlie!" she said, "Quiet day? Good deal. Hey, how about running a number for me? No, it's a gun." 

    She gave him the details and waited, then said, "Okay. Thanks, Charlie. Hope it stays quiet. Bye." 

    To Cade and Connie, she said, "Now for the civilian cops," as she dialed another number and said, "Hi, Steve. It's Beth Porter. A guy here says you ran a check on a Smith & Wesson today. A model 29. Still got the info on it? Good deal." She read the number to him and asked, "Same gun? Anything on it? Cool. Thanks, Steve. Yeah, I'm still very involved with someone. Thanks for asking, though." 

    Connie whispered, "That's what she says when she doesn't want to go out with some guy." 

    Rather than say, "Kinda figured that," Cade simply nodded as he watched Beth. Tall as hell. Slender almost to the point of being skinny, but she moved quickly and surely and talked to men as if she were one of them. Self-confidence can only be faked for a while, and Beth's was continuously solid. Most women slightly fear men, whether they admit it or not. Some overcompensate by being kind of brassy around them. Beth didn't seem to be the overcompensating type. She simply appeared to deal with men on a nose-to-nose basis. 

    "It checks out," said Beth. "When can I see it?" 

    "Got your checkbook with you?" 

    Beth nodded and said, "Lemme take a leak first." 
Chapter Forty-Three

    When the bathroom door closed, Connie asked, "Are you nuts? What if Kim's still there?" 

    "So what? It isn't her gun, and unless she's too blind drunk to have the sense that's issued to the average pissant, she won't mess with Beth." He chuckled and added, "Hell, I wouldn't mess with Beth, and I've had some training, miLady. Something about her instills great caution in me." Connie snickered and said, "Yeah. I felt the same way when I first met her, but she's really a nice person, Ed." 

    From the bathroom came, "Don't be telling people that, Connie. Let them find out for themselves. Or not." 

    Reddening slightly, Connie sat down with her Coke. A few seconds later Beth came out of the bathroom and grabbed her own Coke, then said, "Ready." Glancing at Connie, she added, "MiLady," and chuckled. Rolling her eyes as she got to her feet, Connie said, "Well, I like it when he calls me that." 

    Cade smugly said, "I call other women ma'am." 

    "Well, woo-hoo!" said Beth to Connie. "Then you must have really earned that title, Daisy Mae. Way to go!" 

    Connie started to glare, then matched Cade's earlier smugness as she said, 

"That's right, ma'am. I earned it." 

    With another chuckle and a glance at Cade, Beth led the way to the door. In a minor ploy to put Beth in charge of the group, Cade asked if she'd rather drive or ride. 

    Without hesitation Beth pointed and said, "Drive. My car's over there. The maroon Ford." 

    Then she seemed to realize that the question had been loaded and gave Cade an odd look. He gave her a small smile and gestured that she proceed to the car. 

    A disturbed, possibly inebriated woman might meet them at the door and a gun was involved. It couldn't hurt at all to have the MP in the group be in charge of the expedition. 

    A few minutes later Cade let them into his apartment. Kim was sound asleep on the bed, a half-full glass on the table by the bed. She didn't so much as stir as Cade quietly closed the door and led the women to the kitchen table, then got a screwdriver out of the drawer. 

    He stood on a chair that allowed him to face the bedroom as he unscrewed the light fixture and brought down the gun. Flicking it open, he dumped the six rounds into his left hand and gave the gun to Beth, then reinstalled the light fixture and put the screwdriver back in the drawer. Beth took the gun to the farthest corner of the living room and tested the action, snapped the cylinder out and back, and hefted the gun while aiming at her reflection in the wall mirror. She then nodded to Cade. Cade pulled a chair out for her and watched as she wrote a check for two hundred and twenty-five dollars. She then reached in her pocket and added fifty in cash to the check. 

    Pulling a notepad from the drawer, Cade sat down and began making out a receipt. 

    Throughout their visit, Connie had been casting nervous glances at the bedroom. When Kim rolled over, Connie hissed through her teeth and pointed. Cade and Beth simply looked up until satisfied that Kim would stay put, then Cade finished making out the receipt. 

    Beth motioned putting the gun inside something and Cade found her a grocery bag in the kitchen cabinet. She put the gun in the bag and then waited at the table with Connie as Cade collected his toiletries kit and two shirts and pants, then they left the apartment. 

    Outside the door Connie breathed a sigh of relief and held up her trembling hands as she said, "Jesus, Ed! I thought for sure she'd wake up." Beth simply looked at her as Cade shrugged and said, "Drunks sleep hard, Connie, but so what if she had?" Looking at Beth, he asked, "You happy with the deal, ma'am?" 

    She grinned and said, "You didn't try hard enough, Cade. You could have had another twenty-five." 

    He grinned back and said, "Sorry to disappoint you, ma'am. It's not too late to have an attack of conscience and barf up the extra money, you know." Beth hefted the paper bag and said, "Uh-uh. No. We're done. Want to drop that stuff and go to the range?" 

    Cade looked at Connie, letting his eyes meet hers, and said, "No, ma'am. I hope to have other things to do." 

    Connie smiled at him and reddened again. 

    Beth said, "Damn, girl, you sure do blush a lot," then she led the way to the car. 

    As she let them out in front of Connie's apartment, Beth said, "See you later." Looking at Connie, she added, "Dedicate a real good one to me, honey. It's been a while." 

    Admiring the crimson results of her remark, Beth said to Cade, "I just had to see her do that again before I go. Wow." 

    Cade asked, "Why's it been a while, Beth? You're deliciously tall and you look good. Seems to me you could nail some guy in a heartbeat." Beth gazed hard at Cade for a moment, then said, "I guess I'm just real goddamned picky, Cade. If that was just a compliment, I can live with it. If it was anything more than that, I'll hurt you right here and now." Cade leaned on the car windowsill, nose-to-nose with her, and flatly said, 

"It was an observation, Beth. You look great, but you said it's been a while. I just asked why." 

    A good five seconds passed. Cade saw her fist ball up, then relax. Her gaze softened slightly, too, but she may have engineered her change of expression because Connie was watching the scene unfold with serious trepidation. 

    "Maybe," Beth said, "Just maybe it's because there aren't that many men who can stand up to me, Cade. I take a helluva lot of getting used to." Nodding, Cade softly said, "It was a well-meant compliment, Beth. That's all. Nothing more. Nothing less." 

    He stood up and said, "Enjoy the gun. I mean that, too. I used to spend time at the range and I know what it feels like to hit the bull with a new gun." 

    After a moment, Beth said, "Bye, honey," to Connie, nodded to Cade, and then drove off. 

    "Ed," Connie said softly, "Beth was about to get out of her car and..." her sentence trailed away unfinished. 

    "Yeah. I know. That stuff in my armpits is sweat." She giggled and said, "I've never seen Beth like that, Ed. It was kind of scary." 

    He shrugged. "I guess I just bring out the best in people. She needed some kind words, Connie. I can't say why I thought so, but I did." Gazing at him as if he were nuts, she said, "You sound as if you knew how she'd take it." 

    He nodded. "Yeah, pretty much. She doesn't just act tough, Connie. She is tough." 

    "Then why'd you say that to her?" 

    Cade looked at her and said, "If you have to associate with a tiger, arrange a friendship, not a truce." 

    "What?" 

    "A truce is only good as long as the tiger isn't hungry." 

    "You're calling Beth a tiger?" 

    "Damned right I am. Don't you see her that way?" Connie met his gaze for a moment, then said, "Yeah, well, I guess so. Sort of. But I don't think I see the same kind of tiger you see." He grinned. "No doubt. I'm sniffing around one of her people, Connie, so she showed me her claws and fangs and warned me. You've probably never even seen her fangs until today or had a real good look at her claws. No need." Cade reslung his clothes on his shoulder and looked toward her apartment door. Connie took the hint and led the way. She seemed rather thoughtful, and when they arrived inside the apartment, she closed the door and spoke. She quietly asked, "You think she's attractive, don't you, Ed?" After a pause, she added, "Very attractive?" 

    "I didn't lie to her about her looks, Connie. She's not gorgeous, but she's a good looking woman." He smiled at her and said, "But 'confrontational' 

isn't my type." 

    Connie's gaze was tense as she said, "Still, I guess I ought to warn you... She's not into men." 

    Cade shrugged. "No surprise. Not important, either. As long as she knows I won't make a move on her, especially while I'm with you, I'm probably fairly safe." 

    Connie chuckled. "Only fairly safe?" 

    "Yeah, only fairly safe. No arrests on base for chickenshit stuff. No Beth in my face hoping I'll do something stupid so she can let her demons out on me. Unless she's had more than the usual training, I could probably take her. But unless I got real lucky real early in the fight, I'd hurt for a long time from it, and I'm not into pain without good reason. Where can I put this stuff, miLady?" 

    Connie's mood had changed from pensive to sparklingly happy. She led Cade to a closet and made room at one end of it. When he'd hung up his clothes she bounced up close to him and kissed him warmly. 

    "Come to bed with me," she demanded. "Now." Cade put his toiletries kit in his left hand and saluted her loosely with is right. "Yes, miLady! At once, miLady!" 

    Connie giggled and bounced and began unbuttoning her blouse as Cade put his kit in the bathroom. 

    Half an hour later they climbed out of bed and devoured some more pizza and Coke, then sat around talking for another half hour or so. A long, hot shower later, they fell into bed again with a couple of gin and tonics and made love until Connie leaned forward onto his chest "to rest for a minute". 

    Her quiet minute stretched on and Cade turned his head to see her asleep, still impaled on him. He pulled open the bedcovers on the left, eased her off to that side, and then went around the bed to tuck her in. Connie mumbled something and Cade kissed her softly on the lips. She returned the kiss, then smiled as she snuggled herself into the pillow and blankets. 
Chapter Forty-Four

    In the morning Cade woke to the sounds of kitchen implements and the smell of bacon and eggs. Connie was humming and flitting from fridge to stove to table in a pair of cutoffs and a tee-shirt. 

    Cade rose to take a leak and brush his teeth, then he left the bedroom in search of coffee. Focused on her legs, he padded across the dining area and stood directly behind Connie until she stepped back and bumped into him, an action that made his dick start to stiffen. 

    Connie squeaked and turned around, then saw that he was naked. She covered her mouth with the back of her hand that held the spatula and gasped as her eyes flicked toward the couch. His gaze followed hers. 

    There sat Beth in a pair of short-shorts and a halter top, staring fixedly at his extending organ. Cade's dick sprang instantly, fully erect. Beth's eyes locked on it and widened. Connie's eyes, too, fixed on it in a horrified gaze. Cade looked down, then at Beth, and shrugged. 

    "Well, I guess you can take this as a compliment, too, ma'am. One sec while I find my pants." 

    As he walked across the dining area, Beth broke out in a paroxysm laughter. He heard Connie join in after a moment, then he heard a thump and a short sound of furniture sliding. The laughter became more intense. When he walked back into the dining area in a shirt and pants, he saw Beth convulsing in laughter on the floor between the couch and coffee table, seemingly unable to coordinate the efforts necessary to get up. She lay pointing up at Connie and trying to mimic Connie's horror when she'd seen him pointing at Beth. 

    When Beth saw Cade, she started a new spate of laughter and simply waved Connie away. Connie stood glaring down at her for a moment, looked at Cade, and then shrugged and went back to the kitchen. Cade kissed her as she passed and then walked over to stand near Beth. 

    Looking down at her, he asked, "You all right, ma'am?" That started another burst of laughter. Cade continued to stand near her and waited. His eyes followed the length of her from her eyes to her ankles, then back again. 

    His first impression had been right. She was rather slender, but very solid-looking. Loooonnng legs. Smallish breasts. Full lips and large brown eyes that were glaring back at him as his eyes returned to them. Oops. Cade extended his hand to help her up, but she didn't take it. He wasn't sure at all that she would, in fact, but he left his hand extended to her and waited. 

    Beth was leaning on her elbows as she looked up at him in dead silence, with frank distrust and maybe a fat trace of animosity in her gaze. He softly said, "Beth, you're a tall, beautiful woman and normal men can't help looking at women like you. I can't help admiring you, but I'm not about to say or do anything that will piss you off at me or hurt Connie's feelings." Beth glanced past him and he realized that Connie must again be awaiting an outcome with trepidation. 

    Cade said softly, "Friends, Beth. She's our friend. Not just yours. Not just mine. I won't try to separate you from her and I'll never make a pass at you. I promise." 

    The hard edge in Beth's gaze faded slightly as she said, "Don't ever say you promise me anything, Cade. Never. I don't trust promises from men." Nodding, Cade said, "Okay. No promises. I'll just behave myself and not tell you about it. But a year from now you'll owe me a steak dinner if I can stay clean that long. Deal?" 

    She reached to take his hand and said, "Yeah. Deal. What do I get if you don't make it?" 

    Her hand was smaller than his, but her grip was an indication of her strength as well as her strength of will. She didn't let go of him; she wanted him to pull away first. 

    "Lobster and a massive apology?" he asked. 

    She pulled herself up to stand in front of him and shook her head. "No," she said in a low tone. "I'll get a slice of your ass if you fuck up and hurt Connie. Two slices if it's because you tried anything with me." In a similar tone, Cade said, "I'm trying to get along with you, ma'am. I really am, because I truly admire you. But that was your last threat and my last promise or we may as well go outside and get it over with. I won't try to take Connie from you in any way, but I also don't want her constantly afraid that we'll tear each other apart at the first opportunity. Now, if we're going to fight, let me give her door key back and put my stuff in my car first." Looking beyond him at Connie, Beth said, "She gave you a key, huh? She called to borrow breakfast stuff this morning, Cade. When I got here she was singing. Happy. Prancing around the place, grinning like an idiot, chattering incessantly about yesterday and last night." 

    Her eyes again focused on his. "I'll give you that, Cade, because I haven't been able to make her feel that way. We've tried. She let me try, anyway. For her it was a kind of fun, but it didn't quite scratch her itch, you know? I love her, Cade, but she can only like me. Maybe even like me a lot, but not the way I feel about her. It... It hurts me to think of her with you." 

    He nodded and raised her hand to kiss the back of it. Her eyes narrowed, but she neither pulled away nor spoke. 

    Cade said, "Yes, ma'am. I know how you feel. You feel like I feel about Kim, even though I'm getting away from her. I wanted to blend with her and share in every sensation of life with her. I wanted her to need me more than the goddamned bottle. I lived to be with her. Like that." Beth nodded very slightly. Her voice was chokingly hoarse as she nodded and whispered, "Like... That... Yes. Please don't tell Connie, Cade. She doesn't know." 

    He gave her the fisheye. "You don't think she knows, Beth? You don't think she feels something like that for you? Doubtful. Men can be stupid about love, but women learn about love from its roots to its leaves. They learn how to plant it, feed it, direct its growth, avoid it, and even how to kill it, because they plant love so many times and lose it so many times. Sometimes people love someone, no matter what stands in the way. Yes, ma'am. I may be a man, but I do definitely know about that. I know it real well." Tears welled in Beth's eyes. Her hand began to tremble and she whispered, 

"Let me go, Cade. Now." 

    He instantly released her hand. She stood rubbing it for a moment, then cleared her throat and said, "Yeah. Okay, then. I'll be back in a minute, people. I left something in the car," and then she tried to walk, not run, to the front door. 

    Cade felt drained. He sat on the edge of the couch and crossed his arms, then rested his forehead on them. 

    Connie came over quickly and stood in front of him, wringing her hands as she asked, "What's wrong, Ed? What happened? What did she say to you?" He looked up and said, "It isn't what she said to me, Connie. It's more what I said to her. If she isn't back in here in a few minutes, I'd better go talk to her." 

    Connie gave him a confused look and asked, "How's that going to help if what you said made her leave? I'll go." 

    Cade reached for her arm and said, "No. Please. Let me try first if it comes to that. I can't tell you why." 

    Sitting down, Connie said, "I thought you two were just standing over here growling at each other. You were talking about me, weren't you?" Shaking his head, Cade said, "No, not entirely. We were talking about Beth. Me, too." To change the subject, he asked, "How's breakfast coming?" 

    "Almost ready." She stood up. "In fact, I'd better get it on plates before it burns." 

    Instead of returning to the stove, Connie went to the window and parted the curtain slightly. After a moment, she said, "Beth isn't in or near her car and I can't see her." 

    "But the car's still here and she wouldn't leave without it, so give her a few minutes yet. She may need some time to herself, Connie." Connie nodded and took another look out the window, then returned to the stove. Filling a third plate and setting it on the table, Connie asked, "What the hell did you say to her, Ed?" 

    "I told her what I saw in her." 

    "Then I'm pretty sure I know what that is. I hope you didn't compare her to some other kind of animal." 

    Cade chuckled. "Ah, no, I didn't. In fact, the subject of animals didn't come up at all that I can recall." 

    "Breakfast is on the table, Ed. Maybe you ought to go see if you can find her before it gets cold?" 

    He nodded and stood up, then headed for the door. 

    "Yeah. Okay," he said. "Be right back." 

    "That's what Beth said, too. Hurry or I may as well throw all this stuff out." 

Chapter Forty-Five

    Standing on the porchwalk beyond the door, Cade looked thoroughly around the lot and beyond it. No Beth. He walked along the porchway until he came to a stairwell between the buildings, then he heard a woman crying softly. Behind the ice machine, he figured. He backed away from the stairwell and called, "Beth!" 

    He heard motions from the stairwell. 

    "Beth!" 

    "In here." 

    Cade approached the stairwell and saw that Beth had moved to sit on the steps. She tried to look composed, as if she'd just been thinking a bit. 

    "Connie sent me, Beth. Breakfast is getting cold." She nodded as he continued approaching her and walked to stand in front of her. Beth's eyes were red. He fished up a paper towel hanky and gave it to her without comment. She took it and dabbed at her eyes, then blew her nose. 

    "If you tell her I was crying..." 

    "I know. You'll hurt me. I won't tell her, Beth, but you might want to stop by the bathroom... No. There's a garden hose. We'll use that." A bit of water and another paper towel later, he could still see that she'd been crying, but it was becoming less noticeable as the redness began to fade. 

    She met his gaze and said, "I don't like you, Cade. Not even a little." Nodding, Cade said, "Yes, ma'am. I'll remember that." 

    "Don't ever talk to me like that again, Cade." 

    "No, ma'am. Never." 

    Cade rubbed one of the damp paper towels on the side of a step until it showed dirt, then told Beth to hold still as he carefully applied a smudge to her face. 

    "Wait a minute! What are you doing?" 

    "Keep the towel. Let Connie see it on the way in and head for the bathroom to wash your face. You could tell her that something got in your face." She gave him a meaningful glance. "Something did." He shrugged. "Then it's the truth, isn't it?" 

    "You hurt me, Cade. I won't forget." 

    "I hurt me, too, Beth. It hurts every time I talk about Kim and her goddamned bottles." 

    "You really do still love her, don't you? How can you get involved with Connie while you still love Kim?" 

    "You know the answer to that, Beth. We do because we can. Time with Connie will make Kim disappear for a while. Sometimes the Connies can replace the Kims completely, but usually not. Your first love gets in your bones. You love Connie, Beth, but have you been one hundred percent faithful to her? No Joans or Janes here and there?" 

    She glared at him. "I... Let's go inside, Cade." He nodded. "Yes, ma'am." 

    "Stop calling me that. My name is Beth." 

    He nodded again. "Yes, Beth, then. I'll try, but it may slip out once in a while. My mom was pretty tight about manners, you know. Beat me daily and all that." 

    She snickered. "Yeah. Sure she did. Shut up, Ed." Noting that she'd called him 'Ed', he said, "Yes, ma... Beth. Damn. Already slipping." 

    Moving ahead of him, Beth said, "If I slap you, you'll know why, then." 

    "If you slap me, I'll slap you back." 

    "Yeah. I gathered that earlier. Truce?" 

    "No, Beth. Friends. I meant that. It isn't safe to truce with a tiger. They're less likely to eat friends." 

    "You think of yourself as a tiger?" 

    "I think of you as a tiger." 

    She stopped and stared at him for a moment outside Connie's door. He shrugged. "Ask Connie what I said about you yesterday. She didn't get it at first. It was about tigers." 

    Opening the door, he gestured for her to precede him. She let Connie see the towel as she put it in the trash and said something about crud on the stairs blowing around, then headed for the bathroom. Connie went with her. The smell of coffee finally got Cade's attention and he realized that he hadn't had any yet. He took one of the cups off the table and poured some, then added an ice cube. 

    About ten minutes later the ladies came out of the bathroom and sat down at the table. Connie eyed him oddly as she sat down, but said nothing. Beth didn't look at him until she asked him to pass the pepper. Her eyes were again clear and cool. Her hand was steady and her motions were again fluid instead of trembling. She'd put herself back together. He nodded slightly and smiled. She nodded in return, but kept her impassive expression. 

    For some reason it was at that moment that he recalled his four o'clock meet with Susan. He looked at his watch. Nine-twenty. Plenty of time to slip out and call to cancel. 

    Slip out? Might be better to simply call and let the others hear him call it off. No sneaking. Just be done with it. 

    Sorry, Susan. Found a woman who doesn't have to pencil me in? Can't make it because a woman captured me on the beach and dragged me home? She'd want an explanation of some sort, if only to feel better about... 

    "Ed?" asked Connie. "Where are you? What planet?" 

    "Sorry. I have to call and cancel a four o'clock meeting. When Kim's sponsor was killed, Susan was her backup. Kim quit AA. Susan knew my situation with Kim and she had an interest in me. I need a graceful way to back out of the meeting. No hurt feelings. She's a nice lady." 

    Connie said, "Just tell her you can't do it, Ed." 

    "She'll want to know why." 

    "You've met somebody. Me." 

    "That would hurt her feelings, Connie. What else?" With a small smile, Beth said, "You could tell her you still love Kim, Ed." 

    There was a moment of silence at the table until Cade said, "Actually, that might work better. She knows Kim and I could point out that I'll be married for a few months yet. It takes ninety days to get divorced here in Virginia. I could ask her how it would look to her boss and her company if we got caught." 

    Beth leaned her elbows on the table and propped her chin on her knuckles. 

    "That's fine," she said. "It might even work. But that brings up the subject of Connie and the Army, Cade." 

    Connie turned to look questioningly at her. 

    "I mean," said Beth, "That the Army frowns on adultery, too, and that's what it will be until you get divorced, right? Wouldn't the same thing apply to you, Connie?" 

    Cade said, "Not so much if I file separation papers. Probably not at all, in fact. Besides, unless someone deliberately brings something like that to the Army's attention --in a manner they can't ignore --they'll pretend they don't see it. Not so in the corporate world. Personal scandals can open a desk for someone's advancement." 

    Connie said, "That happens in the Army, too, Ed. She's right. They don't go for things like that." 

    "You're a Spec.4," said Cade. "Only two years in service. If you were an E-7 with ten years in or an officer there might be more risk because someone wanted your particular job or wanted to get even for something by ruining your career. Let's even say that Kim wanted to report us. She couldn't do it. I'd dust her in a minute as an alcoholic and make the kind of noise that the Army tries to avoid, and she knows it." 

    "Someone else might rat you out," said Beth. "Someone who just plain didn't like you." 

    He sipped his coffee and continued, "Connie would get bounced, so it would have to be someone who didn't care about her, Beth. That someone would pay heavily, too. I'm not very forgiving about things like betrayals." 

    "Pay how?" asked Beth. 

    "Tit for tat, Beth. Think of major embarrassments, instead. Career-busting embarrassments. It wouldn't be hard to set something up, if necessary." Beth and Cade eyed each other for some seconds, then Connie abruptly rose from the table and went to stand by the window. Beth and Cade watched her fretting with the pull cord for a few seconds, then Cade started to get up. Beth shook her head slightly and waved him to remain in his chair as she got up and went to talk to Connie. Cade watched them for a moment, then sipped his coffee and went to the bathroom to give them a bit more privacy. He figured his chances were about one in three that he wouldn't be asked to return the apartment key. After taking a leak and stalling a few minutes, he left the bathroom to find both women again sitting at the dining table. As he sat down, Beth spoke. 

    "Ed, Connie and I discussed matters. Too many people are involved in what happened with the gun. And in other ways. A lot of them wouldn't see or care what repercussions their actions would cause for themselves or anyone else. They'd just be trying to make trouble for you any way they could. Connie and I think there's just too much risk that someone will cause the same kind of trouble for her if she continues seeing you." 

    Cade reached in his pocket and placed the apartment key on the table. 

    "No fuss, no muss," he said. "Sweating about it would just take the fun out of things for both of us, Connie. May I drop by after I'm divorced?" Connie sat up straight and looked at him for the first time since he'd sat down. She then looked at him as if he should have known better than to ask and said, "Yes! There wouldn't be any reason not to be together then." He nodded and said, "Good enough. Want a last romp before I go? The rest of the morning in bed? I'll do my absolute best to please you, miLady." Beth tensed up considerably. Cade simply gazed flatly at her as he said, 

"After all, the only one who'd know about it would be Beth, and she wouldn't tell." 

    Connie grinned at him, then turned eagerly to see what Beth thought of the idea. By the time she faced Beth, Beth's face had acquired an impassive expression. 

    Beth stood up as she said, "I'll get another cup of coffee at my place." While Connie cleared the table, Cade walked Beth to the door. As Beth went out the door, she whispered to Cade, "Watch your speed on my base, Cade. Zero tolerance from this day forward." 

    "I'll be careful," said Cade. "Bye, now." 
Chapter Forty-Six

    The rest of the morning with Connie went exceptionally well. Cade worked every sensually responsive spot he knew to exist, inside her and out. A little before one, Connie lay dozing on the bed after a long string of largely self-conjured orgasms that had been sparked by her sense of urgency and using Cade for all she was worth before he left. 

    She'd complained of being pleasantly sore and extremely tired, then he'd used his tongue to find two more orgasms hidden within her. As a last act, he'd slid within her one more time and nearly found yet another of her hidden orgasms before the tingling began that signaled release. 

    He'd said, "I'm sorry, miLady, but my parting gift is about to explode a little sooner than I wanted." 

    Connie had quickly wrapped herself around him and drained him with a small scream of her own completion, then had asked him to get her a towel, tucked it between her legs, and kissed him. As he'd dressed, he looked back and found her smiling drowsily. 

    When Beth rang the doorbell at precisely one, Cade opened the door and waved her inside. 

    "You're still here?" she asked. 

    "On my way now. I'd appreciate it if you'd walk me to my car, though." 

    "Why?" 

    "To say goodbye, Beth. That's all." 

    She gave him a narrow look and went to check on Connie, then came back to the door. 

    "All right. Let's go," she said, leading the way in a manner that said she expected trouble. 

    Cade hefted his clothes over his shoulder and followed at a more leisurely pace, catching up with her by his car. Beth looked ready to rumble. 

    "Beth, I really just wanted to say goodbye. Really." 

    "Why the hell couldn't you say it in there?" He shook his head. "Nope. I figured you'd show up to see if I'd gone and I knew that you'd look as good as you did this morning, shorts and all. Hate me for it if you want, but you looked really fine when you were marching to the car." 

    "You conned me out here so you could stare at me?" 

    "I did. It was worth the risk. As I said, miLady, you're..." She looked enraged as she yelled, "Shut up, Cade! That shit works on Connie, but not on me!" 

    "Then you tell me why I did it." 

    Shaking her head, she said, "I don't know. Just to fuck with me one last time, probably." 

    Smiling, Cade said, "You know I'd kiss you goodbye if you'd let me." Beth's right fist balled up and she glared dangerously. Cade shrugged and said, "Oh, well. It was just a thought. I think you're limiting yourself by being a lesbian, though. There are men who would worship a woman like you." 

    She stepped to within six inches of his face and in a quiet, but ominous tone said, "If you don't get out of here, I'm going to punch you out, Cade." He sighed and got in his car, then started the engine. As he pulled out of the slot, Beth shouted, "Cade!" 

    He stopped the car. Beth put a foot on his bumper. He could see half of her calf and all of her thigh. She ran her hands over her bare thigh as she mock-kissed at him, then she said, "Suffer, Cade! You hear that? Suffer!" before she strutted back toward the apartment. 

    "Oh, yes, miLady! I will, miLady!" shouted a grinning Cade. "I promise, miLady!" 

    Beth looked back at him and patted her butt with both hands in a classic

'kiss my ass' gesture. 

    "Anytime, miLady!" shouted Cade. 

    He could see her laughing her way to the door and he waved at her when she turned at the door to look back. 

    She gave him the finger. 

    Cade returned the gesture, then waved as he pulled out of the apartment lot thinking that she was way too slender for his taste, but she still looked pretty damned good. Good enough, for sure. 

    He stopped for a lemon creme donut and coffee, debated going home versus going just about anywhere else for a little while, then he began thinking about Kim, the possibility of going with her to Europe, and the fact that he still had over two years in which to reactivate his GI Bill college benefits. Then Cade thought of how he'd felt without Kim. Sure, Brenda had been a good lover and fine companionship, but he hadn't loved her. Connie had been exciting and willing and lovely, but he couldn't envision himself tied to her for very long before running out of conversational topics. Truth: No women he'd known since Anne had matched Kim, booze or no booze. It was probably a subjective opinion at best, mired as it was in his love for Kim and his remembrances of his summer with Anne when he was just seventeen, but nonetheless, Cade had never met a woman truly capable of supplanting either Anne or Kim in his mind. 

    He decided to give being with Kim one last go if it even remotely appeared that events such as her weekend binge wouldn't become a regular occurrence. As Cade entered the apartment, Kim glanced around the kitchen doorframe and asked, "Where have you been?" 

    Deciding on a cautious approach to her questions and heading for the stairs, Cade said, "Out." 

    Eyeing his toilet kit and the clothes on his shoulder, she asked, "Why the clothes?" 

    Proceeding upstairs, Cade said, "Things didn't work out." Cade put his clothes and toilet kit away, closed the bathroom door, and turned on the shower. A minute later the water was warm and Cade shucked his clothes to climb into the shower for a long soak. 

    He heard the bathroom door open, then he heard the toilet seat flip up. Kim said, "Ed, I know where you were. Kelly told me she saw you with Connie." 

    Cade said nothing as he let the water beat on his sore shoulder. The toilet seat flipped down and then it creaked as if she'd sat down on it. 

    "Ed, someone saw your car at Connie's place. Were you planning to move, or just spending the weekend with her?" 

    "You know a Beth?" Cade asked. 

    "Yes. She works downstairs. Why?" 

    "What do you know about her, Kim?" 

    After a pause, Kim said, "She made a pass at me once." Grinning, although Kim couldn't see it, Cade asked, "Did you take her up on it?" 

    "No! Of course not! I'm not like that, Ed, and you know it! How could you even ask me something like that!?" 

    "Beth was there, too, Kim. What does that tell you?" He paused and said, 

"They decided that it would probably be best if I didn't bunk there. Actually, Beth kind of did all the deciding, I think. I said she had nice legs and she looked as if she wanted to hit me." 

    A couple of minutes later he heard a faint giggle and reached to turn down the hot water in anticipation. Sure enough, she flushed. 

    "Sorry!" she called. "Forgot." 

    Cade didn't answer her. The bathroom door opened and closed. When the water cooled, he turned the hot back up and continued letting the spray beat on his back. 

    Some minutes later the shower curtain parted and Kim asked, "May I join you? I haven't been drinking today." 

    Cade shrugged. "Sure, lady. I love looking at you. You feel great all soapy, too." 

    She grinned and said, "I'm flattered," as she stepped into the tub enclosure. 
Chapter Forty-Seven

    God, she was lovely. Cade's eyes roamed her and then his soapy hands traveled her. He embraced her and kissed her and she kissed him back as her hands wrapped around the object between them. 

    Kim grinned at him as he soaped her breasts and shoulders, then her arms, then her torso and legs. After she rinsed, he washed her hair, enjoying the way she stood with her eyes closed and nearly purred. 

    Standing behind her, he then reached around to play. Kim tried to lean toward the wall to accommodate him, but Cade pulled her gently back upright. 

    "No, no. None of that, ma'am." 

    She stiffened and turned to face him. 

    "Would you do it with a rubber, Ed?" 

    Although wondering why she'd had such a change of heart, Cade said, "Yes, ma'am, I most certainly would. Happily, even. Yes, please. Absolutely." She grinned and said, "I'll be right back with one, then." Kim stepped out of the shower and went into the bedroom. Cade stepped out and went to his toilet kit. When Kim returned she had a rubber. Cade took it as she entered the shower and switched it for the one from his toilet kit. Tearing open the wrapper, he tossed it and the rubber she'd brought over the curtain and out of the shower, then put on the rubber as Kim grinned and assumed her position against the wall again. 

    Some fifteen minutes later he'd pleasured her and himself and they knelt together on the tub floor, letting the water rush over them. 

    "Oh, that was nice," said Kim. "Very nice." Cade heard in his mind another voice saying the same words to the accompaniment of surf and seabirds. 

    He kissed her fully and said, "Yes, it was. Very nice." Stripping off the rubber, he stepped out of the shower for a moment and dropped it in the toilet. He put the rubber she'd brought underneath his toiletry kit and trashed the empty wrapper, then stepped back into the shower. Sometime later, wrinkled as prunes, they got out of the shower and dried themselves. Cade unzipped his kit without moving it, took out his toothbrush and paste, and loaded the brush. Kim kissed his injured shoulder and left the bathroom, saying that she wanted a glass of tea. 

    Once she was gone, he examined the package under his kit, moderately surprised when he saw no holes in the wrapper. Tearing it open, he held the rubber up to the light and stretched it slightly. There were two tiny holes, just off-center in the nipple. Damn. 

    He examined the wrapper again and wondered how the hell she'd done it. From the seam, maybe, splitting it slightly and slipping in a needle? 

    Cade suddenly felt very tired. He dropped the rubber and wrapper in the toilet and flushed it, then finished brushing his teeth and put his paste and brush back in his kit. As he did so, he counted. Four rubbers left in his kit. Then it occurred to him that she might have poked the ones in his kit, as well, whenever she'd done the others. He held one of his own rubber packets up to the light. No holes, just like the one she'd brought him. Opening the packet, he stretched the rubber and looked hard for holes. None. As he flushed the rubber and wrapper, he decided that he'd perform his little stretch test prior to using any rubbers from then on. He threw on some jeans and went downstairs. Kim was sitting at the kitchen table. Still naked, she held a can of Coke and had propped her feet up on the other chair. 

    "Damn, you're gorgeous, lady." 

    "So you've said many times. Thank you, sir." 

    "Just an observation, ma'am. Did you really quit AA?" She nodded. "How did you hear about it? Susan?" He nodded. "Yup. I'm meeting her today at four to talk. Could I possibly get you to come with me? Would you at least consider listening to what she has to say?" 

    Kim shook her head. "No. You're on your own. If I go back to AA, I'll go to the one by Langley." 

    After a moment, she asked, "You made an appointment with Susan without even knowing if I'd come with you?" 

    Cade nodded. "Sure did. One can hope, and besides, it was the only time she could set aside this week. The way things are going for her and the others, you might not be able to find a counselor with time around here. Everybody must be turning to the bottle these days." Kim giggled softly and said, "It beats religion. What did you do with the gun, Ed?" 

    "If you wanted to waste some time, you could try dredging the James River for it." 

    "I don't believe that. It was an expensive gun." He shrugged. "Not to me, it wasn't. I got it for free." 

    "I still don't believe you, Ed. You don't waste things." He shrugged. "You and I have different values concerning firearms, Kim. I got rid of it." 

    Cade went to the phone and called Susan. Jim answered the phone. 

    "Hi, Jim. Susan's supposed to give me marching orders." 

    "I'll get her. Stand by one." 

    Susan came on moments later and said, "Change of plans, Ed. Meet me at 2217 Hermitage Drive. Meet me there at four or after. Gotta run. Need that address again?" 

    "Nope. Got it. Okay. Then and there." 

    "Bye, Ed." 

    "Bye, Susan." 

    As he walked past the table, Kim asked, "Where did she say to meet her?" Cade considered her question for a split second, then decided to go with Susan's previous suggestion. 

    He asked, "Ever heard about a Greek restaurant with special salads? A place called Konikos?" 

    She nodded. "She's right. They make great salads." 

    "Want to go there sometime?" 

    She shook her head. "No. I only ever went there with Bev. It would remind me too much... Ed, we just made love. Why are you being so distant?" Cade looked at her for a moment, then asked, "Will you be drinking later?" 

    "A vodka to relax. You already know that." 

    "Right. As long as you're drinking, I'm keeping my emotional distance as best I can, Kim. I need you the way you need booze, but the booze seems to outweigh me. You've heard all this before. Why ask me again?" Kim stared at her Coke for a moment. 

    "Yeah," she said. "Why ask? I may go out, too, Ed. There's a going away party for Linda Meers tonight. At the WAC shack. She's leaving tomorrow." 

    "Linda? Where's she going?" 

    "Germany. Heidelberg." 

    Cade nodded, then headed for the stairs. 

    "See you later, Kim. Enjoy the party." 

    As he dressed, he heard the characteristic sound of a screw-on bottle cap hit the floor and skitter, then a chair slide. When he went downstairs, Kim was reclined on the couch, watching him as he headed for the door. His eyes fell on her Coke. She tipped it toward him and said nothing. He nodded and left the apartment. 

    On the way to his rendezvous with Susan, Cade again considered canceling, but he couldn't avoid recalling vividly being nose-to-nose with her thighs, the taste of her as she'd orgasmed on his tongue, and the way she'd paid him back afterward on the bathroom floor. 

    It was then that Cade decided that if Kim could keep her booze, he could damned well satisfy his own cravings until he came to a firm decision about whether to stay or go. Listening to his own rationalizations, he found them rather feeble, but he also found that he didn't care. 

    If she could keep drinking, he could keep playing. 
Chapter Forty-Eight

    2217 Hermitage Drive was a small, one-story stone house near the river. He parked in the street and walked up to the door. Nice place, neatly kept. When he rang the bell, Susan opened the door and ushered him in. She was wearing her usual business togs, a near knee skirt and matching jacket and blouse. He admired her and she spun once so he could see all sides. 

    "This is a friend's place," she said. "She'll be back in a couple of weeks. EAP. External Assistance Program. That's a euphemism for sending backsliders to a drying-out place." 

    "Sounds like fun already." 

    She snickered. "Hardly. Was Kim there when you left?" 

    "Yes. She's going to a party tonight on base. I'd rather not talk about Kim, AA, drinking, or any of that, Sue." 

    Susan slithered against him and kissed him, then said, "Okay, we won't. Are you hungry for anything but me?" 

    Cade grinned as he said, "Nope. Not a bit. Big breakfast." 

    "Thirsty? There's Coke and tea in the fridge." 

    "Nope. Thanks anyway." 

    She kissed him hard and said, "In that case, you may undress me, sir." Reaching for her jacket buttons, he said, "I'm on it, ma'am. You'll be naked in no time." 

    As he got her blouse and bra off her, he kissed her shoulders and breasts. Then he pulled her skirt down, kissing her thighs and caressing her legs. When he'd finished undressing her, she kissed him again and watched him remove his own clothes, her attention particularly focused below his belt. 

    "This place has a pool," she said. "It's so small! But it's a real pool, and the cleaner guy was here yesterday. Jim had to let him in. I was way the hell over on the other side of town, handling an emergency." Was she just excited to be there? Her continuous chatter was beginning to make Cade tense. Oh, well. He'd get rid of both their tensions soon enough. Susan was very responsive to his tongue. He'd leave her limp and thinking she'd been sated, then he'd climb aboard her, find her spot, and drive her up her mountain again. 

    He watched her bend to pick up something and put it on the patio table. Cade thought, 'Anything to stay smack between those magnificent legs and make her happy.' 

    His ambition and need to pleasure Susan throbbed joyfully at her. Cade shook the wool out of his head as Susan repeated her question. 

    "Ed. You looked lost, there. Are you all right?" 

    "Uh. Yes, miLady. You bent over and I guess I did kind of get lost watching you. Sorry. I really was paying attention to you, but not to what you were saying." 

    She clucked and rolled her eyes and said, "Worship my body after I've chatted off this nervousness. It's times like these when I really want a drink. Want to go swimming?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Sure. Lead on." 

    Susan flitted into the kitchen and came back with a couple of cans of Coke, then stepped carefully into the water. Cade joined her and discovered that the water was pretty damned cold. 

    "No heater?" he asked. 

    "Funny," said Susan, "When I was here Thursday, the water was warm enough." 

    "Somebody turned it off." 

    She shrugged and stepped back out of the water. Her bush was level with Cade's nose and he leaned to sneak a taste of her. She spotted his move and backed away. 

    "Ah-ah-ah! I told you, let me wind down some first." 

    "I can wind you down, Sue. You know it." 

    Sue sighed. "You'll wind me up first, though. Give me a few minutes." Cade followed her to the patio table and sat across from her. "Are you sure you're cool with this, Sue? Is that why you're strung like a banjo tonight?" 

    She shook her head, then the shake changed to a nod. 

    "I'm not sure, Ed. I'm just not sure. If we got caught..." 

    "Go on, ma'am. Say the rest." 

    "It's just such a damned risk, Ed." 

    "For you, you mean." 

    "Yes. You know that's what I mean." 

    "Then why are we here, Sue? Couldn't someone catch us right this very moment?" 

    "No. I don't think so. Nobody knows we're here. Unless you told someone?" He shook his head. "Nope. Told Kim that you'd mentioned a Greek restaurant with salads." 

    Sue shot to her feet. "Kim knows you're meeting me?" Nodding, Cade said, "That's why I mentioned the restaurant. Does Jim know we're here?" 

    "He knows I was supposed to check this house tonight." 

    "Would he know better than to tell Kim?" 

    "Oh, yes! Well, I think so, anyway." 

    "We can call it off if you want, Sue. It isn't life or death." Her eyes widened slightly and she said, "Uh, no, it isn't life or death, but..." 

    "Then let's get to it or go home, ma'am. I have an urge to use your magnificent thighs as earmuffs." 

    Sue came to stand next to Cade and asked, "Magnificent? Do you really use that word, or were you just flattering me to get me to cooperate?" Cade used both his hands to stroke her thighs and said, "Both. They are magnificent and I was kind of hoping that telling you so would make you let me at them." 

    He trailed fingers up her arm to her shoulder, then down over her breasts. 

"You know, the rest of you is pretty fine, too. I guess I should widen my area of focus." 

    He leaned to kiss Sue's blonde bush, then to slip his tongue between her legs to tickle her pleasure button. She gasped and tensed, then let him play for a few moments. 

    Standing up, Cade pulled her to him gently and kissed her equally gently, then brushingly, and then with gradually increasing intensity. She moaned softly as his hands roamed and caressed her, then startled when his fingers found her center and caressed her pleasure nubbin. 

    An almost mechanical progression of events followed that touch. He led her gently to the bedroom, where Sue let him kiss and roam over her whole body until she suddenly realized that allowing him do so was no longer her option. Although she felt manipulated, Sue arched and moaned at his touch, released fully three times at the caress of his tongue, and then he entered her to seek out the spot that was perhaps half the length of his shaft within her. 

    Cade focused on her special spot and massaged it until she almost screeched yet another release, then he met her in orgasm and groaned his own release into Sue's kiss as he flooded her. 

    After resting a bit, Sue quietly got up and went to the bathroom, then into the front room. She returned with her clothes and began dressing. 

    "You're leaving?" asked Cade. 

    "Yes," she said. "You should be getting dressed, too. I can't leave you here." 

    "Why are we leaving?" 

    "We just are. Get dressed." 

    "Okay, but I'd really like to know why, Sue." He grabbed one of the towels to clean up a bit, then said to hell with it and took a very quick shower. When he came out, she was fully dressed. 

    "What's our problem here, Sue? I can't fix it if I don't know what it is." 

    "I don't think you can fix it at all, Ed. Have you ever been to one of the bigger theme parks? Where they herd people around from one ride or exhibit to another? Where every exit leads to another entrance to keep the crowd moving?" 

    "Nope. Never been to one like that." 

    "Well, it's a control thing, Ed. Like you were controlling me. This touch leads to that touch, which leads to a certain nibble or a lick or a kiss in a certain way, then others in other ways, and then you stick that damned thing in me at just the right time and you find just the right place and I blow like clockwork." 

    Gazing at her in consternation, Cade paused in putting on his shirt and asked, "That's a bad thing? I loved pleasing you, Sue. It made me feel as if I'd just climbed Everest. I love that feeling and I love making you feel that way. For God's sake, you're supposed to blow. Isn't that why you wanted me? 

Because I can make you... Well, happy?" 

    She took a deep breath and said, "I thought so. I really did. But then I recognized the pattern in what you were doing, Ed. One, two, three, four, etc...Boom. I couldn't stop you. I actually tried." 

    Cade flatly didn't remember any such effort on her part and said so. 

    "I mean," said Sue, "That I tried to redirect you. You did to me tonight almost exactly what you did to me the last time. I tried to change the pattern, but I couldn't even make words come out for a while. My mind was wrapped around what you were doing to me and I just kept coming, Ed." He grinned and said, "Yeah. That was pretty wonderful, Sue. I love the way you tense, then let it all go. I live for those moments, ma'am." Sue just stared at him for a moment, then muttered, "Oh, hell." She came to stand directly over him and said, "You just don't get it, do you? You were controlling me like some kind of goddamned robot. This button, that button, on and on. I'd come, and you'd immediately start a series to bring on another one. You'd be on me like that all night, Ed." 

    Cade pursed his lips and considered her words. His mindset was to create pleasure and keep doing so. She called it control. He shrugged mentally. So? He controlled her and made her come. That was his purpose as he understood it. But Sue had just objected. He didn't quite understand why she balked, but he knew that in just the last two days he'd pleased the hell out of her and two other women. They'd seemed quite happy at the time. She resented the aspect of control, but without using what Anne had taught him, he'd be just another guy poking his way through life. Or could it be another issue entirely? 

    Sue had a highly organized, scheduled life. She liked having some kind of hook in place to maintain her position with other people. She liked to control matters, as with deciding where and when to meet, not letting him take a lick at the pool, and deciding the progress of the evening, such as when she decided to end their negative discussion by standing beside him and allowing him a lick of her bush. 

    It wasn't just that he'd controlled her for a few minutes. It was that she had to control the entire encounter. 
Chapter Forty-Nine

    He looked at Sue and said, "Okay, Sue." 

    She glanced at him quizzically. "Okay, what?" 

    "Okay, ma'am? Yes, drill sergeant? Sure, lady?" Sue sucked air through her teeth and asked, "Ed, what exactly are you saying 'okay' to?" 

    "Everything you said. Okay. I've got it. You don't like it when I control your body during sex. Fine." 

    "You mean you're going to stop doing that?" 

    "Yes, ma'am. Instantly." 

    "How?" 

    Cade stood up and finished buttoning, zipping, and tucking as he said, 

"Well, Sue, you've had me twice. Now you're finding fault because I succeeded in pleasing you this time using the same methods that worked the last time. This hasn't happened to me before. Not once. No woman has ever complained that I controlled her. They've just taken all I had to offer and asked for more." He met her eyes and said, "That is how things should be, as I see it. I provide pleasure and women soak it up. You suddenly don't like the system that got you off, and I'm wondering if the control freak here isn't actually you. Thank you for tonight, ma'am. Bye." 

    As Cade headed for the front door, Sue bellowed. 

    "What!?" 

    She then came after him at a trot and caught him in the middle of the living room. 

    "Do you have any idea how little sense what you just said made, Ed?" 

    "It made perfect sense to me, Sue. I like to please. If you can't be pleased or won't allow me to please you, then you become a fond memory. If you can't teach me a new way to please and are only unhappy with the control aspect of things, goodbye. It takes a bit of control to make things happen really well, and I don't like the idea of half-assed poking and hoping. If that's what you want, look elsewhere." 

    Cade pulled her face to his for a kiss, then headed for the door again. He was halfway down the walk when Sue pulled the door shut and said, "Ed, wait!" He got in his car and started it, then pulled from the curb and turned around in a neighbor's driveway. As he rolled past Sue's car, she tried to flag him down. He didn't stop. 

    On the way home, he picked up a box of Trojans like the ones already at the apartment and stashed them in the trunk of the car, pulling a few out of the box and pocketing them. 

    When he got home, Kim was reading in bed, a drink nearby. He sat on the edge of the bed, then leaned to kiss her and stroke her cheek and hair as he looked into her eyes. They were, unfortunately, somewhat glassy. 

    "I'm back," he said. 

    "I can see that. I decided not to go to the party and called her instead. Tomorrow's a workday, anyway. How did it go with Susan, Ed?" He shook his head and said, "Not well. I doubt we'll be hearing from her about AA." 

    Kim sat up higher and put her book aside, then met his gaze as she asked, 

"Will we be hearing from her about anything else?" Shaking his head again briefly, he said, "Doubtful. She didn't like some of my attitudes. She never has, really." 

    "Ah. That's true enough. So what now?" 

    "I don't know, Kim. I guess we'll see how things go." Cade stripped and prepped for bed, then flopped down next to Kim and kissed her goodnight. Half an hour later he was asleep. 

    Monday morning Kim's alarm woke him instantly. Cade put on some coffee for her and mixed some instant coffee for himself while she showered, then he went to watch her primp and dress, as he usually did. 

    He sat on the bed and said, "Put it on, lady! Put it all on!" Kim smiled at him and said, "You've got it backwards again." 

    "Oh. Damn. You're right. Sorry. Still, it's a good show for the price. Coffee in a few." 

    After watching her paint and powder for a while he went downstairs and brought her a cup of coffee. She tasted it and said, "Mmm. Good. You got it right. Again." 

    "Two of these and two of those and stir it. No biggie." Kim glanced at his cup as she straightened her bra and asked, "How can you drink that evil stuff?" for about the thousandth time since he'd known her. He said, "Yeah? Well, I don't see how you can run a mile with those on your chest. They're pretty nice, though." 

    She grinned and sighed and rolled her eyes. "Thank you." 

    "Wonderful legs, too." 

    "Again, thank you, sir. You've mentioned them before a few times, too. I think I'm starting to believe you." 

    "Good. You're kind of pretty in general, I think." 

    "You've said that before, too. Is there something you want now that I'm all but finished dressing, Ed?" 

    He nodded. "Well, yeah, but... I think I can probably wait until you get home." 

    Kim grinned, mock-kissed at him, and said, "Poor little you. Feeling all deprived?" 

    Cade sighed and said, "Yeah. Hey, you don't have your skirt on yet. Can I have a lick before we go?" 

    Kim blushed slightly and said, "One. Just one." Just one. That's what she'd always said when it had been part of their morning ritual. Grinning, she approached the bed and he pulled her panties down as she leaned back slightly to accommodate him. 

    One lick became two, then ten, then she sighed and the sigh became a moan. Cade wouldn't have stopped there, but her legs began to shake and she backed away, panting. 

    "Enough! I have to go, Ed. The Army will expect me to be able to walk." Cade slid off the bed to his knees and pantingly bumbled toward her like a four-foot Frankenstein monster, his hands shaped like claws and his tongue wiggling at her. Kim laughed and pulled up her panties as she backed away. 

    "You taste gooood, lady. More later?" 

    "Yes! More later! Now let me get dressed!" 

    "Spoilsport. I'da licked you silly, ma'am." She chuckled and said, "Yes, I know." 

    He zipped up her skirt, held her jacket as she slipped it on, checked her brass, straightened her collar, and stood back for an overall visual check, then he embraced her and kissed her fully. 

    Kim asked, "I'm all ready to go, huh?" 

    "Couldn't be readier. All soldiers should look like you." She laughed and they headed for the car. 

    On the way to the base, Kim asked, "Ed, I... I need to know if you're going to leave me again." 

    "I considered it." 

    She picked at her skirt and asked, "Well? Are you?" He looked across at her as they drove down a street that was a tunnel through the trees on either side. The subtle flash of alternating light and shadow seemed to make Kim more beautiful than usual. 

    "I don't want to, Kim, but... Well, it's been a really tough weekend. Just like in the old days." 

    She nodded and softly said, "I'd like you to stay, Ed. I don't think... I don't think it will happen again, at least not for a long time. I got it out of my system." 

    Cade asked, "Are you still upset about Donna's gun?" Kim's voice was firm as she said, "No. She really scared me, Ed, but I didn't know how badly until yesterday. When I thought about what had happened my knees wouldn't work right for a while. She could have killed someone." 

    "Either of us. She wasn't very steady at the time." After a moment, she said, "I'm sorry I fainted." 

    "Hey, you weren't in the way. Don't worry about it." Kim swatted his arm and grinned wryly, then again looked abashed. "I'm sorry about all of it, Ed." 

    Cade glanced at her. She sounded so sincere. Of course, she always had when she'd apologized the morning after. 

    He reached to touch her arm and said, "Kim, you fell off the wagon, but not until after life had really kicked you in the teeth a few times and I turned down your desire to bear my child again. I told Bev that I could probably handle tippling, but not full-bore binges. I'll say the same to you now, Kim, because it'll rip my heart out all over again to leave you for good." 

    After a moment, she softly asked, "Does that mean you'll stay, Ed?" He nodded. "Yeah, it does, if you can kind of keep a lid on it. I love you, Kim. I could live without you and I could probably love other women, but it wouldn't be the same and I really don't want to. I know. I've tried." He tapped his wedding ring on the steering wheel twice and grinned at her as he said, "I like this ring, too. I don't really want to take it off if I don't have to. Maybe we should talk things over some more before anybody makes any hasty decisions." 

    Kim grinned back at him as she said, "Pull over, Ed." When he did so, just short of the Phoebus-Ft. Monroe Bridge, she gathered him to her and kissed him, then said, "I love you, too, Ed. So much it hurts sometimes." 

    Before they got underway again, Cade had to adjust matters below his belt. Kim gigglingly watched him do so as she straightened her uniform. 
Chapter Fifty

    After he dropped her off, Cade headed back into Phoebus and found the sign he'd noticed on Saturday. Dr. Wells was a man in his mid-seventies who seemed less than thrilled with Cade's purpose in visiting his office. He checked Cade over generally, talked to him for a few minutes, and then gave him some forms. Cade asked if the dates really mattered all that much. 

    "What do you mean, Mr. Cade?" 

    "I mean that if I have the three other doctors' signatures and the date happens to read thirty days ago, can we call the state's waiting period finished?" 

    "Mr. Cade, the state of Virginia has very good reasons for requiring a thirty day wait and counseling before one may have a vasectomy. This is a very big decision, sir." 

    "But the fact is that if these forms are on file, they're all the record there will be of it, right? Whatever is on them will be gospel later, right?" 

    "Well, yes, but in all good conscience, I can't perform a surgical procedure on you based on fraudulent information. If you alter the dates..." 

    "No sir. I won't be altering dates. I'll be backdating to accomplish what I want on Wednesday. I'll double the fee if necessary." 

    "It isn't a matter of money, Mr. Cade." 

    Cade put the forms down and looked at Dr. Wells, then said, "Look, one of the signatures will be the Fort Monroe base psychiatrist. He's talked to me. He knows me. If he'll sign, why should you care whether I reproduce or not? 

All of the signatures will be valid and checkable." 

    The doctor waffled a bit, then allowed that while the required month couldn't be waived, his records would be the only records of the operation, and that the information on them would be the only record of matters at a later date. 

    "And, Mr. Cade, should you later change your mind and resent me for cooperating, you'll have no recourse. You do realize that, don't you?" 

    "I do. No problem. If I ever truly want a kid, they can draw the stuff with a needle, Dr. Wells. It may not be as much fun, but it'll do the job. I'll be back Wednesday." 

    Cade went back to the base and showed the forms to Dr. Leaky, who spoke with him for a good hour about children and related issues, then Leaky agreed to sign. 

    As Cade was typing up the forms, another doctor --a pediatrician --came in to see Leaky. 

    As the pediatrician waited through Leaky's patient's last fifteen minutes or so, Cade brought him a coffee and showed him his forms. The guy flatly didn't like Cade's attitude about kids, and partly because Leaky had already signed the forms, so did he. 

    One more doctor's signature was required. Leaky called a friend at the hospital who he said seemed sympathetic, but who wanted to actually speak with Cade first. Cade found himself in the presence of a lady nephrologist named Hines. 

    "You'll have to forgive me if I don't get up," she said, rubbing her large belly. "I'm a little pregnant these days." 

    Cade smiled and said, "I'll rub your ankles if you'll sign my forms, ma'am." 

    She laughed and said, "Let me read them. Start rubbing, but I'm not guaranteeing anything." 

    After half an hour of talking and rubbing her ankles, Dr. Hines suggested that Cade would be better off without children. She also suggested that children would be better off without him as a parent. 

    With a wry grin, she said, "Where children are concerned, Mr. Cade, you lack only patience, understanding, tolerance, interest, love, and all the other faculties that a good parent should have. I actually believe that you'd be better off to leave parenting to just about anyone else on Earth." After she signed the forms, Cade admitted that he might have exaggerated his opinions slightly, but that the basic premise of her belief about him was sound. 

    Cade saw Dr. Wells again on Wednesday, as he'd promised. Wells checked the forms, then had Cade sit on the edge of a gurney and made two one-half inch incisions on each side of Cade's scrotum. He pulled the two vas deferens tubes out, tied off and removed an inch from each one, then tucked them back into Cade's scrotum and stitched the incisions. 

    Dr. Wells then scheduled Cade for a followup visit two weeks later, to which Cade was to bring a sperm sample. 

    "You should, uh... Fire at least a dozen rounds between now and then, Mr. Cade. That should remove any remaining sperm. I'll give you a prescription for Empirin-3 that should handle any discomfort you may feel." Surprisingly enough, discomfort was all Cade felt. Some minor swelling diminished within a couple of days and he had only to be very gentle when making love to Kim, which was no problem, since Cade's idea of lovemaking had always been largely a matter of talk and touch, with intercourse being more the icing on the cake than the reason for the encounter, and he more often than not arranged matters so that Kim was on top. 

    He woke Kim somewhat early the morning of his appointment and made love to her, saving the rubber for Dr. Wells. The sample tested negative for sperm. Just to be sure, Wells had Cade come in again a week later. Again the sample was negative. Wells pronounced the operation a total success. Cade told Wells that he preferred to think of himself as having been cured of a social disease. 

    That evening Cade took Kim to a very nice restaurant, told her to order anything she wanted --including a very good wine --and then took her home to make ferocious love to her. 

    Kim was flatly stunned when Cade said, "No more rubbers. Let's just see what happens." 

    She made love to him with animal abandon that night, and when he gushed inside her, Kim almost screamed as she knotted the sheets in her fists. Kim's incessant desire for baby-making sperm nearly drained him to exhaustion over the next month or so, but when she didn't get pregnant, Kim slacked off a bit. Not much. Just a bit. She still wanted sex every night and sometimes before she left for work. 

    After a while sensual pleasures began to outweigh her other reason for wanting sex --or at least they seemed to --but the changeover time was difficult to put a finger on. Cade didn't care. When he'd taken off that rubber after his final sperm test, Kim had immediately stopped drinking. She hadn't needed AA to slow her drinking and only fudged by sneaking a snort here and there, as far as Cade could tell. At a friend's party she'd stopped after four drinks between eight and midnight. 

    Cade admired her will and did his best to support her in her efforts to remain dry, but he wondered when she'd begin to ask why she wasn't pregnant. 
Chapter Fifty-One

    Kim's transfer to Germany was approved and two months later she reported to her new post in the personnel offices of an Army hospital in the Rheinland-Pfalz region of Germany. 

    Things were great, things were fine. Kim was up for promotion and Cade had taken an ambulance job on the base. They'd found a rather large apartment -the entire upper half of a house --in a nearby town and bought a very decent used Mercedes 220 sedan from a departing major. 

    They even had a phone in the apartment, an unusual item in the normal GI off-base home. It was an extension of the landlady's line. They had to mark all their calls on a pad and pay for them with their monthly rent. Even the weather cooperated. For Germany, it was generally unseasonably warm, according to the locals. For Cade, it was somewhat cooler than Virginia had been and he relished the woodsy smell of the region. 

    Cade filed all thoughts of divorce in the trash bin and did his best to make Kim realize that she was the epitome of his world. Nothing seemed able to hold his attention that didn't in some way please Kim or support their continued bliss. 

    He took Kim to the dozen or so castles in their region and up to Frankfurt for a river cruise during their first few months in Germany. Kim gasped in childlike wonder as she put her hands on the ancient stones of the castles and watched mechanical figures enact a short play in a clocktower in Munich. 

    During an American Express tour of Berlin they took a side trip into East Berlin. It was interesting in that there were far fewer new buildings and the atmosphere was considerably more somber. 

    Some buildings still bore the marks of WW-2, and many people avoided contact with them. At one point Cade even became convinced that they were being followed as they wandered around the market. 

    Then, as they'd sat in an outdoor restaurant, an East German official had come through the place checking peoples' ID's, ostensibly looking for a runaway teen. 

    Cade had seen such tactics elsewhere in the world; such routine checks were a way of keeping the public aware of authority and generally intimidated. When the guy and his aide arrived at Cade's table, he had demanded to see their identifications. Kim had asked him why and he'd given her the same

"runaway teen" blather that he'd used on the other patrons. Kim, normally a cool lady, had stood up. She'd had three beers during the afternoon and her attitudes had begun to show earlier, but the ID check really seemed to set her off. 

    "Do I look like a goddamned teenager to you?" she'd asked him. "Are you sure you aren't here just to give us a hard time because we're Americans? 

What's the matter? Are you afraid we'll tell someone over here how goddamned good it is on the other side of your goddamned wall?" Cade had tried to calm her as the guy's aide had helped him understand her diatribe. Cade and Kim had instantly been ejected from East Berlin. They'd spent an hour of the evening explaining to an Army colonel why they'd been expelled, then they'd been taken to their hotel and the incident had been forgotten. 

    Kim's CO and most of her friends in the personnel office thought Cade was simply a nice --if slightly aloof --man who breezed into the office on a daily basis to see his wife, sometimes whispering things to her that made her blush just before he left to go back to work. 

    Cade was never less than friendly with her friends and coworkers, often joking briefly with someone as he entered or left the office, but he never encouraged anyone to pursue extended association unless Kim had an interest in doing so. 

    Then came the day that a new NCO named Gardeau saw Cade enter the office at lunchtime and stopped him to find out why Cade was there. 

    "I'm here to see her," said Cade, pointing at Kim. Before Cade could add, "My wife," the NCO shook his head and said with a sly grin, "Uh-uh. That one's mine, man. Nobody gets a crack at her until she turns me down." 

    As Cade's gaze narrowed the NCO looked Cade up and down once and grinned as he said, "And if you're the competition today, I just don't see that happening, man." 

    The woman at the desk behind Gardeau heard his remark and her head came up fast. She tossed a paperclip at the guy at the next desk and nodded toward Cade and the NCO in a quick, meaningful fashion. 

    Cade looked at Gardeau for a moment, then held up his left hand as he said in a distinct manner, "Sergeant Gardeau. Pay attention, now. I'll speak English and you try to follow me, okay? That one's mine, Gardeau. Our rings match." 

    Turning to continue to Kim's desk, Cade felt a hand on his arm and turned back to face Gardeau. 

    With a narrow gaze, Gardeau quietly said, "New policy, man. No unauthorized personnel in the office." 

    Cade picked a finger off his arm, then another, and then he grabbed Gardeau's thumb and twisted. 

    When Gardeau was on one knee, his arm extended to avoid a broken thumb, Cade softly said, "That policy doesn't apply to me. Not today and not ever, right, Gardeau?" 

    The guy wouldn't yield immediately, but he eventually said, "Yes," in a hiss through clenched teeth. 

    "And you won't ever put your hands on me again, and you won't ever speak to my wife unless it's strictly business, right, Gardeau?" 

    "Yes. Let go." 

    Speaking very softly, Cade said, "You get stupid with my wife and I'll hurt you for real, Gardeau. Now get up and pretend that I was showing you how that hold works." 

    Gardeau stood up and looked at his thumb as he rubbed it, then said, 

"Yeah, I see what you mean. It really works, doesn't it?" 

    "Sure does. It's a way of getting someone's attention without really hurting them, but if you have to, you can snap the thumb at the joint." Cade paused as Gardeau met his eyes, then added, "Tell you what, though; the pain is even more incredible when you know it's coming." 

    Cade then proceeded to Kim's desk and took her to lunch. Things seemed fine for about a week, but when Cade picked her up after work the next Thursday evening, she seemed almost on the verge of tears. 

    "What's the matter, Kim?" 

    She gave a little shrug and blew her nose, then said, "I'm going to be passed over for E-6. I just found out today." 

    That surprised Cade. He knew how many 6 slots there were and he know who was on the list. 

    "Why? You didn't do anything to jeopardize your chances, did you?" She shook her head and the tears began to fall. 

    "No, Ed. Nothing! My EER was one of the best! My only low score was in leadership. What the hell do they expect? It's a personnel office, for Christ's sake! It isn't a combat unit! We already have four NCOs; what the hell could they expect me to lead? A march to the goddamned coffee pot?" 

    "Does that category really carry much weight?" She turned glum and said, "Yeah, unfortunately. The Army likes seeing an average or better leadership score." 

    "Uh, huh. Who on the E-6 list scored lower in leadership than you, Kim?" She gave him an odd look and seemed to review matters in her mind for a moment. 

    "Nobody," she said softly. "I had the lowest score in the office. Even lower than Judy King, and she's a mouse." 

    "Uh, huh," Cade said again. "Yeah, I've met her. She couldn't lead a kindergarten class. Who did the EERs?" 

    "All the NCOs do them. They each take a few categories and score everybody, then they're supposed to review each other's evaluations." 

    "Can you find out who did your leadership evaluation?" Kim looked up at him and asked, "What good would that do? The scores have been sent in, Ed. They don't get changed after they go to brigade." He sighed and said, "Kim, have you given anyone a reason to score you low? 

Have you talked to anyone about anything that might make that someone think it would be a mistake to give you E-6 stripes?" 

    She shook her head. "No. Definitely not, Ed." 

    "You're sure? Not even with the other women?" She gave him an irritated look and said, "No. Not even with them, Ed. I don't talk about anything that happened at Fort Monroe. None of it. Not ever." Cade gave the progression of her bits of information some thought and saw a pattern of sorts. 

    "Okay," he said. "Just asking. Is Gardeau still in there?" 

    "I think so, why?" 

    "Maybe he'll know something. Come on, let's go see if we can pry a little information out of him." 

    Cade started to get out of the car as she protested. 

    "Ed, he's not going to tell us anything. He isn't supposed to talk about..." 

    "Kim, let's go see him anyway. There's been a mistake. I'm sure he'll want to correct it." 

    Kim remained in her seat. "No, Ed. You're going to get me in trouble. Don't go up there." 

    He regarded Kim for a moment, then asked, "You think Gardeau did it, don't you?" 

    After a moment, she nodded without taking her eyes off the dashboard. 

    "Why, Kim? Has he made a pass at you?" 

    "Ed, don't get upset. You'll just get us both in trouble if you run upstairs and start something." 

    Cade shook his head. "Nope. Tell me, Kim. Did he come on to you? Did you have to turn him down for anything?" 

    "Just lunch, Ed. The night I was on CQ, he came to talk to me. He just rambled for a while and left, but I think he was trying to decide whether or not to make a real pass at me." 

    "Uh, huh. What do you really want me to do, here?" Kim's hands fluttered in frustration as she said, "Oh, Ed, I don't know! I just don't know! It's so damned unfair!" 

    "Yeah, it is, Kim. Look, I can't just pick a fight with him because we'd be busted, which wouldn't exactly help the situation. It also wouldn't make him change the EER score he gave you. But there are ways, Kim. He just made E-7 a couple of months ago and he thinks he's untouchable. I can change his mind without much trouble. Wait here." 

    As he turned to go, Kim yelled, "Ed! What are you going to do?" 

    "Just stay there," said Cade. 
Chapter Fifty-Two

    When he entered Gardeau's office, he did so without knocking and took a seat by the desk. Gardeau looked up, raised an eyebrow, and simply stared at him for a moment. 

    "Yes?" asked Gardeau. 

    "You've been trying to pick up my wife, Sarge. I'm not happy about that. You threatened to score her low on her EER's, and when she didn't go for it, you scored her low, just as you said you would." 

    "She told you that? What are you gonna do about it?" 

    "Deny it, Gardeau. Make me believe it isn't true." Gardeau grinned and shook his head. "I don't have to tell you shit, Cade. You didn't get a sneaky hold on me this time and if you start any shit in here or anywhere else, I'll have you busted and both of you shipped back to the States." 

    Cade nodded. "I know that. Now you know something, Gardeau. For about a hundred bucks, I can have a K-strasse hooker come on base with your first name, a description of your car, and your license plate number, claiming that you stiffed her for a hundred marks." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Sure, it would just be her word against yours, but she'd have those details, wouldn't she? Prostitution is legal here, and she'll start asking about you at the Provost Marshall's office. Over here, not paying a hooker is the same as not paying a plumber, you know. A hundred marks is a felony theft, Gardeau. She'll file charges, too, guaranteed, and demand a hearing. Don't think that just paying her off will make the problem go away. You'll be answering lots of questions from people who won't automatically believe that you're above suspicion." 

    Gardeau opened his mouth to say something, but Cade stopped him with, "Oh, hey, when is your family coming over? Next month, when school ends for the year? I guess I could wait until your wife and your daughter arrive, if you want. You see yourself as a real pussyhound, Gardeau, and I'll bet you always have. I'll bet your wife's overlooked a good number of things to keep the family together, but I'd also bet that she won't overlook a hooker with your name and number filing charges against you." 

    Standing up, Gardeau said, "I'd just about have to kill a man who did something like that to me, Cade." 

    "You're welcome to try anytime, Sarge. Before you do, pull a copy of my 201 file --it's available through the hospital personnel office --and see where I've been." 

    "You don't scare me, Cade." 

    Footsteps in the hall, coming toward the office. Boots, not low-quarters or womens' issue shoes. Cade gazed hard at Gardeau for a few moments as he timed his next words. 

    Cade quietly said, "Fine, Gardeau. Don't be scared, then. Is your daughter old enough to know what a hooker is?" 

    When Gardeau launched himself at Cade, Cade let his chair fall backwards and cushioned his head with his hands. Gardeau swung at Cade's face and Cade managed to dodge the blow, then Gardeau grabbed Cade's hair and pulled his fist back for another swing. 

    A man rushed into the office and shoved Gardeau off Cade, then stood between them as he sharply asked, "What the hell is going on here?" Gardeau fell sideways off Cade and got to his feet yelling, "Motherfucker! 

Who the hell do you think you're..." then he saw the Major's leaves on the guy's collar, froze, and said, "Sir, it wasn't how it looked." 

    "Were you holding this man down and preparing to hit him, Sergeant?" When Gardeau seemed unable to directly answer the major's question, the major said, "Stand at attention, Sergeant." 

    An Army uniform of the day varies with duties. The major wore green fatigues and boots instead of a dress green uniform, indicating that he belonged to one of the field units instead of an office staff. His helo wings identified him as one of the medevac facility's pilots, or perhaps their company commander or executive officer. 

    Cade stood up and set the chair back upright as he said, "Major, this guy low-balled my wife's EER's because she wouldn't play with him. When I confronted him about messing with her, he said --and I quote --"I don't have to tell you shit" --and then he jumped me." 

    Rather than ask Gardeau if Cade's accusation were true, the major --Byer, according to his nametag --said, "Falsifying EER's is a serious accusation, sir, as is sexual harassment. Are you so sure he did it that you're willing to incite an investigation? If you're wrong, this wouldn't look good for you or your wife." 

    "I know that, sir, but it's guaranteed to make some people take another look at her scores and I'm going to add assault charges. You're my witness, sir." 

    The major seemed none too thrilled to hear Cade's last words, but after a glance at Gardeau, who, although he remained at attention, obviously wanted to say something, the major's next question was, "Where's your wife, sir?" 

    "Downstairs. Waiting in the car." 

    "The blonde in the Mercedes?" 

    "Yes, sir." 

    The major looked at Gardeau again, this time with a rather suspicious gaze, then turned back to Cade. 

    "She's a very beautiful woman, Mr...?" 

    "Cade, sir. Ed Cade." 

    "Thank you. I'm Major Byers. Bring your wife up here, please, Mr. Cade." When Cade brought Kim upstairs, she entered the room and snapped to attention with a salute. 

    The major returned her salute and said, "At ease, Sergeant Cade. I'm Major Byers. I have a few questions." 

    Some ten minutes later Major Byers made a call and an MP Captain appeared, who took Gardeau into custody based on Cade's assault charge and Major Byers' 

testimony that he'd seen Gardeau attempt to hit Cade while holding Cade by the hair. 

    The next day the Army, represented by a Colonel from the Judge Advocate General's office, asked Cade if he would drop the assault charges if Kim were promoted. 

    Thinking the JAG officer was trying to make a deal, Cade said, "No, sir. Her promotion was denied based on a falsely bad score from Sergeant Gardeau. If you're going to give her E-6, let it be for the right reasons." The Colonel grinned and said, "I think you misinterpreted my meaning, Mr. Cade. Sergeant Gardeau has admitted what he did and we've scheduled a reevaluation. What I meant was, since you weren't hurt, is there any reason to subject him to a further loss of rank and pay? He has a wife and family to support and he's going to be removed to the States soon, in any case." 

    "He won't have a wife long if he keeps sniffing around other women, sir. May I see something that says Kim is going to be reevaluated? Not to offend anyone, but I was in the Army once. I believe what I see in writing, in triplicate. Any deal I make today could be overridden tomorrow by someone up the chain. It could all disappear, E-6 included." 

    The Colonel didn't smile when he put the dismissal forms in front of Cade, but he said, "Sir, we've already drawn up the paperwork. These are the forms you'll sign to dismiss the assault charges after your wife's reevaluation. You, Gardeau, and everybody except the Kremlin will get a copy, and from what I've seen of both this case and her service record, Mrs. Cade will very likely be promoted. The others in her office speak very highly of her." Cade nodded. "In that case, sure. Gardeau will screw up again someday. I don't have to be the one to hang him." 

    On Wednesday Kim was smiling like the Cheshire cat when Cade picked her up after work. After a greeting kiss, she opened a large routing envelope she'd brought with her to the car and showed him both her promotion orders and a hefty stack of E-6 stripes. 

    "They're effective immediately," she said. "Do you remember how to use a needle and thread, Ed?" 

    "Do what? I gotta sew your stripes on, blondie? What's it worth to you?" She grinned and said, "You gotta help, mister. I need them on at least one set of dress greens and fatigues by tomorrow. I suppose you want me to put out in order to get you to help with them, right?" 

    "You got it." 

    She sighed. "You men are all alike. Okay. Sewing for screwing. Sewing first, though. I don't trust you, Ed. You get all carried away when you see me naked. You'll forget all about the stripes once you get your tongue wet." 

    "Your lack of faith shocks me, ma'am." 

    "Good. It had to happen sooner or later, didn't it?" Cade shrugged. "Guess so. Dinner at Vivaldi's first? You gotta feed me before you get any tonight, ma'am." 

    Kim giggled, then snorted a laugh. "Sure. Vivaldi's." Two friends of Kim's, Evelyn and Carol, dropped by to congratulate Kim as Cade and Kim showered and changed to go out, so Kim and Cade invited them to come along. 

    Carol suggested that she and Evelyn help sew the stripes on all of Kim's uniforms, so after a good dinner they all sat around with needles and thread for a couple of hours. 

    When Carol asked if there was anything to drink and was offered a Coke, she asked what there might be to mix with it. Kim brought a pint bottle of vodka from the kitchen, her maintenance bottle, and poured some in Carol's glass. 

    Evelyn refused the vodka and Kim looked at Ed before she checked her watch and decided to add some to her Coke, as well. 

    "Make that last," said Kim. "This is all of the vodka." Carol nodded and continued sewing, as did they all. Carol talked about her time in the Army, but Evelyn seemed to prefer talking about her father's horse ranch in Oklahoma. 

    "If the Army still had a real cavalry," she said, "That's where I'd be. I love horses." 

    "The Army keeps horses for funerals and like that," said Cade. "Find out where and see if you can get transferred." 

    Evelyn shuddered and said, "No. I hate funerals." Kim said, "I heard there's a German riding stable between here and Einsiedlerhof." Thumbing at Cade, she added, "We have a translator. Want to look for the place?" 
Chapter Fifty-Three

    That weekend they located the place --a farm that had been having a hard time making expenses and had converted itself into a western-style riding stable --and went riding for a few hours. 

    Evelyn loved being astride a horse again and Carol, who'd never even touched one before, was thrilled and somewhat frightened to find herself sitting in a saddle almost six feet off the ground. 

    Cade elected to ride with only a blanket and bridle, the way he'd ridden his own horse six years before. After he circled the corral at a gallop without difficulty, the owner shrugged and let him take the horse without a saddle. 

    Kim grinned and chucked her horse into a trot as they started down the trail, which elicited a screech from Carol as she bounced erratically and hung onto the saddle horn. A good time was had by all and they ended the day with a meal at a decent Italian restaurant. 

    About a week later the young German woman who rented the third floor apartment next door found herself a better position in a US/German liaison office in Frankfurt. 

    The Cades helped her and her brother pack and store her things over the next week and mentioned the newly open apartment to Evelyn and Carol, who pounced on it and moved in, joyous to be out of the barracks. Helping Evelyn and Carol move in that Friday was less a chore than helping Fraulein Weider move out, but everything still had to be hauled up three flights of stairs from the basement garage entrance. 

    That evening Carol sponsored a moving party, inviting all who had helped. While she never let it get too loud, she let it get very wet. Beer and booze flowed like tap water for a few hours and Carol presented Kim and Ed with a quart bottle of vodka as a thank-you present. 

    While Cade chatted in German with their landlady --who'd known to look for a German-speaking American in the group --Carol, Evelyn, and Kim kept a lid on the party. 

    Around nine, several of the guests elected to take the party to the NCO

club to hear a new dance band. Kim looked so pleadingly at Cade that he snickered as he nodded. 

    "Yeah, Kim. Okay. Jesus, who could deny that face?" The throbbing beat of disco music was audible as they neared the club parking lot, which was completely full. Cade parked in the hospital lot and he and Kim walked across the street as Carol almost ran to the club, followed by Evelyn. 

    Kim took that opportunity to quietly say, "Ed, I'm not drunk and I don't plan to get that way. Okay?" 

    He kissed her and said, "Thank you, miLady." As Carol opened the club door, the music boomed out for a few moments, then quieted again when the door closed. 

    "Wow," said Carol. "When this stuff gets to the States, it's gonna be all there is for a while." 

    Kim nodded. "Yeah. It really pounds, doesn't it?" Carol bought a round of drinks and guzzled half of hers before heading to the dance floor. She didn't seem to need a partner, but when a guy approached her during her second song, she didn't turn him down for a dance. Evelyn went to talk to someone she knew and they left to find a place where they could actually hear each other. 

    Kim fell into the beat as if she'd never listened to any other kind of music. Cade seemed to be her anchor as she danced more around him than with him, now and then spinning in place and coming out of the spin in a whole different set of moves. 

    Everybody was having a great time, but if given the right music, a lot of dancing, a lot of sweating, and a lot of drinking, someone in a crowd will forget to behave. A guy in a fluorescently glowing yellow shirt tried to paw Carol after a couple of dances. 

    She tried to simply dance away from him, but he followed and said something to her. Cade saw her shake her head and dance away again, and that's when the guy grabbed at her hand. 

    When he grabbed her again and pulled her to him, Cade saw his hand cup her breast as he kissed her hard. Carol struggled, but he held her other arm behind her and continued to kiss her. 

    Two guys near them saw the problem and tried to intervene as Cade got up and headed for Carol. One got a solid punch in the face and the other was shoved hard into the crowd. When Carol saw Cade coming, she raised her free hand to reach toward him. 

    The guy saw the motion and whipped around to face Cade. Whatever he said was lost in the pounding music. He drew back his fist, swung... And Cade wasn't there. 

    As he straightened, the guy looked first to his right, thinking Cade had ducked that direction. As he looked left, Cade's foot caught him in the gut in a rearward kick that Cade had often used to splinter two-by-fours for campfire wood. The guy doubled over and went to his knees, then threw up on the dance floor. 

    Cade escorted a shaken Carol back to their table. As he seated Kim, then Carol, someone at the table behind theirs pointed back over Cade's shoulder. Cade ducked left and spun to find the yellow shirt guy coming at him. Shoving a chair at him, Cade stepped a pace forward and somewhat to the right and aimed a kick at the guy's knee. He went down, but he grabbed at Cade as he hit the floor. 

    Cade drove his index finger in deep behind the corner of the guy's jaw and watched tears flow as the guy screamed in pain. That made him let go of Cade's ankle and scramble out of reach, but then he stood up and picked up the chair, hefting it for a swing at Cade. 

    The band had stopped playing as the altercation had progressed. Someone who knew the guy tried to talk to him and got a backhand to the face for his effort. Yellow shirt then advanced on Cade with the chair. Cade said, "Put it down or I'll put you down." The guy grinned and replied, "Things are different now, huh? I'm gonna make you sorry you..." 

    When he swung the chair, Cade dove to the right, landed on the floor, and let his left toe sweep up to land firmly in the guy's crotch. The guy doubled over again with a sharp cry and the chair clattered to the floor. Cade got up as someone came up to the scene with a long strip of something black and knelt on yellow shirt's back. With the help of two of the onlookers, he wrapped the black strip around yellow shirt's wrists and pulled it tight with a zipping noise, then he stood up. 

    "I'm an MP," he said, waving to Cade to approach him and holding up one of the plastic strips. "It's your turn." 

    "I don't think so," said Cade. "You saw what happened." 

    "Sir, my job is to lock down the scene of an altercation and wait for backup. Now please step over here." 

    "I'll finish my drink and wait here at our table, but you aren't putting that thing on me." 

    The MP asked, "Sir, are you officially resisting arrest?" 

    "No," said Cade. "You can't take him anywhere and I'm not going anywhere until your friends get here. I'm just resisting being tied up for no reason in the meantime." 

    A woman nearby said, "You were sitting right over there when he grabbed her, mister MP. Where the hell were you when the fight started?" Someone else said, "Yeah, right. Where the hell were you, MP? We didn't see you doing anything to help." 

    Others joined in and the MP seemed to wilt a little, but he held his ground. "Sir, you took part in the fight. I have to ask you to let me secure you." 

    Cade went to stand by Kim and Carol and said, "And I said that just isn't gonna happen, so stand by until your friends get here. I don't mind explaining, but I do mind being tied up and having to wait outside." Gesturing at Kim and Carol, he said, "I'm their ride home and all I did was end the situation." 

    "Sir, I..." 

    "Shut the fuck up!" said someone. "It's like he said and you know it! You saw what happened!" 

    "Yeah!" said a woman near him. "Take the asshole, there, and get lost!" Someone else yelled for the band to play again and others took up the cry. The band people looked at each other and shrugged, then began playing again. In short order people were dancing all around the MP and his charge. He tried to get the guy on his feet and the guy seemed uncooperative. Cade went to help, grabbing yellow shirt's other arm and heaving him up. Yellow shirt tried to spit at Cade, but missed. Cade and the MP headed for the front door. Cade gave yellow shirt a helpful shove through the doorway and turned to go back inside. The MP had to follow yellow shirt. A few moments later two uniformed MP's came to Cade's table and asked him to accompany them outside for a talk. 

    Kim stood up and leaned close to loudly ask, "Are you going to arrest him?" 

    "No, ma'am," said one of the MP's, shouting over the music. "We're just going to talk about what happened." 

    Carol stood up and asked, "Why don't I believe that?" The MP gave her the fisheye and said, "You don't have to believe it, ma'am. You just have to stay out of our way." 

    "I knew it!" screamed Carol. "You're going to arrest him!" She turned and screamed, "Hey, everybody! They're going to arrest Ed! Everybody!" Some guy nearby grinned and yelled, "Who the fuck is Ed?" without stopping his dance with his lady. 

    Carol pointed at Ed. The guy stopped dancing and added his voice to hers, yelling, "Hey! Everybody! Everybody!" as he clapped his hands over his head. The band stopped playing again. People ground to a halt again around the dance floor as Carol shouted, "They're gonna arrest Ed, here! Are we gonna let

'em do that?!" 

    Shouts of "No!" and "Hell, no!" and "Fuck that!" rose around the room and some of the crowd moved to closely circle Cade, the MPs, and the area in general. 
Chapter Fifty-Four

    A tall, solid-looking brunette woman in jeans and a blouse flipped a wallet open and said, "I'm Captain Webley. JAG. That's J-A-G, Corporal; the Judge Advocate General's office. I'm sure you've heard of us and you aren't taking this man out of here unless you take me, too. He defended this woman and several other people without seriously hurting his assailant." 

    "But, ma'am..." 

    "Corporal, do you think someone in my position would obstruct justice? If you want to discuss this, I'll be happy to see you tomorrow, in uniform and as a JAG officer. You, on the other hand, will not be happy to see me, I promise you. Now, how do you want to handle things, Corporal?" 

    "Uh, well, ma'am, I guess all we really need is his name and statements from all those involved." 

    The woman stepped to within a couple of feet of the MP and said, "Tell you what, Corporal. Get the names and units of those involved and contact them during duty hours. You can start with my name. That's Captain Webley, in case you didn't get it the first time." 

    "Uh, yes, ma'am. I got it the first time. We'll do it your way, ma'am. You'll probably be hearing from Captain Morales about this, though." Webley smiled and said, "Thank you, Corporal. Captain Morales is a fair man. Let's get this done and let everybody get back to their party now, shall we?" 

    Turning to face the room, she pointed out the guys who'd been punched or shoved and a couple of others who'd been prominent in the watching crowd and said, "You, you, you. You and you. And you. Give your names to this MP so he can find you to take your statements later. Do it now, people, so you can get back in here and play some more." 

    As those chosen moved forward, she turned to face the bandstand and pointed at the bandleader. 

    "Music!" she shouted. "Back to work, guys!" The music began again and Webley turned to face Cade to say, "Let me know if you need my help, Mr. Cade." 

    "Will do, ma'am. Thanks." 

    Kim asked, "Um, how do you know his last name, ma'am?" Webley leaned forward and said, "I worked on Gardeau's prosecution. Someone pointed him out to me one day. Would you be Sgt. Cade?" Kim stood up and said, "Yes, ma'am." 

    Webley nodded and looked Kim over as they shook hands, then she said to Cade, "My friend was right. You're a very lucky man, Mr. Cade." She then slapped her open wallet on the table so the MP could take her name and number and seemed to tune out everyone else as she spoke to him. Cade looked at Kim and Carol and they returned his look then they all sat down. When the MP stood up, Cade leaned to tap Webley on the shoulder as she retrieved her wallet. 

    "Care to sit here with us, ma'am?" 

    "Tomorrow I'm ma'am. Tonight I'm Margaret. Marge. No, Mr. Cade. I'm with some people. Thank you, though." 

    Cade nodded and Webley walked over to another table, where she sat with two other women and a man. Within another few minutes, the MP had taken info from the others involved and had gone. 

    A round of drinks arrived, all gin and bitter lemon, and the waitress said they were from the woman who'd been talking to them. They waved their thanks to Webley, sat back, and relaxed as much as the music would let them. Cade noticed that Webley had chosen to order gin and bitter lemons for them, but that she and her friends appeared to be drinking something dark-colored. She probably couldn't have asked the waitress what they'd ordered before, since he'd bought their drinks at the bar. So how had she known? Interesting. 

    Carol was soon again on the dance floor. He and Kim shortly joined Carol in dancing. When they returned to their table, another round of drinks had arrived, and Cade wondered why Webley was being so charitable. When the club closed they looked for Evelyn, but she was nowhere to be found. At the hospital's convenience phone, Carol called the WAC shack and was told that Evelyn had arrived a little before one and gone to bed. 

    "She could have said something," said Carol. Cade shrugged. "As long as she isn't walking up that godzilla hill by herself and she's okay, no problem." 

    Carol seemed unappeased, but went to the car with them without saying anything else about it. 

    They talked about the music and the event on the way home, and at one point Carol asked, "Where did you learn to fight like that, Ed?" 

    "The Army," he said. "Other places." 

    "The Army doesn't teach people to fight like that, Ed. Where..." 

    "Around," said Cade, noting Kim's askance gaze from the passenger seat. 

"Just around, Carol. Change the subject." 

    Carol apparently had no other subjects in mind. She was quiet the rest of the way home, as was Kim. After goodbyes at the car, they split up to go to their respective apartments. 

    Cade couldn't ignore the effect of his four drinks and stole an examining glance at Kim as they started upstairs. She seemed relatively unfazed as she climbed the stairs, only swaying a little. He watched her legs work and instantly felt a surge of lust. 

    At the top of the stairs, he pulled her to him for a kiss. She responded only slightly and somehow a bit distantly. 

    As Cade and Kim entered their apartment, Kim said, "She's right, Ed. The Army doesn't teach people how to make someone scream by touching his ear." Heading for the kitchen, Cade said, "I didn't touch his ear, Kim. I put pressure on a bundle of nerves behind his jaw. Most people don't push matters after that's been done to them. They take the hint." 

    "Well, he didn't take the hint, Ed. I guess it doesn't work every time, huh?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "No. Not every time. You about ready to hit the sack, ma'am?" 

    As she sat down at the kitchen table, she said, "No, I'm not. Why did Captain Webley buy us all those drinks, Ed?" 

    Heating some water for coffee, Cade said, "I have no idea, Kim. She'd had a few herself. Maybe she was just feeling generous." 

    "You're sure you don't know her?" 

    That surprised him. He turned from making his coffee and looked at Kim. 

    "Yes, I'm sure. I've never even seen her before tonight. What's on your mind, Kim?" 

    After a moment of meeting his gaze, she said, "It just seemed odd that she knew you and that she was sending us drinks. Gin and bitter lemons. Your kind of drinks." 

    "Say it straight, Kim. Tell me what's bothering you." She looked up at him and said, "Okay. I will. I want to know about Susan, Ed. I think you nailed Connie, too, and I never really believed that crap that Emily tried to hand me about your shower together. Or the crap you handed me." Cade sighed and asked, "How many drinks did you have tonight, Kim? Six? 

Seven? You're turning mean, ma'am." 

    Kim glared at him and said, "Nine. So what? My question didn't have anything to do with how many drinks I've had, Ed. It had to do with whether or not you screwed three other women back in Virginia." 

    "Don't start one of these, Kim. Every time you drink a bit too much, you turn mean before you pass out. All you're going to do is ruin the rest of what was a good evening." 

    She grinned maliciously. "How am I going to do that, Ed? By asking you questions you don't want to answer?" 

    Cade sighed again and said, "Yeah. Sure. That's why. Anything you say, lady. Whatever you want to hear. Yes, no, maybe, anydamnedthing you want to hear. It won't matter, because you'll just say that you think that I'm just saying anything you want to hear and you'll keep nagging at me all goddamned night unless you pass out. Recognize the pattern, ma'am? We've done this scene too goddamned many times before. Do we have to do it again tonight?" Kim started to say something, then she froze and glared at him as she went rigid for a moment. She silently got up and pulled a Coke from the fridge, wordlessly opened it on the counter and poured it into a glass, then she added a few fingers of the vodka Carol had given them. 

    Taking Cade's spoon from his cup, she stirred her drink, then tossed the spoon back in his cup. With a last glaring look, she walked out of the kitchen to plop on the couch. 

    Cade mentally tossed up his hands. Coffee no longer seemed worth the trouble. He turned off the stove, grabbed a Coke, and started toward the bedroom. Kim laughed. 

    "I'm such a fool," she said in a snide tone. "The way you took the gun from Donna... I didn't even see you move, Ed. I heard the slap and saw the gun hanging from your finger. And tonight you took down a guy twice your size. I've been living with someone who can probably kill me barehanded, haven't I? 

How many ways, Ed? Five? Ten?" 
Chapter Fifty-Five

    Ignoring her, Cade entered the bedroom. Kim wasn't in a mood to be ignored. She took a big gulp of her drink and rose from the couch to follow him. 

    "Too low?" she asked. "Fifteen? Twenty?" As he undressed for bed, Cade asked, "What difference does it make, Kim? 

Even when you're drunk and nasty, you know I love you." 

    "Oh, do you? Then what about those women, Ed?" 

    "Like I said, you'll just run yourself in a circle, Kim. Sooner or later you'll crash. I'm going to bed now." 

    "There's something else I want to know first, Ed." 

    "No damned doubt. Ask me in the morning, Kim." She came to stand beside the bed and gazed glassily at him as he pulled back the covers and prepared to climb in. 

    "No, Ed. Now. Tell me why I didn't get pregnant back in Virginia. Tell me, Ed. I think I know, but I want to hear you admit it." A chill raced down Cade's back, then settled in the pit of his stomach as he asked, "Admit what, Kim?" 

    She took another slug of her drink and said, "Kelly lived in some apartments along Mercury, Ed. Just as you get into Phoebus. She saw you coming out of a urologist's office one day, Ed. The one across the street from her apartments. Kelly knows how you feel about kids, too. She said she could only think of one reason you'd be seeing a urologist." 

    Good old Kelly. May her tongue rot away. 

    Kim shoved him so that he sat down on the bed. 

    "So tell me, Ed. Don't make me guess anymore. Go ahead, Ed, tell me why you were in a urologist's office that day and screwing me without a rubber that night." 

    Kim began sobbing as she sat down beside him on the edge of the bed. He put an arm around her, but she shook it off. Cade opted for a compromise that would utilize the truth without quite telling it. 

    "Kim," he said gently. "I was there for a test." After a moment she looked up at him. 

    "A test? What kind of test?" 

    Cade used a corner of the sheet to dab at her tears and said, "A sperm count, Kim. I noticed the holes you put in the rubbers. Did you think they wouldn't leak unless they were inside you, ma'am?" 

    Kim's mouth fell open and she softly said, "Oh, my God..." as she turned crimson above her blouse. 

    Laughing, Cade said, "Yeah. That's almost exactly what I was thinking when I saw the holes, lady. Think about it. We were banging like bunnies for how long before Kelly saw me at that office?" 

    In almost a whisper, Kim muttered, "Weeks..." Nodding, he said, "Right. But you didn't get pregnant, did you? Kim... The doctor said that I have a low sperm count. A real low sperm count. His test confirmed it that day." 

    "How low, Ed?" 

    Sighing, Cade said, "I think they'd probably have to use a needle to get some, Kim. That's the impression I got; that they'd have to tap the absolute source with an IV needle in order to get any out of me." 

    "But... But you didn't say anything..." 

    Cade shrugged. "I didn't know how you'd take it. I only knew that I wanted to be with you, Kim. Ask yourself; if you found out that you were barren and I wanted kids, would you just march right up and tell me about it? After getting married and going through all that we went through, then putting in for a transfer to Europe... Things were going so well, Kim. Things were warm and fuzzy and wonderful. Would you have been in a hurry to rock our boat?" As he waited for her reaction, Cade reexamined what he'd told her and found no lies. All of it had been composed of truths in a manner that might defuse the situation. 

    Some moments passed as she looked into his eyes and saw that he had no difficulty meeting her gaze. She reached for his pants and pulled a paper towel out of his back pocket, then blew her nose. 

    Standing up, Kim downed the rest of her drink and said, "I'm going to clean up now," and went into the bathroom, closing the door after herself. Some ten minutes passed before he heard the shower come on. Cade went to the door and called her name. 

    "Yes?" she answered. 

    "Want some help with that shower, ma'am?" 

    Her tone was rather soft and distant as she said, "No. I need some time to myself, please." 

    Another ten minutes or so passed. Cade began to feel the drinks and the Coke asking to be let out and went back to the door to ask, "Mind if I come in to pee?" 

    No answer. Cade tried the door. Locked. Not an American doorknob or he'd be able to unlock it with a bit of wire. Old world construction; the door wouldn't give to his shoulder or a kick. He examined the latch closely as he called her name a couple of times more. Still no answer. 

    Cade was worried as he snapped open his belt knife and used it to scrabble the latch back until he could open the door. He laid the knife on the counter and hurried to the shower. Pulling the curtain back slightly, he saw Kim lying curled on the floor of the enclosure, her head resting on a folded washcloth as the water blasted her back and hips. 

    He felt her pulse in her throat. Strong. Her breathing was normal enough, although constrained by her position. She'd apparently just passed out. He turned off the water and tried to rouse her. No luck. She mumbled and groaned, but she wouldn't wake up. 

    He considered continuing to try to wake her, but it seemed fairly likely to be a waste of time. Cade grabbed a towel and dried her as much as possible, then dried the shower enclosure. 

    He swapped the washcloth for a dry, folded towel and went to the bedroom for the spare blanket someone had suggested that they buy to prepare for winter. As he tucked the blanket around her, Kim mumbled something and unfolded her legs to sprawl a bit. 

    Cade retucked the blanket around her legs and stood up. After a few minutes of watching her sleep, he took a leak and went to bed. When he woke up Saturday morning Kim had left the apartment. No note. Cade made a coffee and gave matters some thought. 

    An MP showed up around ten to talk about events and asked when Mrs. Cade would be available to give her statement. Cade said he didn't know, but that she'd be at work on base Monday. The MP thanked Cade and left. A second look around didn't turn up a note, either. Cade went next door to Carol's and knocked, but got no answer until he was about to turn and head back downstairs. The window curtain parted and Carol peeked out. 

    "Yes? Oh, hi, Ed. Just a minute. Come on in." She opened the door a crack and then scampered into the bedroom. Cade saw a flash of bare butt and realized that she'd answered the door naked. Evelyn lay sleeping soundly. 

    Seating himself at their kitchen table, he waited. When she emerged in a bathrobe, he asked, "Do you always answer the door naked?" 

    "No. Sometimes I wear a gorilla suit, Ed. What's up besides you? What time is it?" 

    "Almost ten. I was going to ask if you'd seen Kim this morning, but I guess there's no point, is there?" 

    "She's gone?" 

    "Yeah." 

    "Bad night?" she asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    "Oh, yeah. Bad night." 

    "Want to talk about it?" 

    Shaking his head, even though she couldn't see him, he said, "No. It's pretty personal." 

    Carol said, "Kim's a friend, Ed. So are you. Are you sure you don't want to talk to someone before you see Kim again? Maybe get an outside perspective on things?" 

    Sighing deeply, Cade said, "Yeah, actually, I'd love to, but I think she'd get pissed if I let someone else in on it." 

    "Oooo. It's getting worse every minute, isn't it?" She put some coffee on and came back to the table, unwilling to be kept in the dark about the matter. 

    "Give me a hint? I'll probably hear it from her soon, anyway, Ed. We talk, you know." 

    Cade looked at her, realized that she might be right, and that it might be good to let someone else be a go-between, and said, "Okay, Carol. A hint, then. What would you say if I said that I'm sterile?" Carol grinned and sat down, then said, "I'd say that you might be over here to try to get laid, Ed. Sterile?" 

    In a flat, humorless tone, Cade asked, "What's the alternative to that, Carol?" 

    She tilted her head and said, "That you're telling the truth, I suppose. Is it?" 

    He nodded. "Yeah. I told her last night. I've known since before we left Virginia, but I couldn't find a way to tell her. Kim... Uhm... She didn't take it well at all." 

    After some moments the kettle whistled and Carol got up to fix some instant coffee for them. 

    "You like yours straight, or with cream and sugar?" 

    "Black, with an ice cube." 

    "You're serious? An ice cube?" 

    "Yup." 

    She nodded and dropped an ice cube in his coffee, then brought both cups to the table. 

    "Ed, I just don't know what to say. Sterile. Damn." He poked his ice cube listlessly and said, "Yeah, well, 'damn' covers it, I guess." 

    She chuckled softly, then apologized. 

    "Still, Ed, some women would think you were the best thing since sliced bread. All play, no risk." 

    "But the woman I love doesn't feel that way, of course. That would be too goddamned easy, wouldn't it?" 

    She chuckled again and said, "Yeah." 

    Guzzling his coffee, Cade said, "Well, I want to be there when she gets home, Carol. Thanks." 

    He rose and went to the door before Carol said, "Ed. Tell me, is it really true, or were you just bullshitting me?" 

    Cade looked back at her and in a rather toneless voice said, "Ask Kim about it. Be prepared to duck." 

    She nodded and said, "Okay. I believe you. Damn." 
Chapter Fifty-Six

    Back at the apartment, Cade didn't want to use the landlady's phone to call around, so he got in the car and drove to the base hospital, where he used the inter-base military convenience phone to call the WAC shack and a couple of other places. No Kim. 

    He decided to use the day and hit the commissary and the PX for a few things, then got home a little after eleven. As he was unloading the car, a taxi pulled up. Kim paid the driver and got out. 

    She was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt and her sneakers. Cade smiled and greeted her as she approached, but she silently marched to the car and picked up a couple of the lighter bags on her way to the stairs. As they unpacked the groceries, her silence continued. He didn't ask where she'd been, figuring she'd tell him if or when she became ready. After the groceries had been put away, Kim grabbed a Coke and went to sit on the couch. 

    "Kim?" 

    "What?" 

    "Do you want to talk about it?" 

    "No. Just leave me alone for now, Ed. I don't feel like talking. Not to you or anyone else. If Carol or Evelyn comes over, tell them I'll see them later or something." 

    Deciding that enduring her stony silence would be less enjoyable than doing laundry, Cade picked up the hamper bag and headed for the door to go to the coin-op laundry next to the commissary. 

    "Better put a note on the door, then. I'm going on base." 

    "Ed," said Kim, "Don't leave yet." Cade stopped halfway to the front door and said, "We'll need some of this stuff for next week, Kim." 

    She shook her head and said, "Later. Don't go yet. We need to talk, Ed. We really need to talk. I just don't know how to begin." He shrugged. "Okay. Let's talk, then. How about leaving a note the next time?" 

    "I didn't think I'd be gone long. But I couldn't stop walking, Ed. When I finally did stop walking, I was lost on the other side of the damned hill. Someone over there let me use their phone to call the taxi." Kim sat up straight and leaned forward, her elbows on her knees as she looked at him intently. 

    "Something occurred to me that I didn't ask you last night, Ed, and you never said. How did you come to have such a low sperm count? Exactly, Ed. No talking around it. How is it that you have such a low count?" Cade thought a moment, then said in utter truthfulness, "Dr. Wells just showed me the tests and said I was definitely sterile. He didn't offer me any explanations." 

    Kim flared up and glared as she said, "No-more-bullshit! Just tell me how the hell you got this way!" 

    Cade set the laundry bag down and approached her, going to his knees and taking her hands before speaking. 

    "Kim, if we ever really want kids, they can just stick a needle in there and get..." 

    Her voice was almost a whispered scream. "How, Ed!? How the hell did you get this way!?" 

    He kissed her hands and tried to kiss her lips. She withdrew just enough and stonily waited for his answer. 

    After a moment, he said, "I had a vasectomy, Kim." A few seconds passed until she let out the breath she'd been holding. Then Kim exploded. Her right hand delivered a ringing slap to his face as her tears began. She took a deep breath and screamed inarticulately at him as she pulled her hand back to slap him again. 

    Cade moved, letting himself fall backwards rather than blocking her blow and possibly having her hurt herself trying to hit him. Kim came off the couch and lunged at him, flailing at his face and chest. He blocked the blows that would have hit his face and waited for Kim to wind down. 

    The worst of Kim's sound and fury lasted maybe a long two minutes, then she lay sobbing on top of him, erratically slapping at him. Only a couple of minutes more passed before there was an insistent knock at the door. Raising his voice, Cade said, "Not now, please." Their landlady said in German, "It is Frau Hoffer, Mr. Cade. What has happened? I heard a scream." 

    "A moment, please, Frau Hoffer." 

    To Kim, Cade said softly, "C'mon, Kim. Get up so I can let her in for a minute." 

    Kim seemed not to hear him. When he tried to roll her off, she again sobbingly flailed at him, then subsided again. When he again tried to roll Kim off while holding her shoulders, she managed to slap his face glancingly. 

    "Mr. Cade, I must know what happens in my house!" Cade sighed and said, "Yes, Frau Hoffer. Come in." The door opened and their landlady and Carol stood in the doorway, staring at the scene before them. Kim began feebly thrashing at him again. Cade continued to block Kim's blows and Carol unfroze herself to come forward. Carol managed to pull Kim off him and lead her to the couch, where Kim sat sobbing and pounding her fists on the arm of the couch. 

    In German, Cade said to his landlady, "I'm sorry we disturbed you, Frau Hoffer. Kim received some upsetting news today." 

    "Someone has died?" asked the landlady. 

    "No. She has learned that I cannot have children." The landlady looked at him searchingly for a moment, then asked, "Cannot or will not?" 

    "Cannot." 

    "This is true, Herr Cade? You swear it is so? And that you have not otherwise harmed her?" 

    He nodded. "Yes. Ask Kim if you wish." 

    The landlady then crossed herself and looked at Kim as she said in her broken English, "Your friend is now here, Frau Cade. For you a candle I will light. I must go now." 

    She pulled the door shut as she left. Cade turned to face Kim and Carol and saw them stop talking and look at him. 

    "But did he tell you why he can't have kids, Carol?" Kim's tone became forceful. "Did-he-tell-you-why?" 

    Carol looked at Kim and said, "No. He didn't. Only that he was sterile. I didn't believe him at first." 

    Kim looked at Carol and laughed viciously. 

    "Oh, believe it, Carol. Believe it. Ed bought himself a vasectomy back in Virginia. He had himself fixed." 

    Her voice rose an octave as she looked at Cade and screamed, "And he never told me! He never intended to tell me! All this time, I thought it was me! I thought..." 

    That startled Cade. "You? Why the hell did you think that, Kim? They told you the other side was working fine!" 

    Carol stared at him and asked, "The other side of what?!" Cade impatiently said, "She had an accident. Fell down some stairs. Had a bad infection later. They had to remove some of her... Equipment." Looking at Kim, he said, "But not all of it, and what was left was working fine. The docs said so, Kim. Why did you automatically assume..." 

    "Because I wasn't-getting-pregnant!" she shouted. "Why the hell do you think?! It happened before, didn't it?" Kim stood up and loudly repeated, 

"Didn't it, Ed? I thought it had to be me! What the hell would any woman think?" 

    Carol stared at her and asked, "He got you pregnant?" 

    "No, damn it!" said Cade. "She got herself pregnant! She screwed up and missed some of her damned pills! It didn't have to happen and it shouldn't have happened, but it did. When we lost the baby..." Carol's eyes bugged at that and she went to her knees beside Kim, clutching Kim's arm and looking very concerned. Cade paused a moment, then continued in a quieter tone. 

    "Well, then she decided she wanted to try again, Carol, after we'd busted ass to keep her in the Army. Maybe she thinks she'd be making up for losing the first one. Hell, I don't know if she's really thinking at all about this. She knows I can't stand being around kids. Another thing I didn't tell her is that I've discovered that the idea of having kids makes me sick. Physically, throwing up, gut-pain sick. I saw a doctor on base about that before I saw a doctor off base about the vasectomy." 

    He grabbed the big laundry bag and slung it over his shoulder. Carol stood up and yelled, "You can't just leave, Ed!" 

    "Sure I can, Carol. I'm fixed and that's it. She can call me names just as well while I do the laundry." 

    Kim almost screamed, "Don't you dare walk out, Ed!" Cade heard his voice. It sounded like a whip as he yelled back, "Or what!? 

What, Kim? What are you going to do?" 

    He stopped short of asking if she'd crawl inside a bottle, but he let her see his gaze flick to the big vodka bottle on the kitchen counter before it met hers again. 

    Kim's gaze narrowed to a tight glare and she started toward him. 

    "No more hitting, Kim," said Cade. "No more screaming. If you want to talk..." 

    Kim stopped a few feet from him and said, "No. No more screaming or hitting, Ed. But if you walk out right now, don't expect me to be here when you get back." 

    "Again?" asked Cade. 

    "No, not again," said Kim. "For the first time, I'll really be leaving you, Ed." 

    Something in her tone made him believe her. 

    He set the laundry bag down and asked, "And what happens if I don't go do the laundry, Kim? Will we talk, or will it be more of the same?" 

    "Whatever it is, it won't happen if you leave now." Cade nodded. "Okay. The laundry can wait, then. Let's talk, Kim. What should we talk about? Let's get right down to it, okay? Done is done, Kim. All I ever wanted from you was you. Nothing else. Just you. If we ever have kids, it will be because I let someone stick a big needle in my balls, and I'm gonna have to want kids pretty damned badly before I let that happen, lady. Fuck adoption, too. All I wanted is you. Just you. Now, where the hell do we go from there?" 

    Kim shook with rage as her mouth opened to say something, then she turned deadly calm as she simply met his gaze for a few moments. 

    "You're right, Ed," she said quietly. "I guess there really isn't anywhere to go from there. Never mind. Go ahead. Go do the goddamned laundry, Ed." 
Chapter Fifty-Seven

    Without another word, Kim went into the bedroom and started packing. Cade watched her for a moment, then looked at Carol. 

    "Uh, maybe I'd better go," said Carol. 

    Cade let the laundry bag slide off his shoulder and shook his head as he went to sit on the couch. 

    "No, Carol. There are things we won't say in front of you. Things we should never say. Stick around, please." 

    "Maybe I'd better ask Kim," she said. 

    He nodded and said, "Yeah. Sure," as she went into the bedroom. Kim and Carol held a muted conversation for a few moments that ended with Kim saying, "No. He'd be fifty feet away and I'd have to see him every day. I'll stay at the barracks until I find somewhere else. Thanks, anyway." Something seemed to snap within Cade. As he sat on the couch watching Kim fill her bags, he felt all of his emotions drain away to nearly nothing so quickly that it startled him. 

    Searching for some trace of his previous anger, he could find none. He looked for his love for Kim and found it, but it seemed remote and unreachable, as if behind a barrier through which he could see it, but not touch it, like a gemstone in a glass cabinet. 

    Carol noticed his quietness and came to ask if he was all right. Cade looked up at her and calmly nodded. 

    "I think I'm fine, Carol. Suddenly none of this seems to matter a damn anymore, that's all. I've done something irreversible and think I've just finally had enough." 

    She put a hand on his shoulder for a moment, meeting his eyes as if to verify his words, then returned to the bedroom to try to talk with Kim. Cade dumped the laundry bag out on the floor and began sorting it into his and hers. Kim marched out of the bedroom and into the kitchen, tore a black garbage bag off a roll, and marched over to Cade. She dropped the bag on the pile that was obviously hers and marched back to the bedroom. After stuffing his laundry into the hamper bag, Cade threw Kim's pile in the garbage bag and twisted the top of the bag, then tossed the bag at the bed. It bounced off to the floor and Carol picked it up and handed it to Kim, who mashed it into one of her duffel bags. 

    As Kim made an angry, marching circuit of the apartment, Cade looked up from sorting laundry and quietly said, "I'll call the WAC shack if you've missed anything." 

    His tone made Kim stop and look at him, but she said nothing. A few minutes later she and Carol hauled her bags to the door. Cade shouldered a couple of the duffels and headed downstairs with them as Kim protested. Kim said, "I can get my own damned bags, Ed." He ignored her and took the bags down to the walkway. As he started to put the bags in the Mercedes, Kim said, "No. I'd rather take a cab, Ed." 

    Cade started back upstairs. When Carol gave him an incredulous look, he met her gaze quietly for a moment, shook his head, then wordlessly continued upstairs. 

    Watching from the side window when the taxi left with Kim, Cade almost felt relief even as he felt an emptiness. He wiped the sweat from his face with the side of the laundry bag and went to the kitchen to grab a Coke. He sat down at the dining table and stared at the wall for a while, then heard his wedding ring tap the Coke can. Odd. He hadn't noticed that tapping since he'd first put it on. The ring came off without any trouble. Cade sat staring at the ring for a while, then set it on the table near his Coke. There was a knock at the door and Carol said, "It's me, Ed. Can I come in?" 

    "Yeah. Sure." 

    The door opened and Carol peeked around it before opening it enough to come in. She then closed the door and stood staring at Cade for a moment. His eyes started at her sneakers and worked his way up and over her jeans and her blouse. Not bad. Nice figure. Filled her jeans without overfilling them. Filled her blouse the same way. He met her eyes; sharp, intelligent eyes with peaked brows. 

    His direct gaze seemed to make Carol uncomfortable, so he looked away as he picked up his Coke from the table. 

    "Ed, do you want some company for a while? I mean, I don't think you meant to hurt Kim, and I think you're hurting, yourself, right now, and, well... I've been through breakups myself, so if you want some company for a while..." She cleared her throat. "If you need to talk, you know? Maybe we can figure a way to fix things." 

    Cade picked up his Coke. As her eyes noticed his wedding ring on the table, Cade said, "No, Carol. I'm not hurting at the moment and I don't want any company. Later, but not right now. I have some thinking to do." 

    "Are you sure? You look pretty down, Ed." 

    "I'm just letting things settle, Carol. I'm okay. I'm not feeling anything much right now and I'd like some time to myself, okay?" She nodded and said, "Well, if you need some company later, let me know, Ed," and turned to leave. 

    Cade softly said, "Carol." 

    She turned to face him again and replied, "Yes, Ed?" He set the Coke can down and said, "Tonight, being my company could involve more than talk, Carol. I think I need to make sure that things are really finished this time." 

    Carol blushed deeply and stammered, "I... Uh... You're talking about sex, right?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "That's right. I am. With you. I've seen you look at me when you thought I couldn't see you. I know you and I like you, Carol. Tonight, that would be enough. I'm going to close the last door on her." As her blush continued, she asked, "I, uh... But...?" 

    "She moved out, Carol. Say yes." 

    Clearing her throat again, Carol said, "Ed, Kim could change her mind. I mean, after all, you said they could use a needle to get enough..." Sighing loudly to interrupt her, he said, "Oh, come on, Carol. There's no way in hell that's going to happen." 

    After a moment, she said, "But you could change your mind later, Ed." Shaking his head, Cade said, "There are other reasons, too, Carol. I don't want to discuss it anymore. Say yes or say goodbye for now, please." Carol stared at him for a time, then said, "Evelyn... She'll be home later." 

    "And we'll be over here if you say yes, Carol. I'll use you until you can't stand any more." 

    Her brows knitted. "Use me, Ed?" 

    He nodded. "I won't kid you. That's what it would be. Everything I'd have done to or for Kim, I'll do with you. Hours of it, probably. As long as it takes for me not to see only Kim's face on the other pillow, Carol. Not to smell only her perfume. To make it so that I can sleep in that bed. If not you, someone else. I can think of three women who wouldn't have turned me down even before Kim left." 

    "Ah... I..." Carol seemed to straighten and lose some of her cautiousness. She peered at Cade, then asked, "What time do you want me here, Ed?" 

    "Give me an hour or so. There won't be any rough stuff, Carol. Nothing abnormal. I want to sleep with you and wake up next to you. To kiss you good morning and make love to you again and then spend the day with you." She stared at him for a moment, then nodded. 

    As she opened the door to leave, he said, "There's something else, Carol." 

    "You don't have to tell me not to tell anyone, Ed. I'm not stupid, you know." 

    "That's not what I was going to say, Carol. Tell anyone you want. But if you change your mind about coming over, let me know so I can call one of the others." 

    She nodded again and let herself out. Cade wandered around the apartment, picking up and straightening the place. The big bottle of vodka still sat on the kitchen counter. He wondered why Kim hadn't taken it with her as he put it in the fridge. When the doorbell rang, he found a female MP on his stair landing. She had a tape recorder and a notebook. 

    Before she could speak, Cade said, "If you're looking for Sgt. Cade, she'll be bunking at the WAC shack tonight. Will there be anything else?" The woman said, "Ah... No, Mr. Cade. Thank you. Ah... Mr. Cade, may I ask why Sgt. Cade would be staying at the WAC company tonight? Is she on duty?" 

    "No," said Cade. "It's a private matter." The MP nodded and thanked him, then left. Cade used his toothbrush and spiffed up a bit, sat on the couch and opened a book, and waited to see if Carol would change her mind. 

    Almost exactly an hour had passed when Carol again knocked on his door. The same or similar jeans, a different blouse. She looked very nervous, fidgeting with her own apartment key and biting her lip. 
Chapter Fifty-Eight

    Cade let her in, closed the door, and simply looked at her for a moment, then pulled her gently into his arms. She was more than a little tense. Cade used a finger to sweep her hair back from her eyes, met her gaze, and followed the lines of her face with the same finger. 

    He asked her if she'd like a kiss. She nodded tentatively and turned her face up, her eyes closed, stiffly waiting. Cade lightly brushed his lips against hers, then also waited. 

    After a moment, when her eyes opened and she looked up at him quizzically, he said, "We're going out to dinner." 

    "Where?" 

    "A German restaurant Major Byers told me about. It's a couple of towns north of here." 

    She eyed him for a moment, then asked, "Why so far?" Cade shrugged. "I haven't been there. The drive would be nice, too, but we can hit a local restaurant if you want. Or eat on base. Whatever." With a tone of incredulity, she asked, "On base?" 

    "I'm just hungry," he said. "Pick a place and let's go." 

    "What if Kim's there?" 

    "What if she is? She'll either eat and leave us alone or she won't. If she won't, we can go somewhere else." 

    "Uh... Well..." 

    "Let Kim worry about Kim, Carol. Pick a place." For whatever reason, Carol chose the base mess hall. Cade nodded and opened the door for her. She didn't move for a moment, then she went through the doorway. 

    On the way to the car she spoke. 

    "You aren't kidding, are you, Ed?" 

    He glanced at her and asked, "About what?" 

    "Being seen together. You'd actually be seen eating with me in the mess hall. You really don't seem to care." 

    "It's just a dinner, Carol. Food on plates and talking. How romantic will that be in an Army mess hall?" 

    "But everybody will... Look, Ed, I..." 

    For some reason, her spooky attitude turned Cade off on the whole idea of being with her. He wondered if she'd get past it, but he doubted it. 

    "Want to call it off, Carol?" He shrugged. "Nothing's happened yet. Nothing has to. I'm hungry. I'm going to dinner. You can come if you want. You can bring Evelyn if you want, too, but let's get ourselves moving, okay?" A motion on the third floor next door caught his attention. Evelyn, looking out the window. Cade waved, made eating motions, then pointed at Evelyn and then at the car. 

    Evelyn nodded and held up a hand in a "wait" gesture. Cade pumped his arm in a "get this convoy moving" gesture. She nodded and disappeared. A few minutes later Evelyn hurried down the stairs in a pair of cutoff shorts and a tee-shirt, carrying her black, Army-issue purse. She scampered to the car and got in as Cade held the door open, then Carol got in. The seating order wasn't lost on Cade. Carol had placed Evelyn between them deliberately. Cade tapped Evelyn's knee with the back of his hand to get her to move it away from the gearshift, then started the car as she straightened her hair. Odd, thought Cade, then he realized that she'd dyed her hair since the last time he'd seen her. 

    "You gonna go blonde, now, or stay a light brown?" Evelyn stopped messing with her hair and said, "This is my natural color, or almost. I got tired of being dramatic." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, you want the mess hall or a restaurant?" Carol leaned to look across at him with an eyebrow up. Cade gave her a quick little smile and looked at Evelyn, who seemed to give the matter some thought, then said, "The mess hall. It's steak night." Nodding, Cade said, "You got it," and got them moving. On the way through the base, he spotted Captain Webley walking away from the BOQ. No, not walking, exactly. Her stride was long and quick and she seemed to be in a hurry. She wore jeans and a sweatshirt that said, "Go Army". Pulling alongside her, Cade said, "Hi." 

    She glanced at him and said, "Hi." 

    "It's steak night," he said. "Want to have dinner with a civilian and a couple of enlisteds? These are my neighbors, Carol and Evelyn." Webley surprised him. He expected her to automatically decline his offer. Instead, she stopped walking. He stopped the car. She looked at Carol and Evelyn, then at Cade. 

    "Can you wait while I change?" she asked. 

    Cade said, "You look fine to me, but yeah. Okay." Webley nodded and said, "Okay. Back in a minute." She walked back into the BOQ and Cade put the car in a nearby parking slot. Carol and Evelyn goggled at him. 

    "What?" asked Cade. 

    "What the hell are you doing?" asked Carol. "She's a captain, Ed!" 

    "So? Captains don't eat?" 

    "They don't eat with the enlisteds!" 

    Cade grinned and said, "Just watch your manners, ladies. Don't say 'pass the fucking pepper' or anything like that, okay? Not unless she does, anyway." Evelyn giggled and grinned and Carol stared at him for a moment before straightening on the seat. When Webley came back out a few minutes later, she wore a blouse over her jeans. Cade got out to open the back door for her, then they drove to the mess hall. 

    On the way, Cade asked, "How's been your day, Captain? You looked as if you were going to walk to France." 

    She looked at him in the rearview mirror and said, "No, just around the base once. Where's your wife, Mr. Cade?" 

    "The WAC shack. Carol wanted to know why I asked a captain to join us for dinner. What should I tell her, ma'am?" 

    "The truth might be sufficient, Mr. Cade." 

    He nodded as he parked the car. Carol gave him a sharp glance. Evelyn was trying not to giggle again. 

    "The truth it is, then," he said, "Carol, I saw her walking and I felt like asking her to join us for dinner." 

    He would have gotten Webley's door, but she got out of the car too quickly, as did Carol and Evelyn. They trooped into the mess hall, showed meal cards and loaded their trays, and headed for an open table. 

    "Oh," said Carol, looking across the room, "There's Angela. I need to talk to her about something, Ed. Can I catch up with you later?" Cade smiled and said, "We'll be around." 

    As Evelyn set her tray down and went to the drink dispensers, Webley said, 

"Interesting." 

    "What's interesting, ma'am?" 

    She and Cade also headed for the drinks as she said, "Your friend seemed uncomfortable about me." 

    He nodded. "I thought she might be." 

    Glancing at Carol, she asked, "Really? Is that why you invited me, Mr. Cade? To get rid of her?" 

    He shook his head. "Nope. I expected you to say no." 

    "Then why, Mr. Cade?" 

    "As I said, I felt like it. Why did you accept?" She shrugged. "The same reason. I felt like it." Evelyn passed them on her way back to the table and Webley asked, "What about her? You don't seem to mind having her around." 

    "She's okay. Carol seemed kind of nervous about something. Tense and distracted. And she didn't seem too thrilled when I asked Evelyn to come with us." 

    Webley gave him an appraising glance and said, "I see. You think she had you on her mind, Mr. Cade?" 

    "It's possible, I think. Stranger things have happened." She nodded as they filled a couple of glasses with Coke, but she said nothing more as they went back to the table and sat down. Table chat ranged mostly about Germany, the base, the incident of the previous night, and the food. 

    When Evelyn went for another drink, Webley asked, "So, does your wife have CQ duty tonight, Mr. Cade?" 

    Cade met her gaze. Something in her blue eyes... The question hadn't been quite as casual as she'd made it sound. He felt that she might already know the answer. 

    He considered matters. A married WAC moved out of her home and into the barracks. Some 300 women would know of the move by the next day. In a few days, the whole damned base would know, so there was no point in keeping it secret, and it might be a damned good idea to let someone with the rank of captain know his side of things. 

    "No," he said tonelessly, cutting his steak. "She's not on CQ tonight. We had a fight this afternoon. A big one." 

    Webley's eyes narrowed slightly, then she gave him a little smile and said, "I see. Thank you, Mr. Cade." 

    He paused in forking up a piece of steak and asked, "Thanks for what?" 

    "Being truthful with me. In my line of work I've almost come to expect..." She shrugged and said, "Never mind. Is it the kind of problem that will reach my office, Mr. Cade?" 

    He shook his head. "No, I can't see how it would. I didn't hit her or anything like that, and Army lawyers don't handle divorce cases, do they?" 

    "No, they don't. You really think it's that bad?" He nodded. "Oh, yeah. It's that bad. No damned doubt about it. Carol pulled her off me. I've never seen Kim like that before." Webley's eyes got big. "She attacked you!? Why?" Cade sighed and put his fork down, then met her eyes. 

    "I did something back in Virginia. She took it hard when she found out today. Real hard. I have no doubt at all that she'll file for divorce." 

    "Another woman?" 

    "No. Not another woman." 

    Webley's gaze grew incisive for a moment, then she asked, "You really don't think you can get past it?" 

    Cade sighed. "No, and I don't really think I want to if it means letting her win. It's about having kids, Captain. I can't stand them and she wants them. Big fight. Worst ever. Boom. Gone. There's a divorce in my future. Got any advice? Other than getting a civvy lawyer, I mean?" 

    "Not my bailiwick," said Webley, shaking her head. "I do criminal stuff only." 

    Evelyn returned and their conversation ended as she chattered about the new kind of music at the club. 

    "I like it too," said Webley. "They don't book bands like that for the O-club." 

    "I've heard the stuff before," said Cade. When the women looked at him, he said, "At a club north of Kaiserslautern. That's about all they play there." Neither of them asked the name of the club, which Cade felt was odd. Evelyn didn't have a car, but Webley would. He wondered why she'd expressed such a liking for the music, but hadn't seemed interested in knowing where to find it. 
Chapter Fifty-Nine

    Some woman came over to talk to Evelyn privately for a moment and they went to the drink machine. 

    Webley leaned forward to ask, "Where's that club, Mr. Cade? Is it hard to find?" 

    "Nope. It's called the Treffpunkt. I'll write it down for you. A warning, though. It's just about all German, and they'll let you in if only because you're a good looking woman --any club would do that --but you might want to take a Berlitz book if you go." 

    Webley's eyes had widened slightly as he'd said, "Good looking woman," then they'd returned to normal. 

    "Maybe I'll go with someone who speaks German, then. If I go at all, that is." 

    He nodded. "Might be a good idea. I'm sure someone there will be able to speak English, but finding that person in the crowd and noise might be a problem." 

    Her amused look told him that she thought he'd missed her inference. She glanced to see that Evelyn was still engrossed in conversation with her friend, then leaned forward again. 

    "How is it that you get in at such a club, Mr. Cade?" He cut his steak as he said, "I know the owner. Something happened on the road and I helped his wife." 

    Nodding, she said, "I see. So do you take a Berlitz book when you go there?" 

    Cade looked up from his food. "No. I speak German." Looking moderately amazed, she said, "Really? Will you be going to the club tonight, Mr. Cade? I mean, after all that happened today, I'd almost expect you to want..." 

    He looked at her and grinned. "Company? That might be nice. If I go, would you want to come along?" 

    Webley instantly pretended only moderate interest. 

    "Oh. Well. I, uh... I might be interested in seeing the place, Mr. Cade. I'd like to know a little more about your situation with your wife, first, though." 

    Cade shrugged. "I got a vasectomy in Virginia. Didn't tell her about it. She found out and moved out today. That's it, ma'am. There's not a damned thing else to tell." 

    For a good ten seconds Webley just stared at him as Cade went back to slicing his steak. From her spot by the drink machine, Evelyn noticed Webley's stare and looked at Cade. He looked back and shrugged. 

    Evelyn's visiting friend raised an eyebrow at the whole scene and excused herself fairly quickly as Webley sat up straight and continued eating. Returning to the table, Evelyn sat down without comment and with only a few quick glances at Cade and Webley. When things seemed calm, she resumed eating her dinner. 

    Some moments passed before Webley said, "You said your wife became violent, Mr. Cade." 

    Evelyn's head came up at that and she stopped chewing. 

    "She didn't manage to hurt me," said Cade. 

    "Did you defend yourself, Mr. Cade?" 

    Cade stopped eating and gave Webley a sharp look. 

    "You mean, did I hit her back? No. Definitely not. I just tried to keep her from hitting me, Captain." 

    She nodded and said, "I see. Is there anyone who can verify that for you? 

Someone who was there, Mr. Cade?" 

    He glanced toward Carol and said, "Carol was there. Unless she or Kim talked, that's about it, I think." 

    Evelyn quickly said, "Carol told me about it, Captain Webley. She said Kim was on him and hitting him, but that he was just lying there, trying to keep her away from his face." Looking at Cade, she said, "She only told me because she thought you seemed pretty depressed this afternoon." Webley looked at Cade and asked, "Were you?" 

    "Devastated," said Cade, forking up some steak. His tone earned him a sharp glance from Evelyn. 

    "But apparently not so devastated now," said Webley. It was a statement of observation, not a question. 

    Cade gazed at her briefly as he said, "No. Maybe later. If there's anything left to soak in that hasn't yet. This isn't the first time we've been to the edge or even well past it, Captain Webley. Nobody was physically hurt. There was no property damage, either. Now I'd like to finish my dinner without discussing it anymore." 

    Evelyn heard his last comment and her head snapped up as she stared at him, then she looked to see how Webley had taken it. Webley gave Evelyn an unruffled look, shook her head slightly, and took a bite of her steak. After a few moments, Cade said, "No, wait. There is something left to discuss." He looked at Webley and said, "You're a JAG officer. I'd like to ask you something." 

    Webley looked at Evelyn, then at Cade, and asked, "What would that be, Mr. Cade?" 

    Turning to Evelyn, Cade said, "When you've finished eating, could you give Captain Webley and me a few minutes to talk, Evelyn?" She nodded quickly and said, "Sure. No problem. I could even move now if you want." 

    "No. Whenever you're finished is soon enough. I need to think about my question for her. I'll let you know when I'm heading back to the house." When Evelyn finished and took her tray to the bins, Cade said, "Captain Webley." 

    "Yes, Mr. Cade." 

    Cade met her gaze firmly and asked, "What time do you want to leave for the Treffpunkt club, JAG officer, ma'am?" 

    Without so much as blinking, she said, "Seven would do. That would give me time to prepare and take a cab down the hill to the train station, where you'll meet me." 

    Cade nodded. "The bahnhof at seven. You don't have to overdress. It's mostly a student crowd." 

    She nodded slightly and said, "Plan ahead, Mr. Cade." At his inquisitive look, she asked, "Where else might we be going tonight, Mr. Cade?" 

    "That would be hard to say, ma'am. We probably won't get out of the Treffpunkt until late, and I'd prefer to know you a bit better before asking you to sleep over." 

    She chuckled. "Indeed so. Your devastation knows no bounds, does it, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Like I said, this isn't the first time, but this time the issue isn't negotiable. By tomorrow the whole base will know we've separated." He nodded toward Carol and Evelyn and added, "Chances are they'll all know why, too. Army bases are like small towns. Lots of gossip." 

    "Very true. Mr. Cade, even just to go to a club together, we'll have to be very discreet." 

    He nodded. "Your way all the way, Captain, ma'am. However you want to handle things is fine with me." 

    With a small smile, she said, "When it's just us, my name is Marge, Ed." He nodded again and returned her smile. "Marge. Got it. Will anyone wonder where you are tonight?" 

    She shook her head. "I'm something of a loner, Ed. I have a few friends of the same type. We don't question each other much." Looking at her watch, she said, "It's a quarter to five and I have to stop by the PX before it closes. I'll see you at seven." 

    Cade rose with her, then waved her off as she started to pick up her tray, saying, "No. Go ahead, I'll get it." 

    She thanked him and left. He watched her stride away as he arranged dishes and stacked Webley's tray under his. A firm walk. Very straight and solid. Carol and Evelyn came back to the table. Before they could ask any questions, Cade said, "Let me dump these and we'll be ready to go." 

    "We've decided to stay on base a while," said Carol. "We're going to the NCO club later." 

    Pretending to clutch his heart in shock, Cade said, "I'm being abandoned! 

Deserted!" 

    Evelyn giggled and said, "Yeah, guess so. You could come to the club, too, you know." 

    Cade shook his head and said, "Nope. I'm going to head downtown tonight. Gotta shake things off." 

    Carol looked somewhat sharply at him and asked, "Are you going to be okay, Ed?" 

    "As much so as can be expected, I guess. See ya." 
Chapter Sixty

    He stopped to watch and play some Frisbee outside the mess hall, then got home by six. A shower and shave. Brown cord jacket, jeans, and a turtleneck. 

"Plan ahead," she'd said. He grabbed his toiletries kit and headed for the car. 

    At the bahnhof he parked near the polizi office and bought a Kaiserslautern newspaper, then stopped next door at the Deutschebank outside teller and used his debit card to draw a hundred marks for the weekend. He heard a cab pull in and saw Marge Webley get out of it, but she apparently didn't recognize him at first. Then her eyes widened and she walked over to him as he folded the five twenty-mark notes into his moneyclip. 

    "I thought you were a German," she said, and then, "A nice looking one, too. You don't dress American, do you?" 

    "Well, I don't buy all my clothes at the PX," said Cade. She looked him over and said, "Maybe I should let you take me shopping sometime." 

    "Just say when," said Cade, looking her up and down. "Although you definitely seem to do all right for yourself at the PX. You look great, Marge." 

    She wore a simple black mid-thigh shift that fit her closely and a pair of low heels. Slung on her left arm was a long-sleeved black waist-jacket and a tiny black purse. In her right hand she carried a black briefcase. He reached for her briefcase to carry it for her and she said, "Anything that wouldn't fit in this purse is in there." 

    As they walked to his car, she pulled the newspaper out from under his arm and scanned it, then tucked it back. 

    "Get a chance to read that paper yet?" she asked. 

    "Some. You were on time, so I didn't get to the funnies." She glanced at him and said, "I've never seen funnies in that paper, and the German employees leave it lying around all the time." Cade smiled as he handed her into his car and said, "You're right, miLady. No funnies. Just news." 

    During the fifteen-minute ride to the Treffpunkt, she several times asked him the meaning of certain signs along the way. As he answered her questions, Cade began to feel that she was testing him to a small degree. 

    "Ed," she said, "It occurs to me that you've let me initiate all the conversation since I walked up to you at the bahnhof. Is there a reason for that?" 

    "Only one, Marge. I've been letting you lead, Captain, ma'am. I want you to be comfortable with me. When you tire of chatting, I'll know that you're either comfortable with me or tired of me." 

    She grinned and looked out the front window for a moment. Nice profile. Nice lips. Slightly peaked eyebrows, and not so plucked that they had to be painted on. Limited amounts of makeup, apparently. He liked that. As they pulled into the Treffpunkt parking lot, Cade said, "You're rather nice looking for an officer, you know." 

    She grinned at him and said, "I believe you used the term 'good looking woman' at the mess hall." 

    "So I did, but whatever small thing you did to yourself --and I can't really tell what that might have been --seems to have made you a bit more than simply good looking." 

    After a moment she said, "Thank you. I hear the usual compliments all day, Ed, but for some reason that one at this time seems to mean... Well, more than the others." 

    The lot attendant who peered into the car recognized Cade and passed him with a friendly wave. Cade waved back and picked a slot close to the doors in the nearly empty parking lot. 

    "Where is everybody?" asked Marge. "You said..." 

    "They aren't open yet. Eight o'clock. We have a little more than half an hour to talk. Have to allow time for pleasantries and protocol, right?" She looked at him and said, "If I'd known we were going to have to wait in the car, I'd have said seven thirty. Oh, well... Pleasantries and protocol?" Shaking his head, Cade said, "We don't have to wait in the car, Marge. The pleasantries and protocol have to do with the people who run the club." 

    "They'll let us in half an hour before they open?" Nodding, he said, "Yup." 

    When he put her briefcase and purse in the trunk Marge noticed his toiletries kit and asked, "Your briefcase?" 

    "I brought a few things for later, too, miLady." Taking his arm for the walk to the doors, she said, "I like a man with confidence, as long as it doesn't get out of hand." 

    "Never happen," said Cade. "Being prepared doesn't mean that I expected anything, Marge. It only means that I don't like not being prepared." She laughed and said, "Okay, then. Same here." When Cade knocked, the club door opened. The doorman saw Cade and smiled. He liked his employers and he'd heard how Cade had backed the owner's wife both at an accident scene and in court later. 

    It had been an insurance scam. One guy had jammed on his brakes as he'd cut another guy off in traffic. Frau Lessig had been third in the line and her rather expensive BMW had plowed into the second car, a top-of-the-line Opel. Cade had seen the first car pause as the driver had looked back. He'd also seen the guy in the second car give a hand signal and then he'd seen the first car speed away, but not before Cade had written down the plate number. Subsequent investigations had proven that the two men had been cousins and that they'd performed their insurance scam in several major cities of Europe, converting marginally-operable automobiles and imaginary injuries into insurance company payoffs. 

    When the doorman said "Ah! Good evening, Herr Cade", his words and attitude allowed Marge to see that he really was glad to see Cade at his door. While Cade held a brief conversation with him --in German --Marge listened carefully. There seemed to be almost no discernable difference between Cade's spoken German and that of the doorman. 

    Cade noticed her attention to his words and asked if she wanted a translation. She shook her head. "No. I was just listening," she said. "You seem to have German down pat." 

    "Thanks," said Cade, leading her to a table by the dance floor. "The music starts just before they officially open. An hour from now this place will be wall-to-wall with people." 

    A big blonde woman in her forties came to the table and greeted Cade with a quick kiss and a hug, then sat down with them for a few minutes. Cade introduced Marge to Frau Lessig, the club owner's wife. 

    "I am sorry," she said to Marge, "But my English is not so good as Herr Cade's Deutsch. I am happy to meet you." 

    "Your English sounds fine to me," said Marge. "I'm pleased to meet you, too. Ed seems to have a lot of friends here. I'm most impressed." Frau Lessig's smile seemed to freeze for a moment, then she turned to Cade and asked, "Was bedeutet 'impressed'?" 

    Cade grinned and said, "Eindruck. Stoltz." For Marge's benefit, he said, 

"Marge is most happy and proud that I have such friends as you, Frau Lessig." Frau Lessig blushed slightly, nodded to Marge with a happy smile, and said, "And I am most happy that our Ed has found such a lovely woman as you, Fraulein Webley." 

    Oh, yes. Everybody was most happy. Frau Lessig pleaded work yet to do and left, but she sent a pair of gin and bitter lemon drinks to Cade's table with her compliments. They smiled and waved to her as she went into the club's office. 

    Marge sipped her drink and her eyes widened. 

    "Wow. This is good, Ed. A bit strong, too, but not in a slap-your-face kind of way." 

    "Frau Lessig pours a generous shot. They're sometimes too good, Marge, so be careful. They can start disappearing like lemonade if you don't keep track." 

    She grinned and asked, "Do I seem like someone who wouldn't be keeping track, Ed?" 

    Cade returned her grin as he said, "Nobody ever does, Marge, but I didn't mean to imply anything." 

    "Sorry," she said. "I guess I'm more nervous than I want to let on. I don't usually pick up men, you know." 

    Shrugging, Cade asked, "There's nothing wrong with taking an opportunity. Besides, I'm damned glad you did. Carol and Evelyn make good friends, but not really great companions. They're bright enough and fairly decorative, but they don't have a presence like yours." 

    Looking somewhat askance at him, Marge asked, "A presence? What kind of presence, Ed?" 

    Cade met her gaze and said, "You have the kind of presence that makes people respect you on sight, Marge. Instantly. No stripes or brass necessary. You're salutable in or out of uniform, and I like that about you." She didn't seem to know what to say, other than, "Uh, thank you, Ed." Marge had encountered men who liked her looks and some who'd complimented her brains and ability, but no man had ever complimented her 'presence'. In fact, some had resented it greatly, calling her a bossy bitch behind her back. As she regarded Cade, she wondered if he was into anything kinky, like domination silliness. 

    She said, "If you're into whips and chains, you can take me home, Ed. Immediately." 

    He laughed and said, "No. No pain, please. It isn't my idea of fun. Nor is being tied up. I just like a woman with a spine, Marge. Someone who won't be at all afraid to tell me what she likes or doesn't, in or out of bed." 

    "You do, huh? Why's that, Ed?" 

    He sipped his drink and said, "Too many women act like children, Marge. They think it's cute, and maybe it is to most men. You know; helpless little me types. Easily shocked or good at faking it. Good at pretending to know less than he does to feed his ego." 

    She smiled and asked, "Your ego doesn't need fed?" Cade grinned and shook his head. "Nope. I don't give or accept any compliments or criticisms that can't be supported by facts. I also think women should know how to change a tire, just in case there's no man standing by to fall for the 'helpless little me' act." 

    "You really think that most women are like that?" 

    "My sisters and their friends used to practice manipulation techniques on each other in the room next to mine, Marge. I used to hear all kinds of interesting stuff. They'd play their games, then I'd see one of the teachers doing the same things in the office or the halls. They were better at it, of course, having a dozen or more years of post-puberty experience, but they were the same games. And watching the WACs work the guys is hilarious sometimes." Marge snickered and said, "Now I'll have to kill you, Ed. You might tell the other guys." 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "Haven't yet. Can my execution wait until you're tired of me? Most of the guys wouldn't believe how they get suckered every day anyway." 

    She nodded. "You're right about that. Okay. Later." 
Chapter Sixty-One

    The lights above the stage suddenly began to flash and play around the room and the silver ball above the dance floor began to revolve. A short burst of music played and the DJ called, "Sound check" in German. Cade yelled back, "Alles gut! Fertig!", as did someone behind the bar and someone else in the back of the club. 

    The DJ nodded and waved, then the doorman opened the front doors as the first thumping beats of the evening made the ice in their drinks dance. 

    "Watch!" said Cade, leaning across the table to be heard, even though he was almost yelling. "You'll think half of Germany lined up outside within the last half hour!" 

    Sure enough, a steady stream of people filled the club until they began to spill onto the dance floor, then even more people arrived. Cade scooted his chair around the table to sit next to Marge and clear the aisle. 

    "My God," said Marge. "Where are they all coming from and how the hell do they all fit into this place?" 

    A young man and woman came over and asked a question. Marge watched Cade answer and then apparently have to insist something as he shook his head. The couple left with dubious looks. 

    "What was that about, Ed?" 

    "They saw us sitting here when they came in and thought we might be

'somebodies', Marge." 

    "What kind of 'somebodies'?" 

    "Music or movie somebodies. K-town has three labels from the Euro music business and they make movies around here using some of the old buildings in the area." 

    She was frankly amazed. "Movies? Here?" 

    "Yeah. This area didn't get blown all to hell in the war. I've been an extra in two movies, Marge. One documentary reenactment about how they drove the Romans out in the fourth century and one about two women who loved each other and the same man in the sixteen hundreds." 

    Marge laughed, then laughed again. "Unless it's porn, I'd like to see the second one sometime, Ed. Did you get to play the man in the middle?" He shook his head. "Nope. They needed a replacement coach driver in a hurry when someone didn't show up. I was helping a friend hitch up the team for the shot when they asked if either of us could drive a team of horses. Hey. No sweat. I had a summer job driving the haywagon at Tyler's Ranch, back in Texas." 

    "Oh, boy," said Marge with big grin. "I'm out with a real, live movie star. Was it a speaking role?" 

    "A very small one. I had to tell everybody to get aboard in a hurry. Then we hauled ass out of town before the ladies could be caught and burned as witches. It seems that their triangle was a little too intense for the townspeople." 

    Marge grinned and said, "Art follows life. Things aren't too much different today." 

    They sat at the table through their second drinks, then Marge stood up and grinningly pulled Cade to his feet. 

    "Can't stand it anymore!" she yelled. "Gotta dance!" She was good. Cade thought he could see the remnants of some early dance school in Marge's movements and found that he was becoming most fascinated with her. 

    A few songs later she draped her arms over his shoulders, pushed him back against a wall, and simply hung there, breathing hard and laughing for a few minutes. She then kissed him, stood herself up, and danced her way through the next few songs. 

    Under the speakers they didn't even try to talk above the music. After a bit she took his hand, made a drinking motion, and pointed at the bar. Cade nodded and she happily led him off the dance floor. 

    When they stood at the bar, she yelled, "How do I order a soft drink? I need cold and wet, not booze." 

    Cade yelled back, "Ein cola, bitte." 

    She caught the bartender's attention and ordered. The woman looked at Cade. He held up two fingers, doubling Marge's soft drink order. When the drinks arrived, Cade led her to the front door and the doorman looked toward the bar. The bartender nodded and the doorman opened the door for them. 

    Outside, Marge asked, "What was that about?" 

    "No booze outside the building. It's the law." Leaning on the building, Marge fluffed her top to get some air inside her dress and breathed the night air. She sipped her cola drink, making it last, and looked at Cade. 

    "I'm having a good time," she said. "Thanks." 

    "My pleasure is your pleasure, miLady." 

    "You say that as if you really mean it, Ed." He took his eyes off her shoulders and met her eyes. 

    "Try me, Captain Marge, ma'am." 

    She gazed at him a moment, then said, "Kiss me." Levering himself off the wall, Cade said, "Yes, miLady." Cade stepped into her arms and kissed her, gently at first, then less so. Her response was to try to put more of herself more firmly against him. The kiss became a full, passionate expression of lust for both of them, and when it ended, their embrace remained. 

    The fresh sweat on her warm skin excited Cade. The smell of her hair seemed to blend with the taste of her on his lips and he lightly licked her throat, then kissed the spot as the salty tang of her gave rise to something. Marge felt him swelling against her and reached down to grasp him through his jeans. 

    "Oh, my! Why, thank you, sir! I'm so very flattered!" 

    "As you should be, miLady. God, you taste good. I smelled your hair and licked your throat and boom! There it was, trying to break out of my jeans." Marge snickered, then giggled, then laughed. She took a small lick of Cade's throat and seemed to give the matter some thought, then softly said, "I see what you mean. One lick and I'm ready. Wow." 

    She patted Cade's back pockets, felt and passed over his wallet, and fished out a paper towel from his left pocket. 

    "That should do well enough," she said. "Come with me if you dare, Ed." 

    "Hell, yes, I dare. Come where?" 

    Marge almost doubled over trying to contain a laugh, then said, "The woods. We're going for a walk." 

    The Treffpunkt club was at the top of a fairly high hill, surrounded by pine forest. Taking off her heels, Marge led him into that forest, periodically looking back to see how well they were concealed. After one such look, Marge stopped and dropped her shoes in the dim light of the moon. She walked around a bit, testing the ground with her feet, then she again wrapped herself around Cade and kissed him. 

    "Here, Ed," she said softly. "Now." Saluting, he said, "Yes, ma'am. At your service." 

    "And don't waste time on your protocol stuff," said Marge, turning around and reaching over her shoulder to tap the zipper in the back of the dress. 

"Unzip me." 

    Cade did so, then watched as Marge slipped out of her dress and laid it carefully to one side. She then took off her bra and stepped out of her panties. 

    To say the least, Marge looked marvelous. She had an athletic body and when she used both hands to fluff her hair as she shook her head, he saw the outlines of muscles in her arms. Not hard, veined muscles, but strong cords sheathed in soft, womanly flesh. 

    As she'd undressed, so had Cade, but the sight of her froze him in mid-unbuckling of his belt. Marge saw his transfixion and smiled hugely at him, then motioned him to continue getting undressed. 

    Cade reached to draw her into another kiss. Marge reached for him with both hands, her eyes fixed on his dick until almost the moment that their lips met. 

    He stroked her arms, then caressed her breasts as he kissed her, but Cade's hands seemed to be drawn back to the soft undersides of her arms. She giggled. 

    "That tickles, Ed." 

    "You have a truly fabulous body, Marge." 

    She kissed him for his words. Cade let himself slip down to his knees in the pine needles, caressing and kissing Marge from her lips to her knees, then kissing his way back up her thighs until he smelled the musk of her. Using his hands to lever Marge's legs slightly wider apart, Cade took his first lick of her and savored the flavor for a moment in a manner that she could observe as he looked up at her. She bit a lip as she smiled slightly and Cade slipped his tongue into her bush for another taste. 

    Some moments later her legs buckled suddenly and she gave a great gasp as she lightly flooded his chin with her orgasm. Cade grinned and laid Marge out flat with his coat under her head, then he bore back in for another helping of her. A few moments later Marge's fists clenched, she arched a bit, and then she delivered another strong orgasm for him. 

    Cade sat back and caressed her legs as he waited for her mind and eyes to clear, then he leaned forward and kissed Marge fully as he slipped himself into her. She was very ready and he slid inside her with almost no effort. Marge gasped into his kiss as he advanced slowly, an inch or so at a time. With every inch, she gasped again, then she moaned and turned her face enough to harshly whisper, "Quit teasing me, Ed! Get it inside me! All of it! Now! 

    "Yes, ma'am!" said Cade, but he continued his slow pace of entry a moment too long. 

    Marge's legs wrapped around him and her heels dug into his butt as she forced him inside her with surprising strength. Cade put up a token resistance and she simply relaxed for a moment, then practically kicked him into place. 

    "Quit screwing around, Ed. It's time." 

    "Yes'm. Time for what?" 

    "Do I have to spell it out for you?" 

    "Well, y'see, this being my first time and all..." She laughed and held his face in her hands to gaze into his eyes as she said, "Save it, Mr. Cade. You will now make love to me until I've had enough or you can't hold it anymore. Okay?" 

    Cade nodded in a very limited fashion due to her grip. 

    "Good," said Marge, releasing his head. She grinned as she said firmly, 

"Begin now, please." 

    "Oh, yes, ma'am, Captain Webley, ma'am. Do or die, ma'am. All that." With that, Cade began long, driving strokes that Marge urged into faster long strokes. She gave a little gasp every time he fully impaled her, her body responding with little preparatory clenchings and clutchings at him. When she came, it seemed a complete surprise to her instead of something that gradually built up to a release. One moment he was happily pounding along and she was moving with him. The next she'd quickly embraced him with both her arms and legs and frozen for long moments. 

    Her mouth open and eyes closed, Marge released a long groan that originated in her belly. She panted hard for a few moments, then opened her eyes and looked at Cade. 

    Marge's eyes were as glassy as a drunk's and her stare was that of someone looking into infinity. Cade marveled at her and wished that even one of his own orgasms could be so glorious an experience. 

    She spasmed and groaned again and Cade felt a surge of wetness surround the entire length of his dick as she came hard again twice, squeezing around him wonderfully both inside herself and out. 

    As Marge relaxed and began to breathe normally again, she said, "Oh, God, I needed this, Ed. I so very much needed just a good, solid fuck. God, it was nice!" 

    Cade smilingly kissed her and let her relax and rest for a few moments, then he kissed her again and backed himself out until he felt her startle beneath him. The spot. Ready and waiting for some of his more deliberate contact. 

    The long strokes had simply brushed her spot in passing as he'd fulfilled her desire to be filled deeply. Cade now maintained their kiss as he used himself to rub her inner spot with short, gradually quickening strokes. Her breathing quickened and she gasped, "What..?" Cade softly said, "I didn't get them all the first time, Marge. I want a few more, please." 

    "I... Ah...Ahhh... Oh, my God! Hold meeee!" He held her as she unwound a few more softer ones in rapid succession, again flooding him as he stroked into her. A few moments later, as she was cresting toward another of the gut-wrenchers, he whispered into her ear, "Now, Marge. Give me all you've got, ma'am. I'm about to come, too." Marge nearly crushed him, or so it felt. As she reached her climax, he drove himself deep inside her and gushed. Marge screamed softly into his kiss and clutched him to her even tighter as he squirted and bucked within her. 
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    Her tears surprised him a little. Some women Cade had known had cried a bit when they came, so he didn't automatically assume there was a problem, but he hadn't expected Marge to be one of the tearful ones. 

    As he softened and slipped out of her, Marge gave a sobbing sigh and kissed him again, then let her arms and legs unwrap from around him and fall limply to the ground. 

    "That's what sex is supposed to be," she whispered. Cade whispered back, "Yes, miLady. You were wonderful. Thank you." He kissed her and rose to his knees, then bent to place a soft kiss on each of her breasts and her belly. 

    "Thank you," he said again. "For all of them. Each and every one of them. Pleasing you was my pleasure, Marge." 

    She giggled and reached to place a hand on his chest. 

    "You're such a nice man," said Marge. "I can't imagine why a woman would want to leave you." 

    "You know why. No kids. Ever." 

    "Not good enough," said Marge. She sighed. "Kids. No thank you. My sister had four of them. Filthy little things that leaked everywhere all the time, screamed at nothing all the time, and broke every damned thing they touched." She groaned softly, then said, "The oldest boy bashed out some of his teeth on his handlebars and broke his leg and the medical bills... And they were sick so often. Ed, I just dreaded having to visit her. I really dreaded it." 

    Marge sat up on her elbows and said, "They're half the reason I volunteered for Europe, Ed. I looked at my sister and her life. They never went anywhere. Couldn't afford it, and Bill made good money. My sister will probably die without ever having been outside Arizona. She never went to college. After she turned seventeen, she never had a life beyond diapers and runny noses." 

    Cade shrugged. "It suits some people. Does she seem happy, Marge?" With a wry grin, Marge said, "Adjusted, Ed. I'd say she's adjusted to her life. I wouldn't necessarily call her happy. She spent two weeks in the hospital after a car accident. I visited her almost every day. In the hospital she was bright and cheerful. When they told her she'd be leaving in a couple of days, she became depressed... She told me that she'd even considered rebreaking her leg, Ed. Having an accident that would keep her there a while longer. She was only half-joking. I could tell. Hand me a towel, please." Cade reached for his pants and gave her one of his paper towel hankies, then used another one on himself. Folding it so that an unused section faced outward, he gave it to Marge and dug a small trench with his shoe. Once Marge had declared herself finished, he buried the towels and helped her to her feet, then kissed her body here and there as he dusted her off and helped her into her dress. 

    She seemed to have run out of words as she watched him shake out his clothes and get dressed. On the way back to the club, they stopped at the car and used the window reflections to straighten their hair, then Cade retrieved her purse from the trunk so she could fix her makeup. 

    "Marge." 

    "Yes, Ed?" 

    "If I filed separation papers immediately, would they be enough to satisfy the Army? I mean, could we see each other and not get you in trouble?" She shook her head. "I don't think so, Ed. That might be good enough for enlisteds, if nobody complained, but not for officers. I think the best we can hope for will be times like this one, in places where nobody knows me at all." 

    "Then we need to find lots of ways to meet. You're almost too damned good to be true, Marge." 

    She grinned as she asked, "Only almost?" 

    "Well, you're true, so I guess almost is the best I can do. Do you want to go back inside?" 

    Marge nodded. "Yes. I'll hit the ladies room and I wouldn't mind another of those gin and... Oh, and bitter lemon drinks before we go. Those were good." 

    The doorman took their glasses and put them on the tray of a passing waitress as they entered. Cade went to order a couple of drinks. When Marge returned, he took a trip to the bathroom, as well. 

    They listened to the music for a while, finished their drinks, and then Marge declined another drink in favor of heading back. As they left the club parking lot, she spoke. 

    "I have to show up at the BOQ in a cab," said Marge. "I'm sorry, Ed. I'd love more than anything to go home with you and spend the night, but..." 

    "I know, Marge. Tell you what, though; you have a car and you know where the Treffpunkt is now. We could meet there or other places along the way." She nodded. "We'll work things out, Ed. I'm going to want a lot more of you." Grinning, she added, "You're good company, too." Marge and Cade stopped on the way back to have a look at the surrounding villages from the cloister ruins on a high hilltop and the stop nearly became another sensual encounter, but headlights turning onto the road that led up to the cloisters put them off that idea. 

    Marge giggled and said, "Damn." She looked out the window for a moment, then turned to look at him and said, "I have to go to Ramstein tomorrow. I'm on a skeet team. It'll probably run from nine to two. If you're interested, you could drop by and watch." 

    Cade grinned. "Well, gee, I dunno. Are you any good?" Grinning back at him, she said, "I average around twenty out of twenty-five." 

    "Well, all right!" Then, pretending ignorance, he asked, "Uh, twenty whats, ma'am?" 

    She giggled. "Birds. They're clay disks that fly out of sheds on each end of the range. You shoot them from different stations in a semicircle." He nodded. "Yeah. I'll head out there once I'm up and moving. Where's the range?" 

    "Half a mile out the west gate. Look for the Rod & Gun Club sign on the right." 

    Nodding again, he said, "I've seen it. Okay. I'll wear my cheerleading outfit." 

    Marge snickered and said, "I can't wait to see it." Their brush with discovery made him realize that his affair with Marge wouldn't be likely to last very long at all. The first time she got antsy about their trysts, she'd cancel them completely. In the meantime, she'd be an occasional phenomenal encounter, but not a sleepover lover. A cab had just pulled up to the polizi station across from the bahnhof as they arrived. Cade kissed Marge and let her out at the bahnhof, then drove away up the hill, watching activities in his rearview mirrors. The cab U-turned and stopped for Marge, then followed him up the hill. At the split in the road halfway up the hill, Cade turned left to go around the mountain to the chunk of the village that contained his apartment. He soon saw the headlights of the cab continue past the split toward the base. As he pulled into his driveway, Cade saw the door open on the third floor next door. Light spilled out, then a silhouette figure closed the door and headed down the stairs. Because she wore shorts, Cade thought it was Evelyn. He got out of his car and opened the trunk to get his toiletry kit. By that time the woman was near enough to identify as Carol. She was wearing a pair of shorts and a tee-shirt, as Evelyn had been earlier. As she approached, she stopped, straightened a bit, and sniffed the air. She then walked up to Cade and sniffed again, asking him when he'd started wearing perfume. 

    Cade shrugged and said that he'd been hugged several times during the evening. Carol chokingly laughed at that and said, "Oh, don't try to bullshit me, Cade. I can smell her on you, and I'm not talking about her damned perfume." 

    Tilting his head slightly as he gave her a quizzical look, he asked, "So? 

You backed out. Why are you bitching?" 

    She clammed up and just stood there glaring at him. 

    "Unless," he said, "You were going to reopen the matter? Is that why you're pissed?" 

    Carol's eyes narrowed. "Maybe," she said. "I considered at least talking to you about it. Now I don't think so." 

    "Okay," said Cade, starting toward the apartment. "In that case, I'm going upstairs..." 

    "I want to talk to you, Ed. I'll come up, too." He stopped and looked at her for a moment, then said, "Not unless you're going to shower with me and sleep with me, you aren't. It's late, Carol. I don't want to just talk." 

    She stared incredulously at him. "You actually think I'd... After you've just slept with another woman, you think I'd jump into bed with you?!" Cade shook his head and gave her a tired look. 

    "Carol, you don't know where I've been or what I've done. I haven't slept with anybody. I worked up a sweat on a dance floor and the club owner's wife kissed me." 
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    Her gaze grew sharp and she stepped close to watch his eyes as she asked, 

"That's it?! That's all?!" 

    Cade shook his head again. "Hell, no, that's not all. The place was packed to the walls and I got groped, too." 

    After a moment Carol snickered and her hand rose to make a grasping motion, then she asked, "That kind of groped? Some woman grabbed you?" Grinning, Cade said, "There is only one kind of grope, ma'am. Oh, yeah, I'm sure the one who groped me was a woman. Some of the others in the place may have had questions about their identities, though..." Carol snickered again, then laughed. 

    Starting up the stairs again, Cade said, "So, Carol, if you want to talk, you can do it in my shower or catch me after I've had some sleep." 

    "I thought you weren't going to stay here tonight, Ed." 

    "That was then. This is now. Changed my mind." He continued up the stairs and was over halfway to his door before he heard her footsteps coming up the steps behind him. 

    When he put his key in the door she caught up with him and stood silently behind him. He opened the door and let her precede him inside, then closed the door and locked it. 

    "You're locking us in?" 

    As he headed for the bedroom he said, "Just turn the latch, Carol. You won't need a key to get out." 

    "Why lock it at all, Ed? There's no such thing as crime around here. At least, none that I've heard of." 

    Putting his toiletry kit on the bathroom counter, Cade said, "Just set the damned lock for me if you leave, Carol." 

    Cade took off his jacket and hung it in the closet, then unbuttoned his shirt and checked the pocket before taking it off. Carol stood to one side and watched him for a moment, then started to say something. Cade shook his head. With a finger at his lips, Cade said, "Nope. If you want to talk, get ready for a shower, lady. I get to soap you while you run your face. Want your hair washed, too, ma'am?" 

    He regarded her quietly for a moment. Nice face and hair, nice eyes. Filled her shirt well, but her legs were shaped very similar to Susan's, and that interested Cade. 

    "Wow. Nice legs, Carol. Very nice legs." 

    Carol glanced down at her legs, then back at Cade. 

    He met her eyes and asked, "Well? Are you staying or going? I'm about to drop my pants and get wet. If you're leaving, do it now and lock the door behind you." 

    With a glance at the door, then another look at Cade, Carol seemed to come to a decision. She grabbed the bottom of her tee-shirt and started to pull it off over her head, then she stopped. 

    "What if Kim comes back?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "She'll find me in bed with you." 

    "But..." 

    Cade sighed and said, "Enough. Go, Carol. Goodnight." He went into the bathroom and closed the door, then turned on the shower and let his pants fall to the floor. Kicking them to one side, he reached to feel the water heat up and stepped into the tub enclosure. As the water beat on his neck and shoulders, Cade realized that he did, indeed, feel tired. Not physically so much as mentally. It had been a long, taxing day. 

    After washing himself with the bar soap from head to toe and rinsing the soap off, he simply stood still, letting the warm water spray hit him. On the hanging shelf, a tiny bottle of shampoo from a hotel in Munich made him think of how Kim had grabbed it at the last minute when they'd been leaving the room. 

    The thought of her gave him a feeling of loneliness and defeat, but he found it hard to shove her out of his mind. She'd been so thrilled just to touch a castle wall, to... 

    The bathroom door opened, then closed. 

    Carol's voice softly called, "Ed?" 

    Was she naked? Cade almost laughed as he remembered her turmoil about staying or not. 

    "Hi, Carol. There's some hot water left. Hop on in." In fact, the gas heater on the wall above the commode heated water continuously. There was no way to run out of hot water unless the gas quit. Cade didn't bother expecting her to stay or go. He just waited to see what would happen next. Bare feet slapped on the floor and the shower curtain slid back. Carol looked at him for a moment, then stepped into the tub. Her hands trembled and she didn't seem too steady, so he reached to take her arm. She looked staringly at his hand for a second, then pulled the curtain closed and turned to face him, looking a bit like a frightened deer. She rather embarrassedly glanced down at his dick, which had only begun to swell before he'd spotted her fear. It now hung about half-inflated as he considered her trembling hands and staring eyes. 

    "It's never too late to say no," said Cade, reaching for the tiny shampoo bottle. "But if you don't say no pretty quick, I'm going to go ahead and wash your hair while you think about things." 

    She let out a short, high-pitched giggle and continued to stare rather wall-eyed at him as he pulled her head down and forward to let the spray wet her hair. 

    "What is it, Carol? Are you a virgin?" 

    She shook her head slightly and stared down at his dick in silence. 

    "Okay. Why are you so scared? Head up now, your hair's wet enough." Carol straightened and pulled her streaming hair out of her face, still giving him that big-eyed stare. She shook her head again slightly and said, 

"No. I'm not a virgin, but..." 

    Cade shrugged. "What then? Somebody mistreated you?" She bit her lip and looked at the ceiling for a moment, then back at Cade. 

"I don't want to talk about it, Ed." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Okay. But now would be the best time to back out if you're going to, Carol. Here's how it'll go, ma'am... I'll wash your hair, then I'll wash you. In the process my hands will be all over you and I'll probably lick or kiss most of you, too. Unless you say no and leave, I'll then take you to bed and make love to you. Does that agenda meet with your approval?" 

    After a moment another tight giggle leaked out of her and she nodded slightly. "I... I think so." 

    "You don't sound at all sure about it." 

    More firmly, she said, "Yes. I think so." 

    She was able to meet his gaze as she said it, so Cade nodded and poured some shampoo in his palm. Her eyes followed his hands as they spread the shampoo and rose to her head. She looked as if he were about to hit her instead of simply washing her hair. 

    Sighing, he let his hands drop lightly on her head, peered into her eyes, and said, "Carol, relax, will you? This is supposed to feel good and be fun." 

    "I... I'm trying, Ed." 

    After a moment he said, "Uh, huh," and began rubbing the shampoo into her hair. At least he was going to enjoy matters. Excellent breasts and legs. Fine skin. Before the shampoo could trickle into her face, he leaned to kiss her. Carol startled and gasped. Cade waited a moment, then again brushed his lips with hers. And again. He then thought, 'To hell with it' and simply kissed her. After a moment her face tilted slightly upward to accommodate him. After the kiss he concentrated on her hair. He wondered why she was so tense, but he wasn't so interested that he wanted to make her relive whatever it was by bugging her to tell him about it. 

    She closed her eyes as she felt the shampoo trickling toward them. A moment later he deliberately rubbed a bit more vigorously, making her tip slightly forward. Carol's hands flashed out and found his chest. Her lips parted in a tiny gasp as she realized that she'd put her hands on him, but she couldn't open her eyes. 

    Cade deliberately let some shampoo fall on her hands to make the areas slicker. One of her hands slipped slightly and Cade said, "Hang on, ma'am. Don't want you to fall down. Pull in here, ma'am. Arms around me." He drew her to him and kissed her softly. Her arms wrapped around him in a tentative embrace. Cade continued to work with her hair. Between them was his insistently throbbing dick and as much body contact as possible. He could feel Carol trembling against him. 

    Taking his time, Cade added some shampoo and went over Carol's hair twice before saying, "Rinse time." 

    He kept her plastered to him as he turned them so that the spray fell on her, then he guided her head under the spray as he rinsed the shampoo from her hair. 

    "Okay. Soap's out. You can open your eyes now." She did so. Cade swept her hair back from her face and flicked some water off her eyelashes, then he wrapped his arms around Carol and kissed her again. After only a second or so she responded and kissed him back. Cade wiggled himself against her slightly and asked, "Does it hurt yet, ma'am?" 

    Carol giggled tensely and grinned up at him. This time her giggle sounded almost its normal self. Her hands were no longer trembling, but her touch was still tentative as they held each other. 

    "This is the real turning point," said Cade. 

    "Huh?" 
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    Kissing her again, Cade said softly, "This is where I handle you extensively, Carol. Something's bugging you and I don't want to find out the hard way that you can't handle a man's touch, okay? Stay or go time, ma'am." She looked up at him for a moment and said, "I... I want this, Ed. If I can't... uh, deal with it, I'll just go home. And I won't go crazy on you. I promise." 

    Soaping his hands and taking her arm, Cade asked, "Tried sex before, huh?" Carol looked away and nodded. 

    "Your idea or his?" 

    In a voice almost a whisper, she said, "His." 

    "Sounds as if you weren't too thrilled about it." She sighed and said, "All right, Ed. It was a rape, okay?" He nodded and said, "Thought so. That's something I've never tried and don't want to try, Carol. Don't let this become another rape, okay?" 

    "What do you mean?" 

    He soaped her other arm as he said, "I don't care how far along you think we are with this, Carol. If you need to stop, we'll stop. You just keep that in mind and let me know if you suddenly find out that you have to call it off." 

    She nodded again with a slight motion and looked up at him. Cade studied her face as he washed her shoulders and neck. Her lips tightened as he washed her breasts and sides and he decided to see if she really knew her own mind about what was happening to her. 

    He soaped his hands and washed her belly, then let his hand fall to her bush. She went rigid. When his finger slid between her legs, Carol's lips parted and she made a tense, keening sound as her arms locked tightly around him. 

    Cade removed his finger and began at her shoulders again, reaching around Carol to wash her back and butt, then he simply embraced her and kissed her until she began to respond. The kiss continued for some moments, then Cade felt her relax her arms by degrees. 

    He smiled slightly and whispered, "Does it hurt yet?" She let forth a tense, explosive giggle. An embarrassed smile appeared on her lips as she buried her face in his chest and sighed deeply. 

    "Oh, God, I'm sorry," said Carol. "I can't help it. I'm so sorry I'm like this, Ed." 

    "Me, too," he said. "By now you should be worrying about how long I'll last in the sack." 

    She giggled again and stood apart from him, her arms raised slightly and a

'go ahead and do it to me' look on her upturned face. 

    Cade kissed her, then went to his knees and started washing her legs at her ankles. Fine legs. Like Susan's legs. He washed them all the way to the top, making quick, occasional brushings of her bush with his hands. Not once did she fail to jerk slightly as his hand touched her there. When he plopped a handful of soap there and gently forced her legs apart to wash her more thoroughly, she hissed softly again, but she didn't say anything. 

    "All clean," said Cade, standing up. "Rinse time." As they dried themselves, Carol asked, "What are you going to do to me now, Ed?" 

    "Not to you. For you. I'll fix you a drink." She looked up quizzically and asked, "Huh?" With a smile, he said, "A drink. One for me, too. You're so stiff you're making me stiff, ma'am. See?" He gestured at his dick with a small grin. Carol looked down at the object pointing at her from atop his legs and seemed about to say something, but then she didn't. She simply met his eyes and nodded, then her eyes returned to stare at his dick. 

    She softly said, "Yes. A drink would be good, Ed." He watched her gaze at his dick for a moment, then he led the way to the kitchen as he said, "That thing'll still be there later if you still think you want it, Carol." 

    Carol leaned against the table as Cade mixed a couple of drinks using Coke and rum and asked, "Were you a virgin when it happened, Carol?" After a moment, her soft reply was, "Yes." 

    Nodding, Cade handed her a drink and watched her sip it, then swallow about half of it quickly. 

    "The house limit is three drinks," he said. "I don't like sloppy drunks, and what I've got in mind for you won't be at all painful, ma'am." She gazed at him for a moment and said, "Tell me." 

    "Tell you what I'm going to do?" 

    "Yes." 

    Cade stepped forward and nudged her legs apart with a foot, then stepped even closer and embraced and kissed her. Having his dick up against her bush made Carol go rigid again. Some moments passed before she relaxed at all. 

    "Sex isn't supposed to hurt," said Cade softly. "If it does, something isn't right. You were probably scared, tense, and dry as a bone and he didn't care, right?" 

    She nodded slightly. "It was at a party. I went to the bathroom, came out, and there he was. Drunk. Naked. He just threw me on the bed and shoved it in me." She looked up at him and said, "It hurt, Ed. A lot. And there was blood on my legs, and..." 

    He held her as she started crying. 

    "I'm so scared, Ed. But... I hear the other girls, and..." she sobbed and then she sighed. "I feel so fucked up sometimes, Ed. I thought... Well, you seemed like a nice guy and I like you and then Kim left... And you can't make me pregnant. I think that's what... Brought me to you. That night, I was so scared that I'd get pregnant, but... It didn't happen." She looked up and said, "I waited and waited, but nothing happened. I thought I was going to kill myself if..." 

    Tilting her head up for a kiss, Cade said, "Lucky you. And the kid who didn't happen, too. Every time you looked at it, you'd remember how it got there." 

    Cade fixed a couple more drinks, then pulled up a chair and sat down between her spread legs, admiring them with his eyes and hands for some long moments. 

    She giggled. "You really like my legs, don't you?" He nodded and leaned to kiss her thigh. "Oh, yes, ma'am. They're truly fine, ma'am. Gorgeous legs." 

    He kissed her thigh again, then her other thigh, then he kissed his way slowly up toward her bush. No surprises. She could easily see what he was leading up to. Cade let his tongue flicker into her once and heard her sharp gasp. 

    He gave her opening a few more flicks of his tongue, a couple of which deliberately brushed her pleasure nubbin between the folds, and then he kissed her belly and asked in a whisper, "Does it hurt yet, miLady?" Carol's belly heaved in an involuntary chuckle, bumping his nose firmly. He again let his tongue wander between her folds and teased her clit with brushing, rubbing contacts. 

    She was somewhat more relaxed, if still a bit tense, and after a while a slick dampness began to form from within her that glistened within the hairs of her bush. Cade smiled up at her before he very deliberately bent to taste it. 

    Carol sucked air between her teeth as his lips made firm contact and his tongue plunged into her. Her hand on his shoulder gripped him tightly and her nails dug in. 

    Cade then plunged into his efforts as a whole and began working not to relax her, but only to please her. Her belly heaved slightly now and then and her gasps became a low, panting moan after only a few moments. Her hands suddenly flew to the sides of his head and grasped his hair as she held him rock steady on her clit. Cade happily licked her to a full, wrenching orgasm some moments later and savored the taste of it as he kissed both of her thighs again. 

    He stood up while she was still coming out of it and positioned himself to slip within her. Carol's eyes snapped open and she had that deerlike look again. 

    Cade said softly, "Just let me know if it hurts at all, Carol. I promise I'll take it out instantly. Be brave, honey." 

    Her breathing was harsh and she was stiff as a board as she watched him disappear into her in slow, gentle pushes that ended only when he was fully imbedded in her. He encountered only her tenseness as resistance; she was well lubricated indeed, from his tongue's efforts to please her. Cade watched Carol's breasts heave until her breathing slowed to almost normal. He could feel her pounding pulse within her as he smiled and leaned to kiss her cheek, then her lips, and then he reached to hand Carol her drink. She took the drink from him with a look of confusion, then stared back down at their joining with a kind of 'can this really be happening to me?' 

look. Cade grinned at her. 

    "How does it feel, Carol? Good? Bad? Not sure?" 
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    She looked up and met his gaze rather blankly for a moment. He gave her a big, silly grin and a hip wiggle she could feel deep within herself. 

    "You are impaled, miLady. Just like that. No pain, no hassle, and hopefully in a fairly entertaining manner. So have a sip of your rum and relax now." 

    "But... It was so big! How..?" 

    Cade shrugged and said, "It isn't much bigger than anyone else's and it obviously isn't beyond your capacity." 

    Meeting her gaze and raising an index finger, Cade pontificated, "It's always been one of the deeper mysteries of life, ma'am; How to get a two-pound salami into a one-pound wrapper. My research has found that it's really quite simple. All you have to do is make the wrapper incredibly happy first." She snorted once, her belly heaving from it, then again, and then Carol laughed so hard she had to put her drink down to avoid spilling it. 

    "Wow," said Cade, pointing down at their connection. "That feels interesting. Do it again." 

    Carol's eyes followed his pointing finger and she couldn't help doing it again. In fact, she laughed so hard that she began to cry. Cade withdrew himself and fetched her a paper towel as she laughed through her tears. She stared at his glossy, damp dick and began laughing all over again. 

    "I've... been... such a... fool!" she managed. Cade shook his head and sipped his drink. 

    "Nope. You weren't a fool at all, Carol. You were scared and you had a good reason to be." 

    "But... It just slid in as if... Well, like I was made for it." With a shrug, Cade said, "You were. You're a woman." She gave him a wry look and said, "I meant for this one in particular. Do it again, Ed. Slowly. Let me watch." 

    Cade stepped forward and kissed her, feeling her tension as he again slid himself into her in little nudges. Her eyes were big as he disappeared within her. 

    She shook her head in wonder as her eyes came up to meet his and she muttered, "Oh, my God. All this time, I've been so scared..." Saying nothing, Cade allowed Carol time to absorb her personal revelation. He sipped his drink and waited, giving her a little wiggle and a quick kiss on the cheek. 

    When she looked up smiling, he asked, "I take it you're feeling a little better about things now?" 

    Carol hoisted her glass, looked down at where their bodies connected again, and clinked her glass against his. 

    "Yes," she said. "I'm feeling lots better." Cade nodded, smiled, and said, "My pleasure, ma'am. Happy to serve, you know. To do my duty, as it were." 

    She giggled again and sipped her drink with a big smile. 

    "Your duty, huh?" 

    "Sure. How many other guys do you know who'd so patient, so kind, so understanding, so..." 

    With a hand on his chest, she laughed and said, "Okay, okay, I get the picture. You're a real saint, Ed. Is that what you wanted to hear?" He paused as if to consider her words and said, "Yeah. A saint. That's me, all right." 

    Carol laughed again and kissed him, then sipped her drink as she ran her hand down his chest. 

    "One thing, though, miLady, and I think I'd better mention it right now to avoid confusion later." 

    "What's that, Ed?" 

    He kissed her and pulsed within her as he said, "This is just sex, Carol. Good sex, if all goes well. But it isn't love. Please don't get the two mixed up." 

    Carol's gaze grew slightly narrow and she stood very still as she asked, 

"Are you afraid that I'll think you love me, Ed? Something silly like that?" He shook his head. "I don't think that loving you would be silly, Carol. You're a fine, attractive, smart woman. I just don't want you to assume that it will automatically happen." 

    Placing her cold glass against his chest, Carol said, "I may be new at this, but I know the difference, Ed. I've heard enough in the barracks. Some women seem to think that..." she looked down "... that once a man's been between their legs..." she met his gaze again "...that he owes them love. Some of them seem to think that sex and love go together. Or that they're the same thing. Or that they should be, I guess." She shook her head. "I don't." She looked down again as she reached to touch their joining gently with her fingertips, then looked up at him and shook her head again. 

    "Not me, Ed. And definitely not with you. I'm sorry, but here we are, and Kim only left this morning. I don't think I've ever known a nicer man than you, Ed, but I wouldn't dare love you." 

    Cade snapped his fingers and --as if to someone nearby --stage whispered, "Damn. She's a smart one." Looking into Carol's eyes again, he said, "Oh, well. I guess I can put up with intelligence if it gets me between these gorgeous legs." 

    Carol didn't laugh. She didn't even snicker. She simply said, "Thank you," then held up her glass. "One more rum, please. Then I want you to take me to bed." 

    With a vast sigh and a big grin, Cade took her glass, pulled himself out of her, and headed to the counter. 

    "Show 'em a little bit of a good time and they get all bossy," muttered Cade. "Oh, yes, miLady. Of course, ma'am. Another rum, coming right up, ma'am. Oh, here, let me lick that for you, miLady." 

    Carol snickered at his last comment and said, "Well, I'm actually looking forward to getting laid tonight, so you must have done something right, Ed." 

    "Oh, golly gee! May I have that in writing for my resume, ma'am? They say everything counts during interviews, you know. 'I must have done something right.' Cool!" 

    Laughing, Carol let herself slide into a chair and said, "Oh, stop! You know damned well what you've done for me, Ed. I may not be stupid enough to love you, but I'm smart enough to be grateful. I feel like I'm starting to become... normal... for the first time since... Well, just thank you. Okay, Ed? Thank you... for being so nice. For showing me." He glanced at her as he mixed drinks and said, "Carol, I feel rather privileged at the moment. Privileged to be your first enjoyable sexual encounter. It feels good, miLady." 

    When the drinks were ready, he sat down with both of them on his side of the table. She reached for hers and gave Cade a quizzical look when he put his hand over it. 

    "Uh-uh," said Cade. Sit over here. On my lap." Carol simply stared at him for a moment, then stood up and walked around the table. She eyed the thing in his lap for another moment, then arranged herself at the top of it and stared into Cade's eyes with a defiant little grin as she slid down his shaft an inch or so at a time. 

    When she was fully impaled she reached for her drink and sipped it without taking her eyes off his. 

    "Good enough?" she asked. "That was a kind of a test, wasn't it? Did I pass?" 

    Cade smiled and said, "Another week and you'll have your brown belt, ma'am. A month or so from now you'll probably have a black belt." 

    "A whole month?" 

    He tried to look thoughtful and said, "Maybe three weeks, at this rate. How does it feel in there?" 

    Carol shrugged slightly and said, "Good. Full. Yeah. Full." Cade kissed her breasts and then her shoulders, then he let his kisses trail up her throat to her lips. He licked her lips and tickled them with his own lips, then kissed her fully. 

    Carol squeaked when he bucked within her, so he made himself buck again. She grinned and said, "I like that. It feels funny when it does that." After another kiss, Cade said, "I'm gonna make you feel sssoooo good tonight, Carol. It just became my reason for living. Making Carol happy tonight." 

    She grinned and giggled, then kissed him. 

    He sipped his drink, then said, "And in the morning, I'm going to ask you if you had a good time, and if you say yes, I'm going to nail you again before I toss you out." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Toss me out?" 

    Cade nodded. "Yup. Gotta go to Ramstein in the morning. I don't want you napping in Kim's bed if she comes back for anything she might have forgotten. You didn't see how she came at me, ma'am. You only saw the last of it, when she was starting to wind down some." 

    Carol nodded and said softly, "Oh. Yeah. Okay." He sipped his drink and put it down, then held up his middle finger. She gave it a narrow gaze and seemed about to speak, but Cade put a finger to her lips. 

    "Now to the classwork," he said. "I'm not giving you the finger, ma'am. Inside every woman, or at least every woman I've ever known, there's a spot about this far from the... opening. On the topside. When you're ready, I want you to put your drink down, hoist yourself a bit, and use me to look for yours. Lean back a little when you lift." 
Chapter Sixty-Six

    With a skeptical look, Carol did as instructed, bracing herself on Cade and the table as she lifted herself. After several slow ups and downs along his shaft, she suddenly froze and gasped softly. 

    In a frantic whisper she said, "You weren't... teasing me... Ed, I... I think I found it!" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. Looks like it. Rub it a little." She did so, clumsily at first as she simply moved herself up and down in strokes that were too long to keep his point on her spot. As she got the hang of things, her strokes became shorter and her motions tighter. 

    "Ohhh-Myyy-Gawwd!" she gaspingly whispered, just before her orgasm expanded outward and flooded her. 

    Carol's legs shook as she rather erratically tried to continue her rubbings and her slow groan was music to Cade's ears as it became somewhat louder and held steady. 

    Carol managed a few more of the tight postings before her legs gave out and she draped herself against his chest, panting like a track star after a hard race. 

    Cade made himself buck inside her and was rewarded by a gasp and a low giggle. She kissed his chest and snuggled closer as she came down from her self-induced high. 

    He softly asked, "You kind of liked that, huh?" Carol giggled again and let her breath out in an "Ahhh-hahhh...", then she kissed his chest again. 

    "When you get reorganized, we can do it again. There are probably a few more of those in there." 

    "Uuuhhhh... My legs... I can't do that again." Cade kissed the top of her head and said, "You won't have to, miLady. I can find it for you. All you'll have to do is lie there and look pretty while I tickle that thing silly." 

    She snickered and softly said, "That I could manage, I think. God, my legs won't stop shaking. I'm still humming and vibrating inside like... Ed, is this why some women can become such fools about men?" 

    "Could be. It's a helluva draw, isn't it? I'd guess that a woman would want to hang onto the guy who could reach inside her and make those happen for her." 

    "Is it like that for men, too?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "I don't know about other guys, but it isn't for me. I squirt and feel good for a few minutes, but it doesn't make me all glassy-eyed and shaky. Fact is, I'd rather look for yours than mine." He made himself buck inside her for emphasis. 

    Carol giggled and said, "I just love that. It feels like something's alive inside me." 

    "I think it is alive, ma'am. The rest of me is, anyway." 

    "I mean... Oh, hell, you know what I mean. I know you do. You've probably heard all this a dozen times before." 

    "Yeah," he said. "Once or twice. Now and then." She feebly swatted his chest, then kissed the spot. 

    "Sure," she said. "A man who can show a woman how to use her... self... that way..." 

    Cade kissed her hair and asked, "You ready to use your 'self' some more yet?" 

    She nodded against his chest. 

    "Then grab your drink, lady. It's bedtime." Carol slowly levered herself off his chest and kissed him, then sat up straight. She took a sip of her drink, then said, "I don't want to... to let it go. If I get up, I'll be empty again." 

    "Only for a minute." 

    She shook her head firmly and said, "No. Not yet." Shrugging, Cade said, "Okay. I'm up and I'm in, so I'm fine. You know, from now on you won't meet a likeable man without wondering how he'd feel inside you." 

    Carol stopped in mid-sip and blushed slightly for a moment, then softly said, "Oh, my God. I think you're right, Ed. What have you done to me?" 

    "You'd have found your 'self' sooner or later, ma'am. That's the way things work. At least now you won't think the lucky guy who found it first is the only guy who can." 

    She met his gaze with a raised eyebrow, but said nothing as she took another sip of rum. Cade raised one of her breasts and kissed the nipple, then kissed the other breast, and then pulled her face to his to kiss her lips. 

    "My legs," said Cade. "I can't feel them anymore." 

    "You're telling me to get off, aren't you?" 

    "Yes, ma'am, or you'll have to carry me to bed." She looked him over and shook her head. "No, I don't think so. You're too big, and my legs are still trembling." 

    Carol lifted herself off him slowly, her eyes closed as she savored every inch that slid out of her. A small whimper escaped her when the last of Cade popped free. 

    She sighed as she stood straight just beyond his knees and then she sipped her drink until it was gone as she gazed at the object pointing up from his lap. 

    Carol then put her glass on the table and headed straight for the bed and climbed in, flopping on her back and raising her arms toward Cade. 

    "Hurry," she said. "I feel empty." Cade said, "Yes, ma'am. One moment, please," and drained his own drink before approaching the bed. Carol spread her legs as he climbed between them, kissing her from knee to thigh and belly and breast, then planting a long kiss on her lips as he reentered her. 

    She moaned into his kiss and her arms hugged him. 

    Breaking the kiss, she whispered, "It feels good, Ed. It feels really good." 

    He nodded with a smile and kissed her again. 

    Carol was primed, mentally and physically, to go off. All he had to do was locate her spot and bumble it for a few moments and she began to moan softly. The moan quickly became another low, building groan, and then he felt warm wetness occur along the length of his shaft as Carol let her breath out in a rush and came hard. 

    After letting her relax for a while as he rested deep within her, he backed out enough to work her spot again. After another of her wet, clenching orgasms the tingling began down in his heels that told him he was nearing his own. 

    "Carol." 

    She interrupted her panting to take enough breath to mumble, 

"Uuuhhh-huhhh." 

    "My turn. I'm about to fill you, ma'am." 

    Her eyes opened and stared into his for a moment, then she nodded and kissed him hard. Her kiss spurred his own orgasm to completion. Carol tensed and groaned as she came again and she began to cry as Cade spurted and bucked inside her. She broke their kiss to sob as he squirted his last into her, then she hugged him to her, still crying. 

    "Ed..." she said softly. 

    "Yes, Carol." 

    "Ed..." 

    He waited, but she said no more. Tears streamed down both sides of her face as she sobbed again. He could think of nothing else to do, so he gently licked her tears away, then kissed her. She hugged him harder. As his connection dwindled inside her, Cade asked, "Carol, honey? Carol?" Between sobs she managed, "Uh, huh?" 

    "Are you okay, Carol?" 

    She nodded, her eyes closed tightly against the tears, and smiled. "Yes, Ed. Very okay. Really. I'm sorry. I just can't stop crying. I feel so... complete, I guess." 

    He kissed her and said softly, "You scared me for a minute, there. Thought I'd hurt you with that thing." 

    Carol giggled and shook her head. 

    "Not even once. You made me feel wonderful, Ed." 

    "I did something right again, huh?" 

    She laughed softly. "Yeah. Something right." As he slipped out of her, Cade rolled to the left and sat up on the edge of the bed, then went to the bathroom for a towel. Using it to mop himself as he approached the bed, he folded it clean side out and gave it to Carol. She used it to mop the sweat from her face and smiled up at him. Cade pointed to her bush with a raised eyebrow. 

    She didn't seem to understand, so he said, "You're leaking, ma'am." When Carol saw the leakage that she hadn't felt happening, she quickly stuffed the towel between her legs and mumbled, "Sorry. I... uh... didn't realize..." 

    Cade said, "Happens every time. You only keep a little of it. That's why I went for a towel. Don't worry about it." 

    Sitting on the edge of the bed, Cade swept her hair out of her eyes and kissed her. 

    "Better keep the towel a while. You might even want to sleep with it between your legs." 

    She nodded and turned it so the wetness was toward the center, tucked it into place, and then lay back on the bed looking rather embarrassed. Cade couldn't resist the urge to put his hands on her and stroke her legs. His hand traveled to her belly, then her breasts. Some moments later his hand traveled along her shoulder and the length of her arm as she watched its progress. 

    "Gorgeous," said Cade, bending to lick her breast and suckle the nipple a bit, which made her gasp softly. 

    He stretched out next to her and played for a while as Carol's eyes began to have trouble staying open. When she was dozy and drifting, he softly kissed her again and pulled the covers over them. They slept like spoons, nestled together beneath the covers. 
Chapter Sixty-Seven

    Something woke Cade at a little after seven with an odd spike of adrenaline. He sat up and listened hard for a moment, then got up to look out the front window. 

    Kim was in the midst of paying a cab driver. He looked at peacefully sleeping Carol and jogged to the bed. It didn't matter to him if Kim saw a woman in the bed, but he thought it might be a problem for Carol. Shaking her lightly, he said, "Carol! Reveille! Up and at 'em, Carol. Kim's here." 

    "Uh? Huh? What? Kim's here!?" 

    "Yes'm. Hide or don't hide, it's up to you." 

    "What?" 

    "I'm saying I don't care if she finds you here. If you do care, grab your stuff and hit the bathroom and stay away from the door. No shadows of feet, okay?" 

    Carol bounded out of the bed and grabbed her clothes off the floor in a sweeping motion as she aimed herself at the bathroom. Cade managed to toss her sandals in after her just before the door closed, then he shoved their towel under her pillow and smoothed her side of the bed. 

    Footsteps on the stairs. Looking around, Cade hurried to the kitchen and quickly rinsed one of the drink glasses, then dried it, stuck it in the cabinet, and took another quick look around the apartment. Nothing seemed unusual. 

    A key turned in the door lock as he crossed the room and Kim opened the door and stepped in. She stared at him for a moment, and of course his dick stiffened instantly. Then he saw Evelyn behind her and his dick bucked slightly. 

    Evelyn blushed and turned away, covering her face with her hands. Kim stared at first his dick, then his face. 

    "Uh, hi!" said Cade. "Should I put on some pants?" Kim's gaze narrowed as she said, "Yes. Why don't you?" 

    "Evelyn," said Cade, "Do you think I need pants?" She wouldn't look at him as she vigorously nodded. 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Oh, well," and picked up his pants from the floor to put them on. 

    Kim came into the apartment and looked around as she set her purse on the table and sat down. 

    Evelyn, still blushing, seemed undecided about what to do. Cade pulled out a chair and gestured that she should come in and sit down. With some hesitation, she declined his offer and remained standing by the door. 

    "Ed," said Kim, "I just came by to get a few things and drop off my key. I won't be needing it anymore." 

    He nodded. When she said nothing more for a few moments, he asked, "What things?" 

    "Pictures. Other stuff. They're in a box under the bed. And anything else that I missed yesterday." 

    She looked him over and her gaze narrowed again as she asked, "Have I come at a bad time?" 

    Cade made himself a coffee as he said, "Well, I just got up --that's not a pun, by the way --and I'm meeting Captain Webley at the Rod & Gun club in a little while, so if you wouldn't mind keeping this visit short..?" He let the sentence hang unfinished and glanced at Kim. 

    "No," she said. "I wouldn't mind at all. I'll just get my things and go, Ed." 

    Cade made himself a coffee using hot tap water and instant coffee, then turned to lean on the counter and face her. Still in the chair, she sat gazing at him as she had before, with a very grim countenance. 

    "When?" he asked. 

    "When, what?" asked Kim. 

    "When are you going to get your stuff and go? I have to shower, shave, and all that." 

    Kim's eyes flared, then narrowed again. She stood up and walked to the bed, then went to her knees to remove a shoebox and a shopping bag. After flipping through the contents of both containers, she brought them to the table and invited Cade to make sure she was taking only things belonging to her. 

    Shrugging, Cade glanced through the contents of the box and the bag, then sat down across from Evelyn, who appeared as tense as Carol had been the night before. 

    "Okay," he said, "It's all your stuff. Where's the key?" Kim still had the key in her hand. She slapped it on the table and slid it at Cade, who caught it and dropped it in his pants pocket. Cade said, "Thanks. What else did you want to look for?" Glaring at him, Kim scanned the contents of the kitchen cabinets, then the fridge. What she claimed as hers amounted to some name-brand pots and pans and a lidded glass dish. Cade wrapped newspaper around the glass dish and lid and put them inside the biggest pot with some further wadded newspaper cushioning. 

    "Is that it?" he asked. "If so, I'll help you carry them downstairs and call you a cab." 

    She glaringly shook her head. "Evelyn will help me, Ed. I don't want anything more from you." 

    He said, "Okay. Whatever. Bye," and sipped his coffee. Kim leaned on the table and simply looked at him for close to half a minute. 

    "You don't even want to talk about things, do you, Ed?" 

    "About what things, Kim? No kids. Never. You left me. I love you, but I'll survive. Have I left anything out?" 

    She nodded. "Yes, as a matter of fact. Housing and benefits, for one thing. You have a NATO/SOFA stamp in your passport because you're married to me, Ed. Your DAC ID gets you PX gas and cheap car insurance and lets you shop at the commissary. There are all kinds of things you won't have or have access to after a divorce." 

    He shrugged. "And you'll be out close to four hundred a month in benefits. I'll survive. So will you. So when's the divorce, ma'am?" Evelyn goggled at both of them as Kim and Cade gazed hard at each other. Kim asked, "You want me to file for the divorce?" 

    "Why not? I bought everything else; the rings, the license. You're the one who decided to leave, so you can spring for it." 

    After a moment, Kim said quietly, "I'll have to get back to you on that, Ed. We're both Virginia residents and I don't know how they handle overseas divorces." 

    Evelyn said, "Wait a minute. Kim, you'll be here for another year and a half." 

    Kim nodded. "Yeah. About that." 

    "Then let things ride, both of you. Kim, if you stay married while you're here, you'll get the extra money. Ed, you'll keep the PX and other benefits. Both of you just stay out of each other's way until your tour is up. You can get a divorce when you get back to the States." 

    "Wouldn't work," said Cade. "I plan to date. So will Kim when the shock wears off. The Army won't be ignorant about us for very long. I'll have to get with one of the government agencies or contractors to get another DAC card..." Kim raised a hand and asked in an ominous tone, "What the hell did you just say about me? When the shock wears off? I've got news for you, Ed. It's already worn off." 

    Cade nodded and said, "Okay. Fine. You're no longer shocked. I'm just ever so thrilled for you." 

    Evelyn said, "Back off a little, both of you. Think about it. An extra

$4800 a year for Kim and base bennies for you, Ed. And all you have to do is stay legally married." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Sure. Doesn't matter to me. As long as I can do what I want without a hassle." 

    Kim stood very straight for a moment, then leaned on the table again and fixed Cade with a glare. 

    "What you want. Right. That means that I can see other men, too, you know. Sleep with them. All that." 

    Nodding again, Cade said, "I know that, Kim." 

    "You're saying that doesn't bother you?" 

    Cade sighed and said, "Of course it does, but you'd be doing that anyway if we were divorced, so what the hell difference does it make? Besides, you'll see me with other women now and then. Think you can handle that?" Standing straight again, Kim said, "Oh, yes. I can handle something like that, Ed. I can handle it just fine. Are you sure you can handle thinking of me with another man?" 

    "As I said; I'd have to either way, so it isn't worth discussion. What are we doing, Kim? Divorce or separation?" 

    Gathering her things, Kim said, "Call me a cab, Ed. I'll think about it and let you know what I've decided later." 

    "Good enough, then. Now hop your little selves back downstairs and let me get ready to go." 

    Kim and Evelyn carried everything to the door as Cade called the taxi on the apartment's extension of the landlady's phone line and marked the call on the note pad. 

    Evelyn gave him a last glance at the door, pulling the door shut with her foot after two tries. 

    Carol came out of the bathroom dressed. Cade told the cab where to pick up Kim and hung up. As Carol started to part a curtain for a look outside, Cade snapped, "Don't!" 

    Carol jerked and pulled her hand back. 

    "If you don't want to be seen here," said Cade, "Don't create an opportunity to be seen. Stay near the bathroom until Kim's completely gone. Evelyn will probably come back." 

    Biting her lip, Carol said, "Evelyn's fairly tight with Kim, Ed. I don't really want her to see me here, either." 

    "Then stay near the bathroom." 

    Staring at her hands, Carol said, "I'm trembling." 

    "I see that. Why? Didn't you hear the deal I just made with Kim? We'll both be dating, it seems." 

    "Still, Ed..." 

    A car door slammed outside and an engine gunned, then footsteps came up the stairs. Carol ducked back into the bathroom. Cade stayed where he was at the table. 

    When Evelyn knocked on the door, Cade said, "It isn't locked, Evelyn." 

Chapter Sixty-Eight

    Evelyn opened the door and came in, then closed the door as if she were thinking about something. 

    When she turned to face him, she asked, "How did you know it would be me? 

Were you watching Kim leave?" 

    "Nope. It just seemed likely, Evelyn." 

    Cade blatantly eyed her bare legs. Nice. Not as good as Carol's. Well, good, but differently shaped. Evelyn didn't approach the table, instead remaining by the door. 

    After a moment, she said, "Ed, I'll tell you exactly what I told Kim. I was only trying to give you two a way to stay married long enough to find some way to get back together. Maybe it won't happen, but at least..." Cade nodded. 

    "Ed, you two love each other." 

    Again Cade nodded. "That won't matter in the long run, Evelyn. The kids thing won't go away." 

    "Why not let some time pass and see if she doesn't change her mind, Ed? 

And there's always adoption. Or that needle thing you were talking about." 

    "Sure, Evelyn. I only got a vasectomy so I'd have an excuse to adopt a kid or let someone stick me in the balls with a big needle. Is that all? I really do have plans." 

    Evelyn hesitated, then reached for the door handle. After another moment, she said, "Yeah. I guess that's all," and opened the door. She stopped in the doorway and said, "Carol can come out of the bathroom. I won't tell Kim." Instead of staying put and not confirming anything, Carol burst out of the bathroom and asked, "How did you know?" 

    Evelyn shrugged and said, "You weren't home last night. Not at the WAC

shack or anywhere else, either. Only one place left. I hope he was worth it, Carol." 

    Carol's gaze grew tenser and she stood straight and said, "Yes. He was. I'll be home a little later, Evelyn. Maybe I'll even tell you how it went last night." 

    Evelyn shook her head a little sadly and said, "No, that's all right, Carol. I can guess. I remember what happened with you and Dave." Cade saw Carol clasp her hands behind her and look at the ceiling for a moment, then she fixed Evelyn with a small smile and an almost-giggle in her voice. 

    She said, "No, Evie. It wasn't like that at all. It was wonderful." Evelyn's eyebrows went up. She stared peeringly at Carol for a moment as Carol's small smile became a big one, then Evelyn's gaze switched to Cade. Cade continued looking at Carol. Great legs. Nice smile. Evelyn looked at Carol again and asked, "You mean...?" 

    Carol nodded. "That's right. It was wonderful, Evie. He was wonderful." She looked at Cade and said, "He was gentle, Evie. Kind. Patient. And... And it was just wonderful, Evie." 

    After another moment and a rather terse nod, Evelyn glanced at Cade, then spun and left. Carol stared at the door for a few moments, then deflated considerably, looked at Cade, and said, "Oh, hell, Ed." He nodded. "Yup. You want to stay here and play with me or go try to make your best friend feel a little better?" 

    With a brief incredulous look, she asked, "Why did you put it like that?" Cade drained his coffee, then said, "She needs you. We can get together later, Carol. No problem. Go ahead." 

    He walked over and kissed her, smelling the mouthwash on her breath. He then knelt and pulled her shirt up to kiss her belly, then he wetly kissed each of her thighs. 

    Standing up to embrace and kiss her, Cade said, "Just don't forget me, okay?" 

    With the morning some of Carol's tenseness at his touch had returned, but she giggled and smiled as she nodded, then she left. 

    Cade soaked up another cup of coffee and a can of chicken noodle soup, then took a shower and dressed in jeans and a blue shirt. He rolled up his sleeves as he headed downstairs and walked to his car. 

    In the reflection of the rearview mirror as he started the car he could see that there were two faces in the window of the next building. He turned to wave at them, then headed down the driveway. 

    He pulled into the gun club lot a little before eight. A man was unloading boxes of ammo and clay birds from the back of his car as Cade walked up, so he pitched in to help. 

    "You here for the tourney?" asked the man. 

    "Nope. I'm here to watch a friend shoot in it." 

    "I'm Ted," the man said. "You shoot skeet?" 

    "I'm Ed. No, but I've seen it." 

    "Want to try it while you wait? I'll issue you a gun and a box of shells for helping me unload the car." 

    Cade nodded. "Sure. Thanks, Ted." 

    Armed with a Remington 1100 and twenty-five rounds of number-nine shotgun shells, Cade stepped up to the first station a few minutes later. There was a low launching shed on the left and a high one on his right. The control pad on the stand before him had four buttons; left, right, doubles, and time. Pressing the left button once made a clay bird zip across the sky and sail to earth some distance beyond the right shed. Cade stuck the control pad back on the pedestal and put his ear protectors on. He tapped in a five-second delay, then racked a round into the shotgun's chamber. The gun felt good enough; it had a solid action and snugged against his cheek well. Cade took a breath and pressed the left button. The bird zipped out five seconds later and Cade missed it as he tried to swing the long shotgun to lead the bird. 

    'Fuck this,' thought Cade. 

    He punched the right button and stood with the shotgun suspended from his arms the way he'd always carried an M-16. As the bird flew out of the high house, Cade simply swiveled a bit and pulled the trigger. The bird exploded. According to the charts on the pedestals, the pattern on the first two stations was left, right, then doubles. Cade missed one of the station two birds and a few others, finishing the round of skeet with a score of eighteen out of twenty-five. 

    "Not bad at all," said Ted, "But you might do better to actually aim the gun." He mimed a standard aiming from the shoulder and grinned. 

    "Tried that," said Cade. "I missed." He pretended to track a bird with the gun in the crook of his elbow and said, "I'm out of practice, but this is the way it feels right for me." 

    When Cade paid for another box of shells Ted offered to pull for him. Cade accepted and handed him the control pad when they got to station one. This time Cade scored twenty-three birds. As he jacked the loading lever back to clear and inspect the chamber, then removed his ear covers, Cade felt a little better. 

    He turned to head back to the clubhouse and saw Marge Webley standing by her car, a blue Ford Taunus. Two men nearby were getting out of an Opel Ascona. 

    Cade waved at Marge and smiled, then pointed first to his shotgun, then to the clubhouse. Marge waved and smiled back as she moved to meet him by the front door. 

    As they drew close, she stopped along the wall and gave him a small hand sign to join her there. He did so and was rewarded with a quick kiss after she looked both ways. 

    "I got here late," she said, "But I saw you from station three on. You're pretty good with a shotgun, Ed." 

    "Other times and places, Marge. I only got eighteen the first time around. I thought I could do better." 

    "Only eighteen?" she laughed, "Only eighteen? How many did you get this round, Ed?" 

    Cade again felt that she probably already knew the answer to a question she'd asked him. 

    "Twenty-three," he said, unbelting his ammo pouch. "Are you suitably impressed, ma'am?" 

    With a grin, Marge said, "I certainly am! That's a damned good score, Ed." Slinging the ammo belt over his shoulder, Cade said, "Thank you, miLady. Have you given any thought about our next, uhm... meeting?" Marge nodded and waved at someone who'd just arrived, then said, "Yes. I'll tell you later. Here come the others." 

    After turning in his gun, Cade mingled with the new arrivals. Some were officers, some were enlisted, and two were civilians. Marge spent several minutes talking to one and called Cade over for an introduction. The man turned out to be the police chief for the town of Kaiserslautern. His firm handshake was backed by a firm voice as he said, "Call me Freddie, Ed. Everyone else does. Captain Webley told me you speak German?" 

    "I do. Is that short for Frederich?" asked Cade. The man nodded. He then asked Cade in German what he thought of skeet. When Cade had smilingly answered in German that he'd rather enjoyed splattering clay pigeons, Freddie glanced at Marge and nodded slightly. A few more pleasantries later he left to schmooze the others. 

    Cade had the distinct feeling that Freddie had actually just been testing his knowledge of German. Cade remained in Marge's general vicinity as the group readied to shoot, but she introduced him in only a cursory manner to the others, rattling through their names as she pointed to each of them. One of the men was the commander of the Air Police detachment at Ramstein Air Force Base. Cade wondered if the others were also cops of some sort, but he didn't ask. 

    During a break, Freddie asked Cade in English if he had any talent with a pistol, as well. Cade allowed that he could probably at least wing anything he could see within a few rounds, which made Marge and Freddie laugh. Marge said, "You'd have to do better than that, Ed." Freddie then invited Marge and Cade to visit the police range and try their luck with police-issue 9mm pistols. 

    With a grin, Marge quickly accepted for both of them and arranged a date and time during the following weekend, rather belatedly glancing at Cade and asking if he had any objections to the arrangements. 

    "I can be there," said Cade. "Thanks, Freddie. It's been a while since I've done any shooting." 

    After scoring third in her group during the day's shooting, Marge had a beer with Cade and asked him to shoot a round of skeet with her. As they lined up to begin the round, Cade glanced back at the clubhouse and saw that Freddie had moved to a window table and sat watching them. 

    Marge hit twenty-one. Cade hit twenty-three again, shooting as he had before. As they headed for the clubhouse, Cade saw that Freddie was no longer by the window. 

    When the group was breaking up, Marge whispered an address to Cade, then made him repeat it. He did so. 

    "It's an Air Force friend's apartment," she said. "She's on TDY for a couple of weeks. Think you can find the place?" 

    He nodded. "Miesenbach is right down the street and I can stop at a gas station for a look at a wall map if necessary. I take it that's where we're meeting next?" 

    She grinned. "I'm going straight there from here, Ed. Give me a fifteen minute head start." 

    "Want me to stop for wine or anything?" 

    "No. Nothing," she said, leaning close. "Just get there. Shooting makes me horny, Ed. Real horny." 
Chapter Sixty-Nine

    Cade had grinned and nodded. He'd then waited the prescribed fifteen minutes and followed, as instructed. Some fifteen minutes later, he'd seen her blue Ford parked in front of a small apartment complex in Miesenbach and had parked his Mercedes a few slots away. 

    Marge was looking out a first-floor window as he approached the building. Almost as soon as he entered the foyer of the building a door to his left opened and she gestured him to come in, closing the door behind him. After a greeting hug and kiss, Marge led him to the bedroom and gave him one of the red wines she'd set out for them, took a sip of hers, then began undressing. 

    "Let's skip the foreplay," she said, tossing a small towel on the bed. Cade set down his wine and stripped. Marge grabbed him and played with him for a few moments, then kissed him deeply and used her grip on him to lead him to the bed. 

    It was straight, uncomplicated screwing. She came hard pretty much on her own and then came again a bit more softly when she felt him preparing to release inside her. 

    While Marge lay limp and breathlessly savored her aftermath, Cade tucked the towel between her legs and lay next to her. He licked and nibbled on her throat and breasts, kissing her now and then as he entertained himself. After a short while Marge recovered enough to notice that he wasn't simply lying next to her and watched him tongue-tickle and nibble on her nipples. 

    "You're still horny?" she asked. 

    Cade nodded and kissed her, then went back to playing, letting his hands lightly trail over her legs and breasts. 

    "It's down, but the rest of me is still up," he said. Marge picked up her wine and drank quite a bit of it, then rested the flat bottom of the glass on her stomach. 

    Reaching for his wine, Cade sipped it and put it back, then licked her inner left thigh and bit her lightly. 

    "After we shower," he said, "And maybe see about some dinner, we'll do it my way, Captain Marge, ma'am." 

    She chuckled. "Your way, huh?" 

    "Yup. My way. From your ankles up, with a long pause to taste you and play extensively, miLady." In a solemn tone, he said, "You'll be begging for mercy." After a speculative pause, he amended, "Or possibly begging for more. I hope you have a few hours to spare tonight, Captain, ma'am." Marge's burst of laughter made wine spill from her glass before she could lift it from her belly. She held the glass toward him and he took it as her laughter continued and claimed her totally for a moment. 

    When she managed to taper to giggles, she said, "I almost thought you were different, Mr. Cade. You know, not one of those guys who thinks he's God's gift to women." 

    Nodding as if with sudden enlightenment, Cade smiled at her and said, 

"Hold your giggles for a minute and just listen. An older woman I considered something of a goddess took me in hand for a summer when I was seventeen." Marge gave him a grinning 'oh, do tell' sort of expression, but she sat up a bit and lost her giggles. 

    Cade took a sip of wine, then said, "She was very thorough and often very demanding, Marge. She taught me to appreciate very much the accomplishment of a woman's deepest pleasures and she taught me how to go about achieving them. I'm not God's gift to women. I'm hers." 

    After staring at him for a long moment, Marge smiled and sipped her wine. 

"We're really rather full of ourselves, aren't we, Mr. Cade?" He shook his head. "No, we aren't. In the woods behind the Treffpunkt I licked you until you couldn't stand up, didn't I? Then, once you'd satisfied your own immediate lust for what you called a 'good solid fuck', what did I do?" 

    Marge's gaze narrowed slightly, but she didn't quite lose her smile as she said, "You tell me, Ed. What do you think you did after that?" Cade met her gaze as he said, "I said you had a few more in you and that I wanted them. Then I pulled them out of you, Marge. One by one. That's what Anne trained me to do." He chuckled and added, "And I did love pleasing her. Like I said, she was kind of my goddess back then." 

    He took a sip of wine and stroked Marge's thigh. Nice, firm muscle under a velvet veneer. He leaned to plant a firm kiss on her thigh and then looked up at her eyes. 

    Marge showed him a poker face, concealing her thoughts and emotions concerning his revelation, but she seemed to take what he said seriously enough. Cade smiled and kissed her belly just below her navel. 

    "There's gold in there, ma'am. Anne said that most men find it only by accident, or when the gold's built up so much that it'll pretty much shake loose with only a little nudging. She said that all men have the tools, but that most come away having only made a gooey mess of things. She even said -would you believe this? --that a lot of men aren't even looking for a woman's gold when they... uhm, dig." 

    Marge snickered, then giggled. "That's true enough." Kissing her belly again, then her lips, Cade said, "I look for and usually find a woman's gold, Marge." With a calculatedly smug and fatuous grin, he said, "Thanks to Anne, I'm an educated gold miner." After a moment Marge gave him the return grin he'd wanted. 

    "I see," she said. Sipping her wine, she said, "So are you saying that's all you care about? That you really don't care if you come at all?" Cade shook his head. "No, I'm not saying that. It feels good and some women need that, if only to make them feel as if things were completed properly, or that I didn't get cheated by not having one of my own." Sipping her wine again, Marge quietly exclaimed, "My God, you're serious, aren't you?" 

    With a shrug, Cade said, "Yup." 

    "You don't think you're maybe a little deluded?" 

    "If I am, then so was Anne. I doubt it, though, and I don't really care if I am. You'd agree that my heart's in the right place on this issue, wouldn't you? It makes me do my best to make a woman happy, and I just can't find any fault in that. As a woman, can you?" 

    Marge giggled, then said, "No, I guess not. It's just a little unusual, that's all." 

    "Good," said Cade. "Now tell me about Freddie." The change of topic caught her off guard and her face instantly froze in poker mode. 

    "What about him?" she asked. 

    "Why was he so interested in me today, Marge? And why did I have a de facto interview with him, but all I got was a ten second introduction to all the others? And after I shot a round with you, he invited us to try pistols. I'm not some brass hat, Marge. He won't make a valuable social or professional contact. I'm not someone with whom he can swap favors, for instance. And you're already friends, so he doesn't need me to get close to you. Or anyone else." 

    "You don't think he might just have wanted to make a new friend, Ed? Maybe you're someone he thought would be worthwhile, even if you aren't a brass hat." 

    "That would truly surprise me, Marge. I won't rule it out completely, but I wouldn't put money on it, either." 

    She drew her legs up and crossed her ankles, then sipped her wine as she regarded Cade. 

    "Why do you think he's interested in you, Ed?" Cade poured some of his wine in her glass and said, "I prefer beer or gin with bitter lemon. Marge, I'm not sure why a German police chief would have an interest in me, but I'm going to assume that I was checked out today. Probably in fair depth, for whatever reason. Fact is, I think I was probably checked out well before then. All I'm really asking now is who wanted me checked out and why." 

    He paused and added, "And maybe how you're involved in things other than by our having a good time together." 

    Marge simply looked at him for some moments, then said, "Would you believe me if I said I'm only with you for the good times, Ed? That I don't know if or why Freddy might have been interested in you?" 

    Cade grinned and reached to put a finger on her nose. 

    "No, not really. I'd just figure you had reasons for not telling me." He smiled and added, "That's okay. Sooner or later someone will let me in on things, and in the meantime I'll just be more than thrilled to mine your gold, miLady." 

    Marge took his wine glass and poured his barely-touched wine into hers, then told him to look in the fridge for a beer. Cade kissed her and took his glass to the kitchen, where he found a six pack of Hofbrau in the fridge. He returned to find Marge sitting where he'd left her, crosslegged on the bed. Her wine glass was on the night table and her hands were in her lap. Cade put his beer next to her wine and leaned to kiss her. 
Chapter Seventy

    A small motion and a flash of metal made him instantly abort the kiss and slap Marge's hands downward with his left hand. He felt hard metal under his fingers as he used his right shoulder to shove her hard sideways and flatten her on the bed, falling across her as he wrestled the gun out of her unusually strong hands and Marge struggled to shove him off her with her legs. As soon as he had the gun out of her hands, Cade rolled off her, sat up, and bounced out of the bed in more or less one motion. Covering her with the gun and glancing at the doorways, he backed away from the bed. When his back was to the wall by the bathroom door he held the gun where he could see it without taking his eyes off Marge. It was a chromed Jennings

.25 automatic with white plastic handgrips. 

    Marge had quit struggling as soon as he'd rolled off the bed. In fact, she lay smiling at him and gave him a little wave as she pushed herself up onto one elbow. 

    He glanced at the doorways again, switched the gun to his right hand and pressed the clip release, and let the clip fall in to his left hand. It was empty. Pulling the slide back, he saw no round in the chamber. With the gun in one hand and the clip in the other, Cade took a better look into the bathroom and the living room. Nobody in sight and he'd heard nothing. 

    Putting the clip back in the gun, he moved to set it on the night table and picked up his beer, staring thoughtfully at Marge as he sipped. Marge sat up slowly and rubbed her arm, then reached for her wine and took a sip as she looked up at him. 

    With a grin, she asked, "Do you still love me, sir?" Cade nodded and gazed at her body, then met her eyes and said, "Sure, lady." 

    "You don't want to know why I did that?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "It was a test." 

    She nodded and sipped her wine. "You reacted instantly and successfully to disarm me. You didn't assume we were alone as you kept me covered and put some distance between us." She grinned and added, "And when I smiled and waved, you assumed it might be a distraction. Only after you checked the doors did you check the gun, then you checked the other rooms. Well done, Mr. Cade." 

    "Thanks. Are any other surprises scheduled for today?" 

    "They wouldn't be surprises if I told you, Ed." He nodded curtly and smiled. "Yeah. Good point." 

    "Something else," said Marge, "You came back down fast. Some haven't. They bounced off the walls for a while." 

    Cade said nothing to that, but he wondered if those other tests had occurred in bedrooms and realized that he wouldn't believe her if she said they hadn't. Oh, well. 

    Sitting down next to her on the bed, Cade took another sip of beer and gave matters some thought as he let the cold beer bottle dribble icy sweat on her upraised inner thigh. Marge squeaked and shoved the bottle away as she wiped the spot vigorously. 

    "I didn't hurt you, did I?" he asked. 

    She looked at him and shook her head. "No. Would it bother you if you had?" 

    "A little, since it wasn't for real." 

    "Oh, it was real, Ed." 

    "You know what I mean, Marge. I wasn't really in danger, so yes, it would bother me a little if I'd hurt you." 

    She smiled and leaned to kiss him. "How sweet of you. Only a little, huh? 

Would you like to take a shower with me and kiss my bruises away?" Leaning to kiss her, Cade said, "As long as nobody's going to bust in and test me again, sure." 

    She grinned and shook her head disbelievingly. "You really aren't just dying to know who's behind this?" 

    "You'd only tell me the truth or lie. I wouldn't know the difference, so why interrupt the fun?" He grinned and ran a finger slowly from her knee to her thigh and said, "Tell me later, when it won't distract me." Marge laughed softly and said, "I like you, Mr. Cade. You stay focused on the important things, like me." 

    Like her? Meaning that she was the important thing or that she also stayed focused on them? Again: oh, well. 

    She was very clean, indeed, after their shower. They sipped wine and beer and touched and kissed for a bit, then Cade began kissing his way up Marge's legs. 

    Two hours later he came in her as she seemingly forced yet another wrenching orgasm out of herself with a rasping groan. As Marge lay gasping and limp, Cade kissed her and rolled off her to sit up on the edge of the bed. He looked at the shiny little gun on the night table and wondered who would soon be offering him some kind of odd little job for too much money. He'd seen a few spy movies and even enjoyed watching a show called "I, Spy" while it had been on, but he'd never doubted for a moment that they were any more than Hollywood fantasies. 

    About true spooky stuff he only knew what he'd seen first hand, and what he'd seen had been generally nasty. As a medic, he'd several times been used to keep a prisoner conscious or simply alive during interrogations, such as when a spook outfit had caught a lone terrorist who'd been killing village leaders and their families. 

    They'd caught one in the act of making an example of one of the more anticommunist village heads. The spooks needed to know his agenda and the reasons for it. Two hours of interrogation later, they'd called Cade out of his bunk to keep the guy awake for more questioning. 

    When the enemy push came they'd been ready for it, much to the enemy's surprise. The terrorist had been dragged out and tossed with the other bodies around the camp, where he'd reached for a fallen weapon, as expected. Someone put a round in his head and the spook team went to a late breakfast. Cade had told the head spook not to call him again. The guy had laughed and told Cade that he was in the Army, not the boy scouts. Cade again told him to call someone else. 

    Marge asked, "Ed, what's on your mind? You look about a million miles away." 

    "Cambodia isn't quite that far," said Cade. "I ran into some spooks once before, Marge. That's where they'd be." 

    "Oh," she said. "Are you okay?" 

    He nodded. "Yeah. Just thinking. Those spooks weren't nearly as much fun." She said nothing for a moment, then, "You'll probably be contacted sometime this week. They'll probably offer you basic courier work. Hauling briefcases and diplomatic stuff from place to place." 

    "Who, Marge?" 

    "I'm not at liberty to say, Ed. If they decide to recruit you, they'll let you know." 

    Cade met her eyes and asked, "And what if they don't try to recruit me, or if I turn them down? What then, Marge? No more you? Am I just part of the job?" 

    She shrugged. "No, you aren't just part of the job, Ed. I won't have to stop seeing you if you turn them down. As long as you're here, anyway. If you lose your military sponsorship because of a divorce or separation, you'll just be here with tourist status, though, and that wouldn't last." He knew that. Base personnel hired command-sponsored people by preference. Second choice due to NATO/SOFA agreements called for qualified local nationals, and there'd been several such LN's who'd also applied for his job. As a tourist, he'd need special skills to stay employed on a base. Off-base, he'd need residency and work visas, and those called for special skills, too. Germans preferred to hire Germans. If Kim had his DAC ID card pulled, he'd have to look for an under-the-table job like selling cars, where his commissions could be written off as repairs or discounts. He'd be unable to go on a US base without an escort or an invitation. He'd be an illegal alien. Deported or jailed if caught working. Or both. 

    "Marge, would this unnamed agency issue me status like I have now? PX and base privileges, medical coverage, passport stamp, and all that? And pay decently?" 

    Marge grinned and said, "Yes. You'd start at GS-7. That's almost twice what you're making now." 

    He nodded. "Then tell them I'm interested." She grinned again and said, "No." 

    Cade gave her the fisheye look. Marge clarified. 

    "It would be better to let them make the offer, Ed. I'd prefer that they didn't know that I told you anything." 

    "Well, at least they'll know that an Army captain and JAG lawyer finds me to be entertaining companionship, right? Tell them that much. It ought to be a good reference." 

    Laughing, Marge said, "They already know that, Ed." Cade kissed her and said, "Good enough. It's almost four. What's for dinner? German or Italian?" 

    Slapping his shoulder, Marge asked, "What? You expect me to cook for you? 

I'm a lawyer, not a housewife, mister." 

    Holding up his hands in protest, Cade said, "I only meant that I saw some restaurants on the way here. Your choice, miLady. I'll even pay, since you didn't shoot me." 

    "Huh. That's okay, then. If I'd shot you, you'd be paying anyway, you know. I'd have taken your wallet." 
Chapter Seventy-One

    Marge chose an Italian restaurant. Cade drove his Mercedes and Marge drove her Ford, again a few minutes apart, and after Marge had entered the restaurant, Cade went in and pretended surprise to see her there. She invited him to join her and they chatted about club music and other things over a nice dinner, then they left the way they'd arrived, a few minutes apart. 

    Back at the apartment they sat on the back porch and discussed the world for a while over drinks, then Cade asked Marge if she could possibly be interested in one more roll in the hay before they parted. 

    "We aren't parting," said Marge. "We can sleep here tonight, Ed. I've been here every other night or so for a week already, to keep the place from looking unoccupied." 

    Cade kissed her and said, "Lady, I'm going to love waking up next to you. I'm either going to have you or I'll send you to work wishing you'd been had." 

    "I'll set the clock an hour early and you'll have me. I don't want to spend a whole day like that, Mr. Cade." 

    He grinned and said, "You will anyway, Captain, ma'am. You'll start thinking and remembering and..." 

    She smacked his shoulder and told him to shut up, then kissed him and told him to get his ass to the bedroom. After she locked the back door, Marge followed him to the bedroom and skinned out of her clothes. In the morning Cade woke to the unfamiliar apartment and saw Marge sleeping soundly next to him. He watched her for a few moments before the alarm went off, then watched her wake up and notice him. 

    She grunted and said, "I'm getting up a whole hour early, Mr. Cade. You'd better damned well be worth it." 

    "Think about last night while I brush my teeth so I can kiss you, ma'am." 

    "Hurry, Mr. Cade. I'm next in the bathroom." He didn't know if she meant that she had to pee, so he offered to wait for her, instead, and make a pot of coffee. She giggled and kissed his shoulder. 

    "You're so gallant. Thank you, sir." 

    Some minutes later she relinquished the bathroom. When Cade came out a few minutes later Marge had arranged herself on the bed, her arms and legs spread wide. 

    She said, "Oh, take me, sir!" then started laughing. Cade laughed with her as he munched her to a couple of nice orgasms, then dove inside her to search for more. When Cade erupted within her she held him tight and tried to hold him as deeply as possible as he came. 

    "Ooooo," she sighed, relaxing. "That's all. Just Ooooo. God, that feels good first thing in the morning." 

    Cade grinned and kissed her, then asked, "Do you have a great big desk, Captain, ma'am? I mean, could I maybe hide under it and sort of dine on you while you work?" 

    "I don't think that would work, Ed. The front panel ends a foot off the floor. They'd see your feet." 

    "Damn. I'd get between your legs and just lick you like a happy puppy, ma'am. For hours, y'know...?" 

    She giggled. "Damn, indeed. I like that idea." They took a quick shower and dressed, Marge into her uniform. Cade found himself thinking of Kim as he checked her collar and brass, her hair, and then all of her. 

    Cade embraced Marge and kissed her, then said, "Zero Defects, Captain, ma'am. You're perfect." 

    She kissed him back and said, "I'll have to thank my excellent pit crew later. This evening. Here. After five." 

    He saluted and said, "Message received and understood. I'll be here or die trying. Air-borne, ma'am!" 

    Marge went out the door laughing. Cade scribbled the apartment's phone number from the phone, grabbed his toiletries kit, and turned off the coffee pot before leaving. 

    He stopped at his apartment, dashed upstairs for a set of hospital whites, and used the stair rail to slow his descent as he leaped down the last flight of stairs. As he landed, he saw Carol and Evelyn in the back seat of his Mercedes. 

    Evelyn said, "We saw you and decided not to use the base shuttle this morning, Ed. That was one hell of a jump you just made. You excited about something?" 

    Cade jumped into the car and started it, then got them moving as he said, 

"Hello and good morning and like that. Are you going to ask me where I spent the night?" 

    "Yes," said Carol, as Evelyn said, "No." 

    "Yes," said Carol again. 

    "Sorry," said Cade. "Can't tell you that. Classified. I will say that I may be offered a job that will make my current 'military dependent' DAC card unnecessary." 

    "Will you be working on base?" asked Evelyn. 

    "Don't know. No details yet, ma'am." 

    Carol asked, "Then will you be home tonight, Ed?" He shook his head. "Nope again, or only for a change of clothes. I'm helping to housesit for a while." 

    "You're housesitting?" asked Carol, gazing at him in the rearview mirror. 

    "Yes'm," he said, meeting her gaze. "One of Webley's Air Force friends is on TDY. She doesn't want her apartment looking unoccupied." Evelyn asked, "Who?" 

    "She's Air Force. That's all I know about her." Carol looked angry as she silently watched the scenery roll by. Evelyn rolled her eyes and sat back, then kneed the back of his seat forcefully. 

    "We're your friends, Ed." She paused as she glanced meaningfully at Carol

"One of us is a bit more than a friend lately. You shouldn't keep us in the dark. It isn't nice." 

    "Evelyn, I don't know who she is and I only know that I may be offered a job. I don't know exactly what kind of job it will be or who will offer it, but it would give me the same bennies I have now." 

    "That's ridiculous, Ed. You don't know what or who, but you know... Listen, are you all right? And before you answer that, are you sure you're all right?" 

    Cade laughed as they entered the base. "Yeah, Evelyn. I'm fine. I'll let you know how it goes. If I can." 

    He let them out at their building and then drove to the hospital, parking in his usual spot and changing into his whites with five minutes to spare. It was an uneventful, unexceptional day in every way and Cade felt relief when the clock ticked four. He called Carol to see if she and Evelyn wanted a ride home, but she said they'd take the shuttle. 

    Just as Cade was about to head for the locker room, a man who appeared to be in his fifties walked up to the admissions desk. His age was what made him unusual, since the usual maximum age of visitors and patients tended to be around forty or less. 

    Then Cade got a look at his face and a name fell into place. John Steadman. He'd been an intelligence operative in Southeast Asia in 1968. Cade had saved his son's life in a rice paddy and John had come to visit him and take him to the US embassy in Saigon for a steak dinner. 

    When Cade had said that he'd just been doing his job, Steadman had said, 

"Yeah. I know that. Let's get moving. We're picking up a couple of friends of mine on the way." 

    The friends had been a couple of Army nurses, and neither of them had seemed to give a damn that Cade was only a sergeant. 

    "John?" asked Cade, distractedly putting his time card back unpunched. John turned and smiled as he said, "Ed! I was looking for you. Glad I caught you before you left!" 

    He walked into the break room and approached Cade with his hand extended, then turned the handshake into a quick hug and looked around to be sure nobody'd seen it. 

    "Two and a half years!" said John. "Damned good to see you again, Ed. My boy's an architect now, and by God, I can't look at him without thinking of you. Hey, is there a place where we can talk? I mean, privately?" Even as he smiled at John, Cade knew who was going to offer him a job. 

    "Yeah, sure, John. We can use a patient room. Hey, did I ever thank you for that steak dinner in Saigon?" 

    "I believe you did, Ed, but as far as I'm concerned, I still owe you a whole goddamned meat locker full of steaks. My boy spent almost a year learning to walk again, but by God, he gets around just fine now." Grasping Cade's hand and arm in both of his, John said, "He isn't lying under a damned headstone in Arlington, Ed. Because of you." 

    Cade checked his time card, punched out, and walked with Steadman down the hall to PR3, which was stocked with a gurney, a small desk, and two metal chairs. 

    As soon as the door closed, John chose a chair and said, "Webley gave you very high marks today, Ed. Freddie, too. Shooting skeet from the hip! 

Twenty-three! Damn!" Sitting down, he continued, "Webley says you may need help soon. A job. ID. NATO stamp. All that." 

    Cade nodded. "Yeah. Possible divorce. Separation at least. No command sponsorship. Tourist status. Geez, I'm starting to sound like you. Anyway, yeah. Problems ahead." 

    John shook his head and handed Cade a business card. 

    "Nope. Thursday, ten a.m. Here's where. My office. A possible job. We'll discuss it then." 

    Cade almost grinned as he tapped the card and said, "Thursday. Ten. There. You. Got it." 

    John laughed and said, "Excellent. Go to Webley, Ed. We'll talk Thursday. By God, it's fine seeing you again. Oh, by the way, don't tell Webley about our meeting or that you'll be coming in on Thursday, okay?" Nodding, Cade said, "Yeah. Okay. Thanks, John." 

    "Don't thank me yet, Ed. You'll probably get it, but you don't have that job yet." 

    With another firm handshake, John walked quickly out of the hospital and got into a car that pulled up. Looking at the wall clock, Cade saw that his entire meeting with John had lasted less than ten minutes. The card in his hand listed no individual's name or agency name, only an address in K-town and a suite number. No phone number. 
Chapter Seventy-Two

    Don't tell Webley about the meeting or Thursday? Why not? Default answer: another test. Otherwise, Cade could think of no reason not to tell her. He stopped by the ambulance CO's office to let her know that he'd need Thursday. Major Allen nodded. 

    "I got a call this afternoon from brigade telling me to expect you to need Thursday. Will you be leaving us, Ed?" 

    Cade shrugged. "I don't know yet, ma'am. Are you aware of my current situation?" 

    "You mean with Kim? Yes, I heard she'd moved back into the WAC company. Sgt. Evans told me when she went off duty this morning. She thought you might be late or need the day off. Are you all right, Ed?" 

    "I'm fine, ma'am. As I understand it, unless someone makes a specific report that we're living apart or Kim decides to pull my ID card, the Army won't officially know or care. Is that how you see it too, ma'am?" Allen nodded. "Yes, but that sort of thing is nothing to count on, Ed. Assume that Kim knows that if the Army found out later --officially, that is

--that they might want their COLA money back. Do you want me to talk to Colonel Collins at Civilian Personnel for you? I may be able to get her to call you a special hire." 

    He shook his head. "I know Colonel Collins. She wouldn't do something even slightly off-reg, ma'am. Not without a signed Presidential order to back it." Allen smiled and said, "I'll talk to her anyway. Part of my job is keeping good people in my medevac units." 

    In the faint reflection from the four-inch strip of partially shaded window behind Major Allen, Cade saw motion. Lt. Corley appeared in the doorway behind him, her hand raised to tap him on the shoulder. Her nurse's rubber soles had made no sound in the corridor, probably deliberately. 

    "Hi, Angie," said Cade. He saw her reflection freeze before he turned to let her into the room. 

    Major Allen grinned hugely as Corley's face became one of quizzical surprise. 

    "How the hell did you know I was there? And how did you know it was me, and not someone else?" she asked. 

    "Radar, miLady." 

    "Bull, Cade. I made sure you didn't hear me coming." 

    "That's sonar, ma'am." 

    Allen snorted a laugh. Corley mock-glowered at Cade. 

    "It was my perfume, then." 

    "Nope. You and Major Allen wear the same stuff." Corley looked at Allen and asked, "We do? What do you wear, Major Allen?" Allen named a popular brand. Corley stared at Cade as he turned back to Allen and said, "Guess I'd better go now, ma'am. I'm upsetting the other help." 

    Major Allen gave an un-majorly giggle and said, "Well, if there's anything I can do for you, let me know, Ed." 

    "Will do, ma'am. Thanks." 

    As he turned to leave, Corley grinningly raised a backward fist and said, 

"Use your imagination, Cade. How many fingers do you see?" Allen laughed as Cade bowed and said, "Maybe you'll get me next time, ma'am." 

    Cade stopped by his apartment and retrieved another set of whites and his jar of instant coffee, then headed for the door. As he opened it he saw Kim coming up the stairs in her uniform. Damn, she looked as good as ever. 

    "Ed," she said, "We need to talk." 

    "Uhhhh... Well, I kind of have a place to be shortly." As she stopped in front of him, Kim asked, "You mean in Miesenbach? With Captain Webley?" 

    Startled, Cade nonetheless managed, "Good guess." Kim shook her head. "No guess. Leanne saw you having dinner with her." Cade sighed. "Jesus. Is there anywhere somedamnbody you know won't see every little thing I do?" 

    With a grin and a chuckle, Kim said, "Probably not. That's not what I'm here about, though." She paused. "Carol's why I'm here, Ed. I heard her talking to Evelyn this afternoon. I just came by to say thanks, as much as it galls me." 

    In full confusion, Cade asked, "You're thanking me for nailing Carol? 

Kim..." 

    "Shut up, Ed. Yes. I'm thanking you. It did two things. First, it completely closed the door between us. You screwed another woman, so I'm free to screw other men. But more than that, I knew why Carol was as she was. When I heard her talking to Evelyn about her wonderful night, I couldn't believe it at first. Then Evelyn asked if she didn't feel a little guilty about doing it

'with Kim's husband'." 

    Kim paused again and said, "Ed, just about three out of four adult women have given in to some man at some time and actual outright rape is all too common. Carol was raped. I know how that is, Ed, because I was raped just after high school. The bastard stole my virginity, my pride, my sense of personal security... Well, look, I'm just telling you that I know how it was for Carol. Then she showed up all bright and charged up and happy because some nice man helped her past it and took her to heaven for a while." She compressed her lips as her eyes welled up and Kim reached to take Cade's hand. She stepped forward and kissed him firmly, then said, "I can't forgive you for screwing another woman, Ed, but I can love you for what you did for Carol. That's all I had to say. I'll leave now." As Kim started back down the stairs, Cade said, "Kim?" She stopped and looked at him. 

    "Kim... Stay beautiful. Find some happiness." Cade went to stand on the step below hers, then leaned to kiss her. She accepted the kiss, if somewhat stiffly. 

    Chuckling chokingly, Cade said, "I know it means that some other guy's going to have you, but if kids are what it takes to make you happy, I hope he's your Mr. Wonderful. I'm sorry, Kim. Sorry that I wasn't and that things didn't work out for us. I'm sorry I couldn't be what you needed." Cade sighed and added, "And I hope that someday soon I can see you and not ache inside, Kim." 

    Wiping her eyes, Kim asked, "You ache, Ed? Really? Even after Carol and Webley?" 

    He nodded. "Yeah. They didn't cure me of you, Kim. I can't have you, but you're still my goddess, ma'am." 

    Tears ran down her cheeks and Kim dabbed at them for a moment, then she muttered goodbye and continued down the steps. Evelyn was standing at the doors of the shuttle bus at the corner, with Carol standing right behind her. They'd seen Kim and Cade on the stairs. Evelyn leaped off the bus and ran toward Kim with Carol not far behind her. Cade remained on the stairs as the three women came together in a huddle in the courtyard below. Carol and Evelyn looked up with startlement on their faces a few moments later, then Kim looked at Cade and nodded slightly; Cade had no idea why. Carol and Evelyn then led Kim away toward their stairs. 

    Cade finished descending the stairs and tossed his stuff in the car as he got in. On the other stairs, all of the women looked back at him for a moment after his door closed. He nodded slightly to them, then started the car and backed down the driveway to the street. 

    That evening Marge put together an American style dinner of steak and potatoes. Cade asked how she'd learned to cook so quickly and she told him that men who asked too many questions of women lawyers often starved. When she asked him about his day he simply said that not a thing worthy of mention had happened before he picked up his time card just after four o'clock. He then allowed as how that was probably a good thing, since he drove an ambulance. Marge chuckled and agreed. 

    After they made love that evening, Marge told him that she'd probably be a couple of hours late Tuesday evening, due to a meeting on base about a pending case involving a man charged with robbing a cab driver at knifepoint. When she asked if he wanted to meet her anyway, Cade firmly said, "Yes. I want to wake up next to you, Marge." 

    Tuesday morning they woke an hour early again, and again they made love before leaving for work. The day was another uneventful string of hours for Cade. Counting on Marge's two-hour delay, he dropped by the apartment after work and grabbed his laundry and his book and went back on base to the coin-op washers across from the PX. 

    Cade had just shoved the coin tray in to start the second load washing when four MP jeeps, their sirens screaming and lights flashing, headed up the hill past the PX and slid to a stop in the gravel parking lot at the JAG

building. 

    For some minutes Cade saw nothing but MP's milling around outside the JAG

building, then a shadow moved behind the fire prevention shed by the helipad, about a hundred yards downhill from the JAG building. 
Chapter Seventy-Three

    The shadow turned into a big man who stepped around the box, then dusted himself off. As he walked toward the coin-op, Cade could see that he wore a dress uniform. 

    The guy glanced inside several of the cars in the parking lot as he passed them, then he stopped beside a brown Chevy Biscayne that bore an officer's bumper pass. After looking around, he got in the car and started it. Cade ran to the coin-op office and told the woman to tell the MP's that the guy they were looking for had just stolen a brown Chevy four-door from the laundromat parking lot, then he headed for his own car at a walk as the Chevy cruised past the laundromat doors. 

    Hurrying a little after the Chevy had passed, Cade got to his car and started it, then followed the Chevy out of the lot and down the hill toward the north gate. The gate was barred, of course, and the MP's were allowing people to pass only after checking their cars. 

    The Chevy turned and headed toward the NCO club. In his rearview mirror, Cade saw a single MP jeep coming his way from the area of the gate. He pulled over to let it pass him and it surged ahead after the guys inside had a look at him. The Chevy driver noticed the jeep and sped up. 

    There were four jeeps at the south gate. The Chevy sped up and turned to cut across the parade field, gouging long strips from the manicured green, and the jeep followed it. Two more jeeps left the south gate and joined the chase. Unless the guy wanted to buck a line of cars and try to run a gate, he'd have to find some other place to exit the base. Cade knew of two places where they'd been repairing damage to the compound wall, and one was half finished. He opted to head up toward the motor pool and the theater building, where a damaged section of wall had been replaced with cyclone fencing pending repair. 

    Sure enough, as he pulled to a stop in front of the theater, he saw the Chevy evade the jeeps on the road below, one by shoving the little vehicle off the road and the other by simply moving as if to do so. The jeeps were no match for the big Chevy and the MP's knew it. 

    When the first jeep tried to get back on the road, the driver cut the wheel too hard and the jeep did a kind of shoulder roll across the pavement. The Chevy turned and headed up the hill toward Cade. 

    'Must have been an M151,' thought Cade. 'You can roll one of those at ten miles an hour.' 

    He looked around and saw only one place to fit a Chevy into the area to get it pointed at the fencing. Between the theater and the motor pool was a single tree about two feet in diameter. Cade wondered if the Chevy would even fit the space between the tree and the theater building, then he decided that the guy would probably give it a shot anyway. 

    Behind the motor pool he found two empty 55-gallon drums, two of the boards used to load big tires on trucks, and some of the four-foot long four-by-four posts used to make temporary lifts when the racks were full. Cade rolled a barrel into the opening between the tree and the theater about twenty feet forward of the gap, then ran back for a couple of the four-by-fours and dropped them crosswise behind the gap. He then grabbed two more and set them so that one end of each pointed at the barrel and the other end was jammed into the ground a bit. 

    He then got clear of his trap and ran for shelter behind the motor pool as the roar of the Chevy's engine and the lighter noise of jeep engines drew very close out front. 

    The Chevy slid to a stop in the gravel lot, barely missing Cade's Mercedes. It backed up slightly, ignoring the jeeps that had also stopped, and then pointed itself at the gap. Cade saw the front end of the Chevy rear up as the driver gunned the engine, then it launched forward at the gap. The barrel was knocked flying. The Chevy squeezed through the tree/building gap, ripping off the mirrors and door handles and creating enough friction to actually slow the big car a bit before the rear bumper passed the tree. 

    When it hit the four-by-fours the right front wheel tilted skyward slightly as the posts dug into the ground and splintered. The driver lost control when the car slammed back to the ground a few feet to the left of its previous course and the Chevy plowed into the left side of the jagged gap in the wall at about thirty. 

    The engine died instantly and a gout of steam erupted under the crumpled hood as Cade ran around the back of the Chevy. The driver's door was open and the big guy was dazedly half in and out of the car. He struggled the rest of the way out as Cade approached. 

    Cade tried to fake it by asking, "Are you all right? Wow!" and looking concerned, but the guy ignored him and looked at the top of the cyclone fencing. 

    As he started to heave himself onto the car's hood in order to get high enough to grab the top of the fence, Cade stepped up and placed a solid kick in the back of his knee, jamming it hard enough to dent the car's fender. The guy roared in anger and pain and tried to spin to face Cade, but his knee gave out and he went down. He found something lying on the ground by the car door and threw it at Cade, but Cade ducked and the object clattered against one of the buildings thirty feet behind him. 

    By that time the MP's had arrived on foot and in one of the jeeps. Three of them grabbed the big guy while a fourth MP braced Cade against the Chevy, his baton at the ready. 

    "Name!" shouted the MP. 

    "Cade!" shouted Cade. "He's the bad guy, not me." 

    "ID!" shouted the MP. 

    "Right back pocket," said Cade. 

    The MP turned Cade around almost roughly and fished out his wallet, saying, "Don't move! Just don't move!" 

    A moment later the MP told Cade to turn around, shined his light in Cade's face, and said, "Sorry, sir. Here's your wallet. Come with me, please." By Cade's Mercedes and one of the MP jeeps Cade had to explain his presence and his actions. The MP's took a few notes, then congratulated him for stopping the guy. 

    Cade thought that was odd. Usually cops don't like it when civilians do their jobs for them, but the MP's were actually treating him as if he were one of their own. 

    "What did he do?" asked Cade. 

    "He was up there for a pre-trial arraignment," said one of the MP's. "He punched out a JAG prosecutor and broke out a second story window, then he ran like a big-assed bunny. We'd have lost him if he'd gotten through that hole, man. Thanks. That was a helluva trick with the boards." The other MP said, "Yeah, thanks. He punched out a woman I've been lusting for since the day I got here." 

    A woman? 

    "Who?" asked Cade, almost yelling. "Captain Webley?" The MP looked startled and nodded. He started to say something else, then simply stared as Cade yanked the door of his Mercedes open and jumped in. 

    "Where is she now?" yelled Cade. 

    "Uh, maybe still at JAG," said the MP. "They didn't think she..." Cade started the car and left. The startled MP's didn't start after him until they realized that he was doing over forty on the PX-to-theater road around the parade field. 

    Feeling the left wheels lift slightly from the road during his downhill run, Cade realized that he was acting like an idiot. He slowed down and cruised at about five above the speed limit to the JAG building. One of his own unit's ambulances sat out front. The MP's hadn't mentioned anyone else being hurt so it had to be for Marge. Cade yanked the keys out of the ignition and ran toward the building. 

    An MP waved to two of his companions and they blocked the doorway. Cade slid to a stop in the gravel. 

    "Webley", he said, "Captain Webley. Where is she?" 

    "Sir, I'm not at liberty..." 

    Cade straightened from his sliding crouch and asked very distinctly, 

"Is-my-friend-Captain-Webley-in-that-God-damned-building, Corporal?" One of the other MP's said, "Hey, I know this guy. He works in the Emergency Room." 

    "I'm an ambulance tech," said Cade. "Where's Webley?" 

    "Sir," said the first MP, raising his hands to prevent Cade's advance, 

"I'm not at liberty..." 

    "Fuck your liberty," said Cade, spinning the MP into the MP on his right, then jogging toward the door. 

    The MP who'd been on his left tried to grab Cade and wound up in a heap to one side of the steps. As Cade went up the steps, an MP grabbed his belt. Cade grabbed the MP's hand and twisted the thumb hard. The MP screamed and let go before the thumb broke, then Cade shoved him away and entered the building. Two more MP's stood at the stairs. Cade approached them as he heard someone scramble through the doorway behind him. 

    "Get him!" shouted the MP behind Cade. 

    The two MP's ahead launched themselves at Cade and both wound up sliding past him as he spun one of them behind him and into the other one. Up the stairs three at a time. No MP's on the second floor landing, but two officers. 

    "Captain Webley," snapped Cade. "Where is she?" Whether his tone offended their sensibilities or they simply didn't know, they didn't answer fast enough to suit Cade. He stepped up close to the lieutenant and asked again in a quieter, ominous tone. 

    The LT backed away slightly, looked past Cade at the other officer, and said, "Uh, look in 206, I think," as he pointed down the hallway. 

    "Thanks," said Cade, heading that direction. Three of the MP's appeared at the top of the stairs and spotted Cade as he started jogging toward room 206. One of them was fast enough to catch up to Cade fairly quickly and try to tackle him, but he ended up landing hard on the highly polished floor and sliding ahead of Cade. 

    The other two approached more cautiously, but still with the intent to stop him. Cade stopped and they pounced. He twisted and ducked as he grabbed the arm of the MP on the right and slung the guy around his hip and down the hall. The other MP had his baton out. 

    Cade said, "If you even try to hit me with that thing, I'll use it on your teeth. I just want to go see if my friend is okay. That's all. Please just get out of the way." 

    Never say please to an MP. They take it as a sign of weakness. The MP held the stick at the ready as he reached for Cade. Another MP had got up from the floor and also had his baton out. 

    "Fuck this," said Cade, ducking behind the baton and slapping at the eyes of the MP holding his arm. He kicked the guy's legs out from under him and waded into the other MP, shouldering him into the air and dropping him on his back. Cade then continued toward 206. 
Chapter Seventy-Four

    He arrived with his trailing entourage of MP's just as Marge was being carefully loaded onto a gurney. She was conscious, but obviously in great pain as she saw him enter the room. It made Cade's chest hurt to see her like that. 

    "Hi... Ed." 

    She'd had to take a separate little gasp for each word. Cade found himself evaluating her possible damages as he said, "Hi, Marge. Tell me you're okay, please?" 

    She grimaced as the gurney moved toward the door and said, "I... Ed. I. Can't... Sorry." 

    Cade smiled at her and put a hand to her face as he said, "Oh, but you have to, ma'am. I'm gonna need a real good lawyer in about five minutes. I waded through about a dozen MP's to get up here. They're a little pissed at me, I think." 

    He thumbed at the five unhappy-looking MP's who'd gathered beyond the door, unable to get past the gurney. 

    She almost laughed. Almost. Taking a breath against pain, she reached to stop the gurney by putting a hand against the doorframe and said, "Frost." Another captain smartly stepped forward a pace and snapped, "Yes, ma'am. I'm right here." He sounded as if he were reporting for duty and looked as if he wanted to salute her. 

    Marge said, "This is my... friend... Frost. My... good... friend. Cover... whatever... is going on... okay?" 

    Frost almost came to attention as he very firmly said, "Yes, ma'am, Captain Webley." 

    "Thank... you... Frost. Ed. I have... to go... now. Hurt... so bad. Come... see me?" 

    "Marge, I told you, I'll be there or die trying, ma'am. Besides, I got up here, didn't I?" 

    She smiled and nodded slightly, then pulled her arm back so the gurney could proceed. Frost came to stand beside him. The MP's came into the room looking unhappy as hell. Angry, even. They surrounded Cade and Frost. Frost wouldn't let them take him without knowing why they'd denied him entrance to the building. Then he didn't accept their explanation of "orders" because, as he put it, they were called to prevent an escape, not an entrance. An MP captain named Morales entered the room and clapped his hands once sharply. It was apparently something he'd done often, because his men instantly stood at attention as he walked past them toward Cade. 

    "You're Mr. Cade?" 

    "Yes, sir." 

    "Are you all right, Mr. Cade?" 

    "Yes, sir. I'm fine." 

    "Good. Mr. Cade, about your..." 

    Frost interrupted, "I'm his defense counsel, Captain Morales. Captain Benjamin Frost." 

    With a raised eyebrow, slightly irked at the interruption, Morales said, 

"How nice for you, sir. But Mr. Cade doesn't need a lawyer, Captain Frost. He's not under arrest." 

    One of the MP's, a big guy with a knot on the side of his face, burst out, 

"But, sir..!" and got no further. 

    Morales spun to face the line of MP's and spoke to them like a drill sergeant, nose to nose with each for a moment as he strode down the line. 

    "Listen up! While you dickheads were pretending to be MP's, this guy picked up a few boards and stopped a goddamned Chevy Biscayne in its tracks! 

He then disabled the guy you couldn't catch! All-by-himself! That means

'alone', people! Alone and on foot, goddamn it! All nine of you jackoffs together couldn't even keep him from coming up here, not that you had any damned reason at all to do so! You have nothing to say to me, people! Nothing! 

Am I mistaken? Answer me!" 

    All of the MP's yelled, "Sir! No, sir!" 

    "You will not hassle this man in any manner! Is that absolutely understood, people?" 

    Enthusiasm seemed light, but they yelled, "Sir, yes, sir!" 

    "Then get the hell out of here! Now!" 

    "Sir! Yes, sir!" 

    As the MP's ran out, Morales said to Cade, "Watch those boys, Mr. Cade. They may want to look for broken taillights and write tickets for being a mile over the speed limit. If they give you any shit at all, Mr. Cade --any at all, on or off base --I want to know about it instantly." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    With a studious gaze, Morales met Cade's eyes and asked, "What did you use on my men, Mr. Cade? Aikido?" 

    "That and Tai Kwon Do, sir. I tried not to hurt them." Morales nodded. "You didn't hurt anyone, Mr. Cade. That's all. I won't hold you up any longer." 

    "Thank you, sir." 

    Frost said, "I'll stay and have a word with Captain Morales, Mr. Cade." Cade nodded as he went out the door. As he headed toward the stairs, he received dirty looks from those he'd passed on his way up to the second floor. Knowing that Marge would be absolutely out of his reach for an hour or more, Cade went to the laundromat and got there in time to see his second washer stop. 

    He transferred everything to the dryers and fed them dimes, then bought a Coke and sat down with his paperback. 

    When Captain Frost came in and spotted him, Cade said, "We can't get to her for at least an hour, Frost. I'm going to finish my laundry, then go home if I can't see her." 

    Frost looked sharply at Cade for a minute, then he sat down and rested his head in his hands. 

    "I saw your car and wondered why the hell you weren't at the hospital. Sorry. I just expected to see you... I was there, Mr. Cade. When it happened. I saw it all." 

    "Call me Ed." 

    Frost looked up and nodded. "Okay. I'm Ben, then. Rayland hit her three times, Ed. Sent her onto the table and some chairs with the last blow. I don't know what hurt her worse; being hit or landing the way she did. They were afraid to move her at all until the doctor arrived." 

    "Nobody did anything? Nobody tried to stop him?" 

    "It was a pretrial interview. Him, Webley and me, his defense attorney, one guard. There were a pair of guards outside the door, too. He was on the other side of the table from us, but Marge was pacing as she read the summary to him. When he agreed to sign, she walked over and put the papers on the table and handed him a pen. He took it, dropped it, and then he grabbed her and used her to break out the window before he punched her again and jumped out the window. There was nothing we could do. Really." Frost looked heartsick as he again put his face in his hands and shook his head slightly. 

    "I know how that is, Ben. When shit happens right in front of you and you can't do anything to stop it. Look, she's hurt and that's all that matters right now." 

    Frost nodded again and said, "I'm going to see another twenty on Rayland's time for this. The max. I swear it." 

    "Not good enough," said Cade. As Frost turned a stricken gaze toward him Cade amended, "But it's all you or I can do, so have at it. Go for it, man." 

    "Don't you worry. I will." Frost coughed, then asked, "Ed, may I ask what sort of, uh, relationship you had with Captain Webley? Was it, uh, military? 

Professional?" 

    Cade looked at him and said, "No. It wasn't. We shot skeet together and knew some of the same people. Why?" 

    Frost looked slightly embarrassed as he said, "I... Well, you came upstairs rather against the tide, Ed. Nine MP's?" 

    "They were being difficult," said Cade. 

    Laughing, Frost said, "Yes, I guess you could say that. But they didn't have any orders that would have precluded you, Ed. They had no reason to stop you." 

    "That's what Morales said. They tried anyway." Nodding yet again, Frost said, "I just thought... you know, that perhaps you and Captain Webley... that is, that you and she..." 

    "Frost, I know what you mean, but why the hell would that be any of your business?" 

    Hearing the tone of Cade's voice, Frost froze. A moment later he said, 

"Uh, Mr. Cade... Her husband will be coming when he finds out. He's stationed in Japan." 

    Husband? Well, damn. Same situation? Loves her, but can't live with her? 

    Switching modes, Cade said, "Okay, so it might be your business, after all. Ben, what's the story?" 

    "Excuse me?" 

    "The story, Ben. Why is she here and he's in Japan? Doesn't the Army have enough people to avoid splitting a married couple outside war zones?" 

    "Oh," said Frost. "Oh, I see. Uh, well, as I understand it, they, uh, had some difficulties, Mr. Cade." 

    He seemed hesitant to continue. 

    Cade said, "Go on, Ben. Did he volunteer for Japan?" 

    "Uh, no, actually, he didn't. They were in Japan when she volunteered to come to Germany, Ed. Three months ago." 

    Is it always the woman who leaves?! 

    "Uh, huh. But being the dutiful husband, he'll hop on a MAC flight and be here when? Tomorrow night? Thursday?" 

    Frost tentatively guessed, "Probably late tomorrow night. He'll probably want to meet you, too, you know, since you caught Rayland." 

    "No thrill there, Ben. I'll be gone Thursday. I have to go to K-town and see someone during duty hours. If he wants to meet me, he'll have to stand by

'till Friday. He can drop by the hospital. The ambulance unit. Lunchtime. I wouldn't mind if you came with him, Ben." 

    "Uh, may I ask why, Ed?" 

    "General principles. His wife didn't bother telling me she was married, for instance. Be there if you can, okay?" 

    "Oh. From what I understand of things, he isn't in a position to cast stones, Ed. Marge --uh, Captain Webley..." 

    "Between us she can be Marge, Ben." 

    Frost nodded and said, "Marge told me she caught him with another woman in Japan. Not the first, either." 

    "You're pretty tight with her, huh?" 

    "Yeah. Not bedtime tight. Just... well, tight. That's all. We've been good friends since she arrived." 

    Cade nodded. "Thanks for telling me about him." Both men sat wrapped in their own thoughts for a while, then the first dryer buzzed completion. Cade checked the stuff, then tossed some of it in his laundry bag and hung the rest as the second dryer buzzer sounded. Frost came over and began folding as Cade hung things and tossed odd items in the bag. When all was finished, Cade took the bag to the car, then came back for the hanging stuff. Flicking his belt knife open, he sliced a bit of cord he found in the trunk and used a loop to hang a fist-sized wad of hangers on the Mercedes' little garment hooks. 

    The knife had made Frost jump and he maintained a distance while Cade used it. Cade got in and started the car, then asked Frost if he wanted to walk or ride to the ER. 

    Frost got in and sat nervously as they traversed the half-mile or so to the ER parking lot. He seemed in a hurry to get out of the car, too. Cade shrugged mentally. Whatever. 
Chapter Seventy-Five

    Nobody knowledgeable about Marge was available to talk to them. Cade saw Andrew, one of the other ambulance drivers, helping out as an orderly and called him over. 

    "Hi, Andy. Hey, the lady captain is a friend of mine from JAG. Webley. Got any info on her?" 

    Andy said, "Not good, man. Fractures in the neck and back. Broken ribs. Punctured lung. Other stuff. After they patch her up enough, she's going Stateside, man. Sorry." 

    "Hey, thanks for being straight with me, Andy. See if one of the docs can spare us a minute, okay?" 

    "Sure. Next trip in there." 

    A few minutes later a doctor named Walberg came out and confirmed Andy's information, saying that Marge wouldn't likely be awake until mid-day at the earliest due to injuries and medication. 

    Cade asked, "You can't handle things here? She's definitely going Stateside?" 

    "Oh, yes. No doubt. None. She'll probably get a medical out in a few months or so, once the main damage is under control. Better that she be with her family afterwards." 

    Cade nodded. "Okay. Look, she's housesitting and may have other personal commitments. I need to see what she wants me to do about them. I'll need some time with her tomorrow, Dr. Walberg. Say half an hour, at least?" Walberg nodded. "No problem. Be around after noon and I'll fix you up when I see you." 

    After bidding Frost goodnight, Cade went home. He took the hanging stuff upstairs first, then started back down for the folded stuff and the laundry bag, but Carol and Evelyn were already on their way up with them. Evelyn said, "Two MP's came by looking for you," then entered the apartment. 

    Cade noticed that she was wearing jeans instead of shorts, even though it was a rather warm night. Same for Carol. Their blouses, while lightweight, were the kind that buttoned high. He wondered if they sometimes dressed the same in some sort of sisterly solidarity. 

    Carol followed her in, and as Cade closed the door, she said, "They said you got in trouble on base tonight." 

    They dropped their loads on the bed and the floor, then came to sit at the kitchen table with Cade, who said, "Nope. Captain Morales was there, ladies. If I was in trouble, I wouldn't be sitting here." 

    Evelyn said, "Gary said you caught the guy they were chasing, then you attacked nine MP's at the JAG building." 

    Carol glanced sharply at her and asked, "Are you okay?" 

    "I'm fine." 

    "All that to get to Captain Webley on the second floor," said Evelyn. "He said you went through all of them and got to her, too. Do you love her, Ed?" 

    "I wouldn't have said so before tonight. I haven't known her long. In fact, I'd still say no. I like her a lot, but I don't think I love her." 

    "Then why...?" began Carol. 

    "I just did, Carol. I just did. They took her to the hospital. It's bad enough that they're shipping her home and giving her a medical out." The women looked concerned. For Webley? 

    "Ed, are you sure you're all right?" 

    With a flash of irritation, Cade said, "I told you I'm fine, damn it. A few bruises, nothing else." 

    He saw Carol make some quick gesture at Evelyn, who seemed to subside from saying something, then she asked, "Ed, have you had anything to eat?" 

    "No. I'll grab a can of soup later." 

    Carol said, "We had lasagne. You want some?" He nodded. "Sure. Thanks." 

    Carol rose and went out the door. Evelyn sat staring at Cade for a few moments. 

    "What?" asked Cade. 

    "Nothing," said Evelyn. 

    Cade sighed and said, "Never say 'nothing' to me, Evie. When a woman says

'nothing', the only sensible thing to do is put on your hardhat and sit on your flakjacket. What's on your mind, lady?" 

    Evelyn snickered, then giggled and said, "You just called me Evie for the first time ever, Ed. Why?" 

    "I don't know. It made the sentence a syllable shorter, I guess. Now what was on your mind?" 

    "Carol," she said. "As soon as you said that Webley was going home, all of Carol's lights came on at once." 

    "She likes me, Evie. She probably wants me to ask her to stay over again." 

    "You said that like it's a bad thing." 

    "No, I didn't. I said it as a statement, that's all. But so what? You gave her hell for it the last time. Didn't you?" 

    "Yes. But now it's different. Kim is going out with someone tomorrow night, Ed." 

    Kim. Going out. Well, damn. 

    Fixing Evie with a narrow gaze, Cade asked, "How does that make it different, Evie?" 

    "It just does, Ed." 

    "So now you want Carol to stay over again, Evie?" Evelyn seemed to have trouble saying the word, but finally blurted out, 

"Yes. It was good for her." 

    Cade shrugged. "Then she can stay over, ma'am. I'll be happy to make her happy. All night, if she wants." 

    Sitting up, Evelyn said, "You don't have to be sarcastic." 

    "I'm not. I truly enjoyed her the last time and I'd truly enjoy her again. Why did you think there'd be a problem?" 

    "Well, I... I mean, what about Captain Webley?" Cade looked at Evelyn and said, "She's a friend, Evie. A bit more than that for a couple of days, but not a lifetime commitment. Besides, I'll never see her outside a hospital ward again and she's going back to the States, so that's over. Her husband will be here in a day or two, anyway." 

    "Husband!?" 

    Cade rolled his eyes and said, "Like Kim and me, Evie. Big problems. Separation. He's coming in from Japan." 

    "Oh, Jesus." 

    It was the first time Cade had ever heard Evelyn swear in any manner. Carol returned with the lasagna and bustlingly began plopping a goodly heap of the stuff on a plate for him. She then placed it on the table with a can of Coke and asked if he wanted a glass. 

    "No, but a fork would be nice, since you're up, and I had the door open to let some of the night air in here." 

    "Oh!" said Carol, turning quickly to the dishrack and retrieving a fork. 

"Oh, hell! I forgot to give you a fork! You must think I'm so stupid, Ed!" Evie had wordlessly gone to open the door and returned to her seat by the table. 

    "No, ma'am," said Cade. "You're just in an eager to please mood. I get that way, too, if you'll recall." 

    He wiggled his tongue at her and both women reddened slightly. Evelyn rolled her eyes and turned away. 

    "Speaking of pleasing," said Cade, "Would you like to stay here tonight? 

I'll try to make it worth your while." 

    Carol stiffened and stared at Cade, then looked at Evelyn, who rolled her eyes again and said, "Yeah, I told him." She stood up and walked to the kitchen counter, then said, "I'll take what's left of the lasagna back." Evelyn looked at Cade and said, "I don't think any of this is right, but you two obviously don't share my beliefs and you're going to do it anyway." Affecting a tough demeanor, she added, "So send her back all saddle broke when you're tired of her, Ed. I'll see what I can do about picking up her pieces." 

    Carol screechingly gasped and glared at Evelyn as Evelyn picked up the glass lasagna dish and headed for the door. 

    Cade grinningly glanced at Carol, then asked, "Yeah? So when's it gonna be your turn to get saddle broke, Evie? You've never had a rider yet, have you?" Evelyn stiffened at the doorway and slowly turned to face them. Cade and Carol grinningly awaited her response, but none came. Evelyn simply gave them a flat stare and walked out, leaving the door open. 

    Cade heard only eight footsteps on the stairs. That would probably place Evelyn's head just about six inches under the apartment's big window. Was she eavesdropping, or was she considering coming back up? 

    Carol asked, "Are you thinking of seducing her, Ed?" Noting that Carol hadn't said, "thinking of trying to seduce her" and had seemingly assumed that he could, Cade shook his head as he forked up some lasagna. 

    Before he put the lasagna in his mouth, he said, "Nope. And I'd be real damned surprised if she wanted me, Carol. Real surprised. She's way too hung up about sex." 

    "Well, yeah, she is, I guess. She had to leave the room when I tried to tell her what you did to me, Ed." 

    "For you, ma'am. Not to you. For you." 

    "Uh, yeah. Okay. I mean... Well, she blushed like I've never seen her blush, Ed. Then she ran to the bathroom." 

    "Sick?" 

    "No. I didn't hear anything like that." 

    "Horny, then," he said, holding up an index finger and making a small rubbing motion. "Some time to herself." 

    Carol dropped into a chair and let her hands slap the table. "I can't believe you just said that, Ed." 

    With a grin, Cade asked, "Why not, Carol? Everybody does it, even if they don't admit it. That's probably exactly what she was doing." 

    "Oh, God! Would you please..?" 

    "Please what? Kiss you? Lick you? Impale you and rub your spot until you go crazy? Tell it like it is, ma'am." 

    In apparent shock, Carol stuttered and reddened. Cade saw her gain half an inch of height as her butt clenched and her legs slammed together under the table. 
Chapter Seventy-Six

    "See?" asked Cade with a grin. "The right words at the right time get a reaction. In Evelyn's case, the right words are probably 'touch', 'sex', and

'pleasure'." 

    After a moment, Carol relaxed somewhat and leaned on the table as she said, "Yeah, probably so." 

    Cade ate some lasagna and sipped his Coke, then said, "The effects of religion can be as bad as rape, I think. Fact is, I think it is a kind of rape when it's used to poison a kid's mind against something natural. They grow up scared of things that they'll sooner or later have to deal with in daily life, like sex. Loosening Evie up would be a lot tougher than it was with you, Carol. Maybe impossible." 

    "You're saying you wouldn't even try?" 

    "Why even ask, Carol? Would you even want me to, now that we've gotten together?" 

    "Uh, I didn't say that, Ed. I was just asking." 

    "Well, the answer is no for the time being, Carol." 

    "The time being?" 

    "Yeah. From here to about eternity. I wouldn't want to deal with it or wonder if she's going to be all fucked up in the head after she's had a few good ones. A woman's orgasms come from within the woman, Carol. A man can help her find and retrieve them, but he can't create them. They're already in there, waiting to come out. That's where the religious types fuck up. They lock things like natural human responses up tight and then try to blame someone else when those responses get out and run loose." Then, just to be perverse, Cade said, "Evie knows I might be able to pull a couple of goodies out of her. She'd probably wind up hating me for it, too, I guess. Then someday she'd be with her husband and remember me at the right moment and have another one. She'd have to blame him for that one, wouldn't she? How well would that go over?" 

    He sighed and said, "Nope. Unless a woman can truly understand that she's supposed to have orgasms, she has no business even trying sex. I figure women have those big, crashing orgasms because mama nature wanted a way of luring women into getting laid as often as possible. They'd have been especially effective back in the cave days. Or even before, when people didn't have the brains to really connect having sex with having babies." Carol simply looked at him for a few moments, then asked, "Do you really believe that, Ed?" 

    "Show me a better reason for 'em, Carol. I only get a squirt that feels kinda nice. With a big one, women can get all glassy-eyed and mindless and limp for a while and then they tingle for quite a while after that. That doesn't really seem fair, ma'am. If all I had to look forward to was my own orgasm, I probably wouldn't bother with sex very often. On the other hand, I've seen why women put up with men, even though they risk having to go through labor." 

    Carol grinned slightly and started to say something, but Cade's attention was elsewhere. He'd heard a step creak very softly, then heard it creak again as Evie took her weight off it on her way down the stairs. Near the bottom the rattly step softly sounded. 

    Carol watched him sit very still and apparently stare at the bedroom wall. She wondered what he'd found so interesting there. As she got up to look, her gaze fell out the window and she saw Evelyn crossing the courtyard. 

    "She ought to be about halfway by now," said Cade. Carol stared at him for a moment, then turned to watch Evelyn climb the other stairs. 

    "You bastard," she said. "You knew she was out there. All of that was for her." 

    "Yes'm. I still don't think she'll try me, but when she tries someone else, maybe she won't beat herself up so much afterward, thinking that she's done something terrible and sinful and all that other crap she's heard about it." 

    "Oh. I thought you were baiting her. Were you? Maybe just a little?" Cade shook his head. "Baiting her? Maybe a little, yeah. If she ever does want to try me, she'll wait until I'm alone again. And I wouldn't turn her down, Carol. That would be an insult; a very painful one for someone like her. Religious types lack self-confidence or they wouldn't need religion." Carol seemed to give that some thought. 

    "I... I kind of see what you mean, Ed. She's my friend, and I'm beginning to see why we first got together and got along so well. We were both victims of a sort." 

    "That's one way to look at it, I guess." 

    "Well, we aren't getting along so well now. I guess Evie doesn't think of me as a victim anymore. The underlying thing in common isn't there any more. The fear. Mine's gone. She still has hers." 

    "Too bad she wasn't out there to hear that, too, Carol. You're a smart lady. Try to think of a kind way to tell her what you just told me. Maybe she'll believe it, coming from you. Hey, if you're staying over tonight, won't you need a toothbrush and a few other things?" 

    Carol nodded, then stood up. When she didn't move for a few moments, Cade asked, "What?" 

    "Just thinking," said Carol. "I got stuck for a minute." She then headed for the door and down the steps. Cade listened to some of her rapid descent, then went to the window and cracked the curtain very slightly. 

    He saw Carol turn quickly at the bottom of the stairs and dash at a flat-out run across to the other building, then up the stairs over there two steps at a time. 

    Interesting. She'd acted reserved upstairs, then had run like an excited teenager the moment she thought she was out of his sight. Shaking his head, he went to finish his lasagna and wash the plate, then he started putting his laundry away. Carol came back up his steps in less than fifteen minutes, moving with normal speed as she ascended. She stopped at the open doorway. "Ed?" 

    Again, interesting. Although she'd just been in the place twice and had only gone to get some stuff, she seemed to feel the need for permission to come back in. 

    "Present, ma'am. Come on in." 

    She came in, put her purse on the table, and draped her uniform over the back of a chair. Cade slid some stuff aside in the closet and went to get her uniform. 

    After he hung it in the space he'd made, he jammed his underwear and socks in a drawer, then went to the kitchen. Carol was reaching for a glass on a cabinet shelf as Cade came up behind her and slipped his arms around her. She squeaked and stiffened as he pulled her snugly against him, but she soon relaxed to a degree. Only to a degree, he noted. Cade kissed the back of her neck and watched the goose bumps rise. He licked very lightly and watched more bumps rise on her shoulder. 

    "Carol, why are you so tense again?" 

    "I don't know. I just am." 

    He planted a kiss on the side of her neck and said, "Oh, well, in a little while you won't be." 

    "Ed, Evie was crying. What you said made her cry." 

    "That just means she's thinking, Carol." 

    Carol turned to face him and he kissed her lightly. 

    "What?" she asked. "She was crying, Ed." 

    "And thinking. And questioning. And wondering if maybe she's been screwed out of a normal existence by a bunch of people who fear sex and being human in general. She'll get past it, Carol. Either by firmly reestablishing all the fears and superstitions or by stepping past them for a look at herself. Was she near a mirror when you saw her?" 

    Carol's brows knit slightly as she considered his question, then she said, 

"Uh... Yes. The closet door was open. She was sitting on the corner of the bed in front of it." 

    Putting a hand to her face, Cade asked, "You two never leave the closet door open, do you?" 

    She softly said, "No. We keep it closed. Oh, my God, Ed. She's thinking about what you said. She's thinking about..." 

    "Yup. It won't happen right away, but it probably will happen. If she doesn't lock up and let her fears take over." 

    "You make it all sound so easy, Ed. Say this, do that, and something will happen. Or not, depending on what's said." 

    Kissing her again, Cade said, "It's easy to talk people into things, Carol. Whether they're ready or not, usually. But it isn't so easy to help them live with things they've been talked into. Better to just suggest things and let them find their own path. She'll cry for a little while tonight, then she'll let it all simmer until she comes up with some answers she can live with." 

    Cade stepped back and eyed her from the toes up and said, "Gee, lady, you know what? I think I'm actually more interested in you at the moment. Why don't I close the front door while you put your stuff in the bathroom?" He went to close the door and then joined her in the bathroom as she laid out her toiletries. She watched in the mirror as Cade kissed and licked her neck, then lifted her arm and kissed his way halfway to her elbow. As he again kissed her neck, he asked, "How does it feel to be so desired, miLady?" 

    Her eyes met his in the mirror with a hint of caution. 

    "I... I'm not sure, Ed. Good. Nice. But kind of scary, too. It's like you're aiming at me or something." 

    Running his hands over her arms, Cade said, "Hmmm. No, that's not how I feel it. But I am kind of pointing at you, you know. At least, I would be if I dropped my pants." 

    She reddened, then giggled. 
Chapter Seventy-Seven

    He leaned to whisper, "We could get naked, get into bed, and have a good time, Carol. I think I'd like to start out with you on top, ma'am. I want to watch those gorgeous legs work while you use me." 

    Redder. Much deeper blush. Carol's face took on a somewhat shocked look and her eyes stared back at him. 

    "Words, Carol. That's all they are. But they sure do conjure up images, don't they?" 

    He slid a hand down her pants as she stiffened and gasped. Damp. Ready. Cade removed his hand and turned her around, then kissed Carol deeply. 

    "To bed, ma'am. It's time to mount up. You don't want to think right now. You want to climb on and ride. Think later." 

    Cade took her hand and led her to stand by the bed, then began unbuttoning her blouse, kissing her lightly after each button was undone. He stopped undoing blouse buttons when he reached the top of her jeans, then he kissed her deeply as he undid the big button and unzipped her. 

    Opening her jeans, he finished unbuttoning the last two blouse buttons, again kissing her for each one, then he began tugging her jeans down. 

    "Fabulous legs." He kissed her thighs and licked each one lightly. "They look just like candy to me, ma'am." 

    Carol watched all that was happening to her with big eyes and a certain tenseness, but Cade gently got her jeans to her ankles and she put her hands on his shoulders as she stepped out of them. 

    He slipped her blouse off one shoulder, then the other, and then, while her arms were behind her, he kissed her again. Carol moaned softly, almost a whimper. 

    Letting her blouse fall, he embraced her as he unclasped her bra, then slipped it off her and stood rubbing the lines it had left in the skin of her shoulders. 

    "That's one of the troubles with having beautiful, full breasts like yours, Carol," said Cade. "They pull real hard on the shoulder straps after a while." 

    She simply looked at him as he rubbed, tensing her lips as if she'd just applied chapstick to them. He kissed her straplines, then kissed his way down to her right breast. 

    Stroking and loving her breast, he kissed the nipple, then suckled on it for a moment. Her gasp was tiny, but sharp. He was rewarded with another such gasp when he kissed and suckled her other breast. Her nipples stood out like tiny castles on hillsides. Cade kissed each one again, then hooked his thumbs into the elastic of her panties. 

    Looking her right in the eyes, he began working her panties down. Her arms twitched, but she made them stay dangling at her sides. 

    "Want me to stop, miLady?" 

    She shook her head tightly. 

    "Still feeling a little trepidation about all this?" Carol nodded just as tightly. 

    Cade released her panties and cupped her face as he continued to meet her eyes. 

    "I'm here to please you, Carol. No pain. No hurt. Just to try my best to make you lose your mind with happiness. You know that, right?" She nodded again as tightly as before, but she smiled. Kissing her again, Cade then renewed his grip on Carol's panties and worked them down to her ankles. She again put her hands on his shoulders to step out of them. 

    Grasping her legs in his hands, Cade held her still as he planted a kiss on her bush to see if they needed a shower first. No smell? She must have anticipated matters and washed. Wonderful. He kissed her again, then slipped his tongue into her bush to taste her. Nothing but her preparatory dampness met his tongue. 

    Grinning, he looked up at her eyes and wiggled his tongue at her. Carol reddened yet again, but she smiled. 

    "You washed, ma'am. Thank you. This is something I really like to do to women like you." 

    Her brows furrowed. "Like me?" 

    He grinned. "Yeah. Women who look so luscious. Some women are pretty, Carol. Cute. Not bad looking. But some women make me feel hungry. You're one of those." 

    "I... I make you feel hungry?" 

    Cade laughed and said, "Oh, yeah! When I first saw you in the shower... Well, I wanted to drop to my knees and stick my face in your bush and just stay there, you know? It made me hungry to look at you, ma'am. Starving." Her almost dark red blush made him laugh again and she began to laugh with him as she saw her shoulders redden. 

    Something seemed to click within Carol. Cade saw it in her eyes when it happened, and it was as if she'd had some sort of personal revelation. Her laughter abruptly ceased for a moment as she turned and opened the closet door, then she looked at herself for long moments in the mirror on the back of the door. 

    In a quiet, almost breathless voice, she asked, "Do you think I'm beautiful, Ed?" 

    Cade, on his knees next to her, laughed and said, "Yes. Fairly courageous, too, to be asking a man you want a question like that at a time like this." In truth, he'd thought of her more as a high average in the looks department, but a change within her seemed to change the way she looked, as well. Posture? Expression? 

    Carol couldn't take her eyes off herself as she said, "I mean... You really think I'm beautiful?" 

    Smiling, Cade met her gaze in the mirror. "Yes." After a moment of studying herself, Carol glanced at his reflection and said, "It's like I'm suddenly seeing someone else in the mirror, Ed." 

    "Maybe you're kind of seeing yourself as I see you?" She looked down at him as he moved to sit on the edge of the bed, then looked back at her reflection. 

    "No," said Carol. "I used to see myself as plain. You know, just another girl. Another WAC number on the unit morning report. Suddenly I don't see her anymore." 

    With a grin, Cade asked, "Well, who do you see? Barbie? You don't have her skinny figure, though. I always thought you looked kind of like Natalie Wood." Carol's eyes got huge. "You did?!" 

    "Well, yeah. It's in the eyes, mostly. I'm not saying you're her twin or anything. Just that you have eyes kind of like hers. I think you do kind of look like her." 

    Her grin was a beacon. "You do!? Really?" 

    Cade nodded. He found that he really did think so, come to think of it. She had the same eyes, if nothing else of Natalie's. Slightly smaller boobs, but definitely better legs. 

    As Carol stood gazing at her new self, Cade left her to it and began taking off his own clothes. He picked up hers, too, and set all of their clothing on the chair by the bureau, then turned around, stiffly pointing at her below his waist. 

    Carol's eyes in the mirror found his eyes only briefly, then they descended along his body. She studied his dick in the mirror, then turned to look at the real thing, then again looked at the mirror image and spoke. 

    "They look exactly alike, only backward in the mirror." 

    "Sounds about right," said Cade. 

    Carol gave him an exasperated look. 

    Cade said, "Look at the mirror again, Carol. A mirror doesn't lie. See her the way others see you. She's beautiful, sure," Chuckling, he added, "But she's a little backward." 

    Giving him another 'how very funny' droll look in the mirror, she turned and faced him, then raised her arms and pulled his face to hers for a kiss. Her assertive move startled Cade a little. Her next move really startled him. Carol got a grip on him and stared down at his dick for a moment, then met his eyes. 

    Her words were not conversational. They were a statement. "I want that, Ed. Right now, please." 

    Having said that, she didn't wait for his response. She let go of him and climbed into the bed, then rolled onto her back and raised a hand toward him, wiggling her fingers in a 'hurry up' gesture. 

    It was an interesting evening. Where before she'd been timid and acquiescing, she became firm and expectant. She seemed to have no doubt at all that Cade would please her. 

    Remembering aloud his 'watch those gorgeous legs work' words, Carol at one point pushed him off and out of her, then rolled him over and remounted herself atop him. 

    She was a different woman, a woman able to say what she wanted, able to take it, and then able to say that she wanted more of it. When Cade finally delivered himself into her, even that happened at her bidding. She'd tired and he'd massaged her trembling thighs as he'd suggested rear entry on hands and knees. She loved it for a while, saying that he felt even bigger inside her, but after a bit she wanted to change positions, so she got back on top of him. 

    Carol grinned down at him and said, "I feel as if I'm taking you, Ed. Like you took me the first time. I think I really like being up here." After some posting and a few kisses, she'd begun the short rubbings that would set her off. Full control. She knew exactly where to rub and how. Then she'd said, "Come with me, Ed." 

    "I'll try, miLady." 

    In a surprisingly firm tone, she said, "Do it, please. I'd very much like to have it happen now." 

    It was a statement. Not quite a request and not quite a command, and its delivery seemed to trigger him. Cade watched her build herself up as his tingling began. 

    Carol felt the difference as he swelled slightly within her and opened her eyes to stare at him as she worked toward her goal. 

    When her breathing had turned to sharp gasps and her legs worked hard in quick, short strokes, Carol gritted her teeth and muttered, "Now, Ed. Now. Meet me there." 

    He met her there. It really wasn't something he could help at that point. She froze for a moment, then managed another couple of small, almost spastic strokes on him, then she groaned loudly and let herself plummet to the bottom of his shaft as she fell forward to kiss him. 

    Cade was so fascinated with her that he almost forgot that he was gushing into her, but Carol didn't forget. In fact, she seemed supremely aware of what was happening within her as she bit her lip and made little posting motions to encourage the last remnants out of him. 

    Then she passed out. Impaled fully atop him, she simply passed out. Carol's eyes rolled up and she exhaled forcefully, clenching hard around his dick, and then her forehead fell on his shoulder as her whole body went limp. He could hear Carol's suddenly very relaxed breathing and had only time to become worried before she seemed to come out of it some. Cade called her name softly twice before he got an answer. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused and her words were slurred. 

    "Huhhhh. Sooo gooood." 

    She seemed to try to lever herself up a bit and then let herself flop back onto his chest with a damp smack that made her giggle softly. A moment later she was asleep. 
Chapter Seventy-Eight

    Carol snored softly in Cade's left ear as he lay absorbing what had happened. Kim had worked herself up and made herself pass out a few times, but she'd been half-drunk at those times and they'd been at the end of long days. He started to move Carol, then realized that she wasn't too heavy, that she felt damned good plastered to him, and that her soft snoring gave him the same pleasure as the purr of a kitten. He left Carol where she was, impaled, and moved only to straighten her legs for her. 

    Cade enjoyed the feel of her for another half an hour before any discomfort set in. His dick wouldn't go down, and that seemed to tell him something, even though he'd remained fairly hard after an orgasm a few times before. 

    He grabbed the towel on her pillow and, rolling Carol gently to the left and disengaging himself from her, he had to arrange her on the bed in order to pull the covers up. She didn't so much as adjust her position or snuggle her pillow when he flattened her out. 

    After watching and listening to her sleep for a few moments, Cade got up to take a leak, clean up a bit, and have some Coke. Damn. What a change. It was only eight. Cade wasn't sleepy at all, so he read a while at the table, then the couch, and then in the bed. Carol put an arm across him in her sleep. It was such a nice arm, well-formed and smooth. He looked at her face, her full lips parted as she breathed and her face so relaxed... A knocking at the door woke him. As he stirred, so did Carol. Cade held his jeans in front of himself as he answered the door. Evelyn. In uniform. Huh? 

    "Do you know what time it is, Ed?" 

    He almost said, "No," before he saw the kitchen clock. Upon seeing that it was seven-thirty, he turned and jogged to the bed, not caring what Evelyn saw of him. 

    "Carol! Let's go, Carol! Now, Carol!" 

    He waved Evelyn to the bed and she came, albeit with reservations about his nakedness. 

    Carol finally roused and looked at them blankly for a moment, then her gaze traveled to Cade's half-concealed dick and she looked sharply up at Evelyn. 

    "No time for coffee," said Cade. "Seven-thirty. Let's go." He and Carol scrambled through a shower and dressing as Evelyn sat at the kitchen table. Cade checked Carol's brass and collar, hair and hems, and pronounced her perfect, then kissed her. 

    His morning ritual, he realized. He almost laughed as he realized that he'd have to learn a whole new ritual for a civilian woman. Carol saw his smile and smiled back, then she kissed him and they all scampered downstairs to the Mercedes. He got them to their building with five minutes to spare, then headed for his own offices and the ER parking lot. Two MP's were parked in a jeep by the rear entrance. Cade gave them a quick double beep as he pulled up, an act guaranteed to make at least two staff officers in the building react negatively, and parked. As he got out and jogged toward the doors, the MP's got out of their jeep and moved to meet him. Both were in dress uniforms. A woman's face appeared at the side window. Good. A witness with a silver bar on her collar. Cade said, "Hi, guys. I kind of need to get in there." 

    "You don't need shit 'till we're through with you, Cade. Maybe it's a good thing you work in a hospital, you know?" 

    The MP on the left looked around the parking lot once and swung a fist at Cade's face. The fist hit only air, and Cade grabbed the guy's extended arm by the wrist. His right hand, palm upward, slammed into the guy's elbow and the elbow made a loud popping noise. 

    It wasn't a breaking blow, but you'd have thought so from the guy's reaction. MP#2 slipped his baton out and swung it at Cade's head in pretty much one motion. Cade didn't block, he avoided. 

    Ducking very low, he aimed a punch at the MP's crotch and grabbed the guy's belt as he doubled over. A little pull sent the guy over Cade's back as Cade lunged at his legs and stood up. The guy found himself upside down and falling. 

    Lieutenant Corley seemed to come out of a form of shock. She knocked on the window and then ran to the door and outside to stand by the MP's. Cade yanked their nametags off their jackets and headed into the building as Corley stared after him. After punching the time clock, he called Captain Morales and read the names off the tags. 

    "Yes, sir. Waiting for me right outside the back doors. I don't know that charges will be necessary, though." 

    "Hold onto the nametags, Cade. It'll give me an excuse to chew them out when they get here. Then I'll ask where the tags are. If they lie to me they'll get some choice duties, then I'll send them over on foot to get their tags back." 

    "Sir, yes, sir," said Cade in a conversational tone. Morales laughed and said, "Have a good day, Cade. Oh, hey, one more thing. We have a newbie, a Sgt. Porter. She saw your name on the reports yesterday and almost turned pale. What's that all about?" 

    Cade drew a blank on the name. "Porter?" 

    "Yeah. Bethany Anne Porter. Know her?" 

    "I knew a Beth in Virginia. Fort Monroe?" 

    "Yup. That's her." 

    Pausing for a moment, Cade said, "Well, damn. We now live in interesting times, Captain Morales." 

    "Meaning what, Mr. Cade? Be specific, please." 

    "You might want to tell your guys not to mess with her, sir. That is not a joke. She faced off with me once." 

    "Jesus. Who won, Cade?" 

    "We did, sir. Both of us. No fight. No love, either, but no fight. She's hot and she can get damned mean, but she can think, too. Did she bring a .44

mag revolver?" 

    "A privately owned weapon? Just a minute." Forms rustled, then Morales said, "Yes, she did." 

    "No damned doubt about it, then. I sold it to her. She'd go toe-to-toe with God, sir. You really ought to tell your troops to keep their distance and treat her like a lady." 

    "I see. Thank you, Mr. Cade." 

    "Captain? She's worth keeping. Guaranteed." 

    "I got that from what you've already said. Thank you, Mr. Cade. Have a good day." 

    Lt. Corley stood at the break room door as Cade hung up, leaning on the doorframe and sipping a coffee. She was a tall, slender blonde who'd never appealed to Cade, perhaps because of her usually officious nature. 

    "That Porter woman impressed you, huh?" 

    "Yeah," said Cade. "She did." 

    She smiled and asked, "Is that so hard to do, Ed?" He felt an unreasoning urge to say, "You haven't," but he didn't. Lt. Corley must have seen the remark in his eyes, though. She stiffened and stood straight, then started to turn to go back out to the hall. Cade said, "Corley, wait a minute, please." 

    "Lieutenant Corley to you, Mr. Cade." 

    Oh, yeah. She'd seen the remark. Shit. He'd hurt her feelings without even trying, and she didn't deserve it. 

    He said, "I'm sorry. You came in at the tail end of something and caught a touch of the flak. You're a lovely woman and you're good at your job. Believe me, I've worked with some people who weren't very good and I do appreciate the difference." 

    Her eyes widened in surprise and her mouth fell open. Looking around the office with a grin, Corley asked, "What did you do with the real Cade? Where's the pod?" 

    "It's in his locker. The new models shrink after use." After a moment she again leaned on the doorframe and sipped her coffee. Cade poured himself a cup and found her still there when he turned around. She said, "I saw what you did to those guys." 

    "And I reported myself to their boss. All fixed." Corley chuckled. "You just became interesting, Cade." He shook his head. "I'm involved." 

    "Involved? You're married, unless you've gotten a divorce since yesterday. Who...?" 

    Cade interrupted her. 

    "I don't ask you about your private life, Lt. Corley." She stiffened again and her gaze narrowed. 

    "You don't like me much, do you Cade?" 

    "I like you fine, Corley. On the job. I trust you to do your work right the first time. That's not so common. But you have to admit that our personalities have never meshed." 

    After a moment, she relaxed and said, "You're right," then pushed off the doorframe and asked, "Why haven't they meshed, Cade?" as she headed for a coffee refill. 

    "I don't know. I just know that we'd be poison to each other off the job. We belong at arm's length, Corley." 

    She nodded. "I'm not arguing. I just wondered why." Meeting her gaze, Cade said, "I don't really know." Nodding again, this time briskly, she said, "Business only, then," and left the break room. 

    When he got to his desk, Cade called ICU for an update on Marge. Still sleeping. Dr. Walberg wasn't there; he'd been called to Ward 5A for a burn patient. 

    Things were uneventful until noon, when Dr. Walberg looked him up and told him to visit Marge in ICU after one. Cade ate lunch in the mess hall, but saw neither Carol nor Evelyn. Kim came in and stopped when she saw him, but Cade gave her an impatient 'go ahead' wave and went back to his lunch. Kim stood staring at him for a moment, then filled a tray and sat with some friends at a table behind him. 

    A little after one Cade told Corley and Allen he'd be in ICU if they needed him. Since it was only a few doors from the Emergency Room, there was no problem. 
Chapter Seventy-Nine

    Marge was barely awake when Cade arrived. 

    He kissed her softly once his escort nurse had left the room, then asked, 

"Could you please get better real quick or at least fake it? Your hubby's flying in from Japan and things are coming apart all over the base. They're gonna ship you Stateside if you don't get up and dance for 'em." Still speaking with difficulty, Marge said, "Sorry. He hurt me bad, Ed, and I'll bet you already know how bad." 

    Cade nodded. "Yeah. I checked. This truly sucks, Marge. You were the best thing that had happened to me in years." 

    She smiled and said, "Oh, now, I really doubt that, Mr. Cade. Didn't you get married last year?" 

    "There's a story to that. Nope. You were it, by God. I was all set to devote myself to you body and soul, miLady." 

    Her smile became a chuckle that made her lie very still for a moment. When she could breathe again, she faintly said, "Oh... Damn. Stop that, Ed. No humor allowed." 

    "Yas'm. No laughs. Gotcha." 

    After a moment, she asked, "Ed, would you be willing to do some things for me?" 

    "Name 'em. I'll see what I can do." 

    "Well, there's the housesitting. That's yours if you'll do it. Also, my darling husband is to have no access to my bank account or my BOQ room. I'll have a list ready by this afternoon. A power of attorney, too. I've told the nurse to give you my keys when you ask for them. Let Ben Frost have the ones that go to JAG offices." 

    "What I can't handle I'll delegate, miLady. Frost is dying to do anything he can for you. He loves you, you know." 

    Marge nodded as she looked askance at Cade, as if wondering how he'd know such a thing. 

    "Yes, Ed. I know he does. But it isn't what you think. It isn't romantic." 

    "That's what he said, too. I don't need details." She nodded again. "Good. Thank you. Ed, if Jim..." 

    "Jim?" 

    "My husband. If he gets difficult, you have my permission to treat him as you did those MP's. I'm serious about that. Try to avoid jail, of course. He isn't to use my car or have access to my bank account. I don't want him in my BOQ room, either. There's nothing of his in there." 

    "Yas'm. Got it. 'He shall not pass', as someone said." She smiled and said, "I'm going to really miss you." 

    "I'll miss you, too. You were a monster in bed, ma'am." He saw her grit her teeth. Pain. Stupid. Made her laugh. After a moment, Marge squinted and said, "I barely kept from giggling, Ed. I asked you not to make me do that." 

    Cade held out his hand and she smacked it sharply. 

    "Okay," she said, "Can you drop by around four, Ed? And tell Frost to get over here to take some notes?" 

    "Between four and five, for sure, if I'm not on a call. If I am, I'll drop by later. I'll call Frost before I leave ICU." 

    He leaned to kiss her again and sweep her hair away from her face. After a long look into Marge's eyes, he kissed her again and stroked her face. 

    "It just occurred to me," he said, "That nobody'd dare give us any static about a fling now. We could do anything short of screwing in this bed and nobody'd say spit about it." 

    Marge smiled and said, "I know nurse Maclean pretty well, Ed. On her shift, we could even get away with screwing, if I was up to it." The doctor came in and chased Cade out for a "rather personal matter". Cade saw the drainage tube packages and nodded, then kissed Marge again and left. 

    When Cade returned shortly after four he found Frost sitting in Marge's room, staring blankly at the bed, but Marge wasn't there. They had her in the OR to remove a sharp piece of rib that was threatening her lung. When Frost saw Cade, he held up a manila folder. Cade took it and started to open it, then Frost buried his face in his hands and started crying. Cade closed the room door and sat down on the edge of the bed. 

    "Tell me about it, Ben." 

    "I can't." 

    "Then find someone you can tell and do it soon. I think you love Marge deeply, but not quite the way I would." 

    As Frost stared at Cade, Cade handed him the box of tissues from the night table. 

    "Frost, I don't give a damn. Don't proposition me and we'll be fine. Do it and I'll cease to know you instantly. I'll keep quiet about it, either way." Cade then opened the manila envelope and found a list of things needing done or dealt with and a power of attorney made out for him. 

    "Why didn't she give this P/A to you, Ben?" Frost was still staring at him. Cade's question broke his startlement and Frost said, "I don't know." 

    Handing Frost the list, Cade said, "I'll probably need your help with a few of these, Ben. I don't know spit about some of the stocks and financial stuff." 

    With a nod, Frost said, "You've got it." 

    Cade looked at him and asked, "Any other comments? Corrections? 

Suggestions?" 

    Shaking his head, Frost said, "No. None." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Let's do #4 first, then. Right now, since we can't visit her anyway tonight. We'll pack and move what we can of Marge's BOQ stuff to the place she was housesitting and arrange shipping to her parents later. That should put it all out of Jim's reach. I need to bring someone in on this, Ben. Her name's Carol and she'll be wondering where the hell I am. She'll be an uninformed assistant, okay? She can watch or help, but she's not to know anything about Marge or her stuff. Her friend Evie may want to come, too. If so, same deal. Uninformed." 

    Frost nodded and stood up, then they left to pick up Carol and Evelyn and head to the BOQ after dinner. The ladies were very helpful in packing and Evie happened to know where they could liberate some fifteen-inch boxes. By nine in the evening, the BOQ room was bare of Marge's stuff and the stuff was in Cade's Mercedes and Frost's Ford. 

    As they offloaded the boxes into the kitchen of the apartment in Miesenbach, it was decided that the rest would be boxed more securely over the next week and shipped when Marge gave her final okay on sending it. 

    "I have Thursday off," said Cade to Frost, "But I have to go to K-town in the morning, as I said before. If I get back in the afternoon, can you come with me to the AMEX bank on Ramstein and help me do the financial stuff?" Frost instantly and firmly said, "No problem." He made it sound as if he'd move heaven and earth to be of the slightest service to Marge. 

    "Thanks," said Cade. "I'll holler when I'm on the way back from the K-town thing. Maybe we can sell her car for her sometime in the next week or two. If not I can do it later and send the check to her. Can you take care of making sure I can sign the registration papers, or will that take an act of Congress to get past the POV people?" 

    "I can do it," said Frost. "If I have to I can buy her car while she's here to sign the forms and resell it later. I have a few bucks to spare." 

    "Solid," said Cade. "That covers the car, then. I'll take her car to my place and pick up her shotgun at the range safe just before she leaves. Someone there ought to know how to ship it." 

    Frost said, "She considered selling her gun to you, Ed." Cade shook his head. "I don't need one, Ben. I used a range gun and did just fine." 

    "So I heard. But Marge thought someone who could shoot like that should have their own gun." 

    "Nope. Not unless there'll be trouble shipping it, in which case I'd buy it and resell it, like you with the car. Next item: Contacting her TDY

friend." 

    "Did that today. She knows we'll be watching the place." 

    "Good deal. Ben, follow us home so you can give me a ride to Marge's car, and that'll be about everything we can do without the extra paperwork. Carol. Evelyn. Ben. Thanks for helping me with this. I really mean that." Half an hour later Marge's car was in Cade's driveway. As soon as Cade pulled in, Carol had come down the steps next door and walked with him into his apartment. 

    She essentially pounced on him as soon as the door closed, kissing him and grinning hugely as she led him to the bedroom. After a shower and their pleasures she'd nodded off happily and Cade had again watched her sleep for a while before seeking his own rest. 
Chapter Eighty

    In the morning the alarm went off before his internal alarm did. He got up to take a leak, then came back to bed. So did Carol. Cade didn't remember setting the alarm an hour early, and said so. 

    Carol rolled on top of him and asked if he needed to know why she'd set the alarm early. Not waiting for his answer, she impaled herself and kissed him. 

    Cade had to marvel at her. She'd found her 'instant-on' button somewhere. She'd primed herself well enough that she'd been able to fully slide herself onto him in a single three or four second push. 

    He stopped by to see Marge at eight and made a quick progress report, then headed to Kaiserslautern to see John. At the building listed on the card, a uniformed guard told him to park in the building's garage and pointed to the entrance. 

    On the third floor he was directed by another guard to the end of the hall and through a set of double doors. A woman there ushered him to John's waiting area. 

    Cade hauled out his paperback and read for half an hour before John came out and took him into his office. 

    "I hope you don't think I was playing power games just now," said John. "I was on the phone." 

    "No sweat," said Cade, holding up his book. John chuckled and began to tell Cade about the job, that of delivering diplomatic briefcases and such to various locations around Europe. Money per delivery was excellent, he'd be able to keep his ambulance job, and John would arrange his absences with Major Allen. He'd also spend a few paid post-New Year weeks in training in Bonn and get a new DAC ID card and keep all base benefits. 

    "Well, what do you think?" asked John. 

    "I think it's a dream job that covers all the bases for me. When can I start?" 

    "The beginning of next month. Good enough?" 

    "Great. I'm in. Thanks, John." 

    John set him up with Secrets Act and similar forms to sign, then handed the forms to the woman out front to be filled in, and then said, "Oh, by the way. Webley was looking after an apartment for one of our people. The ICU

nurse said you had her keys." 

    "I have her car keys and the key to the apartment she was watching. Captain Frost at JAG has the others." 

    "The apartment key is the one we want. Got it with you?" 

    "I only have my own keys with me." 

    John shrugged and said, "Oh, well. We'll send someone back with you, then. Ed, what I wanted to talk about..." 

    "John. Wait. Hold one. Marge has to tell me to give you that key. You can send somebody, but Marge has to give up the key. I'm sorry, but that's the way of it." 

    John leaned on him about the key for some moments, then leaned on him real hard about the key, mentioning the possibility of jail if the place held drugs. 

    "John, I don't buy it. Drug cops wouldn't need a key to bust anyone. A US

agency would need a warrant to search the residence of a US military member, but you haven't shown me one." 

    "We work with German customs police on off-base cases, Ed. They don't need warrants in drug cases." 

    "Then they can take me with them when they go to the apartment. I'd unlock the door rather than have the German cops break it down." 

    "Ed, that's enough. You're obstructing justice at this point. We want that key. You need this job and you may damned well wind up in prison right along with Marge if it comes to that. You see how it is, don't you?" Cade said, "Sure I do. I'm not obstructing shit, John, and I'll find some other job. Or go back to the States. Get the key from Marge." He then got up to leave. John didn't have him stopped on the way to his car. On the way back, smarting a bit, he made a point of revising his perception of John and John's sense of indebtedness to him concerning his son. He stopped at Ramstein and called Frost from the AMEX bank, then took care of Marge's accounts with Frost's help during the first hour of the afternoon. When Frost asked how things had gone in K-town, Cade had simply said that he'd decided against the offer and refused to elaborate. 

    At the hospital around three Cade was allowed to visit Marge for a few minutes. He kissed her hello and told her that shipping her stuff, her gun, and her car were all that were left on her list. He then told her that John had wanted her friend's apartment key. 

    Marge chuckled softly to avoid pain and said, "John's outfit pays the rent or owns the place, Ed. I don't know which. My friend and I were living there to keep it occupied for them. My stuff in the BOQ was just there to make things look right. I went home every night to the apartment." 

    "That would mean that it's like a police safe house, right? Where they could stash a witness or something?" 

    "Sort of, yeah. John will be here in a little while. The fact that you still have my key probably means that you got the job, Ed. Did you know who you were talking to? I mean, do you really know who John is? Which agency you turned down?" 

    "Nope. Not really. The last time I saw John he was a spook of some sort in Cambodia. I figure he's still a spook, but no agency name was mentioned and it wasn't on the walls or doors. The forms I signed all had to do with never talking about anything job-related after I was hired. Mainly, I thought I turned down a job offer that could have let me stay in Europe legally." 

    "When you're really hired you'll find out who hired you. That was a lot to turn down for an apartment key, Ed. He said he just wanted to look around, right?" 

    "He said a lot of things, Marge. The apartment key was your responsibility. My responsibility was to you." 

    Marge looked at Cade for a few moments and said, "God, I wish I'd met you before Jim. They pulled something like this on me, too. It was an office key that time." 

    They talked for another fifteen minutes or so before John showed up. Marge made a fine production of requesting her keys from Cade, then separating the apartment key from the ring and handing it to John, who made a major production of gratefully receiving the key from her. 

    He then handed the key back to her and she reinstalled it on her keyring, then she handed the keys back to Cade. 

    Marge said with a grin, "You'll need the apartment key to take care of my stuff." 

    Nodding, John said, "Indeed. Now, about that job, Ed... I'm afraid it isn't quite management-level, but it should answer some of your immediate concerns. If you're still interested, that is." 

    "I'm interested." 

    "Then come back to my office tomorrow afternoon around three. I'll get the time away cleared through brigade and Major Allen and we'll get you fixed up." The next day Cade was issued a new ID card and an updated NATO/SOFA stamp and had been scheduled for a week of post-New Year training in Bonn, Germany, with other training to follow as required. 

    His official employer was the Ramstein Non-Appropriated Funds office, which also paid those who worked in various non-specific and non-contractual positions around several US bases in the area, such as the bartender at an NCO

club and the drivers of base taxis or shuttle buses. 

    His ambulance job was secure and John's office would take care of arrangements with Major Allen any time Cade was needed as a courier. The courier runs, as John described them, involved simply carrying and guarding a briefcase that would be handcuffed to his left wrist. During the next week Cade found a home for both Marge's car and her shotgun. He met Jim and thoroughly disliked him on sight, but he wondered how much of that dislike was predicated on Marge's sentiments. After making a week-long token appearance as a worried husband, Jim left. Marge never did tell Cade why they remained married. 

    The day before Marge was about to leave for the States, Cade was allowed most of an afternoon with her due to her nurse friend's indulgence. He barred the door with a chair. 

    After giving her a spongebath, Cade knelt between her legs to kiss and tongue her into a series of gentle and not so gentle orgasms, then he gave her the skin cream rubdown that normally followed her bath. 

    Marge had been willing to try to have full sex with him and had even asked him for it at one point, but Cade had seen her X-rays and a list of her abdominal repairs and he'd begged off inserting anything into her but his tongue. 

    As it was, her grip on the bed's headboard as she'd come for him had caused her enough aftermath pain that he'd been more than a little concerned for her healing ribs. 

    He'd had to work the day they'd taken her to Ramstein for the medevac flight to Andrews AFB, but he'd stolen time enough that morning for a short visit and to kiss Marge thoroughly before the orderlies came for her. 
Chapter Eighty-One

    Carol had become an apartment fixture, even though she denied wanting to move in with Cade. The only time she wasn't there was when he was at work, and as lovely and insatiably accommodating as Carol became, Cade found himself feeling almost trapped. 

    From the moment he woke to the moment he slept Carol was either riding him or right at his elbow when he wasn't at work. He loved her hunger for him and gladly, happily filled her as often as he could manage, but he also loved the idea of having even one whole hour or so to himself. 

    And some things were apparently okay for Carol, but not for him. Carol got home early one evening and he'd discovered her reading a magazine on the couch. 

    After a greeting kiss and a few words about the day, he'd decided to join her, so after changing and getting a Coke, he'd sat down with her and opened his current paperback. 

    Carol had eyed his book for a few moments, then had excused herself and gone to the bedroom for a few moments. When she'd come back out, she'd been naked. She'd stood directly behind his book and grinned down at him when he looked up. 

    For close to a month he only managed to read during lunch or while she was either asleep or elsewhere, such as on CQ duty. 

    When Kim brought over some stuff to sign and visited for a while, Carol had become increasingly agitated during her visit, ultimately excusing herself in an interruptive fashion to let them know that she had to go to Evie's for a while. 

    Cade had nodded as he'd continued reading the documents and said, "Okay." Kim had stared briefly at Carol, then had returned her attention to the documents. Carol left the apartment. Kim had then asked Cade if he had even an inkling of the fact that Carol was pissed about something. 

    "Yup," said Cade. "You. You're taking my time away from her. Don't feel too special, though. She feels that way about anything that doesn't let her occupy my entire attention. We haven't watched TV, been to a movie, or had anyone over for nearly a month." 

    He picked up his paperback and tapped the paperclip that held his page. 

"I've been stuck in chapter three of this particular book for about that long, too, Kim, and you know I can read faster than that. If I pick it up, she's right there to talk or... Or otherwise distract me." Kim had snickered and said, "You'd really better talk to her, then, or she'll take over your life, Ed." 

    He and Kim had signed the housing and COLA papers and Kim had said before leaving, "If she's a problem for you now, you'd better consider what she'll be like if she decides that she loves you. If she hasn't already, that is." That evening he tried to talk to Carol about perhaps finding some time for things outside the apartment and work. She said that Evie had said that Cade would one day grow tired of her, then asked him if Kim intended to move back into the apartment. It got worse from there. 

    He'd tried to explain that he was only talking about taking in a movie now and then or visiting friends, but she'd worked herself into a ballistic explosion and had gone to her and Evie's apartment. 

    Cade had half-expected Evie to come over and try to act as a mediator, but that didn't happen. If anything, the few times he saw Evie, she seemed oblivious and uninterested in helping him try to reach Carol. One early October night Evie had taken trash to the curb and Cade had walked out to talk to her. Evie had acted as if he'd been coming on to her, then had accused him of dumping Carol for a crack at her and using his difficulties with Carol as a means of trying to get close to her. 

    "If you were a woman, you'd be a slut, Cade. You just want a new woman, don't you? A replacement for Carol, who was a substitute for Webley, who was a stand-in for Kim. Who did Kim replace? You're just looking for someone you haven't already... Had." 

    Her words had ended there, on the verge of profanity, then she'd accused him of trying to tempt her and had recommended several passages from the Bible that he should read before it was too late. 

    "Tempt you? Evie..." 

    "No, don't bother denying it, Cade. You came out here to see me, but not to get Carol back. You want me, now, don't you, Cade? Me, the last and least of women. Oh, I'm just so thrilled that you finally ran out of others and remembered poor little Evie." 

    She'd then stood facing him with a confrontational attitude. Cade had stood in silent amazement for a few moments, then told her that she seemed to have a rather egomaniacal sense of humility and walked away. Or, rather, he'd tried walking away, but she'd followed him, badgering him to respond to her accusation that he'd been coming on to her. She got louder. Lights came on and faces appeared at windows. 

    "Evie," said Cade, "Shut up, please. Go home." 

    "You don't tell me what to do, Cade. I want you to admit to me that you really came out here tonight to try to... have me. That you finally got around to me. That..." 

    As a window opened above them, Cade had decided to shut her tirade down with one of his own. 

    He leaned close enough that she could feel his warm breath on her skin and said, "Evie, you're full of shit. Want you? Once upon a time I might have considered it. Not now. I wouldn't touch you for money after all your noise. You got that, lady? Not if your goddamned God himself begged me on his knees to fuck you would I so much as touch you. You need to lose your Bible for about a year. Go on the pill. Screw yourself to sanity before you inflict your fucked up views on some poor undeserving man. And above all, you need to stay the hell away from me." 

    She'd stood shaking in the cool evening, staring at him and trembling from the nearness of his outburst. Tears formed and flowed and her lips and chin quivered as she stared starkly at him. 

    At first he'd thought there was fear in her eyes, and at first, there probably had been, but all Cade saw in her eyes after a few moments was a deep, infinite hurt. 

    He lost his steam and muttered, "Ah, hell, Evie. I'm sorry. You can't help the way you are or you'd be some other way. I didn't mean to hurt you. I mean that... Oh, hell, that isn't true. At the time I did. But I don't now. Look, let's just..." 

    Evie let out a gush of sound like a screaming sob and raised her fists as she came at him, her face a mask of anguish and rage. Cade evaded her rush and she tripped over something in the darkness of the lawn. 

    She rose to her feet, turned to face him, and charged again. Cade again evaded her, but she wouldn't stop until he gripped her wrists and held her at arm's length. 

    She'd then held out her arms and looked at him with hard-flowing tears and sobs and a look in her eyes --something that he couldn't seem to define, but that raised the hackles on his neck --that he'd thought Evie might really be somewhat insane. 

    Carol had come out on the upper stair landing to see what was taking Evie so long with the heater ashes. She saw Cade backing slightly away from Evie as she held her arms out toward him. 

    Almost flying down the stairs, Carol ran to stand between Evie and Cade, looking first at Cade and then at Evie as Evie numbly tried to get around her to get at Cade. 

    Evie was sobbing and crying and reaching toward him as she bumbled along trying to get past Carol. Cade put a few more feet between them and asked Carol if they should take Evie to the hospital. Instead of answering his question, Carol demanded to know what he'd said or done to Evie. Cade's landlady leaned out to ask in German what was going on. Cade assured her that things would be all right now that Carol was there, and that Evelyn had simply received some bad news earlier in the evening. His landlady responded that she had seen Evie attack him and asked if he needed the police, which was her way of threatening to call them if things didn't quiet down fast. 

    Cade replied that all would be quiet and that the police wouldn't be necessary. His landlady closed her window. 

    He then told Carol about asking Evie to talk to her, Evie's accusations, and his outburst. Carol turned to ask Evie if all he'd said was true, and Evie nodded silently even as she continued crying and trying to reach Cade. After studying Evie for a few moments, Carol rounded on Cade and whisperingly asked, "Don't you recognize need when you see it, Ed? It built up and now it's burst, just like you said it would. You said the magic words to set this in motion and then you said the words that set it off. This is your fault, Cade." 

    "You mean that night when she stood under the window and eavesdropped on us? Bull. She got what she deserved, Carol, and it wouldn't have caused something like this in a normal person." 

    "Oh, I suppose you're the only one who can say what normal is? Why can't you bend just a little, Ed? Now that... I'm not... Look, why can't you do for her what you did for me? Would it be so hard, Ed?" 
Chapter Eighty-Two

    Cade had to re-hear Carol's words in his mind once before he could even accept that she'd said them. 

    "I don't want her, Carol. I want you. Besides, this is a whole different kind of problem." 

    "No. It isn't different, Ed, and I've decided that you were right. It's time for me to move on." 

    "Carol, damn it! I only wanted a little time to myself now and then and maybe a movie once a week! I came out tonight to see if Evie'd help me get back with you. I've been wanting you, Carol." And as an after thought, he said, "Evie's too screwed up to mess with, anyway. Look at her!" Evie took maybe two steps before she stopped and simply stared at Cade. She then looked at Carol. Saying nothing at all, she started toward her apartment. Halfway to the stairs, she stopped again and turned to face them. 

    "You," she said, pointing at Carol like an old-time prophet of doom. "You. He wants you, not me, even though you walked out on him." Her tears started again and she whispered, "But he's never even looked at me and now he thinks I'm crazy." 

    "Evie," said Cade, "I said I was sorry for talking to you that way and I am, but..." 

    Evie came to stand near Carol again, but she didn't try to get past her as she said in a near whisper, "All I want is what you gave Carol. That's all. I may have problems with it later, but that's going to be my business, isn't it?" 

    As Carol started to say something, Evie said, "Shut up, Carol. Please. Just shut up. You had him. You left him." 

    Evie then put her hands out to fend off any effort Carol might make to stop her as she edged around her and approached Cade. 

    Carol raised a hand, but Evie sharply said, "No!" and kept edging past her. She stopped a few feet from Cade when he started to retreat a pace. She looked hurt to her core. 

    In a low, angry tone Evie said, "She told me everything, Ed. Whether I wanted to hear it or not. I've actually... dreamed about you, you bastard! 

You, doing all the things to me... that you did..." She choked and her tears began running again as she said, "The things that you did to her!" When her knees gave out, she simply knelt and sobbed. 

    "I can't help it," she whispered. "You don't know... My father... I wasn't even allowed to talk to boys..." 

    Her words died, but her sobs didn't. Cade looked at Carol with a 'what the hell do I do?" expression. Carol silently knelt next to Evie and held her for several moments. 

    When Carol got up she walked up to Cade. 

    "Carol, I..." 

    In a conversational tone, she said, "Shut up, Ed." 

    "But..." 

    Her open hand rang against his face. When he started to ask what the hell she thought she was doing, she swung again, but this time he caught her arm. Her other arm came at him and he ducked. 

    In that same conversational tone, Carol said, "Take her upstairs, Ed." 

    "But..." 

    He had to block a slap again. 

    "Just do it, Ed. It won't hurt you to try." 

    "Carol..." 

    "Just-fucking-do-it, Ed." 

    She looked back at Evie and said, "Just try. I'll even come back to you if you'll just try. Do you hear me? I'll come back to you. That's what you wanted, isn't it? That's why you came out here, isn't it? Why you blew up at her? Me for her, Ed. Just try for Evie like you tried for me." For long moments they just stood staring at each other. Cade had an urge to simply go upstairs and shut the door, but he saw Evie on her knees behind Carol, softly sobbing her guts out, and he instead found himself nodding to Carol. 

    Then he asked, "What if she panics, Carol? What if she runs screaming? It isn't worth trouble and jail. It isn't worth losing my apartment to..." Evie quietly said, "I won't panic. I've already done that." Cade watched her rise to her feet and walk toward him. 

    "Don't worry, Ed. If I can't do it, I'll just walk out and go home. If you're really worried, we can use my apartment. Carol can wait at your place." 

    "Uh, Evie," said Carol, "I don't think you really have any idea how long..." 

    Evie gave her a tired look and said, "How many nights did you sleep there, Carol? Can't you stand one more?" 

    Carol looked at her briefly, then nodded. Evie turned to Cade and silently waited. After a moment Cade stepped over to Evie and brushed the dirt off her knees, then looked at her eyes to see what was in there. 

    "Okay," he said. "Your place. Let me get a few things." Carol put a hand firmly on his shoulder as she gave him a sharp look. Turning to Evie, he said, "About five minutes or so." Cade then turned away from them and headed for his stairs. As he turned to go up them he saw the women heading for their apartment. 

    He gathered his toiletries and had a double gin and bitter lemon in a hurry by the kitchen sink, then rinsed the glass, dried it, and put it away as he thought about how strange things could get without much effort at all. Leaving the door unlocked, he stepped out onto the landing and looked across to the other building. Carol was standing at the window. As soon as he stepped out, she opened her door and stepped out. As they descended separate stairs together, Cade was reminded of a movie in which spies had been exchanged on a bridge. 

    Down the steps. Across the courtyard. Evie came out on the landing and watched them. He and Carol stopped and faced each other for a moment near the middle. 

    "I said I would and I will," said Carol. 

    "Will what?" asked Cade. 

    She looked at him as if he hadn't been paying attention in class. "Come back to you. I said I would and I will." 

    Cade looked at her for a moment and said, "Find a different reason, ma'am. I don't need a sex slave." 

    As he walked on, she said, "Ed," and he stopped. Without turning, he asked, "Yeah, Carol?" 

    "I want her saddlebroke for the next rider. Tell her I said that, will you?" 

    Cade turned and saw her grin. He grinned back. 

    "If she asks, I'll tell her, ma'am." 

    He then continued toward the other stairs and Evie. When he started up the stairs, a glance back showed him Carol, still standing in the middle of the courtyard. He continued up to Evie and stopped. 

    "I told her I didn't need a sex slave," said Cade, knowing that Evie would ask what she'd said to that. 

    "What did she say when you said that?" 

    "She stopped me again and told me she wants you 'saddlebroke for the next rider', Evie." 

    "No, she didn't." 

    "Ask her. Later. Are you ready to play, ma'am?" Evie took her eyes off Carol and set them on Cade with a determined look as she said, "Yes." 

    "Great. Let's go inside, then." 

    He heard the door close behind him as he set his stuff on their kitchen table. Then the door locked. He glanced at Evie and she said she preferred it locked. Cade nodded. 

    Evie came to stand by the table and didn't look at Cade as she asked, 

"Uh... So what do we do now?" 

    Cade shrugged. "What do you want to do? Clean up first in the shower or head straight for bed?" 

    Given such a choice, Evie automatically picked cleaning up in the shower. Cade nodded. 

    "Good choice, ma'am. I kind of need a bath, I think." Cade started unbuttoning his shirt. As he slipped it off, he asked, "You plan to do this with your clothes on?" 

    She jumped slightly and her trembling hands moved to her blouse buttons, undoing two of them before stopping on the third. Cade hung his shirt on the back of his chair and sat down to toe off his boots, then take off his socks. 

    "Two buttons down," said Cade, briefly pointing at her chest. "Four to go. Then the pants. You sure you want to do this, miLady? I've got a big, scary one. I even took a pen and put a scary little face on it for you." That got him a quick flash of a tentative smile. Not much, really, but something. 

    In a soft voice, she said, "No you didn't." 

    "You'll never find out at that rate." 

    "Uh, shouldn't we do something first, Ed? I mean... like kiss or something?" 

    "Wouldn't help," he said. "Getting kissed doesn't scare you. Getting naked does. Get naked, then get kissed. And, by the way, ma'am, if you want that blouse off you'll have to do it yourself. Pants, too. I'm not going to give you even one, single chance to tell yourself that I did anything but what you wanted me to do. Now, if you're sure you have the guts, get those clothes off and come kiss me." 

    Evie glowered at him for a moment, then continued unbuttoning her blouse. After the last button was undone, she hesitated for long moments before she took off the blouse and stood gazing at him with a defiant look. 
Chapter Eighty-Three

    She had a hefty set of breasts encased in a bra that looked kind of old-fashioned compared to Carol's or Kim's. 

    "Whoopie," said Cade. "An industrial-strength bra shows less than a bikini top." 

    Cade stood up and walked behind her, then reached for her bra clasp. Evie jerked away and spun to stare at him. 

    "Is it coming off, ma'am? If so, I don't mind helping. I just don't want to be responsible for it." 

    "What?" 

    "Responsible. You know, like later someone says it was all my fault that you got laid. That won't happen, will it?" 

    With a very narrow gaze, Evie said, "No. It won't." 

    "Great. Evie, you're acting as if you're giving in or something. If you are, it can't be to me. You know that, don't you? If you give in to anyone, it has to be yourself." 

    She gave him a look of narrow disbelief and said, "I've already done that or I wouldn't be doing this." 

    "Wrong. You just gave me a look like a prisoner of war who's facing interrogation. You're feeling coerced. Who's doing the coercing, here? It damned sure isn't me." 

    With that, Cade began searching the kitchen cabinets for something to drink. Rum, gin, anydamnedthing. 

    "Evie, do you drink?" 

    "No, not really. Now and then." 

    "What kind of booze have you got in the house, Evie?" He turned to look at her as he spoke. No change. Same defiant look and that hardware-store bra. 

    "What are you going to do, Ed? Try to get me drunk?" 

    "Nope. We have a three-drink limit. I just wanted to see if you'd lose some of that fear and anger." He leaned on the counter and said, "I'm not here to take anything from you, Evie. I'm not here to hurt you. I'm here because you... Well, because you asked me very insistently, let's say. I'm not going to make it easy for you by taking your clothes off you and tossing you on the bed, either. If you get there at all, you'll do it yourself. So, ma'am, either strip down and loosen up or let me go home, okay?" 

    Evie stared at him for a moment, then sat down and clasped her trembling hands together as she said, "You can leave anytime you want, Ed." 

    "No, I can't. It isn't up to me. It hasn't been since I agreed to come up here." 

    She looked up and asked, "Why not? You're over 21." Cade shook his head. "That has nothing to do with it, Evie. You have to order me out, so that I can say that I didn't just give up on you. So that you can't say otherwise. Or order me to stay, but if you do, you have to strip before you say it. You've kind of cornered both of us, ma'am." Looking at the wall clock, Cade said, "A compromise, Evie. It's seven-ten. If you haven't ordered me out of here or stripped by seven-thirty, you lose by default and I can leave with a clear conscience. How's that?" Long moments passed before she lowered her eyes and softly whispered, 

"Okay. Seven-thirty." 

    "You're already planning to lose, aren't you, Evie? You'll just wait for the time to run out and end it for you, right?" 

    He came to stand in front of her and said, "Look, Evie, maybe there is some way I could handle this better, but I'm not a psychologist. I want to help, but I don't know how to reach you, you know? I won't --won't --make you do anything. I won't take this decision out of your hands. But if you decide to try me I'll be as gentle as I possibly can and I'll try hard to please you. I promise you that." 

    Cade had reached to lay a hand on her shoulder as he spoke, then he let the hand slip down to her right breast. She flinched, but didn't slap his hand away. Cupping her breast and kneading it softly, he leaned forward. When Evie looked up from Cade's hand, he kissed her lightly for a few moments, then licked his lips thoughtfully and said, "Hooo. Tingly. Nice." He then kissed her again, as lightly as before, and licked his lips again. Evie's brows furrowed. She said, "I didn't feel anything." Cade smiled and leaned to kiss some of her breast above the bra. She held very still and watched him kiss her. Cade kissed his way up her chest to her shoulder, then up her throat, and then over her chin to her lips. She'd started to redden and her pulse had sped up as he'd kissed her throat. Working his way back down, he paused at her throat and flickeringly licked her, which made Evie startle slightly. 

    Speaking softly, Cade grinned and said, "You don't know how to feel yet, Evie, but you taste real good. Would you like some help with that bra, ma'am?" Her eyes met his for a moment, then she reached behind herself and her back strap fell free down her sides. 

    "Well, damn," said Cade with a grin. "I guess not. That was pretty slick." He took her hands and guided her to stand up, then held out a hand, palm up, and waited. With some hesitation, Evie took off her bra and put it in his hand, then closed her eyes. 

    Evie had good-sized conical breasts with small aureoles and nipples, but her nipples were standing like tiny castles. 

    Cade leaned to kiss her right nipple, which made her jerk and gasp. He kissed it again, then again, then he took it in his mouth and suckled it lightly. Evie gritted her teeth softly and gasped again. 

    Massaging her sides, he let his hands slide up to cup her breasts, then he spent some moments on them, kissing, licking, and rubbing his face against them. A slight motion of her neck let him know that she was watching. Cade again kissed, then licked, and then suckled on her breasts as she watched. 

    "Does it hurt yet?" he asked softly. 

    "Huh? Uh... Oh. No. It doesn't hurt." 

    Standing up, Cade unbuckled his belt. Evie's eyes seemed to enlarge as she watched. When Cade unbuttoned his jeans, and unzipped, her eyes flew up to his. She was scared again. Very. 

    "Evie, I'm just going to lean against the table, here, and you're going to sit in that chair. Stare at it, touch it, play with it, whatever. Just figure out for yourself that it doesn't have any sharp edges or spikes, okay?" He then dropped his pants and stepped out of them. Evie gasped again and stared fixedly at the spar of meat that was pointing at her as Cade stepped out of his pants and kicked them to one side. He then leaned against the table. 

    "Have a seat, Evie. Look it over. Study it. Try to figure out why you're so scared of it. It's a little bigger than standard-issue, but it isn't huge." He grinned at her and added, "I've never hurt a woman with it yet, anyway." As she stared tremblingly at him, Cade wondered which way she'd jump. Freak out and lock up, or sit and try to reason her way through things? 

    "It won't bite and I won't force you, Evie. I'll just stay right here until you tell me to leave. If you plunk your butt in that chair and take advantage of the moment, I'll stay right here a while longer for you." She edged around it as if it were a snake and slowly sat down. Cade noticed a dark spot in the center of Evie's jeans and realized that she was already damp, despite her fear. 

    Evie saw his eyes on her and followed his gaze, letting out a small, squeaking gasp as she saw the spot. 

    "I see you're interested," said Cade with a smile. Her head came up fast, her eyes angry, but Cade simply nodded with a slight tilt of his head as if to ask, "Well?" 

    Cade grinned as he went to his knees and spread Evie's very tense knees. He grabbed her hip pockets and pulled her forward to the edge of the chair, then he used his teeth to lightly pull and let snap the center of the damp spot. 

    Evie's hands found his shoulders and pushed, but Cade popped the seam again and chuckled as he raised his face to hers. He kissed her deeply, fully and her surprise got the better of her. When the kiss broke he glanced down and saw that the slightly damp spot had become a dark wet spot. Patting both of her back pockets, he grinned and said, "Oh, that just made all the difference in the world. You gave yourself away, ma'am. Your secret's out, lady. You're horny as hell. Off with those jeans, please. I want a big taste of you right now. I want to kiss my way up to that spot and tickle you silly with my tongue, ma'am. Surely that can't be too scary for you?" Evie started to say something, then the eager expression on Cade's face got to her and she giggled. 

    "You really like to do that, Ed?" 

    "What did Carol tell you about me, Evie?" 

    She took her lower lip between her teeth for a moment as she looked at him. With what seemed like sudden decisiveness, she stood up and tremblingly fumbled at her jeans' top button. Evie's hands were shaking so badly that she couldn't get it loose. As Cade reached up and popped it for her Evie's hands fell away. 

    Cade let his hand drop and said, "Uh-uh, nope. I was just helping, there. You get to unzip and take 'em off, ma'am." 
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    After a moment, her hands returned to her zipper. They weren't shaking so badly as she pulled the zipper down and then hooked her thumbs at the top of her jeans. After another moment's hesitation, she pushed her jeans down. Cade saw that she'd missed hooking her panties, so he stopped her. He moved her hands up to hook their elastic and then gently tugged her hands down until they met the jeans, then he tugged some more to encourage her to continue removing them. 

    As soon as her light brown bush appeared, Cade took over and slid her jeans to her ankles, then pushed them aside after she'd stepped out of them. She started to sit back down, but Cade pulled her to him and kissed her. He felt her belly flex and tense, then relax. Holding Evie close, he turned her and then lifted her to set her on the edge of the kitchen table. She sat staring at him as he turned the chair and sat down between her legs. Her trembling thighs flexed as he moved her feet to rest on the chair on each side of him. Cade leaned to lick her just above the right knee, then her left knee, and then he kissed and licked his way to her bush as her breathing quickened. 

    When his face found her bush, she hissed her breath through her teeth, then did it again as his tongue found her pleasure button and playfully swatted it a couple of times. 

    Evie came almost instantly. She seemed not to know what to do with her hands; they flailed briefly and then locked onto the table edge as her belly heaved. 

    Her groan had an edge of surprise in it as she flooded Cade's chin with her lubricant. He smiled into the torrent and continued nibbling and licking. Evie keened and came again and first one of her hands, then the other, frantically came to rest in his hair. 

    Cade kept it up until her hands began to pull his hair hard. Not to pull him away, but to each side. He reached up to unclench her fingers and free his hair, then bore in on her button again. 

    Evie had a series of orgasms that lasted nearly five minutes. When Cade raised his face from her bush, she raised a fluttering hand and, breathing hard, laid back on the table to catch her breath. 

    Cade stood up and rubbed the length of himself against her. Evie looked up in startlement, but Cade put a hand on her chest and rubbed her sweaty breasts and belly as he continued priming himself for entry. 

    Placing the head of his dick at the gates of her, Cade met Evie's stark stare and simply asked, "Now?" 

    Evie gritted her teeth as if making a hard decision, then nodded. "Yes. Now." 

    Cade bent to kiss her belly, then eased himself into her very slowly. She was exceedingly tight, but exceedingly well lubricated, so he applied a bit more pressure to push himself inside her. Evie muttered, "Oh, my God!" and let her head fall back to rest on the table. 

    Then Cade encountered her hymen and stopped, throbbing inside her like an idling engine. 

    "Evie, are you sure?" 

    She gave him a vigorous, tense nod. "Yes," she hissed. 

    "Then I was wrong, Evie. This may hurt a little." So quickly the words ran together, she whispered, "Just do it, Ed! Just do it. Get-rid-of-it." 

    "Uh, huh. One more time, ma'am. You're sure?" Evie sat up a bit and distinctly said, "Yes," through clenched teeth. She looked as if she expected some agony. Cade nodded and took her arms to pull her up and to him, then embraced her as he kissed her fully. As Evie returned his kiss, he let his hands slide down to brace her hips, then he shoved himself into her and felt her hymen pop as the entire length of his dick slid into her. 

    Evie uttered a sharp sound into their kiss, froze solid for a moment, and then pulled her face away from his. 

    With starkly staring eyes, she asked, "It's... in... All the way? It's all the way in, Ed?" 

    "Yes'm," said Cade softly, "All the way in, miLady, and you're no longer a virgin. How do you feel?" 

    Her eyes met his and she whispered, "It... did hurt a little, Ed. But... Like... Well, like cutting your finger hurts." 

    "Does it hurt now?" 

    "It... Yes, it hurts a little. Not like it did." He nodded. "If we're gentle, it shouldn't hurt much at all any more. I'll take it real easy, okay?" 

    She nodded slowly and asked, "Are you going to... Are you going to... Uh..." 

    "Come in you?" 

    Evie nodded again. "Yes." 

    "If you want me to, I will. If you don't, I won't." She looked at him quizzically and asked, "You can do that?" Shaking her head slightly, she added, "I mean, you don't have to... do that in me?" Cade almost laughed and she saw it. 

    "Hell, no, Evie. It won't hurt you if I do, but I don't have to. I can pull it out first, if you want." 

    Evie again seemed to come to a decision. She sat straight and looked down, then said, "No. You did it in Carol. You can do it in me, too." Wondering slightly at her remark about Carol, Cade nonetheless nodded and said, "Yes, ma'am. One male orgasm --coming --right up. How about a kiss, first, though? Wrap yourself around me and hug me, too." Evie giggled and said, "I can do that." 

    Going slowly and gently and using soft, deep strokes, Cade gradually neared his orgasm. In the meantime, Evie's eyes seemed to unfocus as she leaned against him and she mumbled something. 

    Cade asked her to say it again, but she simply rested her chin on his shoulder and received his thrusting motions with little gasps that turned into a rather continuous series of broken little moans. 

    When he got close enough to feel the tingling in his heels begin, he felt himself swell slightly inside her in preparation, and Evie felt it, too. Her eyes opened and focused and she looked into his eyes for a moment. She softly asked, "You're about to do it, aren't you?" He nodded. "Yup. Felt that, huh? Most women do." She returned his nod. 

    "When I get there, Evie, I'll need a kiss." She smiled and said softly, "Okay." 

    A few strokes later Cade pulled her hard against him and felt her legs instinctively lock around the backs of his. Evie frantically reached around him and hugged him to her as she kissed him, and her kiss was what triggered him hardest. 

    As Cade gushed into Evie, she moaned, then the moan deepened and she broke the kiss to simply hug him hard and gasp as yet another big orgasm took her. A few good bounces and jiggles later Cade had filled her about as well as he could. Evie still clutched him to her, legs locked around his. For long moments he rubbed her back and hugged her, then he let his hands trail down to her thighs and up the backs of her arms. 

    Evie shivered and sat straight. "That tickles." 

    "I can see that. Check out those goose bumps. Hey, lady, want to take a shower at my place?" 

    "What?" 

    Cade shrugged. "Well, I figure you probably won't run screaming from me now, so it's probably all right to let you in over there. Let's clean up a bit, then let Carol come back over here. We can shower and have a couple of drinks and talk, then bang like bunnies until dawn." She stared, then snickered, then giggled, then laughed. 

    "Bang like bunnies?" Her laugh got louder. 

    Cade was softening, and Evie's laughter squeezed him out of her. She stared down at his damp, glossy dick for a moment, then looked into Cade's eyes and kissed him. 

    When the kiss ended, Cade leaned to lick Evie's throat and whispered, 

"Coulda been worse, huh?" 

    She laughed again, then looked down. With a squeak she endeavored to move him so she could get off the table. At the sink she grabbed a paper towel, then another and another, and then she came hurrying back to the table to dab and wipe at the goo all over their trysting area. 

    "I forgot to tell you about that," said Cade. "Sex can be kind of messy." 
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    Clutching paper towels to her bush as she wiped the table, Evie almost doubled over laughing. She then sat in the chair and seemed unable to stop laughing as she stared at the paper towels between her legs. She almost wiped her eyes with the paper towel in her right hand, then stopped and stared at the goo on it. Cade walked over to get her a clean towel and one for himself, then he took the used one from Evie and trashed it. 

    "Does it still hurt?" he asked. 

    Evie shook her head. "No. There's a little blood on the towels, though. I expected a lot more." 

    She looked at the curtained window by the door as if to try to see his apartment through it, then said, "Carol must be worried sick, Ed." 

    "Probably so. That's why I suggested showering at my place, Evie. It'll give her a look at you." 

    Evie seemed to study Cade for a moment. 

    "You're always doing that," she said. "Thinking ahead a few turns. Were you doing that to me, earlier?" 

    He shook his head. "No. I frankly didn't know what the hell to do with you until I saw that wet spot on your jeans." 

    She blushed hard. "Oh, God. That." 

    "Yup. When I saw that, I just had to taste you, ma'am. Getting those pants off you became real important to me." 

    He watched Evie as she wiped up the last of the goo and trashed the towels. She went from being a little starry-eyed to being pensive in only a few minutes, and he wondered how she'd feel in an hour. Or the next day. Evie took her clothes into the bathroom and seemed to be taking longer than Cade thought necessary until he realized that she was probably checking herself thoroughly. 

    After some time, he said through the door, "Evie, I kind of have to get in there for a few minutes." 

    There was a pause, then she said, "I'll be right out." After another pause, Cade heard her sigh and blow her nose. When she came out a few moments later, she was fully clothed and it was evident that she'd been crying. 

    Putting off his bathroom urgency, Cade asked, "Are you okay, Evie?" She nodded as she sat down on the edge of the bed. When she looked up at him, she bit her lip for a moment, then looked at her hands in her lap. 

    "I was just wondering if I've done something terrible." 

    "Hmm. That could lead to a long discussion. Better I should pee and get dressed first. We can talk about it on the way over to my place." 

    "I'm not sure I should go with you, Ed." 

    "Reason? We're just talking about more of the same." 

    "I know. But I'm... not sure this was such a good idea." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, let me ask you something, Evie." She looked up at him and asked, "What's that?" 

    "There are roughly five billion people in the world, right?" 

    "Uh, I dont know. Maybe." 

    Cade nodded. "There are. US NEWS & WORLD REPORT says so. That's a big number, isn't it?" 

    She gave him a quizzical look and said, "Yes. Very big." 

    "Uh, huh. Now, how many people have ever lived?" Her look became moderately incredulous. 

    "Oh, God, I'd have no idea, Ed. Lots. Lots of lots." 

    "How many have been women? Roughly half?" 

    She shrugged and nodded. "I guess so." 

    "One more question, then, Evie. How many of those women got laid? Got their virginity popped? Most or nearly all of them, wouldn't you say? If only to avoid being fed to the local volcano god?" 

    Evie grinned and giggled softly. "Yes. Probably so." Cade said, "I'm just trying to tell you that while getting your own virginity popped is a unique event for you at this moment, it is not, by and large, the big deal that everyone makes it out to be. Happens all the time. Always has. You didn't really become a woman tonight, Evie. If you hadn't already been a woman it couldn't have happened." 

    She looked at him oddly again, but said nothing. 

    "Evie, if you're worried about the religious side of things, don't. Religion is mostly just mind control. People control. I want you to come over and make a night of it with me. Make your first time an all-nighter you can brag about in the barracks. You know, the 'and then I rode him into the ground' kind of story you've heard so often." 

    Evie giggled again. Then she laughed. "Yeah, I've heard enough of those stories. I never believed them, though." 

    Cade said, "Oh, sometimes they really happen, Evie. Come over and find out. I'll have you walking bow-legged tomorrow, ma'am. You'll be feeling me inside you for days. Would you like that?" 

    She reddened, which was answer enough, then Evie nodded and softly said, 

"Okay, Ed." 

    When Carol saw them coming she opened the door and stood on the landing. Halfway up the stairs, Evie looked up at her and stopped, then nodded silently. Carol looked at Cade for a moment, then hurried down the steps to Evie. 

    Cade continued upstairs and went into his apartment as Carol and Evie held an excited, whispered conference outside. A few minutes later, Evie came up by herself and Carol went to their apartment. 

    "How'd she take the news?" asked Cade. 

    Evie smiled slightly and said, "Okay, I guess. She seemed pretty excited and wanted to know if I was all right. Ed, she acted as if I'd just graduated or something." 

    "To her, you have. She's probably very relieved, too." He made them a couple of gin and bitter lemon drinks and they talked for a while. Cade was in no hurry, partly because he'd already shot a bolt and partly because he wanted to see if he could determine how truly well Evie was accepting what she'd done with him. 

    In truth, he felt she had some serious reservations now that the deed had been done, but when the drinks were gone, he asked her to join him in the shower. 

    After a hair wash and making sure she was more than simply clean, Cade again nibbled her to three solid orgasms, then again slipped inside, this time to play. 

    Around two in the morning, she could take no more. As she drifted into sleep, Cade tucked the towel in place and joined her after setting his alarm an hour early. 

    In the morning they rose and showered, then Cade made love to her again, which to Evie meant that she needed yet another shower before leaving to go to her own apartment. 

    At the door he kissed her goodbye and asked, "Tell me true, ma'am. Did you have a good time with me? No serious regrets, right?" Evie nodded and smiled as she said, "No regrets yet, anyway," then she kissed him. "I can't say how I'll feel later, but right now I feel... Good, Ed." 

    "Good," said Cade. "That's how you're supposed to feel." Thinking to take Evie and Carol to the base with him, Cade hurried a little, but as he opened the door, he saw them getting on the shuttle bus. That evening he saw neither of the women get off the bus at their usual time. Half an hour later Evie got off the next bus, but not Carol. He waved to Evie and she said she'd be over after she changed. 

    Evie later told Cade that Carol had gone to the NCO club with a couple of friends. She sounded odd, so Cade asked if anything was wrong. 

    "I don't know, Ed. She was distant all day. She went to lunch early without telling me. Then she decided to go to the club with two other girls and never asked if I wanted to go." 

    Cade made sympathetic noises, but he'd already decided not to involve himself in the matter of Carol. His only interest that evening was in pleasuring Evie. 

    With a small grin, he said, "Well, she probably thought you'd have something else you wanted to do, Evie." 

    After a nervous start she loosened up well and seemed to have a good time of things, even though she told him that she wanted to try to get some sleep that she hadn't gotten the night before. Around eleven she received his third gooey gift of the evening, smiled as she kissed him, tucked her towel into place, and then nodded off to sleep. 

    In the morning Evie reached across Cade to slap the alarm to silence, then reached for Cade. Climbing on top of him, she wordlessly impaled herself on him and rode him to a rather glorious cresting, then grinned down at him as she very deliberately rode him in a long series of strokes that she knew would trigger his own climax. 

    Evie then hopped off him and hogged the bathroom at a time when Cade was nearly desperate to take a leak. 

    Cade called through the door, "Evie, if you don't let me in I'll go pee in your purse!" 

    She giggled and unlocked the door as she said, "Oh, all right, come on in, you big baby." 

    A little while later Evie scampered across to her own apartment to get dressed for work. Cade was rather surprised when he heard footsteps on the stairs a few minutes later and Evie came running in to tell him that Carol wasn't home and hadn't been there. 

    "Are you sure?" asked Cade. "Maybe she's already left for work, Evie." She shook her head. "No. There was no mess in the bathroom sink. Her toothbrush was dry, too, and she always leaves her coffee cup on the table. It hasn't been used." 

    "Yeah, well, get ready to go, ma'am. She'll show up. She may be in yesterday's uniform, but she'll show up." 
Chapter Eighty-Six

    But Carol hadn't shown up by noon, when Evie called from their office. She said that their unit brass and NCO's had been at a training meeting all morning, so they didn't know that Carol was AWOL, but they'd be back after lunch. 

    "What do the rules say, Evie? Don't do anything stupid like marking her present during the morning. It doesn't take much to blow that kind of fib, and the Army takes them seriously. Tell it like it is if they ask about her." 

    "But... she'll get in trouble, Ed!" 

    "Not if she has a legitimate reason for not showing up or calling in, Evie. Fact is, as soon as you get off the line, I'll check up front and see if she'd been admitted here." 

    "Oh, my God, Ed! Don't talk like that!" 

    "Okay, fine. I won't tell you and I'll check anyway. Hey, look, Evie; panic won't help matters any. Not at all. Better you should look like you sound right now and tell the brass she's missing. Let them in on it before they find out the hard way and ask why the hell you didn't say anything." 

    "But Ed..!" 

    "It's up to you, Evie. Reason it out and do what's best. Now let me go so I can check the A&D log." 

    When she'd hung up, he did just that, but Carol's name wasn't among recent admissions. They had an unidentified on the list who hadn't wakened from a drug overdose, but she was described as having black hair. Cade rechecked the log, then called the morgue, hoping not to find Carol on their list. She wasn't. 

    "No new customers in a whole week," said Spec-5 Pelton. He'd had to look up the number for Evie's office, having never called it before. 

    "Hi, Evie. No luck. Not here." 

    "Yes, she is. They found Carol early this morning, lying in a field on the other side of Ramstein. Somebody beat her up and raped her, Ed. They've got her in ward 39, but they're keeping quiet about it." Cade's stomach seemed to turn to lead. "Oh, hell. Thirty-nine is a psychiatric ward, Evie." 

    "Yeah, I know. She was still drunk when they found her, Ed. Major Lewis called to talk to Reynolds, but he was already gone." Cade considered matters. Lewis, the WAC company CO, was known to be a bitch on wheels about some things, and this would be one of those things. He knew only one person who'd have any experience in such problems. 

    "Evie, call Kim. I can't help Carol, but Kim's helped a WAC through things like this before." 

    "Kim? But..." 

    "Oh, hell, Evie. Don't argue. Just call her and see if she'd be willing to try to help." 

    "Uh, okay, but I don't see..." 

    "That's why you're calling Kim. She may see what we don't. She may... Just do it and do it now. Bye, Evie." 

    Some fifteen minutes later, Kim called him and said, "Oh, thanks a helluva lot for the reference, Ed. What did you tell Evie about me?" 

    "Only that you'd helped a WAC through some similar times, Kim. We were all friends once, remember? I just thought you might have some idea of what to do to help Carol. Maybe she'll talk to you." 

    After a moment, Kim said, "I see. Well, I'll look into it, Ed. Just for you and your little harem, I'll do it." 

    "They aren't my little harem, Kim, but thank you." 

    "Oh, you're so welcome, of course, Ed. Bye." She'd hung up without waiting to hear his "Bye". Cade considered matters for a few more moments, then decided that there was nothing else he could do and went back to work checking the med supplies in the ambulances. That evening Evie came over, but not to spend the night with him. She'd changed clothes and wanted a ride back to the WAC shack to take some things to Carol. Cade grabbed his book and a can of Coke from the fridge and they left. When they arrived, Cade opened his book and took the cold Coke out of his jacket pocket, then took a seat in the lounge to wait for Evie. Two chapters later he heard voices in the hall coming toward the front and stood up to meet them. One of them was Evie's and one was Kim's, but the third woman's voice --while vaguely familiar --he couldn't identify. When the trio appeared, he saw that the extra voice belonged to Beth, to whom he'd sold the .44 mag so long ago and far away in Virginia. She wore an oversized blue tee-shirt that said 'Every Night is Ladies Night' and a pair of cutoff jeans shorts. 

    "Well, hello, Beth," he said. "I'd heard you were here." Evie asked, "You know her, Ed?" 

    He nodded. "Yeah. We shared an interest once." To Beth, as if he didn't know, he asked, "Still got the .44?" 

    Kim's eyes got big as she stared at him briefly, then narrowed as she gazed at Beth. 

    Beth gave her an innocent return gaze, then turned to Cade and said, 

"Yeah, Cade. I've still got it." 

    He nodded and grinned. "Good. That gun fell in love with you the moment it saw you." 

    Kim said, "Carol's going to be staying here at the WAC company for a while, Ed. It's command discretion as to how long, but it may be quite a while." 

    They sat down around the lounge and Kim said, "Evie's probably going to move back here, too." 

    Looking at Evie, Cade asked, "Why?" 

    Evie fidgeted and said, "I can't make the rent on my own, Ed. I need a roommate." 

    "So ask around. There are three hundred women here." Kim said, "I told you he'd say something like that. Tell him, Evie." Evie fidgeted again, took a deep breath, and then let it out with an imploring look at Kim. 

    "No," said Kim. "It's your problem. Deal with it." After another few moments and another deep breath, Evie asked, "When I said I couldn't make the rent... How come you didn't ask me to move in with you, Ed?" 

    He raised an eyebrow and asked, "Kim, are you trying to prove something, here?" 

    She nodded. "Yes. I am. Tell Evie why you didn't invite her to move in with you, Ed. Tell her why you didn't invite Carol, either, even though she was there all the time and got on your nerves so badly you asked me for help loosening her grip on you." 

    "You're setting me up, Kim. I don't like hurting people." 

    "If not now, later, when she gets too attached. You know that, Ed. Just like Carol. Go ahead and tell her." 

    "I think you just told her, Kim. She'll get too attached." 

    "What else, Ed?" 

    Kim stood up and stepped across the room to stand in front of him, so that he either had to look up or stand up to see her face. She was well aware of that, too. It was simple manipulation. If he stayed put, he'd be in a position of vulnerability. If he stood up, he'd have to act, not react. Cade stood up and said, "You, Kim. Is that what you want to hear? You're the reason," then he said to Evie, "This deal was done before you ladies came out front. If you want a ride home, let me know. I'll be at the NCO club." Turning to face Beth, he said, "Nice to see you again, Beth. I mean that. If you like to mess with shotguns, let me know and I'll take you to the skeet range sometime." 

    Nodding at Kim and Evie, he added, "These two know where to find me." With that, Cade picked up his book and Coke and left the WAC shack to head for his car. At the NCO club he ordered a gin and bitter lemon and sat at a table by himself rather than endure the sports chatter at the bar. 
Chapter Eighty-Seven

    Half an hour later he still had half a drink left, but Cade was bored spitless and the NCO club was starting to fill up with the usual Friday night crowd. He considered taking his book to the hospital's A&D waiting room and calling Evie to tell her where to look for him. 

    A light bulb flashed and died along the west wall and it reminded Cade that he'd wanted to talk to his landlady about getting a couple of extra lamps for the apartment. 

    He'd looked in the PX, but whoever had decided on their line of lamps had obviously had a brain fart that day. The lamps were all made for US 110-volt wall sockets. 

    It also reminded him that his landlady had gone to Baumholder to visit her brother and that she'd be gone until Monday. He wrote 'see about lamps' on the upper right corner of the battered outside cover of his book as a further reminder and stuck the book in his field jacket pocket. 

    A low wolf whistle sounded behind him and Cade knew that a woman had come into the NCO club either unescorted or wearing something unusual or revealing. Someone came up directly behind him and stood there for a few moments longer than Cade liked. As he turned in his chair to tell the guy to move, he saw a pair of cutoff shorts-clad legs that seemed unusually long. 

    "Oh. Hi, Beth," he said, before he looked up at her face. When he did look up, he asked, "Have you noticed at all that it's winter outside, ma'am? Shorts are fine indoors, but..." 

    She interrupted with, "The club's only a couple of hundred yards from the WAC shack, Cade. I didn't figure to freeze on the way over here and I won't change for this crowd." 

    Reaching for his drink, she tasted it and said, "Huh. Not bad. Buy me a drink and I'll sit with you, mister." 

    "Your imitation of a bar girl lacks subtlety, lady, but I'll spring for one just because you're wearing shorts." 

    As she took off her field jacket and draped it over the chair across from his, Cade waved at the waitress, then pointed at Beth. The woman detached herself from the bar and came toward them in unhurried steps. He read Beth's blue tee-shirt again --'Every Night is Ladies Night' -and smiled, then said, "Just tell her what you want, Beth. Doesn't that shirt kind of give you away?" 

    She pulled out a chair and said, "No, it doesn't. It's my philosophy, Cade, and it makes men buy me drinks. Thanks for the drink, by the way." She then told the waitress, "One of whatever he's drinking." 

    "Gin and bitter lemon," said Cade. 

    The waitress silently nodded, even as she looked questioningly at Cade, then she headed for the bar. 

    "Huh. That look she gave me was odd enough. Does she know you, Beth?" 

    "Sort of. Does she know you, Cade?" 

    "Only from here, and I don't come in often. Why'd she look at me that way, Beth?" 

    Beth smiled and said, "I'd rather not say." Cade lifted an eyebrow and asked, "Are you not saying that you and she...?" 

    Her smile remained unabated as she said, "I'm not saying anything at all about her, Cade, so don't even ask." 

    He shrugged. "Okay. Just curious. Why are you here?" 

    "You want me to leave? Can I at least finish my drink before I go?" Sighing, Cade said, "I just want to know why..." 

    "To see you, Cade. Is that so weird?" 

    Cade grinned and said, "You tell me. Is it?" Beth laughed. "No, not if you were serious about shooting skeet. Tomorrow's Saturday. You busy?" 

    "I'll make time if you're serious. Mind if I ask why you'd be interested in being with me at all, Beth? If I remember correctly, your last actual words to me in Virginia were "Suffer, Cade," and you gave me the finger." He grinned slightly as he remembered Beth stroking her thigh and yelling those words at him across the hood of his car. Beth laughed again as the waitress put a drink in front of her, then she picked it up and sipped it as the waitress gave Cade another odd look and walked away. 

    "Yeah, well," she said, pausing, "I've been hearing a lot about you lately, Cade. I guess I just wanted to see what the fuss was about." She sat back in her chair and let her legs rest on the chair in front of her. Cade's eyes fell on them and got stuck there. 

    "You still like my legs?" she asked. 

    Cade saw no reason to avoid telling her the truth. 

    "They're like two sticks of candy to me, Beth." She grinned at him as she asked, "Candy, huh? What flavor of candy, Cade?" 

    "The warm, tangy flavor. There'd be nothing sweet about them, though, and maybe nothing sweet about their owner, either, if I tried to kiss them. Why are you waving your legs at me, Beth? You aren't into men, and I happen to be one." 

    She sipped her drink again and said, "This is good stuff, Cade. You have good taste in some things, don't you? Legs and booze, anyway." 

    "I like to think so." 

    She sipped again and said, "You don't really have many vices, do you, Cade? No hard drinking. No drugs. No bad side, really, unless someone gets in your face, and even then you'll talk your way out if you can, right?" Cade didn't answer, instead taking the opportunity to study her legs and wait to see if his eyeballing of her bothered Beth enough to say anything about it. 

    He reached for her sneakered foot and turned it to turn her leg outward, then let his eyes wander the length of it and let go of her foot. Meeting her gaze, he tipped his glass and said, "Great legs, Beth. A little slender, but still great legs." 

    She didn't thank him for his words; she just sat gazing at him for a moment, then said, "I'll bet you're thinking, 'Wow, what a waste', huh?" He shook his head. "Nope. I don't think that way when I see a nice painting, either. Good things aren't necessarily wasted just because I don't happen to have them." 

    She smiled slightly and said, "Well, goodie for you, Mr. Cade. In that case, you can look all you want." 

    He grinned and said, "You're too kind, ma'am." Beth grinned back and said, "Yeah. That's me, all right." After a minute or so, she asked, "Do you think 'what a waste' when you see two women together, Cade?" 

    "No. I did once, but then I realized that it really didn't matter who she was with if she wasn't with me." 

    She sipped her drink with a smile and said, "A lot of men just don't see it that way, you know." 

    Cade shrugged. "Some people look for reasons to be offended. I'm not one of them." 

    They finished their drinks at about the same time. Cade said he'd order a couple more while he called the WAC shack to see how much longer Evie thought she'd be. Beth rapped her knuckles on the table as he started to get up. 

    "Evie's not coming," said Beth. "That's what I came to tell you, Ed. Leslie's giving her a ride home later." 

    Cade looked at her for a moment, wondering if she were just setting him up for trouble with Evie, but her gaze was solid. Cade waved at the waitress and held up two fingers. 

    She nodded and Cade lowered his arm as he asked, "You won't mind if I call about that, will you? I'd hate to leave her stranded because you thought it might be funny." 

    Beth shook her head. "Be my guest, Cade. Do you really think I'd do that?" Regarding her for a moment, Cade said, "No, but when I'm not sure, I try to verify things. Evie's a friend, Beth. Before I drive off and leave her I'll want to be sure that's what she wants." 

    Laying a hand on her chest, Beth feigned surprise. 

    "Oh, such loyalty, sir. Are you sure you don't just want to try to get her in bed one more time? Like Connie?" 

    Cade shook his head. "No, but if you don't want to believe that, you won't. Think about this, Beth. Evie might want one more good bang out of me." 

    "A good bang, huh? That's you? A good bang?" 

    "What did Connie say about me, Beth?" 

    Mentioning Connie made Beth stiffen and glower at him for several moments, then she smiled slightly and crossed her legs, grinning when she saw his eyes follow them. 

    "Sucker," she whispered. "They're just legs, Cade. Everybody's got 'em." He whispered back, "Not like those, they don't. Shut up and let me concentrate, ma'am." 

    Beth let out a bark of laughter that made people around them look their direction. Her laugh ended in a chuckle as she uncrossed and recrossed her legs. The waitress came by with their drinks just as she did that and seemed to eye Beth's legs with interest equal or almost equal to Cade's. When the waitress left with their empty glasses, Beth sipped her drink and said, "Guess what, Cade... I had a man in my life once." 

    "Try harder. I'm not surprised, Beth." 
Chapter Eighty-Eight

    Beth's eyes widened a bit and she asked, "Oh, no? You think a dyke like me would have anything to do with a man? Now or ever?" 

    He nodded. "Yup. Maybe a long time back, but I'd say you haven't been a virgin for quite a while. Hell, I think men are probably one of the reasons women become dykes." 

    She snorted. "You'd be right about that, Cade. He was ten years back. I was sixteen. He was twenty-two." 

    "Will this be a fun story or a tale of tragedy, ma'am?" 

    "Tragedy," she said. "Want to hear it anyway?" Cade shrugged and sipped, showing her his almost-full drink, and said, 

"Sure. I've got a minute or two." 

    After a moment, Beth said, "He died, Cade. The dumb fuck was showing off in his car and rolled it." She paused a moment, then said, "He was showing off for another girl." 

    "It happens. Men can be pretty stupid sometimes." 

    "No shit. I was tall and skinny. She was five-five, but stacked, blonde, gorgeous, and nineteen. I found out he was dating me because he worked for my daddy and thought it would put him at the front of the line around the ranch. He was dating her because she put out for him." 

    Cade shook his head disgustedly and said, "Men. What assholes. Imagine being with a woman just to get laid." 

    Beth raised a foot and kicked his leg lightly, giggling as she said, "Shut up, Cade. This is my story. I'll tell you when to sympathize with me." Gripping his leg as if in agony, he muttered, "Oh, yes, ma'am. Sorry, ma'am." 

    Grinning at him, Beth said, "And don't call me ma'am. It makes me feel old." 

    "Ah. Yes, miLady. I mean no, miLady." 

    Beth kicked him again and laughed. 

    "Damn it, don't call me that, either. That's for the fluffy little things you're used to." 

    Grinning back at her as he sipped his drink, he asked, "Okay, then, what term of vast respect should I use, O Bethany A. Porter of the long, lovely legs?" 

    Her snickers stopped. "How the hell do you know my whole name, Cade?" 

    "Your Captain Morales asked if I knew you. He said you seemed surprised to see my name on a report." 

    Her voice was tense. "What did you tell him, Cade?" Cade smiled and said, "That you'd had a .44 magnum back in Virginia. That I thought his men should treat you like a lady. That I thought they'd likely suffer if they gave you a hard time. That's it." 

    "Nothing else?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade firmly said, "There were other words, too, but mainly I just let him know that I respected you, Beth. That happens to be the truth, by the way." 

    She eyed him for some moments, then said, "Okay. Thanks, I guess. That might even explain something." 

    When she didn't elaborate, Cade asked, "What?" Sipping her gin, she said, "A few days after you caught Rayland and panicked half a dozen guys at JAG, Morales made me a team leader. I'd only been there a little while, so it came as a big surprise to me. And everybody. After the announcement, when he gave me the green armband, he told me that I knew some interesting people. I didn't know what the hell he was talking about then. Maybe now I do." 

    "Well, I guess I did recommend you kind of highly, ma... Beth. Let's see now... I told him that the guys had better respect you, that you'd go toe-to-toe with God, and that you were worth keeping, guaranteed. I also told him that we'd faced off once and managed to avoid a fight. That may have been what impressed him the most, I think." 

    She sat very still for a moment, then said, "Oh, holy shit... You said all that about me, Cade? Really?" 

    He nodded. "Yup. Ask him, Beth. He's got no reason not to tell you what I said. We were just talking." 

    "Why?" she asked, "Why the hell would you say things like that about me, Cade? Back in Virginia... I did my damndest to get you away from Connie. You know that." 

    Cade sipped his drink and said, "My Connies come and go, Beth. You loved her but I didn't, so she was more yours than mine in any sense that really matters. You had a point about the adultery thing, too. It could have caused us all a bunch of problems." 

    Taking another sip as she stared at him, he said, "So I took your pony for a last ride and then I let her go, Beth. Sorry if that offends you, but that's what I did. Then I went home and tried to find some way to hold things together with Kim. I love her, Beth. I can't stand her sometimes, but I can't seem to stop loving her. Carol and Evie were fill-ins. So was Connie. And Susan. Oh, wait. You didn't know that one. Well, you get the picture. You probably even know why she moved back to the WAC shack." Beth nodded. "You got yourself fixed. Word gets around in the barracks, Cade." 

    Cade nodded. "Yeah, I know about that. No biggie, I guess. The worst that can happen is that three hundred women find out I'm a safe lay, right?" He grinned slightly, but only because he felt that it would have been expected after a remark like that. Beth didn't return his grin. She sat gazing at him for some moments, then sighed and set her glass down rather firmly. 

    "Cade, you didn't manage to make that sound very funny. You're really hurting, aren't you?" 

    He studied his drink for a moment, then kept studying it as he very softly said, "Yeah, Beth. Pretty much all the time, I guess. It just sits way deep inside and flares up now and then when I think about Kim too much." He took a drink, then stared at his glass some more. Beth moved her legs to put her feet on the floor, but Cade didn't much more than notice the motion in his peripheral vision. She scooted her chair up to the table and leaned her elbows on the tablecloth, then rested her chin in her palms as she stared across the empty dance floor. 

    "I won't tell you what I did," said Beth, "But it worked out the same. No Connie. Just a hole in my heart and an ache that won't go away, Cade. Like you said, it just sits way down deep and waits to flare up when I think of her." Cade could think of nothing to say, so he kept his mouth shut. After a few minutes of silence, Beth sipped the last of her drink and stood up and picked up her jacket. 

    Cade watched her head toward the front door for a moment, then turned back to finish his own drink. When he looked up again, she was gone. He stood up and gave the waitress a little salute to let her know that she needn't lift her boobs off the bar for him. She nodded and went back to talking to the guy next to her serving station as Cade headed for the door. Deciding to take a leak before leaving, Cade detoured to the restroom, did his thing, and then walked toward the darkness beyond the front door. A woman's sharp, commanding tone said, "Cade!" It hadn't been a yell; just a sharply delivered single syllable. He stopped and looked back into the club. At the table sat Beth. Her jacket was again draped on the chair. 

    The bartender and waitress and some people at the bar were standing almost at attention as they looked around to see what might be going on. Cade walked back to the table and stood looking down at Beth for a moment, then said, "I thought you'd left." 

    She shook her head. "Just went to the bathroom." After a pause, she said, 

"Yeah, well, I almost did leave, Cade. Almost. Then I changed my mind. Buy us another round." 

    He shrugged. "I'll buy you one, Beth, but I think I'm ready to call Evie, then go home." 

    Beth grabbed his forearm in a viselike grip; firmer than he'd have grabbed anyone without damned good reason. Beth looked up at him and nodded toward his chair. 

    "Sit down, Cade. I wasn't bullshitting you about Evie. She's got a ride with Leslie. She and Carol were deep into a sob session when I left. That's half the reason I left." 

    Cade sat down, and only then did Beth release his arm. She turned and waved two fingers at the waitress, who glanced at Cade. He nodded as Beth turned back around and she gazed at him a moment. 

    She muttered, "God damn it! I order the drinks, but she looks to you to see if it's all right. What the hell is that?" 

    Reaching in her jacket pocket, she pulled out some bills and slapped them on the table with a good deal of irritation. 

    "I've got money," she said. "She knows me. She knows I don't come in here to cadge drinks. The dumb bitch." 

    "Beth, take it easy. I bought the last two rounds. She probably just thought I'd be buying these, too, and after the way you called me back over here, she probably wanted to be sure she'd get paid. Relax, ma'am." Beth's eyes flared, then narrowed. "I told you not to call me that, Cade." Cade sighed. "Yeah, well, sorry. You know the word means something to me that it doesn't mean to you. Let it slide, Beth. I like you, damn it. Let's not fight about trivia." 

    Beth glared at him for a moment, then tilted her head and said, "Trivia? 

Who the hell uses words like that, Cade? Anyone else would have said, 'little stuff' or 'little shit', but not you. Nope. Not you. You barf up a word like

'trivia'." 

    Resting his head in his palms, he said, "Jesus. Okay, Beth. Make it 'let's not fight over little shit'. Shit like this, for instance. Does that make you feel better?" 

    She chuckled and said, "Hell no. If you say it like that, you sound just like every other dickhead man who's tired of hearing some woman run her face." 
Chapter Eighty-Nine

    Cade saw legs stop walking next to his chair and studied them for a moment. He looked up and the waitress raised an eyebrow at him. He paid her and watched her saunter away. When she reached the bar, she looked back and gave him a little 'gotcha' smile. Beth laughed and he looked at her. 

    "You're such a total sucker for legs, Cade," she said. "It's a wonder you ever see their faces." 

    "Not true!" said Cade, affecting great personal insult. "Not true at all. Her face has a weak chin and her lips are too thin and too red. She paints her eyebrows on and..." 

    Beth laughed again. "Okay. Okay. I believe you saw her face. You ought to see yours, though. Geez." 

    As Cade sipped his drink, she sipped hers. 

    "This one's it for me, lady. I have to drive home." 

    "A mile and a half you have to drive. You'll make it." 

    "Maybe. If I don't get stopped by some MP on the way. You know how they can be, right?" 

    Beth again put her feet up and watched his eyes avidly travel her legs. 

"No, Cade, tell me. How can they be?" 

    "They who?" asked Cade, his gaze fixed on her thighs. Beth grinned as she chuckled. 

    "Thank you," she said. "I'll take that as a compliment." Cade nodded. "It was. You're a good-looking woman, Beth. A little tough, I think, but still..." 

    With a tight gaze, she quietly asked, "You wanna find out how tough I am, Cade?" 

    Suddenly the whole little game they'd been playing made Cade feel somewhat tired. 

    Sitting back in his chair, Cade sighed and said, "No, Beth. I already know you're tough. I'd rather find out how you'd like having your hair shampooed. By me. I'd rather know how you taste all over and how it would feel to kiss you goodnight and wake up next to you. How you'd feel in my arms. The touch of your skin on mine. That may offend you, but that's what I'd really like to find out." 

    He sipped his drink and waited for the explosion. Beth simply stared at him. Cade set his drink down and stood up to leave. As he started to walk away, Beth stood up. 

    Cade stopped, half-expecting her to tear into him, but she stood by the table and simply ground her knuckles into the tablecloth for a moment. 

    "Beth, I'm... I'm sorry. I know you don't like men and I figure I've just added myself to your total hate list. Forgive me if you can and just let me go home." 

    When she said nothing, continuing her flat gaze, Cade said, "I apologize, here and now. I mean it. I let a couple of drinks get to me and I said some things..." 

    "Cade, did you mean what you said?" 

    Feeling trapped, Cade took a breath and stood straight as he said, "Yes. I did. It was stupid and I've apologized, so let's not fight. We'd both be..." 

    "Cade, shut up and sit down." 

    "What?" 

    "Shut up and sit down. I'll tell you when you've really upset me. I think what you said was honest. Was it?" 

    He nodded as he cautiously took his chair. "Yes." 

    "Then don't apologize for it." After sipping her drink, she said, "You might think twice before saying that to some other dyke, though." Cade thought a moment, then said, "You're not really a dyke, Beth. Close, maybe, but not quite." 

    With a tense gaze, Beth said, "Boy, that would surprise a lot of women I've slept with, I think. Why not, Cade? What makes you think you know any damned..." 

    "If you were, you wouldn't have been here fencing with me over drinks. You'd have maybe come to tell me about Evie, but you'd probably have worn jeans to do it. You might even have let me buy you a drink, but you wouldn't have taken the chance of telling me to buy you one. You'd have let me offer or ordered your own." 

    He sipped his drink and continued, "And flashing your legs at me like that. Nope. You enjoyed the way I looked at them and you kept flashing them at me. I've known some dykes, Beth. They wouldn't have shared an intimate moment with a man. No way." 

    "What intimate moment? What I said about Connie?" 

    "Yeah, that one. A dyke wouldn't let a man she barely knew see her pain, Beth. Not even if he was hurting, too." 

    Her angry glare fixed on him as if he were a target for some moments, then her hand reached out to grope for her glass. Beth tossed back the contents and set the glass down firmly, then stood up and put on her field jacket, jamming her hands into the lower pockets. 

    Cade also stood up and said, "Well, thanks for the company, Beth. I guess I'll see you around." 

    Beth gave him another long, silent gaze, then very quietly said, "I'll try you, Cade. One time, just to see how I like it. If I don't like what happens, you'll bring me back to the base and we'll forget tonight." Shock raced through Cade as he stared at Beth. Simple shock. Not mere startlement. For all he'd said to Beth, he'd never expected to achieve any more than a softening of attitude that might lead to a friendship. 

    "Well?" she asked. "Yes or no?" 

    Cade tried to determine if she were kidding him. He noticed that despite her commanding demeanor, her jacket pockets were trembling. So were her knees. He decided not to accept her offer coolly. 

    Cade reached to pull her right hand out of her pocket and held it tightly in both of his as he whispered, "Oh, Jesus, Beth..! Are you sure? Damn, lady! 

I don't know which of us is doing all the shaking here! Yes! Hell, yes!" She couldn't help grinning at him. Cade knew he looked like an overeager fool and he didn't give a damn. Beth's arm relaxed a bit and her grin grew a little bigger. 

    "Yeah, Cade. One time. Just once." 

    Someone came up behind him and Cade straightened himself up before turning to see who it was. The waitress. 

    She glanced with a narrow gaze at Cade's grasp of Beth's hand and said, 

"Danny wants to know if there's a problem." 

    "No," said Cade as Beth also said, "No," pulling her hand free of his and shoving it back in her pocket. 

    They hadn't quite spoken in unison, but each had said "No" firmly enough that the waitress gave them each the fisheye look before heading back to the bar. 

    Cade looked at Beth and said, "God, I feel like yelling, 'race you to the door!' Are you absolutely sure, Beth?" 

    Reestablishing her cool demeanor, Beth said, "I said so, didn't I?" 

    "Well, by God, I won't ask why or any other stupid questions, lady. Race you to the car, instead?" 

    Beth laughed and said, "Let's just walk, Cade. These people already think something's weird over here. Two of them will freak out completely when we leave together. The waitress knows me. So does Danny." He nodded, keeping his thoughts to himself and masking his silence by simply nodding happily. Beth was letting herself be seen leaving with him after showing up in shorts in the middle of winter and rather obviously putting herself on display for him for just over an hour. As they headed for the door, Cade wondered if she'd get in the car and then tell him to take her to the WAC shack, instead, then realized that wouldn't quite be enough if she was simply using him to counteract rumors. He kept up the happy puppy act as they left the club and headed for the car, but after they'd got into the Mercedes, he pretended to have a minor revelation. 

    "Uh, Beth, I need to know... Are you going to have us head for my place, then change your mind? Are we just doing this so you'll be seen with a man for a change?" 

    Beth sat very still for some moments, then said, "Yeah, it started out that way, Cade. I was going to have you take me to your place, then crash on the couch after too many drinks. Then I got to thinking while I was sitting there talking to you." 

    She coughed softly to clear her throat. 

    "People have been talking about me, Cade. A lot. One in particular is lying about me. Saying I made a pass at her. I didn't. It's all about something else. She's a pig." 
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